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December


I

Cemented in Blood

DECEMBER 8, 1980

By the time he makes the doorman’s office, his glasses have come off, and blood and tissue and stuff are emptying urgently from his mouth.

He falls.

He lies in the blood on the office floor, and he doesn’t move. A short while later, two cops are turning him over, real careful, and seeing the blood around the holes – four holes, maybe five. And then they’re carrying him, bloody face up, out to the patrol car, leaving behind these puddles and blotches on the doorman’s floor.

Normal way of things, these cops wouldn’t move a man in such poor condition. The state of this one, it’s clear there’s going to be no premium in hanging around for an ambulance.

‘This guy is dying,’ one cop says.

When they raised him up, the doorman thought he heard a sound like the snapping of bones.

It’s just after eleven p.m.

Somewhere out there in the night, Dave hears what he thinks is the snapping of twigs. And the twigs are talking, crackling out words.

death oak,

Say the twigs.

Dave’s under the swollen branches of some old tree. Not an oak tree. But twigs in the copse are crackling the words, and they come as this weird rasp on the night wind, and he hears the echo of a barn owl across the valley, and the owl – he’d swear – is screeching,

death oak.

*

Between the shadowy mesh of bare branches and broken stone arches, Dave can see the lights inside the Abbey.

The Abbey is old and ruinous. A glowering heap of twelfth-century stone, which by day is the raw, wind-soured pink of an old farmer’s skin. By night – like now – it’s mainly black, a jagged and knobbly rearing thing among the wooded border hills flanking the Skirrid, the holy mountain of Gwent. Legend says the Skirrid was pulled apart by a massive seismic shudder at the very moment of Christ’s crucifixion.

The shudders inside Dave tonight are not exactly seismic. But he wouldn’t deny, standing trembling under the dripping tree, that he’s coming apart.

In a corner of the ruins, incongruous as a heart inside a skeleton, is a stone tower built over the vaults where the monks stored wine imported from France. The studio’s down here now, built into the vaults. A romantic, evocative place to record music. In the daytime. In summer. Maybe.

At night, in winter, forget it.

Tonight, nervy lights were wobbling behind pimply, leaded glass as Dave spun away from the Abbey, hurling himself, sobbing, at the trees, his canvas shoes skidding on the winter-wet lawn. Clamping his hands over his ears, vibrating them as if he could somehow shake the phrase – death oak – out of his skull.

I can handle it, I can direct it, I can …

Ah, but you know you really can’t.

See, the problem is, if you’re in some way … sensitive, then people – the ones who don’t think you’re a phoney, or misguided or totally out of your tree – have this curious idea that you must be spiritually advanced. Serene. In control.

This means not running away.

Well, it’s fine for them to talk, the ones who think it’s a beautiful gift. They should be here tonight in this holy place.

And we, Dave thinks, should have listened to Tom Storey.

*

‘What the fuck is this?’

Big Tom from Bermondsey, lead guitar, fearless on the frets, was wedged into the narrow, arched doorway at the top of the steps, roaring at everybody. Some of it was outrage. Most of it, Dave could tell, was panic.

In the studio, the churchy light, wavering.

About a dozen lighted candles in metal holders, brass and wooden candlesticks and saucers were spread out, apparently at random, around the whitewashed vault.

In the recording booths, candles burned. Little white snow-drop lights glimmered from ledges and amps. Melted wax was oozing down Lee Gibson’s middle cymbal.

No other light than this. Looked quite cosy, Dave thought irrationally. A touch Christmassy.

And then he thought, No, it could be cosy. Somewhere else. Almost anywhere else. Anywhere but the Abbey of Ystrad Ddu, where it was said that every stone in the walls had been cemented with blood.

He’d followed Lee, Moira and Simon into the studio, and Moira had stopped at the bottom of the steps and said quietly, ‘I don’t like this.’ And now Tom wouldn’t come through the door.

Dave looked at Moira and mouthed a word: joke?

‘Well, I’m no’ laughing,’ Moira said out of the side of her mouth.

She was young and moon-pale, wearing a long dark velvet dress and a lustrous silver headband and glowing far brighter, for Dave, than the candles.

‘OK.’ Simon St John strolled languidly into the centre of the studio. ‘If whoever did this is listening from anywhere, we’re all suitably terrified, aren’t we, Dave?’

‘Er … yeh. Right. Crapping ourselves.’ Dave looked at Simon and Simon raised an eyebrow, probably signalling that Dave should remember tonight’s motto, which was, Don’t Worry Tom.

Dave nodded.

‘Come on down, Tom. Come on.’ Simon sounding as if he was calling a dog. ‘Nothing to worry about, squire. Nothing sinister. Somebody taking the piss, that’s all.’

Simon, smooth and willowy, had credibility. While it was acknowledged that Tom was the best musician, he was still a rock musician. Whereas Simon was, er, classically trained, actually. Plus, he was public-school educated, a laid-back, well-spoken guy, a calming influence. Serene? Did a good impression, anyway.

Tom looked nervously from side to side, like he was on the edge of a fast road, and then came down, making straight for the metal stand where his solid-bodied Telecaster guitar sat. He snatched up the Telecaster and strapped it on, like armour. He was tense as hell.

‘Joke, right?’ The brash young session drummer, Lee Gibson, had followed Tom down the steps. Lee was not a full member of the band, lacking the essential qualifications – i.e. he was too close to normal.

Dave began to count the candles, becoming aware of this rich, fatty smell. The candles had been burning a while and dripping. Christmas was wrong; the studio looked like a chapel of rest awaiting a body. Except in a chapel of rest, the candles wouldn’t be …

‘Black!’ Tom let out this hoarse yelp, flattening himself instinctively against a wall. ‘Fucking things are black! You call that a bleeding joke?’

Dave finished counting. Thirteen. Oh hell.

‘Hey, come on, candles can be protective, too,’ Moira said uncertainly.

‘Bullshit.’ The wavy light was kinder to Moira than to Tom. His eyes were puffy, heavy moustache spread across his mouth like a squashed hedgehog. ‘Bullshit!’ Clamping his Telecaster to his gut, its neck angled on a couple of candles like a rifle.

The flames of the two candles, dripping on to adjacent amps, seemed to flare mockingly.

‘Brown,’ Lee Gibson said. ‘They’re only dark brown, see?’

Dave peered at one. It looked black enough to him, and it smelled like a butcher’s shop in August. Also – and this wasn’t obvious because several were concealed by the partitions around individual booths – if you stood in the centre of the studio floor, you could see the candles had been arranged in almost a perfect circle. If this was a wind-up, somebody had gone to a lot of trouble.

Be totally pointless organizing a witch-hunt. This was a residential recording studio, people coming and going, silent, discreet, like the medieval monks who’d built the Abbey.

‘Fuck’s sake, man, they only look black.’ Lee had on leather trousers and a moleskin waistcoat over his bare chest, a guy already shaping his own legend. Clearly anxious to get started; this session would be crucial to his career-projection.

Tom regarded him with contempt. ‘Thank you, son.’ A warning rumble Dave had heard before; he tensed. ‘That makes me feel so much better,’ Tom said. And then spasmed.

‘Hey, man …’ Lee reeling back ‘… fuck’s sake!’ as Tom swung round, his guitar neck sweeping a candle from an amplifier stack. It spun in the air before dropping into a heap of lyric sheets on the floor. Cold flames spurted.

Nobody spoke. Simon walked over and calmly stamped on the papers. Meanwhile Russell Hornby, the producer, had slid noiselessly into the studio.

‘OK, guys. Let’s become calm, shall we?’ Russell was slight and bald. He wore dark glasses, even at night.

‘Russell,’ Tom snarled, ‘this is the end of the line, my son. We are packing up. You are getting us out. We have taken enough of this shit.’

‘Excuse me,’ Russell said blandly, ‘but surely this “shit” is part of the object of the exercise, isn’t it?’

‘Hang on.’ Dave picked up one of the candles. It felt nasty, greasy, like a fatty bone. ‘Are you saying you did this, Russell? These are your candles?’

‘Dave, you think I’d cut my own throat? Nor, before you ask, do I know who’s responsible for the blasted lightbulbs bursting last night. Nor the apparent blood on the dinner plates. Nor even your inability, Dave, to keep a guitar tuned for five minutes.’

He snatched the candle from Dave and blew at it. The candle stayed alight. Russell threw it to the stone floor and crushed it with his heel. ‘Now, what I suggest is we get rid of them before we’re in breach of fire regulations, yeah? And then let’s go to work.’

This guy was well chosen, Dave thought. If you were putting four musicians with special qualities – one of Russell’s slightly sneering phrases – into a situation as potentially volatile as this, you needed a producer who was calm, efficient, businesslike and about as sensitive as a shower-attendant at Auschwitz.

‘Look,’ Russell said reasonably. ‘Let’s not overreact. It’s been a difficult week …’

‘ “Difficult”,’ Dave said. ‘That’s a good word, Russell.’

‘… But I take it none of us wants to have to start all over again, yeah? So I suggest we bolt the doors against any marauding ghouls, restless spirits and whatever the word is for those things alleged to move the furniture around … and give me something I can mix.’

‘I’ll give you something you can fucking mix …’ Tom advanced on Russell, his face pulsing electrically in the unsteady candlelight.

‘Stop it!’ Moira had marched between them and stamped her foot. ‘Tom, you’re taking this far too seriously. And Russell, you’re not taking us seriously enough. Nobody’s asking you to believe in the paranormal, just don’t be so damn superior and contemptuous of people who do, OK?’

Oh God, Dave thought, I love her.

Everybody had gone quiet. ‘Yeah, well, that’s all I’ve got to say,’ Moira said. She came and stood by Dave. He felt her warm breath on his ear, essence of heathery moors sloping down to long white beaches and a grey, grey sea, and he thought he was going to pass out with the longing.

‘Come on then.’ Snapping out of it, slapping his thighs with both hands. ‘Let’s get rid of the buggers.’ Dave padded around the studio, blowing out the remaining candles, collecting them up. Afterwards his hands felt like he was wearing slimy rubber gloves. Yuk, horrible! He piled the candles into a corner, feeling slightly sick.

Someone put on the electric lights, and Russell Hornby took Tom into another corner and talked placatingly at him until, at last, the big guy shambled to his feet, his brass-studded guitar strap still over his shoulder like the bridle on a shire horse.

‘Right, then. Four hours.’ Tom jabbed a big, hard finger at Russell. ‘And then I’m out of here, no arguments.’ Tom was the only one of them staying in a hotel, to be with his wife.

He stared balefully at the rest of them before stumping off to the payphone in the passage. They heard him bawling down the phone, telling the long-suffering Deborah when to pick him up. ‘Yeah, main gate, say ’bout half four, quarter to five … Yeah, yeah … Too right.’

‘Guy’s got no consideration whatsoever,’ Moira said. ‘Eight months gone, Jesus, she needs all the sleep she can get. I mean, how’s he know what the roads are gonna be like by then?’

Dave was wishing he was driving back to a hotel ten miles away. There to lie with Moira, warm and naked in his arms and smelling of heather and salt-spray and …

He stifled a moan. It was only these little Moira fantasies that kept him sane. He watched her pick up her guitar, one of the new Ovations with a curving fibreglass body. She began to sing softly. … the doors are all barred, the candles are smothered …

Her tune, his lyric. He loved watching her soft lips shape his words, eyes downcast over the guitar, the black hair swaying like velvet curtains drawn across an open window. … and nobody wants to hear Aelwyn …

Moira’s lips had touched his own just once, in greeting – Hi, Dave, mmmmph – but a man could hope.

When Tom slouched back into the studio and grumpily shouldered his guitar, they all wandered into their booths and pushed on with it, prisoners of the small print on their contract. … this album shall be recorded exclusively and entirely at the Abbey Studios, North Gwent, between midnight and dawn.

The great experiment initiated and financed by Max Goff, founder and managing director of Epidemic Independent Records UK Ltd and student of the Unexplained, the man who maintained that: Music is the only art form that’s also a spiritual force.

Outside, the wind might have been moaning a little, although you wouldn’t know it in the sealed capsule of the studio, but it was really quite a mild night. For December.

But it was cold out on the hills, and there was snow, and he had no cloak; he could feel neither his fingers nor his toes in his worn-out boots, and the sweat froze on his face as he ran towards the distant light, a candle in a window slit.

At least the killing wind was with him. The wind blew at his back and speeded his footsteps, though he stumbled many times and knew his hands and face had been opened and the blood frozen in the wounds.

His ears always straining for the sound of other footsteps on the icy track, the clamour of men and horses … knowing the wind which speeded his flight would also speed their pursuit, these murdering, damned ewe-fuckers …

Final track, side-one, live take: ‘The Ballad of Aelwyn Bread-winner.’ In which, absorbing the subtle emanations, we retell the tragic tale of the famous medieval Celtic martyr in the very place where he was so brutally cut down by Norman soldiers in the year 1175.

Let’s get this over.

In his personal booth, hugging his Martin guitar, eyes closed, Dave was Aelwyn. But Aelwyn was alone, while Dave could hear Simon on safe, plodding bass, Tom’s low, undulating guitar. And there was Moira’s voice in his cans, soft and low and dark as Guinness. He could feel the closeness of her, closer than sex; she was in his head, she was with him on the frozen hills, as he ran from the soldiers and mercenaries, wondering if he would even feel it as they cut him down with their blades of ice. The cold from the song, the all-shrouding inevitability of imminent death, the end of everything, was around him in the booth, his bare arms tingling as he played.

When the cans went funny, Moira was playing soft, gliding, rhythm guitar and singing counterpoint – an ethereal voice, distant on the winter wind. The voice from the holy mountain guiding Aelwyn to safety.

Aelwyn had been very tired, tramping through the snow towards the Abbey. Had known they were coming for him, but simply hadn’t the strength to run any more. But he also knew that when he reached the Abbey he’d be OK. Even these bastards were not going to smash their way into the house of God, especially not this house of God, founded upon the site of a famous Holy Vision.

This was where the cans went funny. Where other voices came in, as though, as sometimes happened, a radio signal had got into the system.

She couldn’t hear what the voices were saying. She carried on playing and singing but looked out of the glass panel in the partition around the booth. Nobody came out on to the studio floor waving his hands. In the booth opposite, Dave played on. Maybe – she didn’t understand too much technical stuff – Russell and Barney, the engineer, were not picking up the extraneous voices on their tape.

So Moira played on, too.

The band had rehearsed the song several times today. She figured she was pretty much immune to the ending by now, but she’d still been feeling tension on Dave’s behalf. Dave was not what you’d call a great singer but he sure could get himself into a role. For now, for the duration of this song, Dave was Aelwyn and Aelwyn was Dave, and the last sound she’d heard before the voices intruded was his breath coming harder, and she’d felt the fatigue and the creeping sense of cold despair as Aelwyn realized he wasn’t going to make it.

But surely … he could have made it.

This strange thought came to Moira just as the lights dimmed outside the booth.

She leaned forward on her stool, still playing, and peered out through the glass. All was indistinct: tumbling shadows, the snaking flex and rubber leads were like roots and vines, the amplifier stacks like black rocks. As she watched there were three small explosions in the sky, lightbulbs blowing silently in the ceiling, like the dying of distant worlds.

Under her fingers, the guitar strings felt cold and sharp like the edges of blades. As the bulbs went out, several small, blue-white spearpoint flames flared in the middle distance.

This would be the corner where Dave had laid the candles, some still upright in trays and holders. All of them snuffed.

All of them snuffed.

Oh no …


II

Electric Grief

He saw … … a fortress: massive, dark, forbidding, ungiving – a Bastille of a place. It rose in billows, a towering mushroom of smoke, lighted windows appearing, and peaks and gables forming out of the smog. Overpowering. Dizzying. And warped, like through a fisheye lens. Like it was swaying before it toppled on to him. Or somebody.

He heard a roaring, shot through with vivid screams, like thunderclouds speared by lightning forks.

And more.

Through the glass side of his booth, he’d seen the dead candles flickering, triumphant.

Heard the voices hissing,

deathoak

Still hearing, from somewhere, Moira’s voice against the elements, but the words were inaudible, the only words he could make out were death oak suspended in the tight studio acoustic, and he was sure that if he looked hard enough, he would see the words light up, blinking in the smoky space like neon, like the cold fingernails of fire at the tips of the candles.

And he was so cold.

And then an explosion of lights and he was looking up at the fortress. Monster of a building. Bit like one of those French whatsits, châteaux. But too big to be an original and not so delicate. Overwhelming. Forbidding – kind of Victorian Gothic.

And then blackness. Deep, throbbing blackness.

And someone saying,

this guy is dying.

Outside now, clinging to the tree, Dave vaguely remembers unslinging the Martin, letting it fall, bolting out of his booth.

Still hearing it, death oak, as he rushed at the rear door, seeing Russell and his engineer, Barney, on their feet in the control room, behind the glass panel, mouths moving, no sound. Passing the booth containing Tom, hunched, red-faced, doubled up over the Telecaster, as if his appendix was bursting or something, the guitar bansheeing from the amp.

Plunging through the rear door into the stone passage, his legs weak and cold, like poor bloody Aelwyn’s. Dashing across the lawn towards the trees, for shelter.

Sanctuary.

Realizing now how perishing cold he is, slumped under the dripping tree in his T-shirt, canvas shoes soaked through. But not cold like Aelwyn and not cold like … who?

Now, out here on the edge of the wood, comes another voice, the only voice he ever wants to hear.

‘Tell me about it. Davey, for God’s sake …’

He mumbles, ‘I love you.’

‘Davey … !’

He opens his eyes, sees concern furrowing her forehead. She’s edged with gold from the lights in the house, and he’s starting to cry, just wanting to hold her and lose himself in the dark wildwood of her hair. Drunk with relief, he’s burbling through the tears, ‘Oh God, I love you, Moira, I really love you.’

‘Davey, listen, something awful bad’s going down.’

‘Can we go away together? I really do love you, Moira. Can we …?’

‘Sure. Oh, Davey, please, you have to tell me what you saw.’

‘If I tell you, can we go away?’

‘Oh Jesus, Davey,’ Moira says ruefully. ‘I think we’ll all be going away soon.’

Ten minutes later, she’s saying, ‘Where? Where was this?’

‘I couldn’t tell you. I’m sorry. How long have I been out here?’

‘An hour. Maybe more. We couldny find you. Davey, think yourself back. Come on now.’

Moira is standing on the edge of the lawn, shivering in her stupid black velvet frock, the kind of frock fortune tellers wear at the village fête. The session broken up into chaos and recriminations, Russell throwing up his hands, Lee hurling his drumsticks at the wall. Not everybody wanting even to look for Dave.

Dave says, ‘What about you?’

‘I … I can’t remember, Davey,’ Moira lies. ‘Like a bad dream after you wake up, and, like, all you recall is the atmosphere.’

Oh God, she’s thinking, why’d we agree to come here?

It was really wonderful, at first, this band. Communal therapy, sitting in a circle like an encounter group, exchanging wild tales over gallons of tea and coffee. Incredibly reassuring to know there are other people like you: Simon, kind and diffident and mixed up sexually. Tom, like so many of these guitar virtuosos, a touch unbalanced (OK, very unbalanced) but with this grumpy charm. And Davey. Soft-centred and funny, and he fancies you madly …

We were a good band. We were getting along, we really cooked musically. Because we have problems in common, a problem. Some people would say it’s a gift; some people would say a club foot’s a gift. But, as the old saying goes, a problem shared is a problem halved.

So why, in the sanctified atmosphere of the Abbey – forgetting for the moment about all this steeped in blood stuff – is a problem shared turning out to be a problem enhanced and multiplied?

Dave’s shaking his head. ‘Traffic? Lights?’

‘Traffic-lights, Davey?’

‘No, traffic – and lights. People … People shouting. Wailing. Somebody hurt, maybe.’

‘Man or a woman?’

‘Or dead. Dead, I think. I don’t know.’

‘What about the wailing? Why are they wailing? This is no’ Aelwyn, is it? I mean, this is nothing to do with …’

‘Shock.’ Shaking his head. ‘Shock and grief … kind of an – electric grief. Hundreds of people. Not wailing. Singing? But not happy. Not happy singing, y’ know?’

Moira’s eyes, adjusted to the lack of light, can see him clearly now. He’s looking awful cold, still in just his white T-shirt, sweat and mud stains on the chest. Gonna catch his death.

‘Come back to the house, Davey.’

‘Nnnn.’ Shaking his head. Assuming that whatever brought this on is back there, waiting for him, and he might not be wrong. Mumbling again, eyes squeezed shut.

‘OK, then,’ Moira says calmly. ‘Take me there.’

And he does.

‘I’m looking down on it now … down into it … it’s on all these different levels, and packed with, like, jutting, thrusting masonry … turrets, chimneys, spikes … like, if you fell into it, you’d impale yourself. You know what I …?’

Gently, she pulls his arms away from the tree, holds them, one in each hand. She can feel the goosebumps.

Dave says, ‘A cupola kind of thing, glass sides. And below me, on the ground, a black … a rigid thing with black …’

‘Petals,’ Moira says suddenly, not thinking about it. ‘It’s a flower, right?’

‘Yes. It’s a black flower.’

‘Metal?’

‘A metal flower, right. And noise, rising up. Black noise. Lights that crash. Lights that scream. Heavy lights shattering. Christ, there’s no sequence to this, it’s …’

‘I can’t hear it, Davey.’ Holding tight to his arms, the coldness coming through, but nothing else. ‘Let me in, Davey, let me help.’

But he’s pulling away from her, as if he’s been hit. Clutching at the tree, starting to slide slowly down its damp, knobbly trunk.

‘Eyes.’ Whimpering now. ‘Me eyes are full of blood.’

Moira sees a torchbeam waving back and forth across the lawn. ‘Simon? Tom? Help me, please. It’s Dave, he’s …’

This guy …

somebody says,

this guy is dying …

Really clearly. Saying it very simply, like it isn’t something you can easily believe. A man says,

do you know who you are?

For a moment he’s not sure. Darkness enfolding him, the metal petals of the black flower closing over his head. He tries to say something; his voice has gone. He tries to focus; his vision has grown grey and dim. Tries to move, but the petals are holding him. Tries to breathe. But there’s no air.

this guy is dy—

The black flower has a waxy perfume.

Do you know who you are?

And, somewhere else, very softly, ‘Davey …’

Crags and moorland and long white beaches. Grey seas and long white beaches, rocks wet

‘Davey!’

with a splash of spray. Desperately, he throws himself into the spray.

‘Dave Reilly.’ Whispering. ‘I’m Dave Reilly.’ Gripping an overhanging branch.

‘Simon, quick! Over here …’

He starts to breathe in the night, blinks. Feels the breeze. Blinks. Open his eyes as wide as they’ll go.

Blinks again, frantic now. ‘I can’t see.’ Brings a hand to his eyes in panic, keeps opening and shutting and rubbing them. ‘Me glasses. Where’s me glasses?’ Looking blindly from side to side, up towards the branches, down towards the grass, starting to sob. ‘Where’s me bloody glasses?’

Bloody glasses. An unremarkable pair of tinted glasses, misted and opaque. Rimmed with blood.

In the car, the cop says, ‘Do you know who you are?’

He can’t talk. Just moans and nods. Of course he fucking knows.

Moira says gently, ‘Davey, you don’t wear glasses.’

‘No.’ Dave, calm again, opens his eyes very, very slowly and becomes aware of a very still winter night in the Black Mountains of Gwent. A night in December, two, three weeks off Christmas. A night with no visible moon, only lights from the Abbey fifty yards away, behind huge, black, stone arches like the ribcage of a dinosaur skeleton.

The Abbey: twelfth-century stone, a crackling log fire in the panelled hall, mulled wine in pewter mugs. And in a long, black velvet dress …

‘Moira?’

‘I’m here.’

He sees her face, touches her hair. Slowly shakes his head and begins to cry. ‘I blew it. Moira, I buggered it up.’

Psychics cry more than most people, he’s learned this.

Simon says, ‘Dave?’

‘He’s OK now,’ Moira says. ‘I think he’s OK. Tom?’

‘Pretty much what you’d expect. Left him in the courtyard, marching round and round.’

‘Go find him, huh? We’ll all go.’ Moira turning back towards the Abbey, the bastard place looking so benign with the glimmering lights in its downstairs windows.

At this point, the session drummer, Lee Gibson, joins them. He’s carrying a long, black torch and grinning. ‘What the fuck was all that about?’

‘I cocked it up,’ Dave says to Moira.

‘Come on, Davey.’ She doesn’t want him talking about this in front of Lee.

‘I screwed up.’ Shaking his head from side to side. ‘You know that. You were there.’

‘Not really, Davey. I only caught the flower.’

‘What have I done, Moira?’

‘Leave it, Davey.’

‘What have I fucking done?’ Keeps rubbing his eyes as if he’s expecting to lose his vision again.

Moira snaps, ‘Stop it.’

Lee’s shaking his head in disbelief, still grinning. ‘You guys really kill me.’

Then, as they enter the courtyard, there’s a bellowing scream. ‘Poor bugger,’ Dave mutters. ‘We should’ve listened to him. Could you make out the circle? Did you see how many candles there were? Did you see what kind of candles?’

‘Davey.’ Moira’s hissing through her teeth. ‘Will you just shut the fuck up!’

Lee Gibson snorts with laughter. Can’t blame him. We’re all terminally neurotic bastards, far as he’s concerned. He’s a normal guy.

The tower house sprouts from a corner of the Abbey. There’s a courtyard with a high stone wall, the fourth side open to the trackway, rough lawns either side of it. Three shadowy vehicles standing in the courtyard. Moira watches poor, frazzled Tom Storey stagger out from behind one of them, the mad bull looking for somebody to gore.

‘Monks!’ Tom’s face is bulging in the beam of Lee’s flashlight. ‘Either side the gate. I’m telling you … two fucking monks.’ And Moira shivers at this.

Russell, the producer, is watching from the doorway. What has he done to deserve this? From Russell’s side of the fence it must be clear enough that whatever’s scaring Tom would hold few fears for a halfway-decent clinical psychiatrist.

‘Candles.’ Tom shuddering and shaking like an old refrigerator. ‘They was holding candles. Bastards.’

‘Come on, squire.’ Simon claps him on the back. ‘We’ll talk about it inside.’

‘No way.’ Tom snatching at Simon’s arm. ‘Time is it?’

‘Half four-ish,’ Moira says. ‘Let’s go down to the kitchen, make some tea, huh?’

Tom scowls. ‘I’m getting out. Russell, keys.’

The big guy’s feverish, incandescent – an unhealthy glow, like radium. ‘Tom, listen …’ Moira reckons that if all the lights suddenly went out they’d still be able to see him. ‘You’re no’ fit to drive, believe me.’

Tom’s face is truly ghastly in Lee’s torchbeam, a Hallowe’en pumpkin. ‘Russell, you don’t gimme the keys to that Land Rover, I’ll tear your fucking head off.’

Moira said, ‘I think we should stop him, Russell.’ But Russell only shrugs helplessly, goes back into the Abbey, shaking his shaven head at the futility of trying to reason with loonies. Just another normal guy.

Tom’s already climbed into the Land Rover, now cranking down the window and shouting out gleefully, ‘S’all right, keys are in.’ There’s a sudden, ludicrous blast of big band music over the courtyard, the Syd Lawrence Orchestra.

‘… this shit?’ Tom stabbing at the radio buttons, searching for the comfort of hard rock music. Then the scrapyard rattle of the engine. ‘Debs shows up in the Lotus, tell her I already split, yeah?’

Moira says, ‘Jesus, can she get into that thing in her condition? Tom, why don’t you come down from there, call her?’

The Land Rover’s headlights have bleared into life, under cakes of red mud; its wheels are spinning, flinging gravel at them. The radio, volume as high as it will go, says,

‘… believed to have been returning home to their apartment near Central Park when the gunman struck.’

‘Listen, my friends.’ Simon guides them into a corner of the courtyard. ‘I hope I’m not speaking out of turn here, but I think we should put the arm on Russell to wipe tonight’s stuff.’

For a moment, Moira thinks she can see a ghastly white light at one of the tower windows, as if the Abbey is registering mild annoyance. The Land Rover clatters across the courtyard towards the main gate.

She sighs gratefully. ‘Took the words out of my head. Will you tell him or will I?’

‘Hey now …’ Lee Gibson is not happy. ‘Let’s not be so friggin’ hasty.’ He’s wearing an ankle-length army greatcoat now, over his moleskin waistcoat. ‘Correct me if I got this wrong’ – echoing Russell – ‘but the whole point of the exercise is that something should get, you know, stirred up, right?’

‘No, look.’ Dave Reilly wanders shakily into Lee’s torch-beam. ‘Better idea. Let’s scrap the lot. Wipe everything.’

‘Wipe …?’ Lee hurls his torch at the ground. The light doesn’t go out; it plays on Dave’s soaked trainers.

‘We don’t need this,’ Dave says. ‘Any of us.’

‘Speak for your fucking self!’ Lee ramming his hands into the pockets of his greatcoat. ‘Wipe the tapes?’ Flapping the skirts of his greatcoat. ‘You can wipe my arse.’

Tail-lights wobble as the Land Rover hits the dirt track. Moira says softly, ‘Lee, this is no’ your problem, OK? You’ll have the full fee, whatever happens.’

‘I don’t believe this.’ Lee turns away in disgust. ‘You bastards need putting away.’

Simon waits until the studio door has slammed behind Lee. ‘Right. We’re obviously not going on with this. I don’t think we need a vote on it, do we?’

‘I think we can safely speak for Tom.’ Dave picks up Lee’s torch. ‘He won’t be back. He’s had it with invoking ghosts.’

‘We all have, Dave. But if we walk away, we have to accept that’s it for the band. Irreconcilable musical difference is, I think, the usual term. We’ll have to say that.’

‘Hang on,’ Dave said, ‘I don’t think I understand.’

‘It’s simple. If we’re still together as a band, Max Goff will sue us for breach of contract. He’ll nail us to the wall. He’ll know we can’t afford the action – except for Tom, maybe, so he’ll try and force us to come back.’

‘Sod that,’ says Dave.

‘But if we’ve split up, he’ll know there’s no prospect of that. He may decide to write us off. What I thought … I’ll … I’ll go and see him myself. Come to an understanding.’

Simon’s face, half-lit, is entirely without expression. Moira knows how much he hates Goff. She also knows that Goff does not hate genteel, willowy Simon. ‘We’ll all go,’ she says carefully.

‘No.’ Simon’s smile is sad, rueful. ‘That wouldn’t be appropriate. I’ll do it.’

Moira watches the Land Rover’s red tail-lights fading into the night mist. She looks up at the Abbey. As usual, it seems to be gazing down on her with an ancient knowledge and a frightening edge of derision. The part housing the studio has a single sawn-off tower, with windows where once, presumably, there were only slits. She looks to Dave, who shakes his head.

‘Too small, too old. This was in a city, I think. Doesn’t matter now, though, does it?’

Moira shakes her head too, knowing that neither of them believes it doesn’t matter, and then she says what she ought to have said hours ago.

Dave, who just a minute ago thought he couldn’t get any colder, cries out, ‘No!’

‘Listen.’ Moira’s is a lonely voice, but calm, all too calm. ‘This has to be the real end. I mean, we’re no’ gonny work together again, are we?’

Adding, as if she can feel him reaching out for her, ‘Davey, love, we’re no’ safe together. We’re too much.’

‘We need each other,’ he protests hopelessly. Knowing she’s shaking her head. He needs her; she doesn’t need him. Or she wouldn’t be saying this.

‘You could’ve … come to some harm tonight, Davey. We’ve become unlucky. Simon knows that, don’t you, Si?’

Simon doesn’t reply. Moira says, more harshly, ‘We’re the band that should never’ve been, a bloody toxic cocktail. We daren’t see each other again.’

Dave turns away, clenching his fists. Wanting to sob. He doesn’t, it would be despicable. How can he possibly walk away, and just forget about her? He’s thinking, wish I’d died, like … like who?

He’s looking towards the east, where there’s no suggestion of a dawn. Around them, there’s an unnatural silence, as if all three know what’s coming next. As if they’re all waiting for the sound which will prove how right Moira is and will snap the spine of the night.

In the long, heartsick days to come, Dave Reilly, approaching his twenty-seventh birthday, is going to drive himself half-crazy playing it all back. Always ending in tears. And flames.

It’s as if time’s mechanisms have gone haywire, all the shattering moments of the night occurring simultaneously in one endlessly distressing present-moment. The dark fortress and the broken glasses and a prolonged rending and mangling of metal. And Moira breathing, ‘Jesus … no?’ – an appeal for divine intercession in the split second before it happens.

Before they turn as one and run out of the entrance onto the slippery track leading into an oblivion of hills and forestry and starless sky, and it begins to rain.

Maybe two hundred yards along the dirt track, they see a lone, steamy headlight beam, pointing vaguely into the sky like a dying prayer and then dissipating into mist. A single, faraway scream is cruelly amplified by the valley, beneath it the distant, almost musical tinkle of collapsing glass, before the night gets sheared into streamers of orange and white.

Twenty yards away, the old blue Land Rover driven by Tom Storey has brought down a low, sleek Lotus Elan, like a lion with a gazelle. The Land Rover has torn into the Lotus and savaged it and its guts are out and still heaving, and Dave can see flames leaping into the vertical rain. A voice is talking crisply from the Land Rover’s radio, but he can’t hear what it’s saying for Simon’s wounded cry,

‘Oh, Jesus, look …’

On the fringe of the burning tableau, surreal in the remote rural night, a large, shadowy, lumbering, crumbling thing is half carrying, half dragging a lumpy, sagging bundle and babbling to it,

‘Debs, Debs, Debsie, Debs, s’gonna be OK, Debsie, s’OK …’

guy’s got no consideration … Eight months gone … Jesus, can she get into that thing, her condition …?

There’s a blast of hard, golden heat from the wreckage; Tom is thrust forward as if he’s been kicked in the small of the back and drops his awful, pitiful burden. Both sleeves of his jacket burst spectacularly into flames, shoulders to cuffs.

As Dave runs towards the heat, a smut floats into his left eye, forcing him to close both of them. He feels like he’s entering hell, hearing Tom bellowing, the hiss of flames and rain and then – like the voice of the Old Testament God from the burning bush – the Land Rover’s radio voice, heavy with history.

‘… and to recap, if you’ve just joined us, it’s now been confirmed that the former Beatle, John Lennon, has died after a shooting incident outside the Dakota apartment block in New York where he and his wife …’


Part One

November 1994


I

Darkness at the Break of …

Maybe you read in the papers about what happened in Liverpool on the 13th of December 1993. Well, anyway, I was there. In the middle of it. Scared me a lot. Not so much at the time – it happened in full daylight. In fact it’s taken me nearly a year to get a perspective on it, but it still …

Crap. Crap, crap, crap.

Scrub it.

Wasn’t what he wanted to write, anyway. Really, he wanted to pour it all out about Jan and the tragic black bonnet business and what it had done to them. But where would that get him? And also … it would be pathetic.

Nearly as bad as his usual please contact me letters, which, getting no replies, had been followed up – weeks, months, years going by – with the please, please, please … just get in touch, write, phone, carrier pigeon, anything …

Talk about pathetic …

Start again.


Dear Moira,

Liverpool. December 13, 1993. I know it was nearly a year ago, but bear with me. Even if you read about it in the papers, the significance would probably pass you by. For everybody here, it was like an act of God. Picture the scene. God’s at a loose end one afternoon. Spots Liverpool out of the corner of an all-seeing eye and He thinks, Yeah, why not …

Or – what about this? – He notices one of His less successful creations strolling along Whitechapel towards the guitar shop and He thinks … that’s bloody Dave Reilly, let’s see if he gets the message this time.

And then He glances at His watch (one of those fancy ones, tells you when it’s teatime in Paraguay), does a little countdown, points His finger and He says, out the corner of His mouth, ‘OK … LET THERE BE DARKNESS!’



Too whimsical. You’ve probaby lost her already, pal. If it even reaches her.

This was the other problem. He could never be sure the letters and postcards and Christmas cards and birthday cards were even getting through.

No replies. Could be she thought even communications by post could reawaken things better left comatose, but Dave was buggered if he could see it. Whenever he was locked out in the night, he wrote to Moira. This amounted to a lot of letters.

He’d tried ringing this feller in Glasgow, Malcolm Kaufmann, the agent, but he was always ‘in a meeting’, according to his secretary.

Could Mr Kaufmann perhaps call back?

Aw, the secretary said, between you and me, you’ll be waiting for ever for Mr Kaufmann to call back. My advice would be to write …

And write. And write.

Maybe Moira had directed that all the envelopes addressed in Dave Reilly’s handwriting should go directly into the bin. Dave had thought of this some while back and had one typed, but no reaction to that either; maybe she thought it was a bill.

And yet, even though he’d never seen her since the morning of the 9th of December 1980, she was always there for him. Kind of. For instance, there was the time, after the humiliating failure of his solo album in 1987, when, facing the prospect of having to get a Proper Job and no qualifications, he’d sat down at the piano in Ma’s front room, started plonking the keys, putting on his poshest McCartney voice.

Moira My Dear,

I am reaching out in desperation

Please …

And thought, out of the blue, You know, you could survive on this for a bit. If you can’t be original, why not take the piss out of people who can? And while you might not be technically as good at it as some, there are ways you can make up for that. Like going into the quiet place, absorbing the essences …

Look, the only way I can handle this thing, he’d once said to Moira, is to try and channel it into creativity. To make something lasting and positive out of it. Isn’t that what art is?

Ah, the idealism of youth. Maturity tells you that if all that comes back in your face, if you can’t make anything lasting and positive out of it, don’t mess around … put it into something negative and transient.

Yes. Well. No wonder Moira had looked distinctly dubious.


Anyway, I was in town that day, Monday, December 13, for a little gig (I’m not going to tell you where it was, I do have some pride).

I’d gone to buy a few sets of strings at this little music shop which sells me them in bulk. The guy there was trying to flog me a secondhand acoustic guitar, a Takamine – Japanese, brilliant built-in pick-up with sound-balancing, everybody’s using them, ultra-reliable – you know the way they go on.

But I was in a relatively good mood. For the time of year. It’s always a relief when the 8th of December goes past and nothing destroys me. So, anyway, I was giving it a go, this guitar, and for some reason I started playing ‘Julia’, the Lennon song off the White Album, the one introducing Yoko to his dead mother. The one I never could rewrite for laughs.

Well, I must have been feeling wistful, you know how it is. I was doing the voice, which is John at his most ethereal. I always like the opening of that one – about half of what he says being meaningless, but he says it just to reach you, Julia … It’s so personal and spiritual, much more so than the self-indulgent primal scream stuff on the Plastic Ono Band album.

Anyway, it was just after one o’clock, everybody buggering off for lunch, the pubs filling up, and I’m perching on an amplifier, droning out ‘Julia’, feeling unusually … wistful (I can’t get away from this bloody word ‘wistful’, but you know what I mean, kind of coasting on memory, but nothing more complicated than that … or so I thought) and I remember looking down and seeing something glistening on the curve of the guitar, just above the pick-up, a blob of liquid, and then another one landed next to it.

Plop.

Well, of course, it was a bloody tear, wasn’t it?

I was really embarrassed. But at least it was Liverpool, where more tears have been shed into more pints over that bastard …

Anyway, the feller who runs the shop comes over – he’d been watching me, not saying a word. So when he sees I’ve finally noticed him, he wanders across, big grin. ‘Got to buy it now, matey, you’ve christened the bugger. That’ll be nine hundred and thirty five quid, including discount.’

I’m thinking, You dickhead. Not him, me.

Then the lights go out.

Bang.



You’re never going to send this, pal. Might as well admit it. You’re just tormenting yourself.

Dave was writing it on the card table in his old bedroom at Ma’s bungalow in Hoylake, on the Wirral, where the seagulls cruised past the window and crapped on the glass.

Always used to stay here when he was working clubs and pubs in Liverpool and the North West, even though it depressed the hell out of him. Now, with the Jan thing on the blink, he was killing time, gearing up for a final rescue bid.

In a situation like this, he always wrote to Moira, which was as much use as writing to Santa Claus and sending it up the chimney, but must be therapeutic because he was unloading it, like – presumably – spilling it all to an analyst.

On the wall, directly facing him, was a reproachful picture of the matryred John Lennon, going yellow now, like the adjacent poster from inside the Beatles’ White Album, which, twenty years ago he’d – presciently, no doubt – had framed in black.

In fact, apart from his own artwork for the first Philosopher’s Stone album, the room was still the way it had been when he was a student, back when the world was innocent. ‘When you’re famous,’ his ma used to say, ‘I’ll open it to the public at a fiver a time.’

Even she must be realizing the prospect of Dave becoming famous was about as likely now as the seagulls flying off to crap somewhere else.

The old girl had a man friend these days and went off on regular ‘dates’ in this feller’s ancient Morris Oxford, sometimes staying out all night. She was seventy.

Before Jan, Dave had lived for brief periods with four women, all of whom had known about him or learned very quickly. (The sudden coldness of the bedroom sometimes in the early hours, the way owls would always find them, even in the city.) Initially they’d been excited by it. It was his bit of ‘charisma’. (Moira used to talk, quite cynically, about her ‘glamour’.) But it faded fast.

If he was ever to trap some happiness, it could only be with a woman he couldn’t frighten, and he’d only ever met one, and among her last words to him had been the endlessly echoing

we’re no gonny see each other again, ever.

And she’d never replied to his letters.


I mean all the lights went out. Everywhere.

Remember Dylan’s line about darkness at the break of noon. This one was just over an hour after noon, but I’ll get to that.

Well, obviously, we thought it was just the shop, at first. I said, ‘You shouldn’t keep waiting for the red bill, Percy, sometimes they forget.’ Then we go out into the street and everybody’s lights have gone, and I can hear this terrible screeching of brakes from the main road around the corner – I mean, not just one screech but a whole chorus of screeches, and it’s obvious what’s happened – the bloody traffic lights have all gone out.

Well, I couldn’t have bought Percy’s Takamine even if I’d had the money – the bloody till wouldn’t work. So I walk out into the centre of town, and it’s like the end of the world’s been announced. Some people are really panicking – I mean, everybody’s had a power cut at home, maybe even the whole street’s been off … but an entire city? Customers and office workers trapped in lifts? Streets clogged with cars and buses and taxis? Trains frozen in coal-black underground stations?

This is not natural.

And it’s dead eerie, somehow. Although far from quiet, what with the streets full of police trying to get the traffic flowing again, shops being locked in customers’ faces because of the looting threat.

I remember this feller banging on the door of a newsagent’s shouting, Hey, come on, gissa packet a ciggies, will yer? Just one packet, yer bastards!

And there’s a woman rushing out of a hairdresser’s with half a perm and her face all smudged clutching a towel and grabbing hold of people, screaming, You’ve gorra help me! He’s taking me out tonight, it’s me anniversary!

Which might have been funny if she hadn’t been wearing (oh God, oh Jesus Christ) the black bonnet.

Half an hour later, the rumours are spreading. Some people are saying it’s the IRA, and a woman at a burger stall with its own generator is doing fantastic business and telling one customer after another, ‘It’s not just Liverpool, you know, luv, it’s the whole country that’s been blacked out! You’ve had it for hot meals now. Gerrit while you can!’

It wasn’t, of course. It was just Liverpool, as if that wasn’t bad enough and totally unprecedented – a hundred thousand electricity users cut off for the best part of two hours, shops and businesses losing millions of pounds.

According to next day’s Daily Post, a spokesman for the National Grid said it had been caused by ‘an outside body’. It was eventually traced to the valves on two transformers in the Lister Drive power station at Tuebrook. This is one of the places which passes on the juice from the National Grid to the local lecky company, MANWEB.

In the DP the following day, a MANWEB official was quoted as saying it was ‘extraordinary’ two transformers going down at once. A ‘million to one chance’, an ‘untimely coincidence’.

And then another unnamed spokesman actually said, ‘The fates came together on this one.’

Interesting, isn’t it, that when official bodies can’t explain something, they still revert to expressions like ‘the fates’.



Was it ever actually love all those years ago? Or just a subconscious plea for empathy?

If it didn’t come back to John Lennon, it always came back to Moira. In the spring of 1981, he’d decided he couldn’t stand this any more and set out to find her.

This meant Scotland. He’d rung all the people he knew up there – about five of them, mainly musicians. One guy said, yeah, she was certainly gigging, done some support for Clannad, he was sure she had. Another said, hang on a mo, there was a line or two in the local rag – Aberdeen University – the 20th, was it?

So Dave had loaded up his van with all the clean clothes he could gather together, thrown an old mattress in the back in case he ran out of cash. And the Martin guitar, in case he had to sell it, perish the thought.

Well, actually, the guitar was also there because of this little fantasy he had. A darkened folk club somewhere picturesque and atmospheric, and she’d be doing her act with everybody sitting around quietly, revering her. And then she’d get on, solo, to a song which really could have used a second guitar, a few harmonies. She’d be in a long black dress, and when she reached the chorus she’d sound so alone you could die.

At which point … … another guitar, the incomparable Martin, would join in from the back of the hall, getting louder as the figure from the past weaved between the bodies towards her, looking as handsome as ever but maybe a little weary; he’d travelled a long way, after all …

Dave still cringed over this.

Spring had been late that year. Especially in Scotland. Snowdrifts in March, the travelling hard, especially in a nine-year-old Ford Thames. And when he got to Aberdeen University, there was no concert on the 20th involving Moira Cairns.

Moira who? She wasn’t even that well known. She’d made one album of her own songs – including The Comb Song – and then gone back to the traditional folk stuff. She was not famous; she had a following. He didn’t know about Malcolm Kaufmann in those days; maybe the agent hadn’t yet come on the scene.

It was hopeless. She didn’t seem to work to any kind of pattern. Or she knew somehow that he was around.

Example. He’d turn up at some pub in, say, a fishing village in Fife, having spent most of a week on the trail and just enough money left for a night’s B and B, and he’d find it was last night, she’d already been on, fixture altered by request of the artist.

This would keep happening, in different ways. Town halls, theatres, arts centres, students’ unions … always last night, or it had been postponed, or it was the wrong town, or it was the right town and the bloody van broke down and he arrived too late.

All of this happening in a kind of haze, like in those infuriating dreams where you’re trying your damnedest to do something dead simple, like make a phone call, and your fingers keep hitting the wrong numbers. Each day he’d set out with the certainty that this time … And each night he’d wind up confused and knackered, getting pissed and weeping off the quay at Oban or somewhere.

She was always ahead of him, always the next town along the line, and an impenetrable mist between them.

Some days he’d climb a hill and stand with his hands spread and his eyes closed. Where are you? Just give me a direction. Like the way he’d reach out for her mind on stage or during a session when a song took off on its own. We going into the chorus again, or wind it up?

Nothing.

And then he’d got ill, running a temperature. Couldn’t even drive home. Lay sweating on the mattress in the back of the van until he must have passed out or something and the next thing he remembers he’s in an ambulance and then a hospital and someone is saying, Nothing obvious, looks like plain old nervous exhaustion to me.

Next thing, he’s sitting up in a cold sweat, throwing off the blankets, screaming, the Martin!

Who is this Martin, Mr Reilly? Is he a friend?

The bloody Martin’s still in the bloody van!

It wasn’t, naturally. Fifteen hundred quid’s worth of customized, hand-tooled acoustic guitar. They hadn’t taken the van; even thieves have standards.

He’d never been back to Scotland.

OK, read this carefully. Read it twice.

The official time of the Liverpool blackout was 1.13 p.m.

It was the thirteenth minute of the thirteenth hour of the thirteenth day of December.

Fact.

Another one of those untimely coincidences the electricity company was on about.

It spooked me, kid. I couldn’t keep a limb still when I read that. I don’t like December, how could I? What about you? Do things happen to you in December? Do you start to get nervous when the nights are growing longer?

It’s November now, coming up to a year since the big Liverpool blackout. Worried? Me?

Bloody right I am.

Here’s another untimely coincidence that never made the papers – they probably thought it was too bloody stupid to mention.

Nineteen ninety-three. Thirteen years since December 1980, when people were crying in the streets of Liverpool, everybody gathering in Mathew Street, where the Cavern used to be. Do you remember that woman on the radio? ‘He was still one of ours, was John. He’d never really left. It’s a death in the family.’

The lights went out in Liverpool in the thirteenth minute of the thirteenth hour of the thirteenth day of the month in the thirteenth year since the murder of the city’s most famous son.

And that happened on a Monday too.

Moira, what can I do?

I’m heading for the loony bin.

Which was still better – or was it? – than being dead.

Maybe not.

‘I’m the same age as you now, pal,’ Dave told the picture of John Lennon. It was the one from the front of the Imagine album, Lennon hazy in the sky. Lennon the seer, Lennon the sage.

Mark Chapman, the killer, in his spurious role as crusading Holden Caulfield from Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, had claimed Lennon was the ultimate phoney. Self-justifying shit.

‘In a year’s time,’ Dave told the picture, ‘I’m gonna be older than you were. That can’t be right.’

John observed him sardonically through glasses like the bottoms of school milk bottles.

yeah, well, you shoulda thought of that at the time.

A white cloud blossomed like ectoplasm from the centre of John’s forehead.

‘I was scared, pal, I keep explaining.’

that’s nothing to do with it, Dave, if you don’t mind me saying so. we all get fuckin’ scared. when you’re scared, that’s the time to act, man.

‘Look … I didn’t know. I didn’t know it was gonna be you, did I? I’ve explained that. Loads of times.’

so what you’re saying – let me get this right – is that it’d’ve been OK if it was some other poor fuck. You wouldn’t be agonizing …

‘No, that’s not …’

you’re sooooooo full of shit, Dave. you hated me, man.

John’s thin lips were slightly parted; a small puff of white smoke drifted from his mouth into the clouds.

Dave lowered his face into his hands.

If you die tonight/who has the last laugh?

Far above the bungalow, a seagull keened.

He often had the idea that wherever Moira was, there were also seagulls, maybe the same ones flying back and forth.

He gathered up the letter. It was almost unreadable. He wondered if his ma still had her little Olivetti. One way or other he’d have to get this one typed.

Meanwhile, Jan. He couldn’t put this off. It was just over an hour and a half’s drive to Jan’s place. He would make it before nightfall. There was no point in considering what he was going to say to her. It all depended on how far she’d been able to come to terms with what he was. And on what the doctors had said about Sara.

Out of his hands. It was always out of his hands.

Bloody Lennon was sneering benignly from behind his cloud.

fuckin’ useless, Dave, you know that?

‘Now listen, you smug bastard,’ said Dave, rallying. ‘You were becoming a sanctimonious sod, and just because you’re bloody dead doesn’t give you the right …’

There was a small thump on the window. He turned in time to watch coffee-coloured seagull shit sliding slowly down the glass.


II

The Next Big Thing

‘That guy, what was his name – found Tutankhamun’s tomb …’ Prof Levin was fumbling with a penknife.

‘Howard somebody …’

The elegant, if frayed, Stephen Case, greying hair in a ponytail, was keeping his distance, not wanting dust on his clothes. Plonker.

‘Anyway,’ Prof grunted, putting down the knife to wipe condensation off his rimless glasses. ‘I feel like him.’

Somebody apparently had said to Steve Case that he ought to take a close look at the junk in Epidemic’s attic. As a result of which – what a surprise – they’d discovered this box, like a long, wooden cashbox, under Goff’s bed.

‘He was cursed, though, wasn’t he, this bloke?’ Prof replaced his specs, slid a blade under the lock. ‘Didn’t they all get cursed? Didn’t they all die horribly?’

‘Yes, well, we’re not archaeologists, and this isn’t a tomb.’ Stephen Case smiled thinly. ‘It just feels like one.’

They’d clambered up the linoleum stairs by torchlight, their echoing footsteps making it sound like there was at least fifteen of them, and the beam had been suddenly flashed back by the darkly glittering eyes of Jim Morrison, of the Doors, twenty-odd years dead.

Jim was stripped to the waist, a floor-to-ceiling, black-framed photo blow-up, full of scorching menace. 1943–1971. Singer, poet, shaman – this on a tarnished brass plate.

Prof had remembered how Morrison had had a major drink problem. He knew everybody famous who’d ever had a major drink problem. Not that his own problem had ever been major …

They’d moved up two more flights of stairs and found similar figures looming over the landings: Jimi Hendrix and then John Lennon, both in black frames the size of coffins, leaning out at you over the stairs. A memorial gallery of dead rock stars; was this natural?

‘Tell you one thing,’ Prof said, feeling the lock of the wooden box begin to loosen. ‘If there’s tapes in here, they … see that?’

‘Mould? Can’t have got inside though, can it?’

‘Want to bet, son?’

Prof was still suspicious, because Steve had known exactly where to look: not in the actual attic, if there was one, but in mad Max Goff’s private apartment, this once-luxurious pent-house, now stripped of everything but the giant bed and these godawful, black and purple funeral-parlour drapes framing the ‘rural’ side of Luton.

The building used to be a shoe factory before it was the headquarters of Epidemic Independent Records, with the founder sometimes living over the shop. Now the founder was dead and Epidemic, leaderless and crunched by the recession, belonged to TMM, Steve’s faceless, multinational employer.

Place had been closed only two or three months, but already these top windows were the only ones not boarded against vandals. There were security men and dogs in the grounds, and Steve’d had to produce verifiable ID before they’d been let in.

‘What’s A and R mean?’ The chief security guy had demanded, studying Steve’s card.

Arrogant and ruthless, Prof Levin had thought, having known Stephen Case since before he’d sold his soul to TMM, back when he was just another hustler, and having no basic reason to think he’d changed.

Steve had sighed in annoyance, his shoulders thrusting under the imitation Armani jacket he wore with creamish, stonewashed jeans. ‘Artists and Repertoire. Means I get to decide who we’re going to record. My colleague here is one of the people who push the buttons. That’s what “recording engineer” means.’

The security man’s face had read, I’ll remember you, pal, but, for now, he’d just nodded. ‘OK, you can go in, but we have to keep a record of anything you may remove from the premises.’

‘Jesus, we own this place now,’ Steve had moaned, then had thrown up his hands wearily. ‘All right, all right.’

Finally, they levered up the lid of the box, the edge of it splitting.

‘Careful now, Prof, we don’t want to … Is that an envelope on top?’

‘Yep.’ A thick A4-size one, made of heavy parchmenty stuff, adding to the feeling of phoney antiquity coming off the black-painted wood of the box with its greenish brass shoulders – built for doubloons, Prof thought, rather than sensitive recording tape. This was going to be messy.

Steve was snapping his fingers impatiently. Prof handed him the envelope over his shoulder, thinking, Why me? Why not one of the smart-arsed, hi-tech boy wonders always hanging around his office, please, please, Mr Case, Steve, just gimme a break …? What’s he want with a sixty-four-year-old alcoholic with a long-established attitude problem?

Except, of course, that the boy wonders maybe wouldn’t know where to start with the kind of tape that might have been stored for years in a wooden box under the late Max Goff’s well-used kingsize bed. Whereas Ken Levin was known as Prof not only because of his glasses, his pointed beard and his encyclopedic knowledge of the British music scene since 1955, but on account of an expertise with recording tape which some distinguished producers considered was verging on the extrasensory.

Also, another point – Steve Case had obtained work for Prof at a time when his drinking was causing some consternation (this in an industry fuelled by dope!) and therefore was aware that Prof owed him one.

There was a certain type of bloke, especially in this business, who was never quite as good as his reputation. Who only survived at the top by doing people carefully-judged favours at the right time and recouping later.

‘What you were expecting, Steve?’

Steve looked at Prof furtively, down his nose – not many people could do this.

Prof said, ‘You’ll let me know then, will you? One day?’

The box had actually been in a cupboard set into the panelling in the base of the bed, this enormous four-poster – repro of course but starkly impressive all the same, even though stripped of its curtains, sheets and pillowcases.

Which would all have been black, of course. Best not to even imagine what the founder of Epidemic Records had got up to here with various girls and boys. And sheep and donkeys and Alsatian dogs, probably.

Max Goff must have been dead a couple of years now, knifed by some little glue-sniffing teenager deluded into thinking the great man was going to turn him into a rock star, allegedly driven into a homicidal frenzy when he found out the truth. Well, obviously, there was more to that, wasn’t there always?

It hadn’t happened here, of course. But this was still a murdered man’s bed, wasn’t it?

Aw, leave off … Prof shook himself.

Didn’t seem to bother him – straw-haired, fortyish Steve standing in the shadow of the four-poster, prising away at the parchment; you could almost see his long, bony nose twitching. Stephen Case: twenty years in the business, cynical, manipulative … but still prepared to be romanced, if not fully seduced, by the Next Big Thing.

He was going to be disappointed, however – Prof extracting the first tape-carton from the box, blowing off the mould – when he saw this lot.

Grimacing, Prof slid the tape back and counted up. A dozen cartons of two-inch tape in ten-and-a-half-inch reels. Masters, obviously.

Steve was fondling the stiff paper like it was an erotic love letter oozing scent.

‘What you got then, Steve? Gonna trust old Prof, are we?’

Which he knew he could or they wouldn’t be here together. Prof Levin’s discretion was legendary. Even pissed, Prof stayed shtumm. Even his ex-wife would accept this.

‘It’s an album,’ Steve said guardedly. ‘Or part of an album.’ He folded the papers, leaned over the box. ‘How many in there?’

‘Twelve.’

‘Super. It’s probably all here then.’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ Prof said.

Problem was, even if Elvis himself, in his undeniably cranky final years, had secretly signed to Epidemic to record his farewell opus, it quite possibly wasn’t going to matter a flying fart any more.

Prof held up one of the reels, unrolled a couple of inches of tape. ‘Steve, this tape is knackered, mate.’

He dropped it back into the carton.

‘Unplayable,’ he said. ‘Kaput.’

This boudoir was the size of a modest dance hall. Its walls were all white. Had been white; there was a coating of dust now, except for the etiolated rectangles where pictures had hung. Prof didn’t like to think what kind of pictures these had been.

He brushed some mould from his cuff. If Steve was expecting some help here, he could be a little more forthcoming.

‘I’m only guessing,’ he said, ‘but from what we know Max Goff used to get up to, the atmosphere in here would have been pretty humid much of the time. And then cold as the grave again, when he went away.’

Steve Case was staring at him, his hands hanging limply by his sides. A thin vein meandering along his left nostril seemed to throb.

‘Look …’ Prof held up a reel between thumb and fore-finger, going into his Sotheby’s routine. ‘This is late seventies, early eighties, right. What you had then were manufacturers experimenting with new synthetic materials. With unfortunate results. You got a class of tape which, if left for too long in unsuitable conditions, could turn out worse than the BBC museum pieces, you know what I’m saying? Look … feel it.’

Steve drew back.

‘These conditions,’ Prof said. ‘Hot and cold and bucketsful of evaporating sweat and other bodily secretions …’

Steve had let the papers from the envelope fall to the mattress. The papers looked quite crisp and fresh. There was typing or print of some sort on them. Prof made out one word, in capitals.

DEATH.

He blew out his lips. Terrific.

‘What you’re saying,’ Steve said tensely, ‘is that the oxide …’

‘Oxide, right. There’s like a binder. Which holds the oxide on to the base film of the tape – stop me if I’m being oversimplistic for a man of your experience …’

‘Don’t piss about.’

Prof grinned. ‘So you get humidity in the tape, it causes the binder to kind of exude on to the surface. When you play it, the tape glues itself to the heads, the machine stalls, everything gets very, very gooey.’

He took out four cartons one by one, each grey-green with mould.

‘Look at the state. How long you say this lot’s been stored? Fourteen, fifteen years?’ Prof shook his head, enjoying himself. ‘You could be screwed then, mate. Be like black treacle on the heads, chocolate fudge …’

‘Shit.’ Steve Case looked about to kick the box across the room. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’

‘This a disaster then, Steve?’

Steve looked about to kick Prof Levin across the room.

‘So what was it then, mate? What we looking at?’

Steve turned away and walked over to the window, sighed. ‘The Stone.’

‘The Stones? When? How? You’re kidding.’

‘No, Prof. The Stone. Singular.’

Prof looked blank. He was freelance, wasn’t getting paid for this, had agreed to tag along because he owed Steve and also because Steve had implied there was a big project on the cards if they struck oil. This was it? This was the big one, the contents of the Ark of the bloody Covenant?

Steve was gazing out of the window across a grey field with a shed in it. ‘You don’t remember this?’

‘Should I?’

‘A band put together for Epidemic in seventy-nine?’ Steve turned back into the room. ‘Tom Storey?’

‘I see.’ The old wheels turning. ‘Recorded nineteen-eighty, you say. December eighty, would that be?’

Steve said, ‘Full title was the Philosopher’s Stone.’

‘That’s a mouthful, Steve.’

‘This was the item medieval alchemists believed would turn base metals into gold. Metaphorical, apparently.’

‘Didn’t do a lot for Tom Storey, though, did it? Not in December eighty. Are you saying then …’ Prof unearthed another reel of tape, scraped at the mould with a fingernail ‘… that this is the actual album Storey was working on when he had his fabled accident?’

‘The Black Album. Recorded at the Abbey at Ystrad Ddu – ddu being Welsh for black. In the Black Mountains of South Wales. And black also because of … what happened.’

‘Piece of history,’ Prof said. ‘Who else was in it?’

Steve took the papers from the mattress. ‘Disappointingly, except for one of the session men, nobody who counts for shit any more. There was a folk singer, Moira Cairns, and a refugee from some string quartet called Simon St John …’

‘I remember Cairns. Nice voice. Smoky.’

‘And someone called Dave Reilly.’

‘Dave?’

‘You know him?’

‘Well, I …’ Prof decided to cool it a little, until he knew where this was headed. ‘I did know him. I worked on his solo album. Eighty-six, eighty-seven.’

‘You know where he is now?’

Prof shook his head.

‘Was he any good?’

Prof shrugged.

‘All nobodies, you see,’ said Steve. ‘Except for Tom Storey.’

‘Who’s also a nobody now. Reclusive, they say. And a session man, you said? Someone who does count for shit?’

‘Drummer. And some backing vocals, possibly. In effect, the fifth member of the band.’ Steve paused for effect. ‘Lee Gibson.’

Last Sunday Prof had read a feature in the Independent about Lee Gibson, who’d left Britain over a decade ago and was now monster in the States. These things happened.

‘Really? Well, well.’ Prof pinched his beard. Storey’s swan-song and the launching of Lee, all in one album. ‘Pity about the tape.’

‘Come on, Prof, stop fooling about.’ Steve sat down on the bed which Prof suspected would be cold and damp. ‘There are, at the end of the day, things you can do with this tape, are there not?’

Prof raised an eyebrow, saying nothing.

‘What I mean is you can bring this stuff back from the dead. And discreetly.’

Prof hefted the box, stood up. ‘Tell me something. How did you know about this? How did you know these tapes even existed? How did you know where to find them?’

‘Prof …’ Stephen Case touched the vein on his nose. ‘You simply don’t need to know.’

He opened the door and waved an arm, as if to waft Prof and the box out of the room, but Prof stood his ground.

‘Hang on, let me get this right – this is the stuff laid down on the night of the Storey calamity. Why did Goff sit on the tapes? Lie on them, in fact. Shit, the fat bastard must’ve been bonking on them for bloody years.’

‘Let’s go, Prof.’

‘And am I correct in thinking that while these tapes, strictly speaking, now belong to TMM, nobody there, apart from you, actually knows they exist? Talking private enterprise, are we?’

Steve Case didn’t reply. Everything inside Prof Levin screamed, leave this alone, but he was curious, now.

‘OK, I’ll talk to a man I know.’

‘Super,’ Steve said. ‘And I’ll talk to a man I know in connection with the reclusive Tom. Who won’t even talk on the phone, did you know that?’

Going down the stairs, the box in his arms, Prof said, ‘You got any idea why Max Goff should keep this under his bed?’

They moved around the picture of John Lennon, who was standing in a doorway, looking sardonic. He was the least spooky; the other dead rock stars loomed out at you like dummies in a ghost train.

Prof said, ‘Suppose they don’t want this stuff released. Suppose it’s too painful. Storey, I’m thinking about.’

Footsteps clack-clacking on the stairs of the deserted building, the torchbeam waving. Tutankhamun’s tomb; the pillaging of grave goods.

‘Too bad,’ Steve said coldly.

In Prof’s arms, the box felt like the coffin of a child.


III

The Hideous Bonnet

Someone was approaching.

She arose to look out of the window. No one in sight. No one among the flaking autumn trees which lined the track. The three other houses between her and the shore were all holiday homes, empty now until the spring, when she’d be gone.

She listened, and heard only the sound of November on the Isle of Skye: scrabbling wind and seabirds.

But someone was approaching, and with an awful heavy burden.

She sat down again on the couch, pulling the guitar on to her knees. She plucked three harsh chords … I do not … need … this.

She stood up, flung the guitar on the couch. It rolled on to the floor, kind of bounced, the way Ovations did, durable instruments. Maybe she should write some more songs. Write it all out of her.

Dangerously restless, she ran up the uncarpeted stairs, to the smallest bedroom, an untidy cell, where she slumped down angrily at the dresser, sleeves rolled up and roughened elbows in the mess of hairbrushes and make-up, aspirins and chewing-gum wrappers.

She gazed into the mirror – oval, like her face – and with the fingers of both hands she pushed the heavy hair back from the cold, white skin. Her hands could no longer smooth out the frown fluting her forehead; the frown lived here now.

And it would soon be December again.

In the mirror, as her hair fell back into place, she saw the silver-grey ripple re-emerging in what once had been a torrent of black. By the end of the year it maybe would reach her shoulders again.

Return of the Witchy Woman.

Malcolm, her agent, used to call her this. She didn’t like it any more. What she should do was discard all her ankle-length black dresses and her drab cloaks and replace them with – dear God – bright fluffy things in soft pastel shades or crisp, efficient blouses and suits, as worn by female executives.

Moira laughed.

And then stopped, biting her lip. Hold on there, hen, that was no’ a bitter laugh, was it?

She watched her eyes. She was thirty-eight, some way along the steepening road from maiden to hag.

And someone was coming with bad news.

No, he thought. No. No. No. Never had he prayed so hard that it had been wrong, a delusion.

Red-haired Jan was sitting at the work table, a drained coffee cup at her elbow. She was looking out of the window into the street where, in the November twilight, two kids were crashing a football at a metal garage door. When Dave had come in, Jan hadn’t looked at him.

It was a reconditioned eighty-year-old end-of-terrace house in an old South Lancashire pit village, now commutersville. It had an open coal fire. They used to make love in front of it. Dave remembered saying, I bet you lie around and fantasize about the generations of miners who sat here in zinc baths. And Jan, naked, had said, Pass me that bar of soap again, would you?

Now the fire was out.

The room was very tidy. Had been completely tidied. He imagined her hoovering viciously, slamming books back on shelves – books on history, sociology, humanist philosophy and political theory. Ramming the CD unit flat to the wall, clacking together the piles of discs – modern classics, some jazz, very little rock.

Jan said, very precisely, the icy schoolteacher voice, ‘I believe that I told you not to come back.’

He stood in the doorway, fingering the ends of his scarf. Everything he could have said at this point would have sounded trite.

Can’t we talk about this?

Could I at least try and explain?

Will you just listen to me for ten minutes without jumping down my throat?

Yeah, well, pleading would only sicken her. Even sickened him. So he stood in the doorway, playing with his scarf.

Shit.

The really heavy, unspoken question related to the results of Sara’s latest tests and he was scared to ask.

Bitterly, she answered it for him. Her voice was also like marble now, gravestone-cold and glassy.

‘She’s to have an immediate programme of chemotherapy. Three months. At least. But I didn’t need to tell you that, did I?’

‘Oh God.’ He’d seen Sara precisely once and couldn’t really remember her face, only the thickening black and purple haze around it like a luminous bruise, a hideous bonnet. ‘I’m so sorry. You don’t …’

‘Are you? Are you really?’

‘Jesus, Jan …’

‘Because you’d have looked pretty stupid if it hadn’t been inoperable, wouldn’t you, Dave? You’d have looked like A, a phoney or B, a serious psychiatric case.’

‘Look,’ he said, ‘we can’t talk here, the atmosphere’s like … Can we go for a drive?’

‘I don’t want to talk here,’ Jan said. ‘Or in the car. Or anywhere. With you.’

Dave clenched his fists on the woollen scarf, pulling it down tight against the back of his neck. He closed his eyes, felt furious and hopeless and ashamed. Sensitive? You could keep it.

Once – three months ago, in bed – it had been incomprehension, then nervous giggles, then …

She’s not ill. What makes you think she’s ill?

Just a … a feeling.

Well, thank you very much, Doctor Reilly, for that considered diagnosis.

Then she’d sat up in bed, pulled on the light. Look, what is this?

I just think she should go and get herself checked over, that’s all.

You’re serious, aren’t you? What the hell’s got into you, Dave?

The problem was that a grown man who saw fuzzy colours around people’s heads went totally against Jan’s cheerfully rigid world-view, her cast-iron concept of what was real and acceptable.

Jan, twice divorced at thirty-four, was a very determined unbeliever. A roving supply-teacher who refused to work at any school where old-style religious instruction was on the menu. Who saw everything in that area, from organized worship to New Age farting about, as not so much the opium as the heroin of the people: addictive and destructive, something that should be fought in the streets and seized at the ports.

Which was wonderful. She was lovely and carefree and laughed a lot and liked to help people. In fact, the best reason he’d ever found for concluding that, OK, there were more things in heaven and earth, but who gives a shit?

The Dave-Jan thing had been nearly four glorious months old when she’d dragged him over to Southport and introduced him to her sister. Sara was twenty-eight, the high-flyer of the family, just back from a year’s guest-lecturing at the University of Illinois.

Nice girl.

Nice, but clearly and horribly sick.

Was he supposed to keep quiet about it?

Coincidence! Jan had shrieked at him five weeks later, when Sara had been to her doctor complaining of listlessness and the upshot of that was some consultant ordering a biopsy. An appalling, ghastly coincidence!

Sure, he’d said, to get them through the night without eyes being torn out. You’re right. It’s probably a complete coincidence.

Jan had sat up in a distant corner of the bed, duvet clutched around her chin. But you don’t believe that, do you? You don’t believe it was a coincidence at all.

Looked at Dave as if she’d just learned he had a string of convictions for indecent exposure.

A look which was to become unbearably familiar. His one chance had been for Sara’s condition to prove eminently treatable, so that the whole business might, given a respite, turn into something they could laugh about.

Until the next time.

For it had been clear enough, after this, that he’d never again be able to tell himself with any confidence that there’d be no more next times.

Jesus, what was this? Moira was shaking. She went back out to the landing, to the top of the stairs, stared down into the lower room, where the guitar lay supine, a dead guitar.

The room was like a tiny stone chapel, with a plain hardwood table under the small window. There was also a big brass oil lamp on it, for reading.

On account of there being no electricity. She’d had the converted croft house unconverted, getting the power disconnected. Don’t know why I did that, she’d say. But, of course, she did know. When she’d first arrived – nine … ten years ago, Jesus, is it as long as that? – she’d been rather less than one hundred per cent rational.

Now I’m slightly more than fifty per cent irrational.

And something’s coming.

Without warning, for there was no phone either. The only person she would accept being disturbed by was her mother, and her mother had no need of phones.

If it was lonely sometimes, she could handle that. If she was lonely, she was safe.

There was an open fireplace, with buckets of coal standing by; in front of the hearth, a bright orange fleecy rug on which you could sit cross-legged at night in the oil-lamp’s placid light, reading or maybe just singing softly to yourself, the guitar in your lap, rearranging traditional songs.

Idyllic, huh? Renewal. The recharging of the spiritual batteries.

What a lot of crap. The island’s a demanding lover; you don’t get to relax, not often. Especially just lately, with the dreams. All those images which your conscious thoughts suppress keep emerging, red-haloed, in your dreams.

Aw, hey, go make yourself some tea, huh?

She walked slowly down the stairs, straightening this ludicrously jolly woollen sweater, bright sea-blue with happy seals jumping up for the boobs.

At the bottom of the stairs, facing the window, a movement in the trees made her stiffen, heart leaping like one of the seals.

She peered out, to where the mist began.

One time, not long after she’d bought the place, she’d lain awake in her bed – this was December, always December – and heard a seagull. A seagull in the night. The gull’s lonely cry was agony to hear, made her weep.

Davey?

It had been a mild night – the worst kind, in December – and she’d done a stupid thing; she’d allowed herself to respond. Had risen, as if sleepwalking. Had opened the window and gone back to her bed.

She hadn’t seen it come in, but she’d known it was here, she could feel its cry, deep in her breast now. She’d opened her arms to it.

Davey …

No sooner had the breath left her lips than she knew it was all wrong, and she leapt up, flapping her arms, shouting, out! out! and slamming the window shut so hard the glass cracked.

Following morning she’d come down the stairs and out of this same window, the sea mist heavy all around, she’d seen them coming, watched them form out of the dense air, a terrible bedraggled procession: Simon in a monk’s robe, barefoot, his feet torn by the stones, blood seeping up between his toes. Behind him lumbered Tom, a hairy caveman in rags, eyes full of fear and bewilderment. And Davey … was this wee Davey? He kept fading and changing colour, like he didn’t know where or who he was. Then came a blast of confusion, sheer cold bewilderment that knocked her back so hard she’d lived with the headache for two days, then started running a temperature, and it had turned into flu, and oh God, never again.

Hey … come on. Get your act together. She headed for the kitchen.

And then screamed a fractured scream as the pounding began on the front door of the croft house.

She stared for a long time at the little old man in the bright muffler and the beat-up trilby hat.

‘Are y’ OK, Moira?’

They were not there, Tom and Simon and the hazy thing which might have been Dave. Why should she think that? She was a mad woman.

Moments passed. The image of the wee elderly guy did not waver: brown-faced, in a trilby with a greasy golden cord around the crown.

It was the long wet tongues on her cheeks which brought her out of it. Both dogs, one either side, their front paws on her shoulders. Shivering now in the barbed air from the sea, she hugged the Dobermanns and blinked at the wee man.

‘Donald?’

He smiled. ‘Ah widny ha’ come, hen … Ah widny bother ye …’

A hundred wrinkles had become channels for his tears. His smile started to swim for it.

She said breathily, unbelieving, ‘Hey, Donald … no?’

He was nodding gravely. The dogs had moved away and were sitting either side of him, watchful and sorrowful.

‘Hey, come on, will you, Donald,’ Moira said, smothering the solemnity of the moment with her anger. ‘It’s no’ possible. I would have known. I would have fucking known!’

‘Wis sudden,’ Donald said.

Moira marched out of the doorway and went and stood in the middle of the little, rough lawn, by the broken sundial. ‘Ah, Jesus,’ she murmured. ‘This is no’ real.’

Behind her, one of the dogs whined gently.

‘This morning, hen. Wis a stroke, they reckon. Nae warning. Ah’ve been on the road since nine.’

Moira, turning back to the door, said emptily, ‘I’m sorry. Please … come away in.’

‘The dogs?’

‘Sure.’

Donald put himself shyly on the edge of the sofa. He picked up the guitar and sat it on the cushion next to him, as if it was a holy relic, the Dobermanns like temple dogs at his feet.

Moira crept numbly into the kitchen to make tea, moving crockery, milk, sugar, spoons, oatmeal biscuits on to a tray without thinking, like setting up the piecies on a chessboard, slow and precise and deliberate, laying it down for herself: a not-yet-elderly woman, known, a little irreverently, as the Duchess because of her authority and her wisdom and her grace, this woman had died, suddenly, in her palace on wheels, on a rundown local-authority gypsy caravan site near the west coast.

And yet this simply was not possible. It was not possible the Duchess would die without telling her. It was not possible the Duchess could die suddenly.

She carried the tray into the living-room, set it down on the deep window ledge. ‘And did no one,’ she said grimly, ‘think to call the poliss?’

‘Hey, now, come on, hen. We had the doctor. Wis natural. She wis always frail.’

‘Was not at all frail, Donald, you know that …’ Moira dropped a cup, felt her face collapse, the grief finally overcoming the disbelief. ‘A damn stroke? My mother spent half her life learning … learning how to die, you know what I’m saying?’

‘Aye,’ Donald said, sighing, knowing there could be no argument. ‘Wid ye let me drive you doon tae the site?’

Moira shook her head. He knew more than he could say. ‘Was good of you to come.’

‘Nae choice in the matter, hen. It wis laid down. If she wis ever …’

‘But I have to go down alone,’ Moira said. ‘You know?’

She bent down to pick up the pieces of broken cup. ‘I’ll fetch some water,’ she said. ‘For the dogs.’

When Dave came down after packing his things, Jan was still in the same position, only it was near-dark outside and the kids with the football had gone home.

The room was cold, but he knew she wouldn’t light the fire until he’d left.

‘Put the light on,’ Jan said. ‘You’ll break something with those cases.’

He had two suitcases and his guitar case. He put on the wall lights with their Tiffany shades, a soft ambience.

‘The main light,’ Jan said sharply.

The main light was hardly ever used. In its hard, white glare he searched her face for anything salvageable. She held his gaze, with all the insolence of grief, for more than long enough to convince him. Her thick red hair was tied back. She wore no make-up. She’d never looked as beautiful.

But that was always the case, wasn’t it, when you were getting the elbow?

‘Can I call you? I’d like to know. How it works out.’

‘You’ve done enough,’ Jan said. ‘We don’t need you to know.’

He started to feel angry. ‘I didn’t make it happen to her, Jan. I just saw that it had happened. I mean, shit …’

Jan took a long breath. She was a professional teacher; she made it all sound very reasonable.

‘Dave, I know very well you didn’t make it happen. I know you couldn’t make it happen. Of course I don’t believe you did anything. I also don’t actually believe you saw anything. But it’s the thought that you believe you saw something … Can you understand that?’

‘To a point, but …’

Jan held up both hands, warding him off.

‘But more than that,’ she said, ‘it’s the thought that one day you might be convinced you saw something around me. Or my parents. Or one of our friends. Now I know there has to be a sound psychological explanation for your appalling behaviour, but it’s not my field of study. You’ve put yourself outside my parameters, Dave, and I want you out of my life. That plain enough for you?’

All he could think to do was nod. The bright light made him blink. It was completely plain. Jan despised him. Fear and ignorance could be overcome, given time. Contempt – forget it.

Silently, he picked up his suitcases, carried them to the door, went back for the guitar.

‘Dave, haven’t you forgotten something?’

Like she was asking for a goodbye kiss.

He stopped and thought, bitch. He laid the guitar case down, found his key ring in a hip pocket of his jeans. From it he detached her front door key.

He laid the key, almost ceremoniously, on the table in front of her. Feeling like a small boy required to turn out his pockets and surrender his bag of toffees. The humiliation somehow made it easier.

He thought, fuck you, Jan.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

*

Climbing into his peeling Fiat, he looked over his shoulder once and saw the curtains had been drawn in Jan’s living-room and the hard light had given way to the soft light. All very homely. He used to love arriving here after midnight, and these lights would still be on. Or, better still, there’d be a rosy light in the bedroom.

It was cold in the car and wouldn’t warm up; the heater was clapped. It occurred to him that he had nowhere to go, ought to have had something worked out. Wasn’t as if he hadn’t known this was coming. There should be a telephone help-line organization, Self-Pitying Bastards Anonymous, which you could dial on such occasions as this, it was …

somebody call?

Glancing up warily, Dave saw two tiny orbs of white light in the misted rear-view mirror.

some ineffectual little twat seeking a spot of advice?

‘Piss off, John.’

now what kind of attitude’s that? listen, take it from someone who’s been there, you’re well out of that one. nice girl and everything, but you start suppressing one side of you for a quiet life, you’re inviting grief, pal.

Dave drove away.

tie a knot in it, that’s my advice, son. just for a while.

Dave considered his options. Muthah Mirth had offered him a few gigs coming up to Christmas. Fees weren’t monster, but the availability of Bart’s bedsit round the corner was a plus.

cos you’ve got problems coming.

‘What?’

fax it.

Moira? You reckon?

fax it, dickhead.

It was fully dark now. The link road to the bypass curved back over a new viaduct overlooking Jan’s terrace. The last he saw of the end house was a curl of new white smoke from its chimney.


IV

Profanity from a Man of the Cloth

Two men and a sheepdog strolled down the valley from Ystrad Ddu, thickly conifered hills either side and the grey sky flat and low like a lid on a box.

‘Why do you say “brave”?’ the new vicar asked.

‘Ah well,’ said Mr Eddie Edwards, who was built like a pillar-box, ‘perhaps ill-chosen, that was, I don’t know. It depends on what kind of a man you are.’

He looked up at the vicar from under the brim of his crimson cap, pulled down to prevent the wind stealing it and thus enhancing the illusion that you could post letters in him.

‘A challenge, it was, for some of your recent predecessors, see. The old biblical stony ground. Could they persuade from it a harvest?’ Mr Edwards laughed. ‘Could they hell.’

‘But in trying …’

‘Aye. In trying, they produced their own harvest. Or not. As the case was usually.’

‘You sound disillusioned,’ the vicar said.

‘An old cynic I am. Not from these parts, see, originally, as you might have guessed, but from a, shall we say, less agricultural part of Wales. Another refugee, Vicar, like yourself. Early retirement, ten years ago. But, still, we nosy retired people, we have our uses. And we talk. We talk to the locals, and we also talk to the strangers. And this way we find out.’ Mr Edwards beamed. ‘Sooner or later, we find out everything.’

This was true. The vicar had served at two previous parishes, one as a curate, one his own living. And each of them had had its Mr Edwards: bright, retired, time on his hands. Anxious to show the new vicar around, put him wise on local issues.

‘I knew a lot about this place, mind, before we came. Zap, come yere, boy, it’s only an old dead sheep. Typical, this is. Bloody farmers are supposed to bury them. Hydatid disease, heard of that? Tapeworm. Breeds in the sheep, gets picked up by dogs from carcasses and passed on to the owner. No time at all, bloody cyst the size of a grapefruit in your liver or somewhere. Dangerous place, the countryside, Vicar, got to learn the rules.’

‘Yes,’ the vicar said, ‘that’s true.’ Several clergymen had expressed an interest in having this parish. He suspected he’d been chosen because the others had been simply too enthusiastic about the delights of rural life. And also, perhaps, because he’d hoped so desperately that he wouldn’t be chosen.

‘And also, see, Vicar, it’s a funny place as regards the church. Ecclesiastical history lies deep on the ground – all these ancient abbeys and priories: Abbey Dore, Craswall, Llanthony. And of course our own, which we shall come to soon.’

Mr Edwards paused to take in the sharp November air.

‘When we lived in Aberdare, we’d spend weekends out by Raglan, so we always knew we’d retire this way, get ourselves a bit of ground. But the prices! The motorways done it, see, M4, M50. But this is a bit out of the way, so the prices come down accordingly.’

The home Mr Edwards and his wife had finally acquired was the former vicarage, now replaced by a smaller, less characterful modern dwelling in Ystrad hamlet. For which the vicar, who lived alone, was grateful.

The track followed the path of the river, not much more than a rocky stream. They came to a vague fork, marked by a wind-bent thorn-bush. The main path went with the river, but Mr Edwards took the other one, not much more than a sheep track.

‘Zap! This way, boy. Bloody silly name for a dog, eh? My grandson, Jason, his mam and dad brought him up to see the puppy; he says, Grandad, you got to call a sheepdog something simple, so’s he can hear you when you gives him a command. What would you call him then? I says. Daft thing to say to a ten-year-old. Now he’s Zap.’

The dog grinned at the vicar, the way sheepdogs did. The vicar gave him a sympathetic pat.

‘Slowly now,’ Mr Edwards said. ‘Don’t let him know you’re coming. Have to try to catch him unawares, see.’

‘The dog?’

‘No, no, man, the Abbey.’

The vicar said sharply, ‘Why do you say that?’

‘I don’t know really. Daft to talk about catching a building unawares. But the Abbey … all alone down here, the Abbey’s got his thoughts, it always seems to me. And his moods. Well, how would you feel, Vicar? For centuries you’re this important place, this great centre of worship, everything revolving round you, and then you’re nothing and falling down a bit more each year. I can sympathize with the Abbey, being retired, like. Now … prepare yourself.’

They were half-way to the summit of a green hump when Mr Edwards stopped and seized the vicar’s arm. A row of stones like brown and rotten teeth had arisen from the grass.

‘Here he comes, see.’

The sight of the rising stones had taken the vicar’s breath away. Literally. He stopped.

‘Out of condition, you are, Vicar. You townies.’ Mr Edwards chuckled and pulled the vicar towards the top of the hump.

As they climbed, the teeth began to lengthen and then holes appeared in them. And then a huge hole, which became an archway, and then a series of ruined arches, like worn, pink-brown ribs, and suddenly they were looking down on all of it.

‘Bit like that old dead sheep, isn’t he?’ Mr Edwards said. ‘On a grand scale. Come along now, there’s a path winds down. And I was right, though, wasn’t I?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You can’t do it. Can’t sneak up on him.’

The Abbey seemed to be stretching, almost languorously, rising up around and beyond them.

The other times, the vicar had come to it by the more direct route, the narrow, twisting road, like a tunnel in summer. And never before on foot.

‘I’ve tried it from every angle,’ Mr Edwards said. ‘Stroll down the valley, the normal way and, of course, he spots you from a distance, that’s easy. Come through the wood, and he explodes on you all at once – well, too much to take, that is. But even this way, sneaking in from behind, he knows you’re approaching and before you know it, he’s got you surrounded.’

The vicar looked nervously behind him and there was this jagged stone wall he didn’t even remember passing. A lump of rubble was lying by his shoe like a brown skull. When he turned again, the great archway was rearing over him, the holes in the wall above it like cold, white eyes.

‘Come on, then, Vicar, I’ll show you the layout.’

‘Perhaps another day,’ the vicar said, adding faintly, ‘There’ll be lots of other days.’

At the far end, the Abbey ceased to be a ruin. There was a square tower with a chimney, its stone the same weathered pink-brown but not so rough-hewn, its windows opaque.

A wind had arisen. Backing off, the vicar felt the Abbey somehow swirling around him, a dusty mist which might get into his lungs.

Zap began to whine.

‘Bloody dog,’ Mr Edwards said. ‘No feeling for the glories of the past. Never likes to come this way.’

‘Let’s go.’ The vicar was shocked at the weakness of his voice, no projection, so much for the sermon-training at college. Perhaps it was in his lungs.

Mr Edwards had started down the slope. ‘Won’t take ten minutes, Vicar. We can take a quick stroll around the ruins and then return along the valley bottom, more direct, see.’

The vicar said, ‘Let’s just get the fuck out of here.’

If Mr Edwards had heard this sudden, surprising profanity from a man of the cloth, he didn’t react. He began to climb back to the top of the hump. Perhaps he actually wants to get this over, the vicar thought. Then we wouldn’t have to return to the Abbey.

Mr Edwards arrived next to him, panting a little. ‘Aye, he’s a funny old bugger, the Abbey. The tourists and the backpackers come and go, but local people ignore the place, no appreciation. No feeling for the past. Have it demolished, they would, the farmers, to make more grazing land.’

‘Who owns it now?’

Mr Edwards explained that it was in the care of the Government. The ancient monuments people, they maintained it, although it remained in private ownership. Had been a hunting lodge, an inn, an outward-bound centre for bad boys. And then a recording studio – ‘more bad boys, rock and rollers, see. Not seemly for a holy ruin, you ask me’. He smiled slyly. ‘You have views on this, Vicar? Sacrilege? ’Course, being an Anglican … All left-footers, we were, when the Abbey was last in use.’

‘We’re still all Christians, Mr Edwards.’

‘That’s the modern view, is it? Ecumenical. Well, I have no quarrel with that, though I know some that would. But as a ruin, is this still a holy place, would you say?’

The vicar pondered what he should reply to this.

Eventually, he said, ‘Some people say, fancifully perhaps, that the stones retain things. All that worship. All that veneration.’

‘All that rock and roll?’ said Mr Edwards. ‘And what would old Abbot Richard have said to that?’

‘What could he say, Mr Edwards, with his own personal history?’

The story of Abbot Richard, who founded the first abbey at Ystrad Ddu, was set down in the Department of the Environment official handbook which the vicar had found on his shelves when he arrived, along with local Ordnance Survey maps.

‘I never thought about it like that,’ said Mr Edwards. ‘Gives hope to us all, I suppose, old Richard.’

It was an apocryphal story: the maverick monk who’d founded the Abbey in the eleventh century had been dismissed from a religious house at Hereford for alleged thieving and fornication and had finally found salvation through a holy vision in this beautiful valley, falling to his knees, vowing to establish a new religious community on this very spot.

‘I suppose Richard would have been quite sympathetic towards rock and roll,’ the vicar said. ‘At least it was an attempt to put new life into the place. What happened to it, do you know?’

It had closed down some years back, Mr Edwards said, shaking his head. The boss of the record company that owned it had died suddenly, leaving problems over the estate. Rumours were that it had been resold. Rumours suggested the people who’d recently bought the old Abbey farm across the valley were interested in acquiring it. But there were always rumours in a place like this, and meanwhile the tower house lay silent and derelict. Shame.

‘And people in Ystrad, see, they are always a touch restive when the place is derelict.’

‘I thought you said they’d all rather see it flattened.’

‘Aye, but as long as it’s there they like to have someone in residence. They’ve never forgotten the tragedy, must be twenty years ago, when it was abandoned for a year or so and two young people, boy and a girl – in search of a spot of privacy as you might say – climbed the spiral staircase to the south-west tower and half the bloody wall collapsed and they tumbled thirty feet to the ground, with a ton or so of masonry on top of them.’

‘God,’ said the vicar. ‘What happened to them?’

‘Lay there all night, at the foot of the tower. Young chap was dead by the time one of the farmers found them next morning. And the girl … the girl’s still paralysed from the waist down. Your Mrs Pugh, your housekeeping woman … her daughter, you know?’

‘God almighty. Isabel Pugh? That’s how it happened?’

Mr Edwards beamed at having imparted to the new minister another essential piece of local knowledge. ‘As I said, Vicar, the countryside is a dangerous place.’

As if to amplify his point, the slated roofs of the hamlet that was Ystrad Ddu slipped into view, and the little community did indeed look vulnerable, the black and viridian forestry swooping down on it from either side, the bare, pink, clefted rock partly overhanging it in a huge shelf. The old church, which at some stage had lost its tower, was so small and insignificant that it might have been just another of the hillside cottages which lay haphazardly, like old books fallen from the shelf.

It was late afternoon now and hesitant wisps of smoke curled from the squat chimneys. One smudgy plume had drifted up into the cleft of the overhanging rock, making it look like a smoking volcano. Beyond it was the lump of a semi-distant mountain top.

‘That the Skirrid, Mr Edwards?’

‘It is indeed. Notice how, from here, the peak seems to be rising from the gap in our own rock? Perhaps it is on the very same fault line. Perhaps they were both cloven at the same time.’

‘What, during the Crucifixion?’

One of the guidebooks left behind for the vicar had dutifully related the local legend explaining how the Skirrid, the malformed mountain beyond Abergavenny, had acquired its peculiar shape, having been split by an earthquake at the very moment of Christ’s death on the cross. The event was also graphically depicted on the sign outside the Skirrid Inn – an arrow of lightning piercing the peak.

Mr Edwards donned his sly expression again. ‘You believe that, Vicar?’

‘Now, what am I supposed to say to that? I’m sure there are sound geological reasons why I should dismiss it as superstitious bollocks. On the other hand …’

‘Yes!’ The little man quivered with delight. ‘Exactly what I meant when I said the modern church was a bit uncomfortable in this area. So much history, so much legend – and most of it distinctly ecclesiastical in nature. The vision of Richard, the martyrdom of Aelwyn. And the holy mountain of Gwent.’

Mr Edwards extended an arm towards the horizon. ‘For many years …’ his voice deepened, went suitably sonorous and sepulchral ‘… people would take helpings of soil from the summit of the Skirrid. Farmers scattered it on their fields for fertility and whole churches, it’s said, were built on mounds of earth brought from up by the site of the old chapel of St Michael, close to the great cleft – the spear wound in the side of the saviour. Am I embarrassing you, Vicar?’

‘Just a little.’

‘Your predecessor, now, he wouldn’t hear a word of it. Oh, no place for this old nonsense in the modern Church! Got to move on from superstition! Even wanted to start a fund for electric lights and heating in the church. Didn’t get very far, I’m afraid.’

They came to the new vicarage, built of brick, faced and whitewashed, on the edge of the sloping village. It was just out of the shadow of the cloven rock, open to the fields and the valley.

‘And where do you stand, Mr Edwards? Do you think we should all be up the Skirrid with our shovels?’

‘Well …’ Mr Edwards took off his cap, scratched the centre of a full head of pewtercoloured hair. ‘Before I retired I was, as you know, a history adviser for schools in Mid Glam. So my feeling is that we should continue to be aware of these matters, but not to the point of – how can I put this? – getting obsessed.’

‘No,’ said the vicar, who knew all about the power of obsession. ‘And you really don’t like the Abbey, do you, Mr Edwards?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The Abbey. The atmosphere there.’

‘It’s a piece of history,’ Mr Edwards said, as if this was all that mattered. ‘Isn’t a question of not liking a place. If we all stopped visiting ancient sites because we found the atmosphere oppressive, what would happen to them then? Go to rack and ruin.’

‘Which it has,’ the vicar pointed out, lifting the latch on his garden gate. ‘And how do you mean, “oppressive”, exactly?’

‘Oh, the wife, I think it was, used that word, the first and last time she walked there with me. The wife, God help us, likes old places to be … pretty.’

The vicar thought, his wife won’t go with him, his dog only goes on sufferance. ‘I bet,’ he said carefully, ‘that you don’t really like going on your own.’

‘Now, that’s ridiculous,’ said Mr Edwards, putting his cap back on, tugging it over his ears. ‘Stuff and nonsense, that is.’


V

A Sighing of Satin

‘Your daddy wis here last night,’ Donald said. ‘Still wearin’ the big horn-rims. When he came out they wis good an’ misted.’

Donald stepped back and waved her up the steps of the huge caravan, a mobile mansion, and into the china cave which had been the Duchess’s parlour.

Amid all the china plates on the walls, there was a gilt-framed board with about twenty photos under glass. A young man in a suit and horn-rimmed glasses smiled worriedly in black and white out of the bottom left-hand corner.

‘Who told him?’ Moira asked.

‘She left instructions, hen. Him tae be told. And yourself, of course. Afterwards.’

‘And when did she know?’

‘Now there’s a question. Maybe two days. Maybe two weeks.’

‘Or maybe,’ Moira said bitterly, ‘it was written in her teacup years ago. Donald, what did I do to her? Why could she no’ tell me?’

She looked out of the end bay window, from which the Duchess would sit and observe. The caravan was on a mound at the top of the site with all the lesser caravans laid out below it, like a village around a castle. The Firth of Clyde was a grey pencil line along the horizon; the hint of shading was the Isle of Arran.

Donald wasn’t looking at her. He had his disgusting old trilby hat in his hands, a brown finger poking through the hole in the crown.

How much was he keeping to himself, this cousin who’d guarded the Duchess for more than half a century, whose task it had been, as if laid down in the stars, to watch over the Duchess since she was a wee girl and him not that much older?

Who, thirty-eight years ago, had seen her through the awful scandal of giving birth to the daughter of a young council official in horn-rimmed glasses – the very man ordered to clear the gypsies from their summer site overlooking the Clyde, the bureaucratic busybody so bewitched by her beauty, it was said, that he couldn’t hold his clipboard steady.

‘She wis worried about you. I’ll tell ye that much.’

‘She’d no cause,’ Moira said.

‘Wisny easy for her, y’understand. You bein’ away so much.’

Thirty-eight years ago, mysteriously, the gypsies had been allowed to keep their autumn site overlooking the Clyde. Her father – and his indomitable mother – had received the child. ‘Rescued the child,’ as her gran had phrased it. A deal. The wee girl, abandoned to a starchy Presbyterian upbringing in a genteel Glasgow suburb, abandoned to a weak and diffident father, a powerfully narrow grandmother.

‘Will ye go in now?’

Donald nodding at the sliding door to the wee hallway and, beyond it, the bedroom where the Duchess was.

‘I can’t,’ Moira said. ‘I can’t see her dead.’

Donald finally lifted his gaze to her, the lines deepening around his mouth. ‘She’ll be offended. The nieces ha’ been with her all the morning. Until you came. It was assumed …’

‘I’ll have no one make assumptions about me.’ Moira shook her black, nearly-shoulder-length hair, turned sharply and walked out of the caravan door.

The old man followed her, clenching and unclenching his fists around his hat, very agitated.

‘Listen … stop.’ Clattering down the steps after her. ‘Wait.’ Pulling out an envelope. ‘You wis to have this – when you saw her.’

‘What is it?’

‘Take it now,’ Donald said, and she nodded.

But still walked away, pushing the envelope into a side pocket of her tweed jacket.

The Duchess’s death lay over the site like low cloud, the colours of the caravans dulled.

There was nobody much about as she wandered among the caravans on this drab autumn morning, as she had a quarter of a century ago; a twelve-year-old girl on her way home from the high school, a girl who’d been warned, since she could toddle, to stay away from the old railway where the gypsies camped in the autumn.

The woman in her early thirties with the long dark hair and fingers of fire had been waiting, unsmiling, on the steps of the caravan. Had flicked disdainfully at the clipped hair of the plain, quiet child. How is your father? Does he speak of me often?

He never speaks of you. Defiant.

But he thinks of me, I reckon, as he shuffles his papers in his wee office. And he dreams.

A dozen rings on her hands: rubies and emeralds and sapphires, glittering hypnotically. Moira had been so confused and her stomach churning; she’d been having headaches on and off all day, had not wanted to get up, her gran giving her the stern eye, ‘Don’t you go telling your fibs, you’re looking perfectly fit and well, did you no’ complete your homework, is that it?’

The woman with the rings had said, Don’t you worry yourself, you’re not sick, you’re just changing. And had given her only child a present. An old comb of dull, grey metal, like a dog’s comb with teeth missing.

Take it. It’s yours. For a time.

What do I …?

What would you expect to do with it? You comb your hair. And remember today, ’cause you’ll never be a wee girl again.

Twelve years old. Bewilderment. The excitement of the unknown. Headaches and tummy pains. Blood on white cotton sheets. Hush, now, you’re no’ dying, it’s only the curse.

The curse? The gypsy curse?

Don’t talk such nonsense, Moira, go back to your bed.

The comb, gliding through her lengthening hair in the darkness, making static electricity, blue sparks.

The hair grew. And the rows began. You look like a damned gypsy, get it cut, get it cut at once.

Never.

Moira walked off the site now, past piled-up black rubbish sacks awaiting collection, one already plundered by the crows. Well, she’d known, of course, as a kid, that her mother was with the travellers. Except that the way the story had been told to her was, like: Your mother didn’t want you. Your mother abandoned you and ran off with the dirty gypsies. The words, that whore, passing from grandparent to parent in times of stress.

It was a scrappy place. There’d been an industrial estate here in the old days; now there were breezeblock walls and girders.

When she was rich, when she’d signed the contract with Epidemic and got an incredible amount up front, she’d come here to see her exotic mother and very foolishly offered to buy her a house of her own or at least a nice place to put her caravan.

She remembered sitting in the china cave, so full of herself. I’ve been asked to join a band on a two-album contract, Mammy; the money’s amazing. So excited at being able to do something for the Duchess. Hard to believe now that she’d ever been quite that dense.

Even the jewels on the Duchess’s hands had seemed to sparkle with a cold rage.

I would not take your money (the Duchess with magnificent severity, a strong, cultured accent by then) even if it was good money. Don’t you dare insult me, girl. You were directed towards a spiritual path, and you’ve forsaken it. You’re dabbling. Deviating. You’ve taken the devil’s currency. You’re a stupid, stupid girl. I cannot believe what you’re doing.

She hadn’t seen her mother for close on four years after that.

Moira wandered up the rubbly lane which led to where the factories might once have been. The sky had gone white, the sea had disappeared and the Isle of Arran was no more than an impression on a tablecloth.

She sat on an upturned oil drum and took out the envelope Donald had given her and stared at it for a long time.

There was nothing on the front except for one letter, in the Duchess’s familiar baroque scrawl.

M

She stared for several minutes at the envelope.

Four years on, after the Abbey, she’d returned to the site wearing dark, dowdy clothes and no make-up. Amid the tumble of her long, black hair there was now a single, slender vein of white. A souvenir from the Abbey.

She’d walked boldly up to the door of the palace on wheels, looking the Duchess in the eye.

And then she’d broken down.

Just like now.

She slipped a hand inside her jacket, unzipped the breast pocket and took out the cloth bundle. Slowly, sitting on the oil drum, she unwrapped the comb; metal, grey-brown like stone. A thousand, two thousand years old. Undistinguished, utility, like a doggy’s comb.

Moira wept, sliding the envelope with M on the front back into her pocket.

It was very dim in the little hallway with all the doors closed.

She knocked on the plywood panel. The door slid back, and there was Donald in his blue suit with his hat in his hands, the bobbing light of candles at his back.

He said, very softly, ‘The Duchess’ll receive you now, hen.’

Used to put pennies on dead people’s eyes, didn’t they, to keep the lids down?

Oh, Christ.

She looked around for Donald, to ask him why … why?

But Donald had slipped away and closed the sliding door behind him. She was alone in here with the curtains closed and candles, four of them, at the head and the foot of the long, wide bed.

No china in here; the walls were clean white. Where Donald had stood, behind her, his back to the wall beyond the bottom of the bed, shadows reared in the dancing light. She stood watching these shadows, her back to the bed, afraid to turn around again.

She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. The air had a scent of violets. She tried to speak, to pray, but it was as if there was a film of wax over her lips.

You are not supposed to do this to me, Mammy.

Slowly she turned around to face the deathbed and started to open her eyes, but she was too afraid and closed them tighter. And she could still see the little candle flames, reddened through the eyelids, giving off heat like the flames which, all those years ago, had engorged two mangled vehicles in a country lane.

Remembering how the flames had risen through the hissing rain, two columns of fire joining above the wreckage, forming a shape like a giant blazing harp, its strings the gilded arrows of the rain.

Why? Why this, now? Get me out of this.

She took a breath and opened her eyes.

The Duchess wore a satin nightdress of grey, edged with silver, like cold sun behind rainclouds.

White pillows behind her shoulders, white pillows behind her head, a bank of pillows. Her river of long white hair spread into a delta, her lips slightly parted over grey-white, pearly teeth.

Moira’s heart hung like a stone in her breast and beneath her jacket and the sleeves of her silk blouse, she felt the goosebumps rise.

The Duchess was sitting bolt upright in her bed and her eyes were wide open, still as glass and fixed coldly upon her only daughter.

You are dead. You are supposed to be quiescent, on your back, with that marble, sculpted look so that people can say, Doesn’t she seem so peaceful? You are not supposed to challenge me, Mammy. I’m too old to be afraid of a corpse.

There was electricity in the violet-scented air. Candlelight flickered in the gems of the rings on the hands of the Duchess, a proud, vain woman, a mother before twenty, dead now before sixty.

Dead? Was this thing dead? Was this how she’d been when Daddy had come? Was this why, for Christ’s sake, his glasses were misted?

No. This was for her.

The long, thin hands were rigidly clasped upon the sheets, one little finger curled slightly outwards as if pointing at Moira.

You have some damage to repair.

The Duchess had said this once. Now, as if the body on the bed had opened its lips, she heard it whispered, with studio clarity, in her head.

Damage.

You set me up, Donald, you auld bastard, you set me up for this.

She took out the envelope, pale blue Basildon Bond, and the Duchess watched from her pillows as she slit the top with the thumbnail of her right hand.

One sheet of paper, folded in two.

The Duchess watched her read the words, two of them, printed in capitals, each followed by a large question mark.

BREADWINNER?
and
DEATHOAK?

Moira said, voice as dry as woodash, ‘You can’t do this. You’re a sham, a phoney. You can’t con me with your wee tricks … you hear me?’

She tried to tighten her lips in defiance, but her mouth had gone to rubber, like after anaesthetic at the dentist’s.

Instead, she struggled to get both hands together around the paper, gripping her right hand with her left to make it close. She crumpled the paper in her hands. It crackled as if it was on fire, so loud that she barely heard the other sound, the silken slithering.

As two pillows slid to the floor and the Duchess, with a sighing of satin, subsided into the sheets.
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