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  Chapter one
Author's Note



I’ve been obsessed with ghost stories and weird fiction ever since my uncle gave me a cassette tape of the late Michael Hordern reading some of M R James’s stories (this edition does occasionally still turn up for sale and I would heartily recommend it), but it’s only been in the last decade or so that I’ve felt comfortable enough with what else is happening in the genre to move away from the more crime / mystery-focused stories I was working on to actually write my own little bits of horror. Although I’ve had a moderate amount of success traditionally publishing short stories, featured in publications like Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine (as J M Ramage), post-pandemic it seemed like that section of the industry slowed to a halt, with possible homes for stories much fewer and further between, or at least that’s how it appeared to me. Then, with encouragement from the Mastodon writing community and in particular, the little crowd of writers I accidentally fell in with online and would now call some of my best friends, I decided to look into the self publishing route, rather than have a load of stories sit forgotten on the hard drive. So here we are. a convenient bout of mystery illness, which at the time of writing is still awaiting diagnosis, has me off work long term and finally with enough time to edit and finalise the collection. 

Every story in this collection is set in and inspired by the country I was born in and where I’m living for the time being - Scotland. My family are originally west coast, Glasgow-ish direction folk but migrated to the east to follow the mining work in the 1950s, so I’m the first generation born this side of the country. This was lucky in a way though because it let me grow up in the countryside, playing around the garden of the cottage I’m currently sitting in, but which then belonged to my grandfather and uncle. The area is so rich in history and there’s no shortage of people passionate about the sites, characters and legends that have shaped the landscape. I’ve experienced first hand that sort of otherworldliness of a Perthshire forest where you are the only human for miles, among trees that have stood there for centuries. Conversely, after a stint in London for college, I moved to Glasgow to then study law there, and had my first taste of urban Scotland. Glasgow has a culture all of its own, which is often made fun of but which is one of the most vibrant you’ll find anywhere in this country. 
I wanted to go into all of these aspects of Scotland, all the things that, over the years, have fascinated me, places that left a lasting impression, bits of history I find fascinating, and move away from maybe the more traditional image covered in tartan and eating haggis for every meal. My hope is that, although each of these stories is in the supernatural  / horror genre, they’ll also give people a sense of modern Scotland’s different facets. Because we have some really wonderful places and people here. It’s not just Loch Ness and William Wallace. 
From the outset, I feel I should warn potential readers that these stories, while not always told from the point of view of a character I personally sympathise with, are all influenced by my own beliefs. So you will find LGBTQ+ content, a few digs at aggressive capitalism, and a few racists getting their comeuppance. I try not to preach, but those themes still come through. I make no apology for this. I’d rather people chose not to read me because they disagreed with me than pretend I don’t hold the idea of personal freedom, equity and equality and social justice dear simply to shift a few more books. 






  
  Chapter two
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My eternal thanks go to the Mastodon writers’ community, who are a collective wealth of information and inspiration, but in particular I would like to thank Strange Seawolf, Spooky Panda, Hannah Steenbock and Paul Kater, all talented and accomplished writers in their own right, but who have held my hand through all my meltdowns and crises of confidence and for some reason still put up with me! Their advice on the technicalities of the publishing process have been invaluable. The amazing Eirin Marthinussen has also been such an inspiration to me as well as one of my dearest friends, and I would like to wish her all the best with her current non-fiction project. I’d also like to thank Lisa Inglis at Scottish Television, my friend for many, many years, whose passion for gardening and allotments inspired Ilka Green Loaning. Thanks also to Dorothy Le Grove at STV, whose real life story of a haunted piano told on a dark night in the back of a car full of TV crew heading back from Edinburgh, which was partly the inspiration for Songs for Dead Children. For this story, I also want to say a huge thanks to the Abandoned Scotland Facebook group, whose photos of these bleak but still somehow incredible old places provided the other half of the idea. 
Finally, my thanks to David Nykl who, despite living in another continent, has kept me sane throughout this very difficult illness and in general, and who has continuously provided inspiration over the past fourteen years. One day, you will manage a Scottish accent, D. I have every faith.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. No part of this book was created using generative AI as it is my belief this current use of technology is the spawn of the devil and needs to get in the bin. Cover art and painting are by the author, as are the photographs used for title pages throughout the collection.






  
  Chapter three
Content Warnings


These are horror stories, and so they examine the darker side of humanity in many cases. While I don’t go in for outright gore or slasher horror personally, there is reference to violence, murder and suicide in these tales, as well as mentions of terminal illness (specifically cancer, since I figured going through six months of treatment ought to be put to some use), loss, grief, and toxic family dynamics. The only story with any explicit sexual content is Human Nature. Pretty much all of them contain strong language. I’m Scottish, so when I say strong, I mean STRONG. A few stories were written during lockdown and so mention COVID-19. Some touch on the horrors of World War II, on racism, sexism and homophobia. As I said, these stories are meant to stick a spotlight on the nastiest aspects of human nature in an attempt to figure out a way we can survive a time when, currently, it seems it’s these behaviours, the very worst of our species, that are prevailing. Despite this, I would like to think most of the stories are hopeful, just as I have to cling onto the hope that humanity will one day give itself a good kick up the backside and address the deep rooted issues causing so much inequality and making it possible for billionaires and rapists to climb to the highest positions of power. It may seem bleak right now, in 2025. The writers of Earth have seriously jumped the shark for this new season. But the one quote that sticks with me in times like this is from one of my favourite authors, Victor Hugo, in his introduction to Les Misérables; 
Should we continue to look upwards? Is the light we can see in the sky one of those which will presently be extinguished? The ideal is terrifying to behold, lost as it is in the depths, small, isolated, a pin-point brilliant but threatened on all sides by the dark forces that surround it: nevertheless, no more in danger than a star in the jaws of the clouds.
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  Chapter four
Crappit Heid



Victoria Donaldson swore at her phone and gave up waiting for the maps app to load. Perfect, she thought, she’s trying to convince everyone she's just a local girl fighting for her constituents, and then she gets lost in the town she grew up in. That smug bastard McKerragher from the SNP would have a field day if she heard about it.
Her assistant, Sally, was about as much use as a chocolate fireguard as well. Victoria had finally let her wander off to find a signal and call the office to check the address. The plan was to do a quick photo opportunity and palm-press at one of the area’s tiny factories, this one a microbrewery in a converted warehouse, but after following the satnav and then wandering around the maze of dusty streets and derelict buildings, they’d seen no signs of life.
This had once been a small industrial estate, but there seemed to be no-one working there now. Most of the buildings, though warehouse–like enough to house the brewery, had rows of smashed or boarded windows or else their walls had fallen away completely, revealing the skeletons of long abandoned rooms. Distant traffic could be heard like a low moan coming from nowhere in particular, but there was nothing else. This part of the town lay like dry bones, picked clean by crows.
Sally came back, frowning at her phone. She made Victoria feel old and pity the state of the Scottish education system. Sally could only be in her 20s at most, and her head was as empty as these warehouses.
"George says it should be here," Sally said.
Victoria stifled the urge to swear at her. “Well, it’s not, is it? I mean, if this place were any more of a ghost town, The Specials could relaunch their career. Did you tell him we’re in some kind of old industrial estate?”
Sally’s mouth slackened. “I just asked him where to go. You didn’t say to tell him where we were.”
“Give me strength,” said Victoria. “All right, let’s head back the way we came and try again.”
“It’s three o’clock.”
“I know it is, thank you. Once we get a signal again you can phone George back and tell him to call the brewery, say we’ll be late.”
The car was parked a few yards down the road, the only vehicle in sight. Victoria got in and rummaged in the glove compartment, shifting wads of her old campaign leaflets from the Holyrood election out of the way in the hope that Vanessa kept a road atlas in there, but all she found were receipts and an unopened parking ticket. She wished Vanessa was with her. Vanessa was like a homing pigeon. She could navigate by a kind of instinct that Victoria singularly lacked. Victoria still got lost in Edinburgh, even though she'd been an MSP for six months.
She fired up the satnav and scrolled through its history.
"Maybe I put in the wrong postcode. Have you got the text from George?"
Sighing as if this was an unreasonable imposition, Sally pulled out her phone, but her impractically long acrylic nails forcing her to angle her fingertips upwards like a Thai dancer. She showed Victoria the message. The postcode matched the satnav's history. Bang went that theory.
"Right," said Victoria, "we are going to drive out of this estate and if there’s still no phone signal we’ll stop and ask somebody."
"Okay," said Sally, though nothing in her vacuous expression suggested she was actually listening.

#

They drove through the estate until it gave way to a residential area, schemes of run-down semis from the fifties or sixties made of brick and dun-coloured stone cladding. One of those attempts at urban paradise from the era that brought you such oases of beauty as Cumbernauld, Whitfield and Glenrothes. Victoria had never been anywhere near this part of the city back when she lived here. Her parents would have had a fit if she even tried to stray from their Georgian villa in Cults, with gardens bursting with hydrangeas and rhododendrons and monkey puzzle trees.
She drove along the cracked macadam road, avoiding the many potholes, and she scanned the houses for any signs of life. A road sign would’ve been helpful. Deflated footballs lay on the yellowed lawns, green with lichen from too long sitting out in the rain. Most of the houses were boarded up and scarred with graffiti.
The only human being Victoria saw was an elderly man, shrivelled like a rotten apple, in a bunnet and tweed blazer. He sat on the wall of a house that had been spray-painted with the motto "Fuck Trump" in bright scarlet letters, like a raw wound on the brickwork and plywood boards. Victoria decided not to ask the old man directions. Her gut feeling told her a Conservative MSP would not be welcome in an area like this. Besides, as she reached the next junction and glanced in the rearview mirror, the old man had gone.
After another five minutes, and when hitting the satnav still failed to make it say anything more helpful than "signal loss" or "recalculating", Victoria found her temper boiling inside her.
"Is there still no bloody signal?"
Sally shook her head and carried on playing some game on her phone. "No."
"Fine."
Around the next corner they drove into another street of terraced semi-detached houses, only on one side of the street lay an arcade of small shops all locked behind metal shutters. Victoria parked the car in one of the bays by the shops and got out. Sally looked up from her phone when the car door started pinging to warn her that it was open and glanced about as if she'd only just woken up.
"Where are you going?"
"I'll just be a minute," Victoria replied. "I'm going to see if anyone knows how to get to this place."
Sally nodded and went back to her game. Victoria made another mental note to fire her as soon as they got back to the office.
The houses here, though silent and morose with ragged and sickly gardens, were not boarded up, and Victoria could feel that unconscious sense of occupation, the way she always knew when Vanessa was already home even if the place was quiet. And sure enough, as she crossed the street, heading for the houses, she saw a white voile curtain twitch in one of the downstairs windows.
"Right then," she thought to herself and headed for that house.
The only things growing in the scabrous front garden were children’s toys and the odd dandelion, but a smell of urine and rotting food hit as soon as she stepped onto the concrete path. She pressed the bell, and the shrill tone screamed somewhere inside, followed by a flurry of movement then silence. Victoria took a deep breath and got into character, putting on her "woman of the people" smile. She didn’t expect a warm welcome, but she had to try.
After what felt like ages, she heard footsteps shuffling towards the door and several latches and locks were undone. The face that appeared out of her through the barely open door belonged to a woman of unfathomable age. She was wan with wisps of white hair framing her face like tufts of wool caught on a wire fence, white as fresh-scraped bone. The lines on her face were so deep and pronounced that she seemed almost reptilian, especially around her mouth, where the line radiated out from thin lips streaked with vermilion lipstick. She reminded Victoria of the dry, cracked mud on the riverbeds of South Africa, where she spent her summer as a girl.
"Can I help you?" asked the woman with unconcealed suspicion. She looked at Victoria from head to toe then folded her arms around her chest as if to protest the cold coming in through the open door.
"Hi there,’ said Victoria, trying to be charming. ‘Actually, I hope you can, I’m…’
‘I know you,’ the woman interrupted. ‘Are you off the telly?’
‘No, not really. My name is Victoria Donaldson. I’m your regional MSP for the Conservative Party.’
‘I didnae vote for you, hen. Sorry.’ The old woman started to close the door.
‘Oh, no,’ Victoria said, reaching out instinctively to grab the door but at the last moment she remembered herself. ‘I’m not here to canvas, don’t worry. No, I was just hoping you might help me find a place. It’s supposed to be near here but not having much luck. Muirhouse Avenue? Do you know it?’
The woman frowned. ‘I don’t really know, hen. I only go about here and maybe into town now and then if my granddaughter comes to take me. And it’s all changed since I was a girl. A’ new houses and schemes, and the town centre? I dinnae recognise it when I see it now.’
‘Right,’ said Victoria. A voice in her head told he she should’ve known this was a stupid idea. They were lost, and this was a scheme full of old, retired folk, most of whom, like this woman, should probably be in a nursing home rather than left as prisoners in their own homes, afraid to go out most probably thanks to the news and the constant reports of muggings, rapes and murders in the city.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘thanks anyway.’
‘My granddaughters might know,’ the old woman said. She stroked her hairy chin and looked to the sky in thought. She nodded, as if coming to some conclusion, then opened the door fully, stepping back to invite Victoria in.      
‘They’re just having their tea. Why don’t you come in and I’ll ask them.’
Victoria hesitated. The smell of piss was even stronger in the dingy hallway, on the brown, 1970s patterned carpet that was covered in black sticky holes, and whatever the granddaughters were eating for dinner, it smelled off somehow, like the meat was rotten. Sour and vinegary but with a rich smell of gravy beneath. But the old woman was already shuffling inside, and it would look rude if she didn’t follow. So, bracing herself and trying not to breathe in through her nose or touch any surfaces, Victoria went into the house.
‘Thank you,’ she called after the old woman. ‘Mrs…’
‘Paterson,’ the woman replied over her shoulder. She headed down the hall to a door right at the end. There were no stairs, so Victoria figured the house must be subdivided into flats, the upper storey housing a separate apartment. The ceilings here were low and covered in Artex swirls, again very late seventies, early eighties, Victoria thought. It reminded her of her granny’s house in Alloa, though it hadn’t smelled quite so bad. There was a rack for coats about halfway down and beneath it sat a cluster of brightly coloured rucksacks, one with smiling pictures of Elsa and Anna from Frozen and another with Tinkerbell. Young granddaughters then, Victoria guessed. Then as if to confirm her suspicions she heard children’s high-pitched giggles coming from down the hall, from the doorway the old woman had gone through.
That room turned out to be a kitchen. Beige countertops and cabinets with the appliances underneath, the wallpaper lemon yellow with white daisies. The place had a sickly air, perhaps brought on by the colour scheme, and not helped by the smell coming from the large soup pot sitting on one of the gas burners on the oven. Its lid rattled quietly as the contents bubbled.
In the middle of the kitchen was a white veneered table and chairs, and here sat the granddaughters, two little girls whose feet didn’t reach the floor while they sat on the chairs, munched on white bread sandwiches full of pork or chicken it looked like. The sandwiches were stuffed full of meat and that again made Victoria think of her own grandmother, of the plate of cold chicken she used to keep in the fridge whenever Victoria and her mother came to visit, how she would heap the chicken into a heavily buttered sandwich and bring it through on a little willow pattern plate.
The girls stared at Victoria but didn’t stop eating. She smiled at them, and they looked back with faint curiosity but nothing more.
‘Leanne, gonnae get your dad’s wee street map thing, eh?’ said Mrs Paterson.
The taller of the two children slid of the chair and glowered, what Victoria’s gran would call a “look that would turn butter”. She flounced past Victoria, and her footsteps thudded along the hall.
‘Cup of tea?’ Mrs Paterson asked.
‘No, thank you.’
Victoria tried to keep up her smile and looked idly around the room, at the pile of letters on the counter, so many of them marked “urgent – not a circular” or “final reminder”. She also saw the empty space with trailing pipes and clumps of dust where a washing machine had been until recently. A seventies-style sunburst clock ticked loudly on the wall above the bubbling pot, and on the wall behind the table, where there were no worktops, hung a large photograph, turning greenish-blue with age and sunlight. It showed a family group. Victoria recognised the two girls, although they were younger in the picture, and assumed the man with them was their father.
‘So, what is it you’re looking for?’ the old woman asked her. ‘One of those rally things going on, is there? Where folk all have wee signs and badges and hand out leaflets?’
‘Oh, no, nothing like that,’ Victoria replied. ‘I’m just going to one of the local businesses here to see how they’re coping with the cost-of-living crisis, and just give a wee quote to the TV people. Basically to show the kind of strategy they’re using to make things easier for their customers but still make a profit for themselves.’
She realised she had launched into her spiel, the stuff that was meant for the reporters, so she checked herself and fell silent.
‘That’s all the talk about on the telly now, cost-of-living this, cost-of-living that. And this Brexit thing. It’s no’ gonnae make a jot a difference round here, hen. This place died a long time ago. There’s nothing left for us to lose.’
‘Well, then it’s time the government looked at regeneration. They’re doing it in Dundee and other cities that have kind of fallen behind a little. Perth as well, they’re trying to revitalise it. There’s no reason why we couldn’t make a case at Holyrood to try and bring some new life into this area too. We could help.’
That girl was taking a hell of a long time to find a bloody A to Z, Victoria thought.
‘So, is it just yourself that lives here?’ she asked, for the sake of something to say.
‘The two weans live with me,’ said Mrs Paterson. She exchanged looks with the little girl at the table, and it was like some silent conversation took place between them. ‘Their mum went off when they were wee. Went to Australia or something. Nobody knows where. Never heard from her in nine years. Their da brought them here when he lost his house. He worked on the rigs, safety inspector, but they had to lay him off when the oil price fell. They laid off two hundred folk. Can you imagine that? Sitting at a desk and ticking a box or something and that’s two hundred folk without a living. I canna imagine that. He tried looking at they training courses they were all on about, to get them more skills so they could work somewhere else, but it wasn’t for him. Then he took to drink and now… well, he canna work any more.’
‘I’m so sorry,’ Victoria said, genuinely.
‘We do what we can. His…what he’s left us willna last much longer, so it looks like I’m going to have to look for work. My pension doesn’t bring in enough to feed me and the lassies, and then there’s a’ their clothes and their school stuff. It’s no’ fair that they’ve got to go to school in charity shop clothes and a’ the other wee bastards at that school make fun of them. It’s just no’ fair. They’re good lassies.’
‘I…’ Victoria swallowed. ‘I wish there was something I could do.’
Mrs Paterson pulled a chair back from the table. Its legs scraped against the linoleum. She sat down stiffly, a few joints popping, and let out a long sigh. Then she turned and looked up at Victoria with cloudy grey eyes.
‘You said you were a Tory,’ she said.
‘I am, yes.’
‘Nobody here voted Tory.’
‘Like I said, I’m a regional MSP, not the constituency one. You know you get two votes? One’s for your constituency MSP and they’re elected just like Westminster, on the first past the post system, but then there’s seven regional MSPs. Parties get a percentage of the vote and a percentage of the seats available in the regions, and there’s a list of people who fill those posts. That’s how I became an MSP. I was on the list.’
She could tell the old woman didn’t understand and didn’t actually care. There was still no sign of “Leanne” and the road atlas. The clock ticked away the seconds and the pot lid clattered as the broth inside came to the boil. The other little girl got up and went to the oven to turn the gas down a little.
‘Watch that stove,’ Mrs Paterson called over without actually looking at the girl. ‘Dinna burn yourself.’
‘I’m no’,’ the girl whined. ‘Is it ready yet?’
Mrs Paterson glanced at the clock. ‘Maybe another ten minutes. It’s got to soften.’
The little girl frowned sulkily and returned to her seat and her sandwich. There really was a lot of meat in that sandwich, Victoria thought. If not for the foul smell from the pot, she might have felt hungry, watching the little girl sink her teeth into the soft white bread.
‘I’m sorry I interrupted your tea,’ she said. The continued absence of the other child was starting to make her nervous. ‘Is it soup you’re having?’
‘Crappit heid,’ said the little girl through a mouthful of meat.
‘Sorry?’
‘It’s crappit heid,’ said Mrs Paterson. She got up with a groan and hobbled to the oven, wrapped a tea towel around her skeletal hand and lifted the lid off the pot. Steam billowed out and the bubbling grew louder. She picked up a wooden spoon from the counter and stirred the contents.
‘That’s what I thought she said,’ Victoria replied.
‘You’re no’ from round here, then?’
‘Well, I am. I was born in the Royal and I lived in Cults until I went off to university. I live in Edinburgh now most of the time, but I still have a house near Victoria Park.’
‘I’ve lived in Dyce all my life,’ said Mrs Paterson. ‘My mother always made me crappit heid. Usually at the end of the month when we were waiting for da’s pay to come in. Usually you’d make it wi’ fish but mum used to use rabbit sometimes as well. Once you’ve eaten the rest of it you take the head, and you fill it with oats and spices and maybe sometimes some chopped up onion or any veg you’ve got left and then you boil it up.’
‘Oh,’ said Victoria. ‘You know, I think I’ve heard of it, now you tell me that. So, is it a fish or a rabbit you’ve got?’
She looked towards the pot, which was still rattling away, if a little quieter.
‘No,’ said Mrs Paterson. ‘You never see rabbit these days in the butchers, like. Kids think it’s disgusting.’
‘It is,’ the little girl put in. ‘You canna eat a bunny!’
‘If you’re hungry, you’ll eat anything,’ her grandmother scolded. ‘And if you’ve nae money you have to use every wee bit you can.’ She looked up at Victoria. ‘I do everything I can, but it’s so expensive in the shops nowadays. More than a pound for a loaf of bread sometimes. I’ve been to one of they foodbanks but they’re nae use. You can only get one wee bag of stuff and that’s it. Though I suppose they mean well and anything’s a bonus. But it’s never enough. Kids are growing. It’s never enough.’
Victoria stood there, feeling like a complete idiot but unable to come up with something to say that wouldn’t sound patronising or like a TV soundbyte from the Party. She noticed for the first time how hollow the little girl’s cheeks were, the shadows beneath her eyes, the lank, unwashed way her dirty blond hair hung around her face. How baggy the Primark Lion King t-shirt hung on her tiny little frame.
‘Are you…’ she began, ‘...managing, Mrs Paterson? I mean, if the kids’ dad can’t work, he can get employment support. If it’s a medical condition he could be entitled to personal independence payment or universal credit as well. And is he getting all the benefits he should for the kids? If you want, I can call the DWP and get it all sorted out.
‘That’s awfu’ nice of you, hen, but my Dougie’s no’… He’s no’ gonnae get any benefits.’
‘But I’m sure…’
‘He died, hen,’ said Mrs Paterson. She glanced at the little girl, who was picking at the last bits of crust off her sandwich. ‘Kelly Ann, gonnae go see what Leanne’s up to, eh? She’s taking ages. I bet one of her pals has phoned her and she’s sitting gossiping about boys. Go see what she’s doing.’
The girl got up and left the room. After a long pause, Mrs Paterson went on.
‘I came back from the post office last week after getting my pension, and I found him here. He was in the bath.’ She shook her head at the memory. ‘Blood everywhere, it was a mess, such a mess. And the weans playing in their room like nothing’s happened. I mean, what kind of a man could dae that and leave it so the weans might find him? It was just sheer fluke neither of them had gone into the bathroom before I came home. Selfish, selfish man, but then he always was.’
Mrs Paterson inhaled deeply and there was a shudder in her breath, like she was holding back tears. Victoria laid a hand on the old woman’s shoulder. Her cardigan was so dirty, it felt clammy. But Mrs Paterson shook her off and got up.
‘I think a cup of tea would be the thing,’ she muttered. ‘Why don’t you have a wee seat in the living room, and I’ll bring you a cup too.’
‘I can make it.’
‘Naw, hen,’ said Mrs Paterson, ‘I’m no’ past it yet. I can boil a kettle. Go’n have a seat.’
Victoria glanced at the sunburst clock. She had been in the house ten minutes. Where the hell was Sally? Probably hadn’t even noticed the MSP she was supposed to work for had vanished. The last thing she wanted was to stay any longer and her chest tightened, her instincts telling her to head for the door and go out into the fresh air, away from the smell of old people and rotting food. But she knew she couldn’t leave just yet. She had to make sure the old woman was taken care of. She couldn’t leave the family in this state. So she went out into the hall and wandered down to the only door that was open, and saw that it was, indeed, the living room.
The couch was dark green and threadbare in places. A low coffee table sat before it, with a map of Aberdeenshire on the top of it. Victoria’s gran had one just like it. She remembered sitting on the floor beside it, her glass of cola on a cork coaster, right over the city of Aberdeen. Her gran sat in her armchair like a queen, while the rest of the family crushed onto the couch and waited for gran’s opinions. It always seemed to be about money, about the inheritance dad would get when granny died. Something about shares granddad had bought. Granny had moved to South Africa eventually, when Victoria was eleven, and they’d only seen her during the summer holidays when mum and dad took her to Johannesburg for a few weeks. But even in the South African house, where the heat was stifling and everything seemed bright and dusty, they still had that little coffee table with the map of where they’d come from.
A voile curtain over the window cut out most of the light from outside, and through it she could only see a ghostly image of the street, vague impressions of other houses and lampposts. The TV was absolutely ancient, one of the bulky ones from the pre-flatscreen era. It even had a rabbit ear aerial on top. There was no satellite receiver, no DVD player, just an old silver VHS machine with blue numbers displaying the time. There was a gas fire with a stone cladding surround, and from the dust covering its bars and front, it hadn’t been lit in a long time.
Eventually Mrs Paterson shuffled in and sat in an armchair by the fire, made of the same frayed green material as the couch. She sighed as she sunk down onto the cushion, and it sounded like a machine powering down for the night.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Victoria began. ‘I didn’t realise you were grieving.’
‘Grieving?’
‘For your son.’
‘He wasnae my son,’ said the old woman. ‘He was married to my daughter.’
‘Oh, right, I see. But it’s only been a week, and it must’ve been such a shock for you. Have the police offered you any kind of counselling service?’
Mrs Paterson snorted. ‘What’s a counsellor gonnae do? Sit and listen to me whinge for an hour, write it a’ down then wait for the next one to come in and do the same wi’ them? You’re just a number, a problem in a test that they have to find the answer for and then they move on to the next question. I’ve got the weans to think of. I canna let things fall apart for their sake. You have to do what you have to do when it comes to family.’
‘I know, I know,’ Victoria said softly, ‘but there’s no shame in asking for help. You don’t have to cope with all this alone.’
‘Aye and what happens then? Social work get involved. They’ll take the weans away, put them in care. I’ve seen what happens in they kind of places. My wee lassies are no’ going there. I’ll look after them.’
‘There’s no reason to think…’
‘You know sometimes I do sit and think about it though, how he could do that, how he could just take the easy way out and leave us to struggle on our own. What kind of a man does that?’
‘Did you have any idea why… I mean, was he depressed or…’
‘Oh, he always said he was depressed. Said he couldn’t cope. The girls were too much for him. Spineless little runt. Like a’ the rest of us are having a party and he’s the only one who’s got it bad, eh? How can you not think of your family? Family’s everything. You do anything for your family. At least, that’s how I was brought up. I canna let them take the weans away, they’re a’ that’s left.’
‘Well, sometimes when someone’s ill in that way, it’s not so easy to think things through. It’s just a shame he couldn’t get the help he needed. But I promise,’ said Victoria, ‘I’ll do everything I can. I’ve got colleagues at Holyrood who can make sure everything’s okay and…’
‘And then what’ll they say, when they come and poke and prod at everything? They’ll say I’m bad, that I’m an evil old woman.’
‘Why on earth would anyone say that?’
Mrs Paterson shook her head. There were tears welling at the corners of her eyes now. ‘And that man at the Co-op funeral place, I couldna believe him. You know what he said it’d cost for a funeral? Just a plain cremation, nae service, nae nothing? Three thousand pounds. Like, who the hell has three thousand pounds just sitting about these days? How is somebody on a pension supposed to pay that? And he says it as easy as if it was twenty pence! Three thousand pounds to bury a selfish bastard who’s left us all stuck in a hole.’
‘Have you no other family? Or does he not?’
She shook her head. ‘I said, the mother’s God knows where. We’ve nae address or phone number for her. Dougie was an only child.’
Victoria thought hard, figuring out what departments to talk to, which contacts to ring. ‘I’m sure we can sort something out, Mrs Paterson. I will call a few folk I know and have them come and see you. They’re not coming to take the kids away, I promise. They’ll come to see what you’re entitled to and to make sure you get it. And I’m sure I can find people to help out with the funeral costs as well. Is Dougie’s body still at the hospital?’
‘They let me take him home,’ said Mrs Paterson. ‘They said they couldna keep him any more, so I had to take him, if there was no undertaker.’
Victoria shivered and thought of the closed doors she’d passed on her way from the kitchen, wondering which room held the corpse. If it wasn’t embalmed, then maybe it was Dougie causing the sour, rotting smell and not the soup after all.
‘Well,’ she said, steadying herself. ‘I will go back to my office and make some calls.’
She got up and brushed down her skirt, turned to go and found the two girls standing in the doorway. A scene from The Shining flashed through her head and she swallowed and forced a smile. Neither girl, she noticed, was holding a road atlas.
‘I’m sure we can get you all back on your feet really soon,’ she said.
Behind her, she heard the swish of fabric and the pop of air in old joints as Mrs Paterson rose from her chair.
‘I’m really sorry, hen,’ she said. ‘You seem a nice lassie, despite it all. But you’ve got to understand, I had to do everything I could for the weans.’
‘I do understand, Mrs Paterson.’
‘Do you?’ The old woman’s voice was barely above a whisper. Her cloudy eyes fixed on Victoria with a look of liquid sadness, though her wrinkled mouth was set firm, her chin up and her whole demeanour suggesting a powerful woman, despite her age.
‘Gran, can we get dinner?’ asked the older child, Leanne.
‘In a minute,’ Mrs Paterson replied.
‘I’ll leave you to your tea,’ Victoria said, but her voice came out as thin as tissue and she realised she was trembling. Her heart thudded like a trapped hummingbird in her chest.
‘You’re no fae round here, hen,’ Mrs Paterson said in a calm, steady voice. ‘And by the looks of you, you’ve never wanted for anything. Brought up in Cults, away to some fancy university, fancy house in Edinburgh, standing up, talking about wiping out poverty and helping kids from deprived backgrounds and all that tripe, when you’ve never been hungry or sat up all night worrying ‘cause the gas bill’s overdue.
‘You’ve never had to go without. Never had to go to one of they foodbanks and see the folk on the street watching you as you go in and sneering to themselves, thinking “aye, that’s just some scrounger away to get a freebie”. I would never let anyone go hungry. It’s all well and good to say you’re hungry if it’s just you. You can find ways to take your mind off it, but when it’s bairns, and you hear the weans crying their eyes out ‘cause their tummies are so sore and they’ve no’ eaten the day. You canna just stand and listen to that. You have to do something, anything you can, to stop them crying. See that’s what you lot don’t see. It’s just a word, “poverty”. It’s just another question on an exam paper you have to find an answer for, so you make up all these words and you say you’re going to make this committee and that committee and you’re going to look into what’s causing it, but nothing actually happens.’
The younger child ducked away back into the hall, still with a sulky expression on her face, and muttered something about dinner. Mrs Paterson either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Her glassy eyes were still on Victoria.
‘And then you see a man, who doesna deserve to be called a faither, crying into his whisky and moping about, moaning all the time about how tired he is and how he canna go out because he canna face anybody and how nobody cares about him. And for his final trick he cuts his own wrists and takes a bottle load of pills and whisky and leaves us wi’ his useless body that we canna even burn up because we dinna have the money.’
‘I…’ Victoria faltered. Her heart was beating so fast she felt her whole body shaking. A little voice in her mind told her to run away and run away now, but she was rooted to the spot. And the old woman stepped closer.
‘What was I supposed to do?’ she asked. ‘Just leave his body there to rot? They were hungry.’
‘Gran,’ the little one, Kelly Ann, shouted from another room. ‘I’m eating this.’
‘You leave that until we’re all ready, young lady,’ Mrs Paterson called back.
‘Ew, it’s gross,’ Victoria heard the girl say.
‘Enough,’ shouted Mrs Paterson. ‘You’ll eat what’s given to you. There’s nothing else.’
She turned back to look at Victoria. ‘Crappit heid’s no’ exactly the best thing to eat but it’s fine if there’s nothing else. And it’s a way of seeing there’s no waste. You use every bit of meat there is.’
‘Aye, I suppose,’ Victoria said, or rather squeaked. She glanced at the doorway again, still begging her limbs to move, to run out. The older girl, Leanne, was no longer standing there. It frightened Victoria that she hadn’t heard or seen the child leave, but it also meant the doorway was clear. She could run. She could escape.
‘I’m sorry, hen,’ said Mrs Paterson. ‘I really am, but I am glad you came to see us. We needed somebody to come.’
Pain exploded in Victoria’s head, and she felt her knees buckle as if her legs had snapped. She thumped down onto the sticky carpet, then another blow cracked the top of her head. Stars burst across her vision, and she felt the carpet against her cheek, smelled old polish and urine, saw blood pooling beneath her face. She briefly glimpsed the little girl walking away from her, something in her hand that also dripped blood. A rolling pin maybe. Then the second girl was in the doorway, holding a plate. On it was a large skull, white meat clinging to it and its fat glistening, oats and barley spilling from its mouth like a cornucopia. Then Victoria’s eyes closed.
‘Just eat it,’ she heard the old woman say. ‘You’ll have something better tomorrow.’
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  Chapter five
Deadline


It’s six o’clock. But it’s October, it’s Scotland, therefore it’s as dark as midnight out there. The STV News has just started on the tiny telly on the 1970s unit – one of those that goes right around the wall, incorporating the gas fire, faced with fake stone – and my new acquaintance is slumped in an olive-green armchair, taking the full brunt of the three bars burning beside him. I don’t know how he can stand it. The flat, on the top floor of a tenement in Giffnock, is stifling. I’ve already asked what time we’re heading out and been given the helpful answer of, “once the shadows fall”. 
Every so often, he’ll take a sip from his can of Monster and nods at the TV, as though it confirms his suspicions about something. There’s a story about a death in Victoria Park, and he points at this, muttering, “Aye, there you go.” On screen, John MacKay tells how police are looking for any witnesses who might have been in the park the night the young man died. He doesn’t mention how the victim was killed, but Gavin has made up his mind, apparently. Then, with a sudden burst of movement that may be down to that being his third can of Monster since I arrived, he grabs a small case from the sideboard. It looks like it should contain a pool cue.
‘Right, time to get going,’ he says, and grabs a leather coat from the back of the couch. It looks heavy, like the pockets are full. Earlier, I saw him pack them with crucifixes, bottles of holy water and bulbs of garlic that I can still smell even when the coat’s six feet away. In fact, the whole flat smells of it. Apparently, he found someone down the Barras who sells garlic josh sticks.
“Gavin” (who wishes me to call him this to preserve his anonymity), 52, says he is Glasgow’s first professional vampire hunter. This is a difficult claim to verify, as it seems vampire hunters either have never existed before or never declared themselves as such on the census. By day, Gavin works in Aldi, but an eight-hour shift of stocking the middle aisle doesn’t deter him from heading out every other evening to scour the city for night crawlers.
‘You’d be surprised how many vampires there are in Glasgow,’ he says as he sharpens his stakes, which seem to be the legs of various bits of furniture from the 1970s. ‘Your Paris and your New Orleans and your Transylvania gets all the attention, but Glasgow’s just as big on the supernatural map. It’s a blight on this city. People come here because they hear the Glasgow folk are friendly. They come for the patter. They come to look at the cathedral and go shopping and… all the other stuff there is to do in Glasgow. They don’t want to get their necks bitten at night by a bloody vampire, do they?’ I agree that no, that would not make for a good city break, although it would be memorable. Imagine the TripAdvisor reviews.
‘I’ve hunted maybe a hundred vampires since I started this,’ says Gavin. ‘Aye, probably about a hundred. Been doing this for about a year now. So, aye, a lot.’
When asked how many vampires he has actually dispatched, however, Gavin is vague and tells us it’s time to head out into the wilds of Southside.
We take the number 38 bus to Shawlands, attracting a few sideways looks, but no-one dares to confront the guy in the long coat and dark glasses who’s quite clearly holding several weapons underneath. I smile at a few people to try and reassure them we’re not as insane as we look. Or at least I’m not. I wish I’d worn my tac vest with “Press” written on it, just so people know this is for work.
Gavin is right about one thing. Glasgow’s paranormal past does rival the other European cities. Edinburgh gets all the credit for its ghosts and Loch Ness still claims it has a monster even after centuries of people finding absolutely hee-haw in that water. But Glasgow’s history is riddled with stories of murder and betrayal, and, yes, even a few reported vampires. Most famous, perhaps, would be the Govan vampire, an urban legend started by a few kids with nothing to do back in the 1960s. These weans managed to convince enough people there was a vampiric entity in the Southern Necropolis that it started a panic, leading to several vigilante groups forming. No vampire was ever found, and after a few months, the story faded into legend.
Fraser MacLeod – The Real Govan Vampire
To the casual observer, Fraser MacLeod looks about 45, with a pale complexion and short dark hair. He bears a passing resemblance to Jason Isaacs, in fact, and is dressed in a dapper three-piece grey suit that looks bespoke. He props up the Art Deco bar in his club and sips a cocktail that is suspiciously red. I tell myself it’s just claret.
‘I’d arranged to meet a guy in the Necropolis,’ says MacLeod, 107. ‘Back then, he ran a chippy in Barrhead, Italian guy, you know? Arrived in Glasgow and straight off the plane from bloody Milan, he’s throwing his weight around. Muscling in on bits I’d spent years getting a hold of. His boys, all Tallies, you know, got into a couple of scuffles with my guys, and I heard they’d been going around some of the wee shops and laundrettes and things round the area, telling the folk that owned them that they were going to be running the place from then on, and they should pay them, not me.
‘Well, I wasn’t having that, was I? Back then, people think it was all beehives and listening to the Beatles, and, well, I did go and see them when they came here in ’64, but there was another side to the sixties. It was rough, but not anything like what it is now. Back then, we were never into drugs for starters. I never wanted to get into that crap. A few people tried to use the club to pass stuff through, but I put a stop to that if ever I found out about it. But I made sure to look after the folk in the local area. You can call it a protection racket if you want but I called it a service. If we didn’t step in and keep the peace, these other lots would just run riot. And we can’t exactly do that for free. But these Italians started trying to elbow their way into that, started running their damn ice cream vans about as well, and I know they were selling drugs out of those vans. I wasn’t having it. After another couple of fights, I finally went to the head honcho. The Codfather, we called him, since he had a chippy, you know? Antonio Giraldi. Nasty piece of work.
‘I said to him, let’s you and me fix this, once and for all, like gentlemen. And we agreed to meet at the Necropolis. My idea. I figured with his being a Tim he might be a bit superstitious about the graves, might keep him from getting leary. Didn’t work though. The slimy wee bastard brought a dozen guys, hid them around the cemetery and jumped me as soon as I came through the gate. I had my boys with me as well, and there was a massive fight. Bit of shooting involved. Last thing I remembered, there was this bang. I felt a bit dizzy. Weirdly, it didn’t hurt until just a second before I passed out. Then there was this flash of pain, like the worst pain you’ve ever felt timesed by a hundred.
‘I have no idea how long I was there for. I know now, from reading the papers, that I was the only one “killed”. The rest scarpered as soon as the guns started going off. I woke up staring at the stars. That’s what I remember. You don’t usually see as many stars as that. It must’ve been a clear night. I figured that was why I was so cold. Then I felt something at my neck. I must’ve moved and disturbed him because he sat up straight and looked down at me. Blood all round his mouth. My head was absolutely pounding. I don’t even remember much about what he looked like, but I remember long hair, long white hair. Then he held up his hand and dragged a nail down the inside of his wrist. I’m watching all this but it’s like a film being played out. The only thing that felt real was the pain in my head. But then I saw he’d cut a line down his arm, and he let a few drops of blood fall on me. I remember the taste of copper, and then my head stopped hurting. A wee while later, I woke up again. Must’ve passed out, and when I sat up, I felt better than ever. There was no sign of the fellow who’d bit me. There was no mark on me either, I don’t think. I tried feeling around my neck and my head but there was no blood on my hands after.
‘I got to my feet eventually, hauling myself up by one of the graves, and all I could think about was Giraldi. There was no way I was letting him get away with this. I can’t say as I understood what had happened to me. I just thought I’d been knocked out, dreamt the guy with the long hair, and been left for dead by the rest of them. I was going to beat the living crap out of my own boys as well for leaving me.
‘As I got to the gates of the Necropolis, there were a couple of wee guys hanging about. Right we Oor Wullies cutting about, playing with gutties and jacks. The sun was on its way down. I told them they should be away back home. Their maws would be shouting out the window for them. They looked at me as though I’m Frankenstein’s monster, mouths gaping. I told them if they stayed like that, they’d catch flies. They screamed and ran away. Maybe they knew who I was, I was thinking.
‘It was only when I got home and let myself in, thinking I’d tidy myself up before I headed out to give Giraldi his comeuppance, and I looked in the mirror. Well, how do you describe that? Staring at a bit of glass that should have your face looking back at you, but all you see’s the bathroom wall.
‘Of course, it was a shock. Not gonna lie, it was a shock. I mean, how do you come to terms with that? Before that, if you’d told me there was such a thing as vampires, I’d’ve smacked you right in the pus. I mean… Really, I mean, how do you get your head round that?
‘But then, after a minute, it hit me.
‘Nobody was gonna drive their fucking ice cream vans through my patch any more. Just have to make sure I got them when it was dark.’
Gavin has taken us to Queen’s Park, telling us on the way how there had been a massive battle there in the sixteen hundreds (it was actually the fifteen hundreds, though he may have been confused by that being the sixteenth century) led by Mary Queen of Scots. Hence the area just south of Shawlands having
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