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To mum and dad, for that song. 
And to Mari, for listening.






PROLOGUE


Please. Don’t.


Even now the words lingered; static, utterly unchanged. The passing months had done nothing to them, like those old mines dredged up from the seabed, somehow still capable of blowing up a boat and all humans within.


Please. Don’t.


Depending on the day, different details would come to the fore; the slight slur that blurred the edges of those words, the tiny balls of saliva on dry lips, the desperation in those eyes. Clouds of breath swirling in slow motion between them, lashes clogged with tears that were still warm when they were wiped away, afterwards.


Please. Don’t.


There were numerous moments when the space between one inhale and the next would stretch on and on, threaten an ending. The sound of that laboured breath threw up images of chain smokers, lungs painted with thick black tar. But that wasn’t the case here. Even at the end those lungs were healthy; pink and moist and filled with crisp mountain air that held the scent of the pine needles in that light-dappled forest.


That’s the kind of place most people would choose to die, isn’t it?


Given the choice.






CHAPTER 1


Present day


The courtroom was lit by tube lights hanging on chains, dead flies crisping inside the plastic cover. A miserable way to go, that. Andy Campbell’s paramedic pals would have laughed if he’d said that, asked him if there was a good way. Plenty, he’d say, then happily roll out his theory about death and dying, tell whoever was listening there were only four ways to die.


Suddenly, unexpectedly, peacefully or after an illness – short or long, delete as applicable. Folk would often suggest ‘surrounded by family and friends’, but Andy would argue that was the context of the death as opposed to an actual way of dying.


All you had to do was read the obituaries section of the papers and you’d realise he was speaking the truth. The only way anyone in their right mind would chose to go was peacefully, but that was the one that rarely happened.


He’d first learned that lesson at home, age nine. All it took was a warm bath and a back turned. One minute he was a helpful big brother and the next there were blue lights and his baby sister silent in a hospital bed; a machine breathing for her. When death came the blame was unspoken but impossible to ignore. From then on he’d vowed to do all he could to sustain life, and as a paramedic Andy spent his days doing just that; battling against disease, accidents and killings, intended or otherwise.


Within those groups there were thousands of variations but every single death shared the same common denominator: failure of the human body or of the human mind. Andy used to be totally sure on that one, so keen to avoid condemnation. And now?


No comment.


The first time Andy attended court he’d been surprised how familiar it felt, like walking on to a TV set. The petty offenders were huddled near the main door, relaxed, eyeing the pub across the road and nipping across for a sly half-pint if time allowed it. They’d be smoking and spitting and wearing tracksuits and not giving a shit if you excused yourself and said you needed to get past. Grey skin, eyes in pits. They’re the regulars, the folk who break into your shed when you’re on holiday, the ones who get lifted for throwing abuse and bottles at paramedics. 


But he hadn’t been prepared for the silence on the inside.


Court, in general, was a muted tragedy.


Whole worlds were changing and not a word could be said, not a voice raised. Andy had witnessed wee grannies mouth off at librarians when their reserved book wasn’t available and tourists lose the head with airline staff when their carry-on bag was deemed too big for the overhead locker. Folk regularly shouted at delivery drivers, receptionists, customers who pushed in ahead of them in a queue. And the worst part? Usually the person in a rage would have lost very little, if anything. Maybe some time, maybe a few quid, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed, repaired, replaced, earned again, forgotten about by teatime. They were all things that left no scars.


Yet here, now, in the courtroom, everyone managed to maintain and respect a call for silence despite the fact someone who was loved had died – and someone else had made that happen. It was like being underwater, watching a film on mute.


Voices would come but only when their name was called, then ticked off a list, and only when they were answering questions put to them by someone else. It was absurd, insulting.


How could Andy’s grief possibly be contained?


Shouting was honest. Hating was honest. But these were things that could not be measured and labelled and put in a file and they were not welcome in this room.


Little by little he’d learned it was a place for silence or for words that were carefully chosen and euphemised, rough stones rubbed by lawyers and journalists until they were transformed into smooth, round pebbles that fitted neatly in your palm and no longer scratched.


He dropped his head and stared again at his own hands, was glad they couldn’t talk.


Journalists could, though, and did, too loudly.


As if on cue, he heard swirling whispers from the press bench as the last few reporters squeezed into place, thigh to thigh, elbow to elbow. There must have been a dozen of them, hunched over notepads, clicking pens, flicking pages, knowing today was one of those days they’d give readers what they wanted: a verdict.


The judge strode up to the bench, tugging his black gown on to his shoulder. He glanced at the public gallery then sat down and signalled for the lawyers to do their bit: turn actions into words, blame into a decision, an ordinary human into a killer.






CHAPTER 2


Six months earlier 


Betty didn’t discriminate. It didn’t matter what age they were or where they’d travelled before she encountered them. She enjoyed inventing their histories, creating vivid images in her mind of the many fingers that had touched the lucky pennies before she had. When she wasn’t cleaning other people’s dirty houses she spent her time among those imagined lives, giving names and shapes and purposes to people she’d never meet but with whom she felt a palpable connection. Here she was, Betty Stevenson in Portobello, linked by the glorious frivolities of life to bearded businessmen in Perth and tubby little boys in Nethy Bridge and an eccentric granny in Kirkcudbright and maybe the ginger woman who worked in the butcher’s just down the road and who had a terrible stutter and took twenty seconds to say the word ‘mince’. Here she was, holding a moment of all those other lives in the palm of her hand, closing her fingers around history; human tattoos pressed into copper.


But the joy wasn’t in the keeping.


Betty bent down next to a street lamp on Portobello Promenade, pretended she was retying the lace of her shoe. Then, quietly, she placed the one-pence piece, Queen side up, on the ground.


She glanced over her shoulder, conjuring up the image of her wee brother hunched down beside her, eyes crusted with sleep from his nap, his fast, hot breath reeking of strawberry sweeties as he watched his big sister at work. Back then he’d take her hand when they walked and her word when she spoke. It was Betty who’d told him coins had heartbeats, made him sit in silence with a penny held tightly between two fingers until he could feel the unmistakable rhythm of a pulse. He’d believed it for years, only stopped when the big boys from the flats heard about it and made him chew so hard on a penny that his teeth broke.


Betty had blamed herself. 


But she’d never lost her faith in the coins.


There were few things more gratifying in Betty’s life than witnessing the pure delight of a Finder when they took a moment out of their busy lives to pick up a lucky penny from a spot on the ground that she’d chosen, with precision. They’d be lost in the automatic motions of their commute to work or their walk home or their lunchtime jog and a chance glance would lead their eyes to a tiny circle of copper on the ground. The coin itself was familiar but when they encountered one in an unfamiliar place their routine would stutter and stall and for a moment it would stop altogether. Suddenly they’d act like a child again; do something which made no real sense and which had no logic and which offered no financial gain of any significance. All it offered was luck, put in place by Betty.


On average her pennies would be spotted and retrieved within forty minutes. Usually within that time she’d observe a Hesitator, somebody who saw the coin but decided not to touch it, either because they were in a rush or because their mother or son was pulling their hand or because they were ashamed or embarrassed at the thought of taking lost money from the street. Betty used to think that the only people who’d pause and pick up lucky coins were people who believed in magic but after detailed observation she realised it wasn’t the only factor. The key element was not belief in magic itself, but the willingness to expose and act upon that belief in a public place. She’d witnessed it countless times, that moment of conflict; someone who actively chose head over heart, logic over luck.


It was agonising to watch.


At least, that’s what she’d tell people if she ever openly talked about it. But if you asked Betty why she’d returned to the habit of her youth she’d dismiss its importance, tell you it was just her way of spreading goodness in the world; then reel off a range of clichéd phrases that she’d heard elsewhere and hoped applied to her, like Every Little Helps and It’s The Giving That Counts. But if you scratched beneath the surface you’d discover that Betty didn’t believe in any of those ideas at all; what you’d see was Betty, collecting and distributing lucky pennies day after day in the hope her hands would start to smell of copper instead of blood.


The coin she’d placed on Portobello Promenade that Monday morning was immaculate despite being minted in 1988. She’d found it in the grounds of a castle, along the coast from Edinburgh. There was a fountain there with a sculpture that was supposed to be a swan but it wasn’t nearly graceful enough – more like a goose than its royal cousin. The bird’s mouth was wide open but instead of a tongue there was a tube from which water perpetually trickled. Betty had felt nauseous looking at it, imagining the pipe being forced into the bird’s throat, filling it, leaving it forever rasping or mute. From time to time a drip had escaped the slimy mouth of the pipe then trickled down the smooth white neck of the bird, following a faint red line that Betty knew was caused by iron deposits in the water but that reminded her of smooth human skin sliced open so neatly that she could see the line she’d need to follow to sew it back together.


Betty was still thinking about that wound and that blood when she noticed another scar: the delicate crack that split the concrete surface of Portobello Promenade, exactly in the spot where she’d placed the penny, a few moments before it was picked up by Stef Campbell.


Of all people, of all days.


It couldn’t be a coincidence.


Betty had been cleaning Stef’s house every Tuesday and Friday morning for four months but she’d never seen her in this context before; on a dull Monday morning, with a red running jacket and colour in her cheeks and her hair hanging loose, hiding those little silver stud earrings that she never seemed to remove. Stef had been jogging quite fast but had a funny run, as if one of her shoes didn’t quite fit. If she were still at school Stef would have been teased about a run like that, and probably not picked for teams. Something else they had in common. Stef had run right past Betty then taken a few more steps and stopped dead, stared out to sea or maybe the big sky above it. Today both were slate grey, held the threat of a summer storm so severe the newsreader had apologised before he read the warning. The last week of June would be wet and windy, unseasonably wild.


Betty stared at Stef as she sat on the sea wall and took off her shoe, massaging her foot with her fingers. Her hands were exactly one ruler length from the lucky penny.


Betty knew because she always carried a ruler in her bag in case she encountered a coin in a hard-to-reach location. Sometimes she’d kneel down and scour the ground beneath vending machines, cheeks warmed by the illuminated advert on the front.


But the penny next to Stef’s hand was in clear sight.


Betty willed her to see it, take it, feel the luck it held.


And then it happened. Stef finished tying her laces, then reached for the penny. Betty was mesmerised and reminded of that game at the amusements, a clunking metal hand grasping at garish soft toys piled up inside a glass case. But once the coin was in her hands Stef rubbed it clean with her sleeve then dropped it onto her palm and admired it. Betty lit up, wondered if the glow she felt could be seen.


But her world blackened just as fast when she remembered that crack on the promenade, so obvious to her now that she couldn’t believe she’d missed it when she placed the penny on the ground. Everybody knew that cracks in pavements brought bad luck, not good. She tried to stay calm, tried convincing herself that the coin would cancel out the badness.


But will it, Betty? Will it?


Tears fizzed at the backs of her eyes as she got up from the bench where she’d been sitting, her gaze flitting between the crack on the ground and the red running jacket of Stef Campbell as she walked away, holding that penny in her hand. A hunch hardened into knowledge, became a red-hot stone burning in Betty’s belly. 


No good would come from this.






CHAPTER 3


If Andy Campbell’s life had a soundtrack, it would consist of one single sound.


Sirens.


The siren that accompanied him most faithfully was the one he switched on himself every working day, whenever he was driving the ambulance. Then the police would turn up with theirs and if it was a car crash or a crushing, the arseholes from the fire brigade would roar up as well, always the latest and loudest of the lot.


Usually it was only trainee paramedics who got excited about sirens but Andy loved them because they left no room for anything else, could not be misinterpreted or ignored. He could lose himself in the whoop and wail, the endless urgency. When they went abroad on holiday he’d listen for the foreign ones then point out the differences to Stef, who clearly didn’t care despite the fact she’d worked as a paramedic for even longer than him.


But Andy’s ear was tuned perfectly to their frequency. He could guess how far away they were, just by the sound, would know immediately what direction they were travelling in; if they were headed over there, or on their way to here.


Right here, now.


He lay for a few seconds, listening, before he opened his eyes. He wished he’d woken up facing the wall and the window but not this – the cold, undented sheet on Stef’s side of the bed. Nausea bubbled in him, a blend of too much whisky and of something else he couldn’t bear to look at; the very thing he’d drunk to forget.


He rolled over and pulled the duvet tighter. At the station they’d often make up silly mantras that matched the rhythm of the siren, all of them vying for the biggest laugh. But today he just heard that same phrase on repeat; a prayer, a desperate plea, the same wish made three times. Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop.


It was strange how quickly the familiar could become a threat.


He held his breath; kept holding it even when his chest started to hurt, one man battling against the will of his own body to stay alive. But the siren was upon him, a squealing heartbeat that swallowed the sound of everything else.


There was no comfort in it now, nothing that soothed.


He pulled the covers over his head and pushed hard against his ears, as if that would change anything. Tears came despite his best efforts. He hated the heat and the tickle of fabric on his skin; the nerve of it, of him. For a few minutes his whole world was a tight chest and screeching sirens and breeching tears and a thundering pulse, all wrapped up in the softness of a duvet that still smelled of Stef. But that would disappear in the wash, wouldn’t it? And soon enough her body would rot, would be unrecognisable even to him.


Just then, the ambulance turned.


Andy noticed the subtle shift in the rhythm of the siren as it moved away from their street, headed towards somebody else’s changing life. Still he held his body firm, resisted relaxation until the world around him became birdsong and the gentle drumming of raindrops on the window and the whisper of radiators switched on to numb the chill of a fierce summer storm.


He shoved the duvet away from his face and gulped in the thick, sleep-infused air of their bedroom; let his body return to whatever normal was now. Only then did he reach for his mobile phone.


No calls, no messages.


Something twitched in his chest but he wasn’t sure if it was disappointment or relief. Either way, he knew there could be no good news; there was no way, now, to undo what they’d done. Even if they never spoke again he and Stef’s sister Alyson would be forever united by this. And haunted by it.


Andy forced his feet on to the floor, walked over to the window and stared out at the orange traffic cones on the cobbled street, the rain-shiny cars that lined both sides of it, boot to bonnet. In June the sun rose at five but they were all lazy bastards on this road.


Still, they’d wake up soon enough if a siren came back this way, hiccupped to a stop outside the paramedics’ house, of all places. He could picture them all, disguising gossip as concern, whispering as they swapped stories and theories in the bakery queue. His belly burned at the thought of it; their nodding heads and widening eyes and flickering tongues, every one of them greedy for gory details that they’d gobble up faster than a greasy sausage roll.


He checked his watch, wondered if Alyson was awake; how she was feeling.


This time tomorrow she’d be driving north to carry out the next part of their plan.


Once she got there she’d ‘find’ Stef, call Andy and then inform the police. Simple. Later, when blue lights came, they’d stick to the story they’d spent so many months crafting.


And they’d stick together.


If it all went smoothly they’d both be home by bedtime. But Alyson would be a sibling pruned into an only child, long before the cutting season. And what about him?


She’d convinced him this was the only way and he’d allowed it; watched those smooth, nimble hands smother his principles. He’d even started to believe it was for the best – but who for? He closed his eyes and thought of that last moment together, in the kitchen; the feel of Stef’s heartbeat through the tips of his fingers. The ending seemed so completely impossible, even then; even when he squeezed her hand one last time then let her go, turned his back on that life. He and Alyson hadn’t spoken since and he knew she’d offer no comfort at all. Guilt is one of those things that doesn’t get any lighter when it’s shared.






CHAPTER 4


Stef Campbell’s doorbell was made of polished brass and when Betty lifted her finger off the button she saw a tiny trace of herself there, a smudge on the sheen that she’d remove again later with a clean yellow duster and a keen eye. When they’d given her a key of her own, Betty’s skin had heated up on the inside and she’d handed it back with trembling fingers, insisting it wasn’t necessary. If they were home, she’d ring the bell. If they were out, she could retrieve the spare set from their hiding place round the back, same way all their other visitors did. She told Stef it was ‘easier’ that way but what she meant was ‘safer’. She knew only too well what could happen if keys got into the wrong hands.


Stef had laughed when she said that.


A key is trust, made solid, she replied, and Betty had never felt so loved; started dusting skirting boards so Stef wouldn’t notice her eyes were wet.


But she’d still refused to take the key.


Betty stepped back when she sensed movement inside, the clump of footsteps near the door, a chain being unhooked then, finally, the rattle of the lock.


Anticipation made her body tingle, same way it did every single time she laid a coin on the ground. It was her mum who’d encouraged the habit, perhaps by accident, that day she told Betty she’d have to pick up all the lucky pennies in the world before they did any good for a child as cursed as she was. Betty had been sent to the shops to buy crisps and had spotted a one-pence piece on the way home, bright as gold in the middle of the zebra crossing. She’d stopped and looked and listened and then hunched down to pick it up, knew right away it was lucky. But when she’d shown it to her mum she’d accused her of stealing it from the change, then pressed it so tightly into Betty’s palm that the Queen’s face left a mark on her skin. When Betty tugged her hand away her mum said she should learn from it, that the pain she felt now was her own stupid fault.


Your fault.


She’d made the ‘cursed’ comment after that and Betty’s wee brother had laughed, said their mum was dead right even though he usually said she was a daft cow. For years after that Betty had picked up every lost penny she saw, took her share of the luck then dropped the coin to spread it.


Those were the moments Betty treasured; seeing joy and knowing she’d caused it.


And the same thing happened every time she came to the house to clean. Stef would open the door with a grin that Betty would gladly take and match with one of her own, safe in the knowledge that somebody on earth was happy to see her. She crossed her fingers and hoped the same thing would happen now, in spite of that coin; that crack. 


But when Stef’s husband Andy opened the door, Betty’s heart snapped shut. There was no smile, just eyes that were red and hair that was unwashed and faded pyjamas instead of his work clothes. She blushed, felt like she’d barged in on him peeing. Then he gave her That Look, the one that he usually reserved for Stef when she was doing something he didn’t approve of; like going outside to paint on days of driving rain and bitter wind that soaked through skin as if it were made of paper then crept into the soft part of bones.


You’ll catch your death, he’d say, but she’d ignore him and go outside anyway.


Stef was a woman who knew her own mind and listened to it. But maybe Andy wished she’d listen to him instead.


Whatever That Look meant, it filled the gap in the door.


Not fully open, not fully closed.


‘I wasn’t expecting you.’ Andy glanced at his pyjamas then flashed Betty the kind of grin people forced for photos at weddings. ‘I thought Stef had called to cancel.’


‘Oh.’


‘You didn’t get her message?’


Betty pulled out her mobile, feeling like she’d done something wrong. She held its black screen towards Andy. ‘It’s been switched off,’ she said, holding her finger on the switch that brought it to life with a merry beep. ‘I’ve been having some problems with . . . nuisance calls.’ She didn’t say from who and was relieved he didn’t ask. In fact Andy didn’t react at all, just blinked a few times then turned, as if he was going back inside.


‘The thing is, Stef’s . . . out.’ Betty followed Andy’s gaze into the hall to double-check Stef wasn’t there, canvas bag slung over her shoulder, waving to them as she returned from an early-morning painting session at the far end of their garden. Sometimes Betty would take her a cup of tea, balance the mug on the stump of a dead tree then wave away the thanks as if it were nothing, as if didn’t fill her completely.


‘Is she painting?’


Andy’s eyes flicked to her. ‘Aye. Some kind of art retreat.’


‘Oh, she’ll enjoy that,’ said Betty, proud of herself for managing to put Stef’s happiness before her own, even if it only lasted for a few seconds. But disappointment came all the same along with a twinge of offence that Stef hadn’t thought to mention it to her when she was there last Friday. But perhaps it hadn’t been planned. Maybe that was the stroke of luck Betty’s penny had brought to Stef – a last-minute opportunity to attend an art retreat.


Pride swelled in her again. Sometimes she felt like a theatre director, pulling strings behind the scenes; strings that the actors didn’t even know were there. But from time to time she wished she could be on the stage as well. Or at least clean it.


‘I’ll give the place a quick once-over since I’m here,’ said Betty, then stepped forward. ‘No point in wasting the bus journey, is there? And anyway, if Stef’s not here I’m sure you could do with a wee helping hand.’


She forced out her best smile and Andy took such a deep breath that his shoulders almost touched his ears. He opened his mouth a few times as if he wanted to speak but couldn’t, same way Betty’s mum used to do after a bender, tongue stumbling over words.


‘Honestly, I . . . I’d rather you . . . didn’t.’


‘It’s no bother at all, Mr Campbell. Don’t you worry.’ Betty climbed the steps before he had time to say anything else and, after a few moments’ hesitation, Andy stepped aside and let her through. She headed towards the kitchen that always smelled of coffee and somehow seemed to get the sun all day long. One wall was dominated by a blue Aga and next to it, a wooden sideboard loaded with piles of mail and glossy outdoor magazines with images of campervans on the front. The wall above it featured a world map dotted with coloured pins to mark all the places Stef and Andy had travelled to and next to them were dusty photos with curled corners showing them in lots of different locations. No matter where they were, they were smiling.


Betty only had one picture of Stef and she didn’t really look like herself in it. Her skin was pale and her expression reminded Betty of the grumpy face her mum used to make when they got home hungry from school and tried to shake her awake. Betty treasured it anyway.


The cleaning gear was in the garage. Betty held her breath to squeeze past the blue Volvo estate parked by the storage cupboard. The car was decades old with rust around the wheel trims and cracked leather seats and Stef’s name on a leather tag attached to the keys that were hanging on a hook by the door. She turned with a start when Andy appeared in the doorway. He was pinching his nose, as if he could smell something Betty could not. She inhaled discreetly, wondering if the stink came from her.


‘You really don’t need to stay,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay you for coming – and call you a taxi to get home quicker.’


‘I’ll finish what I’ve started,’ said Betty, dry mop in one hand, empty bucket in the other as she walked towards him. He didn’t budge.


When she came to clean on Tuesday and Friday mornings Andy’s car would be in the driveway, ready for his imminent drive to work, and Stef’s Volvo would be in the garage. That’s why she took the bus to theirs. Finding a parking space nearby was time-consuming and expensive and anyway, if she brought her own car she’d miss out on the lift home with Stef after her shift; the chance to sit near her in that Volvo.


Conversation always flowed, felt easy.


But on the rare occasions she was alone with Andy her tongue would go dry and words would stick to it then come out all wrong. Sometimes she’d rehearse lines in her head before she spoke them out loud and if a question was involved she’d imagine Andy’s answer and, depending on that, would change her mind about asking in the first place. Even though it was Andy who’d organised the interview then offered her the cleaning job, she often had the sensation that he’d like to pick her off his life and flick her away.


But still she tried.


‘So when did Stef go gallivanting?’


Betty chose the word ‘gallivanting’ on purpose, hoped it would lighten the mood, prove she was just making conversation as opposed to being nosy or accusing or worried or all three. Andy whipped his eyes back to where she stood, then let her through.


‘Yesterday evening.’


‘Somewhere nice?’


‘Somewhere . . . remote. No phone signal, that kind of thing. Her studio organised it,’ he said, then shrugged as if to say you know Stef and Betty felt blessed, and the need to respond.


‘Explains why she didn’t take the banger,’ said Betty, expecting Andy to smile when she used his nickname for Stef’s car, same way parents laugh when children copy adult phrases. When he didn’t respond at all Betty wondered if she’d annoyed him, overstepped the mark.


She started to speak then changed her mind, turned words into a cough.


‘Sorry, did you say something?’


Betty flushed. That phrase was too familiar.


‘Nothing important,’ said Betty, desperate to make her voice sound carefree. ‘Stef’s car’s here so I just asked how she got to the retreat.’


‘Richard.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Richard took her.’


‘That’s her teacher, isn’t it? The one with all those mad ideas?’


Andy didn’t seem to register her question. Betty wanted to ask again but didn’t want him to think she was prying. She didn’t want to give too much away, make him suspicious. To Andy she was just the cleaner, wasn’t she? She swept and mopped and scrubbed and hoovered and polished and took two sugars in her tea and was paid in cash and smoked a cigarette with her first coffee of the day just so Stef would remind her every cigarette shaved twelve minutes off her life and, with those words, prove she cared. Andy didn’t know what had really happened between her and Stef; but Betty knew that was why Fate had brought her here.


Andy had put an advert on the Portobello Pals Facebook page four months ago, in February, and Betty was one of a few locals who’d applied for the job. But it wasn’t until Andy called and gave her the address that Betty realised where life was leading her.


She’d been to Stef’s house two or three times before that, on the days she followed her home from the ambulance station. But back then she’d only seen it from the outside; sandstone walls and a bright yellow door and windows that she wanted to be on the other side of. Andy had interviewed her at the kitchen table on a rainy afternoon, explained his wife had been on sick leave from work since Christmas and was feeling a wee bit delicate – which is why they needed an extra hand around the house. Betty had offered references, was relieved when Andy said it wasn’t necessary. Questions would have been asked. 


But right now, Andy was silent.


‘I best get started,’ said Betty, and Andy flinched, as if he’d forgotten she was there. The big vein on his forehead looked fatter than ever, ready to pop. Betty wondered what would happen if it did, pictured a power hose with a puncture, shooting out blood.


But it held, for now. 


Andy went back into the kitchen without a word and Betty followed, noticed right away that her payment wasn’t where it should be. Stef always left two twenty-pound notes on the table, folded over once and held in place by the packed fruit bowl. Betty never took it until she was finished and never asked for more even on the days she stayed for longer. But today there was no money there. Betty felt embarrassed asking, was opening her mouth to speak again when Andy looked at his watch, winced.


‘God, I really need to get ready for work,’ he said, then disappeared upstairs.


Betty stayed where she was until she heard the front door closing a little while later, then went to the hall window and watched Andy unlock his car and drive off. 


She usually cleaned the kitchen first, chatting to Stef as she lifted every single plant pot from the wide wooden window sill on to the worktop before she dusted, so Stef could see she did things thoroughly and wasn’t one of those cleaners who’d wipe around the edges and hope nobody noticed. No. Betty was a mover of furniture, a lifter of bins, a shifter of tables and chairs. She even polished the light switches, just before she left.


She liked to replace things a few centimetres to the left or right of where she’d found them, left clearly visible a dent in the lino or the carpet, a stain ring from overwatered plants; something that would serve as proof that Betty had been there and done a good job. Even if it wasn’t commented upon, she knew they’d notice and that was reward enough.


She returned to the kitchen to get started but it felt different without Stef and even the sun that always shone there was missing so she decided to break yet another tradition and begin with the bathroom. If Andy was here on his own it would need a good scrub, even though he’d clearly not bothered shaving this morning.


Betty pushed open the bathroom door, breathed in the reek of bleach. Andy had probably cleaned the loo and not flushed it, left splashes of sticky blue all over the bowl. When she stepped inside she saw ghostly tracks on the floor tiles; the hangover of inefficient mopping. Betty always mopped in a figure of eight but whoever had cleaned here had slopped the mop from side to side and hadn’t changed the water often enough.


Betty rolled her eyes, pushed up her sleeves, and got to work.


There was something deeply satisfying about cleaning; coming face to face with the soiled remains of others and removing all the waste, the toxins, the bad bits; staying with something until it gleamed again. Stef once said it wasn’t so different from being a paramedic and Betty held on to that thought as she worked. 


She’d heard about people in big offices who spent entire days doing nothing apart from walking between the photocopier and the water machine and the cafeteria and the smokers’ shelter and the printer and then back to their desk to shuffle papers and start all over again. That wasn’t for Betty and it wasn’t for Stef. They both transformed bad to good, didn’t they?


And that’s what she’d done in Stef’s bathroom this morning.


All bad smells were gone. The floor and wall tiles gleamed. There were no more toothpaste splashes on the mirror. All that remained was the light switches and door handle and the job would be done. She’d already cleaned behind the door – another spot that was often overlooked – but it was only when she hunched down to polish the chrome surround of the door handle that she noticed the part she’d missed. There, on one of the wall tiles, was a dirty mark that she should have seen earlier. She leaned closer to the wall, finger pushed into the underside of the damp cloth, ready to rub. Close up she could see it wasn’t just one spot of dirt, but a splatter of them. And once the moisture of the cloth breathed colour into what had been dry, she realised it wasn’t dirt at all. Right there, three tiles from the floor in Stef’s bathroom, was a spray of blood.






CHAPTER 5


The letter came the same day as the funeral; made solid the warnings that had been whispered for weeks. Stef Campbell was halfway down the stairs when it was pushed through the front door, landed on a scattered pile of sympathy cards and early Christmas post, delivered yesterday but deliberately ignored. She half-walked, half-wobbled towards it in shiny black heels that would deform her toes by noon and a black dress she suspected was too tight for the occasion. She’d bought the dress from a charity shop years back. Posh brand, rarely worn, hers for a fiver. Its grimy origins made compliments all the more satisfying although they came in a wild flurry any time she ditched her jeans. The fact she was wearing a dress at all was usually enough to widen eyes and induce a predictable flow of dull comments about her scrubbing up well. The surprise in their voices stung, sucked the pleasure out of being momentarily adored by someone other than Andy. Then Andy would turn up and hand her a pint and she’d thank God she’d chosen a man who saw who she really was and loved her anyway.


Anyway, folk didn’t tend to comment on clothes at a funeral.


She picked up the letter and headed to the kitchen, glanced at the clock then flipped on the kettle. They’d have time for a quick cup of tea before they left. For a moment she stood at the window and stared out over their garden, searched for her favourite robin. Andy took the piss when she went on about it, asked how she could possibly know it was the same one. But she just did. She’d tried painting it a few times but it was hard to paint life that wasn’t yet stilled. Give her a tree trunk or a mountain ridge or a cliff any day of the week and she’d get it on to canvas with a few flicks of the wrist. Job done.


A breath was harder to capture.


She dropped two teabags into the pot then sliced open the envelope with the paper knife she’d bought during one of their campervan trips to Spain. Inside was a single sheet, folded twice. She leaned against the kitchen worktop to read it.


The page was half empty, a big bright stage for a few dark words.


An ultimatum, just for her. 


She heard Andy on the stairs, shoved the letter between two hardback cookery books, seconds before he walked into the kitchen. She was still holding the paper knife in one of her hands, its rounded tip pointing in the direction of the door.


‘You help me with my tie, love?’


She put down the knife, pushed a smile into place.


Andy looked odd in a suit. They’d picked it up last week in one of those awful strip-lit stores next to the twenty-four-hour supermarket, filled the boot of the car with loo roll and Fairtrade bananas and red wine then popped next door and bought a black suit which he’d refused to try on for size, insisted he’d only be wearing it once – and only because his mum had requested it from her deathbed. He’d agreed; one final attempt to win her over.


But he’d snapped at Stef when they were at the till, annoyed when she’d asked the shop assistant about the refund policy if it didn’t fit. The woman had glanced at Stef as she folded the trousers into a noisy paper bag, flipped her easy smile into something that was tight-lipped and simpering and never welcome anywhere, ever. Pity. Stef let it go.


She’d had more than enough pity at work recently, whenever Vicky Steele was mentioned. Vicky was clinical team leader at the station, so her name came up a lot; but even the gobbiest of her colleagues would mutter apologies when that woman slipped into conversation, as if they were the one who’d broken a vow and a heart to touch her.


It only happened once, Andy had said, as if that would stop Stef’s mind conjuring up images of an urgent, drunken kiss between him and Vicky at the Halloween party and of the inevitable fumbles that would have followed. Vicky Steele, taking her place and pleasure in it. Stef knew better than anyone where Andy’s mouth would have led his hands. It sickened her, the thought of blood rising in the pair of them when their touches were no longer accidental or easily excused. But in reality the pity of others was worse than the act itself.
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