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For Mum and Dad


 


This book isn’t about you, or me.


But it’s for you, from me.


 


With all my love, always.






I killed Ruth Morrison.


Do I feel guilty? Yes.


Do I regret it? No.


Would I do the same again? Yes. But sooner.






CHAPTER 1


Chris Morrison held his wife as close as tubes and wires allowed.


The worst reaction was no reaction at all. Not a flinch, not a sound. The metal bars at the side of the bed dug into his legs when he tried to lean in closer.


He wished for home and for no space between them.


Her mouth was hanging open under the plastic mask, dried saliva like mould on her tongue. He flushed, felt an intense embarrassment for the woman in his arms. Beauty had left every part of her. Even that mouth that perfectly fitted his, silenced now by bad luck or bad timing; some force stronger than she was.


 


The word accident hadn’t registered at first.


He’d been up north for a weekend’s winter hiking when he’d answered the call, heard a stranger with an Eastern European accent saying his wife’s name in a way he’d never heard it pronounced before. Then he’d heard the words fall, head and coma; had been advised to go to Edinburgh Royal Infirmary as soon as possible. An officer would meet him there. Ten hours later he was still there, holding a lump under starched white sheets that police and doctors referred to as Your Wife.


It was so bloody impersonal. Her name is Maria.


If it had been him in the hospital bed, Maria would tell him to focus on all the parts of his body that were healthy. You should be grateful that’s the only thing that’s wrong with you, she’d say.


I know, love, I know.


But what if there were no healthy parts left? What did you focus on then? He looked at Maria, a bruised, bloated version of herself, her breath and blood trapped in plastic tubes. Maria, moving only on the inside, the fight of bloody, pulsating organs neatly packaged into polite beeps and jagged little lines on a screen. And all of this because she went for a run.


It was incomprehensible to think he could lose his wife because she’d missed a step or tripped on her laces or slipped on a chip wrapper dumped by a student. Was that really all that had happened here? Maria had just fallen?


He struggled to believe it.


When he’d pushed the police for more information he’d been fobbed off, told to be patient. And all the doctors offered were the same phrases he’d written a thousand times as a news reporter – ‘critical condition’, ‘potentially life-changing injuries’, ‘some chance of a full recovery’. All of them utterly meaningless, impossible to measure. But it was the night nurse’s words that had stung the most. She’d tucked in the corners of Maria’s sheets then squeezed Chris’s hand so tightly that his wedding ring had left a mark on his middle finger.


If I were you, she’d said, I’d start phoning the family.


He didn’t need to ask why.


The call to Mikey had been quick, though not painless. He was on his way. But it was never as straightforward with Ruth, was it? He’d tried her mobile dozens of times already. It went straight to voicemail without ringing, suggesting it was either switched off or that she didn’t have any signal. He’d left messages that he hoped gave no suggestion of what was really wrong. Once she called back he’d explain, assure her she shouldn’t feel guilty for being so far away. Anyway, miles meant nothing, would disappear with a flight.


The distance between them would not.


Chris heard the buzz of a fly, felt sick when it landed on his fingers. Could it sense Maria there? He’d used water and a paper hankie to clean blood off Maria’s cheeks when he arrived, tiny spots missed by nurses but not by the man who’d woken up to that face every day for more than three decades. He’d washed his hands a dozen times afterwards then scrutinised every line and crevice under the harsh bathroom light. He did not want pieces of his wife stuck under his fingernails. But Christ, she’d always be there. On him, in him.


He closed his eyes and pressed his nose and lips to her cheek, thinking of the tiny soft hairs in the nape of her neck that he loved and she’d never seen. That part of her was for him only, hidden from the world under thick black curls that grew from Spanish roots. Tears came when he took a deep breath, sucked in the scent of her. There it was, the only part of Maria that remained unchanged. He took another long, deep breath, then leaned over the side of the bed to vomit.






CHAPTER 2


Chris was slumped in a plastic chair, fighting sleep, when he heard a polite knock on the door. Knock-knock. Pause. And then the same again. It had to be Mikey. Chris had told him to stay home until the morning but he’d refused. He knocked again then gently pushed open the door. He was half-Spanish but so bloody British. My mum is dying – but don’t worry, I didn’t forget my manners.


Chris kept his eyes closed, feigned sleep.


Shoes squeaked on polished lino, then Mikey groaned. ‘Mum?’


It was the first familiar voice Chris had heard since all of this started. Well, apart from his own. He was surprised how natural it felt to talk to Maria when she was unconscious. Still, he’d curse himself when he automatic-ally capped one of his stories with a question, an accidental request for affirmation. Right? Wasn’t it? Remember? There was never a silence longer.


He’d been embarrassed when a doctor had walked in, caught him talking about the weather up north, how close he’d come to crashing the car when he’d hit black ice. But the doctor clearly didn’t give a shit about the content of his stories. He’d glanced at a clipboard hooked over the end of Maria’s bed and, as he wrote a note in red pen, he’d assured Chris conversation was good for People In Your Wife’s Condition and was Perfectly Normal Under The Circumstances.


Chris pictured others exactly like himself in the rooms either side of Maria’s, every one of them grasping the hands of the dying and the dead, saying things they’d never have dared say if they thought there was a remote chance their beloved could actually hear. It was pathetic. Chris wondered if they imagined the responses too, same way he did. Maria’s voice flooded him.


You know your problem, Chris?


Tell me.


You filter your feelings.


Meaning?


Meaning you feel something but, instead of expressing it, you judge it; wonder if it’s the right thing to be feeling. And you worry other people might judge you for it too. But it’s nonsense. I won’t love you less for being honest.


You don’t know that, Maria.


Try me.


And so he’d spent the past few hours trying to unclog a filter so choked with the residue of The Unspoken that almost nothing got through, especially the fear that weighed him down the most: he’d failed to protect his family. Again. That was why he was sitting at the side of another hospital bed, and on the edge of another loss.


And, just like that, he was thinking again about That Day, fifteen years ago but fresh as ever. He remembered how quickly the blood had cooled and dried on his fingers; the bath he’d had later, rubbing matted hair between his fingers to remove every trace of it, of her. By that time the blood had been hard and black but the hot water had resurrected it, turned the crust of blood to shiny droplets of rust on his skin that dripped off and blended with the water. He remembered squeezing a sponge that dripped red, watching stained water swirl and gurgle around the plug hole. It left a dirty ring on the white ceramic long after he’d pulled the plug.


Those were images that would never shift.


‘Dad? Are you awake?’


Mikey gently tapped Chris’s arm until he opened his eyes, blinking for effect. ‘Thanks for coming,’ he said.


‘Couldn’t sleep anyway,’ said Mikey. ‘Are you doing okay?’


‘Not really,’ said Chris, thinking about all the times he’d asked that same question, interviewing someone who was clearly falling to pieces. It was polite to ask. But there was no place for manners here, now, in this room. People often asked him if human suffering got easier to deal with the more he wrote about it – then quickly answered their own question before he had the chance to. I suppose it’s something you just get used to, they’d say, and he’d agree, because nobody wanted to know that he never had.


The bed wobbled when Mikey leaned down and kissed his mum’s cheek, then held her hand. He looked awkward and the gesture seemed forced, somehow inappropriate. Chris pulled himself out of the chair, stood facing his son on the opposite side of the bed. Mikey hadn’t shaved, looked hungover.


‘What happened to her?’


‘Police claim she fell,’ said Chris. ‘Smashed her head on stone steps.’


‘Where?’


‘Fleshmarket Close.’


‘Jesus.’ Mikey’s face crumpled. ‘They’re steep, those ones.’


‘Aye, but you know as well as I do that steps don’t faze your mum. The more the better, she’d say. That’s precisely why she makes the effort to go running in the Old Town. She could easy go for a run near the house, but it’s too flat for her liking.’ Chris pictured her, at home and on holiday, seeking out routes with steps and stairways, letting out an occasional whoop as she was forced to dart to one side to avoid dog shit or a puddle or a discarded kebab box. She was a proper bloody expert.


‘Was she racing?’


‘Another 10km,’ said Chris.


‘Who found her?’


‘Not sure.’


‘And they think she tripped?’


‘Aye,’ said Chris. ‘They’re checking CCTV to confirm, but the officer told me that’s a formality. They think it looks like an accident, plain and simple. They’re certainly not treating it as a criminal investigation.’


‘And what – you think they should?


‘I’m not sure, Mikey,’ said Chris. ‘But I know your mum. And I know she wouldn’t just fall.’


‘Och, here we go.’ Mikey sat down, stared at the floor. Chris watched his son’s back rise and fall. His breaths were short and fast and shuddering, nothing like the perfectly symmetrical inhale and exhale created by Maria’s ventilator. You could play music to the rhythm of that mechanical breath and never lose the beat. He couldn’t bear it, scoured his brain for a question to ask, anything that would smother the sound of that machine, and what it meant.


‘Have you told Rachel?’


Mikey nodded, started chewing the nail on his ring finger.


‘Will she come to the hospital?’ Chris hoped not, and hoped it didn’t show. Mikey’s wife was a challenge at the best of times, let alone the worst.


‘She said she’ll stay home for now,’ said Mikey. ‘Thought it was better if we had time on our own with Mum. You get hold of Ruth yet?’


Chris shook his head. ‘Still no word,’ he said. ‘I’ve left voicemails, but—’


‘She’s in a different time zone.’


‘Aye.’


‘And anyway, it’s Ruth. You know what she’s like.’


Chris wanted to say, Do I? but opted for a silence he then couldn’t break. Mikey opened his mouth a few times to speak, then snapped it shut. When he managed to speak he whispered, as if he didn’t want his mum to hear.


‘Dad . . .?’ Mikey averted his eyes. ‘Have you contacted Uncle Mateo?’


‘Not yet,’ said Chris, flushing at the mention of that name.


‘Shouldn’t take him long to get here from Barcelona.’


‘If he can be bothered,’ said Chris.


Mateo was Maria’s only brother but he was fifteen years younger than she was – and just ten years older than Mikey. Their parents had referred to Mateo as a late surprise but he’d interpreted it as unwanted and spent his life struggling to escape that self-imposed curse. These days Maria referred to him as troubled, and Chris called him all manner of different things, none of which were complimentary. But, whatever label he gave him, Chris was sure of one thing.


He did not want that man here, now.


‘You should probably call him,’ said Mikey.


Chris felt his jaw tighten. The ventilator whooshed. Maria’s chest rose and fell. Mikey looked as if he was going to speak again but instead he bit down on his bottom lip, stared in silence at the bed where his mum lay, stilled. Maria, as she was. She’d never lost that touch of the exotic, would have sold a million packets of cigarettes if they’d stuck her face on the poster. Her skin was the precise colour of cinnamon sticks, Nature’s gift for life despite the fact that she’d spent most of her days in Scotland, under white skies. Maria had passed those traits to Mikey and Ruth, along with bodies made for swimming and a love of all legumes.


But they had Chris’s eyes, the pair of them. Restless; searching for whatever was going on behind them; eternally irritated by pollen and serious conversations.


He looked at Maria now, her eyes sealed again with that hard yellow crust. When he’d first arrived he’d tried to scrape it off with his nail, but the nurse had told him to be gentle, brought cotton pads and a little bottle of antiseptic gel, showed him the best way to clean her. He’d done exactly as the nurse said, then felt sick, like an embalmer. But it was still easier than talking to Mateo.


He reached for the pads and gel to keep his hands busy. He flipped the lid open and took a sniff then closed it again and turned the bottle in his hands, feigned interest in the ingredients listed in tiny writing on the label. But they were cheap avoidance tactics, and they failed. He had to call Mateo.


Maria would have his number in her mobile.


He got up and went to the wardrobe, pulled out Maria’s running jacket. She’d chosen it specifically for its useful pockets, including a long one in the left arm that perfectly fitted her phone. But it wasn’t where it should be – and that wasn’t like Maria. A place for everything, she always said, and everything in its place. He pulled the jacket off the hanger then started opening other pockets, felt uncomfortable pushing aside paper hankies and receipts for things she’d bought when he wasn’t there. But it paid off. Her phone was tucked into the inside pocket.


The screen was black, and when light hit the shiny surface he could see traces of Maria’s fingerprints; the last places she’d touched. He couldn’t bear it; pushed the home button to get rid of them. Instead he was asked for a six-digit password. He entered the date of their wedding anniversary but for once Maria had chosen a different combination. He tried again and got the same result.


‘Any ideas what your mum would use for a password?’


Mikey looked up, shrugged. ‘Ruth’s birthday?’


‘Worth a try.’ Chris typed in the date but the screen stayed locked. ‘Any other ideas?’


Mikey sighed. ‘Give it here, Dad.’


He leaned over the bed to take the phone then gently lifted his mum’s hand and pressed her thumb on to the home button. The screen lit up.


Chris felt a lump in his throat, swallowed hard to flatten it.


The background image on Maria’s phone was an old photo of the four of them – a close-up, but bits of their faces were obscured by icons and by cracks that made jagged webs on the screen. Chris, Maria, Mikey and Ruth, together, but split into pieces.


He would not allow it.


Chris pushed the contacts icon, started searching for Mateo’s number. He hadn’t seen or spoken to Maria’s brother for years – in fact, he’d avoided Barcelona altogether since That Day. But he could still picture him. He and Maria looked alike, but Mateo’s skin was dull and waxy and his smile was joyless.


The first number Chris found was AaaaaaaaRuth, at the top of Maria’s contact list. Ruth, always number one. He felt the familiar flutter of resentment in his chest, a big red warning flag threatening to unroll.


Notice me, it said. Acknowledge me.


But Chris was a master of looking the other way. He kept scrolling, all the way to Z, was surprised Maria had so many contacts he didn’t recognise. They’d be friends from yoga, maybe, or folk from that meditation group she’d started attending on Thursday nights. Whoever they were, they were not Mateo. Talking to his brother-in-law would have to wait.


He went into the settings and changed the PIN number to their wedding anniversary, then put the phone to sleep, and wished again that he could do the same with the memories of That Day fifteen years ago. He and Maria, getting back to Mateo’s flat later than intended, finding empty rooms and an open brandy bottle. Chris remembered the fear that had shredded Maria’s voice when they’d first realised something was wrong: that Ruth was not where she should be.


Ruth, she’d said. Where’s Ruth?


He imagined her saying the same now if she woke up from her coma and realised Ruth wasn’t there. He could avoid calling Mateo, but Ruth needed to know. She’d need to cross the Atlantic to get here and, knowing Ruth, she’d be miles from an airport. But she’d have to start making her way home, right now.


He picked up his phone and dialled her number again, trying to ignore the words that clung to the end of every thought in his head. Before it’s too late.





 


 


 


Me and Ruth started back in the days when she’d share snot and saliva and clothes and a bath with anyone who asked. She would run around naked at the beach and the park and at home without any concept of why anybody might stare or pass comment. We were inseparable and, back then, nobody minded.


When I was there, Ruth would push aside those nervous, shivering boys who stood at the edge of the harbour with their toes curled over the edge and their necks stretched forward, eyes wide as they surveyed the frigid grey water six feet beneath them. I’d give her the nod and she’d throw herself into the sea before any of them. When she pulled her sleek body out of the water her dad would cheer and her eyes would find his right away, as if their heads were joined by an invisible string that neither wanted to break, even for a minute. She’d be happy she’d listened to me, and I’d be happy she’d done what I said.


When I was there, Ruth would chase me until her breath was hard to catch, then she’d lie on her back on the grass and stare at the clouds changing shape. I’d lie with her, me and Ruth and our heartbeat and a white sky with blue always hidden underneath. I’d tell her that the sky would always be the same, no matter where we decided to lie or how scarred and wrinkled our bodies became, and she’d agree and I’d be happy she saw the world through my eyes.


Then, she did not question what we had.


Then, there was no blood on her hands, or mine.






CHAPTER 3


Mikey handed Chris a coffee and a croissant, then moved to the other side of Maria’s bed and sat on a plastic chair he’d swiped from the visitors’ room. He’d slept in there, sprawled on the floor. Chris had stayed with Maria, anx-iety gnawing every part of him. His body craved sleep but his mind angrily protested.


‘Still no word from Ruth?’


‘Nothing,’ said Chris, glancing at his watch. ‘And that’s twenty-four hours since your mum’s accident.’


Mikey nodded, then both of them stared at Maria’s chest, rising and falling, rising and falling. The sound of the ventilator reminded Chris of snorkelling and he let his mind carry him to the sea, a world without walls. When the kids were younger they’d all go out together in the boat, Maria at the controls while Chris checked their equipment then helped Mikey and Ruth squeeze into their little wetsuits. They had no fear back then. They’d just leap over the side of the boat and let the sea hold them, transform them from standing humans into floating ones. He closed his eyes and pictured Maria in the sea – but suddenly she was sinking, hair billowing like seagrass, lifeless limbs lifted this way and that by invisible currents. He imagined her body breaking down little by little, giving life to the underwater world where she felt so at home. It was graceful, almost. But Chris knew what really happened, had stood on the harbour taking notes for the front page exclusive as officers stood knee-deep in frigid waters dragging bloated bodies from the water. Big fat rotting balloons, faces ten times their original size, eyes pecked out by the gulls.


Stop, Chris. Stop.


He was relieved when he heard the rattle of the nurse’s trolley in the corridor, followed by a single knock on the door and a Good morning, gentlemen! that was far too cheery for the circumstances. She asked for five minutes with the patient. Heads nodded, chairs scraped, and they were out.


They left and walked in awkward silence down the only corridor in the whole hospital with a carpet. Colour choice: the blue of a dead man’s lips. It connected the head injuries ward to the intensive care unit. How could Maria be here? So far there was no real update on her condition – and nothing at all from the police. She ran, she fell, she smashed her head on stone. That was it?


The police said there was no evidence of foul play – so far – but the reporter in him didn’t believe it. So what was the alternative? It was the classic question, a cliché he cursed himself for thinking, never mind asking.


Did she fall or was she pushed?


He walked away from that thought and opened a glass door on the other side of the corridor. It led to a sad little garden that would once have been the haunt of smokers but was now a Designated Fresh Air Zone, according to a sign paid for using taxpayers’ money – with the sole purpose of telling people they were now, officially, outside. Back in the day Chris would have made a decent article out of it, found out how much the sign cost and let the public know the ridiculous ways their cash was being spent. Give readers something new to whinge about and they’ll lap it up, thank you for dragging their attention away from the things that really matter; the stories that really hurt. It was easier to read about corruption and political inadequacy than it was to digest a single paragraph about a human just like you, no longer being.


Was that what would happen here? Maybe. The first report he’d read about Maria’s accident was tucked into a ‘News in Brief’ column on the online version of the paper, a three-liner neatly summing up his family’s misfortune.


A woman was found with serious head injuries yesterday in Edinburgh city centre. The 58-year-old, named locally as secondary school teacher Maria Morrison, was transferred by ambulance to Edinburgh Royal Infirmary.


He’d written hundreds of them during his career, probably read thousands. But this time he was part of it. This time he wasn’t just watching someone else’s life go wrong, from a distance. This time the blood and the skin-marks on the road belonged to Maria. And if he didn’t get hold of Ruth soon he’d be the clichéd worried relative appealing for her to get in touch. He desperately wanted to reach Ruth before the news found its way to her from someone else. He paced circuits around the tiny garden while he called Ruth’s mobile, got nowhere.


‘Still switched off,’ he said. ‘I’ll try from your mum’s phone.’


‘Och, there’s no point,’ said Mikey. ‘It’s not exactly unusual for Ruth to be out of touch, is it? Especially when she’s off on one of her big trips. The only difference here is that you actually need to speak to her. If she chose to switch off her phone on any other Monday morning you’d think nothing of it.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Maybe my arse. This is standard Ruth behaviour.’ Mikey let his head fall back, stared at the square of cloudy sky above them. ‘When did you last speak to her, anyway? And I mean an actual phone call, not texts or emails.’


Chris screwed up his face. ‘Not for months, I suppose. You?’


‘She’s not phoned me once since your birthday weekend,’ said Mikey. ‘I follow her photos online but these days that’s about as close as we get.’


‘Have you two have been arguing again?


‘No worse than usual,’ said Mikey.


‘To be honest, I don’t think she’s ever forgiven you for chopping her bloody hair off before the school play. Christ, your mum was furious.’


‘The famous Cinderellagate scandal,’ said Mikey, and for a moment both men smiled at the memory. ‘Lead actress scalped by raging brother.’


‘Poor wee mite,’ said Chris. He remembered Ruth’s teary face when she came downstairs, one pigtail detached from her head and clutched in her little hands, bobble still attached. She’d been playing with Mikey’s computer games without asking, accidentally broken the console when she kicked over her drink. When Mikey realised, he’d taken Maria’s scissors from the office drawer, chopped off her hair on one side as punishment. Chris and Maria were livid, Mikey was grounded, and Ruth was forced to wear a wig when she played the lead role in Cinderella the week after. ‘She did well in the end, didn’t she? Good actress, Ruth. But she got lots of stick thanks to your handiwork.’


‘Och, Ruth could handle it,’ said Mikey, then he crossed his arms around himself as if he’d suddenly got cold. ‘Anyway, I’m going to check on Mum.’


Chris watched him go, then called Ruth’s number again. It went straight to an automated message informing him the phone was turned off, then switched to voicemail – same as every other time he’d tried. He pulled out Maria’s mobile, repeated the process, and got the same result. He sighed, knew he had to be patient. Ruth would switch on her phone eventually. Wouldn’t she?


Some questions were better left unanswered.


He distracted himself by checking for messages. Emails nothing, texts nothing, social media, nothing. He opened his notepad, wrote down the time he’d tried contacting Ruth then the words No Progress. He’d persevere, repeat the process every hour until he got hold of her. He was tempted to call her mobile yet again but instead he stuffed both phones in his pocket and went back inside.


The door to Maria’s room was closed when Chris got there. Fear burst to life like a struck match in his chest when he heard shrill electronic beeps coming from inside. The machines that were keeping Maria alive had softer sounds, at least when her heart was beating. Christ. His pulse raced in his fingertips as he pushed open the door. Mikey was being consoled by a woman Chris knew – but only from crime scenes. Her police radio beeped again and when she looked up she nodded to him in recognition, but her expression was grim.


‘Please follow me,’ she said. ‘We’ve got some news.’






CHAPTER 4


Farida McPherson turned her chair round so she was facing Chris. She’d flashed her police ID to a man who was charging his mobile phone in the visitors’ room and when he left she’d closed the door, suggested Chris take a seat.


She had a face that did not match her manner. The skin around her eyes and mouth was inexplicably smooth, looked airbrushed even under the harsh glare of tube-lighting. If Maria had been awake she’d have admired it when she thought Farida wasn’t looking, then commented on it later when she and Chris were alone. It’s her heritage, she’d say, and hope such generalisations didn’t make her racist.


The vast majority of police officers Chris had encountered in his career were lumbering males who effortlessly slipped into the clichés of their profession. Smokers, drinkers, swearers. If their outline was drawn in a thick-tipped marker pen, Farida’s was created with a recently sharpened pencil, something with a sleek, smooth tip and no smudges around the edge.


And yet, she effortlessly filled any room she walked into, held herself in such a way that she transmitted a clear, unmissable message. Don’t fucking mess with me.


She handed Chris a coffee he’d said he didn’t want. Chris had met Farida dozens of times as a news reporter, but they’d rarely spoken without a flapping line of tape between them. Police side. Press side. Don’t you forget.


Now there was a little white table between them. It heaved under an untidy pile of magazines, pages curled and soiled by greasy fingers. On the wall beside them a string of coloured Christmas lights had been draped over an information board.


‘So . . .’ Farida leaned forward, focused on Chris. ‘How is Maria?’


‘Stable,’ said Chris, and Farida nodded as if that meant something. If Chris had written that word in an article his editor would have torn out the page and brought it to his desk, asked him to underline the problem word, the one that could not be measured, that created questions instead of answering them. Stable? he’d have said. Compared to what?


‘Stable’s good enough,’ said Chris trying to gag the voices in his head. ‘The nurse says her body is responding well to treatment, whatever that means.’


‘That’s something,’ said Farida. ‘Now let’s talk about the incident.’


She took a sip of coffee, flinched as if she’d burnt her lips then set the cup down on the table, eyeing it as if it were hot on purpose. ‘Your wife has sustained very serious injuries,’ she said. ‘We hope and expect to quickly eliminate any suggestion of foul play. We’ve already obtained images of your wife from council CCTV cameras located close to the place she was found. We’ve also asked businesses to allow access to their security recordings.


‘From what we have so far – I can confirm she was running on South Bridge moments before the incident. She turned left onto the Royal Mile and immediately right on to Cockburn Street. She then turned right again, into Fleshmarket Close. The steps lead down to Market Street. You know it?’


Chris nodded.


As a news reporter he’d walked every inch of the Old Town and he and Maria used to spend weekends in city centre museums and parks when the kids were wee. These days, they lived in the suburbs and rarely went in – unless Chris was writing a review for the paper or when friends came to visit the city.


But Maria still loved to run there sometimes, couldn’t resist the endless beauty and mystery of the Old Town and its intriguing closes – narrow alleyways that connected the Royal Mile to the lower parts of the city.


They were mostly dark and damp and dripping with stories of the ghosts who walked there. Fleshmarket Close was no different. The top end was a slope – but the close was best known for several flights of stone steps that sliced steeply between tenements, stretching from Cockburn Street to the train station.


Chris pictured Maria running, stumbling, falling, then coming to rest face down and bleeding halfway down those steps. ‘Who found her?’


‘Staff from a nearby business,’ said Farida. ‘They alerted the emergency services and were happy to give a statement to officers. But, from what we’ve seen on CCTV so far, there was nobody else around and there was no traffic. Most of that area was temporarily closed off for the race.’


‘Hang on,’ said Chris. ‘Does the race divert down Fleshmarket Close?’


‘No, it does not.’


‘Then why did she turn off? I don’t understand why she’d leave the route,’ said Chris. ‘I also don’t understand how the street could be empty when there were a few hundred runners signed up to race. It doesn’t make any sense.’


‘That’s just it, Chris. Maria wasn’t running the race.’


‘What do you mean?’


Farida leaned so close he got a whiff of her perfume.


‘The area where Maria was found is on the very final stretch of the race route. But at ten a.m. all the other runners were miles away, at the starting line.’


‘So was Maria running late? Heading back in that direction?’


Farida shook her head. ‘Maria was running in the opposite direction, away from the starting line. Contrary to initial reports, I can confirm that your wife was not competing in the race at the time of her accident.’


Chris screwed up his face. ‘That makes no sense. She was dressed in her running gear when she was found. Her trainers are here, and her running jacket. That means she definitely intended to run when she left the house that morning.’


‘It’s definitely her in the footage.’


‘But why was she there?’


‘I’m afraid I can’t help you with that,’ said Farida. ‘And I must stress that her reasons for being there are not rele-vant to our investigation. As far as we can tell so far, it’s looking like a very unfortunate accident. The streets in the Old Town are treacherous, especially after rain. As I said yesterday, my suspicion is that Maria slipped. It certainly doesn’t look as if anybody else was involved.’


Chris took a sip of coffee, tried to ignore the bitterness on his tongue and in his chest when he realised Farida was packing away her notepad and preparing to leave. He reached out, touched her arm.


‘And that’s it? Investigation closed? You must be bloody kidding.’


‘Come on, Chris. You know how these things work.’


These things. Chris wanted to punch someone. Everything was so bloody impersonal. To them it was just another sad case that would be closed and forgotten as easily as any other; just another incident with a number and a barcode on the file. If it was just an accident, the police and papers and public did not care.


But what if it wasn’t?


He stood up and started pacing the visitors’ room while Farida finished gathering her things. She paused in the doorway before she left and wished Chris and his family all the best. All the best. It was such a simple thing to say, written automatically on emails and letters and pegged on to the end of forgettable phone conversations. It was meaningless to most, an empty cliché uttered without any real desire for goodness; just something to say. Chris felt suddenly dizzy and alone and the opposite of who he wished he was. He steadied himself against the wall and longed to be solid. All the best was beyond his grasp; was not what he’d allowed his family to become. Time and time again, he’d failed to protect the ones he loved the most. You can’t let it happen again, Chris.


He waited for the dizziness to pass then walked, unseeing, through other’s people’s muddled lives. Hospital life flowed around him, floor after floor of grief and miracles that would never affect him. Everyone there was consumed by their own personal tragedies, spared only momentary thoughts for the suffering of all the people outside their direct scope of vision.


But every room held a story. He pushed open the door to Maria’s room, more confused than ever about how and why his wife’s story had ended up here.


There was no sign of Mikey. Chris checked his phone, found a text to say he’d gone home to rest, see Rachel and take a shower. Christ. What happened to staying with his mum? It was hardly a big ask. Surely he could have waited with her until he knew Chris was back in the room. He called him, pissed off – but it went to voicemail. He hung up without leaving a message.


Chris leaned over Maria’s bed, gave her a hug that was awkward and one-sided, bones all in the wrong place.


‘Why were you there, love? Why didn’t you race?’


Beep, whoosh, nothing.


When Chris straightened up, a few matted strands of Maria’s hair came with him, stuck to the buttons on his cuff. They snapped when he tried to pull them free, one part clinging to his sleeve, the other in his hand. He paused for a second then let them go, watched them drift down to the floor; the only part of Maria that was already dead. He was still staring at those tiny pieces of her when he heard muffled music nearby – some cheesy crap by Abba. He tried but failed to ignore it, and it was halfway through its cheerful chorus when he realised where the sound was coming from.


It was Maria’s phone, ringing in his pocket.





 


 


 


Ruth was popular at primary school, even with the bad kids who had food stains on their jumpers and jotters without covers and cans of Coke at playtime. People liked her and, when I was there, they liked me too.


Ruth didn’t look at me and see all the parts she’d want to change.


In fact, changing hadn’t even occurred to her until the day a big boy asked her about me and Ruth hadn’t yet learned to lie so she said yes and he told her I was a total freak and everyone laughed and she wanted to defend me but didn’t.


And so shoulds started to shape her.


When Ruth was with her friends I’d keep my distance, keep our secret just that. But she’d always let me in when everyone else was out. I’d put a chair against her bedroom door, smile when her school skirt dropped to the floor.


Afterwards we’d lie in Ruth’s single bed and imagine the lives lived beneath and above us, creating images from the blend of sounds that seeped through open windows and thin walls. The whirr of washing machines, the rattle of plates and cutlery in a sink, a blend of voices from films and the fake applause from game shows. A foreign woman shouting abuse down the phone. Laughter. Arguments. Doors closing, defining moods.


It took Ruth years to recognise the sound of the neighbours having sex or to understand what that actually meant or realise it was something that she should be ashamed to listen to. Her mum set her straight on that one.


Sometimes if we kept the window closed all afternoon my sweat would rise up and cling to the window and the glass would squeak when I reached up and wrote my name in the fug. Ruth would smile when she saw it, then panic and wipe the window clean, leave no trace.


Gone! she’d say. But not forgotten.






CHAPTER 5


Chris was confused when Mikey woke him up with a gentle nudge and a cheerless good morning. Just for a moment Chris forgot what had happened and why he’d slept fully dressed, in that plastic chair. Then Mikey sighed and the ventilator puffed and his heart felt as though it was being wrung dry.


‘Any updates, Dad?’


‘Nothing good.’ Chris had sat alone by Maria’s bedside since the previous afternoon, leaving only for the loo and a few trips to the canteen for sandwiches that all tasted the same.


Chris stood up and opened the blinds, gazed out at fold after fold of dark grey clouds that looked ready to burst any second. When he picked up the yellow hospital blanket he’d slept under his notepad fell onto the floor, still open at a To Do list he’d started writing before he dozed off.


Mikey picked it up, frowned as he read it. ‘Trace silent voicemail?’


Chris nodded. ‘Someone called your mum’s phone yesterday afternoon, after you’d left. Unfortunately I didn’t answer on time. It switched to voicemail but they didn’t leave a proper message – just a few seconds of static, then they hung up.’


‘Did you call back?’


‘The number was withheld,’ said Chris.


‘Do you think it was Ruth?’


‘I hope so,’ said Chris.


‘Who else could it be?’


‘That’s the big question, Mikey.’ Chris reached for Maria and held her hand, remembering the simple but now unreachable comfort of her fingers entwined in his. ‘We’ve had some calls to the house recently. Silent ones.’


‘How many calls are we talking about?’


Chris puffed up his cheeks, let the air out slowly. ‘Four or five maybe, in the past month. We didn’t think anything of it, really. We tried calling back but – surprise, surprise – it was a withheld number. Your mum laughed it off, said it would be someone wanting to sell me a timeshare now I’m in my sixties.’


‘So you didn’t tell the police about it?’


Chris shook his head. ‘We thought about it, but in the end we didn’t bother. I know it happened again this weekend though, when I was up north. Your mum texted me on Friday night, said she’d had another one. She didn’t seem too worried and to be honest I hadn’t thought about it again until I got that silent call to her mobile yesterday. But that, combined with . . . this . . .’ He glanced at Maria, squeezed her hand even tighter. ‘It doesn’t sit right, does it?’


‘Please don’t make this more of a drama than it already is.’


‘I’m not making a drama, Mikey.’


‘You could have fooled me. How about you focus on logical explanations for once? Mum was running too fast and she fell. End of story.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


‘And the calls to the house could be anything. Sales, surveys, wrong numbers. It doesn’t mean it’s the same person who called mum’s mobile yesterday afternoon. Has she had silent messages on her mobile before?’


‘Not as far as I know,’ said Chris.


‘Then I’m sure it’s a coincidence. Either way, you should contact Mum’s mobile phone provider and see if they can trace it, so we know for sure.’


‘I called them yesterday afternoon – they were predictably useless. I left a message with Farida McPherson as well but she’s not responded yet. Probably thinks I’m mad. And I decided to phone Sandy too. If anyone can help with this kind of thing, it’s him and his famous contacts book.’


Mikey tutted. ‘So I’ll just go home again, will I?’


‘Don’t be daft.’


‘I don’t see why Sandy needs to be involved, Dad. This is a family thing – and Sandy’s an even bigger headline hunter than you are. He loves a drama.’


‘Enough, Mikey. He’s coming. And he’ll help.’


Sandy Hamilton was Chris’s most reliable friend, mentor and bullshit detector. He’d trained Chris when he’d started out as a cocky news reporter almost forty years ago. It was Sandy who’d taught him how to sniff out the most important line in a story, to identify the one key quote from an hour-long interview. It was Sandy who’d ranted at him when he made mistakes and who’d forgiven him if he learned from them. It was Sandy who’d nominated him for the chief reporter role and all those awards he’d won. And it was Sandy who’d noticed how grief had changed him after That Day; how he was immersing himself in other people’s tragedies to avoid confronting his own.


The editor had noticed too, eventually.


In one year Chris had fallen from deserving star of the regional press awards to someone who was branded as clearly unfocused – a condition that, while understandable, had led to a series of errors in his articles that had undermined both him and the paper. Translation: you’re a liability.


The solution was paid rest, to help him recover – but when he returned to the office six months later he was forcibly removed him from the front line of news and shunted into a stress-free job with the features department.


There would be no more knocking on doors or chasing ambulances or murder trials. Instead he’d write property supplements and light-hearted culture reviews. The boredom will kill me, Chris had said.


Sandy’s reply? Aye, but it’ll save your life.


Just like that, their days of working side by side on breaking news were over, but the connection was never lost. He was family in all but blood.


‘When’s he arriving?’


‘As soon as he can escape the office.’


Mikey scowled. ‘Well, I’ll be in the visitors’ room if you need me,’ he said. ‘I’ve brought my laptop, thought I’d post a public message on Ruth’s social media and maybe send some private messages to her followers. I’ll go through all her recent posts as well, see if we can pinpoint exactly where she is.’


‘That’ll help too,’ said Chris, then shook his head once Mikey’s back was turned. The boy expected an award every time he did something nice.


He picked up his notepad from the bed, relieved Mikey hadn’t turned to the page after his To Do list. Chris had written and underlined the title – Why Ruth Hasn’t Responded – but the rest of the page was blank. The empty space taunted him, dared him to write what he’d have thought if the story had come in over the wires. It was the kind of case that would have sent a thrill through him as a reporter; something to bring a bit of excitement to the dullest of news days.


Young woman, missing.


She’ll be a deader, Sandy would say. Best leave space for a photo. Chris would then sum up the torture of ordinary families in eight column-inches, proud of his ability to portray their suffering without exceeding the word limit. But Ruth was different, wasn’t she? Nothing about her life was ordinary.


Between March and September she was a freelance tour guide, leading groups of Americans on educational tours across Europe. She often worked back-to-back trips, meaning there was very little scope for visits home or spending money during that time. By the end of September her energy supplies would be empty but her bank account full, so she’d exchange her suitcase for a backpack and head off travelling on her own, usually to remote places where worried parents wouldn’t dare to tread. This year she’d chosen to travel in Mexico and Central America. It was now mid-December, so she’d been travelling for weeks on end already.


Whenever she was on the road – for work or for adventure – direct contact was reduced to a minimum. No news is good news, and all that. So long as she kept posting photos on social media, they were to assume she was fine. And if she went silent for a few days or weeks, chances were she’d opted for some off-grid adventure and would get in touch when she could. Just because she had a mobile phone, it didn’t mean she had signal or credit or a place to charge it. Just because she had an email address, it didn’t mean she had access to a computer or WiFi. Just because there were phone boxes in towns, it didn’t mean they were in working order – or that it was safe to go outside and use them. And just because she was their daughter, it didn’t mean she would behave as they wished.


They’d developed a system over the years whereby Ruth would be the one to instigate contact if and when she was able to do so. Maria was banned from sending texts and emails full of questions for the simple reason that she worried herself to death when she didn’t get a reply – the same way Chris was now.


All of that brought him back to the same conclusion – if Ruth were aware he was trying to contact her, she’d have been in touch. Once she received their messages, she’d respond. Simple. Nothing to worry about. Perfectly logical. In the meantime, all he could do was be patient and stubbornly ignore all explanations offered by the part of his brain that was trained to sniff out headlines. The same rules applied to Maria’s situation. Stay calm, stick to facts.


Chris spent the next hour staring at Maria, her hand held in his; her life held in place by machines and drugs he’d never understand. Could she really hear him when he talked to her? What would she tell him if she could speak? His mind was a whirl of questions but he was sure of one thing – if there was a connection between Maria’s fall and those silent phone calls, he’d find it. He wouldn’t let her down again – and he’d start by getting Ruth home, now.
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