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Chapter One
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Angelica pressed her palm against the front door. With a pang of pleasure, she glanced at her shapely manicured nails, which was an indulgence she’d been unable to afford before her marriage. She opened the door and was about to step out into the daylight when the phone rang.  Angelica reached into her coat pocket with a familiar feeling of dread.

“Who is it?” At the sound of her husband Paul’s friendly voice calling from behind, she delayed answering the call.

Angelica swung around on her heels and faced her husband. 

“The usual,” she said, looking at his plump oval face as she spoke. His expression was tortured, his pale blue eyes cloudy and encircled with purple shadows from excessive work and worry.

“If he wants money, you must say no,” he said, scratching the silver points of remaining hair on his crown. “We’re enabling his habit.”

The phone continued to ring. “I must answer – I can’t just ignore him,” Angelica whined, forcing her agitation out between her lips.

Paul stepped forward, gently placed his large hands on her arms, and looked down beseechingly. “Of course, you must answer – he’s your boy, but don’t give in to his demands,” he said like a man who feared he was about to be robbed.

“He is my son, and I’m not going to leave him to drown,” she squealed as her eyes throbbed and filled with tears. Her body sagged with despair, her head drooped, and she gazed at the weak autumn light on the flagstones and the dust she’d neglected to sweep away.

Paul knew better than to try to comfort his distraught wife. If he came too close, she would angrily push him away. His putty face relaxed, and his lips curled into a tolerant but sad smile. “We’ve tried to help him so often—it’s your turn now. You’ve waited so long for this appointment with Max.”

“What’s he like, this Max?”

“I think he’s a bit of a weirdo, but people speak highly of him in the village. They say he’s a kind man who’s quietly helped out many people – nobody will say a single word against him, but then they’re all a bit nuts around here.”

“Why did you move here then?”

“The house and country lifestyle.” 

An icy draft blew through the open door, and the phone began to ring again.

“I must go, or I’ll be late,” Angelica said, wanting to escape the anxiety in Paul’s eyes and the depressing sound of their voices repeating the same old things without anything changing.

“We won’t give up on him – we’ll find help,” Paul gravely said as she went to shut the door. “Jack managed to give up.”

“Yes, your precious son gave up, but mine’s still suffering,” Angelica shouted back and, needing a barrier between them, slammed the door shut.

****
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Angelica breathed in the cool air, aware of her hand clasping the phone in her pocket. A cloud covered the sun, and the colour faded from the trees, turning them into elongated shadows. She was alone on the country road, which led to the small village. The clip-clop rhythm of her new high-heeled boots rang in her ears, reminding her that she needed to make a phone call. Reluctantly, she halted, sighed tragically, and pressed the buttons.

“You took your time – I’m last on your list as always,” Charlie grumbled in his deep, displeased, and lethargic voice.

Keep things light, Angelica thought. “I’m sorry – I’m in a bit of a rush – I’ve an appointment with a hypnotist,” she said as she began to walk with more determination as though she could leave her panic behind.

“What for?” the voice said scornfully.

“He's going to regress me – to help me learn more about my real parents.”

“You mean the reason they abandoned you in a toilet.”

“Yes, that’s right,” she said, conscious of wanting to keep Charlie involved in family matters so he felt as though he belonged. “How are you? How’s the new flat going?” She said, trying to keep things normal.

“How do you think?” he said with dry contempt. “I’m thrown out of my home, and my dog is taken away from me.”

“I had to sell up – we would’ve lost everything,” she blandly said as she passed under the bows of a beech tree and into many shades of darkness. “We had no money left.”

“I suppose you blame me for that?” Charlie growled as he prepared for battle - to wear his mother down.

“No! Of course not!”

“I’ve lost my job as well. The boss just went off at me for no reason,” Charlie paused. The silence is deliberate and brittle as he knew she wouldn’t know how to answer. “Haven’t you got anything to say?”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but there must have been a reason.”

“Yup, that’s what I would expect from you. He said I was acting irrationally.”

“Well, we’ve noticed a change in you,” Angelica said bravely.

“Irrationally because I went and bought supplies before washing the pots, you stupid cow! You always think the worst of me – that I’m mad.”

Angelica felt her heart bleed at her child’s aggression. The monster addiction in his brain was subversive, and she wished it had substance so she could kill it. How I would love to see my sweet, loving son again before I die, she silently prayed.

“Why did you phone? To have a go at me,” she said, realising her mistake.

“I thought, as my mother, you might want to help. I can’t pay the rent.”

“I said I would help with the rent, but this is seriously the last time. I’m not paying to constantly quench your thirst for drugs – it’s torture,” she said breathlessly, boldly and without constraint and for a moment, she was proud of herself.

“Well, thanks for that,” he said softly, making Angelica wonder who had been using the stick and then the carrot.

“I will transfer it after I’ve been to the doctor,” she said, seeing the village ahead and glancing at her watch. She saw if she didn’t hurry, she’d be late.

“You know it’s not all about the drugs. If I don’t keep up this mad dance, I will sober up and realise I have nothing.”

Angelica knew now that she needed to listen patiently, even though she was anxious to attend to her needs.

“I know you haven’t had an easy time.”

“You don’t mean to fuck up my life, and you try, but who do I really have to depend on other than myself. I have no relationships, no skills, and no qualifications. Everyone needs a purpose to justify the pain of living,” Charlie said in a hoarse rasping voice loaded with tears.

Angelica knew that what he was saying held an element of truth, even if withdrawals had intensified his emotions. Nobody could live without attachments and goals, but it was because of the drugs that his dreams had become unattainable. The pain she felt was intolerable – she loved him, but it wasn’t enough, and she felt to blame. The cumulative process of his depression had begun in childhood – living in a rough area, the bullying, and her struggles to keep a job and a roof over their heads. Thoughts spun wildly around Angelica’s mind. She had reached the shops and found herself resenting the normality and happy expressions on people’s faces as they went about their everyday lives. 

“Are you there?” Charlie’s voice had become weak, desperate.

“Yes, just thinking. I wish I could wave a wand and make your life better. It’s all choices and chances, and one wrong step can send us in completely the wrong direction.”

She wanted to give him some hope, but she’d kept him going so long by setting small targets, and he couldn’t survive repeated disappointments. The only answer would be for him to get clean and for that, she would have to take the risk and stop giving him money.

“You think I’m like this because of drugs, but I’d have topped myself long ago if I hadn’t been able to escape.”

Angelica’s son lived in another world. It was as real to him as hers was, but he had no control and eventually would be caught. How much time was left to save him, she wondered. Could he still see her world, or was it becoming too defused and remote?

“I’m at the doctor's now. I will transfer some money – perhaps we could meet up tomorrow.”

“Whatever,” Charlie said, his voice seemingly starved of love.

The phone clicked dead. Still trembling from the trampling on her emotions, Angelica dropped her phone back into her pocket.
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Chapter Two
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Distracted and drained from the conversation with Charlie, Angelica mindlessly reached for the decorative Bacchus doorknocker of the large Georgian house. She was surprised by its weight, but it was effective as an attractive young man quickly opened the door.

“Hello! I’m Angelica Rose,” Angelica stuttered as she remembered to use her new name.

“I’m the professor’s housekeeper,” he said, flashing an uneasy smile. “He’s expecting you. You will find him in the front room.” He pointed to a door on the left of the hall.

“Thank you!” Angelica said as apprehension flooded her mind, distracting her and enabling her to dodge the fire pit of her everyday fears. She thought Something didn’t feel right, but she found herself weakly rapping on the door and then turning the handle.

The room was semi-dark. Glancing around, Angelica saw bookcases lining the walls and heavy furniture, including a couch. A ghostly yellow light came through the partially opened curtains of the floor-to-ceiling windows, and in front of this stood a tall, shiny, black-gowned figure looking through the crack at the street. He turned abruptly. He looked directly at Angelica, his eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his glasses, searching as though he was trying to get the measure of his client. 

“I’m Max Altman—please call me Max,” he said, smiling and walking around the table towards Angelica. You must be Mrs Angelica Rose,” he smiled again, revealing glistening, even-white teeth. He bent slightly towards her and extended his arm. Angelica briefly and lightly shook his cool hand and noticed that beneath his day coat, he wore a flamboyant, colourful shirt. 

“Yes, pleased to meet you, and I’m Angelica,” she said nervously.

“Would you like to sit?” He pointed to a chair placed in front of his desk. As he walked back, Angelica noticed a longhaired, smoky grey cat chasing a thread hanging from the man’s unusual garment.

Angelica eased herself into the sturdy, comfortable chair, and the professor performed the same action on the other side of the expansive desk devoid of objects except for a large notepad and ballpoint.

Max leaned his arms on the surface, picked up his pen and looked expectantly and kindly at Angelica. After an uncomfortable pause, he frowned quickly and said, “In this session, I think it would be a good idea to get some background information – get to know each other a little.” 

Angelica watched as he put the biro down, ran his hand over his shiny bald head, retrieved his pen, opened the notepad, and began writing. 

“Don’t let my scribbling put you off - I need to take notes these days, or I forget – an old age thing,” he looked up smiling broadly, and Angelica thought his thin transparent skin, grained and pitted like pale sand, would split. She was suddenly not in the mood for talking; emotions were stacking up inside because of the strangeness of the situation, and she had a lump in her throat. Besides, a stranger writing her life story did bother her.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not sure I’m in the right frame of mind for all this today,” she muttered, rising from the chair. “I only want to be regressed, not to be analysed.”

“That’s fine,” he laughed nervously. I’m not a psychotherapist, at least not anymore.” He took off his wire-rim glasses and began cleaning the lenses. Angelica noticed his eyes were now a normal size. The smoky-coloured cat curled around her legs, and she crouched down and stroked its soft fur. “Would you like a cup of tea before you go? After all, we’re neighbours—I just thought it would be good to get to know each other.”

“Only just—I’ve only lived here for a few weeks. I’m newly married. I’ve never been married before—I used to take pride in doing everything alone,” she said, feeling easier now that he’d closed his notebook. Yes, tea would be good,” she replied with a twinge of guilt and without looking up. Animals are so much easier to deal with than people.”

“I agree with you there,” Max said as he walked towards the door. He opened it and called out to his housekeeper. “Jeffrey, do you mind making some tea?” There was no reply, and the tall man strode back to his chair. “I’ve lived here too long. If you want to know any village gossip – I know it all,” he laughed guardedly.

Angelica returned to the chair. The door clicked open, and she turned to look at the young housekeeper who entered carrying two cups on a tray. He offered the drink to Angelica, “thanks,” she said, taking the tea. Then, he repeated the process with Max.

“Thanks, Jeffrey,” Max smiled warmly, and without a word, Jeffrey headed for the door. 

“How’s married life?” Max had replaced his glasses and gazed at her with huge searching eyes.

Angelica swallowed the lump in her throat. “It should be perfect. My husband is a kind, loving man and a successful builder,” Angelica said, staring into her cup. We’ve been together for eight years but were unable to be truly united because we both had sons living in our separate homes who were struggling with their issues.”

“You’re talking addiction here, I take it,” Max said.

Angelica looked up surprised and saw Max peering gravely over his wire glasses. He frowned and said, “It’s rife now – most of my cases had some relation to drugs or alcohol. That’s one reason why I gave up counselling – I began to doubt my abilities to help.”

“The pain is unbearable, worse than anything I’ve ever felt,” Angelica shuddered as though she was trying to shake off her brooding thoughts. “My soul aches endlessly. It’s a slow suicide, and you can see his body and mind are being eaten alive. He now blames me for throwing him out of the family home, but I had no choice. All my money went on his drugs and keeping him going. My husband’s son was the same, but the love of a girl finally inspired him to clean up his act – he’s a different man now. Whereas I still have to watch my son slowly dying or going insane.”

The therapist and his client’s anxious eyes both locked together. Tears fell onto Angelica’s cheeks, which she quickly brushed away. The awkwardness of two strangers meeting for the first time evaporated. Max frowned again and rested his chin on his hands as if praying.

“As I said, I’ve retired from practice. The hypnotism is of personal interest, and I ask for no payment. I shan’t take anything from you – I’m here to give you whatever help I can,” Max said in a soft, almost shy voice. “How did you find out about me?”

“Google. I was surprised to find anyone so close.”

“I rarely go on the computer. I don’t know how I got on there – still, no matter, you’re here now.” The cat jumped on the table, and Angelica watched as Max ran his hand repeatedly down the animal’s back. “Do you like cats?”

“I like all animals,” Angelica replied. “Sometimes, more than people.”

Max chuckled, “Me too. Well, this is Greystone.” The cat purred loudly.

“What’s your biggest fear with your son?”

“That he will die, or I will die before seeing the real person, whom I know, is hiding under the haze. It kills me to see him in that vacant void. Everyone says I should let go, which is what I’ve done by moving, but now I see him struggling, and I’m scared he’s forgotten how to swim. I want to reach out and pull him back towards me, but everyone says no. What human allows a drowning person being chased by sharks to sink?”

Angelica sobbed. Max reached down, opened a drawer, took out a box of tissues, and slid them over to Angelica. “Cry-cry as much as you want. I’m no stranger to tears,” he smiled sympathetically. What do you feel would be right for your son?”

“I know I must let go, but my instincts tell me to hold tight. It’s my dual emotions that are the problem.”

“How about both ways? This is how I see it, and I could easily be wrong. He’s currently panicking because he feels the group he once belonged to has weakened, and we all need to be attached to something. The less he depends on others, the more he will depend on himself. This is a double-edged sword. He may become excessively individualistic and become a person who recognises no rules other than those that serve his own needs. Alternatively, he may become more involved in the drug world because there, he has a place and status. You and your family hope that by letting go and without the finance to support his addictions, he will be forced to give up and become a whole person once more.”

Angelica nodded desolately, “Yes, that’s it. Without money, he can’t buy drugs.”

“But you don’t want him to die from physical or emotional starvation?”

“No.”

“He needs hope—attainable goals—some motivator that will justify all the effort needed in becoming clean. With your husband’s son, it was the love of a girl,” Max said earnestly.

“It’s a vicious circle; no decent girl will have him while he’s in this state. He also said my expectations of him had always been too low –I should have pushed him more.”

“What I would suggest is that you slowly withdraw the finances but, in their place, give him a goal – one he can reach – not his fantasy unattainable goals. The last thing is to insist on keeping him in the family loop. To be a part of society, you must be within a group. Throw him a lifeline, something he can swim towards.”

Angelica felt the warmth and sincerity of Max’s voice. They both sat deep in thought. Angelica felt a breath on the back of her neck, which caused her to shudder. She often had a fleeting chill pass behind her, making her feel vulnerable. She wanted to drop her long hair over her flesh but felt it would be inappropriate.

“I understand—thank you. My role is not to finance him but to enable him to discover a new identity. You’ve given me hope, something to focus on.”

A flush rose to Max’s cheeks, making him look younger. He smiled, but then it quickly faded, and Angelica saw the silver glint of sadness in his eyes.

“Well, my job is to concentrate on you. Help make you stronger so you can deal with all these difficulties. Why do you want to be regressed?”

“Rightly or wrongly, I blame myself for my son’s situation. You see, I was adopted.”

Max picked Greystone up, dropped her on the floor, rested his hands on his chin, and again looked as though he was praying. “Go on.”

“I was that child abandoned at a public toilet – it was in all the papers. Apparently, there were no witnesses. All the news revealed was that I was about six years old and well cared for. Nobody came forward to claim me, but luckily, I was quickly adopted by two wonderful, caring people.”

“Do you have any memories?”

“A few snapshots of a dark-haired woman. I tried to hold onto the images and her fragrant smell, which I’ve tried to identify. Once, I followed a rich woman around town because she smelled like my mother. Slowly, any memories faded, and as I got older, they rapidly dissolved. One day, I will turn to look, and everything will be gone. I’ve searched all over the internet and been to all the record offices, but nothing exists. It seems my parents weren’t real – the imprint of my brief exposure in their lives was only a dream.”

Max smiled broadly, revealing his white teeth. “You want to go back and see what you can find out. You think by understanding your past, you will be able to help your son with his future.”

Angelica nodded and, feeling more relaxed and more human, smiled. “Yes, that’s exactly it.”

“Well, I can help if you allow me, but please, may I take recordings as part of my research? Everything will be kept strictly confidential.”

“Yes, I’m sorry. I don’t want people to think I’m mad – I’m really quite normal.”

“The problem with the mad is that they don’t know they’re mad,” Max laughed drily, with a wicked glint in his protruding eyes.

Angelica laughed lightly, “Yes, I know, and that’s a worry, not for me but for my son. Once these last issues are solved, I can begin living a quiet and more peaceful life.”

“I understand – we will see what we can do, but I hope you realise that with all these things, there are risks. Once something is taken out of the box, it’s incredibly hard to stuff it back in.”

“I would rather know than remain in ignorance. I need to know who I am before I can help my son.”

“Would the same time next week suit you?” Max said, rising from his chair. I will show you to the door, and then I must sort out Greystone—find her some food before she nags me to death,” Max chuckled. 

Angelica rose. Max stood at her side and, with his hand on her shoulder, gently ushered her through the living room door and out into the hallway.

“Will you be okay?” Max said, taking Angelica’s hand in his.

“Yes, I’m fine now and stronger – thanks – at least for the time being.”

“Remember, you’re not to blame. Sometimes nobody’s to blame,” he called after her as she skipped down the steps, feeling happier and lighter.
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Chapter Three

[image: image]


Alex had spent the first week of his half-term holiday clubbing by night and occasionally visiting his father in the hospital during the day. Now reluctantly, he’d left London far behind to travel with his father, Robert Hays, to his mother’s new home in Dartmoor. He’d never been in such an environment before, and the greenish gloom of dusk made him intensely uneasy. Perhaps there was more to his father’s generous promises of money, he thought, gawping up at a fortress of jumbled granite that tumbled down a hill to his right. It would be easy to conceal a body here, he mused randomly.

“Are you sure mum won’t mind me turning up?” Alex said, twisting to look at the buffoon hunched over the wheel of the car, peering into the mist. “She hates everything about me at the moment.”

“You should try and get on with your mother. Our problems shouldn’t involve you,” Robert smiled. “To be honest, I could do with your company. She’s an odd woman, your mother – you know what I mean,” he said, chuckling. This house is her project; if it makes her happy, it will keep her quiet. Besides, I don’t want to be here either - I hate the country. Seriously, you should make up with her before returning to school.”

“Dad, I’m not a fan of this stinking pit either. Can’t we go back to London?” Alex moaned. “No offence, but I’d rather be with my mates than you and mum. You spend your time arguing and bickering—it’s hard to watch.”

“Son, I know – I’m sorry. It’s all my fault, but she’s been syphoning off money, and it’s somewhere in this house. I want to see what she’s up to.”

“I’ll have to admire her shitty paintings. As a child, they scared the fuck out of me.”

“I suppose we all need a purpose,” Robert grinned.

The car halted, and they both stepped out into the swirling rain. Alex shuddered in the cold wind as they approached the granite farmhouse, which loomed up from the bleak and desolate moor.  The wide door was black and leathery, like burnt skin. Several times, Robert lifted the knocker and allowed it to drop, but there was no response. Uneasily, Alex waited, jumping on the spot to keep warm. Finally, Robert tried the handle, and the door sprung open. Furtively, they entered. 

“Darling, are you here?  It’s me, Robert,” he shouted as he swept his floppy, wet blonde mane from his forehead. “I’ve brought Alex along.”

Alex slammed the door shut, and they both stepped into a large hall engulfed in darkness. 

“The lights don’t seem to be working,” Robert said as he pressed the switch. “I expect that will be our first job,” he chuckled.

“I hope you don’t intend to make me work, and I don’t want to stay long,” Alex protested as he trailed after Robert, who was hurrying into the living room.

“Don’t be silly. We’ll get some locals to do it.”

“Phew! It’s hard enough getting up in the mornings as it is.”

“Strange she’s out. I hope she’s not up to something,” Robert moaned as he walked towards the fireplace. “Well, she’s lit the fire – can’t be far,” he said, throwing some damp logs on, quickly filling the room with smoke.

Alex loitered by the door, unsure of what welcome his mother would give him, as they hadn’t spoken or seen each other since their fight. Dust was irritating his eyes and mouth. He sneezed several times, and as his sight adjusted to the darkness, he saw the floor was uncarpeted and littered with rubble, dirt, and empty cans of paint. He felt apprehensive. 

“The card she sent to the hospital said to meet you here the moment you got out,” Alex said desperately, hoping his father would abandon his plans. When told about the mansion house, he’d imagined something magnificent, a place to party and show off to his friends. Walking into a ruin on a desolate moor was definitely not how he’d pictured the place, and it was becoming increasingly hard to hide his disappointment.

“Typical. I phoned her from the hospital and told her I was coming, and she isn’t here,” Robert said, flopping into an armchair with his back to his son. All Alex could see was his father’s long finger outstretched, twitching on the armrests. “This house was her idea – a country retreat – I would prefer to be in London,” Robert whined, sounding uncharacteristically dour. 

“Phone her then.”

“I can’t – I lost it in the crash. How about you?” Robert said, sounding vaguely hopeful.

“No, mine went when I was in that club the other night.”

“You’re going to have to stop losing all your stuff,” his father said in an irritated tone. “It all costs money, and that could be harder to come by if she wants a divorce.”

The flames invitingly increased in size, pushing back the darkness. Exaggerated and distorted shadows flickered up the walls. Alex was distracted by the duality of his inner voice; part of him wanted to risk the storm, walk to the nearest house, and call a taxi, while the other wished his father would invite him to join him in the bubble of warmth. Either way, he wasn’t relishing meeting his dragon of a mother.

Startled, Alex was shaken from his meditations on how awkward the situation was by the sound of weeping. He noticed his father’s hands had disappeared from the armrests. He was considering insisting that they go back to London, as the house didn’t appear fit for occupation, when Robert poked his head out from the chair, turned, and wet-faced stared in Alex’s direction.

“What are you doing there? Shut the door and join me for a drink,” Robert moaned, his voice loaded with self-pity. “It’s all my fault. She would've never found out if it hadn’t been for the accident.”

“Found out what?” Alex said quietly pushing the door shut and negotiating his way around the shrouded furniture towards the glowing grate. He bent over warming his hands over the fire.

“If you think we should leave – I agree, but there’s a gale blowing outside. Driving would be treacherous. Besides, I need a drink to ease my nerves.” Robert paused as they both listened to the wind and rain shaking the windows. The drawn curtains billowed slightly, and Alex felt a draft cross his back. 

“Dad, what’s wrong?”

“I had an affair with your mum’s closest friend, Carol.” Alex swung around and looked into his father’s gleaming, sorrowful eyes. Feeling the warmth run up his spine, Alex waited for Robert to continue. “It went on for years without the bitch knowing. If I’d returned to our house that night instead of crashing the car, she would’ve never found out – it was all too easy,” he sighed.

“So, it wasn’t just some random woman.”

“It was Worse than that, and it was all on the phone. Your mother’s very clever. A divorce would be very messy. I would be rejected by everyone—Carol’s as good as family.”

“She’s my godmother,” Alex said, genuinely shocked. “Where’s the booze?” he said needing a quick form of escape.

“I don’t know, but she’s bound to have some.”

“I’ll see if any lights work in here?” Alex hurried to the door and flicked a switch. A row of spotlights lit up the back wall, plunging the rest of the room into deeper darkness. They illuminated a line of large and mostly hideously macabre canvases. The room felt heavily silent for a moment until, once again, Alex became aware of his father sniffing and unpredictable gusts thumping on the glass. The pictures alarmingly held his attention, and he travelled along the line scrutinising each one.

“Are these all mums’?” he asked, his flesh creeping and the hair bristling on the back of his neck. He came to the end of the row and discovered the drinks cabinet. 

“Yes, I expect so – as I said, a peculiar kind of woman,” Robert moaned. “You were protected from her moods by being away at school. That’s why I sometimes encouraged you to stay during the holidays.”

Alex reached for a bottle of Jack and grabbed two glasses. “Hey, there’s a letter here,” he called over to Robert, picked it up, stuffed it in his pocket and strolled back to the adjacent fireside chair.

Alex slumped down, poured two large drinks, and placed the bottle on the floor between the chairs. He’d been sharing drinks with his dad since he was about fourteen behind his mother’s back and found it to be the best way of gleaning information on family affairs. Then he watched as, with trembling hands, Robert held the glass to his pursed lips; he sipped and then gulped down every drop in one hit.

“Your mother is beauty turned inside out. A goddess on the outside, brutal at the core,” Robert slurred after downing the second whisky. “She used to say that an artist’s paintings are a dialogue with their inner self. So, you can see how ugly she is,” Robert chuckled menacingly to himself. 

Alex curved around his chair and glanced backwards at the enormous works which dominated the room. 

“She does seem to have a preoccupation with death.”

“With mine, I expect. Love turns to hate and then murder,” Robert sniggered.

Alex turned back, looked straight at Robert, and saw a grimace on his pale face and fear shining from his eyes.

“The letter – why don’t you read the letter? Perhaps she hasn’t found anything out, and you can resolve all this shit,” Alex weakly smiled as he pulled the envelope from his pocket and handed it to his father. 

Alex regretted venturing so far from his comfort zone; he could have slept on a friend’s sofa. Now he was stuck, witnessing the harrowing complexities of a relationship breakup. Robert tore open the envelope and began to read aloud.

Dear Robert, I hope you’re able to appreciate my necessary little drama. 

Instead of supporting me, as a good husband should you went hunting for flesh like a beast. You captured a drop of transitory beauty – my younger naïve friend – a flash of lust and a fiction. And yes, I know it wasn’t the first time.

I’ve hidden the truth and your means of escape in one of the pictures you see in the front room. Only one of the pictures has the key, a code of infinitely fine detail, but the others describe how you will die.  Believing that your tiny brain is incapable of deciphering my paintings, I would like you to know that your funeral service will be conducted with dignity, and nobody will hear of your cruel betrayals.

Forgive me, darling. 

‘The bitch – as cryptic as ever,” Robert said, burying his face in his hands and sobbing. “Perhaps she’s got a safe behind one of those goddam pictures.”

Sickened by the strangeness of the situation, Alex gazed into the flames, perplexed. Then he rested his hand on his father’s shoulder, “It’s okay, Dad – it’s probably just a stupid joke – I mean, how could she be absolutely sure? Lie, as you told me to do with women.”

“I was devoted to her but didn’t understand her – numbers are my game. She never listened to anything I wanted to say and was always so critical,” Robert said, snivelling and straightening. I saw Carol almost daily. She’s a sweet girl who hung on my every word – she made me feel significant,” Robert looked pleadingly into Alex’s eyes. “Do you get what I mean, son?” 

Alex nodded and smiled falsely while feeling acutely aware that he was in the company of a despicable idiot capable of violations and betrayals that went beyond the normal. Even he believed he would never sink that low as to have relations with virtual family.

Alex sat restlessly and silently distraught as he became more and more convinced that his mother intended to harm his dad. He watched as Robert picked up the bottle and drank deeply.

“Saffron, where are you?  Let’s talk - I can explain,” Robert screamed out to the house but received no reply. “I will make it up to you.”

Robert offered Alex some whiskey, and he shook his head in response. Time drifted until, finally, Alex decided to act.

“Look, dad, the rains stopped. I think we should go back to London – I’ll drive.” Alex stood up and, negotiating his way around the obstacles, wandered to the exit, hoping Robert would follow. He pushed down the handle but found the door locked. Then he barged it with his shoulder, but the sturdy oak barrier wouldn’t budge.

“Dad! She must be here. The door is locked,” he shouted with a mixture of confusion and dread. Alex rushed to the windows and pulled back the long curtains.

“There’s frigging bars on the windows – what is this, a mental hospital?” Alex said, darting back to the fireside chairs. He grabbed Robert’s shoulders and shook him. “Come on, Dad – do something. This isn’t looking good – we can’t stay here – dad, help me find a way out,” Alex demanded, desperately trying to get his point across as Robert flopped against the back of the chair. Alex released his grip, “we need to take this seriously unless you know we’re about to be released.”

Solemnly, Robert locked his swollen red eyes into Alex’s, “No, she means this – she’s the queen of bizarre and macabre trickery. This is all for me. She didn’t know I was going to bring you along.”

“The pictures! The key to our escape is hidden in the pictures,” Alex said, ignoring his father’s self-pity and scouring the room for an answer to their predicament. Impatiently, he rushed back to the imposing canvases.

There were four pictures. Alex hurried from one image to the next and scrutinised each in turn. Then, the realization that all the pictures were connected hammered into his head.

“Dad, every picture has something to do with stones,” Alex shouted to his father. “Come and look.”

“I don’t want to see her mediocre crap,” he slurred back.

Alex was the audience looking at a macabre performance. He’d always been on the outside looking in, and now he realised he’d been in the preferred position. Before him, two women, one obviously his mother, were partying deliriously around a circle of standing stones. On the surfaces of the giant sarsens, lit up by the light of a fire, were etched shapes of the devil and gargoyle-like faces. 

Next to this canvas was one of tumbling gravestones decorated with skulls, angels, and detailed inscriptions. Alex spotted his father’s name but thought it best to remain silent. The picture was in the sunlight except for the shadow of a vast winged creature that washed darkness over the graves.

Alex felt his father at his side and, turning, saw a much older man, his eyes full of weary frustration. In his hands was an almost empty bottle.

“Your mother has given us access to the black heart at the centre of her soul,” he muttered grimly. Alex had always seen his father as a jovial joker, obsessed with numbers and technology that saw nothing as a problem, not as this grim figure. He felt a huge disappointment and disillusionment in both his parents.

“As a child, you and mum were my gods. Now I’m ashamed to be the son of either of you,” Alex said sullenly, meaning every word.

“You’ve just grown up, son, that’s all.” 

Together, they stood staring at the third picture. An image of a young girl screaming horribly as she struggled to prevent herself from drowning, thrashing about as she desperately attempted to shake off the rock fastened to her legs with ropes. The storm outside had returned with a vengeance and was intensifying, adding to Alex’s feelings of desperation and fear.
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