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GLASGOW FAIR

All around is smoke and mirrors. The grey whiteness opening and closing like mouths on shivered glass and shattered people and slivers that refract the boldness back at her. Bright flame and fluorescent light, in and out, artificial light and daylight and primitive, angry, licking light that smells of petrol and withered flesh. They have dragged the man away, but a blood trail smears in accusatory fingers from the Jeep to the roadway, hauling over the kerb to the pavement to the speed bumps and then it disappears. As if by magic. But the burning car remains, and the surging, shell-shocked people, pushed back by the rows of cops and airport staff, their screams and their silences becoming shrill relief.

‘Jesus, Jimmy – did you see that?’

‘Andrea – you alright?’

‘What about our luggage?’

‘Carly! I canny find Carly! Carly! Carly hen, where are you?’

A camera crew is trying to set up less than twenty feet from the simmering wreckage. A cop is dispatched to move them on.

‘You need to keep back.’

‘We need to get it all in shot.’

‘We’re evacuating the entire concourse.’

It could still go up, she wants to scream. It’s a giant bomb and it could still go up.

Her hand moves across the front of her body, spine rounding. The action is conditioned. Concave space like the mouth of a shell, her belly hanging over air, shoulder blades wings against the jostling. It is universal. In the face of unstoppable disaster, you would literally curl up and die. Expecting the comma of bone you form to shield you, like those twisted shapes who made themselves small, so small, in Pompeii. Or the beach-imprinted bowls of resignation when the tsunami came, or the simple submission of a dog being kicked.

A superintendent comes over, says something to the reporter. Two superintendents, a chief super, escaped from Headquarters, from days off, from . . . there’s an ACC now.

A camera, you say? You need a statement?

More engines arriving. Sirens. Chaos. Everyone and their granny, rushing from somewhere else to here, to the centre of the universe, which is an unassuming, one-and-a-wee-bit-which-is-really-a-Portakabin terminal airport in Abbotsinch. And she, Anna, is no different, was on her way to the shops at Braehead, heard it on the car radio. A terrorist attack? A terrorist attack? At Glasgow Airport? No way.

Now the camera crew are comfy, over the road. Space has been made for them on the first floor of the car park. It has a vantage point, a vista with a background pall of smoke. Other camera crews are joining them and the focus is shifting. More media arrive. Who saw it? Did you see it? Who laid hands on them? And the doughty Scottish maleness shakes itself down like a damp terrier, puffs up its chest as one and breenges over to confess.

I just seen red.

Aye me too.

I wis having none of it . . . Aye, and then I decked him . . . 

Anna has no official detail, is just one of many superfluous cops who are ringing the locus and keeping folk back, or waving traffic away or holding tape. She gravitates to where the press have set up camp: there seems to be no one in charge. A sullen Scottish summer; damp air warm as bathwater; bodies colliding like bubbles. Several men are being interviewed, a baggage handler, a guy in a tracksuit. A man who is clearly a cop in part-uniform, denim jacket over cheap black combats, the polish of his Docs scuffed. He is wisely hanging back, waiting to give his statement to the detectives when they are ready. He catches Anna’s eye, half smiles, ashamed at all the fuss. His hands are red and burned, and that is his job. Damping fire with his hands and saving the life of a man who would kill thousands, that is his job, the one he’s paid to do every day. It is a reflex not to recoil. But the others are unaccustomed heroes; this was not their job, yet they did it. While others fled, they waded in. As a burning vehicle crashed into the sliding glass doors of Glasgow Airport, as two figures leapt out screaming, they tried to intervene. Men going their holidays or picking up their mums. Men driving taxis or shoving trolleys or shifting cars. Stunned men who are blinking before the assembled press, who will clam up or spout off to seal their place in history, no matter what it was they actually did. It will be the packaging of their braveness that matters, ultimately.

THEY MADE A STAND FOR GLASGOW!

As if their bravery had thwarted the attack. As if it was the collective, furious, irrepressible will of Glasgow that prevented the smoking oil drums from igniting, that blocked the path of the vehicle’s tyres, physically stopping the iron-solid rubber from ramming over the pale, peeled legs of Scottish holidaymakers.

But it was brave nonetheless.

Someone has given Anna a yellow jacket marked Police. It sits uncomfortably atop her jumper and jeans, but keeps her in the inner circle. A reporter is turning towards the off-duty cop and the cop edges away but cannot escape. Too many people pressing. Anna intervenes. ‘I’m sorry. We can’t give any statements at present.’

And then the bloody camera is on her, all the hungry bloody cameras and it is a feeding frenzy.

‘And you are?’

‘Eh, Anna Cameron. Chief Inspector Cameron, A Division, Strathclyde Police.’

‘But what are the police saying? Was it deliberate?’

‘I’m sorry. You’ll appreciate that our main concern at the moment is to ensure the safety of everyone at the airport.’

Something furry under her nose. ‘Is it a bomb right enough?’

Anna searches for the ACC. He was floating here a minute ago, all silver-braid and stiff back, ready for the telly.

‘It’s too early to say.’

‘So you’re not denying it then?’

‘All our officers are working hard to investigate this incident, but our priority is to make sure everyone is safe.’

‘What about the man that was on fire? Is he dead?’

‘Naw,’ says a voice. ‘He was pure squealing when the polis huckled him. I seen it all.’ The faces swivel on to him; Anna sinks back, grateful, into the tumbling crowd.

There will be hell to pay for that. And her not even media-trained as well.





Chapter One

THURSDAY 16 AUGUST

‘Well, I’d always vote SNP.’

‘How come? They’re a bunch of arseholes. My old boy says that taxes would go through the roof.’

It was just after the holidays, and for some reason the conversation had gone from who you’d shagged in the summer to who you’d vote for when you finally turned eighteen. Joe had already turned eighteen, but knew better than to stick his oar in; and anyway, no one was aware that he’d repeated a year. Patrick would be eighteen this coming February, and was getting quite excited about the whole ‘exercising his franchise’ deal.

‘Bullshit,’ he said. ‘Why shouldn’t we rule our own bloody country? Why are we all so shit-scared of standing up and being a proper nation?’

‘You tell ’em, Braveheart.’

‘Christ,’ said Brillo, ‘he’ll be setting off a bomb at Glasgow Airport next.’

Patrick punched the air. ‘Too right I will. Free-ee Dum!’

‘Typical Glasgow though, eh? Fucking kick the shit out the terrorists.’

‘Fuck, man, I know. Did you see it on the telly?’

‘See it?’ Doug paused for dramatic effect. ‘My uncle was at the bloody airport! Totally inside the concourse when the whole place went up.’

‘Shi-it.’

‘Well, it didn’t exactly go up, did it?’ Patrick winked; the way he was positioned, Doug probably couldn’t have seen him. But Joe could.

‘Nah. You know what I mean, though. He said he could actually smell burning flesh, you know? Like off the terrorist?’

Joe was standing at the edge of the group, listening. The games master had been round twice in the last week to check for smokers, so all the guys had been on the move, varying their haunts as well as their poses. Sometimes Joe thought he knew where they were all going to be, was sure he’d heard Brillo or Doug say where and when for lunch, then he’d get there and there’d be nobody about.

He moved closer to Doug. ‘D’you think he deserved to die? That terrorist?’

Doug didn’t hear him. ‘So, anyway, my uncle had been heading to Bolivia – you know that jungle-run thing he was doing?’

‘Borneo,’ said Joe.

This time, Doug did turn his head. ‘What?’

‘It’s Borneo. That’s what you said last time. And Bolivia doesn’t have any jungles.’

A small boy careered into them, swinging a thick, woody clump of evergreen.

‘Oh, sorry,’ he squeaked, as the stick made contact with Doug.

‘You fucking will be, you little shit.’

The boy blinked, a skinny wee leveret, then loped off back to his own group of friends. Some of the second years had been on a biology trip to Kelvingrove Park, had come back wielding branches which they were currently using as weapons. Doug picked a tiny piece of leaf from his arm. The laurel green was only a shade lighter than the myrtle of his blazer.

‘You know my uncle, do you?’

Joe said nothing.

‘The TV producer one? Or what about my aunt, who’s a screenwriter? Do you know her, Joe? Do you know any interesting folk at all, Joe?’

‘Slowjo.’ Brillo was drawing the syllables out, stretching them like chewing gum.

‘Cause they both went to Bo-li-via, you fuckwit. Okay?’ Doug sniffed. It was an affectation of his; he did it so folk thought he did cocaine. Joe knew that, because Patrick had told him, one night when they were all pished and Joe had been helping him home. Joe didn’t drink, but he was very tall, and got served no bother.

He shrugged. ‘That’s not what you said before.’

‘Oh, fuck off prick and gies peace.’

Doug tried to use slang all the time, but it never sounded right. His mouth was too full of the family silver. See, that was the sort of thing Joe should say to him, all that stuff he thought in his head but never articulated. Even if he just said it once, or even if he punched him, just tried to deck him once instead of counting into himself and just standing there looking at his massive big feet.

‘They’ve got a fucking cheek though, eh?’ Doug was the smallest of the group, but every inch of him was bulldog-tight. He played rugby like it was a gift from God, and, if he was to be believed, slept with a different girl every weekend. ‘I mean, why don’t they fuck off back to their own country instead of moaning about this one?’

‘You mean the terrorists?’ said Ali.

‘Yeah, I mean the terrorists.’

Most other guys would temper their belligerence at this point. Not Doug. He opened out the challenge, the uplift of his voice creating an invisible parenthesis into which you could insert: So what you gonny do about it? or: How, Paki-boy? You got something to say?

A lot of folk thought it was weird, that an Asian boy should go to a Catholic school, but, good as the college was, it wasn’t just here that it happened. Joe’s cousin Alice went to Notre Dame, an all-girls state school nearby, and it was full of Asians. Strong moral code, you see, Ali had told him. It was when Ali had first started here, just after Easter. Seemed years ago, now.

The mater and pater like it, Ali had nodded sagely. Just so long as I don’t start drinking blood.

Joe had laughed, immediately getting the transubstantiation reference, and Ali had laughed as well. Encouraged by the laughter, it had just slipped out:

You want to come round to mine after school?

Aye, sure.

And he had, and it had been brilliant. Seeing Joe’s mum’s face break into a quickly suppressed beam, her careful, solicitous distribution of snacks and drinks, then more snacks and more drinks. Seeing his house, his room through someone else’s eyes, all his stuff, that was expensive and right and, ultimately, didn’t matter.

After a few weeks at the college, when Ali had been absorbed more seamlessly into the gang than Joe could ever imagine, Joe had asked him round again. He’d been waiting for a reciprocal invite, but since none was forthcoming and his mum had been on and on at him about ‘his friend’, he’d just asked. No big deal, just what mates did all the time, did it without even thinking about it, without writing it down and working out the best way to say it so that it sounded loose but friendly. Spontaneous. He’d waited until they were going into Latin – Ali was going to be a lawyer – until the words had set dry and thick inside his mouth. Waited until they were sitting down and Mr Cross had told them to get out their books.

‘You want to come round to mine after school?’ He kept focused on his bag, kept his hands delving inside, though his Latin folder was right at the top.

‘Eh, no. Cheers. I’ve got stuff on.’

‘Okay.’ A pause. ‘What about next week?’

Ali had flicked through his book. Flicking and flicking and it didn’t take that long to find the bloody page.

‘Maybe leave it, yeah? I’ve got tons of studying.’

Feeling his face inflame, feeling his fingers crush the folders in his bag. ‘Sure. No bother.’

That had been it, clean as surgery; Joe reverted to his rightful place. For the first wee while, Ali had been awkward round Joe, who would always be there, always on the periphery, and thus unavoidable. Ali made sure he was never even standing beside him, as if they’d been caught in flagrante in the gym and it was all a horrible embarrassment. Then the summer holidays had come, and eight weeks’ respite from all this posturing and learning and cold stone and watch where you put your feet, your hands, watch your mouth. Now, Joe wasn’t sure if the guy remembered his name. He watched Ali push the lank silk hair away from his several faces. This would be interesting.

‘Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s not like they were even born here.’

Patrick was the only one whose eyes clicked with Joe’s; making sure he had Joe’s attention, then his pupils rolling up so his eyes were all white space. He held them like that, like wet white globules, until it just looked creepy. They all laughed, Patrick and Ali loudest. False, harsh rags of sound, and Joe had had enough. He walked away from the group, over towards the chapel. You could spend large chunks of lunchtime in there and no one would ever bother you. All you needed to do was close your eyelids, adopt an expression of pensive piety, and they would leave you entirely alone. But before that, first, came the drinking in.

Joe closed the chapel door, closing out the light. It wasn’t the sprinkle of water on skin that he relished. Nor was it the metaphysical, gulping sustenance of the Holy Spirit giving him succour or strength. This, this thing that made Joe’s heart hurt, was the simple rain of dense, sharp colour that hit you when you entered the church. All the bright proofs and prayers of butter-yellow and green and gold and rose. Of eggshell-blue domed walls, a cupola full of light and brilliant jewelled glass. Of green-grey marble and toffee marble and creamy marble, with the scarlet vein of carpet running through. Of the Last Supper shining in its multitude of gold-dust curves and bevels that capped the altar.



Ad majora natus sum

I was born for greater things



Joe took his seat, shut his eyes.

Today, he would be mostly making holy water boil, by the power of telekinesis.





Chapter Two

SATURDAY 3 NOVEMBER

Autumn. It was a beautiful, orange, golden name.

‘They named this time of year after you, you know.’

Mary smoothed her cheek along the horse’s flank. Blunt stubs of hair bristling, musty warm breath, him and her. Him and her. In the arena, a lesson was in progress; she could hear the trullumph, trullumph as another old-timer approached the two-bar jump. Dutifully schooled, these ponies would leap just the requisite height – no more, no less – no matter who was rocking on their backs. A bored, rich blonde recapturing her youth, a plump boy wearing jeans and trainers and a big daft grin. Or like now, six sets of hooves and a gaggle of schoolgirls, some with the careless, high trot of owning their own ponies, the ubiquitous like of hockey and privilege swinging wide as their artful ponytails.

So, like, are you going to Cara’s on Sunday?

Yeah, and like, my mum, she just said . . . 

Others who just closed their eyes and breathed it in. You knew their faces, not quite making it every week, but always willing, whenever they were there, to untack the ponies, or lead them to the field. Saving up birthday money, the proceeds of Saturday shelf-stacking, pennies from lemonade bottles, pounds from purloined cosmetics sold in the girls’ toilets. Blackmail money, blood money, begging money. Mid-teens, early teens, all tight reins and glowing cheeks. And some who were still sufficiently pre-pubescent to enjoy the thrill of all that power vibrating between their legs, and not quite understand why. She liked that too, the sweet-sour mix of innocence and massive, slapping dicks. There weren’t many geldings at Calder Riggs Equestrian Centre. The owner didn’t approve of castration. Not for animals, anyway, she said.

Mary ran the brush up and down the horse’s withers, brushing firm against the grain, then smoothing it down. Soft chestnut polished to a conker shine. Autumn wasn’t a gelding either, but he was far too old, too much of a gentleman to trouble her for anything more than a wet-kissed nudge, the odd low harrumph into her neck.

‘Mary, can you fill up the hay nets when you’re done here, please?’

Fiona, the owner, was about thirty. Unfailingly polite, she was a rubbish teacher, let the kids walk all over her – especially the spoilt-brat ones who you wished would take a tumble more often than they did. So Fiona stuck more to the administrative side, and employed instructors to do the bulk of the work. Mary could hear Bernadette shouting, her sharp voice slicing the nose of some stuck-up wee besom who was saying how she didn’t want to . . . something or other. Bernadette was the best of the instructors; she was brilliant. Took no snash from any of them. Her voice had a way of sliding suddenly, of losing its roundness and becoming whiplash-hard. You just wouldn’t mess with her, no way José. It was Bernadette who had found her this job.

It was Bernadette who had found her, full stop.

This place had been Fiona’s family farm, tucked away at the back of what was now the teeming Glasgow burgh of Maryhill. You’d never guess it could be secreted there, inching along the fume-clogged artery of Maryhill Road, past the high grey-brick walls and railway tunnels, the old networks of canals and docks. Past Eastpark Children’s Home, where forbidding Victorian stone was making way for low-level comfort and wheelchair accessibility; past bookies’ and supermarkets and bakers’ shops and McDonald’s; then a swift turn right, some hidden – and therefore even nicer – rows of Edwardian villas, a school; and then, all this wonder. Suddenly, in the heart of industrial, sickly Glasgow, you were in a country lane. A little rescued pocket where the fields were broad and horses neighed and a patched-up, weathered mews faced a purpose-built stable block and the smart new bungalow where Fiona and Bernadette lived. Above the old carthouse was a converted hayloft. That was Mary’s house. Nearly a year she’d been here, longer than any other job she’d held down. She’d been so grateful to Bernadette. Fiona too, of course, she was the boss and everything, but it was Bernie who had given her the chance.

Mary’s Hill. It was meant to be. True, not named for her; but for the Mother of God, after whom she was named, so that was just as good, really. There had to be an ancient chapel or a well or something. A vision, perhaps, seen high above the spread of open land? Fiona had chuckled; Bernie had quickly disabused her of such fancy. Not at all. It was just called after the woman who owned the land. Mary Hill, simple as that. Proprietrix of the Gairbraid Estate, who feued the plot on condition that it was forever known as Maryhill.

Mary chucked the currycomb in the bucket. ‘No need. I’ve done it already. And I’ve fixed up the feeds too.’

Fiona’s gilet made her look shapeless. ‘Thanks, Mary.’

She was a tall, grey woman, hung about with a cloud that darkened her dirty-fair hair. The kids were spilling out from their lesson. Two Tamaras and a Sadie-Jo, wiping down their skinny thighs, and then a Kirsty, a Lalla and lovely, dumpy Jess. Leading two ponies as usual.

‘Once you’ve untacked the ponies, would you come and see me in the office, please?’ said Fiona. Too thin as well as tall: a long, lanky streak of misery is how Mary’s mother would have described Fiona. And yet, she was kind, in a soulful, sorrowful way.

‘Sure.’

Mary’s face must have folded in on itself.

‘Don’t worry – it’s nothing bad.’

Jess beamed at them both. ‘Hey Mary. Hi, Miss Cairns. Mary – is it okay if I untack Geronimo?’

Asked as if it was a favour, as if Mary was the kind of person who could waft out permissions.

‘Yes, but I’ll take him up to the field. Mind the last time you took him?’

Kind wee Jess had taken the notion of untacking literally, hadn’t even left on a head collar with which to grab the horse when it decided on a life of liberation, of no more sweating buttocks and vicious, jibing heels.

Jess chuckled, slapped Geronimo’s neck. ‘Yeah, but he had good fun running away, didn’t he?’

‘Just whenever you’re ready, Mary. No rush.’ Fiona slumped her hands inside the gilet’s folds, picked her way over the potholes and puddles of the yard towards the arena. A woman less like a farmer’s daughter it was hard to imagine. But then, you would be hard-pressed to encounter a woman less like a lawyer and a teacher’s daughter than Mary at her lowest depths. I had a pony once too, you wee shits. That is what she would most like to screech at Tamaras one and two. She bolted the lower half of the stable door, gave Autumn one last ruffle of his mane.

‘See you, handsome.’



Her nails were black. Horsehair clung to the arms of her fleece, and there was a healthy dollop of shite on her boots. If she could bottle it, bottle these mottled smells, the ache of muscles, this sulky sky, then she would. Over by the arena, she could see Bernadette. Small and angular, dark hair taut on her temples, held back by one of the red elastic bands the postman was forever dropping in the yard. Fiona was saying something to her, then they both laughed, fair head leaning into dark. Bernie touched Fiona’s cheek. No more than a second, just a kiss of skin on skin. Mary rubbed her own cheek. It felt hot.

‘That’s me done with Gerry. Can I do Apollo now too?’ Jess bounced on her heels, all cheeks and untamed hair. Too much energy, that one.

‘You not got a home to go to?’

‘Well . . . my mum’s not here yet. Please.’

‘Fine. Untack him and give him a wee rub-down – but he’s not to go up the paddock. I think Bernie’s using him the lesson after next.’

‘Okely-dokely.’

Mary watched Fiona going into the office. Bernadette had a quick glance round the yard, then flipped her lighter round a cigarette. Always good for a tap, if you had the craving. She could wheech cigarettes from air like a magician with flowers. Thin mouth drawing the smoke in, cheekbones like scars. Mary liked hearing her laugh. It was a rare, spontaneous eruption that flashed her clamped face open. A jagged lightning scar, going as quick as it came, but that was the beauty of it. Bernie caught Mary looking, waved at her with the smoke-free hand.

She waved back, went to Geronimo’s stall. Jess had flung the saddle over the edge of the stable door, rather than put it in the tack room. Wee bugger. She’d put it back when she went to the office.

‘C’mon Geronimo. Let’s cut you loose, boy.’

The paddock was the biggest of the three fields that ringed the riding school. Standing in the centre of it, you could be in the middle of nowhere. A long copse of trees edged the far perimeter, extending along the rise and down to where the burn ran. A smell of fresh-rotting, of goodness. Leaves were turning, falling golden red and russet. It looked like silent fire. You couldn’t even hear the traffic here, or, if you did, you just pretended it was the water plashing. Middle of absolute nowhere, best place in the world. But still, folk found them. People walking dogs, boys that came at night and tried to ride the horses. Tried to hurt the horses. They’d had to rig up a makeshift CCTV camera at the start of the year, after Fiona found Starlight missing half her tail. God knows how they’d caught her – poor thing was the most nervous of the bunch to start with. Bernie had fixed the camera, got some stuff from somewhere and wired it up to work through the old video recorder in the office.

‘Used to be a spy,’ she’d winked at Mary.

It worked, though. Just the salutary fact of it, swaying there on its pole. A twenty-first century scarecrow, even when they stopped bothering to switch on the tape.

‘Off you go, pal.’ Mary patted Geronimo’s rump, unwound her fingers from his mane. She was manky from brushing Autumn. If you walked down the side of the paddock, following the line of the trees, you’d come to where the stream fell into a pebbled pond. One day, she was going to swim in there. It wasn’t really big enough, but you could probably lie bath-deep, feel transparent water freeze the filaments of hair, rise the very scales of your skin up. The thought made her shiver. She would do it next spring, rinse herself clean for the year. For now, she would rinse her hands. Far more hygienic than the sour wooden loo the kids and their boots made filthy on a daily basis. Mary never used her loft in the daytime, even though it had its own wee cooker and a smart white shower room. That was home and this was work.

Aye, dirty work, Bernadette would say. But someone’s got to do it.

Mary squatted at the edge of the pool, fibrous mud crumbling into water where her boot rested. The burn was clear and brown, then silver, splashing and invisible as she rubbed. Going rippled, then dark while the water settled, then clear and brown again. It must go underground. When it got to the road and the built-up streets. It couldn’t just stop. You couldn’t just disappear.

As she came out of the woods, she saw a man, fixed like he’d always been there. He was leaning on the fence, his back to her. A heavy-set man, thick wrinkles of blubber at his nape, and a tiny gold stud in his ear. He didn’t look like a dog walker – forbye the fact he had no dog. He wore a loose beige raincoat, dark trousers and slip-on shoes. Not the sort of footwear for hiking across fields. Something about him, about his stance, made her hold back. He hadn’t seen her, was staring over at the riding school. Mary reversed into the shadowed overhang of trees. The second lesson was a hack, she could see them coming from the arena. A line of stomping ponies ploughing up dust, then soil. Bernie was at the front, a languorous zigzag of back, thigh and femur, her neck white, corded as she turned to give instruction. The ride was coming closer to the man, but he wasn’t moving, except for a slight tightening in his shoulders, a sense of coiling.

It was private property, Mary could just walk out and tell him to bugger off. Maybe he was a parent. That was it; he was a parent come to watch his wee one on the horses. She tried to relax. There were five on the ride, stolid, dumpy things. Not really horses, not except Bernie’s. She was on Toronto, a beautiful bay mare who smelled of honey. All the ponies moved behind her in a looping straggle, like she was towing them. Then one horse stopped to crap, another one watching, wandering out of file. Bernie wheeled Toronto round, trotting to the side, the shepherd with her flock. Back in line again, a sinuous pilgrimage making for the trees. Mary could smell the crush of grass as they approached, could feel the bigness of their hooves vibrate through earth. One horse dropped its head to tear at grass, its panicked rider nearly shooting between its ears.

‘Keep your reins tight, Peter. Elbows in, that’s it.’

Sun shafting clouds, a brightness projecting her profile forwards. With her hard hat on, all you saw was Bernadette’s mouth and chin. It felt dirty almost, to be spying on her through the trees. To see nothing but the pinkness of her mouth. Then Bernie pushed her hat back, high on her brow. About twenty feet from where Mary stood, she reined in the horse. Her eyes narrowed, then widened. Blinked rapidly like stutters.

Bernie had seen the man, but she had not seen Mary. The man leaned off the fence, walked deliberately to where the whole ride had halted. It was deliberate, Mary would say that later, when she reappraised the scene. It was like when you are small, and you play tic-tac-toe. One foot then the other in a perfect slow trail. His arms were up, raised against the light. Or not . . . no. It was more a signal, that thing they do in America, when an umpire makes a ‘T’ shape with his hands.

Like a gallows.

A moment hanging.

The kids were buffeting pony against pony. Too close; bunched up like that, one of them would start to kick. She waited for Bernadette to sort them out, but her gaze was fixed solely on the man. A terrible dawning on her face.

First the recoil, then the lash. Mary wasn’t sure who broke first; the man flying for her reins, Bernie swinging out with her crop. Then Toronto’s hooves were flailing in air, Bernie sliding, galloping, bearing down on the man like Boadicea. He slithered, half fell. Began to run into the woods. Mary jooked behind the tree she was clinging on to, but he saw her. He saw her alright, eyes locking like a camera.

Then he was gone.





Chapter Three

SUNDAY 4 NOVEMBER

‘You’re not my mum!’

There. Essential punctuation for almost every exchange Laura deigned to lob her way. Anna had tried to develop a rhino hide, bouncing words like missiles off a public order shield. Last autumn, she had done her Bronze Commander training – disused factory site, over-zealous ‘hoodlums’ clanging chains and flinging stones (and scoring petty points actually, since they were cops themselves, let off the lead with the exuberance of kids dousing teachers at the school fete). Even had petrol bombs raining down, the works. But this was infinitely more scary. This sweet-natured child, who six months earlier had snuggled up to Anna in bed, sighing like she was releasing all her thirteen years. Who had whispered, unprompted: Love you, Ma-Na.

Anna had skirted round the whole issue of what to call herself – it was Laura who created the name. Well, she’d gone, it was that, Anna-Mama or Evil Stepmother. Smile, teeth, dimples, everything; a shared joke, which was now a concept so far distant as to have dropped from the horizon and slid over the edge of the world. The world of the Cameron Brown household anyway. All Anna had done was ask Laura to put away some of her shoes instead of littering the hall with discarded trainers, pumps and . . . what were these? Soft like slippers, but with laces like boots. Black-and-white chequered articles best suited to an all-in wrestler. Deep breath out, pick them up. And those ones, she snatched . . . and those ones. Chucking them all in the cupboard under the stairs, spilled in an even worse confusion than they’d been in the hall. But it was fine; she could shut the door on this mess. One of the squashy boot things began to shift, not a settling, but an unfurling. Dark movement underneath. She jumped back. Jesus, they must have mice again, coming in from that damn field of a garden. Then Alice stuck her head out of the pile. Stretched.

‘Bloody hell, cat. What are you doing in there?’

The cat flicked a disdainful tail and stalked from the cupboard.

‘Did someone shut you in there, baby?’

Alice sat, squeezed her eyes. Benign once more.

‘Or were you hiding from that stinky dug?’

Donna the dog was getting old. And smelly. If Anna had her way she’d be in a lovely kennel in the garden. Or, better still, someone else’s garden. I mean, she craps all over the lawn, slevers all over the couch. Nobody ever walks her apart from me.

We’ve got the dog walker.

Rob had not been in the mood. Donna, as always, was non-negotiable.

I’m just saying.

Well don’t.

There were days when Anna felt steel bands tightening round her arms and legs, clamping them harder and smaller and deeper. And there were other days – last Sunday, for example – when the three of them were sitting on the deck outside, when it had been warm enough, with the chimenea burning (this was Scotland, so you had to take your chances) to have a barbecue, and Rob had finally lifted all the dog deposits and given the grass its last cut of the year. When the lawn looked smooth and Anna had planted up a basket of herbs.

Not flowers? said Laura.

No, herbs. Pretty and practical. Look – the sage will flower, so will the chives. Big purple pom-poms. And you can use them for cooking.

Hmm.

That had been a good day. Rosé wine, Alice lounging at Anna’s bare feet. Rob skimming his lips on the top of her head as he set down a plate of burgers. Then Laura, taking a flakey because there were clothes hanging on the line and she’d noticed Anna hadn’t washed her gym kit.

But you never gave me it to wash.

But I need it for tomorrow.

Well how am I supposed to know?

And Laura had cried and Anna had felt like shit. It had been so much simpler when Anna was new and exciting, a comrade-in-arms to gently mock at Rob, a girlie to giggle with, a drumskin to test. Gentle rhythms at first. Synchronised heartbeats, joyful timpani of greeting and indulgence. Then louder, more urgent. Bigger noises, deeper imprints. Pounding headaches all round, and the constant thrum of war.

She ran the kitchen tap, sluiced down a couple of Panadols. There were a pair of rugby boots on the draining board. She shoved them off with the back of her hand. Nothing surprised her in this house any more. Now her hand was muddy. Anna missed the comfort of clean lines and spaces. Of knowing that, once you’ve scoured the bath and shined the taps, it will stay that way until you next chose to bathe. Of going out to work and coming home to the same calm sanctuary you’d hoovered that morning.

But then Rob would come and kiss it all better and it would be worth a thousand scummy lines of hair and dirt. She’d thought it might pall, just by the fact of him being there. A commodity to reach over and take, the way you would an apple. No, that was wrong. it was more like stoking a fire, or building up an excellent curry, so that the flavours infused more intensely with each layer. See, some folk wouldn’t get that, but Rob would. Being compared to a fine curry was praise indeed from Anna.

This constant immersion in love heightened all her senses, unlocked a rush of repressed . . . was repressed the right word? She’d not exactly been an arid spinster. Okay, of . . . bottled-up desires. But the desires weren’t sexual; sex prompted them, yes, but they were slower, warmer feelings. The kindling of anticipation as his key turned in the lock, the easing back into arms that supported you like a sofa. Waking up to breakfast in bed. Waking up to a glass of water, to safe hands and someone else turning on the light.

Anna’s teens had been a lonely firestorm. If someone had reached down through the smoke and offered a hand to pull her to safety, she would have grabbed it. Gladly. On paper, she and Laura had much in common. Anna had lost her dad, Laura had lost her mum. And they both loved Robert Brown. Anna loved Laura too, she really, really did. It seemed to be unconditional, this love; taking whatever batterings it was given, yet coming back for more. But she sensed the intensity was not reciprocal.

‘Where are you going now?’

‘Out.’

Jacket on, one hand on the front door latch. Shit, the girl was good. Anna hadn’t even heard her come back down the stairs.

‘Out where?’

‘Just out.’

‘Now you know the rules. If you don’t say where you’re going, I can’t let you out.’

Laura slouched against the door. Facing Anna, which was good. Scowling, which was not.

‘How? You gonny put me in handcuffs?’

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid.’

Don’t swear, don’t overreact. And, whatever you do, do not call your teenager stupid.

People did what Anna told them. At work, she only had to raise an eyebrow and the task was complete. In fact, people had been known to fight over who would do the jumping, not just how high they’d do it. It was a privilege to carry out Anna Cameron’s bidding. Issue instruction, await result. She didn’t know how to negotiate . . . okay, no, she did. She could do this.

‘Look, I hear what you’re saying, Laura. You want to go out. You need your freedom. But you’ve got to appreciate that we need to know where you are. So, how do you think we can sort this?’

What are your demands, you little besom? A suitcase of money and the release of four prisoners? A plane waiting at Prestwick Airport? A Burger King?

‘You can let me go out?’

‘You can tell me where you’re going?’

‘Just hanging about.’

‘But hanging about where?’

‘Park. Probably.’

Anna’s legs were starting to throb. She’d noticed the beginnings of a varicose vein in the shower, an ugly purple whorl that needled the back of her knee. That’s what you got for a lifetime on your feet. Cops, hairdressers, nurses – martyrs all to their veins.

‘Thank you. And when will you be back?’

‘I don’t know,’ she yelled. ‘God. Stop interrogating me. My dad disny go on like this.’

‘Your dad’s not here. And it’s “doesn’t”, not “disny”. Putting on a neddy accent doesn’t make you tough.’

‘What does putting on a posh one do?’ Laura slammed the door, not waiting for an answer.

Anna threw the door wide. Caught the kick of a chequered boot as it battered out the gate. ‘Be back by nine,’ she shouted into the street.

The retired accountant next door was out in his drive, washing his Volvo. ‘Lovely afternoon,’ he called.

Anna waved back. ‘Isn’t it just?’ She was still in her dressing gown.

‘Hope you don’t mind.’ He nodded at the scaffolding heaped under his front window. ‘We’re getting a bit of work done on the roof. It won’t be up for long – couple of weeks at the most they think.’

‘No, no that’s fine. We should really think about getting our roof checked out before the winter. Maybe you could ask one of the guys to pop round?’

‘Will do.’ He flapped his chamois as she went inside.

Cup of tea, then she’d get showered. She returned to the kitchen, noticed her handbag lying open. Not the purse, but the make-up bag. Her mascara was missing; so too was her foundation. Forty-two going on twelve; Anna’s chin had started breaking out in spots. She’d never worn foundation before, hated the clagging in her pores, the festering of face as the day progressed. Like wiping yourself in clay. Anna zipped the plastic wallet shut. Laura was welcome to the stuff. No point telling her it would only make her spots worse. Or perhaps it wouldn’t. How would Anna know? It was not in her gift to say so, to crow See? Just like mine. I told you it would flare up.

You have sensitive skin. Growing up, Anna would have been delighted to shake off the sameness of her mother’s skin. As her own skin expanded, pulling in curious bumps and swells, as her hormones spoke a new language of fury and lust, it felt as if everything was bursting. She was hatching, to emerge new and separately glorious. An adult, who need never again heed one word her mother said.

But Anna and her mum had a whole chain of DNA lacing them tight, no matter what. Anna and Laura had twenty odd months of shy exchanges and the thrust and parry of vying for one man’s attention.

She loaded the dishwasher, a pool of brown spilling from an upturned bowl. Coco Pops. The wee bugger had had Coco Pops for lunch again, even though Anna had told her to have a sandwich. She shifted the bowl so it was slotted in correctly.

‘Shit.’

Chocolate milk splashing through the wire dish rack, spattering her slippers, Donna galloping in with mud-smeared paws to lick the floor, lick Anna’s feet.

‘Get off!’

The dog’s warm tongue anointed the tops of her feet with meaty love. Anna tried to move away, but Donna was a chunky girl, had settled down on top of the slippers for a good old session. Ach, she’d need to wash them now anyway. And the floor. The remains of last night’s Chinese congealed on a tower of unscraped plates: puckered fowl skin, jellied black sauce.

‘Here, how d’you feel about crispy aromatic duck, girl?’

She tipped the scraps on to the vinyl, rewarded by the dog’s bulk shifting to follow this new and pungent source of delight. Anna patted Donna’s head. Rob’s wife’s dog’s head.

She’d been kidding herself. She had no locus here. Laura had the perfect excuse, for everything.

You are not my mum.
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