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CHAPTER 1

I close the front door of my cottage at precisely 11.30 a.m. Four seconds later, I pass through my garden gate, and click it firmly shut behind me.

After eighteen paces, I turn left onto Drymen Road, and begin the four-minute and twenty-second walk into the village of Kilgoyne.

It’s a walk I make twice a day, every day. 11.30 a.m. and 6.30 p.m. Rain or shine, hail or wind or snow, never deviating from my chosen route.

The loop takes me east to west, through and round the village, and back. I always walk widdershins. That is to say, anticlockwise.

Kilgoyne sits in the flat carse of West Central Scotland, wedged between the lush green hills of the Campsie Fells to the east, the deep blue expanse of Loch Lomond to the west, and the trees and trails of Queen Elizabeth Forest to the north. South – twenty-five miles and a thousand light years away – is Glasgow.

The village is not so small that everyone knows everyone else, not quite, but there’s no more than one degree of separation to those that do. I’ve no doubt that I’m a familiar face to everyone in Kilgoyne. A handful are well enough acquainted to swap passing remarks on the weather. A few are close enough to indulge in brief conversation, although they’re all well enough informed as to not interrupt my walk in order to do so.

My timekeeping, if I may say so, is impeccable. The people of the village are fully aware where I’ll be and when. They say that they can set their watches by me.

It’s one of the few things they seem to be sure of in my regard.

I’ve heard that the wagging tongues put my age at somewhere between sixty and a less flattering seventy. They think me to be divorced or a lifelong spinster, that I used to be a librarian, a pharmacist, a teacher or a witch. Some even think I might be autistic or have had a stroke; others think I’m simply rude.

Kilgoyne has never been able to work me out, and I’ve never thought to make it any easier for them.

In a city I’d have disappeared, swallowed up by a mass of humanity, one oddity among thousands of other oddities. Seldom spotted, rarely noticed. In a village of just eight hundred people, I’m always seen, always talked about. I’m not comfortable with that but nor do I particularly care. I am who I am.

I’m aware that, in the context of Kilgoyne, I look … different. I walk taller than my five foot seven because of the way I carry myself – upright, head high, not so much sure of myself, more defying anyone to think otherwise. My grey hair tied behind me, unkempt but controlled, my cheeks a careless, weather-beaten rose, my skin taut. Clothes are not something I give much thought to and others seem to find this amusing. I wear them as I find them, with much more consideration given to the prevailing weather than prevailing fashion.

Today, my attire consists of a blood red, ankle-length woollen skirt, a heavy blue and yellow man’s checked shirt buttoned to the neck, and a pair of sturdy brown walking boots. Practicalities take precedence over all else.

The people of Kilgoyne don’t know much about me, but I’m considerably better informed about them. I walk and I see, and I remember. And I walk.

One minute in and I pass the war memorial on my right, its sombre stone blackened by a hundred years of rain, wreaths of poppies decaying at its feet. Soon after, the scruffy walls of Fletcher’s Tyre Services are on my left. Old Mr Fletcher was a decent man but the son who now runs the business is too fond of racehorses and other men’s wives.

It’s warm for April and barely a whisper of wind disturbs the huddles of daffodils in Bell Park. Two young mothers keep a wary eye on their preschoolers, watching them race from swing to roundabout to slide.

Kilgoyne’s red sandstone terraces are glowing in the spring sunshine, while the whitewashed houses and cottages are sparkling. Many are dressed in swathes of mature ivy and hanging baskets overflowing with primulas, pansies and lobelia. Hedges are neatly trimmed, and lawns are well tended. The street is still and quiet, picture-perfect.

At the corner of Croftburn Road stands what everyone still calls the old Moncur house, owned for generations by a tobacco baron and his descendants, owned for the past forty years by incomers from Glasgow. It’s easily the largest and grandest house in the village, and now home to their son, businessman Rowan Haldane, and his young Filipino wife.

The Moncur house rises three storeys tall, topped by turrets and a roof of black Spanish slate. The building stands twenty-five yards back from the road behind wrought-iron gates, its entrance heralded by a large, imposing black front door of solid oak and dark metal studs. I’ve always found the house bothersome, finding something sinister in its intent, something threatening in the blackness of its grandeur.

I hurry on, past the taxi office and the new florist, and onto Main Street with its collection of small, locally owned shops and two of the village’s three public houses. The shopfronts are painted in differing pastel shades; baby blues, soft yellows, mauves and minty greens; a twenty-first century innovation designed to look good on postcards. I don’t much care for it.

At the end of Main Street, on the corner with the A81, is the Endrick Arms, Kilgoyne’s oldest pub. The gaudy signage declares that it has been serving ale since 1787. It lies directly on my route, and so I treat it as such. I open the door and walk inside, barely sidestepping a couple of early drinkers as I march through the bar, giving a sharp nod in response to the landlord’s sarcastic greeting, and out the far door onto Gartness Road.

I am not so strange as not to be aware that this habit of mine causes consternation among some, but that is their concern and not mine. I know that the landlord, the irritant peacock that is Mr Adam Cummings, likes to remark that his pub has many regulars, but none as regular as Marjorie Crowe. Which is me. Marjorie Crowe has been to the bar twice a day every day for twenty-five years, he likes to tell them, and has never yet bought a drink. And nor am I likely to when the landlord is in possession of such an attitude.

I veer right across Gartness Road, moving north, only a few paces needed to leave the heart of the village behind and bring hedgerows back into sight. The side of the road is dotted with clumps of cuckooflowers, or Lady’s Smock as I prefer. The row of beech trees behind the hedge hangs thick with the pendulous catkins known as lamb’s tails, and the wood beyond will soon be carpeted in a violet mist of bluebells. All around, the fields are a lush, flat patchwork of greens and beiges, cut through by the meandering wiles of the Endrick Water.

I walk on. On past the red telephone box, seeing stacks of paperback books inside, left for the villagers to read and swap. On past the Willow Bed and Breakfast and the turn to Geir’s Farm, the village to my left. On Bodach Lane, I walk between tall, leafy elms, my ankles brushing past white dead-nettles and cow parsley, the air sweet and spicy with hyacinths.

Up ahead in Spittal’s Clearing, but still just out of sight, is the Witching Tree. It’s an ancient elm broken into two sections, much of the fallen upper half eaten up by the peaty earth. The bottom half is uprooted but still standing after a fashion, its trunk studded with iron pegs, each hammered in over a hundred years ago.

The tree itself is a stranger, an elm among beeches. I’ve always felt a particular kinship with it.

The Witching Tree marks the spot where I swing south and return east, the village still, as ever, to my left. Widdershins. The tree and the clearing are the turning point.

As I get closer, the clearing opening up before me, I sense something is wrong. It’s still a hundred yards away but the picture isn’t as it should be. I can’t tell you if I see it or sense it, I can’t say whether it’s coming slowly into focus or whether something inside is screaming out to me. But I know. I know.

At 11.58 on an unseasonably warm Tuesday in April, I reach the Witching Tree.

I stand and stare.

And, for the first time in twenty-five years, I stop walking.


CHAPTER 2

The planet spins at around one thousand miles an hour. The speed is constant and that’s the only thing that stops people from falling over or falling off.

They’re racing around at more than the speed of sound and going too fast to notice. It’s the way the world works. Until it stops.

When it comes to a halt, everything is thrown off.

Birds fall from the sky. Teacups shatter. Babies scream. Trains leave the rails.

It has happened to me twice.

The first was twenty-six years ago. A Tuesday. The Spice Girls had been playing on the car radio. It was hot once the sun burned off the cloud. The Olympics were on and Britain had won the rowing during the night before. I’d made a tuna salad. I’d had to go to the shop for eggs.

Then my world stopped spinning. A thousand miles an hour to zero in the blink of an eye. It was carnage. Everything stopped and everything broke.

And whatever anyone tells you, broken things can’t be fixed.

It takes a lot to make the world stop spinning. It needs something huge, something overwhelming, to defy physics or astronomy or order or whatever it is.

It’s happening again now by the tree on Bodach Lane.

World stopped. Brakes on.

It strikes me that hanging must be a hard way to die. The poor soul might believe it’s a good idea. Right up to the point where it isn’t. And then it’s too late.&#160;

Then you’re weighed down. Weighed down with all the worries and woes that drove you to it in the first place. Dragged down towards the ground and the grave by the devils hanging from your ankles.

Too late then.

Hands grabbing at the rope. Knuckles whitening. Fingers scrambling. Fingernails breaking. Eyes bulging. Legs swinging.

All too late.

The world has stopped.


CHAPTER 3

I back away from Spittal’s Clearing, my mind doing somersaults.

I take four unsteady steps backwards with my eyes closed. At first all I can hear is the crack of dry twigs under my boots but then I stop, stand still and listen carefully.

Behind me on the lane, a charm of goldfinches squabbles excitedly on the hedgerow. From my right comes a mournful ballad from a broken-hearted song thrush. From my left and up, I hear the thunderclap of a hovering carrion crow, its aggressive, gravelly bark echoing as it hangs on the breeze.

There’s more. The rushing of blood in my ears. The rapid thump of my heart. The rustle of a growing wind stealing through the beeches. In the distance, I can hear teacups shattering, babies screaming and the death rattle of a train leaving the rails.

I take two more steps backwards, eyes screwed firmly shut, taking in a lungful of air before spinning on my right foot and turning through 180 degrees. I stand long enough to be sure I’ve regained my balance before I slowly open my eyes. In front of me is the way home. The path as it always has been.

I walk.

Across Bodach Lane, along the beaten path that leads to Blane Bridge, purple dog violets lining the way. A pair of beech trees stand like silent sentries to the bridge. I pause briefly in front of them, the river before me and the usual words of caution running through my head. As ever, I dismiss them. Two hundred years of stone are beneath my feet as I cross Endrick Water.

I know I’m walking like a drunk pretending to be sober. The forced, self-conscious gait of someone determined not to give anything away. Concentrating hard, making sure my legs keep me upright, never straying from the path.

I walk as the spire of Kilgoyne Parish Church looms into view on my left, the wind whipping up and dark clouds encroaching. I stare ahead fiercely, trying to shut out all the thoughts that are laying siege to me. On past the glamping cabins, past the rear of the primary school and its playing fields, the village growing larger, closer. I walk the line, closer to humanity, further from the truth.

When I open the door to the Endrick Arms from Gartness Road, noise attacks and envelops me, heads turn to look for me. People like routine and they’re easily unsettled by a departure from it. I’m eleven minutes late, and they’ve all noticed.

Adam Cummings is watching me intently, scowling. Not only do I have the cheek to walk through his pub but I’m late in doing so. He’s mouthing off to me but I’ve shut my ears to the words.

I can’t help but stare at the couple sitting at a table facing the door, lunch menus in front of them along with a pint of lager and a glass of Chardonnay. Sandy and Evelyn McKee. Both in their early forties. Him in jeans and a blue polo shirt, stomach spreading, her a bottle redhead with a spray tan and red lipstick.Mr McKee nudges his wife with his elbow. Here she is. She looks up, amusement spreading across her face.

‘You’re late today, Marjorie. Miss your bus?’

I don’t reply. Can’t reply. I might vomit.

Mrs McKee is still processing the look on my face and her brain can’t keep up with the pace of her mouth.

‘We thought the sky must have fallen in. Oh come on hen, it’s just a wee joke. Lighten up.’

I need to get out. I need to get back onto the High Street, the gossip and sniggers trailing in my wake.

‘Did you see her face?’ I can hear Sandy McKee asking his wife as I walk away. ‘There’s something no right there.’

‘She looked like she’d seen a ghost, right enough,’ the wife is saying. ‘Oh Christ, I wish I hadn’t said anything now. Me and my big mouth. She’s a weirdo but I hope she’s okay.’

‘Sure as hell didn’t look it,’ he says.

And he’s right.

I make my way haphazardly back down the high street and head for home, twice stopping to look behind as if the Devil might be on my tail. I’m aware of everyone on the street like never before, self-conscious of the vibes I’m giving off, looking anxiously at shoppers, neighbours, families, worrying at what they see on my face.

Mrs Leitch, nice Mrs Leitch from Carnock Crescent, is standing outside the butchers with her spaniel by her side. Mrs Leitch always says hello, always comments on the weather, always cheery. I don’t have time for chat or cheery.

‘Good afternoon, Ms Crowe. Such a warm day. Lovely, isn’t it?’

I try to fight any rudeness, offer a tight smile and nod my head more times than is strictly necessary.

‘Is everything okay, Ms Crowe?’

Everything is not okay. I stare straight ahead and walk quicker.

Past the shops, past the taxi office and the florist, hurrying by the Moncur house, by Bell Park with its fresh bloom of spring, past the blackened war memorial with its dead tributes to the dead.

My stride lengthens as I turn right off Drymen Road until I’m almost running towards my cottage at Stillwater Field, anxious to get inside before the world catches up. I push the gate shut behind me and it closes with a fearsome click. I race down the garden path and hurry inside.

I stand with my back to the front door, breathing hard and deliberating, my mind scrambled, my heart thumping against my ribcage. My eyes itch as if they can’t decide whether to bleed tears.

Finally, I push myself off the door, hurry upstairs and into my bedroom. Drawing the curtains closed, I kick off my walking boots and fall back on the bed, staring at the ceiling and lying motionless, trying not to let myself think. I’m shaking like a leaf in a storm.


CHAPTER 4

I know that a quarter of a mile away, in the Endrick Arms, chat is buzzing with gossip about me, has been for the last hour or so, bouncing back and forth between jokes at my expense and worries about why I seemed the way I was. I know this village; I know how they think.

She’s weird.

Did you see the colour of her face?

She freaks me out.

What do you think freaked her out?

They’ll get fed up with talking about me soon enough. The chatter will fizzle, the gossip will fade and they’ll move on to someone else, something else. Sandy and Evelyn McKee will still be there, that’s their way, lunch inside them, drinks too, their faces flushed. If Mrs McKee feels any guilt at having made fun of me then she’ll have swallowed it.

She and her husband will have another drink, and all will be well until someone tells them. Until the alarm is raised that their son Charlie is missing.

That will sober them up sharpish.

They won’t believe it much at first. It’s not the kind of thing you think can be real.

They know Charlie’s trouble. Has been for a few years now. Only seventeen but got into bother drinking a few times. A mouth of cheek on him. Sometimes runs with a bad crowd in Killearn.

They’ll call his mobile but won’t get an answer. That’s probably not so unusual.

So they’ll think it’s just Charlie being Charlie. Until they get the text messages from his school. And the phone calls.

They’ll phone the head teacher or the deputy. They’ll be told that Charlie left the school premises and there will have to be disciplinary action, but the first priority is to establish where he is.

The school football team was playing this afternoon. No way he’d have missed that. Except he has.

The McKees will check at home. And with his friends. Calm will turn to fear will turn to panic. Someone will doubtless mention young Jenni Horsburgh and how she went missing from the village years ago, sparking fears Charlie has done the same.

Sandy will call Charlie’s pals, insist that they call other pals. No one will know where he is.

The police will be sympathetic but say they can’t do anything. The boy is seventeen. He’s only been missing for a few hours. If he’s missing at all.

Sandy McKee will argue and shout and maybe they’ll send a constable over. Sandy will recruit help. He’ll go to his friends, his neighbours, Charlie’s pals. He’ll get everyone he can to look for his son.

Doors will be knocked, phones will be called, streets searched. Someone will go Killearn to talk to his friends there. People will go to the newsagents, the chippie, the village store and the taxi office. They’ll go to the sports hall, the playing fields and the park. And they’ll ask in all three of the pubs – the Endrick, the Foresters Arms and the Lamb – just in case.

And they won’t find him.

I know Sandy McKee well enough to know that he’ll have spent time thinking about the look on my face when I walked back through the Endrick this afternoon. It will have been unmissable, I’m sure. And from the moment when he’s sure Charlie is missing, it will be imprinted on the front of his brain.

He’ll be sure that I saw something, and before long he’ll have to know what it was.

He’ll be coming to Stillwater Field to look for me.

My cottage is a small, two-storey building with exposed rough-hewn stone. The weathered slated roof is only a few shades darker than the light-grey walls, with two dormer windows giving it charm. At head height, there are latticed windows either side of an ancient wooden door, and flowers spring from the walls. A round chimney, shaped in dark grey brick, tops off the building and the look.

To the side is a mature cottage garden, borders stuffed with my plants, encroaching on a small lawn. The house is known locally as the Hansel and Gretel house. It had been called that by some long before I moved in, but the name stuck firm after I took up ownership.

I hear his boots ringing on the path before he knocks on the door, and before he then bangs on it.

‘Ms Crowe. Ms Crowe.’

I lie as still as I can, fearful that he’ll hear my breathing or the pounding of my heart.

‘It’s Sandy McKee. From Birchwood Avenue.’

He’s standing still and listening but surely all he can hear is his own fear ratcheting up another notch.

‘I need to speak to you. About my son. Charlie. I need to know if you saw him today.’

I can’t miss the fear in his voice. I try to find the courage to get off the bed and talk to him, to tell him what he needs to hear and the last thing he wants to know, but I don’t get anywhere near it.

I’m paralysed. Traumatised. Terrified.

Instead, I put my arms over my head and try to block my ears. Try to block out thoughts and memories.

He’s pleading for help, and I’m just lying there. Thinking of the boy. And the rope.

He’s shouting now. Top of his voice shouting. The emotion in it is raw. Heartbreakingly so. But I still don’t answer him.

He’s flattened the palm of his hand against the old wooden door and hammered it two, three, four times. He’s pressing his face against both windows but sees no sign of me in my living room or my tiny kitchen.

‘I need to talk to you. He’s missing. My Charlie’s missing.’

The last sentence passes through me like a stake to my heart.

He belts the door one last time with a clenched fist and I hear it shudder. His knuckles are surely bruising, the skin peeling back. I hear him swear in frustration and lurch back from the doorstep before he storms down the path and slams the gate closed behind him.

When I hear it shut, I get up and tiptoe to the window, hiding behind the curtain and peeking out. He sees me, catches me. Knows me for the coward I am. Maybe he doesn’t know the source of my spinelessness, but he recognises it just the same.

‘I know you’re in there,’ I hear him roar.

I shrink back and hide, standing with my back to the wall until I’m sure he’s gone.

Time passes. I wait for the inevitable while pretending it isn’t going to happen. I make tea that I don’t drink. I make food that I barely pick at.

Six thirty comes and goes. I don’t go on my walk. For the first time in twenty-five years.

Instead, I sit at my kitchen table watching the hands on the clock. Watch them tick over to thirty minutes after six and stare at them for a full five minutes after that.

The world doesn’t stop, but I wonder if that’s because maybe it already has.

I go back upstairs and lie on my bed once more, stare at the ceiling and do my best to neither move nor think.

With no response from me, Sandy McKee will call in more friends and favours. Other kids’ parents, pals from the golf club, cousins from Drymen and Killearn, and anyone he can drag from the Endrick, the Foresters and The Lamb.

Sooner or later, it will occur to him to get someone to follow my route to see what I saw. Fraser Kinnaird and Geordie Dunbar are the most likely, golf and drinking buddies of Sandy’s. If he gets them, they’ll be a few drinks to the good by the time they are recruited from the Endrick and tumble out onto Gartness Road in my footsteps.

Doubtless, leaving the warmth of the pub for the chill of the night in pursuit of Mr McKee’s wayward son won’t make them happy. They’ve heard enough stories from Sandy himself about Charlie’s antics that they’ll have plenty of doubts about how serious it is. But a pal is a pal is a pal.

They’ll head north out of the village as I do, probably arguing about whether Sandy McKee is sending them on a wild goose chase. They’ll hurry past the red phone box, on past the Willow B&B and Geir’s Farm. They all know my route.

They’ll come to the two long lines of elms, the part of the lane that the locals know as Midnight Alley. The last of the day will probably have been swallowed up by the night and given way to dusk. The full moon hanging low in the sky will be blocked by the trees and they’ll walk two hundred yards in darkness.

They’ll see nothing and hear nothing but their own thoughts and, likely, somewhere high above them, the cawing of a murder of crows.

When they emerge from the trees and into moonlight, it will be like someone has flicked a switch, a soft glow bathing the track to Spittal’s Clearing. Another couple of hundred yards, then they’ll know.

Another couple of hundred yards, then then they’ll see what I saw.

The silhouette will be unmistakeable, yet so shocking that they’ll doubt the truth of their own eyes.

The boy’s body hanging from the branch of a beech tree. His neck stretched on the end of a rope.

They’ll run until they stand a couple of yards away, the body limp and lifeless above them. They’ll silently hope things might somehow be different up close, that by some miracle they’ve got there in time. One look will tell them otherwise.

They’ll see what I saw. Except that by then it will be even worse.

Charlie McKee’s fingers, dark purple where the blood has pooled from hanging so long. His head bloated and discoloured.

The air will sting with the stench of death and urine. His black school uniform hanging from him like a cloak, his shoes pointing to the dirt.

It will be dark enough that they’ll have to use torches. The light will pick out the horror.

The boy’s fair hair will lie dank against his forehead, mottled with ugly dark stains, blotches of dried blood. His skin torn, cheeks scratched at and bitten, chunks of them gone, holes where flesh had been.

They’ll know the birds have been at him. That the things have pecked at his skull.

The carrion crows have done what carrion crows do. There will be only two dark holes where Charlie McKee’s eyes had been. Two sunken crevices. Absences with a thousand-yard stare.

Maybe a couple of lines from an old Scots song will come to mind, as it does to mine. From ‘The Twa Corbies’.

‘Ye’ll sit on his white hause-bane, And I’ll pike oot his bonny blue een.’

They will have to call 999, asking for the police and an ambulance that can do no more than help take the boy’s body away.

Then one of them will need to phone Sandy McKee. The hardest phone call he’s ever had to make.
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