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TAMSIN

By

Adele Cosgrove-Bray


Prologue

 


 


 


Darkness. Sudden cold. Weird
slowness.

Rising water bubbles inside our
car. Realisation. Shouting. Screaming panic. How deep have we sunk
already? Water so cold it hurts.

We all stare at each other, at
the youngest of us all.

"Tamsin, get your sister out."
Dad tries to keep his voice level, his hand already on the door as
he waits for the air pressure to drop.

I tightly hold Katy's hand.
"It'll be ok. I've got you. I've got you." If I panic now all will
be lost. But Katy is fighting me, struggling against my grip. I
hold on to her with all my strength and begin kicking for the
surface.

Bubbles. Darkness. Cold
silence. Crimson pressure in my head. Acid pain in my burning
lungs. Her hand slipping from mine.


Part One


Chapter One

 


 


 


The elderly guru was waiting
for me on the corner of William Brown Street, with his back to St.
George’s Hall. He looked like anybody’s grandfather, yet the
butterflies in my stomach were performing a full scale ballet. I
had been anticipating this moment for months.

Kai walked towards me with the
characteristic roll of an old mariner. His fawn sheepskin coat
swung open. His trousers and shoes were dark brown, like his
old-fashioned trilby. He paused in his stride. Our eyes locked. I
gazed into his smiling fleshy face and the entire city seemed to
fall silent. People still moved around us, of course, but they
might as well have been phantoms.

“Miss Ashbrook? Tamsin
Ashbrook?”

An unexpected kiss was quickly
pressed between my eyebrows. I stepped back a pace, disliking his
presumption. Some people are more touchy-feely than others. I’m not
that way. Give me my personal space any day. I smiled tightly and
nodded, “That’s me.”

“Hello, Tamsin.” Kai’s
shining blue eyes were friendly yet also shrewd, and he stepped to
one side.

I glanced at the indifferent
faces of a group of students who ambled by. They were oblivious of
my nervous expectations of this meeting. Yet isn’t this the usual
way of things? One person’s life is changed forever, is wrenched
from its established path for good or ill, while for everyone else
it’s just business as usual.

Kai waved one hand towards the
pedestrian crossing outside Lime Street Station. “Shall we?”

As we began walking, I asked,
“Where are we going?”

“To the temple,” he said,
his eyes on the snarling push of growling traffic. His voice was
unusually musical, and his regional accent more Cheshire than
Liverpool.

“And where is the
temple?” I tensed involuntarily. There were some kinds of mysteries
I could do without, and going to an unknown location with a man I
barely knew was one of them. Even though we had been exchanging
letters for some months, I remained cautious. For all I knew, Kai
could turn out to be just another charlatan and every word of his a
lie. That he looked benign meant nothing. Certainly he seemed a lot
stronger than me, despite his advanced age.

His melodic voice was empty of
all threat as he replied, “The temple is at the address which
you’re familiar with.”

I had left this address
scrawled in big green letters on a sheet of A4 cartridge paper
beside my new computer. If I vanished from the face of this earth
the police would have a starting point for their search. Not that
this would make me any less dead.

I’d been raised with a family
rule of always telling someone where I was going. I wasn’t able to
do this anymore so I told it to pieces of paper instead. Some
habits can take much longer to die than people.

Kai led me into the echoing
clamour of Lime Street Station and down the groaning escalators to
the Merseyrail Underground. Three people pushed ahead of us,
risking life and limb in fervent submission to private timetables.
Harsh yellow lights glared above regimented rows of
Perspex-shielded adverts for products which didn’t interest me.

To ward off the autumnal chill,
I had worn my flowing black velvet coat which had a long, thin
collar adorned with a purple silk poppy. My black boots added
height to my five foot, five inches. My long, curly chestnut hair
was held back from my face by a small black velvet bow.

“Kai is an unusual name,”
I said, as we approached the ticket kiosk.

“Yes, I expect so.” He
seemed privately amused. “In Old English it means something like
‘keeper of the keys.’”

“Do you use an assumed
name?”

“It’s to protect my
privacy and the privacy of my family,” Kai said. “I’m married, you
know.”

I wondered what Kai’s real name
might be. The secrecy seemed excessive and did nothing to ease my
doubts about this man who claimed to be able to share spiritual
knowledge. So far my pursuit of real, honest, practical information
had led me only to liars, fanatics and mystical basket-cases. I
thoroughly expected Kai to turn out to be just another of
these.

Kai approached the kiosk. “Two
tickets for Hunts Cross, please.”

I reached for my purse.

“No, no; allow me.” Kai
swiftly withdrew his wrinkled brown leather wallet.

“Thanks, but I’d much
rather pay for myself.”

Kai’s baby blue eyes widened.
“Please, let me pay for you. My treat.” He shook his head slightly
and chuckled. “You shouldn’t be so independent.”

I frowned. “I’ve had to learn
how to be.” My voice sounded brittle even to me. I was extremely
proud of my independence. It had served me well. It was a family
trait which I was not willing to compromise.

Undeterred, Kai scooped up our
tickets and the change in one large hand then guided me through the
turnstile and towards the platform for trains to Liverpool
Central.

“In your letters, you
told me something of your life,” said Kai. “You lost your family. A
car accident, wasn’t it?”

I nodded. It wasn’t something I
could easily talk about. Life had been tough-going in the three
years since their deaths, yet it had been these same hardships
which had brought me to this meeting. Conventional religions had
offered me nothing but a series of rules, polished phrases and
childish stories. In meeting Kai I hoped, vainly perhaps, to find
someone who genuinely knew the purpose of this beautiful and
barbaric experience which we so glibly call ‘life’.

Debris from junk food swirled
along the black rubber floor. A one-footed pigeon pecked at a smear
of fried rice. Nearby, a young girl with pallid skin whined at
three fretful, squabbling toddlers. She didn’t seem much older than
me but she looked worn out already. The children ignored her
completely.

“The loss must be hard
for one as young as you,” said Kai.

“I’m nineteen,” I
replied, a touch defensively.

“So young,” he smiled.
“But at that age I was on my own too. Sailed the world in the
Merchant Navy. Was torpedoed three times in the war. Saw many
things. Learned much about life.”

“Is that how you became a
spiritual teacher?”

Kai laughed. “No. My family
apprenticed me to a tailor, a trade that’s in the family. I
completed only one day. I knew it wasn’t the life for me so I
enrolled with the Merchant Navy on the way home. My mother was
upset, not because I’d gone against my parents’ wishes but because
she knew I’d be away for so long. But I’d been in the church all my
life, you know. My whole family is this way. And through the church
I met a gentleman who very kindly gave me his time. But understand
this! A pupil has to do all the necessary work themselves. A
teacher can’t do the work for you.”

“What does a teacher do,
then?” I wanted to ask Kai more about his own teacher but he was
already moving the conversation on. His mention of the church was
disconcerting, too, as Christianity had always felt alien to
me.

“A real master knows what
is necessary for each pupil; knows how to achieve the required
development. Reading books or talking won’t give any person any
spiritual advancement. If that was so, every university would be
peopled by saints.”

A cold rush of hard air
buffeted my face. I turned to its source, the dark tunnel entrance
which gaped like a cobra’s throat lashed by its yellow sliding
tongue.

“That’ll be our train
coming now,” observed Kai.

I smiled wryly. “I could have
met you at Hunts Cross train station, rather than re-trace my route
back through St Michael’s, which is the station nearest to my
home.”

“I know,” said Kai, “but
I thought this might give us a chance to talk. Between a pupil and
a teacher there can be no secrets.”

What kind of secrets was he
expecting me to divulge? I didn’t have any, really. Besides, I
value my privacy. And my precious spare time, come to mention it. I
swallowed the whisper of resentment over the pointlessly drawn-out
journey.

The train sighed loudly as it
braked. Prospective passengers surged forwards, surrounding the
doors even before they slid open. Anyone disembarking had to elbow
a route through the stony-faced crowd. Kai and I hung back, letting
the impatient stampede settle down before we stepped into the
carriage. There were plenty of vacant seats. We sat opposite each
other. Kai gazed calmly out of the grime-encrusted windows, a
contented expression on his large, square face.

As the train moved away from
the station, I said, “So, what was it that you wanted to talk
about? I’ve so many questions about your philosophy but I don’t
know where to begin.”

He nodded understandingly.
“Making a start is often the hardest part.” Then he asked, “Do you
have a boyfriend?”

I wondered what possible
business that might be of his but replied in honesty, “No.”

“Have you had boyfriends
in the past? Are you a virgin?”

My eyebrows lifted slightly and
I felt heat colour my face. “Yes, I’ve had boyfriends. No-one
serious. And I’ll stay a virgin until it suits me to do otherwise.
Until I meet someone worthwhile.”

“A husband?”

“Not necessarily.” My
voice carried my dislike of his enquiry. “How about someone whose
eyes don’t register money signs when they learn I own my own house?
Someone who doesn’t assume I can’t look after myself? Or that,
because I’m on my own in this world, I’ll fall headlong for the
first moron who smiles sweetly? I’m nobody’s fool, Kai. And if
you’re expecting me to have sex with you in return for your great
wisdom, forget it!”

Despite my crisp tone, my
answer seemed to please him. Kai smiled reassuringly. “I would
never hurt a hair on your head, Tamsin. I have two daughters of my
own. And two sons. You’re absolutely right that few people can be
trusted. And disease is rife, and increasingly so. I meant only to
try and understand a little more about you. To progress in the
teachings, a person needs immense self-discipline. If a person is
casual with themselves, or has no order in their life, then very
little progress is possible.”

He folded his hands loosely in
his lap, leaving me to ponder on the origins of his stilted speech.
His long fingers were unusually tapered. On his right middle finger
he wore a chunky ring designed with one silver and two gold
entwining snakes. He saw me looking at the ring and explained,
“Three were made. For use in the temple. By commission.”

I smiled a polite response. I
did not want to say that the ring looked like it had been made by
an amateur, so I said nothing at all. He seemed to assume I had
been favourably impressed. He beamed broadly as the train roared
out of the dark tunnel and into Central Station.

Did I mention that I don’t like
confined spaces, especially dark ones? Being trapped underwater in
a sinking car can have that lasting effect.


Chapter Two

 


 


 


Kai and I arrived outside a
typical Edwardian terraced house on a drab street where bellowing
boys kicked a greying football around low income-bracket cars.

Kai’s knock on the varnished
wooden door was answered by a strikingly beautiful girl only a
little older than me. A red paisley scarf veiled her hair and
flowed over one shoulder. Her smile flashed perfect teeth. “Hi. I’m
Corinne,” she said, one wave of her arm inviting me to enter the
narrow, stale-smelling hall which was partially blocked by a stack
of cardboard boxes.

“Pleased to meet you,” I
replied, as she directed me into the front room, leaving Kai behind
me in the hall. “I’m Tamsin. Tamsin Ashbrook.” I extended my right
hand in greeting but she brushed by me to claim possession of a
badly fraying armchair. I lowered my hand, feeling slightly
stung.

A rush of first impressions
struck me. Kai’s pupils seemed to be predominantly middle-aged, if
not elderly. A bare light bulb hung from the ceiling. The walls
were papered in greying woodchip. Beige curtains draped the windows
which were veiled by dense white nets. The oblong fish tank was in
urgent need of cleaning. A Victorian bureau with a leprous mirror
swallowed up one wall almost entirely. The scruffy chairs were from
three different suites. The chocolate coloured carpet needed
vacuuming.

These people’s interests may
have been predominantly spiritual, but how did this prevent them
from cleaning their meeting house?

A short, blonde lady named
Patricia asked Corinne about her stitches. In her plummy accent,
Corinne replied that she’d had them removed that morning. Corinne
smiled coyly at me, fluttering her mascara-clogged lashes as she
explained, “I haven’t been able to wash my hair for weeks, hence
this scarf.”

“That’ll teach you not to
get blind drunk then, won’t it!” snapped an elderly lady who wore
large fake pearls and a short-sleeved pink jumper.

Corinne ignored her
completely.

I lingered in the doorway,
wondering if I should help myself to a seat. I decided to allow
them to be the rude ones. I would wait until I was invited.

Kai entered the room by
stepping around me. “Now, now, Beatrice,” he chided indulgently, as
if to a petulant child.

Beatrice’s large, dark eyes
glittered with anger. Two spots of pink fury flushed her round
cheeks. “You don’t sympathise with her, do you?” She folded her
plump arms aggressively over her pink jumper. “If she hadn’t drunk
herself into a stupor she wouldn’t have fallen and split her head
open. Sympathy? She doesn’t deserve sympathy.”

Corinne inspected the hem of
her short black skirt and brushed away imaginary dust. Her blouse
had a huge floppy bow. The style was much too old for her. She
seemed to pretend that Beatrice simply wasn’t there, a feat which
was made easier by Beatrice’s huffy exit from the room.

Kai stiffly lowered himself
into an aged grey armchair. A sky-blue satin tie was knotted
tightly at his white cotton collar. He should have worn a bigger
neck size. A hand-knitted royal blue jumper sagged around his broad
hips. The brown trousers had seen younger days. There were stains
on the knees and a snag in the synthetic fibre.

Kai smiled up at me from his
chair. “Do hang your coat up and make yourself at home. Everyone,
this is Tamsin.”

His followers reacted as if
they had only just noticed me. A volley of polite smiles and
curiosity obediently came my way. I smiled tightly to hide my
unexpected self-consciousness and returned to the stale hall. There
was no space left on the long row of old-fashioned metal coat
hooks, so I just draped my coat over Kai’s.

On re-entering the cramped
front room, I felt every eye evaluate my calf-length black dress.
It had a sweetheart neckline, a tight bodice and flowing cuffs and
skirt. Around my neck hung a large silver Ankh. I pretended not to
notice several withering glances exchanged between people. I liked
my outfit; if they didn’t, then that was their problem.

A tall, slightly stooped,
elderly man tapped my hand with his inch-long fingernails. “Hello.
I’m Sam. There’s space next to me if you’d like to sit down.” A
thin white ponytail trailed over the grubby collar of Sam’s old
tweed jacket. Traces of dog hairs clung to his baggy corduroy
trousers.

“Thank you,” I
said.

Peering over his half-moon
glasses, he asked me, “Have you read anything by Gurdjieff? He
thought we’re all asleep, you know; moving around like automatons
asleep to reality.” Sam had a high, querulous voice with only the
faintest traces of a Liverpool accent as if he had tried to school
himself out of it.

An elderly Canadian woman
resolutely declared, “We are asleep to our real selves! Until
you awake and really know yourself, you can evolve no
further.” Her grey-blue eyes were obscured behind strong bifocal
glasses. She had a broad face with prominent cheekbones. A bright
red ribbon held her iron-grey hair in a tight bun. She wore a thick
red woollen jumper with a blue nylon body-warmer, a heavy tweed
skirt and ribbed woollen tights. Men’s work boots made her feet
seem enormous.

“Hi. I’m Lily, by the
way.” Lily was darning the heel of a pair of ugly grey woollen
tights. I’d never seen anyone bother to mend tights before, and how
peculiar to have brought along needlework repairs anyway. I glanced
at her sturdy boots and tried to hide my bewilderment.

Corinne abruptly sprang to her
feet and strode through the doorway just as Beatrice approached
from the hall carrying a tray of tea. The lot flew up in the air
then crashed to the floor.

“Flamin’ hell, Corinne!
Now look what you’ve done!”

Corinne quietly said, “You were
standing right behind the door….”

“Of course I was! How
else can I walk through it? Pick these bloody cups up!”

Corinne obediently knelt before
Beatrice’s feet to collect the broken shards. The elderly woman
flounced past her, deliberately flicking the hem of her skirt in
Corinne’s face.

Corinne flushed but said, “It
was just an accident, Beatrice. And as much your fault as
mine.”

“Accident? Accident?
You’re always having bloody accidents!”

I watched this spectacle
carefully, aware of the instant tension in the room. Corinne slowly
gathered up the broken cups and did nothing to defend herself. Kai
made no attempt to intervene. This seemed a peculiar way for
supposedly spiritual people to behave and, frankly, I felt
embarrassed.

Lily watched me watching
Corinne, then chided, “Help her, dear!”

I wondered why Lily did nothing
to help Corinne herself, especially as Lily was sitting much closer
to Corinne than I. Besides, I was a guest. No-one said anything to
countermand Lily’s request so, despite the glaring discourtesy
shown to me, I helped Corinne pick up the surviving mugs and
ceramic splinters, then followed her into the hall and through to
the rear room. At least I had unintentionally been given the chance
to get a quick look at the other ground floor rooms.

If I’d been disappointed by the
shabby front room of Kai’s meeting house, then the small rear room
was a real shock. It was crammed with couches and armchairs in
advanced stages of decay. In one corner was a huge pile of
dog-eared books. In another corner was a stack of old furniture
reaching almost to the ceiling. The curtains had come partly
unhooked. One couch was buried under rolled-up carpets. A badly
stained 1970’s coffee table hogged almost all the remaining floor
space. To pass into the kitchen, which extended off from this room,
I had to squeeze sideways between two fraying armchairs. I could
hardly believe my own eyes.

The kitchen was no better. On
the floor were numerous cardboard boxes heaped with rusting tinned
food, and bundles of yellowing newspapers. A trail of soil leading
from the yard door was trampled into the carpet. A sticky paper
flycatcher dangled limply from the dusty fluorescent strip light,
its length dotted with decaying insects. Dining chairs were
precariously heaped against one wall, with rolled-up rugs thrown on
top.

This disgusting mess was a far
cry from the serene spiritual sanctuary which I had imagined. I
could not understand why Kai and his pupils tolerated this
squalor.

Beatrice rudely snatched the
broken cups from my hands. No thanks were forthcoming. Anyone would
have assumed I had smashed them myself.

Dismayed, I quickly returned to
the living room. Kai noticed my scornful glance at the
algae-smeared fish tank. His bland smile met my contempt.

Perplexed, I asked, “Is this
your temple?”

Kai calmly said, “The temple is
upstairs.” He did not invite me to view it. He smiled benignly as
if I was an ignoramus who needed to be placated. Perhaps I was. But
my disillusionment was crushing. I hadn’t imagined a marble palace,
but how could any person who claimed to be spiritually aware choose
to live like this? This was not the squalor of poverty but of
idleness.

I looked across the crowded
sitting room and, trying to hide my scepticism, asked Kai, “How can
I definitely, totally know that you’re a real spiritual
teacher?”

Kai welcomed my question. “You
won’t know. How could you know? I could give you many beautiful
words but only through the passage of time can the teaching be
proved.”

Lily said, “You have to give it
time. It’s as if someone was claiming to speak a language unknown
to all but a few individuals. You’d need to learn that language
yourself to discover if they were really speaking it.”

“There’re a lot of fakes
around, of course,” said Sam. “Look at how many books claim to
reveal secret knowledge. Some authors earn a fortune peddling this
stuff.”

“How,” I asked Kai, “can
your teaching be proved to be genuine?” If the condition of this
meeting house was any measure of Kai’s philosophy then surely I was
in the wrong place.

Smiling, Kai quietly replied,
“Judge by the growth within yourself. That is the only way.”

I wondered if he always used
such quaint speech patterns or if it was put-on for effect.

Beatrice entered the room
carrying a replacement tray of steaming mugs. She had not asked for
any help and no-one had volunteered any. She had included a drink
of tea for me without enquiring how I preferred to take it.

Beatrice was a fleshy woman
with unusually large, liquid dark eyes. Her short white hair was
curled in a stereotypical granny style and she was probably aged
around seventy. Beatrice dropped heavily into a chair as if she was
dreadfully exhausted. She gave a loud, dramatic sigh which
attracted absolutely no attention from the others, to her obvious
disappointment.

A stern middle-aged man named
James produced a clumsily hand-bound book from his black briefcase
and simply asked, “Shall we?”

The general chatter ceased as
James opened the book at the crumpled paper marker and began to
read aloud. He had a heavy Liverpool accent and a ponderous manner,
as if he couldn’t read particularly well. At least he had the
confidence to go ahead despite his literacy problems. He was a
tiny, sharp featured man with a completely bald head and a raven
black goatee beard. His black jacket hung loosely on his thin
shoulders. One trouser leg had ridden up to expose his ghostly pale
calf above a snow-white sock.

The text was on the subject of
negative competition between pupils. Everyone has strong and weak
areas, and only a true master could know what these really were.
The text described how some pupils are jealous of each other, and
how some pupils try to monopolise the teacher’s time by pointless
attention-seeking. This apparently only displayed spiritual
immaturity.

James was interrupted several
times by people who questioned Kai on specific points. Questions
were encouraged, though Kai’s answers seemed very indirect. I
gathered that Kai was the author of the text.

In all honesty, I heard nothing
that I hadn’t already read in books or magazines on New Age themes.
Was I being arrogant? Was I expecting too much, like the mysteries
of the universe handed out on a plate? Perhaps I had fired my
imagination with too many preconceptions. But I was still reeling
from having seen the disorderly rooms of this meeting house.

James stared at me, trying his
utmost to command my gaze. “There might be a spare copy of this
discourse in my home office. The thing is this, er, I must ask you
not to show it to anyone outside of our circle. Just keep it
private to yourself please, my dear, if you will.”

I opted to overlook his
patronising use of “my dear” just this once. James made an
exaggerated gesture of recording a note in his personal organiser
which he then stuffed back into the torn pocket of his silk
shirt.

At 9pm the meeting ended. Kai
insisted that I walk back to Hunts Cross train station with
Patricia and Beatrice. Patricia asked my opinion of
reincarnation.

I smiled politely. “I don’t
really know all that much about it.” Actually, I had read rather a
lot on the subject but was reluctant to appear overconfident.

Beatrice smiled faintly at my
response. It was the most warmth she had manifested all
evening.

Patricia adjusted her blue
chiffon scarf and smiled expectantly, her square chin thrust
forwards. “Oh, don’t bother about not knowing anything. We’re all
at different levels of understanding. Some know more than
others….”

“…And some just think
they know more than others!” shrilled Beatrice, a malicious spark
in her dark eyes.

The two women tittered
gleefully over their private joke, which they made no attempt to
share.

When our train arrived at St.
Michael’s, I said my brief goodbyes. Patricia instantly sprang to
hug me in an astonishing display of affection. I had only just met
the woman! I pulled back, disliking her invasion of my personal
space. I did not accept her performance as sincere for one second.
I offered her my hand to shake instead. Her handshake was weak, her
palm barely brushing mine.

Beatrice dismissed me with a
curt nod. Her manner was cold and judgemental. At least she was
honest. I didn’t offer her my hand. Touché, honey.

Their bowed heads were already
locked in low conversation before the train had pulled out of St
Michael’s station. Were they talking about me? Possibly.
Probably.

I did not care.

Walking away from the station,
alongside long rows of terraced houses, I was finally able to
relax. What a peculiar bunch of people. They were nothing like I
had hoped for or imagined. Beatrice was downright rude. None of
Kai’s pupils seemed more special than any other people I’d met. The
squalor they tolerated was definitely outside of my experience,
though.

It was Kai, not his pupils, who
had my interest. He was not overpowering or evangelical or
charismatic, yet his vibrant energy pulsed like an invisible
magnet. He radiated an air of intense stillness. His every word and
gesture seemed deliberate and controlled.

As I walked along Buckland
Street, I decided I would like to hear more of Kai’s philosophy.
Until something more to my liking came along, anyway.


Chapter Three

 


 


 


We had loaded a picnic into our
Vauxhall Vectra, its Prestige Blue paint gleaming in the brilliant
sunlight. From the driving seat, Mum congratulates Katy for winning
a gold star for perfectly memorising the Four Times Table. Katy
giggles as dazzling light veils the windscreen.

I see the rapid, rolling blur
of leaves and grass as our car smashes through crunching shrubbery;
hear Mum whimpering, “Oh my God!”; hear little Katy screaming.

Then darkness. Sudden cold.
Weird silence.

Bubbles. Rising water round our
cringing feet. Realisation. Shouting. Screaming panic. Pounding on
the glass. Slamming shoulders against frozen doors. Doors which
will not open. Looking at the rising water. Breathing very
fast.

Ever practical, Mum says,
“We’ll have to wait till all the air is out. The doors won’t open
till then.” Her lined eyes are round with fear.

We all stare at each other, at
the youngest of us all who now clings frantically to my arm, making
little frightened noises on the back seat beside me.

How deep have we sunk already?
Katy has to stand now. We won’t have to wait long. I tightly hold
her hand. Tell her it will be ok; to take big breaths. “I’ve got
you! I’ve got you!”

“Tamsin, get
your sister out.” Dad tries to keep his voice level, his hand
already waiting on the cold door handle, his eyes on Mum who never
learned to swim.

I nod, trying to control my
fear. Our heads are pressing sideways against the roof. Water so
cold it hurts. If I panic now all will be lost.

Then the air is gone. I wrestle
with the door handle, terror on me like an iron fist.

The door opens. I grab Katy’s
arm but she is fighting me, struggling against my grip. I use brute
force to drag her from the car. She screams then goes wild as icy
water fills her dainty mouth.

I hold on to her with all my
strength and begin kicking hard for the surface. Bubbles. Darkness.
Cold silence. Red pressure in my head. Muffled sounds I cannot
identify. Acid pain in my burning lungs. Forcing my will to control
my failing limbs. Blackness. Cold. Katy’s hand slipping from
mine.

 


 


 


I woke with a jolt, struggling
for air which was freely available. I’d had the dream again.

I hurriedly sat up and threw
back the amber satin quilt, eager to be free of the trappings of
sleep. I glanced at the Roman numerals on the walnut-framed clock.
10.20am.

Swinging my legs out of my
sleigh bed, I slipped my bare feet into brown leather mules and
stood up slowly. My white silk dressing gown was draped over the
end of the bed. I reached for it, drawing it around my naked limbs
like a petal curling closed, a shield against shadows.

The recurring dream had plagued
me for the last three years. In it, I relived the last few moments
of my parents’ and sister’s lives. My doctor had sent me to a
specialist, a psychiatrist who had asked all sorts of irrelevant
questions before pronouncing that I felt guilty for failing to save
my baby sister. You needed to be an expert to work that out?

The professional suit had only
two solutions to offer me: tablets, (which I absolutely refused),
and the advice of “Give it time”. Hardly profound.

Admittedly the dream did not
bother me as often as it once had, but it still left me raw and
shaking.

Brushing nightmares from my
conscious mind, I went downstairs and into the kitchen, filled the
kettle from the water filter then reached for an Earl Grey teabag.
The mug tree held white china cups with dainty bluebells
hand-painted on them. I opened the sage-green blind to let the sun
stream over my upturned face. The oblong garden beyond was filled
with the glorious colours of autumn.

My kitchen was contemporary
country in style, all golden pine and chunky comfort. Six chairs
surrounded an oblong dining table. The floor was covered with
polished cork. Green and white tiles graced the walls above the
green and gold cooker. The rest of the walls had been painted
cream; the ceiling, a pale celandine.

I quickly made breakfast: two
toasted croissants with butter. I know some people insist that
margarine is healthier, but butter isn’t laced with synthetic
chemicals for ingredients. Besides, butter tastes good.

Carrying my breakfast on a pine
tray, I entered the living room and used one hand to open the
bronze crushed-velvet drapes, allowing sunshine to flood through
the French doors which opened into the conservatory. I unlocked
these doors and walked barefoot over the chilly terracotta tiles to
the pond where six speckled koi carp were circling. I was not the
only one who was hungry.

Sitting on a white Lloyd Loom
armchair, I relished the simple pleasures of the first cup of tea
of the day.

My home contrasted completely
with Kai’s ghastly meeting house. If his pupils ever saw my home
they would possibly be envious. Others had reacted in this way.
People seemed to think it was unfair to themselves, and their long
lives of hard toil, that a mere nineteen year-old could afford a
large detached house like mine. Did these green-eyed monsters ever
stop to consider that this home had belonged to my parents? It had
been left to me in their Will. Both parents had worked hard all
their adult lives to pay for it. Some years they hadn’t even
enjoyed so much as a weekend break in a seaside hotel. And now
they’re dead. All those years of self-sacrifice, for what?

Now this house was mine. As
appreciative as I truly was of my material security, and as
comfortable as my surroundings were, sometimes these rooms felt too
quiet. Sometimes I heard noises that I knew weren’t really there,
so I would play loud music just to fill the emptiness. I’d find
things to do so I did not have to think too much about events I
couldn’t change.

During the three years since
the car crash, I had tried to alter the interior of my home. Mum’s
huge collection of twee ceramic thimbles had been amongst the first
things donated to the nearest charity shop. Taking clothes out of
wardrobes and cupboards had been surprisingly easy. It had been
sorting through personal items which I had found tough. Things like
Dad’s diaries which dated right back to his twelfth birthday.
Things like Mum’s gaudy plastic 1960s jewellery and Katy’s pocket
money, all £17.83 of it. Putting Katy’s toys into refuge sacks had
been unbearable. I had huddled on her bedroom floor with my arms
round teddy bears and beanie babies, my whole body wracked by sobs.
I had scared myself with the sounds I had made. I hadn’t known
people could cry like that.

But I had to free myself of all
this clutter. It was of no use to me. There was no point in hanging
on to things, only to torture myself each time I opened a cupboard
or walked into the garage. What was the purpose of storing Dad’s
model planes, Mum’s historical paperbacks or Katy’s little
jumpers?

I did keep some things: Dad’s
diaries, family photographs, the better pieces of jewellery and my
favourite ornaments. But I had sold a huge amount of things to a
house clearance company.

I needed to make my family home
feel like my home, not a museum or a shrine. I wanted to change
colour schemes, rearrange furniture and make things feel fresh and
new. This was an on-going process, of course, due to my tight
budget.

Yet people envied me. They saw
the large house and their eyes would get a certain gleam. They
would try to steer the conversation round to money, prying into
things which did not concern them. I had had three relatives try to
move in with me “to keep me company”, who had spread vicious lies
when I’d refused them. I had physically thrown-out two cousins who
I had caught helping themselves to my property. One group of
so-called friends had dropped me from their circle once they
realised I wouldn’t allow my home to be used as a social club.
There had been a number of instantly discarded boyfriends who had
assumed my independence implied an easy invitation to my bed.

And yet people envied me. They
did not see how empty this house could be. They didn’t notice how
much I hated being alone.

 


 


 


The rumble of shoes on wooden
floors, and the hum of cheerful bartering, filled The Old Police
Station so completely that the man collecting the entrance fee
could hardly make himself heard.

The press of people inside this
community hall on Lark Lane made anything other than a slow
progression around the heaped trade tables impossible but I didn’t
mind. I enjoyed these crafts and collectibles fairs. It filled up
an hour or two on a Sunday afternoon. I even recognised a few faces
amongst the crowds, which was not a regular feature of city
life.

For sale were piles of old toys
and dog-eared paperbacks, home-made jewellery and dried flower
arrangements, displays of fraying textiles, painted lampshades and
antique ornaments. One table was decked with framed photos of local
scenes, plus box after box of postage stamps. There was a rack of
screen-printed T-shirts and stacks of old vinyl records, bits of
handmade lace, locked glass cabinets containing ugly broaches, and
an enormous display of baby cacti.

I thoroughly enjoyed myself,
and bought a gorgeous pair of antique black lace gloves with jet
buttons carved like roses.

Browsing through old books was
something of a busman’s holiday for me, as I worked in an
antiquarian bookshop. The books here were mostly worthless but I
was thrilled to stumble over a thin pamphlet of poetry by Kelvin
Whalley.

My face must have registered my
delight. The elderly man with bushy white hair and friendly brown
eyes who accepted my money asked, “Do you like poetry, miss?” His
Scots accent was soft and warm.

I smiled and replied, “I’ve
seen Kelvin Whalley’s poems in several small press books and I
absolutely love them. I had no idea he’d produced a pamphlet.”

“His work isn’t easily
found, for sure.”

“He’s a recluse, going
from what I’ve read,” I said. “He lives in Knoydart on the west
coast of Scotland. He writes beautifully. He uses simple words to
evoke his poetic imagery but each word is so vivid, so carefully
chosen.”

As the smiling Scotsman handed
me my change, his fingertips brushed against my skin. Instantly a
rush of crackling static electricity jumped from him to me. I
flinched, startled, and instinctively stared at my palm,
half-expecting it to be burned.

The Scotsman suddenly wouldn’t
meet my eyes, as if he felt ashamed or embarrassed. He deliberately
smiled at other browsers to indicate that our conversation was
over. It had ended so abruptly that I now felt slightly foolish, as
if I had been some kind of nuisance.

“Ready for a tea break,
Cyril?” He was asked this by another Scot, a one-legged man who was
sitting beside a display of large, decorated pebbles. Each pebble
had a funny face or a cartoon insect painted on it. There were some
beautiful patchwork cushions for sale, too.

“Good idea, Jim,” replied
Cyril. “Hold the fort, will you?”

“No problem,” answered
Jim, watching me cautiously.

I had the subtle impression
that more had gone on than I understood. Cyril headed for the
refreshments counter as I began walking further round the table to
get a closer look at those charming patchwork cushions. Their
creator certainly had an artists’ eye for colour. I just had to
treat myself to a pair.

The one-legged man accepted my
money carefully, making absolutely certain that his hand did not
touch mine. Anyone would have thought I had made some terrible
social gaffe.

Only after I had moved away,
continuing on my route around the hall did I glimpse, from the
corner of my eye, the strange aura of shifting energy around the
two men. What did this mean? I had no idea. I was accustomed to
sensing things which other people could not, but I had never
encountered this phenomenon before.

A sudden chill shivered down
the length of my spine and the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck
bristled. Both men simultaneously paused while lifting their
plastic cups to their lips, and turned to meet my gaze. Their eyes
seemed flatter somehow, too steadily watchful for normal human
eyes; almost predatory.

I quickly turned away,
convinced that my imagination was getting the better of me.

Back outside The Old Police
Station, I walked slowly along Lark Lane. People were heading
towards the wine bars, pub and restaurants, their cars already
choking the narrow road.

Crossing Aigburth Drive, I
entered Sefton Park by the tennis courts and walked round to the
bustling café to buy a carton of chilled blackcurrant juice. I’m
addicted to this stuff. Not a day goes by without me having at
least three or four glasses of it.

Around the shallow banks of the
boating lake were several fishermen sitting by huge wicker baskets
and forest-green umbrellas. I strolled behind them, dodging
galloping toddlers glued-up with ice-cream, or meandering dogs
badly controlled on those stupid extending leads. I headed towards
the trees by the beautiful Victorian Palm House whose elegantly
tiered glass dome was filled with greenery.

The mild weather had enticed
joggers, cyclists and family groups into this popular city park. A
noisy squad of Sunday League football players made use of one
expanse of open grass. I found a vacant bench then eagerly took a
closer look at Kelvin Whalley’s poetry pamphlet.

While the text had been done on
a computer, the pages were simple photocopies stapled together. The
cover was a photocopied pen and ink drawing of old, gnarled trees.
I was absolutely ecstatic to have found this pamphlet despite its
unashamedly amateurish appearance. I adored Kelvin Whalley’s
poetry. His use of language was perfection itself. His imagery, the
isolation of his strange and reclusive life in Scotland, the darker
mysteries at which he hinted, seemed to be written in words of
flame. So alive! So intense! So deliciously evocative.

In the months following my
family’s death, Kelvin’s verses had carried me through many long,
dark hours. I would have loved to meet this enigmatic man, who had
been the focus for many of my private fantasies.

Glancing at the brief
publication details, I was stunned to discover that this booklet
had been printed right here in Aigburth, Liverpool.

A tiny smile curled over my
hungry lips.


Chapter Four

 


 


 


Having been encouraged by Kai
to accept Lily's invitation to dinner, I reluctantly made my way
across Liverpool. I had wanted to decline but Kai’s very vocal
enthusiasm would have made me appear churlish.

I resented Kai’s interference,
no matter how well-intentioned it might have been. Courtesy
demanded I would now be obliged to return the invitation. I barely
knew the woman. What would I find to talk about with someone
several decades older than me? I just hoped this visit would not
take up the whole of my Sunday evening.

My taxi took me to a narrow
street lined with shabby terraces in Wavertree, near to Edge Hill
Station. Lily’s front door was saffron yellow. The sash-cord window
frames were royal purple, and two layers of snow-white net curtains
screened the pane. Her tiled doorstep had been freshly scrubbed and
smelled strongly of bleach.

Her immediate neighbour was
peevishly studying Lily’s damp step. In one hand was a cigarette,
in the other was a mop. She glared at Lily’s doorstep then
frantically attacked her own, determined not to be outdone.

I dutifully rang Lily’s black
plastic doorbell. A long-winded series of bolts, rattling chains
and barricades could be heard being unfastened from within. The
neighbour stared at me as if I had green skin and two wavering
antennae.

Lily’s face beamed as she
(finally) opened the door. “Oh, you found your way. Was it very
difficult?”

I replied, “No, it’s just off
the main road.”

Lily happily insisted that
people generally had great difficulty in finding her home, despite
her carefully described directions. Actually, I had chosen to
ignore her excruciatingly complicated gobble-de-gook and had relied
on an A-Z street directory.

“Lovely day,” remarked
the neighbour, hard eyes staring straight at me.

“Yes, dear, isn’t it.”
Lily smiled warmly at the pretty blue sky barely visible above the
cramped grey roofs. “This is a friend of mine come to visit.” I
half-wondered if she meant me or the sky.

Before the sprightly neighbour
had chance to reply, a tall, oblong-headed Irishman with a thick
thatch of salt-and-pepper hair sprang round the door in case he
missed any gossip. He grinned from ear to ear, loudly introduced
himself, then invited me in for a cup of tea.

Lily chuckled and replied on my
behalf, “Now honestly! And your poor wife’s here as well. Behave
yourself.”

The neighbours laughed with
unnerving volume then dodged back inside their home.

Bewildered, I politely followed
Lily as she beckoned me inside her narrow hall. Several rugs dotted
the frayed red carpet. The internal doors were painted with a
multitude of vivid colours. The ancient damp plaster was kept on
the walls only by heavy vinyl wallpaper which sagged in pregnant
lumps above the emerald green skirting board. The walls were
mustard. The ceiling had probably been white once but now it was
blotched with crusty brown damp stains.

To ease the cloying stench of
rotting plaster, clouds of jasmine and honeysuckle incense billowed
from the back room where Lily led me. Her narrow kitchen extended
from there. While she reached for a dented aluminium kettle, she
insisted I make myself at home.

What a room! Any
description can only approximate its dazzling kaleidoscopic
colours. The skirting boards were deep scarlet. The walls had been
dressed with embossed shiny gold paper up to the purple dado rail.
Reaching to the sage-green ceiling was a bizarre geometric collage
made from bright art papers. Added to this was an eclectic
assortment of Tibetan mandalas, Native American masks and beadwork,
saints’ images, crucifixes, bunches of drying herbs and a huge
illumined copy of Rudyard Kipling’s poem, If. A fat crystal ball squatted beneath several
wind-chimes in the window, where a few leggy plants struggled for
light against a heavy steel mesh barricade.

Lily had an enormous
tan-coloured suite draped with Mexican blankets and crocheted
throws. Indian and Middle-Eastern rugs covered most of the
threadbare Chinese carpet. Every flat surface was crammed with
bric-a-brac. Rune stones, Buddhas, exotic shells and photos of
sand-paintings jostled for space among hand-carved boxes,
well-thumbed books and a plastic garden gnome.

Nothing matched. No attempt had
been made to make it match, either. But everything was clean. No
dust could be seen despite the extraordinary quantity of
clutter.

Tearing my gaze away from this
glorious junk, I carried a cardboard cake box to Lily in her
kitchen. She was about to
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