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I


I’m really not supposed to be doing this, but a girl’s gotta get paid. So, here we go.


It’s been a long day. Super long. Hiked up the B702, all the way up to Liberton, doing my deliveries, and swung back round the bypass, last stop Lanark Road in Juniper Green. I make that a fifteen-mile trip around Edinburgh, give or take a few. My quads ache and I’ve got chunks of hot lead for feet. Feels good to sit my butt on this sofa and veg for a mo.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Mrs McGregor asks.


‘Only if you’re offering biscuits,’ I say. Always squeeze ’em for more, and I’m famished like them Oxfam poster kids.


‘How do you take it?’ she says.


‘White, five sugars and cream on top.’


Mrs McGregor raises her eyebrows, opens her mouth, thinks better of it and shuts it again. They need me.


‘I’ll help you, dear,’ Mr McGregor says in a rich, gravelly voice. He gets up and the two of them head off to the kitchen.


I’m taking liberties ’cause them two are so minted it’s enough to set off my allergies. Look at the size of this place. Even have to take off my coat, it’s sweltering inside. This is one of them nineteenth-century stone cottages, so sturdy it could last another three hundred years. Built when land was aplenty, everything’s on the same level, save for the loft conversion. The McGregors are really proud of this place; soon as I got here they were yakking on about it. Said, ‘Did you know Thomas Carlyle and his young wife Jane Welsh stayed in this exact cottage after they got married?’ I shook my head even though I’d read the wee blue plaque on the front gate. Now, I’m not one to judge, but if I got married, I’d want to honeymoon somewhere exotic, like Ireland or some such place, not flipping Juniper Green. Each to their own and all that. ‘You do know who Thomas Carlyle is, right?’ they’d said in unison. I pretended not to know and let them yak on. Must be something they do to whoever winds up on their doorstep.


I’m no buff or nothing, but I like history as much as the next lass, and so I do know Carlyle was a historian who wrote this and that back in the day. He was into heroes and great men, had something to say about how they influenced the course of human history. Always just men, never boys and girls, and seldom women. I didn’t tell the McGregors that I found his wife Jane more interesting.


There’s a framed print of Carlyle above the fireplace directly in front of me. He’s an older dude, greying hair and well-kept beard. Rests his head tilted slightly left on his hand, index finger running up to his temple, thumb tucked under his jaw and the other three folded in. Posed to make him look like a thinker, brow lightly creased, but there’s also a dreamy look in his eyes that’s kinda endearing. I swear the old historian comes out like he’s on a telephone to the future. Don’t know if he had our shabby present in mind, though. His was a time of voyages. A time of weird and wonderful new things flowing in from the far-flung outposts of the British Empire via the Port of Leith – now all we get is flotsam washing back. They believed in progress in them days, high-minded ideas and all that jazz. Now we can’t even look past tomorrow. The historian swallowed up by history . . . ain’t time a right bastard?


I sink back into the cushions on the couple’s large sofa. The room’s stuck in some past era along with the Carlyles. Light shade of terracotta paint on the walls, antique chest serving as the coffee table, copper bucket with tongs by the fireplace, and an old-style rocking chair in one corner. The carpet under my feet looks Persian but could be from anywhere. It’s well worn; the threadbare look gives it that aged feel this room’s going for.


It’s dark outside the massive windows. The light from this room bathes the hedges outside in an ominous shade. The sound of the McGregors pottering in the kitchen drifts out to me. Mrs McGregor is a small woman and her husband is more long than tall – it’s like a Great Dane married a Cockapoo.


‘I’m not sure about this,’ Mrs McGregor says. They’re trying to be quiet. Failing miserably. I hear the sound of something metallic hitting the counter.


‘She does look a bit young,’ Mr McGregor replies. ‘What is she, twelve? She’s got green dreadlocks and black lipstick, for Christ’s sake. What is that even – goth, punk, I don’t know.’


‘I was told we were getting an older woman with experience. I think we should—’


‘Guys, I can hear you,’ I call out. ‘I’m right here, you know?’


Things go quiet in the kitchen. Very quiet. Only the noise of the boiling kettle filters through. I rub my hands on my thighs. Shouldn’t have said anything, but I’m tired and hungry and that makes me irritable. And I’m not messing about. I’ve come to do a job – I need the money.


The McGregors come back in with red faces and my tea. There’s a slight tremor in Mrs McGregor’s hands as she places the tray down in front of me. I grab a scone, bite it and feel better right away. Tasty, must be home-made, and just the right spread of butter on it too.


‘I know you called for my grandma, but she don’t do house calls no more. I’ll take care of it for you,’ I say, chow in my mouth. I wash it down with tea from a proper china cup. I’m even tempted to hold a pinkie out.


‘We didn’t mean to . . . It’s just that we’ve had some people try to take care of this problem before and it hasn’t exactly worked out as planned,’ Mrs McGregor says.


‘Who did you call in?’


‘The bishop himself – Episcopalian.’


I get it right away. Those guys come in guns blazing, Jesus the shit out of everything, maybe even spray a bit of holy water here and there, chant some jazz from the Book of Occasional Services and shoot off. It’s hit or miss with them: sometimes it works, sometimes it don’t. But if there’s something strange in your postcode, who you gonna call?


‘These scones are exceptional,’ I say. We may be here a while.


I’ve asked the McGregors to turn off the lights around the house, and the only illumination comes from a lamp in the corner of the room. The light creeps up the walls, painting a half-moon on the ceiling, and everything else is in the shadow of the lampshade. The telly’s off, and in the silence we can hear each other breathe. The couple hold hands, sitting in the two-seater nearest the window, so I’m on my own on the big sofa.


Been here three hours already. It’s not yet the witching hour, but I feel a slight chill in the air, the subtle drop of temperature that makes me reach for my coat, until I remember myself.


‘How much longer?’ Mr McGregor asks in a whisper.


I hold up my hand, stop him from speaking. He might as well be asking about the length of a piece of string. In any case, breaking the silence will only ruin things. Already asked them both to be good little church mice.


The chill in the still air hits them. Condensation vapour comes out of their mouths. They move closer to one another, the Mr throwing an arm around the Mrs. The little hairs on my arms rise, and goosepimples prick up all over my skin.


The picture of Thomas Carlyle clacks against the wall. The noise is awful in the silence. I sit up, lean forward and put my elbows on my knees, clasping my hands together. The lamplight flickers. The flowers on the mantelpiece rustle, shedding fresh petals onto the floor. A creaking noise comes from the wood beams in the ceiling. Something sickening wafts through the air, less a scent – it’s a feeling of the forbidden, of sin, decadence, the smashing of a taboo that leaves an open wound on the soul of the world. The tongs strike the copper bucket, ringing out like a Chinese gong.


Mr McGregor makes a fist and bites down on his knuckles. Something turns the doorknob and a squeak escapes Mrs McGregor’s throat. The door opens and shuts with a bang. It opens again and shuts. Opens. Shuts. The bucket. Picture. A statuette falls to the floor.


‘God help us,’ Mr McGregor wails, and crosses himself – left shoulder, then right.


Curtains fluttering, the locked windows rattling, commotion and chaos, small objects flung through the air. An ethereal grey figure rushing hither and thither in the dimness, knocking furniture over. This must be an old spectre for it to have the power to so touch the material world. I watch as it throws the door open again.


‘Are you done?’ I say, looking at the abhorrent apparition.


It looks back at me, all dark eyes, with an eerie tunnel running through its face in place of a mouth. It screams, a horrible squeal like a slow cut throat in a slaughterhouse. A wind rises in the room with its squeal, and it rushes towards me, mouth wide open from floor to chin as though it would eat me. The pages of a magazine on the coffee table flip open as the spectre bears down and stops right in front of my face with a terrible howl.


‘I said, are you done, sir?’ I reach for my backpack and stand up. ‘This is quite the racket you’re making here.’


It replies, screaming vile, broken sounds, an anguished cry of rage. Its approximation of a face is coated with grey smears of soil. And a scar runs across its throat, wide open like a second pair of lips. Old phantoms can be terrible to behold and this one’s no exception. I study its form as I get the mbira from my backpack. It’s an ancient musical instrument about the size of a small laptop. Mine’s a simple one, without any adornments, just metal keys on a wooden block – thick like a heavy-duty chopping board. The McGregors are huddled together still, watching me. They can’t see what I see, but the racket’s stopped. The mbira’s solid in my hands, the keys hard under my thumbs. I play a slow tune, ‘Gavakava’, something to bring the tempo right down, soothe tempers and ease the mood. I’m not here looking for a fight.


‘Clap your hands to the beat,’ I say to the couple. Then I turn back to the ghoul. ‘We can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you.’


It shrieks again, makes to threaten me, and I up my tempo, driving it back to the wall with a furious melody and pinning it there. I alter the harmonics of my music to capture the tether holding it to this world. The ghost howls in pain and I ease the beat back to my original slow melody. I have Authority here, and it gets the message. After years of haunting these grounds, it’s felt the roots that keep it here cut out from underneath it. I’m basically removing a tree stump and that can be a bit tricksy, even with all the right tools. It shrinks before me into something small and sobs like a child.


‘You’re not supposed to be here. I don’t know what unfinished business you have, but this is your last night on this plane. I’ll give you two choices: you can either make a small request – one within reason – and leave of your own volition, never to come back. Or I cast you out to the Other Place. It’s all the same to me. Speak now.’


There are many realms beyond our own, and the dead roam or rest there, depending on their kink. Ghosts with unfinished business stick in a realm glued to our world. But the Other Place is a one-way street – banish one there and they can never come back. The brochure for it promises the gnashing of teeth and other unsavoury stuff too, so the mere mention of it shows I’m dead serious.


It raises itself up from the corner where it’s crouched, and I see at last the face of a young man, barely twenty. His fate was sealed by cutthroats years before this house was even built. And he was buried in a shallow grave in the field that eventually became the grounds of this place. Through its two mouths, one natural, the other made by a sharp blade, I hear his story and bear witness to an injustice that’s refused to be buried by earth and time.









II


There’s a body – can’t even call it that now, a skeleton more like – under the crab apple tree at the bottom of the garden. It’s lain there for centuries, rotting, turned by worm and wet as the roots of the tree tangled themselves round it. His name was Andrew Turnbull, and he lived, loved, lied, then died before his time.


I’ve seen enough to know we all die before our time, even if we live to a hundred and one. Keeps me in a job.


‘Is it gone?’ Mrs McGregor asks nervously.


‘The bargain is you get Andrew’s skeleton exhumed and reinterred on consecrated ground, and you do a service in his memory,’ I reply, putting my coat on. ‘A Presbyterian ceremony. He was a true Protestant, so none of that Episcopalian papish stuff.’


There’s something like relief in their nodding. A bit of fear too. I guess anyone would be a little spooked if they had skeletons in their garden. Those are scarier than the ones in the closet. But, when all is said and done, my favourite part is the ker-ching of my fee. I finish buttoning up my coat, a surplus Germany army issue with the Schwarz-Rot-Gold on either arm.


‘There’s the small matter of payment,’ I say.


‘Yes, of course,’ Mrs McGregor replies.


‘Would you like a receipt?’


‘If you please.’


I take the ducats she proffers in crisp notes. Twenty of them makes a princeling. Get that warm, fuzzy feeling lining my pockets with that. Don’t normally make this much – then again, don’t normally do this kind of thing. The day job’s much more mundane. I get my receipt book and pen from my breast pocket. Scribble out ‘special services’. Can’t say what I’ve really done ’cause my licence to practise would be revoked if it got out. I hand it over to Mrs McGregor.


The couple follow me to the door, the three of us crowding the hall. I turn round and shake both their hands.


‘Goodnight, folks,’ I say. And I can’t resist one last shot: ‘Just so you know, I’m nearly fifteen.’


My birthday’s not for another seven months, but I’m sure that sounds better than fourteen. Same thing really, it’s not what you say but how you say it. Now, I just wanna get home, kick back and chill. Never linger after the job’s done. The customers ain’t my friends; I learnt that the hard way. I sling the satchel on my back and make for the streets.


Got a spring in my step back on Lanark Road. Can’t feel no stress with dosh in my pocket. It’s late and the streets are deserted save for two horses tied to the fence of the parish church nearby. Nice neighbourhood this. Low stone walls and hedges lining my route up towards the bypass. It’s crazy dark ’cause the street lights are kaput, but the folks out here can afford a bit of solar power, so lamps glow through the windows.


I take out my phone, punch in the pod app and resume listening to my book. Only stick in one earphone, in my left ear. You don’t wanna be so immersed that you forget what’s around you. That’s why I don’t do headphones – sure way to get jacked like a sap. I like my podcasts and audiobooks: usually listen to history, science, true crime, lectures, all sorts of random stuff. I walk around all day and the way I see it, if I’m walking and learning then I’m doubling time. Easily turns a twenty-four-hour day into thirty-two ’cause I’ve spliced the other eight like two-ply toilet paper and got a bogof in the bargain. Just now, I’m listening to Arthur Herman’s book on the Scottish Enlightenment.


I hear loud, confident footsteps behind me and remove my earphone.


Put my right hand on the dagger by my waist. I have to control my breathing. Once you start panicking, you stop thinking, and you’ve lost the fight already. Anyone tries anything tonight, I ain’t screaming, I’m slicing.


‘You there, stop,’ a man calls from behind.


I pick up my pace.


‘Police, dumbass. You either stop now, or we release the hound. Your choice.’


Bugger. Son of a . . . I stop. Turn back to face the harsh flashlight. I see two silhouettes and a mutt rearing on its hind legs. Pigs, man, pigs. Old fellas say they used to drive around back in the day. Didn’t bother nobody. Once they got rid of the cars and these guys started walking the beat and riding horses, all hell broke loose. Best to let go of my dagger in case it gives them the wrong, well, the right idea.


‘I’m sorry, officer. I didn’t realize,’ I call out.


They stroll over like they’ve got all the time in the world. One of them’s whistling the theme track of The Good, The Bad and The Ugly. Puts the fear of all known and forgotten deities in me.


‘What you think, Johnson?’


‘Wilfully ignoring the lawful instructions of a police officer, evading arrest, breach of the king’s peace.’


‘Come on, it’s not like that at all,’ I say.


The dog lets out a menacing growl. I shudder. My hand instinctively moves back towards my dagger and I have to consciously stop it. Have to remind myself who these guys are and what they can do. The one called Johnson’s six five, built like a brick shithouse, while the other one’s a middle-aged guy with a walrus moustache. They walk with their legs spread apart, hi-vis jackets bright.


‘Are these serious offences, Johnson?’


‘I’m afraid so. Juvie’s full up, so we won’t have no choice but to throw her in with the big boys. Might be a few months before she gets in front of the sheriff with the system clogged up as it is.’


‘That would be a mighty pity,’ the cop holding the leash says.


‘Nothing we can do. Law’s the law,’ PC Johnson replies.


‘Guys, officers, sir, I didn’t mean to . . .’


‘Is she threatening a police officer, Johnson?’


‘I believe she is.’


‘I’m fearing for my life right now,’ says the cop, his free hand resting on his holster.


They don’t even bother to play good cop, bad cop these days, ’cause there’s only one type of cop left.


The light’s hurting my eyes. I raise my hands in front of me, then slowly reach into my pocket. I take out the money in there and hold it in the open palm of my hand. That’s everything on me. Not hiding any. You don’t wanna look like you’re holding out on these guys, because if they find out, you’re entering a world of pain.


PC Johnson comes over. There’s static from his radio, and an inaudible voice talks for a bit before quietening down again. ‘That’s too much for a waif like you to be carrying around this time of night,’ he says, scooping up my cash. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after it for you.’ I don’t make eye contact, stare at his black boots, not his face.


He drops two mini-pennies back in my palm.


‘The weak are meat . . . Get your arse home, kid. It’s past your bedtime.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ I mumble and back away. The dog’s pacing, straining against its leash. I turn and walk away. Just my luck this had to happen on the one day I actually make good money. Damn it to hell, I should have gone the other way.









III


They say fools and their money are soon parted, but goddamn. I really should have gone the other way. Round the B-road, through Wester Hailes and back out again. Dumb move. But I’m not psychic – I couldn’t have known this would happen today of all days. It’s like that song from the olden days about the old guy who won the lottery and died the next day. Flies in your bubbly and all that. I pinch my nose and frown.


At least I didn’t get my arse kicked by the bobbies too, but I am so, so screwed.


I guess I’m a bit shook, been a while since Johnny Law’s hit me with a shakedown. Nearly home now. Tar’s cracked into a jigsaw puzzle on the bypass. Weeds have invaded it and grow proud in the fault lines. Been told by old fellas that this ring road used to have traffic jams miles long. Maybe that’s true, but it’s dead now.


Bits of metal poke up from where they had the middle barricade. Most of it was stripped for scrap ages ago. Yep, I used to be in that racket too a few years back. Now it’s done, the hustle’s moved on.


A light grey figure appears in front of me, so fragile, a hint of mist against the grim night.


Normally I wouldn’t do business out on the street like this. But it’s dark and deserted, my brain’s scrambled, and I’m chasing the cash I’ve just lost, so I stop and take out my mbira from my backpack. This one’s a new ghost. Probably far from its cemetery. It flickers like an old light bulb, trying to hold itself in this realm. Each micro-moment it gets sucked back to the land of the dead and comes back, it reappears in a slightly different position. Can’t be long dead if it hasn’t mastered how to anchor in this plane.


‘Hang on, I’ve got you,’ I say, warming up my instrument.


‘Booga-wooga-wooga,’ it replies.


Give me strength. I can’t understand ghosts without the right music to unscramble their voices into words. All I get is gibberish until I fix on the right tune. But before we start, I have to give it the kauderwelsch: the terms and conditions. It’s a legal requirement.


‘Okay, I can deliver a message from you to anyone you want within the city limits, although at the moment I’m not doing the town centre, sorry. Terms and conditions – there’s a three-tier charge for this service, banded in a low flat fee, a middle flat fee, and a high flat fee, plus twenty per cent VAT. The band you fall into depends on the length, complexity and content of the message. If you cannot pay the bill, the fee will be reverse-charged to the recipient with a small surcharge. Please note: this service does not transmit vulgar, obscene, criminal or otherwise objectionable messages, but a fee may still be incurred if we decide to pass on a redacted version of the message. Do you understand?’


‘Booga.’


‘I’ll take that as a yes.’


I thumb a few notes on the mbira, trying to figure out the right frequency for this particular spectre. She has a protoface, something puffy for cheeks and two dim zones where the eyes should be. New deados go through phases. The hazy cloud thing first, then they work out to a humanoid figure. After quite a bit of practice they can even appear clothed or take on other forms. The guys who are dressed have usually been around for a while. Don’t often get messages from them because they’re less likely to have living relatives you can bill.


Me personally, I find the whole haunting business a bit pathetic. Like, if I died, when I die, I ain’t never coming back to this shitshow. That’ll be me done. Finito. I’d rather do other things with my afterlife. No way I’m coming back from the everyThere like some loser. It’s your first stop when you die – a grim, grey place. Call it Hades Hotel, a sort of budget underworld linked to our own. But there’s so much more beyond the everyThere . . . planes of light and music, mystical shit waiting to be discovered. However, once a ghost moves on from the everyThere, it loses its connection to our world forever – so I guess it must be tough.


I pick out the riff from Chiwoniso Maraire’s song ‘Mai’. She was one of my favourite mbira players ever and this particular tune is a vigorous jig infused with power enough to touch the spirit world. I can feel Chiwoniso in my thumbs as they dance from key to key, callus striking the hard iron underneath. Ka-ra-ka-kata, ka-ra-ka-kata, ka-ra-kata. In ancient times, the mbira was used by the Shona to commune with their ancestors during ceremonies and stuff. Mine’s made of a wooden board from the mubvamaropa tree with rusty iron keys laced against it. Pretty weighty.


She comes into clearer focus. I’ve managed to anchor her now.


‘Tell me your name,’ I say. It’s important when managing visitors from the other side that you stamp your Authority immediately. That’s why this is a command, not a question.


‘Nicola Stuart.’


‘Where you from?’


‘Baberton, but I grew up in Murrayburn.’


Great, she’s local. I’ll take the commission, make a few shillings and that will be that.


‘Can you pay, or do you want to reverse charge the fee to the recipient of the message?’


She swirls, her face turning from one side to the other. Then she flickers. I’m losing her, so I switch tempo to keep her earthed.


‘My son, Ollie, Oliver, he’s missing. He was missing before I . . .’ Something catches in her throat. New ghosts tend to avoid talk of their passing if they can help it. Must be some PTSD type thing. ‘He disappeared one day with his mate, Mark. Mark came back, but he couldn’t tell us what happened. Can you—’


‘Can Mark pay?’


‘No, he’s seven.’


‘Your partner?’ She shakes her head. ‘You have anyone else at all who can pay?’


‘My parents live in Sighthill, but they’re hard up against it. We can’t afford to.’


‘Nicola, Nikki, Nik, stop right there. Let me level with you. I can send a message to anyone you choose, so long as they are willing and able to pay for it. That’s how this thing works.’


‘Please, you’re the only one who can help me find my son.’


Zzz. What a waste of time. I’m past doing special services and certainly not for nothing. She must think I’m walking around with a big sign saying ‘mug’ or something.


‘Sorry, I don’t work for free. Everyone knows the score.’ Nicola dims and two foggy arms come towards me in supplication, but she can’t hold that form, dissolving back into mist. ‘Let me make myself crystal clear, alright? I’m saying, I need to earn a living. That’s what being alive’s about, in case you’ve forgotten. My advice, call the police or find a clairvoyant. This ain’t my hustle. RIP.’


I stop jamming. It’s late and I’m knackered. I need to get a bit of shut-eye before I start work in the morning. Nicola’s booga-woogaring, but I ain’t listening no more. Night’s giving way to day and the everyThere’s gonna be tugging harder at her without me playing. I bail and let her fade to black.









IV


Smoke rising, the vague flicker of open fires. The scent of burnt charcoal and wood wafts through the air as I make my way up the road. Voices humming in alleyways, laughter echoing round corners. Sheep bleating and chickens clucking. This place has its own pulse, its own rhythm that sets it apart from the rest of the city. I jump over a drainage ditch and go past the statics on the periphery. They look like mini-bungalows elevated on stilts. Further on is the higgledy-piggledy mass of tents, prefabs, sheet metal dwellings, woodsheds and hasty constructions along the narrow lanes in what used to be a field.


The university up the way says we’re an eyesore, that we shouldn’t be here. Screw ’em. I step in a puddle and the water seeps into my socks. Just my luck. My steel toecaps stopped being watertight ages ago. At a glance, in this dim light, they look like a proper pair of Docs.


I make it to our caravan and a yelp greets me from the darkness underneath. I kneel and click my fingers and whistle. There’s some panting in the burrow, but my girl River doesn’t come to me. Her shining eyes watch from within. Total vixen. I should have put her in the pot ages ago, I think, getting up. It’s too cold to be fooling around anyway. Even the doorknob’s freezing when I turn it.


Warm air greets me inside. I quickly check the windows are slightly open. The brazier on the countertop’s burning lumps of coal. If you don’t open the window, you go to sleep and never wake up. I suppose that’s one way to go.


‘Hey, Gran, how’s your day been?’ I say.


‘Is that you, Ropa?’ Like, who else?


‘Yeah, I’m back.’


‘Did you have a good day?’


‘It’s been ultra-great, thanks. Cast out a poltergeist.’ I don’t tell Gran about my encounter with Johnny Law. Her heart’s not that great, she’s on all sorts of medication, and she’s not supposed to get stressed out lest it goes kaboom. I wouldn’t know what to do without her, so I have to look after her.


‘I hope you were kind. The lost especially deserve an ounce of kindness – sometimes it helps show them the way,’ she says. Her voice is worn and crackles the way dry leaves crunch underfoot in autumn. Gran pats the seat beside her and I chuck my bag on the counter and plonk myself there. I rest my head against her shoulder. It’s kinda squishy and comfy. She’s knitting something and her elbow gently rubs against me. Looks like a little cardigan. Too small for us, must be for one of the neighbours’ kids or something. I like the rainbow colours she’s working into that. Gran don’t see too good nowadays, but she can still knit. The patterns are all there in her head.


‘Izwi?’ I ask, after a few minutes.


‘Under that duvet, fast asleep,’ she replies.


‘She make you tea tonight?’


‘Yes.’


‘Done her homework?’


‘That too and all the chores you set for her. Why don’t you rest, child? Have something to eat and tell me all about your day.’


I’ve already had tea and scones at the McGregors, so that’ll save us some grub tonight. Means Gran can have lunch tomorrow, three meals instead of two. I relax and tell her about my visits, leaving all the bad stuff out. I don’t wanna kill the vibe in our home. Gran umms and ahs to prod me along. When she listens to you like that, it’s like the whole universe goes quiet just for her. Your voice is the only thing worth listening to, and only you matter.









V


I’m at the hob making oatmeal porridge. The electric tends to be erratic these days. We’re not supposed to be on the grid, but for a king’s ransom there’s a guy on the estate who can sort it. Tethers you into the giant pylons running into town. It’s fairly safe; only one trailer’s blown up because of it so far.


Still a wee bit grim outside. The sun’s hidden behind thick grey clouds blanketing the sky. Someone bangs on the door, brutal like. I look through the porthole window and see the troll, as we like to call him, outside.


‘Alright, alright. Don’t break the blooming door down,’ I grumble.


I turn down the heat and go into the cupboard where I keep my jar and count the cash I keep in there. Not much, but it’ll do for now.


‘I’m coming already, shish,’ I yell, ’cause the knocking resumes with even more vigour.


‘Who is it?’ Gran asks from her berth.


‘It’s no one, Gran. Go back to sleep.’


Some people. He already knows I’m coming out but he’s still making a racket. If I ever raise enough dosh, we’re outta here. Hasta la vista, morons, smell you later. No forwarding address.


I open the door. The morning air’s a bit hazy and fresh. Birdsong and breeze. The troll’s greasy green tractor’s parked up front. I hand over my jar and stand with both hands on the doorframe, blocking the troll so he can’t come in. He’s our landlord in the purest sense of the word. He doesn’t own our caravan, but he owns the land beneath it. I’m pretty sure this means we owe him ground rent. That means, technically and informally-illegally, we have a leasehold, which is more an English thing, really. Farmer McAlister figured out one day that he was sitting on prime real estate, after the first squatters moved in Hermiston way. Whereas a less savvy man might have called the law, he saw an opportunity – to leech money off us. It’s easier than getting up mornings and tending the fields, which is what real farmers ought to do. The long and the short of it is that this is how His Majesty’s Slum at Hermiston was born.


We call Farmer McAlister the troll not because he skims money off us, but because he actually looks like one. He has a big, bulbous red nose, pitted, with hairs spiking out of it. His ears are the bushiest this side of the equator, and his face is marked by deep lines. He’s short and squat, spindly legs on a broad torso. I’m pretty certain he’s the missing link.


‘That’s only half,’ he says with a snort.


‘The rest’s coming,’ I reply.


Would have had all that and then some, if it weren’t for the fuzz last night.


He pretends to look around and scratches his temple.


‘From where? I dinnae see it,’ he says. ‘I’m not a charity. Could be growing wheat and barley on these here fields. You want you and your nan to go on living here? Get it sorted.’


‘You’ll get your money,’ I say.


‘Aye, you’re right about that, lassie. You’d be out on the streets if it weren’t for me and dinnae forget it.’


The troll empties the cash into a little sack and tosses the jar back my way. He goes to his green John Deere, a yellow stripe running down the middle of its belly, and hops in. He’s agile as a young man. He turns the engine on, cranks the gears and is off, the diesel engine roaring as he goes.


I’ve lost my appetite, but I still have to make brekkie for Izwi before she goes to school. Gran can’t take her tablets, either, before she’s had some of the hot stuff down her belly. I return to the hob and stir. I add peanut butter to the oats. Best way to make ’em.


‘Have they found the boy yet?’ Gran asks. ‘Willie Matthews – they came around here yesterday looking for him. Been missing weeks now.’


‘He’s probably off sozzled somewhere,’ Izwi replies.


‘And what do you know of it?’ I say. ‘Hurry up and finish your porridge.’


I know Willie, nice kid, not a bad bone in him. The Matthews live in a trailer on the opposite side of the canal. Used to go to school with him back in the day. It’s not like him to go off like that. But, hey, not my problem. My problem right now is getting my little sister to school on time. I tell her to take her satchel and kiss Gran goodbye before we set off.


Our cara’s small outside and in. It’s an ’89 Rallyman from the days when they built things to last. It’s a really small caravan, but still dope. Painted daisies and sunflowers on the sides that give it a cheery look. The tyres are flat and the grass around them’s grown tall. The rims are rusted to hell. We’re not going anywhere anytime soon. I place a bowl of leftover vegetables with a dollop of peanut butter next to one of the wheels for River and hope I don’t get my arm chewed off. I hear her sniffing the air from her burrow.


A few folks are wandering about. The day starts later when you’ve got no job and no school to go to. Most people are probably inside snoring or watching telly. Eddie, Izwi’s friend, says morning. He’s been waiting on us with an oversized rucksack which is his schoolbag. The thing goes all the way down to the back of his knees. Him and Izwi are both in Year 6; some days his maw takes them both, but today it’s my turn.


Power lines reach down over our heads from the pylons above, like a giant way up in the sky’s fishing down in our little houses. When it’s windy the lines sway, and if they touch they spark and zap.


We make a steady pace to the roundabout and cross into the Calders.


Something moves in the trees ahead.


‘Shush,’ I say to the kids.


The birches are shorn of their leaves, but it’s hard to make out what’s in there. Then I see the squirrel clinging to the narrow trunk of one of the trees. Its grey coat blends in with the silver bark. I reach into my back pocket and take out my katty. Made it myself using dogwood. Used a nice Y-shaped branch, thick as a grown man’s thumb. The wood’s pale like bleached bone with lines running down it. I have two even lengths of rubber tubing attached, with a leather pouch at the back. The thing’s top of the line. A real zinger.


I take a rock from my pocket and load it.


‘You guys should look away,’ I whisper to the kids. They don’t ’cause that’s how curiosity gets the cat every bloody time.


I still myself, breath slow and quiet. My arm’s light as a feather. I draw the sling, adding tension as far back as the rubber will allow. My left hand’s steady on the stem of the Y-wood. Doesn’t even feel like I’m here. I’m not even thinking when I let fly the stone. It’s like the katty picks the moment herself. The rubber goes srrrrup.


‘Blimey, you got it,’ Eddie shouts. He runs to the thicket where it’s fallen. ‘Cracking shot.’


My left arm’s still outstretched, rubber dangling. My right hand’s open like I’m Artemis let loose an arrow. Izwi’s quiet. She doesn’t like killing stuff. Kid’s a vegan. Skinny as a needle for it, too. She turns away when Eddie comes back holding the dead squirrel.


‘Will you teach me?’


‘Nope,’ I reply, taking it off him.


‘Pleaaase.’


‘Not gonna happen. You want your mum on my case when you take out your eye?’


Eddie pouts, but he’ll live. I inspect my kill. Clean shot, got it right in the head. There’s a bit of blood there. But the fur’s alright. Gran will want to cure the pelt. Given enough of them, they’re good for a lot of things – like small bags, linings for mittens, or adding detail to her knitwear. She’s crafty like that. And this critter’s a grey so I think I’m doing some conservation work. Protecting the red squirrels that are endangered and all that. I put the thing in my backpack.


‘You know I have to,’ I say to Izwi and put my hand on her shoulder.


She gently shrugs it off. This kid’s softness gives her some hard principles at times. I’m just afraid the real world will chew her up if she carries on like this. No one can afford such strong morals. Life will break you in half.


Folks in the Calders don’t like us lot from HMS. They look down on us. We only live across the bypass from them. Might as well be a mile away. They’re, like, a council estate, the rough end of town, junkieville central, yet they still think they’re better than us. Don’t like their kids playing with us either. That’s fine by me, but Sighthill Primary’s still the nearest school and we’ve all got to share it. It’s all proper flats around here, a whole estate of them. Three high-rises dominate the skyline. I’d give a kidney and half my liver for a place out here. But it’s not like where I live. No one says morning or hello as we walk up to the school gates.


‘Be good, alright, Sis,’ I say as Izwi and Eddie enter the crowded schoolyard.


The fence around them, the barrier meant to ring the school from the outside world, was stripped and stolen during the great scrap metal boom. There was good money in it then and I made a duke or two off copper on the old railway lines. But I’d never have thought to hit a school like that. You gotta have boundaries. Ethical standards. Lines you simply don’t cross, else you’re just a douche.


The bairns make noise with their high-pitched voices. I watch my two merge into the sea of preadolescents and then carry on. At least I can already tick one thing off my list today.


The bridge that runs between Sighthill and the Plaza’s collapsed. Nothing’s left of it but rubble. Now and again there’s talk of fixing it, but it’s just hot air, enough to lift a lead balloon. The pillars lie on the road like collapsed Greek columns. A ghostly wisp lingers in the shadow of a block of tar resting at an angle. It’s watching me, shifting like steam from a kettle. Must be desperate for a deado to come out this time of the day. I ignore it and move on. Not on duty yet, and I don’t have my mbira with me anyways.


I’m headed off to the pharmacy, see if I can get meds to fill Gran’s prescription. She takes water tablets and simvastatin for her ticker. Then there’s metformin for her diabetes. Went there last week and they said they’d run out of the cheap generic pills. Can’t afford anything but that, so I’m hoping they’ll have them today.


‘Roparistic!’ a voice calls from behind me.


‘Jomo?’ I turn around. He’s walking with a small group of boys in black dress pants, white shirts and jackets, the uniform at the secondary section of the Wester Hailes Education Centre. ‘Been a minute.’


‘God save the king,’ he says, suddenly remembering he’s with people.


‘Long may he reign,’ I reply.


‘I’ll catch up with you guys later,’ says Jomo, breaking off from the group.


‘Jomo’s got a girlfriend,’ one of them jibes and they snigger like hyenas as they head towards the blocky building that’s their school. I used to go there once too – well, I only did a year of secondary and that was enough for me. No, sir, as long as you can plus or minus your shillings, you don’t need none of that nonsense in your noggin.


Jomo’s had a spurt since I last saw him. He stands a wee bit taller, accentuated by his overlong afro, which no comb could ever run through. He’s still a dork, though, with his glasses and acne all over his forehead. I got bumped up two grades in primary school and he was my bestie right up until I said sayonara to the system and split. Everyone in the class was older than me, and they were nice, but I got along with him best. Not seen him in a while, though.


He trips on his shoelaces coming towards me and I catch him.


‘You might wanna tie those,’ I say. ‘Where’ve you been?’


We fist bump.


‘I’m sorry, I should have called and told you. A lot’s been happening and I haven’t had the time to catch up. I got a gig at my dad’s library in town. This is, like, the coolest place in the world. I’m surrounded by gazillions of books. It’s only part-time, but still, I have to work weekends and after school sometimes.’


‘You know that thing in your pocket that’s masking your microscopic wang? It’s called a mobile. You can use it to call or text from time to time.’


‘I’m sorry, man.’ His voice is uneven and screechy.


‘Proud of you, Jomo. Maybe you can take me there one day, show me round.’


He winces and half smiles, sucking in air.


‘I’m sorry, I would love to, but it’s a members-only kind of place. They made me sign a confidentiality contract. Sorry.’


‘You taking the piss? It’s a bloody library.’ He shakes his head and looks down at his feet. ‘Whatever, eat my vag. Your class is about to start – text me and we can meet up or something.’









VI


It’s a moonless night. Everything’s shrouded in darkness. But flats are just visible in the distance, slivers of light escaping through gaps in their curtains. Anyone coming out here at this hour needs to have a big pair of cojones. I set up my weekly surgery in this play park by the old Hailes Quarry, near the pits. I’ve brought River with me just in case. Her warm body grazes my left leg.


I found River as a fox pup in the undergrowth out near Ratho. She was cute and I thought I’d fatten her up and chow her one day, but Izwi took a liking to her and we put it down to a vote. Gran swung it against me and that’s how she survived. I sometimes think River knows what happened ’cause she’s got a bit of an attitude. In the main, we’re cool, though. I take her out with me some nights, ’cause you never know when you might need a second set of gnashers.


Used to be a real quarry here, way back before I was born. Supplied the stone that built tenements and stairs around Edinburgh. Then it became a giant dump until it got full and they covered it up and planted trees on it. A couple of years ago the miners started digging down here for scrap. Everyone calls it the pits ’cause they didn’t bother to cover it again. There’s holes all over the place and a body or two’s been stuffed in there. But when it rains, they fill up and look like pretty ponds – from a far enough distance.


I’ve been waiting ten minutes when my first client emerges from the lane along the canal.


It gives off a dull glow like a nautical light smothered in fog and it approaches in starts and spurts. One moment it looks near, and the next, further away. A sort of drunken ceilidh two-step. River pricks up her ears. She grows tense against my leg and whines.


‘Easy, girl,’ I whisper and stroke her red fur.


Three more lights appear in the distance. They flicker and slowly approach, but not before the first reaches me. It’s an old man, butt naked with wisps of hair on the crown of his otherwise bald head. He blurs and slants away like a candle in the wind.


Repeat business, you gotta love it.


He comes right up to my face and says, ‘Booga-wooga-wooga.’


‘Hang on, Bob, I’ve got you,’ I say, taking up my mbira.


‘Wooga-wooga.’


‘I said, I’ve got you, pal.’


My mbira’s a small 22-key thumb piano. Used to belong to my biological granddad, but he left it to Gran, who passed it down to me. Been told he made it with his own hands. That was his thing, making instruments. Marimbas, mbiras, hoshos and ngoma. It was a niche trade, but he used to ship them all over the world. I twang a C minor, but can’t quite get it to stretch, because it’s cold and you get less zing than you would in the summer. You have to play around that, know what songs work in what season.


‘You guys hold back there. For confidentiality,’ I say to the lights in the distance. River barks to back me up. Then I give Bob the spiel: ‘Okay, I can deliver a message from you to anyone you want within Edinburgh’s city limits, although, at the moment I’m not doing the town . . .’


‘Booga.’


‘I’ll take that as a yes.’


It’s a mouthful, but rules and regulations, et cetera. Totally knapf, but what can you do? Now the kauderwelsch’s out of the way, I can go about helping this deado. Dealing with them is soooo boring, though. It’s always the same crap. I wish I’d had a little more time. If only I’d known . . . Boohoo, why doesn’t anyone remember me? Me, me, me, me. And so on and so forth. Can’t get no other job, though, so I’m stuck with this. I play a soft melody, soothing like fields of barley swaying in the breeze.


Bob shimmers, his harmonics blending with the music. It’s like two waves meeting and superposing at the right frequency until they cancel out into unity. Bob’s booga-wooga-ring morphs into a voice.


‘Did they get my message?’ he asks.


‘Of course.’


‘What did they say? Tell me, please.’ He’s anxious.


‘It’s a bit difficult, pal. They don’t like the idea of you moving back in.’ I’m trying to be diplomatic here.


‘They are my family. I want to be with them. I can protect them forever.’


‘I get it. I totally do, Bob. But face it, there aren’t too many people out there who want to live with a ghost on a full-time basis. It’s nothing personal. I’m sure they love you. In fact, they wanted you to know that.’


‘What do you mean, people don’t want to live with a ghost? That’s discrimination, right? Am-I-right?’ He’s getting a bit worked up. I have to calm him down, de-escalate the situation. Ghostly tempers are the leading cause of intrafamilial hauntings, which is an undesirable outcome in my line of work.


‘Think of it like when your kid goes off to uni. After that they get a job, their own apartment, maybe they even get married, you ken? You want them to grow, find their own feet, leave the nest, as it were. They move back in with you, that’s failure to launch, pal.’


‘They want me to go Beyond without them?’


‘It’s the same journey they’ll have to make one day. I think it will reassure them knowing you’ve gone on before to suss things out. You’ll see them again, Bob. Eternity is yours now, what’s a couple more years?’


He thinks, aura pulsing like a lighthouse. I’m playing on, keeping the harmony going. Without the music, everything would collapse back into a pile of gibberish.


‘Will you take another message through to them?’ he says.


‘That’ll be billable,’ I say. You must be upfront with the charges. That way no one gets messed about. I’ve met guys like Bob before. The ones who linger for a bit, not seeking closure, but because they can’t handle change. They prefer stasis to progress. He left a nice family in a semi out in Stenhouse. It’ll take a few more sessions, messages back and forth, tears and so on, but it’ll be okay in the end. More importantly, I’ll get paid. This ain’t no NGO.


I’m out till just after 4am when the activity subsides. It’s important to do my business around the witching hour when supernatural activity’s at its strongest. I take lots of messages: casual greetings, disputations, the usual family dramarama. There’s a lady who wants her family to know the other side’s alright. I quickly edit that in my head to tell them she said she’s alright. Don’t want them getting the wrong ideas. Hastening reunion’s outwith the remit of my services.


The last job I get’s from a teenager called Kenny from Clermiston who threw himself off a bridge someplace. He takes the form of a gelatinous mass, kinda like strawberry jam talking to you. The kid’s a poet. He’s lovelorn and wants me to take a message to Claire who turned him down in high school. It’s a tough case, but it ain’t exactly the teen romance of the year. Poor Kenny wants Claire to notice him.


It’s not my place to cast judgement on these things, but if she didn’t want to know him when he was alive, what chance is there now he’s an extradimensional gummy bear? Them kinds of relationships are hard, even with the best of intentions. But as far as I’m concerned, Kenny’s problem is that classic teenage issue – he’s run out of calling credit.


Claire’s not willing to spend her pocket money on more sentimental doggerel about ‘ectoplasm meeting flesh under the burning stars’. She doesn’t want to hear any more about his naive hope of them settling on a farm somewhere and having half-human, half-spectral sprogs.


‘Kenny.’ I say his name firmly. ‘This ain’t no free service.’


‘I know, but Ropa, I need to get through to her. Please take this one last poem, and if it doesn’t work, I’ll stop. This is killing me.’


‘You’re already dead, Kenny. That can’t be helped. I’m turning the tap off ’cause you’re way over your tab.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘As far as I’m concerned you have two options: move on or find shillings somewhere.’


‘I thought you were my friend,’ Kenny says.


I shake my head. Never give them an in like that. Emotional blackmail don’t work on me. This is business, nothing more, nothing less.


‘Don’t come back here again without any money or I’ll have no choice but to cast you out. RIP, man.’
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