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Prologue

Bee, 2010

The first time it happened, I thought it was just a dream. A weird dream like any other, though it shook me awake at 3.32am, my heart spluttering. I know it was 3.32am because I sat up in bed, put on the light, and recorded it in my dream journal: Thursday 20 May 2010, 3.32am. I wrote:

It was night, and I was standing in someone’s back garden. Not somewhere I’d been before, not familiar. The house was a little white bungalow, and the garden was a long, narrow lawn with huge trees at the bottom. Leylandii that had grown out of control. I stood in the deep shadow of those trees, looking at the house. There was a main road beyond it, and I saw a lit-up N49 bus go by, empty. I walked up the garden to the back door of the ­bungalow, and let myself in. It was dark inside, but the moon shone into the window, and I could see in the gloom that this was the ­kitchen. It was very old-fashioned, 1960s style: chipped Formica units with rail handles; a black-and-white linoleum floor, like in the old Flash ads. I had a horrible feeling, standing there: this house was a bad place, something bad was happening in it. I wanted to leave, but instead I walked through the kitchen and into the utility room, tacked on to one side.

I knew things about this house, as though I’d lived there. I knew that there was a loose edge to the linoleum – that same black-and-white linoleum – just under the lip of the washing machine. I knew that if you lifted that flap, it would pull back a whole section, revealing the bare boards underneath. I knew that once I did that, I’d reveal a trapdoor set into the floor. I knew that if I looked in one of the cupboards, I’d find a short pole I could use to lever the trapdoor open. I knew that it had been designed this way, so that when it was closed and the lino laid over it, the floor was completely flush: no sign at all that anything was under there. That this house had a secret room, and the secret room was where the bad feeling lived.

I did it: I levered the trapdoor open, and though I didn’t want to, stepped down into the hole. There were wooden stairs that creaked loudly, and I felt afraid that I’d wake whoever lived in this house, and they’d come and shut me up in this secret place. There was no moonlight now: just a pitch-black space that felt close, and smelled like concrete dust and human sweat. When my feet met the floor, I could feel through the soles of my shoes that it was bare earth, and cold. And then I realised there was something down there with me – some sort of animal. I couldn’t see it, but I could hear it breathing. Then, as if it sensed I was there, it started to cry out – these horrible, anguished cries, almost like a human baby. I turned to get back to the stairs, to get out, but I couldn’t find them in the dark. Above my head, the trapdoor slammed shut. I woke up, panicked and thrashing.

Just a dream, I told myself, and gradually forgot the shabby kitchen, the secret room, the high, thin cries in the darkness. Just a dream, until the Edinburgh Evening News report, two months later. Missing toddler Rosie Cole found alive and well in Mountcastle neighbour’s cellar. The same horrible feeling from the dream returned as I pinned the paper to the kitchen table with my forearms, put my face close, and read. The missing three-year-old had been hidden in a makeshift room in the basement of a house just a few doors down from her own. The house was a white 1960s bungalow in the suburb of Mountcastle; the paper had printed a photo of it, police tape billowing from the front garden fence. The skyline above the bungalow’s roof was ragged with unchecked leylandii. Mountcastle: I googled it. The 49 was the only bus that passed directly through. A fifty-five-year-old man, the paper said, had been arrested in connection with Rosie’s disappearance. She’d been missing since Wednesday 19 May.

The article kept the details scant, but I knew. The walls of the cellar were concrete, but the floor was earth. She’d been cold. There was no window, and no light, save whatever light the man brought down – a torch, perhaps, or a lantern. From where she lay on that dirt floor, Rosie could hear him moving around, the joists above her head shifting as he walked. The scrape of the lever in the trapdoor. The creak of the stairs. She was hungry, and hurt, and the man was strange and frightening. She cried at first, but then she stopped crying, because no one ever came.

Alive and well, the article said, and every time I thought of that phrase, my teeth set on edge. I’d dreamed of Rosie on her first night in that place, before there was even a formal missing persons report. She’d been held there a further two months. I didn’t want to think of how she’d suffered, but I knew: the horrible feeling ached in my bones like flu. If I’d only told someone. But who? The police? Who’d have believed me? It was a dream, they’d have said. It was only a dream.











I.









Birch, Monday 10 January

‘How’s the physio going?’ 

DI Helen Birch had been attending counselling for almost six months now, and she’d never known her ­therapist, Dr Jane Ryan, to be anything other than perfect. She kept her hair cropped short, but it never seemed to need a trim. She never lost her notes or misremembered anything – she always seemed to be a step ahead of Birch at every turn. And yet, Dr Jane hadn’t taken her Christmas cards down yet. Birch was finding it extremely distracting.

‘I’m sorry?’

Dr Jane repeated herself. ‘How’s the physio going? You’ve walked in here with just a stick. When I saw you before the holidays, you were still on the crutches. Looks like you’re making great progress.’

Birch touched the curved handle of the cane she’d leaned against her chair, as though checking it hadn’t somehow disappeared. ‘I should probably ’fess up to the fact that I did that myself,’ she said. ‘I haven’t been back to physio since before Christmas. That last time, we talked about how I was getting to the point where I could switch to just a stick, and honestly, I was so ready to be finished with those damn crutches. So, one day over the holiday, I just did it.’ She touched the walking stick again, hearing her own voice softening. ‘This was my mum’s – she needed it, towards the end of her life. I don’t know why I kept it. Maybe because it was something I knew she’d touched, interacted with a lot, before she died. Anyway, I’m glad I have it now. Though it’s not exactly trendy.’

Dr Jane smiled. ‘As long as it’s doing its job,’ she said, ‘that’s the main thing. Your pain’s okay?’

Birch shrugged. ‘As okay as it ever is. I’m still managing it fine.’

‘And the nightmares?’

Birch flinched at this, and realised Dr Jane had noticed. She wished she’d never said anything about the nightmares.

‘There’s a part of me,’ she said, ‘that wishes I’d never said anything about the nightmares.’ It had taken her six months, but she’d come to learn that, as a general rule, it was a good idea to just say the thing she was thinking. Dr Jane usually knew, whether she said it or not, so she may as well say it.

‘Why’s that?’

Birch couldn’t stop looking at the Christmas cards. Were they from clients? She hadn’t sent one to Dr Jane. She wasn’t sure if it was appropriate or not. 

‘I don’t know. Because it’s to be expected, isn’t it? I was shot, that’s a traumatic event. Aren’t the nightmares just my subconscious working through it? I’ve been thinking, maybe they’re good for me. Maybe I need to have them. Maybe they’re actually a sign that I’m dealing with it.’

Dr Jane cocked her head. ‘Dreams can certainly serve a purpose,’ she said. ‘But when you first mentioned the nightmares to me, you suggested that they were becoming quite life-limiting. They were affecting your sleep, and, by extension, your concentration. Obviously, it’s completely up to you what we talk about here – but I definitely think there’s value in discussing anything that’s limiting your life. Seeing if we can’t get a bit of a better handle on that.’

Birch stepped out into the street, dazzled by the bright, crisp day. She always felt a little unusual after a therapy session: generally, she needed at least half an hour for her brain to stop whirring and return to its normal programming. She was enjoying being off the crutches, but also missed them, and she thought about the times she’d heard amputees talk about missing their absent limbs. The crutches’ presence had become so familiar to her that now – still walking at a hobble, but far less encumbered than she had been – she felt oddly light without them. The pain in her hip – where the shotgun blast had shattered the bone – was a low, constant hum, but the hum was that little bit quieter with every day that passed. Soon, Birch hoped, she’d be able to drive her car again. Of all the things she’d missed in the months since the shooting, it was driving alone – with something good on the radio and the windows down – that she yearned for the most.

‘You mentioned,’ Dr Jane had said, ‘that some of the nightmares were recurring.’

‘A few of them, yes. One, in particular.’

‘Would you feel okay telling me about it? About that one dream in particular?’

Birch had taken a deep breath to indicate that yes, she’d be fine to tell the story, but then she’d paused, unsure how to begin.

‘You don’t have to give any specific details,’ Dr Jane urged. ‘Just tell me what feels most pressing.’

Birch nodded. ‘It’s a dream about work,’ she said. ‘That’s how it starts. I’m at work, sitting at my desk. Everything seems to be normal, mundane. But then something changes.’

‘Something literally changes? Or it’s more of a feeling?’

‘It’s a feeling,’ Birch replied. ‘Suddenly I feel a real sense of … threat? But perhaps threat isn’t the right word. Foreboding, maybe. Like, nothing’s wrong in the moment, but I know that something bad is about to happen, and I know there’s nothing I can do about it. Then the room begins to fill with water.’

Dr Jane blinked. Whatever she’d been expecting, it wasn’t that. ‘There’s a flood?’

Birch cocked her head to one side. ‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘But it depends. Some nights, I dream that I notice a wet patch on the office floor, and it spreads and gets bigger and bigger, until the whole room starts to flood. Or I look up and see there’s a drip coming from the ceiling, and what starts as a trickle turns into a gush, and then a torrent.’

‘But other times it’s not like that?’

‘No.’ Birch was beginning to feel boring – the way you do when you get so far into describing a dream you’ve had, and you realise that the details that feel fascinating to you are not, in fact, interesting to whoever’s listening to you. But Dr Jane was asking, so she had to go on. ‘Sometimes, it’s like that scene in The Shining. You know, where the lift opens, and all the blood spills out? Sometimes the water is like that. It comes crashing in through the office door, and there’s no way out.’

‘That sounds pretty frightening.’

Birch nodded. ‘The frightening thing about it,’ she said, ‘is the not being able to get out part. When the flood begins gradually, I cross the room and try to open the office door, but it’s locked. I can see my colleagues outside in the bullpen, going about their business as if nothing’s happening. The water gets up to my knees, and I can see it’s up to their knees as well – they’re being flooded out, too – but it’s like they haven’t noticed. And I shout at them and bang on the door, and no one hears me. No one comes to let me out.’

‘You feel powerless.’

‘Yes.’

‘What about the times when the water comes suddenly, from outside the room? Where are your colleagues then?’

Birch looked down at the floor. She felt almost embarrassed about the way her subconscious was behaving. ‘I know this is exceptionally weird,’ she said, ‘but in that version of the dream, I somehow know that they’re all dead. They’ve all already drowned.’

Dr Jane nodded, but didn’t speak. After a moment’s silence, she looked down at the screen of her iPad, and tapped in a note.

‘How’s that,’ Birch had said then, trying to laugh, ‘for a conversation stopper?’

Birch walked slowly through the streets of Stockbridge, taking her time. She had a little buzz on, as if she’d drunk a strong beer on an empty stomach. She’d come to like therapy, but still found it uncanny: sometimes, after a session, she was left feeling as though Dr Jane had in fact opened her skull and literally poked around in her thoughts. She stopped in front of the Bethany Christian Trust shop, and peered into the window. They always had a selection of interesting things to look at: today there was an old printer’s tray full of wooden letters neatly arranged in their slots, along with an ugly silver lustre teapot that reminded Birch of going to her granny’s house when she was wee. There was also a plastic storage box full of mismatched Christmas baubles, a sheet of foolscap stuck to the front of it on which hand-drawn bubble writing read ‘January Sale Bargain Box!!! 10 for £1!!!!’ The charity shop called to her – she wanted to go in and loiter among the 50p paperbacks and baskets of scarves. 

‘I never go in those shops,’ she heard a familiar voice say, as clear in her head as if her dead mother were standing right beside her. ‘They’re full of clothes other people have died in.’

Birch grinned. After a final brief glance at the lustre teapot – so shiny that her own face grimaced back at her from its convex surface – she wandered on.

‘Do you think it means,’ she’d asked Dr Jane, ‘that I want all my colleagues dead? Do you think I ought to be on some sort of list?’

She was joking, but could hear the subtle trill of ­anxiety somewhere in her own voice. She’d never had a dream recur this persistently before. It was disturbing to be sent the same cryptic message night after night, but not be able to understand the code. It felt a little like the time that ­Charlie had ­reappeared: her missing brother’s return was foretold by a series of crank phone calls, which came at fifteen-minute intervals throughout the day. Someone trying to tell her something, and Birch clueless as to what it might be.

Dr Jane had laughed at the joke, thankfully.

‘Do you think it’s that? You know that if you’re having ­homicidal thoughts, I’m obliged to report it.’

They’d laughed together. Birch liked it when she could make Dr Jane laugh, though she’d never have said that out loud to anyone.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t wish my colleagues dead. Apart from anything else, when I’m in the dream, that’s part of the horror. I’m not happy about them being washed away by the flood, I’m terrified.’

Dr Jane let the laughter fade, and they sat in silence again.

‘In the slow version of the dream,’ she said, eventually, ‘what happens when the water gets over your head?’

Birch hung a right on to Raeburn Place, one of her favourite streets in Edinburgh. Her colleague, DS Amy Kato, lived here, in a tiny, immaculate flat. The street was full of coffee roasters, wine bars and artisan cheese shops. Because the hip young things who lived here valued authenticity, there was also an old-fashioned greengrocer’s, an old-fashioned hardware store, a florist with a beautiful window display, and a post office with cheery staff who knew everyone. The place was full of happy dogs in little tartan coats. Walking through Stockbridge was like walking through one of the Shirley Hughes storybooks of Birch’s childhood.

She stopped outside the narrow Mexican gift shop with its hammered tin hearts and strings of tiny ceramic chilli peppers. It was cold out, so the door was closed, but Birch could still smell the incense burning inside. On the window, someone had drawn the words ‘Human Kind: Be Both’ in looping coloured chalk pen. Inside, the shop glittered like a jewellery box, and Birch had to peel herself away and carry on along the frigid pavement.

‘I wake up,’ she’d said, ‘and then that’s it, I’m awake. Sometimes it’s 2am, sometimes it’s 5am, but every time, I wake up with my heart hammering like I’ve run up ten flights of stairs. There’s no getting back to sleep after that.’

Dr Jane had entered another note on the iPad. The room was quiet enough that Birch could hear the soft patter of the therapist’s fingertips against the glass.

‘And you’ve had this dream … how many times, would you say?’

‘In one form or another? I’d say dozens. Enough times that I’ve stopped counting.’

Dr Jane hadn’t looked up from the screen. ‘And you think it’s as a result of the shooting, that you’re having these nightmares?’

‘Yes.’

Dr Jane met Birch’s eye, and held her gaze. ‘Even though the content of the dream has nothing to do with Operation Kendall, or what happened?’

Birch had been working on this for six months: working to be okay with the sustained eye contact that seemed to be part of Dr Jane’s therapeutic style. She’d learned somewhere – in some dim and distant past piece of training – that people’s eyes automatically move to the left if they’re remembering something, but to the right if they’re making something up. Over the course of these months, she’d noticed with horror that it was true: whenever she tried to fib or fudge an answer, her eyes moved rightwards, towards the door in the corner of the room, the exit she could lunge for if things got too uncomfortable. She’d realised she was looking at it in that moment, and flicked her eyes away – too late. Dr Jane must surely have seen.

‘I don’t know,’ Birch had lied, ‘what other explanation there could be.’

The shops had petered out now, and with nothing much else interesting to look at, Birch focused on her steps, maintaining the studied walk that caused the least amount of pain in her hip. She stopped at the junction where East Fettes Avenue became Comely Bank Avenue, and stared up the hill at the neatly stacked tenements, their identical bay windows and black iron railings. She couldn’t deny it any longer: it was time to go to work. Her Fettes Avenue office was only five minutes away. These were the last few days of her phased return: next week, the compressed days would become full days, no doubt with overtime piling up from the off, diligently entered in the spreadsheet, never to be claimed back. 

‘Promise me,’ Anjan had said, sitting her down a few weeks before Christmas, the morning of her first phased-return half-day, ‘you won’t overdo it. Promise me things won’t go back to the way they were before.’

Birch had scoffed at him, as he must have known she would: Anjan Chaudhry was renowned for being first into the office and last out of the courtroom, for poring over casefiles on the weekends and pulling all-nighters before a major judgement. 

‘In my line of work,’ he’d say, ‘it’s expected. It starts in law school and it never, ever stops.’

You think my line of work is any different? She’d said it plenty of times in the past, but didn’t see the point, just lately. It was a fight they’d had enough times to know that neither one could win, so they’d stopped trying. Anjan could no longer understand her loyalty to the job. That job, he’d say, had landed her in hospital with a gunshot wound. The job that had seen her, while still in recovery, left to fight off a violent criminal without back-up, setting her physio treatment back to zero. How could she be loyal to DCI McLeod, who had caused every part of her present predicament? Anjan repeatedly demanded an answer. Birch couldn’t admit to him, or anyone – not even Dr Jane – that lately, she was struggling to understand it, too.

‘It won’t,’ she’d said, that morning, enjoying the gentle weight of Anjan’s hands on her shoulders, as though he were trying to stop her from floating away. ‘I promise.’

Her eyes had shifted rightwards then, too. 






Bee, 1977

I didn’t know the old man wasn’t real. I heard other ­children talk about their grandfathers – indeed, sometimes their grandfathers turned up to collect them at the school gates – so I assumed that he was mine. He looked like those other men: his head was bald, and there were lines around his eyes that made his face seem kind. He looked, I thought, like a tortoise. His clothes were strange, but I’d been taught not to stare or make comments about people who were different.

We lived in what would once have been a fancy Edinburgh residence, though it was shabby by the time we owned it, and only became shabbier as a result of us moving in. It was a detached townhouse: I slept in what my mother called the servants’ quarters: a wee narrow room with a sink, up its own twisty staircase under the roof. Rain trickled in under the slates and made large brown blooms on the ceiling. In really bad weather, the blooms let down their own little raindrops: I thought they were indoor clouds, because the plaster swelled and puffed them out like the fluffy clouds of cartoons. My mother showed me how to put down pans to catch the drips, and I’d lie awake listening to the weird, flat xylophone music they made. 

My father was meant to fix the house. He seemed to make a lot of noise – hammering, drilling, swearing at things – but nothing ever really improved. A section of the living room ceiling was held up by scaffolding poles, following the ill-advised demolition of an internal wall. My mother gave me sock yarn, which I strung between the struts, and turned into a washing line for my dolls’ clothes. At Christmas, we looped tinsel around those poles. No one ever came to visit that house.

Late one afternoon, at the tea table, I asked, ‘Where does my grandpa sleep?’

My mother looked at my father, who would have been behind an evening newspaper, though I don’t remember clearly. I wasn’t looking at him.

‘Your grandpa?’ my mother asked.

‘Yes. Where does he sleep?’

My father still didn’t speak. 

My mother leaned over the table towards me. ‘Sweetheart,’ she said, ‘why are you asking that?’

I wasn’t accustomed to my questions being answered with other questions. Often, when I asked things, I’d be told, ‘Because,’ or, ‘You’ll understand when you’re older.’ I’d begun to learn that when my father said, ‘I don’t know, ask your mother,’ it wasn’t because he didn’t actually know. Never­theless, I considered my mother the fount of all knowledge, and couldn’t understand her evasiveness.

‘He says goodnight to me every night,’ I replied, ‘after I’ve gone to bed. Where does he go, after that? Does he have his own house?’

My mother’s eyelashes were fluttering. ‘Your daddy says goodnight to you every night,’ she said. ‘Are you asking where Daddy sleeps?’

I remember putting my hand firmly on the table then, because it made my mother jump. I’d never managed to do that before. I recall that I felt quite grown-up.

‘No,’ I said, as though speaking to an idiot. ‘I mean my grandpa. He’s different from Daddy. I know he’s different from Daddy.’

At this point, my father must have emerged from behind his newspaper, because he said, very clearly, and without emotion, ‘Kid, both your grandpas are dead.’

There was a pause, during which I probably looked to my mother for confirmation. I was old enough to understand the word dead, in the sense that I knew it meant that someone had gone away, permanently.

‘Long dead,’ my father added. ‘And good riddance to the pair of them.’

I imagine my mother must have given him a look.

‘So … if he’s not my grandpa, then who is he?’

I wonder if this panicked my mother. I wasn’t worried, myself: I was still young enough to believe that grown-ups had logical explanations for absolutely everything, even if they sometimes kept those explanations to themselves.

‘Who, darling?’

I didn’t know why she was acting this way.

‘The old man,’ I said. ‘The one who comes to say goodnight to me every night.’

My father must have thrown his paper down on the table, because I remember the rattle of cutlery, of cups jumping in their saucers.

‘What?’

I remember my eyes boggling at the pair of them – did they really not know about the old man?

‘There’s an old man,’ I said. I spoke slowly. For the first time, I thought perhaps my parents were not as smart and sensible as I had always assumed. ‘He comes to my room every night, after I’ve had my bath and Mummy has tucked me in and Daddy has said goodnight. He comes to say goodnight, too.’

‘Beatrice,’ my mother said, and for the first time since the conversation began, I felt a spike of worry. My parents only ever called me by my full name when I was in trouble. ‘You’re telling me an old man – a stranger – comes into this house at night? How does he get in?’

‘Through the door.’

My father was shaking his head. I could hear his breath moving faster, which meant he was getting angry. I was in trouble.

‘Impossible,’ he said. ‘That’s impossible. Sheila, you surely can’t believe this? This house creaks like a bloody sinking ship. There’s no way someone could get up those stairs without us hearing them.’

This quietened me. I’d never noticed it before, but now my father mentioned it, I realised that no, oddly, the old man never made any noise – yet the floor of my room was an assault course of squeaks and cracks. I never dared put even a toe on those floorboards after bedtime, because I knew my parents would realise I was still awake.

My father rounded on me.

‘She’s making it up, the wee devil. She’s lying.’

I was old enough to know that lying was very wrong, and punishable – in school, at least – by a ruler to the knuckles.

‘I’m not, Daddy,’ I said. ‘I promise, I’m not lying.’

I was getting worried now. I didn’t want the ruler on my knuckles, nor did I want any other form of punishment. I hadn’t expected the conversation to turn this way, and I felt bewildered. But I still wasn’t as worried as my mother appeared to be.

‘What does this old man look like?’ she asked.

‘Sheila,’ my father said, ‘you must be joking.’

I decided to take a risk, ignore him, and answer my mother. ‘He’s old,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t have very much hair, and his head is shiny. He has wrinkly eyes, and he wears a black suit, like the one Daddy has. Except his has a flappy part that covers his …’ Here I paused, and lowered my voice, realising I was going to have to say – at the tea table, no less – a word I knew to be taboo. ‘His bottom,’ I whispered. Again, I couldn’t help but feel rather grown-up.

I remember my father’s face was quite red. I’m still not sure if he was angry with me for spinning a yarn – as he saw it – or angry with my mother for listening to it.

‘Does he talk to you, this man?’ she asked.

I shrugged. ‘Not really, Mama. He just strokes my hair and says, “Goodnight, little one,” and then he goes away.’

At the other end of the table, my father was making hissing, fizzing noises, like a punctured tyre held under water.

‘Is there anything else about him?’ my mother asked.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘He wears white gloves on his hands.’

I helped to tidy the tea things away, and then I was sent to my room. I lingered on the stairs, hearing my parents talk in fierce whispers. At dinnertime, I was called back downstairs, and my father gave me a rather stiff dressing-down for telling fibs, and scaring my mother. She stood behind him, not looking at me. My punishment was going to bed early without pudding, and that night, the old man didn’t come.

Years later, I would often walk past that house. I’d remember the scaffolding poles in the living room, the dens I built in the twisty rhododendrons in the garden. I’d remember my baby brother being born, and my mother putting her foot down about living in a building site. I’d remember us leaving soon after, Tommy still a babe in arms. But more than anything else, I’d remember the kind old man who wasn’t real.

Except he was real, I was certain of it. I’d heard his voice, and felt the warm weight of his hand on my head. After I told my parents about him, he’d stopped visiting me every night – but he still turned up occasionally, when I most needed him. If there was a thunderstorm and I was afraid, or if I was hot and sick and miserable in bed, then he’d be there, with his comforting, white-gloved hands. One of the first things I ever looked up online – as soon as I got the new-fangled internet – was the history of that house. I discovered it originally belonged to an eminent, wealthy man: a Colquhoun or a Farquharson, one of those types. It was his pied-à-terre, a place in town away from his sprawling rural estate. The man was a bachelor, and most of the year the house was kept up by servants, only one of whom lived in. A butler, whose former room I guessed I must have slept in every night. The census listed one name only – Fraser – but whether this was his first or last name, I couldn’t be sure. A butler, who for formal occasions must have dressed in a smart black tailcoat, and white gloves. I was seven when we left that house. Fraser was my first ghost.






Birch, Monday 10 January

The problem with the phased return was the monotony. Birch had been assigned desk work, almost exclusively, since she’d come back. This was partly, she knew, because she still couldn’t drive, and also because she couldn’t walk very fast – outside the confines of her office, she had to admit, she was a bit of a liability. However, she also strongly suspected that DCI McLeod was enjoying the opportunity to keep her on a short leash. 

This afternoon, it was emails. Namely, the low-priority emails she’d saved in a folder marked ‘Do later’. In these emails were links to online fire-safety trainings she needed to complete, minutes from meetings she ought to have read, attached documents she needed to file. In the old days, before she’d been shot, she’d occasionally wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, thinking about the ‘Do later’ folder, and all the tasks she was putting off for some dreaded future day. Now that day had come, she cursed her past self. This week was her last chance to clear the decks before she went full-time, and she didn’t think she was going to make it. 

McLeod must have known about the ‘Do later’ folder. She imagined it must delight him to think of her as she was now: slumped behind her desk, clicking through a seemingly endless series of Equality & Diversity videos, on which she’d later be quizzed. 

In the early stages of her sick leave, she’d allowed boredom to get the better of her: she’d begun to meddle in a case of Amy’s, telling herself it was fine, the case was small, McLeod would never find out. 

‘Yeah,’ she said aloud, to the empty room, ‘look how that went.’

Of course she’d got too involved. Of course the case had grown arms and legs. Of course she’d ended up in a violent altercation with a perp, because she’d gone where she wasn’t meant to be, alone. Of course it had messed with her recovery – the physio team told her, mid-scolding, that she’d set things back by months. Of course she’d ended up reunited with the godforsaken crutches she’d hated so much. Of course she had. Of course.

‘Just my luck,’ she sulked. The finer points of the video she was watching – an achingly obvious tutorial on using appropriate language with members of the LGBTQIA+ community – were passing her by. She couldn’t believe it was ­necessary to spell out in such basic terms the importance of not using homophobic slurs. Then again, she thought of some of her colleagues, and realised the training video had indeed been made for a reason.

On her desk, the phone rang, making her jump. It didn’t ring all that often at the moment – word had got around that McLeod had basically benched her. Her heart fluttered, hoping the call might be something more interesting than the training video. Then she felt absurd. Excited for a phone call, she thought, lifting the receiver. Jesus.

‘This is Birch.’

‘It’s me, Marm.’ John at reception – perhaps the most ­familiar voice in the entire building – didn’t need to announce himself. ‘How’s your afternoon?’

Birch smirked. ‘Chock-a-block,’ she said. ‘I’d be rushed off my feet, if I could only walk properly.’

John laughed. ‘Well, you’re about to get even busier,’ he said, and she could hear he was smiling. ‘I’ve got a visitor for you.’

‘Oh yes?’ Birch kept her tone light, but she felt a flicker of panic. Was she expecting someone? Was it possible she actually had an appointment, and she’d forgotten it?

‘There’s a Winifred Fortune here, asking to see you.’

As the name registered, Birch felt something akin to falling backwards into water. Memories of times and places she hadn’t thought of in years rushed up to meet her.

‘Winnie’s here?’

John chuckled. ‘She said she wasn’t sure you’d remember her.’

Birch shook her head in disbelief, though she knew John couldn’t see her. 

‘Tell her I’ll be down in five minutes,’ she replied. ‘If she’s okay to wait.’

Winnie Fortune’s smart, dark blue coat was the same one she’d been wearing when Birch had last seen her. They’d exchanged a quick, taut hug goodbye outside Birch’s ­mother’s funeral tea, an autumn day growing dark around them, haar wet and solid in the streets.

‘Phone me,’ Winnie had said, ‘if ever you need anything.’ 

Birch recalled those words as she walked across the lobby, the rubber foot of her cane scuffing on the carpet, and realised she’d never phoned, or even so much as sent a Christmas card, in the years since her mother had died.

Winnie stood up from the chair she’d been perched on the edge of. ‘Helen,’ she said, and then, ‘If I can call you Helen? Should I call you Detective?’

Birch grinned. ‘Helen’s fine,’ she said. ‘It’s wonderful to see you, Winnie. I’m sorry I never got in touch, after …’

Winnie waved a hand, brushing away the rest of Birch’s sentence. ‘Ach, don’t you worry your head about that. To be honest, I’m just glad you remember me.’

Birch’s mouth fell open. ‘Of course I remember you! I think about you often, when I think of Mum. She was so lucky to have had you as a friend. Truly, I ought to have kept in touch better. I’m sorry.’

Winnie made a teeth-sucking sound. ‘Wheesht, hen! I said, it’s fine. I’ve been keeping an eye on you from afar, anyway.’ She glanced down at the cane, then, and Birch thought she might mention the shooting, but she didn’t. ‘Keeping track of your successes,’ she said. After a pause, she added, ‘Your mother would be so proud.’

Birch raised her free hand to touch her own cheek, feeling the heat rise in her face. She wanted to hug this woman, but it was too late now. She’d forgotten how kind Winnie was.

‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘that means a lot.’

Winnie drew herself up a little taller in her smart coat. ‘You always were such a clever girl,’ she said. ‘That’s why I thought I’d come and talk to you.’

Birch blinked. She glanced backward towards John, but he was on the phone, his eyes downcast.

‘You mean,’ she said, ‘this isn’t just a social call?’

Winnie shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not, hen. I mean, I’d absolutely love to catch up, and hear about everything you’re doing, of course. But there’s also something I’d like to pick your brains about. Something I’d like to report, I suppose.’

‘You want to report a crime? Is everything okay?’

Something flickered in the older woman’s eyes. For a moment, Birch thought Winnie might be about to cry. 

‘Not really okay,’ she said. ‘No. It isn’t.’

Meeting Room C was the best space Birch could find at short notice. It wasn’t an interview room, at least, but it wasn’t desperately welcoming. It had been built in an awkward elbow of corridor and was, in truth, a glorified cupboard. The only window was narrow and high, and looked out on to the fleet yard. A riot van was parked about a foot from the glass, blotting out almost all the natural light.

‘Sorry,’ Birch said, ushering Winnie into a chair. ‘This isn’t exactly cosy.’

‘It’ll do nicely,’ Winnie replied. She lifted her old-fashioned Gold Cross handbag and placed it on the small table in front of her. ‘I don’t expect special treatment.’

‘I can offer you a coffee, at least – or tea, if you’d prefer?’

‘No, no. I’d rather just get right to it, hen, if you don’t mind.’

Birch nodded, skirted the table, and sat down opposite Winnie. She leaned the walking stick against the wall, placed her phone down in front of her, and thumbed open the Notes app.

‘Are you going to record me?’ Winnie asked. She eyed the phone nervously.

‘Not at this stage,’ Birch replied. ‘I’ll just take some notes, if that’s okay. Memory like a sieve.’

At this, Winnie seemed to relax a little, though she didn’t immediately begin to speak.

‘So,’ Birch said, ‘what can I help you with?’

The older woman looked down at the table.

‘Well, first of all,’ she said, ‘I hope you don’t mind me just turning up. I’m sure it isn’t the done thing. I just didn’t know how else to contact you, really. I’m not very up on technology.’

Birch nodded along. She was used to this from taking witness statements; there was almost always a period of vague, settling-down chat to be had before anything useful was said.

‘Don’t worry,’ she replied. She gestured in the direction of the cane. ‘I’m rather confined to the office at the moment, so this is as good a way as any to get to talk to me.’

‘That’s good. I want to do things properly.’

‘Of course.’

Birch leaned forward across the table, hoping to urge ­Winnie on.

‘You maybe remember,’ the older woman said, ‘that I used to foster, on and off? I used to call it taking in strays.’

Birch had, in fact, forgotten this about Winnie, but now she was reminded, she recalled that yes, this woman’s house had always been full of children. 

‘I remember,’ she said. ‘Mum used to talk to me about it sometimes. She worried that you took on too much.’

Winnie’s eyes crinkled as she smiled.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Your mother always did fret about things. She didn’t like it when I got older teenagers, especially – she thought they were too wild for me to handle. But I handled them.’ She threw Birch a knowing look. ‘You learn some tricks, the longer you do it for. And I’ve been doing it a long time.’

‘I bet you’re great at it,’ Birch replied. ‘I remember you babysitting Charlie sometimes. He used to love going to your house.’

Winnie’s eyes seemed to lose focus, then, just for a second. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I must ask you about Charlie, when we’re done with all this. I read about him, in the papers …’ She snapped back in, fixing her eyes on Birch’s face. ‘But I should get on, shouldn’t I? I ought to tell you why I’m here.’

Birch smiled. ‘Take your time,’ she said.

Winnie pulled in a long breath, and then began. 

‘I’d been taking a break from fostering,’ she said. ‘In fact, I think I’d all but decided to retire from it completely. I’m sixty-seven now, you know – getting too old to be running around after weans. But then I got a call, about a girl named Linh. This was a couple of years ago. Linh had just turned fifteen. She’d been arrested by the police in Aberdeen after getting into an altercation with a man in the street. It turned out she’d been forced into prostitution, and this man was a punter who didn’t want to pay. She’d all but scratched the bastard’s eyes out, from the sound of things.’

Birch’s eyes widened, but she didn’t speak. Winnie was ­settling into her story.

‘Linh was categorised as an unaccompanied minor,’ she went on. ‘She was too scared to say much to the police, but they managed to figure out she’d been trafficked into Europe from Vietnam. They found out that she’d spent some time at a shelter in the Netherlands – they call them protected reception centres over there. They’re a bit more humane than our detention centres, and they’re meant to shield the kids from being re-trafficked. But whatever shark of a man took Linh out of Vietnam found out where she was, and picked her up again. She ended up here, in Scotland, being put to work.’

Birch shook her head. ‘It’s disturbingly common, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard similar stories a lot of times.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Winnie replied. ‘But I do wonder at the state of this world, the way we treat each other.’ Her eyes went soft again, the way they had when Birch had mentioned her brother. But as before, she seemed to shake herself, and carried on speaking. ‘Anyway – I got the call to see if I could foster Linh. They wanted to move her to a new place, away from Aberdeen. Away from the man who’d been forcing her to work, away from the punters she’d known. I’d never fostered an unaccompanied minor before – I’d only ever taken in Scottish kids. But I felt for the poor wee scrap. She spoke barely any English when I met her. She was a little lost soul. It was a lot of responsibility, but I didn’t have any other placements at that time, and felt like I couldn’t not help.’

‘You’re a good woman, Winnie.’

Winnie cocked her head. ‘I try to do my bit,’ she said. ‘And Linh’s been no trouble at all. We got her into school, and she likes going. She does her chores around the house. She picked up some English and made friends, but she isn’t a party girl like they sometimes are at that age. She has no interest in boys whatsoever. She’s never happier than when she’s sat up in her room with her books. She told me she wanted to be a vet, because she loves animals, so for her sixteenth birthday we went down to the Edinburgh Cat and Dog Home and rescued ourselves a little ginger cat. Good lord, she loves that animal! She called him Lang. She told me it means sweet potato.’

Birch smiled, but Winnie must have sensed what she was thinking.

‘Sorry, Helen,’ she said. ‘You must be wondering why on earth I’m telling you all of this.’

‘I’m enjoying it immensely,’ Birch replied. ‘Linh is a lucky girl, to have been placed in your care. But I do have a horrible feeling that you’re about to tell me something’s wrong.’

‘Yes.’ Winnie’s face darkened. ‘I’ve come to talk to you because I believe Linh is missing.’

Birch frowned. She’d had the creeping suspicion that this was coming, but the way Winnie said it made her pause.

‘You believe?’ she repeated. ‘You don’t know?’

Winnie pushed her shoulders back. ‘Oh, I feel almost certain,’ she said. ‘I have this terrible feeling, Helen, right down in my bones, that she’s been taken. The person – or people – who trafficked her, I think they’ve found her again. But with kids like Linh, it’s complicated. You need more to go on than just the bad feeling of some old wifey like me.’

Birch tapped a note into her phone. She needed to stay objective for now, but she knew only too well the kind of bone-deep bad feeling Winnie was referring to. She’d had the same feeling herself, many times, and not just in a professional context. She’d had it when Charlie reappeared, ­having been missing and presumed dead for so long. He hadn’t needed to tell her a single thing about what he’d been up to for the past fourteen years: she’d already known that none of it could possibly be good.

‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘why it’s complicated.’

‘Well.’ Winnie shifted in her seat. ‘I’m probably teaching my granny to suck eggs, here – you of all people will understand these things. Linh is seventeen now, you see. She’s still a child, but she has full legal capacity. She’s entitled to do a lot of things, these days, and though I think she’s quite vulnerable, I’m not going to try and stop her. Since she turned sixteen, I’ve been letting her go to sleepovers with friends, for example. She even went on a little camping holiday last summer with a couple of other girls from school, though only for a few days, and only to Northumberland. I made her call me twice every day to check in. But she is independent – she does go off on her own.’

‘And you haven’t yet ruled out that she hasn’t just gone to a friend’s, or something?’

‘No. But I have this feeling.’

Birch looked down at her phone, the few vague notes she’d made. ‘How long has it been since you last heard from Linh?’

‘Only a day,’ Winnie replied. Her face reddened a little. ‘I know that isn’t long – I know it’s very early to start panicking. But Helen, she went into town yesterday and hasn’t come home, and she hasn’t phoned or texted me to let me know she’s okay. When I call her, the phone just goes to voicemail. I’m really very worried.’

Birch was nodding along. ‘I can understand that,’ she said. ‘You mentioned that when Linh went on holiday, she called twice a day. Is it unusual for her not to call and check in? Would you say it’s out of character for her?’

‘Oh yes. It’s not like her at all. She wouldn’t want me to be worried.’

‘I assume you’ve called round her friends? The people you think she’d most likely be with?’

‘I have. In some cases I’ve spoken to their parents, as well. No one seems to know where she is.’

Birch’s mind had begun to race. If Linh was indeed missing, then a variety of wheels would need to be set in motion. Birch would need to key in a missing persons co-ordinator to come on board. She’d need to get in touch with the Missing People charity, and secure their involvement. This could be complicated. 

Calm down, Helen, she told herself. It’s only been a day. We don’t know what this is yet.

‘Winnie,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry to ask this, I know it’s a rather distressing question. But … do you have any reason to think that Linh might have wanted to run away?’

Winnie looked down at her hands. Birch noticed her neat nails, the stack of rings on her wedding finger: a diamond engagement ring, a plain gold wedding band, an eternity ring with diamonds and sapphires. She remembered that Winnie’s husband had died young; that her mother had always said he was a good-for-nothing. The presence of those rings, still on Winnie’s hand so many years later, suggested to Birch that her mother might have been exaggerating – she had rather liked to do that.

‘Like I said,’ Winnie replied, ‘it’s complicated.’

Birch leaned forward. ‘You can tell me,’ she said. ‘I’m here to help.’

As though she knew Birch had been looking at them, ­Winnie began to twist the rings on her left hand, turning them round and round on her finger.

‘I don’t know how much you know about unaccompanied minors,’ she said, ‘but yes, they do sometimes run away.’

Birch tilted her head. She realised she probably ought to know more about unaccompanied minors than she did.

‘Why’s that?’

Winnie took another deep breath. ‘Because,’ she said, ‘when they turn eighteen, they stop being unaccompanied minors, and they become adults. When that happens, the care system can’t shelter them any longer, and they have to move into the asylum system. Many of the weans know about how unjust that system is: some have seen their ­parents failed by it. Kids like Linh, who’ve been in centres or ­children’s homes, will have heard stories from peers. They know you can end up in a detention centre long-term, or you can end up being deported. Even in the best cases, where you’re allowed to stay in the country, you can end up being moved away from all your friends, away from the life you’ve built. Imagine what that must be like for a teenager. Their friends are their whole world. There’s no doubt that Linh was worried about all of that, and she knew it was coming up for her – and soon.’

‘So … you’re telling me it’s actually very possible that she might have run away?’

On the other side of the table, some sort of change came over Winnie. Birch felt it, like a wind blowing through the room.

‘I was so worried,’ Winnie said, her voice suddenly thick and choked. ‘I was so worried that this would happen. That she’d be classed as a runaway, and nothing would be done about it.’

Birch’s eyes widened. Instinctively, she held up both hands, trying to draw Winnie’s gaze toward them. 

‘Hey now,’ she said, ‘hang on just a second. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I haven’t classed this as anything, not yet. I just want to run through the various potential scenarios.’

‘He found her once before,’ Winnie said. ‘The trafficker. What if he’s found her again, Helen?’

Birch narrowed her eyes. ‘You think he’d continue to ­pursue her?’

Something moved across Winnie’s face, then. Birch could see, for just a moment, that she regretted the decision to come and seek out her old friend’s daughter, a person who, in spite of being a senior police officer, didn’t seem to know anything about anything.

‘Oh, yes,’ Winnie said. ‘This man wouldn’t want Linh to stay in the system, either – not the care system, and certainly not the asylum system. He’d want to keep her, and earn money off her – that’s what they believe they get, these traffickers, when they give so-called safe passage. The families think they’re paying for their weans to get a better life somewhere. But the traffickers see them as chattels. Possessions. As far as he’s concerned, the care system has stolen Linh from him. I’ve stolen her from him.’

Birch could see that Winnie had convinced herself of the worst-case scenario. The most terrible thing she could think of was surely what had happened.

‘You’ve been worried,’ Birch said, ‘that Linh might disappear one day?’

Winnie’s reply was fast. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Ever since I took charge of her, really. They gave me training, showed me her case file. Just a teenager, and yet she had more history than some of us gather in a lifetime. They told me she was high-risk, and made sure I knew exactly what those risks were.’ Winnie’s eyes dampened. ‘And I’ve grown so fond of her,’ she added. ‘We’ve grown fond of each other.’

Birch was nodding, trying to make her face do sympathetic things. She’d seen this a lot of times before: people called in to report crimes they were absolutely certain were taking place, before there was any real evidence. When you’ve spent years worrying that one specific, terrible thing may happen, it doesn’t take much to make you feel as though your worst fears are coming true.

‘You said earlier that Linh had no interest in boys,’ Birch said. 

‘I did,’ Winnie replied. Her face was a question.

‘I have to ask that,’ Birch explained. ‘Anything to do with a missing teenage girl, and I have to ask about boyfriends.’ She heard what she’d said, and held up a hand to correct herself. ‘Potentially missing, I should say. Obviously, I hope that you’ll go home and find Linh sitting in your kitchen.’

Winnie was shaking her head, but not speaking. 

‘So, no boys at all, you’re saying,’ Birch said. ‘No one who was interested in her, even?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘But she had female friends.’

‘Yes, a few. They’d hang around in a wee group, three of them.’

‘These are the girls she went camping with, last year?’

‘Yes.’ Winnie reached over and snapped open the Gold Cross handbag. She rummaged for a moment, before taking out a packet of tissues, and plucking one out of the plastic wrapper.

‘Okay,’ Birch said. ‘For things to progress, it would be handy to have their details.’

Winnie dabbed at her eyes. ‘They’re in my phone,’ she said, and gestured back towards the handbag.

‘Great. I’ll get them before you go. The other thing it would be useful to have is a physical description of Linh. Can you tell me what she looks like?’

The tears Winnie had been holding back seemed to spill over, now: she pressed the tissue to her eyes, and then covered her face with her hands.

‘Oh, Helen,’ she said, her voice muffled and wan, ‘she’s awfie wee. She’s just a wee girl.’






Bee, 1983

My second ghost was Martin’s, although Martin wasn’t dead. What happened with Martin made me realise there are many strange things in this world that we’ll never understand. It also made me realise I was different. Bad different.

Martin was in sixth year when I was in first. He seemed to me like a proper grown-up: he was eighteen, and already had a car, a boxy black Mark 1 Ford Escort that he drove at wild speed along the street outside school. I can still hear the sound its tyres made as he skidded to a halt on the greasy cobbles, still feel the gritty slap as he aquaplaned standing water all over the school bus queue. Martin had repeated third year, people said: that was why he was the oldest person in school. I realise now that might have explained his latent anger, too, to a degree. Martin frightened me when not many things did. For that reason, I was drawn to him.

High school was a culture shock. I realised pretty quickly I’d been sheltered: walking with my mother and Tommy every morning to the primary school we both attended, only a few blocks away from home. I had felt no shame about taking ­Tommy’s hand to cross the playground, little as he was – six years my junior. But at high school, I learned quickly that younger siblings were a terrible curse; they were embarrassing, the worst thing one could be. Also embarrassing: Clarks shoes, NHS glasses, parents, doing homework, being clever, reading books, and showing more than a passing interest in just about anything. I ticked every embarrassment box, and more besides.

It happened on a Thursday – I remember because PE was on Thursday afternoons. It was summer, so we were cross-country running: me, and twenty-or-so other first-year girls. I hated PE at the best of times – ashamed of my soft, white thighs and grannyish underwear in the changing room – and cross-country running was the absolute worst. We ran along the big, curved drag of Melville Drive in itchy shorts, while men slowed down their cars to jeer or blow their horns. Asthmatic – though I didn’t know it then – I trailed behind the rest of the pack, so suffered mostly alone.

That afternoon, Martin was truanting, as I’d heard he sometimes did. I spotted him fingering the padlock on the green-painted pavilion at the end of Jawbone Walk. The other girls had already rounded the building – as the straggler, only I saw Martin insert a glinting thread of metal into the lock and jimmy it with practised hands. The padlock sprang from its hasp. I heard the soles of my feet slap-slap to a halt on the tarmac, a man somewhere behind me whistling lewdly from his car. Martin put his weight against the door and slunk inside. I shouldn’t have stayed. And I swear, I’d have carried on running had I not seen the shadow: a grey column of cloud in the warm summer air, taller than a person but flimsy, shifting. It followed Martin into the pavilion, and he closed the door.

It was slightly ajar when I reached it, so I pressed my face to the gap. I could smell the building’s old wood, the way decades of damp had sunk through it like brandy through a cake. It smelled like the old house, where we lived when Tommy was born – the house where I met Fraser, the old man in white gloves. But it also smelled like boys, the sweaty musk of them, and I thought of my male classmates spattering over this threshold in gangs, muddy off the park, to change. I shuddered. The pavilion was gloomy inside, sunlight blocked from its windows by big trees. I couldn’t see Martin, but I wanted to. I wanted to see what the shadow was made of, and find out how he got it to follow him.

I didn’t open the door fully, but instead made a gap and wiggled through it. His hand against my mouth was almost instant: he’d been waiting there, his back against the wall. I felt him kick out diagonally, and the door scraped shut. His other arm went around my chest, pinning my arms to my sides. I whimpered, and he shook me, only once, but firmly.

‘What the fuck are you doing here, you stupid little whore?’

I felt my eyes bulge. I’d heard these words before, of course, but never directed at me. As he said them, I felt little flecks of his spit land on my neck. His breath smelled like a cigarette just put out. 

‘You need to get gone, and I mean yesterday.’ 

His whole body was pulsing with anger, and I wanted to ask him why – all I’d done was catch him hanging about in a glorified shed. But his hand was still on my mouth, and besides, I was looking around for the shadow I’d seen. I could feel that it was in the room with us – a feeling like static behind my eyelids, like the heavy half hour before a thunderstorm. I should probably have felt afraid, but I didn’t. I mainly felt a strange delight at feeling an older boy’s body pressed so close to mine. Martin had gone still and tense, as though listening. I assumed he was thinking, figuring out what he was going to do.

Two things happened then. One: someone knocked softly at the door, and I felt Martin jump. And two, I looked up at the ceiling, but the ceiling wasn’t there. Instead, there was the shadow, thicker now in the building’s dim light and seeming to churn: a grey, dinner-table-sized roil above our heads.

‘Fucking shit,’ Martin hissed, and he let me go. I was frozen, mouth slack, watching the shadow he towed along behind him as he staggered to the door.

‘You know I don’t like to be kept waiting.’

The voice outside was low, the voice of someone not wanting to be overheard. But it was stern, and deep, and belonged to a man. A grown-up. For the first time since I’d panted to a halt on Melville Drive, I felt a stab of fear. I was somewhere I shouldn’t be, during school hours, with a boy. With a much older boy. I was only twelve, but I had a sense of what this meant for me. Of what people would think. Of how my father would react.

But it was too late. The grown-up man shoved Martin out of the way, and stepped through the door.

‘Look,’ Martin said, his voice cracking, ‘it’s not—’

The man turned, and I saw him register my presence in the fuzzy light. I watched him look me up and down. He was tall, broad, dressed in a smart – if rather old-fashioned – brown suit. I was bad at guessing the age of adults, but suspected he was older than my father. He had a horseshoe-shaped beard and large hands that I shrank away from.

‘Well, well, well,’ the man said, still keeping his voice soft. He was smiling a nasty smile, and I could tell he was speaking to Martin, not me. ‘Having a little assignation, are we?’

Behind the man, I saw Martin push his chest out. ‘Maybe,’ he replied, and I wondered if he was also guessing at what assignation might mean. He paused, looking at me, the shadow swirling and drifting like smoke around him. ‘Beatrice was just leaving,’ he added.

I blinked. I wouldn’t have imagined that Martin knew my name.

The man laughed, and took a step towards me. I leapt backwards.

‘Beatrice, is it? Well, what’s a fine lady named Beatrice doing in a place like this?’

I was truly afraid now, but amid the fear, I felt a spike of annoyance. I hated having fun poked at me, and I also hated my full name.

‘My name is Bee,’ I said, trying to sound strident, but failing. ‘And I’ll go now, if you let me past.’

I balled my fists, and forced myself to close the gap between me and the man. The expression on his face changed in an instant.

‘Oh, no you don’t,’ he said, and jabbed a fat finger at my face. I imagined how much it would hurt if he slapped me across the cheek, the way my father sometimes did.

By the door, Martin dithered. I could tell he wanted to wrench the door open and run, and I prayed that he wouldn’t. I didn’t know what kind exactly, but I knew I was in danger with this man.

‘You can stay,’ the man said to me, ‘and watch. How about that?’

I cocked my head to one side, trying to understand what he meant. His face was a strange smirk I didn’t like.

‘Mate …’ Martin said, and took a step forward. ‘She’s not my— she’s not …’

‘What?’ 

I wished the man would stop looking at me, but he didn’t, even now Martin was speaking.

‘She’s only twelve,’ Martin said. ‘She’s only a kid.’

The man appeared to consider this, though the strange expression on his face didn’t change.

‘I’ll pay you extra,’ he said, after a moment.

To my surprise, Martin looked as though he might be about to cry. I didn’t want to look away from the man, but in my peripheral vision I could see the shadow was bigger now, swarming around Martin like something alive. Martin swallowed hard then; I knew, because I heard it.

‘Double,’ he said, in a small voice. He reached out and touched the doorhandle, a movement I saw register on the man’s face, though he was still staring straight at me. ‘Double, or I’m out of here.’

The man grinned, then, and the grin was shark-like, bloody. Martin let both hands fall to his sides, then he shrugged at me, and mouthed, Sorry.

‘Deal,’ the man said. Finally, he looked away, and I was free of his gaze. 

When it was over, we walked back through the park together – or not quite together. Martin kept a few steps ahead of me, ready to quicken his pace and leave me behind if necessary. I knew he didn’t want to be seen in my presence, but that knowledge didn’t register as any sort of feeling in me. I was dazed, tongue-tied, unable to prevent my brain from flashing back to the pavilion, and what I’d seen. Martin kneeling on the ground in front of the man. The man knotting his fingers into Martin’s hair. Martin retching and spitting on to the concrete floor as the man laughed. 

‘I don’t know what the fuck you think you were doing,’ ­Martin hissed. He didn’t turn his head even slightly as he spoke.

I had no answer for him. I didn’t know myself.

We walked a few more yards. I could still feel the cold sting of the pavilion’s floor on the backs of my thighs: at some point, I’d sunk to the ground, afraid my trembling legs would no longer hold me up. I’d heard my classmates make their second pass of the cross-country course, pelting along the back of the building only inches from where I sat. The sound of the panting, chattering gaggle outside made things worse, somehow. They hadn’t noticed I was gone. Or they’d noticed, and didn’t care.

‘Who was that man?’

I watched Martin’s shoulders move up and down, a shrug.

‘Some guy. I don’t know.’

I frowned. I felt as though the ground beneath my feet was rocking – as though I were trying to walk along the deck of a ship on a high sea. 

‘But you— he knew you. You’d seen him before.’

‘Fucksake,’ Martin said, in a strangely matter-of-fact way. ‘He’s just a guy. One of my— one of the guys I … do that for.’

The shadow was still there, draped around Martin’s shoulders like a cape. I thought of the man’s hands, of the wedge of folded notes he’d produced from a pocket, held in a shiny metal clip. The delicate way he’d peeled off two of them, testing the corners with his fingernails.

‘For money,’ I said.

‘Why the fuck else would I do that?’

I wanted to tell him I didn’t know. I didn’t even really know what that was.

We walked on. Other people passed us, but I didn’t register them. My head was full of the man, the way he’d turned towards me before he left the pavilion, the way he’d looked at me.

‘You’d better forget my face, kid,’ he’d said. ‘I mean it.’

I’d known even before he said it that I’d carry the memory of his face around with me for the rest of my life. He’d gestured at Martin, then – Martin, whose trouser legs were chalky with concrete dust, whose eyes were fixed on the floor.

‘He has,’ the man added. ‘He knows better than to even look at me.’

In that moment, the shadow that hung around Martin had seemed to fill the whole room.

‘I’m sorry, okay?’ Martin said. We were nearing the school. I realised I had no idea what time it was. I didn’t know if I’d been missed, if I was in trouble yet, how bad the trouble would be. He didn’t sound sorry, but I knew he was. ‘You shouldn’t have seen that. Christ. You’re only a fucking kid.’ He popped his shoulders forwards, shaking himself. ‘But you shouldn’t have been there.’

We rounded a corner. I could see the school gates now.

‘You know,’ I said, ‘you have this shadow that follows you around.’

Martin didn’t respond.

‘You have this shadow,’ I said again. ‘Not your shadow-­shadow. More like … something like a ghost.’

For the first time since we’d set off across the park, he turned his head, just slightly, and I saw the white flicker of his right eye.

‘What?’

I stopped walking. ‘That’s why I was there,’ I said. ‘That’s why I followed you. Because of the shadow.’

Martin wheeled around. I was amazed. We were only metres from the school gates, anyone could have seen us talking.

‘What is wrong with you?’ The words were a snarl, and I was suddenly aware of how much taller than me he was, how much stronger. He windmilled an arm, and I thought he was going to hit me, but instead he pointed over my shoulder, back the way we had come. ‘Do you have any idea what could have happened to you in there? How much trouble we might both have got in?’

I must have been frowning. The shadow was circling us both now, and I realised I could hear it. It sounded like television static.

‘That guy,’ Martin spluttered. ‘He’s a guy who likes to …’ He trailed off, and I felt some of the fight go out of him. ‘He likes kids,’ he said, ‘and you either know what I mean or you don’t – I don’t know. But you were in some fucking danger in there, and now you’re messing with me about ghosts?’

I couldn’t help it. I reached out a hand and touched the shadow. I expected it to move, to flinch away from me, but it didn’t. I couldn’t feel anything at all.

Martin was looking at me in disgust. ‘You’re crazy,’ he said, straightening up. ‘Fucking stay away from me, you hear? Don’t ever talk to me.’

I opened my mouth to speak. Can’t you see the shadow? I wanted to ask. 

But he held up a hand. ‘Ever,’ he repeated. ‘Starting now.’

I closed my mouth again. He turned on his heel and walked away. The shadow followed, tugged like dry leaves on the wind. 

I honoured his request, and never spoke to him again. Instead, I waited sixty seconds before crossing into the school grounds. I received a detention from Mrs White, the PE teacher, who assumed I’d simply dawdled through the cross-country course on account of laziness. I told my mother the detention was for running too slowly in PE, and she passed the information on to my father. He was reading the newspaper at the time, and simply rolled his eyes. I looked at my six-year-old brother across the dinner table, and thought of the smirking man in the brown suit, of ­Martin saying, ‘He likes kids.’ I excused myself and threw up my boiled chicken and potatoes and peas. I went to bed and lay awake, thinking of the pavilion, of Martin’s shadow roaming through the space and growing, growing, until the whole building was filled with its static charge. 

On Halloween that year, Martin drove his black Mark 1 Ford Escort westwards, through Currie and Balerno, and out of the city. He drove past the Harperrig Reservoir, up over the windswept moor at Tarbrax. He found a long straight on the A70, a place where he could pick up speed. It was night-time, lonely at 3am, and an egg-shaped waning gibbous moon hung in the sky. Martin fixed his eyes on that moon as he drove into the tree at eighty miles per hour, letting the bumper and the engine and the bonnet and the windscreen and the red speedometer needle and his body detonate into a million hot, brilliant shards. 

When I dream about the crash, as I still do sometimes, I see the shadow hang awhile above the steaming wreck, as though waiting, like a dog, for Martin to return. But then it drifts upward, through the jagged branches of the ash tree and back the way it came, across the grassy barren of the landscape, a flash of dark reflected on the reservoir. And then it’s gone.
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