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Prologue


Sunday, 8 July 1979


The best grass could always be found at the base of the fence-post. Deborah tucked her dress between her knees as she bent down, and plucked a thick green blade, placing it carefully between her two thumbs and putting it to her lips.


She blew as hard as she could but the only sound that emerged was a discordant squeak.


‘No.’ Fiona bent beside her. ‘You’ve got to stretch it really tight. Like this.’ She placed her own piece of grass to her lips and made it sing, a pure and painful note.


Behind them, Vonnie was scything at the undergrowth with her stick, and talking to herself, which she liked to do. Vonnie didn’t need to practise blowing grass because she could do it already, almost as well as Euan. And she could whistle, which Dad said she shouldn’t be able to do at the age of five. It wasn’t just ordinary whistling, when you shape your mouth into a little kiss, but the real kind, fingers between her teeth, like a farmer calling a dog to heel.


‘Try again.’ Fiona handed Deborah another piece of grass and watched her carefully.


The second note was as feeble as the first and Fiona rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘Hopeless,’ she said, giving a deliberate and grown-up sigh.


Deborah dropped the grass and glanced again past the fence-post and down the track. There was still no sign of Euan. Go and have a quick look, Mum had said, because she knew that he sometimes stopped at the bridge and threw things into the river and forgot what the time was.


A hazy shimmer rose from the tarmac. The Firth of Forth was only a few miles away and Deborah wished she was there, by the sea. She could feel the dampness behind her knees where her skin was pressed together. Sometimes in the winter it was so cold that ice would form on the inside of the window panes in her bedroom. But last night she had lain in bed without even a sheet and felt like she couldn’t breathe, so heavy the warmth all around her. It had been hot for two weeks now. An exceptional summer, Dad had said.


Vonnie had stopped scything and appeared at her side, still in her wellies, even though Mum had told her to change out of them before the Fletchers came, and they were here already, drinking pink wine from the good glasses and watching the salad wilt while they all waited for Euan to get back.


‘Look.’ Vonnie held out her hand. Her nails were thick with dirt and in the middle of her palm lay a half-dead cricket.


‘Lovely,’ said Fiona, who had climbed on to the gate and balanced herself on top, hooking her long legs over either side. She had come with them reluctantly to the bottom of the driveway. Everything they did now was pronounced either ‘boring’ or ‘dumb,’ even playing in the den they had made in the rhododendron bushes, and it had been Fiona’s idea to make it in the first place. She had taken instead to fussing about her hair and what she was wearing, behaviour that had coincided with her being just about to turn eleven. Deborah didn’t want to turn eleven if this is what it did to you.


Vonnie was still examining her cricket. ‘I’m going to keep it,’ she said, matter-of-factly.


‘Mum won’t let you,’ said Fiona.


‘She won’t,’ echoed Deborah.


Vonnie was always trying to make pets out of creatures she found in the garden. Beetles and worms, and once a fledgling that she found in the hedge. Mum had put her foot down when she found the bird wrapped in a doll’s yellow crocheted cardigan in a shoebox in the sitting room.


‘You should put it back,’ said Fiona, and for once Vonnie obeyed her, placing the cricket on the verge. When it didn’t move, she picked up her stick and gave it a little poke.


‘Off you go.’


The cricket stayed where it was.


‘I think you killed it,’ said Fiona.


‘I did not!’


Deborah sighed and got to her feet. ‘We’d best get back,’ she said, and made her way gingerly over the spars of the cattle grid and on to the drive.


Fiona jumped down off the gate, landing in a ballet pose. ‘Killed it,’ she said, and skipped out of the way of Vonnie’s swinging stick.


They could hear laughter as they approached the house. Deborah’s feet were hot. She would quite like to have gone inside and taken her shoes and socks off in the hall where the black and white tiles would be lovely and cool. They came through the side gate into the back garden. The grown-ups were seated around the fancy white table that Dad had dragged under the cedar tree, and they all looked round when the girls appeared.


‘No sign?’ said Mum.


Deborah shook her head.


Mum put down her glass of wine and gave a gentle tut. ‘Well, I think we should just start, and if there’s nothing left for Euan then that’s his lookout. I’m sorry about this. Girls, hands. Darling, could you help me with the plates?’


Dad got to his feet and followed Mum into the house. By the time Deborah had washed her hands in the downstairs loo and supervised Vonnie, who never used soap, and sometimes not even water, everyone was round the table. It was a very fancy lunch. Poached salmon and a salad with orange slices and radishes from the vegetable plot, and new boiled potatoes with parsley sprinkled on top. Deborah finished first and sat back. There was ice cream for after and she wished everyone would hurry up. The grown-ups were taking the longest. They would have a bite to eat then sit back and hold their wine glasses without actually drinking from them, and talk.


Mrs Fletcher talked the most. She wore a bracelet that jangled every time she moved her arm, and she moved it quite a lot, reaching over to touch Mum or Dad on the elbow or shoulder as she spoke, or swat away a bluebottle or a wasp. Mum didn’t wear jewellery, just her watch with the brown leather strap and her wedding ring. Deborah watched her mother across the table. She was playing with the stem of her wine glass with slim, brown fingers. She just had to look at the sun and she went brown, Dad always said. Dad was calling her Caroline, which he did in front of visitors. He was always relaxed when the Fletchers came round. Mr Fletcher was his best friend and they liked to slap each other on the back a lot, especially when they were laughing.


The ice cream was brought out, and devoured, along with the berries that Mum had crushed to make a sort of sauce. Vonnie asked if Euan was going to get a big row, which made all the adults laugh, and Mum said, yes, a very big one.


And then the phone rang deep in the house, and Mum excused herself, pressing her napkin against her lips and rising from the table.


In years to come the sounds would merge: the shrill nasal tone of the telephone and then the noise that followed. There must have been a gap; a silence while the other person was talking. Deborah knew that, but she could never remember that there had been. Just the ringing of the phone and then the other noise that took them all by surprise, a cry so raw and so sudden that everybody jumped. Dad was on his feet and the Fletchers too and they didn’t even notice that they had knocked over a glass of wine in their hurry to get inside.


The noise didn’t stop. It was Dad’s name that Mum was shouting. David. David. David. David. Over and over again until it didn’t sound like words at all, just an endless call. And then somebody said, ‘God.’


Deborah sat stock-still watching the opened door. Nobody came back through.


‘It’s okay,’ said Fiona. She was older and she had to say that. But it was a terrible noise that had come from the house, and Deborah knew that it wasn’t okay. She found Vonnie’s knee and squeezed. Vonnie was swinging her legs because her feet didn’t touch the ground.


They waited, straining to hear, and then an engine roared into life, fading in the frantic spit of gravel from a car on the driveway. A few moments later, Mrs Fletcher appeared in the doorway. She was walking slowly and her eyes were wide as if she were terribly surprised.


‘Is everything okay?’ said Fiona.


The wine, what was left of it, dripped through the fancy white metal and on to Deborah’s socks, her new white socks from Woolworths. Three pairs to a packet, with a bow on the cuff.


A wasp settled on the wasted plates.


‘Please can I leave the table?’ said Vonnie.
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Monday, 21 December 2009


The smell from below the dressing table was becoming unbearable. Caroline shifted her foot and nudged the small panting form wedged at the back.


‘Out!’


Hector staggered to his feet and slunk past her, mouth open and eyes bulging. He really was the ugliest dog you would ever see, an overweight Border terrier, pushing seventeen with a baleful gaze and an awful odour, as if he were rotting from the inside. He shouldn’t be upstairs at all, but Min was always spoiling him and must have carried him up and then forgotten about him.


Caroline watched as he tottered stiffly across the Navajo rug and out on to the upstairs landing. At least he didn’t attach himself to your leg at every opportunity like Riley, the Jack Russell. Min had refused to have Riley seen to, arguing that it was a natural urge. But then, her mother-in-law was a great one for indulging natural urges, thought Caroline, even at the age of eighty-eight.


She looked back at the mirror. The eyeshadow she had just applied had settled into the lines of her skin like paint on cracked pottery. She rubbed at it and noticed the charcoal still on her fingers from her sketching, as dark as a bruise. She picked up her lipstick. It was almost done, the stub of the coral tip curving to a sharp point at one side. You could tell a lot about a woman by the shape of her lipstick; she remembered that from a Sunday supplement. A one-sided curve like hers meant she was creative, outgoing and fell in love easily. None of which was really true, apart from being creative. She sketched it neatly across her lips and pressed them together.


She went easy on the powder, remembering the chalky kiss of old aunts and gave her hair a final brush. Her jewellery was strung on a varnished wooden mug tree. It was the art club Christmas supper, so something dramatic would be in order. She picked off a silver lariat with a piece of amber the size of a small egg and slipped it over her head. The stone settled, cold and heavy, over her breastbone.


Hector had stopped at the top of the stairs and could go no further. Caroline bent and scooped him up, holding her breath as she carried him down and plopped him on to the parquet in the wide, oval hall. The tree was unlit, so she bent beneath the branches and flicked on the switch at the skirting. It was a much bigger tree than normal, a Norwegian spruce, a good seven feet tall, but the hall was big enough to take it, and with everyone coming this year she had wanted something special. The girls would doubtless complain that she had topped it, as she did every year, with the Blue Peter fairy they had made out of a small plastic doll and one of David’s good cotton hankies; a fairy so aged now that she listed at the top of the branches like a tiny drunk, one eye half shut, her extravagant tinsel fringing frayed and dull.


The whine of the hoover faded away and Hanna, the cleaner, appeared at the dining room door.


‘Caroline, do you want me to make up the children’s beds now? It’s no problem.’


‘Would you mind?’ said Caroline. ‘I suppose some of them might be bringing sleeping bags, but that would be lovely. Thank you.’


Hanna nodded and smiled. ‘Busy house tomorrow.’


‘Yes,’ said Caroline. It would be the first time in years that they had all been under the same roof. Three daughters, two sons-in-law and five grandchildren. And, of course, there was less space to work with, now that she and David didn’t share.


‘Busy is good.’ Hanna pulled the hoover across the hall towards the stairs with the cord bunched in her hand like a lasso.


‘It is,’ said Caroline.


‘You look nice,’ added Hanna. ‘I like your necklace.’


Caroline put her hand to her throat. ‘Thank you.’ She smiled after her. Such a lovely girl. A little too thin, perhaps, but then she was always on the go, holding down three cleaning jobs and an ironing business. Caroline had liked her straight off when they had first met. She had been looking for a replacement for Miss Maxwell, who clicked her false teeth in and out and smelled of Mr Sheen, even if you met her in the street, and who had only retired when her knees gave out. A colleague of David’s had recommended Hanna. Just a sweetheart, she had said. Caroline had been worried that Hanna would not want to come this far out of the city, but it didn’t seem to be an issue for her, and now she got the train down from Edinburgh twice a week, and Caroline picked her up at the station. It was Hanna’s sister who had first come to Scotland from Lodz. Hanna had followed a year later with her little boy. She must have been only about twenty-one when she had Marek, the same age that Caroline had been when she first became a mother. Sometimes she brought Marek when she came to clean, but not often enough for Caroline. He was a beautiful child, small for his age, with Hanna’s fair colouring and serious grey eyes. Caroline sat with him at the piano as Hanna worked and helped him pick out simple tunes.


‘He’s musical,’ she told Hanna, who had grinned with delight, and said maybe it was because she was always singing to him. Caroline had smiled and understood. When she was Hanna’s age she had sung to a small boy too.


Hector had made it as far as the drawing room door, but didn’t seem to realise it was slightly ajar and was standing staring at it, as if his glassy concentration alone might get him through three inches of panelled oak. Caroline nudged him in the right direction with her pointed patent toe and he scuttled round the edge.


Min was in the high-backed chair by the window, engrossed in the crossword, the paper held at arm’s length so she could see, a slim Silver Cross pen suspended and trembling slightly in her other hand. There had been a day when she could finish the puzzle in fifteen or twenty minutes, but now she left out great chunks and took offence if Caroline tried to help with a word or two.


She glanced up as Caroline came in and laid the paper on her knee. She had been wearing the same trousers for more than a week, a grey hound’s-tooth check that didn’t show the stains Caroline felt sure must be there.


‘Let’s have a look,’ Min said brusquely, and Caroline twirled before her. ‘Very elegant.’


Caroline bent forward to kiss the downy, proffered cheek and caught the scent of brandy and something slightly stale.


‘I’m going to give Hanna a run up to Edinburgh in about fifteen minutes, before I head on to the restaurant. Do you want anything before I leave?’ She glanced down at the large crystal tumbler at Min’s elbow, empty save for a sliver of ice cube.


‘Can you stick one of my programmes on for me?’


Caroline retrieved the remote from the large ceramic bowl on the coffee table, and tried not to smile. ‘One of my programmes’ meant America’s Next Top Model, which was Min’s current obsession. David despaired of his mother’s viewing habits. ‘She’s a highly educated woman,’ he complained. ‘It’s unedifying.’


But Caroline had laughed at him and thought what harm could a little light relief do in a life such as Min’s, shrunk by old age to little more than the house and the passenger seat of the car.


She found an episode on ITV2 and placed the remote on the table by Min’s elbow.


‘And what’s happening about these two?’ Min inclined her head to the window where the gardeners, Boyd and Charlie, were still working on the marquee on the back lawn under the harsh glare of the floodlights they had strung up on the old cedar.


‘Charlie said they should have it all in place tonight bar the heaters. They won’t be much longer, I’m sure.’


‘You really are absolutely barking bloody mad to be doing this outdoors,’ said Min, and not for the first time. ‘The frost will come and everyone will be frozen half to death.’


Caroline sighed. She could see Min’s argument but the frost hadn’t come and if the weather continued the way it was, they might not even need the heaters. Charlie had said he had never known anything like it. There was still work for them to do in the garden, besides erecting the marquee which would hold the hundred or so people now coming to David’s retirement party.


Caroline glanced at her watch. He had only a few hours left of his last day, unless he went for drinks with the reporters, which he thought he might have to do. He had insisted he didn’t want any fuss. No need to miss your night out, he had said. I don’t mind. Which, after forty-odd years of marriage, she knew to mean, I don’t care.


‘You get him to yourself now, Caroline,’ their friends had said when they learned of his leaving. ‘What are you going to do with him?’ Caroline had not responded. As a woman married to a man of words, she had learned over the years that sometimes you didn’t have to say anything at all. Sometimes all you needed to do was smile and they would fill in the answer they expected to hear.


Min was still looking out of the window. ‘You’ll need to have a word with the fat one about his arse,’ she said suddenly.


‘Pardon?’


‘That one. His arse. It’s always hanging out the back of his trousers.’


Caroline burst out laughing. ‘And I wondered why this was your favourite chair.’


‘Eh?’


‘Have you been eyeing up the gardeners, Min?’


‘Certainly not! But I take exception to having his rear end thrust in my face all day.’


‘So to speak.’ Caroline perched herself on the arm of Min’s chair and looked out of the window. It was hard to tell in the dark just what Boyd might be exposing, but his trousers were certainly low-slung. ‘We could just close the curtains.’


‘There’s no call for it,’ said Min. ‘I can see the line, you know. Right down to his—’


‘Min!’


‘Well, I can.’ Min picked up the remote and pointed it at the TV. The volume rose to a deafening pitch. ‘There’s no call for it,’ she said again, raising her own voice. ‘You can’t have some bare-arsed boy running about the garden with the girls coming home, now can you?’


‘Slow news day, what can I say?’ The night editor gave an apologetic shrug.


David leaned forward and studied the mock-up laid out before him on the desk. It didn’t look any better than it had at the 10.30 a.m. conference nor the one at 5 p.m. No exclusives, no compelling human-interest stories, not even a decent political line, and here they were five months away from a vote on independence. He shifted a polystyrene cup of cold coffee out of the way and perched on the edge of the desk.


‘There’s absolutely no chance of the parly boys turning up anything on the Cooper memo tonight, is there?’ Rumours had been circulating since yesterday of an internal Downing Street document hinting at government unease with the trend of the latest Scottish polls, which had moved enough in the last few weeks to make an almost certain ‘no’ start to look a little more like ‘maybe’.


The night editor shook his head. ‘Doubt it, this time of night. They’ve been trying all day and everyone’s schtum.’


‘And we’re sure about this frogspawn?’ David tapped the large close-up of a clump of eggs clustering at the edge of a small pond. It was a good shot, well framed and artistic, but it was frogspawn. ‘It’s not going to turn out to be a stunt like the pike that wasn’t in St Mary’s Loch?’


The picture editor laughed. ‘It’s the earliest yet in the Botanic Gardens. They had the whole press call. Horticulturalists, climatologists. Everyone was there. We’re all doomed, apparently.’


‘I’m not hugely keen.’ David pursed his lips. ‘It looks like someone’s thrown up. Anything else?’


The picture editor slid another contact sheet across the table.


‘Are you kidding?’ David looked up at her and the picture editor shook her head, trying not to smile.


David looked back at the print. ‘So you’re telling me these are my options. Premature frogspawn or the First Minister in a Santa hat. Thanks. Great fucking swansong, guys.’


He laughed and they joined in and he felt a little of the tension go out of the room. They were all on edge, his deputies, unsettled by his leaving, impatient for him to be gone.


‘Amphibians it is then.’ He raised himself off the desk. ‘Good stuff. Thanks.’


They stood slowly, watching him, and he waved his hand at them. He’d already said he wanted a normal Monday, whatever that might bring, and it hadn’t brought much. But he’d worked under too many editors who had opted for the grand exit; the speech on the floor of the newsroom, so cringingly self-indulgent or caustically bitter that you had to curl up your toes in your shoes just to stand the sound of it. He had agreed, however, to the party, which had been Caroline’s idea, and, if nothing else, helped mask the fact that he had not chosen to retire – which was the company line – but had been leaned on to leave.


‘Go on. Go and get that poor fucking excuse for a paper on the streets.’


They trooped out, the picture editor closing the door gently behind her with one hand. He knew they pitied him. A fresh eye, the men had said when he was called upstairs to the room with thick carpeting and good artwork on the walls. New editorial and executive leadership. It’s a time of change.


In truth, he had seen it coming. Newspapers, as most people knew them, were dying. Newsrooms were being merged and consolidated; the workforce retrained for twenty-four-hour coverage. Online was all. It had happened to so many before him and would happen to those who followed on.


But he wasn’t ready to go and he could have stayed and seen it through, the biggest political choice Scotland had ever faced. To stay part of a union that had held for more than 300 years, or to go it alone as a small independent European nation. He wasn’t a dinosaur. He still had the hunger and he had the experience to guide the paper through the next few momentous months: a good grounding in straight news with this very paper, three years in London with The Times, then Cape Town when the older children were young, then five years in Westminster and then back here, political editor then columnist then editor. It had been a strange appointment for the time, when all other editors were young and unproven. The media supplements had loved it. Doyen, they’d called him, the hack’s hack, a man of substance in an industry of ego and impermanence. He’d kept all the cuttings.


He spun his seat round and looked out through the window. He could just make out the sharp upper line of Salisbury Crags in the dark. He wondered where the kestrel was; the female that hovered possessively above the rocks every day as if the city of Edinburgh were hers.


The office was reflected back at him in the dark glass. It was almost empty, just some papers and books and the caricature of him by the paper’s previous cartoonist that he had not wanted to take from the wall. If you closed your eyes it was actually a good likeness. Grey hair, a little longer than it should be, curling at the nape of his neck. Nose a little more beaked than his, eyes a laughing, stony grey. The cufflinks were magnificent. He was known for his; collected them. But the cartoonist had made them enormous, almost Herculean, one shaped like an inkwell, the other the Scottish flag.


His mobile rattled suddenly on the desk and he snatched it up, willing it to be something important: a story change, a tip-off, anything that would require his attention. It was Charlie, one of the gardeners. He must have been in his van because David could hear the noise of the engine and the radio playing low in the background, and Charlie was talking a little too loudly, the way people do with hands-free.


‘I’m really sorry to bother you at work, but Mrs Haldane had left before we did and we needed to let you know to keep the marquee clear for the time being. It’s secured, but I’m going to bring down some extra pegging, just in case the wind picks up again. It might not be tomorrow, though, if that’s okay.’


‘Of course,’ said David. ‘That’s fine. Thanks for letting me know.’ He liked Charlie. He had known him since he was a boy, and he had grown into a good man. He was a former soldier who had seen action in Iraq and Afghanistan, and talked with the measured, honest tone of someone who had seen more than mere words could ever convey.


‘Well, I better let you get on,’ said Charlie. ‘Red-letter day, eh?’


‘Yes,’ said David. ‘It is that. Thank you.’


He placed the phone back on the table and looked again at the cartoon on the wall, then stood and lifted it down and laid it on his desk. His secretary would clear it all out tomorrow morning and have it delivered to the house, the remnants of his tenure folded in bubble wrap and stacked in some recycled cardboard boxes. He had the book, of course, a history of devolution commissioned by one of the smaller Edinburgh publishing houses, and there had already been some approaches about writing columns and the like, but this was still a dismissal and it hurt more than he had been able to tell anyone, however cushioned it might be by the fat cheque and the fine words.


The reporters had urged him to come down to the pub when he was done and he had said he might. But he had left it too late now. Most of them would be gone, leaving only those with nothing better to do or nowhere they wanted to be.


He picked up his coat and slung it across his arm and opened the door. The newsroom stretched before him, a confusion of desks and piles of paper and long neglected plants; business blending into features, then sports, the arts desk and at the furthest end, news, the point where it had all started for him.


He moved along the back wall, and down towards the nearest door. The late reporter was engrossed in something on her desk, one hand rooting in a bag of crisps. The subs were fixated by their screens, fingers flashing as they cut and pasted, teased and fitted words and images into column inches. Someone must have spotted him because a little burst of applause rippled across the room, awkward and half-hearted. He raised his hand but kept his eyes to the front because they were stinging now and if he looked round it would be his Margaret Thatcher moment, the wet blink of tears that would come to define his going. Somewhere over near the newsdesk a phone started to ring and the clapping faded as quickly as it had started. He stepped out into the hall.


Charlie eased the van out of the steady flow of traffic and stopped on a single yellow line beside a charity shop with a large lopsided reindeer in the window. On the other side of the street, the queue for the pub was already a good way up the street. Yellow light spilled from the door, which was wedged open and framed by two black-suited bouncers and the kind of short gilded rope you were more likely to see at a Hollywood premiere. Four girls in Santa hats and tinsel scarves were singing lustily at the edge of the pavement, clutching each other in tipsy hysterics.


Boyd hesitated as he reached for the door handle. ‘Quick pint?’


Charlie shook his head.


‘You sure?’


‘Yeah.’ Charlie leaned back in the driver’s seat and gave a deep stretch. He was still stiff from the five-a-side last night and it had all been for nothing because they had lost 4–1 to the council boys. He was getting too old for such capers. At forty-two, everything hurt a little more, took a little longer to snap back into shape.


But then Annie had been up about 2 a.m. and Gail had elbowed him sleepily to deal with her. Annie had played with his hair as he had carried her back through, stumbling over the wash basket in the hall and the mob of soft toys that crowded the floor of her room. It was getting to be a bit of a habit, these late night visitations, and he wanted to be cross. But the grip of small arms round his neck, the warm weight of her in her pyjamas dissolved his anger; such an odd mix of love and rage that only a child can stir.


‘Just one?’ persisted Boyd.


‘Nah, mate, you’re on your own.’ Charlie nodded towards the queue. ‘Just you and Santa’s little helpers.’


Boyd cracked a smile and Charlie grinned back sheepishly. What Boyd needed wasn’t a drunken lass with her roots showing under a brim of fake fur, but a good woman. For all his bluster, he’d been a bit of a lost soul since his wife had left him. Not that she’d been a good woman. Charlie had always found her sharp and brittle, the kind of person who thought badly of you from the start just to save time later on. There had been no one of any substance since and that was two years ago, although Charlie knew Boyd had a bit of a thing for the Haldanes’ cleaner. She was a looker, a Polish girl, and nice enough from the few brief conversations he’d had with her over the past few weeks, but she had a wee lad and Boyd could barely look after himself, let alone a ready-made family. He was young yet, though. Just thirty-four, so plenty time to find the right girl.


‘Okay,’ sighed Boyd. He levered himself out of the passenger seat. ‘See ya.’


‘I’ll phone you tomorrow, mate. Okay?’


Boyd nodded and swung the door shut, crossing the road with his hands plunged deep in his pockets. Charlie watched him join the queue a little way back from the Santa girls, saw him give one of them the once-over. He smiled to himself and rubbed his eyes. A pint wouldn’t have gone amiss, but his head was buzzing with everything that needed to be done before Christmas Day. New pictures to the website designer tonight or tomorrow at the latest, quotes for two new jobs, and the final adjustments on the Haldanes’ marquee. Field and lawn fixtures was a new angle for the business, but a necessary one in these recessionary times. It was good money: £1,500 for one decent-sized marquee with roof and wall lining and coconut matting on the floor; wood would set you back an extra £500. It all fitted nicely with the garden work, which hadn’t tailed off yet this winter with the weather being so queer. Across at the pub, the doormen had let the Santa girls in. Boyd was still at the back of the queue. Charlie raised his hand in a final farewell, pulled the handbrake off and swung the van back out into the roadway.


Gail was asleep, sprawled across the sofa, her swollen belly rising and falling with every slow breath. He put the car keys down as gently as he could on the table and watched her. Her chin was low and doubled, almost touching her chest and her feet were propped on the sofa’s wooden arm. She hated that her ankles were puffy; hated the extra weight she was carrying. He had told her that he didn’t care, a small lie, because he did. He wasn’t one of these men who found his wife more attractive in pregnancy, revelling in swelling breasts and belly. He liked the old Gail, curvy with great legs, and an arse that could get him hard just with the thought of it.


Her eyes flickered open. ‘Hey,’ she said sleepily and reached up to wipe the corner of her mouth.


‘Hey.’ He bent and kissed the top of her head and put his hand instinctively on her belly.


‘What time is it?’ She swung her legs gingerly off the sofa and sat up.


‘Just before ten,’ said Charlie.


She smiled at him and yawned. ‘You hungry?’


He shook his head. ‘I got a fish supper with Boydie on the way back.’


She patted his tummy as she stood up. ‘You’ll be as big as me, babe.’ She yawned again. ‘I’m done in. Do you mind if I go up?’


‘No. I won’t be long.’ He took her place on the sofa and found it still warm from her.


‘Do you want a beer?’


‘Would you mind?’


She disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a bottle of Becks, opened and cold.


‘Thanks, love. Did Annie go down all right?’


She nodded. ‘Are you remembering you need to go to Argos tomorrow? I swear it’s the last bloody Flora’s Castle in Edinburgh and if we don’t get it . . .’


‘I’ll get it.’ He took a slug from his drink. ‘Hey.’ She had turned again for the door.


‘What?’


‘Come here.’ He put his drink down on the floor.


She shot him a warning glance. ‘There’ll be none of that.’


‘No.’ He laughed. ‘Just come here.’


She moved back over to him and bent awkwardly and he caught her head in both hands and kissed her deeply. She tasted of raspberry tea. ‘Night, love,’ he said against her mouth.


‘Night, babe.’ She stood up and trailed her hand through his hair as she lurched off.


He lay back against the sofa and exhaled. The new baby was coming, but not tonight; what was left of it was his. He heard Gail move into the bedroom, the blinds go down and the en-suite door squeak open. Oil. Another thing for tomorrow’s list. His head felt heavy. He picked up the TV remote and switched it on; anything. Sport, a chat show, the news, even. Background noise. He closed his eyes and let the exhaustion take him.


Sometimes he was so still that she thought he had stopped breathing. Hanna leaned forward and peered at the bed. Marek’s eyes were still open, but his thumb had fallen from his mouth. He must have sensed her movement because his eyes slid sleepily towards her.


‘Shhh,’ she whispered, and carried on singing, an old Polish lullaby, the words so familiar to her they came without thought.


His eyes were closing now. Hanna sat back in the chair, humming, watching the day go out of him; her little man in his pirate pyjamas.


When he was finally asleep she went into the sitting room and dug her cigarettes from her bag. She had bought a new Zara top with some of her Christmas bonus from the Haldanes and had laid it out on the back of the sofa. It was black, a bodice cut with sheer sleeves. She lifted the hem and felt the soft drape of the fabric. They were nice people, the Haldanes, and such a glorious house. One day she would have a home like Fortune House with so much space and light. Mrs Haldane was one of these women who cleaned before you got there, so there was never really that much for her to do. Not like the Robertsons in Polmont. So much dirt: scum and hairs in the shower and bath, the crusted remains of food on the kitchen counters and table. She wondered if Mrs Robertson knew of the magazines under Mr Robertson’s side of the bed, the ones Hanna suspected he left for her to find, different almost every week, opened and spread out so she would see when she knelt to dust. Filthy pig.


It did bother her sometimes to think what she did for a living. On grey days, in a house so dirty it made her stomach turn. I have an education, she would think, stooped over to scour out a bath. Few people ever asked if there was more to her. They just assumed she had come from nothing. Which was not the truth. They had a good life in Lodz, her and her twin sister Dyta, good; but much too ordinary. When they were teenagers, they would lie in Dyta’s bed and talk about where they would live. America. Milan. London. An apartment for the two of them, fresh flowers every day and lovers at the door. Everything changed when she fell pregnant. He had been in her class, Marek’s father, studying for a business degree as she had been. He had asked her out and she had gone, even though he was more a party boy than she normally went for. They drank too much, to fill the silences between them, and she remembered laughing and dancing and then being back in his lodging room. It was over very quickly and she had cried afterwards because she had not wanted it. He kept apologising, sullenly, until she wanted to scream at him. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.


She told him that she was pregnant, only out of courtesy, after she had been to the doctor and had felt the surge of relief when she saw the fear in his face. He transferred not long after to Warsaw and was nothing but a bad memory when Marek entered the world. She had not wanted a baby, until the moment, within seconds of his birth, when Marek looked at her with his bewildered eyes and she felt her heart go out of her. She finished her degree, thanks to her mother, Mamo, and Dyta, but a lesser one than she had wanted. It didn’t matter. She had Marek and he was everything. She got a job in an accountant’s office; small-scale, and tried not to think too far ahead.


It was Dyta who first suggested Edinburgh. A friend of hers had come and done well. Good friends and good money. Dyta followed her the next year and phoned every week with a fresh plea for Hanna to join her. It’s beautiful and safe, she said, with lots of green spaces and big enough that you wouldn’t feel trapped, but not so big that you would feel intimidated or hopelessly lost.


So many people were going then and Lodz seemed hollowed out all of a sudden. The zloty was seven to the pound at the time and the wages Hanna was getting were a pittance compared even to Dyta’s tips from an evening’s waitressing on George Street. So she promised Mamo it would not be for ever and booked the flights.


She had grand plans where she would use her degree, and she still had them, but she needed to make money and the cleaning jobs came easy and paid well. In recent months, however, people had started to drift home in ever greater numbers. The Polish economy was stronger; pay and conditions were improving. Every time she talked to Mamo, she would know of another daughter or son who had returned, but Hanna wasn’t ready to leave. Not yet.


A small gust of air blew in from the window and Hanna walked over and pushed it open, perching herself on the seat underneath. If she leaned to the left she could just see across the dark blur of the Meadows to the lights of Lauriston Place. Someone had flirted with her today: Boyd, the gardener from the Haldanes, the one with the eager smile and the knowing eyes. She had not dated much since she had moved over to Scotland. Men tended to panic when they learned about Marek, worried she was looking for an instant father for her son. But Boyd knew she had a little boy and he still seemed interested. Maybe she would wear her nice new top next time she was down, as unsuitable as it was for cleaning.


She lit her cigarette and blew the smoke out into the mild night like a coil of frozen breath and sang again but for no one but herself.


Min awoke with a start. The man on the television was laughing, his head flung back and his mouth wide in scornful derision. She sat up. Hector was whining and the fire had gone out. Where was everybody? She raised herself unsteadily and made her way to the door. Her neck hurt.


‘Hello?’ The hall was lit by a small Tiffany lamp on a desk by the stairs and the fierce white lights of the Christmas tree.


‘Hello?’


Hector had staggered towards the front door and was whining again. Min followed him. What time was it? Where had they gone?


She opened the door and felt the wind, warm and strong on her face, saw the giant white structure flapping at the far end of the garden. Panic rose in her chest. Where was this? Where was everyone? They hadn’t told her where they were going. She wouldn’t know where to look. She moved out on to the broad stone-flagged step.


‘Hello!’


Somewhere inside a door slammed. Hector disappeared beneath a shifting bush. The wind caught her voice and her fear and carried it out into the blackness.




2


‘Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry!’ Fiona burst through the door and dumped her bags and coat in a jumbled heap of wet wool and good leather on the floor by the hallstand.


Birgit was standing by the stairs. Her jacket was on and zipped to the neck and her Radley bag was strapped firmly across her chest. Her mouth was set in a petulant line.


‘Things kept popping up as I was trying to get out the door. And there was just the longest queue on Clerkenwell Road. It took for ever to get through the lights. Did you get my text?’ Fiona bent and grabbed her purse from her handbag and fished around for a handful of notes, pulling out more than she ought to. Guilt money. ‘You’ll probably need to grab a taxi. It’s chucking it down out there. Are you going to be okay?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Birgit curtly, taking the money and stuffing it without counting in her coat pocket. ‘The class starts already.’


Fiona flashed a flat smile. And maybe it’s not hugely convenient for my au pair to bugger off to night school when I’ve got so much to do before tomorrow. ‘Well, you better run,’ she said as cheerfully as she could.


Birgit nodded and moved past her towards the door. She smelled of perfume. Not the Bobbi Brown eau de cologne that Fiona had bought her for her birthday, but something much less subtle.


‘Ben is sleeping. Jamie is in his room and Daisy has had supper and bath. She has a little more of the eczema on the back of her knees. I have put the cream on,’ said Birgit, sliding her feet into her short black boots that were lying by the front door. ‘And I have hung Allan’s good shirts in the utility.’ Her tone changed to one of reverence, as if she’d laundered the Turin shroud.


‘Thanks.’ Fiona nodded distractedly. She had picked up the mail and was rifling through it. Bill, bill, junk, White Company catalogue and two Christmas cards. Two? It was four days to go until Christmas Day; there should be a fat pile arriving every day by now. If things didn’t pick up they would be well down on last year’s tally. She knew it was daft to keep count but she always did. Sometimes even at other people’s houses, totting up quickly in her head when they weren’t looking. Mantelpieces and window frames and those curious card wheels you get from mail order catalogues.


She heard the door open and half turned, her eyes still on the letters in her hand. ‘Have a good class,’ she shouted. ‘And sorry. Again.’ The door shut emphatically on Birgit’s muttered, incomprehensible reply.


Daisy was in the kitchen on one of the high stools by the breakfast bar, a pair of scissors in her hand, the Guardian lying in tatters on the countertop. Her brow was furrowed. ‘I’m trying to make a people chain.’ She held up a tangle of slashed newsprint. ‘How do you make a people chain?’


‘Gosh, I can’t remember.’ Fiona lifted the scissors from her hand and bent to kiss Daisy’s head. Her hair was still damp from the bath, sharply combed by Birgit into long, wet, separated streaks. She smelled clean and faintly antiseptic.


‘Birgit showed me how, but I’ve forgot,’ said Daisy. ‘I want to join them at the bum.’ She sniggered, and Fiona shot her a warning glance.


‘It’s not I’ve forgot, it’s I’ve forgotten,’ corrected Fiona. She moved across to the wine rack and slid out a bottle of burgundy, her fingers lingering on the beaten silver of the rack handles. She adored her kitchen. It was a walnut Smallbone of Devizes, with a giant centre island and cabinets that looked as though they were floating above the floor. An utter indulgence, but she so loved to cook and Allan had agreed that it would be an investment if they ever decided to sell.


She was sorry she wouldn’t be doing Christmas dinner this year. She had planned on a goose and had pre-ordered one from a supplier in Oxfordshire before Mum had called in November with the unexpected news that Dad was retiring and they wanted everyone home to Fortune House for a retirement party. Taking the time off wasn’t really the problem because the practice pretty much ground to a halt until 4 January, or D-Day, when the phone would be ringing off the hook with wives looking for a divorce. And it was almost always wives. Driven to despair by the extra workload and the forced intimacy of the holiday season. A flash of tinsel and the scales fell from their eyes. Sometimes it was the discovery of an affair, sometimes the deepening mire of a financial mess, but most often it was the simple realisation that when everything was unwrapped there was no love left, just a mortgage and children and a sex life too miserable for words.


They would always try to articulate, and for £350 an hour she would listen closely, keeping her face composed as the details tumbled out. Of course, since the Solicitors Family Law Association code of practice had come into play, the emphasis was on compromise, so a lot of the more sordid details never made it to court. Although there was one television presenter that Fiona couldn’t look at in quite the same way since learning from his now ex-wife that he insisted his dick be addressed as Eric the Red; but only when tumescent.


She had felt she couldn’t really argue with her mum, however. It was four years since they’d been in Scotland for Christmas and two since she’d seen Deborah and the kids; three since she’d last seen Vonnie, and that was only a fleeting dinner when Vonnie had been in London for a conference, which she had actually bunked off to go shopping. So it would be turkey cooked to a gagging dryness with all the old traditional staples served on the Portmeirion dishes, with one cracker each from Jenners. Mum didn’t do change, and she didn’t really like help in the kitchen, so the best Fiona might get to do was sprinkle hundreds and thousands on the trifle.


She found the corkscrew and twisted it deftly into the top of the bottle. ‘Birgit said you’ve got your itchies back.’ She raised an eyebrow at Daisy. ‘I hope you’ve not been scratching?’


‘I don’t like the cream,’ said Daisy. ‘It smells like sick.’


‘It doesn’t smell like sick. It doesn’t smell of anything. It’s fragrance-free.’ Fiona pulled out the cork and poured herself a large measure of wine. She should have let it breathe, but it had been a bitch of a day trying to get everything finished up before she had to leave and she needed it right now.


‘Can I have some wine?’ Daisy slipped momentarily off her seat to retrieve a fallen piece of paper from the floor.


Fiona smiled and found a sherry glass and tipped in a small amount, then raised her own to Daisy.


‘Chin chin.’


‘Chin chin,’ said Daisy with a big grin. She took a little sip and screwed up her face. ‘What’s chin chin?’


‘It’s like saying cheers.’ Fiona leaned back against the counter.


‘Cheers!’ said Daisy.


‘Bottoms up!’ said Fiona, laughing.


‘Bums up!’


‘No, not bums. Bottoms. Anyway, Grampa says slàinte. You’ll need to practise that. Slàinte.’


‘Slaaanj.’ Daisy pronounced the old Gaelic toast perfectly, even with her estuary English. Fiona smiled. Dad would be impressed. But then he adored her Daisy; her sunny, smart, uncomplicated girl.


Fiona took another sip. ‘Where’s Jamie?’ Sometimes it was almost easy to forget she had an older child. Her first. The baby with the shock of dark hair and captivating lopsided smile who had lengthened like a shadow into a twelve-year-old with sloping shoulders and downcast eyes.


Maybe it was typical for his age, but he seemed to have sunk more into himself these last few months, if that was possible. He’d started senior school in the autumn, but while his friends from primary had settled fine, he seemed to be taking an age to find his feet. And if he was like this now, what in God’s name would he be like as a teenager? She’d thought it might just be hormonal and had had a horribly stilted chat with him about the whole body hair, falling testicle issue a few weeks back. She could have asked Allan to do it, but that didn’t seem right, even though he had always been good with Jamie, a damn sight better than his real dad, whose contact now was limited to the odd phone call and three-yearly visits when he flew in first class from Chicago and took him out to dinner to talk loudly at him. Such an arse.


‘Jamie’s in his room,’ said Daisy brightly. She was his greatest fan and saw nothing beyond the fact that she adored him.


‘Well, you need to be in yours. I’ve got a hundred presents to wrap. Go on, off to bed.’


‘A hundred!’ Daisy’s eyes widened.


‘Thereabouts,’ said Fiona. ‘Now go. Scoot.’


It wasn’t until later, when the wrapping was done, that she tapped on Jamie’s door. He was sitting against his bed with a book spread across his legs. He’d come down briefly for something to eat but she had been seeing to Ben who had been woken by his nappy rash. Jamie had disappeared upstairs again the moment he had finished.


His room was surprisingly tidy, the floor clear of everything except his trainers and a discarded sweatshirt. His warlock figurines were set out neatly on his desk, an army of grotesques that Fiona loathed. She wished he would grow out of them. She didn’t want him turning into the kind of ‘Dungeons and Dragons’ geek she had come across at university with a spittle-laden laugh and desperate, clammy hands. On his bedside table he kept the tank that held his stick insect. He had called her the Stig, after Top Gear, even though she was female. Fiona didn’t care much for the stick insect. She wasn’t freaked by it, but there was something about a creature that existed only to conceal itself that unsettled her. The walls were bare apart from a poster of the Solar System that had come free in the Sunday Times and a height chart in the shape of a giraffe he had had since he was a toddler and seemed reluctant to take down, even though he must have been about nine the last time they had marked it.


‘You should get some sleep, Jamie. We’ve got a lot to get done tomorrow before the flight. Okay?’


He nodded at her and for a second she thought about asking him again if everything was okay. She didn’t, because every time she had recently, he’d said, ‘Yes, fine,’ like he was talking to a teacher.


She leaned her head against the door jamb. ‘Are you looking forward to going to Gran’s?’ It would be pretty dull for him – his other cousins were both girls and, together with Daisy, were liable to be cliquey.


He nodded again, but said nothing.


‘Well, night, darling,’ said Fiona.


‘Night, Mum.’ He offered her a wan smile.


She was in bed by 11.30 p.m. She left the light on in the en-suite and the door slightly ajar so Allan could see where he was going without having to turn the top light on. She’d assumed she would be asleep before he got back; she had counted on it, but at 11.50 p.m. she heard his key in the lock. She willed him to stay downstairs for a nightcap, to watch the late news. But after a few minutes she heard his footsteps on the stairs and then he was in the room.


She heard him piss, wash and gargle in the loo and then saw him emerge through half-shut eyes. The bed dipped as he got in and rolled towards her. She shut her eyes tight and steadied her breathing.


The hand landed on her hip and slid down and she felt her stomach sink. She jerked slightly, and murmured, hoping it would put him off, but she felt her nightie being lifted as he pressed himself into her.


Fuck.


His hand was on her breast now, searching for the nipple. She used to like that. She used to turn towards him, willing and aroused.


He was whispering, but she didn’t want to hear. She wanted to scream at him, but she didn’t; gave a little grunt instead, which he took for assent.


She felt him part her legs and go into her, and gritted her teeth. Tomorrow, she thought, poised to head for the bathroom when he was done and wash him off her, in Scotland, she wouldn’t have to do this. Two whole weeks when she wouldn’t have to do this.


The letters were so tiny, really. Small and not so very dark. But the words were huge: freak bent job wanker. Jamie couldn’t get them out of his mind, even though he had deleted them long ago. And there would be a fresh lot soon. Maybe even tonight. He looked across the room at his mobile phone on top of the bookcase by the door. The woman on the phone had said he could try leaving it lying about downstairs, see if his mum or Allan got nosy and picked it up, if he couldn’t bring himself to tell. But he knew his mum would go ape and call the school, or her law firm, or the police or something and it could only get worse. So much worse.


He looked down at his book. The note that Daisy had pushed under his door was still in his hand. ‘Night night jamie boy love your sister Daisy Anne Flemming.’ She always spelled it like lemming. She was only seven but she seemed to understand and she knew enough not to knock and not to pry. Not like his mum who barged straight in with her disappointed eyes and her endless questions.


He stood up and walked across the room. He could leave the phone here when he was up at Fortune House. Say he forgot it. He looked down at the screen. It was off. Definitely off. As blank as a sleeping eye. Dead. Off. He covered it with his book, just in case.


Deborah held her wrists under the cold tap, waiting for the blood to cool and take the fire from her face, neck and chest. She looked up into the mirror. It wasn’t a ladylike blush, a faint colouring high on the cheekbones. It was a full-on reddening, crimson and angry as if she were about to spontaneously combust. So unfair and far too soon. If it had just been the hot flushes she might have twigged earlier, but there was the nausea and the bone-numbing fatigue she sometimes felt, and then her gums had bled when she hadn’t even been brushing her teeth and she had panicked. Two of the mums at Katie’s school had recently been diagnosed with cancer: one ovarian, one breast. One of them, all she’d had was a stomach-ache that wouldn’t shift and a week later she was given six months to live. Deborah had wept for her and her soon-to-be-motherless girls, and a little for herself and her fears.


It had almost been a relief when the doctor had said perimenopause. It’s unusual in a woman your age, he added, but not unheard of. She was only thirty-eight, not even the eldest in the family, but already shrivelling up inside like a barren old hag.


She turned off the tap and dried her hands and arms on the hand towel. It was a mistake to have put such a large mirror over the sink. She caught sight of her belly, the curve of flesh extruding over the top of her high-leg pants. She had always been apple-shaped, even as a child. But after two children her tummy could pooch out like a full-blown pregnancy if she breathed out all the way. Just last year, buying a moisturiser in Debenhams in a gathered skirt, a make-up girl had asked her when she was due. Too mortified to correct her, she had made up a date. Except the girl wouldn’t let it drop. ‘You’re big for four months,’ she had said, turning to her colleague. ‘Isn’t she big for four months?’


Deborah took a last look in the mirror. So she looked pregnant, but would never be again. She breathed back in and slipped her nightie over her head.


Doug was propped up in bed behind a large hardback spy novel. He loved his spy novels although anyone less like a secret agent you would be hard pressed to find. For a start, he had riotously wavy hair and you never got curly spies, and while he did work for the government, it was in agriculture and fisheries and not as a covert operative. And he wore pyjamas: top and bottom and fastened all the way.


‘You’ve been an age.’ He smiled at her over the top of his book. ‘Are you coming to bed?’


‘In a minute.’ Deborah pulled the hairbrush through her hair and tipped a dollop of hand cream into her palms, rubbing it in vigorously, up as far as her elbows. She squeezed past the end of the bed to feel the radiator. It was cool to the touch but the room was too warm, so she parted the curtains and opened the window on to its first notch. The garden was dark, illuminated only as far as the front flowerbed by the weak yellow wash of light from the porch. Elsa had said she’d be back ‘after midnight’, which could mean anything. Deborah sighed. She wanted her elder to be rested and in good form for the family tomorrow, but she’d barely spent an evening in the house since the term had finished, and the zippy little car that waited, engine idling impatiently, beyond the beech hedge most evenings was driven by Matt, the boy of the moment. Although he wasn’t really a boy at all, and Deborah had seen the look in his eyes as Elsa had sauntered down the path: hungry and expectant.


She stepped back for an instant, knocking her ankle on the bedpost. There was no space in their room. Just enough for the bed, a fitted wardrobe and one chest of drawers, which was given over to Doug for all his belts and ties and sensible navy socks. It meant Deborah had to keep her smalls in a roll-away plastic tray under one of the wardrobe racks, which meant Doug sometimes got more than he bargained for if he switched on the light as she was bending over to get a bra and pants.


Now, if they had their extension she could have a dressing room, and there would be more space downstairs. But the quotes they’d got last month had been so much more than they had been expecting and there was no way they could do it unless Doug made Grade Eight. As with everything else in the civil service, however, it was taking an age for his application to go through. Deborah glanced over at him. He was starting to look sleepy, his eyes a little unfocused as he followed the words on the page. Nothing riled Doug. Not the fact that he might not get the promotion, not the fact that she was old before her time, not the fact that Elsa wasn’t home yet and she’d caught Katie typing ‘bare butt’ into Google on the downstairs computer.


She took a last look out of the window. The clouds were clearing and above the glow of the city she saw the distant blinking lights of a plane on final approach to Edinburgh Airport. Behind it, and fainter still, another set of lights.


‘I really wish we weren’t so near the flight path,’ she said, twitching the curtain shut.


‘Oh God, not this again.’ Doug closed his book and dropped it on to the floor. ‘What horrid affliction are we going to catch this month from a frozen lump of crap that falls from a 737?’


Deborah climbed across him and into the bed. ‘It’s not like I made it up. It was in the Mail, that woman in Windsor whose son got Nile River virus and they’d never been overseas. Ever. Plane droppings was the only plausible explanation.’


‘Plane droppings?’


‘You know what I mean.’ Deborah settled herself against him. ‘Just because it sounds implausible—’


‘Doesn’t mean it’s not going to happen!’ Doug clutched her arm in pretend dread. ‘Actually that might explain my sore tummy. It’s probably Nile River virus. Or ebola.’ He rubbed his lower gut. Feels more like ebola.’


‘You’ve got a sore tummy?’


‘Just a bit. Lower gut.’


‘I hope that fish wasn’t off.’ Deborah twisted to switch off the light. ‘Do you think the fish was off?’ That’s all she needed. The entire family struck down with diarrhoea and vomiting just in time for Dad’s big do.


Doug leaned across and kissed her in the dark. ‘Fish was fine,’ he said, with a smile in his voice. ‘Night night.’


‘It didn’t taste quite as fresh as I’d thought. It might have been off. Do you think it was off?’


‘It was fine,’ said Doug pointedly. ‘The sky will not fall. Love you. Night.’


‘Love you too.’ Deborah settled back against the pillows. She knew she wouldn’t sleep until she heard Elsa safely home. She glanced over at Doug in the new dark. He was facing away from her, his breathing slow and steady. She reached out a hand and laid it on the covers above his warm form and he grunted gently. She worried too much, she knew that, but of all the things she had cause to fret about, the love of Douglas Warrender had never been one of them. She patted the covers absently and hoped he was right about the fish. He was right about most things, was Doug, although he was wrong about the sky. Deborah knew that more than anyone. Sometimes it did fall.


‘So.’ Matt placed a cluster of drinks on the table and plonked himself down on the stool opposite Elsa. ‘Have you told your mum and dad yet?’


Elsa shot him a look. ‘No.’ She reached for one of the ciders and swallowed a mouthful. It was her third and, blessedly, starting to take effect.


‘They might notice, you know,’ said Matt. ‘That you’ve jacked it all in.’


‘I haven’t,’ said Elsa. ‘And I’m not jacking it in. Just taking time out.’


‘You told them about the exam, though?’


Elsa pulled a face. ‘Yes, but can we not talk about this tonight?’


Matt smiled. ‘Wait till they’re pissed at Hogmanay and dump it on them then.’


‘They don’t get pissed,’ said Elsa. ‘Dad’ll probably be okay, but Mum will throw a complete fucking wobbly.’ She sighed. It was all right for Matt. He was done and dusted; he graduated in the summer and was now taking a year to figure out what he wanted to do, which he could afford because his mother was something big in party planning, and obscenely wealthy. But Elsa had found her first term so utterly intense, and everyone else seemed to be coping with it. And then she’d failed jurisprudence, which was kind of crucial for a lawyer. But if she’d done the kind of studying she needed to, she’d have had no life at all. Absolutely none.


Matt’s mobile jangled suddenly on the tabletop and he glanced at the incoming text. ‘That’s the others. They’re going on to Jongleurs. Wanna move after this?’


Elsa nodded. ‘I’m just going out for a fag. You coming?’


Matt shook his head. ‘Bog,’ he said.


Elsa picked up her cider and made her way alone through the throng until she reached the door and joined the little group of smokers clustered around the entrance to the pub, sheltering from the thin smirr of rain under the eaves. She was trying to stop, or at least that is what she had told her mum and dad to avoid the lectures and the pained expressions. Edinburgh’s famous Lawnmarket was busy. A long queue of clubbers snaked along the pavement from the entrance to Blues, and, a little way further up the road, an elderly drunk pirouetted off the kerb and jigged his way across the road. Elsa could hear his singing in the distance, faint and warbled. She stamped her feet, feeling suddenly chilled. It wasn’t exactly cold, so she hadn’t slipped on her coat to come out, but she was only wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt.


Matt appeared after a few minutes and slipped his hand into her back jeans pocket for the cigarettes, his fingers lingering on her buttock.


‘You ready to go?’


She nodded and offered him her lighter and watched the flame illuminate his features.


He took a deep drag then leaned forward to kiss her. She tasted the smoke and the warm sourness of beer. He snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her in and she felt her cider splash down the leg of her jeans.


‘Matt.’ She started to laugh and tried to right herself, but he held her tight and steady and kept his mouth on hers. She felt a flash of embarrassment because people would be watching. But she adored him. And it was him who had put the idea of Quito in her head. A month at a project for street kids, then two travelling. He was already signed up and there were still spaces. And it was hard to argue with him when he looked at you through the dirty blond hair that flopped over his eyes.


‘Matt,’ she said again. He sank his mouth on to her neck and she felt the hard pinch of his teeth. She pressed into him and closed her eyes.


Vonnie laid her head back against the seat and watched the three elderly women at the table on the other side of the lounge car. They had followed her through from the sleeper carriages just as the train had pulled out of Euston and had seated themselves noisily near the bar, like hens settling in a coop. After much fuss and deliberation, and flirting with the young barman, they ordered cherry brandy all round.


It had made Vonnie smile. The only other person she’d ever known order a cherry brandy was her grandmother, Min. It had always seemed such a frivolous drink for someone so fierce. Min liked her brandy with a dash of lemonade, which, even as a child, Vonnie knew meant the tiniest of splashes. Sometimes the rich ruby colour would stain her lips, and even her teeth until she reminded Vonnie of the men she had seen in National Geographic, the ones who chewed on betel nut until it looked as though their gums were bleeding.


Vonnie reached forward for her own double vodka and sipped it. The only other person to emerge from the sleeping compartments was a man in his early forties, with a face that Min might have compared to a skelped arse: bright red and shiny, and a suit he had obviously worn for days, bagged around the knees and crotch. He had given Vonnie a cheesily hopeful smile that she had not returned.


The man sat down two rows in front of her but positioned himself so that he was in her line of sight. When his phone rang, and it had rung maybe three times since they left London, it played the theme tune from Hawaii Five-O. She thought about phoning Mike and talking dirty, just to make a point, but it was only 4 p.m. in Vancouver and he would be working and a little taken aback.


The women had finished their brandy and had moved on to gin and bitter lemon. Vonnie wondered if they were sisters. There was some physical resemblance between them, but that might just have been their age and mode of dress.


The loudest, a large woman with thin, blonded hair, had shrugged off her cardigan to reveal a polyester sleeveless top which bared her arms and their pendulous ‘bingo-wings’. Vonnie watched in fascination as the woman gestured to her companions as she talked, and the flesh between her shoulder and elbow swung and trembled. Not that she blamed her for taking off a layer. It was so warm; had been ever since she arrived. Everyone was saying how un-Christmassy it made them feel. Even the old university friend with whom she had broken her journey in London had been obsessing about the temperature. She’d dragged Vonnie out to the small patch of garden behind her Crouch End semi to point out a still flowering summer clematis, clinging stubbornly to the stump of a dead apple tree. ‘A clematis in December!’ she had said accusingly, as if Vonnie herself had forced it to bloom. ‘It’s not right.’


Even if they weren’t related, the women knew each other well, the conversation slipping easily between them.


‘Do you get the radio on the train?’ said the largest, to no one in particular. ‘I like the radio, me.’


‘Don’t know,’ said her friend. ‘You maybe do.’


‘First thing in the morning. Radio.’


‘Aye.’


‘News though. Can’t be doing with music in the morning. News.’


The third put down her drink and gazed out of the window. ‘Mostly bad, though, isn’t it? News.’


‘Bad. Aye. That’s the news for you.’


‘Is this Peterborough yet?’ asked the smallest of the three.


‘Peterborough? We’re no’ even in Watford, hen. Peterborough!’ All three laughed and then fell quiet.


‘I like toast,’ said the largest finally, nodding to herself. ‘Toast in the mornings. Radio. Then toast.’


Vonnie turned and looked out of the window to hide her smile and caught the glint of her new earrings. She felt the familiar rush of sick pleasure. They were gold and shaped like small olive branches and had cost £350, added to the credit card that was not yet maxed out. Her friend had egged her on, but she hadn’t needed much persuading. A present to herself after she’d bought the cufflinks for Dad. Anyway, Dad was always extra generous at Christmas, and probably more so this year, what with her coming home, and the golden handshake he was bound to be getting. ‘How are you for cash?’ he would ask, when Mum was out of the way; and Vonnie wouldn’t need to reply. Some to be getting on with, and then the fat book of American Express traveller’s cheques to take back with her. Dad would see her right. He always did. This year, in particular, she was counting on it.


An hour passed, and eventually the elderly women raised themselves from their table and smiled at her before following each other, a little unsteadily, out of the lounge car. Vonnie glanced across at Hawaii Five-O. He had fallen asleep against the window with his mouth open and his phone had gone quiet. The bar was shut but she had the half-bottle of vodka from Duty Free in her case. She scooped up the paper she hadn’t read and the dregs of her drink and headed for the cabin.


She slept fitfully, even though she had forked out extra for a single-berth cabin. She woke when the train pulled into Carlisle and then again when it stopped at Carstairs Junction for the Glasgow section to be decoupled and set on the track to the west. She had raised the blind and seen the giant structure of the state hospital on the hill, with its spotlights and razor wire, and had shuddered at memories of a breakout and an axe killing and blood on the road on the TV news.


She must have slept for only half an hour more but her dreams were unkind: betel nuts and shiny earrings and madmen with red staining their teeth.


The steward woke her just before 7 a.m. with a small metal pot of weak tea and two bourbon biscuits wrapped in plastic. She sat on the edge of her bunk and watched out of the window as the train slipped into the great grey city. Between Haymarket Station and Waverley it slid into a long tunnel, emerging suddenly at the foot of the castle rock. Vonnie felt a rush of excitement. The trees in the gardens danced in the easterly gale, illuminated by the orange of the Princes Street lights. The Christmas decorations were up, and high on the top of the Balmoral Hotel someone had fixed a giant, sparkling star.


She rummaged in her bag and found the vodka again, tipped a measure into her mouth and, smiling, raised the bottle to the city. A toast to celebrate her arrival. And one more little sip. For old times’ sake, and just for the hell of it.
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‘It’s just been an utter nightmare since they put these tram lines in.’ Caroline eased the gearstick into neutral and sat back, tapping her fingers against the wheel. It wasn’t even 8 a.m. but already the traffic on the North Bridge had ground to a halt, a long queue of cars and buses stretching over the rise towards the Royal Mile.


The sun was up, illuminating the tops of the high grey buildings. Vonnie watched the Christmas lights draped around the porch of the Carlton Hotel blink frantically on and off. She was pleased to be here but she would have been better pleased to be moving.


‘It can be up to forty minutes at rush hour to clear this lot,’ said Caroline. She turned and reached out a hand and touched Vonnie’s cheek. ‘It’s lovely to see you. And I do like your hair that way. You look tired, though.’


‘I didn’t sleep much last night.’


‘No, you look tired.’ Caroline shifted into gear and the car crawled forward a few feet. ‘Are you taking care of yourself?’


Which is, thought Vonnie, Mum-speak for, ‘You look crap; how much are you drinking?’


She changed the subject. ‘When are Fiona and Debs arriving?’


The traffic had started moving again and Caroline’s eyes were back on the road. ‘Deborah’s picking up a couple of things for me in town this morning and they’ll all be down for lunch. Fiona’s flight gets in about teatime.’ She paused as the traffic slowed to another stop, and pulled on the handbrake. ‘Did you not get a chance to see her when you were in London?’


‘I didn’t really have time. I only got about a day and a half as it was.’


‘That’s a pity,’ said Caroline. ‘You could all have come up together.’


‘Mmm,’ said Vonnie. She leaned back against the seat and stretched.


‘And how’s Michael?’


‘He’s fine.’


‘It’s a real shame he couldn’t come over with you.’


Vonnie felt the first prickle of irritation. You look tired. It’s a pity you didn’t see Fiona. It’s a shame you didn’t bring Mike. What next?


‘He’s got his thesis due in February, Mum. He couldn’t take the time.’


‘Well, maybe next year,’ said Caroline. ‘Does he know what he’s going to do when he gets his PhD?’


‘He’s had a couple of offers already. From his department, and McGill University in Quebec, and University College, London.’


‘So you might be moving back?’ Caroline glanced quickly across at her, and Vonnie almost laughed out loud. Less than twenty minutes and she had managed to find her trigger.


‘I don’t know. Probably not.’ She sighed. The last five years had been so beautifully uncomplicated, no pressure on them to make any decisions. But then Mike had to go and finish the course he had spent almost a decade studying and all of a sudden nothing was for certain. She loved Vancouver; everything about their life there, but mostly the fact that it was easy. And she was enjoying her course. She’d even become something of a minor celebrity after the anthrax outbreak at Chilliwack last year. Channel 9 had been looking for a soil scientist to interview and the department had put her up because she was way more photogenic than many of her colleagues, for whom the word boffin might have been crafted. She’d been asked back since to do a semi-regular science spot for kids, which was kind of fun.


‘It would be lovely if you moved back,’ said Caroline, and must have realised that she had touched a raw nerve because she added, ‘Work going okay?’ a little more brightly than she ought to.


‘Yeah, it’s great,’ said Vonnie. ‘They don’t pay me enough, though.’


They both fell quiet. The traffic had eased and they were now zipping down Newington Road towards the south. Vonnie stared out of the window and found herself counting Christmas trees in windows, the way she had done as a girl. She got to seventeen before Caroline spoke again.


‘I’ll need to warn you about Min.’


Vonnie burst out laughing. ‘It’s a bit late, Mum. You should have warned me about her when I was four.’


Caroline frowned. ‘Vonnie, that’s not funny. She had a bit of an episode.’


‘An episode? Is she okay?’


‘She’s fine. She got a little disorientated last night when we were out, a bit confused.’


‘She didn’t wander off or anything, did she? Has she done it before?’


‘No, no, no. She was pretty upset when we got home but she seems to have forgotten about it today. I think she lost Hector in the garden, and she couldn’t find him, from what I can gather.’


‘Is he still going?’ said Vonnie. ‘Jesus, he really is the Dog That Wouldn’t Die. Is she okay, though?’


‘She’s fine,’ repeated Caroline. ‘It’s only to be expected at eighty-eight. She’s had a couple of these episodes. Just minor. The doctor said they might be mini strokes. He’s not sure, but you need to go easy on her.’


‘Go easy on her?’


‘You know what I mean,’ said Caroline. ‘Don’t wind her up.’


‘Mum, she winds herself up,’ said Vonnie. ‘Have you given her a pep talk yet about terrorising her great-grandkids?’


‘Vonnie.’


‘Didn’t Dad tell me that she taught Deb’s Katie to say, “Fuck this for a game of soldiers”?’


‘Vonnie!’ Caroline tried and failed to sound cross.


‘Okay, okay.’ Vonnie laughed. ‘I’ll go easy on her.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, how’s Dad? How did his last week go?’


‘It was good. Your father had a nice time. He had lunch with the Deputy First Minister.’


Whoopee, thought Vonnie. The Deputy First Minister.


‘Is he all right about it all?’


‘About lunch with the Deputy First Minister?’


‘No. About leaving.’


‘He’s fine,’ said Caroline unconvincingly. ‘He’s had a good run and he’s really done a marvellous job. And he’s got his book to do and he’s been talking to the New Statesman about a column, so that’s all good.’


Vonnie shifted round as far as the seat-belt would allow and tucked one leg under her. ‘But it’s kind of weird they let him go with the vote coming up, isn’t it?’


‘They didn’t let him go, Vonnie. He’s retiring.’


‘But he wanted to stay, didn’t he? Come on, Dad lives for elections, he’s the original political whore. Why couldn’t he have gone in the summer once it was over?’


She saw her mum’s fingers blanch white on the wheel and felt a stab of irritation. She couldn’t abide the middle-class gloss that Caroline applied to situations. Lunch with the Deputy First Minister. As if that might compensate for a career ended too soon. And at such a time, too. Vonnie felt very removed from the vote and all the fuss that surrounded it, even though it had filtered through to the Canadian media. But for her dad, this must be as big as it was ever likely to get.


Caroline didn’t add anything so Vonnie said, ‘Well, either way it’s their loss,’ and turned back round to stare out of the window again. They had reached the eastern edge of the city and her first view of the Firth of Forth. It was only since she‘d left home that this view excited her. Before, it always meant something was over: a cinema trip, a date, a holiday away. The firth was grey and choppy, where the estuary widened like a roaring mouth out into the sea, and the converging waters pushed up ranks of small, sturdy waves. White horses, her dad used to call them; if you caught one, you could ride it all the way to Norway.


‘Have you decided how you’re going to vote?’ She glanced back over at Caroline who shook her head.


‘I honestly don’t know yet.’


They were going against the flow of traffic now, probably Christmas shoppers heading for Fort Kinnaird. The large white mass of the Cockenzie Power Station with its towering twin chimneys hove into view on the water’s edge.


‘Do you think they will, though?’


‘Will what?’
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