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For Catherine, Christopher and Peter, 
with love







   

Who killed Cock Robin?


I, said the Sparrow,


With my bow and arrow,


I killed Cock Robin.


Who saw him die?


I, said the Fly,


With my little eye,


I saw him die.


Traditional
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PROLOGUE









The bones fell from the ceiling as though from the sky. A tibia. A fibula. The notches of a spine. Scattering about her feet like spillikins just waiting for the game to begin. Dust and grit and flakes of ancient paint circled above her, glinting in the air as though she was standing in a universe, somewhere amongst the darkness and the never-ending stars.


Then the dust began to settle; a thin caul of grey to add to all the rest. It settled on her arms, clinging to her skin. It settled on her clothes, caught in the weave. It settled on her hair, turning it the colour of an old woman’s. It settled on the tips of her shoes.


The bones were small things, not much longer than the span of her hand, a scattering of something old, something long-since dead and buried, risen to the surface now. She stared at the little nubs, the hollow flutes, at the patch of floor turned into a graveyard about her feet. Then she crouched, reached a hand to touch, knew at once that these were the remains of a child.









PART ONE


Essie Pound









One


Portobello, Edinburgh’s seaside, 2019.


We enter by the backyard, a small space surrounded by a fence rotting from the ground up. Inside, the concrete area is piled with junk. I can see old chair frames, scraps of desiccated carpet underlay, a thousand bin bags appearing from amongst a thick stand of willowherb. The willowherb is pretty, flowers still blooming, though even I know the season is almost ended now.


Daphne goes ahead, disappearing for a moment amongst a craze of thistledown. We follow – a narrow trail hacked out by the police a day or so before. The tall stems have been bent and pushed aside where the police tramped their way in and tramped their way out. I touch my hand to the nearest blossom, pink juice on my thumb. Who called them, that’s what I want to know, when the owner of the property had already waited two years for somebody to come.


The back porch, when we get to it, is a rickety thing, open to the elements, paint peeling, glass muzzy with cobwebs. Hundreds of seashells have been piled along a narrow shelf. I count the kinds:


snail


razor


limpet


Surfaces chalky after so much exposure to the sun and the rain. On the ground beneath I spy a pair of rubber boots, split and faded. Also a snake of silk spotted with mildew, a strange sort of green. I watch as Daphne slides a key from her pocket, tackles the padlock newly fitted to the back door. When it swings open, I wonder why the police have bothered. The entrance is almost blocked by a huge cliff of rubbish, layer upon layer of one old lady’s leftovers long since abandoned to rot.


We play Scissors, Paper, Stone to decide who should go in first. I come last, of course. Monika wraps her hand around my fist, grins in triumph. Pawel laughs as he glances from my toes to my hair. I know what he is thinking. I am fat. The entrance way is narrow. Not to mention whatever might be lurking beyond. But I don’t really mind. Unlike the others, for whom this is just a job, I am drawn to the darker side of what we might find.


First in. Robed up. Tiger Balm beneath the nostrils. Cover your face with your mask and try to breathe through your mouth. That’s what I’ve been taught. It’s only eight forty-five a.m. but already my skin is sticky as I zip my suit from crotch to chin, pull my hood over damp strands of hair. My heavy limbs chafe against the coverall’s flimsy weave. Monika dabs balm on my top lip. I prefer to go in without it, face free to Breathe, Essie. Breathe. But Daphne gave the order.


‘Might be a bad one.’


And what Daphne wants, Daphne gets. It’s the reason we’re the best cleaning outfit in the city, sorting the soft underbelly of Edinburgh’s overlooked so that everybody else can continue on their gleaming, oblivious way.


Pawel props the back door open for me. We stare at the cliff of rubbish rising from floor to ceiling and ceiling to floor. Then at the culvert carved out by its side. I take a deep breath, smell Tiger Balm and salt. Also the fragrant scent of willowherb. Then I step over the threshold, into the unknown.









Two


The case is unexceptional, that is what I know. A house full of stuff left behind by a dead woman. Eighty-one (or thereabouts), abandoned at the last. No next of kin, not even any neighbours to pass the time of day. Laid down to sleep one night, click switch, lights out, never turned them on again. Nothing left but a large stone property with generous Edinburgh rooms and a view over the sea. Once a family home. Then a private hotel. After that a boarding house that leaked what little heat there was and let in all the wind.


Found in her bed.


That’s what Daphne said when she briefed us at the office. Two years. That’s how long they reckoned it had been. Two years where the breeze and the brine and the absence of any sort of central heating preserved everything about the deceased.


Like a mummy.


That’s what Daphne told us as she reversed the van into a space on a side street, eight twenty-five a.m., Monika and Pawel sharing the seat in front while I crammed in behind. At least there wouldn’t be any putrefaction to deal with, that’s what I was thinking as I decamped, scrambling from the side door of the van with my caddy full of chemicals to spray it all away.


I’ve been there before, of course, wading through the remains of a thousand bluebottles to get to the heart of the scene. A thousand little crawling, buzzing things searching out their perfect nest, laying one day, dying the next, scattering the floor like miniature kamikazes:


crunch


crunch


crunch


But this case is different. Not a body swollen with heat and damp, rather a slow decay, skin shrinking and retreating over old bones as the sea winds blew in and blew out. Our new client was the colour of peat by the time they found her – feet black. Hands black. Skin like the tanned hide of a cow – before someone finally thought to knock on her door.


Now here we are, walking in without even that courtesy, the cleaners of Edinburgh’s extremities armed and ready to sweep it all out.


Trespassing.


That’s what Granny Pound would have called it. Like the bluebottles. Crawling over the last known abode of a woman who spent her life opening her house to others, only to discover that when the moment came, nobody came for her.









Three


I squeeze into the narrow passage the old lady hollowed from the mound of her own rubbish. It is dark, the small amount of light spilling from the back entrance already obscured. By me. By the size of me. And the debris that we’ve found. It’s almost like being swallowed, like Jonah inside his whale.


The corridor is oppressive, a man-made alleyway crammed and congested with junk. Beneath my feet there are magazines, once glossy, now torn and faded, carpeting the floor. I glance down, find myself edging forwards in my shoe covers over women’s eyes and teeth, their sleek shiny hair. I have been inside a hoarder’s house before, but never one as full to the brim as this. My body presses against the mound of rubbish, wedged for a moment as though caught in a strait jacket. The house holds its breath. Then I limber an arm free, turn sideways, squeeze further into the gloom. To look at me it might not seem possible, but I can get in anywhere as long as I try. One foot, then the next. One shoulder, then the next. Away from the willowherb. Away from the seashells. Away from that September breeze, the taste of salt on its tongue.


In front of me, at about eye level, I discover a seam of plastic. An old dish rack. The lip of a dustpan. Also a pair of tiny feet. A doll, perhaps, buried in the debris, those sharp little toes. I wonder about pulling the doll from its grave, sorting its hair. But the rest of its body is hidden by a microwave oven emerging from the rubbish like a portal to another world. I raise a finger to touch the microwave’s black glass, glimpse a grown woman staring back, hair covered, mouth covered, nothing to see but her eyes.


I move on and a door appears on my right, frame patterned with a thousand dirty fingerprints. I place the tips of my gloved fingers over them, fitting my hand to a dead woman’s as though to say hello. The floor in this room is on a different level from the passageway, two feet up or so, a shifting mass of empty bottles and ancient food cartons, piles and piles of discarded tins. Another narrow path has been dug into this sea of rubbish, like a trench leading to the front. Or in this case to a sink brimful of abandoned crockery and a cooker painted black with the burned-on fat of a thousand meals. Also there, in the centre, a small Formica island in primrose yellow, chair tucked neat beneath.


I stand for a moment, my gloved hand on the doorframe. I know dangerous territory when I see it. Then I pull the mask from my face, breathe in, breathe out again, make the call.


‘All clear!’


I listen as Pawel relays the information to Daphne, already on the phone to another job no doubt, earrings flashing in the early morning sun. Despite there being no guarantees in our line of work, there’s no shortage of it in this city. Edinburgh’s full of the neglected and worse – people abandoned to the vicissitudes of life, everything around them decaying just as they begin to decay, too.









Four


I am standing in a trench. Outside, Pawel prepares to wield his blade. Inside, there is the shift and morph of a thousand empty bottles and cans. Beneath my suit flesh rubs on flesh, skin itchy. I feel nervous in kitchens, always have done. I don’t know why, but I do.


The light in the room is dim. I try the switch, click flick, but of course the electricity is off. At the far end of the trench, above the sink, I can see a window covered by a net curtain. I navigate towards it, careful not to touch anything in case the whole lot begins to slide. The curtain is drenched in dust, behind that the glass cracked across its pane. Thieves and chancers, that’s what Granny Pound would say. Or one more of the old lady’s mishaps that never did get sorted. Amongst all the rest.


Dust plumes in the air as I drag aside the net, adding a new layer to the general mess. Mugs dip-dyed with tannin. Forks crusted between the prongs. I feel the quick pulse of blood in my wrist as I search. But there are no knives that I can see. Only a half-eaten packet of Jacob’s cream crackers and a draining board piled with ice-cream tubs stacked in graceful curves. Raspberry ripple. An old lady’s favourite. And mine, too.


Also something propped against the filthy window pane. A calendar, pages blackened at the edges. I reach across, lift the calendar from its resting place. Daphne will be pleased. Calendars are useful things. An aid to exact date of death, to add to date of birth. I am expecting August 2017 or thereabouts, the year the old lady turned off her bedside lamp, click switch, lay down, never got up again. According to Daphne, that is. But the calendar doesn’t say 2017. It says 1996.


I blink at the numbers. In 1996, I was five years old, a small skinny girl with hair in rats’ tails, swimsuit and a pair of blue jelly sandals. Lost now along with all the rest. What happened here in 1996? That is what I’m thinking. The last year the old lady ever counted. Nothing, perhaps, the world just stopped. Or she decided not to count anymore.


I tuck the calendar into my caddy, move back along the trench towards the opposite wall where a wooden dresser rises from the debris.


Personal stuff first, nothing else for now.


That was Daphne’s instruction.


Address book. TV licence. The paperwork of life. There is a brooding sort of atmosphere in the kitchen, as though the house is taking the measure of me, as I take the measure of it.


The dresser is laden with all sorts – tangled cassette tapes and unopened envelopes, KitKat wrappers and a radio with a bent antenna. I try the radio, but it is dead just like its owner, not receiving anymore. A set of teacups hangs from a row of hooks, delicate things with a pattern of orange flowers just visible beneath a film of soot. I lift one, discover a centipede resting on its back, one hundred legs raised. I tip the centipede onto a pile of old receipt books, watch it trickle away, find something grinning at me from amongst the muddle. A pair of false teeth, grey about the gums. I lift the teeth out, hold them on my palm. They are like the bottom half of a skull, the rest of the person missing. I put them into my caddy next to the calendar. The teeth won’t help us learn anything new about our client, but they might make her look better once she’s laid out in her coffin. These things matter at the end.


After that I sift through some of the envelopes. They are all junk, as far as I can tell. To the Occupier. To the Occupier. A lifetime of unpaid bills. I put the paperwork aside, poke my fingers into every nook and cranny. Most of this job is spraying and shovelling, wiping away mould with a thick slick of bleach. But sometimes it is also detective work, opening jewellery boxes and tipping books upside down to let the crucial piece of evidence fall free. Right now I am hoping for photographs with a name and date on the back. Letters with greetings from a relative that might give some clue as to the next of kin. But there’s nothing more here than decay and the dusty ephemera of an everyday sort of life. Just the ordinary things.


I retreat along the trench towards the Formica table, imagine the old lady manoeuvring like a ghost amongst her rubbish so she could eat her supper each night in this small cocoon. She must have been tiny to survive in this warren, that is what I’m thinking. Or perhaps it was just that she shrunk herself to continue to exist in this labyrinth of filth. It always seems impossible when viewed from the outside that anyone could live like this. But I’ve been doing the job long enough to know that if a person wants to find a way, they certainly will.


The table is clear, but beneath it is a large biscuit tin, barrel shaped, rust grown like a rash across its surfaces. I rub at the lid, discover a family looking back. A mother. A father. A girl. A boy. I lift the tin onto the primrose Formica, hear the sudden rattle. A lady’s ring, perhaps, row of opals winking like cats’ eyes? I think of Granny Pound:


An eye for an eye


Ease the lid off, dip my hand in, scrabble for treasure. I know I ought not, but what is life for?









Five


I get home at six thirty p.m. filthy with an old lady’s leftovers, the taste of the boarding house still lingering on my tongue. We have spent all day hacking, lifting, shovelling, dismantling the mountain in the corridor. I can feel the calluses forming on my thumbs.


The flat where I live is on the third floor of a tenement not far from the bottom of the Walk, but the wrong side of Easter Road. I have always lived on the wrong side. It is where I belong. The main door to the street is often left on the snib, an invitation to anyone from the pub on the corner to wander in and use the close for their personal toilet. Despite the stink of urine, this is where I call home.


I climb the tenement stair to the third floor slowly. The evening is warm; a mugginess threatens rain. I’m sweating by the time I achieve our landing, can feel that uncomfortable damp under my shirt, the moisture gathering beneath my breasts. At least I no longer have to suffer the claustrophobia of my coverall suit – the mask, the hood, those gloves that make my wrists itch – all stripped off at the scene like a snake shedding its skin. But still, I am fat. A vast, ungainly girl.


In the kitchen I drink from the tap, gasping as the water bubbles in my throat. I can feel something pressing on the nape of my neck. The past, perhaps. The weight of everything our latest client has left behind. When I finish, I open a cupboard and take the first thing that comes to hand. A Battenberg, all pink and yellow squares. The wrapper is flimsy. I slice it with my nail. I don’t bother with a plate. My fingers make soft dents in the marzipan icing as I lift the cake to my mouth.


In the shower, I bow my head, let hot water batter my scalp. I stare at the solid mass of my thighs, rivulets running across pale flesh, think of the old lady. Black hands. Black feet. Reach for the soap. The soap comes from our last-but-one job, a woman who ate too many pills, left vomit all over the living-room carpet. Which meant scrubbing till my knuckles were raw and a whole can of deodoriser, spritz, spritz, spritz. The soap was inside the woman’s bathroom cabinet, next to a half-used packet of contraceptive pills I knew she wouldn’t be needing either, so I took one for myself. Sometimes I think my whole life has been furnished by dead people, to make up for never having anything of my own.


After my shower, I sit at the kitchen table with damp hair, dabbing pink and yellow crumbs from the surface with one wet fingertip, surveying my spoils. A lipstick with the imprint of a mouth still on its waxy tip. A green plastic lighter. The empty box from a bar of soap. Also a gold locket on a cheap chain. The locket glints in the overhead light as I touch each thing in turn. After that I remove the empty soap carton, put something new in its place. Treasure taken from a biscuit tin belonging to a boarding house in Portobello. Not a ladies’ ring, opals glimmering like cats’ eyes. But a tiny notch of bone.









Six


Day two and inside the boarding house we have barely dug out more than a few metres down the back corridor. A small triumph, hard fought. We tackled it with the bladed instruments, Pawel hacking at the grey mass with his pickaxe, me and Monika shovelling it out with the spades. We tossed it chunk by chunk into the skip Daphne hired the day before once she realized the size of the task. And still the rubbish looms as Daphne slides her key into the padlock, pulls the back door open, steps aside to let our guest see.


I watch from the safety of the willowherb as Margaret Penny of the Office for Lost People picks her way through the debris to assess her latest client’s leftovers. She’s wearing a pair of red shoes, straps buttoned across her ankles. I stare at them, then at my own, clumsy in their shoe coverings. A breeze whispers through the thistledown and Margaret Penny shivers as though a ghost has walked across her grave. She lifts the collar of her coat. Still, I see the black eye glinting. Margaret Penny is wearing a fox stole, that is what I know. All its little paws.


Daphne taps one painted fingernail on the surface of her phone as we await the official assessment. Daphne is immaculate, pleats like knife blades in her trousers. The opposite of me. When the assessment comes it is succinct:


‘You’ll need more time.’


Margaret Penny is well known in Edinburgh for the efficiency with which she dispatches the affairs of the deceased, but even I know that clearing the boarding house will take a week at least. Maybe two. Daphne opens her work book with its calendar pasted onto the inside cover, begins to check the other jobs we have lined up that might need to be shifted. Rentals that have been trashed. A drug den with needles scattered across the floor.


‘I think we can arrange it.’ Daphne is the queen of the schedule. ‘We can put back the rental, split the crews to cover the rest.’


They operate well together, Margaret Penny and Daphne, as though they might actually be a team. But Daphne isn’t an employee of the Office for Lost People. She’s independent. Likes to keep an open mind to whatever opportunity might come her way.


I watch as Margaret Penny studies the little porch:


snail


razor


limpet


Tiny broken pieces scattered about her feet. Look again for the long coil of silk with its spatter of mildew. But it has vanished, along with the rubber boots.


Margaret Penny turns from the back door, brushing at her coat as though to rid herself of some bad memory as Daphne assigns the jobs.


‘You start on the storeroom, Essie. Pawel and Monika, you continue clearing the passage. If we’re lucky, we’ll make it to the hall today.’


I am grateful. I don’t much like sharp objects. The shovel. The pickaxe – black handled, red tipped – Pawel swinging with relish at the tightly packed detritus of a life while I stand well back amongst the weeds. Monika doesn’t mind, she enjoys the cut and thrust, whereas I always turn away from the glitter of a blade.


Now as I robe up, gloves over wrists, hood over hair, I see Daphne hand some stuff to Margaret Penny.


‘All we could find, I’m afraid.’


The personal things.


A calendar from 1996. A postcard Monika discovered propped on the shelf in the porch.


Will see you on the 12th. Save the room. Miss M.


Also a set of false teeth.


‘Thanks.’ I watch as Margaret Penny tucks the calendar and the postcard into a brown loose-leaf folder, in much the same way she tucked the paws of her fox stole beneath her lapels. She drops the teeth into her pocket. ‘Let me know if you find anything else.’


A small bone, perhaps, hidden inside a cleaner’s fist. Nothing more than the joint from a drumstick. Or a child’s knuckle. Heat blooms beneath my coverall suit at the thought that we are digging in what might already be a grave. As though she can read my thoughts, Daphne glances up from her checklist, asks Margaret Penny about the old lady who was carried out feet first.


‘What was her name again?’


‘Dawson,’ Margaret Penny says. ‘Isabella.’


‘And do we know anything about her?’


‘Not much.’ Margaret Penny doesn’t even need to study her file. ‘Single lady, never married. Lived here with her mother when it was run as a boarding house.’


‘No children?’ Daphne says.


‘Not that we know of.’


But who knows everything about a person? That is what I’m thinking as I tie on my mask. Especially once they’re deceased.









Seven


‘Specialist.’


That was how Monika explained it to me when I first started with The Company almost a year ago. Clear up after folk who don’t have anyone else to take them on.


‘I like the variety,’ she told me as she held out the suit, the mask, the gloves that first time. ‘Never know what might be coming down the road.’


Which makes sense, because occasionally we have to sort the mess left behind after a road-traffic accident where someone didn’t skip away from what was coming quite soon enough.


‘So it’s Daphne’s business, then?’ I asked as we suited up for my first encounter, Daphne standing by, phone clamped to her ear. Monika laughed at that.


‘No, Daphne runs the crew on the ground. McDermid and Sharp are the brains behind the outfit.’


The ones who started it all.


I asked Sasha about McDermid and Sharp when I got home that first evening, two women who made their reputations navigating the hidden geographies of Edinburgh armed with not much more than a bucket and a mop. Turns out they started a different sort of cleaning company from the run-of-the-mill operations headed by the Polish residents of the city. McDermid and Sharp clear up after the kind of people the locals try to pretend do not exist. Trauma, that’s their specialism. Not to mention all the rest. Searching out hidden bloodstains. Abandoned properties left to rot. Hoarders who can’t help themselves. Also the long-since deceased.


The territory of the dead.


That’s what Sasha calls it. Or the territory of the unloved and overlooked, that is what I think. A place I might have ended up myself one day if Daphne hadn’t saved me. Daphne has a thing for orphans. Sasha, too, of course.


Turns out, for once in my life, I landed on my feet. The Company is one of the most lucrative in the city. Not for the actual work it does – that’s hard graft, £12.50 an hour, extra for brain matter. But for the access it gives. Just as likely to find a hoarder who’s a millionaire, as an old lady dead in her bed with nothing more than two pound coins to rub together at the end. All the hangers-on in the city follow where McDermid and Sharp lead. The estate agents and the Heir Hunters. The dealers in second-hand goods. Every one of them is looking to see where a profit might be made from whatever the neglected and abandoned have left behind. But first it has to be cleaned and not many people in Edinburgh want to volunteer for that.


Your mess is our mess


That is The Company’s motto. I take it literally. I have good role models. McDermid and Sharp are self-made, started with a mop and bucket, no one to touch them now.









Eight


The storeroom is a dark narrow space that opens from the back corridor. We found it yesterday when Pawel’s pickaxe took off the door handle, discovered what looks like a bunker prepared for disaster. Which is what the boarding house has become, I suppose.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Pawel as we crammed in to see. ‘What was she stockpiling for?’


Twenty years of not going out, that’s what I was thinking as we stared at shelves crammed with supplies. Corned beef and cream crackers. Custard powder and tinned carrots. Old people’s meals. Though even I wouldn’t want to ingest any of them. They look as though they haven’t been touched since 1996.


I begin on the left and work my way round sliding, lifting, binning, sweating under my suit as droppings scatter at my feet like black rice thrown at a wedding. Mice, probably. Maybe rats. I have brought bleach and several types of spray. Also industrial-size sacks, extra thick plastic. By teatime the whole thing will stink of disinfectant, the scent of a good day’s work.


Halfway in I discover more tins, paper labels faded almost to nothing. But still I can tell what is in them. Hot dogs. Green Giant sweetcorn. Alphabetti Spaghetti. The meals of my childhood. I slide a can from the shelf, give it a shake, hear the familiar slosh inside.


‘Making lunch already?’


Monika squeezes past the doorway with her shovel over her shoulder ready for her next assault. I flush beneath my mask, thrust the tin into one of my industrial-size sacks. Monika and Pawel often make jokes about my eating, though they never see me do it. I like to keep that hidden, too.


I move on to a shelf stacked high with jars of strawberry jam and dusty packets of oatmeal, bicarbonate of soda. Also a pot balanced on one of the shelves as though waiting to be replaced on the kitchen stove. Isabella Dawson’s last meal, perhaps. I reach for the pot, peer inside. There is the sudden stench of a carcass boiling dry, tiny flies swarming before my eyes like bluebottles hatching in their thousands, filling the place with their busy angry noise. My throat constricts as though I might not be able to Breathe, Essie. Breathe. I try to steady myself against the remains of the old lady’s stockpile, look again. But I am not mistaken. There is a graveyard in the bottom of the pot, the curve of a skeleton, tiny bones bleached.









Nine


Just like Isabella Dawson, I grew up by the sea. Me and Granny Pound and all the rest, washing in and washing out. Not here on Edinburgh’s coast, but further out. Past the Pans. Past the old power station. Almost at the Bents. I lived near a beach that nobody but us wanted to visit. Grey sand and not much of it, that grass which pricks at the soles of your feet. We never went to Edinburgh, just looked at it sometimes in the distance, the city on the hill.


I grew up with the smell of coal dust in my nostrils, salt and sauce on Friday-night chips for tea. I had one hundred and three brothers and sisters, though not at the same time. Some came for one night only. Others for weeks. Two or three for years. Granny Pound took in all comers, a bit like Isabella Dawson. She had a thing about orphans, too.


Granny Pound’s pantry was always full to bursting, just like Isabella Dawson’s. Vats of cheap baked beans. Turkey burgers and potato waffles stuffing the freezer. Huge bags of frozen peas.


Got to feed you up.


That was what she used to say when I arrived. 1996 and like a wild thing, nothing but bone and scruff. It never did any good, the meat tarts and raspberry ripple. Only started to stick once she was gone. Now I’m as big as Granny Pound used to be. I like that we have one thing in common after all these years.


But unlike Isabella Dawson’s boarding house, Granny Pound’s home was small. Three bedrooms. One for her. Two for us, double sets of bunk beds in each, all ages crammed in top-to-toe. Never a space to keep anything of our own. Downstairs there was an outhouse with a washing machine and a dryer. A kitchen sink heaped with discarded teabags. A living room with a coal-effect electric fire and an armchair. Granny Pound would sit in the armchair of an evening, biro and TV Times in hand, ringing the programmes she planned to watch once we’d gone to bed. I used to lie at her feet on the carpet, drawing with my crayons. There were lots of comings and goings.


No wonder Granny Pound died when she did, before any of us were ready. She must have been worn out, though she never showed it. Got fed up putting the washing machine on five times a day and insisting on homework. Sometimes I wonder why she did it. Then I remember what she used to say:


Who else would have you?


Plus she taught me how to clean.


If you can clean, you can work anywhere.


That was what she used to tell me. There’s always somebody who wants someone else to clear their mess away.









Ten


That night I wake gasping, sheets saturated, heart flaying my insides. It isn’t a surprise. Next to me Sasha breathes out, a soft exhale, as though nothing has happened. I close my eyes, wait as my heart begins to slow, feel again the knot in my chest tightening like a tourniquet, the solid press of the darkness. I’ve been dreaming about bones steaming in a pot, about blood pooling on the floor. About a door with no handle, pressing my eye to the keyhole, its imprint on my skin. Then the sudden glitter . . .


The orange sulphur of the street lamps filters through the curtain as I slide from beneath the bedcovers, heavy legs searching for cool night air. I make it to the door before Sasha turns, rolls towards the wall.


In the kitchen, I run the tap until my fingers almost freeze, dip my head to drink. Downstairs in the flat below a child is crying. I lift my head to listen, lips wet. It’s the crying that has woken me. And the dream, of course.


Next to the sink there’s a wine glass, leftover contents a dark pool. The child’s crying is louder now, angry and jagged. I drink, a sour mouthful, before I hear it. The sound I wait for every night. A woman singing, some sort of lullaby. Everything’s all right now.


Three forty-eight a.m. and I stand at the living-room window, the flat beneath silent, nothing but my reflection and the soft skit skat of raindrops gathering on the pane. The pavement below darkens, a damp spreading stain. Outside the street lamps still give off their strange orange glow. I can feel a draught seeping from between the sashes, like at the house in Portobello, sea air creeping into all its nooks and crannies, rubbish piled floor to ceiling and ceiling to floor. How did Isabella Dawson end up like that? I can’t help wondering. Then again, I know the real question isn’t how a person ended as she did, house filled to the brim with stuff she couldn’t let go of. But why more people don’t go that way.


I stare through the glass to the windows of the tenement opposite, watch the girl on her bed peering into her laptop. The girl is about my age, or thereabouts. Late twenties, maybe. But thin, almost skeletal. The size I am inside. The pool of her computer screen lends her face a greenish tinge. I stand and watch until she closes it. Then I drop the curtain, shut out the neighbours. And myself, too.


In the kitchen, I count my treasures. A lipstick. A green plastic lighter. Also the locket, two tiny birds engraved on the front, beak to beak, kissing. I took the locket from the house of a girl who died with a needle stuck in her arm, hair like summer hay spread all about. At least that was what Daphne said. By the time I arrived, it was bed sheets stained with something unidentifiable in great concentric rings, the reek of decomposition. I was going to gift the locket to Sasha, then I looked inside.


I open it now, thumb clumsy on the tiny catch. They gaze out at me, with their cheerful smiles. A mother. A father. I touch each one, smile in reply. Then close them back in with a snick, hold the locket in my fist for a moment before laying it down and lifting something else.


The photograph is creased, folded in the middle then back again over and over. Someone cut it in half, long ago. Another piece missing. It shows a girl standing on a beach wearing a red swimsuit with a little white skirt. The girl’s body is all angles, hair in rats’ tails. On her feet are a pair of jelly sandals. The colour in the photograph has faded, as though what it depicts belongs only in the past. I know better. This photograph is the one bit of me left from before.


‘What are you doing?’


Sasha leans in the doorway like some sort of night creature who doesn’t belong to this world, limbs bare, hair falling about her shoulders. I curl my hand over the photograph.


‘Nothing.’


‘Did you have the dream again?’


And the sweat is suddenly there, on my fingertips. I don’t reply. Sasha’s earrings glint in the dark – three little skulls.


‘Never mind.’


I wait till I hear the click of the bedroom door closing. Then I fold the photograph along its familiar crease and slide it back into the dark.









Eleven


My night creature works at the Office for Lost People. That was how we met. I was standing in a corridor at the council headquarters waiting to get in, bucket at my feet, can of bleach spray in my hand. She was standing in her office, putting on her coat. I had on a blue overall, like something a woman twice my age would wear. She wore something that looked as though it came from a dead animal, albeit artificial, three silver skulls studding one earlobe. I knew at once we would get on.


Sasha, she said. And held out her hand. I didn’t reciprocate. I was wearing my gloves.


There are three of them in the Office for Lost People: Janie Gribble, Margaret Penny and my girl. Plus a list of all the dead people in the city who don’t have anyone else to take them on. Sasha’s job is to try and find a family for each of the deceased, if she possibly can.


‘To pay for the funeral?’


That was what I asked when she told me what she did for a living. As Granny Pound used to say, someone always has to pay, even when you’re dead. But Sasha protested.


‘Not just for the money.’


‘Like an angel of mercy, then.’


‘Sort of,’ she laughed. ‘If you want to think of it like that.’


Even before we kissed, vodka-stained lips and hearts fluttering like wing beats, I liked the idea that Sasha might be an angel of mercy. I haven’t had many blessings in my life. But she is certainly one.


We went for a drink that same evening, in a bar not far from where Sasha works. She had to wait for me to finish squirting, wiping, hoovering, skin on my hands rough from hospital-grade detergent. I was amazed she was still there when I appeared in the doorway of the basement bar, blocking out the light with my bulk. She grinned when she saw me, slid off her stool still draped in her dead-animal coat, waved me over.


‘I got you a cocktail.’


Vodka and pomegranate, sugar crusted round the rim. I took a sip, licked crystals from my lips.


‘How did you know I liked cocktails?’


Her eyes glittered as she laughed.


We drank till they threw us out. Then we went dancing, a dark cave in one of Edinburgh’s underbellies, a frenzy of lights and music pounding in my ears. What I remember most is the flash and glimmer of her skull earrings. Also her hair, wrapping itself around her face and neck as she spun on the dance floor. Afterwards she invited me up to her third-floor flat the wrong side of Easter Road. I climbed to the landing with sweat like a river between my shoulder blades. Not because of the stair.


She kissed me in the hall, pushed me against the back of the door, the sweet tail end of vodka and pomegranate. I’d kissed plenty of girls before, but they usually tasted of cigarettes, of cold concrete underpasses. I stank of disinfectant and sugar, but she didn’t let me shower. When we finished, the pale slab of my thighs naked in the orange glow from the street lights, all her hair was spread about on the pillow. She slept as I touched its ends. I have been here ever since.


Sasha was the one who got me the job with Daphne and The Company – the Edinburgh Way of getting things done.


‘There’s some work going, if you’re interested,’ she said when we’d been together about a month. ‘It’s not everyone’s cup of tea, but they need someone reliable. Someone who won’t bail on them after a few weeks.’


‘What is it?’


‘Cleaning. But specialist . . .’


Blood splatter


Faeces


Acids leaking from the body


‘I thought it might suit you.’


Just like the cocktail.


So now I am one of Daphne’s orphans, like the washing machines and television sets she has to find new homes for once they’ve been removed from the homes of the deceased. Sasha understood that somehow, even though we’d only just met, I needed a home. And I needed a family. Now I’ve got both.









Twelve


Day three and she catches me before I leave for work. The reason I have a home. The reason I have a job. The reason I have any kind of life at all. Sasha stands in the door to the kitchen, the scent of sleep rising from her while I shovel Frosties into my mouth. She is still in her pyjamas. I’m already dressed. Silver glitters from her ears and her knuckles. Sasha sleeps in her treasure, whereas I prefer to keep mine hidden if I can.


‘What’s that?’ she says, pulling out a chair to sit at the kitchen table.


She doesn’t mean the Frosties. She means the doll rescued from within a seam of rubbish, those sharp little toes.


‘Just something I found.’


My mouth is full of milk and sugar. Sasha folds her arms, silver rings like knuckle dusters.


‘It’s from the house, isn’t it.’


She doesn’t even bother to make it a proper question. I know what she’s thinking. But can you steal from a dead person? I look at the doll lying on the table, its plastic breasts, its bud for a mouth, hair in disarray. Despite her tiny waist, the doll reminds me of myself.


I tease a Frostie from where it’s got stuck under my lip. ‘Don’t suppose you know anything about her?’


Not the doll, the old lady. Isabella Dawson, owner of all the rubbish I’ve been wading through for a couple of days now. Sasha gives me that look again.


‘You know I’m not supposed to discuss work, Essie.’


I grin back, my teeth smeared with cereal. ‘It’s my work, too.’


Cleaning the stuff no one else wants to be bothered with. Although, fair enough, Sasha’s sorting actual people, whereas I’m sorting their leftovers. Still, it’s the same thing, isn’t it, in the end. One gets thrown into a bin bag and incinerated; the other gets zipped into a body bag and incinerated. The only difference is that one is done with due ceremony and the other with none.


‘Fuck’s sake.’ Sasha gathers that great yank of hair in both hands, pushes it over her shoulder to keep it out of the mess I’ve made of the kitchen table. I love Sasha’s hair. It’s like a mermaid’s flowing down.


‘She’s nothing special,’ Sasha says, swiping at a droplet of milk with her fingertip. ‘Just another dead old lady.’


I stare at the milk, the tiny pool, like a teardrop on the tabletop. ‘Have you found any family yet?’


‘Have you found anything for us that isn’t just rubbish?’


A will, perhaps. An address book. The personal things.


‘Nope, just the usual.’


I don’t mention the knucklebone hidden in my lockbox. Sasha never likes to give ground. But neither do I. Sasha yawns as though the boarding house and its contents are nothing special.


‘You’ll have to wait and see what I can dig up, then, won’t you,’ she says.


Though I’ve been through enough dead people’s leftovers to understand that sometimes the things our clients accumulate over a lifetime say more about who they were than any story a distant relative might tell. Still, one is rubbish and the other is human and McDermid and Sharp insist on the difference. I get up from the table, shrug on my coat. I’m almost out the door when she says it.


‘By the way, I meant to ask . . .’ She pulls a bowl towards her, a spoon. ‘The parents of one of our clients mentioned a piece of jewellery that seems to have gone missing. A gold locket.’


Cheap chain. Two birds kissing. A mother and a father. My coat is suddenly tight about my arms, as though I might not be able to Breathe, Essie. Breathe.


‘Which client?’


‘That girl. The drug death.’


Hair like summer hay, needle in the crook of her arm.


‘You didn’t see it, did you?’ Sasha asks. ‘When you were cleaning.’


‘No.’ I look away. ‘You know what it’s like with addicts. Not much left by the time we get in.’


Sasha nods, reaches for her granola. ‘Well, if you hear anything.’


I stare at the doll where it lies by Sasha’s elbow. Suddenly, I want to cover its naked body, stop it getting cold. I reach my hand, place it over the doll. Sasha reaches with her hand, places it over mine. Keeping me safe is what Sasha tries to do. Still, I can’t help worrying that the doll is going to suffocate. I curl my fingers round the hard little body, slide it away.


‘She definitely didn’t have any children, then?’ I say. ‘Isabella Dawson.’


‘None that we can find.’









Thirteen


That morning, I do not take the bus to the seaside, Portobello and Isabella Dawson’s boarding house. I visit Dr Anju instead. Dr Anju is my saviour. Or perhaps I am hers. Or maybe it is Daphne who is saviour to us both. In my pocket I have a doll with hair in disarray.


‘Come on in, then.’


Dr Anju holds the door of her Edinburgh bungalow wide. It is my day for visiting – an angel of mercy with cleaning spray and a broom. 


Inside, the bungalow is as it always is – on the verge of chaos – books and papers piled everywhere, a whole ocean of them washing about our feet. Dr Anju’s hoarding isn’t on the scale of Isabella Dawson’s, but that’s only because she’s done a deal with her nephew. He pays The Company to come and help her once a month. She agrees to let us in.


I first met Dr Anju a few weeks into my new job. Daphne doing her matchmaking:


Second Wednesday of each month, keep the tide at bay, maintain one Clear Zone in which you can both sit and have a cup of coffee.


Something told her we would get on.


Dr Anju generally sticks to her side of the bargain. The kitchen is piled with enough food for the Apocalypse, but the conservatory is an oasis. I look through the glass towards the leylandii and the birdfeeder. The grass is well overdue a go with the strimmer, but still I can feel it, the letting go of that tourniquet in my chest.


Before I begin with my spray can and my polish, Dr Anju appears with her usual offering – a plastic tub full of roti and a jar of Dundee marmalade. Dr Anju’s nephew brings the roti in bulk, just in case. Doesn’t want his aunt to become an Edinburgh statistic, one of those old ladies who starved themselves to death because no one paid enough attention. The bread is moist, refreshed by a blast from Dr Anju’s microwave. I take one round. Also a large dollop of the Dundee, thick crystalline strands of orange peel dripping from the spoon. Second breakfast, that is what Dr Anju calls it. I never say no. Dr Anju is tiny, face like a pickled walnut. I am sweaty and huge. Still, we both like to eat.


My giantess. That was what Dr Anju called me the first time we met, as I loomed over her in the front porch of her bungalow with my caddy at my feet. Have you always been a large girl?


It’s only recently that I’ve begun to wonder if, in fact, Dr Anju was asking something different: have you always been small inside?


Now, over roti and marmalade, Dr Anju insists on the latest news. This is her quid pro quo for keeping the Clear Zone free of debris – the Edinburgh Way of spreading things around.


‘I hear you’ve been in Portobello.’


Even though she never seems to leave the bungalow, Dr Anju is very well informed.


‘Yes,’ I nod, wad of roti in my cheek, ‘an old boarding house on the promenade.’


‘Much in it?’


I give her the list. Custard powder. Unopened bills. False teeth. I don’t mention the bone found in a biscuit tin beneath the primrose Formica table.


‘Nothing useful, then.’ Dr Anju reaches for another spoonful of marmalade. ‘House will be worth a bit, though.’


She has a keen eye for the price of things, especially property. An Edinburgh pastime. I shrug, wipe sticky fingers on my knees. I am not an Edinburgh native. I was brought up on the periphery. Edinburgh was only somewhere to come because there wasn’t anywhere else.


‘Mr Farthing will be all over it, no doubt.’


Dr Anju is well acquainted with the territory of the dead. McDermid and Sharp of The Company. Margaret Penny from the Office for Lost People. Also Solomon Farthing, the Heir Hunter who takes a particular interest in property left by people who’ve died without a will. Dr Anju used to be on the indigent funeral rota, that is what she told me. Professional mourners from every faith and none in the city waving goodbye to those unfortunates who have nobody else to see them to their grave.


‘Not that we got many of my kind,’ she said. ‘Too many busybodies amongst the Hindus to let one of ours alone to rot.’


Now she rubs her hands on her fleece, leaving floury smears. ‘I heard your new client had been dead two years before they found her.’


Black hands. Black feet. Skin like the tanned hide of a cow.


‘Something like that.’


Whatever Dr Anju knows already, I don’t want to say too much. It is company policy not to blab about our clients, let alone the mess they leave behind. McDermid and Sharp insist on it. Discretion. The Company’s USP. Dr Anju laughs, screws the lid back on the marmalade jar.


‘I’m lucky to have you, Essie Pound. The world’s most discreet cleaner.’ She winks at me over the plastic tub. ‘Her name was Isabella Dawson, if I’m not mistaken.’


I choke on the remains of my roti. ‘How did you find that out?’


‘Ways and means.’


Edinburgh ways, she means.


‘Did you know her?’ I ask.


‘We’re not all related, you know.’ Hoarders, she means. ‘But I might have had a slight acquaintance.’


‘What was she like?’


‘Unfortunate.’ Dr Anju licks marmalade from her thumb. ‘Never got out from underneath her mother. Old Mrs Dawson ruled the roost. By the time she died, Portobello was already on the downslide. No more holiday guests coming in for the season. Isabella had to resort to students and DSS to pay the bills in the end. Old Mrs Dawson would have rolled in her grave.’


I chew the last of my bread, swallow it down, think of a doll sandwiched in the rubbish. A knucklebone in a biscuit tin.


‘She didn’t take in children, did she?’


Like Granny Pound and me and the one hundred and three, washing up on the shores of Edinburgh’s periphery. But Dr Anju is adamant.


‘Oh, no.’ She presses the plastic lid onto the tub of roti. ‘Adults only in that house. Then she retired, of course, shut up shop for good. Took to hoarding stuff instead.’


I think of a storeroom packed to the rafters with supplies. Then of a calendar blackened about its edges.


‘When was that?’


‘1996.’ 


‘1996?’


Dr Anju gives a grim little turn of her mouth. ‘The final death of Portobello. Haven’t you heard?’









Fourteen


The boarding house is quiet when I arrive after a morning vacuuming various pathways through Dr Anju’s muddle. I approach via the promenade. Today Portobello is not looking its best. Overcast. Wind blowing the sand in great flurries. A spattering of rain.


Far away, by the edge of the water, there is some sort of commotion. A dog dancing in the shallows. A man shouting. A police officer is trying to drag something from the surf. The dog attempts to grab at the object, before the officer pulls it away. I would like to have a dog, I think. Something fearless to run with into the wind. For a moment I watch as the police officer drags the object further up the sand, crouches to look. I frown. There is something about her, the curve of her back. I blink into the breeze, squint at a sudden glare of sunlight, warmth on my skin. Then the shout:


Em!


In front of me someone running. When I look again, the police officer is standing, turned towards the promenade, as though she might be coming for me. I retreat up the side street, slip through the back gate of Isabella Dawson’s boarding house. The police and I have never got on.


Inside the boarding house the passage from the back door to the front is finally clear. I run my finger along the greasy wallpaper, discover a repeating pattern of blue and red sailing boats surfing a tide of nicotine. Where the passage ends I emerge into a space with a high ceiling stained by years of damp, corners swathed in cobwebs. We have made it to the hall at last.


I shuffle into the centre of the space, place my caddy and my mop as though marking territory. I am here now. The floor is a mess, shoe covers sticking with each step. I survey the curl of plaster ivy running around the rim of the ceiling. The flock paper covered in a wash of dirty emulsion. A crackle of ancient gloss painted from skirting to dado rail. Students and DSS, wasn’t that what Dr Anju said? Anything to pay the bills. Isabella Dawson’s front hall reminds me of the places I stayed in after Granny Pound died. Sixteen and nowhere to live but hostels and emergency B & Bs. Institutions where what mattered was being able to wipe clean every surface. I rub at the muck on the floor with my foot, glimpse an intricate pattern of terracotta and blue.


In front of the main entrance there is a great pile of furniture barricading the door. Dining chairs and side tables. Odd cabinets and what looks like some kind of desk. More orphans needing a new home. I think of Isabella Dawson and her biscuit tin. Of a child trapped somewhere in her boarding house trying to get out. 1996, the death of Portobello. Around me the house shifts. 


Almost hidden behind the jumble of chairs and other furniture, I discover an empty plant pot, all about it the remains of a hundred cigarettes ground into the tiles. I peer into the pot, heart in my throat at the thought of finding another carcass. But it is only cigarette butts, a great tide of them, washing up amongst a pile of dead leaves. I stir at the debris with the handle of my duster, just in case. Whatever plant used to live in this pot must have been eating ash for years, that is what I’m thinking. Probably died long before the lady upstairs.


To the left of the plant pot is a solitary hat stand set a bit away from the rest. A Mackintosh hangs from it, as though someone took it off yesterday when they came in from their walk. I lift the coat from the stand, try it on for size. But the Mackintosh is too small. Or I am too large. I can barely get both arms into the sleeves. I tug it off again with some trouble, hang it back on the stand. Already I am sweating and I have only just begun. I dip a hand into one of the pockets, draw it out quick as I touch something soft. A mouse, perhaps, not yet decayed, still a flash of silver in its grey coat. I don’t remove it. Despite doing this job I am not a fan of rodents, prefer to leave those to Monika who goes at them with relish and the flat of her shovel, bam bam bam. Instead, I try the other pocket, touch something cool and solid. A metal key. I do take that.


I begin cleaning with my overhead duster, sweep wreaths of cobwebs from the high corners, let them trickle down the walls. There is something graceful about cobwebs, the way they adorn a property once everything else has left. They fall in swathes from the ivy cornice, drift onto the furniture beneath. I follow with a sponge attachment smearing a path through the dirty emulsion. The sponge comes away black every time, me dousing and wringing it in my bucket of water over and over, until the water is black, too. By the time I’ve done one wall, my coverall suit has gone grey from neck to ankle. I know there is fresh water in the scullery we discovered off the kitchen, a cold tap attached to the mains. But I do not want to go back in there. Not since my dream of blood pooling on the floor.
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