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For Audrey, with love


And my mother, with thanks






Oh my darling,


Oh my darling,


Oh my darling, Clementine,


Thou art lost and gone forever,


Dreadful sorry, Clementine.


19th-century American folk ballad
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PROLOGUE


Christmas in Edinburgh, 2010




She died like this – with her shoes on and nylons wrinkling at the knee. The glass she was holding fell to the floor, the last of its contents trickling out with the last of her breath. The liquid glinted in the moonlight, winking a last goodnight before seeping away too – down through the fibres of the carpet, down through the rough and dusty floorboards, down to the ceiling of the flat below. It evaporated as it went, leaving nothing but a stain. And that smell. Whisky. The water of life. But not for her. Not any more.


In a drawer she left a Brazil nut with the Ten Commandments etched in its shell. On a mantelpiece a ridge of dust where once a photograph had stood. In a wardrobe she left an emerald dress, sequins scattered along the hem. On a blue plate an orange, full of holes now like her bones and her brain.


Everything was faded. Tea towels in drawers. Nets at the windows. The newspaper wrapped around her middle underneath her clothes. In the bathroom ice grew on the wrong side of the glass. In the crockery cupboard none of the plates matched any of the bowls. Outside, the street was faded too and the faces of the passers-by all gone to ash in the unrelenting cold. Inside, her fridge contained a single tin of peas.


She died like this – with a name wedged under her fingernails, scratching at her arms and her face, trying to remember. With a drift of hair, red at the tips and white at the roots. With bombs going off like bells in her ear. And that call, Help me! as plaster showered her head, splinters of wood, of metal and of glass flying through the silence as she called out again.


‘Help me!’


Catching the thought as it scuttled through her brain, This could be it. But it wasn’t. For this was it now. The glass slipping from her fingers. The tiny amber trickle. The liquid seeping down through the carpet to the ceiling of the flat below.


And somehow she’d always known that she would end like this. In a small square room, in a small square flat. In a small square box, perhaps. Cardboard, with a sticker on the outside. And a name.


What was that name? Lost, along with everything else she’d ever owned.


She hoped then, as the liquid seeped away, that she had not cursed God too often. For somebody had to say it, didn’t they? Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. Otherwise where would she be as they lowered her deep into the earth, or lit her up with those blue jets of gas? She knew she’d prefer it, that blaze of hot air. But still, as her breath trickled out, she did wonder if she might not deserve the damp embrace of heavy Edinburgh clay.




PART ONE


The Orange






EDINBURGH EVENING NEWS


2 January 2011


SECOND COLDEST WINTER ON RECORD


Experts from the Met Office today confirmed that Edinburgh is in the grip of the second coldest winter on record. Roads throughout the city have been made treacherous by sheets of solid ice.


ICE


‘We urge householders to help by digging out the pavement in front of their homes,’ said a spokesperson for Edinburgh City Council. The council has been attacked for failing to keep the thoroughfares clear.


NEIGHBOURS


National charity, Age Scotland, asked city residents to look out for the most needy at this time. ‘Check on your elderly neighbours to make sure they are keeping warm.’


The cold weather is set to continue for at least the rest of the month.







2011


Margaret Penny came home on the spin of a coin. Heads to the north, tails to somewhere else – over the hills and far away, perhaps. Or a place much further than that. Six twenty-five a.m. on the second day of the New Year, and she arrived back in the Athens of the North to grey skies, grey buildings, grey pavements all encased in ice. And the people too.


She woke as the engine of the overnight bus juddered to a halt, hair all this way and that, head sticky with lurid, panicked dreaming. She gathered up all she had left – a small holdall and a red, stolen coat – and stumbled from the warm confines of the bus as though from a womb. The exit steps were narrow. She stumbled as she went down, stepping as though into air, straight into a gutter full of slurry.


‘Shit!’


But cold and viscous. Ruining the only pair of shoes she had left.


It was a rebirth of sorts.


‘All right, hen!’ Margaret Penny’s companion of the night and of the dawn and of the early, early morning that had never seemed to end, tumbled down the steps behind her and cracked open yet another tin of Special. ‘Happy New Year!’ He had reached his promised land. Edinburgh (along with the rest of Scotland) had one more day to party before work, and life, resumed.


Spume sprayed towards Margaret in an arc, flecks of foam spattering her stolen coat. The man cheered, swinging his can up in a salutation of sorts, a tangle of dark hair and sparkling lager droplets scattering hither and thither. Everything to celebrate. Nothing to regret. After thirty years, Margaret Penny was home.


Her mother, Barbara, lived in a modern block of maisonette flats on the north side of the city. Seven or eight pounds in a taxi at that time of the morning. Double at that time of year. It was nothing compared to London prices, but half of all the money Margaret had left. Edinburgh never had been afraid to charge more than one was expecting. She decided to walk.


The grey streets were deserted. Six forty-five a.m., and it was as though the whole of Edinburgh was sleeping or dead. Not a light in any of the tall windows. No one exercising their dog. Nothing but street lights surrounded by sodium halos in the murky morning air and plumes of steam rising from central-heating vents like ghosts.


Margaret slid and cursed her way down the hill from the bus station, gripping at whatever she could find to aid her descent. Railings and traffic-light poles, litter bins studded with the glacial remains of a million cigarettes smoked to the last. The ice here really was treacherous, thick and impacted, the air pinching at her lungs. She wished she’d stolen a pair of gloves to go with the coat, or a scarf at least; something to cover the bare extremities of her flesh – hands and throat, ears and fingers, frozen already like the very tips of the Alps. Margaret had forgotten how cold Scotland could be. And how godforsaken too.


Down at the bottom of the long hill at last, she staggered into the residents’ parking bay at The Court, almost colliding with the back end of a large black car as it revved and skidded its way out. The car threw up a spray of grit and slush that spattered across the hem of Margaret’s coat too. ‘For God’s sake!’ she shouted, but the vehicle was already escaping, up and out onto the main road, disappearing in a cloud of toxic exhaust. Half an hour in Edinburgh and Margaret was already covered in dirt.


She climbed the concrete steps to Barbara’s front door like a foundling come home in the hope that her past was just a mistake. But when the door finally edged open in response to her third, insistent ring, Margaret realized that the new dawn she hoped for was unlikely to happen here. Her mother had got old. Much, much older than Margaret had imagined. With a face already marked by the pallor of a corpse.


‘What are you doing here?’ It wasn’t the usual mother–daughter greeting.


‘I thought I’d help you bring in the New Year.’


‘It’s already happened.’


All spoken with the chain still on the door.


‘I brought rum.’ Margaret held up the quarter-bottle she had carried all the way from the south. A peace offering, perhaps, the promise of better things to come. Or, more likely, because Barbara had always taught her daughter that at moments like these it was best to Be Prepared.


The dark liquid glinted in the stair lighting. Through the narrow crack in the door Barbara’s pupils glinted too as she eyed the bottle, while Margaret eyed her mother in return. Old. Definitely old. And something else. But there wasn’t time for Margaret to be sure, for the door was closing, then opening again. Without the chain this time.


Seven a.m., and crammed into Barbara’s miniature hallway, Margaret opened her assault. ‘That was a nice welcome for the season of good cheer.’ She couldn’t help herself. Attack, the best form of defence. Just like her mother, contrariness was buried in her bones.


‘I thought you were one of those do-gooders.’ Barbara was wearing a quilted dressing gown in a shade of something that had once been pink.


‘A Jehovah’s Witness?’ Margaret had never known her mother to be religious. More interested in rum and biscuits than the chance to save her soul.


In her right hand Barbara gripped a grey NHS stick. ‘I already belong to them,’ she said.


This wasn’t the kind of homecoming Margaret had expected. A sudden conversion to God in all his many guises. ‘I thought you were Church of Scotland. That one round the corner.’


Barbara sniffed, a faint whistle rising from her chest. ‘And all the rest.’


‘The rest?’


‘Episcopal. Catholic. Evangelical. Friends,’ Barbara recited as though she was in church right there and then.


‘Friends?’


Barbara leaned into her stick, lungs wheezing. ‘Quaker, like in that film with that Indiana man.’


‘I think that’s Amish.’


‘Whatever.’


Only two minutes in the flat and Margaret wasn’t performing well. Her neck felt sweaty. She hadn’t even taken off her coat. ‘So you’re a member of more than one congregation?’


‘All of them, more or less.’


‘But you don’t believe in God.’


‘How do you know.’


It wasn’t a question and there was nothing Margaret could say in reply. Ten years, maybe more. Very few phone calls. Couldn’t remember the last time she had turned up for Christmas or New Year. After all, her mother was old now, well over seventy. Maybe she’d had a sudden conversion. A kind of Road to Damascus experience, like Margaret’s own Beginning of the End. It would be typical to have come home for her mid-life crisis, only to discover that her mother’s end-of-life crisis was well under way. Margaret clutched tighter at the neck of the quarter-bottle. Who Dares Wins. Or something like that. But, of course, her mother got in first.


‘So, are you going to pour me a glass out of that bottle? Or do I have to do it myself like everything else around here?’


Margaret Penny hadn’t planned to come back to Edinburgh any more than Edinburgh had been expecting her to return.


But . . .


Home is where the heart is.


Isn’t that what they say?


Especially a heart that has been beaten, pummelled and cut into tiny pieces before being left to fester on a life-support machine.


She’d abandoned the life she once had in London by tossing it into a skip sometime between Christmas and New Year. All the things that were no use to her any more discarded over landfill – black suits and blouses with furls down the front, tights the colour of skin, garlic presses, smart dresses, folders in variegated shades. Also a juice machine she’d hankered after once but never even used.


It was around the same time that the life Margaret thought she was living also got rid of her. A job lost without so much as a by your leave. A bank account emptied like bathwater down a drain. No savings to fall back on. No real friends to fall back on either. Various debit, credit and other types of card that turned out to have no money (or loyalty) attached. Finally a visit from the bailiffs to announce that the flat she had rented for all of these years had somehow been repossessed.


Thirty years in the great metropolis vanished like snow sliding from a hotplate. And all because of an encounter with an ashen-haired lady who laid out photographs on a small, stained table in Margaret’s local coffee shop. A man Margaret imagined was hers at the time. And next to him two silver-haired children in crumpled Technicolor. The life Margaret had always wanted.


Except . . .


It turned out to have belonged to someone else all along.


Her mother’s lucky coronation penny appeared just when Margaret needed it most. Nothing to celebrate, everything to regret, down on the cold kitchen tiles of a flat that was no longer hers, toasting the end with a bottle of cheap wine gone sour. The penny rolled from between two kitchen units, a small missive from the past teetering into view. Margaret crawled after it. The tiles were hard and unforgiving, left bruises on her knees. But Margaret didn’t care. Here was something unexpected, just when she had been anticipating the worst.


The penny was old-fashioned, smelling of metal and of earth, a dull glint of bronze in the low winter light. On one side Britannia wielded her trident. On the other a king who should never have been a king gazed out. Heads to the north, tails to the south. Or somewhere much further than that. Margaret spun the coin without considering what might come next. Disaster, or the broaching of a new reef. Let the king decide.


So he did.


She departed with nothing but a small blue holdall (four pairs knickers, spare bra, two pairs tights. Also a toothbrush and a bottle of tinted moisturizer down to the last few smears). She left behind a man with hair the colour of wet slate standing in the middle of a London living room, walls painted the colour of the sun. And stole a coat because . . . well . . . she turned out to be good at that. Also a photograph of two silver-haired children because one never did know when it might prove useful to have a family of one’s own.


There was a certain satisfaction to it, not owning anything and not being owned. But it didn’t leave Margaret many options. Just a ticket on the first bus north and a flat in a former Edinburgh council block – living room, kitchen, bedroom, box room full of junk and that tiny square of beige her mother called the hall. Home. It wasn’t where Margaret’s heart was. But at least it was somewhere to run.


A quart of rum drunk to the last lick. Television turned up full. Chips eaten from the knee. It wasn’t the best New Year’s celebration Margaret Penny had ever had. But it certainly wasn’t the worst.


She and her mother covered all the normal topics in three minutes, give or take.


Weather.


‘Some people have sons and daughters to help them clear their paths.’


Health.


‘You’ll have seen the stick.’


Friends.


‘All busy with their families at this time of year.’


Before getting to the matter in hand.


‘I was wondering if I could stay for a while.’ Margaret crumpled the last of her chip paper, vinegar and a slick of grease under her fingernails reminding her of how short a distance she had travelled over the past thirty years.


‘So you’re here for a holiday then?’ Barbara dribbled the last of the rum onto her tongue.


Margaret couldn’t tell if her mother thought a holiday was a good idea or not. Decided to hedge her bets. ‘Yes. Sort of.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


A vacation. A visit. A three-day trip. Looking for love. Or (in the likely absence of that) money to aid a quick exit for when the time came. But Margaret couldn’t think which answer might be best, so she avoided one altogether. ‘It would just be for a week or two,’ she said. ‘Maybe a month.’


Silence.


Barbara stared at the television screen with the intent gaze of a newborn, frills peeking out at throat and cuffs from beneath her all-consuming dressing gown. Margaret couldn’t tell if her mother was considering her request to become a house guest or pretending to ignore it. Or whether (perhaps more likely) she needed a hearing aid. It was like being interrogated, but without the other side saying a thing. But just when she was resigned to heading out once more into the freezing Edinburgh night, Barbara switched the television off with an abrupt flick of her wrist and said, ‘You can take the box room.’


‘Sorry?’


‘It’ll need clearing.’


It was amazing, really, when Margaret thought about it later, how easy it had been.


That night Margaret Penny lay on an inflatable lilo on her mother’s box-room floor, turning and turning in a failed attempt to get warm. The stolen coat, red as a massacre, covered her body. Outside the temperature was well below freezing. Inside, the box room was inhabited by a deep-seated chill. Whichever way she turned, one elbow, one ankle, one hand or hip bone was forever outside in the cold. Margaret was certain she could see her own breath hanging above her like some sort of miasmic shroud.


‘I don’t have visitors to stay often.’


That was how Barbara had put it as she handed over the only spare blanket she seemed to own. Small and square, with a satin trim around the edge, all gone to rot now, the blanket had been more suited to a baby than a grown woman already well established in the middle of her life. But Margaret took it all the same. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. Besides, her mother was like a book with no words. Impossible to read.


After Barbara went to bed, still grumbling about having her New Year plans disrupted, Margaret spent half an hour clearing a space on the box-room floor. Head against one wall, feet nearly touching the next, it was a sort of mini ground zero well suited to this stage of her life. It took her a while to resuscitate the lilo (the only mattress available, it seemed), giving the blue-and-yellow plastic the kiss of life while she practically expired. As she brushed her teeth in the freezing bathroom, peering through a gap in the window onto tarmac glimmering with frost, she wished someone would give her the kiss of life too. There were no windows in the box room. No emergency exits of any kind.


Her mother had been right. The room did need clearing. It was entirely filled with junk. A whole life laid out in front of Margaret, not on a small, stained coffee table this time, but piled up wall to wall. A heater with a broken dial that gave off a burning smell when Margaret tried to turn it on. A clothes horse stripped of all its plastic coating. An iron with a frayed flex. An ancient wardrobe full of ancient clothes. A small brown painting, dirty in more ways than one. And a grubby china cherub, chipped and fractured, one arm severed long before.


So here it lay. All the junk Margaret had spent thirty years trying to escape. Yet here she was again, too. Forty-seven, soon to be fifty. No children she could point to as an achievement. No grandparents or siblings. Not even any pets. And now she was back in Edinburgh. Land of grey buildings. Land of tall chimneys. Land of secrets that everyone knew but pretended they did not. It wasn’t what she’d planned, aged forty-seven, to be coming home empty-handed apart from a stolen coat and a bottle of rum. But then Margaret wasn’t really sure what she had planned exactly. When she tried to imagine, nothing came to mind.


Except . . .


In the clutter of the box room, deep in the dark of an Edinburgh night, Margaret Penny felt something trapped beneath her hip. Squashed. Misshapen. Rather like her. The last of her Christmas clementines, borrowed from a market stall in London as a final reminder of the south.


Margaret shifted, grasping hold of the small fruit as it rolled free from the pocket of her coat. She raised it towards her mouth in the blackness. Somewhere out in the frozen wastelands of the city a drunk man was dancing, lager sparkling like a constellation in his hair. But here, in the cold and inky pitch of her mother’s box room, Margaret Penny was tasting the sun.




1929


He came home and it rolled from his jacket sleeve – a small orange sun appearing like magic out of the dirty tweed.


‘Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.’ The small girl waiting for him in the corridor of their cold London home jumped up from the bottom stair, clapping her hands together over and over. ‘Give it to me. Give it to me.’


‘What’s it worth, lass?’ Alfred Walker held the treasure out of the little girl’s reach, high in the sky of the hall. He was laughing, like he always did, in a way that made everyone want to join in.


The girl pouted, her tumbling, twirling hair all stuck to her rosy little cheeks. ‘Daddy,’ she said, as though she were forty, not four, hands held flat against her clean Christmas frock. She was looking at him with those startling eyes: first one thing, then another. Difficult to resist.


‘Oh, you’re killin’ me.’ Alfred groaned and made as though to stab his chest, a clenched fist hard against his waistcoat buttons.


‘Give it to me then,’ the little girl replied.


From upstairs the beginning of a long moan stretched out to meet them, rising and rising, then falling and falling, then rising again; taking everything in the house with it, from the lids on the pantry jars to the cherub with the missing thumb that decorated the parlour mantelpiece. The child and her father looked at each other, his fist still clenched against his chest, her small hands pressed together now as though in urgent prayer.


Then Alfred lowered his hand. ‘It won’t be long now,’ he said, sliding the orange back into his jacket pocket, treasure swallowed by the dark.


In the scullery through the back, Alfred splashed water from the cold tap straight onto his forearms and his wrists. ‘Have you thought of names yet?’ he asked.


The little girl shook her head.


He splashed water straight onto his face and his hair. ‘What, can you not think of any?’


The little girl turned her startling eyes to the floor.


Alfred pulled back from the thick earthenware sink and shook his head – a wild dog-like shake that sent tiny droplets raining down on every surface. When he looked up the girl was standing in front of him, her dress all speckled, holding out a towel that was all speckled too.


‘Thanks, darling.’ Alfred wiped all around his face, his ears, his neck. When he tossed the towel down there was dirt all across its weave. He pulled out a chair and sat. ‘We got your name from the song.’


The little girl wriggled onto a chair next to him.


‘Oh my darling.’ He put out a hand to touch her slippery hair. ‘But if you can’t think of anything we’ll just have to call them after me and your ma.’ Alfred laughed then. That laugh which made everyone want to join in. The girl covered her mouth with her hand. But she was frowning this time.


Upstairs another moan started on its long journey. Alfred raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘No time to waste,’ he said, getting up from his chair.


The girl slid off her chair too.


Alfred went to the doorway and looked out into the hall: nothing but a thin slit of yellow at the top of the stairs. ‘Onwards and upwards,’ he murmured, lacing his fingers together and cracking all the bones.


‘Daddy.’


Four small fingers and a thumb touched the edge of his tweed jacket.


‘What is it?’ Alfred’s hand was already on the wooden banister.


‘Happy Christmas.’


‘Oh aye!’ Alfred stepped back into the hall patting at both his pockets. ‘How could I forget?’ For a moment his eyes danced, then one of his hands vanished into the tweed, appearing again a moment later with a small orange resting in the centre of his palm. ‘Happy Christmas.’


The girl reached out to touch.


But Alfred held something else out with his other hand this time. ‘To celebrate the babies when they come,’ he said. ‘Heads for one of each. Tails for neither.’ He laughed as the penny flipped in the air, a slow turn at the apex, both of them watching, before its sudden drop.


The coin fell with a clink and a clatter, then rolled away, teetering into the darkness. The little girl didn’t scrabble to follow, down on her bare knees amongst the dust. Instead she reached out once more to curl four small fingers and a thumb around the orange, holding on tight this time until Alfred took his hand away.


The little girl watched as Alfred took the stairs two at a time, right to the top, waiting for him to disappear into the shadows. Then she ate the whole thing before he could come back down. Didn’t wait for it to be peeled or segmented. Or to sit at a table. Instead she tore through the orange flesh with her sharp little teeth, squatting on the bare floorboards, biting and gnawing and sucking until there was sticky juice running all down her chin.


Clementine. That was what they called her.


Upstairs it was a boy and a girl. Named for their parents, all smiles now. Mrs Sprat, the midwife (though she wasn’t married now and never would be) moved around the room from one baby to the next, sorting a washbasin here, tidying a bundle of cloths there. ‘What a racket,’ she muttered. But she didn’t mean the newborns, who were as sunny in their first moments as they would be in their last. She wiped her way around the stump of a severed umbilical cord, frowning at the slew of garments strewn about the floor. A good sweep out, that was what this house needed. And some sense drummed into them all. She swabbed around a small penis and two tiny testicles pressed high in their sac. And that husband, choosing to watch! Well, where would it end?


The first baby wriggled and squirmed in the midwife’s arms, twisting his head as though to find something he had lost. Mrs Sprat held him in hands like two sides of a vice as she wrapped his jerking limbs inside a cotton square. And all that banshee screaming from the wife. Really, it was enough to make you want plugs for your ears. The midwife placed the boy into a waiting basket, tucking a blanket with a bright satin trim all around. She’d have to have a word with the matron about coming to this part of town again.


In the wide double bed Alfred’s wife, Dorothea, lay back, hair scattered all this way and that. Alfred perched by her side stroking the top of Dorothea’s head over and over. ‘Oh my darling,’ he murmured.


‘Pass me my hairbrush, will you.’ Dorothea’s hair was her favourite feature. She brushed it every morning and every night. And sometimes in between too.


Alfred reached to the bedside cabinet and handed Dorothea a brush with a handle made of bone. Dorothea began to stroke, slowly, from the very crown of her head right down to the very tips. ‘Are they chirruping?’ she asked.


Alfred got up from the bed and went to lean over the basket. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘One of them at least.’


‘Have they all their necessary digits?’


‘Ten fingers. Ten toes. Twice.’ And he laughed.


‘Hair?’


‘Well, the boy has, that’s for certain.’ Alfred reached down into the basket and held up a tiny bundle for Dorothea to see. The blanket fell. The cotton square came untucked. A miniature pink heel dangled. Alfred scooped it back up, rolling his eyes at where the midwife stood in the corner, her square back turned. Dorothea giggled. Mrs Sprat hunched lower over her task.


‘And what about Clemmie?’ Dorothea twirled the hairbrush once in her hand then began from the crown again.


‘She’s sucking away on that orange.’


‘Did she choose a name?’


‘No.’


‘I knew she wouldn’t.’


‘Why’s that?’ Alfred lifted his head away from his new son and looked at his wife.


‘Because . . .’ Dorothea was concentrating on the pale ends of her hair now. ‘She doesn’t want them.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ Alfred turned back to the basket. ‘She’ll love them.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Dorothea. ‘She told me.’


‘Well, she’s stuck with them now, either way.’ Alfred and Dorothea both looked up, startled.


‘She speaks,’ said Alfred.


The midwife’s cheeks reddened as she thrust a second bundle towards him. ‘Here’s the other one.’


Dorothea put the hairbrush to her lips so the midwife would not see her smile. Then she held out a tiny pair of silver scissors to Alfred. ‘Cut me a piece of them, will you, so that I don’t forget.’


An hour later Alfred stood in the centre of the bedroom, a small baby balanced on either arm. ‘We shall call them Little Alfie and Little Dottie.’ He looked like a man who had eaten a very satisfactory dinner.


‘Dotty, like me,’ said Dorothea, hair spread out across her shoulders like a shawl. Then she laughed. The kind of laugh that made people turn to look, then look away. The midwife, who had returned to the bedroom to pack her bag, did just that.


Alfred laughed too. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Like two wee chips off two big blocks.’


‘Like two peas in a pod, more like.’ They both looked at the midwife again. She was dressed in her cap and her cape now, ready to exit.


‘She speaks again.’


‘Alfred . . .’ Dorothea gave a little shake of her gleaming head.


‘Madam,’ said Alfred to the midwife. ‘Allow me to assist you from the premises.’ He placed the two bundles into the basket, top to tail, and tucked the blanket with the bright satin trim all around them once again. Then he advanced towards the bedroom door holding out his hand. The midwife clutched her bag tighter to her chest. She was reluctant to pass it over, but good manners prevailed.


Downstairs there was no sign of Clementine. Just six orange pips sucked dry and left in a little pile on the bare floorboards of the hall. Alfred stepped over the pips as though they did not exist. ‘Well, goodbye,’ he said, one hand holding open the front door. ‘And Happy Christmas.’


The midwife was already out on the step. ‘Oh, yes.’ She put a hand to her cap. She’d forgotten all about that.


‘Your bag.’


‘Oh.’ Mrs Sprat turned back. She’d forgotten about that too. Whatever was it with this family that got her all mixed up? ‘And a Happy Christmas to you too.’


But the door was closing already. Midwife outside in the cold December air. All five of the Walker family together in the warm.


‘Oh,’ Mrs Sprat said again, though there was no one to hear her. Then she set off down the frosty London street, a little skid here, a little skitter there, almost a tumble. They’re mad, she thought as she clutched at her bag, fingers already numb from the slow creep of snow. She fumbled inside the pockets of her cape for her thick blue gloves. But they had vanished, replaced by several pieces of sticky orange peel.




2011


There were five of them altogether. A priest. Three mourners. And a dead person folded into a wooden box.


Praise Be.


RIP.


And anything else appropriate for a funeral where nobody knew the deceased. Margaret Penny had only been in Edinburgh for a few days and already she was consorting with the dead. It seemed a fitting epitaph for the failure of her life to rise to much beyond the cradle or the grave.


The call had come the day before and it was Margaret who answered. Barbara seemed strangely reluctant to pick up her own phone.


‘Hello?’


‘Hello.’ A light voice. Male. Unexpected. ‘Is Mrs Penny in?’


‘Can I ask who’s calling?’


‘It’s Mr Wingrove. The assistant from West Leith Parish.’


‘West Leith?’ Episcopal. Catholic. Evangelical. Friends. Barbara hadn’t mentioned that particular congregation in her litany of churchgoing to date.


Across the room, from the depths of her armchair, her mother made furious gesticulations with her stick, as though outraged that Margaret would even contemplate lifting the receiver, let alone getting into a conversation with whoever was on the line. Barbara’s hair had not been brushed all day. Little flecks of spittle were gathering on her chin. And just for a moment there was that expression. The one Margaret had seen when Barbara first opened her front door.


Margaret turned slightly to avoid her mother’s insistent glare. ‘I’m afraid she’s indisposed at the moment. Can I take a message?’


‘Yes, could you tell her she’s next up on the rota. For tomorrow afternoon.’


‘The rota?’


The way her mother explained it later, being an official mourner to the ‘indigent’ was almost a full-time job.


The crematorium chapel was small and empty, three rows of chairs diagonally placed, a big curtain drawn across one wall. There was a plinth at the front covered in a blue velvet cloth and a lectern for whoever might preside, but there was no sign of human activity. Not even from the dead. From the doorway, Margaret peered in towards the gloom. The only light came from a few narrow windows positioned very high up in the bare concrete wall. It was rather like her mother’s box room. No chance of gazing out over green pastures while the last rites were relayed.


‘Shall we go in?’ she said, breath blooming in the frigid air. Sleet was falling (again) as it had ever since Margaret had returned to Edinburgh, casual stinging drops that clung to her red, stolen coat in little icy clumps. It was official now. Edinburgh was in the grip of the second coldest winter on record. All the city’s surfaces turned into a deadly rink. Still, Margaret didn’t see why they had to stand outside getting chilblains. The guest of honour was dead, after all. He wouldn’t know if someone else got to his party first.


Barbara stubbed at the frozen ground with the rubber tip of her grey NHS stick. ‘No,’ she wheezed. ‘That would never do.’


‘Why not?’ Margaret said.


‘Because.’


And there really wasn’t an answer to that. Barbara always had been a person who knew when right was right and wrong was (always) wrong. Only that morning over breakfast, small strands of mini Shredded Wheat clinging unnoticed to the front of her quilted gown, she had apprised Margaret as to all the day’s rules.


Don’t smile.


Don’t mention the deceased.


Don’t talk about anything other than the weather.


Funerals, Margaret had realized then, were just like being a child again. The Edinburgh of her girlhood returned to feed on her bones. She had resisted leaning over to pluck the wheaty strands from her mother’s chest. It wasn’t her responsibility to make Barbara look good. Besides, she hadn’t touched her mother for years. And certainly never like that.


Instead, now, Margaret just turned up the collar of her coat and folded in the lapels to cover the bare triangle of her throat. She still hadn’t found a scarf to wear, despite a quick rummage in the box-room wardrobe to see what she could see. Nothing of any use but a pair of ancient wool gloves in navy, holes at the fingertips, and a blouse in a distressing shade of fawn. When she’d first opened the wardrobe Margaret had wondered what might happen if she stepped inside rather than pulling something out, disappearing forever into a crush of starch and mildew, a forest of oversized coats and dresses flattened between thin plastic sheets. But needless to say, her mother had got there first.


‘Aren’t you ready yet?’ Barbara’s great bulk appeared in the box-room doorway, blocking out what little light there was.


‘Yes,’ Margaret replied. ‘Just coming.’ And pulled out the first few items that came to hand. A calf-length corduroy skirt to match the navy gloves and that terrible blouse in fawn.


Barbara turned out to be wearing a woollen coat the colour of wet sand and a lilac hat more suited to a summer wedding than a funeral on a dark January day. As they’d clambered into the waiting taxi, the driver levering Barbara from behind, Margaret had glimpsed something else too. A flap of summer jacket the colour of a Hebridean sea. ‘Shouldn’t we be wearing black?’ she had asked as they settled themselves onto the back seat.


‘I am,’ said Barbara gesturing with her stick to a flower made of black net wilting above her lilac brim. Then, as the taxi engine whined and revved, she’d rummaged in a stiff-sided handbag and taken out a plastic Rainmate with which to top the lot. ‘Be prepared,’ she said.


Now, as they stood waiting for the entrance of the deceased, Margaret conjured a vision of her own demise, Barbara celebrating in a turquoise two-piece, one glassful of rum segueing into the next. There was no denying it, her mother looked happy. But what would Margaret wear if it were the other way around – Barbara dead on a slab, all oozing flesh and badly applied rouge? For there was nothing suitable in her current wardrobe, reduced as it was to a holdall-shaped succinctness (four pairs knickers, spare bra, toothbrush, two pairs tights, etc.). Maybe she would have to borrow the lilac hat. Though would it count as borrowing if her mother was dead? After all, once Barbara succumbed for good to whatever had taken up residence in her chest, all she possessed could be Margaret’s. That dirty china cherub in place of a shiny juice machine. Margaret laughed then, a hollow little sound.


‘What’s so funny?’ Next to her Barbara was hunched beneath her plastic headgear, a woman who always expected the worst.


‘Nothing.’


‘Well then.’


And it was all Margaret could do not to squeal as the rubber tip of Barbara’s grey NHS stick pressed down hard onto the surface of one of her inappropriate shoes.


Five minutes later, just as Margaret was contemplating rebellion, a priest appeared, hands held wide as though in a gesture of praise. ‘Ah, Mrs Penny.’


But it wasn’t Margaret he was welcoming into the flock.


Barbara shuffled forwards, eyes shining suddenly in the pale January light. For one horrified moment Margaret thought her mother was going to embrace the holy man, kiss him right there on the chapel steps. Surely Church of Scotland hadn’t gone as far as that in all the years she had been away?


But the priest simply bowed towards Barbara as she approached, clasping her two hands inside his own as though paying obeisance to a queen. ‘How wonderful to see you again,’ he said. ‘So kind of you to come.’


Must not know about the Catholics, thought Margaret, folding her lapels back down to make herself presentable. Or the Episcopals. Or the Friends. Then again, perhaps he did and simply ignored the implications. That would be the Edinburgh Way.


As she bared her throat to the chill Edinburgh winds, Margaret noticed that her mother appeared to be whispering some sort of incantation into the priest’s ear. He nodded and rose from his stoop, turning towards Margaret instead. ‘And Margaret.’ The priest was tall suddenly, staring straight into her eyes. ‘The prodigal daughter.’


That wasn’t a question.


‘Yes,’ Margaret said.


Barbara inclined her head towards the priest. ‘Reverend McKilty.’


Margaret almost laughed. Then she remembered her mother’s instruction. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said. ‘It’s a pity about the weather.’ She saw how the priest’s eyes glinted, reflecting for a moment her own.


Inside the chapel they didn’t sit in the front row of chairs. Instead Barbara indicated to Margaret with her stick that they should sit at the back. ‘Have to save the front row for the family,’ she wheezed.


‘What family?’ whispered Margaret. ‘I thought the whole point was that there weren’t any.’


‘You can never tell.’


Margaret squeezed in beside Barbara, two rows of empty chapel chairs in front (all with better legroom) and wondered how many other funerals her mother had attended without knowing anything about the deceased. As usual, Barbara wasn’t giving anything away. Instead she sat immobile, staring straight ahead at the plinth, chest letting out small gasps and pants.


The priest ignored them too, hanging around at the door, clasping and unclasping his hands as though he was waiting for someone else to arrive. Holding out for the spectre at the feast, perhaps, some sort of distant cousin. Or maybe a long-lost daughter materializing from out of the famous Edinburgh mist. Then again, it could be that they were all just waiting on the dead person. For even if the deceased was without relatives or cash (‘It’s called indigent, Margaret. Please try to remember’), their body was presumably a prerequisite for their own funeral. At least that was what Margaret surmised.


In fact it was a small woman with no hat, carrying a bouquet of weeping snowdrops, who was the cause of the hold-up.


‘Mrs Maclure,’ the priest murmured as the latecomer rushed through the chapel door.


‘So sorry, so sorry, so sorry,’ the little woman murmured, nodding and bowing to the chapel floor as she slipped into a chair on the other side of the aisle.


‘Who’s that?’ Margaret whispered to her mother.


Barbara looked ahead, gaze rigid, lungs giving out a small accordion-like moan. ‘She’s the other one on the rota.’


‘Obviously, but what’s her . . .’


‘Shhhh!’


Everyone in the chapel (all three of them) turned their heads towards Margaret, waiting with silent frowns for her to shut up. Margaret subsided into silence. Trouble. That was what her mother always used to call her. Nothing but trouble right from the start.


A priest. A dead person. And three official mourners who just happened to top the rota when the day for the burning came. It wasn’t an excessive event. In fact the whole thing only took around fifteen minutes, including the coming in and the going out. Reverend McKilty intoned. Mrs Maclure sniffed. Barbara sat like a totem propped up throughout by her grey NHS stick. There were no flowers. No hymns. No order of service. Just a few words, a reading from the Bible and a dead man called John. It wasn’t exactly an elaborate send-off for what was once a life.


Margaret sat through it all trying not to fiddle with the coronation penny safe in the pocket of her stolen coat. Find a penny, pick it up, all day long you’ll have good luck. That was what her mother used to say. And like everyone else Margaret Penny had always assumed luck would be on her side, until it turned out she had no luck at all. The coin had been the first sign that something might change. Heads to the north. Tails to somewhere much further than that. But was that luck, she wondered now, so much as random chance? Heads or tails. Could have gone either way. She turned the coin in her pocket, once, then twice, as the priest declared the dead man dead. Margaret knew that she was missing something in her life. Perhaps if she flipped the penny again, she might find out what.


As the priest announced ashes to ashes and the coffin began its final shuddery descent into fiery oblivion (or at least the crematorium holding bay), Margaret tried to picture someone she knew lying inside so as to call up the requisite emotion. Somebody ought to cry, or look like they might, for it to be a proper funeral.


There was her mother, of course, the only one of Margaret’s relatives to get anywhere near the grave. In fact, the only relative Margaret had ever known, full stop. That lilac hat. Those lips wet with rum. And all that junk just waiting to be passed on. But despite the whistles rising from Barbara’s chest now, Margaret was certain that her mother would be around for some time yet. So she thought instead of a man with hair the colour of wet slate, the person who had made the middle of Margaret’s life seem like a new dawn, until it turned out to be the beginning of the end instead. Margaret knew she could cry an ocean for him, twice over. But she was determined that she would not.


There was her own future self, of course, thirty years hence, lying stranded in the box room of a flat where the carpets matched the walls. Found frozen to the mattress like a bad dream, three months too late, no friends, no savings, no prospects. Ex-Directory just like her mother. Nothing but the faintest hint of rum to sweeten her goodbye.


But in the end it was the photograph that did it. Lost now. Vanished. Just like Margaret’s previous life: nothing but a memory pulled from the depths of a chest of drawers one evening when Margaret was still a child herself. Two anonymous twins in black and white, sleeping behind a cold rectangle of glass.


‘Who are they?’ she had asked her mother, though she’d known even then that she had been digging where she ought not.


‘None of your business.’ Barbara had leaned across from her ironing and snatched the photograph away. ‘Put it back and don’t touch.’ Barbara never had been big on family history, either her own or other people’s.


‘But what are they doing?’ Margaret had persisted.


‘They’re dead, of course.’


Afterwards, gathered outside for what passed for a wake, Mrs Maclure enquired as to Barbara’s general and spiritual health. ‘We didn’t hear from you on your birthday.’ (That small celebration misfortunate enough to fall just before Christmas.) Margaret realized she had forgotten. She hadn’t celebrated Barbara’s birthday for years, and nor, as far as Margaret knew, had her mother.


‘And we missed you at the Christmas service.’


Barbara whistled and panted, leaning heavily on her stick. ‘I haven’t been out much this year,’ she said, voice tuned to full mourning mode. ‘Death follows me around.’ And Margaret saw it again – that look behind her mother’s eyes when she’d first peered out through a crack in the door. Fear. That was what Margaret had seen. As though whoever might be waiting could only mean one thing.


‘Oh, I know just how you feel, dear.’ Mrs Maclure still clasped the weeping snowdrops even though the coffin had been dispatched. ‘This is the third time I’ve been up here already this year.’


Christ, thought Margaret. It’s only the second week of January.


Barbara stood a little straighter now. ‘Are the others not available?’


‘Oh no, dear,’ said Mrs Maclure. ‘It’s just . . . there’s been a rush on. Cold weather. Backed up at the mortuary.’


‘Why haven’t I been informed?’


‘You didn’t seem to be answering your phone, dear. I’ve tried you several times.’ Mrs Maclure bobbed and bowed as though she was the one who ought to be apologizing.


The crescendo of wheezes that had been rising in protest from Barbara’s chest subsided somewhat. ‘Been busy,’ she muttered, stumping with her stick at the ground. Though Margaret couldn’t imagine with what.


Mrs Maclure turned to Margaret instead. ‘And what about you, dear? Will you be joining the rota?’


‘Oh no, I’m not . . .’ Coming to Edinburgh was one thing. Being required to consort with the actual dead on a regular basis, quite something else.


‘We always need a helping hand.’ Mrs Maclure’s eyes shone black in the shadow cast by the chapel door. ‘To help with the abandoned.’


‘Well, maybe . . .’ Head frozen to the mattress. The sweet kiss of rum.


‘Good.’ Mrs Maclure smiled, revealing surprisingly long canines for a woman who was so slight in other ways. ‘Never do know when it might be your turn.’


Margaret instantly regretted what she might have put herself in the way of. A life amongst the indigent of Edinburgh wasn’t exactly her idea of a future. ‘I may not have much time, though,’ she said, just to leave her options open. ‘I’ll have to get a job.’


‘What?’ Barbara’s eyes boggled all of a sudden. ‘I thought you weren’t staying.’


‘Well, I . . .’


‘Really?’ Mrs Maclure hesitated for a moment, head cocked as though she saw yet another opportunity coming her way. ‘I may be able to help with that.’ And she brushed up against Margaret’s red coat for a moment, as though some agreement had passed between them.


Margaret sucked in a lungful of chilly January air and wondered what exactly she might have signed up for. She had forgotten all about this in her years down in London. The Edinburgh Way of getting things done.


Margaret left her mother and Mrs Maclure to chat over the finer details of the official mourners to the indigent rota and went in search of the taxi she had ordered for their return trip. Up behind the crematorium chapel she watched as a black car peeled away from a row of hearses and disappeared down the long driveway towards the road. The car looked just like the one that had revved and skidded its way out of the residents’ parking bay at The Court only a few days before. She searched for any distinguishing features.


Except . . .


She was at a crematorium. All the cars were black.


In the taxi on the way home, slithering and bumping across the brooding town, Margaret asked her mother, ‘If you don’t want death following you around, why are you on the rota?’


‘Somebody’s got to do it.’ Barbara touched her lilac hat, the black flower a little crushed now from all the excitement.


‘Isn’t it a bit like being an ambulance chaser?’


‘At least we’re doing something useful.’


Margaret didn’t respond to that. Neither of them had been inclined to confession since she had returned, despite her mother’s conversion to the religious way of things. Still, Barbara seemed to have read Margaret from the inside to the out.


‘But you don’t believe in ghosts, do you?’ Margaret persisted.


‘Of course not, don’t be ridiculous.’


Yet there it was again – that tiny, brief unmasking – just as when Barbara first opened the front door to Margaret’s insistent ring. Margaret turned to look out at the frozen city through a swirl of condensation. The black monoliths of Edinburgh were passing: castle (ancient); volcano (dead); finance quarter (wounded). A whole world stilled beneath a globe of ice. Dead parents. Dead grandparents. Two dead children pressed behind cold glass. No wonder her mother was morbid if that was the only legacy she had to bequeath. The taxi turned into the grey streets of the New Town, bouncing across the frozen setts as it picked up speed.


‘By the way – ’ Barbara poked with her stick at Margaret’s calf this time – ‘she’s not married. Never has been.’


‘Who?’


‘Mrs Maclure, of course.’


‘Why is she “Mrs” then?’


‘It’s an Edinburgh thing.’


Say one thing, mean another.


They both clutched at their seats as the taxi swerved around a corner, back end swinging out in a big, sliding curve.


‘Has she always been on the rota?’ Margaret asked.


‘She knows where all the bodies are buried.’ Barbara’s chest gave off a small whistle at the joke. ‘Used to work for the council. Amongst other things.’ Then she said, ‘Did you read the note she gave you?’


‘What note?’


Yet there it was. In the pocket of Margaret’s coat, nestled up against a lucky coronation penny and a stiff piece of orange peel. Paper ripped from a small pad and folded into four. Margaret unfolded the note as the taxi jerked to a halt. The message was scribbled alongside a phone number.


LOST, it said. CAN YOU HELP?




1935


Six years gone, and the house was the same, the hall was the same, the tweed jacket was the same, but with patches now and tears and frays, all sorts of bits gone shiny and worn. No small orange sun rolling from the sleeve.


Alfred Walker came stamping in the front door on a cloud of frosty air, bare boards squeaking beneath his heavy boots. ‘Has it happened yet?’


Clementine was in her usual place, crouched knees to chin on the bottom step of the long, narrow stair. She was ten now, her Christmas frock long gone. She didn’t bother to get up, just shook her head to let her father know the state of things.


Alfred sighed, rubbing a dirty thumb across his forehead. ‘I’d better go up then.’ He skirted his daughter, making no attempt to touch her, and took the steps one by one, still in his dirty coat with his dirty neck and his dirty hands.


Clementine watched Alfred go, her hands no longer rosy, her hair no longer twirled, her dress grey with so much washing, covered by a cardigan held together with darns. Alfred’s tread was leaden on the rough wooden floorboards as he made his way up, anything he might have had in his pocket going with him into the dark. Clementine waited until her father’s big, hunched shape merged with the shadows at the top. Then she got up and went along the passageway into the kitchen to sit at the table all on her own. If there was any magic left, it had disappeared years ago. Besides, ten-year-old Clementine didn’t believe in such things. Not any more.


Upstairs Alfred stood at the bottom of the wide double bed, cracking his dirty knuckles and picking at his dirty fingernails with his teeth.


‘Do you mind,’ said Mrs Sprat, pushing past with a cloth and a bowl.


‘Excuse me,’ said Alfred, shifting slightly, black lines of grime embedded in his thumbs.


‘Excuse me.’ The midwife pushed past him again, the water in her bowl lurching like a drunk man, thin pink stain rolling around the rim. Mrs Sprat could smell the whisky oozing from Alfred. She thought the neighbours could probably smell it too.


Dorothea lay in the bed, flesh all mottled and damp. Her hair was tangled and matted. Her breathing harsh. The smell of meat left out too long oozed from her insides. Alfred stared at his wife’s swollen belly, large above a sea of stained sheets. Her feet were straining at the ankles, pressing against the wooden bars. There was blood smeared on the inside of her thighs. And she was making that sound again. A low, urgent grunting.


Between Dorothea’s legs a small slick of black appeared for a moment, then subsided. She groaned, the long deep groan of a woman two days in labour. The midwife pushed Alfred aside with a sharp prod of her elbow. He stepped back. Let it be a boy, he thought. Everything would be all right if only it were a son.


Downstairs Clementine shifted amongst the packets and jars in the pantry. She liked the cool feel of the long, narrow space. Flagstones. Painted wooden shelves. A meat safe with a wire mesh front. She lifted the covers from some of the large jars. Took a broken biscuit from the bottom of the barrel. Stuck the tip of one finger into a jug of cream.


On the shelf was a pie, its edges fluted. Also a bowl of floury cooked potatoes and a bottle of stout. Clementine pushed one or two of the potatoes around, their skins already split and peeling. Then she pulled the stout towards her, removing the stopper and breathing in its thick, musty scent. The smell made Clementine’s head swirl. She sniffed again. Then she leaned forward and placed both lips over the thick glass rim. Her saliva slid down the inside of the bottle’s neck, pooling for a moment on the top of the dark liquid before sinking. Stout, Clementine knew, was Alfred’s favourite. Not including whisky, of course. The water of life.


In the parlour, where she was not allowed, Clementine ran a finger along each surface. The table that used to be polished. The rough green curtains, all dusty now along the hem. Christmas this year would be non-existent. The baby was early. Nothing was prepared. Her mother had been upstairs in bed making that horrible grunting sound for days now, the midwife coming and going and coming again. The women from the street had been coming and going too. Pies. Cold potatoes. Bottles of stout. And somewhere a paper bag full of oranges, if only Clementine knew where to look. They hadn’t even retrieved the old pram from the coal cellar where it lay abandoned, all covered in soot.


Of course, Dorothea had been in bed for much longer than two days. Months, even. More than a year. Working her way through a drawerful of nightgowns, cotton and flannel, frills at throat and wrist. Sitting by her mother’s bedside each morning before school, Clementine had counted, hairbrush in hand, brushing and brushing and brushing. The strands of Dorothea’s hair rose like cobwebs, clinging to Clementine’s cardigan or attaching themselves to her skin. But Clementine didn’t care. She was just waiting for Dorothea to say her name once more.


On the mantelpiece in the parlour the china cherub was still on display, all plump flesh and rosy cheeks. Clementine stood up on tiptoe now and touched her finger to the little white mark where the cherub’s thumb used to be. What would it be like to lose a thumb? She tucked her own thumb to her palm and waggled her four remaining fingers. Her hand looked odd when she turned it over. Like a mistake. She’d seen old men in the street with mistakes for hands when she was younger. Missing fingers and stumps for thumbs, sometimes missing arms or legs too. War wounds, her mother used to call them. But the men had been too old to be fighting in a war. Clementine crossed the road to avoid them if she could.


The cherub was forlorn and neglected, dust gathered along the edges of all its pretty flowers. There should be holly poking out of it now that it was Christmas, small sprigs cut from the tree in the cemetery. Clementine used to go with Alfred to collect it, dragging the prickly branches home inside an old sheet. Together they would cover the mantelpiece and the tops of all the mirrors, Alfred lifting Clementine to the high places in his thick, stocky arms. When they were finished there would be red berries scattered across the house like a thousand miniature rubies. One year her father even strung up mistletoe with its tiny moonlike fruit. Then he had made Clementine kiss him, small lips pressed to a face full of prickles, the smell of earth and coal dust as she pushed her nose into his flesh.


But Clementine knew that the holly would not be cut this year, even though the bushes were covered in a maze of scarlet berries sparkling in the frost. She had gone to look on her way home from school, stood up close against the forest of stiff green leaves until she felt them pressing through her skirt. She’d even held a finger to one green spike until it pierced her skin. A tiny crimson berry all of her own, growing on the tip.


She rose now on her toes and pressed the little puncture wound against the cherub’s sliced-off thumb. A sharp prick of pain. A tiny thrill. And the sound of footsteps on the stairs.


‘Clementine!’


Clementine took her finger away and curled it up inside her cardigan sleeve. It was the midwife calling, fat and argumentative. Clementine had seen her with those bowls of water stained pink, sluicing them out in the scullery, bare forearms all florid. Clementine never wanted to have arms like those and she would make sure that she did not.


She crouched between the table and the empty fireplace, making herself small so as not to be seen. There was a photograph there, hanging against the dark wallpaper. In it two children slept, their faces surrounded by curls, their lips two pouts. It smelled of dust here and of mice droppings scattered along the edge of the skirting board. Clementine waited and listened. She touched a fingertip to the photograph, one child after the other, felt the glass hard and cold on her wound once more. Then she took her finger away.


Upstairs it wasn’t a boy, but Ruby. Ruby with her eyes so bright, squeezed out from between her mother’s reluctant thighs. Another little girl to join the older one downstairs, pushed out on a gush of fluid, ready to greet the world.


Alfred smiled down at the small, writhing thing. Why was it not a son? He put a hand out to touch the child’s wrinkled face, those tiny clenched fists. There was a smear of blood beneath the baby’s eye and he wiped at it with his thumb, his nail black against the child’s bright skin.


‘If you don’t mind.’ Mrs Sprat pushed in with her towel and her cloths, scooping the baby up and handling it this way and that as though it was a pat of butter needing to be shaped. She cut through the thick, pulsing cord.


Alfred looked at Dorothea. There was sweat all along her lip. Her eyes were like hollows surrounded by bone. ‘Is she all right?’


‘Yes,’ said the midwife, wrapping the baby in a tight muslin square.


‘I mean my wife.’ Alfred moved to the top of the bed and laid a hand on Dorothea’s hair, soaked now and dark.


‘She’ll be fine.’ The midwife didn’t even look up. ‘Now what’s this one to be called?’


But Alfred didn’t reply, for Dorothea was arching back in the bed, neck all taut. ‘Dorothea?’


The grunting began again, urgent and guttural, right in Alfred’s ear. The midwife turned from the basket and came straight to the side of the bed, bending low over Dorothea’s stomach. ‘There’s another one coming.’


‘Another one?’ Alfred stood for a moment staring at the midwife. Then at Dorothea as she turned and writhed in the bed. Both of them were surprised. Twins again. One more spin of the dice for a boy. Alfred picked up his wife’s hand, grey against his own stained fingers. ‘Dorothea?’


Dorothea rolled her eyes towards him then back, dark irises surrounded by white like a cow destined for slaughter. Her hair was stuck to her neck with sweat. She gripped at Alfred’s hand until he thought all his bones would crack. The grunting began again from deep inside her throat, her knees rigid, feet thrashing at the sheet.


‘Is she all right?’ Alfred tried to prise his fingers away as Dorothea crushed them tighter.


But the midwife just pushed him aside as all of a sudden Dorothea let go. Her head flopped back. Her neck all slack. A long groan unwinding from her mouth as out came the next one, floppy and bloody, lying on the sheet like the afterbirth from a calf.
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