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For Diarmid






Grass twists up through my hair now

and my mouth is full of stones. 

Tell my mother and father I am coming, tell them

I have not grown old.

(Robin Robertson, Grimoire)
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Part One





1

I AM NOT A VIOLENT MAN, but if you use that word to me I will find it hard not to punch you in the mouth.

You know the one I mean.

So that the family may find some . . .

We hope and pray that you reach some . . .

The priest, the police, the social workers. Friends, journalists, politicians. Everyone used it. The sympathy cards and the mass cards, the emails, the letters. They couldn’t let it go. The tweets and the Direct Messages.

Closure?

When they lay me in a satin-lined box. When they clap the lid down and screw it tight and the dirt starts pattering. That will be closure. Maybe.

Until then?

I’ll stay open, thank you. The way a sore is open. The way a sewer is open. The way a raw and gaping wound is open.

My name is Gordon Rutherford. Seven years ago I stood at this window looking out over the beach and the narrow strip of firth to the island, and I waited for my boy to come back.

He didn’t come back.

His name was Rory and he was seven years old. In the photo on the posters he is blond-haired and smiling and doesn’t really look like himself. I wanted a different photo but the police insisted on this one because he’s wearing the clothes he was wearing when he vanished.

A blue and white striped Kilmarnock football top.

Black Nike shorts.

Black slip-on Adidas sandals.

Bonnie, our retriever, appeared with one of the sandals in her mouth at the garden gate. I saw her from the picture window. That’s when I first suspected something amiss. I thought it was a game at first. Maybe Rory had been throwing the sandal for Bonnie to fetch. But in that case, why not use one of the sticks that littered the shore? There was something in the stance of the dog, its lowered, guilty head and shame-faced, twitching brows, that bothered me. I was still holding the book I’d been reading, my finger keeping the place, and I set it down, splayed, on the arm of the armchair and wandered outside.

A wind had come up from the west. Whitecaps were showing like miniature rips in the skin of the firth. The water looked heavy and grey; it was heaving about with a surly, sloshing motion. My short-sleeved shirt flapped and rippled in the wind and I remember thinking that the boy would be cold in his thin football top. Though he never seemed to feel it, the cold. I was always on at him to put a fleece on or a hat, but he would skip off laughing as if the elements were a tiresome condition that only affected grown-ups.

It was a Sunday in the middle of August, that time when the summer seems to be giving up the ghost and the shop windows in Largs are full of ‘Back to School’ offers. Uniforms and stationery. Black school shoes. Laptops and tablets. Sarah, my wife, a partner in a law firm in Largs, had some work spread out on the kitchen table, tapping away at her MacBook.

Brian Little, the landlord of the Mudhook, was out on the beach, walking his black Lab, Ash, and I hailed him and started picking my way across the rocks towards him. Bonnie kept close to my heels, slinking low to the ground with Rory’s sandal still in her mouth. We said hello and I asked Brian if he’d seen Rory. He shook his head. He’d only come onto the beach this minute, he told me. Ash was sniffing round Bonnie; Brian yanked his chain harshly and told the dog to sit. We both looked up and down the barren sands.

I could smell alcohol on Brian; stale, not fresh. The village’s annual Gala Day had taken place at the community gardens the day before. We had all drunk too much as usual. Everyone would be a little delicate today, a bit brittle.

‘Maybe he’s nipped off up the lane there.’ Brian nodded towards Jetty Road, pinching his brow and grimacing. I followed his gaze. The stones on the upper slopes of the beach were stippled with quivering jellyfish, like melted wine gums.

‘Ach, he’s probably back inside by now. Maybe you should be, too. You look like you could use a stiffener.’

‘That’s not such a terrible idea.’

We nodded at each other and Brian walked on. There was a couple coming towards me down the beach, late twenties, the man with his hands in his pockets and the woman hanging onto his arm, like the cover of that Dylan album. They hadn’t seen the boy either, though there was something in the man’s expression, a kind of veiled sneer, that made me wonder later if he knew something. Neither of them came forward when the police made their appeal for witnesses, and no one else seems even to have seen them.

I turned back for home, with Bonnie following. I could see Captain Haddock further up the beach, moving, as usual, with blistering speed. Captain Haddock was a village personality, a physically vigorous, mentally frail old guy who really did look like the Tintin character, only his beard was white instead of black. He tramped the beach in all weathers, greasy jeans tucked into wellington boots, moving like the clappers. I thought of hailing him but he was already out of earshot past the tenements, and much sense I’d have gotten from him anyway.

Sarah looked up when I entered the kitchen, eyes narrowed with that instinct for disaster that she’s always had.

‘What is it? What’s happened?’

‘Nothing.’ I went to the fridge and bent in, rooting among the cheese and the butter and the cartons of yoghurt for a bottle of ginger beer. ‘I can’t find Rory. He’s on the beach somewhere.’

I felt the wind of her rising and turning as I leaned into the fridge. ‘You were supposed to watch him,’ she called from the stone-flagged hallway.

‘I was,’ I lied. ‘I did. He’s fine, Sarah.’

I found the bottle, knocked the cap off on the corner of the worktop and took a big fizzy swig before trailing Sarah down the hallway.

‘Ro-ry! Ro-ry!’

She was striding down the garden towards the beach, calling him in that singsong manner she had, the way you’d summon a dog.

I caught up with her on the sands. She was casting around, darting this way and that, turning bewildered with the grey sea behind her. She was wearing a light blue cardigan and a long gypsy skirt that flared as she turned. She had rushed out, not bothering with shoes, and she looked wild and a little fey, calling his name, her voice already dwindling in the rising wind. The weather was closing in, dark clouds resting their bellies on the green hump of Cumbrae. I tried to grasp her hand but she pulled loose and scoured away off up the beach, still calling Rory’s name.

It was then that Bonnie ambled into Sarah’s line of vision. Sarah stopped and slumped into a Z-shape, slapping her hands on her thighs and coaxing the dog to come to her. She tugged Rory’s sandal gently from the animal’s mouth and looked at me, eyes blooming into moons.

‘It’s a sandal, Sarah. He hardly wears them anyway. Kicks them off as soon as he’s outside.’

She was turning it over in her hands, as though it was the treasure of the Sierra Madre. She looked at me. ‘Oh, Gordon. Something’s happened here. Something’s not right.’

She turned back, stumbling off up to the house.

‘Sarah! Sarah! Come on. He could have headed down Bay Street. He could be down at the park.’ There was a little swing-park at the Largs end of the beach. We took him there often, though he’d never yet gone on his own.

‘Have you got your phone?’ she asked.

‘Aye.’ I patted the pocket of my cargo shorts as I turned and started jogging down the beach. ‘Call you in five.’

‘Check the boathouse.’

‘Right.’

I jogged past the trig little houses of Bay Street. White rowing boats stood upside down on a strip of tarmac; grey dinghies rested against the fence. The tide was out so I could stay on the sand past the raised and railed-off square that marked the site of the old Fife boatyard. The new flats came next, in their bright pastel colours, and then the grey sandstone slab of the old two-storey tenements. Beyond the last house on Allanton Park Terrace were two little boathouses, white-painted and peeling. I held a key to one of these. My mate Alan Lockhart and I rented it for peanuts from an old guy on Bay Street. We kept an old rowing boat in it and took our boys out fishing every few weeks, taking exaggerated care to impress on them the importance of life-vests and the dangerous sharpness both of fishing hooks and the knives we used for gutting the fish. I tried the blistered door; it was still locked. I pressed my face up to our boathouse window and shaded my eyes. Our rowing boat stood self-consciously on its rack in the churchy light. The boathouse next door was empty, too; an oil stain on the bare floor; three kayaks stacked against one wall, paddles standing to attention beside them.

A cloud passed in front of the sun as I turned from the boathouses; the daylight dimmed in a languid sweep. I cut across a patch of grass to Pier Road. You had to cross Pier Road to get to the playpark, but the traffic at this end was barely a trickle and Rory would have managed it fine. But I could see already, beyond the low wooden wall running round it, that the playpark was empty. The swings and the chute and the climbing frame stood silent and bare in their primary colours. I jogged on round to the point and shouted his name, checking through the bushes, but no one was there. The firth was getting choppy. The white yachts bumped the tide in the lee of the island.

I took out my phone. Sarah answered on the first ring.

‘Nothing,’ I told her. ‘He’s not here.’

I glanced along the shoreline. The wind rose still further, bringing water to my eyes, blurring my view of the short row of tenements. I would check in the closes and backcourts on my way back, but already something told me that the die was cast. That something was badly wrong. I almost forgot that Sarah was still on the line.

‘I’ve called the police, Gordon,’ she said. Her voice was stern, as if the police were coming for me, not to look for Rory. ‘They’re on their way.’
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WHEN I GOT BACK TO the house, two uniformed cops were squeezed into seats at the kitchen table. It looked like something out of a play. It made our kitchen into a stage-set. I’d found nothing in the tenement backcourts, trying the doors of the garden sheds, peering into their windows amid the brown smell of creosote. At one point I cut round the back and when I saw the long ranks of wheelie bins on Pier Road something tugged inside me, lightly clutched my heart. Could he be . . . ? Was it possible? And that stain on the boathouse next to ours: was it definitely oil? But then I pulled myself together, checked the gardens of Marine Court and the line of trees and bushes on Pier Road’s north side before cutting down Bay Street for home. I’d searched with a dogged diligence, not so much in hopes of finding Rory as to stave off the moment when Rory’s disappearance became a thing, an established fact.

That moment appeared to have come.

Sarah was making tea, which I remember irked me. What good would a cup of tea do? She set the mugs in front of the cops and sat down opposite, her work stuff still strewn across the table. I stayed leaning against the sink, aloof and slightly defensive.

The police officers, in the prescribed, proverbial manner, were far too young. A man and a woman. Or a boy and a girl, as they seemed to me. Constables Sharp and Mackenzie. With their bulky protective vests, their belts festooned with truncheons and pepper-sprays and cuffs and walkie-talkies, they looked like kids in fancy dress.

They took down the details – name, age, clothing, hair-colour, height – and I remember bristling even then at how the Rory-ness of Rory, his bright, laughing, non-stop self, was being flattened into a checklist of features.

The female officer started taking Sarah through it again, the narrative of the past forty minutes, searching the beach, spotting the dog with Rory’s sandal in its mouth. ‘I went up the beach as far as the picnic table,’ Sarah was saying. ‘And my husband went down to the playpark at the far end.’

‘And you, sir?’ The male officer cut into my train of thought, speaking softly, almost slyly, not looking up from his notebook, as if I was supposed to regard the question as being of no importance. ‘What were you doing in the period before Rory’s disappearance?’

And I thought, dispassionately, without any anger, I’m the suspect. Of course I am. It’s always someone close, isn’t it? Usually the father.

I uncrossed my arms and took a seat at the table. ‘I was working on a book,’ I said. ‘Doing some research. Taking notes.’

‘You’re a writer?’ A note of suspicion had entered his voice.

‘An academic,’ I said. ‘A lecturer. I teach at the University up in Glasgow. I’m writing a book on the Scottish ballads.’

He scribbled in his notebook. There was an awkward silence. He was wondering, I suppose, what sort of man spent his time writing a book about the Scottish ballads, whatever the hell they were. I was wondering too.

‘And you were the last to see the boy?’

‘Well, I mean he just went out to play. With the dog. He does it all the time. So, I mean, technically, yeah, I suppose I was.’

The policeman nodded slowly. I wished I hadn’t said ‘technically’. It made me sound like I had something to hide.

‘And he didn’t say anything about where he was going, if he was maybe visiting a pal?’

‘He wasn’t going anywhere,’ I said. ‘He was playing on the beach in front of the house. Throwing the ball to Bonnie. To the dog.’

The woman officer leaned forwards. She had blonde hair scraped back in a severe-looking bun. ‘Does Rory have any wee friends who live nearby?’

Sarah and I looked at each other. ‘Well, there’s Callum Lockhart along the road,’ Sarah said. ‘Callum’s his best pal. But the Lockharts are in Arran on holiday. They don’t get back till tonight.’

The woman officer turned to me. I looked at Sarah again. ‘He sometimes goes round to his pal Stevie’s house,’ I offered. ‘In Montgomerie Drive. But that’s across the main road. And we always take him. I don’t know; would he even know how to get there by himself?’

Sarah shrugged.

‘Why don’t you phone Stevie’s parents?’ the woman officer said. ‘See if Rory’s there.’

Sarah took her phone out and scrolled for the number. She looked neutrally at all three of us in turn as she waited for the connection.

‘Oh, hello. Yes.’ She stood up from her chair and crossed to the sink, her back to us. ‘Is that Angela? Yes, it’s Sarah Rutherford. That’s right. Oh, fine, fine. Well, in fact that’s why I’m phoning. Rory hasn’t appeared at your place, has he? It’s just that he was out on the beach earlier with the dog and we can’t find him. I think he’s wandered off. I know. I know. Ah, look. Listen, I’m sure he’ll turn up. Well. In fact, they’re actually here already. Oh it is. I will do. I certainly will. Thanks again. OK. See you. Bye.’

She came back and sat down at the table, put her phone on the place mat in front of her.

‘OK, folks.’ The policeman seemed to have made up his mind. ‘It’s early days. Rory’s only been missing for, what, not even an hour. But given the circumstances I’m going to call this in. We’ll have Mountain Rescue. The coastguard. Our own guys. If Rory’s there to be found, we will find him.’

‘Thank you.’ Sarah almost slumped forwards on the table in gratitude. ‘Oh God. Christ. Thank you.’

He made the call. It all seemed suddenly real, suddenly serious, now that others were involved. People would be suiting up, scrambling into vehicles, revving engines. It was becoming an event. It was moving out of our control. We sat around the kitchen table, absorbing this change.

And Becky Reynolds picked this moment to come breezing into the kitchen, all teeth and lipstick and clacking heels. Her smile fell as she saw the four of us sitting round the table and a hand went up to her hair.

‘God. Is something wrong?’

She’d brought the outdoors smell in on her floral print dress. It mingled with the indoor scent of her perfume.

Becky is my wife’s younger sister. She’d stayed at ours the previous night. She’d been helping out at the Gala, running the vintage tearoom alongside Sarah. Though ‘helping out’ may be stretching things a bit. According to Sarah, Becky was posted missing when most of the actual work needed doing. She was more interested in swanning around in her seamed nylons, patting her victory-roll hairdo.

The gin stall had been right next to the vintage tearoom and, like all of us, Becky had drunk too much. I’d seen her earlier, just before lunchtime, nursing her hangover. She was nipping out, she said, to ‘clear her head’, as if this meant a walk on the beach. What it really meant was a hair of the dog in the Mudhook.

‘Rory’s missing,’ Sarah said flatly. ‘He’s been gone since three. Maybe earlier.’

‘Oh God. Oh Jesus.’

The chair squealed on the tiles as Becky pulled it out and bumped down into it. I waited for her to invoke the Holy Spirit and complete the Trinity but she just sat there, fuddled, twisting a loose strand of honey-coloured hair.

‘But he was in the garden, earlier. I saw him. Right as rain.’

‘Gordon was watching him,’ Sarah told her. ‘But, well . . .’

Becky grimaced at me and I nodded.

The policewoman, Constable Mackenzie, patted Sarah’s wrist as the policeman went outside to wait for his colleagues. I saw Constable Mackenzie register the fact that Becky was dressed for the 1940s, but she didn’t acknowledge this and neither did we. It seemed of a piece with the disruptive strangeness of the day. We all sat around the kitchen table for an hour or so. Then I lifted a fleece from the back of a chair and headed out to search the beach.

The policeman raised a hand as I passed. ‘If you could stay within earshot, Mr Rutherford, that would be helpful.’

What did he think – I was off to move the body to a safer location? ‘I’ve got my phone,’ I said. ‘My wife can give you the number if you need it.’

The beach was almost deserted now. The tide was sweeping in, swirling the dark curd of seaweed that striped the beach, clicking against the old boatyard walls. I remember thinking: this is what will stick with you. This is the moment when everything changed, when the beach stopped being a backdrop, an element of scenery, and became the place where Rory went missing. A place of interest. A locus.

I walked to the south end of the beach, to the little grassy headland with the picnic table. The mile-long Clydeport pier snaked out into the Fairlie Roads, with the two big gantry cranes at the far end. In the distance, looking like it was resting on top of the pier, was the mauve silhouette of Arran. It all looked oddly normal until the irritable drone of a motor rose on the evening air and a boat came bumping into view, rounding the south end of Cumbrae and keeping close to the island, where the channel is deep. The hull was red, with a thick black rubberised gunwale, and the prow pitched and dipped as the craft went skidding along with the dark green of the island behind it. I could see the orange oilskins of the crew and the white bulbs of their helmets: coastguard Search and Rescue. I turned and followed them back up the beach.

Cops in blouson-style jackets and forage caps were milling around on the sand in front of the house. They had a sniffer dog. Sarah appeared with a T-shirt of Rory’s and the dog – a sombre-looking beagle bitch, all briskness and business – strained on the lead as she dragged her handler down the garden to the beach. She picked up the scent right outside the garden wall and then she was off up the sands, nosing the ground then pushing ahead, nosing and pushing till she came to a stop in the middle of the beach, in a featureless patch of sand. She snuffled round in a circle and then sat down, whining. And that was it. The trail had just given out, as if Rory had vanished into thin air, as if the ground had swallowed him up, like a figure in a ballad.

Things moved quickly after that. Before I knew it a search party of cops and volunteers was moving in slow procession, like a line of mourners, up the beach, heads bent, looking for clues. It was only later that it occurred to me they were obliterating the only clues that might have helped – the footprints of whoever snatched Rory. But I suppose the priority then was finding something, anything, that might indicate where Rory had gone. And in any case the rain, which started shortly after, sweeping the beach in silvery sheets, would have washed all the footprints away. The searchers – our neighbours and friends, Sarah’s colleagues from the office, the ramblers association, the local Mountain Rescue – kept at it for a while. Brian from the Mudhook showed up with a vat of soup that he ladled out into Styrofoam cups. Ray Montgomerie, the reporter for the Wee Paper (its proper name is the Largs and Millport Weekly News, but everyone calls it the Wee Paper) asked me the obvious questions and I gave him the obvious answers. I told him about the young couple, walking arm in arm down the beach. He’s a good guy, Ray, not like the tabloid hacks from Glasgow who came later. The search was called off after nine, to be resumed the next day at first light. The searchers clapped me on the shoulder as they trudged off, saying my name and shaking their heads, murmuring words of encouragement and solace.

Later, when the police had gone, and the neighbours had left, we found ourselves in the darkened lounge: me in the armchair, Sarah on the couch. The room seemed foreign, unfamiliar; its shadows harboured doubtful shapes. Becky had retreated to the guest room, to give us some privacy. We turned off our phones; people had been calling all evening. Did we need anything? We must be exhausted. How shocking it all was. I sat there in the gloom and felt briefly overwhelmed by rage and disbelief at what the day had delivered to us. That morning, it had seemed that the day’s defining setback would be a pair of missing cufflinks. I was due to give a lecture later that month in Oxford (where I’d taken my doctorate), at a ‘Crime Fiction Weekend’ in St Hilda’s College. There was a conference dinner on the Saturday night and I’d been trying to find my Christ Church cufflinks to wear with my navy suit. They were dull gold, shield-shaped, with the college’s slightly bonkers coat of arms picked out in bright enamel: the black-and-white cross, the twin choughs straddling the red rose, the blue leopards’ faces on the arms of the cross. I kept them in the slim top drawer of my bedside cabinet, but I couldn’t find them that morning. I’d looked half-heartedly in three or four other places and then settled down with my book.

I was recalled from these reflections by a creeping apprehension of the malevolent voltage of Sarah’s gaze, as she sat across from me, hands folded murderously in her lap. The air crackled with all the things Sarah was holding back from saying. What I needed was a drink. I rose and crossed to the cabinet and tipped some whisky into a tumbler. I held the bottle out to her across the room.

She shook her head. ‘Someone’s got to stay sober.’ Her tone was ominously crisp. ‘Someone’s got to be able to drive.’

I corked the bottle and sat back down. A kind of sickness had settled over everything, a wrongness in the weft of the day. It was as if something cold and clammy had taken up residence in my chest, tight behind my breastbone. It was hard to breathe. I sipped my whisky.

‘I need to say this, Gordon.’ Sarah’s squeezed her clasped hands tighter, as if in prayer, and looked at me calmly across the two or three metres between us. ‘Otherwise it will just hang over us.’ She took a breath. ‘You fucking bastard. You selfish fucking lazy fucking bastard. All you had to do was watch our son. And you fucked it up. And now he’s gone. And he’s probably never coming back. And it’s all your fucking fault. And I won’t forget. I will never forget.’

I nodded. What could I say? ‘You’re right. I know. I’m sorry.’

She breathed out, a long, slow, weary sigh and her shoulders dropped and her head slumped onto her chest. She looked so brittle and slight and alone.

She shook her head. ‘I can’t do it again, Gordon.’ She was talking to the floor, her voice a hollow, fluting thing. ‘I can’t go through it again. That’s all. I just can’t.’

It had taken three attempts with IVF before Sarah got pregnant with Rory. When you want kids and can’t have them, nothing else matters. You talk, you plan, you dream, you pray about nothing else. It takes over your life, like a religious cult. And then the relief, when you see those two blue lines, you can’t even imagine. The relief is planet-sized. But it’s also short-lived. Because now it’s all anxiety. Will she carry the baby to term? Will it all go smoothly? And, wait: she’s spotting. Is this level of spotting normal? Are we about to lose the baby? And even when he’s born, it keeps on going. The preciousness. The struggle he had just to get himself here. You want to keep the world at bay, box him away in a high, safe tower. But you have to learn. How to let go. Relax. Let the boy live his life. Let the world come at him. Let him scrape his knee and bang his head, grow up like a normal boy. There isn’t a monster on every corner, waiting to snatch him away. Life isn’t like that. Except, as it turned out, we were wrong about that.

‘I can’t either,’ I told her. ‘We won’t need to. He’ll come back, Sarah. We’ll get him back.’

She rose then and shook her head and waved a careless hand as she climbed the stairs to bed.

Once she had gone, I poured another whisky. I found the book I’d been reading, still open on the arm of the chair. It seemed like an artefact from a lost civilisation. I found the passage where I’d left off – it was a book on folklore and superstition in the poems of Robert Burns – and I could hardly believe that I’d thought this important. What the hell was I thinking, while Rory was in danger on the shore, to be wasting my time with this? Even if he wasn’t in danger, why wasn’t I out there with him, just enjoying his presence, savouring every last second of his seven-year-old boyhood, seconds neither of us would ever get back?

I stood there and started the paragraph again from the beginning, a part of me hoping that if I could immerse myself again in those earnest sentences then maybe none of this would have happened and I would glance up shortly to see Rory come crashing back into the garden, letting the gate swing behind him. As if the paragraph was a spell, an incantation. But that didn’t happen. The familiar sentences in the first half of the paragraph (which I’d read back when the world was right, in the dim and distant epoch of that afternoon) gave way to sentences that jarred and jangled in their strangeness. The syntax, even the language seemed to be coming apart. I could hardly construe a single phrase. It was as if I had walked across a bridge, from a world where everything had its place to a world where nothing made sense.

I snapped the book shut with a violence that spooked me.
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THE VOLUNTEERS WERE BACK AT first light and the journalists with them. A van from one of the TV stations was parked at the end of Bay Street, half up on the pavement, and I remember thinking, irrelevantly, that Mrs Cassidy wouldn’t like that. Mrs Cassidy was a brisk old woman who lived alone in the corner villa and seemed to spend much of her time on the lookout for parking violations in Bay Street. She had once caught Rory stealing apples from her back garden and sent him away with a flea in his ear. Later, though, she left a baked apple tart on our doorstep and when I returned the ceramic dish she pronounced her verdict on our son: ‘He’ll have you heart-roasted, that one.’

Mrs Cassidy, for the moment, was nowhere in evidence, but from the window I could see a reporter preparing a piece to camera. She shot the cuffs of her shiny blouse, tugged the lapels of her fitted jacket and tossed her head in the breeze. She raised the mic and started but she fluffed something and shook her head, flapping a hand in disgust. Then she stared at the ground for a count of five and the head flipped up, all business, and this time she nailed it, talking sternly at the camera, gesturing at one point towards the beach behind her where another solemn line of volunteers shuffled across the sand, heads bent like penitents.

Our private disaster had become an event; now it was also a story.

I turned back from the window. Sarah was slumped in the armchair, looking tiny again, shrinking into herself. Across from her a plainclothes detective sat on the couch. He wore a green tweed jacket and dark slacks, a rough tie in a bright autumnal orange. He looked like a farmer at a wedding.

I sat down in the other armchair. I should have been out there with the others, searching for my boy, but the police were worried that the journos and photographers would mob me and I would hamper rather than help the search. As it was, the house felt under siege. A uniformed officer was stationed at the front door, another at the back, to keep out reporters. The phone was unplugged.

I had been through the details with the detective, three or four times. The encounter with Brian, the couple arm in arm on the beach. No one else seemed to have spotted that couple, so the detective took down the details carefully. He asked about other sightings. Several witnesses had reported seeing a woman with long ginger hair in a green jacket and white jeans. Had I noticed her on the sands? Or a middle-aged man pushing a bike along the path at the south end of the beach? Was there nothing else I could remember, no other details?

‘Did Rory say anything before he left?’ the detective asked. His name was Hagan, a morose man with dry ginger hair and rugged, mottled cheeks that suggested eczema. ‘Was he acting unusual in any way?’

I looked over at Sarah but her head was bent, as if in prayer.

‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘You’re suggesting Rory was running away?’

‘Not at all,’ he said steadily. ‘We’re just asking the question. We don’t know what happened, Mr Rutherford. We’re just trying to establish the possibilities at this stage.’

‘He’s seven years old! What’s he running away from?’

I could hear the chopper, slicing the air as it quartered the firth, looking for some disturbance in the water. Looking for my son’s body.

I snorted. ‘Who runs away from home at seven years old?’

‘Again, sir, with respect, that’s what we’re trying to find out. There’s a lot of questions we have to ask. Some of them might seem stupid to you. I respect that. But we’re not asking them for no reason.’

There was only one of him but he used the first person plural. His message was clear: I’ve got the full force of the law at my back; you’ve got no one.

I was about to answer, but Sarah was looking over, shaking her head, and I bit back what I was planning to say. I sighed. I held up my hands.

‘I know that. I understand. I’m sorry. But no: Rory wasn’t behaving strangely. He wasn’t going through some sort of crisis. He’s a normal seven-year-old kid. He was the same as ever.’

Hagan nodded. He was looking over his notes. I noticed that one of the fingers on his right hand – the middle finger – was oddly misshapen. The top joint hung down at a disconcerting angle. Mallet finger, I thought. I recognised it – a condition where the tendon snaps and doesn’t reattach – because my uncle had sustained the same injury while playing his only game of competitive cricket. I looked up: Hagan was speaking.

‘Sorry?’

Hagan cleared his throat. ‘I said I understand that the village has had something of a difficult time of it over the past year or so.’

‘What?’

‘A difficult time,’ Hagan insisted. He glanced down at his notes and up again, his jaw swinging loose with what might have been insolence.

‘No. No!’ I found myself pointing at him, like a Victorian print: The Outraged Parent. ‘How does that help? This has got absolutely nothing to do with—’

‘I’m talking about Ryan Gibson,’ he said.

‘What the hell’s Ryan—?’

‘And before him, Lucas Weir. Do these names mean anything to you, Mr Rutherford?’

I was shaking my head. ‘Really? They mean a fucking sight more to me than they do to you. What do you fucking care about those boys?’

Ryan and Lucas were kids from the village. Teens, not Rory’s age-group. Ryan Gibson killed himself one bright Saturday morning after his paper round, hanged himself from a hook on the back of his bedroom door. Thirteen. His dad found him, Billy Gibson, a bloke I played five-a-side football with. It was a shocking thing to happen in a place this size. Shocking anywhere. Four months later, another one. Lucas Weir. Twelve years old. It felt like some sort of epidemic. Of course, it was the same everywhere, wasn’t it? Young men and suicide.

Hagan was tapping his pen on his notepad. A pained little smile was creasing his lips. ‘I don’t think profanity is the answer here, Mr Rutherford.’

‘Really? My boy’s missing and you’re worried about a sweary word? Fuck you.’

‘I just think calm heads are what we need in a situation like this. I think we need to take a breath. Was Rory aware of the events surrounding the deaths of Ryan and Lucas?’

‘Ah, Jesus Christ. You’re supposed to be investigating my son. My son who’s fucking lost. This had got abso—’

‘Gordon!’

Sarah’s voice was like a smashed glass. She had her hands pressed down on the cushions on either side of her, lips snagged back from her teeth. ‘For Christ’s sake, Gordon. This is not about you. Rory’s what matters here. Rory. Now answer the man’s fucking questions.’

We were both too stunned to speak. Before I could respond, Sarah turned to Hagan. ‘Yes. He did know about the suicides. You try to protect them from things but you can’t. Not in a village like this. We told him ourselves. Broke the news as gently as we could. But, yes, he knew. Rory knew.’

Hagan scribbled in his notebook. ‘And how did he respond? How did it affect him?’

Sarah closed her eyes for a second, opened them. ‘It’s hard to tell, isn’t it? I mean, they were village boys, so he knew who they were. But they were off at the academy in Largs, so it’s not as if he saw them at school every day. I think he was fine, really. He was six years old. You just accept things at that age, don’t you? Accept them and move on.’

Her final words seemed to hang in the air. We were all aware, I think, that accepting and moving on might not be as easy as Sarah was suggesting. Certainly not for us. Not if Rory failed to turn up.

‘Possibly.’ Hagan resettled his glasses; they had thick dark frames and an amber tint that matched his tie. ‘Possibly that’s what you do. But look. I know you don’t want to dwell on the details – but did Rory know how Lucas Weir killed himself?’

Lucas Weir drowned. In the firth. A few days later his body was snagged by the nets of a trawler in the Irish Sea. Fully clad. The assumption was that he’d walked into the water at Fairlie beach and the tides – slow as they were – had done the rest.

‘That’s not what happened here,’ she said quietly. ‘Anyway, you would have found him by now.’

Hagan tapped his fingers against his lips. I could see the firth over his shoulder. He gestured behind him with his pen.

‘There’s a lot of water out there,’ he said.

I looked beyond him at the grey waves. The Fairlie Roads, that ribbon of firth between the mainland and Cumbrae, can look like nothing at all. A strong swimmer could cross it in an hour. The ferry takes ten minutes. But there’s a reason why there’s a deep-water terminal at the south end of the village. The approach is among the deepest of any port in northern Europe. Out beyond our window, in the channel by the island, the Fairlie Roads plunge down to fifty metres. Twenty-five fathoms. A body could wallow there for days. The tides could tug it south to the wider Firth of Clyde, as happened to Lucas Weir, and out to the Irish Sea.

The thought of Rory’s limbs turning whitely in the firth’s black waters, nudged by the seals and basking sharks, made me queasy.

‘Actually, I think I’m done here.’ I stood up. ‘If you don’t need me right now I’d like to go and join the search. Make myself useful, if I can. I mean, is that all right?’

Hagan looked at me glumly through the glinting lozenges of his spectacles. He seemed obscurely disappointed in me, as if he’d hoped for better things.
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DEEP BREATH.

I walked out of our back gate into the sun, the sea air, a shuffling scrum of reporters.

‘Gordon! Gordon! Mr Rutherford! Over here!’

I kept my head down. No eye contact. Bunched fists plunged in jacket pockets. I shouldered my way through the throng.

‘Is there any news?’

‘Are frogmen being deployed?’

‘Gordon! Do you know where Rory is?’

I nearly turned at that one. Did I kill my son? Is that what you’re asking? Did I kill my own son? But I bunched my fists tighter and kept going. One of the uniformed cops stepped forwards with his arms spread to shepherd the journalists back.

Once again there were volunteers combing the beach. It seemed like days since I’d seen the beach without a line of people steadily traversing it. Some had sticks, poking among the stones and seaweed. I recognised a painter and decorator called Davy Tait, and Sarah’s junior colleague, Anne Cunningham. I headed up Jetty Road and turned right onto Main Road, heading south. The day was bright and gusty and the simple act of walking was a mercy. I needed time to think, but mainly what I thought about was the woman in the green coat. The middle-aged bloke pushing his bike didn’t sound promising – he was someone’s dad, probably, out for his weekly spin on the Ayrshire Coastal Path – but the woman in the green coat and the white jeans: she seemed like a possible lead. Jesus, I was already starting to think like a cop off the telly. Possible lead!

What if he is gone, though? I thought. What will we do?

And then I thought, absurdly: what will happen to his snails?

He’d been through the usual repertoire of boyish obsessions. We’d had the trucks phase. The dinosaur phase. Stars and planets. But lately it was snails. He loved to hunt them out in the garden, watch them leaving their shiny tracks across the patio. Finally I took him to the garden centre in Seamill and bought him a terrarium. We Googled ‘Keeping snails as pets’ and did the job properly, putting in a layer of gravel for drainage, then peat for the substrate and some sphagnum moss. We added a chipped mug and a broken flower pot for the snails to hide in, a couple of sticks for them to climb, some cuttlefish bones for calcium. We fed them scraps of fruit and veg and changed the substrate weekly.

Rory would spend hours with the snails, hunkered down beside the terrarium in the shady part of the patio, watching them suckered to the sides of the tank or hauling themselves incrementally up tilted sticks.

I cut up Glen Road to Castlepark Drive and then took the footpath into the hills, following the course of the Fairlie Burn. Before long I could hear the shouts between the searchers as they worked the hillside. One of them directed me to the bloke who was coordinating the search and he assigned me to my own patch of sloping moorland with a birchwood copse along its southern edge. He loaned me a hiking stick and I got down to work.

I found relief in the labour. Not having to think, just working methodically through the grasses and the trees, tramping through bracken, poking the foliage with the aluminium stick. I should have brought sandwiches but I didn’t care. I worked on, the hours slipping away unheeded. By the early evening I was shattered. I handed in my stick and tramped back down to the village, taking the riverside walk past the ruined castle, glancing down the steep banks to where searchers in wellies sloshed through the shallow burn. Now, as the daylight faded and I sat on the couch with a tumbler of single malt in my fist, I was grateful for the ache in my knees and thighs. I hoped that exhaustion would help me sleep. Exhaustion and whisky.

I could hear voices from the kitchen. Sarah and Becky were dismantling a bottle of Sav Blanc at the big wooden table. Becky lived in Glasgow, where she was PA to some big-shot corporate lawyer. But the lawyer was overseas and Becky had booked some leave to stay on at Taigh-na-Mara for a few days and help her sister.

I should say something about the house. Taigh-na-Mara wasn’t a name of our choosing. It was the name given to the house by whichever Glasgow banker or businessman had thrown it up as his holiday retreat in the days of Fairlie’s Edwardian glory. The village was a favourite spot with the city’s elite, back in the day. Quieter than Largs, more exclusive, with a railway station and front-row views of Cumbrae. Tennent the brewer had built his seaside retreat down here and that set a trend. Big villas lined the beach, safe behind the high seawalls.

Taigh-na-Mara wasn’t the biggest, but it was – in my view – one of the finest. The name (it’s pronounced ‘tie-na-mara’) is Gaelic for ‘the house by the sea’. It’s an elegant, three-storey structure, with a big, Art Deco prow jutting out over the rocks and plenty of corridors, crannies, nooks and stairwells. Places for a kid to explore. The ground floor is built around a stone-flagged kitchen which shades off into a half-shabby open-plan living room full of battered chintz sofas with mismatched cushions and mohair throws. There are bookshelves wherever you look and an upright piano that nobody plays. A fat-bellied wood-burning stove – boxed in by a latticed fireguard – marks the border between the kitchen and living room and keeps both at a piping heat all winter long.

Off the kitchen there’s a short corridor whose triple doors reveal, in turn, a walk-in pantry, a laundry room and a toilet. From the living room, French doors give onto the garden, with its patio and its gnarly elm that Rory liked to climb and its ragged oblong of lawn where he kicked his ball. From the living room also leads a pine-floored hallway which takes you past the central staircase to the front door with its stained-glass panel and the chequerboard porch full of boots and shoes and mud and umbrellas.

Upstairs, everything converges on the great curved prow of the room we call the lounge or, with tongues at least partly in cheek, the quarterdeck. It has a boxed-in bench-seat running round the big bay, with the picture window framing the Isle of Cumbrae. As a toddler, Rory knelt for hours on the cushioned bench seat, watching the world through the picture window, shouting ‘Bo! Bo!’ at the boats going by. My study leads off to the side and there’s a bathroom with a big clawfoot bath. On the top floor there’s a toilet, a shower-room, and five bedrooms leading off the landing, like a floor-plan at the start of an Agatha Christie. We wanted kids, lots of them. I think I felt that if we bought a house with plenty of bedrooms, the kids would come. The way gas expands to fill a vacuum. Build it and they’ll come, sort of thing. It seemed ironic now.

I sipped my whisky. It was good having Becky here. She and Sarah didn’t always get along, but they were close in their own prickly, suspicious way and for now at least Sarah seemed glad of her sister’s support. Becky was younger than Sarah by three years. She married young, while Sarah and I were still in the throes of our long . . . courtship, I suppose you’d call it. I never thought about it in those terms: we were just ‘going out’ and we kept ‘going out’ until getting married seemed like the obvious thing to do. Anyway, Becky got hitched before her big sister. And while Sarah took this chronological stutter in her stride, laughing along with the jokes about getting left on the shelf, needing her man to get a jildy on, Becky revelled in it. She seemed vindicated, somehow, by that ring on her finger.

Jim Reynolds, the man she married, was a Glasgow cop with a downturned, cynical smile. Maybe he’d seen things to warrant such a smile, but I never took to him. He was the kind of man who took a big step forwards when shaking your hand, as if laying claim to the ground you stood on. Sarah and Becky’s parents never took to him either. The Tiernans are Catholic, as am I, and Jim Reynolds was not just a cop but a Protestant and a Glasgow Rangers supporter and this combination was not felt to bode well.

By the time Becky divorced, Sarah and I were married, with Rory on the way. Becky was back in her natural place in the pecking order and her short-lived triumph was over.

Jim Reynolds faded from the picture, but Becky kept the flat they had shared – it was a top-floor two-bed on the city’s South Side, with wooden floors and big bay windows – and she kept his name. This never seemed odd to me. My mother kept on using Rutherford after she and my father divorced.

‘But your mum and dad had kids,’ Sarah had pointed out. ‘They’d been together for years. Your mum’s own name would’ve been strange to her by then.’

‘Maybe that’s how Becky felt,’ I said. ‘The new name already felt like hers. She wasn’t Becky Tiernan anymore. She wasn’t that person. And she didn’t want to go back.’

Sarah turned away then – she was filing some documents in the filing cabinet of her home office at the time – and I could read the irritation in the set of her shoulders. I felt then, as I often did, that Sarah was too hard on Becky, but the mysteries of sisters were no affair of mine.

Still, whatever bad blood flowed between Sarah and her sister seemed to have been set aside while this current emergency played out. And, give Becky her due, whatever she felt about Sarah, she was always great with Rory. She doted on him, ever since he was born, read to him, took him for walks, took every chance to babysit. We were lucky to have her, was my opinion.
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I WAS DRAINING MY WHISKY WHEN the knock came at the outside door, the syncopated, five-rap signal we’d agreed with the police. I walked downstairs in my stocking soles.

Standing next to the uniformed cop was a tall, lean fellow in a red anorak and a beanie hat. The cop introduced him as Danny Clarke, head of the Mountain Rescue Team. Clarke said he was happy to brief me on their progress if I wanted. I shook his hand and asked them in but the cop made his excuses and left. Danny Clarke shrugged out of his backpack and anorak and stepped out of his hiking boots. His socks left little damp spots on the wooden floor as I ushered him in from the porch and showed him upstairs to the lounge.

‘I’m having a whisky,’ I told him, as I lifted my glass from the table and crossed to the bar. ‘Can I tempt you?’

He took a seat on the couch, shifting a couple of the cushions that Sarah had piled there. ‘Actually, I’d love a cup of tea if it’s not too much trouble.’

‘No trouble at all. Milk and sugar?’

‘Neither.’

I fixed my whisky and popped down to the kitchen to boil the kettle. Sarah and Becky were heading upstairs – Becky to the guest room with its en suite. I came back up with Danny Clarke’s tea and sat down in one of the armchairs.

He was wearing waterproof dungaree-style trousers over a grey merino jersey. Tight goatee beard. His features were sharp, his face weathered, with three deep lines scored across his brow. I’d have put him in his late forties.

He told me they had searched all the sheds and outbuildings in the village, the hedgerows, the ditches, the lee of the drystone dykes, the base of the electricity pylons. They had made a start on the open ground, quartering the bare hillside and moor, and they’d start there again tomorrow.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Thanks for everything you’re doing.’

He toasted me with his mug of tea. ‘It’s the job, mate. No thanks needed.’

‘Can I ask, though? Why the hillside? I mean, he got lost on the beach. He’s seven years old. He’s not going to make it to Kaim bloody Hill.’

‘You’d be surprised,’ Clarke said. He sipped his tea, tugged on the sleeves of his merino. I could see the blue outline of tattoos on both forearms. ‘When kids wander off, they can go a lot further than you’d think. Three, four miles isn’t unusual. And that’s what they do, incidentally: they wander. They don’t set off with a destination in mind. They’re not trying to get to their grannie’s or whatever. They just wander. One thing leads to another. Pretty soon they can be miles away.’

I tipped a little water into my whisky. ‘But he’s not a toddler. He’s seven years old. He’s not just gonna wander off, oblivious. I mean, he’s aware of his surroundings. He’s gonna know he’s getting lost.’

Clarke rubbed his greying ginger beard. ‘Well aye, but that brings its own problems. Look, you’re right. Under the age of four, a kid’s basically got no idea that they’re lost. They think of themselves in relation to people, not places. Being lost just means you cannae see your mammy. At four, you develop some spatial awareness. You know when you’re in a room, or a field, whatever. And you know when you’re lost. The problem we’ve got is that being lost may be the most terrifying thing a child can experience.’

I nodded. I was thinking of the day at Silverburn shopping centre when I thought Rory was with Sarah and she thought Rory was with me and we realised, with one of those slack-mouthed mutual stares of dawning comprehension, that neither of us had seen Rory for the past – well, how long was it? There followed five or six minutes of rising panic while we retraced our steps and scoured the nearby shops. We found him standing behind the Yo! Sushi! kiosk. I remember his stricken face, his wee body rigid with fear. Even when he saw us, and Sarah dropped to her knees to cuddle and console him, he stayed mute and numb. It took a good ten minutes for the stiffness to leave his limbs. He thought we were gone for good. He thought he was on his own. He had frozen.

‘And that’s what we’re up against,’ Clarke was saying. ‘When a child gets lost, sometimes they just shut down. They get paralysed. Can’t respond. Sometimes they hear the rescue team calling out for them and they can’t answer. Rory could be like that. He might be in the trees or a hollow in the hills. He might hear the team and still not respond. That’s why we have to be thorough. That’s why it could take some time. I know it’s hard, but we have to be patient.’

I bristled a bit at the ‘we’ – could no one just speak for themselves anymore? – but then this was a man who’d spent most of the past thirty hours searching for my son, unpaid, in the cold and wet, neglecting his own family, his own job, his own concerns.

‘I see that,’ I said. ‘But time’s what we don’t have, isn’t it? He’s been out there since yesterday.’

As often happens, saying it made it more real. I set my whisky down on the glass-topped table and leaned forwards, elbows on knees, head in my hands.

‘Jesus. He’s gone, isn’t he?’

Clarke sat forwards with a rasp of his waterproof trousers and gripped my left wrist. ‘Mr Rutherford. It’s been, what, twenty-nine hours. This isn’t over. Kids have been found safe and sound after six days, a week. After everyone’s given them up for dead.’

The word hung between us. He gave a short sigh as if he wanted to take the word back. I raised my head. I spoke in a whisper. ‘He is dead, though, isn’t he? This’ll be his second night in the open. If he’s not dead now, he’ll be dead by morning.’

‘No.’ He still had a hold of my wrist. ‘No. Don’t let yourself think like that. It’s August, not December. If he’s found some kind of shelter, he could be fine. Look.’ He let go of my wrist. ‘This isn’t helping. I need to get back. You need to get some sleep.’

We both stood. We faced each other awkwardly for a moment, two men standing in their stocking soles, and then we hugged. I felt the slippy fabric of his waterproof dungarees. We nodded, no words, and I walked him down to the door. He got into his boots and jacket and backpack and walked off into the night.

That’s when I should have followed Clarke’s suggestion and gone to bed. But I climbed back to the lounge and poured another drink and sat back down. The windows, with the black of night pressed up against them, threw back my reflection. I seemed to be floating in the void. I thought of Rory, alone and cold, shivering on a hillside, rocking himself, crying, shutting down. It was a thought that seemed physically to tear at my insides, a thought made bearable only by the fact that the alternative scenarios were even worse.

It was cold now, the central heating having switched itself off. Rory would be frozen out there. He would catch his death.

The phrase came home to me and it sent me into a kind of dwam. I had a picture of Rory on a moonlit hillside, dodging back and forth as a phalanx of ragged grey ghosts swept across the landscape in formation, six feet from the ground. Rory would snatch at one and miss, then leap up and snatch at another. Finally he snagged one by the hem and pulled it down towards him, hand over hand, until the grey form passed through him like a mist and disappeared. Rory was dead now, but he turned his face to the moonlit firth and started stumping down the hill, into a coppice of trees. The lines from a ballad floated into my mind:


But I hae dreamed a dreary dream,

Beyond the Isle of Skye;

I saw a dead man win a fight,

And I think that man was I.



Jesus, Gordon. Get a grip.

I carried my whisky across to my little study and went online. I started looking for stories of kids who came back, missing kids who turned up safe. There were plenty to choose from. I found a case in America, a five-year-old boy who turned up after four days, after everyone had given up hope. He’d been holed up in someone’s shed, like a lost cat. It turned out that he’d heard the searchers. ‘There were one-eyed monsters calling my name,’ he said. He’d seen the searchers at night wearing head torches and been scared witless. There were others too. Kids found in empty factories, at the verge of disused railway lines, standing in bus shelters miles from home. I learned that ninety-six per cent of lost kids turn up safe. The percentage for adults is only seventy-three.

What we needed, I decided, was a leap of faith. Until we knew for sure that Rory was dead; until we found hard proof that our boy had drowned or, God forbid, been murdered, then our duty was clear: to act as if Rory was living. There was no other way. It was the least we owed him. Until proved otherwise, Rory was still alive. And if Rory was still alive then, at this stage, he had probably been taken. Maybe he was hiding somewhere but I didn’t think so. He was too old for that; he’d have come out of hiding by now.

All right, then.

Rory had been kidnapped. That’s where we were. Someone was holding him. Our job – my job – was to find that someone and bring Rory home.

I felt a little buoyed up by all this and I made the mistake of looking at the coverage of Rory. The stories told me nothing I didn’t already know, but I started reading the comments.

Oh god.


Why are the police even searching? The parents did it. Get them into a room and make them confess.



Have you seen the dad? You’re telling me that’s not a born pedo? What a nonce.



The boy is actually adopted. Trafficked, it seems. They were using him as a sex slave.



My sister works beside the mum. They had another child who died in infancy. No suspicious circumstances according to the police, but, you know.



The mum had to leave her previous job. She was violent to one of the staff.



It was the blitheness with which people did it. Lied through their teeth. Dreamed up total bullshit and published it like gospel. That was what stunned me. I sat there hunched over the laptop, torn between the desire to set the record straight and the desire to curl up in a corner and die. I don’t know how long I’d been sitting there when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I hadn’t even heard her come down. Sarah took the glass out of my hand and set it on a bookcase. She took my hand and brought me to my feet. She wiped my tears with the heel of her hand.

‘It’s not worth it,’ she told me. ‘Don’t read that rubbish. Those people don’t matter. Rory’s what matters. Come to bed.’
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PEOPLE TALK OF GRIEF AS a numbness. With me it was more like vertigo. I felt permanently dizzy. I was reeling with grief. My son had disappeared. The fact would strike me anew every few minutes and I would say the words into myself, Rory has gone, and my mind kept recoiling, I would flinch as if from a blow, my eyes flickering shut, my hand groping for whatever solid object was nearest.

Who took him?

Where has he gone?

Is he safe?

Is he still alive?

The questions wheeled like vultures in the sun. But in time I grew conscious of another question, starting to surface in my mind, like a shark nosing through columns of kelp.

Why hasn’t she left me?

I still don’t know the answer to that. I would have left me. Certainly, she blamed me. How could she not? It was my job to watch him. It was me who fucked up. Me who let it happen, cleared the way for whoever took Rory. True, she couldn’t blame me more than I blamed myself. She couldn’t hate me more than I hated myself. But it was my fault our son was gone. How could she live with the man who’d done that? Lie beside him in the dark, hearing him breathe?

Do you ever study the photographs of missing persons or murder victims in the papers? The wedding photos, the graduation and yearbook photos? They all bear the glint of irony. They are shadowed by a dreadful obliviousness. No, no, you want to say. What are you doing? Don’t smile. The future isn’t like that. It all ends badly.

But it’s too late. It’s always too late.

The face of your son, even when nothing menaced him, could look like the faces in those photos. I used to watch Rory when he was playing with his Lego on the carpet and torture myself with thoughts of everything that could go wrong, all the bad things that could happen.

There was a feeling, in those queasy and blurred first days, beneath the turmoil and bewilderment, the spinning anguish, a feeling that I couldn’t quite place. And then, suddenly, I could: it was recognition. As if I’d been here before; like I’d somehow come home.

How could that be? Was it just that you’d envisaged it, how it might feel to lose a child? You’d lived through it already, even only in your thoughts? But no: it was more insistent. Like a flavour you could nearly taste, a word that flexed in your memory but held itself just out of reach. And then, standing in the shower in the dazed morning gloom, the synapse fired and I knew what it was. It was Dad. It was my father leaving us in 1989. Moving out. Flitting to the city to live on his own. His paperbacks gone from the shelves, his hangers tingling in the wardrobe. It was the same sense of rupture, a family dismembered.

Splitting up. That was the phrase people used, before the divorce came through. Your mum and dad are splitting up. As though the family was an atom. I was ten years old. I thought the blame was mine. If my father wanted out, if he didn’t want to live with us anymore, then who was to blame but us? We hadn’t been good enough. I hadn’t.

He rented a bedsit in the West End of Glasgow, a dank, crumbling, studenty place near the BBC. The first time I saw it – the crammed ashtray, the little stacks of cassettes, the inch of cold coffee in a glazed mug on the gritty windowsill – I thought: he prefers this to our house? What does that say about us?

From then on he was a Saturday dad. When he wasn’t touring or ‘on location’. He would show up for Saturday morning football, mostly late. As the game got underway, I would shoot anxious glances at the touchline, looking out for his brown sheepskin jacket, the white Toyota parked behind the goals. I had a morbid dread of scoring, or even threading a decent pass, before my dad was there to see it. And when he did arrive, I would lunge into tackles, snatch at shots, too excited, too wound up to play. It killed my whole enjoyment of the game.

And now it was happening again. Another hole – boy-shaped this time, not man-shaped – in my life. I recalled how my father’s departure had blown our family apart. I’d assumed, somehow, that we’d limp gamely on, like a three-legged dog. But we sort of went our separate ways. My mum, still in remission from her illness, grew sullen and distant, tippling gin. My sister Kate, already at fourteen drifting into a world of boys and blue eyeshadow, retreated behind the door of her room. I was lost. It was every man for himself. A family? We were three near-strangers sharing a house. I shook my head. I would have to make sure that didn’t happen again, that Sarah and I stayed strong, didn’t let what had happened to Rory push us apart.

On the morning of day three – two full days after Rory’s disappearance – I was getting dressed after my shower when the doorbell rang. I could hear Sarah calling me. I hurried into my clothes, fumbling the buttons of my shirt. Had they found him? Was it over already? Or was it some clue, some breakthrough? But as I reached the foot of the stairs my nose was wrinkling. That smell, a sharp cologne with a bitter, woody bite. What was that again?

Ah, Christ.

My father.

Here he was in the kitchen, large as life and twice as ugly, to use one of his own phrases. Though ugly was hardly the word. Not in his case. Old-style matinee idol, with his clipped moustache and his swept-back, jet-black hair, silvering discreetly at the temples. Standing beside the breakfast bar in his good dark suit and the polished black shoes with the silver side-buckles.

‘I came as soon as I could. We were on location.’

On location. A phrase I feel I’ve always known. It was where my dad was when he wasn’t around. For days and sometimes weeks, when I was young, my dad would be a ghost, posted missing from the breakfast table. He’d be a pair of slip-on shoes in the hallway, shoes I would step into, stocking soles sliding in their roomy interiors. He’d be a yellow smoked-glass ashtray, miraculously free of cigarette ends. His black armchair sat empty, smelling of leather and Benson & Hedges, and though the cat would come to be clapped when you sat there, her arching back and flinching shoulders showed that she wasn’t fooled.

On location. At first I just accepted it. The answer to the question, Where’s Dad? Later, I learned what it meant. He was off pretending he was someone else, and getting money for it. Later still, I came to suspect he was pretending at home, too, playing the lead role of husband and father, not altogether convincingly. And I understood that ‘on location’ had been a cover for other activities, the drunken sprees, the short-lived flings, the times when maybe she’d kicked him out. ‘On location’ was where he lived, regardless of his coordinates on the map. The place where he was always in character, Hugh Rutherford, the talent, soaring free from the obligations that trammelled lesser men. That was where you found him. On location, but seldom in it.

‘On location?’ I said mildly.

‘Right.’ He looked at me, eyes narrowed. ‘That’s what I said.’

‘Right.’ I nodded. ‘What happened; did you smell the news crews?’

‘Don’t be like that, Gordon.’

‘How long did it take you to choose your outfit?’

‘For Christ sake . . .’

The suit was charcoal with a red pinstripe. Black shirt. Deep burgundy tie. Subdued. Stylish.

‘Anyway. You’re too late,’ I said. ‘The reporters have gone. It’s all for nothing. Waste of time.’

‘Gordon.’ Sarah gripped me by the bicep, leaned in close, spoke low. ‘Not now.’

I pulled away. ‘Why not now? What’s wrong with now? That’s the problem right there. It’s never the right time, is it, to set him right, tell him the fucking score.’

He sucked in his top lip and looked around the room with a mildly pained expression, as if waiting for some unseemly disturbance to resolve itself, something beneath his notice. When his gaze met Sarah’s he raised his eyes.

I stepped towards him. ‘What are you doing here? You don’t even know the boy. You’ve missed every birthday. Christmases. Nothing. His other grandad phones him on the day, sings him “Happy Birthday” down the line. That’s what a grandad does.’

‘I’m sorry. You know I lose track. Doesn’t mean I care any less.’

‘Right. Of course. You can’t be expected to practise normal human courtesies. That’s for the little people, isn’t it? Your mind’s on bigger things. Like is the pub open yet?’

He made a noise with his lips, expelled a pfft of air, as if to say, How can I reason with this? What chance have I got?

‘Gordon.’ Sarah’s voice was roping me in, tugging me back from the edge. I knew I was losing it, knew I was slipping the chain, but I wasn’t finished.

‘No! No. Fuck him. If he was a fucking carpenter, who would put up with his shit? If he dug ditches for a living. But because he’s an actor. A fucking artist . . .’

He had his chin tilted upwards and was running his fingertips along the jawline, as if checking for stubble. It was a gesture he did when he was irritated, when some tiresome person was encroaching on his time.

‘Can I help it?’ he asked. ‘Can I help having a profile, Gordon? And besides, can it hurt? If it gets more publicity, isn’t that a good thing? More chance of finding Rory.’

‘You’d love that, wouldn’t you? “High Road Star Finds Missing Grandson.” They could make a mini-series. You could play you.’

‘Maybe you could be serious for two minutes.’

‘Serious?’ I closed the gap between us. ‘You’ve never seen serious. This is real life, feyther. This is our son. It’s not a photo-op. Not a two-page spread in the Sunday fucking Post.’

His tongue flicked out. ‘Uh-huh. Look. I can see you’re upset . . .’

‘Really? You can see that? Jesus, there’s hope for us all.’

‘All right, then. OK.’ He raised his hand to Sarah in a gesture somewhere between farewell and benediction. ‘Some other time, love.’

‘I’m sorry, Hugh.’

‘He’ll turn up. I know he will.’

She walked him down the hallway to the door. I heard the low murmur of my father’s voice, that velvety rumble. Sarah’s stressed treble. Then the click of the front door closing.

‘I know,’ I said, when her footsteps returned. ‘I know. I should cut him more slack. He might not be here for much longer. I should take a deep breath. He is what he is. I fucking know. What?’

She was standing in the doorway, leaning on the jamb, her arms folded, a look on her face that I couldn’t read, a sour twist to her bottom lip. ‘Honestly? I don’t greatly care what you do. Tell him to take a running fuck to himself if you want. But put it to bed, Gordon. We’ve bigger things to worry about.’
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ON THE FOURTH DAY OF Rory’s disappearance – it was day four already, nearly a week – the police set up a roadblock. On the edge of the village, just beyond the petrol station.

Sarah and I were up early, driving to the supermarket in Largs. Becky had offered to do the shopping but we had to get out of the house. We joined the line of cars on Irvine Road. At first, we thought it was a breathalyser stop, the cops trying to catch people still drunk from the night before. But the closer we got we saw that every car was being stopped and the cops were handing something to each driver. We looked at each other; Sarah nodded. No words were needed. We knew it was about Rory.

‘Morning, sir!’

The cop was grimly cheery as he bent to my lowered window, nodding at Sarah in the passenger seat. He was late fifties, with a red face and a tight white beard, wearing a high-vis yellow jacket and the white-topped cap of the traffic branch.

‘Thanks for your time this morning. You’ll know that a young boy has gone missing in the village?’

I cleared my throat. ‘We’re aware of that, yes.’

I could see, out of the corner of my eye, Sarah’s shoulder give a barely perceptible jerk.

‘Well, sir. We’re asking drivers if they were in the vicinity on the afternoon or evening of the 14th – that’s last Sunday – and if they perhaps saw anything unusual or suspicious. A van, for instance. Someone struggling with a child. Maybe you saw the boy himself.’ He was holding the flyer out to me. ‘Eight years old. Rory Rutherford.’

He’s seven, I wanted to say. But I said nothing, took the flyer and laid it face down on the drinks-holder between us.

The cop breathed out rather heavily. ‘Perhaps, sir, you could actually look at the photograph.’

Sarah’s shoulder jerked again. She made a noise that might have been a stifled sneeze.

‘I know what the boy looks like,’ I said. I flexed my hands on the wheel, staring straight ahead through the windscreen. I was conscious of the traffic backed up behind us, the silhouetted heads of the drivers, all eager to get on to the Haylie Brae and up to the city.

The cop leaned a little further into the window. I could smell bacon on his breath. His waterproof jacket rasped.

‘This may be an inconvenience to you, sir,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit more than that to the wee boy’s parents. Look at the bloody photo.’

I turned to face him. ‘I’m his dad,’ I said. ‘I’m Rory’s dad. This is Rory’s mum.’

The cop’s face slackened. He looked across at Sarah, whose body buckled in her effort to contain a sob. ‘Ah, Jesus, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

He straightened up and double-tapped the roof of the car and we drove on towards Largs, slowly, as if we had a puncture.

In Morrisons we wheeled the trolley up and down the aisles, speaking only to confer about grocery items in low, muted tones. It was as if we’d aged twenty years on the short drive from the village to the town.

The checkout operator was a middle-aged woman with blonde highlights and glasses with purple frames. She recognised us. She smiled the sad, pained smile that gets reserved for people like us and told us meaningfully to have a lovely day, resting three fingers briefly on Sarah’s wrist. Pushing the trolley from the checkout to the exit we had to pass the newspaper kiosk. The papers were arranged in their slots on a four-sided carousel. As I approached I could see that every single tabloid carried the picture of Rory in his Killie kit. Some had cropped it for a head-and-shoulders shot; others had used the full-length version. Our son’s tragic, oblivious face smiled out at us as it smiled out at everyone else in Scotland, for the fourth day running. Sarah gripped my arm and buried her face in my shoulder as we passed the rack.

In the car park I loaded the messages into the boot and we drove back to the village in silence. I was thinking about Rory’s face, multiplied on the supermarket newsstands, multiplied on television screens and front pages all across the country. It was too much. I had to fight to get my breathing under control. It wasn’t that those tabloid splashes brought home the reality of what had happened, though they certainly did that. It was the thought of how Rory’s captor, assuming he’d been taken, might react. If the boy’s face was everywhere, instantly recognisable to anyone who might catch sight of him, then whoever took Rory might panic. They might think it was safer to kill him than to keep him alive.

That afternoon I phoned the number Hagan had given me.

‘Mr Rutherford. Hello there. How are you holding up?’

He was polite enough, but there was a tightness to DI Hagan’s tone. He’d said I could phone him up whenever I needed to talk. Maybe he was starting to regret his generosity.

‘The woman on the beach,’ I began. ‘The woman in the green coat.’

‘Yes. What about her?’

‘She was wearing an emerald-green blouson-style jacket. White jeans and white sandshoes. She had long ginger hair.’

‘That’s the description, yes. Corroborated by several witnesses.’

I could sense an element of impatience behind the circumspect idiom. I paused for a moment. ‘There’s nothing that strikes you as odd about that description?’

The rasping sound coming through the handset I took to be Hagan sighing. I was telling him how to do his job. ‘Mr Rutherford. Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?’

‘You’re planning to abduct a child,’ I said. ‘In broad daylight. On a public beach. Wouldn’t you wear something a little less conspicuous? Less memorable? Wouldn’t you dress in dark clothes, try to look anonymous? Tie up your hair? Wear a hat?’

‘If you’re planning to abduct a child,’ Hagan said heavily, ‘maybe you’ve given that some thought.’

‘You mean it’s like a double bluff?’

‘Think about it, Mr Rutherford. If you’re dressed like that, what people remember is the clothes. That’s all.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, assuming this is the woman who took Rory. Which, we don’t even know. But assuming it is. Look at it from her perspective. You change your clothes. You cut your hair and dye it. Blonde. Black. Whatever. Long as you’re taking the boy somewhere new, some place where nobody knows you, you’re safe. Everyone’s looking for the woman with long ginger hair. Green coat.’

I thought about this. ‘So we’re screwed, basically.’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’

Well, I would, I thought. We were both silent for a spell.

‘Look, Mr Rutherford. You’ve got someone who’s planning a crime. They’re wearing distinctive clothes. One theory – and it’s just a theory, I want to stress that – is that they’re trying to distract attention from something else.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘I’m saying, maybe there is something distinctive about the woman’s face. Something memorable.’

‘You mean like a scar?’

‘A scar. A harelip. A squint. A tattoo. Who knows? Like I said, it’s just a theory. But maybe someone got a closer look at this woman. And maybe they’ll come forward. Anyway, while I have you. I wanted to let you know. The actual search is being scaled back. As of this evening.’

‘Scaled back? What does that mean? Scaled back how?’

‘The search teams are being stood down, Mr Rutherford.’

‘That’s not scaled back. That’s abandoned. You’re giving up already?’

‘No, no. No, we’re not. The investigation isn’t over. I want to stress that. The initial search is over. We move into a different phase of the investigation. We’re not stopping. We will find out what happened to Rory. I guarantee that. I give you my word.’

I rang off. Different phase . . . initial search . . . The words were like doors slamming in my brain.

 

That night in bed, as I lay beside Sarah, writhing and twisting in the borderlands of sleep, the woman with the ginger hair strode through my dreams. I would catch sight of her silky green back as she marched up the beach towards Jetty Road, leading Rory by the hand. I was behind her, trying to catch up, but the sand was too deep and the faster I tried to run the deeper I sank in the dunes. Just before she reached the tarmac of Jetty Road the woman would turn her head meaningfully and look back at me. Sometimes the face bore a white scar like a sabre-cut on the left cheek. Sometimes a score of inky lines diverged from the tip of her nose in a tattooed spiderweb. Or else she had a harelip, or smiled with blackened teeth. Once the face was completely blank and once it was screened entirely by a curtain of hair.

I couldn’t believe that none of the people who saw her on the beach got a close look at her. Someone would come forward. Meantime, she remained the woman with the long red hair, the green jacket, the white jeans. I followed her in my dreams; I pondered her in my waking hours.

I got up for a piss that night. I was stumbling across to the toilet when I realised that the landing light was already on. I stopped dead. I think my brain had somehow forgotten that Becky was with us, but here she came, slipping out of the toilet and pressing a hand to her chest when she spotted me.

‘Jesus, Gordon. I nearly died.’

She smiled. She was wearing an old University of Wyoming T-shirt as a nightdress (she’d spent a year in Laramie on a student exchange programme). She looked delicate and skittish, like something startled in a forest.

‘Sorry. I scare myself sometimes,’ I said, and I sidled past her to the toilet. I stood there, fuddled with sleep, directing my flow to the side of the bowl, and when I let my eyelids close, the after-image on my retina was the tapering symmetry of Becky’s thighs beneath the faded hem of her T-shirt.

Back in bed, I was drifting off to sleep when Hagan’s words came floating through my brain. We will find out what happened to Rory, he had told me during the phone call. I give you my word. And it struck me. He was no longer promising to find Rory; only to find out what happened to him.
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OVER THOSE FIRST FEW DAYS, the world and his grim-faced cousin made the pilgrimage to Taigh-na-Mara. Colleagues, neighbours, relatives, friends. I didn’t think we knew so many people. They were coming for Sarah, mainly, more than for me, but still. They came to share their sympathy and anger. Or maybe out of morbid curiosity. They brought food. Casseroles. Pots of mince. Trays of lasagne. Pies. Tupperwares of broth. Foil-wrapped chicken wings.

It got too much. The chest freezer in the garage wouldn’t close.

‘He’s not dead!’ I wanted to say. ‘This is what you do when someone’s died. We don’t know that Rory’s died.’

But that would have felt like tempting fate. And maybe these people knew something we didn’t. Maybe they were realists and we were clinging on to some dumb and pointless hope.

But we put the word out: no more food. It was hard to make people see that preparing food was one way of filling the dead empty hours. Cooking occupied us, gave us a kind of mechanical normality. We needed to spend more time cooking, not less.

Someone brought flowers, which I liked, though I suppose flowers could seem morbid, too. But to me they seemed hopeful. Dahlias, a luscious pinky red. With their pom-pom heads and close-packed regular petals they looked handmade, like a piece of origami. Whenever I passed the vase, where the dahlias clustered in a shaft of sunlight on the kitchen table, I felt a little better.

Abigail Munro, my head of department, sent a book – a new anthology of sonnets. ‘You won’t feel like reading at the moment,’ the card said; ‘but that will come.’

We passed the days in a groggy swoon, leaving cups of tea half drunk, nodding vaguely at the lips moving in earnest faces. It washed over me in waves, the consciousness of what had happened. Rory’s gone. Rory’s gone. I kept thinking that the waves would stop, that I would get behind them to some point of – what? Clarity? Insight? Resolution? But I never did.

Becky stayed on with us for a spell. It was good having her about the place. It stopped the house feeling as empty as it might have. There wasn’t much she could do, but she drank endless cups of coffee with Sarah, walked the beach with her, arm in arm. Sometimes, too, she dealt with the police liaison people.

Becky worked as a PA and there were times when her underrated skills – a basic competence, a cheerful demeanour, a readiness to take minor tasks in hand – were precisely what we needed. And, certainly, she had other distinctions too.

Five or six days after the disappearance, Sarah and Becky drove to the south end of Fairlie with two folding chairs, two clipboards and a flask of tea, and set up an unofficial checkpoint where the footpath enters the village. They were looking for the cyclist, the older, grey-haired man who’d been spotted on the day Rory went missing. The path through Fairlie forms part of the Ayrshire Coastal Path, which straggles for a hundred miles along Scotland’s western seaboard. It’s popular with cyclists. For a whole day, Becky and Sarah stationed themselves at the side of the path and flagged down anyone on a bike. They had posters of Rory taped to the backs of their clipboards. People were eager to help. They stopped to chat and commiserate, but they hadn’t seen Rory and they could only guess at the identity of the older man on the bike. Some of the reports had described the man riding a black butcher’s bike, not a racer, and Sarah wondered if maybe it was an electric bike. Finally, a woman in her early thirties – Lycra, mirrored sunspecs, fingerless riding gloves – told them that her neighbour in West Kilbride, a retired schoolteacher, rode an electric bike. She gave them his name and address, unfastening her helmet and shaking her tight blonde curls as she did so, rubbing at the red indentation the helmet had left on her forehead. ‘He won’t have anything to do with what happened,’ she said. ‘He’s harmless. All the same, don’t tell him it was me who gave you his details.’

It was late afternoon, a chill wind rippling the firth, and they decided to fold up the chairs and drive into West Kilbride. The address was in Castle View, a street of modern houses at the top of the village. Climbing the hill in second gear, they realised why an ageing cyclist might favour an electric bike. The house, like all its neighbours, was a mid-sized detached villa. Brown brick, tiled roof, handkerchief of lawn beside the driveway. In a token ornamental gesture, the building firm had cut away the facade’s white harling in a crenellated pattern where it met the corner, to fake the appearance of ashlar blocks.

The man who answered the doorbell’s chime was a trim, bright-eyed sixty-something in a pullover and slacks, open-necked shirt. His silver hair, rather long, was swept gracefully back in a widow’s peak. His chin had the pink of a recent shave, beneath a full and incongruously dark moustache. He’d thought they were selling something as they stood there with their clipboards, but they explained the situation. He might well have been cycling through Fairlie that day – he normally rode into Largs most days, and sometimes up the coast as far as Skelmorlie, he said – but last Sunday he’d been out of the country. On holiday in France. They noticed the tan on the backs of his hands as he produced his iPhone and showed them snapshots of rural landscapes and Montmartre street scenes, thumbing upwards on the photos to show them the date. They thanked him and he wished them luck and they drove back up the coast to Taigh-na-Mara.

The day had been a wash-out but Sarah was more upbeat than I’d seen her all week. She’d been doing something, out there making a difference, or trying to. That was the hardest thing, in those first days: there was no tangible enemy to come to grips with. We were fighting shadows. But her hours with the clipboard had proved some sort of boost for Sarah, and the case now seemed somehow less relentlessly grim. I cooked up some pasta that night, salmon fettuccine, and we ate it, the three of us, with some Sancerre, in a mood a few rungs northward of despair. Becky went to bed early and Sarah shortly after, and I sat on in the lounge, sipping whisky, a few inches of open window letting the crisp sea air into the room.

It might have been the sea air or the whisky, but I nodded off on the sofa, jerking awake when my own slurping snoring roused me, a string of drool in my beard. I tapped the sleeping screen of my phone: 2.14 a.m. It was time to call it a night, haul myself up to bed, but I couldn’t summon the gumption to move. Ten more minutes, I told myself: look, there’s still a half-inch of Springbank in that tumbler. Be a crime to waste it. I was dozing on the sofa when I felt Sarah’s hand on my right shoulder. I hadn’t even heard her come in.

I reached up with my right hand to grasp her fingers, moving my thumb to feel the gold wedding band that she never took off. There was no wedding band. Just a smooth, bare curve of skin – smoother, it now struck me, than Sarah’s own skin. Becky!

I scrambled up straight on the sofa and craned round. Becky was standing there with a crooked smile.

‘Sorry. I saw the light. Just wanted to check you were all right.’

‘I’m fine, thanks. Aye. Well, fine as I can be.’

‘I couldn’t sleep.’

Becky had come round from behind the sofa. She stood in the middle of the floor with her arms by her sides, like a soldier on parade. She was wearing expensive-looking pyjamas – a V-necked white cotton top with a red satin bow in the cut of the V, and red tartan shorts.

‘Would that be whisky?’

‘Springbank. You want some?’

Her eyebrows climbed. ‘I don’t know. Can you have a nightcap when you’ve already gone to bed? Well why the hell not? On you go, then. A small one, though, Gordon. I know your measures!’

I got up to fix her drink. My heart was thumping as I uncorked the whisky and slopped some of it over the side of her glass, wiped it up with a napkin.

‘Water?’

‘Just a splash.’

I refilled my own glass, took the drinks across.

‘There you go.’

She was sitting cross-legged at the far end of the sofa. ‘Lovely. Thanks.’

As long as we spoke about neutral things, played the parts of a sister-in-law and brother-in-law chatting about nothing in particular, then we could hide from the reality of the situation. What was the reality of the situation? I wasn’t sure, but it included my awareness of the whiteness of her bent knees, two yards from where I sat. It included my awareness of the flaking nail varnish – a deep ruby red – on her bare toes.

‘Listen, it’s been a godsend having you here. Honestly.’

‘Don’t be silly. What else would I do? Anyway, things will work out. I’m sure of it. Come here, you.’

We stood and she reached up for a hug, wrapping both arms around my neck. I could feel her through the thin cotton pyjamas the sway of her breasts, the ridge of her hip. Don’t do it, a voice already cautioned me. Mine? Sarah’s? Her hair had the green, fresh smell of apples, and a milky, sleepy musk wafted out from the soft cotton jersey. Don’t do it. The hug extended beyond the perfunctory span of a night-night clasp. I felt the brittle wings of her shoulder-blades, the bones of her forearms resting on my clavicle. By not pulling apart we entered a drifting interim where anything could happen. The normal properties of time were now in abeyance; we were in a zone where all that mattered was the binary decision. Yes or no. Cross the threshold or pull back. We stood swaying on the precipice. Do it! the voice was now saying. Do it! All I needed to do was lower my head to her upturned face. Drop my chin a couple of inches and I was lost.

But I didn’t.

Somehow I didn’t. I drew back from the edge. It was my fault Rory was gone. My wife had lost her son. Could I take Becky from her too, drive a wedge of pain between the sisters? I clapped Becky gently on the shoulder-blades and disengaged.

‘Jesus’. I shook my head. ‘I’m totally wiped. Can’t hold my whisky. Do you need us to wake you tomorrow? Set an alarm?’

She stood there with her mouth hanging slack, a knowing glister in her eye. She drew the ball of her thumb across her lower lip.

‘I’ll manage, Gordon. I’ll be fine.’

‘OK, then.’ I flapped a hand in parting as I turned to the door. ‘Night.’

I climbed the stairs and slipped in beside Sarah, spooning in behind her. I could hear dimly the sounds of Becky in the kitchen. A cupboard door closing. The tap running. Then I heard her tread on the stairs. The toilet flushing. The guest-room door clicking shut.

It came home to me then how close I’d come to losing it, doing something irretrievable. Something you’d regret for the rest of your days. And how could you even think of doing something like that at a time like this? What kind of person even lets that enter their head?

I shuddered, burrowed down further in the bed. Sarah shifted in her sleep, throwing a hand back to pat my hip.

‘You all right?’ she said groggily.

‘Fine,’ I told her. I kissed the back of her neck. ‘Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep’.
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A WEEK AFTER RORY’S DISAPPEARANCE THE schools went back. I was out for a walk that morning and I saw the line of cars on Main Road, waiting to turn up School Brae, the exhaust fumes blue in the crisp autumn air. Previously, most of the kids would have walked to school; now all the anxious parents were dropping them off. I kept my head down as I passed the cars. I felt personally responsible for this break in their routine, this loss of innocence.

At the village primary they made a point of keeping a place for Rory, an empty seat at one of the tables. There was a tote-tray with his name on it, a locker for his gym gear. His classmates all made cards – ‘Come Back Soon, Rory’, ‘We Miss You, Rory’ – with drawings of Rory playing football or Rory taking Bonnie for a walk. I looked at the first three or four and couldn’t look at anymore, but Sarah sat down at the kitchen table and wrote a thank you note to each of the children.

Sarah herself couldn’t go back to work. Not just yet. She couldn’t smile at clients and listen to small talk about their kids. She’d arranged for compassionate leave, and then two months’ leave without pay.

We left the school alone but the school wouldn’t leave us alone. The emails kept coming. ‘Your child will be visiting Cumbrae as part of the school trip on 5 September. Please complete the attached permission form.’ ‘Swimming lessons for your child begin on Monday of next week . . .’ ‘Auditions for the school play will take place on Thursday. If your child wishes to take part . . .’ ‘Your child will be . . .’ Your child. Your child. Your child. And every communication said the same thing to us. Your child is gone. Your child is missing. Your child is no longer yours.

Rory’s disappearance bled into everything. Like an oil slick, spreading out and tainting almost everyone we knew. One afternoon our babysitter stopped by to see Sarah. They sat in the kitchen and Sarah made coffee. The sitter – a seventeen-year-old high school student called Ellie Cunningham, the daughter of one of Sarah’s colleagues – broke down at our kitchen table. I could hear her from my study, sobbing and moaning. ‘A policeman came,’ she told Sarah. ‘A detective? Asking about boyfriends. And do I watch pornography? Pornography? What do they think, Sarah? Do they think I had something to do with it? Do they think I know what happened to Rory? Do you think that? Sarah, tell me you don’t.’

That’s what it was like. Everyone we knew had fallen under suspicion. To have been in Rory’s orbit, however tangentially – as a coach or a teacher, a Boys’ Brigade captain, a swimming-pool attendant – was to have a spotlight trained on every corner of your life. Your prior convictions. Your browsing history. The gossip of your neighbours. No wonder people avoided us. They didn’t quite cross the road to shun us, but still. I almost cried with relief one night when Alan Lockhart phoned to ask me for a drink.

The Mudhook had maintained the traditional duality, the good old Jekyll and Hyde, of the Scottish pub. As you pushed the double doors from Bay Street, turning right took you into the Public Bar. This was a narrow, Spartan affair with linoleum flooring, bench seating down one wall and a couple of laminate tables. It was harshly lit. There was a telly in the corner, showing football or horses. Men stood at the bar, drinking to get drunk, and the talk was often communal and loud. Women were welcome – or at least permitted – in the Public, but the atmosphere was strongly male.

Turning left as you entered the Mudhook was the door to the Lounge Bar. The Lounge had tartan carpets, and round wooden tables artfully spaced. Kitchen-style chairs with padded tartan seats to match the carpet. Sconce lighting. Sepia photographs of Fairlie in Victorian times, framed in gilt. Conversations were private and muted. The Lounge was favoured by couples, or those who wanted a quiet chat.

Normally, Alan and I would have done our drinking in the Public Bar. That night, though, without a word, we turned left into the Lounge.

Brian stepped through from the service hatch. (The same bar serviced both parts of the pub.)

‘Gordon. Alan.’ He laid the names down soft as velvet. ‘Good to see you both.’

He stood there like an undertaker with his hands clasped, nodding sombrely, waiting for our order.

‘A Guinness and a heavy,’ Alan said. ‘Oh and two goldies, please, Brian.’

Alan was nervous, on edge. I didn’t blame him. It could be hard making small talk with someone whose world was just upended. You wouldn’t quite know how to handle them. You’d be scared of saying the wrong thing. I wanted to put him at his ease, so I steered the talk to anodyne topics, the new football season, Largs Thistle’s chances in the Scottish Junior Cup.

Still, though, he kept tugging at his earring – a silver sleeper in his left ear, the last remnant of a youth that he couldn’t let go.

I realised, belatedly, that he hadn’t asked me out for a pint to keep my mind off things. There was more to it than that.

‘Gordon. Look. There’s something I need to tell you.’

He wouldn’t meet my eye and then he did, briefly, and looked away again. He reached for his pint and then changed his mind. He breathed out heavily.

‘For Christ’s sake, Alan. Spit it out, man. It can’t be that bad.’

He took a gulp of his pint and drew the back of his hand across his mouth. He looked at me. ‘It’s the woman in the green coat.’

I could feel the prickles on my neck, the hair stirring, standing. ‘OK.’

‘I know who she is.’ He held my eye, nodded.

‘What?’

‘I know who she is,’ he said again.

‘Jesus Christ.’ I looked across the empty Lounge and back at Alan. ‘But that’s fantastic, mate. You know her name? That’s, Jesus. That’s the breakthrough. Have you told the police?’

His face was still stony. I was missing something here. ‘No. No, Gordon. What I’m saying is, I know the woman. I know her.’

‘So you’ve said. I don’t see—’

‘Gordon. Mate.’ He gripped my wrist. ‘You don’t understand. She was coming to see me.’

I shook my wrist free. ‘What?’

‘She was on her way to see me. That’s why she was on the beach. Jenny was away for the weekend. At her mum’s,’ he finished lamely.

I couldn’t believe it.

‘You’re shagging this woman? The woman in the green coat? The woman everyone’s looking for? You’re fucking shagging her?’

His head was bowed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘And what? You just forgot to mention it? It slipped your fucking mind?’ I was getting louder but I couldn’t stop. ‘And the time? Fuck! Fuck! The time we’ve wasted. Looking for this woman. And it’s a dead end. And you fucking knew! You knew all along!’

‘Gents.’ Brian was back, silhouetted against the yellow light. ‘Gents. Please.’

I was in the wrong place. The place for raised voices and swearwords was the Public Bar. Through there we’d be ‘lads’, and it would be, ‘That’ll do, lads’, or, ‘Screw the nut, lads’. This, though, was the Lounge and we were supposed to be gents.

‘Sorry, Brian.’ Alan’s arm was raised, palm out. ‘My fault, Brian. We’ll keep it down. Sorry.’

Brian melted back through to the bar.

‘You know the resources that have gone into finding this woman?’ I said. ‘The fucking man-hours. Now we’re fucked. Back to square one. We’ve got fuck all. Nothing.’

‘I know. I know. Look, I didn’t want to say at first. I didn’t want Jenny knowing. And then it was, it got too big. I couldn’t find a way to say it. Jesus, Gordon, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

I took my whisky glass and tipped the dregs into my pint. I took a sip of my pint, studied Alan over the rim of the glass. ‘I hope she was good, at least. I mean, give me that. I hope it was worth it. Getting your hole.’

‘This is my marriage, Gordon. I mean, I know it’s your kid. It’s my marriage, too. That’s all I’m saying.’

‘And that means something to you, does it? Your marriage. That’s why you’re fucking another woman?’

‘Please, mate.’ His voice was barely there at all. ‘Don’t tell her. Please. It’s finished. Don’t tell Jenny.’

‘You want me to lie for you now? After this?’

‘It’s finished. Honest.’

‘You’ve got some fucking neck. You know that?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘So who is she?’

‘You don’t know her. Honestly, there’s no point . . .’

‘Who is she, Alan?’

His shoulders slumped. ‘Her name is Lindsey Armstrong. I met her on a course, up in Glasgow. She lives in Motherwell. She’s a physiotherapist. All right?’

‘You better phone the polis. You better let them know.’

‘I’ll do it right now. I’ll go home now and phone the helpline.’

He stood to go and zipped up his jacket. He held out his hand.

I ignored it. ‘Just make the call. Jesus.’

He clapped me on the shoulder and left.

I sat nursing my pint and thinking about Alan Lockhart. The man I thought I knew. I thought about his moment of glory when he was nineteen years old, the story he told so many times that I almost feel I went through it myself.

There used to be a ford in Kilmarnock, up near the Dean Park. It was a shortcut from the east side of town to the main Glasgow road. As kids we loved crossing the ford. The road dipped down to a kind of tarmacked trench. The river bubbled across it. After heavy rains the level could rise and you’d see the car in front of you edging over in short bursts, the current splitting on the wheel rims. The temptation was always to risk it, since the alternative was a three-point-turn and a lengthy detour back to Grassyards Road, maybe crossing the water at Strawberry Bank.

One night in the late nineties, Alan Lockhart borrowed his mother’s Datsun Cherry to visit his girlfriend in New Farm Loch. He was driving home at three in the morning through the empty streets and he swung down Dean Road to take the ford. The rain had been heavy for the past week and as he passed the Barratt Houses he could see the brown water already, glinting in the moonlight. When the houses gave way to the trees of the Dean estate he could hear the water’s rumble and roar and see what he had to contend with.

The river was higher than he’d ever seen it, a turbid brown spate that dipped and slalomed through the trees, pouring across the ford like a solid wall. But a demon was in Alan’s brain that night and he flexed his fingers on the wheel. It was dead of night, no one around. Why not chance it? After all, it was twenty feet across, not even the length of two cars. He gunned the engine – no point fucking around – and floored the pedal. As the nose of the car hit the river a great arc of water sheared up and splashed down on the windscreen. He felt the engine’s thrust and the water part like the Red Sea for a yard or two or three.

And then it came back.

At first he thought he’d been sideswiped. It was the force of the current buffeting the Datsun’s flank as the engine revved desperately. There was a moment of dizzy lightness when the tyres were sucked clear and the Datsun swam free, fishtailing forwards till the current gripped and bowled it over the edge and slammed it nose-first in the riverbed.

It was pitch-dark, then, for Alan, everything dreamlike and muffled, till the water started filling the footwell, gushing nastily in, hissing, rushing. Alan fumbled with the seat belt and scrambled up over the seats, the car now tilted almost vertical in the blaring spate. With the cold water climbing the backs of his knees, his thighs, he fumbled for the catch that would release the hatchback but he knew it was hopeless. And so he did the only thing he could. He punched his way out of the rear windscreen, smashed it with his fists, and somehow hauled himself out of the ragged hole. Bleeding and shivering, in T-shirt and jeans, he perched on the slippy boot of that Datsun, hugging his knees, while the waters raged around him.

He waited for over an hour, till some other belated reveller drew up at the ford and saw a madman waving his arms in the middle of the swollen torrent. The man went off to find a phone. Then the whole circus rolled up – fire engine, ambulance, police – and Alan was plucked to safety. The story made the front page of the Kilmarnock Standard, with a photo of the stranded car and one of Alan with his arms crossed, looking serious. ‘Local Man Cheats Death’, etc. He dined out on it for weeks – drank out on it, rather. In time, the point of the story, in our circle of friends, came to be the image of Alan perched like a fool on the boot of the upturned car. Prize idiot waiting for someone to ride to his rescue. But I wasn’t fooled. I knew what the point of the story was. When I looked at the portly bloke in glasses, with the greying temples and the mid-range leisurewear, I saw the boy who had punched his way from a sinking car in the mortal black of a raging river.

I finished my pint and ferried the empty glasses over to the bartop. Through the frame of the serving hatch I could see a golden tableau of drinkers in the Public Bar. Derek Roberts had made a diamond with his fingers and thumbs to lift a trio of brimming pints. Jake Boyd had his head tipped back, laughing at something that Andy Sneddon had just said. The light flashed from the lenses of Jake Boyd’s glasses and splashed on the glossy curves of the outsized charity whisky bottle with the tarnished brass coin-slot in its neck. It looked like the kind of carefree, convivial scene from which I would always now be excluded. The lonely soul. The poor bastard who lost his son. I left the empty glasses on the bartop and walked out into the night.
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THE NEXT MORNING I WOKE and it hit me straightaway. A left–right combo, the old one–two. Bang, Rory was gone. Boom, the woman with the red hair and the green coat was gone, too. She wasn’t a suspect. She wasn’t anything. She was Lindsey Armstrong, Alan Lockhart’s fancy piece from Motherwell.

On Messenger I could see the first line of an apology from Alan: Mate, just wanted 2 say again . . .

I thumbed back to my home screen without reading it. I knew what it would say. No excuses . . . Out of order . . . Hold my hands up . . . Don’t tell Jenny. The only bit he would mean would be Don’t tell Jenny. Or maybe he would mean it all, but especially Don’t Tell Jenny.

It seemed odd that there were still people who could find these things important. Don’t tell Jenny. Who cared who was shagging who? What could it matter whose name you gasped as she brought you to a climax, her head bobbing in your lap? My boy was gone, possibly dead. Probably dead. Dead: let’s face it: dead. He was dead. What else could matter?

I set the phone on the bedside cabinet. I lay back, staring at the ceiling. The pang I felt was grief. For Rory, yes, but now also for the woman in the green coat. I’d spent so long thinking about her that I felt I almost knew her.

In my mind she’d been a decent person battling the demons of grief after the death of her young son. The boy had died in some sort of unforeseen accident – an upturned boat, a runaway quad bike. Maybe he’d choked on an unhalved grape. She’d taken to driving the west coast, walking for hours on empty beaches, yearning to assuage her pain. That Sunday, she’d spotted Rory on his own, a boy the same age as her son. The same hair colour, maybe. Or just the same in his basic boyness – the way they move, with that graceful excess of motion, that glorious preoccupation. And, almost without thinking, almost absent-mindedly, she had taken him, driven off with the boy who would replace her son. It was an impulse thing, spur of the moment, she wasn’t organised, she would give herself away within a matter of days. Maybe she’d think better of what she had done. Or someone would spot her, clock her with the wrong boy. In any case, our boy would be back before long, safe and sound in his bed.

It was a best-case scenario, a comforting lie that now stood exposed as a foolish delusion. The woman in the green coat had stood between us and the dread that Rory was dead. And now she was gone. Now she was just a woman that Alan was shagging. And where did that leave Rory?

I threw back the sheets savagely and stumped through to the bathroom. I stood in the shower, under water as hot as I could stand. Then I dressed and went downstairs and fired up a big cooked breakfast – bacon, eggs, black pudding, fried dumpling, all shaken together in a clattering pan – and called Sarah down.

We ate in silence, just chewing the food, downing tall glasses of orange juice, sipping fresh coffee. When I’d finished washing up, I joined Sarah in the living room and told her the news. The woman in the green coat had been identified and ruled out of the inquiry. I said that Hagan had phoned earlier to tell me. It was the first lie I’d told Sarah since Rory had gone. It was a little lie, in the scheme of things, but that didn’t make me feel any better.

‘They’re going to move on to other things now, aren’t they? Put it on the back burner.’

‘The police? Why would they do that, Sarah?’

‘Come on. It’s the first forty-eight hours that count. If they don’t solve it by then, it’s pointless. They never solve it. If they were gonna find him they’d have found him in those first two days.’

‘Sarah, listen. I mean, it’s terrible to say, but look. Come on. Look around. We’re professional people. We live in a nice house.’

‘And that’s gonna help us? Maybe we should have pointed that out to whoever took Rory. Sorry: we’ve got two en suites. You can’t touch us.’

‘Come on. You know what I mean. They’re taking this seriously, the cops are. They’re not about to palm us off.’

‘He’s seven years old, Gordon. He’s a boy. He’s not even that cute.’

‘You’ve lost me, love.’

‘You’ve watched the TV shows. You’ve read the books. You want something like this to stay in the news, it’s got to be a young girl. Look at Madeleine McCann. You couldn’t turn on your telly for the next two years without seeing that wee lassie’s face. Maybe we should have used your dad more.’

My father’s minor celebrity had been a feature of some of the coverage (MISSING BOY IS HIGH ROAD HUGH’S GRANDSON) but it hadn’t seemed to do much good. I didn’t think more of the same would help.

‘They’re not gonna bury this, Sarah. We won’t let them. That’s a promise.’

‘I wish it was that easy,’ she said. ‘Look, I’m going for my bath.’

She finished her coffee and leaned over to kiss my forehead.

In a minute I heard the water running. Since Rory’s disappearance, Sarah had started taking elaborate baths. Most mornings and evenings saw her drawing the water, filling it with salts and crystals and soaking there for extended stretches amid fragrant constellations of candles, topping up the hot as the need arose. I would sit with my book in the room below, hearing the water knocking in the pipes. I thought of prisoners banging their tin mugs against the radiators, communing with the cell next door.

I looked out of the window at the beach and the island. Had it been an error to come back? Though I lived away for years – in Glasgow, Oxford, Aberdeen – it was always the plan to come back. Ayrshire. My home county, that crescent-shaped wedge in the west flank of Scotland. There has always been, for me, a kind of rightness to the terrain, the way the land rises from yellow beaches through green farmland, old castles and grey, post-industrial towns to the ring of hills and moorland that hems us in from the rest of the country. I grew up inland, in one of the post-industrial towns, but I’ve always loved this northern tip of Ayrshire’s crescent, where the county’s topography gets compressed and you find in close proximity the three key features of the great good place.

The sea.

The town.

The hills.

The town in question was Largs, that faded seaside resort with its sandstone kirks and amusements arcades, its fish suppers and smart bungalows. When we decided to move back, we looked at houses in Largs for weeks. We even put an offer in on one. But one day we saw an advert in an estate agent’s window for a seafront villa in Fairlie. ‘Let’s give it a look,’ Sarah said.

The village of Fairlie is three miles south of Largs. We drove the road that Saturday with the masts of the marina on our right and the high stone wall of the Kelburn estate on our left. Our impressions of the village that day were of a place that seemed closed off, defensive, almost shuttered, squeezed as it is between the hills and the sea. The main road through the village – imaginatively called Main Road – is narrow, with houses that front directly onto the tight pavements. Low as they are, the buildings seem to loom over the passing motorist. Apart from the odd side-street, the line of houses is more or less unbroken and shuts off any vistas of the hills on one side or the sea on the other. There is no market cross, no square, no village green. At some points the trees on either pavement meet overhead and the whole effect is of a corridor designed to funnel drivers through as quickly as possible. You can pass through Fairlie without really noticing the place and certainly without dreaming that it borders the sea.

But that’s the outsider’s view. Once you get to know the village, you learn there’s not one main road, but two. There’s the tarmacked artery that funnels the buses and cars and tourists to Largs. And then, behind the line of houses and away from the traffic, almost hidden from sight, is the other main road: the beach. This is where the locals walk their dogs, and jog, and launch their kayaks, but it’s also how they get around. If you live, say, in one of the bungalows on Montgomerie Drive and you’re heading for the pub, you would take the beach. If you were walking home from the church to Jetty Road, you would take the beach. The beach is the cross, the square, the village green all rolled into one.

But it’s not the front. In all the other coastal towns and villages in Ayrshire, the beach is the showpiece on which all vistas open, to which all roads lead. The road in Fairlie channels you away from the beach. You would almost have to know the beach was there before you could find it. It has most of the things you would want from an Ayrshire beach – sand, surf, views of Arran and Cumbrae – but there’s no promenade, no amusements arcade, no ice-cream parlour, no fish-and-chip shop. Instead, there are the big villas behind the seawall, the cottages of Ferry Row, the flats backing onto Bay Street and the tenements of Pier Road. Fairlie keeps its beach to itself. It likes it better that way.

I liked it too. But all this made me think that whoever took Rory must be local. Or must at least possess some knowledge of the area. They must have known, not only that the beach existed, but the little alleyways and paths up which you could hustle a child to a waiting car or van. They must be familiar with this little stretch of coast. Maybe they lived in the village. Maybe some of the very people who helped out with the search parties, who scoured the beach or tramped the hills, had known all along where Rory was.

The woman in the green coat had gone. OK. We couldn’t do anything about that. But someone else would show up. Someone would come forward. Someone with the piece of information that would bring everything into focus. Maybe the main road of the investigation was closed, for now. But we still had the back road, the beach road. Maybe someone was walking along that road right now. I had to believe that was the case. What would we do if it wasn’t?
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‘CAN WE TALK, GORDON? WE need to talk.’

I was straightening up from the dishwasher, clutching a fistful of cutlery. Becky stood in the kitchen doorway, her hand pressed to her abdomen, as if she was nursing a stitch.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked her. ‘Are you ill?’

‘What?’ She followed my gaze to her belly and dropped her arm to her side. ‘No. I’m not ill. We just need to talk.’

Something slumped inside me. Without spelling anything out, we had reached an agreement, over the past few days, to put it behind us. ‘It’ being whatever happened – or failed to happen – on that drunken near-miss of a night or morning. Now, it seemed, we had to drag it all out again.

I laid the cutlery down in the allotted slots – knives, forks, spoons – and closed the drawer with a silvery crash.

‘There’s nothing to talk about.’

I turned to the dishwasher, pulled out the upper tray, started lifting tumblers. The heat of the cycle was still in the glass and I fought the urge to press the ribbed bowl of one of the tumblers against my cheek.

‘Well,’ Becky said. ‘There might be two opinions about that.’

She shifted to give me access to the cupboards. She leaned back against the worktop, arms folded.

‘Nothing happened.’ I set the glasses down in a row on the shelf, spacing them evenly. The Vivian Mercier line about Godot popped into my head: Nothing happens, twice. ‘How could there be anything to talk about?’

I could feel her gaze on me as I turned back to the dishwasher. I gathered the ceramic mugs, gripped them by the handles, three in each fist, like a barmaid in a bierkeller. She waited until I had stowed them in the cupboard. When I turned round she planted her palm in the centre of my chest.

‘That’s not what we need to talk about.’

I looked down at her splayed fingers. I could feel her warmth through the fabric of my shirt. I thought, Maybe we do have something to talk about.

She pushed me gently towards the table.

‘Sit down, Gordon.’

I felt behind me for the back of the chair and bumped down into it. Becky pulled out another chair. My hands were resting on the table, fingers interlaced, and she reached out to clasp my left hand in her right.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Gordon. You need to listen to me. I need your advice. All right? I need your help.’

Even as my pulse jumped and my mouth filled with sawdust, I thought, You’re coming to me for advice? For help? You’re in worse shape than you think.

‘I’m serious,’ she said.

I glanced at the door. Sarah might come through it at any moment and see Becky holding my hand. Becky shuffled her chair a little closer to the table.

‘I’m pregnant.’

I looked at the door again, for some reason.

‘OK.’

She let go of my hand. ‘That’s your response? “OK”?’

‘OK and . . . congratulations? I’m not sure what you’re telling me here, Becky.’

‘I’m telling you I’m pregnant. I’m having a baby.’

‘I know. I heard. You’re pregnant. Good for you. What do you want me to say? Are you keeping it?’

‘Good for me? Of course I’m keeping it.’

Something struck me. ‘Hold on, though. How long have you known?’

‘What?’

‘Oh, Becky. Oh, come on . . .’

‘What, you think I knew when we . . . ? No! I didn’t know. I didn’t fucking know.’

The chair scraped the tiles as she sprang back.

‘You’re pregnant. You need someone to take the fall. I know. Why not my sister’s fucking husband. Why not that guy? I mean, it’s not as if he’s got enough on his plate.’

‘I didn’t know. For fuck sakes, Gordon. How many times? I didn’t fucking know!’

She was on her feet now, too. We faced each other across two yards of kitchen. Becky’s fists were balled. Her hair hung over her face. Her shoulders heaved. I had a vision of her on top of me, hair swinging down, gripping the headboard in her fists. The headboard clacking against the wall.

I drew the back of my hand across my mouth.

Becky turned her clenched fists up, baring her wrists, as if holding them out to be cuffed.

‘I’m just telling you I’m pregnant! That’s it! That’s all! I don’t know what the fuck I want you to say. Hard lines, maybe. Way to go. Tough shit. Congratulations.’

The silence that followed these words seemed to tighten, to ring, and my eyes slid to the doorway.

Sarah stood there in her raincoat and scarf, a bag slung over her shoulder. How long had she been standing there? She was looking at me but speaking to Becky.

‘What were you telling him?’

‘What?’

‘Why were you telling my husband that you’re pregnant?’

Becky’s eyes skittered towards me and slid back to her sister. ‘I was going to ask him to tell you.’

‘What’s it got to do with him?’

‘Nothing! I mean, I thought it might be better. Coming from him. That’s all.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. Break it gently. Jesus! Why does everything have to be so fucking complicated in this fucking family!’

A pause followed this outburst. Sarah shrugged out of her coat and slung it on the back of Becky’s empty chair, which she pushed back into the table. She unwound her scarf and dropped it on top of her coat. Then she crossed to finish unloading the dishwasher, stacking white bowls in the dresser.

‘Yeah, well, I’m sorry that it’s complicated. I’m sorry I can’t conceive naturally, like other people.’ She finished stacking the bowls and slammed the dresser door. ‘I’m sorry if it’s causing you distress. I mean, for Christ’s sake, distress, what would I know about that?’

‘A simple “congrats” would be fine.’

Sarah paused at that point with her back to Becky and me. She was flexed and stiff, her shoulders high, her elbows locked, the tendons on her forearms standing proud. And then, as we watched her, she let it all go. Her shoulders dropped. Her spine slackened. Her head bowed, as in prayer. It was as if her strings had been cut.

‘Sorry,’ she said, in the smallest voice.

‘I’ve been here for you,’ Becky said, her own voice softened and low. ‘I know, I know it’s not the same thing. And I know the timing’s rubbish. But I didn’t choose the timing. And, well, I didn’t choose this baby either. To be honest. But it’s here now. And you’ll be its auntie. And, I don’t know, Sarah. I don’t know what I’m going to do.’

She crumpled into a kitchen chair and planted her elbows on the table, cradled her head in her hands. Sarah crossed and tugged on Becky’s wrists, tugged them free from the teary face and gathered Becky in, drew Becky’s head against her belly, while Becky wrapped her arms round Sarah’s middle.

‘It’s OK,’ she said, stroking the yellow hair. ‘It’s OK,’ as Becky sobbed like a child and pressed in tighter.

I finished putting the dishes away, closed the door softly when I left.

In some ways, Becky’s news was a turning point, for Sarah and me as much as for her. It showed us that, regardless of our personal troubles, life went on. That’s all our troubles were: personal. The world had turned its face towards us for a spell. But now the world was moving on.

The media moved on, scampering off to cover whatever tragedy or scandal was that week’s sensation.

The police moved on. Though the case would stay nominally open, and DI Hagan would doubtless phone us from time to time to assure us that all leads were being pursued, they had better things to do. There were cases that stood a chance of getting solved.

Our friends and relatives moved on, resumed their lives, took the bins out, had sex, fell out, doomscrolled, nursed their hangovers, moaned about their jobs. Got pregnant.

If you want to move on, be our guest. That was our philosophy. We ourselves will not be moving on. We will be staying exactly where we are.

Becky moved back up to Glasgow the following morning. I helped her carry her things out to the car.
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WITH BECKY GONE, THE HOUSE seemed bigger than ever. But also, somehow, claustrophobic. We’d been boxed in for days, nipping out now and then for quick trips to the supermarket. Waiting for visitors. Waiting for news. We needed to get out. Put it all aside for an hour or two. Is that possible? Can you go out for a drink when your child is missing? Is it even allowed?

Fuck it. I showered and shaved. Sarah put her face on. We walked the hundred yards to the pub.

It was Quiz Night in the Mudhook.

Which UK Prime Minister coined the phrase, ‘You’ve never had it so good?’

Who played the character of Sue Ellen in the 1980s soap opera, Dallas?

How many countries share a land border with Germany? Is it six, seven or nine?

The patrons huddled round the little tables, conferring in low tones and scowling indignantly round at their rivals, scribbling their answers on the photocopied forms.

We found a table in the far corner of the lounge and kept our heads down. There were quiz sheets and a biro pen on the dark wood surface but we pushed them to one side. It was the first time we’d darkened the Mudhook’s door since Rory disappeared. I’d been in with Alan Lockhart, but there was something about seeing the two of us together – the grieving parents, that poor woman – that seemed to unsettle the regulars. I got the drinks in, did my best to ignore the snatched glances, the furtive stares.

‘This was a mistake. We should drink up.’

‘Calm down, Gordon.’ Sarah swirled her gin and tonic with a swizzle stick. ‘The novelty’ll wear off. What we gonna do, never drink in the Mudhook again? Anyway, we’ve got things to discuss.’

This night had been Sarah’s idea. She was worried that the police investigation was petering out and that Rory’s case would get shelved. Neglected. Put on the long finger, as the Irish would say. I thought she wanted to talk about ways of keeping the pressure on the police, but she had something more elaborate in mind.

‘It’s like the bloody Royal all over again,’ she was saying. Glasgow Royal Infirmary housed the IVF clinic where they told us our results. ‘Sitting round like stookies, waiting for the men in white coats to tell us our fate. We ought to be doing something.’

‘If you’re saying we should have sex again, that might not be a bad idea.’

‘Gordon, for Christ’s sake. That’s not what this is about. I’m saying we can do things. For Rory. If the police are slacking off, we can step up. We can do it ourselves.’

‘How, though?’

She drank her gin. ‘Well. Those Facebook posts you’re always reading. They’re making the link with the boy who went missing in Troon. We could team up with the parents. Couldn’t we?’

A boy had vanished from Troon seafront, four years back. Never seen again.

‘What? I mean, we don’t even know if . . . Anyway, I think the mum’s out of the picture.’

‘The dad then. Even if the cases aren’t linked, he’ll have ideas. Things to try. Things we’ve maybe missed.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What can we lose? And then, well: there’s Paul. I mean, you haven’t thought of Paul?’

‘Paul’s been by with that for ages. He chucked it. Years ago.’

‘Three years. If that.’

Paul was my cousin. Lived in Fenwick with his wife and their dogs. He joined Strathclyde Police at the age of seventeen, but he’d quit a few years back, abruptly, for reasons that were never clear, at least not to me. We got on well enough. I played football with his two brothers, but Paul wasn’t a player. We shared an interest in true crime. Swapped books now and again, sent each other links to true crime podcasts. We talked about serial killers the way other men discussed Premiership footballers.

‘He wasn’t even a detective,’ I told Sarah.

‘He was a polis, Gordon. Twenty years, whatever it was.’

‘Fifteen. If that. He was a firearms instructor. Spent most of his time in a classroom at Tulliallan.’

Sarah shook her head, drained her gin and tonic.

In which European city would you find the Sagrada Família?

‘Is this what you want?’ she said. ‘Just pack it in? Throw in the towel? Feel sorry for yourself? Go back to your stupid books?’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘Oh, boohoo.’ She rattled the ice in her empty glass. ‘Why don’t you grow the fuck up?’

She lifted her bag. Was she walking out on me? But no, she marched up to the bar and got the drinks in. One of the mums from a table of middle-aged women was tapping her bank card on the counter. She leaned across, as if to say something to Sarah, then she read Sarah’s angular stance and straightened up, tight-lipped, put her purse away and lifted her drinks.

Had the cops done all they could? Of all things, I thought about ‘The Purloined Letter’, Poe’s short story where the massed ranks of the gendarmerie dismantle the minister’s Paris apartment, searching for the stolen letter. They tear the place apart, lifting floorboards, ripping up cushions, screwing the legs off tables to probe their hollow innards with knitting needles. Nothing. Nada. A total bust. Until Dupin strolls in and plucks the letter from the letter rack, where it’s hiding in plain sight in a tatty envelope. But maybe, I thought, maybe the problem with our case is the opposite. Maybe the police haven’t exhausted every angle, chased down every lead. You read about these amateur detectives, cold-case breakers, trawling through online archives. They perform the acts of drudgery that the police don’t have time for. Was that what we needed to do? And would Paul help us? Cousin Paul. I hadn’t seen him since he quit the Force. Not properly. I wasn’t even sure what he was working at.

‘Look. I get it.’ Sarah was back. ‘We weren’t there for him.’

‘No. Wrong. I wasn’t there for him.’

She twisted round to hook her bag on the back of her chair. ‘Ah, right. You’re the star of this show. I forgot. We need the wood, Gordon. All right?’

‘Don’t be like that.’

‘Get down off the cross. We need the wood.’

‘Where’s this coming from?’

‘I was there, too, Gordon. It’s my fault too. Yes, you were in charge. But what is it, a competition? I’m his mum. I should’ve done better. We both fucked up.’

I shrugged, nodded. ‘We did.’

‘Now. We can let the guilt of this destroy us. We can curl up in a wee ball and cry about how unfair it all is. Or we can give it a shot ourselves. We owe him that much. Do you not think?’

We owed him much more than that. I thought about sitting in this very room with Alan Lockhart, not long ago, listening to him shut down the best lead we had. The woman in the green coat. The polis weren’t solving this. Not any time soon.

‘I do. You’re right. I’ll phone the boy’s dad.’

‘Ian Kerr. The boy’s dad is called Ian Kerr. The boy himself is called Daniel.’

‘Right.’

‘And Paul too?’

‘Paul, too.’

Which is longer, a nautical mile or a mile?

We sipped our drinks. The woman who’d nearly spoken to Sarah looked over from her table and smiled. We both smiled back.

‘What about Jim Reynolds?’ I asked Sarah. ‘Should we ask Jim? Becky’s probably still in touch with him.’

Sarah grimaced. ‘I think that ship’s sailed, to be honest. Try Ian Kerr and your cousin Paul. Keep the circle tight.’

The following morning I made some calls, set up some meetings. There was no guarantee that Ian Kerr or my cousin Paul would agree to help. It started to dawn on me what we were proposing. A task that had so far defeated an entire apparatus of state, with its hierarchy and bureaucracy, its time-honoured procedures and attested methods, its dedicated units of investigators, hardened in battle and steeled in the field, would now be accomplished by Sarah Rutherford, a conveyancing solicitor. And me. A college professor. A guy who could tell you some interesting things about stanza forms.

What the fuck was I thinking?

And yet. I had to believe we were in with a chance. What was the alternative? And what, after all, was my job? My job was interpretation. I sifted the evidence. I construed meanings. I inferred motives and intentions, pieced together an account of what was happening in a given work of fiction or a poem. Could I treat the disappearance like a ballad? Christ knows, it was bitter and wilful and heartless enough. And wasn’t that what the great detectives did? In all the books? They read a crime scene, homed in on the details. Your Poirots and Dupins, your Father Browns and Sherlocks. All those dry, bookish men spotting far-out connections. Little grey cells. Ratiocination.

Maybe I should treat it like a monograph. It took some dedication to write a book. Staying power. I’d shown I could do that. Put in the hours. Stay the course. Plus, we had one advantage over the shirt-sleeved professionals in their windowless rooms. This thing mattered to us. OK, it mattered to them, too. But only professionally. They clocked off at the end of their shift. They worked a case. We lived it. It was their job. It was our life.
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I STARTED FEELING BETTER ABOUT THINGS. I still carried an anvil in my guts. A squat dead weight of dread. That wouldn’t change. But there was a lightness too, almost a liberation. The worst that could happen? It already had. I was still here, wasn’t I? Still functioning. After a fashion. We were taking steps. We were making things happen.

It was late in the day when I drove into Troon and found the big house on Beach Road. I turned up the driveway and parked beside a silver Range Rover. It sat there, squat and low on its chassis; metallic paintwork fizzing in the evening sun. It looked less like a vehicle than a hunk of precious ore, something gouged at tremendous expense from the earth. There’s the posh motor, I thought meanly, as if the vehicle was a gambit in an argument, for all the good it has done you.

The smell of the sea – fresh and rotten, salty-sour – blew in my face as I climbed from my car. I turned my back on the house for a minute, shielded my eyes, took in the view. Beyond the front garden wall was a verge, wider than most garden lawns, then the pavement. Then came the road and, beyond that, another strip of grass running down to the dunes and the beach. You were as close to the beach as you could get without the sea itself – its spray, its unruly waves – troubling you.

This was Millionaire’s Row, all the grand detached villas with the killer views; Arran’s blue peaks in the offing. Some of the street’s other properties were in the English seaside style, whitewashed with bright orange roofs, a jaunty, frivolous, Gatsbyesque look. But the Kerr home rose in blond local stone to a roof of plain grey slates. It was elegant, classical, square. Bay windows in a sharp-edged half-hexagon jutted out on the left-hand side, on both floors, and single-storey extensions projected on either side.

I rang the doorbell.

Rather to my surprise, Ian Kerr had agreed to see me with no hesitation. I’d found his number in the phone book and simply called him up. He’d been expecting me to call, he said. Would be happy to see me.

The man who opened one of the white double doors was a short, compact man with a neat, severe haircut and blazing blue eyes. He wore a navy polo shirt whose short sleeves showed off biceps bisected by bulging blue veins. He shook my hand and walked me through the house to the room with the bay window.

There were sofas and chairs placed artfully around. Pastel colours. Muted blues. The chairs had circular seats and balloon backs and tapered walnut legs. Their fabrics were classy vertical stripes, Oxford blue, Cambridge blue. The word upholstery came to mind; these chairs had been, not covered, merely, but upholstered. And every surface in the room had been buffed and polished. Whatever else Ian Kerr had done, he hadn’t let things go. Quite the reverse. What was the opposite of letting things go?

‘This is a nice place,’ I told him.

‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he said. ‘Come here.’

Making things stop? No, that wasn’t it. Keeping things here?

I followed him across the hallway and down a step to a broad sunken room with a full-size snooker table whose bright baize bed seemed to float in a pool of lacquered wood. Light caught the carved wooden legs of the table. A bar, complete with white-painted wooden hand pumps, boxed off the room’s far corner. Framed prints of racehorses lined one wall. Mullioned windows ran down the opposite wall, a padded bench seat beneath them. Through lozenge-shaped panes a lime plane of lawn – the snooker table’s bigger twin – seemed to hover.

‘What can I get you?’

He was behind the bar now, his hands pressing down on the countertop. Behind him the tall bottles were ranked like soldiers on the twin shelves – gins and whiskies, tequilas and vodkas. A big-bellied bottle of Bailey’s. The cartoonish red-and-yellow label of Kahlúa.

‘Just a juice, if you’ve got it. Orange, or apple. Anything, really.’

He fetched a carton from a fridge behind him. He fixed himself a whisky and came out from behind the bar.

Maintaining things. Keeping things the same.

‘Do you play?’ He nodded at the snooker table.

‘Badly,’ I told him. ‘But I’m game if you are.’

We chose our cues from the rack beside the scoreboard.

‘I’m sorry about your boy,’ he said.

That was all. He didn’t grasp my hands, tilt his head in performative sympathy. He didn’t ask me how I was holding up. He didn’t tell me he knew what I was going through, since I already knew that.

I nodded. ‘I’m sorry about yours.’

It was like a formal handshake before a contest.

He laid his cue down on the baize, along one of the cushions, started setting up the balls. He got straight down to business.

‘Way I see it,’ he said. ‘What happened to our boys? It’s a sign of progress, in a way.’

He was spotting the colours. Green, brown, yellow in the ‘D’; blue, pink, black along the table’s spine.

I said nothing, waited for him to continue.

‘Put it like this,’ he said. ‘In the past, if you were in the business of supplying young boys to powerful men, it was easy, it was straightfo—’

‘Woah. Hold on, there. Powerful men?’

Kerr was racking up the reds now. He rolled the wooden triangle forwards till its apex touched the foot spot. Then he lifted the triangle clear, leaving the reds in a tight pyramid. He wagged the empty triangle at me.

‘Well, what do you imagine’s happened to them? Our boys. If they’re not dead. Where are they? What are they doing?’

I didn’t want to dwell on that.

‘That doesn’t mean—’

‘Look, Gordon.’ He reached up to set the triangle on top of the lightshade. ‘You have to look the facts in the face. Otherwise, what are we doing here?’

‘They’re not facts.’

‘The likelihood, then. The probability.’

He had a coin in his hand, balanced on his thumb, as if to demonstrate his point. Probability. Chance. He flipped it up and trapped it on the back of his hand as it fell, with a slap, like someone swatting a mosquito.

He looked at me.

I shrugged. ‘Tails.’

It was heads. I thought he would make me play but he didn’t. He bent to break off, sending the white down the table to kiss the pack of reds, gently spreading them, bringing the white off two cushions back to the baulk end.

‘Like I was saying. Previously, you would target kids in care. Kids in homes, no one to look out for them. Come to some arrangement with the management, you could do what you like.’

I was walking round the table, assessing which red to attempt, so I didn’t see his face as he spoke, but something in the tightness of his voice – the fastidious emphasis on ‘like’ – made me wonder: was he speaking from experience? Had Kerr himself been raised in care? Had the sort of thing he feared for his son already befallen him?

‘Now, though?’ He stepped to the side, out of my line of sight as I bent to play my shot. ‘All the scandals and the exposés, the documentaries, the podcasts. Care homes are probably the safest place. To be a kid.’

I played my shot, badly, potting nothing, scattering reds, leaving three on. ‘So who do you target now?’ I said.

‘You,’ he said simply. He looked at me. ‘You target you. You target people who think they’re immune. That this sort of thing doesn’t happen to them. People like me and you. Kids like Daniel and Rory.’

How could he talk about this so calmly?

‘People like us?’

He bent to line up a shot.

‘It’s obvious. You live on the beach, you think of the sand in front of your house as an extension of your garden. It’s yours, basically. And what that does is, it puts you off-guard. You watch your kid when he’s out there, but not really. Not properly. It makes you vulnerable. And so, let’s say you’ve got someone who targets kids. You’re a kidnapper. What do you do? You walk your dog on a beach for a couple of weeks. You spot the kids who’re out unsupervised. You get to know the routines. You plan accordingly. Maybe do a run-through.’ He potted a red in the middle pocket. ‘And then you strike.’

What kind of person viewed the world like this? How did the zoomers and conspiracy theorists differ from a man like Kerr, who saw a pervert in every dog-walker?

And then he said something that stopped me cold.

‘Did you get the phone calls?’ He was chalking his cue and he raised his eyebrows at me, nodding. ‘Beforehand?’

Something clenched in my gut. For two or three weeks before Rory’s disappearance, the phone would ring at odd times. Not nuisance calls, exactly, no heavy breathing; just a pause and a click.

I nodded.

‘I knew it,’ Kerr said. He shrugged. ‘He was checking when you were home. Getting to know your routines.’

Our routines? Routines were, in the way of things, dull and safe. Unremarkable. Recycling on Tuesday. Wednesday night for football training. Grocery shopping on Sunday mornings. The suggestion that these could be used against you, turned on you like weapons, winded me.

‘What about intruders?’ Kerr was asking. ‘Not housebreaking, necessarily, but signs that someone’s been prowling. Maybe hiding in the garden. You have a garden?’

The garden, too? With the seawall doubling as our garden wall, we were accustomed to the odd interloper. Local kids would climb in to retrieve footballs and Frisbees. Dogs would inveigle their way in if the gate was unlocked and their owners would come after them. We thought nothing of it. True, a few weeks before Rory disappeared I’d noticed boot prints in the garden shed, but the shed wasn’t always locked either and I’d put it down to a random dog-walker or nosey passerby.

Kerr read my frown. ‘Surveillance,’ he said simply.

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘Well, indeed. That’s what we’re dealing with. Also: you may have noticed things going missing. Little things. Maybe too small to even notice.’

‘Oh, fuck off.’

‘Yeah?’

‘I mean, I’ve mislaid my fucking cufflinks, but, come on.’

‘Have you, though? Have you mislaid them? Little trophies. That’s the MO It’s a power thing. Mementoes.’

Kerr attempted the black but used too much force and it rattled the jaws of the pocket.

‘Do you know what I do?’ he asked me. ‘Did?’

‘You owned a chain of grocery shops and you sold them.’

‘Not just owned. Built them up. From scratch. And before that?’

I shook my head. ‘My researches haven’t gone that far.’

He smiled, shouldered his snooker cue like a rifle, sighted me along its length. ‘Soldier. I was a squaddie, if you can believe that. Two tours of duty across the sheugh.’

He meant Northern Ireland. During the Troubles.

I bent to play a shot; sank a red. ‘And, what, selling groceries was a bit more relaxing?’

‘No.’ He rested his cue against the lip of the table. ‘This is the point I’m coming to. They were the same, by and large. The two jobs. You ever done a stocktake? Or stood at a checkout for a ten-hour shift? You’ll know what boredom is.’

‘And that’s the same as folk shooting at you?’

‘Folk shooting at you’s such a tiny part of soldiering it’s like no part at all. Mainly it’s a question of sitting around, playing cards, cleaning floors, peeling tatties. It’s not much different from doing time, probably. Or running a shop.’

The pink was visible behind the blue, but I maybe couldn’t see quite enough to hit it. I bent to play the blue.

‘I have to say,’ I told him. ‘I’m none the wiser here. What is it you’re saying?’

‘I’m saying it’s a question of tolerance for boredom. Spending hours at one mind-numbing task. I once sat in a Pizza Hut in Manchester for a whole day, from 11 a.m. to 10 p.m., because of a reported sighting. I ordered a pizza every hour, let them pile up beside me. Do you see what I’m saying now? You’re not cut out for this. You haven’t got the stamina.’

I cut the blue too fine; it didn’t drop. The baulk cushion sent the cue ball back to the middle of the table, leaving Kerr a choice of five or six reds.

‘Based on what?’

He waved his hands in the air. ‘Based on everything! You know what this costs? You know what it’s cost me?’ He told it off on his thumb and fingers. ‘My marriage. OK? Claire’s gone. Couldn’t take it, the constant reliving of it. Going over all the details, again and again. My daughter? She lives with her mammy down south. Friends? Are you fucking kidding? And the job? I mean, I’m out of it now, I’ve sold up. But it would have taken the job. No question. This is the job. The job? It’s my whole life.’

‘I understand,’ I told him.

‘Do you, though? Do you understand? ’Cause if I help you on this, it’s all in. No half measures, Gordon. Right? This is your life from now on.’

We finished the frame. He potted the green to leave me needing snookers. Then he cleared up, sinking the black on a tight angle, cutting it finely into the middle pocket. He freshened our drinks. We stood side by side at the window, looking out over the big back garden.

There was a dog kennel at the edge of the patio, a big, square, red-roofed affair like something out of Tom and Jerry. He saw me notice it and said nothing. The dog too, I thought. He’d lost it all. The wife, the daughter, all his friends. And the mutt into the bargain. Beyond the kennel’s entrance arch was a black shadow. It looked like the concentrated essence of all the emptiness in Kerr’s big house. What was he doing, rattling around here? In this mausoleum of his hopes. Stalking the halls like a ghost.

‘Why don’t you move?’ I asked him. ‘Get away from the memories. Start afresh, somewhere smaller.’

I wasn’t sure if I meant a smaller house or a smaller town. Possibly both.

‘I think you know the answer to that.’

I sipped my drink. ‘You mean in case he comes back?’

‘That’s what we’re waiting for, isn’t it? That’s what it’s all about.’

I looked out across the cropped lawn. A set of goalposts had been erected near the back wall. Did Kerr go out in the dead afternoons? Kick a ball into these nets? Pretend the kid was back? He’d been waiting, what, four years? No one was coming back. Not now. His boy was either dead or he was someone else by now. I didn’t say any of this but the silence said it for me.

‘Wait till a few years have passed, Gordon. See how you feel then. It’s like a sword, a sword through your soul.’

I nodded. ‘Well, I’m hoping it won’t come to that.’

‘I hope so, too,’ he said. ‘I really do.’

A gull came flapping down onto the lawn, cocked a scornful head at us.

‘I have a cousin,’ I told him. ‘Retired from the polis three years ago. Paul. Good guy. He’d probably help.’

‘Good. Always a bonus to have a trained investigator on board.’

‘And my wife, Sarah. She’s a lawyer.’

‘Perfect. And the folks on Danny’s Facebook page – they’re always keen.’

‘Right.’

‘Why don’t you set up a meeting with your cousin and your wife. We can get the ball rolling.’

‘I’ll do that.’

I finished my drink. He walked me down the hall. Almost as an afterthought he paused at a closed door, his fingers on the handle.

‘C’mere and see this.’

He pushed the handle and let the door swing open. I followed him in.

It was a guest bedroom. Or at least, it was a room that had once served that function. A single bed still stood, incongruously, against the far wall. But the rest of the room looked like the Murder Room in a police procedural TV drama. Along one wall ran a corkboard, plastered with photographs and posters. There were maps. A large-scale Ordnance Survey of Troon. A chart of the Firth of Clyde. The British Isles with coloured pins dotted like a rash – places where Daniel had been sighted, I assumed. There were artists’ impressions of Daniel at various ages: what he might have looked like at nine years old; what he might look like now.

Ian Kerr was standing back with his arms folded. He had this look on his face, like, What about that, then? Look on my works, ye mighty. Like he was waiting for me to gush about how impressive it was. And it was. No question. But honestly? It was worrying, too. A little insane. The hours that must have gone into this. The zealotry. Jesus. Was this what I was signing up to?

He walked me to the door. We shook hands with an odd solemnity.

‘I’m glad we’re doing this.’

I disengaged. ‘Me, too.’

I turned the car in the wide driveway, bumped the horn with the heel of my hand as I waited for a break in the traffic. I watched him in the rearview, standing on the doorstep, his right hand raised in farewell. Then I pulled out onto the road.
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WHEN I PARKED ACROSS THE road from my cousin Paul’s pebble-dashed semi he was out in the driveway, loading the dogs into his muddy blue hatchback. Three huskies, with their long, aristocratic faces and thick white ruffs. They sprang up into the boot, turned in tight circles till they were happy with their spot, and arranged themselves fastidiously, two facing one way, one the other, paws crossed, majestic heads high, blinking their eyes of human blue.

Paul closed the boot and raised a hand in greeting.

‘Bad timing?’ I said as I crossed the road.

He shrugged. We hugged and I drew him into a light clasp. He’d put on weight since I’d seen him last but there was still a lot more muscle than fat in the back I clapped.

‘Diane didn’t tell you I was coming?’

I’d phoned earlier to let Paul know to expect me at four. Diane had promised to tell him. She came to the doorway now, in jeans and an old check shirt. I crossed the small lawn and kissed her cheek.

‘You’re coming in for something to eat? A cup of tea?’

I looked at Paul.

‘Ach, they need their walk, Di. We’ll not be long. Hour, hour and a half.’

‘Don’t sneak off though.’ She sighted down her pointed finger at me. ‘Come in and say hello before you go.’

I held my hands up: don’t shoot.

We drove north out of town. At Fenwick Paul found a B-road that led us onto a smaller road. A rutted farm track with a bushy stripe of grass up the middle. We bumped across a cattle grid and pulled over beside a gate. I heard the scratch of the dogs’ claws on the metal floor of the boot as they roused themselves. They poured out of the boot and sat erect, tails thumping, waiting for Paul to attach their leads. He took the two dogs – Buck and Jasper – and I took the bitch, Elsa. We opened the gate and closed it behind us and set off across the field, the dogs straining. I clutched the thick loop of the red nylon lead and felt the power of the dog in my wrist and shoulder. At the far side of the field there was a stile. On the other side was yellow moor. Paul unclipped the two dogs and they scoured away in a wheeling arc. Elsa sat patiently, watching Paul, not me. He unclipped her and she lunged off.

We set off after them over the bumpy ground.

‘I should have warned you,’ Paul said. ‘About footwear. Sorry.’

‘It’s fine.’ I was wearing old trainers. ‘Bit of mud won’t hurt them.’

In the car we’d kept to small talk about football, politics. Our old conversational standby – the life and works of eminent serial killers – seemed a bit unseemly in the circumstances. Now, though, I broached the subject of carrying on the stalled investigation, putting some kind of team together, working on it ourselves.

‘Who’s working it now?’ Paul asked. ‘I mean, who’s heading it up?’

‘Guy called Hagan. Detective Inspector.’

He nodded.

‘You know him?’ I asked.

‘A bit,’ he said. ‘Look, Gordy. I want to help. Everyone does. But I’ve been out for a long time now. Three years. Rusty doesn’t cover it. I’m not a polis anymore. If I ever was. I wouldn’t know where to start.’

I knew what he meant. I’d seen it happen before. When Sarah’s dad retired as a GP, his whole identity changed. He went from being this masterful figure in short-sleeved shirts and a silver tie-clip to a cringing ghost of his former self. In his pomp, he loved nothing more than giving informal consultations to friends and family; now he wouldn’t trust himself to prescribe an aspirin. Things had moved on. He hadn’t kept up with the journals, the latest thinking. He’d lost his nerve.

Still, though. I didn’t think the same logic applied to someone who’d left the polis.

‘What do you mean, If I ever was?’

‘I wasn’t really an investigator,’ he said. ‘I was a teacher. Firearms instructor.’

Well, assuming we find the fucker who took him, that might come in handy, I wanted to say. What I said was, ‘You were a beat cop, though, before all that.’

‘Way back.’

‘What changes, though? It’s not like it goes out of date, is it? How you catch the bad guys. I mean, the methods don’t change, do they?’

‘Some things do,’ he said. ‘Some things don’t.’

The wind ribboned through the hillside grass.

‘Did you just never fancy it?’ I asked him. ‘Being a detective?’

‘I worked CID for six months,’ he said.

‘And what?’

‘And nothing. It didn’t work out.’

There was an unspoken ‘end of subject’ in Paul’s tone but I pressed on.

‘Still, though. You did six months. Must have got some idea of their methods.’

‘Right. That’s why it never worked out.’

I let it lie. I knew why he wanted to drop it. It was something DI Hagan had told me, back towards the start of this whole thing. A case he’d worked. A missing child. Six-year-old girl. He’d worked it during his probationary period with the CID. That’s when he knew, he said. That this was what he wanted to do with his life. Help families like the family of Shirley McLaughlin get their children back. I didn’t know if he was spinning me a line but I asked about his probation. He said that when you applied to join CID, they looked at your arrest record, your background. They only picked a handful of candidates and they gave you six months to prove yourself. Clearly, that’s why Paul was sore.

He failed his probation.

Still, a cop who never made it as an investigator had the edge on a literature professor, a solicitor, and a chatroom moderator. I needed Paul on board.

‘Tell me you’ll think about it at least.’

‘I’m thinking now.’

The ground rose sharply ahead of us. The dogs lurched off, shoulders pumping. I felt the ache in my knees and thighs as we climbed.

‘Hey.’

‘What?’

‘This is like Carradale. Remember?’

‘Those bloody hills.’

‘And the ferns? All that bracken? Like a forest, it felt like.’

Our two families went on holiday together when we were kids. Up the west coast. Carradale and Ardentinny. Rock pools and empty beaches. Bamboo fishing nets from the village shop. Fish suppers and sunsets. One year it rained almost without let-up and the grown-ups played Scrabble morosely in the hotel lounge.

Whenever the weather cleared we were sent outside to play. We mooched around down by the Carradale harbour, where the hulls of the fishing boats – red, green, blue – squatted on their ribbed reflections in the jet-black water. I was drawn to the metal ladder on the quayside, its rungs dwindling into the gloom. What would happen if you climbed down and just kept going, down into the water, into the dark, till the rungs gave out?

In the afternoons we climbed the hills above the bay. Great swathes of waist-high bracken that we whacked aside with sticks. On the upper slopes, where the bracken gave out, the grass was dotted with sheep droppings. Black-faced rams with satanic yellow eyes and curly horns would pop their heads above outcrops of rock and glare madly at us before trotting off, their fleeces swinging. Once, behind a rock, we found a sheep’s skull. I remembered the beauty of the thing. The planes and curves of bone. Bleached and smoothed by the wind, the way driftwood is honed by the sea. We ran our fingers round the eye-sockets, traced the seams that were like little rows of stitching. The teeth all tightly slotted in the upper jaw. There was a little den that Paul and I had built in the muddy overhang of a rock and we hammered a stick into the ground at the den’s entrance and set the skull up there like some cultic totem. Lord of the bloody Flies. When the parents climbed the hillside after dinner one night, to see this den we kept on about, it freaked them out.

I never recalled any of this to Paul as we tackled the slope in the wake of the dogs. We both knew the stories. We climbed on in silence.

‘Those bloody cagoules,’ Paul said.

When we crested the brae the ground fell away to the black parallelogram of a reservoir in the distance. Paul whistled for the dogs and they came wheeling abruptly back towards us. They sat with their tongues out, eyes on Paul, waiting their orders, waiting for news from the world of humans. Paul stood shading his eyes from the dropping sun, looking out across the moor as if it was the future.

‘If we do this,’ he said, not looking at me, still scanning the horizon. ‘If we go down this road, you’re gonnae find things out.’

‘Well, that’s the idea.’

‘I don’t just mean about Rory. You’ll find things out about people. About the world.’

‘I’m thirty-eight years old,’ I told him. ‘I know a couple of things.’

‘You could live to be a hundred,’ he said. ‘You could live a long happy life without knowing the things I know. Trust me. There’s no advantage. There’s no upside. If I could forget this stuff I would. But once you know it, you cannae forget it. That’s what I’m saying.’

‘All right.’

‘And the other thing.’ He bent to one of the dogs, ruffled its ears, clapped its flank. ‘There’s a time limit here. OK? This kind of thing can swallow you up. Bury you, if you let it. I’ve seen it happen.’

I thought of Ian Kerr’s guest bedroom, the rash of paper spreading out across the walls.

‘I hear you.’

‘I’m serious. If there’s no progress in six months, I want you to give this up. Try to move on with your life, as best you can.’

‘Could you do that? If it was your son?’

‘Probably not. But you’re not honouring Rory’s life by putting your own life on hold.’

‘I know that.’

‘People live with things, Gordon. They don’t think they can, but they can. You find a way. But you only find a way if you let things go.’

‘We got a deal then, cuz?’

I looked across the landscape to the car, standing small and forlorn by the roadside.

‘Aye. We’ve got a deal.’

We hugged then, on the hilltop, as the dogs looked incuriously on. Then we started back down the hill to the road. The dogs went tearing ahead, zigzagging, doubling back, and we stumped down the hill behind them.
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NORMALLY, WHEN A SMALL GROUP gathered like this – in a seminar or tute – I was the one in charge. It was my questions that kicked things off, guided the discussion. But everyone in this room knew more than I did about the matter in hand.

Paul the cop.

Ian the grieving parent, the internet sleuth.

Sarah the lawyer.

I was the student here. I served the tea and coffee and took my seat. Paul rose to his feet and stood beside the whiteboard. We were in my study at Taigh-na-Mara, a narrow booklined room with a single window facing down Bay Street. There was a desk wedged crosswise at the room’s far end and a table, longwise, in the middle of the floor. The three of us – myself, Sarah and Ian Kerr – were seated on kitchen chairs in front of a bookcase. Paul had risen from the swivel chair at the desk. He introduced himself for Ian Kerr’s benefit and summarised his time with Strathclyde Police. He told us he thought the group should meet in person from time to time, maybe once a month or simply as new developments demanded. For the most part, though, keeping in touch by email would suffice. How did that sound?

It sounded fine.

To be honest, it seemed to me that the point was moot. This thing will be resolved, I thought, one way or another, long before the need for monthly meetings.

‘OK, then.’ Paul bent his knees a little to squint out of the window, as if fearful of some interruption advancing down Bay Street from the Mudhook, then straightened up and crossed his arms. ‘Let’s establish where we are then. Based on certain parallels – the locations, the phone calls, the ages of the boys – we’re assuming it’s the same man who abducted Daniel and Rory.’

‘Not just them,’ Kerr put in. ‘There’s others too.’

‘Well, let’s put that aside for the moment,’ Paul said. ‘Let’s focus on Rory and Daniel. The police investigation, we should say, hasn’t connected the cases. At least, not officially. But we’re proposing it’s the same kidnapper. OK. What else? There was some level of surveillance beforehand. And we also think he was inside your houses on at least one occasion. Though all he took was trinkets. Items of low value. Sentimental keepsakes. Correct?’

We all nodded. ‘That’s right.’

‘OK, then.’ Paul turned to the whiteboard. There was a ‘to-do’ list relating to my ballads project; Paul raised his eyebrows and mimed rubbing it out.

‘Feel free,’ I told him.

He wiped the board and uncapped a marker and wrote KNOWN on the left-hand side of the board. He underlined it. Under KNOWN he wrote:

SAME MAN

SURVEILLANCE

HOUSEBREAKING/BURGLARY

He capped the pen and turned to face us. ‘OK, that’s what we know, more or less. Now, what do we infer from these facts? What are our educated guesses?’

He pointed the pen, covering us in turn as though the pen was a gun.

‘About the kidnapper?’ I asked.

‘About any of it.’

‘Do we know for sure it is the same man, though?’ Sarah asked.

‘We’re making that assumption,’ Paul told her. ‘Call it “known slash assumed” if you prefer. Now what else can we deduce?’

Ian Kerr shifted in his chair. ‘He’s not alone, for one thing. He’s got backup. He’s part of something bigger.’

There was someone behind it all, Kerr insisted. Or not behind so much as front and centre; the spoke, the hub, the node of the whole operation. Someone with the clout, the grip to make things happen, or stop them happening. To bring folk into line or push them out of it.

‘Who?’ we asked.

‘Who knows?’ Kerr returned. ‘Politician, businessman. Someone high up in the law, the media.’

‘OK. Right.’ Paul nodded. I was worried he would peg Kerr as some kind of conspiracy crank but he seemed to agree. ‘If he’s snatched two boys from the same stretch of coast we have to assume he’s part of a supply chain. He’s not holding them locally. It’s probably organised. There’s a network, and it probably pays for protection.’

‘Protection?’ As I said the word I felt the scale of our problem expanding, as if I’d crested the brow of a hill only to see a dip in the road and the real crest rise in the distance.

‘Polis.’ Paul shrugged. ‘Politicians. Gangsters. We don’t know. They don’t mess around, these people.’

He wrote the word GUESSED on the right-hand side of the whiteboard, and under it, NETWORK.

‘Now. What else?’

‘He’s local,’ Sarah said. ‘He knows the area. Maybe he has somewhere nearby to take the boys. Get them off the street quickly, before he can move them on.’

Paul wrote LOCAL? on the board.

‘What else?’

We looked at one another; Sarah, Ian Kerr and myself. I was drawing a blank.

‘Maybe there’s something obvious,’ Paul said. He moved along the wall to stand in front of the map, his left hand clamped on his right shoulder, fingers tapping. ‘Maybe we just need to widen the lens.’

I’d bought the map at Paul’s request, tacked it up on my corkboard: the Ordnance Survey Landranger map of the Firth of Clyde. Scale: 1:50,000. Is ‘widen the lens’ a cop phrase, I wondered, or something he’s heard off the telly?

‘There’s the islands, of course.’ Paul nodded at the grid, where Great and Little Cumbrae nestled into the shore, behind them the straggling bulk of Bute, and then, just nosing in at the edge of the map, the north-east corner of Arran. Paul was, I now saw, a strong believer in maps, and an old quotation, whose source eluded me, floated into my mind: Listen to what the map is telling us.

‘And then there’s this.’

He was tapping the pen against the expansive swathe of green at the Cowal Peninsula’s southern tip: a vast tract of forest. You could hide out for days in those woods, wait till the commotion blew over. Assuming you had a boat. In fact, assuming you had a boat, your options for a smart getaway were greater than they were on land. But then, as Sarah pointed out, you had the problem of wrestling a struggling child into a boat in the first place, in full view of the seafront villas.

They talked on, reasoning it out, but I was suddenly gripped and chilled by something I’d never properly registered (listen to what the map is telling us): at the heart of our little corner of Scotland was a great blank vortex of moor. Apart from a smattering of towns around the chain of lochs that points north-east towards Glasgow, all the settlements hug the coast. Inland, there is nothing but moor. Faint pink spirals of contour lines, like the ripples of dropped stones, across a broad white empty pond. I stood up and rounded the table and leaned into the map, reading the names: Fairlie Moor, Mistylaw Muir, Black Fell, Bushy Bog, Ladyland Moor, Slaty Law, Queenside Muir, Windy Rise, Blacklaw Moss. Hills and bogs and mosses. You couldn’t encounter this extent of moor without the faces rising unbidden, the blonde mop and the Brylcreemed quiff, the Cupid’s bow and the thin-lipped sneer, the eyes of a slut and the eyes of a shark.

I turned blindly from the map, a hand up to my mouth.

‘Jesus, Gordon.’ Ian Kerr was staring into my face. ‘Are you all right, man? Do you need some air? You’re white as a sheet.’

I turned back and jabbed a finger at the wall.

‘What if he’s there?’

My voice sounded strangled, choked. I couldn’t get those faces from my head: Brady and Hindley. My finger traced a circle round the tract of moor. ‘What if he’s already in the ground?’

‘Gordon.’ Paul’s voice had tightened, clenched. ‘You need to put those thoughts from your mind. There’ll be time enough for that, God forbid. If it comes to it. Don’t torture yourself in advance.’

One glance at Sarah was enough. ‘I’m sorry,’ I told him. Here was Sarah braving her own personal Golgotha and I’m invoking the spectre of the Moors Murderers. I crossed to my seat. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. Carry on.’

‘If they used a vehicle,’ Paul resumed, his tone bland and level once more, ‘then the problem’s cameras. There’s a speed camera on the road to Largs, but there’s no CCTV till you hit Largs town centre. Or even Glasgow, if they took the Haylie Brae. Even if we could access the footage, we’re talking hundreds of vehicles in the relevant timeframe. We need some way to narrow it down.’

‘Couldn’t we just ask them?’

‘Who?’

‘The police,’ I said. ‘Ask to see the footage. Or at least ask if they’ve reviewed it all. Ask to see the case file. I mean, as the parents, can’t we do that?’

‘That’s not going to happen,’ Paul said. ‘For good reason. You don’t want the victim’s family poring over the case file, second-guessing everything.’

‘You, then?’

‘Why would they show it to me? I’m not a cop anymore. I’m not even a private detective.’

‘You’re ex-polis. You can help. They don’t have the resources to keep this thing going. They’ve moved on. But you, you can run with it. How can they lose? You don’t find him, they’re no worse off. You find him, they get the glory. It’s their arrest.’

Paul massaged the back of his neck. ‘Ach, I don’t know.’

‘We’re gonna do it anyway. Investigate. They might as well help us.’

‘It’s not that,’ Paul said. ‘It’s just, Hagan and me. I said I knew him a bit. I know him a bit more than that. Bit of history there, OK?’ His shoulders climbed. ‘He hates my guts, is about the size of it.’

‘You can’t put that behind you? Bigger picture, cuz.’

‘I can ask him. He’ll say no. But I can ask him.’

‘What I can’t believe,’ Sarah said, ‘is that no one heard him.’ She meant Rory. ‘We never heard him shouting. Why didn’t we hear him shout?’

Ever the academic, I thought of Sherlock Holmes: The Boy Who Didn’t Shout in the Daytime. I swear to God, if someone ever pulls a gun on me, my first thought will be: When in doubt, have a man come through a door with a gun in his hand.

‘We’re assuming he was taken, snatched,’ Paul said. ‘Dragged kicking and screaming from the beach. But what if it was someone he knew?’

Without even glancing her way, I could sense Sarah baulking, physically rearing back. ‘Someone he knew?’

‘Someone he trusted. Someone he’d happily go off with. Maybe that’s why he didn’t shout or scream.’

‘You think one of our friends did this?’ Sarah’s head was twisted sharply to the side, as if to make sure she was hearing this correctly.

‘With respect, Sarah.’ Paul rested his knuckles on the table, leaned forwards on them. ‘You can’t be ruling people out on the basis that you like them. When something like this happens, nine times out of ten a family friend or relative’s involved. The parents, often. Now, I’m willing to accept that no one in this room’s involved. Beyond that, I’m keeping an open mind. You should too.’

Ian Kerr nodded firmly. ‘He’s right, Sarah.’

‘What we need to work out,’ Paul went on, ‘is this. Is there anyone Rory would see on the beach, in the course of a day? Anyone who’d speak to him, whose face he’d know?’

My mind flitted instantly to the figure of behatted Captain Haddock, wild of eye and beard, tramping the strand in his roll-neck sweater and wellington boots. Did he talk to Rory? He talked to himself, certainly, constantly, muttering urgent bulletins through his stained and crooked teeth. But had he ever spoken to Rory? I didn’t think so. If he saw the Captain bearing down on us, Rory sometimes hid behind my legs. Not Captain Haddock, surely. Brian from the Mudhook? Unlikely. Becky?

‘There’s the Shaws,’ Sarah was saying, naming our next-door neighbours, a retired engineer and his pharmacist wife. ‘And, well, the Lockharts. But, come on. And anyway, they were in Arran when it happened. They didn’t get back till later that night.’

I don’t know why, but it wasn’t till this moment, not till this late in the day, that it hit me. Alan Lockhart wasn’t in Arran when Rory disappeared. He came back early. He came back early to meet his fancy woman while his wife and kids were still on the island.

He came back early.

I sat there frowning, thinking it through. Everyone, the police included, understood that the Lockharts had returned as a group, on the later ferry. But Alan had been in Fairlie when Rory disappeared. In a house not three hundred yards from ours. Hold on, though. Alan himself had volunteered this information. He told me openly that he came back early. But maybe he was covering his back. In case he’d been spotted on the earlier ferry, or pulling into his driveway. Was he giving himself an alibi for being back in Fairlie? An alibi that made him guilty of one thing – adultery – so that no one would suspect he might be guilty of something else?

He couldn’t have dreamed I’d check up on his tryst with this – what did he call her? Linda? Lesley? Lindsey! Lindsey Armstrong.

I tuned back into the conversation as Paul was bringing the meeting to a close. We all had our allotted tasks for next time. Our homework. Sarah and I were to draw up a list of people known to Rory (friends, relatives, locals), who he might have trusted enough to go off with. Ian Kerr was to list the key correspondences between Daniel’s case and Rory’s. And Paul would talk to Hagan about accessing the case file.

We moved in a group down the stairs and along the hall to the front door. At one point, Paul tugged my sleeve and Sarah walked ahead with Ian Kerr. Paul cleared his throat. He wanted to apologise, he said, that his beef with Hagan might get in the way of things. I asked him what it was about.

‘I’m not sure I even know, at this stage,’ Paul said. ‘We rubbed each other the wrong way, let’s say. He’s a difficult man. I mean, he’s got his own cross to bear, but still.’

I must have looked puzzled because Paul glanced at me sharply and said, ‘What, you didn’t know?’

I shook my head. He told me Hagan had a son with special needs. A brain thing. Needed round-the-clock care.

‘I never knew. What’s the issue with the boy?’

‘Angelman Syndrome. Jamie he’s called. Hagan brought him to the office one day. Nice lad.’

I Googled it later. Rare genetic disorder afflicting the nervous system, causing developmental delays. Speech impairment. Intellectual disability. At the time, though, standing in the hallway with Paul as the breeze from the open door flapped the cuffs of our trousers and Sarah said her goodbyes to Ian Kerr, I only had one thing in mind. Test Alan Lockhart’s alibi. Find the woman in the green coat. Find Lindsey Armstrong.
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THERE WERE NO LINDSEY ARMSTRONGS employed as physiotherapists in the Greater Glasgow area. Not so far as I could see. I checked with every hospital. I worked my way through the lists of private practices, consulted the websites of all the universities. I phoned round the senior football and rugby clubs. Nobody had heard of Lindsey Armstrong.

I contacted Alan on Messenger, suggested we take the boat out that Sunday, just the two of us. Maybe row across to the island. Get some use of her before the season changed and the firth grew too choppy and wild. He agreed, with what I thought was a rather too vigorous bonhomie.

When I got to the boathouse that Sunday, shortly after ten, Alan already had the doors propped open. Sounds of bustle and preparation issued into the clear bright air. Alan was setting an oar down lengthwise on the bottom boards, its blade resting on the forward thwart. He saluted me with two fingers to his temple and fetched the second oar down from the wall and set it beside its partner.

The sun was out and the tide was in and the spangled, honeyed light slopped and volleyed up the boathouse walls. I remembered how Rory had loved this as a toddler, the reflections of the sun-shot water, how he’d followed the bouncing light delightedly, laughing and clutching at the drunken beams with his little fists.

Alan was already wearing his yellow life-vest and he lifted mine down from its hook and pitched it towards me. I slipped the cool-bag I was carrying off my shoulder and pulled the life-vest over my head and clipped the waistband together and pulled it tight. I hoisted the cool-bag into the boat and we gripped the gunwale beside each of the oarlocks and toted the boat to the water. I held the stern while Alan locked up the boathouse and while he climbed into the boat and settled himself on the centre thwart. Then I pushed us out a little and climbed in before the water crested my wellingtons. Alan passed me an oar and I used the handle to punt us forwards until we were properly afloat. Alan fitted the oars in the oarlocks and started to pull.

It seemed to have been settled, without any discussion, that Alan would row us to the island and I would row back. As things turned out, though, we never made it to the island.

I sat in the stern with my face tilted upwards to the sun and let my eyelids close and listened to the creak and slosh of Alan working the oars and felt the boat’s lovely buoyancy that seemed to suck us forwards with each stroke. Then I opened my eyes and reached for the cool-bag.

Alan clicked his tongue. ‘Bit early, is it not?’

‘Never too early.’ I winked and sucked a hearty draught of beer, spluttering as the fizz burned like horseradish in my nasal cavity.

‘Steady, there.’ Alan grinned. ‘First man to drown inside a rowing boat. In a can of crappy lager.’

‘Better than the quintuple-hopped horse-piss you go for.’

I watched him row for a bit. The water sheared off in glittering flakes when he feathered the blades of the oars.

It was good to be out in the boat again. I liked the intimacy and openness of it; boxed off in your floating bowl amid a grand expanse of blue. It took you out of yourself, let you speak about things you might otherwise never have broached. You could spot both of our houses from where we sat – though from this distance it was hard to see where one house ended and another began – but that didn’t matter. We were out of our element, pitched together on neutral territory. No Man’s Land. Or Sea.

‘That woman,’ I began. ‘The woman you were seeing. Lindsey Armstrong, wasn’t it?’

He missed a stroke and the blades slewed to a pause in the water. He prised them out and started to work up his rhythm once more, the shoulders rolling, the dark eyes wary in the shadow of his cap.

‘Now why would you want to bring that up?’ he said. ‘Spoil a perfectly pleasant morning.’

All the mornings are spoiled, I thought. They’re all fucking spoiled until Rory comes home.

‘I forget which hospital she worked at,’ I said. ‘She’s a physio, right?’

Alan took another three or four pulls on the oars before he answered, the brim of his cap pointing down to the boards. ‘And why would you want to know that?’

I could see the white bulk of the car ferry, off to starboard, plying back from the island.

‘Let’s say I’m curious. Nosey, even. Where does she work, Alan?’

He rowed on, his head still lowered, everything but his sullen mouth in shadow. ‘Who gives a fuck? What could it possibly matter?’

I drained my can, tossed it onto the boards. The staccato rattle was like a sharp spurt of snare drum.

‘Me,’ I said. ‘Me. I give a fuck. And you know why? Because I’m not sure Lindsey Armstrong even exists. I’m not sure you didn’t make her up.’

He raised his head now, and leaned down on the shafts, lifting the oars from the water. The ferry had passed and the swell of its wake billowed up to us, rocking the boat. I gripped the gunwales with both hands but Alan just fixed me in his gaze and never flinched, riding the swell.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Well. Maybe I do need a beer after all.’

He disengaged each oar in turn and laid them lengthwise on the boards. I rooted in the cool-bag for two beers. Our fingers touched as I passed him the can; it almost felt like shaking hands.

He opened the beer and drank, his eyes never leaving mine.

‘Let me get this straight,’ he said. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘You think Lindsey Armstrong doesn’t exist?’

Something in his manner riled me. His tone of cross-examination. The resentment I’d been harbouring for Alan bubbled up. Here was a man who gambled with his marriage, blithely fucking his piece on the side, and yet his family remained intact. I’d been distracted by a book for twenty minutes and my family was in tatters. My eye fell on the oars, lying crossed in the bowels of the boat. How easy it would be to snatch one up, like Ripley in the boat with Dickie Greenleaf, and swing it at Alan’s head. But I wasn’t jealous of Alan Lockhart. I didn’t want his life. I wanted information, and he had to be conscious to give me that.

‘I think you gave me a false name,’ I said. ‘I think there’s something going on. I’d like to know what it is.’

He rubbed a finger across the bridge of his nose. ‘Sorry. I’m not getting this. You’re saying you think I’m involved? In what happened to Rory?’

‘I’m saying the police scored you off their list for one reason. You were on Arran when Rory disappeared. Except you weren’t on Arran, were you? You were in Fairlie.’

‘The only reason you know that is cos I fucking told you.’

‘Well keep fucking talking, mate. Keep talking. You can’t tell half the story and leave it at that.’

‘You know how fucking cracked you sound right now? Have you any idea?’

‘Let’s make this really simple. You tell me who Lindsey Armstrong really is. Or I’ll tell Hagan you were in Fairlie when Rory disappeared. Your choice.’

I could see the ferry over his right shoulder, slowing up to dock at the island. Nothing happened for a full minute. Then Alan sighed heavily and dug in his pocket for his phone. He punched in his code, teeth bared, and started scrolling up through something – his contacts presumably – with dramatic swipes of his forefinger.

‘Her name is Lindsey Hamilton,’ he said. ‘That’s her married name. Armstrong’s her own name. She’s divorcing her husband. She’s taking her own name back. Here.’

He held out the phone. It was an entry in his contacts: ‘Linds’, a circular avatar, a woman with a bright orange Crystal Tipps cascade of hair. He tapped the ‘call’ icon and passed me the phone.

I heard the tone. She answered on the third or fourth ring and the voice when it came was languid and dry.

‘So much for not calling.’

‘Is this Lindsey Armstrong?’

‘Who is this?’ Now the voice was sharp, indignant, a whisking sibilance. ‘What’s going on? Where’s Alan?’

‘This is Alan’s phone,’ I said. ‘My name is Gordon Rutherford.’

The pause had depth. You could almost hear the belligerence draining out of Lindsey Armstrong, the adjustment taking place. ‘Oh. I see. I’m sorry for what happened. Truly. About your boy.’

I could feel Alan’s gaze boring into me. I angled my head, stuck a finger in my ear as if the reception was bad. ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I wanted to ask. You were going to see Alan on that day?’

‘That’s right.’

‘You were coming down the beach. Can you tell me, what were you wearing?’

There was a longer pause and then she spoke softly, like a doctor breaking unwelcome news. ‘You mean was I the woman in the green coat? The woman who didn’t come forward? Yes. That was me. I should have come forward. I’m sorry I didn’t.’

‘And you didn’t see anything? Anyone hanging around outside our place?’

‘I saw nothing, Mr Rutherford. If I had seen something, I would have come forward, regardless. I do have some morals, despite the evidence.’

I liked Lindsey Armstrong. I didn’t know her and I had no reason to think well of her, but something in her tone made me warm to this woman. She’d been fucking a married man. That was her crime. So what? She’d been fucking a married man. She’d been walking down a beach to have sex with someone else’s husband. Was that the worst crime in the world?

‘OK. Well. Thank you for taking my call, Mrs Armstrong.’

‘Lindsey, please. Don’t mention it. I hope they find your boy.’

‘I hope so, too.’

‘You’re with him now, I take it. Alan, I mean.’

‘I am. Do you want to speak to him?’

She seemed to think about this. ‘Actually, no. No, I don’t think I do.’

‘I understand.’

I rang off and passed the phone to Alan and he slipped it into his hip pocket.

‘Are we good?’ he asked me.

The wind rippled the fabric of his polo shirt. He reached around to scratch an itch on his shoulder and the movement flared the thick wing of his dorsal muscle, raised a bulge of bicep in the crook of his elbow. He was softening a bit at the waist, but the shoulders were packed and hard. I had an image of Alan punching his way through a car windscreen in the midst of a raging torrent. I saw now that we weren’t in neutral waters at all. This was Alan’s element, not mine. I glanced again at the oars. If Alan were to stun me and tumble me into the firth and scuttle the boat, he would make it to the shore. Those powerful shoulders would take him to safety. Me, I would drown.

‘We’re good,’ I told him. He nodded, gripped the oars and, without a word being spoken, turned the vessel round and started pulling us back to the mainland.
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IN THE FOLLOWING DAYS, AS I thought my way back through the evidence, going over all that we knew or thought we knew, one thing troubled me. How did he know? How did whoever took him guess that Rory would be out on the beach that afternoon? This was the nub. It was clear, from the hang-up phone calls and the boot prints in the shed, that we’d been targeted in the weeks before the disappearance. You had to assume our movements had been monitored, our habits established. We’d been singled out. But when Rory went out to play on that Sunday afternoon, it was spur of the moment. It wasn’t part of a known routine. It couldn’t have been predicted. I hadn’t known that Rory would be out on the beach, so how could anyone else? It seemed like the snatch was somehow planned and random at the same time. It didn’t make sense.

OK, then. How had they done it? What did we know about the method? For one thing, if both boys had been abducted, plucked from a public beach in the broad light of day, then it must have been quick. No messing. I used to wonder if Rory was whisked away by boat, if that was why he vanished so completely – into blue water, if not thin air. As Sarah pointed out, someone would surely have noticed the boat, bobbing in the offing, visible to every window in the village, every stroller on the beach, for as long as it took to clear the horizon.

Much safer to have a van idling round the corner, bundle him into the back, drive off at speed.

And then, just like that, something occurred to me. I snatched up my phone. Paul answered on the second ring.

‘Son of Sam,’ I said. ‘David Berkowitz. How did they catch him?’

‘Well, good evening to you, too. Berkowitz? He parked his car in front of a fire hydrant.’

‘Bingo. Ted Bundy?’

‘What is this, the Sergeant’s exam? Bundy? Bundy was driving erratically in Granger, Utah. A cop pulled him over and found a ski mask and handcuffs in the boot. Among other things. Where are you going with this?’

‘You don’t see the pattern? Israel Keyes.’

‘Which one’s he?’

‘Alaska.’

‘The prostitute killer? He flew prostitutes into the wilderness in a light aircraft? Stripped them, gave them a head start, hunted them down with a rifle?’

‘That’s Robert Hansen. Keyes killed eleven, supposedly. Travelled extensively. Hid “kill kits” at different sites and used them years later. Killed a roadside barista in Anchorage and dropped bits of her body through a fishing-hole in a frozen lake. He was a psycho. A natural.’

‘Also, I’m guessing, a careless driver.’

‘Broken tail-light,’ I told him. ‘Speeding. All three of them were brought to a halt by infringements of the road code. Traffic violations. After killing with impunity for years, leaving a trail of devastation. Running amuck.’

‘What’s your point?’

‘Say you’re snatching a kid from Fairlie beach. Outside Taigh-na-Mara. Where do you park? Bearing in mind you want the shortest possible interval between grabbing him and getting him off the street, into the back of your van.’

‘Hold on.’ I heard his breathing, the rattle of a keyboard. He had logged onto Google Maps. ‘OK. Well. Gotta be Bay Street or Jetty Street. That corner. But they went through all that, didn’t they? Spoke to the residents. There was some kind of van somebody spotted. But they never got a registration, never found it. It’s a dead end.’

‘On the day itself, aye. But what about the weeks leading up to it? Assume Kerr’s right. Say whoever took Rory was planning this for months. Surveilling the house and whatnot. Doing recces. Dry runs. Maybe not even a van at that stage. Just a car, whatever.’

‘You want me to contact my guy at the Transport Police? Check for parking tickets?’

‘Say two months beforehand. I’ll canvass the neighbours again. See if they remember anything from those two months.’

‘OK. Good. It’s worth a shot.’

I rang off.

Our elderly neighbour, Mrs Cassidy, lived on Bay Street, in the corner villa. Window boxes and garden ornaments. She was notorious in the village for her obsessive vigilance over parking infringements. As soon as a car bumped up onto the pavement or partially blocked her driveway, she was out there remonstrating, jotting down licence plates in a tatty notebook. Her pet hate was cars parked directly adjacent to her house, in the lee of the high wall running down Jetty Street, on the double yellow lines. Her burgundy Rover could barely squeeze past such cars. The fact that the Rover – driven by the late Mr Cassidy, who’d been dead for four years – rarely left the driveway didn’t matter. It was the principle of the thing. I thought of Mrs Cassidy as a bitter, withered old body who picked fights with strangers as a way of maintaining a degree of human contact. But she might also be our best hope.

At seven o’clock one evening – when dinner would be over but before it got too dark – I rang Mrs Cassidy’s doorbell. I was dressed in a suit and tie, clutching a box of fancy biscuits from Marks & Spencer. She frowned at the box when she opened the door.

‘Mrs Cassidy, hello. It’s Gordon Rutherford from across the way.’

‘I know who you are.’ She glanced at the biscuits again. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want to thank you,’ I said. ‘For all your help with, well, the situation.’

‘Your son is lost,’ she said. ‘What would I do: turn my back?’

‘Even so, I appreciate it. We both do.’ I held out the box. Her hand closed slowly on it, as if she would regret it, as if there was a catch.

‘I answered some questions,’ she said. ‘That’s all. There’s no need for any fuss.’

‘No, but you had all these reporters and TV people with their cars and vans up on the pavement for days on end. Boxing you in. You had a lot to put up with.’

She looked sharply at me, and leaned a little closer, as if sniffing for irony. Then she nodded and settled the collar of her housedress with her free hand. ‘Yes. Well. That’s certainly true. It’s nice of someone to notice. Would you like some tea?’ she asked abruptly, weighing the box of biscuits in her hand. ‘We could make a start on these.’

Her house was free of the knick-knacks and geegaws I’d envisaged. Clear and uncluttered: as if her philosophy of on-street parking applied equally to interior decoration. Less was evidently more. I trailed her down a blue hallway to a bright front room with pale yellow walls. It was furnished in a spare, Art Deco style. A boxy, streamlined sideboard stood adjacent to a glass-topped coffee table with a frame of slim chrome piping. Vintage rattan armchairs were set at forty-five-degree angles to the picture window.

She showed me to one of the armchairs and vanished into the kitchen. She reappeared with some of the biscuits on an oval plate. She served tea in plain white cups so thin that you could see the liquid through them.

‘I told the detective,’ she said, as she took her seat and lifted her cup and saucer. ‘I was on the island that Sunday.’

‘So I understand.’

‘It was my friend Catherine’s birthday. August 14th. I always remember. I was away all day. I caught an early ferry – the 09:15, I think. So I don’t know what cars were around out there.’ She gestured with her cup towards the window. ‘I’m sorry. Normally I would.’

‘It’s not your fault. Anyway, it’s not the day itself that I’m interested in.’

She frowned. ‘It’s not?’

I clicked my cup and saucer down on the glass tabletop and leaned forwards. ‘Mrs Cassidy, do you keep records of them? The cars that park illegally out there?’

‘I’m not sure I follow.’

‘Do you write down the numbers?’

‘No, I know what you mean. I just don’t see why you’d want them.’

‘We think,’ I said. ‘Well. We wonder. I wonder, if maybe whoever took Rory came to the area in the weeks before it happened. To check out the surroundings, you might say. The lay of the land.’

‘You mean a sort of reconnaissance mission?’

‘If you like.’

She was smiling, as if to herself. She raised a skinny finger, like someone testing the wind direction. Then she set down her tea and rose and crossed to the sideboard. A drawer opened and slammed. Then she was back, dropping a school jotter onto the coffee table.

I looked at her neutrally and lifted the jotter. It was an old exercise book with a grainy blue cover and the logo of Strathclyde Regional Council in the top-left corner.

‘I was a teacher.’ She shrugged. ‘Thirty-nine years.’

The first entry was dated 1/1/18. The date was underlined. Underneath it were two short sequences of letters and numbers. After the first, in brackets, came the words Black Subaru Impreza, and after the second, Silver Golf.

They were diary entries with vehicle registration numbers. I flicked through the pages. Sometimes, after noting the vehicle’s make and registration, Mrs Cassidy had included a brief comment on the occupant or the interaction: Older male, Glasgow accent, or Apologised when challenged, or, on at least three occasions, Rude!!!

I riffled through to August. Sunday 12th was blank, but there were plenty of entries on the pages leading up to it.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I said. ‘Excuse my language, but Jesus Christ.’

‘That’s quite all right.’

‘Could I get this copied?’ I held up the jotter. ‘Would that be OK?’

‘You’ll bring it back?’

‘Absolutely. This could be – well, it could be vital, really. You didn’t show this to the police?’

‘They never asked,’ she said simply. ‘I don’t think it occurred to them. Me neither, for that matter.’

She walked me to the door and paused on the step.

‘I know what people think of me, Mr Rutherford,’ she said. ‘I’m not stupid. They think I’m a crank. A busybody.’

I started to mumble some denial, but the words petered out. She was right. I just never imagined that she knew.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind. It’s just, well, it gets lonely. The days are long. Some folk do word puzzles. Sudoku. I do this.’ She nodded at the jotter in my hand. ‘Anyway, I hope it does some good.’

I hoisted the jotter aloft as I walked down Mrs Cassidy’s path, shook it in a farewell wave, like Chamberlain at Munich.

Driving into Largs, I focused on my breathing, in and out, deep breaths, trying to quell my mounting excitement. This is just another avenue of inquiry, I told myself. It could all come to nothing. Probably will. But as I shifted into fourth, passing the masts of the marina, the vehicle registrations cascaded through my brain, like flight numbers on a departure board, the reels of a fruit machine. I thought of the registrations as mathematical formulae, entry codes, passwords, lottery numbers. They were portals. Through them we might make contact with Rory.

In Largs, I found a parking spot outside Sarah’s office. She took the notebook to the copier, scanned the pages for the two months prior to Rory’s disappearance and emailed them to Ian Kerr, Paul Rutherford and me. Paul’s contact would run the registrations, let us know the score.

Things moved quickly after this. The following day, Paul’s contact got back to him. Mostly, the cars in Mrs Cassidy’s notebook were registered to locals, people from Largs or West Kilbride who’d been popping into Fairlie to visit a friend, maybe, or walk the dog. But one of the registrations was different. It belonged to a vehicle – a gold-coloured Citroën Picasso – that was registered in County Cork in the Irish Republic. Not only that: according to the Irish police, the car’s owner had reported it stolen the day before it was spotted in Fairlie. And then, Paul said, it was unreported.

‘What do you mean, unreported?’ I asked. We were in my study again, all four of us, where Paul had called a meeting.

‘It came back. In more or less the same spot it’d been taken from. The day after Mrs Cassidy entered the reggie in her wee jotter.’

‘The car reappeared?’

‘Yup.’

We thought about this.

‘What size is a Citroën Picasso?’ Sarah asked.

‘It’s a people carrier, basically,’ Paul said. ‘Certainly you could abduct a child in it, possibly conceal them. But it’s more likely they used a van in the actual abduction. This was a recce.’

‘Does Hagan know?’ Ian Kerr asked.

‘I’ve passed the information along,’ Paul said. ‘But, listen. This could be the breakthrough. We need to follow this up ourselves.’

It didn’t take long to form a plan of action. We agreed that Sarah would take some time off work (I was still on research leave) and the pair of us would travel to Cork. The car had been stolen in the town of Youghal, a seaside resort slap bang in the middle of Ireland’s south coast. We would do some digging, talk to the car owner if we could find him, take it from there.
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IRELAND. OUR FIRST NIGHT IN Youghal, a storm shouldered in from the Celtic Sea. We lay in the unfamiliar guesthouse bed as the rain drilled the thin panes and swept in wind-flung sheets across the slates. All night the storm rolled drunkenly through the narrow seaside streets, blattering windows and rattling doors as the rain hissed and drummed on the town, pouring pointlessly into the harbour.

Sarah wriggled closer, slid a hand across my stomach.

‘Still gets you, doesn’t it?’ she said. ‘You still feel it in there. Pit of your stomach.’

She wasn’t talking about Rory. She was talking about the rain.

Our first flat, when we moved in together, was a neat one-bed apartment in Shawlands. We were proud of that place, small as it was. One winter it sprouted a leak in the ceiling, right above the bed, a trickle, a spatter, then a stream. Here’s the odd thing: we weren’t on the top-floor. The flat above us was fine. No one could explain it. Finally it emerged that renovations had been carried out on the tenement’s facade, and some genius had blocked our access to the downpipe. We had to move out while the ceiling was fixed, but what stayed with me from the whole experience was that feeling of absolute dread when it started to rain. That grim inexorability as the first drops pattered on the window. Most folk draw comfort from the sound of a storm when they’re safe inside; it plunges us in despair.

Still, the next day in Youghal, the sun was shining. Smoke rose from the still-wet roads. We breakfasted early – rashers and creamy scrambled egg and soda farls and milky tea – and fared out into the day.

We were carrying a sturdy, hessian ‘bag for life’, which contained a hundred A4 posters, a paintbrush one and a half inches wide, and a coffee jar full of wallpaper paste that we’d mixed that morning in the en suite of our guesthouse bedroom. Rather than pester the police, or seek some coverage from the local paper, or trawl the streets and byways of the town for likely-looking seven-year-old boys, we’d decided to stake our chances on Rory’s face. His gappy smile and guileless eyes. Rory’s face on the walls and bus shelters and boarded windows of the town. Maybe someone would see it, Rory’s face, and be jolted into recognition. Maybe Rory would spot himself. We would cover the town centre, Rory’s face multiplied, like the tabloid front pages on the newspaper rack at Morrisons.

No one bothered us. The town went about its business all around us as we worked. The smell of the sea, the gentle sun, the soft and pleasant accents, buoyed us up. We hit a rhythm. I would dip the brush and slap a rough square of paste onto a blank patch of wall. Sarah would lay a poster on it and spread it out and I’d paste it down with three long strokes of the brush. We worked away in amicable silence. It took me back twenty years to my days playing bass in a post-punk three-piece called Last Year’s Men. Before each gig – we played pubs and community centres in the Kilmarnock area – we’d paste up posters in the underpass near the Burns Mall and on the boarded-up shops of Portland Street. Only this time, instead of repeated xeroxed images of a grinning Joe Strummer holding up a Brigade Rosse T-shirt, with LAST YEAR’S MEN picked out in cut-up newsprint headlines round his head, and the gig details magic-marked at the foot, it was Rory’s guileless face staring out from under his fringe – HAVE YOU SEEN RORY? – and a Gmail address to report any sightings or information.

By mid-afternoon we had run out of posters. We pasted them up on bus stops, under bridges, on blind gables, in the narrow alleyways, all the grubby vacant spaces at the edge of people’s vision. Then we dumped the paintbrush and the coffee jar of wallpaper paste in a skip near the harbour and went to a cafe for something to eat.

We were feeling pleased with ourselves. We were accomplishing something. After lunch, we called in on the guy whose car had been stolen, but he hadn’t seen anyone suspicious in the days before the theft and really knew no more than we did. We walked through town, hand-in-hand like tourists and knocked on the door of Myrtle Grove, a Tudor house that had been Walter Raleigh’s residence in Ireland, and where Spenser supposedly wrote parts of The Faerie Queene. It was a private house, but they took us in and showed us round. It was nice to do something relatively normal, murmuring and cooing over features of Elizabethan interior design.

On the way back we stopped off at a town-centre pub for a bar supper. I showed the barman a photo of Rory but it rang no bells. He did say, though, that a man with my accent sometimes came into the pub. You got the sense, he said, that the man was passing through, on his way to or from somewhere else.

‘Was there a boy with him?’ I asked. ‘He might have changed; he might not look like the boy in the photo.’

‘Ah, I wouldn’t know about that,’ the barman said. ‘It’s just the voice, like, the accent. That’s what put me in mind of him, it’s the living spit of your own.’

‘Was he in recently? When did you see him last?’

‘He wouldn’t be a regular, now. Every three or four weeks, just. I couldn’t say when we last saw him. Not in the last week or two, anyroads.’

I thanked him. I showed the photo to the other drinkers and diners but no one recognised Rory and I could sense the barman getting antsy. We finished our drinks and I ferried the empties up to the bar.

‘Mind yourself, now,’ the barman said.

Back at the guesthouse, the landlady intercepted us in the hallway. ‘There’s a guard here to see you,’ she whispered. And then, at our blank stares: ‘A policeman!’

She showed us into the TV lounge.

‘Mr and Mrs . . . Rutherford, is it?’ The guard half-rose from his seat and clasped our hands in turn. ‘I’m Sergeant Devaney. Thanks for seeing me.’

He gestured for us to sit. The chairs were all arranged in a loose semicircle around the blank reflective screen of the TV, so we turned a couple round to face him.

‘Mrs Glansford tells me you’ve been sightseeing.’

‘We were up at the Walter Raleigh place.’

‘The hotel?’

‘No. The actual . . . mansion or whatever.’

‘Myrtle Grove? I thought it was a private residence.’

‘It is. We knocked on the door. I told them I was an Edmund Spenser scholar. They showed us round.’

‘Fancy that.’

‘We didn’t steal the cutlery, if that’s what they’re saying.’ I smiled to show I was joking.

‘It’s a pipe you’d want to be stealing,’ Sergeant Devaney said. ‘Didn’t he introduce tobacco to Ireland. Anyway. You’ve been enjoying your stay?’

I exchanged a glance with Sarah. ‘It’s a nice town,’ I said.

‘It is,’ he said. ‘We like to think so. Now, I’m sorry to tell you: there have been complaints.’

‘Complaints? About us?’

‘From shopkeepers. Citizens. About people putting posters up around the place. Strangers. Fly-posting, is the name for it.’

‘And that’s serious enough for a sergeant to get involved?’

He was dressed in his full uniform, with his hat on the seat of the chair beside him.

‘Now, it wouldn’t be a hanging offence, no. Still, this is a tourist town. We depend on our guests.’

‘I’m not sure I follow,’ I said.

Sarah uncrossed her legs and crossed them again. ‘He means pictures of missing children might put people off. Create the wrong vibe.’

Devaney raised a finger and wagged it slowly. ‘See, I knew straightaway we were dealing with intelligent people. People of substance. I knew you’d understand.’

‘Oh, I understand perfectly,’ Sarah said. ‘But here’s my problem. Do you have kids, sergeant?’

‘I do. Two girls we have.’

‘Well we have a boy. He’s gone missing. He’s seven years old.’

‘And we can all sympathise,’ said Devaney. ‘We’re all sorry for your trouble. But now, as I understand things – and correct me if I’ve picked up a wrong thread; I’m only going by what I’ve seen in the papers – your lad went missing from in front of your own door.’

‘That’s right,’ Sarah said coldly.

‘And your house,’ Devaney went on, grimacing, spreading his hands, ‘your house, Mrs Rutherford, it’s not in Cork, in fairness, is it?’

‘No, it’s not.’

‘It’s over in Scotland. So the problem I have . . .’

‘A car was spotted,’ I said. ‘Parked outside our house. Two weeks before Rory disappeared.’

‘Mr Rutherford—’

‘And the car was stolen. It was stolen, Sergeant Devaney, from this very town.’

‘Mr Rutherford, with the best will in the world . . .’

‘So if you can tell me what a stolen car from Youghal was doing outside our house in the days before our son was taken, I’m all ears.’

‘Mr Rutherford, we know all about the car.’

‘Really?’

‘You seem to think this is news to us. The stolen car. Fresh intelligence. It’s not. We’re not fools.’

‘So what’s your answer? What’s your explanation? If you’re not fools.’

His fingers bunched in a big fist and he held it out as if the truth was trapped there in his clenched hand. ‘We don’t need an explanation! It’s a stolen car. The burden’s on you to explain why it’s relevant. Not on the police to explain why it’s not.’

‘It was stolen in Cork,’ I said. ‘Then it appears outside our house. Suddenly it’s back in Cork. That’s not relevant?’

‘It’s all supposition.’ Devaney clenched the fist tighter. ‘You’re making these assumptions.’

‘That’s the idea, though, isn’t it? You gather evidence, you form your hypothesis.’

‘You test your assumptions.’ He wagged the fist. ‘You don’t take every half-arsed theory that comes along and pour all your resources into it. A stolen car! You know how many cars are stolen? Do you have any idea?’

The question was rhetorical but Sarah had an answer. ‘You know how many kids go missing?’

‘Yes, very good.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘What? No, I don’t know, offhand.’

‘Me neither. And guess what? I don’t care. Because it’s not about statistics, is it? It’s about our son. Do you understand? Rory Rutherford. Our son.’

‘I do understand. And you’re desperate. And you’re doing whatever you can. And I get that. But you can’t be doing this. You can’t be rocking up to a town you don’t know and plastering it in posters.’

‘Why can’t I?’

‘Because you’re, you’re . . .’ He opened his fist, splayed his fingers, searching for the word. ‘You’re lashing out. You’re not thinking things through.’

He left us with a formal warning and we promised not to put up any more posters. I felt hopeful that we’d at least planted Rory in his consciousness, that he’d keep his eyes open from now on, that if he saw something out of kilter, a man with a boy who was acting up or hanging back, a boy like the boy in the posters, he might ask some questions. It wasn’t much but it was something. Next morning, we packed up the car and drove back to Dublin for the ferry. What else could we do?
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THE DAYS FOLLOWING THE TRIP to Cork were hard. Unpacking my holdall felt like a ritual admission of defeat. All the activity of the previous days – the driving, the ferries, the physical labour of pasting up posters – dwindled into a kind of stasis. We were back in Taigh-na-Mara, moving through the gloomy rooms, standing in front of the windows.

And then Hagan phoned.

It was a Sunday, as it was when Rory went missing. The beach was nearly deserted, a lone kayaker pushing south at a fair clip as the daylight failed. I watched the roll of his shoulders, the flash of the paddles. He’d be heading for Millport, maybe, or Little Cumbrae. Then my mind caught up with me. Why the hell was Hagan phoning?

Why else could he be phoning?

‘Mr Rutherford, I don’t want to get your hopes up,’ he was saying.

Too late, I remember thinking. Too fucking late. ‘You’ve found him?’

‘We’ve had a sighting.’ He paused. ‘We think, well we think it’s credible.’

My mouth went dry. ‘Jesus Christ. You’ve found Rory.’

‘No, Mr Rutherford. No, we haven’t found Rory. I want to stress that. But someone thinks they’ve seen him. The age profile fits. Other things too. I wanted to let you know at this stage so that you and Mrs Rutherford could, well, prepare yourselves. Of course, it might turn out to be wrong.’

‘Where?’ I said. ‘Where have they seen him? And who’s “they”?’

The firth was like a mill pond. I watched the long, straight wake of the kayak.

‘Look, I’m not sure it’s good for you to know all the details at this stage, Mr Rutherford.’

‘Gordon. Call me Gordon, for Christ’s sake.’

‘I’m not sure it’s a great idea, Gordon. Things are at a delicate stage. We don’t want you going rogue, so to speak. Taking things into your own hands.’

Really? I wanted to say. My stolen son’s been sighted by someone and you don’t want to tell me the details? But I took a breath and kept my tone light and casual, kept the quavering edge from my voice. ‘Right. OK. Well, that does make sense, detective. I can understand that. Can you tell me one thing, though, just to put my mind at rest. Where was he sighted? I’m not going to do anything, I just want to know where he is.’

There was a pause. The kayaker was swinging out past the Clydeport jetty now, his yellow hull just a winking blip in the gloaming.

‘Aberdeen,’ Hagan said. ‘It was up in Aberdeen. But, listen, we’re on the verge of resolving this, Gordon. It may not even be him. Sit tight. I’ll contact you, soon as we have news.’

Aberdeen, Aberdeen. I tried to recall whether any of the sightings discussed on the message-boards were in Aberdeen.

‘Thanks, detective,’ I told him. ‘I appreciate that.’

Sarah had wandered into the living room as I finished the call. At the word ‘detective’, she tipped her chin at me, eyebrows climbing. I crossed and gripped her by the shoulders, sat her down on the settee. I sat beside her, my hands still on her shoulders.

‘That was Hagan,’ I told her. ‘The detective.’

Somehow I couldn’t get the words out. I just crumpled. I took my hands from her shoulders and used them to cover my face.

‘Gordon, Gordon.’ She gripped my wrists and tugged my hands free. ‘Gordon, what is it? What’s happened?’

‘He thinks.’ I had to steady myself again. ‘He thinks they’ve found Rory.’

The next word she uttered was the smallest I’ve ever heard. And the biggest.

‘Dead?’

‘No! Jesus. No. Alive.’

Still gripping my wrists she studied my face, staring into each eye in turn. The skin at the point of her chin dimpled, in the way it did when she was angry, or nearing tears.

‘It’s not a joke?’

‘Sarah!’

She let go of my wrists. ‘Someone’s found Rory? For real?’

‘Listen. There’s been a sighting. That’s all. They wanted to let us know so’s we could, I don’t know, prepare ourselves. It must be different to the other sightings. More credible. I don’t know. But it might not be him, Sarah. It might not be him.’

I’m not sure she was even listening.

‘I never doubted. Jesus, I never doubted.’ Her hands were raised in a kind of ecstasy, she was testifying. ‘Not for a moment. I never doubted for a moment that he was still alive. Oh god. Oh Jesus. My poor boy. My poor brave boy. When are you going?’

‘Well, look. They’ve told us to stay put, Sarah. They’re at a delicate—’

‘You need to go, Gordon. It’s our boy. You need to go and get him. You need to bring him back. I mean, you have to. You’re going.’

I did. I was still on research leave so I packed a bag and, the following morning, caught the first train to Glasgow, crossed the city centre from Central to Queen Street, and took the next Aberdeen train.

In the carriage, I took out a novel, set it on the table. Maybe I would muster the urge to read. Aberdeen was three hours distant. I’d booked a room in the city-centre Travelodge, so my accommodation was sorted. I read a paragraph. I read it again. Couldn’t focus. Mostly I sat there trying to hold my thoughts in line, stop them running away. It would come to nothing, I told myself. These sightings happened all the time. And yet, why go to the trouble of phoning us if they didn’t think this one was different?

North of Dundee the coastline gets rugged and bare. The tracks shadow the edge of the cliffs and the train swings out over the void, giving dizzy glimpses of rocks and the crashing waves. Cows graze dully right up to the edge, with flimsy, buckled fences to keep them from the drop. Every now and then the cliffs drop away in a steep cleft and a V-shaped wedge of sea rushes in. Air, land and sea seemed all shaken together in the swaying light of the carriage.

In Aberdeen I walked up the hill to the Travelodge and dumped my bag on the freshly made bed. Then I stepped out onto Union Street. I’d worked in Aberdeen for three underwhelming years at the start of my career and it always struck me as brusque and unforthcoming, a surly city, hard and grey. A colleague who’d lived in the city all his life described it as ‘a fishing town that’s had an oil boom’, and that seemed about right. Something in the flat, granite facades of the buildings seemed to mirror the harsh, closed faces of the people. At half-eleven on an overcast Monday, Union Street was quiet. The buses ground past, with destinations like ‘Dyce’ and ‘Kincorth’, and the gulls cawed overhead.

Without much of an aim, I wandered round the city centre. Around noon, high-schoolers in black blazers began to appear in pairs and little clusters, heading into shops to buy their lunch. The sight of them gave me a plan. I would find the nearest primary school and wait by the gates at three o’clock. The chance of this being the school that Rory attended, if Rory was even in Aberdeen, were slim, but so what? I was whistling in the dark; one idea was as good as another. I think I vaguely imagined that simply being in the same city as Rory would create a kind of magnetic force that might draw him to me.

I grabbed some lunch in the cafe of Marks & Spencer. I phoned the police to speak to Hagan but a secretary said he was busy. I phoned Sarah: voicemail. On Belmont Street I found another cafe and watched the shoppers stream past for half an hour. Then I walked the cool, chequerboard floors of the art gallery, beneath high white walls and creamy marble pillars, in the daylight thrown by the vast elliptic skylight.

At ten to three I was leaning against the tall grey wall of St Joseph’s Primary. The parents were clustered round the school’s side gates, a prosperous-looking crew, the dads in suits, frowning at their phones, the mums in Lululemon, chatting in twos and threes. My throat was tight. I had no reason – beyond blind guesswork – to think that Rory might be attending this school, or any school at all, but my heart was trilling against my ribs.

The bell drilled into the afternoon air and I shrugged away from the wall, standing straight, arms folded, watching the gates. The kids streamed out, shouting and laughing with their pals, the older ones busy with their phones. They endured the hugs of their parents and crossed to the Range Rovers and BMWs parked on St Swithin Street. In five minutes the playground had emptied, the rabble of voices dwindling to nothing. I was left standing by the gates. A janitor in brown overalls glanced over as he emptied the bins by the steps. He looked like he wanted to say something, but didn’t.

On the walk back into town I checked my messages. There was a missed call from Sarah. I called her and she told me that Hagan had been in touch. They’d made a mistake. No joy. False alarm. The boy they thought was Rory, wasn’t. They’d been pretty confident, but the DNA test they’d hoped would confirm their suspicion had ruled the boy out. I stood at a junction in Aberdeen city centre, watching the buses grind past, and waited for the stab of disappointment and it didn’t come. I realised I’d never really believed in the sighting in the first place. We agreed that I would stay in the hotel that night (the room was already paid for), and travel back down the following morning.

In the hotel room that evening I stood at the window with my hands in my pockets. In the yellow sky above Union Street the starlings were massing. A tight black cloud of birds, swirling and twisting. They were right above the gulf where Union Street bridged the chasm of Union Terrace Gardens. The great ball of birds distended and shrank, switched and swivelled, turned itself inside out.

It looked like a sign of something, but I didn’t know what. Tomorrow I would travel south on the train, carry on as normal. Sarah would be quiet, but only for a day or two. It was just another disappointment. Outside the window, the starlings kept swirling.





Part Two
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AS A BOY, AROUND RORY’S age and older, I used to go to judo in the club house at Scott Ellis playing fields. It’s all stayed with me, over the years. The ripe, urinous reek of sweat. The grunts and scuffles. The white pyjamas with the stiff, textured lapels. The knotted belts in their hierarchy of colours. Above all, the padded mats, like outsize mattresses, swimming-pool blue, and the slap of bodies smacking down on them.

You had to learn how to fall, which struck me as odd. Wasn’t falling just what happened, a byproduct of getting thrown? Something you picked up as you tumbled down? But no. Falling was an art. A skill. You had to channel the momentum, dipping your head and shoulder to whip yourself round, slapping the mat with your palm to spread the impact, rolling smartly forwards to end on one knee, ready to spring into action.

A life lesson, you might say. Learn how to fall. When times are good, work out your plan for when things go wrong, for when you’re mid-air, thrown, upended, all at sea. Though how you might prep for a child’s disappearance, I’m not too sure. Maybe you need to be dropping through space, bracing for impact, before you can know what that’s like.

When we came back from Ireland, with all leads exhausted, all avenues closed, the police investigation shuttered, I still couldn’t find solid ground. Every second of the day I was falling, falling. I couldn’t get a grip. I’d lost the horizon, my gyroscope had toppled, everything spinning. I sat up through the night and dropped off at dawn for a few broken hours. I ate meals at odd times or didn’t eat at all. My weight dropped, my skin greyed.

Throughout this time I was still on research leave, which left my days free. I walked the beach, climbed the hills behind the village, anaesthetised myself in the Mudhook’s lounge. I was supposed to be finishing my book on the ballads but I never glanced at a single monograph. I did read books, but they were mainly the picture books I’d enjoyed with Rory. He had a way of backing onto my lap, scrambling up and clapping his hands as I settled the book in front of him and we opened the pages together. I turned the pages on my own now, hearing him finish the sentences the way he used to do.

Sometimes I watched the news. Now that the police had more or less given up on Rory, and the news crews moved on, I watched the bulletins like an alien, like a man from Mars. Was this what human beings found important? Rail strikes. Hospital waiting times. The endless tragicomic fuckup of Brexit. What did it matter? What did any of it matter?

I used to look at Bonnie, some nights when the others had climbed to bed, and I sat on like a man of stone in the living room with a ball of malt gripped in my fist so tightly it might have imploded, like a deep-sea sub succumbing to pressure. Bonnie lay by the big-bellied stove, her head on her crossed paws, looking back at me with those eyes like sad brown pools, her eyebrows twitching. I’d look at her and wonder what she’d seen, what she would say if she could speak. Sometimes I’d ask her. What did you see, girl? Who was it? Where did they take him? As if it was an episode of Lassie and Bonnie about to lead me to the well where Rory was trapped, hollering for deliverance. Her ears would cock at the question in my voice, her head lift momentarily from the crossed paws.

It all became clear, as I sat there thinking it through. It all became clear, what the man who took Rory had been doing. He wasn’t zoning in on Rory, or at least not exclusively. He scoped out a little neighbourhood. Two or three blocks, eight or nine houses, maybe four or five kids. He did his homework on these families. Studied them. Learned the habits, the routines. Then he picked his day and whichever kid wandered into the net was the one he took. Give yourself options. Combine meticulous planning with spontaneous action. You almost had to admire it.

That they never found his body in the firth didn’t surprise me. I never believed for a minute that Rory had drowned. He’d grown up beside the sea. The sea was just over his garden wall. He knew he mustn’t go into the water – or even near it – when Mum or Dad weren’t there.

It was clear to me from the first what had happened. Rory had been taken. Somebody snatched him. I used to sit at the picture window in the wee hours and wonder if he might have been better off drowned. I used to torture myself with thoughts of what he might be suffering. What a man might be doing to him. A group of men, even. A ring, they called it, didn’t they? Being passed around like a parcel or a doll, for the pleasure of fat, breathless men, unshaven, panting like pigs. You had to put it out of your mind, blot out the pictures with whisky.

The monthly meetings of our little detection club fell away. Ian Kerr would still phone me from time to time. He was still obsessed with the thought of a single figure, a Big Wheel, at the heart of it all. I wasn’t so sure. Wasn’t the point of a network to spread things out, diffuse them? Risk, information, resources, tasks. Wasn’t it wishful thinking to imagine that one man held the strings? More and more, Kerr sounded like some deranged prophet. He was like one of the Ripper cranks, those guys who’re convinced that Jack the Ripper was Prince Albert Victor or Walter Sickert or Lewis Carroll or William Gladstone.

We spoke about moving away, Sarah and I. Starting again somewhere new. But you don’t start again, do you? Or maybe you start again each day, each hour, every minute of the day. If we’d moved away, part of me would always be standing at this window, scanning the Rory-less beach, watching for his little figure to come stumping into view.

What hits you hardest is just the passage of time. Time had always been a neutral backdrop, the unnoticed medium in which we moved, a thing of clocks and watches, timetables and appointments. The 08:02 to Glasgow. The ten o’clock lecture. Department drinks in the Chip at four. Now, though, time was a tap left running. Time was a snowball rolling down an Alpine slope. Time was the shark in the credits of Jaws, nosing through the waving kelp, moving with predatory speed.

I was missing it. I was missing it all. His eighth birthday came and went. He would never turn eight again. I had lost a seven-year-old kid. Now I had lost an eight-year-old.

There were fathers in jail, missing their kids growing up. There were dads denied access to their sons and daughters. Dads who didn’t want access – I’d had one of these myself, a man-child who left when I was ten to relive his student days in a Kelvinbridge bedsit.

As the days went on, I found myself thinking more about my father and what went wrong between us. I’d stopped playing football when I was twelve or thirteen. After that, I didn’t see my father so often. He stopped coming down from the city at weekends. There were spells when I only really saw him in performance, when his latest touring production came to our town.

He would always reserve me a seat, somewhere near the front. I remember once at the Palace Theatre, shuffling along the second or third row to the empty seat with the RESERVED sign taped to it, self-conscious in my grungy jeans and army surplus jacket, shortly before curtain-up. As I took my seat, a woman in the row behind leaned forwards and hissed, ‘That seat’s reserved.’ I stage-whispered back: ‘I know!’

It was like that. I never felt at home in his world. I was always on the edges. I was always on edge. While the audience was carried along by the action, I spent the duration of each play willing him not to forget his lines, not to stumble. And of course, he never did. He walked the tightrope of performance like a man crossing his living-room carpet. He had total control. On numberless nights at the Palace I sensed the people around me forget to breathe as he prowled downstage to bathe in the footlights, thrilling them with his Lear (‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth’), his Loman (‘Knocked ’em cold in Providence, slaughtered ’em in Boston!’), his drunken James Tyrone (‘Oh, for the love of God! I’m a fool for coming home!’).

Afterwards, after the sweeping gusts of applause, the whistling and cheering, the curtain-call with my father in the centre, flushed, raising the hands of his compadres like a boxing referee; after all this there was the backstage party. I would take a paper plate of sandwiches and a glass of juice and retreat to a chair in the corner while my father took the plaudits of his guests, a black lock of hair swinging loose, his eyes still lit – from triumph, not from whisky – and his face looking glamorous and tanned beneath the slap. There was always a shuffling scrum, a loose line of people waiting to grip him by the shoulder or lay three fingertips lightly on his chest and tell him how good he was.

Sometimes, for the fun of it, he stayed in costume during the after-party. When he brought Rantin Rovin Robin to the Palace – his one-man show on the life of Robert Burns – he stayed in character as the poet. He moved among his guests in his waistcoat and breeches, the light winking on the leather of his riding boots and glossing the shoulders of his long-tailed coat. He walked me home that night, when all the guests were gone, and I can still picture him moving through the streets and neuks of Killie like the ghost of the poet, a man out of time, softly singing his signature song: There was a lad was born in Kyle.

I see now what I couldn’t see at the time: he was a lad, a boy who never stopped playing. Maybe, as a father and a husband, he should have behaved like a man – even just acted like one – but a boy is what he was and you don’t blame a boy, not truly. Playing was just what he did. His livelihood, his life. Even now, stray lines from the plays will come back to me, in my father’s growling burr.

More weight.

They told me I was everything.

You have to make allowances in this damned family.

We all made allowances, all the time, but it didn’t make any difference. He had it all and he turned his back, walked out on all of us.

But it was different with me and Rory. I wanted to be there. I wanted my family and I was missing it all.

I started making things up. Little scenarios. Maybe the person who took Rory was a good person, kind. Maybe theirs was a momentary derangement caused by grief or loss, and maybe they’re raising Rory well. Maybe they’ll cherish him, help him flourish. Take him to swimming lessons, teach him the piano. You invent different lives for him. He becomes a kind of fictional character.

Sometimes I would hear the jingle of Rory’s mobile. Gentle, soporific chimes. There was a wind-up mobile hanging from Rory’s lightshade; it had been there since he was a baby. You wound the mechanism and the mobile turned, playing this little music-box tune. When I heard it I knew that Sarah was in his room, winding up the mobile and sitting on Rory’s bed. I never bothered her on those occasions, never joined her in Rory’s room. I knew she needed space.

Occasionally, I’d see something on social media. Sometimes North Ayrshire Police would put out a tweet: ‘We are renewing our appeal to trace Rory Rutherford, 7, who was last seen on Fairlie beach around 1.30pm on Sunday 14 August. Any info to police via 101 quoting ref no 4366/14/08/18 or anon to Crimestoppers on 0800 555 111.’

And nothing would happen. I sat on, beside the picture window, falling, falling.
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AM I ELECTRIC TO DOGS?

Since Rory first started babbling, Sarah had kept a book of the things he said, an old school jotter in which she entered his first words, his little malapropisms. That’s the one that always sticks with me, when he said electric for allergic.

Rory was still here. He was still with us in this house, in the images on all the walls, in the things we spoke and laughed and cried about. But the first anniversary came and went, and we realised ever more sharply that the Rory we mourned and remembered and celebrated was frozen in time. The boy who was forever seven; just about to turn eight.

I remembered the Jesuit quotation. Give me a child until the age of seven and I will give you the man. Had we formed the man? Was Rory’s nature set in stone? If he came back now, would we recognise the boy we lost? Would Rory recognise us?

I lost a lot of time pondering time. There was something remorseless, something brutal and unforgiving, in how the units of time scaled up. So long as it was still being counted in hours, Rory’s disappearance was retrievable. On that first afternoon, men and women with walkie-talkies clipped to their high-vis jackets were taking appropriate steps. And when that first night fell, and days became the unit of measurement, it still had all the urgency of news: The search for missing Ayrshire schoolboy Rory Rutherford now enters its second day. But at the turn of the first week, something changed. Conviction leached away. Everyone’s mouth had the same clamped and downturned look and no one would meet your eye. Nothing’s different, I wanted to tell them. It’s just an additional day. It’s seven days. It’s no different from six. But it wasn’t seven days; it was a week. We were measuring in weeks now, and this meant that Rory’s return had drifted into the blue distance of things that only happened in dreams.

And then, invidiously, inexorably, as though I was coming down with a cold, as though despondency was contagious, I started to lose hope. It happened gradually. I fought against it, I was embarrassed by it, but I couldn’t help it. I remember Father McSorley, on one of his visits, counselling Sarah not to despair.

‘There’s always hope,’ Sarah told him, a knowing smile on her lips, as if she was the confessor and he the doubting sinner. ‘Whatever happens, there’s always hope. We haven’t given up, Father. There’s no danger of that.’

I laid my hand on hers and squeezed, but only because no words would come. What could I say? I no longer believed that there was hope and it felt like I was somehow cheating on her. I no longer believed in Rory coming back, any more than I still believed in God.

I tried to go back to working on my ballads book. It didn’t help. I sat in front of the grey firth and absorbed the simple rhythms of ‘The Unquiet Grave’:


I’ll sit and mourn all at her grave

For a twelvemonth and a day.

The twelvemonth and a day being up,

The dead began to speak:

‘Oh who sits weeping on my grave,

And will not let me sleep?’



I started to recognise Sarah in all the grief-crazed figures from the ballads. Don’t misunderstand me. I wanted Rory back. Of course I did. But not the way Sarah wanted. Hers was a visceral need – naked, pure, scarily real. You read about mothers suddenly finding the strength to raise the back ends of trucks to free their trapped kids. Sarah was that kind of mum. She was like the Wife of Usher’s Well, who mourns her lost sons so bitterly that she coaxes them back from the grave:


It fell about the Martinmass,

When nights are lang and mirk.

The carline wife’s three sons came hame,

And their hats were o’ the birk.



There are no ghosts in the ballads. When the dead come back it’s in the bodies they were buried in. They’re not phantoms or spirits, they’re not wraiths or spectres. Revenants, rather, climbing from their sopping graves to thump on front doors with their chilled fists, the skin hanging in strips and flaps from their spoiling flesh.

I would wake in the night and hear Sarah weeping, crying for her lost boy, beyond the reach of consolation. If anything, time seemed to sharpen Sarah’s grief, not blunt it. I was the opposite. Despite my best efforts, despite Rory’s photos on every wall of the house, he was slipping away. I couldn’t really remember his face. Not properly. Not his actual face. How it moved; the tug of his smile. I could remember odd things. The feel of his fingers in mine, when he reached up to take my hand as we approached a busy road. And I could feel his weight on my chest, from when he was a baby, when he used to fall asleep on top of me; I could tell you to the ounce what that felt like.

We went out to dinner one night, Sarah and I. The Catch at Fins, a seafood restaurant in a farmhouse on the edge of the village. We had cullen skink – condensed-milk creamy, with glorious hunks of haddock and Ayrshire tattie. Then Sarah had tempura langoustines and I had the seafood mixed grill, big fillets of cod, trout and salmon, with mussels and a little wire basket of hand-cooked chips. We were strolling home along the shore in the blue dusk, feeling the buzz from a couple of glasses of red. The Irish coffee I’d drunk was still warming my gut. There’s a limit to how romantic things can get on Fairlie beach, with the jetty and cranes of the decommissioned coal terminal at one end of the beach, and the nuclear power plant beyond it. But the silhouette of Arran was purple in the offing and the sunset over Cumbrae a tumultuous palette of pink and tangerine streaks, flaring in the little rock pools at our feet. Sarah was singing under her breath – an old air of her mother’s, some sort of lullaby – and I thought I’d never seen her so like herself, not since the accident. (That’s what we’d started calling it, as if Rory had been knocked down by a car. The Accident.) Happy might have been the wrong word but she seemed at peace, her fingers interlocked with mine as she swung our twined arms in time with her singing. I remembered Doctor Riddoch telling me, ‘You’re young yet, both of you; more kids will come.’ And I asked her right there on the beach whether it wasn’t maybe time we tried again.

We stopped there on the sand and turned to face each other. Her eyes reflected the coloured sky like one of the tidal pools and I couldn’t read her expression. Ah, fuck. It was a stupid idea. Why had I even raised it? I knew the way her mind worked. She would think it was a betrayal of Rory, an attempt to replace him. I was starting to apologise when she drew me down towards her and stoppered my mouth with a kiss. There was salt on her lips from the sea spray. When she drew away I could see her white teeth, shining in the gloom.

She was smiling.

It seemed like a little victory. I mean, the chances of success were pretty slim. We hadn’t broached the subject of more IVF, and we might not get very far without it, but at least Sarah was acknowledging the future. The future was coming. There might be worthwhile things in it. Even without Rory.

 

Two months later I stepped down from the train to find her waiting on the narrow Fairlie platform. She only ever came to pick me up when it was raining. But that night the evening sun was glinting on the bodywork of the Forester as we walked through the little car park.

In the car she dug into her handbag and produced a short hunk of plastic. I thought it was a toothbrush-holder at first. Then I saw: the little window with the thin blue lines. I glanced at Sarah to gauge her own response but she was smiling and we hugged awkwardly, the steering wheel between us.

Then came the months of preparation. Sarah didn’t want to use any of Rory’s old things so we bought new sleep suits, little Babygros and vests. Even taking these garments out of their wrappers brought it all back to me. Getting up in the night to change Rory’s nappy. Laying him on the changing mat, popping the line of stud-fasteners. Plucking the foot of his Babygro to release one chubby leg and then the other. The wee legs pistoning as he smiled his gummy smile. Popping the three buttons on his vest and the smooth swell of his belly rising above the band of the nappy. The slurp of the sticky tabs unpeeling and then, ah Jesus, the korma-coloured mess that made you turn your head for a moment, closing your eyes to steel yourself.

Could I go through all that again? Bloody right I could.

Sarah, as she had the first time round, came into her own. Now she had a purpose that took precedence over everything else. She flourished. At twelve weeks, we drove to Crosshouse for the ultrasound scan. Sarah lay back with her jeans unbuttoned and the nurse squirted blue gel on her belly and spread it around with the little handheld device. She frowned at the screen and moved the device back and forth, its convex edge like the spine of a hardback book, and a kind of mesh seemed to stretch the black-and-white image. It looked like a something flexing in a fishing net and gradually surfacing. Finally the nurse steadied the device and you could see, white on black, like a planet in eclipse, the little outline of a skull. And then she leaned closer to the screen, fiddling with the device again, as if trying to confirm something.

‘Aha,’ she said. ‘I thought as much. Double your money.’

Another wee planet.

Twins!

It was perfect. We’d been worried that the child, as it grew, would struggle with the weight of being Rory’s replacement. With two of them, that would matter less. Whatever burden there was, they could share it. They would be in this thing together.

The nurse gave us the scan photo – a little slippy square of paper, date-stamped, showing the heads in twin silhouette and an indistinct tangle of limbs.

We bought a double buggy, another cot to set beside the one Rory had used. We shopped for a new mobile to hang above the cot. We took the steriliser out of storage. We photocopied the image of the scan and taped it into Christmas cards for our relatives and friends. We held a little gathering on the night before Christmas Eve, ten or twelve people, to celebrate the news.

After the party, when all the guests had gone, I sat down at the computer with a glass of Springbank.

I felt good. We were moving on, finally. The frozen lake was beginning to thaw. I checked my Twitter feed and then started to scroll through Facebook, liking the odd post from old schoolfriends and random acquaintances. I saw that one of my friends had liked a post from a page called ‘Where is Rory Rutherford?’
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I HADN’T CLICKED ON THESE PAGES for months. Not since the dead-end in Ireland. I can’t say for certain what made me click on the link. ‘This site is a discussion group for those interested in finding the missing Scottish schoolboy, Rory Rutherford, who disappeared from the beach in front of his Ayrshire home on 14 August 2011.’ The avatar was Rory’s grinning, sun-bright face from the original ‘missing’ poster. The homepage banner was a section of Ordnance Survey map showing the Fairlie coast.

There were over a thousand members. I opened the list and started to scroll, clicking on profiles at random. The geographical spread staggered me. Dublin, New Mexico, Stockholm, Abu Dhabi, Auckland, Barcelona, San Diego, Nairobi. People from across the globe were spending their leisure hours on the hunt for our son. On the one hand this was appalling; did these ghouls have nothing better to do with their time? On the other hand, it was hard not to feel encouraged, even moved. Whatever their motive, these people were searching for Rory. Now that the police had basically mothballed the case, and our own investigation had stalled, these guys could be our best chance. If we never got Rory back, we might at least find out what happened. More power to them.

And they weren’t messing around. There were links to articles on child abductions in the US and Europe, detailed maps of Fairlie and North Ayrshire, studies on the psychology of being lost, pages from a tidal atlas of the Firth of Clyde, graphics showing rain and temperature patterns for the days surrounding Rory’s disappearance.

I clicked on the photos. Rows of thumbnails ticked into place. There were photos of Rory that I’d never seen. How could that be? Rory in a bucket hat and an unfamiliar red-and-black striped T-shirt. Rory with his arm round his pal Stevie, their legs strapped together with stripy school ties for the three-legged race. A squad photo of Largs Thistle Under 8s with Rory’s face circled in red. Rory at the school nativity, holding a placard in either hand, one saying CLAP, the other CHEER.

And there were photos I could hardly believe were in the public domain. Photos of Rory’s bedroom that must have been leaked by someone on the investigation. A photo of Rory’s birth certificate. (I wasn’t sure even I could lay my hands on a copy of Rory’s birth certificate.) I scrolled on. There were photos of the house from various angles at different times of day. There was even a photo of me taking the wheelie bin out to the lane with a look of sinister vacancy on my unshaven face.

I had to pause for a bit after viewing the photos. I knew I should let it go, leave the ghouls and the cranks to their own sorry business, get on with the rest of my life. But I fetched a bottle of Innis & Gunn lager from the fridge and drank off half as I stood in the kitchen. Then I went back through to my desk and started reading some of the threads, sipping my beer like anaesthetic.

This was a criminal investigation, taking place in full view, unfolding in real time. There was a whole thread on nuclear submarines. The UK’s nuclear deterrent is housed in the deep waters of the Gare Loch at Faslane, and the Royal Navy uses the Firth of Clyde for its submarine manoeuvres and training ops. The training course for prospective submarine commanders is known as ‘The Perisher’. It has a steep attrition rate and aims to weed out all but the strongest prospects. As part of the course, trainee commanders take charge of a vessel while being ‘hunted’ by other subs in a war-game scenario. It was during one of these war-games in November 1990 that HMS Trenchant, operating at a depth of sixty metres, snagged the nets of a fishing trawler, the Antares, and dived, submerging the trawler in a matter of seconds, drowning the four-man crew.

I was struggling to see what bearing this might have on Rory’s disappearance. But one poster speculated that Rory could have borrowed one of the kayaks that were routinely left out overnight against the seawall (one of them was reported missing the next day, apparently), and ventured out into the Fairlie Roads. Maybe the tide carried him out to the wider firth. And maybe, while he was out in the firth, he either got into difficulties on his own or else a submarine surfaced near him and flooded his kayak. HMS Trenchant managed to drag a thirty-tonne trawler to the depths without anyone on board even registering what had happened, so a sub could easily sink a kayak without knowing.

What about the body? another poster asked. Wouldn’t the body have washed up by now? Someone else pointed out that only three of the bodies of the Antares crew were recovered at the time. It was the following year before the fourth was found, snagged on another set of nets. I thought of Rory’s body turning whitely in the depths of the firth, nibbled by fishes and waiting to be netted by some poor bloke in yellow oilskins. Catch of the day.

There were protocols, another poster observed, surrounding the presence of human remains in fishing nets. Technically, you were supposed to dispose of the whole catch. Since people’s livelihoods were at stake, this meant that the skippers didn’t always report these findings. There had been anecdotal reports of fishermen throwing bodies back into the sea. In one case, a human skull was left on the harbour wall of a west-coast port. Presumably the skipper didn’t want to lose his whole catch but wanted to do the right thing. The skull turned out to be hundreds of years old, but the point still stood. I didn’t know what was worse: Rory being caught in the nets of a fishing boat, or Rory being cast back into the waters like a worthless sprat.

I closed the lid of my laptop and vowed right there and then never to look at these pages again. And for months and months I kept that pledge.

Spring rolled round, then autumn. The twins were born. A girl, a boy. Katie and Stuart. The days spun like a wheel, a hazy blur of night feeds and nappy changes, snatched naps, talcum powder, Babygro press-studs, milky possets on the shoulder of every jacket, jumper, T-shirt, shirt. I went back to work, hauled myself out of bed on next to no sleep, dazed and staring, to nod and doze in the 08:02 to Central, rode the subway to Hillhead, stood in front of classes making sense – not much – of stories, poems, novels, plays.

In another year or so, Becky moved back up from London. She’d moved down shortly after announcing her pregnancy. She’d liked the work – another big job in PR – but it was no fun negotiating the rush-hour tube with a baby buggy. She moved back into her old Glasgow flat and brought her son Martin down to Taigh-na-Mara for regular play dates with Katie and Stuart.

Life, as it does, astoundingly, a miracle, went on.

I still talked to Rory. In the shower every morning. It was something I did. Brought him up to speed with family gossip. Little snippets of news. The twins. How Bonnie was doing. Kilmarnock’s recent run of form.

If Rory had died, I would have done this at his gravestone. If he wasn't dead - and I tried to hold this as a beacon of faith – it was all the more important to perform this duty. I spoke out loud, with the water running, so that no one would hear me, or, if they did, might mistake it for singing.

On this particular day, though, I got carried away. I was still talking to Rory as I stood on the bath-mat, towelling off. I was telling him about Katie and Stuart, how we would tell the twins all about him as they grew up, if he wasn’t home by then. They would know all about their brother; he wouldn’t be a stranger.

It was then that I felt a kind of charge in the air and a slight draught on my neck. The bathroom door was ajar. I saw in the mirror Sarah’s head turtling through the gap, her eyes staring, mouth agape.

‘Who are you talking to?’ she hissed.

I tried to come up with a lie, but when I turned towards her my face betrayed me. I stood guilty, waiting for the chastisement, the disappointment. But she only pulled me close and wedged her head beneath my chin. Something in the pressure of her fingers on my shoulder made me frown.

‘You do it too?’ I asked.

Her hair rasped against my chin, twice.

‘I was scared to tell you,’ she said. ‘I thought it was only me.’

The years slipped past. The twins got bigger, played with Rory’s toys, wore his clothes as well as their own, scrambled up on my lap to read the books that Rory read. Rory’s birthdays came and went. We marked them privately, with his favourite meal – macaroni cheese – and a caterpillar cake from Marks & Spencer. All the birthdays were hard, but his eleventh was maybe the toughest. I was ten years old when my father left us. I’d never told anyone, but since Rory was born I’d been looking forward to the day when I would pass my father’s milestone, be an active father for more than ten years. As if you could prove yourself a better dad by simple arithmetic.
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AS THE TWINS GREW, WE faced the question of what to tell them. We didn’t want them hearing things on the street or picking stuff up from their pals. We didn’t want them venturing online in a few years’ time and finding out then. We wanted to tell them ourselves.

We sat them down at the kitchen table one Saturday morning. They were four years old. Where to begin? There were photos of Rory all over the house. The twins knew that the blond boy in these photos was a boy called Rory. They knew, I think, that Rory was part of the family, that he was somehow an important person.

We just came straight out and told them. Rory is your brother. You have a big brother called Rory, and he is the boy in the photos.

They thought it was some kind of game at first, a piece of make-believe. They smiled shyly, waiting for the joke.

When they understood that it wasn’t a game, that this was for real, Katie got angry.

‘No! No!’ She actually smacked the table. ‘Stuart’s my brother! Stuart’s my brother!’

‘That’s right, sweetie. But Rory’s your brother too.’

‘I hate Rory!’

‘Sweetie, don’t say that. Rory’s your brother. He loves you very much.’

Stuart looked puzzled. ‘Is Rory in heaven, Dad? Is he looking down like Gran?’

‘No, son. Rory’s somewhere else. He doesn’t live here.’

‘Where, though? Where is Rory?’

Sarah and I exchanged a helpless look. We didn’t want to put it into their heads that children could disappear, that you might be playing on the beach one minute and trapped in the boot of some stranger’s car the next. We didn’t want them crippled by fear.

‘He’s just living somewhere else for a while, that’s all. He’ll come back some day.’

‘But how did he get there?’ Katie asked.

‘He, well, he got lost.’

‘Did you not look for him?’

‘We did, but, well, he’d gone, darling.’

‘Can we go and see him?’ Stuart was on his knees on his chair. ‘Can we go and visit Rory?’

‘He’s too far away, son. He’s in, he’s in . . .’ I cast around for the farthest place I could think of. ‘New Zealand. He lives in New Zealand.’

‘New Zealand!’ Stuart was on his feet and running up to his room to get his globe. He came thumping back down, holding the globe in front of him like a trophy. ‘Dad, where is New Zealand again? Can you show me New Zealand?’

I took the globe from him and tilted it to show the southern hemisphere. I pointed at New Zealand, a long, slim country, italic-slanted, coloured pale yellow in this depiction, and bearing improbable names like Gisborne and Whanganui and Invercargill.

‘And where are we again?’

I tilted the globe and pointed to Scotland.

Stuart traced his finger over the surface, across Australia and Indonesia and up through Thailand and Burma, between India and China, then Central Asia, over the Urals and the vast expanse of Russia to the multicoloured patchwork of Europe and on up to Scotland.

His face fell. ‘But that’s too far. Look, Dad. It’s too far. He’ll never find his way home.’

‘He’ll get home someday, son. You’ll see. Now take your globe back up to your room.’

In time, both Katie and Stuart seemed to accept the situation. Rory was their brother. Rory was gone but someday he’d be coming back. They each had a soft toy that they called ‘Rory’ (Katie’s Rory was a leopard; Stuart’s Rory was an anteater). They started to ask about Rory, what colour eyes he had, how high he could climb on the apple tree. Could Rory swim? Was he a fast runner? His heights at various ages were marked in pencil on the door-jamb of the laundry room and they would take turns measuring themselves against these. It was one of their favourite games to slip into Rory’s room and play with his toys. They were careful to put his things back where they found them. If Rory came back when his things were out of place, he might not know he was home, and might wander off once again.

They asked so many questions about Rory that I found myself telling little anecdotes about him. Pretty soon the twins’ bedtime stories centred on Rory and his adventures with Bonnie the dog, usually on the island of Cumbrae which became, in these tales, an enchanted land, a kind of mash-up of Oz and the Neverland, with pirates and witches and ghosts. The stories were a way to keep Rory alive, but soon it got hard to remember which bits of Rory were real and which I’d made up.

It was like living with an imaginary friend – or in this case son and brother. We didn’t quite set a place at the table for Rory, but we might as well have done. He was there in the background to our family life, like a friendly ghost.

And sometimes, too, he was there in the papers, though we kept these away from the twins. His face would appear from time to time in the Record, when another sighting happened, or some other child went missing.

Naturally, some of the sightings were in Glasgow, which changed my relationship with the city. Previously, on the morning subway ride from Buchanan Street to Hillhead, I would have kept going with whatever book I’d been reading on the train up from Fairlie. Now, though, I just watched the people. The people in the carriage, the people waiting on the platforms. Whenever someone came into the carriage with a child, a boy, I would make the mental calculations, adjusting for the passage of time. His hair might have darkened. He might be wearing glasses now. I had the sense that, if I could only set eyes on Rory, I would know him. His gait, the way he carried himself, the angle of his shoulders. Above all, his eyes. How could I look into his eyes and not know him? Or him, me? Every time I saw a boy wearing a Kilmarnock strip my heart jumped. As if Rory would still be wearing the clothes he wore when he disappeared. As if they would even still fit him.

That was one of the ways the accident changed me. There were others. Oddly, it made me a better teacher. Kinder. More patient. I was less concerned with flaunting my own erudition, more focused on what the students needed to know.

Also, my syllabus had to change. For years I’d enjoyed leading the first years through Ben Jonson’s great elegy for his son (‘Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy’). Now I found I couldn’t get through the third line (‘Seven years thou wert lent to me, and I thee pay’) without breaking down. One afternoon I was teaching Tom Leonard’s poem ‘The Good Thief’ to my honours tute. They struggled with the biblical references. I was explaining the allusions to the crucifixion, and the line from Luke 23:43 – ‘Verily I say unto thee, today shalt thou be with me in paradise’ – just choked me and I had to leave the room. It was as if all the poems I’d been dissecting and explicating with clinical detachment for the past ten years, noting their technical excellencies, were suddenly waiting in ambush. Faced with what the poems were actually saying, their messy freight of emotional truth, I had no defence. I went to pieces. The students didn’t mind. I think they admired my ‘authentic’ response to the poems – and it was authentic, I wasn’t faking the tight throat and the thick voice – but for me it felt too raw. It was like handling hazardous materials without protective clothing. The cynicism, the weary knowingness that were my professional stock-in-trade had gone.

My research suffered too, at least initially. In the groggy aftermath of Rory’s disappearance, resuming work on a volume of literary criticism seemed a preposterous, unthinkable indulgence. I could no more have completed a monograph than I could have tackled a free solo climb of El Capitan. But things changed. As the months wore on I found myself returning to those poems that had made me want to become an academic in the first place. The ballads, I came to see, were all about violence and vengeance and cruelty and loss. Missing children, spurned lovers, false friends, wicked kings, murdered husbands. They pulsated with hatred, betrayal and grief. Shipwrecks and battles. All of it rendered with no whiff of cheap sentiment. Poems that were as hard and shiny as anthracite. The famous traits of the ballads – the starkness and concision, the pace and bite and savage wit – turned out to be just what I needed. I wanted poems that dealt with the big stuff – I couldn’t stomach the pootling self-satisfied verses that clogged the pages of the TLS and the LRB – but I didn’t want mush. The ballads were the answer. I liked the sudden upheavals, the swift reversals of fortune. And how a person could change in an instant, the loving mum turn out to be the parricide’s accomplice. I couldn’t teach these poems but I could still write about them. I printed off a draft of the book and I got back down to work.

In six months’ time it was finished. Nine months later it was published by a mid-ranking American university press. Red Blood to the Knee: Love and Death in the Scottish Ballads. The reviews were kind. In the London Review of Books, Robert Crawford hailed it as ‘a landmark study, written with something of the mordant trenchancy of the ballads themselves’. It was shortlisted for the Saltire Prize in the research book category, though it lost out to an illustrated study of medieval Scottish coinage.

The success of the book buoyed me up a little. I started work on a new project, looking at the influence of the ballads on later Scottish literature, from Stevenson and Buchan through to Spark and Rankin. I found solace in the work. I felt like myself again. I started looking after myself. I cut down on the drink, took long walks with Bonnie in the hills above the village, started back at the five-a-sides on Tuesday nights. I lost weight. The old me was coming back, changed but recognisable. I watched the twins grow, fully grasping how precious they were, but trying not to burden them with the knowledge.

In their own quiet and partial and provisional way, things were good. Sarah and I were good. We were still shadowed by what had happened. Of course we were. And though we did our best to hide it from the twins, there was a hole at the heart of the family, a boy-shaped void. But we carried on. It was like living with a disability. You adapted. There were things you could no longer do, things you now did differently. Life wasn’t the same, but it wasn’t terrible, either. For the first time in years, there was light in the sky.

And then one day, out of the blue, the telephone rang. It was a bright, sharp evening in late March. I stood at the picture window with the phone in my hand, looking out over the firth. At first I couldn’t place the name. Ken Hagan, he’d said, and I thought, Ken Hagan? Do I know a Ken Hagan?

He seemed to sense my confusion. ‘Detective Inspector Hagan.’ And then, as if speaking to a child: ‘The policeman.’

‘Right. Of course. Sorry, I was miles away.’

‘Right,’ Hagan said. Ken Hagan, with his big talk and his empty promises.

‘What is it?’ I asked him. ‘Not another sighting, surely?’

I put a sarcastic spin on the word ‘sighting’, but of course I was desperately hoping it was true. Let it be another sighting. Please. Give us another chance in a million, another lottery scratch card. Give us another sighting.

‘No,’ Hagan said. ‘It’s not a sighting.’

‘Right.’ I nodded bitterly to myself. Of course not. Why would it be?

‘We’ve found him, Gordon. I have Rory in front of me. We’ve found your boy.’

There was a roaring sound in my ears, like they needed to pop, and my vision was swimming.

I hunched away from the door to the living room, where Sarah was watching Netflix on the laptop. She couldn’t hear me anyway but I wasn’t taking any chances. I didn’t want her disappointed again. I took the phone out to the hall and climbed the stairs in big lunging steps, talking as I went.

‘The hell are you saying, Hagan?’

He laughed. ‘You think I’m joking? It’s over, Gordon. We’ve found him. You want to speak to him? Here. Listen.’

I had reached our bedroom. I closed the door behind me and leaned against it.

On the phone there was a pause. I heard a noise like a chair scraping on a stone floor, and Hagan’s low tones mumbling something. And then the little sip of air as someone took a breath and then the voice.

‘Dad? Dad, it’s me. It’s Rory.’

The voice was grown-up sounding, like it was broken or about to break, and there was some kind of accent stretching the vowels out of shape. But cutting through all that was the tone, the pure unfakeable timbre of Rory. Distinctive as a signature.

I plumped down on the bed.

The room was spinning. I closed my eyes.

‘Son. Ah, son. Jesus. Rory. Rory, Rory. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘I’ll be home soon, Dad,’ he broke in. ‘They’re bringing me down now.’

And then Hagan was back on the line. They were in Glasgow, he told me. Just about to set off. They would reach us in an hour.

I stumbled down the stairs like a sleepwalker, the phone hanging by my side in my slack grasp. When I entered the living room Sarah’s mouth opened like a spreading stain. She clawed the headphones off one-handed, and slowly rose.

‘Good Christ, Gordon. What is it?’

She told me later that she took me for a fetch, my own doppelgänger. I wasn’t myself. I was white as a ghost and moving like an animated corpse. She put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me down onto the sofa and went off shakily to tip some whisky into a glass. She pressed it on me and I drank, watching her over the cut-crystal rim, wondering how the hell I would say what I needed to say.

I emptied the glass. She took it from me and set it down on the coffee table. She was on her knees on the carpet, her hands now resting on my thighs.

‘He’s coming,’ I managed. I looked at my watch. ‘They said an hour.’

She didn’t ask. She knew from the look in my eyes. The shade of my skin. The set of my limbs. There was no cry of relief, no torrent of tears. Those came later. For now, it was – and I have to say this, it’s the only word that covers the case. It was eerie. The boy who was gone, who was dead (though we tried to pretend otherwise) was coming home. In an hour. An hour? The lines from the ballad jumped into my head once more: ‘The carline wife’s three sons came hame, / And their hats were o’ the birk’.

We didn’t rush about trying to put the place in order or make preparations. How could you prepare for this? Your boy coming back from the dead. It was a Thursday, mid-morning. A day like any other. The twins were in school. I suppose we should have rushed up to the school and taken them out of class, brought them home to see their brother returning. But we didn’t. We phoned Jenny Lockhart and asked her to pick up the twins from school, watch them for a couple of hours. Then we sat on the sofa together, holding hands, like babes in the wood. We didn’t even speak. The clock ticked thunderously on.

And then the doorbell rang.
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WHEN THE DOORBELL RANG WE rose together and staggered down the hallway to where the silhouettes merged and shifted behind the frosted glass. My throat was sawdust. I felt precipitately old. I paused with my hand on the Yale and The Monkey’s Paw floated into my mind. The old black-and-white movie where the dead son comes back from the grave. The mother has made her wish on a magic monkey’s paw; she wants her boy, horribly mangled in an accident, to come home. The corpse is knocking at the door when the father at the last frantic second finds the monkey’s paw where the mother has hidden it and makes his wish. When she opens the door, the mother sees that no one is there; the knocking’s just a tree-branch in the wind. But this was a doorbell, tinny and loud, and a human thumb had pressed it.

I turned the lock and pulled the door towards me and the day exploded into our lives. There they stood, with a gauzy white sky at their backs and the innocent clutter of the porch all around them. Wellingtons and umbrellas and plant pots and shin-pads and jackets. Hagan stood on the step, and a woman in her thirties who I knew straightaway was not a cop, and between them, with Hagan’s paternal hand on his shoulder, a tall, skinny, familiar, unfamiliar boy with scruffy blond hair and Sarah’s eyes.

There was a gormless half-smile on his face.

I took him to me in a hug. He was all shoulder blades and collar bones. His shoulders when I gripped them were hard and packed with muscle and there was a sour, goatish odour from his teenage armpits. The wee boy who used to scramble backwards onto my lap to read a picture book, who used to fall asleep on my chest, his sweet breath smelling of Parma Violets, was gone. That wee boy had skipped out of the garden gate, never to return. And this angular man-boy with the flopped quiff in his sceptical eyes had come back in his place.

Sarah was completely overcome. She hung on Rory’s neck and sobbed. Somehow we all moved awkwardly through to the living room, where Sarah collapsed onto the sofa and slumped there, her face in her hands. Rory was glancing vaguely around as if he’d never seen this room before. Then he crossed and sat beside Sarah, gently taking her wrists and tugging her hands away from her face.

‘It’s all right,’ he told her again and again, drawing her into his arms. ‘It’s all right, Mammy. Don’t worry. I’m home.’

His accent was different. Highland, was it? Maybe Irish.

He was comforting Sarah, as if Sarah was the child.

Hagan and the woman took their seats side by side on the other sofa and waited patiently for their chance to speak.

I was ashamed at the little stab of misgiving I’d felt when hugging Rory. There was bound to be an element of anti-climax, of disenchantment. We had waited so long for this moment, had prayed and hoped and dreamed of it for seven years. Nothing could have rivalled the fervour in our hearts. True, we had found our son. Rory had been returned to us. But it wasn’t a magic spell. The lost years were still lost, and that loss was hitting home. We weren’t getting them back. The wee boy who slipped out the garden gate seven years ago was gone.

He patted Sarah’s back and consoled her as she wept, fiercely, furiously into his chest. She said his name again and again.

At some point I made tea. I scattered some biscuits on a plate and a semblance of normality began to assert itself. I felt the familiar sub-sea sensation that grips me whenever reality threatens to get out of hand. My limbs move as if through water and my ears need to pop.

The woman introduced herself as Dr Alison Gowan and told us she was a psychiatrist attached to Police Scotland’s human trafficking unit. She said that Rory had been through some challenging experiences and that it would take time to ease him back into normal family life. We should avoid asking too much about where he’d been and what had happened to him. Rory would tell us as much as he wanted, in his own good time.

‘This has all happened very quickly, for Rory as well as for you,’ she said. She put her business card down on the coffee table in front of her. ‘Taking things easy, that’s the ticket. I’m here for Rory and I’m here for you guys, together or separately.’

She nodded and smiled. With her clean, bobbed hair and her hands clasped in her lap she looked like some sort of door-to-door evangelist. I thought I knew what challenging experiences referred to, but I didn’t want her to confirm it. Not just yet.

‘And that’s it?’ Sarah was wiping her eyes. ‘You’re not going to tell us what happened? Where you found him?’

She looked between Hagan and Dr Gowan. She felt for Rory’s hand on the sofa beside her and clasped it in hers.

‘Rory was living in Ireland,’ Hagan said. ‘In a small village in West Cork. From what we can tell, he was taken there straight after the abduction and has been there the whole time. The person who took him is now in custody in the Irish Republic.’

‘And how did you . . . ?’

‘Rory walked into a police station in Skibbereen – that’s the nearest town – three days ago, Mrs Rutherford. He was able to tell the officers who he was. The gardaí – the Irish police – got in touch with us.’

‘Ach, son.’ Sarah had pulled Rory down towards her and rested her head on his. ‘Jesus God. What did they do to you?’

‘Mrs Rutherford.’ Dr Gowan was grimacing, a hand raised in remonstration. ‘I understand your feelings. But I don’t think that’s a helpful question at this stage.’

But it wasn’t a question, it was a mantra, she was saying it to herself as much as to anyone else, repeating it over and over. ‘What did they do to you, son. My sweet boy, my sweet, sweet boy. What did they do to you.’

Hagan cleared his throat and set his teacup down. ‘I’m sorry to have to bring this up, but one thing we need to talk about is the media.’

‘The media?’ I said. It had been the furthest thing from my mind, but I saw it now. Of course the media would have to be involved. We couldn’t expect that Rory’s return would be announced with a couple of pars in the Wee Paper.

‘We’re thinking a press conference. Tomorrow. In Glasgow. Get it all over with. Photo ops with Rory and the two of you. Then you alone, Mr Rutherford, fielding the questions.’

‘He’s a minor,’ I said. ‘They can’t splash his photo everywhere.’

‘Trust me.’ Hagan shook his head, tight lipped. ‘This way’s better. You don’t do this, they’ll be camped outside, hiding in the bushes. They’ll be up at the school, they’ll be down the Mudhook. Your life won’t be your own. Do it this way, they get their photos, you get your lives back.’

I looked at Sarah. She was still hugging Rory and she shrugged with one shoulder. What choice did we have?

We arranged to meet at Stewart Street Police Station at 2 p.m. tomorrow. Hagan would take us to a nearby hotel for the press conference.

When Hagan and Dr Gowan excused themselves and left, the air of surrealism crept back into the room. I couldn’t stop looking at Rory, this big strange familiar boy on the sofa, with his bony wrists and outsize feet. What did he make of it all? This odd old man and woman with their funny accents, their faces poised between laughter and tears? Our questions crackled in the air. Who had taken him? Where had he lived? What was it like? How had he coped? What had they done to him? But we couldn’t ask these questions, at least not yet, and so we found practical things to do instead.

First, we reintroduced Rory to Bonnie, who had been shut away in the laundry room. She was strange at first, wary, twisting her head sharply, quizzically, looking to us and then to Rory, unsure. And then, when Rory said, ‘Here, girl! Here, Bonnie!’, she fairly exploded in delight, her claws scratching on the lino as she launched herself towards him, bucking and bouncing, leaping up to slobber him with licks and then retreating to launch herself again. He never looked more like his old self than at that moment, the dog in his arms, his face buried in Bonnie’s neck, a boy and his dog, united again.

Later, we showed Rory his room, his old bedroom under the eaves, just as he’d left it, with his clothes still in the drawers, the walls covered with his old posters: the Wiggles and Postman Pat and Star Wars: Revenge of the Sith. His Kilmarnock FC calendar was still open to the month he’d been taken. August 2011.

He sat on the bed, with its dinosaur duvet, gasping for air, as though the atmosphere was that of an alien planet. He was shaking his head. He had a soft toy in his hands, Sammy the Seal, and he turned it over in amazement.

‘Jesus, I remember this.’

He pronounced the word Jayzus, in the Irish manner. I remembered where we’d bought the toy, the little tourist information centre in Campbeltown, when Rory was four or five. He took it to bed with him every night.

He stood up, taking care not to bang his head against the low eaves, and bent to open his chest of drawers. He took out old T-shirts and held them up for a second, before tossing them onto the bed.

Little exclamations burst from his lips as he lifted each garment and held it up – old football tops and school shirts and fleeces and pyjamas. His old life seemed to be rushing back to him in little detonations with every scrap of cotton. Soon they were piled on the duvet in confusion, the clothes of a lost boy, and he collapsed back onto the bed and buried his face in the coloured shirts. Sarah sat beside him, stroking his heaving back.

Later on we realised that we hadn’t eaten and I made some soup and sandwiches while Rory and Sarah walked in the garden. Later still, I drove the short distance to pick up the twins. Alan and Jenny hugged me and presented me with a bottle of Moët to celebrate the news. The twins had been no bother, they told me. Drop them off any time.

In the car the twins were desperate to tell me what they’d eaten (pizza and ice-cream), what they’d watched (Jumanji and Kung Fu Panda on Netflix), and how much we needed to get a cat like Scrabble, the Lockharts’ tortoiseshell.

I let them rattle on. When we drew into the driveway, I killed the engine and sat for a minute. I had something important to say, I told them.

They looked at me earnestly. The wide eyes. Big, unblinking.

‘You know Rory? Your big brother, the boy in the pictures?’

They nodded, suspicious. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘Well, I’ve got some good news.’

‘Did somebody find him?’ Katie asked sharply.

‘Yes, Katie, they did.’

‘Oh wow.’ Stuart wriggled with excitement. ‘Wow. Is he coming home? When’s he coming home?’

I let the question hang in the air for a moment.

‘He’s home already,’ I told them. ‘He’s in there right now.’

They both turned to look at the house. They went very quiet. They were all eyes.

‘Do you want to go in and meet him?’

They nodded. We got out of the car in silence. Instead of skipping ahead to the front door they walked behind me, Stuart gripping onto the hem of my jacket.

Rory and Sarah were in the living room, sitting side by side. Rory rose from the couch, pushing at the sleeves of his jumper.

‘Ah now, would you look at this pair?’

He dropped to his knees on the carpet and spread his arms. ‘Do I get a hug? Would a hug be on the agenda?’

They were still hiding behind my legs. Katie broke cover first, speeding across the carpet and launching herself into Rory’s arms.

‘Oof! Well now, you must be the famous Katie.’

At a nudge from me, Stuart followed, and Rory gathered him into the hug.

‘And that means that this young fella, this young fella must be . . . Algernon, is it? Cedric?’

‘Stuart!’ Stuart shouted, laughing. ‘I’m Stuart!’

‘I know you are, Stuart. I’m only messin’. Katie and Stuart. My name’s Rory. I’m very pleased to meet you.’

‘Come here a minute.’ I had my phone out, spoiling the moment as usual with my eagerness to capture it.

Rory and Katie smiled; Stuart was shy, buried his face in Rory’s jumper. Sarah rested her chin on my shoulder as I took the photo. Were we a family again? It looked like it, in the photo on my phone. A family. A group of people, bonded by blood, some of us meeting for the very first time.

Later, in bed, Sarah and I lay and listened to the silence. We held one another like frightened kids. Sarah said that being face to face with Rory again, when Hagan and Dr Gowan left, was like being alone with him in the hospital when he was born. Rory had been in the neo-natal unit for a day or so after his birth. There was a suspicion that he may have swallowed some meconium during Sarah’s labour and the doctors wanted to keep an eye on him. It was late at night on the second day when he was brought down to Sarah’s room by a nurse, and deposited in one of those see-through plastic bassinets. All was dark and quiet, but in the night-light from the corridor his shiny black eyes met hers through the plastic of the bassinet. They watched each other. It was almost spooky, she says, and she remembers fighting to quell the panic that threatened to flood her. It’s down to me now. I’m responsible for this human being, God help us. God help us all.

There was a promise that passed between them in the dark, and now that promise had been redeemed. He was back. Our son. As if he’d been born again.
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THE NEXT DAY WE DROVE across the moors to the city. The fog was lying on the Haylie Brae, the trees and the fences all haloed and vague. But the sun was out in the city and everything in the central grid of streets was sharp and crisp and clear. The Lockharts had offered to watch the twins again so we were free to enjoy the day, if ‘enjoy’ is the word I want.

We parked outside Stewart Street Police Station and waited in reception for Hagan to come down. He was wearing a smart blue suit and a tie with diagonal stripes and he held the door for a tall thin man in full dress uniform with silver braid on his lapels and on the visor of his cap. This was Chief Constable Martin Burgess, who shook our hands gravely and said, ‘Welcome home, son,’ to Rory. A woman in a business suit, who I took to be Burgess’s PA, was introduced as Vikki.

We walked in a group the three or four minutes to a Renfrew Street hotel. Waiting to cross Cowcaddens Road by the Old Cowcaddens Church, its blond sandstone campanile glowing in the sunshine, I thought of how anonymous we were. Though the chief constable was splendid in his buttons and braid, no one gave the rest of us a second glance. Tomorrow, three of us would feature on every front page. For the moment we strode down Hope Street in welcome oblivion.

Inside the carpeted foyer of the hotel everything looked normal. A short queue of business types with wheeled cases were waiting to check in. Vikki approached the reception and a smiling woman with her hair in a tight bun came out from behind the desk and led us to the function suite.

The clicks and flashes of the cameras created a strobe effect as we crossed to the mottled grey backdrop rigged up on a banner-stand against the far wall. We posed there, Sarah and Rory and I, in a family group, Rory in front and our hands on his shoulders, and we smiled and turned our heads to the shouted pleas – This way, guys – Over here – Heads up just a little – Big smiles now – until Hagan waved his crossed arms in a ‘show’s over’ gesture and ushered Sarah and Rory out of the function suite.

In a minute Hagan was back and I took my seat between him and Chief Constable Burgess behind a long table draped with blue cloth. On the table were three microphones, three glasses, three bottles of Highland Spring mineral water and the serried phones and Dictaphones of the hacks who sat three-deep on the padded chairs.

Burgess welcomed the press and praised the diligence of his officers, handing over to Hagan for the circumstantial account of Rory’s recovery. Then it was down to me to parry the questions that dropped around me like a shower of arrows. I fielded them as best I could.

Delighted. Walking on air.

She feels the same.

Yesterday. Just after lunchtime.

Yes. Completely out of the blue.

No. We never gave up hope, but we feared the worst at times.

We’re just glad to have him back. The past is the past. We can’t change that.

I’ll leave that to the police, the prosecuting authorities.

I don’t know any more than you do.

Someone very disturbed, I would imagine. Someone who needs help.

Probably a fish tea at Nardini’s. And a Knickerbocker Glory.

That he lives a normal life. That he’s happy. What anyone would wish for their kids.

Just thank you, really. Thank you for all that you have done. I don’t have the words.

I left the table, stepped down from the dais, unscathed except for one solitary question that hit the mark:

What will you say to him

When he asks

Why it took so long

To get him home?

I didn’t have an answer for that one. I still don’t.

We said goodbye to Hagan and Burgess in the hotel foyer. Then Sarah, Rory and I went looking for someplace to eat lunch. Rory seemed bewildered by the height of the buildings as we walked through the city centre. On Sauchiehall Street I noticed the blue and white sign of a Pizza Express. He’d always liked pizza; it was one of his favourites. But then, it was a seven-year-old boy who liked pizza. Who knew what the teenager walking beside us liked? That’s when it struck me again. The boy at our side was Rory – I had no doubt about that. But he wasn’t the Rory we’d lost. He might just as well have been a changeling.

In the Pizza Express we were shown to a window seat where we sipped our sparkling water and made polite conversation as we waited for the pizzas to arrive. A strain settled on the table. It was as though we’d agreed to host a visiting exchange student or put up a distant cousin’s son.

I couldn’t shake my amazement at his accent. This teenager with the soft Irish brogue was my son. And once again I felt a jolt of unease at the thought that our anonymity was running out. By the time the evening papers came out, and certainly by the time the morning editions hit the newsstands, our faces would be everywhere.

And so it proved. For a few days the papers were full of the story. One-word headlines – HOME! REUNITED! SAFE! – blared out from the front pages above photos of the three of us in the hotel function suite. Sarah and I look a little wild-eyed in the pictures, shell-shocked, but Rory wears his trademark wry half-smile and looks completely relaxed. Thankfully, after that first flurry of interest, the papers pretty much left us alone. There was no doorstepping, no snappers popping up to pap us on the way to the supermarket. I gave a single interview – to Ray Montgomerie at the Wee Paper – and it got syndicated or quoted in most of the nationals, but we knocked back all the other offers, all the TV specials, all the book proposals, the Netflix documentaries. We just wanted to get back to something like normal life, whatever that turned out to be. School runs and piano lessons, fish teas at Nardini’s.

Still, life at Taigh-na-Mara retained its surreal dimension for quite some time. For the first few days Rory kept asking if he could use the toilet or take a shower. It took him a week to get it into his head that he could shower whenever he wanted, use the toilet at will.

This is your house, we told him. You can do those things whenever you want. Take food from the fridge. Fill yourself a glass of juice. Turn the telly on. Go into the garden. You don’t have to ask.

He took Bonnie for walks along the beach. I had to stop myself fretting that it would happen again, that he would head out with Bonnie and only the dog would come back. In time, though, we started to relax, adjusted to the presence of this intimate stranger among us.

Settling back into Taigh-na-Mara was one thing. Settling back into the world was another. Here was a boy who’d simply missed most of his generation’s reference points. He’d never read the Harry Potter books or seen the films. He’d never watched The X Factor or Britain’s Got Talent. He’d never owned a smartphone.

He did, however, play video games. I drove him into Largs one day and bought him a PlayStation and a handful of games: FIFA 18, Minecraft, Assassin’s Creed. He wanted a couple of first-person shooters: Call of Duty and Red Dead Redemption. I suspected that he’d seen enough real-life violence over the past few years that the simulated version wouldn’t harm him. Maybe shooting up some bad guys in the comfort of his bedroom might be just what he needed.

Dr Gowan the psychologist came to see him a few times. She was pleased with Rory’s progress; he was settling in well. She encouraged us to take a trip – even a day out – to a place we used to go when Rory was small. Often it’s holidays that we remember most vividly, she told us. If you visit a place that sparks fond memories in Rory, that will reinforce his sense that this is home. Cumbrae, we both thought, straightaway. He used to love going to Cumbrae as a kid. We’ll take him over on the ferry.

Sarah wanted to know about school. When could Rory go back to school?

Dr Gowan smiled and nodded, laid her manicured hand on Sarah’s shoulder. ‘Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it, will we?’

That evening I was clearing up after dinner. The kitchen bin needed emptying. As usual, it was too full and I had to grip the bag and hoist the whole thing in the air till the contents shifted and the bin slid down. I tied the bag and took it out to the wheelie bin. Back in the kitchen, I tore another bag from the perforated roll and flapped it open, and it came to me then how Rory had hated that noise. Feared it. As a baby in his high-chair, as a toddler, he’d be in hysterics, nearly, as you shook the fresh bag. That harsh, black, flapping thing, belling open like a ghost, just set him off. ‘It’s just a bin-bag,’ we’d say, but he could barely be consoled. We’d be teasing him about it by now, if he’d grown up with us. But he wouldn’t remember it now, and anyway, the time for teasing was past.

I closed my eyes for a second and steadied myself against the kitchen unit. Such a little thing. Tiny. Nothing at all, really. But wasn’t that true of all the things that mattered?
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DETAILS BEGAN TO EMERGE, AS details will, over the coming days. Partly via the media, and partly via the police (we had a family liaison officer to brief us on the investigation), and partly from things Rory mentioned to Sarah (never to me), we started to piece it together. What had happened to Rory. What those seven years had been like. The most important detail was cheerfully unambiguous. The man who’d been holding Rory – a scumbag called Adam Kirkwood – was dead. He hanged himself in a cell in Skibbereen Gardaí Station with a noose fashioned from torn bedding.

Kirkwood was Scottish, from a village outside Paisley. He’d been a fixer in a West of Scotland paedophile ring in the early 2000s. His job had been to square off the cops and the children’s home directors, parcel out the hush money. Kirkwood’s own background was in child psychology; he worked as a child guidance counsellor for the City of Glasgow. A lot of dirty money passed through Kirkwood’s hands. He rinsed it through a charity foundation, the Hopeton Children’s Trust. They issued grants to care homes for infrastructure projects.

But things were changing. Abuse cases were coming to light, the dam of fear and silence starting to crumble and give. Men with famous faces were photographed in handcuffs, getting folded into the back seats of police cars, their PCs being toted from their residences by grim-faced and gloved technicians. Care homes featured in Channel 4 documentaries. Oversight was tightened. Pressure groups were calling for transparency and truth. A reckoning was underway. Kirkwood saw the walls closing in, saw the future funnelling down to a cell in Peterhead, so he cut and ran. West Cork. A place where people went to reinvent themselves, start over. He changed his name to Barney Struthers, bought a lonely farmhouse on a rocky peninsula.

But he kept his contacts with the old Scottish network. It had always been underground; now it just went deeper. The MO changed. Instead of abusing care home kids in situ, the gang trafficked boys to a chain of safe houses. Druggies, runaways, rough sleepers. Undocumented aliens. For the younger boys, it was simpler just to snatch them. Beaches were best: there was no great challenge in taking a boy from a beach and there was always the suspicion that the boy might have drowned.

A sailing enthusiast since his early twenties, Kirkwood bought a Loch Fyne skiff and used it to take the boys from Scotland to West Cork. It was safer than risking the ferries. Most of the boys would be trafficked onwards; one or two would stay with Kirkwood. When Rory was snatched, there was one other boy – older, Irish, a skinny, dark-haired fellow called Conor, with a scar on his belly like the lacing on the old-style rugby ball the two of them kicked back and forwards in Kirkwood’s untilled field – staying at the farmhouse. Conor wasn’t the kid’s real name (his real name was Dónal) but one that Kirkwood chose for him. Rory’s new name was Sean.

Conor and Rory shared a room in the attic of the farmhouse. It was baking in summer, freezing in winter. They heard the scuffling of the mice when the lights went out, tried to make pets of them by sneaking bits of bread and cheese up to the attic and leaving them out on the planks of the floor. Kirkwood had the boys doing chores, splitting logs and painting fences, young as they were (Conor was two years older than Rory). They went to the national school in the nearest village, where the other kids mocked them, taking off Rory’s accent, mooing like cows and hooting like owls to mimic his long Scottish ‘o’s.

Every two weeks or so, the boys would be lying side by side in bed and the rungs of the attic ladder would creak under Kirkwood’s weight. One or other of the boys would be sent downstairs, where they’d sit in Kirkwood’s armchair, looking at the statues on the mantelpiece – Our Blessed Lady, the Child of Prague – until the stairs creaked again. Then, when they climbed back into bed, the smell of Kirkwood would be on the sheets and the other boy snuffling away to his own edge of the bed. Sometimes – but not often – ‘friends’ of Kirkwood appeared, men who climbed the stairs, breathing like horses, breathing like a fearsome duty awaited them, old men, younger, men with beards and without, men in suits and ties that they loosened as though they couldn’t breathe, men in muddy boots and dungarees, smelling like wet dogs. Sometimes they were mean and knocked the boys about, sometimes they left little treats – chocolate bars and ten euro notes.

It was after one of these visits that Conor told Rory about Michael. Michael had been with Kirkwood longer than Conor had and he hated Kirkwood more than anything. He would tell Conor his plans for killing Kirkwood, how he would tie him to his ratty armchair, cut him into ribbons with the carving knife. When the friends came to visit, Michael would kick and holler. One time he bit one of the friends and Kirkwood took him into the yard for a proper lambasting. That was Kirkwood’s word for a beating. He lambasted Michael so hard that his arm was hanging loose when he struggled up the ladder. Conor tied it in a sling with a torn-up pillowslip but the next day Michael bit Kirkwood and Kirkwood took him into the yard again and this time he didn’t come back up the ladder, arm hanging or not. One day, when Kirkwood was off in the village, Conor took Rory out to the field and showed him the spot where Michael was buried. Sure enough, the grass on this little mound was shorter than the grass around it.

Still, this was just a fairy tale to scare him, Rory thought. Later, though, when Conor himself disappeared – he was off school with a sore throat and when Rory came back from school that afternoon, Conor was gone – he began to wonder. But it was only years later, when a new boy appeared, a boy about the age Rory was when he first came to the farmhouse, that Rory decided to act. On a day trip to Youghal, he’d seen a faded poster in the doorway of a derelict shop and thought he’d recognised himself. Maybe he wasn’t Sean, maybe the life he half-remembered was the real one. He waited till Kirkwood had hauled the old Discovery off to Cork city for the day, for one of his Patrick Street sprees, and he set out, over the fields and then along the lane with its high, thick hedges and finally down the N71, till he got to Skibbereen. He walked into the gardaí station and told them who he was. Who he thought he was, because by this stage he wasn’t completely sure.

And that was that. The gardaí raided the farmhouse and rescued the younger boy and took Kirkwood into custody. The boy was reunited with his parents. Two days later, Kirkwood’s house was burned to the ground. It was an isolated farmhouse on a distant peninsula and by the time the fire crews reached it the house was past saving. Still, the guards had recovered a laptop from the farmhouse when they first arrested Kirkwood. They found images of the kind you might anticipate. Some of them featured Rory. I was asked if I wanted to see them. I declined. But there were other images, lifted from my Facebook page and doctored, images of myself and Rory, at various ages, my own face replaced with Kirkwood’s. Presumably Kirkwood kept these on his phone, in case he was ever challenged by cops. But he also had them blown up and framed and displayed around the farmhouse. This sickened me, almost as much as the other images would have. I thought of Rory seeing these images every day, the way they might bleed into his memories, displacing whatever residual impressions of me and his mum still lingered. He would think they were real, that his past had always been entwined with Kirkwood’s.

That was bad. But something else emerged in those first days. The guards excavated the field at the back of Kirkwood’s farmhouse. They found human remains, the skeleton of a male child, ten years old, a fractured radius in the left forearm. Michael. Except Michael turned out not to be Michael. DNA testing confirmed what the Scottish cops suspected. Michael was Daniel Kerr. Ian Kerr’s missing boy. They flew the body home and Ian Kerr buried his son in a private service. On Dr Gowan’s advice, we kept Rory away. Neither Sarah nor I attended. We wrote Ian Kerr a letter, and Rory signed it too. Attending the funeral might set Rory back, Dr Gowan told us. Any further revelations from Rory would have to come on his own volition, at his own pace, when he was good and ready. Anything else would be a gamble.
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‘CAN WE GO TO THE puggies, Dad? Can we play the silver stairs? Can we?’

We were in the short queue of cars for the ferry to Cumbrae. I had parked and crossed to the little Caledonian MacBrayne office for the tickets and we were all now sitting in the car with the windows down, waiting for the ferry to arrive.

‘Yes, Stuart. We can do that later on.’ The silver stairs was his name for the arcade game where the ten pence pieces are piled on moving ledges and you feed more in to try to dislodge them. ‘There’s a lot more to the island than the amusement arcade, though. Let’s bear that in mind.’

I was about to add, Rory doesn’t want to waste all day in the puggies, but I bit my tongue. The whole point of the trip was to help Rory bond with the twins; I didn’t want to set a wedge between them before we’d even left the mainland.

A CalMac employee in a lime fluorescent jacket was making his way down the line of cars. He took our concertina’d strip of cardboard tickets through the open window and passed on down the line.

‘He didn’t give you them back,’ Katie said, an edge of panic in her voice. ‘Don’t you need the tickets to get back on the ferry?’

We’d been teaching her about rail tickets recently. How a single ticket would be swallowed up by the turnstile at Central Station, but a return ticket would be spat back out so that you could use it on your way back to the village.

I was wondering how to explain it when Rory cleared his throat. ‘There’s only one way to get a car onto the island, Katie. This ferry. If you’re on the island and you’re in a car, then they know you’ve come by ferry. They know you must have paid. So they just let you on when you’re coming back. No ticket needed. See?’

She did see. ‘Ri-ight.’ She nodded. ‘Right. That’s cool.’

I caught Rory’s eye in the rearview and he smiled shyly and looked away out of the window.

Then the engine of the car in front coughed into life and I turned the key and we were rolling down the ramp and bumping up onto the car-deck.

The ferry ride to Cumbrae is so short – barely fifteen minutes long – that you don’t even leave your car. And yet, the sense of excitement as the bloke in red dungarees beckons you forward with short, professional flicks of his fingers and then halts you just so with the flat of his palm, gets me every time. And then when the prow cranks open on the other side, framing the hills and sky of the island, your heart lifts. You are barely a stone’s throw from Largs, but so what? You are now on an island. There is a margin of crucial blue between you and your life on the mainland. Until you get back on that ferry, everything that matters will be confined to this little green rock in the Firth of Clyde.

We drove down the island’s east coast and round into Millport. The big detached houses on Marine Parade stood grandly in their ample gardens, behind thick, lichen-covered walls. We parked across from the Garrison and walked along the esplanade, past the pastel-coloured houses whose doors opened onto the pavement.

We did all the touristy things that you’re supposed to do.

We bought sweeties in quarter-pound bags from old-fashioned tall glass jars bearing names that were a litany of childhood: soor plooms, sherbet lemons, kola kubes, acid drops, strawberry bon-bons, chocolate limes, Edinburgh rock.

We played crazy golf on the esplanade. (Rory let Stuart win.)

We walked out on the rocks and watched the seals, with their alert, dog-like heads, chasing each other across the bay.

We stood in a line on top of Crocodile Rock and got a passerby to take a photo with my phone.

In the puggies we played the fruit machines and the ‘silver steps’, threw miniature basketballs through hoops, failed to beat the top score at Pac-Man and Donkey Kong, slammed the air-hockey puck as hard as we could, drove racing cars around Monte Carlo and shot up packs of staggering zombies. With their strings of winning tickets, the twins bought junk at the kiosk – a deck of cards for Katie and a rubber ball with a smiley face for Stuart.

After the puggies we split up for a bit. Sarah took the twins to the playpark while Rory and I hired bikes from a shop on the main street. You can cycle round the island in under an hour. Millport is the only town, so once you hit the open road there’s no traffic to speak of.

The day was warm and sunny with a cool breeze in our faces. I stopped worrying about what I should say to Rory, or what he might be thinking. I just enjoyed the moment, the pedals’ resistance to the balls of my feet, how easy it was to eat up the road when you hit your rhythm, the satisfying whirr and click as you moved up a gear and the chain dropped a sprocket and your knees got chewy as you worked back up to speed.

The road was mainly flat – a grey ribbon ringing the coast – and we started having little races, fifty-yard sprints. First to the next lay-by. First to that fuzzy bush. First to that outcrop of rock. Sometimes Rory would win and sometimes I would, but we’d both be laughing as the marker was reached.

Once we stopped for a breather, laying our bikes down on a grass verge and picking our way across a ridged and whorled slab of sandstone to a shingle beach. We spent ten minutes bending to root among the pebbles for the flat triangular ones that you could hook between forefinger and thumb and send skimming across the water, kicking up little spurts of white as they went stitching across the firth.

It was good just to be there with Rory, working side by side, finding stones and skimming them, silent except when a long run of bumps – seven, eight, nine – drew a whistle or a drawn out ‘Niiice!’

When we mounted our bikes and carried on round the island, I felt how little need we had of words. It was enough to be pedalling together, with the blue firth forming a ring around us, and, beyond that, the friendly soft shapes of the land: Arran over our shoulders, the low stretch of Bute on our left and, up ahead, the graded blues of Argyllshire and Loch Lomond. I was happy, in a basic physical way, and hopeful that settling Rory back into the family might be easier than Dr Gowan was suggesting.

We were rounding the northern tip of the island when we stopped for another rest. There were no cars in sight – no boats, even, on the water. We stood side by side, astride our bikes, in the middle of the road, catching our breath.

‘Ha! Would you look at that bold fella!’

I nodded at the road in front of us, where a snail, with his brown and black whorled shell, was halfway across the road, a glistening trail behind him.

I laughed. There were roads enough on the mainland where a hedgehog or a rabbit would struggle to make it safely across, and here was this lad gamely striking out across the tarmac.

I jogged Rory’s elbow. ‘He’d have given you a run for your money in that last race.’

I had beaten Rory by a good five yards.

Rory turned to me and smiled. There was something knowing in his smile, a crookedness that I couldn’t fathom. He was gripping his handlebars in both hands and, still holding my gaze with that smile on his face, he just rolled the front wheel forwards.

The sound was like a boiled egg being rolled across a counter prior to getting shelled.

As he drew the wheel back I saw the snail’s shell like the shards of a mosaic embedded in the crushed flesh, the mush filling the treads of Rory’s tyre. It was such a wanton profanation of a sunny moment that I felt the pulse trilling in my temple and my vision flickered.

‘What the hell did you do that for?’ I asked, my voice tight and jittery, but Rory only laughed as if I’d cracked a joke, and stood up on the pedals.

‘First to the big tree,’ he threw back over his shoulder. I stood there shaking my head but what could I do? I adjusted the strap on my helmet and pedalled after him.

Back in Millport we returned the bikes to the hire shop and walked down to the playpark. The twins were scrambling across the climbing frame. Sarah rose from a bench, one hand raised in greeting, the other shielding her eyes.

‘How was the Tour de Cumbrae, then?’

‘Brilliant.’ I waved over at the twins. ‘Champion sprinter, this guy. Eddy Merckx eat your heart out.’

She drew Rory in for a hug and raised her eyes at me over his shoulder, as much as to say, Everything all right?

I nodded, gave a quick thumbs up.

‘Dad! Dad!’

Katie was charging over. She gripped my hand in both of hers and started tugging.

‘Daddy! I can do the monkey bars. Come and see.’

 

That night, when the twins were in bed and Rory was on his PlayStation, blowing folk away in some noisy first-person shooter, I thought about telling Sarah what had happened. She clicked off her bedside lamp and I snuggled up behind her, drawing her towards me with my arm around her waist. I thought about what to say but in the end I said nothing. What had he even done? He crushed a snail with his bike. So what? It was nothing. But as I lay there in the dark, as Sarah’s breathing deepened, and the day’s sensations coursed through me – the thrum of the ferry’s engines, the sharp sourness of the boiled sweets, my hand in the small of Stuart’s back as I pushed him on the swing – there floated above everything the slack wrongness of Rory’s smile.

Fuck it. I turned over and went to sleep.
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THREE DAYS LATER, I FOUND Sarah crying in our bedroom. I’d been weeding in the garden, the twins bouncing on the trampoline. Rory was in his room with the door shut. On his phone, I supposed. Or the PlayStation. I was climbing the stairs to run a shower when I heard a sound like a small trapped animal. I froze there on the landing and cocked my head.

There is something queasy and intimate about listening to someone weep. It’s like overhearing sex. The gasps. The shuddering cries. It was as if my wife was speaking a secret language.

I carried on up the stairs and pushed the bedroom door.

Sarah was sitting on the bed with a basket of washing beside her. There were little piles of clothes around her, squared-off towers of T-shirts and underwear. She was holding one of Rory’s T-shirts in her hands.

‘Sarah, love. What is it? What’s wrong?’

‘I don’t know!’ She crumpled the T-shirt and threw it across the room. ‘I don’t even know what’s wrong.’ Another sob tore up through her chest.

‘Hey, it’s OK. It’s OK.’ I sat beside her on the bed. I wiped her tears with the heel of my hand, took her hands in mine. ‘It’s been a lot to take in. Jesus. You’re bound to be . . . raw.’

She shook free, plucked a T-shirt from the basket – it was another of Rory’s – and started to fold it. She stopped.

‘He’s fourteen,’ she said. ‘He’s fourteen, Gordon.’

I didn’t know what she meant by this.

‘What are you saying, Sarah?’

She closed her eyes, squeezed them tight, released a long, ragged breath. ‘He’ll be gone again, before we know it. He’ll be gone again. And then we’ll never get him back.’

It was true. You raise a child, get up in the night to change them or feed them. You dress them for school, bandage their skint knees, cheer their little triumphs, all the while knowing that someday they will walk out into their own unsupervised life. And that’s fine. When it comes, you’ll be ready. But we’d never be ready with Rory. We’d missed seven years of his life.

‘Maybe we should throw a party,’ Sarah was saying now. ‘Should we throw a party? We should throw a party.’

I took one of Stuart’s checked shirts from the basket and started to fold it. ‘I don’t know. It’s not as if it’s his birthday. Or his first communion.’

‘We missed his first communion,’ Sarah said. She wiped her nose with her finger. ‘Maybe you remember. We missed all those birthdays, too.’

‘Dr Gowan said to take things slowly. Not to rush him into things.’

‘This is taking it slowly. You think he enjoys the doorbell ringing every ten minutes. People coming to gawk at him?’

My younger sister and one of my aunties had both dropped by over the past two days, unannounced.

‘They’re coming to see him, Sarah. Reconnect. Show him they love him. They’re his family. They’ve got every right to see him.’

‘That’s what I mean. Better to get it over with all at once. Introduce him to the family, close friends. Then we can let him go at his own pace.’

I put Stuart’s shirt in his pile. ‘OK, love. OK. Let’s do it.’

We hugged briefly, awkwardly, trying not to muss the folded clothes.

We hired the village hall for the following Friday night. Sarah did the invitations by phone, warning the guests not to spread the word. We didn’t want gatecrashers. We didn’t want the media. We didn’t want any fuss. Just the family, close friends, and our boy. Welcome home.

On the evening of the party, we walked round to the village hall, all five of us, the twins in their smart Sunday outfits. It felt like we were going to church. For a wedding, maybe. A christening.

Becky had helped with the decorations. There was bunting strung in sagging diagonals from the hall ceiling. A bar was rigged up near the door – bottles of whisky and vodka, crates and boxes of beer, cans of Irn-Bru and Coke. A banner hung above the stage, as if WELCOME HOME, RORY! was the name of a band. Balloons were tied in colourful clusters to the light fittings along one wall. The tables had place settings; Brian from the Mudhook was coming later with sandwiches and sausage rolls.

We got our drinks and found a table near the stage. As the guests arrived, I brought them over to introduce them to Rory. The tables filled up with cousins and uncles and nieces and friends. Becky’s son Martin tore around the hall with the twins, all three of them skidding about on their stocking soles. Ian Kerr showed up, shook hands sombrely with Rory and then retreated to the bar. Music was playing softly from a UE Boom – something Celtic and acoustic. It was clear that people had been confused about what to wear. Some had dressed for a big occasion, with fancy frocks and even hats. Some for a funeral, with dark suits and ties. Some wore casual clothes, as if for a kids’ birthday party. There was a strained air, conversations muted, as if folk were waiting for a steer as to how they should behave: were we mourning here, celebrating, or what?

When the hall was pretty full, I got to my feet and tapped my glass with a knife. Someone killed the volume on the UE Boom. I looked out across the expectant faces and it came to me what an odd thing a family was, a group of people with not much in common but blood. I thanked everyone for coming, thanked them for their support over the years, thanked the police for bringing Rory home. I pointed out DI Hagan, standing by the bar with a bottle of beer, and everyone clapped. Hagan raised his bottle. I told them there was no set agenda to this event. We were here to have a drink and a chat, be together. Get to know our boy, make him feel at home.

I finished, and the chat started up again, the music came back on. I drained my beer, lifted the two empty bottles from the table.

My father was already at the bar, refilling his whisky.

‘An Irishman, eh?’ He waved his glass in Rory’s direction, raised it in a toast. ‘An Irishman in the family.’

‘Yeah, I mean, all things considered, it’s a pretty good thing he was taken.’

He spun to face me, grimacing as though he’d tasted something sour. ‘Jesus Christ, Gordon. What’s wrong with you? That’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m saying it’s a silver lining. A silver lining, son. You know what that is?’

I frowned. ‘You mean like when you walked out on Mum when she had cancer and we didn’t have two brass farthings to rub together. But then we didn’t have to worry about who you’d pick on after the seventh drink. Like that?’

‘You’re all emotional,’ he said. ‘I understand.’

‘You understand emotion? Someone else’s emotion? Fuck me, that would be a first. What number’s that, by the way?’ I nodded at his glass.

‘Don’t take it out on me.’

I waited.

‘Don’t take it out on me because you weren’t there for him. I know what it’s like, remember. Missing out on all that. Not seeing your kid grow up.’

‘Right. Because these are exactly comparable situations. I mean, they’re the same fucking thing. Except, wait: I actually gave a fuck and you didn’t.’

‘Gordon.’ Sarah was at my elbow, tugging my sleeve, speaking in my ear.

‘What?’

She pulled me aside. ‘This is what he does. Remember? He spoils birthdays and christenings and whatever else, because everything’s all about him. You’re not like that. Don’t do what he does. Let it go.’

She was right. When wasn’t she? I kissed her forehead and she moved off and I took a breath, and another, and turned back to my father. I fished another bottle of Sol from the box, found the bottle opener.

‘Did they say what happened to him?’ my father was asking. ‘What that animal did to him?’

‘They’ve told us not to press him. He’ll talk to us when he’s ready. He goes to a counsellor.’

‘A counsellor?’ He frowned.

‘Aye. A counsellor. That applies to you too, incidentally. The rule about not asking him.’

‘Gordon, for Christ sake.’

‘Well, you’ve got a habit, haven’t you? Of thinking the normal rules don’t apply to you. This one does. All right?’

He raised his glass to me. ‘Whatever you say, Gordy Boy.’

I studied my beer bottle. ‘This was her idea, by the way. Not mine.’

I meant it was Sarah’s idea to ask him. I didn’t need to spell it out.

‘I’m not stupid, Gordon. I knew you wouldn’t care if I came or not. I’m just glad somebody understands the importance of family.’

‘Oh, me too,’ I said. ‘I’m glad about that.’

He threw a back-handed wave, as if to say, I did what I could but there’s no talking to you in this mood, and drifted back over to his table, where his acolytes parted like the Red Sea, welcomed him into their midst.

Brian arrived with the food. He and two of his polo-shirted barmen set up their platters on trestle tables by the bar. Triangular club sandwiches, golden-brown sausage rolls, Scotch pies, cocktail sausages, potato salad. A tea-urn on wheels, big vacuum flasks of coffee. Narrow, glistening slices of currant cake with thick stripes of marzipan and icing at their tips. Everyone lined up with their paper plates and napkins. An air of cheerful gluttony settled on the room as we ate and drank, folding sandwiches and popping them into our mouths, taking sausage rolls in a single bite. As the platters were cleared and appetites sated, people stacked the paper plates in tottering piles and chucked them in the big, lined, lidless, plastic dustbin.

By this time the awkwardness was gone. A weave of conversation filled the hall. Little cityscapes of glasses and bottles glinted on the tabletops. The younger kids were jouking about, playing tig, sliding in their stocking soles on the polished hardwood floor. Rory was over in the corner, nodding sombrely as my father chopped the air with his index finger, making his point.

I looked across the hall at Sarah, where she sat with Becky. She raised her glass in a silent toast and I matched it with my bottle of Sol.

At some stage the mood – as it always does in our family gatherings – tipped towards anticipation.

The Singing was about to start.

The Singing was a family ritual. Feared, dreaded, relished, but rarely escaped. People would rail bitterly, in secret cousinly enclaves, about the tyranny of being made to sing. Having to trot out their party piece. It ruined a good night, they said, and they were definitely, definitely giving it a miss next time, no question, knowing fine well that next time would see them, tight-lipped, nodding at the floor, swirling the dregs of a drink, waiting their turn.

My dad was the implacable MC. He took a boyish joy in singing. Really, all he wanted was to hold the floor, but for form’s sake he had to feign reluctance and let two or three others go first.

Now he rapped his knuckles on the table and growled. ‘All right, then. Bit of order there, please!’

The hall fell silent in stages, grudgingly, haltingly, discussions truncated, laughter bitten back, the whole festive caravan creaking to a stop.

‘Betty,’ my father said into the silence. Low, cajoling tones. ‘Betty. Come on, now. Give us a song. Go on, Betty. Sing us something.’

His older sister, my Aunt Betty, widowed these thirty years and never remarried, ten years retired from her job in the tax office, waved away his pleas for a moment or two. Then she cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. And then she started to sing:


My young love said to me, ‘My mother won’t mind,

My father won’t slight you for your lack of kind’.



This was her song, ‘The Donegal Wedding’, and she sang it in her high, pure voice, eerily clear, a voice that sucked the air out of the room and made you hold your breath and then pay it out in shallow gasps so as not to break the spell. She turned her face to the ceiling. The strip lights flared in the spectacle lenses that failed to correct her strabismus, and Parkinson’s jangled the left hand that danced in her lap. But her voice held true, held the company, carried us on the tightrope of the melody to the scene across the water. We saw the single star reflected in the lake, the midnight swan purpled in the moonlight, the dead girl stealing to her lover’s bed.

No one now was thinking of the conversations they’d left unfinished, the joke with the punchline left hanging. Aunt Betty’s singing had fused us, brought the room together in some species of communion.

Two or three singers rode the wave of emotion that Betty’s song had unleashed. My Uncle Frank sang ‘Skibbereen’ and Sarah’s father had everyone joining in with ‘The Song of the Clyde’.

And then it was my father’s turn.

He took a sip of whisky, loosened his tie, and dipped his head a moment in thought. His repertoire was wide and varied, but it ran in three main channels. Irish rebel songs. Old Sinatra standards. The songs of Robert Burns.

It was Burns he chose, ‘The Lea-Rig’, a ballad of lovers meeting in a fallow field at night. It’s a plangent tune, full of long, sustained notes, more suited to the strings of a violin than human vocal cords, but he did it justice. The voice wasn’t quite what it used to be but his conviction was everything. While he sang I found myself thinking of the countryside around us, the birks and the burns, the fields and glens. And it seemed to me that the song – with its ‘Eastern star’ and its darkened landscape – chimed with Betty’s song, linked the country where we live and the country we came from, the country where Rory was found and the country to which he returned.

When he finished, flushed with pleasure, a lock of hair flopping on his forehead, my father hooked his arm round Rory’s neck in a headlock, his teeth fiercely bared. Rory grinned. My cousin Neil produced his guitar and sang a couple of Kristofferson numbers. One of Sarah’s cousins remembered she had left her violin in the boot of her car. While she went to fetch it, Alan Lockhart – who’d played the accordion in ceilidh bands all through his twenties – nipped home for his squeezebox.

When the three of them were ready they climbed the steps to the stage in a little line and took the three chairs that had been set out for them beneath the sagging banner. The rest of us shuffled the clinking trestle tables across to the walls.

Without anyone planning or even actively suggesting it, a ceilidh appeared to be breaking out. We started with ‘The Gay Gordons’, the whole company parading gormlessly forwards in pairs in a ragged circle, each couple side by side, the men holding the women’s hands the way a matador might flourish a cape. Then it was ‘The Canadian Barn Dance’ and then ‘The Dashing White Sergeant’, where you join hands in threes and stoop beneath the arch of the advancing trios, and, finally, the merry hell of ‘Strip the Willow’, with all the linking arms and birling round and folk spinning dizzily off. At one point, I was at the foot of our set, stamping my heel into the wooden floor and clapping my hands (the tune was ‘The Flowers of Edinburgh’, the best of the reels), and I looked across to see Rory progressing laughingly down his set, throwing his arms out in turn to hook the arms of the women who swung out to meet him, and he looked for all the world as though he was swimming, a wild freestyle dash through the sea of people, the buoyant waters of his kin.

And that’s when I was sure. He was part of the tribe once more. He was home.





29

HE WAS PART OF OUR tribe once more, part of the family. But what of the wider world? The village and the town? The school? As the summer trickled out, I tried to coach him on how to fit in, how to handle himself. But what did I know? I knew how to fit into an Ayrshire secondary school twenty-five years ago. How did that help us now?

I worried about him. The night before he started at the Academy in Largs, I couldn’t settle to anything. I knew how crucial it was that Rory made the right impression, got along with his peers, made friends. He was someone new looking to join the tribe. Someone who spoke differently, even if he was born here. Someone starting at the wrong time, in third year, when all the treaties and alliances were firmly in place. I mean, look at him, for Christ’s sake. His unselfconscious jerky gait, his crooked smile, his lazy gaze, his too-long hair. His total lack of care in his appearance.

It was a toss-up who was more nervous, Rory or me. Actually, that’s a lie. It was me. I was more nervous.

The week before, we’d taken him into Largs to buy his uniform. Mercifully, the woman in the shop didn’t recognise us. When Rory stood in front of the full-length mirror, rolling his shoulders and shooting his cuffs, frowning at himself in his blazer and tie, his narrow black trousers and black school shoes, the woman turned to Sarah and said, ‘Oh, he looks so grown-up now, doesn’t he?’

I looked across at Sarah and saw her throat contract as she swallowed, but all she said was, ‘So he does. He really does.’

That Monday morning, he stood at the bus-stop with the other village kids, waiting for the bus into Largs. A feral child. A boy from Mars. A boy who doesn’t know who Taylor Swift is.

We were waiting for him at the kitchen table when he came home that day. He dumped his bag in the hall, scuffed through to the kitchen where he tipped his chin in greeting. He took a glass from the cupboard and filled it at the sink, stood there to drink it off.

‘Well?’ Sarah said finally. ‘How did you get on?’

He watched us over the rim as he took his time finishing his water. He set the glass down on the draining board. ‘What? School?’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘It was fine. Grand. No dramas.’

‘And you found your way about all right?’

‘It’s a school, Mammy. Not a labyrinth.’

‘And . . . friends?’ She hunched and clenched as if flinching from an impending blow.

He nodded. ‘Callum Lockhart’s in some of my classes. I spoke to some of the other lads. They seem OK. It’s fine, Mammy. Stop worrying.’

And then he was off upstairs, banging the door of his room. We looked at each other: so far so good. Sarah gave my hand a little squeeze and rose to put on the kettle.

That was one thing less to worry about, as the adverts used to say. But we had others, that summer. Not long after the family reunion in the village hall, the news came through about my father’s diagnosis. Lung cancer. After a lifetime of Benson & Hedges he could hardly complain, but he did stop smoking. He was starting on chemo next week.

Sarah made tea and set a mug down in front of me, taking the chair opposite.

‘Any word about your dad?’

‘Nothing.’

She lifted her mug and paused it in mid-air. ‘You know, you never told me about that.’

‘About what?’

‘About what happened. Back then. With your dad and that . . . woman.’

She said the word ‘woman’ as if she wasn’t sure the term applied in the current context.

‘What are you talking about? I told you about it.’

‘You told me it happened. You never told me what happened.’

‘He fucked another woman. What do you think happened? What always happens?’

‘I mean about you. Finding out. Finding them.’

‘Jesus, Sarah.’ I looked at the floor and sighed, as if the thought of descending once again in the cramped diving bell to the past’s dreary seabed was more than I could take. ‘Christ. Who even knows what happened at this stage?’

But of course that isn’t true.

I do remember. I remember it like yesterday.

I was ten years old, walking to school after a sleepover at my pal Simon’s. It wasn’t even a proper snow day but we crossed our fingers. We smoked invisible cigarettes on the way up Irvine Road, our breath blowing opulently before us. Frost starred the pavements. We left footprints as we crossed the playing fields, where each blade of grass was whitened.

But no snow.

It didn’t matter. The thermometers on the classroom walls held their mercury below the permitted level and we sat at our desks with our coats on and our bags at our feet, like travellers in a departure lounge or wartime Londoners in an air-raid shelter. Finally, word came through: school was closing. They were sending us home. We heard cheering from the other classes and started cheering ourselves.

There’s something magical about walking through the winter’s town on a weekday morning. The shadows’ sharp diagonals. Everything rosy and gold in the pale sun, the sky a biting, icy blue. Under the railway bridge on Irvine Road, the pigeons are shifting and cooing in the rafters. There’s barely a week till the holidays; unlit Christmas trees stand in the windows of the villas, twists of tinsel dully glinting.

I take a shortcut through the little alley beside the dairy on South Hamilton Street. When I turn left onto Charles Lane, I see our house jutting innocently out at the end of the terrace. Directly above the front porch, looking like a sentry box with its upturned ‘V’ of slated roof, is my narrow bedroom window.

I hoist my red Rucanor bag on my shoulder. The bag is heavier than usual. Along with my schoolbooks it contains a plastic carrier with my jeans and T-shirt and pyjamas and underwear. I stayed over at Simon’s house last night, ‘to give your dad a wee break,’ his mum said. People have been doing that a lot lately – having me over to stay. Aunties and uncles, family friends. Just while Mum recovers from the operation.

I start up our front path. There is no tree in our bay window. I open the front door with my key and dump my schoolbag under the hall table. I can see by the quality of light through the mottled glass door that the living-room curtains haven’t been opened. Dad must still be in bed. In the living room I draw the curtains. The cat is sitting on the window ledge. She miaows silently and jumps down. I open the back door and she shivers in, winding past my ankles, and sits reproachfully beside her empty bowl. I open a tin of cat food and scoop some of the fish-smelling paste into her bowl. The cat stoops to her breakfast.

I’m still amped at getting the day off school. I need to share the news, so I climb the stairs. I’m pushing through my parents’ bedroom door with a sentence on my lips – ‘Dad! We got the day o—’ – when I pull up short and the words just die. I stop short as if the ground has fallen away and between myself and the bed four feet away a great gulf yawns.

What I see, on the carpet beside the bed, amid a scattered tangle of clothes, standing free, incongruously upright, is a shoe.

A single shoe.

A woman’s high-heeled shoe.

The shoe is the colour of butterscotch ice-cream and the light from the half-drawn curtain glosses the tulip-shaped bulb of the heel. I don’t even raise my eyes to the bed. I don’t want to see. I back out in confusion, drawing the door behind me, and I turn and thump down the stairs.

And that was that. The rest of the snow day’s a bit of a blur. I turned on the telly and watched the Open University. In a few minutes I heard the stairs creak and focused harder on the screen. The door opened and my father came into the room in his vest and boxer shorts, carrying his trousers. He rooted in the pockets and tossed a little sheaf of creased and folded banknotes onto the table, blue, brown, green.

He draped the trousers on the back of a chair and held out a crumpled tenner.

‘Get us some messages, son, would you? Half a dozen rolls, well-fired. A Herald. Couple of fern cakes maybe.’

I took the money. The baker’s and the newsagent’s were next door to one another on John Finnie Street.

When I got back to the house a woman was sitting primly on the edge of the armchair in a beige skirt and jacket. Dad appeared in the kitchen doorway with a dish-towel over his shoulder. He was dressed now, in trousers and an open-necked shirt, a V-necked sweater. The woman looked like an office worker. Her hair was dark. Mum’s was blonde, what was left of it.

‘This is Yvonne,’ my father said. ‘Yvonne, this is Gordon.’

The woman smiled.

I looked at her shoes.

Over the next few weeks, as we readied the house for my mother’s return, the woman in the beige suit was never mentioned. But into my head, at odd moments of the day, came the glossy tulip of that shoe, growing out of the dusty carpet.

When my mother came home from the big infirmary on the hill, smiling weakly and walking as though she was walking through water, nothing was said about the woman who’d been here in her place. But I must have looked so stricken, so shamed and guilty, that my mother took me aside and asked me what was wrong. I think she knew already. I think she knew about the woman. My father didn’t deny it. Mum wasn’t angry. She told me that she and Dad had been drifting apart. It was all for the best. They still loved me. They still loved each other.

They divorced the following year.

By the time I’d finished telling Sarah a version of this she had finished the tea and had poured us each a glass of red.

‘Did he blame you?’ she asked. ‘I mean, for not keeping the secret?’

‘I blamed me.’ Actually, I thought, I blamed everything. I blamed the weather for shutting the school. I blamed the janitor for not keeping the boiler in good repair so that the temperature would stay above the level needed to keep the school open. I blamed my mates for not suggesting we go somewhere else – to the swings at the Howard Park or down the town to steal sweeties from the pick ’n’ mix at Woolworths – instead of back to our respective homes. I blamed everyone and everything except my dad for fucking that woman. Certainly I blamed myself.

‘You think families are held together by love,’ I told Sarah. ‘That’s not true. They’re held together by secrets. I know. I didn’t keep mine.’

That’s what I told her. I didn’t know the half of it.
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IT WAS AROUND THIS TIME that Rory started training with the local boys’ club, Largs Thistle. The other lads in the team were in Rory’s year at school. They all wore the same brutal haircut – a skin fade and a number two on top – and similar permutations of snow-white Lacoste sportswear. Rory kept his hair long and wore the clothes he’d chosen when we took him shopping in Largs: baggy black unbranded track pants, supermarket polo shirts in sludge-coloured hoops. Sarah and I were just happy to see him playing. We thought it would help him settle in, seem normal, find some acceptance. I drove him to training on Wednesday nights at the all-weather pitch in Largs. He seemed to be enjoying it. The coach made a point of coming out to the car one night to tell me how well Rory was settling in, how good he was. ‘Boy’s a natural,’ he told me. ‘Educated left foot, eh?’

I made the expected response. ‘Aye, but the right foot’s just for standing on.’

How had he gotten so good? Rory must have played a lot in Ireland but, again, it wasn’t something he wanted to talk about. I used to take him out the back as a wee boy, play these endless games with him in the garden. My goal was the whole back wall; Rory’s was the stone step separating the patio from the lawn. We’d play the first to ten and then start again, game after game, till it was time to go in for tea. Even then he was very left-footed. When we practised passing, I would keep playing the ball to his right foot, but he would shift his position every time and stroke it back with his left. I wondered about the games he played in Ireland. What colour strip had he worn? What position had he played? Had someone driven him to the games, cheered him on from the sidelines, taken him for McDonald’s when he scored a hat-trick?

The first game of the season was a home tie at Barrfield against St Cadoc’s. Rory was playing left-back. It was a tight game, not much in it, but Thistle edged it one–nil, the goal nodded home by the number 9 from Rory’s looping cross.

The dads stood around finding fault with the team. Men in jeans and jerkins and Adidas Samba trainers, they wore their greying hair in the same military style as their sons. They worked through a deft repertoire of gestures and expressions of disgust and exasperation, though they did clap the boys from the field at full time, grudgingly, against their better judgement.

The second game was away at Beith. The local derby. Beith, like most of the settlements in Ayrshire, was a hard wee place, a former textile town fallen on hard times. The pitch was in the middle of a council estate – tiny terraces of beige brick Monopoly houses, and larger grey-harled four-in-a-blocks. The only colour came from the daffodil-yellow grit bins at the corners of the streets. We parked in Robert Burns Court and walked round to the field.

I joined the little knot of Largs dads while Rory trudged to the clubhouse. It was a blustery day with a big squally wind. A fair-sized contingent of locals had shown up, strung out along the far touchline. A squad of teenage neds had some sort of game on the go, tossing a litre bottle of own-brand lemonade to one another. The brown bottle spun through the air amid whoops and jeers. On the edge of the proceedings, a lone youth circled shark-like on a battered BMX bike.

The teams trotted out and started their warm-up. The Beith lads looked like farm-boys, raw-boned and hulking in their black-and-white stripes. Our boys looked neater and posher in their gold and black hoops. The ref blew his whistle and the teams spread out in formation. Largs won the coin-toss and prepared to kick off. There was that charged lull as the ref checked that both goalies were ready, and the Beith skipper clapped his hands sharply and gave a roar of encouragement to his teammates. Then the thin peep of the whistle and we were off.

The game was scrappy at first, both sides struggling to find a rhythm. Lots of loose passes, the ball cannoning off of shins and knees. High kick-outs and jostled headers in the middle of the park.

‘Stand on the bloody thing,’ the dads shouted. ‘Get it on the bloody deck.’

Ten minutes in, things began to settle down and the Beith game-plan became clear. Whenever they gained possession in midfield they would feed it out wide to the nippy right-winger. This was a short, implausibly tanned lad with a wedge of blond hair that shook in disgust when a pass failed to reach him. He wore white boots and when the play was elsewhere he strolled languidly around or struck the matador stance – hand on hip – of the natural playmaker.

His problem was, he was up against Rory.

The first time the winger received the ball, trapping it nicely from a cross-field pass, he nudged it forwards, as if daring Rory to make his move. Then he dropped his head and ran full tilt at Rory. He moved with speed and grace and you could see, in the sinuous shift of his limbs, the move he was trying to make. He was feinting one way, dropping his shoulder to jink sharply in the other direction.

Rory stepped calmly forwards and took the ball off him.

You couldn’t even call it a tackle. He just kept his eye on the ball, discounting the winger’s feints and flourishes, and took a step forwards. At precisely the right moment. The winger’s momentum carried him on and he crunched to the turf in a tangle of limbs. It might have looked like a foul if Rory hadn’t won the ball so cleanly and emerged, head high, to stroke it inside to the centre-mid.

And that’s what it was like. Throughout the first half. Every time the winger collected the ball, here came Rory to dispossess him or shepherd him harmlessly towards the corner-flag. The winger never once reached the byline to put in a cross. The best he could do was turn on his heels, frantically shielding, and knock the ball back to midfield.

By half-time Largs were two–nil up. A penalty and a shot from outside the box. As our boys asserted their dominance, the Beith team started to fall apart. The wee winger’s play was getting more and more ragged. Rory found that he didn’t even need to beat the boy; he could just knock it past him and run, so marked was his advantage in pace. There were rumbles from the Beith touchline whenever this happened, a wordless guttural entreaty for someone to take the legs from that cocky Largs bastard.

And then it happened.

Rory gathered a roll-out from the keeper. He came towards the winger at a stroll, then suddenly knocked the ball past him and ran. Only this time, instead of turning flat-footed to chase, the winger simply cocked a swinging hip as Rory passed. The body-check didn’t stop Rory but it staggered him enough to give the winger time to turn and launch a challenge. Two-footed. He lunged and wrapped both legs around Rory’s ankles, dropped him like a roped steer.

It was a straight red, all day long. Or it would have been, if the ref had found the time to show it.

Almost before he hit the ground, Rory was back on his feet, advancing on the winger. He bustled right in, towering over him, and the winger pushed him two-handed in the chest. Rory staggered back two paces and stopped. I saw him plant his feet and then swivel his hips so that the punch seemed to travel up his body like the kink in a whip. His right hand looped down in a crashing parabola that met the winger’s jaw.

It seemed at first like a glancing blow, but it connected just above the chin, the sweet spot where a punch can pivot the head, rattle the brain in the cranium.

The winger was out cold before he hit the deck. He slumped in a pleasantly fluid motion and lay on his side on the turf, looking peaceful.

There followed a brief hiatus, a chewy second or two of calm before the film sucked back up to speed and everyone broke into action.

The players converged on the scene, waving their arms and shouting. Substitutes and coaches sprinted from the sidelines. The ref and both linesmen shuttled back and forwards, keeping people apart, appealing for order. The Beith manager knelt beside the fallen winger, one arm raised aloft, shouting for an ambulance. Our assistant coach folded Rory in a bear hug from behind, pinioning his arms, as if Rory was about to run amuck. But Rory only smiled his crooked smile, beaming at the Beith players who milled and raged, letting himself be huckled from the pitch.

I lifted Rory’s kit-bag and led him straight for the car, while the shouts of ‘scum’ and ‘animal’ rang in our ears. The wee gang of neds had crossed the pitch and were on our tail. At one point Rory turned as if to bait them but I hustled him into the car. I’d just gotten the doors locked and the engine gunned when a gob splattered on the driver’s side window and a key or maybe a knife came scraping down the paintwork. I loosed the handbrake and shot forwards, scattering the neds. The one on the bike came after us for a few yards, standing on his pedals. The last I saw in my rearview before we turned the corner was the BMX-er straddling his bike in the middle of the roadway, giving us the finger with both hands.

‘Jesus Christ!’ I glanced at Rory and back at the road. ‘Jesus Christ,’ I said again. I smacked the heel of my hand against the steering wheel, twice. ‘Holy fuck!’ I was riding the adrenaline high of having evaded a possible fight and maybe too there was some stupid pride in Rory’s prowess. I mean, I was shocked at what he’d done to the Beith lad but – let’s be honest – a bit of me was exhilarated too. How the lad had squared so cockily up to Rory, and how Rory had just dropped him. One punch. Boom. Goodnight, Vienna.

‘What about that?’ I said. ‘Jesus!’

I looked round again. Rory was gazing out of the window and he turned to face me, serene, not the slightest hint of emotion clouding his features, and went back to staring at the road.

Back home, Sarah was pouring a glass of white in the kitchen. She fetched another glass for me.

‘How did it go then?’ She passed me the glass. The wine looked green and cold. ‘Did they win?’

‘Oh, he won all right.’ I took a generous gulp. ‘He won by a straight knock-out.’

‘What?’

I talked her through it as Rory wandered through to the living room and turned on the telly.

‘Aw, no,’ she was saying. ‘Oh, Jesus.’ She poured more wine. ‘What happened to the boy? Is he all right?’

‘I think they were calling an ambulance,’ I told her. ‘I suppose we’ll find out in due course.’

We did. The Largs coach, Jimmy Turnbull, paid us a visit a day or two later, just after teatime. We invited him in, gave him a cup of tea. He told us that the Paisley and District League had decided to ban Rory for eight games. The boy’s jaw needed wiring.

‘It could have been worse,’ Turnbull said. ‘Beith wanted him sine die’d. Look, we’re not cross with him. We like to see that passion. But he’s got to stop losing the place. They thought the boy’s skull was fractured, along with the jaw.’ He spread his arms. ‘He can still come and train. We still want him in the team. He just needs to, you know, screw the nut.’ Screw the nut, lads.

We thanked him. Rory came out of his room to say hello and we stood there on the step waving, the three of us, with Rory in the middle, like some family in a storybook, while Jimmy Turnbull drove away.

Sarah and I spoke about it next morning, before Rory was up. She let her coffee go cold and wondered if I shouldn’t sit Rory down and talk it through, show him how violence was never the answer. But how could I do that? The boy had seen me in the car, smacking the wheel with the heel of my hand and whooping. And even now, in the clear morning light with the sun laying bright yellow stripes on the firth, I couldn’t muster much in the way of misgivings. Truth was, I thought, sometimes violence is the answer.

I knew how things worked in this part of the world. I knew that the high school in Largs would have its undercurrent of nastiness towards things Catholic and Irish. I knew that someone speaking with Rory’s accent – soft, southern Irish – stood a good chance of getting jostled in the corridors, hearing the word ‘Fenian’ in his ear as the elbows jabbed his ribs and the feet tripped him up. Now, though, everyone would know. Don’t fuck with that Rutherford cunt. Telling you, fucking nutjob. Mental case. Total dropkick. Not worth it, mate. All the would-be hard men of Rory’s year and the years above would find ways to stay out of Rory’s road. I’d seen it in my own school, growing up. You take a misfit, a loner: if he stands up for himself and knows how to fight, the hard tickets leave him be.

‘Let’s see how it goes,’ I told Sarah. ‘He knows he was out of order. Least said and all that.’

That’s how I saw it at the time. That’s why I never spoke to Rory about it. Of course, at that time we thought a broken jaw on a football field was a pretty big deal. We had no idea what was coming down the pike.
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THE NEXT WEEK PASSED QUIETLY, though Rory came home from school one day with a tear at the neck of his black school jumper. ‘British Bulldog,’ he said, not meeting our eyes, when we asked him how he got it. Sarah sewed the tear without comment. On the Saturday Rory mooched about with his hands in his pockets, shuffling from room to room, staring out of windows or listlessly into the fridge. I got him to help in the garden – he clipped the bushes while I mowed the lawn – and we pegged out the washing together. But I knew he was thinking about his teammates – cleaning their boots and packing their bags, finding tape for their shin-pads – while he served out his stupid ban.

Take his mind off it, I thought. That’s the ticket. I drove him to the swimming pool in Largs. We ploughed up and down the lanes for fifteen minutes and then I hauled myself out and sat on the tiles, chest heaving, while Rory barrelled on, shoulders pumping, his mouth yawning open as he gulped down air.

Afterwards, we bought chips from the caff beside the ferry terminal and ate them dawdling on the prom. The day was bright and the prom was thronged with dog-walkers, shoppers, day-trippers from the city. The salty breeze made the chips taste glorious. Rory came out of himself a little, chatting away, talking about the upcoming games, the ones he would play when he’d served out his ban. He ate as he talked, holding each chip for a moment while he made a point, wagging it in the air like a soft golden ingot.

When he finished his chips, Rory balled his wrapper and crossed the prom to force it into a rubbish basket. He was walking back when I saw him pause mid-stride; he seemed to stiffen, his whole frame clenching, like a dog that had spotted a threat. We walked on, Rory stilting along like some stiff-legged wading bird, like the heron that haunts the Fairlie foreshore at dusk. I scanned ahead to see what it was that had spooked him. I couldn’t see it. And then I could.

Two boys, cutting in sharp diagonals through the crowd. Two boys of Rory’s age. Bladed features. Buzzed haircuts. From fifty yards off I could see the sharklike grins, the vigilant meerkat heads. They wore glossy tracksuits – one black, one white, like chess pieces – and you could see the precise moment one of them, the one in white, spotted Rory. A wee nudge to his pal. Then the heads came together, the shark grins widened.

‘Who’s that, Rory?’ I asked him. ‘Who are these boys?’

He kept his head down, shook it tightly. ‘Nothing, Dad. No one.’

When they came abreast of us, the two boys veered across and the one in black shoved his pal into Rory. A quick push, but the boy slammed hard into Rory and Rory’s leg buckled, he went down on one knee, a hand shooting out to the tarmac to break his fall.

I gripped Rory by the bicep and turned to call after the boys – ‘Hey! Stop!’ – but they were darting off into the crowd, the one in black craning back, the beaky face, the smirk, the slick black eyes catching mine.

‘I know that boy!’ I said to Rory.

‘Who?’

He was climbing to his feet, dusting his palms together. I could see the dirt and little stones stippling the fleshy part of his thumb.

‘The wee dick in the black trackie. Whatsisface. He was at the Gala Day in the village, wasn’t he?’

I remembered the tracksuit, the angular, predatory gait. A crow was what he looked like, one of the crows on the beach, glossy blue-black, stumping through tidelines of dark green sea-wrack, stabbing at stuff with his hooked black beak. Those wet-stone eyes. A scavenger.

‘It’s Logan Tait,’ Rory said, biting the words from the air, showing his teeth.

‘Tait? Tait? Davy Tait’s boy?’

I played five-a-sides with a guy called Davy Tait.

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘And does he, does this guy bother you?’

‘It’s fine. I can handle it.’

I felt the lameness of that verb – bother – after all that Rory had suffered. What could a prick in the playground matter? Still, though.

‘Handle what, son?’

Rory shook his head. ‘Nothing. He’s a dick, like you said. Shoots his mouth off.’

The thought of what this boy might have said as he shot his mouth off – the sly barbs, the allusions to things that might have been done to Rory in Ireland – made my vision swim. I wanted to press Rory further but he turned to face me then and the look in his eyes – it was like looking down a sheer drop, down a bottomless well. It was a look that gave you vertigo.

We drove back to Taigh-na-Mara.

Rory went out into the garden and I made a coffee for myself and Sarah. She’d just dropped the twins off at their piano lesson. I told her what happened in Largs.

‘Go out and talk to him,’ she said.

Rory’s old Adidas Tango was sitting there on the grass. I flicked it up, juggled it a couple of times. Rory was off at the garden’s far end, looking out over the seawall.

The goals I’d erected when Rory was just a toddler were still standing. The nets had rotted away – the salt air shredding their cheap cotton fibres – but the frames remained, their white paint fading, a brown stripe of rust along either crossbar.

‘First to ten,’ I shouted and advanced on Rory with the ball at my feet.

He turned, smiling. He dropped into a defensive crouch, angling his body to lead with his right. As I came within range, I let the ball drift into the no-man’s-land between us and sort of hovered at right angles to Rory, facing away from him across the pitch. When I saw his foot starting to lunge, I dragged the ball back with my left and rolled it forwards up the pitch, all in a fluent L-shaped sweep, leaving him stranded, wrong-footed, committed. I smacked it home, laughing.

Rory was shaking his head, trotting back for the ball.

‘Can’t believe you didnae remember that,’ I told him, punching his shoulder. ‘My signature move. My only move!’

That was the end of my short-lived dominance. Rory was fired up now, focused, bustling up towards me with his head down. He sold me a neat dummy, skipped past and slotted it home.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘All right. That’s the story, is it? Treat your old dad like that?’

He rubbed a finger under his nose to hide the grin. We went at it for the next few minutes, hammer and tongs, neither giving an inch. It was a bright, windy day and I could see, in the twist of his torso as he controlled the ball, the dip of his shoulder, the glaze of concentration on his face – I could see the ghost of the boy he once was, the boy I played with seven years back on this same patch of grass. I used to let him win in those days. There was no question of that now – he was winning whether I let him or not.

It was 7–4 to Rory and the sweat was stinging my eyes, my lungs bursting. I stood there jackknifed over, my hands on my knees. I tried to spit but the drool hung swinging till I wiped it off. Rory stood off, waiting, his foot on the ball, this cool, contained look on his face.

Then Sarah let the dog out and all bets were off.

Bonnie came bouncing across the grass, knocked the ball from under Rory’s foot, nosed it around a bit and then gripped it in her teeth, rearing away and charging off. She came wheeling back, dropped the ball at Rory’s feet and backed off, nose down, haunch in the air, wagging, and then snatched the ball back as Rory went for it. He burst out laughing, but the next time she tried this, Rory nicked the ball, turned his back to shield it, stroked it across to me.

Bonnie came lurching across the grass but I feinted one way, knocked the ball the other, side-footed it neatly back to Rory. We kept this up for the next few minutes, the dog pouring itself between us like water sloshing in a pitching boat before she intercepted one of my passes and carried the ball in triumph to her kennel and shuffled back into it, guarding her prize between her front paws.

I flopped back onto the grass and lay there, shielding my eyes from the sun.

Later we sat in our little brick patio, Rory and I, catching our breath. I fetched two bottles of ginger beer from the fridge.

‘Where’d you learn to play like that anyway?’

He took a slug from the bottle. ‘Dunno. I played for the school team. Guy who coached us, Charlie Farren, he played for Sligo Rovers back in the day. Had a trial for Arsenal, supposedly.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. He was pretty good, like. Told me I should try out for Cobh or Kerry. Wanted to tell the scouts about me but, yeah, well.’

He looked away down the garden, screwing up his eyes against the glare.

‘But what?’

‘Ah, you know.’ He waved his ginger beer bottle vaguely at the seawall, the sea beyond it. ‘Barney wouldn’t wear it. Kirkwood, I mean.’

He hadn’t mentioned Kirkwood’s name more than two or three times since he’d been back. It wrong-footed us, the name, seemed to sit between us like a physical thing. As if she sensed the shift in the atmosphere, Bonnie raised her head where she lay stretched out on her side in the grass and studied us for a moment before flopping back down.

‘Anyway, it was a decent team,’ he said. ‘The first eleven. We won the county shield.’

Something thickened in my throat when he said that. There was a whole story, a whole episode of Rory’s life in that phrase: the trips, the games, the celebrations. I felt the weight of everything I would never know about Rory’s life in Ireland. Not the bad stuff, only; the good stuff, too. The ordinary stuff.

‘Do you miss it?’ I asked him softly.

By ‘it’, I meant the team, the school, his pals, the town. It had been his home, after all, these past seven years.

‘I do in a way, yeah. Not, you know, him. Or all the . . . everything that happened. But, yeah.’

The washing flapped on the line, the T-shirts belling like sails. A towel snapped like a matador’s cape.

‘We can go there,’ I told him. ‘If you want. When you’re ready. Only if you want, mind.’

Kirkwood’s finished, I wanted to add. The fucker’s dead and buried, six feet under, rotting in hell. He’s not coming back. But I bit back the words.

‘Maybe.’ Rory nodded. ‘Yeah. That might be good. Oh, hey!’ His lips split in a grin. ‘I remember that!’

He was pointing at something. I followed the line of his finger but all I could see was the twins’ trampoline, an empty washing basket resting on top of it.

‘The trampoline?’

‘The basket! Remember? What did we call it? Chickens! Something about chickens . . .’

And now I did remember.

It was a game we played when Rory was wee. He used to clamber into the empty washing basket, gripping onto its sides, and I would hoist him into the air and ‘fly’ him through the house. I would make him swoop and dive and climb in his washing-basket plane, and all the while I’d sing this stupid song, a version of the old Ella Fitzgerald standard, ‘A-Tisket, A-Tasket’.

‘Chicken in a basket,’ I told him.

‘That’s it! God, I loved that. Chicken in a basket.’

‘I know you did.’ I drained my ginger beer. ‘I’ve got the bad back to prove it.’

We sat on in the golden light, and the past and the present seemed to merge around us, and the lost seven years maybe weren’t quite so lost.

The lines of a poem sailed into my head (I’m a professor; there’s always a quotation):


Nobody found the Grail

or conquered outer space;



No, nobody did. But so what? We got our boy back, and we got to enjoy an afternoon like this. Kicking a ball around the back garden. The breeze from the sea. An hour or two of grace.
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WE HAD IT OUT THAT afternoon. Crisis talks. Summit meeting. Once school was over. Sarah left work early. We plonked the twins down in front of the Disney Channel and we sat Rory down at the kitchen table.

‘It wasn’t that bad,’ he said. He was hunched forwards in his chair, wrists crossed on the scrubbed deal boards of the table. ‘Don’t do your usual, Dad.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean? My usual?’

‘Drag it out. Make a big production out of it.’

I looked at Sarah and back at Rory. Big production. I rubbed my stubble in the V made by forefinger and thumb. You want a big production? I thought. I’ll show you a big fucking production. Then I caught myself on. Take a breath, I told myself. Don’t go off the deep end.

‘That one of Kirkwood’s phrases, is it?’ I took my seat at the table. ‘Big production?’

‘Gordon.’ Sarah’s voice was small, a little key designed to take the pressure down a notch. It didn’t work.

‘It’s all right, Sarah.’ I nodded. ‘He’s a big boy. He can answer for himself. Stabs a pal in the hands with a fork but, hey, let’s not make a big deal out of it. Sorry: big production.’

‘I’m just saying.’ Rory was staring straight ahead, his head slipping lower over his crossed wrists. He knocked idly on the table with the knuckles of one hand. ‘Cunt had it comin’.’

‘Hey!’ we shouted in unison, Sarah and I. ‘The twins are in the living room,’ Sarah said.

‘Yeah, but he did, though.’

‘As a matter of interest,’ I said. ‘Just for future reference. What would count as a big production?’

‘Gordon, I don’t know whether you think this is helping but, believe me, it’s not.’ Sarah turned her chair to face Rory. ‘Why don’t you tell us what happened, son?’

‘Ask him.’ Rory’s eyes flicked towards me for a second, then resumed staring doggedly ahead. ‘He seems to know how it went down.’

Sarah looked at me. I turned my palms up. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m just upset, son. It’s upsetting. Your mum’s right. Tell us what happened. I’m sorry. Please.’

Rory shuffled his backside against the chairback, hunching further down. He talked us through it. In the canteen at lunch he’d been sitting at a table behind some of the First Eleven boys when he felt something land on the back of his head and heard the table erupt in laughter. As he turned round, clawing at his hair, something dropped into his glass of water. It was white and little particles were breaking off and floating. It was a dollop of mashed potato, which was what he found on his fingers when he brought his hand round from the back of his head. He looked up and another dollop splattered on his cheek.

Logan Tait, one of the First Eleven, was flicking mashed potato from his fork.

‘What’s the matter?’ one of the others called. ‘You should be lapping that up. You should be licking that off the floor, like a fucking dog.’

Then he shouted something else, something about tar – Rory wasn’t sure what it was but he wasn’t really listening since he was already on his feet. What happened next, Rory said, seemed to happen in slow motion with the sound shut off. He was aware of his chair toppling and his glass rolling off and smashing on the floor. He saw people’s mouths yawning open and their eyes widening as Rory hauled one of the boys by his shirtfront out of his seat and dumped him on the floor to get at Tait. He saw Tait’s own features spreading in alarm as Rory plucked the fork from his grasp and slammed it down on Tait’s other hand, which was resting on the table. It was only when the tines of the fork pushed crisply through the flesh of Logan Tait’s hand and the blood spurted redly that everything came crashing back up to speed, the screams ringing round the high corners of the hall, and teachers scrambling across the chequered lino, scattering chairs, to break it up.

‘It’s all right, son. It’s all right,’ Sarah said as she rose to comfort Rory, cradling his head in the crook of her arm, her palm clamped on his scalp.

‘I don’t understand,’ he said thickly. ‘I don’t get why they said I should enjoy it, I should be lapping it up.’

‘They were just being idiots,’ I told him, but the next morning we were up at the school first thing, sitting in the headteacher’s office.

‘I’m not sure,’ the headteacher said, blinking, a pink wedge of tongue dabbing her lips, ‘I’m not sure that there’s any mileage in making a bad situation worse by throwing out unfounded allegations.’

‘Unfounded?’ I said quietly. ‘They called him a tarrier. They threw potatoes at him. Potatoes.’

‘Even so,’ the headteacher said. She was a woman in her early forties, running pleasantly to fat, dark roots blooming through the ashy highlights of her bob. A long strand of silver hair zigzagged across the black shoulder of her suit. ‘Was the response proportionate? That’s the question.’

Sarah leaned forwards. ‘It was hate speech, Mrs MacKinnon. That’s what it was. A hate crime. I hope you’ll be logging it as such.’

Mrs MacKinnon linked her fingers on the desk and squared her shoulders. She rolled her head as if riding a punch but she was just settling her hair.

‘Your son stabbed another student in the hand. Drawing blood. Let’s focus on the real issue here.’

I could hear Sarah’s intake of breath. ‘Ethnic slurs aren’t the issue?’ she said. ‘Anti-Irish racism? That’s not a concern at this school? That’s interesting. And there’s been photographs online, doctored, filthy photos.’

Sarah spoke on. I hadn’t known about the photos but I found myself drifting off, growing woozily indifferent, detached. I sat there with my hands on my knees on the hard bucket seat and seemed to see myself from the outside, from up in the corner of the room, maybe perched on top of the tall filing cabinets, grinning down over Mrs MacKinnon’s bowed head while the me on the seat squinted up, shielding my eyes as a word spiralled down like a sycamore leaf.

Student.

She had called the boy a student. Rory had stabbed another student. When did we start calling pupils students? Why did we have to make everything more important than it was? A kid had thrown some food at Rory, called him a name, Rory had lashed out. Was there any more to it?

‘We think Rory should see a specialist,’ Mrs MacKinnon said. ‘A psychiatrist. Someone who can help with anger management.’

There was a pause while we took this in. I fought an urge to lean forwards and pluck the stray grey hair from Mrs MacKinnon’s shoulder.

‘You don’t think he’s seen psychiatrists?’ Sarah said softly. ‘You don’t think we’ve thought of that?’

Mrs MacKinnon hunched her shoulders and spread her hands as if to say, Don’t shoot the messenger.

‘He doesn’t need another psychiatrist.’ Sarah raised her hands and dropped them in her lap. ‘God knows that’s not what he needs. He needs kindness. He needs people to recognise what he’s been through. And cut him some slack. Is that too much?’

There was a lack of guile in Sarah’s voice, an end-of-the-tether flatness that seemed to disarm the headteacher.

‘Ah, look. You’re right.’ Mrs MacKinnon was nodding. ‘You’re absolutely right. I’ll talk to the other boys. The parents.’

‘He just needs time,’ Sarah said. ‘He’s getting better. It’s just not going to happen overnight.’

Outside, as we walked to the car, Sarah folded her arms and tucked her chin into her chest as if a cold wind was whipping in off the firth. But the morning was fine, the air bright and mild.

In the car she laid a hand on my forearm. ‘Will he be all right? Tell me he’ll be all right.’

I shifted the car into gear and told her what she wanted to hear. I don’t think she believed the words any more than I did. I drove her into Largs and dropped her at the office.

That night, I was up in the study, working late, writing a book review, when my mobile rang. My father’s latest partner, Shona. Your dad died half an hour ago. When I heard her voice I thought of the words she said whenever I phoned. Do you want to speak to your dad? She never passed the time of day when I called; she just said hello and then, Do you want to speak to your dad?

There wasn’t any surprise in her news. I’d seen my father earlier that week and it was clear his time was short. When he’d been diagnosed in August the doctors were hopeful. But when they opened him up to take out half his lung they found that the cancer had spread. The whole lung had to go.

Whenever I saw him after the operation he was groggy, slurring, drugged to the gunwales. He swigged Night Nurse like it was Irn-Bru. At his elbow there was always an empty glass with a white crust of Solpadeine ringing its middle.

Shona said that Dad’s agent would put out a press release in the morning, announcing the death. We could discuss the funeral arrangements later.

I thanked her and rang off.

Everyone else was in bed. I filled a measure of whisky and raised it in a silent toast. Whatever our differences, we were father and son. Nothing could change that. Then I did something odd. I went online and looked up his Wikipedia page. The present tense hadn’t yet slipped: ‘Hugh Rutherford (b. 1946) is a Scottish actor . . .’ The news hadn’t gone public. I sat nursing my whisky and that was the last time I felt like his death belonged to me, to us, to the family. I got up next morning and went for a run along the beach and when I got back to the house my phone was buzzing crossly on the marble tabletop.

The Twitter notifications cascaded down the screen, I couldn’t scroll through them all. Facebook was ablaze. The first minister issued a tribute. So did everyone from Irvine Welsh to Ewan McGregor. My father’s death was now a public event. It didn’t belong to us anymore. It was like being backstage at the Palace again, drinking my orange juice in the corner while my old man took the plaudits of his guests and hangers-on. Even in death he had a long line of people to take care of.

The funeral was more of the same. Glasgow University Chapel was full to the rafters. Walking up University Avenue before the service, we could see the little knots and streams of mourners heading for the chapel. Right in front of us was a couple in middle age – a man in a dark suit and a woman in a black dress and heels. I wanted to fall into step with them, introduce myself, ask them how they knew my father, what their connection was. But that was stupid. I’d have to introduce myself to three or four hundred people if I took that line.

In the chapel, close family sat in the choir stalls, facing each other across the grey flagstones. Everyone else sat on wooden chairs in the nave, set out in rows, facing the altar. Before the service began, a slide show of photographs played on a screen. I was doing fine until I caught one and then another picture of my father with Rory, both taken in his garden in Glasgow. In the first, my father was stroking an orange football to Rory across a patch of lawn; in the other, a younger Rory sat on my father’s lap, sucking a carton of juice. I dropped my gaze to the wooden boards of the choir stalls, chewed the inside of my mouth.

I got through the service somehow. I kept glancing at the polished coffin. It seemed to stand on its trestle like a visual aid, a symbol of death. I told myself that Dad was inside it, but the idea wouldn’t take, my mind kept squirming past it. When it came my turn to speak – I was the final speaker of five – I gripped the sides of the lectern and looked up. My vision swam: the black suits seemed to swirl together; pink faces blurred as thumbs. I must have given talks on this campus a thousand times, but for now it was all I could do to stumble through my notes. I kept it short (if you can’t say something nice, don’t say nothing at all), then I took my seat while Leonard Cohen played. Then I shouldered the coffin with five of my cousins and carried it out to the winter daylight and into the back of the hearse.

Later we had the cremation out at Clydebank and the purvey in the function room of a West End pub. Back at Taigh-na-Mara that night, listening to the lapping waves of Sarah’s sleeping breath, and letting the day’s images spool through my mind, something bothered me. Was it some slight, I wondered, or a sour note in the eulogies? And then I knew what it was. Before the service, my sister asked the chaplain where we should line up to shake the mourners’ hands. Oh we’ll have to skip that, he told us briskly. There’s too many people; you’d be here all day. We could have argued, I suppose, but we just accepted his verdict, trusted his judgement. And that night, lying in bed, it seemed to me that the whole point of the exercise had been missed. That was what I’d needed most. A line of people to shake my hand, tell me they were sorry for my trouble, and say the words he never said himself. Proud of you. Your father was proud of you.
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‘YOU KNOW, HE BROUGHT ME back once,’ Rory told me.

I felt my scalp tighten, the hairs on my forearms stir. We were finishing breakfast. Sarah had already left with the twins; Rory would be catching his school bus shortly. He wore the familiar half-smile, eyes down, as if savouring a private joke. I cleared my throat, kept my tone light and neutral.

‘What do you mean? Who did?’

‘Barney. I mean, Kirkwood. He brought me back to Fairlie. Back here.’

‘He brought you back? What are you saying, son? When?’

‘About three, three and a half years after he took me.’ He took a bite of toast, chewed it down. ‘The twins were walking.’

‘You saw the twins? You saw your brother and sister?’

I used my feet to lever the chair back from the table. I suddenly needed more room to take this all in.

Rory nodded. ‘Out there on the beach.’

He rose and moved to the window, stood with his hands in the pockets of his school trousers, looking older somehow, much older than his fourteen years.

‘You were there too. You kept moving round them in this sort of crouch, arms spread out like a kind of goalie, y’know? Waiting to catch them if they fell. Watching they didn’t get too close to the sea.’

Was he seeing this in his memory? Was he making it up?

‘Rory. Son. I’m not sure what you’re telling me here.’

He turned to face me then, his arms hanging free by his side, his face pink and open like a wound, and now he looked his own age again, or even younger, and I knew that he wasn’t lying.

‘He told me you didn’t want me,’ he said. ‘He said you and Sa— You and Mum. He said you and Mum were having two new kids and you couldn’t afford me. So you sold me to him, and now I was his.’

‘Jesus Christ, Rory.’

‘And I should be grateful. I should be grateful he was taking me in. Because what did that say about me? If the people whose job it was to love me, didn’t. The people who had to love me. It meant I was worthless. How could anyone else want me if they didn’t? And that day on the beach, I could see it was true.’

‘How was it true? I didn’t know! I didn’t know you were there!’

In the time it took to say them, these words seemed to have changed their meaning.

I didn’t know you were there.

I didn’t know you existed. I didn’t care.

‘No, but I could see,’ Rory said. ‘I could see you loved them. You didn’t need anyone else. You guys were a family. You didn’t need me.’

I stood up and sat down again. I put my hands on top of my head, fingers locked. Jesus Christ. Rory had been out there. On that beach. Four years ago. Watching me playing with Katie and Stuart. All he had to do was open his mouth. Shout the word ‘Dad’.

‘So what did you do?’

Had I seen him? Had I looked my son in the eyes and not recognised him?

‘We were down the beach a bit. Near the wee jetty. He told me I should go and speak to you. If I wanted. No one would stop me. Just don’t expect me to be waiting for you, he said, if your dad turns you away.’

Oh, Christ. Why had he not come running? The door to his old life was standing ajar. Why could he not walk through it?

‘I couldn’t risk it,’ he said. ‘I wanted to do it. But I mean, what if you’d said “no”? Where would I go? At least with Barney I had somewhere to go. I mean, whatever else, I knew he wanted me.’

I closed my eyes. I pressed my fingers to my eyelids, pushed till my vision filled with stars.

Four years.

Four years of what that animal was doing to him.

Four years of Sarah crying in the night and then pretending she wasn’t.

When he could have ended it all with a shout. A short walk across the beach. A single word.

Four years.

‘I’m sorry, Dad.’

‘It’s not your fault. You weren’t sure if you could trust me. You weren’t sure if I loved you. That’s on me, son. Not you.’

He sat back down at the table. I reached for his wrist and squeezed it.

‘Are you sure now?’

‘Sure what?’

‘Sure that we love you.’

He shrugged. ‘I suppose. Yeah.’

‘Because that’s a given, right? That’s never changing. There’s nothing you could do that would change that. Nothing at all. You understand that, right?’

He nodded again. I leaned over and hugged him awkwardly. He took his cereal bowl to the sink, rinsed it under the tap. He lifted his blazer from the back of his chair, shrugged into it.

‘My bus,’ he said.

‘I know. Listen, your mum doesn’t need to know about this.’

‘Why not?’

‘What good would it do?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It happened. It’s true.’

‘Yeah, but does everything that’s true need to be shouted from the rooftops?’

He thought about this. ‘You think she’d be upset?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Right, Dad. OK.’ He stood there for a minute, fiddling with the knot on his school tie. He stood on one leg and shined the toe of his shoe on the back of his trouser leg; then he switched and did the other one.

‘Did you think?’ he said. ‘Did you think I would come back the same? The same boy?’

‘No, Rory. I didn’t think that.’

‘Even if I’d stayed that time, when he brought me back. I’d still be different. I’d still be changed.’

‘I see that. Yes.’

‘Even if I’d never left at all. If none of this had happened. I’d be different now. I wouldn’t be the same.’

Again, I had the feeling there was something specific behind his words, something I was too stupid to see.

‘I know, son. I know that.’

He looked at me for a second or two and shook his head. He shouldered his backpack and left.
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I WAS ON THE COUCH CORRECTING a chapter from one of my PhD students. He was due to submit in a couple of months. His central argument still wasn’t clear. I wrote ‘They say / I say!!!’ in the margin of the chapter’s opening page. I drew a looping line around a particularly opaque sentence and wrote ‘Rephrase for clarity!’ in the margin. Sarah was slumped at her desk in front of her computer. When she said my name she said it low and flat, but there was something in her tone I didn’t like.

I set the chapter aside and crossed to Sarah’s desk.

‘Everything all right?’

She leaned back to let me see the screen and I rested my arm on the back of her chair and bent to read.

It was an article from the Wee Paper’s Facebook page: STOLEN CAR ABANDONED AFTER CRASH. A silver 2009 Vauxhall Corsa, stolen from outside an address in Largs, had been found abandoned in a shallow ditch on the road to Skelmorlie. Police were appealing for anyone with information. Phone the following number.

‘Really?’ I said. ‘Joyriding? You don’t think maybe you’re jumping—’

‘He fell and bumped his head on the rocks? Gordon, are you wise? Cracked his nose on the dashboard, more like. Gashed his brow on the windshield. Him and Callum Lockhart crashed that car.’

Rory had come home the previous night with a cut on his forehead, a bruised and swollen nose.

The story carried a photo of the silver saloon, its nose in a ditch, windscreen criss-crossed with blue-and-white tape. The car’s bonnet was crumpled, the windscreen spiderwebbed with cracks.

‘All right.’ I straightened up. ‘What do you want to do?’

We agreed that I would speak to Rory. Or rather, ‘have a talk’ with him, which sounded more ominous.

‘He doesn’t listen to me,’ Sarah complained. ‘I don’t think he even likes me.’

‘Come on. That’s nonsense,’ I told her, though my voice lacked conviction, even to myself.

There was no answer when I rapped on Rory’s door. I turned the knob, poked my head through the gap.

‘Knock knock,’ I said.

His face was bathed in blue laptop light. When he saw me he clawed his headphones off and folded his screen.

‘Sorry. I knocked. Is it OK if . . . ?’

‘Of course, Dad. Come in.’

He made a quarter turn in his swivel chair to face me. I took a seat on the edge of his bed.

I wasn’t sure how to start. If things had worked out differently, if Rory had lived here all his life and the Accident never happened, I would have plenty of experience by now of these father–son talks. As it was, I felt I was rehearsing a role, one that belonged to someone else. What business was it of mine, laying down the law to this boy? Maybe if I’d been there to protect him that day on the beach, but now?

I cleared my throat. Behind him, through the open curtains, I could see the strip of firth, the silhouette of Cumbrae. ‘I was looking at the Wee Paper’s Facebook page there.’

‘Yeah? What was it, the Boys’ Brigade picnic? Road closures?’

‘Well, there was a road closure involved, certainly.’ I paused. ‘Someone stole a motor on the Beachway. Crashed it out the Greenock Road.’

‘Oh, aye?’

There was a bland innocence to the planes of his face as it tilted towards me in the fading light. But a little ghost-flame of insolence flickered round his mouth.

‘And I just wondered. Is there something you want to tell me, son?’

His eyebrows climbed and the bottom lip jutted out as he shook his head slowly.

‘Don’t think so. Nope.’

I glanced round the room. He had taken down the posters we’d kept for him but hadn’t replaced them with others. The ghostly shapes of the old posters were still visible, like false windows.

I sighed. ‘Punching someone’s lights out on a football field. I mean, that’s one thing. Hotwiring cars, though . . .’

‘I told you. I tripped and fell.’

‘Yeah. You said. On the rocks near the Pencil.’

His bedroom door swung open at this point. I thought perhaps Sarah had been eavesdropping and could hold her peace no longer, but it was Bonnie who came shambling through and waddled straight past me to plump her head down in Rory’s lap. She was, when all was said and done, Rory’s dog, but the way she cast her vote so emphatically for him and not for me was as if the past seven years had never happened.

He ruffled the dog’s ear, jangling the metal disc on her collar. ‘Look, if you don’t believe me, could you just say? Instead of all these . . . games. This interrogation.’

I nodded. Fair enough. He wasn’t a criminal. I was his dad, not some hard-nosed plainclothesman trying to strongarm a confession from a frightened youth. Our job – mine and Sarah’s – was to support this boy. He’d been through too much already. And I even thought, sitting there on his bed in the bluish gloom: so what? Was stealing a car – if that’s what he had done – so terrible, compared to what had been done to him? I still saw it like a ledger. Profit and loss. What he’d suffered on one side; what he’d inflicted on the other. And, OK, he’d broken a boy’s jaw. But did that outweigh what had happened to him? And, yes, maybe he’d stolen a motor, written it off. But was that even close to redressing the balance?

‘Dad. Look.’ He held his hands out, baring his wrists. ‘I know you worry. I know you think I’m, I don’t know – a bad lot.’

‘No, son. I don’t think that at all. A bad lot?’

‘But I’m telling you the truth. It wasn’t me. I never stole that car. I’ve never stolen any car. I can’t drive. I can’t even work the controls.’

‘OK, son.’ I stood to go. ‘We don’t mean to be on your case. It’s just, you’re right: we worry. Listen, I’m making some supper for your mum and me. Roasted cheese. You fancy some?’

‘Nah, you’re OK, Dad.’ He was putting the headphones back on, opening the laptop. ‘Thanks anyway.’

I left him to it.

There’s a lassitude that comes, a dreamlike lethargy, when you feel a child drifting beyond your help. When they enter that zone where they might Do Something Stupid.

Stupid to whom? It doesn’t seem stupid to them, or they wouldn’t think about doing it.

There comes a moment when you can no longer hide from a hovering, black-winged truth. When you lose the strength to shoo it away and it settles on a fence-post of your mind, folding its wings and preening its chest with its black beak. The truth is this: if the worst happened, if news came through that your boy had done away with himself, you wouldn’t be surprised. You’d be broken. Irretrievably lost. But not surprised. And at that point it’s as if he’s already done it.

We spent days in that state. Fearing the worst when a text went unanswered. Waiting for the phone call, the knock at the door. That dream state when you want to do something but can’t, when it feels like you’re pushing through water. We were losing him. He was fading away, like a flickering ghost.
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AS BOYS WE WERE DRAWN to water. Ponds and burns. The flat, black, field-shaped peril of the reservoir near Fenwick. We fired our Milbro catapults at the flaking paint on NO SWIMMING signs near flooded quarries and disregarded warnings of SUBMERGED HAZARDS. We smoked Kensitas Club under the bridges of the Howard Park beside the river where we trawled for beardies and minnows by dragging supermarket carrier bags through the shallows. We walked the towpath out of town, past clumps of sooty rhubarb and the harsh metallic barking of the scrapyard’s mad Alsatian. Caramel-coloured glue from punctured tins of Evo-Stik pattered into empty crisp packets that rasped and crackled as we sucked them in and out before sprawling, dazed and buzzed, on the riverbank.

Boys and water.

One summer morning we set out, five of us, to walk the disused railway on the west side of town. We’d be ten years old, maybe eleven. A mile out of town the tracks passed a green dell where a trickling burn was shaded by trees. We clattered down the banking and looked for things to break or ruin. Stuart Havlin idly chucked a brick into the stream and when the water cleared, we saw, hilariously, the shapely legs of a frog sticking out from under the brick.

A barbed-wire fence ran beside the burn on the far bank, enclosing a field of cows. The frog was fished from the water – I’m not sure whether it was dead or only stunned – and Havlin strung it up on the barbed-wire fence. It hung like a crucifixion, arms spread, legs dangling, head slumped. Havlin took a loose strand of barbed wire and probed the mild pale mound of the frog’s belly. When the flesh tore, he pushed the end of the wire inside, forcing the innards up through the gullet, teasing them out with the tip of the wire, and left them hanging greyly from the wide mouth as though the frog had puked its guts up.

The rest of us laughed weakly. No one thought to stop him. We knew it was wrong. But maybe wrongness was the point. It was a spectacle of wrongness, wrongness as a work of art. We climbed the banking and moved off down the disused line, clanging stones off the glinting tracks, whacking the sleepers with sticks.

I thought of this as the pictures of Mr Drennan’s dog cropped up on my Twitter feed. I tried not to read the comments, the calls for vengeance, the posts blaming the parents, the schools, the Scottish government, the world in general. It was hard to look at. The image of the black Lab, its sodden, bloated pelt. And anyway, what did we know for sure about who had done this?

Nothing. We knew nothing.

Really?

OK then. Something. We knew something.

Just something?

Everything. We knew everything. Who else would do a thing like that?

But even then, the question remained. How much of Rory’s behaviour was normal, just the things boys did? You didn’t have to be the victim of abuse to do stupid things. Hurtful, stupid things. It’s what boys were like, wasn’t it? It’s what I’d been like. We were all the same. The dumb bored badness of boys.

Billy Strawhorn was another childhood friend. I remembered sneaking out one night to go on a hunt with the Strawhorns, Billy and his brother. Over the golf course in the wee hours with flashlight and shotgun. Billy would shine the flashlight, trapping rabbits in its glare, while his big brother blasted away with the shotgun. Sometimes you’d go to Billy’s after school and see a couple of ducks on his draining board, their necks hanging over the lip of the sink, thick damson stripes of blood trailing down from their yellow beaks. Dead-eyed brown trouts, shucked and gutted. That’s what you did. You killed things and then you skinned them, plucked them, gutted them. Topped and tailed them, took out the bones, the lungs, the livers and lights.

It wasn’t that much different, was it?

Was it?

The image showed the carcass of a black Lab.

And I knew. I knew whose dog it was. I knew the name of the dog. The posters had been up around the village for the past week. Stapled to telegraph poles. Fixed to the scuffed Perspex walls of bus shelters with strips of white masking tape. Posters that – yes, of course they did – called to mind the posters of Rory. Missing. Much loved. Last seen. Call this number.

In the posters, the dog, Duster, sat on a footpath, head cocked, tongue lolling. There was a stripe of lawn in the background. Its eyes were bright. Its thick tail curled on the path.

In the pictures on Twitter, the dog lay on its side, washed up on a shingle beach, like one of the poor drowned kids from the refugee boats. Its eyes were gone. At its rear end was a ragged stump: someone had hacked off its tail.

Ray Montgomerie’s report in the Wee Paper said that the dog’s eye sockets showed the marks of a blade. The same blade, in all likelihood, that was used to cut off the dog’s tail. The animal had been in the water so long that it was now impossible to tell whether the body had been mutilated before or after death.

I felt the bile rise in my throat, my vision swim. I knuckled my eyes and took my phone downstairs to the kitchen, where Sarah sat working at the table. I put the phone into her hands.

She looked at me and then started reading. She scrolled up a couple of times with her thumb. She set the phone down gently on the table. She took her glasses off and set them on the table. I pulled a chair out and sat.

She had no words. She just looked at me.

‘I know.’

‘The eyes,’ she said.

I nodded. We were both thinking the same thing. When Adam Kirkwood was terrorising Rory, warning him never to go to the police or tell anyone who he was, he made a simple threat. He said he would take out Rory’s eyes.

‘Do we ask him?’ she said. ‘What do we say?’

We heard the key in the lock just then; Rory, home from school. He didn’t come through to the kitchen. We heard the thump of his schoolbag hitting the floor in the hall and then the creak of the stairs. Then silence. He would be in his room, playing video games with his headphones on.

I thought about it for a moment. Climbing the stairs, having it out with him. But I didn’t have the strength. I didn’t have the stomach. Maybe if we’d intervened then, it might have made a difference. Later on. But we didn’t. It was easier to pretend. You could know and not know at the same time. Sarah looked at me and I shrugged. We never mentioned it again.
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EVEN IN THE LIGHT FROM the hallway I could see the chalky whiteness of his face. I opened the door to the porch. His face looked drained and pinched, like something in a butcher’s window. His shirtfront black with blood. His hands, which he held up in front of him, twisting them in horrified wonder, were gloved in red, slathered to the elbows in gore.

‘Holy Jesus. Oh, Jesus Christ. Rory. Son.’

I fumbled in my pocket for my phone but even as I thumbed the passcode I was shaking my head. He was bleeding out in front of me. An ambulance could be ten minutes away. The nearest hospital was Kilmarnock, a half-hour’s drive.

‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry.’

‘Is it the stomach? Show me where.’

Maybe I should try to staunch it first. Phone 999 after. Get a towel onto it. Tie a sheet round him. Anything. I stowed the phone.

‘It’s not mine, Dad.’

‘What?’

His hands were still twisting in the air and I saw now that he was holding them away from his body as if they were tainted, contaminated. It was almost simultaneous: the surge of relief as I realised the blood wasn’t his; and the prickle of fear on the back of my neck.

‘I only meant to scare him. I wasn’t trying—I didn’t mean . . .’

I could hear a toilet flushing upstairs. Sarah was in bed; I’d been up working late. I pulled the door shut behind me and hissed at him. ‘Who?’

‘Logan Tait.’

I didn’t need to ask the next question; I just looked at him. He nodded, looked at the floor.

‘Oh, Jesus Christ, Rory.’ I wiped a hand across my mouth. ‘Where is he?’

‘The wee beach next to Largs Marina.’

‘And did anyone see you? I mean, who else was there?’

‘No one, no. Dad, I’m scared.’ He was staggering towards me with his bloody hands held out like something from a slasher flick.

‘Stop! Wait there! Don’t move.’

He froze on the spot, his bloody hands extended, his face a mask of anguish.

I felt a surge of vertigo. I closed my eyes, slumped against the door-jamb. A roaring in my ears. I could feel myself sway and totter.

I opened my eyes, one at a time, as if it might have been a dream, but the porch was still the porch, the floor the floor, where Rory stood doubtfully.

It felt like I was standing on a riverbank, a great leap before me. I had to jump now or stay rooted to the spot, like Rory, locked in fear.

Jump or stand. There was no other option.

‘Stay there,’ I told Rory.

I went back inside, easing the door closed, and fetched a roll of bin-bags from under the sink, two bath-towels from the airing cupboard.

‘Strip.’

He peeled off his polo shirt and slopped it into the bin-bag I held open for him.

‘Shoes, too. Everything.’

He stood there naked, shivering. I held the bag and spoke to him calmly, slowly.

‘Now listen. Rory. I want you to go back outside, walk down to the water.’ It was pitch-dark out, no moon; no one would see him. ‘I want you to walk into the water, right out, over your head. Submerge yourself. Stay there for a minute or two and wash yourself clean. Then come back up here and we’ll sort this out.’

When he was gone I pulled the drawstrings on the bin-bag, crushed it into a ball with big clutching blows. I forced it inside another bag, and then another, as if the number of bags could distance us from the contents and their consequences.

I nipped back inside to Rory’s room and threw together an outfit for him – T-shirt, hoodie, track pants, boxers, Keds.

I stood in the darkened porch, waiting for him, breathing deeply, trying to think. My leg was trembling. This is it, I told myself. Do you want to do this? Is this the road we’re taking? This is the moment you’ll look back on, when you made the right decision or you fucked it all up.

There’s nothing you can do, I heard myself saying to Rory, inside my head. Nothing you can do to stop us loving you.

The smart move was to call the polis. Right now. Tell them everything. Take them to the body. Rory was a juvenile. He had suffered huge trauma. The Tait boy had provoked him, had been needling him for days. Rory would do three years in juvie, another four or five in Barlinnie. He’d be twenty, twenty-one when they let him out. Young man. His life just starting.

But then, he’d already done seven years. We’d only just gotten him back. We couldn’t lose him again, not like this. The Tait boy was dead; putting Rory away wouldn’t bring him back. If we failed him now, he would never forgive us. He would wash his hands of us. And all those years. All the waiting and praying. The hurting and hoping. It would count for nothing.

He was back, shivering, at the porch door. I held one of the towels and wrapped him in it, folding my arms across him and in that gesture all the years disappeared and he was a wee boy again, stepping out of his bath. Oh Jesus. I had to steady myself. I told Rory to get dressed and stay put; I would collect what we needed.

Back inside I pulled the big holdall from the cupboard under the stairs. I put two sleeping bags in it, a canvas duffel bag, two rolls of silver gaffer tape, four bungee cords from the roof rack. What else? Think, man, think. I had two sets of dumbbells upstairs, a five-kilo pair and a seven. I brought one of the sevens and both of the fives down and put them in too. I wedged the holdall under my arm and we left through the porch, Rory carrying the bin-bag full of clothes.

I backed the car out slowly and we drove through the sleeping village. We parked at the end of Pier Road and waited. It was two in the morning. No one about. Give it two minutes, I told myself. Don’t fuck this up.

The firth was black and restive. The light from Fairlie pier threw a greasy yellow beam across the swaying waves. Something tightened in my stomach.

‘Why are we waiting, Dad? Someone could find him.’

‘All right. Let’s get it done.’

The tide was high, so we didn’t have far to carry the boat. We set it down in the shallows and Rory held onto the stern while I fetched the oars down from the boathouse wall and padlocked the doors. We set the holdall in the middle of the boat, between the thwarts.

Then we were off, heading for the light on the tip of Fairlie pier, before cutting back in and making for the rocky strip of beach between the pier and the marina. I could see the dark masts of the yachts, like a floating forest.

The prow nosed into the slushy shingle and we both sprang out and hauled her up the beach. I glanced around to make sure we were alone, but Rory was already picking his way up the little slope. He stopped beside a dark clump of bushes and motioned me forwards.

I think until that point I had hoped it was all an elaborate prank or that Rory might have made some sort of error. Maybe he’d only injured the boy, put a scare up him and the boy was even now sitting at home, happy to say no more about it. But here, in the flashlight from my iPhone, was the dead white face of his schoolmate, Logan Tait. Here were the thin, childish limbs in their jeans and their soiled white hoodie, the goofy crocodile logo on the chest. The boy’s arms were thrown wide as though he had fallen from a height and braced himself for impact. He looked so young, so wrong, so utterly, inarguably blameless. I closed my eyes for a moment, slipped the phone back into my pocket. I rubbed my hands up and down my face, held them over my mouth and nose in an attitude of prayer.

‘OK, then.’ I looked at Rory. ‘OK, son.’

We looked down at the boy with his pinched face, his pierced flesh. I clutched Rory’s bicep, shook it in reassurance.

I fetched the holdall from the boat. I pulled plastic gloves from my pocket, snapped them on. I laid out both sleeping bags on the shingle, one inside the other. The boy’s body was stiff and oddly light. I knelt on the ground with the boy in my arms and rolled him into the bags, quickly zipping the first one. The sleeping bag had a drawstring hood and I pulled it tight, masking the boy’s face. Then I took the gaffer tape and wound it round and round the head.

I took one of the five-kilo dumbbells and set it lengthwise on his chest. I wound the tape round him, like someone swathing the torso in bandages, fixing the weight to his body. I set the other weight crosswise on his ankles and taped it in a figure of eight. The tape ran out halfway through and I changed to the other roll. Then I zipped the second sleeping bag closed over everything, and used the bungee cords to clamp it tight in sections. He looked like some sort of pupa or cocoon.

‘Help me,’ I told Rory.

We lifted the bundle together and toted it down to the boat, setting it on the bottom boards with something like reverence. I went back for the holdall and the empty rolls of tape. Back at the boat I took the seven-kilo dumbbell and put it in the canvas duffel bag. Then I wedged the bin-bag of Rory’s clothes in the duffel and drew it tight, wedged it under one of the thwarts.

We carried the boat down to the water, steadily, wincing, sinews strained, and set it down with a splash. I felt its buoyancy in the palm of my hand, resting on the gunwale. As if the wood was alive.

‘Get in,’ I told him.

He looked at me. He shook his head. ‘I can’t, Dad.’

He didn’t want to be alone in the boat with the body.

‘I’m not letting go of the boat, Rory. I’m right here. But you’re not strong enough to push us out on your own. You need to get in.’

He was breathing heavily but he did it. I was squaring my shoulders to push when something struck me.

‘The knife,’ I said. ‘Where’s the knife?’

He cast around. ‘I don’t know. I dropped it in the bushes,’ he said. He waved a hand at the line of brush and gorse that fringed the beach. ‘It’s in there somewhere. I panicked.’

It was too dark. I didn’t want to risk the flashlight again. I would come back for the knife.

‘What’s it look like?’

His head swung towards me. ‘It’s the fishing knife,’ he said.

‘The Helle? Jesus Christ, Rory.’

‘We’ll find it tomorrow.’

‘Rory, son. It’s not Uncharted 4. You don’t get to repeat things until you get them right. We’ve got one shot at this. OK?’

There was no time to fret about it now. I gripped the stern and pushed, as softly as I could, the gravel shushing, the water cold in my shoes and round my ankles, my shins. When I felt the hull swim free I clambered awkwardly in and braced my arms on either gunwale, to steady her. Then I lifted an oar from the boards and used it on the sandy bottom, pushing us further out.

Rory passed me the other oar and I fitted them gently in the oarlocks and started to pull.

The boat sat lower in the water now, and I kept it slow and steady as we fared out into the firth. Every sound seemed amplified, the slow creak of the oarlocks, the droplets splashing from the feathered blades. For some reason my mind went back to my rowing days at Oxford. I stroked the First Eight in college in my second year, and for a minute I was back in that shell, swinging up the Isis to the Head of the River, past the brick boxes of the college boathouses, my seat clacking on the back of its track with every thrust, the sun spangling on the squared blades and the scarfed spectators cheering from the banks.

Then a cormorant flew across the boat’s wake, low and fast and just above the water, and I was back in the black firth with the gruesome bundle at my feet and Rory’s white face hanging in the stern like a frightened moon.

The deep water was over by the island, the steep trench plied by the nuclear subs. I pulled towards it, watching the lights on the mainland get smaller. Part of me wanted to push on past Cumbrae and Little Cumbrae into the really deep water off Arran. It wouldn’t take long, but it would mean passing the Fairlie shoreline where someone might spot us. Plus, a boat this size could get into trouble in the open sea. Better to stick to the plan.

We were now about a hundred yards off the island’s east coast. There were almost no houses on this side of Cumbrae, just the ferry terminal, shuttered and dark. I shipped the oars and we sat for a spell, rocking gently. A little mist was forming, sitting on the skin of the firth. The cold, sharp air pinched my sinuses. The only sound was the tide chucking and lapping at the hull, and the huffing rasp of Rory’s breath.

I could see the lights of the mainland, slurred by the fog, and a bright glare off to the south that must have been the power station. I felt more alert than I’d ever been. More alive, the blood tingling in my fingertips.

I bent to lift the duffel bag and lowered it over the side. Before I let it go I could feel the dumbbell straining for the depths, as if the seabed was magnetic.

Now for the other thing.

I took the portside oar and laid it softly on the boards. Then we bent together, Rory and I, straining to lift the body, rolling it over our knees and onto the gunwale.

I felt one of the dumbbells shift and it clanked down onto the oarlock. The sound was like a gunshot in the silent night and we held our breath. The silence rolled back like the fog.

I counted softly, ‘One, two, three,’ and we tipped him into the firth. He was stiff as a plank and he tipped and wobbled a bit as if, God forbid, he might float, but then the water sucked at the sleeping bags and the dumbbells clunked together and he dropped, feet first, into the dark.

The water slapped at the boat. You couldn’t tell – already you couldn’t tell – that anything had happened. There is no ‘X marks the spot’ at sea.

I fitted the oar and was turning the craft to head back across to the mainland when a splash sounded beside me. Something black bobbed up, breaking the surface. Rory let out a thin cry, a bleat of fear, but I saw the great blunt nose and a slash of gills between the wisps of fog, and the fin arcing into the water and then the tail.

‘Basking shark,’ I told Rory.

The boat rocked for a bit. I leaned forwards and grasped him by the wrists.

‘Look at me.’ His eyes glittered in the darkness. ‘It’s over, son. Do you understand? It’s finished. Once we find that knife. You’re safe.’

He nodded and I let go of his wrists and gripped the oars. I pulled for the light on the Fairlie pier and he started to talk, he couldn’t stop talking, telling me how he’d set the thing up. He’d bought a burner phone, a week or so back, and started texting Logan Tait, pretending to be Mandy Glover, a girl from their class. In the messages, Mandy told Logan not to acknowledge her in class, or even catch her eye, as she wanted their love to be secret. Then he arranged the tryst on the shingle beach. When Tait arrived and saw Rory step out from behind the bush, he tried to laugh it off. Might of known it was you, he told Rory. If you wanted me that badly you should have asked me yourself. Bumboy. And then Rory had pulled the blade from the back of his jeans and plunged Logan Tait in the neck, chest, stomach, ribs. The blood, Dad, he told me. You can’t imagine how much blood.

He reared back, as if recoiling from the memory, and the boat dipped a little. I have always feared drowning and, as a consequence, have always vaguely assumed that the swamping of my clamorous last syllables in an onrush of swallowed water is how this thing will end. This isn’t superstition; more a sense of fate’s malignant symmetry.

For now, though, having circled the craft and bumped our prow, fate’s dark shadow – like that of the basking shark – sank back to the depths. We fared cagily forwards.

We had reached the Fairlie pier and now we swung past it for the little headland. We were nearing the shore, the twin shapes of the boathouses like black holes in the inky sky, when Rory clutched my arm.

‘Listen!’ he hissed. ‘Dad: listen.’

I heard it too and shipped the oars. At first, I thought it was someone raising the alarm, shouting our foul deeds abroad like some righteous town crier. But the clamour resolved itself into a snatch of song. Someone was singing! Some homeward-bound drunk, wending back from Largs along the coastal path. The song reached us in snatches through the fog and I could almost pick out the tune. And then I caught the ‘sk’ of ‘Enniskillen’ and I knew: it was ‘The Sash’! He was singing about his hatred of Catholics.


And it’s on the Twelfth I love to wear, the sash my father wore!



In normal circumstances the song would have annoyed me. But now I gloried in the sound. It wasn’t someone raising the alarm. It was just a drunken bum stumbling home.

We waited till the singing dwindled, then I pulled the final fifty yards to shore. I splashed out, dragging the boat up the ramp. With the boathouse doors open we lifted the boat inside. There was a bottle of bleach in one of the wall cupboards and I found a rag and wiped down the boat, every inch of its surface. I balled the rag and hurled it into the firth. I locked up, slung the empty holdall in the car and drove us slowly through the village and home.

Once inside, I changed into a T-shirt and joggers, and put every stitch of clothing I’d been wearing into a bin-bag, shoes included. I did the same with Rory’s clothes. I didn’t figure there was much danger that our clothing would have been contaminated, but why chance it? Tomorrow was bin day. I took the bags out to the wheelie bin, dropped them in.

After a long, hot shower, I tipped some Talisker into a crystal goblet, drank it off in three big gulps. Then I filled a glass of water and climbed the stairs to bed.

As I passed the half-open door of Rory’s room I caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye that made me startle, almost drop my glass of water. I took a breath and looked. It was a simple music stand. Rory had been learning the violin. It looked at first glance like some kind of figure. But it was just a music stand. Spindly, black, and slightly out of true, but still with something knowing and malevolent in its broad blind face. I pulled the door shut and carried on down the hall to our room.

I thought that Sarah was sleeping, but when I reached out to touch her she was as stiff as a board, as stiff as Logan Tait had been.

Her voice was tight and tinny. It seemed to come, not from half a yard across the bed, but the farthest reaches of interstellar space.

‘Where have you been?’ she said.
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KNOWING. NOT KNOWING.

Which was better?

It depends on the knowledge.

If all went well, the knowledge of Logan Tait’s fate would stay down there in the murk, with the basking sharks and seals, beneath the gliding hulls of the nuclear subs.

So long as there was no body, I figured we’d be safe. The police would plump for an accident, or even suicide, before they reached for foul play. Maybe Logan Tait had tumbled drunkenly into the firth after an illicit drinking session, plunging from the Bowen Craig rocks. Maybe he’d walked into the water with his pockets full of stones, like Lucas Weir had done.

For Logan Tait’s family, the absence of a corpse would offer hope. I knew how that worked. For seven years I told myself that Rory was probably dead. For seven years I refused to listen. I returned to my secret stash of hope, like the dog to its vomit. No body had been found, so maybe Rory was still alive. And so it proved. And now our experience would confirm the Taits in their own desperate error. You see? Kids do walk back into their lives, even after seven years. Look at the Rutherfords.

Knowing. Not knowing.

Which would you choose?

If we’d done the job right, if the body stayed down in the firth, the Taits would spend their lives not knowing.

Not knowing was hell. You ran through them all in your brain, the chances, the permutations. Was he dead? Had he lost his memory? Was he chained in some cellar? Was someone abusing him? Was someone loving him? Did he love them back? Did he call them Dad? Had he forgotten all about us?

But not knowing was also salvation. Without a corpse, there was always a chance. It was a mercy, I told myself. A mercy to do what we’d done. Leave them not knowing. Keep hope alive. Look at the Rutherfords.

That night, when Sarah faced the ceiling and asked, in that tight, brittle voice, Where have you been?, I reached a decision.

The fewer people sharing a secret, the safer it was. That much seemed certain. But there are secrets that can’t be kept, secrets that permeate a house like damp or the sick scent of lilies, until their burden is shared. I told Sarah everything.

I told her what Rory had done. I walked her through our actions that night, from the moment Rory staggered into the porch, slick with blood, to the moment I climbed into bed. I spared her no detail.

She was quiet for a time, still facing the ceiling. And then she cried. For the Tait boy, her own boy, herself, I don’t know. And then she held me.

The last thing she said before we fell asleep was the knife. I must go back there in the morning and find the knife. First thing. Clutch it in my hand and make it safe.

In the hour after dawn it was lashing with rain. It had roused me in the night and I’d stood in the darkened bathroom directing my urine onto the side of the bowl, listening to the rain drumming on the slates and sweeping in sheets against the window. Whatever blood might have stained the ground beside the bush would now be sluiced away.

I made coffee and fed the dog. The twins and Rory were still asleep. I opened the drawer where we keep Bonnie’s lead and her claws were scrabbling on the lino as she charged for the door, tail thwacking.

I was halfway along the beach, bathing in the rain, the beautiful rain, Bonnie splashing in the shallows, when I spotted a figure moving towards me, and frowned. He was a hundred yards away or more but I knew the swaying gait, the pale green anorak. It was Rory! He hadn’t been sleeping at all.

Bonnie spotted him too and surged forwards, barking her glee. Rory crouched to ruffle her sodden ears, craning his neck and laughing, dodging her tongue.

He rose and came towards me, stopped four feet away. I nodded. He nodded back.

‘What you been doing?’ I said. There was a catch in my voice.

‘I went back.’ He swept his wet hair back from his face, shook his head like a dog.

I nodded. We were alone on the beach, the nearest house a good fifty yards off, but I glanced sharply round in all directions as if we might have been followed.

‘And what?’

‘And I found it,’ he said.

‘You found it?’ My voice had dropped into my boots. I could hear the pulse in my eardrums. Could he really have found it so quickly, before I had even got out of bed? Were we home and dry already?

He nodded. ‘Yeah. Uh-huh. Dad, it’s all right now. We’re safe.’

‘Oh, thank fuck.’ I spoke the words under my breath, like a prayer. ‘Great, Rory, great. Where is it?’ In my eagerness I sounded like a child, a boy of twelve.

He frowned. His thumb jerked over his shoulder, back the way he had come.

‘It’s in the water. I threw it in the water.’ He saw something in my face. ‘Hard as I could. Right in the middle of the firth. It’s safe, Dad. It’s gone.’

I closed my eyes. The world seemed to slow right down, the crash of the waves stretching out to a slow, sucking rasp. I felt each separate raindrop detonating on scalp, eyelids, nose. I shook my head. ‘You threw it in the water.’

It wasn’t a question, just a weary, despairing statement.

I opened my eyes to his puzzled face. Logan Tait was in the water. The bag with Rory’s blood-stained clothes was in the water. Why wouldn’t we throw the knife in the water?

I sighed. It was my fault. It hadn’t occurred to me that I needed to tell him, but clearly I had.

‘The handle’s cork, Rory.’ I could see the light beginning to dawn in his eyes. ‘It’s a fishing knife. It’s designed to float.’

We walked back along the shore and down the coastal path to the shingle beach.

‘About here,’ he said. ‘Yeah, right out there.’

There was nothing to see. We were looking for a cork handle maybe four inches long, a tiny speck of yellow in a churning firth. The rain wasn’t helping. The tide was running south so we walked back the way we’d come, scanning the water. Bonnie was puzzled, dropping a stick and crouching down in front of us and whining when we ignored her. Finally I lifted the stick and lobbed it in the water. Bonnie plunged after it.

The whole thing was hopeless. I had binoculars at home but did I want to be seen out here, frantically glassing the firth? It was a fishing knife. People must drop them all the time. From boats, from the end of piers. It could bob right out to the open sea. It could be out there for months. The cork handle would come away eventually and the blade would sink to the depths. And surely any prints, along with any gouts of blood, would be washed clean by the waves?

It was nothing to fret about, probably. But still. It was a loose end.

Rory’s head was down. He’d thought he’d saved the day. Now he possibly hadn’t. But it wasn’t his fault.

I put my arm round him, walked him back to the house.

Sarah was up; she opened the door in her dressing gown. ‘Did you find it?’

I hung my coat in the porch, stepped out my shoes. ‘Yes and no.’

‘The hell does that mean?’

I told her. She didn’t look at me. Her profile, as she frowned out over the firth, was like something you might see fringed with ice in a quayside fishbox. ‘You’re soaking,’ she finally said. ‘Let me get you some towels.’

I changed into dry clothes and came down to the kitchen. I boiled the kettle, like a normal human being.

Sarah came in as the kettle clicked off.

‘We’ve got the Lockharts coming, remember.’

‘Aw, fuck. It’s not, is it?’

‘First Sunday of the month.’

For the past four years we’d had a rolling dinner date with the Lockharts. One month we’d go to theirs; next month they’d come to ours. It started when we bumped into them in a pub in Largs one Sunday and realised we hadn’t seen each other properly for nearly six months. It was ridiculous. We lived half a mile from each other, but life kept getting in the way. The kids were young, work was frantic. But work was always frantic. It was Jenny who suggested, in a group chat on Messenger, that we should set aside one night a month to have dinner, regardless of what else was happening. We settled on the first Sunday of the month. Easy to remember. And we stuck to it. No excuses. You could call off if you were away on holiday, or if a child was sick. But that was it.

We enjoyed it. The nights fell into an accepted pattern. With work the next day, we took things easy. Not too late, not too boozy. We would make an effort with the cooking – a roast with all the trimmings, or a game bird – but the night itself would be fairly tame. Things would kick off around seven, and by ten o’clock we’d be standing on the doorstep, watching Alan and Jenny set off along the path, or we’d be making our own way – hand in hand and pleasantly lit – along the beach from their place.

‘Can’t we call it off? We need to call it off.’

‘You know the rules,’ Sarah said. ‘Sick kid or holidays.’

‘We can’t say Rory’s sick? One of the twins?’

‘Isn’t it better to carry on as normal? How’s it going to look? We call off for no good reason just when this happens? It’s a red flag, Gordon.’

I nodded. Pretending things were normal was the name of the game from now on. We may as well start immediately.

That afternoon, while Sarah worked on the dinner, I drove the twins into Largs. We hadn’t been to Vikingar for a few months so I took them there. Vikingar is the town’s Viking museum, commemorating the period of Norse influence in this part of Ayrshire. It was at the Battle of Largs in 1263 that the Scots routed King Haakon’s forces and put them to flight, ending five hundred years of Norwegian interference and overlordship on Scotland’s western seaboard. The twins, naturally, didn’t give a stuff about any of that. They just liked dressing up in the metal helmets and chainmail and thumping each other’s shields with battleaxes and wooden swords. They each died, protractedly, several times, with blood-curdling cries and extravagant slumping. In the gift shop I bought them each a plastic helmet, with a plastic axe for Stuart and a plastic sword for Katie.

Afterwards, I took them to the Bagel Basket cafe for haddock and chips. That’s when I first sensed the news was out. A kind of static jazzed the air. Something vehement in the facial expressions. All the groups and couples at the tables were hunched in conspiratorial huddles. I got the twins settled at a window table and went up to the counter to order.

It was the manageress who served me.

‘That poor family,’ she said. Her eyes glittered under their blue eyeshadow. ‘What they must be going through.’

I swiped my card through the handset, punched in the number. I shrugged.

‘You haven’t heard?’ She leaned forwards over the counter. ‘Missing kid. Local lad. Fourteen.’

‘Really? Ach, that’s terrible. I hadn’t heard. What happened?’

‘Young lad from Fairlie. Just disappeared. They don’t know if he’s been taken or, or what.’

While we waited for the twins’ food, I checked my phone. My Twitter feed was full of the boy’s image. MISSING. PLEASE RT. So young. Just a kid. Must be an old photo, I thought. But, no: this was it. This was who Rory had killed. A boy like himself.

Still, though. He wasn’t seven years old, like Rory had been when he disappeared. He was fourteen. They weren’t about to send search parties into the hills or frogmen into the firth, the way they had for Rory. Were they?

The twins ate their fish and chips in happy silence. They made chip butties with the slices of bread and butter that came with the meal. They drank their glasses of blackcurrant juice. Around us the conversations blended into a buoyant hum. Teaspoons clinked on the rims of cups. There was something so normal in the scene that another wave of vertigo rocked me. I almost had to grip the table. This was why I couldn’t go to jail. If I went to jail I would miss the sparkling droplets of vinegar on Katie’s chips, the unblinking lustre of Stuart’s eyes as he watched a Westie settle itself under its owner’s chair at a neighbouring table. I would miss the Glasgow bus pulling up in a groan of brakes just outside the steam-blanched windows, an old lady labouring past with her shopping bag on wheels.

‘What’s the matter, Daddy?’

Katie was looking at me. Stuart turned from his study of the dog to watch me too.

‘Nothing. It’s just that vinegar, nipping my eyes. Anyway, look!’

I jabbed my finger at the window. They both whipped round to see what was happening and I leaned forwards and snatched a chip from each of their plates.

‘Hey!’

‘Daad!’

I stuck the two chips in my mouth like fangs and raised my hands like claws.

‘Eww! Dad!’

‘Aargh! I’m a monster!’
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WHEN WE GOT BACK TO Taigh-na-Mara, Sarah was chopping carrots. The shunk of the blade on the chopping board dirled in my head. I stood on the other side of the butcher’s block and watched her work.

‘I don’t think I can do it,’ I told her. ‘Honestly. I’m done.’

‘Do what?’

‘This. The Lockharts. Eating a meal. Laughing and joking.’

She kept chopping. A bulge appeared on one side of her jaw.

‘Well, that’s where we are now, isn’t it?’ She drew the back of her hand across her brow, pushing the hair out of her eyes. ‘Acting normal. And it starts now, Gordon. You can’t put it off till you feel better.’

The knife kept hitting the board with a sickening clack. She was pressing her palm on the flat of the blade to push it home.

I sighed. The bloody Lockharts round a dinner table? I could sooner levitate than discuss house prices over a glass of red. Curl up like a foetus and go to bed for a week? I could manage that. But to act like things were normal? Do it day after day, from now till doomsday. Maintain the facade. How was that possible?

‘Maybe I should call it in,’ I said. ‘Tell the police, I mean. Confess.’

The chopping stopped.

‘What did you say?’

‘I can take the blame. Or even if they find out Rory did it, he’s still a minor. There’s extenuating circumstances. Could be self-defence, even.’

‘Gordon. Oh, Gordon.’ Her hair was swaying in front of her eyes. She held the knife aloft, her teeth bared like a maenad. ‘What the fuck are you thinking? He stabbed a boy to death. They’ll give him juvie till he’s eighteen, then the proper jail. We’ll lose him again.’

‘I could say it was me. I could say I did it.’

‘And what?’ Her voice was like compressed air. ‘You go to jail? The twins lose their father? And, sorry, you? In the jail?’ Her smile made me wince. ‘You’d last ten minutes. They’d chew you up. Leave your spectacle frames and a tuft of hair.’

She looked up as though she might do it herself. Chew me up and spit me out. She sighted me down the blade of the knife.

‘That’s not happening, Gordon. I’m not raising these kids on my own. I’m not losing it all again.’ She took the blade and swept the chopped carrots into a pot of water. ‘You better sort yourself out.’ The blade clattered onto the worktop as she turned on the gas beneath the pot, lit the flame with a muffled whump.

I’d never seen her like this. Even in the depths of her grief over Rory, there was something yielding, something human and wounded, at Sarah’s core. Now she seemed different, hardened all the way through, scarred over, cauterised by the things her son and her husband had done.

There was no arguing with her.

I climbed the stairs to get ready.

The upstairs windows buzzed in their frames. The wind was whistling and gowling in the chimney. I went for a piss and the water swayed in the bowl. A storm was coming. Thunder rumbled through the upper floors, like a pool-table’s balls disgorging. At five past seven the doorbell went.

I paused where I stood on the staircase and swallowed. My knuckles were white on the bannister. You’ve got this, Gordon, I told myself. Who are you fucking kidding? I answered back.

The Lockharts were all smiles and cold air and perfume. We greeted them at the door – an awkward ballet of handshakes and kisses – and I took the Pinot Noir from Alan’s grasp, the night air cold on the bottle’s shoulders.

‘Come on through.’

We sat down at that table and we did what we said we would do. Somehow, though it seemed like the hardest thing in the world, we sat with two of our oldest friends and talked about nothing in particular. This and that. We drank wine and we ate food. The white we served with the fish starter was like vinegar on my lips but I forced it down. The topic of the missing boy came up and we made appropriate noises. Those poor parents. It’s like Rory all over again. Who would have thought. A place of this size. And then we moved on to other topics. There was something almost vindictive in the main course Sarah served – a great smoking log of roast beef, crisp on the edges and pink in the middle, that puddled in its blood as I carved – but I chewed it down and nodded and passed the salad and laughed at jokes and topped up glasses. A kind of euphoria gripped me, a dark elation, and I started to needle Alan.

Can’t shake this tight hamstring from five-a-sides. Do you know a physio, Alan? I was sure you knew a physio.

Motherwell are doing better this year, aren’t they? Top six finish on the cards, I’d say.

Honestly, you feel like you’re on another planet in that pub. Man on the moon. Like Neil bloody Armstrong. It’s a Scottish name that, isn’t it, Alan? Armstrong.

When I went for a piss he was waiting in the hallway as I finished.

‘The fuck are you doing?’ His eyes were fizzing. ‘What are you playing at?’

‘It’s called banter, Alan. Bit of fun.’

‘Aye, well, it’s gone too far. Fucking wrap it.’

When dessert had been cleared away, I found two cigars – Romeo y Julieta Churchills; the heavy artillery – and tossed one to Alan.

 

We took our whiskies out to the garden and then down through the gate to the beach. The storm had passed and a light breeze tossed my hair as we took the sea air in our lungs. We balanced the goblets on a rock and went through the ritual of lighting up – unscrewing the lids of the long silver tubes, drawing the length of the cigars under our noses, using the little guillotine to snip the ends off the Churchills, and leaning into the Zippo’s wavering flame to suck the tip to a scarlet ember.

‘Oh, yes. Oh, fuck.’ Alan raised his head to plume his white smoke into the night sky. ‘Oh, how good is that?’

We walked on down the beach and came to rest a few feet shy of the incoming waves. The moon laid a wavering strip of white across the firth.

‘I’m sorry about earlier,’ I told him.

‘It’s all right.’ He moved his glass in slow circles. ‘It’s just, I can’t lose Jenny. I can’t lose her. That’s all. You would cope. You would soldier on. Me? I’d end up, I don’t know . . .’ He waved his glass at the salty darkness before them. ‘In there.’

I nodded. ‘I know what you mean.’

‘The Taits, though,’ he said. ‘Jesus. What must they be feeling now. Not knowing where he is.’

I swirled it round my mouth, the rich vanilla smoke. ‘I know,’ I said.

He nodded.

‘No. I mean, I know,’ I said. ‘I know where he is.’

‘What?’ A sliver of laughter split the syllable.

‘I know where Logan Tait is.’

Alan looked blankly at me.

I gestured with my lit cigar. ‘He’s out there.’

‘He’s on the island?’

‘No. Out there.’

‘You think he killed himself? Like Lucas Weir?’

We’d been standing side by side, looking over the waves to the dark island. Alan shifted his stance and turned to face me. I could feel his look boring into my cheek.

I swirled the single malt in my glass. I was holding the bowl in my palm, the short stem of the goblet poking down between my middle fingers. I could feel the ridges of the diamond pattern on the flesh of my palm and the pads of my fingers. I tipped the glass and took a mouthful; savoured the golden burn; swallowed.

‘Rory killed him,’ I said. ‘Stabbed him with a fishing knife. On the wee beach beside the marina. He’d been bullying Rory. Calling him gay. Bringing up what happened in Ireland. There were doctored photos on the internet. All that stuff. Rory lost it. Killed him.’

Alan was scrutinising my face, scanning it for a sign – a twitch at the corner of the mouth, a crease of the crow’s feet – that might make sense of what I was saying, defuse it to the level of a prank, a tasteless joke.

I turned to face him. I spoke in the same even tone. ‘I helped to get rid of the body. We wrapped Logan Tait in a sleeping bag and dumped him in the firth. Over by the island. We used the boat. Don’t worry: I swabbed it with bleach. There’s no traces.’

I watched the knowledge gleam in the pools of his eyes like carp in a pond.

‘Jesus Christ. It’s true!’ His face was corpse-pale in the moonlight. ‘It’s fucking true, isn’t it? Why are you telling me this?’

I puffed on the cigar. I could picture my features flaring redly as the Churchill glowed. ‘Easy,’ I told him. ‘You’re gonna help me.’

‘I’m what?’

He took a step back, staggered a bit on the lumpy strand.

‘What you mentioned earlier,’ I said. ‘Davy Tait’s history of violence. You’re gonna find a way to bring that up. When the police come round asking questions.’

The reality of the situation was getting too high for Alan. A kind of galvanic charge was running through him, jerking his shoulders. He looked down at his full hands – a cigar in one, a glass of whisky in the other. He threw the cigar into the firth. It spun a few times, the red tip winking, and doused itself in the onrushing waves. Then he hoisted the goblet, like Hamlet pondering Yorick, and heaved it into the sea with an anguished cry.

With his hands free, he shook them in front of his face.

‘Fuck! Fuck, Gordon. Jesus fuck! What have you done?’

He actually spun on the sand, hands on his head, whirling in a kind of dervish crouch. I smoked my cigar and watched him.

‘You can’t lose her,’ I said. ‘You would end up in there.’

‘What?’ He dropped his hands to his sides. ‘What did you say?’

‘I’m just pointing out the realities, Alan. I think it’s best, don’t you?’

‘You bastard,’ Alan hissed, and I saw his fists flash open and closed. I sidestepped smartly, evading his clumsy lunge, and stuck out a dainty foot, hooking his instep, bringing him down in a crashing sprawl. He raised himself up on his hands and knees, sand in his eyebrows, sand in his hair. I hadn’t so much as spilled my drink.

‘We both want the same thing,’ I told him. ‘We want to keep what we have. We’re both’ – I couldn’t resist it – ‘in the same boat. Now. Let’s go back inside. Here.’

I reached down and gripped his hand and hauled him to his feet. I walked ahead of him back to the house. He could have swung at me then, poleaxed me from behind, but I knew that I’d brought my point home. We understood one another.

‘What happened to you?’

Jenny was laughing, her eyes wide, as we trooped back into the lounge, Alan’s jacket and jeans all stippled with sand.

‘Some folk cannae hold their drink,’ I said.





39

TWO DAYS LATER I WAS hanging my jacket in the porch when I heard voices from the living room. Sarah’s and a man’s. There was something in Sarah’s tone – tight and brittle, artificial – that rang a warning bell. Sure enough, as I approached along the hall I could see a familiar ginger crew-cut above the back of the couch.

I crossed to kiss Sarah. Hagan half-rose for me to shake his hand.

‘Where are the kids?’ I asked Sarah.

‘The twins are watching telly. Rory’s in his room. You want coffee?’

There was a plate of Jaffa cakes on the low table; coffee cups, a jug of milk and a sugar bowl. I could see through the parallel double doors to the lounge where the twins knelt like some two-headed beast before the TV screen, cartoon colours jumping.

‘Stay where you are. I’ll get it.’

In the kitchen I clicked the kettle on and leaned on the worktop, staring into the black mirror of the microwave door. He knows nothing, I told that scared face. There’s no body, no weapon, no witnesses. Front this out and we’re home and dry. The face didn’t seem convinced.

I poured my tea and took it through.

‘I was just saying to Sarah.’ Hagan raised his coffee cup in my wife’s direction. ‘You’ll have heard about the missing boy in Largs. Logan Tait.’

‘They haven’t found him, then?’

I risked a glance at Sarah as I took my seat. She looked strained, a little flushed, but she was nodding seriously at Hagan. She was holding it together.

‘Not yet, no.’ Hagan leaned forwards. ‘Look, this is going to bring it all back. I’m aware of that. Another missing child. But we’ve got a job to do here. Talk to all the classmates and the parents.’

‘Of course.’ I found a coaster for my tea, avoiding Hagan’s eye. ‘We’re happy to help in whatever way we can.’ I sounded like a politician. ‘Aren’t we, love?’

‘Absolutely.’ Sarah nodded a little vigorously. ‘Goes without saying.’

The black notebook had appeared in Hagan’s hand. He flipped it open. ‘You didn’t see Logan Tait over the weekend? Saturday night this is. Out on the beach maybe?’

‘You think he drowned?’

‘We don’t think anything at this stage. We’re just asking questions. You didn’t see anything unusual? Hear anything?’

‘No. We were – what were we doing, love? Quiet night in, wasn’t it?’

She rested her chin on her palm in a parody of contemplation. Take it easy, I thought. Let’s not overegg the pudding.

‘We watched that cop show on Netflix,’ she said. ‘With the Scottish actor. Line of Duty, wasn’t it? Martin Compston.’

‘That’s right.’ I brushed invisible crumbs from my jeans.

Hagan scribbled in his notebook. He looked at both of us in turn. ‘We spoke to some of Logan Tait’s teachers.’

‘Right.’

‘It seems that he and Rory weren’t the best of pals.’ He paused. ‘They had some kind of beef?’

‘Ah, well.’ I held up a palm, stopping traffic. ‘You know what boys are like. Teenagers. Everything’s a drama. Everything’s the end of the world.’

‘The end of the world?’

‘It’s a figure of speech. I mean they make everything into a big deal.’

‘You didn’t think it was a big deal?’

I fished the teabag out of my mug, set it on the plate.

Hagan shifted in his seat. ‘I only ask because Mrs MacKinnon the rector, she said that you’d made a complaint. You’d been in to complain that Logan Tait was picking on Rory. Bullying him. Is that not right?’

I shook my head. I closed my eyes for a second or two. ‘No. I mean, kind of. Yes. The Tait boy was picking on him.’

‘Picking on him how?’

‘Partly it was religious.’ I nodded at the crucifix on the wall. ‘Fenian. Taig. Tarrier. The usual stuff.’

‘But there was more?’

‘Well. I mean, the abuse stuff, what happened to Rory in Ireland, I suppose it was common knowledge. The Tait boy used it against him. Said Rory enjoyed it. He must be gay. Liked taking it up the arse et cetera. All that. There was online stuff as well. Comments in group chats. Doctored photographs.’

‘Sounds pretty serious to me.’

‘Well.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s fair to say it wasn’t much fun.’

‘And yet, a second ago you were playing it down.’

‘Well, look. The kid’s missing. I didn’t want to be speaking ill of him.’

Hagan frowned. ‘Speaking ill? You speak ill of the dead, Gordon. Isn’t that the phrase?’

‘Once again,’ I said slowly. ‘It’s a figure of speech.’

Sarah’s teacup rattled in its saucer as she set it down. ‘Look. It was a stupid classroom squabble. I’m sure it happens all the time. The only reason you’re giving it credence is that the Tait boy’s missing.’

‘Well, if there was a fight between Logan Tait and Rory, then certainly we give that credence. Wouldn’t be doing our job if we didn’t.’

I shifted in my seat. ‘Aye, but a fight? I don’t think so. Some sort of scuffle in the dining hall, Rory said. Pushing and shoving. Nothing to it.’

Hagan nodded noncommittally.

‘And there was that thing at the football match, wasn’t there?’

‘What, a sending off? Come on, now. Be serious.’

‘He broke the boy’s jaw, Gordon. They were all for pressing charges, the family. The Largs office belled me at the time. I spoke to the parents, persuaded them to drop it.’

I spread my hands: what do you want from me?

‘Well, we’re very grateful,’ Sarah said. ‘That was good of you. But like Gordon says, it was a dust-up on a football pitch. What bearing does it have?’

‘Breaking someone’s jaw?’ Hagan said. ‘Well you could say it establishes a propensity for violence, for one thing. It sets a precedent.’

‘You’ve never played football?’ I said. ‘The Beith kid hacked him down. Near took his legs off. It was a spur of the moment reaction. Rory lashed out.’

‘Yeah, but you said it yourself, Gordon. This boy on the football pitch needled him. Goaded him. So did the Tait boy.’

‘It’s not the same.’

‘Still, though. Maybe it’s time I spoke with Rory. You’re welcome to sit in.’

‘Oh we’ll sit in. Don’t worry about that.’

Sarah went upstairs to fetch Rory. In the lull that followed, Bonnie loped across the floor to lay her head in Hagan’s lap. He ruffled her ears and she whacked the floor with her tail.

‘She likes you,’ I said.

Hagan widened his eyes, as much as to say, at least someone does.

There were footsteps in the hallway.

‘Here he is.’ Hagan straightened up. ‘The man himself.’

Rory crossed to him, smiling, and Hagan stood. They hugged. After all, I thought, Hagan is the man who crossed to Ireland to bring Rory home. Restore him to life, you might say.

Rory sat on the couch, between Sarah and me.

‘Just a few questions, pal. If that’s all right.’

‘Fine. No problem.’

‘You’ll know Logan’s gone missing. Logan Tait.’

‘I heard, yeah.’

‘What were you doing on Saturday night, Rory?’

I’d imagined that Hagan would start slowly, try to put Rory at ease, sucker him in.

‘Saturday?’ The smile was still playing on Rory’s lips. ‘Well, I was here, wasn’t I? In my room. On my phone, probably.’

He gave a little laugh and we joined in weakly, Sarah and I. ‘That sounds about right,’ Sarah said.

‘You didn’t go outside at any point? Go for a walk maybe? Along the beach’

‘No.’ He looked at us, as if to say, what’s up with this guy? ‘Like I said. I was in my room.’

‘When did you last speak to Logan? Or contact him?’

Rory stuck a finger in his ear, waggled it distractedly. ‘Let me think. I had PE with him on Tuesday. I think I spoke to him then.’

‘What about?’

‘Nothing. Just, you know, how’s-it-going sort of thing.’

‘You guys had fallen out, though. Is that right?’

‘Well, aye. But that was over with.’

‘What was it about, the falling out?’

‘It was about Logan being a dick, to be honest. Bringing up stuff about, well, what happened. Over there. In Ireland. Showing off to his football mates. The guy’s an arsehole sometimes. I’m sorry, but he is.’

‘But you didn’t take things further? You didn’t have a fight.’

‘Naw.’ Rory shook his head. ‘Look, Logan was my friend. I’ve known him since I was yay-high. Over there, when I thought about my old life, when I tried to remember stuff about home, I used to think about Logan.’ He smiled, remembering. ‘We had this game, when we were wee. Out on the beach. You took a stick and drew a wee square in the sand. Then you took a stone – the other person had to turn their back – and you hid the stone and smoothed out the sand and they got three goes to find it, poking their finger into the sand. I used to think about that. Over there. I used to—’

He broke off then. Closed his eyes. The sob seemed to rise up through him, of its own accord, like a sneeze, inflating his chest, escaping in a sudden bleat of grief. And now he was crying in great shaking heaves, and Sarah turned to wrap him in her arms, pressing her lips to the top of his head.

It was a masterful performance, utterly convincing. But in the midst of my elation and relief, I felt a slight chill at the thought that Rory was lying. And then a stronger chill at the thought that maybe he wasn’t.

Hagan waited with a pained expression on his face while Rory subsided. When Rory seemed to have pulled himself together, Hagan stood up.

‘Could I take a look at your room, Rory?’ He looked at Sarah and me. ‘I don’t have a warrant or anything. You’re perfectly free to refuse.’

I could feel Sarah’s gaze boring into the side of my head. I took a gulp of tea, stealing a second to think. If we said no, Hagan would know that something was wrong. But what if Rory had taken something from Logan Tait, some kind of trophy, and stashed it in his room? I weighed it up as best I could, decided it was a risk we’d have to take.

‘Fine. No problem. Right, Rory?’

Rory nodded, though the look in his eyes didn’t fill me with confidence.

I showed Hagan through to Rory’s room and left him to it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what secrets Rory might be keeping.

The three of us sat there in silence. We didn’t want to whisper to each other. No small talk was possible. We sat there listening to Hagan moving objects around Rory’s room.

A few minutes later Hagan was back.

‘Thanks for your time, folks.’

‘No smoking gun?’

He smiled with his lips pressed shut. ‘I’ll see myself out.’
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WE KEPT TO THE HOUSE for a few days after Hagan’s visit. Sarah took some leave and I worked from home and we kept the kids off school with invented illnesses. We stayed in pyjamas all day, as if it was Christmas, and played board games in the upstairs lounge, and endless hands of cards. The twins played snap with one deck while, with another, Rory, Sarah and I played knockout whist as if our lives depended on it, pronouncing the trump with belligerent glee. We snacked on toasties and bowls of cereal and packets of lentil soup, as though convening for a proper meal would represent a level of commitment we couldn’t quite muster.

The dog whined for his walk and Rory shushed him testily.

We were like a house in mourning, which I suppose was true since we were the only household who knew for a fact (three of us, anyway) that Logan Tait was dead. Us three and Alan Lockhart. For the village, Logan Tait was only missing, and we didn’t need to hear the fevered treatises and fervid speculations being currently spun in the Mudhook and the Esso garage and on the railway station platform. We hunkered down in Taigh-na-Mara as though waiting out a hurricane.

Sarah worried that our going to ground would rouse comment and suspicion, but I told her that people would find our behaviour entirely natural. It was only to be expected that Logan’s disappearance would bring back memories of Rory’s, which, though a convenient pretext for our hibernation, also happened to be true. We kept the central heating on all day and banked up the wood-burning stove and drank hot chocolate in glazed, misshapen mugs that the twins had made in nursery. I kept away from screens and even windows, glancing out only intermittently to see the heads of dog-walkers flickering in and out of view between the seawall’s battlements.

 

One morning just after dawn, I went out to the garden and the cooing of a wood pigeon – that hollow, fluting, three-note call – tumbled me down the years to my own back yard in Ellis Street where the same notes sounded from the trees of Portland Road. All the years Logan Tait would no longer know now seemed somehow condensed and enveloped in that call. It sounded like a judgement and I hurried back indoors.

It was only on the fourth day that Sarah ventured out to Morrisons for supplies. It was while she was gone that the doorbell rang, a thunderous jangling clangour.

When had it gotten so loud?

‘I’m sorry. You’re probably busy.’

It took me a moment to place him. The last time I saw him he’d been wearing a late-nineties AC Milan kit and contact lenses. Now he pushed his glasses up on his nose and stood there on the step in his M&S fleece and faded jeans.

‘Not at all.’ I held the door wide.

‘I thought, if anyone understands what we’re going through. You know?’

‘Come in, Davy. Jesus. Come in.’

He winced – at the mild blasphemy, I realised too late. He was an elder in one of the Presbyterian churches in Largs.

‘You’re at your tea.’ He gestured at the dish-towel in my hand. ‘I’m disturbing you.’

‘Not at all. I’m doing the dishes. We’ve finished.’

He followed me through to the living room and took a seat on the couch. I noticed little flecks of white on his black trainers and the lenses of his specs. However hard he tried, he couldn’t disguise what he did all day.

I flipped the dish-towel onto my shoulder. ‘You want a beer?’

‘You having one?’

Fuck yeah, I thought. ‘Absolutely,’ I said.

In the kitchen I was pulling a Peroni from the top shelf when I fumbled it and the bottle slipped from my grasp. It landed on the lino, didn’t break. Jesus, Gordon, I thought; get a grip of yourself. I set it on the worktop and drew out another three bottles. I opened them and drank one off where I stood. Then I took the other two to the living room.

‘Where is everyone?’

Davy was standing by the picture window, looking out on the darkening firth.

‘The twins are in bed. Or anyway they’re upstairs. Rory’s in his room. Sarah’s doing the messages. Sit down, Davy. Here you go.’ I handed him the beer. We took our seats, facing each other, him on the couch, me in an armchair. ‘Look, I know it’s a stupid question, Davy, but how are you doing?’

He turned. ‘They’re all stupid questions now, aren’t they? You must have felt that when Rory disappeared. What’s the point? What does it matter, any of it?’

I wasn’t prepared for this sudden lurch into nihilism on Davy’s part, though of course I knew the feeling only too well. ‘I know. You wish folk would stop asking you. What can you tell them?’

‘It’s not knowing that does it. I could stand the grief, I think. And if it comes to that, we’ll get through it. It won’t break us.’ He tapped his chest, where a little silver fish glinted, the emblem of his faith. ‘But this limbo. Is he gone? Is he still alive? I mean, I don’t need to tell you.’

I nodded. ‘It’s tough, mate. But, listen: it’s early days.’

‘It is. It is. And you guys are living proof, eh? It can happen. Kid goes missing, everyone assumes the worst. But they come back. Even years later. They come home safe. It happens.’

‘Of course it does.’

His face fell. ‘Only, you don’t believe it.’

‘What?’

‘I can see it in your face, Gordon. Your eyes. You think he’s dead. You think Logan’s dead.’

‘No! Not at all!’

‘We’re kidding ourselves, aren’t we?’

‘Davy. Come on. You need to stop thinking like that.’

‘It’s OK.’ He stood up, paced to the window. ‘I mean, you’re probably right. I keep thinking . . . Ach, I think something terrible has happened.’

‘Don’t say that.’

He shook his head. ‘Look, Gordon. There’s something. We’ve never told anyone else. But we think. Well, we’re pretty certain, that Logan’s, you know, gay.’

‘He’s gay? How do you know?’

‘Just. Well, we’ve noticed things. I mean, it makes no difference to us. This day and age. And even the Church – the Church isn’t as anti as it used to be. But you know what boys are like. At that stage. And Logan – well, he blows everything out of proportion. I’m worried he’s, well, he’s maybe done something stupid.’

I felt sick to my stomach. What about all the slurs and jibes Rory spoke about? The arse-bandit gags? Was it all a front? At the same time, the smirking little goblin in my brain was saying, Now, hold on: this could be good. This is just what we want him to think. Suicide? Water that seed, man. Water that seed.

‘Aw, no, Davy. You think?’

‘I don’t know what to think. But, look. There was a . . . there was an episode last year. Ah, son. Logan, Logan.’

His shoulders slumped. He sat there, arms dangling between his knees. I watched the bald spot on his cropped head. A spasm jerked his shoulders: he was crying.

‘You’re saying he’s tried it before?’

The bald spot wavered. ‘No. Maybe. I don’t know. It was last year. Round about Christmastime.’ He found a paper tissue in the pocket of his jeans and rubbed his nose with it. ‘Logan had been out of sorts, moody. What am I saying? Moody? He was out of control. Throwing chairs around the kitchen. Squaring up to me. He was mental. Wild.’

‘What was the matter?’

‘His girlfriend dumped him. Supposedly.’

‘But I thought you . . .’

‘I know. That was the point. He kept saying it was his fault. How could any girl want someone like him? No girl will want me. He kept saying that. And then he stormed off into the night, saying it was time to finish it. I tried to stop him but he tore off up Jetty Road. I got the car out but, you know, he was gone.’

‘What happened?’

‘We phoned the polis. They found him at the Turf. You know, the astro pitch in the village. He had a bungee cord in his pocket. With the hooks at both ends? To fix things to a roof-rack? I didn’t even know he’d taken it.’

I thought, what would he be doing with a bungee cord? Davy was watching my face. When he saw the penny drop, he nodded.

‘Aye, exactly. The polis took him to Crosshouse Hospital. We followed in the car. A psych nurse spoke to Logan alone, then us. He told us he didn’t think Logan was serious. About killing himself, like. But I mean, who knows?’

‘It’s a bloody epidemic,’ I said. ‘Those lads last year.’

‘I know. I think that’s what got into his head. He couldn’t stop talking about it. One of them does it and they all start doing it. Plus, there was other stuff, too.’

‘What was that?’

‘Ach, someone killed a couple of pigeons in the street outside our house. Shot them with an air rifle. I don’t know, I thought maybe Logan was involved.’

He rubbed his nose with the tissue again, put the tissue back in his pocket.

‘And the polis?’ I gestured with my beer bottle. ‘What are the polis saying? Do they have any . . . ideas?’

‘The polis.’ He raised a hand and let it fall, dismissing all the efforts of the police, all earthly authorities. ‘They don’t really know what they’re doing.’

‘But they must have some idea. I mean . . .’

‘There’s no note. Nothing’s missing from his room. They think Logan’s run away. Taken a train to London or something. He’ll turn up, they say. Most of them do, apparently. Well, you know yourself.’

‘Right. I’m sure they’re right, though. He’ll turn up.’

He seemed to have found an everlasting bottle of beer. The bottle of beer from the Sermon on the Mount. How could he keep slugging from it without the level dropping at all?

‘I need to ask you, Gordon.’ He shifted in his seat and hunched forwards a little. ‘Did you know?’

Something flipped in my stomach. ‘Did I know what, Davy?’

‘Did you know that Rory was still alive? I’m not talking about evidence or anything like that. I mean, when Rory disappeared, did you know, could you feel that he was still to the fore?’

He tapped his chest, as if this was where you would feel it.

‘Ah, mate.’ I breathed out, a long sigh that might have looked like sympathy. ‘I don’t know. I hoped he was alive. I didn’t have any . . . intuition or second sight or anything. I just kept hoping and praying.’

‘Because I don’t know. I really don’t. I look inside me for a sign. I pray for a sign. But there’s nothing. I don’t know if he’s alive or dead.’

‘It’s hard, mate. I feel for you. I really do.’

What I felt was simple: I wanted him out of my house. I felt, in a way I couldn’t explain, that this man’s presence was a taint. A superstitious dread was taking hold of me. I wanted out of that room. Out to the firth beyond the picture window, to the sharp salt smell and the water. But the firth, too, was tainted, by the thing that lay muffled and bound in its murky depths. Not all the water in the ocean – how did it go again? Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood clean from my hand?

‘I’m going to ask you something, Gordon,’ Davy was saying. He was looking at me with an odd intensity, a glitter of exultation in his eyes and I felt the ground waver under me. ‘Just say no if you’re not comfortable. I won’t mind.’

Oh Jesus, I thought. What are we getting now?

His voice dropped. ‘Will you pray with me, Gordon?’

What could I say? We got down on our knees right there on the lounge carpet, either side of the coffee table. Davy gripped my hand in his, fingers laced, and raised our joined arms in the air as he dropped his chin on his chest.

He was wearing a silver bracelet on the wrist of the hand that linked mine, and out of the corner of my eye I watched the lamplight reflect its links as Davy prayed.

I’ve always found the Protestant approach to prayer a touch, well, forward. This mateyness, this assurance that God is just drumming his fingers waiting for you to clear your throat and start in with those smug, halting sentences. Each clause dropping in pitch like a ball bouncing down steps.

But this was different. Davy Tait spoke simply and clearly, something heartfelt and humble in his Ayrshire vowels.

Lord God, in your infinite mercy, if it be your will, let your servant Logan Tait return home to those who love him. Send him home, Lord. This we ask in the name of your own son, who taught us how to pray, saying, Our Father, who art in Heaven . . .

I found myself joining in at that point, to my own surprise, in a churchly murmur. When it came to the line about forgiving those who trespass against us my arm gave a little spasm and I saw the bracelet twinkle on Davy’s wrist.

As we rose from our knees I heard the front door opening. Normally, Sarah would shout hello from the hallway, but she must have seen Davy Tait’s van. I heard her dump the shopping bags on the kitchen counter and then she appeared in the doorway, her jacket still on, car keys dangling from her fist.

‘Oh, Davy. Davy.’

She crossed the floor and drew him in for a hug. Across his shoulder, she looked down meaningfully at me: What have you been saying? Don’t fuck this up. I held both hands up: We’re good. It’s fine. He doesn’t suspect a thing.

‘We’re all thinking about you,’ she said, releasing Davy and splashing her car keys onto the table. ‘We’ll be praying for Logan’s return.’

Rory wandered into the living room at that point in his stocking soles, hands in his pockets.

‘Hello, Mr Tait.’

I wondered if Davy Tait would resent Rory. Maybe he would divine that Rory’s falling out with Logan was connected to the disappearance. But he rose from the sofa with his face creased into a smile.

‘Ah, Rory. Rory. So good to see you.’

‘I’m sorry about Logan, Mr Tait.’

Rory bowed his head as he shook Tait’s hand. There was something oddly formal in the gesture. He’s expressing his condolences, I thought, but Tait didn’t notice. He just clapped him on the back and sat back down.

‘Thanks, son. It’s not your fault.’

‘Another?’ I asked. The everlasting bottle was finally done. Tait looked at it sadly and shook his head.

‘Can’t, Gordon. Have to stay sober. Plus, I’ve got the Company tonight.’

I thought at first he’d said he had company that night. Then I remembered. He was captain of the local Boys’ Brigade company. Figure marching and team games in a Largs church hall. Uniforms and tuck shop. Your instinct was to suspect a BB leader of unsavoury intentions towards the boys. But not Davy Tait. His kink was religion. Jesus Christ had saved his life. Now Tait was obliged to offer the same salvation to others.

‘Not tonight, though, surely? Can’t someone else take over?’

‘Ach, what else would I be doing? Keeps my mind off it. Plus, Logan’s a lieutenant. The boys’ll miss him. Logan would want me to do it.’

He said his goodbyes to Sarah and Rory. He used the toilet on the way out and I waited for him in the hallway, replaying our conversation, looking for any missteps. In the porch, he offered his hand and I clasped it, pulled him towards me and hugged him. His shoulder blades under his fleece felt like Logan’s through the sleeping bag.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. It’s just, I hope it works out, Davy. That’s all. It brings it back, you know? But, listen: it’s gonna be fine.’

‘Ach, I know. I know it.’

I watched him drive off down Bay Street. He would never be the same again. He would carry them wherever he went, the scars of what happened to his son, like the telltale snowy flecks on his glasses and shoes.

Sarah and Rory were standing in the living room, like it was musical statues and the record had stopped. I felt a powerful urge to gather them in my arms, pull them into a slumped huddle, and thank God for our deliverance, as if Tait’s religious faith had boosted my own: Davy Tait suspects nothing! Praise be! We’re in the clear! But something made me cautious. We need to keep up appearances, I thought, even among ourselves. Stay in character. That’s how we’ll convince others.

I walked past them to the picture window, stood where Davy Tait had stood.

‘Poor bastard,’ I said.

Sarah squeezed my shoulder on her way past. In a moment I heard thumps from the kitchen – cans being unpacked on the worktop, cupboard doors closing. Then another sound – the muffled thump of music from Rory’s room. I stood there alone, watching the light fail, the hills turning into their silhouettes. White triangles of sail on the darkening firth.
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WITH TAIT GONE, I CLIMBED to my study and sat there in the deepening dusk. Somehow what came to mind was visiting my grannie when I was twelve or thirteen. Sitting in the front room of her council house at James Sym Crescent in Kilmarnock, just the two of us. The crumbs of a coconut snowball or a yellow slice of Madeira cake on a side plate on the occasional table. The lip-print on my empty glass of milk. Gran’s cup of tea. How we talked on as the afternoon died. Or she did, anyway, making the rounds of her little stock of anecdotes. Her narrative rosary. Her Stations of the Cross.

The same cast of characters featured every time. Her soldier father, gassed in the trenches, who paused every three or four yards when walking down King Street, feigning interest in a shop window to give himself the chance to fill his lungs, those lungs ravaged by chlorine or phosgene. Or our Irish ancestor, the pedlar, touring the outlying farms with his pony and trap, selling pots and pans, before filling up with whisky at the Craigie Inn and handing the reins to his six-year-old daughter while he slept it off in the trap’s jolting bed, the pony knowing its own road home.

She talked on, as the light died, and the room silted up with shadows. An initiation, you could call it, into our family lore, our tribal store of myths and legends, but what I really learned was something else: the properties of darkness. That blue, soothing gloom, deepening to grey, dissolving the pane in a grainy haze. There was a phase of gloaming when the borders between objects, between my grandmother and me, between the inside and the outside, began to blur and swim, as if a fish might swim – such was the underwater ambience – in and out across the windowsill.

I loved those afternoons, those evenings, when the talk petered out and we sat there companionably, sharing the silence, the shadows, a name. There was a vase on the mantelpiece, between the carriage clock and the black-and-white photograph of my grandfather with a black-and-white cat in his lap. It wasn’t a handsome vase, just a roughly turned ceramic piece, but its colour – a deep, rich indigo blue with a lustrous glaze – made it stand out all the sharper in the clotting dark. As everything drained and faded around it, the blue vase seemed to glow and pulse like a stripe of paint on a drab grey wall.

In time, the fiction of daylight could no longer be maintained. At that point, my grannie would rise and, almost in a rush, cross to snap on the light. The effect was instantaneous. The objects in the room sprang apart; black night slammed like a door against the window. We retreated into our ourselves: separate, hard-edged, self-contained. My grannie would sigh and cross to the kitchen and put on the kettle once more.

I was thinking of all this, and reliving the sights and smells and textures of that council house, but my thoughts kept circling back to my grannie’s blue vase. What was the deal with the vase? Why was the vase so important? And that’s when it struck me. Blue. A blue object in the gloom. The bloody dumbbell! The blue dumbbell in the upstairs bathroom. Davy Tait would have seen it when he used the toilet.

I got to my feet. The boards creaked as I walked my study. OK. He’s seen the dumbbell. Well, but so what? What’s the big problem? Why would he notice a dumbbell? But I knew I was kidding myself. It would stick out a mile. A blue dumbbell on a white wooden shelf. Who keeps a single dumbbell? It was like a single shoe. A single ski or glove. You would spot it and frown: where’s the other one? It would stick in your mind. And if the worst happened and Logan’s body was recovered and the spare blue dumbbell came to light, Davy Tait would put it together in no time. The twin of the dumbbell that sank Logan’s body was sitting in the Rutherfords’ bathroom. The blue dumbbell would sink us too. It would put me away for good.

Fuck. I wiped my palms on the thighs of my jeans. Fuck. The blue dumbbell was sitting there on the bathroom shelf, pulsing like kryptonite. I had to get it out of the house. In my fevered state I felt the police might arrive at any moment, with sniffer dogs and warrants.

Ten minutes later I was driving south with the blue dumbbell in a backpack in the boot.

The main road through this part of Ayrshire hugs the coast, except for a five-mile stretch between Fairlie and the town of West Kilbride. The road here cuts through fields, bypassing a little headland that juts out into the Firth of Clyde. This headland, the most westerly point in the county, has two places of interest, tucked out of sight of the passing motorist.

At the northern end stands the Hunterston B nuclear power station.

At the southern end lies the village of Portencross.

I was cursing myself, as I drove, for not having dumped the dumbbell sooner. The truth is, it just hadn’t occurred to me. There is always one detail, isn’t there, in the murder mysteries? One telling error that shipwrecks the culprit. Even if Davy Tait hadn’t spotted the dumbbell earlier, it was good policy to dump it now.

At the crossroads before West Kilbride, I took a right. The road to Portencross plunges to the coast in a long, narrow, ruler-straight line. In my windscreen, all the way, hung the dark silhouette of Arran with its five jagged peaks.

Tait, at least, seemed to be leaning towards suicide as the explanation for Logan’s disappearance. If the police leaned the same way then no one would be looking for a murderer. But suicide without a body could only mean the firth. Would they send divers into the Fairlie Roads? Or would they figure that the tide would have carried the body out to sea, as it had with Lucas Weir all those years ago?

The road dipped now and swung round to run along the coast as the roofs of Portencross came into view. There was a car park for tourists on the left, just above the rocky coastline, but darkness had fallen completely by now and the entrance was chained shut.

I bumped up onto the grass verge beyond the car park. The village was in darkness, except for three or four squares of yellow light. You could hardly even call it a village. There was no church or shop, just a smattering of cottages and houses. Even the road petered out into a track and then a grassy footpath. I opened the boot.

The backpack was a small one I used for jogging. I shouldered it and fumbled around for the heavy torch I kept in the boot. The torch fitted snugly in the pocket of my windbreaker. There was an old leash of Bonnie’s in the boot and I took that too. I’d read somewhere how undercover cops often took a dog-leash on surveillance details; a walker with a dog-leash looks normal.

The sound of the sea was in my ears as I set off past the row of cottages. The castle loomed on my left, a big square silhouette. This was what the tourists came to see. Just a square stone tower, fourteenth century. It was restored a few years back and now it housed a museum. I skirted the tiny, tear-shaped harbour next to the castle. There was a tradition that the kings of Scotland left from Portencross on their final journey for burial on Iona.

A dog howled somewhere, plaintive and high. I passed the last house and walked on out of the village on the stony track. The moon was up. The dumbbell was heavy in the backpack and I hunched my shoulders a little to ease the pull on the straps. About fifty yards on was the T-shaped wooden pier. I stepped onto the planks and walked out over the waves.

The sea was slapping on the columns of the pier. I remembered there was a rectangular hole, about the size of a beach-towel, out towards the end of the deck, where someone had presumably stolen the planks. The pier was a relic of the Clyde steamer trade, when boats criss-crossed these waters, taking pleasure-seekers from Glasgow to every village and town on the firth. But Portencross was never as popular as Rothesay or Largs and the steamer trade had gone the way of the royal funeral boats. People fished from the end of the pier now, and in summer the boys from Fairlie and West Kilbride brought their togs and jumped from the pier into the deep water. But boats no longer docked here and no one had repaired the hole in the deck.

I edged forwards, looking for the patch of darker blackness that would signal the hole. I didn’t want to use my torch in case anyone spotted the light. But the water was louder now, slurping and slapping at the wood, and the noise made it harder to see. The wind, too, had gotten up, blowing my hair across my face, and I reached into my pocket for the heavy shaft of the torch and thumbed the button. My breath caught in my throat. I stood on the very lip of the hole, the toes of my trainers curling over the edge. In the cone of light, I could see the white of the waves thrashing through the aperture. Another step and I’d have been down. A goner.

I skirted the hole and jabbed the yellow torchlight up the pier, checking there were no further hazards. Then I killed the light. I could feel the power of the water, creaking the columns, booming under the thin planks. I was on the crossbar of the T now, where the pier spread out to right and left. I knew that there were bollards round the edges of the pierhead for the mooring of boats and I edged gingerly forwards. The planks were slick here, too, and I squatted down, feeling for the edge with my gloved hands. There it was. I put the torch and the dog-leash down on the deck and slipped off my backpack. And now the clouds parted for a spell and blue moonlight flooded the pier. The dumbbell was too heavy to throw overarm so I swung it a couple of times and launched it out over the edge. I heard the muted splash and turned to gather my things.

Elation surged through me as I made my way back up the pier. For some reason I was more anxious about disposing of a dumbbell than I’d been about disposing of Logan Tait’s corpse. Adrenaline, I suppose, carried me through the dumping of the body, whereas now my only thought was of what could go wrong, how much I had to lose. Still, it was done now. I was free.

I stepped off the pier back onto the stone track and a white light stabbed at my eyes.

The voice was crisp and emphatic.

‘What exactly do you think you’re doing?’

I had my hand up to shield my eyes. ‘Put the bloody light down,’ I said.

The figure dropped the torch to his side, its cone of light pooling on the stony ground. He was big and rangy, his shoulders looming out of the darkness. But he was also, from what I could see by the glow from his torch, an old man, late sixties, seventies. I could make out a wild beard, the glint of spectacle frames. The accent was southern English.

‘You threw something from the end of the pier! I saw you!’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘It’s not a bloody dumping ground. You people!’

He brought the torch up again, as if to see what kind of people he was dealing with, and again I shielded my face. ‘Put it down. Christ!’

He lowered the torch. I held out the dog-leash. ‘I was looking for my dog.’

‘On the pier? What dog? You were dumping something.’

I was conscious that, while my left hand held the leash, my right hand still carried my own heavy torch. I thought about bringing it down on his head.

‘I’ve told them repeatedly,’ the old man was saying. ‘The police. The bloody council. And nothing’s ever done. Never. Well then. Enough’s enough.’

His torch was wedged in the crook of his arm now and he had something in his hands. The light bloomed up from a mobile phone and his thumbs were busy. Whether he was planning to call the police or maybe take my photo, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t wait to find out. I brought my own torch down on his wrist and smacked the phone from his hand. It clattered to the ground and his torch dropped with it. He gasped and staggered back, his hands up in front of him. My torch was raised high and it quivered in my grasp but I drew it down and jammed it in my pocket. I crammed the dog-leash into the other pocket. Then I stepped forwards quickly and pushed him hard, two-handed, in the chest. He folded like a chair and sat down on the ground. I heard the bump of his arse-bone on the track. Then I turned and sprinted for the car.

I didn’t look back. There was no one around as I dashed through the village. The car blinked twice as I thumbed the key and I threw myself into the driver’s seat, gunned the engine and bumped down onto the road. The car’s rear-end fishtailed a bit as I rounded the curve and then I floored it straight up Portencross Road and hung a left at the crossroads.

Jesus Christ! I was shaking my head, eyes flicking back and forth to the rearview in case the old boy was on my tail or had set the police on me. I could feel the laughter bubbling up. Here I was, speeding away from the scene of a littering – if dropping a dumbbell into the sea could even qualify as littering – as if I’d been robbing a bank. Something told me, though, that the Old Man of Portencross wasn’t ready to let this drop. There would be letters to the paper, emails to the council, phone calls to his local MP. The police would be involved. But if he hadn’t seen the car or caught my registration, what could he do? And even if he could, by some miracle, identify me, what then? It was my word against his.

I swung through the archway into the courtyard of Taigh-na-Mara. I killed the engine and just sat there in the darkness, exhausted, listening to the metal tick down. I felt shattered. As always, at moments of exhaustion, the words went through my head: Don’t Lie Down in the Snow. It was the old public information film on the telly when we were kids. Some bloke in army fatigues, dead on his feet, stumbling down a snowy hillside, desperate to rest. Don’t Lie Down in the Snow, said the voiceover. If you lie down in the snow you will never get up. I did get up though. I hauled myself out of the car and staggered to the front door.

In the lounge I poured myself a glass of Balvenie from the decanter and stood there drinking it off. Then I poured another and sat down in the armchair. There was a book on the coffee table, something Sarah was reading. I picked it up and flicked through it, a book about the sea. I turned to a section on shipwrecks, where the writer explained the difference between flotsam (wreckage that floats) and jetsam (anything thrown overboard). Ligan, I learned, was cargo at the bottom of the sea, sometimes with a buoy to mark it for salvage, while derelict was wreckage on the seabed that could not be retrieved.

I sipped my whisky. We had to hope that Logan Tait’s body, cocooned in its sleeping bags, was derelict and would lie undisturbed in the island’s deep lee. The dumbbell too.

I looked up. Sarah stood in the doorway in a white robe, a towel round her head, her cheeks pink from the shower. She didn’t even know I’d been out.
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‘OF COURSE, ONE OF THE problems that bedevils crime fiction is what Thomas C. Foster has called the “weightlessness” of murder in the genre.’

I moved away from the lectern in the trademark lecturing lope, head bent, one hand held aloft, fingers pinched, beating time with an invisible baton.

‘Think of Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers or any of those Golden Age detective writers. Queens of Crime. No shortage of murder in their books. A corpse turns up in the opening chapter, regular as clockwork.’

I wheeled to face the class, arms spread. ‘But how drastic does it feel? How serious? It’s a body, yes. But do we care about the victim? The horror – even the physical mess – is minimised. There’s no sense of what a momentous step it is to take a human life.’

Suddenly my mouth felt dry as sand. I stalked back to the lectern, took a swig from my water bottle. The heads lifted languidly from the notebooks and laptops. We were in the old quad, one of the old-fashioned lecture theatres: steeply raked wooden benches in an amphitheatre curve; a wooden dais that creaked and moaned when you tramped across it. It was week four of our third-year course on Scottish Gothic. I was lecturing on James Hogg’s Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, situating the novel not just as a landmark Gothic text but an important precursor to crime fiction.

‘The proverbial body in the library, we might say, is little more than a prop, a plot device, a way of putting Hercule Poirot or Lord Peter Wimsey through their investigative paces. In most crime novels, murder is not the end of a life, but simply the start of a puzzle. A corpse is discovered; the game is afoot! Milan Kundera wrote of The Unbearable Lightness of Being. What we find in crime fiction is the all-too-bearable lightness of dying.’

The pens moved across the notebooks. Fingers tapped on keyboards. Some of those fingers, doubtless, were updating Facebook statuses or maintaining Snapchat streaks. Three or four heads were turned to the mullioned window, either weighing the import of my words or watching the seagulls on the chapel spire. I looked back to my notes.

‘The challenge, then, for crime writers is to represent the gravity – in both senses of that word – of murder. The seriousness. The weight. What it really means to kill someone.’

Just then the image of the blue dumbbell flashed into my mind. I felt the weight of Logan Tait as I tipped him out of the boat and the black waters of the firth sucked him down. I felt the weight of the dumbbell in my shoulder as I pitched it into the firth from Portencross pier. I stopped, took another gulp of water.

‘And so the question becomes: how might a writer acknowledge that weight?’

I let the question hang and the words from Heaney’s ‘Grauballe Man’ flashed into my mind:


with the actual weight

of each hooded victim,

slashed and dumped.



I cleared my throat. ‘Well, one way might be to spend more time on the victim. Give us the victim’s backstory. Humanise the victim. Make us care, so that that their death hits home. As Sol Stein puts it, we need to know the people in the car before the car crashes. OK? Another way might be to show the impact of the killing on those left behind – the victim’s relatives and friends. But a third way – and this is the technique Hogg deploys in the Confessions – is to show the impact on the killer. The toll it takes. The psychological strain.’

I glanced at the clock on the back wall, above the tiers of benches. We were almost out of time. Students were rousing themselves from their slumped positions, closing their laptops.

‘You see, so long as he can convince himself that he is doing God’s work, that he is warranted in taking the lives he does, Robert Wringhim is holding it together. He is, after all, the justified sinner. Slowly, however, he comes to suspect the terrible truth – that Gil-Martin, the charismatic, domineering stranger at whose behest he has carried out these killings, is an emissary not of God but of the Devil, maybe Satan himself, and that Wringhim himself will be damned, not saved. And it’s this thought that makes him lose his mind, it’s this that torments Wringhim with those lurid visions: But ah! who is yon that I see approaching furiously – his stern face blackened with horrid despair! And it’s this that ensures that the final victim of Wringhim’s murderous rage, the topmost berth on the tottering pyre of corpses, will be Robert Wringhim himself. OK, we’ll finish up there for today, folks. Remember your class exercises are due on Thursday of next week – a close reading of the first four paragraphs of Jekyll and Hyde. Nine hundred words, including footnotes.’

The students shuffled out, hoisting their rucksacks, checking their phones. One came up as I was closing down my PowerPoint.

‘Professor Rutherford?’

It was a young man with square glasses and an unconvincing beard.

‘Will, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right. I wanted to ask. That bit where they dig up the suicide’s grave. And that body’s still intact and everything? Is that for real? I mean, did that stuff really happen?’

‘Apparently, yes.’ I motioned for him to walk with me and we made our way down the stairs, keeping to the left as students filed up past us on the right. ‘It’s to do with the peat,’ I told him. ‘The peat’s a preserver. Like the Iron Age bodies in Heaney’s bog poems. Hogg didn’t actually witness the exhumation, but he wrote the letter that appears in the novel. That’s an actual letter. It was sent by Hogg and published in Blackwood’s Magazine.’

‘Jeez. That must have been something. You dig up a hundred-year-old body and it’s as fresh as the day it was buried. Hardcore.’ Will shook his head in wonder and disappeared into the herds of students migrating between classes.

I crossed the quad, skirting the bright lime square of turf. In the half-light of the cloisters I stopped to wipe the sweat from my brow, take a couple of breaths. I had almost given it away, right there in the lecture in front of all the students. Up until now all my worries had been focused on the firth, Logan Tait’s body being discovered, frogmen dredging it up from the deep. Now I saw that exposure could come from within, something rising to betray me from my own black deeps.

Anyway, I was finished for the day. I took the subway to Buchanan Street and stopped off at a fishing tackle shop on Renfield Street to buy a replacement Helle fishing knife (let’s just dot those ‘i’s and cross the ‘t’s). Then I walked on down to Central and caught the 4:15 to Largs. I dozed a little on the journey, rousing myself at Kilwinning with the vague dread that I’d been snorting or even talking in my sleep. I caught the eye of the woman sitting opposite and smiled tightly.

When the train pulled out of Ardrossan South Beach station I could see the blue shape of Arran across the firth. The Sleeping Warrior, they call it – the outline of the island’s jagged peaks. It’s supposed to form the profile of a clansman on his back, with face and shield and folded arms. I could never see it, but the silhouette of the island is like an old friend’s face to me. It’s been in my peripheral vision for most of my life. And what it means is home. Whenever I can see the peaks of Arran, I know I’m on native ground.

In the train’s rocking I seemed to feel the rhythm of the future, all the months and years to come, shuttling back and forth between the coast and the city, teaching my classes, raising the twins, seeing Rory through university, writing papers, growing old. It seemed a glorious thing, a rare and unwarranted honour, and when I stepped down onto the platform at Fairlie, with eight or nine other commuters, and started strolling down to Taigh-na-Mara, I was happier than I’d been in weeks.

I was approaching the end of Jetty road, when I spotted some commotion on the beach. People milling round; someone’s arm extended, pointing out to sea.

Was it dolphins, I wondered. A pod of dolphins in the Fairlie Roads?

A figure broke away and came stumping up the beach with odd, jerky strides. It was Brian from the Mudhook. He was close enough now that I could hear the rasp of his anorak sleeves as he walked. He glanced over from the opposite pavement as we came abreast and he shook his head.

I must have looked puzzled because he crossed the road and clutched me by the arm. His bland, undemonstrative face was clenched in grief and incomprehension.

‘Did you not hear, Gordon? They pulled a body from the firth.’





Part Three
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THEY PULLED A BODY FROM the firth.

In the lounge I lurched around in a stupor, like one of the walking corpses from the ballads, like one of the fetches from Hogg’s Confessions. For a minute or two I wondered madly if it might be a different body that they’d pulled from the deeps. Maybe a fisherman had fallen overboard and drowned, or maybe a kayaker had been swamped by a freak wave. But that was rubbish. This was Logan Tait, back from the dead to arraign his killer.

It was obvious that Sarah hadn’t heard. The curtains were already closed, so she’d missed the drama playing out on the beach. She was in the kitchen cooking dinner, a Thai green curry, a medley of show-tunes playing on the UE Boom. I crossed to kiss her, then went to check on the twins. They were playing quietly on the living-room carpet, Katie sitting cross-legged, Stuart lying on his belly, moving the little figures of their Playmobil castle. Rory would be upstairs in his room.

I sat in my armchair and closed my eyes, trying to absorb the shock. There was no point alerting Sarah and Rory, I decided. Not yet anyway. Let’s enjoy one last meal as a family. One last evening of normality. And let’s stretch it out as long as we could before the world broke in and swamped us.

I had no doubt that the knock would come. The police would tie the sleeping bags and the dumbbell and the bungee cords to us and our guilt would seep out into the open. In that case, my duty was clear. I would take the blame for Rory’s actions. That went without saying. I’d say I plunged the knife into Logan Tait, to stop him hurting my son, to put a stop to him altogether. Then I forced Rory to help me dump the body in the firth. I disposed of the clothes. I washed down the boat with bleach. It was me. Everything was me. Rory was an innocent bystander.

I would do that happily. But what sat in my stomach like a rock, what put a tremor in my knees when I stood up to fix myself a whisky, was the prospect of jail. I was early forties, an academic, with spectacles, soft hands. Whatever it took to survive inside a jail, I didn’t have it. Maybe I can bulk myself up, I thought. Between now and the trial, between now and the sentence. Do some weights, take steroids, start wearing contacts. But I knew it was hopeless. I’d be looking at, what, the thick end of twenty years? As a child killer? Sarah was right; I wouldn’t last ten minutes. I’d be found, partway into my sentence, dead in my cell, hanged with knotted bedsheets or the cord of my trackies or the laces of my trainers. Should I do it now? Save myself the pain and the horror? Cram stones into my pockets and walk out into the firth?

Sarah called through that dinner was ready. My voice broke as I called back. I finished my whisky and hauled myself up, pasted a smile on my face. The twins went cantering through ahead of me and took their places at the table, lifting their cutlery and holding it ready in their little fists. Sarah was setting down the plates when Rory came in, sidling past Stuart to get to his chair.

We had never said grace, as a family. It wasn’t something we did. But that evening, I felt that some gesture was needed, some acknowledgement.

‘Listen,’ I said. They all looked at me, the twins with those wide, unblinking innocent eyes. ‘I just wanted to say. This is good. You know? Being a family again. Being together. We don’t say it enough. So.’ I shrugged. ‘I’m saying it now.’

‘OK, Dad.’ Stuart reached calmly for the salt.

Sarah was smiling. ‘What brought this on?’

‘Nothing.’ I reached for her hand, gave it a squeeze. ‘Come on. Let’s eat. It’s getting cold.’

After dinner, I was giving the twins their bath when Sarah appeared in the doorway, phone in hand. The colour had leached from her face. She looked ten years older.

I nodded at her. She said nothing, just nodded back and drifted away, her tread heavy on the stairs. I turned back to the twins. It was over now. The news had leaked into the house, through the screen of Sarah’s phone. And everything else would follow. The police. The panelled walls of a courtroom. The slick grey walls of a cell. The knotted bedsheet. The satin walls of a box.

I finished bathing the twins, lifted them out one by one, hugged them in the thick folds of the bath-towel, got them into their jammies. They thumped downstairs to say goodnight to Sarah.

I balled the bath-towel, put it in the laundry basket. Collected their little outfits from the bathroom floor, stowed them in the basket, too. What a privilege it suddenly seemed to be free to perform these simple tasks, to drain the bath, sluice the suds away with the shower fixture, drape the mat over the side of the bath.

When I’d finished straightening up the bathroom the twins were back upstairs. The tradition was that they both stayed in Katie’s bed for the story and then Stuart went through to his own room when the story was finished. They lay there side by side, with the covers up to their necks, wriggling in anticipation. The story I told them every night was a rambling, ongoing, episodic affair. The heroes were Katie and Stuart, storybook versions of their everyday selves, and the story took place in a fantasy kingdom ruled by a grumpy, incompetent monarch called King Archibald the Sixty-Seventh who sent the twins on new quests every night. Kill the dragon. Find the treasure. Rescue the kidnapped prince. They set off each night in their magical car, which featured a dashboard full of colour-coded buttons that turned the car into a submarine or a plane or a tank or made it invisible. I never remembered which coloured button was which, but the twins always kept me right.

That night, the very last thing on this earth that I wanted to do was spin out a tale. There was drama enough in my own life – jeopardy, conflict, cliffhangers aplenty – without making stuff up. But I dug deep, steeled myself for the ordeal, rolled my shoulders and cleared my throat. Through a gap in Katie’s bedroom curtains I could see a Police Scotland motor launch crossing the firth.

‘The king sent a messenger out of the palace to tell Katie and Stuart their help was required . . .’
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THE DAY OF THE FUNERAL was a dark, cold day. All funerals are bad, but a child’s? A teenage boy with his life unlived?

We slipped into a pew at the back, Sarah and I. A big screen at the front of the church was showing a montage of photos: Logan as a wee boy on a tricycle; Logan on his dad’s shoulders at the beach; Logan kicking a ball in his back garden, wearing a Rangers shirt that came down to his knees. I thought of my father’s funeral in the university chapel. Who decided photos were a good idea? Every smiling face is a punch in the gut.

I was surprised they’d released the body so soon, but I suppose the forensics were fairly straightforward. No big mystery about cause of death.

Sarah had her compact out, checking her teeth for lipstick. She snapped the compact shut and dropped it into her handbag and snapped the handbag shut. A long blonde hair was snaking across the shoulders of her suit and I peeled it off and shook it to the floor.

The turnout was big. I felt almost sleepy in the lull before it started. A purple lozenge like a bloodstain lay on the flagstones of the aisle beside our pew, thrown by sunlight through the stained glass. I scanned the bald spots and hairdos for people we knew. There was Hagan’s faded buzzcut. The bald head of Brian from the Mudhook. The Lockharts were four or five pews in front. As if he could feel my gaze, Alan Lockhart rolled his shoulders and craned round. He caught my eye and nodded, then turned back and leaned in and said something to Jenny. I noticed their boy, Callum, sitting to Alan’s left, looking awkward in his suit. We’d decided it was safest to leave Rory at home. People might think it odd, but it was tempting fate, we felt, to bring him along. As if Logan’s wounds might open in his presence, the coffin seeping blood.

The minister stepped forwards once the second hymn had finished, his hands clasped in front of his crotch. He nodded a couple of times and then raised his face to the light.

‘Like many of you,’ he said, ‘I knew Logan Tait his entire life. I baptised Logan, right here at this font.’ He reached out and tapped the carved grey stone. ‘Fourteen years ago. It seems like yesterday. Fourteen years is no time at all. But it’s not the duration of a life that finally matters; it’s the intensity. It’s not the number of years you live, but what you do with them that counts.’

I sort of tuned out at that point, letting the minister’s voice wash over me. He was going on about service, and duty, how Logan packed more into his fourteen years than most of us would manage in a lifetime. He moved on to specific memories of Logan, rambling anecdotes, and I focused on the back of Hagan’s head, as if I could penetrate that thatch of red and read his mind. What was he thinking? Did Rory and I figure in his suspicions? What about the blue dumbbell? Was he planning to tour the dwellings of Fairlie and Largs, searching for its twin, like the glass bloody slipper in Cinderella?

I was pondering these questions when I sensed a restiveness among the mourners, a shifting in the pews. I caught the word ‘forgiveness’ and tuned back into the eulogy.

‘And he knew that love wins in the end,’ the minister was saying. ‘Logan knew that. He would want us to gather here with pride in our hearts. With sorrow, no doubt, but joy, too, and love. But not anger. If you have anger in your heart, then for Logan’s sake, for God’s sake, let it go.’

There was coughing now, a general bracing of shoulders, a sceptical cocking of heads.

‘Hatred and retribution,’ the minister said. ‘These are no fitting legacy for this boy. We must come together in love if we are to recover from this and move forwards as a village, as a community of faith.’

There was audible muttering now. They hadn’t come here for this. The people in these pews had no intention of moving forwards as a community of faith. They wanted the scum who killed Logan Tait to pay for their crime, to get it tight for twenty years as a nonce in Peterhead. They wanted vengeance.

The minister could see that he was losing them and cut it short. We all got to our feet to sing the Boys’ Brigade hymn: ‘Will Your Anchor Hold?’ Up at the front, Davy Tait reached an arm round his wife, gripping her shoulder, drawing her close. I could see his scalp shining redly through the close-cropped hair.

The Boys’ Brigade formed a guard of honour as the coffin left the church. A piper played a spare lament, a thin pibroch whose notes pierced the chill winter air and wavered up into the blue.

There was no line-up to shake the family’s hands. When we spilled out into the sun, the family were shut up in the big Daimler and the coffin was already in the back of the hearse. There was confetti in the gravel at the edge of the path, and scattered on some of the headstones. People had been married here yesterday, pledged themselves to one another for as long as they both shall live.

We made our way back to the car and joined the cortege as it wound up through the town. There were Christmas trees in the windows of the villas and snowflakes stencilled on the fanlights and frosted glass panels of the front doors. We parked at the cemetery and picked our way through the gravestones to the crowd of black suits at the crest of the hill.

The coffin was in place above the grave, resting on three wooden struts. I was struck by the contrast between the rich dark wood of the coffin – glossy, planed, fitted with silver handles and a glinting silver plate – and the flimsy, light-coloured pinewood struts.

The minister kept it short. He read the first three verses of John 14 and then the twenty-third psalm in the King James Version and commended Logan’s soul to God. Then the undertaker called the numbers in turn, from one to six, and the pallbearers stepped forwards and each took a tasselled cord.

I kept my eyes on Davy Tait. The undertaker knelt to draw out the wooden supports and the pallbearers spread their feet against the weight of the coffin, gripping their cords in both hands.

In a low, steady voice, the undertaker talked them through it, coaching one pallbearer and then another to pay out the cord, a foot at a time. The coffin tilted and righted, tilted and righted, bumping its way down the brown slot in the earth. Davy Tait watched it all the way, his jaw muscles bunched.

When the coffin hit bottom the pallbearers stooped to place the slackened cords on the ground and stepped away from the grave, hands clasped in front of their groins.

All except for Davy Tait.

Tait kept a grip on the braided rope. It seemed to dawn on him that this golden cord was the last thing physically linking him to the body of his son. He stood on, after the others stepped back, alone among the black crowd of mourners in the hillside cemetery. Finally Alison went forwards and took the cord from his fingers and set it down and gripped Davy by the shoulders and steered him away from the grave.

Then the minister pronounced the blessing and we all trudged back to our cars. The engines started in ones and twos, a comforting hum, and we waited, snug behind the blanching windscreens, till the cortege started off and we snaked down the hill into Largs and along the straight road to the village.

Sarah and I parked at Taigh-na-Mara and walked back along to the Mudhook.

The purvey was set out on trestle tables in the restaurant area. We stood in line with the others and loaded our paper plates with cocktail sausages and potato salad and golden flaky sausage rolls and went to find a table in the lounge.

They were three deep at the bar. I saw someone pass a whisky back to Davy Tait and he downed it in a oner.

We ate in silence. Then Sarah took my empty plate and put it on top of hers and went to find a bin. Act normal, she hissed at me before she left. Mingle.

I never felt less like mingling. I didn’t mingle at the best of times. Mooching in a corner with my drink was normal for me. But I lifted my whisky and brushed the flakes of sausage roll from my knees and stood up and headed for the drinkers at the bar.

There are funerals where talking comes hard, despite the lubrication. A young man stabbed and left to die. What are you meant to say about that? Where are the platitudes to smooth it over? A good innings? He didn’t have any sort of innings. A blessing? To whom, exactly? A release? There is nothing helpful to say, so you find yourself talking around it. Terrible business, you might find yourself saying to someone. The other person sucks his teeth and nods into a silence that spreads like a stain. Another? you say, to give yourself something to say. Why not? And he hands you his glass.

It was like that. The sense of collective relief that arrives, unspoken, at a certain point in a funeral, once the food has been eaten and the tongues and the ties have been loosened by drink, never happened. That feeling of putting it all behind you? We never got that. It was as if everyone in the Mudhook shared the family’s sullen woe, as if the minister’s words had nettled us all. There was nothing good to be taken from this day. No succour. No solace. An ugliness in the air, growing with every round of drinks. I made a mental note to bail out early.

I was about to signal to Sarah to collect our coats when another thought struck me. I crossed the room to where Davy Tait was nodding distractedly to whatever Alan Lockhart was saying. He glanced up when I approached.

Sarah was watching from across the lounge, where she was chatting to Becky. She says she saw me lean in to Davy Tait with my hand on his shoulder and whisper something in his ear. She says the reaction was instantaneous. Tait reared back, his eyes flashing, teeth bared like a dog. She knew he was going to punch me before he even drew back his arm. So did I.

He stepped back to give himself room to swing. I saw his fist looping towards me in slow motion, with that preternatural sharpness of vision that imminent physical danger can bring. I leaned back to keep my jaw out of reach and dipped my head so that his fist connected glancingly with the bridge of my nose.

It was a ringing blow, for all that I’d drawn the full sting from it. I felt the cartilage crackle and give, and the blood blurted onto my shirtfront. I staggered backwards and bumped down onto the carpet, with a hand to break my fall. Tait was astride me in a second, fists swinging, but I crossed my forearms to parry the blows and three or four suits sprang forwards to drag him off.

Tait was bundled away, cursing and shouting, his face a twisting yawn of hate. Alan Lockhart and a man I didn’t know helped me to my feet. Brian appeared with a couple of dish-towels to staunch the blood.

‘I’m fine,’ I told the startled faces around the room. ‘Look, Jesus, the pressure that man’s under, I don’t blame him. He got the wrong end of the stick, I don’t know. It’s over.’

‘But what was he doing? What did he say?’ The speaker was John McHugh, one of the guys from the Tuesday night football games. McHugh had stepped into the centre of the floor as if he was the spokesman for the guests.

‘Honestly, John? I couldn’t tell you. He was, well, his speech was a little slurred. You saw him yourself.’

‘He was putting it away like a man with three arms,’ somebody said.

A murmur of agreement passed through the crowd. There were pats on the back and words of sympathy as Sarah led me through the lounge and out to the car park.

We drove to A&E at Kilmarnock, where a balding junior doctor confirmed that the nose was broken. I had abrasions on my left cheek and I’d sprained my wrist when I broke my fall. They gave me codeine for the pain. But the best anaesthetic, the one that made me smile to myself as we drove back to Fairlie at teatime, was what a room full of people had witnessed. Davy Tait, brimful of whisky, launching a violent attack: vicious, bloody, and unprovoked.
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THAT NIGHT I TOOK two Panadol and settled down in front of a cop show. Harry Bosch setting the world to rights.

My phone buzzed on the table. I snatched it up, dragged my thumb across the screen.

‘Ian.’

‘Gordon. We need to talk.’

‘Now? You want to meet?’

I raised my eyebrows at Sarah. She made a wiping gesture with her left hand; do what you want.

I arranged to meet Ian Kerr on Ardrossan esplanade. I got there early, fetched my Swedish parka from the boot, paced up and down beneath a yellow streetlight.

Kerr was ten minutes late. The Range Rover had gone the way of all flesh; he was driving a VW Golf now, black, not gleaming.

‘Jesus, what happened to you?’

I still had a plaster over the bridge of my nose.

‘Nothing. An altercation. Let’s walk.’

We set off along the front. Lights were coming on in the big sad villas across the green.

‘It’s Kirkwood,’ Kerr said, glancing sharply across at me as he tucked his chin into his chest to light a cigarette. He was smoking now?

I kept my gaze straight ahead. My own policy as regards Adam Kirkwood was to dwell on him as little as humanly possible, but you couldn’t expect Kerr to take that view.

‘Been doing some digging,’ Kerr said. Of course he had. ‘And here’s the thing. Kirkwood crossed the water in 2009. Right?’

‘OK.’

‘And before that, he lived on the Southside. Big villa in Albert Road. OK?’

He was like a child, I reflected. A child couldn’t tell a story without checking in every few seconds, seeking some mechanical endorsement.

‘Pollokshields?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘That’s Albert Drive. Albert Road. In Crosshill. Beside the Queen’s Park. Basically it’s the last outpost of civilisation before Govanhill.’

‘Right.’

A trio of teenage boys was perched on the esplanade’s black railings, cropped hair and tracksuits, passing something among them. A dark bottle. I saw the yellow label as one of them gripped the neck and tipped the bottle back. Buckfast Tonic Wine. The discerning ned’s elixir.

We passed them in silence. We’d gone ten yards when one of them muttered something and the others sniggered.

‘Albert Road,’ I said to Kerr, who had slowed to a stop. I took his elbow and pulled him on.

‘Right. He drank in the Langside Tavern. Off Victoria Road.’

I pondered this nugget from various sides and could see nothing in it.

‘Charlie Toome’s pub,’ Kerr said.

I could see something now. I still wasn’t sure where Kerr was going with this, but I wasn’t too eager to follow.

‘Ah,’ I said.

‘“Ah”, is right.’

Charlie Toome was a gangster, one of a floating cast of characters whose names and mugshots featured frequently on the inside pages of the Daily Record.

‘Still. I suppose even sociopathic thugs have to drink somewhere.’

Kerr said nothing. He was busy with his phone. I could see little coloured boxes flashing past in rows. He stopped scrolling, jabbed his finger at one of the squares.

‘Here.’

I took the phone. The photo showed three men in a pub. You could see a dark-wood bar behind them, a gantry hung with loops of silver tinsel. The men had their arms round each other’s shoulders. Flushed faces, grins, loosened ties. The man on the left was Kirkwood. Toome in the middle. I couldn’t place the third bloke.

‘So far you’ve got a guy in a pub. He seems to know the landlord. Not exactly a smoking gun.’

Kerr took the phone from my grasp, held it out to me like a cop displaying his badge.

‘Fundraiser,’ he said. ‘The pub did charity events for local causes. This one’s for Camphill House. With me?’

‘The children’s home.’

‘The man on the right is Dennis Bayne. Director of Camphill House until the balloon went up in 2008.’

I studied the picture again. Dennis Bayne’s smile knew a couple of things. It knew that his suit was a nice bit of cloth, that the tie loosely knotted round his neck was jacquard silk, the dram in his hand a respectable drop. What didn’t it know? That someone was getting ready to blow the lid off a child sex scandal at Camphill, that all smiles and smirks would be wiped off Bayne’s face on the landings of Peterhead Prison.

‘Where’d you get this?’ I asked Kerr.

‘I got it. Never mind. We’ve got the people trafficker, the gangster, the children’s home director. All pals together.’

He took the phone back. We walked on.

‘Again, though. It’s a photo. What does it prove?’

‘It proves a link, Gordon. At the very least. Gives us something to work with. Shows we’re onto something.’

I let the ‘we’ slide. ‘Don’t do anything stupid, now.’

‘You think I’m gonna storm the Langside Tavern, all guns blazing? Take a pop at Charlie Toome?’

You could tell, even as he said this, that the idea wasn’t beyond him. Kerr would have Toome pegged as the missing link, the kingpin. Money, power, connections. Grip. The man who made things happen.

‘Tell Hagan, though. Don’t take this into your own hands.’

‘I was thinking,’ Kerr said. ‘We start with the charities. There must be records, public accounts. Lists of board members. Do you think Paul would be fit for this?’

Paul had been hospitalised two years back with heart trouble. Atrial fibrillation. His heart function dipped to twenty-five per cent of normal. Cardioversion shocked him back into a regular rhythm but he could no longer touch alcohol. And he sure as fuck couldn’t be involved in hunting down Charlie fucking Toome.

‘Paul? No! He doesn’t need that stress. It’s a heart condition, Ian. The heart!’

Kerr nodded. ‘OK, then. Well. There’s two main charities linked to Toome. The big one’s called the Carswell Foundation. I’ll take that one. You could—’

‘Hold on, here.’

‘What?’

‘Charlie Toome? Are you fucking serious?’

Kerr stopped walking. His head swivelled like a sparrow’s. He squared his shoulders. ‘You think it’s a joke? You think I’m kidding on?’

‘Like I said. This is Hagan’s business. Leave it to the professionals. Charlie Toome?’

‘Because that’s worked really well so far, hasn’t it? Leaving it to the polis. What did you think, it would be a fucking dancing master at the heart of this? A chartered accountant? This is where we are.’

That ‘we’ again.

‘Listen. Ian—’

‘Yes?’ he said crisply, pre-emptively. Cocking his head as if he didn’t want to miss this.

‘It’s just. What gave you the impression I was in the market for taking out Glasgow gangsters?’

His hands were up. ‘Right. OK. I understand. My mistake.’

‘Don’t be like that.’

‘No, no. I get it. When your boy was still missing, I was useful. I served a purpose. Now he’s back. And my boy’s in the fucking ground. So, yeah. I can go fuck myself.’

‘That’s not it at all.’

‘Right. Right.’

‘You said it yourself. Daniel’s dead. You want to die, too?’

He dropped his hands to his sides. His head dipped. ‘I don’t know. Why the fuck not?’

‘Oh, Ian. Come on. He wouldn’t want that.’

‘Doesn’t matter what he wants now, does it?’ He was talking to his shoes now; the fight had gone out of him. ‘Doesnae matter what anyone wants.’

We set off again, walking along the railings. The car park had emptied out; just three or four vehicles remained. We came to a stop. Kerr had his keys in his hand. He looked off at the sea and then reached up to scratch above his ear with the point of the car key.

‘I’m sorry I lost the rag,’ he said.

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘How are things at home? How is Rory?’

I felt dread, a twinge of superstition about discussing Rory with Kerr. Kerr was about to do something stupid. I didn’t want Rory brought into it, even in conversation.

‘He’s fine,’ I said. ‘Twins are fine. Everyone’s fine.’

‘That’s good to hear.’ He nodded miserably. ‘I’m glad, Gordon.’

I wondered if I should shake his hand, but it was clamped round the car keys. He gave a quick thumbs up with the other and turned to go. I got into the car and watched him walk away. A sudden weariness descended and I sat for a minute, wrists resting on the wheel, hands dangling. Don’t lie down in the snow.

The boys from the railings were down on the beach now. The empty Buckie bottle had been lobbed into the sea, where it pitched and bobbed in the oily shallows, the lads competing to sink it with stones. As I watched, one of the boys scored a direct hit and the shattered bottle sank. A derisive cheer went up. Some dog-walker would encounter the jagged shards the following morning, once the tide was out.

I shook my head and turned the key and backed the car out of its space.

Boys and water.
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IT WAS LATE WHEN I got back to Taigh-na-Mara but I wasn’t tired. I was slumped on the sofa, scrolling through Netflix, bottle in hand, the house sunk in sleep, when an odd mewling sound started up from the landing. I didn’t recognise it, and then I did. It was the stairs, creaking. I cocked my head, a swig of beer unswallowed in my mouth.

The tread was too firm for the twins. The steps paused for a spell and I swallowed my beer and called out to Sarah but no one replied. The steps resumed, an oddly regular, stumping sound, as though a statue was clumping downstairs, a figure of metal or stone.

I sat up in my chair and set my bottle on the table at my elbow. Something wrong. Something out of true – my flesh sensed it before I did, the hairs standing proud of my forearm, my scalp crinkling.

I got to my feet as the door swung open and Rory stamped in.

Rory, but not Rory.

He crossed the floor without glancing my way, his eyes wide and empty, glazed, making for the windows.

‘Rory. Hey, kid. Rory!’

He blanked me and started fumbling at the catches of the big central sash.

‘Rory! Jesus!’

I sprang towards him, reached him in four or five strides, bear-hugging him from behind, pinning his arms, wrestling him back from the glass.

‘For Christ’s sake, kid. What are you doing?’

He didn’t hear me. I gripped his shoulders and thrust myself into his line of vision. His dull, blank gaze. He looked right through me.

I wrapped my arm round his shoulders.

‘Come on, son. This way. Come on, now.’

I ushered him back up the stairs. When we got to his bed he pushed against me a little, mumbling something that sounded like, ‘Over soon, all the same.’ I got him laid flat and pulled the duvet over him. His old cuddly – Sammy the Seal, a little grey now and frayed – lay on the pillow. His bedside lamp still burned: he’d taken to leaving it on all night, ever since Logan Tait. I cast around in the yellow gloom. A pair of scissors lay splayed on his desk, where he’d been cutting out pictures from a magazine. Something to do with a school project. I slid the scissors off the desk and slipped them in my pocket and climbed downstairs and turned off the telly.

In the morning I lay in bed, frowning at the distant thrum of the washing machine. Only Sarah and I ever ran the machine and Sarah was lying beside me, asleep. A strange unease seemed to fill the room, pressing me to the bed. Finally, I threw back the covers.

I ran into Rory on the stairs. He stopped stock still, his jaw yawing wide, and glanced down the way he’d just come. I got a flickering vision of somebody else in the house, someone downstairs.

‘What’s that?’ I asked him.

I meant the scene behind him, the room he’d just left, was there anyone in it? But he looked down at the things he carried: a small Tupperware of water, with a smell of disinfectant rising off it; a roll of blue cloths tucked under one arm; a bin-bag poking from the waistband of his shorts.

‘Been a bit of an accident,’ he said.

My mind sprang ahead. A jump-cut image of Logan Tait on the beach. Blood on a sweatshirt. Sprawled limbs. An accident? Was it blood that Rory was wiping up?

‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’m on it. Two minutes. Honest. It’s done.’

He shook the Tupperware gently and a little water shipped out and slopped onto his bare toes.

‘Show me.’

I followed him up to his narrow room. No blood. Just the books and the games, the quilt on the floor and the bare mattress with the pale lemon circular stain.

‘Oh, son—’

‘I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean it. Look, it’s okay, I’m getting it . . .’

He was on his knees by the bed now, the Tupperware beside him on the floor, dipping one of the cloths into the water.

‘Rory. Son. It doesn’t matter. It’s no big deal.’

I gripped his wrist to pull him up but he flinched away, hoisting an arm to shield his head.

‘Son. It’s fine. Don’t worry. No one cares.’

I hauled him to his feet and hugged him. I could smell the grapey tang of his urine.

‘Go for your shower. Your mum doesn’t need to know. I’ll sort this out. Put your clothes in the basket.’

I scrubbed at the stain with the wetted cloth. The scene of horror I’d conjured up had turned out to be a wet bed. Though for Rory, I was starting to see, a wet bed maybe was a horror. A wet bed had meant a beating, maybe worse.

When I finished at the bed I opened the window: the salt breeze stirred the mobile that still dangled from Rory’s ceiling. Lions and tigers and giraffes. All the wasted years.

While Rory showered, I moved around the kitchen, fixing breakfast. The slim rounds of buttered toast. The eggs whisked up with nutmeg and chives. The glasses of orange juice – bright and tall and solid in the lucid sea-light.

‘There you go,’ I told him. ‘Get outside of that.’

We ate in silence, passing the salt and pepper, draining our glasses, clearing our plates.

By mid-morning Sarah had taken the twins into town and the damp patch on the bed was dry. I fetched clean sheets from the airing cupboard and Rory helped me shake them out. A smell of lavender spread through the room, as though we’d turned the upstairs inside out.

We worked together, flipping the mattress over, hooking to its edges the concertina’d corners of the fitted sheet. Working the duvet into the hilt of its cover, shaking it out and snapping the fasteners. Plumping the pillows and slithering them into the pillowslips. The satisfactions of a well-made bed.

I leaned across it to high-five Rory. He grinned, showing the too-big square front teeth he had yet to grow into. I crossed to the window and when I turned back he was sitting on the freshly made bed, his head in his hands.

‘Jesus, kid. What’s the matter? What’s wrong?’

He shook his head. ‘Nothing.’

He looked so suddenly slight and young then, perched on the edge of the bed, his bent neck so white and vulnerable. His chest bucked as a sob ripped its way out of him. He spoke to the floor, his mouth thick with phlegm.

‘I didn’t mean it,’ he said.

I thought he meant the bed again, but then I saw he didn’t.

‘I know that,’ I told him.

‘I meant to scare him,’ he said.

I didn’t say anything.

‘OK. Maybe I meant to hurt him.’

He wiped his nose and mouth with his fingers.

‘OK.’

‘A little bit. Not like I did.’

‘Right.’

‘I couldn’t stop. I started and then I . . . I couldn’t stop.’

He looked up with this miserable crushed smile, and all the pain of his fourteen years swirled into those swimming eyes. I swallowed.

‘It wasn’t just him you were hurting,’ I said.

He looked at me.

I spread my hands. ‘It wasn’t just one thing.’

I didn’t know if he knew what I meant, but I knew at that time it was true. The knife that killed Logan Tait? It wasn’t stabbing only Logan Tait. It was stabbing Adam Kirkwood. It was stabbing all the men who’d pushed Rory ahead of them up the stairs in that cottage, who’d pushed him down on his bunk. There was a long line of men who goaded Rory into doing what he did. I didn’t expect the cops or the press or the courts to see it like this. But that was all the more reason to ensure that the cops and the press and the courts never got to know what happened that night. To punish him for Logan Tait would be punishing Rory twice. He’d already served his time. He was still serving it.

I made a silent pledge right there and then – to myself; to a God, if there is one. To Rory. I would do what it took to keep him safe, to shield him from the cops and the law. If there was double jeopardy for crimes, there should be double jeopardy for punishment. There would be no more punishment for Rory. He’d already suffered enough.
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TWO DAYS AFTER LOGAN TAIT’S funeral I was pushing my trolley past the supermarket’s newspaper rack when a face on a tabloid snagged my gaze. A man in early middle age, his features familiar. Soap star, I thought. Former footballer. But no. There was no definition to the image, no professional sharpness. It had the grainy, slurred appearance of something snapped on a smartphone and coarsened by enlargement.

It was Davy Tait.

VIOLENT PAST OF TRAGIC LOGAN’S DAD.

Almost involuntarily, I slid a copy from the rack and held it in wavering fingers.


The father of a murdered Ayrshire teen has been hiding his own violent past, the Record can reveal.



David Tait (43) of Fairlie, near Largs, was tried for the manslaughter of apprentice electrician Mark McEwan (21) following a street brawl in Glasgow city centre in 2003.



Tait, whose fourteen-year-old son Logan was found murdered two weeks ago, initially faced a murder charge over McEwan’s death, but this was later reduced to manslaughter.



The article went on to describe how Tait and his wife had been walking home from a night out when they witnessed a fight. A man was beating another man in one of the lanes off Renfield Street. Tait’s wife encouraged him to intervene. When Tait stepped forwards, the assailant, McEwan, turned on him and offered to fight. Tait, a former amateur boxer, threw a single punch. McEwan measured his length on the cobbled ground, his head looping back to smack against a kerbstone. Game over.

You had to read to the end of the article to learn that Tait was admonished. The charge was found Not Proven. Tait walked free. But I stood there in the supermarket, jostled by a stream of customers purchasing lottery tickets and cigarettes, and I knew that these facts didn’t matter. Insinuation was all. Davy Tait was a killer. A man of violence. A whole narrative would spring up around his character. A stone had been started. Watch it bump on down the hillside, dislodging others, picking up pace, and who knew what would sweep down on Davy Tait?

The bad father.

The child killer.

Saturn devouring his children.

I slotted the newspaper back in its rack, followed my trolley through the double doors.

From then on it was just a matter of time for Davy Tait. You’d have thought he was already about as low as he could get, but no. After the Record story broke, Twitter was awash with allegations. Photos were published that seemed to show Tait at a far-right rally, his Nazi salute partly obscuring his face. His past involvement with Glasgow Rangers football casuals – he’d been one of the leaders of the Inter City Firm – came to light. Then it emerged that the police had cautioned Tait on two separate occasions when neighbours reported domestic disturbances. Someone contacted the Record with details of an ‘unprovoked assault’ at his son’s funeral. Within the week, Davy Tait had been arrested, charged, and remanded to ‘C’ Hall in Barlinnie Prison.

So far, so good. Davy Tait was a guest of the government. The police weren’t looking for anyone else in connection with Logan’s murder. The ticket now was to go about our business as normal. Act like nothing unusual had happened. That’s key, I told myself. Catch the train every morning, teach my classes. So that’s what I did. Sarah put in the hours at the office. We kept our heads down, took the recycling out on the appointed days, fed the dog, bathed the twins, stacked the dishwasher, took the washing in before the rain came on.

A fortnight later, Alan Lockhart inveigled me out to the Mudhook for a teatime pint. It was Friday and the Lounge Bar was heaving. Five of us squeezed round a table whose surface formed an Olympic flag of sticky rings: Alan, Jenny, their next-door neighbour Tam McLaverty, his girlfriend Carrie, and me. A kind of relentless, brittle merriment steered us through the evening, fuelled by drams and chasers. I sat nursing a single pint but the rest of them were hell-for-leathering the Jägerbombs and tequila. The prevailing state of inebriation meant that my own taciturnity passed unnoticed. I nodded along at the conversations, laughed at the jokes, and started looking for the moment when I could make my excuses and leave.

At one point I went for a piss. On my way back I sensed a tension at the table from across the room, before I’d even forced my way through the throng and taken my seat.

‘What?’ Jenny was saying. ‘Stop being a prick, Alan. Stop milking it. Tell us what’s happened.’

Alan took a drink – it was Guinness he was on – and it left a white moustache. He licked it clean.

‘OK, OK. Brian there.’ He jerked a thumb behind him, towards the bar. ‘He’s got a brother works in Barlinnie. Prison officer.’

My scalp tightened. I could hear my own breathing. It was like I knew where this was going. Maybe I’d even foreseen it, hoped it would happen, without putting it into words, even to myself.

‘His brother just texted him,’ Alan went on. ‘Says it’s not in the public domain yet.’

‘What?’ Jenny said again, pressing her splayed hands on the tabletop and sinking her head down like someone doing push-ups. ‘For Christ sake, Alan: what’s not in the public domain?’

Alan took another pull of his pint; there were two creamy rings inside the glass, marking his sips. I remembered, irrelevantly, someone saying that if there were more than three rings in your glass when you’d finished a Guinness you were only playing at it.

‘Davy Tait,’ he said finally. ‘Hanged himself in his cell two hours ago.’

We all looked over at Brian. The pub was too noisy for Brian to hear what we said, but he nodded sombrely, once, and then turned back to serve the next customer.

There was a fair bit of Jesus Christ-ing and Fucking hell-ing as everyone shifted in their seats, getting ready to pick this bit of news down to its bones.

‘Well that settles it, doesn’t it?’ Tam said. ‘No doubt now. He did it. Guilty as sin.’

‘How d’you make that out?’ Alan asked.

‘Would he have done it if he wasn’t guilty? It’s as good as a confession, in my book.’

‘You think?’

‘Well, look at what Gordon faced.’ Tam took a quick gulp of his lager. ‘All those years Rory was missing. I mean, look, I don’t want to bring it all back, mate.’

I waved a hand as if to say, Carry on: it’s all water under the bridge.

‘Well then.’ He turned to me. ‘You must have known what they were saying, I mean the rumours that were flying round. But you didn’t top yourself. Because you knew you were innocent.’

Did they sit at this table? I wondered. Debating whether I’d murdered Rory? Sharing the rumours?

‘Well, it was a close-run thing at times,’ I said. ‘But don’t forget, I knew that Rory might come back. There was no body, remember. We didn’t know if he was alive or dead. We had hope.’

‘And Davy didn’t?’

‘He put his boy in the ground, didn’t he? And now this. The wife thought he was guilty. He’d already lost it all. This was just the confirmation.’

‘You don’t think he did it?’

The faces all waited for the answer. Even Brian was looking over. ‘Kill his only son? Nah. I can’t see it.’

They talked on, speculating about what he might have used to choke himself, what was running through his mind at the crucial moment. It was just a game to them, a tragedy that intersected, however obliquely, with their lives. They had no idea what it meant. Suddenly I couldn’t sit there any longer. I had to get out, get some air. Now. Right away. I couldn’t have finished my pint with a gun to my head.

I didn’t even make an excuse. Just lifted my jacket and left.

I walked along Jetty Street, down to the shore. The tide was low so I stepped out onto the damp sand, which had the bounce and give of a sprung dance floor. I stood on the balls of my feet at the water’s edge and gulped it in, the salty air but also the relief, the freedom, the release from that choking fear. A gull passed overhead, cawing hoarsely, and I shaded my eyes to watch it, the rigid wings and the brilliant white of its belly that seemed to glow with all the light in the sky, the way the sails of the anchored yachts would glow.

I thought then of that other whiteness, that lay in flecks on Davy Tait’s training shoes and glasses. Did I feel any sorrow for Tait, any guilt? A few weeks ago, Tait had everything. A wife. A business. Two healthy kids. Now it had all shrunk down to nothing, the sad zero of the noose, the portal through which he’d made his escape.

You might have said Davy Tait was innocent, but I didn’t see it like that. He didn’t kill Logan, but he remained a violent man, a beater of those who couldn’t defend themselves. Tait was of a piece with the people who snatched Rory, the folk who held my son for seven years. Fuck him. He deserved what was coming.

And what, in any case, had I done? I whispered some words to him at his son’s funeral, words that made him lose his cool and lash out, reveal himself for what he was.

A kayaker was making his way along the Fairlie Roads, paddles flashing. Maybe it was the same one I’d seen when Hagan phoned to tell me that Rory had been sighted in Aberdeen. I’d done the right thing in defending Davy Tait, back there in the pub. If anything cropped up later to tie me to Logan’s body, if fingers began to point in my direction, this would go in my favour. I stuck up for Davy Tait, defended his innocence. Why would I do that if he had taken the fall for me?

A cloud drifted over the sun just then and the air darkened, like a melody dropping a key. I climbed back up the beach to Taigh-na-Mara. I called hello from the porch but I could tell, as soon as I entered the house, that no one was home. A note on the breakfast bar told me that Sarah had taken the twins to the soft-play area in Largs.

It was over. Davy Tait was dead. We were out of the woods. We should celebrate. Maybe not go out for a meal, but cook something special at home. I could nip out to Morrisons in Largs, pick up some supplies.

Fifteen minutes later I was standing at the cheese section, pondering the English regionals – there’s a Farmhouse Red Leicester I knew Sarah liked, it comes in long thin wedges wrapped in fancy wax paper – when someone appeared at my elbow, bustling in front of me, rooting among the mature Cheddars.

I stepped back to give him room and turned my head to give him a bit of a glare and he craned up from his fumbling and caught my eye.

And, slowly, sickeningly, the features registered. The face came into focus.

It was him.

The Colonel.

The old boy from Portencross.

The one who confronted me on the pier.
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FUCK.

And the thing was: he hadn’t recognised me. Not at first. He didn’t realise who I was until I recognised him. He spotted that all right – the shock, I suppose, and the fear blooming in my eyes. It only took a couple of seconds. My eyes widened and his eyes narrowed. And that was that.

I tried to bluff it out, nodding at him and saying ‘hello’ brusquely, as if I knew him from his bowling club, say, or the opticians in Largs. Then I pushed the trolley round the corner and into the next aisle.

I nearly collapsed against the shelves of cereal boxes. Jesus Christ. I actually thumped the ball of my fist against the bracket of a shelf. Keep it together, man. What was the immediate danger? The Colonel – he wasn’t a colonel, I’m sure, but he looked like one – had already written to the Wee Paper about the incident at Portencross: I’d read his screed the other day, signed ‘T. Shackleton’. Doubtless he’d been in contact with the police, too. It wasn’t out of the question for him to confront me right here in the supermarket, start shouting for someone to call the police. Or he could wait outside, follow me to the car, take down my registration.

Fine, then. There was no option. I left the trolley where it stood and walked briskly out of the supermarket, not looking back. As I approached the car, I did turn round. Ten yards away, a woman was hoisting a toddler out of a trolley; one of his kicking legs had got trapped in the square aperture. A teenage boy loped out of the front doors, pulling the tab on a can of Red Bull. A track-suited, middle-aged man with a close-shaven head returned his trolley to the rack with a contemptuous shove – I heard the silvery clash as it meshed with its fellows.

But no sign of the Colonel.

I thumbed the key-fob and the indicators blinked as the doors unlocked. I slid into the driver’s seat, eased the engine into life and slipped out of the car park like a thief in the night.

Back at Taigh-na-Mara I sat down heavily at the kitchen table. All right. Let’s think it through. How much danger was I in? The Colonel would have gone to the police after the initial incident. That much was certain. In fact, he’d said as much in his letter to the Wee Paper, hadn’t he? And now that he had seen me again, in the unforgiving light of a supermarket aisle, he’d be straight back to the cops with a fuller description, clamouring for action.

But what, after all, could he tell them? My general age? The clothes I was wearing? The length of my beard? The shape of my glasses? But maybe he saw me drive off. Did he get the registration? And then it struck me: he didn’t need a description, or the car registration. He didn’t need any of that. Not if Morrisons had CCTV. All the police had to do was check the footage.

Fuck. A surge of dread made me bunch my fists, squeeze my eyes shut. I knew, of course, that technology failed. You heard of tapes getting scrubbed (did they still use tapes?) and similar glitches. Still, though. The working assumption could only be that my digital image – a little black-and-white homunculus of Gordon Rutherford – had been trapped and harvested by the cameras at Morrisons.

What now? I pictured the Colonel bustling into the wee police station at Largs, all Home Counties vowels and self-importance. Would they take him seriously? What, after all, had I done, that night in Portencross? I dropped something into the sea from the end of the pier. I put a meddling old buffer on his arse. Hardly the crime of the century.

Yes, but what queered the pitch was the timing. The incident at Portencross took place in the week Logan Tait went missing, the week he was murdered. Anything unusual happening at that time would interest the police. By definition. Plus, once the cops confirmed a connection with me, the thing would start to smell. Bad blood between my boy and the boy who died? Me disposing of something in the firth’s black waters in the week Logan Tait was killed?

You could picture what would happen next. Frogmen at Portencross. The blue dumbbell brought to the surface. The blue dumbbell matched to the one found with Logan Tait. Maybe Davy Tait had made a statement about spotting a single blue dumbbell in our bathroom. Before you know it, the whole thing unravels and I’m lying on a bunk in a grey prison sweatshirt.

There was nothing else for it. I would have to talk with the Colonel, invent some pretext for what I’d been up to on the pier, apologise for pushing him over. Do what it took to bring him round, make him see sense. Two minutes on Google brought me T. Shackleton’s address.

Portencross was five miles away. I couldn’t risk the car. If the conversation with the Colonel didn’t go the way I hoped, then I didn’t want my car parked outside his house. The place was so small – just a smattering of houses – that the car would stand out. Someone could note the model, take the registration. There was the little car park on the edge of the village, but they closed the gates at nightfall, and anyway the car would be conspicuous there, too. What, then? A man walking the grass verge on the long straight road from Fairlie to the Portencross turnoff would be worse – you’d be visible for miles. Every driver on the road would narrow their eyes when they saw you. Then it came to me. There was a back road, an old pathway, through the woods and the fields.

‘A walk?’ Sarah said. ‘At this time of night?’

‘It’s, what, not even eight.’

‘It’s the middle of December, Gordon. It’s pitch-black outside. What’s going on?’

I sighed. ‘Jesus, Sarah. What do you think’s going on? I’m tight as a drum here. Every car I hear in the street I think it’s Hagan coming for me. My head’s about ready to burst. I need to get out, love. Walk this off.’

She nodded and reached out to squeeze my arm. ‘OK,’ she said, but her eyes were glittery hard. ‘Take care. Hold on: what’s different?’

She was frowning at me, craning back as if trying to see me better. I had shaved off my beard, swapped my specs for contacts. It’s incredible the way people fail to notice when you shave off your beard. They know something’s not quite right; maybe you’ve parted your hair on the other side. I rubbed three fingers across my chin.

‘Oh, the beard. Of course.’

She didn’t even clock that I’d lost the specs.

The night was sharp and cold. In my running gear – black joggers and trainers, baseball cap, a windcheater over a cut-off hoodie – I headed south along the path and pretty soon I had left the village and was into the trees.

I’d taken a pocket torch with me and I used it intermittently, raking the path with the cone of light and then switching it off. Great banks of nettles hedged me in. I was trying not to think about what might happen at the other end of the path but a voice in my head kept chipping in with the same blunt question. Can you do it? Can you do it? I thought about the Colonel. The shaggy eyebrows and red-rimmed, rheumy eyes. The dirty yellow beard. Sending letters to the paper, carping about ‘you people’. A sad, spiteful, miserable old man. Who would miss him? And set against the Colonel you had Rory. A boy who’d survived a seven-year hell. A boy of fourteen with his life all to come.

If the Colonel wasn’t stopped, he would blow up everything. Our family, our future. I’d be in jail, Rory in care. If we sat back and let the Colonel do this, it had all been for nothing. Logan Tait. The boat in the night. The dumbbells. All the waiting for Rory. All the anguish. It would all count for nothing.

We were funnelling down to a simple choice. Here’s a lifeboat. There’s room for one more. It’s Rory or the Colonel and we want your answer now.

It was no choice at all.

I barrelled on along the path. Now and then I would sweep the torch across the trees and the orange bark would leap strangely into view, all scarred and haggard. It was like one of those underwater nature documentaries, where creatures of the deep would pass in front of the lens to be swallowed back up by the dark.
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I APPROACHED PORTENCROSS ON FOOT, FROM the north. When driving, you approached from the south, the road looping round to bring you to the car park. The village looked different from this direction, like one of those upside-down maps of the world. But I found the Colonel’s house, up on the rise near the little wood. I opened the gate and started up the path.

Sarah’s words came back to me. What’s different? Jesus, how long have you got? Here I was, an accomplice after the fact in the killing of Logan Tait. The proximate cause of Davy Tait’s suicide. And now I was about to confront the Colonel and do heaven knows what. I was halfway up the path when I was flooded in light. I felt like an escapee in a prison flick, the guy who’s too slow getting over the wall, picked out in a white spot. I tugged my cap down lower and thumbed the bell.

In a minute there was a scratching noise and the click of a Yale and the door slid open on a six-inch chain. The Colonel peered out through the gap.

‘Do you know what time it is?’

It was just after half-past eight. Not that late, but pitch-black.

I took a step back, down onto the lower step, the bill of my cap still shielding my eyes.

‘Ah, look. You’re right, I’m sorry. It’s just, my car’s broken down, out on the B-road there. And my phone’s out of charge. I thought you might let me use your phone. Or maybe call the AA yourself . . .’

He thought for a moment. ‘Why me? You must have walked right through the village?’

‘Well, like you said: it’s late. Yours was the first light I saw.’

This had to be a lie, an obvious lie, but he nodded curtly. ‘Where did you say your car was?’

‘It’s up there on the B-road.’ I gestured behind me. ‘Near a wee clump of trees.’

A dog had started yapping behind him, the Yorkie he’d been walking that time on the pier. He turned away to shush it, almost closing the door. Then he was back, the door sliding open on its chain.

‘What were you doing in Portencross, though? Who were you looking for?’

‘Well that’s just it.’ I grinned like an idiot. ‘I’m pretty much lost, to be honest. I didn’t even know this was Portencross. I’m looking for this hotel – the Waterside? Supposed to be down here on the right, but, well, evidently not. Then the bloody CR-V packed in. I’ve just come down from Greenock. The coast road.’

The Colonel sniffed, rubbed his nose. ‘You turned off too soon,’ he said. ‘The Waterside’s in Seamill. You need to go through West Kilbride. You can see it from the main road.’

‘Ach!’ I shook my head, tutted. ‘I’m an idiot. Look. It’s late. You don’t know me from Adam. You’d rather not let me in, that’s fine. I totally understand. But if you could phone the AA for me, that would be brilliant. I’ll give you the details. Or even the hotel. Maybe they would send someone.’

He frowned and dipped his head, thinking it over. We’d stood here too long for him to shut the door in my face. He didn’t want to let me in; that was clear. On the other hand, if he made the call himself, he’d have all the hassle of taking down the details – my name, the registration, the make of the car, where it broke down. Plus, it was cold and getting colder. He was wearing a woolly cardigan and he clutched it at the neck.

‘You better come in,’ he said, finally, closing the door to release the chain and then standing back with the door held wide. ‘I was just going to bed, though.’

‘I’ll be two minutes,’ I said, stepping past him. ‘Just let me make that call and I’ll be out of your hair. You’re a lifesaver.’

He showed me into his living room. In front of his armchair was a kind of coffee table on wheels, with a plastic tray and a frame you could grip onto, like a combined Zimmer and tea-tray. Maybe he was frailer than I’d thought. On the plastic tray were two Jaffa cakes and a caramel wafer, still in its wrapper. The TV was paused on a cop show. I recognised the blue sky and bleached yellow of the California landscape and then the frozen features of Titus Welliver playing Harry Bosch. We had the same taste in crime drama, the Colonel and I.

‘Here.’ He had lifted his mobile from the mantelpiece and held it out to me.

‘Thanks.’

Above the TV, in a matt-gold frame, was a graduation photograph, a smiling young woman in mortarboard and gown, gripping her red carboard tube. I recognised the purple of her hood – ‘bell heather’, I think, is the actual specification – as the University of Glasgow’s Arts Faculty colour. Maybe I’d taught this woman, or even studied with her if the photo was old enough.

I looked up the AA, started to punch the number into the phone and then I just stopped, let my hands fall gently to my sides.

‘I’m sorry,’ I told the Colonel. ‘My car hasn’t broken down.’

The brows contracted. ‘But you said . . .’

‘I don’t have a car with me at all.’

‘I don’t . . . I’m not sure . . .’ He shook his head, like a dog shaking water from its coat. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand.’

‘We’ve met before,’ I said. I drew the cap from my head. ‘In fact, I saw you briefly in the supermarket earlier. We had an altercation out there, a few weeks back. On the pier.’

He gasped, a whistling intake of breath. He looked at the door and looked back at me in horror. ‘It’s you. It’s you.’

‘We got off on the wrong foot. That’s what I wanted to say.’ I stuffed the cap in my windcheater pocket. ‘You thought you saw me throwing something into the water but that’s just not the case, honestly. I mean, I see how you might have thought that, but really, this is a misunderstanding.’

I tailed off. He was backing away, reaching for the mantelpiece to steady himself, his face completely aghast.

‘And, obviously, too,’ – I cleared my throat – ‘I want to apologise. For my behaviour. I think I panicked, really, just overreacted, if you like.’

I’d lost him. Just the look on his face told you that. No way in hell was he coming round to my way of thinking here. What, if anything, had I been thinking? This was a disaster.

He found his voice, finally. ‘I can’t believe . . . you’d have the gall, the absolute—’

‘But that’s what I’m saying! It’s all a mistake, it’s all—’

‘No. No! This is outrageous. You can’t waltz in here and – no! I won’t have it.’

He snatched the phone off me and started fumbling with it, working his thumbs. Had he not learned his lesson the last time?

All I could think of was Rory – how I’d failed him once and lost him. If I failed him again I might lose him for good. I couldn’t let that happen, there was no way I could let that happen.

I’ve read that when people find themselves committing a violent act, their perceptions are dulled. A red mist descends, their limbs feel like they’re pushing through water, and everything gets muffled and fogged, the world cocooned in cotton wool.

It wasn’t like that at all. For me, the world tightened and sharpened. The room seemed freshly etched, all razor-sharp lines and ink-black shadows. Colours were heightened. I could count the thuds of my heart, feel the blood trilling through me. I had all the time in the world. I felt like David Niven in A Matter of Life and Death, when the world stands still, all the people frozen in mid-action, while he strolls casually through a diorama.

A whisky bottle stood on the sideboard, its tall cardboard box beside it. He’d been about to pour a dram, the Colonel, when I rang the bell. The waxy, dark green foil still covered the cork. It was Lagavulin, a brand I knew well. I could have guessed it was Lagavulin from just the shape of the bottle, the sharp shoulders sloping to a narrow base, the elegant bulge in the neck.

I gripped the bottle by the neck, hoisted it over my head and brought it down on the crown of the old man’s skull with all the force that I could muster. It had to smash, surely, like a bottle at the launch of a ship, drenching us in alcohol.

It didn’t smash.

The old man slumped to his knees, seemed to fold in on himself and I raised the bottle again and again I swung it down. Like a man with a mallet hammering a fencepost. I felt it shatter – but no; the bottle, when I raised it a third time, was still intact. It must have been the man’s brittle skull that shattered, and yes, as I swung the bottle a final time, the man’s head was already puddled and mushed and I caught it just a glancing blow as he crashed to the floor.

I crouched over him with the bottle raised like a club. Was he already dead? He was already dead. He’d toppled forwards, coming to rest on one shoulder. I pushed his other shoulder with my foot and rolled him onto his back. The eyes were clouded and dull behind the lenses of his spectacles. Blood was leaking from the wound, thicker and redder and richer than seemed necessary, seeping into the pile of the carpet and spreading blackly.

The blood made certain things clear. There was no question of moving the body, trying to conceal the crime. The stain would never be lifted from that carpet. I looked at the bottle in my hand and my own scalp shrank as I saw that the base was slicked with blood and pink-grey shreds of brain matter. Somehow the body on the floor was something I could cope with, but the mess on the base of the bottle was different.

I took the bottle through to the kitchen and rinsed it at the sink, wiping it clean with kitchen roll. I took a dish-towel and wiped the bottle down, hoping to smear any prints, and carefully toted it back to the living room, replacing the bottle in its box and stowing the box in the sideboard.

I fumbled in the pockets of my windcheater for my running gloves – black polyester with silicone grips on the palms – and tugged them on. I looked round the room. What else had I touched? I went back to the kitchen and found a dish-towel and wiped down the tap. I couldn’t remember if I’d touched any of the door handles so I wiped them down anyway. I was standing there in the middle of the hallway with the dish-towel in my hand when I heard a faint noise. A scratching sound, tentative, soft. Jesus Christ: he was still alive! He was scrabbling to get up. I stepped back across to the living-room door with a kind of electric terror crackling across my skin.

At the living-room door I paused. What if the Colonel had climbed to his feet, was stumbling towards me, his hair all matted with blood, his cloudy eyes fixed on my face? Well, fuck, what if he was? What was the option – not find out? I sucked the air into my nostrils, paid it out in a compressed stream, felt my diaphragm rise. Fine, then. Let’s do this. I shouldered through the door, burst into the room with my arms up, spinning round, ready for action.

Nothing.

I could see his slippered feet poking out from behind the armchair. I leaned over the chair. He lay exactly as I’d left him, only the pool of blood was bigger. His left arm was thrown out, the palm open; his right hand had flopped on his chest. He looked like he was making a heartfelt speech or singing the national anthem.

I turned back into the hall. If the scratching noise wasn’t the Colonel, what was it? And then I remembered: the bloody dog. He had shut the dog into a back room before he opened the door. The dog was scratching to get out! I leaned against the wall, tipped my head back until it touched the anaglypta, closed my eyes and grinned.

And then the doorbell rang.
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IT WAS, I SUPPOSE, AN ordinary twin-chime doorbell. But it blasted like the Last Trumpet, a gong that would draw every soul in the village up the Colonel’s path. It set the dog off, barking and yapping, bouncing against a door at the end of the hallway. With my head still resting on the wallpaper, I craned round slowly to peer down the hallway.

I could see a shape, small, probably a woman, through the frosted glass. Could she see me? I was pressed back against the wall and the hallway was dark. There was a bulky item of furniture, some sort of bureau, between me and the door. Should I slide down and hide behind it? Or would they register the movement? The bell jangled again. There was a sharp rap on the frosted glass, as though from the edge of a coin. They flapped the letterbox, too. Then a pause, and I knew – just as if I had seen the thought passing through the person’s mind – that they were about to drop to their haunches and peer through the letterbox. What if they carried a torch?

There was a door in the hallway, on my side, slightly closer to the back of the house. I fumbled behind me for the handle and almost fell backwards into the room. I stood there not breathing, listening for the creak of the letterbox. By the light of the moon I could see a double bed and two bedside tables, one of them with a glasses case on it and a short stack of books. It was the Colonel’s bedroom. But the fact that I could see this meant – oh, Jesus – the curtains were open. The bloody curtains were wide open!

I stood there swaying. What should I do? The next move of the person on the doorstep was clear. When looking through the letterbox brought nothing, they would make their way round the house, trying to see in the windows, work out where he was. A face would be pressed against that window shortly, two hands like visors shading the eyes. Should I edge back into the hallway, or risk closing the curtains?

I opted for the curtains. Skirting the walls, I approached the window from the right-hand side. Keeping myself out of sight I threw one of the curtains across. It hissed along its rail. I ducked under the sill and reached up for the other curtain and drew it across as I toppled backwards onto the carpet and lay there on my back, facing the ceiling. I felt oddly safe there, for a moment, lying on the carpet between the bed and the curtained window, and the thought crazily crossed my mind to just stay there, just stay put, wait for it all to blow over. Then I heard the crunch of footsteps on gravel.

I rolled over till I was tight against the wall and my nose was pressed against the skirting board. I could hear the blood in my eardrums – bouncing, it seemed, not pounding – and I squeezed my eyes shut, not daring to breathe. The steps were rounding the side of the house. They stopped outside the window.

I could sense the heat of another body through the layers of brick and insulation. Could they sense me? Could they see me, through a gap at the foot of the curtains? For what seemed like an epoch, nothing stirred. Then a foot sole scraped on concrete and the gravel crunched once more. They were making their way round the house. I rolled away from the wall and got to my feet. In the doorway of the bedroom I paused, closed my eyes, took a long deep breath, and another.

I tried to gauge the layout of the house. To my right, at the end of the hallway, was the door behind which the dog – now emitting a high fluting whine – was trapped. I figured that this would be some sort of laundry room. Opposite me in the hallway were two closed doors. One was probably the toilet; the other might be a dining room or lounge. Either way, the person now circuiting the house would be none the wiser when they got back to the front. This indeed seemed to be confirmed by the reappearance of the shadow on the frosted glass and a brisk double-thumbing of the doorbell.

There was, to my ears, something perfunctory in these chimes, as if whoever was out there was giving it one last try before moving on to Plan B. Would they seek reinforcements? Phone the police? I tried to focus, put myself in their shoes. Who would be calling on the Colonel at this hour?

A girlfriend? Could the Colonel have a girlfriend?

Unlikely. A neighbour, then. Or maybe the daughter in the graduation photo. She’d be a middle-aged woman by now.

OK. Let’s go with the daughter. What will she do? Say you were the daughter, what’s your next move?

She’ll phone the police. Or, wait: if it’s the daughter, why does she not have a key?

Maybe she does have a key, but she didn’t expect to need it. If she lives locally, she’ll drive back to get it.

But did she even come by car? I didn’t hear any car.

Well listen, can’t you? Listen now.

I did. I saw the shadow move closer to the frosted glass and the pale blur of a nose and forehead bloom out of the darkness. Then the shadow withdrew and footsteps clicked off down the path.

I held my breath and waited and – yes! – here was the clunk of a car door closing. An engine coughed into life.

My legs trembled with the need to be gone, but I forced myself to stay put and count to thirty. Probably it was safe to leave by the front door now but I couldn’t do it. I was gripped by a superstitious fear that someone would spot me leaving the house. My problem now was that the back door to the house could only be in the room where the dog was. But then, how much damage could a dog that size do? I nipped up the hallway to make sure that the living-room door was tightly shut – I didn’t want the dog snacking on its master’s blood and brains – and then raced back down to the rear door.

The dog fairly bounced into the hallway, yapping and jumping and snapping, and I managed somehow to corral it into its master’s bedroom before smartly shutting it in.

The back room, as I’d guessed, was a laundry room, with a big Belfast jawbox sink standing opposite a washing machine and tumble drier. The key was in the back door. I was about to turn it when a thought jolted through me like a high-voltage shock. Yes, I had pulled on my gloves. Yes, I had wiped down the surfaces I’d touched before I put on the gloves. But what had I done to muddy my motives, make this look like something it wasn’t? A housebreaking. A burglary.

I dashed back to the living room, started yanking out drawers on the dresser, upending the contents on the floor. I hauled the cushions off the sofa. Tipped the sofa over, put my foot through the lining on the underside of the frame. The Colonel himself was wearing a kind of padded gilet and I averted my head from his unseeing eyes as I rooted through the pockets. Bingo! The warm, leather wad of his wallet. I jammed it in the pocket of my windcheater and hared along the corridor to the back room.

I turned the key. The door opened onto a dark and silent garden, mainly lawn, with a flagged path bisecting it. Behind the garden wall was a little copse of trees climbing a low hillside. I was in the thick of the trees before thirty seconds had passed.

I paused and leaned against one of the trunks, letting it take my weight. Nothing moved in the garden of the house or the ones that flanked it. A light shone in a curtained window of the house to the left of the Colonel’s; the house to the right was in darkness. I rested against the rough bark and let my breathing stabilise. I closed my eyes and for a minute it seemed, once again, that the best move might be to stay where I was, fade away into the trees and the night. It was pitch-dark where I was. I couldn’t see my feet.

Then I shook myself into life and started on up the hill, dodging between the trees, feeling for the branches in the dark. As the trees thinned out I could see the ridge of a field, its furrowed mud, and the boxy outline of a farmhouse. The road to Hunterston Castle would be off to the north. I left the last of the trees behind and started picking my way across the field. I heard barking and for a moment wondered if the little dog had escaped and was bounding after its master’s killer, maybe leading a posse of indignant avengers. But it was just a distant farm dog, yelping its loneliness into the night.

I glanced back as I crested the hill. The clouds had cleared and the moon pasted a white stripe, like a lighthouse beam, across the firth. The beam pointed towards me and wavered. But no one was around to follow its aim and I stole away across the furrowed field.

I slipped my phone out and checked the time: 9:22. The daughter, if the ghostly nose and brow I’d glimpsed through the frosted glass belonged to the daughter, could have made it home by now, assuming she lived locally – in Largs, say, or the Three Towns – and be on her way back with the key. Figure fifteen minutes before she can raise the alarm. Another ten for the police to respond. In due course they call for backup, get a search underway. I had forty minutes. Longer, probably. Time to make it back to Taigh-na-Mara, so long as I wasn’t spotted.

I struck inland, keeping as much distance as I could between myself and the nuclear power plant while still bearing north. Getting tagged by the cameras set up to catch the saboteurs and anti-nuke protestors wouldn’t be the smartest move. I followed the course of a gurgling burn till I struck a narrow backroad. It took me past an outlying farmhouse and a couple of cottages. No dogs, thank Christ. A wooded verge ran beside the road and I kept to its grassy shadows, weaving in and out of the trees.

Next there was a stretch of open land – bare dark fields where the wind blew cold. A sudden human-sounding snuffle spooked me till I spotted the long white muzzle of a horse drooping over the fence. Then I cut off onto the cycle-path, enveloped in trees once again.

I strained my ears – no sound of sirens, no whump of chopper blades above the trees – and pressed on. Hunterston Castle in darkness as I passed. That the Hunterston estate had been, for the past nine hundred years, home to Clan Hunter was an irony not lost on me. I pictured pairs of hawklike eyes trained on my fugitive back, clansmen saddling up to hunt me down. At the main road to the power station I lurked in the shadows as a lone car passed, its tail-lights dwindling pinkly. Then I dashed across, back onto the path through the trees. In ten minutes or so the twin cranes of the decommissioned ore terminal loomed on my left and then it was a nervy five hundred yards on the shoulder of the A78 till I could cut down the road to the little picnic area on the outskirts of Fairlie.

Back in the village, I picked my way along the beach, keeping close to the seawall. No one around. The moon made milky saucers of the pools in the sandstone rocks. And here was Taigh-na-Mara. I’d left the back gate open and I slipped on through like a ghost.

I stepped out of my running shoes on the path, knelt to wipe their soles on the damp lawn. In the porch I stripped quickly and wedged my clothes into the black bin-bag I’d concealed in one of my wellington boots. Then I pulled on the joggers and hoodie I’d left in the wooden chest where the scarves and hats were kept, and crept through the house like a burglar in reverse, hoisting my bag of swag.

In the laundry room I tipped the contents of the bin-bag into the washing machine, chucked in my trainers, added the sachet of detergent, clicked the little door, cranked the dial to the proper setting, thumbed the button. And breathe . . .

The sound of the water filling the drum was like Adagio for Strings. The machine proceeded to do its thing, suds sloshing against the Perspex window, clothes flopping, the shoes knocking in turn against the drum like a horse clopping along. I leaned back against the vibrating frame and closed my eyes, taking a minute, and a thin ribbon of Eternity insinuated itself into the room.

I opened my eyes and there she was, framed in the doorway like a question mark. Her eyes tracked from my face to the telltale porthole of the washing machine.

Disposing of the evidence. Washing my dirty linen in private.

I might have attempted to face it out, spin her a line, but what was the point? The truth was clear. It was written all over my face: a great change had come over me.

I must have looked like a man who had suffered a seizure / lost his virginity / won the lotto / encountered an angel / been sentenced to death / come back to life.

I was altered; translated, as the old covenanters would have put it. Glory hallelujah.

I think she knew before I told her. Like I said, Sarah has a sixth sense for calamity and malfeasance. An instinct for disaster.

I told her right there in the laundry, with the machine throbbing and sloshing at my back. She let me talk, nodding now and then, saying nothing. When I was done she rolled a shoulder to push herself free of the door-jamb on which she’d been leaning. The line of her mouth was as straight and tight as the line of her folded arms. Turning to leave, she spoke to me over her shoulder.

‘I’ll say this, Gordon. I hope to Jesus you know what you’re doing.’
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THE NEWS BROKE THE FOLLOWING morning. Sometime after ten I spotted the alerts on my Twitter feed: the BBC, the Glasgow Herald, the Daily Record, the Evening Times. Body found in Ayrshire village. Suspicious circumstances. The details were sparse and sketchy. A man in his sixties had been discovered at home by a close relative. A police spokesman suggested robbery as the motive, though the killer may have panicked or been disturbed, fleeing the scene without ransacking the property.

On the village Facebook page, the victim was identified in three separate posts. People claimed the inside knowledge on the killing. The culprit was a junkie from the Three Towns. Or else it was the husband of the woman the Colonel had been shagging. The Colonel – Thomas Shackleton – had been killed by his window cleaner, who’d spotted the old man hiding his money-box. He’d been a judge down in England and a man he’d wrongly convicted had tracked him down and killed him. Or else he’d been a big-time cocaine dealer in Liverpool and his former associates – whom he’d ripped off before fleeing to Scotland – had now taken revenge. You could see people trying out different storylines, fitting things together, seeing what worked best, made the most satisfying pattern.

There was no evidence of forced entry, the police said, no sign of a struggle. Did this suggest that the victim knew his killer? Already, the message-boards and chatrooms were ablaze with speculation. For the most part, the victim’s neighbours were the focus of the posts. Portencross village had become the locked room in a locked-room mystery. There were Google Earth photos with the various houses circled, and information boxes, giving the names and occupations and sometimes thumbnail photos of the householders, keyed to each dwelling. I hoped the police were following the same line – or closed circle – of inquiry. Maybe Portencross after a murder would be like the power station after a leak: locked down, sealed off, until the source of the danger was isolated. A source of danger internal to the village; the call is coming from inside the house.

I was still holding the phone when it chimed. A DM from my cousin Paul: You seen this?

I thought it was the Portencross and the Colonel, but it wasn’t. When I clicked the link it took me to the Evening Times website:


MAN HELD AFTER FIREARMS INCIDENT AT SOUTHSIDE PUB:



Police were called to the Langside Tavern on Langside Road around 8pm last night after a man allegedly drew a gun in the busy Southside pub.



The gunman, described as smartly dressed, middle-aged and white, started waving the weapon around, according to onlookers, demanding to speak to the landlord.



The Langside Tavern’s licensee is Mrs Mary Valentine Foyle, but it is thought that the gunman mistakenly believed the owner to be Glasgow underworld kingpin and regular patron, Charlie Toome.



Following a fracas, the gunman was disarmed by patrons and restrained until police arrived. It is not known whether Mr Toome was present at the time of the incident.



One witness described scenes of ‘mayhem’ as the gunman was wrestled to the floor and disarmed, sustaining a severe beating in the process. The witness added: ‘You don’t walk into Charlie Toome’s pub and start waving a shooter around. Not if you value your health.’



The gunman was taken into custody. Police have yet to release his name.



Don’t do anything stupid, was what I’d told Ian Kerr. OK, then: do everything stupid instead. March into Charlie Toome’s pub like Yosemite Sam. Tell me you were planning to do it. Tell Paul you were planning to do it.

I messaged Paul back: What now?

Paul: What now? Dead Man Walking.

Me: That bad?

Paul: Draw down on Charlie Toome? You kidding?

Me: I did suggest that this might not be the wisest move.

Paul: We still had transportation to Botany Bay? He might stand a chance. But the Bar-L? Toome’ll have him chibbed in jig-time.

Me: Bloody idiot. Him, not you.

Paul: Hell mend him.

I set my phone down on the arm of the sofa. Looked like this was the end of the line for Ian Kerr. I’d wondered at times if he might end up topping himself; instead, he’d farmed the job out to Charlie Toome’s goons.

Still, Kerr wasn’t out on his own in the ‘Doing Something Stupid’ stakes. You could say I had passed him on the inside rail. I braceleted my left wrist in my finger and thumb and twisted, easing the ache. The weight of the unopened whisky bottle, when I turned it upside down to use it as a club, still burned in my wrist. However you cut this thing up, a line had been crossed. Up until now, I could tell myself that all I’d done was play the hand I’d been dealt. With Logan Tait, I’d covered up a murder that had already happened. With Davy Tait, OK, I had helped things along. But the hand that killed him was his own, and in any case Tait senior was guilty as sin: a thug, a wife-beater, a domestic tyrant. But the Colonel? He was a busybody, at worst, and I’d sought the man out, bludgeoned him to death, plastered the anaglypta with his brain matter and blood.

Anyway, Ian Kerr was off the board. He’d lost his head, his freedom, probably his life, over his conviction that one towering presence controlled the trafficking ring and that Charlie Toome was the presence in question. Maybe he was right. But it seemed more likely that Toome’s involvement was what it was in a dozen other rackets. Toome provided muscle, grip, in return for, well, a return. A yield on his investment. Hard cash. Toome was lubrication; his presence smoothed things out, made people act the way you wanted.

There might be a Mephistopheles figure in the mix here, as Kerr believed, or there might not. I found myself more interested in something Paul had said, back at the first meeting of our little study group, our private taskforce, in my study at Taigh-na-Mara. An accomplice, Paul had said. Someone on the ground with local knowledge. That’s what you should be looking for. Not a Mr Big. Somebody close. The person you’d least suspect.

I thought about the list I’d made at the time. People who’d been on the beach when Rory disappeared. I hadn’t written it down. I didn’t need to. The names were etched in my consciousness. I paged through them now.

Captain Haddock, the old beachcombing vagrant, passed away a few years back, though he was never much of a suspect in the first place. Harmless, he’d had just enough sense to roll a cigarette, with nothing left over. Aiding and abetting a criminal conspiracy was beyond his skill set.

Brian from the Mudhook had been walking his dog. The very lameness of that alibi, its banality, inclined me to rule him out. What conceivable grudge could he have against Sarah or me?

Alan Lockhart had been on the beach when he’d let the police think he was on Arran. But I only knew that because Alan Lockhart told me. Plus, I knew what he’d been doing. He’d been shagging a stray physiotherapist – I spoke to her on the phone; she wasn’t acting; she hadn’t been briefed – not setting anyone up to be kidnapped.

And then there was Becky. I kept circling back to Becky, like the dog to its vomit. Becky Reynolds, who kept her husband’s name when she ditched the husband. Becky Reynolds, whose concept of family loyalty was elastic enough to encompass a pass at her sister’s husband. Becky Reynolds, whose pregnancy, fanfared to the world when her nephew had been missing for barely a month, remained this big family mystery. She’d never named the father of her son Martin, assuming she knew who it was.

I was pretty sure that the Colonel’s death – even then I was calling him the Colonel, though his actual name was all over the news – would remain unsolved. But I was conscious, nonetheless, that time could be short. Maybe the polis were bluffing in announcing the motive as burglary. Maybe they’d guessed that the Colonel’s death was linked to Logan Tait’s and were coming to the realisation that the link was me. If I wanted to get to the bottom of Becky’s involvement, I ought to get a move on.

I opened Facebook Messenger, typed in ‘Jim Reynolds’. Jim Reynolds had become a kind of non-person in our extended family in the wake of his break-up with Becky. Still, neither of us had gotten round to unfriending the other. I typed a quick message, asking if he was free to meet. I wanted his advice on something, I said. He responded straightaway. His only day off in a fortnight was tomorrow. I could buy him lunch if I wanted.





52

JIM REYNOLDS LIVED ON STOCKWELL Street, down by the river. His flat was right above the Scotia Bar, which was opening up for the day when I arrived, a barman pinning back the double doors, setting out the blackboard with the lunchtime specials. The brassy beer taps glinted wickedly in the ship’s-cabin wooden gloom of the pub interior. Could you bottle it, I wondered, that biscuity, sodden, beer-and-whisky tang? Sell it to the expats in Brisbane and Toronto?

The tenement door opened and Jim Reynolds stepped out, zipping his brown suede jerkin. Ten years had greyed and thinned his short brown hair, put rimless specs on his knife-blade nose, and deepened the lines down the side of his mouth, which creased now as he grasped my hand. He was trim and lithe as ever he was.

‘Gordon.’ He released my hand. ‘You’re looking well.’

‘I thought cops were supposed to tell the truth.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘You, probably.’

‘Come on. We’ll take a dander down the river. You can buy me lunch at the Rotunda.’

We crossed Clyde Street at the Stockwell Street junction and joined the walkway, heading west. The day was bright and blustery, a big wind pushing clouds around the wide open sky. The riverside had changed. I’d always thought of it as the shadowy habitat of hunched jaikies in furry overcoats, swigging half-bottles in the undersides of bridges. But the council had spruced things up, painted the railings an optimistic white and sprung for litter bins and signage. Joggers and cyclists weaved past us as we walked. Families with children.

‘What’s on your mind?’ Jim Reynolds asked me.

He was my former brother-in-law but he was also a cop. He knew which identity mattered here.

And now, when the floor was mine, I wasn’t sure where to start.

‘It’s about Rory,’ I said finally. ‘Sort of.’

‘OK.’

‘Look. I’m sorry we didn’t come to you when it first happened. It’s just, with Becky and every—’

‘I understand,’ Reynolds said crisply. ‘What’s the issue now?’

The big hotels and apartment blocks towered above us as we walked. Across the water, the Southside wharves were mostly desolate and bleak, but on our side Glasgow’s dreams of Gotham were blossoming.

‘Over the years,’ I said, ‘I’ve been in contact with other people. People in our situation. People who’ve lost kids. Had them taken. One guy in particular.’

‘Mr Kerr,’ Reynolds put in. ‘The Shoot-em-up Kid.’

‘You heard?’

‘I can’t help you,’ Reynolds said. ‘I understand that he’s your friend. But Kerr’s for the high jump. One way or another. I’m sorry.’

‘That’s not why I’m here,’ I said.

‘It’s not?’

‘Kerr had a theory.’ We were passing under the railway bridge – its criss-crossed sides of latticed steel, its massive black girders – and a train rumbled and clanked on its way in or out of Central. I waited till we were out the other side. ‘Kerr believed that one guy, one kingpin or whatever, controlled child trafficking in Glasgow, maybe Scotland. I don’t know about that, but I know there’s a network. I know it’s organised.’

Reynolds nodded. ‘Go on.’

‘And, this is going to sound insane. I know that. But, well, I think maybe Becky knows something about it.’

What he didn’t do was snort or scoff or tell me to get a grip. He looked off across the river to the casino on the far bank – all glass and brushed steel panels – and he played absently with the zipper on his jerkin, tugging it up and down a couple of inches.

‘I haven’t seen Becky in five years.’

‘You were married to her for six.’

We walked on. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Gordon,’ he said.

‘Tell me how it ended with you two. Why you split up.’

He glanced across at me. ‘The easy ones, eh?’

‘It was never clear,’ I said. ‘Not to me, anyway.’

We were passing under the Kingston Bridge now. It was oddly light and airy under the soaring concrete span. Quiet, too – you could hardly credit that hundreds of cars and lorries were passing over our heads.

‘Well, it was partly you guys, to be honest,’ Reynolds said. ‘Or Sarah, anyway. Becky’s, well, you might call her competitive.’

‘Sibling rivalry. I know.’

‘I don’t think you do know. She compared herself to Sarah all the time. To the point of total . . . obsession. The dad was to blame. I mean, you knew him. Old Malcolm. He pitted them against each other. Nothing Becky ever had was good enough, unless it was better than whatever Sarah had.’

‘Right.’

‘That’s all she cared about. She had to be first. First sister married. Well, that was fine. But then it was kids. She had to be first. And, well, we all struggled. To conceive, I mean. As you know.’

‘You guys, too?’

Reynolds nodded briskly. ‘Oh, yeah. Fuck, yeah. Charts on the wall. Ovulation cycles. IVF, eventually. For all the fucking good it did.’

‘I had no idea.’

‘Yeah. Well. I don’t need to tell you what kind of stress that puts you under. And then, when Rory was born. I mean, she was happy for you guys. Really, she was. But she was also totally fucking devastated. Broken. Took to her bed for the best part of a week.’

‘We thought she had flu.’

‘I mean, she was sick, all right. She was out the game. But it wasnae flu.’ He paused. ‘And that’s when, well. That’s when things started to go wrong. With Becky.’

‘Wrong, how?’

We had reached the Rotunda. It was early for lunch and they showed us to a good table, a booth, looking onto the river. The window framed the Finnieston Crane. We ordered, and Reynolds talked football till the server arrived with our food, the fish stew for Reynolds, the burger for me. I salted my chips.

‘You said Becky went wrong. What do you mean?’

‘She wanted to look at adoption,’ he said. ‘When the IVF didn’t work. But the process was slow. There’s a whole vetting procedure. She started talking about other channels. Unofficial channels.’

‘You’re talking about trafficked kids? Eastern Europe? Romanian orphanages?’

‘Nah.’ Reynolds tore a chunk off a bread roll and dunked it in his fish stew. ‘Something closer to home. Scottish kids.’

‘How did that work?’

The server was back with the black pepper grinder. He cranked it a couple of times over Reynolds’s stew and went away.

‘I don’t know.’ Reynolds chewed down the roll. ‘That’s where I drew the line. You hear rumours. In the support groups, on the message-boards. There’s supposed to be some outfit in Glasgow. Hush-hush stuff. You don’t know how much to believe.’

‘But Becky did, right? She wanted to believe?’

‘She wanted me to use my professional contacts. She thought I could investigate the rumours. If they turned out to be true, we could, you know, take things further.’

‘And that’s why you finished?’

Reynolds looked out of the window. The Finnieston Crane was like a massive handgun, covering the city.

‘Well, it didn’t help. But there was other stuff, too. We’d reached the end of the line, basically.’

We finished our food. The server took our plates away.

‘And did you investigate? The rumours, I mean.’

Reynolds swirled the dregs of ice in his glass. ‘You know what I’m working right now? Two rapes. Violent ones. And a hanging that looked like a suicide. Until it didn’t.’

I spread my hands. ‘I’m not sure what you’re telling me here.’

‘I get enough, OK? Pain and misery. It all lands on my desk. I don’t need to go looking for it.’

‘OK. But Becky? Did she go looking?’

Reynolds frowned. He was lifting his jerkin from the back of his seat, shouldering into it. He zipped it up. ‘Becky does what Becky does. I’m not her husband anymore. I couldn’t say what she might or might not have done. We good?’

I reached for my wallet, dropped a fifty on the table. ‘We’re good.’

We headed back into town along the walkway, skirting the big empty river. All the traffic went across it these days, on the road and railway bridges, not along it. On the Broomielaw, where the emigrants once flapped their hankies from the decks of ships that took them to new lives in Canada and New Zealand, sad little brown-brick apartments, bland as hotel rooms, fronted right onto the path, padlocked bikes and terracotta birdbaths in their bath-towel-sized gardens.

We walked in silence till we reached the Stockwell Street junction, next to Victoria Bridge.

‘I’m going to tell you one thing,’ Reynolds said.

We had stopped beside the ramp leading up to the street. I could see the mural on the facade of the Clutha Vaults, the jaunty, dandyish face of Charles Rennie Mackintosh with his floppy tie and his upturned ’tache.

‘OK.’

‘Donna McIntyre,’ he said.

I waited.

‘When we were trying to adopt. When Becky was looking at, well, other options, there was one friend she spent a lot of time with. From the support group. Woman called Donna McIntyre. I don’t know if Donna took things further. I don’t know what she did. I don’t want to know. But she worked at the library in Girvan. That’s all I know. Now, you do what you want with that info, Gordon. Don’t bring me into it. Are we clear?’

‘Couldn’t be clearer,’ I told him. ‘And thanks. I mean it.’

I offered my hand but he leaned in for a hug. ‘Look after yourself.’

And then he was off, clipping smartly across Clyde Street and off up Stockwell Street.

I glanced back at Mackintosh’s face, six feet high, smirking pleasantly. There had been errors, honest or otherwise, no shortage of them, over the past few months, but now I felt something I hadn’t felt in the longest time: I felt hope.
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‘YOU’RE A FRIEND OF BECKY’S?’

There was an icy crispness in Donna McIntyre’s tone, and not just because I was talking in a library.

‘Becky and I go back a long way,’ I said carefully.

‘And she told you about me?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘No. Becky doesn’t know I’m here. It’s a little delicate, what I wanted to talk to you about. It concerns adoption.’

I dropped my voice for that last bit, but there was no real need. The library was mostly empty. A couple of elderly bunnets sat facing each other, huddled in low-slung armchairs, in an alcove near the reference section, but they showed no signs of life.

‘Right. Sorry, can I ask, though: who put you on to me?’

Jim Reynolds had given me as much help as he was willing to give; that was clear. There was no mileage now in guarding his name. I had the feeling that Reynolds knew more than he was telling, but whatever it was it would have to come from Donna McIntyre now.

‘Jim Reynolds,’ I said.

‘And how do you know Jim?’

I grimaced. ‘Becky’s my sister-in-law, not my friend. She’s my wife’s wee sister.’

Donna McIntyre seemed to thaw before my eyes. Her shoulders dropped and her features slackened. Something made her irises bloom.

‘You’re Gordon Rutherford,’ she said.

I nodded.

‘You lost your wee boy.’

‘Well. We got him back.’

‘Still. Jesus. I can’t imagine what that was like. How long was he gone?’

‘Seven years.’

‘My God. Seven?’

I nodded. Donna McIntyre glanced at the old boys in the bunnets. They still hadn’t moved a muscle, so far as I could see.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘We close in half an hour. Can you come back at five? We could grab a coffee.’

‘Sounds good.’

The library was down a lane between a handsome sandstone church and a handsome sandstone villa. When the sun shone, the soft red stone of these buildings would carry a smudgy warmth like umber mud, like paint on a palette; now, though, in the cold evening dark the streetlights bounced white light off hard angles the colour of dried blood.

I turned up my collar, heard my shoes knocking on the hollow-sounding pavement. I killed half an hour following the horseshoe curve of the harbour down to the beach and walking the esplanade.

As I walked down the lane beside the church, Donna McIntyre was walking up. She led me to a cafe on Dalrymple Street. Over a fern cake and flat white she told me about the adoption scheme. Like Becky, she’d been impatient with the glacial pace of the official process. The uncertainty. There were rumours, as Jim Reynolds had said. Whispers on the forums. Tidbits of hearsay on direct messages. A group who could make things happen. Under-the-table payments. She chased these rumours down for days and weeks and months. Finally she made contact with someone who had the number of someone who put her in touch with someone who could allegedly help her.

There was a consultation fee, the someone said. Five grand. Non-returnable.

She met a man in Glasgow Green, at the Doulton fountain. They strolled off through the park, like any pair of lovers. At a shady spot on one of the avenues, the man stopped, asked her to unbutton her shirt.

‘I’m sorry?’ she said.

‘Not like that.’ He tutted, embarrassed. He said he wanted to check she wasn’t wearing a wire. She worked the buttons, held the shirt open, frowning, looking both ways to make sure no one was coming.

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Good. Now here’s the deal.’

As she buttoned her shirt and trotted to keep pace with him, the man set it out. He told her he could provide a baby for her. Not a newborn, necessarily, but one a few months old. Under a year. She would have to fake a pregnancy, and then go off somewhere for a few months to make it look plausible. It would all look official. Birth certificates, the whole deal.

The cost was a hundred grand. Payable in four instalments.

‘A hundred grand?’

‘I know. I know. My dad died the year before all this started. He owned a bakery in Darvel. We sold it to a big chain. It would still have been a struggle but, you know. We could have made it, just about.’

Anyway. So far, she thought, so good. But here comes the kicker. This was a high-risk venture, the man told her. Big stakes, big prizes, big pitfalls. Lots of exposure. He and the people he represented, they were careful people. They needed some insurance.

‘What kind of insurance?’ she asked him. ‘You mean like a deposit? Something you’d forfeit if things went wrong? But, no, that wasn’t what he meant.’

‘What did he mean?’ I asked. ‘What did they want?’

‘Information,’ Donna McIntyre said. ‘They wanted information. You had to provide details of three kids, known to you. Names, ages, addresses. They had to be under five years old. Plus, details of routines, so far as you knew them.’

‘You had to set up other kids?’

‘Yep. That was the idea. They might never use the information, they said. But it would hang over you. You know? You’d be implicated, if anything came out later. You’d be, I guess, an accomplice. Not just with the kid you got, but others. You’d be as guilty as them.’

‘Jesus Christ. What did you tell him?’

‘I told him I needed to think about it.’ She closed her eyes, remembering. ‘I was desperate, I’ll admit that. But still. I didn’t need to think about it. I just never got back to him.’

‘And that was the end of it?’

She didn’t answer at first. She pouted and tilted her head, rolled the empty cup around the saucer.

‘What?’ I said.

She licked her top lip, looked down at the table. ‘Someone killed our cat.’

‘What?’

She shrugged. ‘Someone killed our cat. I don’t know. Choked him. With a length of wire. It was horrible. They left him on the back doorstep.’

‘And what was the upshot? I mean, do you know who did it?’

‘No. I don’t know. There’s bad people out there. Maybe it was nothing, someone did it out of badness. But I think it was maybe a message.’

‘Like a warning?’

‘We’re watching, kind of thing. You get ideas about going to the police, the papers, whatever, we will hurt you. I don’t know. We’ll do to you what we did to the cat. Maybe I’m wrong.’

My head was swimming. A hundred possibilities swirling in my brain. I gripped the edge of the table in both hands. ‘You’re very brave,’ I told her. ‘Even now. I want to thank you for telling me this.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘You’ve been through a lot worse.’

Donna McIntyre was the kind of person who would recoil from the proposal put to her by the man in Glasgow Green. She’d be outraged. Sickened. But there were other people, I knew, who might see things in a different light, whose desperation might lead them down a darker path.

I took a sip of my coffee, set the cup down gently. ‘Did you get the man’s name?’ I asked. ‘The man in the park?’

Donna looked up at me. ‘His name was Mr Brown, he said. But I think it was like the names in that old film. You know? Mr Blue, Mr Pink, Mr Brown. I think he’d just made it up.’

‘Right. What did he look like, Donna?’

She thought about it. ‘Normal. Just an ordinary guy. You wouldn’t look twice. Fair hair, sort of reddish. Glasses. I don’t know. A big nose? Average height. Average build.’

‘Mr Average.’

‘I’m not being much help, am I?’ She smiled.

‘You’ve been a great help. Honestly. But can you think again for a minute? Was there nothing to mark him out? Nothing at all?’

A bus ground past on Dalrymple Street, a double-decker, trilling the cups in their saucers.

‘Well. There was one thing.’ Donna frowned. ‘His finger. He had this wonky finger.’

‘Which finger?’ I asked.

She held up her own hand, turned it back and forwards, studied it.

‘The middle finger, I think? On the right hand? There was no bruising or anything, no splint. But it looked broken. The joint at the tip, it just sort of hung down.’

‘It’s called mallet finger,’ I said.

‘Oh, you know it? I’d never seen it before. Just a small thing, but once you noticed it you couldn’t stop looking. It just looked wrong. Made you feel queer, inside. You know? Queasy.’
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I KNEW THE FEELING. I FELT a bit queasy, too. In fact, I drove back to Taigh-na-Mara in a sick fug and crawled under the duvet. I told Sarah I thought I had flu. I couldn’t face telling her the truth. Not yet.

What I felt was a kind of vertigo. I kept trying to get outside of what Donna McIntyre had inadvertently revealed, get to a place where I could view the fact in some kind of perspective. But I couldn’t. The knowledge kept washing over me like a wave, submerging me, leaving me gasping for air till the next wave hit.

It was Hagan who took Rory.

Or at least, Hagan was behind it. Ian Kerr’s kingpin? It wasn’t Charlie Toome. It wasn’t a Glasgow gangster. It was DI Hagan.

It was like my brain was split in two. Half of my brain had processed the information, or at least understood the words: It was Hagan. And half of my brain kept pushing against those words, repeating them till they unmoored from all meaning, becoming mere sounds. The knowledge seemed to change me physically, chemically, I could feel it in my mouth like a coppery rinse. Hagan. The man who led the investigation into Rory’s disappearance. The man who briefed us, cajoled us, consoled us. Our rock. Our hope. Our beacon. Hagan. The man who finally brought Rory back. It was Hagan who had taken him in the first place.

It was Hagan.

The knowledge burned through me like a fever. I slept groggily, fitfully, shivering, sweating, wrapped in the duvet, kicking it off. It was noon when I surfaced, stumbled to the bathroom, emptied my bladder, stared at the face in the cabinet mirror, pale, scoured, haggard.

I showered, dressed, stood before the picture window with a mug of milkless tea. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t keep anything down. I texted Hagan, told him I wanted to meet. Half an hour later he got back to me. We could meet tonight after work, he wrote. He would text me when he was ready. The day was fine; we could walk out along the coastal path, me from Fairlie, him from his house in Largs, meet in the middle.

Sarah came home with the twins. Rory wandered in ten minutes later, off the school bus. The kids milled in the kitchen, raiding the cupboards, the fridge, for crisps, yoghurts, juice, and dispersed around the house, Rory to his room, the twins to the living-room telly. Sarah settled down at the kitchen table with her laptop and a sheaf of buff-coloured folders.

At ten past five, Hagan texted: Leaving now.

I texted back with the thumbs-up emoji.

I told Sarah I was going for a walk, I’d be back in time for dinner. It was her turn to cook. I lifted my anorak from the line of coats and jackets in the porch.

The beach, when I cut along it, looked somehow shabbier than usual, sorry for itself. The tide was out as far as it could go and the sand was puddled and glinting, rocks coated with vivid green moss. Phlegm-coloured. The beach was striped like a rugby shirt, repeating strips of sand, seaweed, stones, and the surly, vulgar crows stumped across it, jabbing at things, cocking their heads. We seemed to have crows instead of gulls on our beach. They settled in strung-out lines on the boathouse roofs, sidestepped along the seawall, swirled in raucous, exploding orbits around the crowns of trees.

I passed the site of the old Fife boatyard. They’d built majestic craft there, triumphant, all-conquering champion vessels, ‘fast and bonnie’, some of the finest yachts in existence. Now it was a railed-off square of nothing, with a wee cast-steel model yacht on a plinth, panels of text round the base. Up towards the row of tenements a crow was tearing at something in the marram grass, a rabbit perhaps. The crow flapped off testily three or four feet as I passed. I caught a glimpse of something grey and scarlet, moist and tufted. I walked on, craning back to see the crow settle again on the carrion, stabbing and plucking. Humans think the essence of crows, of all birds, resides in the wings, the engines of flight. I saw now that this was wrong. For the crow itself, the flight’s just the commute. Beak and claws is how the crow’s proper business is conducted. Beak and claws, and maybe the bright black eye that isolates the prey.

After the beach, the path cuts through the north end of the village. I walked out past the old kirk, the Esso garage, and the bowling green. The country opened up around me. Sheep clustered on the banks of the Kel Burn; the lambs lifted their black faces as I passed; the ewes kept their heads to the ground. I passed beneath the railway bridge and when I turned the corner there he was, striding towards me. Hagan. A kind of High Noon self-consciousness entered my limbs as we drew closer. We exchanged nods. At this point, the path skirts a little beach, the beach where Logan Tait was killed, and without saying anything we stepped onto this beach the way you might step into a room.

We stopped six feet away from one another. We didn’t shake hands.

I didn’t need to tell him that I knew what he’d done. It was written all over my face.

‘There’s no end to it, is there?’ Hagan said. He shook his head, smiling, rueful. ‘No limit.’

He seemed pleased by the thought.

‘No limit to what?’

‘The things we’ll do to protect our kids.’

‘Don’t do that.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t equate what you’ve done and what I’ve done. They’re not the same thing.’

‘I’m disappointed, Gordon.’    There was a jumble of slim concrete blocks on this part of the beach, and atop them a flimsy, rusted ladder of rail that had curled like an autumn leaf. It looked as though a railway line had once led down into the sea, though of course it must have run up from the shore, a track for barrows, offloading some cargo or other. Coal, perhaps. Hagan rested his foot on one of the concrete blocks.

‘See, we all say it, don’t we? We tell our kids we’d do anything to keep them safe. Walk in front of a speeding train. Fight a lion with our bare hands. And for most folk, it’s a figure of speech. Not for us, though. We would do anything. We’ve already done it. I thought you of all people, a man of your background, would recognise that we had all that in common. Behind these superficial differences.’

He looked like a crooner on some old-time TV special, his foot resting on the concrete block, his forearm resting on his knee, in that hokey green tweed jacket.

‘I think the differences are a bit more than superficial,’ I said. ‘And anyway, what have I done?’

Hagan smiled. ‘Is that not a rhetorical question?’

I sighed. ‘What is it I’m supposed to have done?’

‘Killed an old boy in Portencross,’ Hagan said brightly.

‘And why would I do that?’

‘Personally? I think he probably knew something, or he’d worked something out, to do with what happened to the wee Tait boy. Which, OK, yes, is a bit embarrassing for us, since we’d charged the dad and the dad went on to kill himself in Barlinnie. Which some might see as a tacit admission of guilt.’

I said nothing.

‘It was all tied up nicely,’ Hagan continued. ‘With a wee bow on top. Only now, someone’s topped this senior citizen in Portencross. And our man of violence is, where is he again? He’s not even in “C” Hall in the Bar-L. He’s dead.’

‘The motive was burglary,’ I said. ‘According to the papers. It was a break-in gone wrong.’

‘Right. Except it’s not exactly the South Bronx, is it? This stretch of coast. Two murders in a month and they’re not connected? Come on, mate.’

Hagan straightened up, dusted his hands together. Behind him, the masts of the Largs Marina swayed above the rocks, clacking together like ranks of white spears. We were standing not ten yards from where Logan Tait was killed, but DI Hagan didn’t know that. Only I knew that. Only me and Rory.

‘If you had any evidence, if there was any proof at all . . .’

‘Then we’d be doing this in the station? Aye. Maybe. But, here. This isn’t why you wanted to see me, is it? You didn’t come out here to make a confession. What’s the stop press, Mr Rutherford?’

I cleared my throat. ‘Not much. I paid a visit to the library yesterday. In Girvan. I met Donna McIntyre.’

His smirk never wavered. If I’d hoped the name would spook him, I was wrong. It missed its mark.

‘OK.’

‘I know all about it. I know what you did. With Becky. With Rory. Becky gave you the details. And you passed them on.’

He nodded. ‘You know, I didn’t give it much of a chance. Your wee armchair detective club. Oh, I knew about it all right. I knew you were in contact with Ian Kerr. And I knew your dogshit cousin was involved. Fair play, though. You got there in the end.’

‘That’s it? Fair play? That’s all you’ve got to say? Fair fucking play?’

Hagan shook his head, the smirk still snagging his lip. ‘What do you want me to say? You think words can make it better at this stage?’

‘I don’t know. I want to hear what the fuck you thought you were doing, for one thing. How you squared it to yourself. So you could sleep at night.’

‘Oh, OK. OK, then.’ Hagan looked at the ground for a bit, pressed his knuckles to his upper lip, drew them back and forwards. He looked up. ‘Let me tell you something about being a polis, Gordon. The main thing. You don’t get to hide from the truth. OK? Most of the time it doesn’t feel like a privilege, but that’s what it is in the end. A privilege. You get to see the truth. About who we are. And, honestly? It’s not good. It’s not pretty.’

‘Right. So, what, you just go along with it? I mean, you might as well, right? Take a boy from his parents, sell him to a sex ring. Go with the fucking flow.’

‘Well, I’d see it more like directing the flow.’ Hagan nodded. ‘See, the flow’s already there. It always was. That’s just the truth. I’m saying “the truth” like it’s the one thing, but there’s lots of truths. Here’s some of them. Men are going to drink. They’re going to gamble. They’re going to fuck women who’re not their wives. And, yes, sadly, they’re going to fuck wee boys and girls.’

‘Can you hear yourself? Is there a fucking odd one out there?’

‘I’m just facing facts. Is one of these things worse than the others? No doubt. Is it any less inevitable? What do you think?’

‘I think you’re fucking crazy,’ I said softly.

‘I’m not doing this for personal gain.’ Hagan had his hand out, palm down, pressing down on the empty air. ‘Don’t get that idea. I mean, have you actually seen these NHS care homes? They’re warehouses. You wouldn’t put your dog in one. Jamie’s going to need care, twenty-four seven. For the rest of his life. And he’ll get it. Proper care. Private. And we’re gonna pay for it.’

‘You? You’re not paying for it,’ I told him. ‘The kids you take from their parents are paying for it. Rory’s paying for it.’

‘Right. Well, other folk paid for it too.’

‘You’re talking about Kirkwood?’

Hagan shrugged.

‘Did you see him?’ I asked. ‘When you went over to bring Rory back, did you see Kirkwood?’

‘They gave me a chance to question him, yes.’

‘And that’s when you told him? To do what he did?’

‘No.’ Hagan made a wiping gesture with his hand. ‘I didn’t need to tell him. Adam knew the jig was up. He knew what he had to do.’

‘And now it’s back to business as usual? Right? Is that how it works?’

‘Well what’s the alternative? If I give it all up right now, tell me, does it stop tomorrow? This is the problem, Gordon. You’ve got these primetime telly notions of right and wrong. You watch your ITV dramas and read your fucking crime novels, where they put a stop to the big bad guy at the season finale and it’s supposed to be some kind of victory. It’s not a victory. You take Charlie Toome off the board right now, there’s someone in his boots tomorrow. It keeps coming. You understand? It keeps coming. There’s no end to it.’ He threw his arms out. ‘It’s like the fucking sea. The tide coming in and out. It never stops.’

There was a lull then. A sheep bleated into it, harshly, a strident, earnest complaint. We looked at each other. My breathing was ragged, as if I’d run a race.

‘Look, Gordon.’ Hagan held his hands out, like a priest at the consecration, weighing two handfuls of nothing. ‘You did what you did. I did what I did. I know what you did. You know what I did. We can try to destroy one another over this. Or we can take a step back, recognise what we’ve got. Try to get on with our lives.’

The ferry hove into view over his shoulder, bringing people back from the island. People getting on with their lives.

‘There’s one difference, though. What happened to your boy, it was nobody’s fault. It was chance, fate. An act of God. What happened to Rory was you.’

‘But, Gordon.’ Hagan’s smile was tinged with delirium. ‘Can’t you see? If it wasn’t Rory it would be somebody else. I was the act of God. I was the instrument of fate.’

‘You’re fucking crazy,’ I said again.

Hagan shook his hands before his face. ‘But, see! See! The choice wasn’t Rory or nobody. The choice was Rory or somebody else. That’s what you’re not seeing here. That’s what you’re not getting. Take me out and you’ll destroy yourself. And for what? It changes nothing.’

‘It changes one thing,’ I said. ‘It changes the look on your face.’

I plucked the fishing knife from the sheath I’d looped to the back of my belt. I flexed my fingers on the grip and stepped towards him.
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I GAVE HIM THE KNIFE AND it slithered crisply through the meat of him. The hilt clipped a rib. I jiggled it, the hilt, felt the flat of the blade push against flesh, like an oar straining through water. We were close, his stubble grazing my cheek, the stink of his breath in my nose. I plucked the knife out. He staggered back, a thin hiss streaming from him, the sound of a punctured football. I stepped forwards and plunged him again. I clapped his back, hugged him to me, pulling him onto the blade. The blood pulsed hot through my fingers. I worked the blade in and out, moist sucks and kisses as if the new mouth I was making was straining to whisper, striving to speak.

I felt oddly calm throughout this process. There was no rage in my belly, no hatred for Hagan. If anything, I felt a kind of kinship. Hagan was right. We had both acted as though the suffering of our sons entitled us to do as we liked, to take out that suffering on the world at large. It was the ledger principle; profit and loss. Our sons suffer; someone else pays. Hagan had made my own boy pay. I was just taking back what was owed.

I pulled the knife out again. His shoe sole rasped as he staggered heavily, set his feet. His mouth yawed open; blood gouted brilliantly out. I pushed him in the chest, lightly, one-handed and he sat down on the ground. His fingers fumbled the front of his shirt, brushing his breastbone, paddling in the blood that puddled his lap. I dropped to my haunches, my eyes level with his. Not a word was spoken, but he got the message. Yeah. You’re right. This is how it ends. Eventually he looked away, as if ashamed. Like an animal caught at stool. He died in front of me, the lustre leaching from his eyes. Died like – well, like a dog.


Done is a battell on the dragone black.



Scott Fitzgerald said that you can pick up all you need to know about narrative from Keats’s ‘Eve of St Agnes’. But William Dunbar is no slouch either. My own black dragon was dead.


The yetts of hell are broken with a crack,

The sign triumphal raisit is of the cross.



DI Hagan lay where I dropped him, slathered in his blood and piss. If there’s a hell, he’s in it. I walked to the shoreline, dabbled my hands in the shallows of the firth and wiped them on my handkerchief. Then I climbed the beach and plucked the knife from Hagan’s chest and walked the calm half-mile to Taigh-na-Mara. No panic, no drama; one foot in front of the other.

At home, I set the knife down on the draining board. Sarah was still absorbed in her work. I poured a glass of red and climbed to the lounge. The evening sun was slanting down on the glossy pine floor. I sat in the armchair facing the picture window. Here he sits, I thought: the good father. How had it come to this? Bad as he was, my own father’s sins were venial. Mine were mortal. I sipped the wine. The Isle of Cumbrae lay framed in the central pane, like a painting of itself. I admired the arc, the flourished brushstroke, of the island’s outline.

I put on some music. Andres Segovia, classical guitar. A great wave of weariness and contentment washed over me.

Sometime later there were footsteps on the stairs: Sarah. I could tell from the abrupt percussion of her heels that she had seen the knife.

She crossed the floor and came to stand in front of me, blocking my view of the firth.

‘Why is the fishing knife covered in blood?’ Her tone was quizzical but jittery. A pulse jumped at her temple. She swallowed. ‘And what’s so bloody funny?’

I shook my head. I’d been smiling at her first question. The line from the ballad had sprung to my mind:


Why does your brand sae drap wi bluid?



Why is your sword dripping with blood? And Edward, the hero of the ballad, he parries his mother’s questions with these panicked alibis – I’ve killed my hawk; no, I’ve killed my horse – before she breaks him down and he confesses:


O I hae killed my fadir deir. The blood is his father’s.



I saw no need for a similar rigmarole.

‘It’s Hagan’s,’ I said. ‘The blood. I killed him. Down on the wee beach. Down by the community gardens.’

She leaned closer to scan my face, her own face pinched and scowling. ‘No.’ She stepped back. ‘No. No. Gordon, you’re scaring me.’

I slugged some wine. ‘He was part of it,’ I said. ‘The organisation. The ring, whatever. Network. He made it happen. He gave them protection.’

She looked at the glass in my hand.

‘I’m not drunk,’ I told her. ‘Though I plan to get there. You’ll probably want to get drunk, too. Trust me.’

It was half an hour later when we heard the siren, distant at first, weaving its way through Segovia’s ‘Recuerdos de la Alhambra’. It grew louder. A second siren joined it, splitting the evening air, their twin throbs coalescing into a harsh raw bleat. Then the sirens stopped. I closed my eyes, let the strings of Segovia’s guitar wash back to soothe the disordered air. When the doorbell rang, fists blattering on the front door, I drained my glass of red and set it gently on the little round table at my elbow. Then I strolled down the stairs and opened the door.

The cops crowded in, three of them, four, weapons drawn, shouting and gesturing, moving in staccato crouches. I dropped to my knees as instructed, lay face down with my hands behind my head, felt them pull each hand from my skull, heard the ratchet of the cuffs, felt the metal bite on my wrist-bones. On the way out the door I had to point out the weapon, the fishing knife still sitting on the draining board.

Outside, the sky was like gauze, the kind of white no-weather that seems most typically Scottish, the sky neither blue nor grey but simply blank. A placeholder sky. My neighbours were gathered on the pavement of Jetty Street: Brian from the Mudhook, the Agnews from number twelve, Mrs Cassidy, even Alan and Jenny. Nobody spoke. A middle-aged man had his phone out as if to film me, but his wife laid her hand on his wrist and he dropped his hand, returning the phone to his pocket. An ambulance was parked up on the pavement. Two cop cars and a van beside it. A uniformed officer was closing off the beach with blue-and-white incident tape. Two of the cops walked me to one of the cars and opened the back door. One of them put his hand on my head as I ducked into the back seat. I shimmied across to the middle of the seat and a cop got in on either side of me. I leaned forwards as the car pulled away and the last glimpse I got was a white corner of Taigh-na-Mara and a short strip of beach beyond it. White, tan, grey, green: the house, the sand, the firth, the island.

And after all this, after everything, it seems I didn’t know myself at all. It turns out that, when the circumstances require, I am a violent person. Maybe we all are. And now I spend my days in a concrete box. I listen to the rain sweeping across the slates, rasping at the little oblong window. And how have I coped? To tell the truth it’s not so bad. A hot shower. Three meals a day. Books and notebooks. Plenty of time to read and write. In some ways not so different to the life I left behind.

They’d chew you up, Sarah said. Well, not so far. I’m not your typical inmate but I don’t get too much grief. I keep myself to myself. Add to which, I’m a cop killer, which goes a long way. Bent cops getting their medicine; that’s box office in here. Every day of the week and twice on Sunday. Everyone dreams about offing a pig. And I’m the boy that’s done it.

Sarah brings the twins every fortnight. They’re growing up fast. They seem taller every time I see them, a little more distant, self-contained. Sarah met someone else. As you’d expect. Richard Mair, the bloke’s name is. A cardiologist at the new hospital in Glasgow. He seems likeable enough. They live in a villa, somewhere in Jordanhill. Nice area. Good schools. The twins seem to like it. During their last visit, Katie referred to Richard as ‘Dad’. That’s all right. They’ll need a proper father for the coming years, someone who’s always there, driving them to football and ballet practice, filming school concerts on his phone, even just sitting on the sofa with his book.

And Rory? Rory caught something of a break at last. And not just in getting shot of me. When they brought Logan Tait’s body out of the Fairlie Roads, there was a lock-knife in the pocket of his jeans. This momentous detail never featured in the news reports, and neither Rory nor myself had clocked it at the time. But Rory’s lawyer used it well. She painted Logan Tait as armed and dangerous, a wild, knife-wielding thug. Rory was panicked, provoked. He was scared; he acted in self-defence. It was a plausible scenario; it was even partly true. Though convicted of culpable homicide, Rory was admonished. He walked free.

He goes to a private school in Glasgow now. Another name change: he’s taken his new dad’s surname. He hasn’t been to see me yet. Sarah says they’re waiting till the trauma subsides, till he’s settled in at school. He’s doing well, she tells me. Keeping up his grades. Playing for the team. There’s a new psychologist who’s working wonders; he’s got Rory writing a journal, working things out. For me, in the meantime, patience is the watchword. Soon, she says, she’ll bring him to see me. Sometime soon.

Sarah sold Taigh-na-Mara shortly after I was sentenced. Another family’s at the helm now. Different kids bunked up beneath the creaking eaves. It doesn’t really bother me. I go back there, sometimes, in my thoughts. Taigh-na-Mara. When the hall settles down, when the shouting finally stops for the night, the crying, the banging on pipes, I focus on the little oblong of darkness high up on the cell wall. My body seems to float up and pass through, and I fly off, like the Snowman in the children’s film, over the roofs of the city, looking down on the barrack squares of tenements, the postage-stamp bowling greens, the oval bowls of football stadiums, the coiling loops of the river, the great grey slash of the motorway, and over the dark, undulating flank of the country, the low hills and the russet moors, down to the coast, where the houses cluster along the glinting zipper of the railway line, and I drop down, clearing the boxy glass sheds of the power station and the crumbling spire of the village kirk, down to the shoreline and Taigh-na-Mara and in through a top-floor skylight to the little box-room at the top of the house, where I stand for a minute, breathing, watching the moonlight glossing the polished dark-wood floor, just me and the dark house, breathing.

In these reveries, Taigh-na-Mara is empty, but not abandoned. The new people aren’t in the picture. Sarah and Rory and the twins are not in the house – they have left temporarily, I’m not sure where – but all their stuff is still in place. I move down through the house, through my old life, numbering the objects, trailing a hand through the shirts in the wardrobe, the suits on their silvery hangers. Drawing a finger along the spines of hardback books.

Eight Hiroshimas. That’s the potential devastation packed into every nuclear sub snouting its way past Taigh-na-Mara in the depths of the Fairlie Roads. My own apocalypse was a less dramatic affair. A simple fishing knife was my own atom bomb. It blasted our family, pulverised the life we’d built.

Today I had a visitor. The clip of her heels snagged the glances of the lags at their scuffed tables. The glamour had lost some of its wattage, her waist and ankles had thickened a little, but she tossed her hair – brunette now, streaked with grey – and folded herself into the bucket seat opposite.

‘Who’s watching the wee man?’ I asked her.

Becky’s queenly glance scanned the visiting room and settled, distastefully, on me. ‘His auntie’s looking after him. He’s playing with his cousins.’

‘His cousins,’ I said bitterly. ‘Is he even yours?’

‘Of course he’s mine. I’m raising him.’

She tried to hold my gaze then and couldn’t, flicked away, and it seemed as though something fearful and hunted peeked out from those haughty eyes. She knew what she’d done. I didn’t even have to say it.

‘Oh, Gordon,’ she said, and she reached for my hand before drawing back. It lay there on the table between us, her hand, and I saw that the nails, once so shapely and glossy and red, had been bitten down to the quick.

She had taken my boy away from me, to get a son of her own. I could pay her back in kind. I could say what I knew, I could point to Martin as one of Hagan’s victims. They would launch an investigation, do the tests, and her boy would be taken away. But what was the point? It was more grief. More misery. You had to draw the line. Put it behind you. Move on.

‘I’m not going to say anything,’ I told her. ‘That’s the difference between me and you. I’d rather kill myself than do a thing like that.’

She looked at me for a long time, gazing into each eye in turn, her pretty mouth set, and then she nodded. I didn’t want her to say thank you and she didn’t say it. I didn’t want her to say sorry and she didn’t say that either. She stood up from the table and clipped back out to the world. I shuffled back to my cell.

As to what I said to Becky, I’ve thought about it. Of course I have. In the dead hours, before the oblong window lightens. It’d be easy enough to accomplish. And I’ve thought about waiting till they let me out, walking into the firth with rocks in my pockets. Down, down, down in the Fairlie Roads. Boys and water.

But I don’t think so. I think I’m here for the duration. For better or worse. I’ve made my peace with what I’ve done.

I’m paying what I owed. Not to ‘society’, or some schoolbook conception of justice. To my boy. I’m paying what I owed to Rory. And that’s enough.

Anyway, I’m just about done here. Like that other doctor, in the book I taught so often, I lay down my pen and bring my confession – if not my life – to a close.

And you might say I found it. Despite myself. I found it after all.

The screw peeps through the Judas hole, a disembodied eye, all-seeing.

Slams it shut.

Closure.
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