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The wipers couldn’t keep up with the downpour. His headlights barely cut through the blackness of the wretched night. One more turn and he should see it up on the headland. Yes, there it was. A single, dim, yellow light trying to beacon its way across the heaving waters of the Firth of Forth. The jeep fishtailed dangerously as he took the final bend.

‘Damn it!’

His curse was aimed solely at his own bad driving. Not at the vehicle. Not at the weather. As he changed down the gears he noticed that the shaking in his left hand had deteriorated into a violent palsy. His right would be the same if it hadn’t been clamped, white-knuckled, to the steering wheel. Despite the hermetically sealed state of the jeep, he could still feel the freezing air outside. Could still hear the bansheeing whine of the wind as it attacked anything upright, the jeep included. The roar of the sea was loud and near. The approach to the building was via a cliffside, tarmacked road, gushing with the night’s rain.

His headlights swept the brown and white wooden sign. ‘St Baldred’s Hospice’. He’d always known of the place’s existence. Since childhood. But it was a place to be ignored. Denied. An invisible place. A place for adults to talk about in whispers. A place that elderly neighbours had occasionally disappeared into. And never returned from.

The nurse must have heard him, even through the howling of the wind. She was standing grave but welcoming by the door, her silhouette marking a ghostly outline against the barely lit entrance area.

‘Mr McAllister?’

She led him into a small, carefully furnished reception room, blissfully overheated. Only now did he notice what she was wearing. She was in civvies. No cold, formal, clinical garb here.

‘… and if you’ll just sit here. I’m Nurse Lizzie Henderson. We talked a couple of hours ago?’

She was sitting by him, close, but not too close. Keeping a comforting but professional distance? She seemed to be waiting for something. He just wanted to get in there.

‘Mr McAllister. I’m so sorry. Your father died forty minutes ago. We thought he was going to last a bit longer. As I think you know, he’d been unconscious with the morphine for the past day or…’

He drifted away from her.

Relief.

Yes, relief was his first reaction. But relief from what exactly? And then the shock. The reality of it. The permanence of it. He was gone. Absolutely, utterly, forever gone.

‘… see him? Mr McAllister?’

‘I… I’m sorry?’

She’d moved closer to him. He could see the concern on her face. ‘I said, perhaps you’d like to see him now?’

He managed a nod and followed her out. Nothing was stirring. Any lights seemed to be the dimmest. Just enough to lead the way. He risked a glance into the few darkened and silenced rooms he passed as he made his way along the lino-floored corridor. But not a sound from anywhere. This wasn’t like a hospital. It was a place of death. Of quietude. Of peace? For some, maybe.

Without realizing, he’d followed her into the last room. She was standing at the end, next to fully closed curtains. He kept his eyes focused straight ahead, aware of perhaps two, maybe three other beds on either side. But there was only one area where the faintest of lights glowed.

Without a word, she parted the curtains, bowing her head as if in benediction, and let him enter. Then, silently, she stepped back and he was alone. At first he thought there had been some ghastly error. A hideous mistake! This… this… skeletal shell was not him. Not his father! Where was the tall, muscular frame he remembered so well? One that he himself had inherited. Always an uncomfortable reminder of his lineage.

‘But Christ no, this isn’t…’

Christ, yes. It was like a negative. Or one image superimposed on another. He knew by the eye sockets. Always wide and deep, like his own. And by the skull bones about the temple. Prominent yet delicate, like his own. But it was the hands. The slim, almost feminine fingers. Like his own. He was his father’s son all right. But this, before him? This collection of bones inside a yellowing bag of… of… you could barely call it flesh. He pressed a palm to his mouth. To staunch a wave of nausea. To stifle a cry of horror. And pain? He allowed himself to inch forwards and touch the back of a hand. Cooling but not yet death-cold. Strange. Just as if he’d been out on an autumn day, without gloves. On the boat, raising the sails…

Then he stepped back. For the first time he noticed what they’d done. Perfectly laid out. They’d given him fresh pyjamas. Fresh sheets. And someone had laid a rose on the pillow by his left temple. A lush, oddly out-of-season red rose.

That’s what did it. He stumble-sprinted to the front door, his sobs and spittle unstoppable. The rain was more than welcome on his face as he ran to the jeep. Skidding down the lane, he half grimaced through his sobs. The thunder had started its whip-cracking overhead, lightning flickered between the clouds. The storm was on its way.

‘Bring it on! Bring it all fucking on! Go on, damn you!’

As he reached sea level, the heavens obliged. He risked one final look at the hospice, now strobe-illuminated in blue and silver. The building’s Gothic, threatening silhouette lowered out over the sea. A place of darkness, fear, suffering. He nodded his approval.

It was the perfect place for his father to die.


‘Treasure Island’

Fidra in the Firth of Forth is one of a group of five small islands dotted along Scotland’s East Lothian coast. It is commonly held to have been the model for R. L. Stevenson’s ‘Treasure Island’. However, this joyful connection to one of the world’s favourite children’s stories cannot and should not permit us to ignore the island’s historical treasures.

Historians, archaeologists and local folklore have created a rather colourful picture of this little island. Fidra has seen immense activity over the centuries, much of it spiritual. There is evidence of what was thought to be a medieval monastery. There are also the ruins of a chapel, built by the monks and used as a place of pilgrimage for local nuns. The monastery building is believed to have served as a hospital during times of plague. Unsurprisingly, given its history, there are tales of the island being haunted by a hooded figure – ‘The Dark Monk of Fidra’.

These are all distant echoes of bygone times, and largely forgotten. However, the twentieth century has brought a more disturbing and bloody reputation to the island.

Fidra – said to be Norse for ‘Feather Island’ or ‘Isle of Feathers’ because of its abundant breeding grounds for aquatic birdlife – is now held in the collective memory of locals as a place to be shunned, and is considered by some to be haunted by more than the ghost of an eight-hundred-year-old monk.

Extract from Fidra – an Island History, by Duncan Alexander,
                                                                                   Whitekirk Publishing, 1st edition, 1978.
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June 1973

‘Is it true, Dad?’ He was having to shout above the noise of the sail flapping and the waves splashing against the sides.

‘Is what true, son?’

‘About Fidra? That it was the real Treasure Island?’

Miller saw rather than heard his father’s laugh as he hauled on the wheel, squinting into the sun, vigilant, as the boat made its approach to the landing point. His dad raised a hand at him.

‘Hah! Well. You’d be better asking Dr Buchan here. He’s the expert on Robert Louis Stevenson. Isn’t that right, Forbes? Or what about you, Catriona? You’re a bit of a scholar on the subject too, aren’t you? Probably know more than your dad, eh?’

Despite the pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth, Dr Buchan managed a big smile. ‘Oh, aye, my lassie knows all about Stevenson.’

Miller watched Dr Buchan as he moved up the boat towards him, cupping Catriona’s face in his big hand as he went past. He didn’t look like the family doctor today, all relaxed in shirtsleeves and casual trousers. He stopped to ruffle Miller’s hair and offer him another cheery grin. Miller liked Dr Buchan. He didn’t feel scared when he had to go to the surgery. Dr Buchan was always nice to him. He’d brought him comics and sweets when he’d had chickenpox and measles. Anyway, he was a friend of Dad’s, and Catriona was his daughter. So Dr Buchan had to be all right, didn’t he?

Catriona was looking pretty, really pretty today. Very grown-up too. What was she now… fourteen? Just three years older than him. The same age as his brother, Greg. But she looked almost as old as their big sister, Mhari, who was just about to leave school! Catriona was certainly taller than Mhari, and more sure of herself, though Mhari tried to make up for that by acting the bossy-boots.

Catriona had appeared by his side, smiling and shouting over the wind to his dad.

‘That’s right, Mr McAllister! I know a fair bit about Robert Louis Stevenson and Fidra. After all, that’s why I’m called Catriona. I told you that yonks ago, Miller. Stupid! Catriona was the name of the sequel to Kidnapped. And yes, Fidra is the basis for Treasure Island. That’s right, Daddy, isn’t it?’

He hated being called stupid. Most of all by Catriona. But Miller knew she didn’t really think he was stupid. She was still smiling at him. Catriona was always nice to him when she was invited to the island. Every summer she said how lucky he was to have a family that owned an island. An island with a lovely house on it. He liked it in the winter when she was at his house on the mainland. She would stare through the binoculars at Fidra, counting how long until the first trip of the summer over there.

He sneaked another look at her. She was staring at her dad, waiting for his reply. Dr Buchan looked funny, trying to shout above the wind and keep the pipe clamped between his teeth at the same time.

‘Oh, aye, Miller. Cattie’s right. You see, Stevenson used to have family holidays here in North Berwick, so he had plenty of time to think about what he saw and use that amazing imagination of his. And Catriona was the name of Catriona Drummond. She’s the sweetheart of David Balfour, the hero of Kidnapped, and the sequel’s named after her.’

Mhari was pushing her way past Dr Buchan.

‘Yeah, yeah, but we’ve heard it all before, Miller, you know we have. Why d’you always ask the same questions? Every time we make the first trip of the summer. Eejit!’ He felt Mhari’s punch on his upper arm as she lowered her voice to the merest whisper. ‘Erse! You just want bloody Catriona’s attention. Well, she’s far too old for you, wee brother. So there!’

He hated it when his sister was like this. It was happening more and more. Probably one of the reasons why their mum hadn’t come over this weekend. Mum had been grumpy for days. ‘Snippy and snappy’, Greg called it. Mum could be that way sometimes. But she’d been like that loads lately and had quarrelled a lot with Mhari the past week. And, to top it all, Mhari had some sort of huff on today. He thought she was a bit jealous of Catriona, to be honest. Her being pretty. That was what Mhari didn’t like. Mhari was quite vain, always looking at herself in mirrors and shop windows. And she was a bit two-faced with Catriona. Pretended to like her. He caught Greg rolling his eyes at Mhari and gave him a wink in return. He really hoped this trip was going to work out okay.

‘All right! We’re going to land in a few minutes. Mhari, will you take hold of Bella for a minute, please?’

His father was busying himself for the landing but still found time to stroke the ears of Bella, his chocolate-coloured Labrador, whose tail was going twenty to the dozen at the thought of being out of the boat.

‘Gregor! Miller! Come and help with the sail!’

His dad’s orders rushed past him on the wind and Miller made a thumbs-up sign to indicate that he understood. It was one of his favourite things, helping with the boat. As he moved up towards his father, he took a long look at Fidra. It was particularly green, lush and sparkly today, the sun glinting off its various rocky outcrops. A perfect little island. Not so small that there was nowhere to hide, and not so big that you got lost. It was a funny shape. Long skinny tail with a lump at the top. Its crowning glory was the lighthouse. He loved the lighthouse. And there was the house! Their house. High above but in a sheltered nook to the right of the jetty. Dad had had it newly painted inside and out during the spring. It looked fresh, crisp. A plain square white-washed building that had once been a weather station.

The house’s outstanding feature had to be the two huge sliding glass doors that led out to a metal viewing platform, also painted a startling white. Panoramic views. To the sea – down the Firth of Forth and across to the fishing villages of Fife. To the shore – to spy on the entire East Lothian coastline. He couldn’t wait to get there. But before that he wanted to be first out of the boat. That way he could give Catriona a helping hand on to land.

Yes, it was going to be a good trip.
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Miller booted a stray rock out of his path. He felt a bit deflated. The two grown-ups, Catriona and Greg were all fishing on the other side of the island. Dad said he could go for a wander but he couldn’t take Bella. She had to stay with Dad, just for the first couple of hours on the island. In case she worried the birds.

Dad had seen him off with a smile and the usual lecture he gave at the start of every summer. ‘Don’t go too near the cliffs or the old ruins.’ The cliffs were scary anyway – a huge drop into the Firth of Forth – so he’d be keeping clear of them. And the old chapel ruins at the north-west of the island had always been out of bounds. Dad said they’d been unsafe since the year dot and were permanently blocked off, buried underneath a hollow. There wasn’t any actual building left. Just some crumbling walls, unsafe foundations. He and Greg had once tried to have a closer look. They’d removed some stones from a dry-stane dyke that surrounded the area. But all they could see was what looked like a wooden fence and maybe another wall. Dad had caught them before they’d done much damage and gone mad, saying that they could have been crushed by falling rubble. A bit dramatic, Greg had said, but one telling off was enough with Dad. Stay away.

So, bird watching it was today and he wasn’t the only one. Mhari had gone off in a sulk to look for puffins, with his binoculars! She said that she’d forgotten her own. Within half an hour of landing she’d started whining that she was bored and that she was too old for ‘these juvenile trips’. But Dr Buchan had sorted her out. He’d said, in that case, it made him definitely too ancient at the grand old age of… well, whatever he was. Too old to remember! He said he’d better be getting off home then, and made to take off his sandals and socks, pretending that he was going to swim back. Everyone had laughed. Except Mhari, of course. She couldn’t take a joke. Not nowadays. Greg agreed. He said that he’d had enough of her ‘bossy ways’ and wished she’d ‘bugger off’ to university. But Mhari wasn’t going anywhere for a while. There was the whole summer to get through before she went to uni.

He scuffed another rock out of the way and threw his head backwards to catch the full blast of the warm wind. It was really hot today and so clear. It lifted his spirits. The first visit of every summer made him feel more than just happy. Different. Another Miller. The island did that to him. Free and completely safe. He could do what he liked on this pretty little place without anyone to bother him. Each day he could and would lie down on the soft bouncy moss, his face to the sun, and listen to every bird call, every gull cry, mentally cataloguing who and what was up there in the skies. By the end of the summer everyone – his brother, sister, Dad, the Buchans, and Mum too when she came along – would look well, tanned, smiling, happy. The island made them all a bit different. Different in a good way. Even Mum and Dad would be spotted holding hands now and again. That never happened on the mainland! Catriona would be more relaxed and friendlier to him. Mhari would forget about being a bossy-boots. Yes, Fidra made everyone behave differently. Behave better. Like a magic spell. A real treasure island after all.

He was tempted to lie down now and catch the sun but thought better of it. He just wanted to check everything was where it should be. Stupid really. There was only moss, grass and rocks to check on and they weren’t going anywhere. Still, good to do a quick patrol. Say hello to Fidra.

He smiled to himself. He liked being alone but he’d have preferred it if Catriona or Bella had come with him. Still, he knew where everyone was, except Mhari, and she was most probably up the other end of the island if she was looking for puffins. The Puffin: Fratercula arctica. A lovely wee bird with wings that worked like clockwork when you saw them airborne. And then he heard it. The familiar sound of the herring gulls. Larus argentatus. A rather stern-looking bird. Always an annoyed expression on its face. Damn, he wished he had his binoculars. Trust Mhari! He scrabbled down the slope from the main path and followed the cries of the gulls. It sounded like they were laughing, and sometimes – he often heard this type of call when he first woke up in the morning on the island – they sounded like cats miaowing.

He slipped halfway down but managed to break his fall on the spongy grass below. The gulls’ laughter had turned funny. It was more a screeching now and he could hear a fluttering coming from behind a big boulder to his right. As he inched round it, he saw what was making the noise. Two adult male gulls were locked in battle. One was in a bad way. It was bleeding heavily from its head and chest and it was trailing a hurt wing. Grey and white feathers were strewn everywhere. Without thinking, he hurled himself forwards and the victorious gull flew off with a wail and a majestic flapping of wings. But its victim was hopping, trying in vain to take off. The wing looked broken and the poor creature was making little squeaking noises. The tears came in a moment as Miller spun round frantically. He had to get Dad. He’d be able to do something. Maybe take it to the mainland. Dad had done that before with injured birds. Slowly, Miller backed off.

‘It’s all right, it’s all right. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to help you… I wish I had some fish or some bread to give you. You poor thing… poor, poor wee thing.’

‘Who the hell you talking to, Miller? You’re crazy. Crazy. Cuckoo. Mental.’

Miller spun round again. Above him, on the same slope he’d descended, was Mhari, his binoculars slung around her neck.

He pointed behind him. ‘It’s a gull. It’s been in a fight and’s in a bad way. I’m going to get Dad.’

He watched Mhari slither down the grass and approach the injured bird. She gave a twisted moue at what she saw. ‘It’s going to die. If it’s broken its wing, it’s fucked.’

He hated when she used that sort of language. It embarrassed him. Dad (and Mum!) would be livid hearing her talk like that.

She had turned away from the still-struggling bird to look at him. ‘I think we should kill it. Put it out of its misery.’

‘No! No, no! We’ve got to try and help it. I’m going to get Dad.’

She was standing hands on hips, shaking her head. ‘There’s nothing we can do. Look at it! Dr Buchan’s right, you know. I heard him saying to Catriona when they visited before, that when you’re in a wild habitat like this, you have to learn not to interfere with nature. It can be hard but wild things should be left alone. I agree, except I think we should help it along. Hurry along the inevitable.’

Before he had time to respond, she’d picked up a heavy rock.

‘No, Mhari! No!’

But she’d moved away from him, raising both hands, ready to strike with the stone. He turned and ran, fingers in ears to stop the sounds, tears streaming into his mouth. Overhead, soft, downy feathers from the dying bird floated past him on the warm breeze.
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‘The boy’s very upset. He’s a sensitive lad. Very sensitive. I worry about him sometimes. I mean he’s awfy young for his age, in some ways. That’s not necessarily a bad thing but can be a curse as well as a blessing. And he’s bright, too bright maybe.’

Hidden at the top of the stairs, he peered down through the wooden banister. His dad, Bella fast asleep at his feet, and Dr Buchan were sitting together in the study. Both were nursing part-filled tumblers and a bottle of posh whisky sat on the floor between them. Dr Buchan was raising his glass.

‘There’s nothing wrong with having a bright child. Your Miller’s a great laddie. And he loves nature. He’s a bloody budding ornithologist, in case you hadn’t noticed! That’s why the gull incident shook him so deeply. Truthfully, though, it sounds like your Mhari did the best thing, in the circumstances. Quite a gritty thing for a lassie to do.’

‘Aye, she’s a sensible girl. I’m sure you’re right. Anyway, speaking of the girls, how’s your Catriona doing? She looks blooming and so bonny. You’ve done an amazing job with her, Forbes.’

Miller inched back from the banister, frowning. He couldn’t remember anything about Catriona’s mother. He’d heard his dad say that she’d been ‘an absolutely lovely lady’. She’d died of cancer or something horrible when Catriona was young. And Dr Buchan’s mum had looked after her sometimes. She said her granny was nice. He didn’t see much of his grannies and granddads but at least he had a mum. It must’ve been hard not having a mum. Poor Catriona. Imagine if Greg or even Mhari died. Terrible.

‘Hey you!’

He felt the tug on his pyjama sleeve. Mhari. ‘You should be in bed, you little eavesdropper. Go on, off you go. I’m going down to watch some telly.’

He wriggled out of her grip. ‘Get off me. I’m going, all right!’

She was obviously in a better mood than earlier. ‘Okay. G’night, Miller… and… I… I had to do that thing with the gull. It was suffering. One day you’ll understand.’

He turned and wandered towards his room but within half a minute he was back at the top of the stairs. He wasn’t tired and Greg was asleep, so he couldn’t read. Greg went spare if he tried to read by torchlight. It always woke him up. Out of the blue, Bella appeared at his side, tail wagging. ‘Hello, girl, what you doing here?’ He kissed her soft head and put his arm around her neck as she settled down on the top step, sitting up but leaning into him. Downstairs, Mhari had switched on the TV. The news was drowning out anything the grown-ups were now saying.

‘… and Lothian and Borders police said that the hunt for missing fifteen-year-old Eileen Ritchie from the village of Garvald was intensifying, including a wave of door-to-door inquiries. Eileen was last seen walking her dog on the edge of the Lammermuir Hills last night. Police have conceded that it is “very likely” that her disappearance is linked to those of two other girls from East Lothian in the past four years. Today, Eileen’s distraught mother, Mrs…’

‘Mhari! Let’s turn that off, shall we! It’s hardly suitable viewing for a holiday break. And it’s too loud. You’ll wake the whole house!’

Miller jumped and, simultaneously, felt Bella stiffen, as she pricked up her ears. It wasn’t usual for Dad to be so short-tempered. Mhari too looked astonished as he marched across the room, switched the set off and then went back to the study, closing the door firmly behind him.

Five minutes later, Miller was in Mhari’s room. ‘So why’s Dad suddenly in such a bad mood?’

She shrugged, picking at a stray thread on the blanket covering her bed. ‘Haven’t got a clue. You’re the spying little eavesdropper. What were they talking about at the time?’

‘Nothing really. Just stuff.’

Mhari shook her head. ‘Dad’s been snappy a couple of times the past day or two. Something’s going on.’

He awoke to the sound of the screeching gulls, a depressing reminder of the day before. But by the time they’d all had a swim off the jetty, he was feeling a lot better.

‘C’mon, Miller! Time to load up the boat. Mum’s meeting us at the harbour.’

His dad was back to normal. Everyone seemed okay today. He helped lug the bags down to the jetty.

‘Thanks, son. We’ll be back soon, and next time we can stay longer. You’ll be on your school hols then, eh? It’s already been lovely weather of late. Let’s hope we’re going to have a scorcher of a summer!’

Miller nodded, returning his dad’s smile and slinging the bags on board.

The sailing didn’t take that long, though the town always looked deceptively nearer than it was. Still, it was early and so once they were home he could stay out in the sun for a few hours yet. He and Bella and maybe Greg could climb Berwick Law. Have a race up there – all 613 feet of it. Bella always won that game, though, and Greg usually cheated by tripping him up. Still, with the binoculars, the view would be fantastic today.

He looked over at Catriona. She was chuffed because his dad had invited her to pull on a halyard to raise the sail. She was doing quite well, her slim hands hauling on the rope until the sail billowed out. Shame he hadn’t seen much of her this short trip. He’d sort of hidden away after the gull thing. He knew she understood. She’d seen him at teatime and said that she was sorry.

There was a flurry of jobs to do as the boat pulled in to the harbour. Miller paused to check the quayside. Where was Mum? Bella saw her first and started up a manic barking. They all waved at Mum but she didn’t look that pleased to see them. She lifted her hand in a half-hearted way. Not another grumpy bad mood? Oh well, if she was in a mood they could expect eruptions between her and Mhari for the rest of the day. Those two just weren’t getting on.

He and his dad let everyone off the boat before them. They were just about to begin unloading the bags, when two men who were dressed oddly for the harbour area – in suits – walked over from a nearby car.

‘Mr McAllister?’

He watched as his dad turned round smiling, one foot on the harbour steps the other still on the boat. He pushed himself on to land and turned to the men. Maybe they’d come through from Edinburgh. From his work at the bank.

‘Aye, hello there, gents. What can I do for you this lovely day?’

The taller of the men took a step forwards and spoke something very quietly into his dad’s ear. Before the man could say any more, it happened. As if in slow motion, his father turned back towards the boat, doubling over as if in pain. His face had gone pale, like he was going to faint, and he’d lowered himself on to the harbour steps, head in hands. Then, one of the men put a hand on his dad’s arm, and began dragging him to his feet like he’d done something wrong.
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Late September 2005

The conspiracy of the elements had come as no surprise to him. The storm that had started the moment he’d left the hospice had held out the whole weekend, causing havoc to the shoreside buildings below him. Now, all was leaden, with low rain clouds meeting the sea, and the haar obliterating the horizon. The sun hadn’t and wouldn’t show its face this afternoon. Today had seen an all-day twilight. Fitting.

He’d forgotten how his father’s house offered an eyrie-viewpoint of the harbour at North Berwick on one side and an equally dramatic view of the fourteenth-century fortress, known as Tantallon Castle, to his right. Once the stronghold of the ‘Red’ Douglases, like his own more modest family home, it stood atop a cliff, further up the headland. The old ruined castle, albeit dramatically situated, towered over the often roiling waters of the Firth of Forth. He remembered as a child charting its daily moods. Some days it seemed bigger, more brooding than ever. On others – usually blissful sunny days – it seemed far less threatening. But Tantallon’s moods were all a trick of the light, of course.

If only all buildings could confer that sense of protection and security, including the one he was in right now. A plain yet solid stone, detached Victorian villa. Three floors, six bedrooms. And, in a neat match to the observation platform on the island house, panoramic views of sea and coastline were provided by a once-tempting balcony. Always satisfying the need to look outwards. Endless possibilities. How vast it had all seemed in childhood. How empty now. He’d last set foot inside the place two years ago, after his mother’s death. What a day. Then, the change in this house had really affected him. This house, once a place of joy and security. A long-distant memory. He took a final look at the darkening outline of the castle ruins and moved back into the heart of the room. He shivered. The heating had been on for hours and there was a coal fire burning, but still he couldn’t get warm. He didn’t remember the house being particularly cold when he was a child, nor especially dark, either physically or in its atmosphere… not until later. But today, the late-afternoon greyness had leached the light out of the living room despite its sizeable windows looking out towards the Firth. He really needed a lamp on but at the same time he enjoyed the feeling of being able to hide in the encroaching darkness. Like turning back into his shell. If only it were that easy.

He wandered down the hallway towards what had been the old television room. The two beaten-up leather settees were still there but the tartan rugs had long gone. God, he’d loved it in the winter, snuggling up and watching kids’ telly. He and Greg used to race each other back from school. That trek on the train to and from their school in Edinburgh! Amazingly, it had been a daily adventure rather than the two-hours-a-day nightmare it would have been to most commuters. And once home on those dark winter afternoons, they’d wrestled over who got the best settee, the one nearest the TV. He slumped down on that one, feeling the soft leather give as he made himself comfortable. He needed to sleep but he was restless too. Not yet four. It would be completely dark soon. Good.

He forced himself back on to his feet. Time to roam the house again. Between fitful sleep and periodic insomnia, the weekend had been spent patrolling the house. Hunting down favourite places from childhood. Foraging in the basement and attic for childhood memories. Sitting in the back garden. Trying, and failing, to edit out recurring images of his father. And staying, wherever possible, away from the sea views. Keeping Fidra out of his sight.

He wandered through to the kitchen. The vodka bottle was half empty. Last night’s attempt at oblivion. Foolish. He snatched it up, jammed it in the freezer, and grabbed a handful of ice. Picking up a tumbler and family-size bottle of mineral water, he headed back to the living room, sloshing a few inches into the glass, drinking as he walked. He caught sight of himself in the hall mirror. What a state! Haggard and unshaven, crumpled clothing, like someone living on the streets. But he knew the rot was deeper than anything a sleepless weekend and a recent bereavement could cause. Bodywise, he was definitely losing it. His jaw had lost its razor-sharp tautness and would hint at a jowl before long, and there was a slight but definite thickening around his middle. His former fitness regime had gone. Slowly, by increments, but it had gone. Not good. For heaven’s sake man, get a grip!

The landline rang. He’d deliberately run the mobile out of juice. No intrusions. Who the hell was this? He let the machine take it.

‘Miller? It’s Mhari. Aren’t you at the house by now? Thought you were travelling up at the weekend? For goodness’ sake, where are you? I’m assuming you got my letter before you left London? The house should be habitable. Mrs Watt has been in to clean and air the place. She always does it before I come to stay. I’m arriving Wednesday afternoon. We’ve got to be at the solicitor’s at three on Thursday. Frankly, I think it’s a bit unseemly to meet with him before we’ve even cremated Dad. But he says he wants to see us all as soon as poss. Predictably, Gregor’s not sure if he can make it. But he will make it for the funeral, so he says. I wouldn’t hold our collective breath, though. I take it you are going to the funeral? Surely? Oh… shit! I wish you were there, I hate rambling on like this. Y’know, I left Dad on Friday afternoon, thinking he’d make it through the weekend. The staff seemed to think he might. But I had to get back up to St Andrews. Work’s fine. The uni’s given me as much time off as I need. But the kids, you know, they need me and I’ve been trying to deal with their loss of their grandfather and all that. And that’s complicated, as you well know. And… and… well I missed Dad. Him dying, I mean… he died alone… well there were the lovely staff but… oh shit! Where are you, Miller? Call me as soon as you arrive.’

Typical bossy Mhari. No, ‘Hello, how are you?’ or, ‘Look forward to seeing you.’ Not even a bloody, ‘Goodbye.’ Just the usual self-obsession.

Moving over towards his half-unpacked bags, he brought the envelope out. He took a seat by the window but the gloom had won. He switched on a lamp and spread the letter out before him. He’d read it umpteen times. But why not sharpen his anger once more by reading it again.

Dear Miller

Following our phone conversation today, I really feel that I must put my thoughts down on paper. I feel that you have misunderstood me – perhaps wilfully. You know that our father is dying. The cancer is very aggressive and in its final stages. He’s going to be allowed to spend the last period in St Baldred’s, thank God. At least there’s some compassion and humanity left in the world. The director is a saint and has persuaded the authorities to allow Dad this final dignity.

You can have no idea how our father has suffered. As you know, the diagnosis came out of nowhere. Absolute bolt from the blue. Yet Dad has been so very, heartbreakingly philosophical and stoical about it. He says that at the age of seventy-five life’s had enough of him (and maybe he’s had enough of it?) and it is obviously time for him to go. He mainly fears pain but he’s been told that he will just become progressively more tired and will be able to do less and less. His form of cancer’s like that, apparently. Also, the hospice assures me that any pain will be dealt with in the most humane way possible.

Miller, I beg you. Please, please visit Dad. It would help him, help him face his death. Can’t you find some common humanity, for God’s sake? I know you and I fundamentally disagree about Dad, but you wouldn’t treat a dying dog like that. This must be a time of pain, suffering, and sheer terror for Dad, despite the smile he still puts on.

Think on that and do your duty as his youngest (and, I’ve always suspected, his favourite) child.

     Mhari.

He nudged the last page of the letter away and drained the remaining drops of icy water from his glass. Well, he’d done her bidding. He might have left it to the very last minute – and arrived too late – but he’d come. Why, he wasn’t absolutely sure. Perhaps because his mother would have wanted it, had she been alive to tell him so. Perhaps because he did want to behave decently. Whatever the reason, he’d pointedly avoided analysing it.

He slugged straight and carelessly from the water bottle this time, deliberately boorish in his manner, rivulets sluicing down his front. Mhari would disapprove. That made him feel just a little bit better. Christ, she was pushing it! ‘Pain, suffering, and sheer terror?’ No doubt. But why the hell shouldn’t his father have experienced these worst elements of the human condition? No, there was a karmic appropriateness about it.

He had deserved it.
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