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Prologue


Prison isn’t as she imagines it. Nobody corners her in the shower or spits on her food. She’s allowed to read, send emails, write letters. They have daily computer time when they surf the net to their hearts’ content. And twice a week they are allowed visitors.


While she awaits trial she sleeps in the Vulnerable Prisoners Unit and that means she’s kept apart from most of the other women, the ones who have sold drugs or sold themselves or burgled one time too many. At meal and recreation times, all the women are supervised together, including the violent offenders, but still they are mostly wary of her; some even give her a nod and she senses respect. As if she could harm a fly. As if she’s ever so much as killed a spider. She used to scoop stray spiders onto card or paper, and ease them onto the garage floor, where she watched them scuttle off into the shadows to make themselves a home. She would open the window wider for wasps and shoo them outside. She once nursed a half-frozen hedgehog back to life with a pipette of warm milk and a hot-water bottle.


The prison officers aren’t unkind to her, but they make their expectations clear. She needs to fall in with the routine because she has no power in prison. She’s not special, she is nothing and no one, and her job is to conform. She’s done more than her fair share of troublemaking, so while she’s on the inside, she answers to whichever officer is on duty. 


The first week passes in a blur of fear and favour. She doesn’t have time to think too much because she’s busy living moment by moment, learning how best to survive, who to please and who to stand up to. 


It’s the beginning of the second week when the feeling creeps up on her. At first, she barely registers the sound of the door locks sliding into place – bolt, screw and rock-hard metal, keeping her inside her cell. But on the eighth night, panic rises like a cold-water bath inside her chest. She clutches at her throat; she begins to shallow pant, and then to scream: high-pitched, the sound of the insane, the grief-stricken, the dying, and it’s loud enough to draw the duty officer.


‘It’s a panic attack,’ the officer tells her. ‘Calm down. You’ll be fine.’ 


No sympathy, no time in the health centre. Because prisoners having panic attacks – this is routine too. Run-of-the-mill anguish. 


Her cellmate is called Tiffany. She has red-rimmed eyes and the keen expression of someone on the lookout for the next trick. She watches her fall to the floor and pass out but she doesn’t move to help. 


‘There’s no air in here,’ she says to Tiffany when morning comes and she’s lived through another night. ‘There’s no air,’ she repeats. ‘I can’t breathe the way I used to. And it’s not fair. It’s all a mistake!’ she rushes on. ‘I should have known. I should have guessed and then I would have stopped her.’ Her voice catches on a cry. ‘If I’d known. If only I’d known.’


‘Should have could have would have,’ Tiffany says, running the words together. ‘If only this if only that.’ She speaks loudly as if conversing with the hard of hearing. ‘You think too much.’ She taps her forehead. ‘You have to get your head in the game.’


She nods her thanks because this is what she needs to hear. She wants to – needs to – get a grip, to stop the slide into despair because this doesn’t have to be her fate. She doesn’t have to be in here. She could get out, couldn’t she? The door would slide open and the guard would say, ‘You’re free to go.’


Free to go. The words alone give a lift to her heart. 


She just needs to tell the truth.




Chapter One 


Her mobile rings as she’s running across the road. ‘Ruby, get me a coffee, will you?’ Lennie asks. ‘An Americano.’ 


‘You’ve not gone and broken the machine again?’ 


‘Not me. Not this time.’


‘Who then?’


‘No one’s fessin’ up. But it’s fit for the knacker’s yard anyway.’


‘Okay.’ She’s late, breathless, feels fit for the knacker’s yard herself. ‘But I’m not sure I’ll be able to—’


‘You’re twenty metres from Caroline’s Coffee.’


She laughs and stares up, past the tops of traffic lights and lampposts, blinking as a drop of rain lands in her eye, before she focuses on the camera attached to the outermost edge of the tenement. She stretches her arm out above her head in the direction of the camera and aggressively raises her middle finger. 


Lennie chuckles. ‘Now, now. Keep it clean. And mind the old lady.’


She moves to the edge of the pavement to allow a woman on a disability scooter to hurtle by. ‘Could you stop watching me now, please?’ 


‘Keep walking.’ He’s urging her on. ‘That’s it. Push open the door.’


‘You know I’m already late?’


‘Aye. And not for the first time. But don’t worry, I’ll cover for you.’


‘Has he arrived, then?’


‘He’s warming up his iPad as we speak,’ Lennie says. ‘See you in ten.’


‘Two Americanos,’ she says to the girl behind the counter. ‘Both to take away.’


‘Can I interest you in our reduced sandwiches and muffins?’ She points them out at the front of the counter. ‘Take a rest from cooking tonight.’


‘I’ve been asleep all day,’ Ruby says. ‘I’m on my way to work.’


‘Night shift? You a nurse, then?’ 


It’s a fair assumption with a hospital close by and Ruby dressed in her comfy flats and navy trousers. But nevertheless – assumptions, Ruby thinks, make an ass out of you and me. 


The girl starts to tell her about how her mum is also a nurse and has worked nights her whole life. ‘Do you often work nights?’


‘Almost always,’ Ruby says. ‘It’s antisocial but it suits me.’ It’s not only hospitals that are open at night. She could be a shelf-stacker or a firefighter, an office cleaner or a lorry driver. Or she could still be a police officer. 


She pays for the coffees, buys half a dozen muffins too – might mitigate her lateness – and walks the final few hundred metres to work. The entry door is made of a hard redwood, weathered into a dirty grey that blends in with the stonework, belying the fact that the door is reinforced with steel through its centre and only opens with the right sort of electronic persuasion – a thumb on the keypad followed by a six-digit code, a safeguard that was put in place two years ago when the CCTV centre moved premises. 


Her hands full, she presses the entryphone with her elbow and shouts, ‘Let me in somebody! I’ve got muffins!’


Within thirty seconds the door swings open and Lennie’s standing there. She hands him his coffee. ‘Has the meeting started?’ she says.


 ‘No, I told him you had a doctor’s appointment.’ Lennie walks behind her down the stairs into the bowels of the building. ‘I whispered it to him so that he’d get the vibe it was private and wouldn’t ask you for any details.’


‘Cheers for tempting fate,’ Ruby says, opening her locker. ‘Couldn’t you have said my boiler was broken or something?’


‘I can’t come up with a lie as quickly as you can.’


He’s got a point. She tosses her bag inside the locker and runs a brush through her hair, four strokes and she’s finished. ‘Do we know why he’s here?’


‘He hasn’t said, but when does management ever appear with good news?’ He swigs a mouthful of coffee. ‘Bugger me, that’s hot!’


‘It’ll be more cutbacks.’ Ruby uses her pinkie finger to rub Vaseline across her lips, then slams the locker door shut. ‘I bet they’re not replacing Jim.’


The whole team are gathered in the control room – all ten of them. There aren’t enough seats so several are balanced on the edges of desks. Some of them half smile as Ruby comes into the room but most are too tense to acknowledge her. The lights are on, a rare occurrence as darkness makes it easier to watch the CCTV feeds. Dark but never silent, what with the constant buzz of machinery and the intermittent chatter of the police radio. 


On the front wall, six huge, square screens are divided into grids with nine views to each screen. One of the screens has been hijacked by their boss Alan ‘call me Al’ Magnusson and the words ‘Moving Forward with Spectra’ shimmer on the screen in bold, red caps. There are three fingers in the CCTV pie: police, council and for the last two years Spectra, a management company that has profitability at the heart of its decision-making. The money is pooled and services rendered but as far as Ruby is concerned most initiatives boil down to the fact that nobody wants any of the costs coming out of their budget.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ Ruby says. She hands the bag of muffins to Fiona, a wide-eyed trainee. ‘Help yourself and pass them along.’ Instantly Fiona presses the bag into Freddie’s hands, as if it’s a game of pass the parcel and she’s terrified the music might stop.


‘Good to see you, Ruby,’ Al shouts across the room. 


‘And you, sir,’ Ruby hears herself replying and immediately makes a where-did-that-come-from face at Lennie. Sometimes she slips back in time, finds herself in police mode. Once a copper …


‘I know a visit from head office fills you all with dread but’ – Al pauses to smile – ‘rest easy, the news is mostly good. Let’s start by reminding ourselves of our recent successes.’ He moves his finger across his iPad, and the screen on the wall reacts at once. The red lettering slides off to one side and a multicoloured productivity graph appears. ‘So … what have we done well this quarter?’ He glances around as if expecting an answer before providing one himself. ‘Three investigations are moving forward on the strength of our CCTV evidence. That makes it ten so far this year.’


‘I thought it was more than that,’ Freddie says. His arms are folded and he’s frowning. ‘Nearer twenty.’


‘These are accurate figures,’ Al says. ‘But we can talk about it later, Freddie, if you like?’


Freddie stares down at his feet and shakes his head.


‘Okay,’ Al says. ‘Let’s move on.’ He tells them about recent company plans for expansion, goes over health and safety concerns and then, just as the fidgeting starts, he raises his voice and says, ’Whenever we get together, it’s a good time to remind ourselves of current legislation.’ He takes a significant breath before reading from his iPad screen: ‘Camera operators are obliged to obtain authorisation from senior managers under strict surveillance rules set out in the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Scotland Act 2000 before tracking individuals.’


Silence.


‘As you know, there have been some issues in other parts of the UK, notably Greater Manchester, where an operator is being prosecuted for using CCTV to stalk his ex-wife.’ This time there is a rumble of assent. 


‘Been on the news,’ Lennie says.


‘Following your children home from school, doing some window shopping, or worse’ – not much imagination is required for what could be deemed as worse so he doesn’t elaborate – ‘is directed surveillance without due cause and as such is illegal.’


Several people are avoiding eye contact and Lennie whispers into Ruby’s ear, ‘No comment.’ 


‘So … Some of you might be wondering whether we’re planning any redundancies over the next quarter? The answer is that we’re not. We can all relax. I include myself in that.’ He holds the palm of his hand against his chest. ‘None of us are exempt.’


Everyone breathes easy and Lennie mouths at Ruby, ‘Man of the people,’ while Freddie mutters, ‘He could have told us that from the get-go.’


‘Productivity is up. Staff relations exemplary. Give yourselves a round of applause.’ 


Most people put their hands together for a few seconds of half-hearted clapping, and when it ends Freddie says, ‘We’ll be getting a pay rise, then?’


‘Not this quarter,’ Al says. ‘But it is management’s intention to review all salaries next April.’


‘Thought as much.’ Freddie stares round at his colleagues to see whether anyone will follow him into battle. Nobody does. ‘Keep the profits for the shareholders,’ he says, resigned. ‘Nothing changes.’


‘Finally.’ Al glances across at Ruby and Lennie. ‘As I’m sure you’ve already guessed, we’re not going to be replacing Jim. And as this only affects the night shift, if the rest of you want to head off before the rain gets any heavier, then feel free.’


He doesn’t have to say it twice and Ruby gets out of the day shift’s way while they gather their belongings. She goes into the toilet and sits on the loo with her eyes shut. The coffee’s gone right through her, she’s got her period and her head hurts. And then there’s the business of why she was late. Why? Why? ‘Torturing yourself has become a habit,’ she says out loud. ‘You need to get a handle on it, Ruby Romano. Soon. Now, in fact. Now. Now, Ruby. Now, for fuck’s sake.’ She passes the palm of her hand in front of the flush button and comes out of the loo. Fiona is standing there.


‘I was just … I mean, I was …’


‘Don’t mind me, Fiona,’ Ruby says. She makes a face at herself in the mirror and sighs. ‘My advice, Fiona, for what it’s worth, is live life to the full. Carpe diem. Because before you know it, you’ll be thirty-nine, staring at your ageing face in the mirror and wondering what happened to your life.’


‘That’s what my mum says.’


‘I rest my case.’ Ruby smiles at her. ‘Mums are never wrong.’ 


She leaves the bathroom and joins Lennie and Al, who are standing in the control room. They are in mid-conversation and Ruby can see that Lennie is already frustrated, his fingers tapping against the side of his thigh.


‘I’m not convinced, Al,’ Lennie is saying. ‘Joints are beginning to creak.’ 


‘Jim has been on sick leave for six months and it hasn’t affected your productivity.’


‘You can’t say that.’


‘I just have. And I’m right. You know why? Because on almost every occasion this year when the police have asked us for corroborating CCTV evidence, we have been able to give it to them.’


‘Almost being the operative word,’ Lennie says, and his fingers stop tapping as his hands fly up from his sides to help him do the talking. ‘Because that’s not the whole story, is it? Surely part of what we’re here for is to observe patterns, and for that you need to watch certain areas’ – he points towards the screens – ‘not just have the camera recording in case you need it, but actually watch what’s happening, as it’s happening.’ His hands move sharply downwards, emphasising the words.


‘The criminals aren’t daft,’ Ruby says, adding her voice to Lennie’s. ‘They know how to outsmart us. And it stands to reason that three people can watch more feeds than two can.’ 


 ‘But the cameras don’t need to be actively watched, Ruby. That’s the beauty of it, isn’t it? As long as they’re pointing in the direction that’s most likely to yield results, those recordings can be called upon later. It’s a win-win.’


‘I’m talking about crime prevention,’ Lennie says. ‘Proactive not reactive.’


‘I hear you, Lennie.’ Al glances at his watch. ‘It’s the wife’s birthday so I’m going to have to get going.’ Lennie tosses a dismissive hand in his direction and Al turns to Ruby. ‘How are you holding up?’


Ruby’s eyes widen. ‘What?’


‘Losing Grant. I know it’s been four months now but I also know that four months is nothing.’


His tone is sympathetic but still his words are like a sudden slap in the face, the harsh hand of reality reminding her that beyond these four walls her life is sad and lonely and more than just a little bit desperate. Work is her saviour. Work is a Grant-free zone, somewhere she can shut out the memories because Grant never came to the CCTV centre and she never saw him on camera. He didn’t work in town. Glasgow was his stomping ground when she first met him, and after they became a couple Glasgow remained his stomping ground. They only set up home in Edinburgh because she worked here. 


Tears. 


She feels them trickle down onto her cheeks and she’s not happy about it. She turns away from Al and presses firm fingers against her eyelids before she looks back and says, ‘Thanks, Al. I appreciate that.’


‘Cancer, wasn’t it?’ 


Her throat is a bottleneck. She tries to speak but no words come; her mouth opens and closes like an oxygen-starved fish. 


‘My mother had cancer,’ Al is saying. ‘There was nothing anyone could have done but we were still left with that terrible sense of loss.’


Ruby clears her throat with a sound that’s a cross between a sob and a cough. ‘You’re …’ She tries to assemble her thoughts but they’re ballooning away from her, fragments of sentences that she can barely catch hold of. ‘… being able to … It’s just that … I miss … It’s just …’ – God help her – she’s turned into Fiona. Serves her right for her smart-arse advice in the loo just now. As if she’s qualified to give anyone advice, even a nervous trainee like Fiona.


‘I was sorry I couldn’t make it to the funeral.’


‘That’s … Grant’s mother wanted …’ She trails off, looks to Lennie for help.’


‘The funeral was private,’ Lennie says. ‘Just close family.’


‘I got the flowers,’ Ruby adds. ‘Thank you.’


Al’s eyes are soft. ‘I know you refused the option of compassionate leave, Ruby, but you can still change your mind.’


She forces in a huge breath and when she breathes out she manages to say, ‘I’m better when I’m at work,’ and follows it with a mock salute. ‘Onwards and upwards.’


‘Good for you.’ Al pulls her in for a hug. ‘But remember to let yourself grieve when you need to.’


Ruby leans into him. She can’t help herself. It’s not that she fancies him – his physicality is simply an invitation to be held. Ruby lives alone and days can go by without anyone touching her. She closes her eyes and rests her head against his chest, and when after a few seconds Al moves away, she catches Lennie’s eye. Judging. Dubious. What the …? written across his face.


‘Management doesn’t take either of you for granted,’ Al is saying. ‘Ruby, Lennie – you’re the stars of the show. Don’t think we don’t know that.’ He packs his iPad into his suitcase. ‘How’s Fiona shaping up?’ 


‘Scared of her own footprint on the ground,’ Lennie says.


‘Give her time,’ Ruby says, suddenly sure that standing up for Fiona is akin to standing up for herself. ‘I think she’ll improve.’


‘You’ve changed your tune,’ Lennie says.


‘She just needs to build her confidence.’ Ruby looks at Al. ‘She’s about to start on the night rotation, isn’t she?’


‘She is. She’ll cover each of your nights off.’ He walks along the corridor and up the stairs to the exit; Lennie and Ruby follow him. ‘See whether she can tick off a couple more learning objectives from her training folder.’


‘Will do,’ Ruby says. She much prefers working with Lennie but as senior members of staff they work a rota and don’t normally have the same nights off.


‘And be sure to get in touch if you have any concerns.’ He glances back at them before climbing into his car. ‘You have my number.’


They watch him start the engine and listen to the low growl of excess horsepower as the car pulls away from the kerb. ‘He’s upgraded his car since he was last here,’ Lennie says. ‘While we’ – he shuts the door with a loud slam – ‘we are the victims of our own success.’ He stares at Ruby and frowns. ‘And could you have got any further up his arse?’


‘What?’


‘I know you’re recently widowed, Ruby, but …’ He shakes his head at her, a disappointed dad. ‘I was watching your face. Transparent as bloody cling film. And him a married man.’


‘Actually, Lennie. Actually …’ She trails off. Why can’t she just admit to needing a hug? Why was being honest so often beyond her? ‘He was being kind! What was I supposed to do? Push him away?’


‘It was the look on your face.’


‘For a man of forty-five you sound like a granddad sometimes.’ She pushes his shoulder. ‘He does have well-defined muscles, though, should you be interested.’


‘Protein shakes,’ he says. ‘Bad for the kidneys, so I hear.’




Chapter Two 


They come into the control room and turn off the lights. Edinburgh’s darkening skies bear down on the city. Streetlamps light up pavements and roads, from nook to cranny, and all points in between. ‘Any requests from the police?’ Ruby asks.


‘They want us to keep an eye on those lads who’ve been hanging around Cockburn Street,’ Lennie says. ‘I can do that.’


‘Okay.’ 


A hush descends between them as they concentrate on work. Ruby settles into her seat, puts on her headset so that she can hear the police chatter, and stares up at the screens on the wall before deciding where to focus her attention. It’s half past six on a Thursday evening. People are heading home, spilling out of shops and offices onto shiny wet pavements. The rain is heavier now and umbrellas are going up. Ruby sees what appears to be a disturbance taking place at the west end of George Street and with a few strokes of her keypad she brings two camera feeds down onto the spot screens in front of her. She uses the joystick to vary the camera angle, and zoom in on the three youths who are pushing each other. It quickly becomes apparent that they’re not being aggressive, just testing their strength, laughing as they nudge one another off the pavement. No need for Ruby to be concerned.


Lennie catches her eye. ‘Look.’ He points to his screen. ‘It’s the old guy from a couple of weeks ago.’


Ruby swivels her chair around so that she can see Lennie’s spot screen. An elderly man, barefoot and wearing pyjamas, is weaving his way along the street. Lennie briefly zooms in to catch the expression on his face – confusion battling with intense deliberation. ‘Bless his heart,’ Ruby says. ‘He’s getting soaked.’ She picks up the phone. ‘I remember the ward he was in. I’ll give them a call.’


Lennie flicks the switch on his headset to talk to the community police and direct them to the man’s whereabouts, while Ruby calls the ward. ‘One of your patients,’ she tells the nurse. ‘He’s about a hundred metres from the hospital entrance. Almost in front of the cinema. And he’s barefoot.’ The nurse thanks her and Ruby ends the call, watching the screen as the police arrive, closely followed by two nurses who are running along the pavement, holding on to the pockets of their uniforms as they run.


 ‘Mission accomplished,’ Lennie says, as the man is redirected into the back of the police car. ‘I thought he was in one of the locked wards?’


‘He must be finding ways around it.’


‘Hats off.’


‘The human spirit.’


‘We’ve all got to go down fighting.’ 


‘Do not go gentle into that good night …’ Ruby says, trailing off.


‘… Rage, rage against the dying of the light.’ Lennie smiles across at her. ‘Dylan Thomas. You’ll have to try harder than that to catch me out.’


Ruby laughs and stretches her arms towards the ceiling. ‘Coffee?’ she asks.


‘It’ll have to be tea,’ Lennie reminds her.


‘I’ll see if there are any muffins left.’


‘Freddie went off with the bag!’ Lennie shouts after her. ‘You know what he’s like for a freebie.’


‘Greedy bugger!’ Ruby says. She goes into the kitchen to find that the coffee machine really is broken. It’s in half a dozen pieces on the work surface. Two of the pieces are bent out of shape as if someone tried to fix it and didn’t know their own strength. Ruby makes two mugs of tea and takes them back to the control room.


‘When they can get robots doing our job, they will,’ Lennie says, taking a mug from Ruby’s hand. ‘But I don’t believe robots will ever be programmed to react before the trouble breaks out.’


‘Minority Report,’ Ruby says. ‘They have those three women in the water, seeing a possible future.’


‘They’re not robots. They’re psychics, pre-cogs.’ 


‘Same difference.’


Lennie has zoomed in on two blokes who are chest to chest at the top of the Mound. One of them is holding a beer bottle as if it’s a weapon. Lennie talks into his headset and directs the police to the scene. 


‘Al just doesn’t get it,’ Lennie says, as they both watch the police car arriving next to the men. ‘Low-level antisocial behaviour leads to mid-level criminality. Everyone knows it’s a sliding scale. Everyone knows that the psychopath starts small, the petty burglar moves on to the job to end all jobs, the flasher becomes rapist becomes murderer.’


Maybe. Maybe not. Ruby listens but doesn’t join in when Lennie falls into a rant. She doesn’t mind. He works hard; he’s entitled to complain about management. Complaining makes things better. You get everything off your chest. You’ve said your piece and now you’ve let it go. It’s out there, floating in the ether, no longer weighing you down.


‘Sometimes you don’t know what the big stuff is until it happens,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘It’s not rocket science, is it?’


‘Not even close.’


They relax into a companionable silence again and Ruby checks through the police reports for the day to see whether there’s anything that sparks her interest. CCTV operators tend towards a favourite type of monitoring. Freddie loves to catch fly tippers and will sit for hours watching one particular spot until he gets lucky and he can zoom in on a number plate. Lennie loves his ‘wanted’ criminals and in the last five years he’s spotted three such men and contributed to their arrests, which is no mean feat.


Missing persons is Ruby’s thing. Missing persons she loves. People who disappear. Willingly disappear. They’ve had enough of their bosses or their families, or the whole enormous machinery of modern life that demands jobs are done and bills paid and you just keep on keeping on, showing up every day for whatever shit might be lobbed your way. It’s surprisingly common for people to simply opt out. Walk away and never look back. And it’s an irony, isn’t it? Most missing persons live in cities, hidden in plain sight, where you’re just one more body in the moving crowd. 


Lennie nudges Ruby’s elbow. ‘Look at these numpties.’ 


There are two couples in front of the Tron Kirk. Both the women are holding bags of chips. One of them is shouting, waving her arms, unsteady on her feet. She holds the chip-bag tight to her chest and swings her handbag at her partner. Ruby’s seen this behaviour more times than she can count and the outcome is less dependent on the woman’s character than it is on the man’s. Some men will automatically calm a woman down, or throw up their arms and walk away. Others will argue back and that will often end up with a punch or a slap because, to put it crudely, there are men who are primed to end the evening with a fuck, and if that’s not on offer, they’ll rev up for a fight.


Lennie and Ruby watch as the man strokes her cheek. Lip-reading would be a valuable skill but Ruby has never mastered it and in most cases it’s unnecessary because you can guess what’s being said. The cheek-stroking is working; she is placated and they lean back against the church wall to embark on a hearty snog. Meanwhile the other couple light cigarettes and alternate puffs with chips. Their relationship is less intense. They are side by side, not talking, not even looking at each other, just idly marking time.


The first woman pulls back from the kissing and shouts to her friend, who totters over on four-inch heels to take the bag of chips from her. 


‘Hold my chips while I have a shag,’ Lennie says under his breath.


‘David Attenborough eat your heart out.’ Ruby laughs.


Lennie swivels the camera away just as the woman’s knickers drop. ‘Did I tell you my latest idea for Mastermind?’ he says.


Ruby shakes her head. On the spot screen in front of her, an elderly lady is inching her way home, one sore foot after the other. 


‘Einstein.’


Ruby raises her eyebrows. ‘Complicated science.’


‘It’ll be his life story more than the science,’ Lennie says. ‘I’ll only have to worry about the big issues science-wise, like the theory of relativity.’


‘Sounds doable then,’ Ruby says, her tone ironic. ‘It’s late for her to be out, isn’t it?’ 


Lennie leans across to have a closer look at Ruby’s screen. ‘Auntie Angela,’ he says. ‘No dog with her tonight, though.’


She isn’t their auntie and it’s unlikely her name is Angela but this is one of the reasons Ruby likes working with Lennie – they give their regulars names. It becomes personal. And that means they care. The people they see week after week are as familiar to them as their own families. Okay, so Ruby doesn’t know whether they like milk in their tea or their sex in the missionary position but she does know their habits. And because they don’t know they’re being watched, masks are lowered. They slump at bus stops, shed a quiet tear, steal. 


Yes, they steal. Because for some people their day is set up if they can snaffle a free newspaper – every morning, at six o’clock, it’s the same routine. Walter – so called because he has gravity-dragged cheeks like Walter Matthau – turns up just after the van has dropped the newspapers in Caffè Nero’s doorway. Walter won’t see this as stealing. He will justify it to himself by saying that he only steals from the multinationals – never from the small man working his bollocks off. 


‘What have you brought for midnight snack?’ Lennie asks.


‘A bag of Cheesy Wotsits and a Cup A Soup.’


‘Not exactly singing nutrition, Rubes, is it?’


‘What have you got?’


‘You really want to know?’


‘Hit me with it.’


‘Assume the brace position.’


Ruby does as she’s told, pulling her legs up and dipping her head down onto her knees.


‘Grilled mackerel, beetroot pickle and cauliflower mash with a hint of horseradish.’


Ruby lifts her head and blows her hair out of her eyes, ‘Why don’t you just apply for MasterChef and be done with it?’


‘Because I haven’t given up on Mastermind.’ He stands up. ‘I’m happy to share?’


‘Go on then.’


Lennie is one for making their midnight meal special and while he’s in the kitchen fixing plates for them both, Ruby watches a girl come out of the restaurant on the Royal Mile. Ruby calls her Alice because, even from a distance, she has a wide-eyed quality about her that reminds Ruby of illustrations of Alice in Wonderland. She first noticed her a couple of months ago, then last week she was being aggressively harassed at the bus stop and Ruby was seconds away from alerting the police, but after a push from Alice the drunk fell back into the gutter and then staggered off. The incident seems to have spooked Alice a little, though, and she no longer stands in the bus shelter absorbed by her phone but glances behind her as if she thinks the drunk might reappear. 


‘Here we go.’ Lennie lays the plate carefully in front of Ruby. ‘The mackerel was caught yesterday and the beetroot is heritage.’


‘I’m sure I’d be impressed if I knew what that meant.’


‘Philistine.’


Ruby takes a mouthful and can’t help but make an appreciative face. ‘No wonder Trish married you.’


‘I couldn’t cook back then,’ Lennie says, loading his fork with a little bit of everything. ‘So anyway, why were you late this time?’


‘I dropped in to see Celia and she left me to babysit,’ Ruby says, wincing against the lie as she shovels more food into her mouth. Lennie’s watched her be economical with the truth with their boss but she knows he doesn’t expect her to lie to him. They’re mates. Why would she need to? ‘Only for five minutes, she said, while she nipped out to buy Tom a present. But Celia’s five minutes are everyone else’s hour.’ 


Lennie nods, satisfied with this explanation, and then his fork gestures towards Ruby’s plate of food. ‘You know no one’s going to take that from you, don’t you?’


‘I like eating fast. It doesn’t mean I’m not savouring the flavours.’ He isn’t good at hiding his disappointment so she relents. ‘Ok-ay,’ she says. ‘I’ll eat slow-ly.’


They sit in silence, watching the screens as if they’re watching television, every now and then pointing out something of interest to each other. The main course is followed by a palate-cleansing lemon sorbet. Ruby lingers over it for so long that Lennie takes the spoon out of her hand before she’s completely finished. ‘You’ve made your point,’ he says.


‘Leave the washing up for me.’


‘Too right.’ He walks partway to the kitchen before turning back. ‘Would you mind just looking out for Shona? She’ll be coming out the Venue around about one.’


‘No bother,’ Ruby says. ‘I’ll make sure she gets on the bus.’


‘Cheers.’


Unless they’re busy, Lennie always has a nap between one and two, and that’s just fine with Ruby. He has four daughters and his wife Trish breeds West Highland Terriers, so his house is full of ‘barking and bitching’. Ruby doesn’t begrudge him the peace and quiet of a stolen night hour. She enjoys working with Lennie – the easy banter between them helps to pass the time – but being by herself feels special, exciting, powerful. 


It feels powerful.


Watching. 


The public are oblivious to the power of the modern camera, able to zoom in and magnify up to thirty times. Ruby can spot a rose in bloom in Princes Street Gardens, read a number plate, isolate a toddler’s lost shoe. 


The all-seeing, endlessly roving eye.


It’s like sitting on top of a cloud. She’s present but she’s removed. She’s wearing Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak. She can fly. She can glide along a street, nip over a roof and land in the middle of a fight. She can get up close and personal without an iota of suspicion from the people she watches. She can read what they read, see what they see, feel what they feel.


She stands in front of the large screens and stares at each and every camera feed in turn. Mostly she sees nothing untoward but every so often she spots an anomaly. Most people would find it tedious; she knows this. After the novelty had worn off, they would be bored stiff. Their eyes would hurt and their necks would creak and they’d want to lie down on a sofa and fall asleep. 


Not Ruby. Ruby loves being on high, looking down, seeing but not judging. Because she doesn’t judge. She’s the last person to judge, what with the mistakes she’s made. She watches; she alerts the police … or she doesn’t. 


It depends.


She bends the rules but she doesn’t break them.


Is it hubris? Grant used to tell her it was. ‘Playing God, Ruby. Sooner or later you’ll be struck down for it.’


This would make her laugh and she’d pull him in close, feel the strength of his heartbeat under the palm of her hand. They would be in bed when he said this because they were always in bed. All her memories begin and end with them in bed. Every last one.


Without thinking, she begins to dig around in her handbag, ignoring her inner voice. 


Don’t do it. Please, Ruby. Just don’t do it. You’ll only make yourself miserable.


She takes a photo out of her wallet. There they are, the two of them – Grant and Ruby. Ruby and Grant. Happy is as happy does. She’s smiling a light-filled smile. They’re in a hotel in New York. And they’ve just had blow-a-fuse sex.


Breakthrough sex, she called it.


With me, he said.


With you, she said.


You and me.


Together for ever.


Don’t torture yourself. 


Too late. She’s tortured herself. Her stomach is knotted, her eyeballs ache with unshed tears. She wants to lie on the floor and roll herself into the smallest, tightest ball. She breathes her way through the minefield of lost love, what-ifs and buts, the pain of missing him, missing him, missing him. 


The pain bleeds into anger that burns in her chest and asks the question, Why? Why me? What did I do to deserve it? She swallows down the bitter taste and tries to breathe through it. She’s tired of feeling this way. It’s an emotional merry-go-round – except that it isn’t merry – and she needs to get off. 


She slides the photo back inside her wallet and brings out a piece of paper that’s fraying at the edges from frequent handling. After the pain of the happy couple photo comes the list. She reads aloud: ‘Simple Things That Make Me Happy: blue sky, Joseph’s laugh, delphiniums in a crystal vase, soft-boiled egg and soldiers, a gripping box set.’ And so on … Over fifty happy reminders to calm and comfort her.


 When she’s finished reading she moves her lips into the shape of a smile. She read somewhere that if you physically smile, you can literally fool yourself into happiness. The brain senses the physicality of a smile, releases endorphins and then you really do feel happy.


It does work. Maybe not all the time, but mostly it works.


It’s Saturday, and Lennie has spent the earlier part of the evening quoting Einstein but now he’s having his nap and Ruby’s watching her sister Celia wobble her way out of a club in the West End. Ruby uses her mobile to call Celia’s number, sees her sister fumble in her pocket and squint at the screen before answering.


‘I’m watching you,’ Ruby says.


Celia’s laugh is a drunk, exaggerated cackle. She raises the bottle of wine she’s carrying and does a twirl.


‘Don’t drink it all at once, will you?’


‘I’m not even going to use a glass!’ she shouts. Celia likes to imagine that she’s living it large, going at life with a rebel’s sensibilities. She’s not. She’s a mother of four children. She goes to church twice a week, confession every other. She teaches Sunday school, for heaven’s sake.


‘Are you listening?’ she shouts in Ruby’s ear.


‘I’m a woman. I can do more than one thing at a time. Now you listen – Tom’s car will round the bend in exactly ten seconds. Wave to the camera, then off you go.’


Celia does a pretend curtsey and then stares up at the camera, her smile illuminated by the streetlamp. When her husband’s car stops at the kerb, she falls into the back seat, losing a shoe in the gutter so that he has to come round to retrieve it for her.


Ruby puts her feet up on the desk and settles back in her seat. She pulls camera thirty-one down onto her spot screen and sees the girl she named Alice come out of the restaurant, her shift over. This time she’s with a young man wearing a leather jacket, his collar pulled up to his ears. Alice is animated and it makes Ruby smile. They are almost at the bus shelter when Alice laughs and glances up, her face caught and held by the light.


Time stops. 


Something deep inside Ruby detonates. A chord struck on the piano, a pitch-perfect note that shatters glass. Her feet hit the floor and her hand shakes as she uses the joystick to zoom right in. She freezes the frame and leans in closer to the screen. She isn’t breathing. She touches the screen with her fingers, traces the girl’s smile, the tilt of her head. Then she stands up and paces around the room, almost skipping, her body light, air-expanded. The buzzing in her head is louder than the computer noise. You’re wrong, Ruby. You’re wrong. It can’t be her! Can it? Is it?


She sits back down again; her feet drum on the floor. She finds the frame of her sister, freezes that too, lines Alice and Celia up side by side to compare them. The power of genetics, of resemblance, of shared characteristics that telegraph a relative – the shape of a smile, the angle of the head, the glitter in her eyes. But even without Celia for comparison, it’s only five years since Ruby last saw her and although she’s grown from a teenager into a woman there is no denying that it’s her. 


It’s definitely her.


The door creaks and Ruby jumps. It’s Lennie coming back from his nap. ‘Your sister get home?’ 


Ruby quickly switches the camera to an innocuous view of the city bypass. She opens her mouth but words fall unspoken off her tongue.


‘You okay?’ He glances at the screen in front of her. 


‘Fine, yeah.’ Her heart hammers denial. ‘I don’t know, I just – I must have been nodding off myself! It’s been a snooze fest this evening.’


‘Go for a lie down if you like,’ Lennie says. 


‘I’ll be fine,’ Ruby replies, her smile over-bright. ‘Thanks, though.’


Lennie puts on his headset and opens his book. ‘Back to Einstein then.’ 


He begins to read aloud while Ruby’s heartbeat slows and her breath steadies. This girl, she’s not called Alice; she’s called Hannah. Ruby knows this for a fact. Her fingers itch to call someone. But who should she call? Who would care apart from her? 


She half hears Lennie’s voice, catches the tail end of a sentence. ‘What was that?’ she asks.


‘Something Einstein said,’ Lennie tells her. ‘Coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous.’




Chapter Three 


For the last four months, Ruby has had trouble sleeping. Her vast, Grant-less bed is an ocean of space that was once dominated by her husband’s bulk. He had a rugby player’s build, a prop forward, six foot two with shoulders twice as broad as hers. He radiated heat and she gravitated towards him, spooning into his back. The lack of him leaves her freezing cold, drifting around in the bed, sometimes on her own side, sometimes on his, often in the middle, betwixt and between, her head falling down into the gap left by the pillows.


But today she isn’t thinking about everything she’s lost. Memories of Grant are eclipsed by the girl. 


Hannah. 


Hannah Stewart. 


The curtains in Ruby’s bedroom are lined with blackout material but light seeps under the doorway from the hallway to form shadows on the ceiling and Ruby stares up at the shapes. She imagines Hannah is smiling at her. And Ruby smiles back, lights up the darkness around her with a spark of laughter. She says the girl’s name out loud. ‘Hannah?’ She extends her right hand upwards into the empty air. ‘Hi, Hannah. Good to meet you at last.’ Or should she say ‘again’ instead of ‘at last’ because they have met before?


There are a thousand and one different ways for her to introduce herself: words, tone of voice, volume, intonation. And should she hug her? Too much. A kiss on either cheek? That wouldn’t feel natural to Ruby. Too English. Too ordinary.


She plays the scene over and over again until it’s three o’clock in the afternoon and, knowing sleep will continue to elude her, she gets out of bed. She pads around in bare feet from bedroom to bathroom to kitchen, where she sits at the dining table. She doesn’t feel tired because excitement is its own energiser and she has plans to make. The dining table is covered in paperwork – the important and the unimportant – and at some point she’ll get round to reading and signing it or throwing it out, but for now she ignores the mess and rummages under piles of loose paper and empty envelopes until she finds a notepad and pen. The last thing she wrote on the pad was – Cat or dog? This was Celia’s suggestion because Celia decided that Ruby needed a living, breathing creature to come home to, a presence in the house to stave off her loneliness. The garden was plenty big enough. She could well afford a pet. ‘A furry body! Warmth! Company!’ Celia squeezed her in a hug. ‘Talk to Lennie’s wife! She breeds dogs, doesn’t she?’


‘I lose my husband and you advise me to buy a puppy?’ Ruby said as she ushered her sister out through the front door. ‘Really, Celia? Really?’


Ruby rips out the page and writes HANNAH in large letters at the top of a fresh one. She draws three columns and gives each one a title: short-term, mid-term, long-term. It’s important to get this right. Now that Hannah is back in her life – correction, Hannah isn’t back in her life, but she will be – Ruby knows it’s wise to make plans, direct the outcome. Not too much. Just enough to make sure their first meeting goes well. She doesn’t want it ending up like last time.


‘I won’t manipulate this,’ she whispers into the air. ‘I won’t do that.’ But even as she says this she knows she’ll move heaven and earth. They are going to be important to each other again. Ruby can feel it in her bones. The bones that ached as if being gnawed from the inside by the monster loss of Grant now feel as if they are healing.


‘It’ll take time,’ she says out loud. ‘The best things should never be rushed.’ 


But maybe she’ll refuse contact with you, the voice in Ruby’s head warns her. Maybe that feeling in your bones is imaginary. Don’t get your hopes up. 


This obvious truth washes through Ruby in a freezing-cold shiver and goose bumps erupt on her arms. She steadies her gaze on the paper as she waits for the feeling to pass.


Okay. 


Okay. So maybe Hannah won’t want to have contact with her immediately. That’s understandable. And that’s exactly why it’s important she gets this right. She has to guard against frightening Hannah off because that’s the last thing she would ever want to do. She’ll start small. She writes ‘do nothing’ in the short-term column, then she sits back, pleased with this. She’ll continue to watch Hannah on camera, just as she’s done these last few months. Looking out for her – that’s what Ruby’s been doing for this girl since she first saw her at the bus stop. In the very same way as she does for other members of the public. All that’s different now is that she knows who this girl is.


That’s all. 


Mid-term. After a month or so she might go to the restaurant where Hannah works. She’ll keep a low profile. She’ll sit in the corner and watch. Not in a creepy way – she isn’t a stalker! But just in an interested way. Establishing the lie of the land. Hannah probably won’t recognise her but it would be deceitful of Ruby to mislead her, so she will have to be prepared to introduce herself.


And long-term? Long-term they’ll be in frequent contact. Hannah might even move in with her, save herself money on rent and then, when the time comes, Ruby will help her to buy her own place. 


Her mobile rings several times before Ruby registers the intrusion because she’s deep in the folds of her imagination, happily projecting ahead. She’s shopping with Hannah – Ruby’s treat. They’re trying on clothes in adjacent changing rooms in one of the boutiques in George Street. Hannah is excited and Ruby is allowing herself to be swept up in the fun of it all.


‘Did I wake you?’ Celia says.


She looks at the clock. It’s after six. Where have the last three hours gone? ‘No, I’ve been up for a while.’


‘I’m just organising my diary; you know it’s Mum’s birthday next month?’


‘How could I not?’


‘Don’t be like that. Listen.’ She pauses and Ruby waits, running a finger over HANNAH, then lifting the notebook off the table and pressing it to her heart. ‘We’ve plenty of time to plan. But I’m thinking, how about we have afternoon tea for Mum, at my place, with the kids, less pressure that way.’


‘If you think it’s a good idea.’


Celia is a talker and while she tells Ruby how important it is to ‘forgive and forget’, to ‘move on’ because bearing a grudge hurts the person who’s doing it much more than the person it’s directed at, Ruby rummages in her fridge. It’s a double-doored American fridge with enough space for a family of six who eat like kings. It’s almost completely empty apart from a few odds and sods that are bunched together on the middle shelf: an open bar of chocolate, a bottle of rosé, a stick of wilted celery, a clear plastic box of decaying blueberries speckled with white fungus, a ready-meal that expired a week ago and a withered avocado that is losing its shape and spreading onto the glass beneath it. And right at the bottom, in the salad drawer, she has a present for Lennie.


‘I’ll make a cake. I thought you might like to bring some savouries,’ Celia is saying. ‘But remember she’s seventy this year so make them special.’


‘I’ll go to M and S,’ Ruby says. She breaks off a square of chocolate and closes the fridge door. She’s not really hungry. She’s only looking for food from force of habit.


Grant was the cook. He wasn’t a Lennie – Grant’s food was simple: fish or chicken, and vegetables or salad – but he liked to be involved in the preparation. He had the vision and Ruby was his commis chef. She chopped; he finessed. ‘Grub’s up!’ he would say and they’d sit down at the table, always the table, because Grant didn’t watch TV. 


‘It’s for the masses,’ he told Ruby. ‘And box sets are for when you have children and you’re stuck indoors marking time before they leave home and you can start living again.’ He kissed her across the table, standing up to reach her mouth. ‘Let’s never do that to ourselves.’


Grant didn’t want kids.


Ruby didn’t want kids.


They shared a love of skiing and hiking, theatre and bijou hotels. They didn’t suffer fools, they weren’t dinner party people, they didn’t want to holiday with other couples. Their exercise bikes were still side by side in the rec room next to the double garage where they would cycle virtual country roads that unravelled on the screen before them as they pedalled furiously through France or Italy or even the Grand Canyon.


They were a match made in heaven. Everyone said so.


‘And by the way, Tom says he has a client who’s interested in buying your house.’


‘I haven’t decided whether I’m selling yet,’ Ruby says. 


‘Well, think about it.’


Ruby hears the sound of the loo flushing in the background. ‘Have you been on the toilet all this time?’


‘How can you even want to live in that part of town? Surrounded by houses that have been divided up or converted into care homes for old fogies,’ Celia says. ‘Your house could easily be split up into four units, six even!’ 


Ruby registers the sound of a tap running and vigorous hand washing. ‘You are in the loo!’


‘You’re not the only one who can multitask.’


‘Charming,’ Ruby says. 


‘There must be reminders of Grant everywhere you look. That won’t be healthy, moving forward.’


Celia was right about that. Everywhere Ruby looked triggered memories of Grant, leaning against the breakfast bar when he was cooking, breathing kisses into her neck as she chopped vegetables, or sitting on the edge of the bath as she soaked in thirty-pound-a-bottle bubble bath that released an aroma of essential oils into the air where it lingered for the whole evening. Her mother thought it was a scandalous waste of money, and secretly Ruby did too, but Grant liked to spoil her and so she let him. 
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