
        
            
                
            
        

    




Keeping on top of the family funeral directors’ and private-investigation businesses is no easy task for the Skelf women, and when matriarch Dorothy discovers a human foot while walking the dog, a perplexing case presents itself … with potentially deadly results.
Daughter Jenny and grand-daughter Hannah have their hands full too, when the mysterious circumstances of a dying woman lead them into an unexpected family drama, Hannah’s new astrophysicist colleague claims he’s receiving messages from outer space, and the Skelfs’ teenaged lodger has yet another devastating experience.
Nothing is clear as the women are immersed ever deeper in their most challenging cases yet. But when the daughter of Jenny’s violent and fugitive ex-husband goes missing without trace and a wild animal is spotted roaming Edinburgh’s parks, real danger presents itself, and all three Skelfs are in peril.
Taut, dark, warmly funny and unafraid to ask big questions – of us all – The Great Silence is the much-anticipated third instalment in the addictive, unforgettable Skelfs series, and the stakes are higher than ever.
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1
DOROTHY
She would never get used to picking up Einstein’s shit.
The collie squatted, back legs shivering, then scuffed the grass with its paws and wandered off across Bruntsfield Links, following an early-morning scent.
Dorothy got a poo bag from her pocket and pushed her hand into it. Her back ached as she bent to pick up the crap and she winced at the warmth of it through the bag. The smell came to her and she felt bile rise in her throat as she flipped the bag around and tied it shut.
She placed a hand to her spine as she straightened, rolled her neck, tried to ease the night-time knots. She used to do coffee and yoga first thing every day until the dog crashed into her life a year ago. Now Einstein licked her face to wake her at stupid o’clock, especially in the summer when the sun rose so early.
She looked around the park. The sun had come up an hour ago but it took a while to appear over Arthur’s Seat so the Links was still draped in a dawn haze. To her left, the occasional delivery van trundled along the road, while the paths through the park carried one or two early runners or dog walkers.
Einstein was nosing around a golden retriever near Whitehouse Loan, Goldie’s owner lagging behind, an elderly man whose name Dorothy had never learned. Part of her liked the camaraderie here on the Links, but another part of her shunned the social aspect.
‘Einstein,’ she called, feeling stupid. The name had been Hannah’s idea. They already had a cat called Schrödinger, and apparently the real Schrödinger and Einstein didn’t get along, so it made sense. Einstein padded along Leamington Walk, nose to the ground as he moved back and forth. Dorothy looked beyond him to the spire of Viewforth Church, then the Meadows spreading out, and beyond that Edinburgh Castle perched over the city, the Royal Mile trailing from it like the spine of a great sleeping dragon.
This was such an incredible city to be a part of, but it was easy to forget it as you went about everyday life. In Dorothy’s case that was burying the dead and consoling the bereaved in the funeral business based in her home right behind her. But this early-morning ritual, fresh air and open space, cut grass and oak and sycamore, the incredible views, this always reminded her how lucky she was.
Einstein stopped at a tree and lifted a leg, his movement slightly clumsy because of the missing eye. Dorothy turned to the house behind her. Three floors of black brick Victorian townhouse that the Skelf family had owned for a hundred years, running a funeral business and, more recently, a private investigator’s. Dorothy thought about how her life had changed over the last couple of years, from helping husband Jim with the funeral arrangements to taking over both businesses when he died, enlisting her daughter Jenny and granddaughter Hannah to help.  
She imagined Jenny in bed on the first floor. She pictured Hannah asleep in her flat with Indy ten minutes’ walk round the Meadows. This was another of her morning rituals now, imagining the city sleeping while she was awake.
She looked at the top floor of the house, the studio where her beautiful drum kit was set up, Abi asleep on the futon there, one of her teenage students who’d needed a place to crash a year ago and hadn’t left. And she thought about Archie, her right-hand man in the funeral business, at home across town, about to embark on another day of building coffins, embalming the deceased, prepping bodies for viewing, all the little things that made dealing with a dead relative or friend a tiny bit easier when they’re done right. Dorothy thought about her own grief. Just because she was an expert with other people’s, didn’t mean she knew how to handle her own.
She realised she was still holding the black bag of Einstein’s shit, so she walked to the dog-waste bin and dropped it in. She looked for the dog, saw his black-and-white tail disappear into the pine trees at the corner. On the other side was Sam’s Coffee Box, the old, converted police box, and the public toilets. Einstein was always sniffing around, sometimes breaking into a run after a squirrel, or barking at a wood pigeon in the trees. She watched the copse for a while, didn’t see any movement.
‘Einstein.’
A bus rumbled along Bruntsfield Crescent. A decorator’s van drove past and she spotted two grammatical mistakes in their slogan.  
Still no movement in the trees.
‘Einstein.’
She walked towards the pines, looked at the ground underneath, moss and needles. As she got nearer she saw more clearly between the tree trunks but couldn’t see the dog.  
‘Einstein.’
She pictured him when she first met him, his worried face poking from the back seat of a crashed car, sniffing at his dead owner.
She felt something in her stomach, realised how much she’d come to love the dog and his early mornings and chasing games, the way he followed Schrödinger around the house trying to ingratiate himself, only making the cat more annoyed.
She was halfway to the trees when Einstein emerged, nodding his head in time with his trotting paws.
Dorothy felt relief, then something else. The dog had something in his mouth. Had he managed to catch a squirrel after all? Maybe a baby bird fallen from a nest. She was more used to Schrödinger bringing her little dead offerings.
As Einstein got closer she saw the colour, pale pink, some red, and she swallowed hard. The dog reached her, face eager, the object clamped in his jaws.
Dorothy felt bile in her stomach again.
‘Drop it,’ she said, pointing at the ground.
Einstein looked unsure, didn’t want to give up his prize.
‘Drop,’ Dorothy said, more sternly.
Einstein lowered his head and placed the object on the grass, looked up with his one eye for praise. Dorothy crouched down and touched his head absent-mindedly. ‘Good boy.’
She scratched the dog’s ear and stared at the object. It was damaged, a lot of chewing around one end, the skin grey, but there was no doubt.
It was a human foot.
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JENNY
Sunshine shimmered on the Water of Leith as Jenny stood at the corner of The Shore and Commercial Street. She stared at the rippling water and felt warmth on her face, screwed her eyes shut and imagined vitamin D soaking into her skin and making her healthier.
She knew this part of Leith better than she ever used to. She came here when things got on top of her, when the itch of her ex-husband became too much. It was a year since he’d escaped from prison on the way to court, abducted her then-boyfriend Liam, then Jenny herself. He would’ve killed them both if it wasn’t for Hannah. What a thing, to owe your life to your daughter.
Today, like usual, Jenny began at the Malmaison Hotel, showing staff the picture of Craig, just in case he was hanging around. It would be crazy to do that, but everything he’d done in the last two years was crazy. He was out there somewhere. He had his passport, but the authorities had no trace of it being used. Maybe he stowed away on a Norwegian tanker or worked his way on a fishing boat to God knows where, or took the train south and snuck through the Channel Tunnel. There were a million ways he could be on the other side of the planet, but that seemed too easy for him. He told Jenny they had unfinished business and she believed it, that’s why she was here.
After Malmaison she’d worked her way up the bars and restaurants, Fishers, The Shore, The Ship on the Shore. She knew all the staff now, they greeted her by name, often had a gin and tonic ready. It started as a ritual, looking for Craig here, but had grown into something else, a way for her to feel part of a tenuous community of bar and restaurant workers, a way to soak up the harbour smells and salty air.
And it was a way to release the pressure of the funeral stuff. Two years since her dad died and she’d got involved in the family business, and she still wasn’t used to it. She wasn’t as adept at dealing with grief as her mum or Hannah’s girlfriend Indy. She answered phones and took details and sorted orders of service and flowers, celebrants and venues, but it crawled under her skin and put her on edge. She had no barrier between the grief of others and her own.
And now there was this morning’s fucking foot. Her mum had walked into the kitchen while Jenny was chewing toast and held up a poo bag. It was clear from the size and weight that it wasn’t one of Einstein’s craps. So now the Skelfs were finding human feet in the park. Jenny asked why the hell she didn’t leave it there, but Dorothy had spotted a fox and worried it might make off with it. So she’d phoned her pal Thomas at the police, who gave her a bollocking for moving the foot from where it was found, then said he was on his way with a forensic type and some uniformed officers for the crime scene.
Jenny watched two gulls diving for discarded chips down the road. It wasn’t even noon yet and she’d had three gin and tonics. That was obviously a mistake but one she was embracing. She walked into The King’s Wark, the ancient pub where she’d first spoken to Liam, employed as a PI by his suspicious wife to tail him. For a while it was their place, a running joke, but Liam was now Jenny’s ex, so who’s laughing?
She didn’t recognise the barmaid, short and strong-legged, ponytail and Polish accent. She ordered a G and T and showed her Craig’s picture on her phone, got a head shake. He was a ghost out there somewhere, waiting to haunt her again.
She glugged the gin and looked around. Mostly empty except for two middle-aged women in suits at a window starting early for lunch. Jenny wondered what it would be like to go to an office every day, swap banter around the water cooler, gossip about Debbie in accounts, what Nigel had done to his hair and when was he going to come out already. The truth was she’d never been one to join in, felt like an outsider her whole life. Or maybe that was just her way of justifying being friendless and living with her mum at the age of forty-six.
The door opened, letting in traffic noise and a slash of sunshine. Despite herself, Jenny looked up and felt a thud of hope in her chest, maybe it would be Liam. Stupid, but she couldn’t help it. She ended it with him last year because she was too dangerous to be around, but had regretted that as the months wore on and Craig stayed unfound. Liam still worked at Victoria Quay, still had an art studio around the corner, so it wasn’t a crazy idea he might pop in.  
But of course it wasn’t him now, it was a third smart businesswoman come to join the other two, smiles and hugs, wine poured, people just being friends in a way Jenny found hard to fathom.
She sipped her drink and thought about calling Liam, like she had a hundred times, sitting here wishing her life away. Her phone buzzed, a message from the universe. She swallowed as she pulled it out, but it was just a reminder on her calendar: McEwan Hall, 12:00pm.
Shit, she’d totally forgotten, what a crap mum. She downed her gin and headed for the door, off to watch her daughter graduate.
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HANNAH
She felt ludicrous in a flappy black graduation gown over the dark suit she’d borrowed from Indy. Being a student, Hannah didn’t have any smart clothes, but Indy needed respectable dress for dealing with the bereaved. Hannah scratched the label at her neck, felt the weight of the olive-green hood with white fake-fur trim. So much daft tradition attached to this, though at least nobody wore those ridiculous mortarboard hats.  
The McEwan Hall was fizzing with energy, hundreds of graduating students in their subject’s colours, friends and family in the circle and balcony. Hannah gazed at the ornate domed ceiling, thin light drifting through high windows, a colossal pipe organ on stage up front. Students were parading across the stage at a clip, doffed on the head with an old cap then handed scroll tubes and ushered away. She looked at the balcony and saw Jenny, Dorothy and Indy beaming at her. She was doing this for them, really, she couldn’t care less about it all.
Soon it was her turn, shuffling out of the row, up on stage, heard her name read out. She managed not to trip during her ten seconds of fame, then back to her seat. A first in physics at Edinburgh was something, but she almost didn’t make it. She struggled through her third year because of everything with her dad, but when he went to ground she made a conscious decision to sort her shit out, not to let him dictate her life. So she’d knuckled down in her final year, revelled in relativity, quantum field theory and cosmology, spent her energy studying and revising, experimenting and writing. And here she was, one of the best in her year with a fully funded PhD in the astrophysics department.
The hall reverberated with applause. Hannah realised the ceremony was over and everyone was beaming. She looked at her course mates, felt kinship but nothing more, most of them avoided her because of the business with Craig, then there was the funeral home and PI work. She was not a normal student. She tapped the scroll tube with her fingers, she might not be a normal student but she was a good one.
The bigwigs paraded off stage and out the door, an old man at the front waving a staff with an ornate silver top. Hannah saw her family standing and clapping. She threw them a warm smile and waved her degree, then went out of the door blinking in the sunshine.

Sonder was busy for a lunchtime, mostly graduates and their families. At least she wasn’t the only one in a gown and hood. She and her gran were at one side of a booth by the window, Jenny and Indy across from them. The place was mint green and grey, busy spotlit open kitchen.  
Hannah looked at the menu, fancy stuff at a tenner for a starter, twenty for a main. The menu had an explanation of the restaurant’s name: ‘Sonder: The realisation that each passerby is living a life as vivid and complex as your own.’ She swallowed in recognition, thought about what the other three women in the booth did for a living, coming into people’s lives at a terrible moment and treating their grief as if it was the most important thing in the world. Which it was.
She looked out of the window and saw a young man draped in blankets begging at the cash machine across the road. She wondered about his vivid and complex life, the bad decisions and life blows that led him to that place. Thought about how easy it would be to end up the same. Then inevitably she thought of her dad, hiding somewhere, guilty but free.
Indy clinked her glass with a knife. Dorothy had ordered champagne, and Hannah couldn’t remember if she’d ever drunk the stuff before.
Indy was beaming. ‘I’d like to say something.’
Hannah beamed back.
‘First of all, congratulations to this wonderful woman on getting a goddamn first for her physics.’ She locked eyes with Hannah, who felt her heart swell. ‘She’s worked so hard, she deserves it. It would’ve been so easy to say “fuck it” and take a year off, but Hannah you are so strong, stronger than you know, and I’m unbelievably proud to call you my girlfriend.’
Indy took Hannah’s hand across the table and looked round. ‘To Hannah.’
Hannah’s cheeks flushed, bubbles tickling her throat as the champagne went down.
Indy removed her hand. ‘There’s something else.’
She put her glass down. She was wearing a low-cut red dress with a large floral print, like a Georgia O’Keeffe thing, and best of all it had pockets. Hannah had no idea where Indy found these things. Indy tucked her dyed-green bob behind an ear and swallowed.
‘I just said I was so proud to call you my girlfriend,’ she said. ‘But I was hoping I could call you something else.’
She slid out of the booth and took something from her pocket. She got down on one knee and opened the ring box, held it towards Hannah, who felt dizzy. The ring was platinum, a small emerald in the centre, the mount carrying an interlinked Hindu pattern. Hannah stared at it and tried to get her mind to work.
‘Hannah, would you do me the incredible honour of being my wife?’
Hannah looked at her face, shining eyes, kind smile, and her eyes welled up. She was vaguely aware of Mum and Gran smiling in the booth, but there was only one person in her universe right now.
‘Of course,’ she said, pulling Indy to her feet and kissing her.

The Meadows was bursting with life as Hannah and Indy walked arm in arm around Melville Terrace. Or maybe that was just Hannah’s state of mind, or the daytime champagne she wasn’t used to. Indy squeezed her arm and laid her head on Hannah’s shoulder, and they bounced on their heels, dumbly in love.
She smelled barbecues across the road, saw folk playing with Frisbees, footballs, the thwack of balls at the tennis courts. Magpies flitting between trees, dogs sniffing scents, squirrels clinging to tree trunks.
They reached the corner of Argyle Place and Hannah looked at their flat. There would be a million things to sort for the wedding, but she wasn’t thinking about that, just trying to soak in every moment.
Indy opened the stairwell door, turned and kissed her long and hard against the wall. She kissed back.  
‘Oof,’ Indy said. ‘I love you.’
‘Likewise, babes.’
Both said with laughs in their voices.
They walked up three flights of stairs, and Indy went to unlock the door but frowned. It was ajar already. Indy pushed and it swung open. As Indy went inside Hannah saw that the wood around the lock was splintered.
‘What is it?’ Hannah said.
Indy stood in the hallway. Hannah looked past her at the large sign draped across the back wall. ‘CONGRATULATIONS’ in a colourful font, three unnecessary exclamation marks at the end, a pattern of party balloons and streamers in the background.
Hannah felt the unfamiliar ring on her finger, turned it with her other hand, imagined champagne-blood fizzing to her fingertips.  
Indy turned to Hannah, shaking her head.
‘I didn’t do this,’ she said, and Hannah knew straight away what that meant.
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JENNY
Jenny followed Dorothy into the kitchen.
‘Christ, Mum, is that the foot?’
There was a poo bag in the middle of the kitchen table the size and shape of a foot.
‘Sorry,’ Dorothy said, scooping it up by the tied handles and swinging it over to the kitchen worktop. ‘I had to put it somewhere so the dog or cat didn’t get it.’
‘There are six body fridges downstairs.’
‘All full.’ Dorothy filled the kettle at the sink and switched it on.  
Jenny looked at the two giant whiteboards on one wall of their kitchen-diner, one for funerals, the other for PI cases. The funeral one was full, lots of death work. The PI one was less busy, just an ongoing missing person and a possible unfaithful husband, their bread and butter these days.
The room filled with the whoosh of the kettle as Dorothy made tea and wiped the table where the foot had been with a wet cloth.
‘Nice health and safety,’ Jenny said as she went to the window, took in the view of Bruntsfield Links. Late afternoon and the park was full, families and students, tourists getting some unexpected sun. Her dad’s ashes were scattered out there and she liked to think his spirit had soaked into the grass, although she didn’t believe in any of that. But then she thought the same thing every time she looked out of this window, wasn’t that a kind of belief? Working in funerals had made her realise that truth didn’t matter much in the face of faith. The private-investigator stuff was more about truth, but she wasn’t convinced that knowing the truth helped.
Schrödinger skulked in, avoided her as usual, then stretched out in a sliver of sunlight on an armchair. The cat still had the wiry frame and disdain of his street-cat roots. Einstein followed the cat into the room, sniffed up at the foot in a bag on the worktop, then wagged his tail at Schrödinger, who ignored him. It was pathetic, really, but they both seemed to get something out of the relationship, otherwise why do it?
‘I can’t believe my daughter is getting married,’ Jenny said, turning to her mum.
Dorothy was smiling. ‘I know, our little Hannah.’
Jenny was a long way from mushy about marriage, one failed attempt with a fucking murderer made sure of that, but Hannah and Indy were rock solid, so much stronger than anything she’d had, a fact that gave her a twinge of regret.
Dorothy placed mugs of tea on the table and sat down. ‘Do you remember how your dad used to sit her on his shoulders in the garden when she was little? Bounce up and down, trying to reach the wood pigeons in the trees. I thought it would kill him.’
She trailed off. Grief never died, it lay dormant then surprised you with painful waves at random times. Playing with his granddaughter didn’t kill him but a heart attack did.
‘She’s lucky to have Indy,’ Jenny said.
She was thrilled for Hannah, but her own marriage had failed and now she’d turned her back on a guy she might’ve had a second chance with. Dorothy’s marriage of fifty years was over, but at least she was back in the game with Thomas. Jenny had met him in the kitchen on a few early mornings recently, so he was staying over.
Dorothy sipped her tea. ‘We’re all lucky to have each other.’
A statement so obvious it didn’t need a reply, but it was good to hear the truth.
Jenny got her tea and nodded at the bag on the worktop. ‘What about the foot?’
‘Thomas got delayed, he’ll be here soon.’
‘What do you think?’
‘Nothing yet.’
‘So it’s just a human foot that turned up in the park?’
Dorothy shrugged.
Jenny sipped tea. ‘Is it male or female?’
‘I’m no expert, but I think it’s a woman’s, large though.’
Jenny stared at the bag, pictured it jumping off the counter and walking out of the house. A door banged downstairs, footsteps. Jenny imagined a second foot bounding up two stairs at a time to find its partner.
Hannah burst through the door, Indy behind, their faces tripping them.
‘Dad’s back,’ Hannah said.
Jenny swallowed and felt sick.
Dorothy straightened her shoulders. ‘What?’
Hannah told them about the break-in, the graduation sign, looked at Indy for reassurance, but it felt to Jenny like the volume had been turned down in the room, replaced by a ringing that turned into a roar. She felt suddenly hyper-aware of the dust motes falling in the strip of sunlight, the low-throb purr Schrödinger was making in his throat, the swish of Einstein’s tail on the floorboards.
‘Are you sure it was him?’ Dorothy said.
But who else would break into her flat on graduation day and put up a banner to let her know he was thinking of her, to let her know she was never safe, to throw an icy dart into her heart when she thought she was clear of him.
Hannah ran out of steam, Indy standing to the side now as if Craig’s bullshit had put distance between them.
Dorothy nodded. ‘You should move in here, just for a while. To be safe.’
Hannah turned to Jenny. ‘Mum, you haven’t said anything.’
Jenny shook her head. All her own bullshit was getting in the way, she had to make this as logical as possible. She hadn’t in the past and that was one of the reasons Craig was still out there.
‘We need to tell the police, obviously. Have you done that?’
Indy shook her head. ‘We came straight here.’
Makes sense, the Skelfs were the support network, the comfort through all this shit.
Dorothy stood up. ‘Thomas is on his way here anyway, to look at the foot.’
Hannah frowned. ‘What foot?’
Dorothy nodded at the bag on the counter just as the downstairs doorbell rang. ‘That’ll be him now.’ She picked up the bag and headed for the door.
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DOROTHY
Thomas kissed her cheek at reception then introduced her to Emilia from forensics. Emilia was pretty, slight build, blonde ponytail, mid-thirties, and Dorothy had a flash of envy at her youth.
Dorothy took Thomas’s hand. ‘Listen, Hannah’s upstairs, she says Craig broke into her flat.’
‘Is she OK?’
‘She’s fine, just a little shaken. She wasn’t in at the time. Can you speak to her?’
‘Sure.’
Dorothy looked up the stairs, then at the bag hanging from her hand.
‘Maybe give her a few minutes to calm down, she’s not going anywhere. We should do the foot first.’
‘Is that it?’ Thomas said looking at the bag.  
Dorothy nodded to the back of the building. ‘Let’s go to the embalming room.’
She led them to the separate part of the Skelf premises. Out front were lilies and oak furniture, viewing rooms and the chapel, plush carpet and boxes of tissues. Down the corridor and through the door was the business side, embalming room and body fridges, the coffin workshop and storage, gurneys corralled outside the garage where the hearse and body van were parked.  
Dorothy felt the cold of the air con as she entered the embalming room, saw Archie over the body of Mrs Raven, an elderly client who passed peacefully in her sleep after a very short spell with cancer. Dorothy wished all their clients met death so benignly, but the truth was very different. So many painful, drawn out and undignified ways to go – dementia, motor neurone, Parkinson’s – it was hard not to wish for a sharp and simple end.
Archie looked up from Mrs Raven and nodded. The embalming pump was throbbing away, pushing artificial life into her veins. Mrs Raven was only five years older than Dorothy, which made her swallow.
‘Can you join us?’ Dorothy said.
Archie checked the pump gauges then met them at the other metallic body table. He was the same age as Jenny but seemed older, bald, a full but neat beard, stocky and reserved. He seemed to have coped well with his own mother dying last year. It hadn’t exacerbated his Cotard’s Syndrome, he’d been balanced and engaged thanks to the meds and Dorothy was thankful for that. He was the vital engine room of the business and she couldn’t do without him.
Dorothy put the bag on the table. It seemed too small. She glanced at the table’s drainage slats, thought about fluids draining away. She looked at the six body fridges, each with a magnetic whiteboard on the door carrying the details of the person inside. It was a business, of course, but more than that.
Emilia opened a small case and pulled on blue nitrile gloves, untied the bag and pushed the sides of it down to reveal the foot. Dorothy caught a whiff of a cheap scent, recognised it as the stuff they sprayed on the bags to hide the shit stink. There was no smell from the foot except for a slight grassy earthiness.  
Emilia looked at the row of body fridges.
‘Before you say anything,’ Archie said, ‘it’s not one of ours.’
The first thing they’d done when Archie came into work was check all the bodies in the fridges, just in case. Archie had assured her it wasn’t possible, and of course he was right.
Dorothy glanced at Mrs Raven’s bare feet, smaller but wider than the one on their table. She looked back at their foot, saw that the second toe was longer than the big one. Wasn’t that supposed to mean something? It was a left foot, and Dorothy wondered for the hundredth time that day where the right one was.
Emilia picked it up, fingertips pressed against the heel and toes, and turned it over in her hands.  
‘Female, size seven, I think. From the skin elasticity I’d say elderly. We can get a clearer idea after tests back at the lab.’
She ran a finger along the sole and Dorothy felt her toes cramp as the ball of her own foot twitched away from an imagined touch. She wondered if Archie felt this when he dealt with the hundreds of corpses that pass through this room.
Emilia ran another hand over the top of the foot, across the bridge towards the ankle. ‘It’s been embalmed.’
‘Interesting,’ Thomas said.
‘Is it?’ Dorothy said.
‘Well, that has implications.’
‘Like that it’s not murder.’
‘Not necessarily.’ Thomas ran a finger along his chin.  
Dorothy watched him and felt a trill in her stomach. He was handsome and trim for a man in his fifties, buzz cut and salt-and-pepper beard. He had a hard-earned confidence from years being a Swedish black man in the Scottish police, but he wore that confidence lightly. She thought about his hands running along her bare arm in bed, down her side, across her bum and down her thigh. She’d asked him out for a kind-of date a year ago and they took it slow. They were both widowed, had known each other’s partners, her husband of fifty years, his wife of thirty. Those ghosts haunted them all the way, but the trick was to make peace with your ghost, don’t let it tell you who to kiss or touch or make love to. She and Thomas had been sleeping together for a few months. It began as the simple pleasure of a man touching her body, a solid presence in her bed, then more, much more. He felt like home to her now. She’d allowed herself to be loved and opened up to him. Love wasn’t grand gestures and fireworks moments, it was walking to the bakery together, sharing breakfast in the morning, lifting a stray hair from the other person’s pullover without a second thought.
‘It doesn’t make much sense if she was murdered, for her then to be embalmed,’ Emilia said.  
Thomas nodded at Dorothy. ‘Finding a foot in Bruntsfield Links doesn’t make much sense.’
Dorothy smiled. ‘True.’
Forensics were out there checking, but Dorothy had already looked where Einstein emerged from the trees, there wasn’t anything there, just a small clump of trees, a coffee box and a public toilet.
Dorothy heard a rhythmic thump and crack from the top of the house and she checked her watch. Emilia looked at her, the other two had been around long enough to know.
‘It’s Abi,’ Dorothy said. ‘Practising drums. She lives with us.’
Emilia looked confused but Dorothy shrugged, it was too much to explain. The drums rumbled in the background, Abi was letting off steam.  
‘Can I?’ Archie said, holding his hands out, still in his blue gloves.
Emilia checked with Thomas then handed the foot over.  
Archie pushed at the bridge then the arch, separated the toes and ran his hands around the heel. ‘It’s a shit job.’
‘What?’ Emilia said.
‘It’s a terrible embalming job. If my loved one came back like this I’d ask for a refund. Not drained properly, cheap fluid, shoddy workmanship.’
Thomas narrowed his eyes. ‘Could you identify where it was done?’
Archie sucked his teeth. ‘I can ask around.’
Emilia took the foot back. ‘Obviously we’ll get a DNA sample back at the lab. Plus maybe we can get an idea of what killed her.’
Archie looked at Thomas, then Dorothy, then back at the foot.
‘Well, of course there are the bite marks.’ He reached out and touched the ragged ankle, loose flaps of skin, pale bone sticking out from the spongy flesh. ‘This looks like it’s been chewed.’
‘By what?’ Thomas said.
Dorothy shook her head. ‘I didn’t see Einstein at it.’
Archie shrugged. ‘Then it must’ve been something else.’
‘Or someone else,’ Emilia said.
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HANNAH
It was a half-hour walk past the big houses of The Grange and Blackford then up the hill to the Royal Observatory. Hannah felt sick at the thought of her home being violated by Dad. She didn’t know when she and Indy would be able to go back, she was just lucky Gran could take them in. When would this shit ever end? And they weren’t even safe at the Skelf house, Craig knew that place well, all the women in his life huddled together in fear. No, she couldn’t think like that. She had this appointment to go to and she needed life to be normal. She was an engaged woman, for God’s sake, she should be happy.
She walked up the grassy path around the edge of Blackford Hill, surrounded by gorse and willow, bees zigzagging from one to the other, dogs trotting after scents in the undergrowth. She thought of Einstein with a foot in his mouth. What kind of crazy shit was Dorothy involved in now?
The sun beat down and Hannah had damp patches under her arms as she reached the cluster of buildings at the campus. The hexagonal green turret of the observatory towered over the spread of different-era buildings, gateposts with ornate lamps flanking the entrance. She’d been here before in her final undergrad year for courses on early cosmology and astrobiology. She turned left towards the Higgs Centre for Innovation. It was a new building, space-aged stone and glass curves, open-plan rotunda mirroring the observatory. Edinburgh Uni had capitalised on Peter Higgs winning the Nobel, building this in collaboration with businesses and renaming the theoretical physics department down the road after Higgs too.
José Ramírez was waiting for her at reception and gave her a warm handshake. He was short and solid, thick black hair and beard, standard-issue science postgrad fashion, checked shirt, worn jeans and Converse.
‘Hannah Skelf?’ he said. ‘Let me show you round.’ His Spanish accent was thick and rolling.
He was amiable as he guided her through a handful of buildings, from the futuristic Higgs site to the Victorian observatory, plus more prosaic PhD offices where she nodded and smiled at a bunch of people. This visit was a courtesy, her PhD was a done deal. Normally the astrophysics department interviewed potential candidates but she had a first-class honours, was at the university already and was already committed to joining the exoplanet research group. They used cutting-edge data from NASA’s Kepler missions to categorise planets found around other stars, defining their characteristics to establish which were earthlike. It was a growing field with thousands of new planets, and there was even an open-sourced crowd-science project, NASA had freed up tons of data for people to search on their own.
José was talking about that now, the Planet Hunters TESS project.
‘It stands for Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite,’ he said, lisping his sibilants.  
He was hunched forward at the café table, playing with his empty disposable cup.
‘I’ve detected eight possible planets myself already,’ he said.
The view out of the window behind him was distracting, a wide stretch of Blackford Hill, grassy moorland crisscrossed with dog-walking paths, then beyond that the Braids and the foot of the Pentlands. It was like there was no city at all.
‘So that’s in your spare time,’ Hannah said.
‘I know, it’s geeky,’ he said. ‘To have a hobby so similar to our work here.’
‘I think it’s cool.’
He smiled. ‘Then you’ll fit right in.’
She was used to the dorky undercurrent of physics, and it got dorkier as you got deeper in, but she embraced that.
‘I think I will.’
It was nice to sit and talk about exoplanets, not think about Dad.
José picked at the edge of his cup, placing little shards in a neat pile. ‘So you’re definitely going to take the offer?’
Hannah imagined sitting here every day, taking a break from number-crunching, from trying to find planets out there where life could exist, life that could be just like us or so utterly different we couldn’t get our heads around it. She thought of all the different kinds of intelligence on earth we couldn’t communicate with – dolphins, ants, trees – a billion flora and fauna that were still a mystery to humans. How could we hope to talk to life out in the universe? But we had to try, the trying was the thing.
She realised she hadn’t answered. ‘Yes, I am.’
José nodded, picked more pieces off his cup, placed them on the table. His smile faded and he dropped his head. ‘I have something to ask you.’  
Hannah waited. Gulls hung in the wind outside and she imagined being out there with them, the breeze on her face, the buttery smell of the gorse.
‘You are a Skelf, like the funeral people?’
Hannah smiled and nodded. They got funeral work all sorts of ways, but mostly word of mouth.
José lifted his head and held her gaze. ‘And a private investigator?’
Hannah was still getting used to that, even after a couple of years of finding out people’s secrets. ‘That’s right.’
‘Maybe I have a case for you? Is that how you say it, a case?’
Hannah looked at him. He had typical Spanish charm, open and friendly in a way that seemed natural. He had hazel eyes, thick fingers, a fine haze of hair on the back of his hands.
‘What kind of case?’ she said.
He nodded and looked around, like he was checking no one could overhear.
‘I think someone is … the word is “gaslighting” me.’
Hannah was surprised, gaslighting a white man in his twenties? ‘How do you mean?’
José looked sheepish. ‘I have been getting messages.’
‘What kind of messages?’
José shook his head. ‘I don’t want to say details until you take the case.’
‘What do the messages say?’
‘I’m not sure.’
Hannah touched her ear. ‘I don’t understand.’
José swallowed and seemed to decide something. ‘The messages seem to be from … out there.’ He raised his chin and indicated out of the window.
Hannah didn’t say anything.
José looked down at his hands. His cup was decimated now, just a pile of stacked pieces. ‘Like, not from earth.’
Oh boy. An astrophysics postgrad who thought he was being gaslighted by aliens. Hannah pressed her lips together.
José ran a hand through his hair. ‘I know, I know. I don’t believe the messages, I know they cannot be real.’
‘So what do you want me to do?’
‘I want you to prove they’re fake,’ José said. ‘I want you to find out who is messing with me. Whoever it is, they know what they’re doing.’
‘Who would do such a thing?’ Hannah said.
‘That’s what I want to know,’ José said. ‘Will you take the case?’
Hannah looked out of the window, the gulls were gone. She thought about her dad out there, sending her messages to wind her up. Never letting her settle.
‘I’ll take it,’ she said.
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JENNY
When Jenny thought of Cramond she pictured the tidal island, the boat club, waterside properties, summer walks with ice cream. But Cramond Vale was none of that. Jenny drove the van down the street of blocky sixties houses and stubby brown tenements with poky windows. She parked outside number twenty-three, went up and rang the bell.  
Sophia answered with a rice cake in her fist. Her blonde hair was tied back in a tight pony, giving her an air of primness. Jenny tried to remember how old Hannah’s half-sister was now, eight? She wore a burgundy polo shirt with a school logo on the chest, an ancient sailing boat.
‘Hi, do you remember me?’ Jenny said.
Jenny spent some time with Fiona a year ago when it kicked off with their mutual ex. That was in Fiona and Craig’s old place, an expensive Stockbridge townhouse. Now Fiona and Sophia were living with Fiona’s mum, Sophia bounced out of private school.
Sophia nodded and chewed her rice cake. ‘You made Mum cry.’
‘That’s not strictly true.’ Jenny wanted to say that Sophia’s dad made her mum cry. ‘Is she in?’
Sophia nodded behind her. ‘Through the back.’
The girl disappeared into a side room and picked up her phone. Did eight-year-olds have phones now? Jenny went to the kitchen where Fiona was sitting at a small folding table with a laptop and a glass of Rioja, half-empty bottle alongside. She was smaller than Jenny in every dimension, slim, short, compact, like a pocket-sized version. They were the same age but Fiona had always looked after herself more, but it was a year since they met face to face and there was something ragged about Fiona’s edges, like she’d never recovered. Fiona had the same high pony, sharp features, smart outfit, but there was an air of tension, or maybe Jenny was just projecting.
Jenny tapped a knuckle on the open door. ‘Hi.’
Fiona looked up, nodded to a vacant chair, resignation on her face. ‘So he’s resurfaced.’
Jenny had spoken to her on the phone, talked through Hannah’s thing at the flat. She sat down as Fiona took another wine glass from a cupboard, filled it and slid it over. The table was cheap seventies wood covered in ring marks.  
‘We think so,’ Jenny said.
Fiona cleared her throat and took a drink. ‘What do the police think?’
‘They haven’t really looked into it yet,’ Jenny said. ‘They checked over the house, but they don’t have the manpower for more.’
Fiona nodded, looked around the kitchen. ‘This place got broken into a few years ago. Mum was asleep upstairs. They took all the electronics, cash, car key. Broke the glass in the back door.’ Fiona looked at the door to the small garden. ‘The police did fuck all. The crime-prevention officer told her to get an alarm and security light, build a higher fence, make the place less of a target than next door.’
Jenny nodded and sipped wine. Fiona looked around as if imagining a burglar creeping through the house, helping himself.
‘You’re sure it was Craig?’
‘Who else would break into Hannah’s place on graduation day and put up a congratulations banner?’
Fiona shrugged. ‘An obsessed student or lecturer?’
Jenny bit her lip. ‘Hannah couldn’t think of anyone.’
‘But it could be.’
‘It’s possible. But you know Craig, it was him.’
Fiona took a drink. ‘Yeah, it was fucking him.’ She shook her head. ‘I stupidly thought he might leave us alone. Might just disappear, live a quiet life somewhere.’
‘That’s not really his style.’
‘No.’
They both had daughters by the man, both knew him too well. They’d been taken in by his charm, his confidence, his way of making you feel like the most important woman in the world.  
Fiona pointed at her laptop. ‘This was so obvious, I can’t believe I never thought of it.’
Jenny shook her head. ‘We didn’t know for sure he was still around, did we? He could’ve gone to Thailand or Venezuela.’
‘He’s still here.’ Fiona looked out of the window again at the seven-foot fence at the bottom of the garden, vertical wooden slats, razor wire across the top.
‘He has this address,’ Fiona said, waving a hand around. ‘He knows where you live too.’
Jenny thought of the Skelf house, a beacon on the edge of Bruntsfield Links. Come and get me, it said, come find the Skelfs and fuck us up.
‘Exactly.’
Fiona tapped the laptop screen. ‘So you think one of our former clients is helping him?’
Jenny shrugged. ‘We know he’s been living in or close to Edinburgh for a year undetected. How is that possible? I routinely check hostels and homeless shelters, nothing. His credit cards haven’t been used and his bank balance is untouched. He has to be getting help from someone. He must be able to get food and stay warm. How can he do that?’
Fiona sucked some more Rioja down. She’d always been a daytime drinker but this seemed more than that. Sophia came in, took a packet of rice cakes from a cupboard and left.
‘How’s she coping?’ Jenny said.
‘They’re so resilient. She missed her pals at the academy to begin with, but she’s made new friends at Cramond. I still haven’t told her the truth about him. But I did tell her he was never coming back, and it looks like he’s made a fucking liar of me again.’
‘We’re not to blame here.’
Fiona waved her hands in the air. ‘I know, it’s him, not us, blah, blah, blah, but fucking hell it feels shit.’
‘It does.’
Silence in the kitchen, sparrows chirping in a tree outside, sunshine lancing through the branches onto the grass.
Fiona swivelled the laptop to face Jenny, and she saw a spreadsheet full of names and numbers.
‘I’ve got a few candidates,’ Fiona said. ‘Three of our former clients who liked Craig a lot, who might be arsehole enough to help him out despite everything. They each have the resources to help him stay invisible.’
She finished her wine with a flourish, clunked the glass on the table and stabbed a finger at the laptop screen. ‘Let’s go ask them.’
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DOROTHY
She was the oldest person in Sneaky Pete’s by forty years. It was a tiny dive venue on Cowgate full of kids and, Dorothy was glad to see, a large percentage of young women, no doubt because of the bill. The audience were dressed the same as indie kids through the ages, DIY jackets and tops, mismatched trousers and bright boots.
Dorothy sipped her whisky and looked round. It wasn’t much bigger than her kitchen, scruffy bar to one side with beautiful hipster bar staff. She was between an exposed brick pillar and the mixing desk, which was just a tattooed woman with a laptop on a stand. Two walls were covered in black-and-white murals, one saying ‘Dance Yrself Clean’ in huge letters, which Dorothy was pleased she recognised as an LCD Soundsystem song title. Having young drum students pass through her house for the last forty years had some advantages, she was a million times more up to date with music than others her age.
Abi’s band were on stage making a messy racket. The Blood Queens had a whiff of riot grrrl about them, Abi on drums, token bloke Taylor on bass and Kazuko shredding her Fender Telecaster and screaming into the mic. Abi had told Dorothy that Kazuko’s name meant ‘peaceful child’ in her parents’ native Japanese, an aspiration she’d never lived up to.
Dorothy had encouraged Abi to form a band, there was only so much you could learn in lessons. At some point you needed to take the plunge and start making a noise with your friends, otherwise what was the point? Writing your own songs, even the drum parts, was a totally different skill set to playing along to your favourite music. It was creative and communal, the essence of life as far as Dorothy was concerned.  
Kazuko finished a song with an atonal solo and shriek and the crowd were appreciative. This was great experience for the band. They were first on a three-band bill, the other two a touring pair, Alex Lahey from Australia and The Regrettes, bubblegum rock from LA. Like the audience it was mostly women on stage tonight.
Abi counted in the next song, a heads-down punky number, three chords and loads of attitude. She was having the time of her life, dirty-blonde hair flying, grin on her face as she locked into the groove with Taylor. She was fifteen, a year younger than the other two in the band, and she’d been living with Dorothy for a year. She’d gone missing before that, and Dorothy found her using basic detective skills, but that opened a can of worms about her real family which led to a massive falling-out with her mum. So Abi became another of Dorothy’s adopted castaways, part of the extended family she accumulated as she got older. Dorothy knew others of her age whose lives were getting smaller, narrowing towards death, but she was the opposite, joyous at being surrounded. Besides, these people needed her, needed the solidity and love she provided.
The band stumbled on to a monumental riff and sat in it for a long time. They realised they had something, knew to milk it. Dorothy had heard it coming from upstairs in the house plenty of times. Abi doubled the drumming, built to the end, then she and Taylor walked off, Kazuko drawing feedback from her amp then throwing her guitar down and joining them.
The response was great, nods and positive chatter from the kids in front of Dorothy. She felt proud. Brittany Howard started over the PA and Abi and the others got back on stage to pack up their gear. Dorothy was technically their roadie, she’d driven their gear down in the back of the body van.
She finished her whisky and placed the plastic glass on the bar. She noticed someone near the toilets, a lot older than everyone else. He didn’t fit, late fifties, M&S shirt, beige slacks, thick body and the face of a long-time drunk.
‘Hey.’
She turned as Abi bounded up and gave her a hug. ‘What did you think?’
Dorothy sometimes forgot Abi was still just a kid. She switched awkwardly between child and adult in her demeanour, such is life for a teenager. Now she seemed like a bouncing puppy.
‘Amazing,’ Dorothy said. ‘And everyone was into it. I loved that last song.’
Abi nodded. ‘“Dead Friend”, Kaz is a genius songwriter.’
‘You’re a great band.’
Abi was hyper. ‘Folk came up to us straight after to say they enjoyed it, asking if we had any stuff recorded.’
It was only their fourth gig but maybe things moved faster these days. Dorothy remembered being fifteen years old back in Pismo Beach, wanting life to come quicker, wanting everything to happen now. If only she’d known.
Kazuko and Taylor joined them, Abi hugging them again. Taylor was quiet, a good kid, no nonsense, dependable. It’s what you needed in a bassist. Kazuko was trying to play it cool but the response had her buzzing.
‘What did you think, Mrs S?’
All the kids called her that. They didn’t blink that a woman in her seventies was roadying for a band of teenagers, and they loved her for letting them practise at her place in the evenings.  
‘Brilliant,’ Dorothy said, putting weight into it.
Kazuko nodded, happy to have the approval. She turned to Abi. ‘We need to get our shit out before Alex comes on.’
Dorothy left and brought the van round the side entrance for load-out. The door was open, drum kit and amps piled up. She went in and saw the three of them at the side of the stage arguing with the man she’d spotted earlier. Her stomach went tight.
‘What’s up?’ she said.
Kazuko turned to Dorothy. ‘This guy’s hassling us.’
Abi shook her head, eyes wet. Brittany Howard was still playing over the PA. The man held Abi’s arm.
‘Who are you?’ Dorothy said.
The man turned to her. ‘Who are you?’
‘My name is Dorothy, I’m looking after these guys.’
Abi shook her arm free. ‘Mrs S, he says he’s my dad. My real dad.’
‘Abigail,’ the man pleaded.
Dorothy’s heart sank. She’d feared this day. She’d hoped Abi’s mum would deal with it first, and that Abi would be older. But you were never old enough to process this shit.
‘What’s your name?’ Dorothy said pointedly.
It shook his focus from Abi. ‘Derek. Derek Winters.’
‘Derek, this is not the time or place for this.’
Abi shook her head, hair whipping round. ‘You know him?’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘Not exactly.’
Derek took Abi’s arm again. ‘Abigail, let’s talk somewhere quiet, the two of us.’
Kazuko stuck her chin out. ‘Wait a fucking minute.’
Abi shook her arm free again and pushed away.  
‘Abigail, please, I’m your dad.’
‘I don’t believe you.’ She turned to Dorothy. ‘Tell me what you know.’
Dorothy thought about what Sandra had told her, back when Dorothy found out she’d hired an actor to pretend to be Abi’s dad. Why someone would go to those lengths. She turned to Derek.
‘Do you want to explain?’
Derek looked defeated. What was he thinking coming here? How could he expect any kind of relationship with her?  
His shoulders slumped and he shook his head.
Dorothy looked at Kazuko and Taylor. ‘This is not the right time.’
‘Just fucking tell me,’ Abi said.
Dorothy breathed deeply. It would never be the right time, and the girl trusted her.
‘He’s your dad,’ she said. ‘And your granddad.’
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JENNY
Grange Cemetery reflected the affluent neighbourhood it nestled in, with more than a hint of old Edinburgh money. The Skelfs didn’t often do burials here, it was mostly full, but occasionally one of the old families had a plot to dig up and add to, like today.
Jenny looked around at the grid layout of flamboyant Victorian headstones, weeping angels and skulls. What arrogance to think angels were crying their eyes out at your death. She got the skulls, reminded her of her teen Goth phase. And there were other strange headstones, a carved palm tree, stone relief of a horse and carriage, a skeleton holding the reins. And the weirdest thing was the split-level catacomb that ran through the middle of the place, mossy red-brick arches that were a great place for teenagers to smoke weed.
There was a host of notable society buried here, even a leaflet with a map at the entrance. Twenty-four names, all men, lots of Napiers, Ushers and Lauders, half the town was named after them. Wealth probably built on slavery and exploitation, some of them no doubt had statues in Princes Street Gardens, anonymous middle-aged men with bird-shit hair.  
Jenny, Dorothy and Archie stood next to the open family plot in the southeast corner of the graveyard, the quiet end, away from the bustle of Beaufort Road. Vanessa Chalmers was burying her elderly mother, Elspeth, who died at home in her sleep. According to Vanessa a handful of medical conditions contributed, but she was ninety-five, the doctor just chalked it up to old age. We don’t always need a medical explanation for everything.
There were a hundred mourners, mostly elderly, all white, many still in overcoats despite the sun thudding onto the trimmed grass. Jenny counted a fair few walking sticks, one Zimmer frame and three wheelchairs, struggling on the gravel path to get here.  
Vanessa Chalmers was in one of those wheelchairs. She was in her sixties, dressed impeccably, expensive hair and nails done, black heels, but she was ashen-faced and struggling for breath. A much younger man stood behind her wheelchair, leaned down and whispered in her ear. She took his hands in hers and kissed them. He was handsome, olive skin, short black hair full of product. His suit and shoes looked expensive. Francesco, Jenny remembered, she’d met him when Vanessa arranged the funeral. He came with her but barely spoke, just the occasional nod or touch of her shoulder. Vanessa hadn’t bothered explaining their relationship and Jenny hadn’t asked.
Either side of Vanessa were her son and daughter, Matthew and Maria, faces like bulldogs chewing wasps. They watched Vanessa whispering to her carer and their frowns deepened. They were in their late thirties, stocky and a little jowly, ill-fitting funeral clothes. Vanessa threw Francesco a thin smile. Matthew and Maria gave him an evil stare, Matthew sucking his teeth and Maria tutting so loud that Jenny heard.
The Church of Scotland minister conducted the ceremony with gravitas. He was well past retirement age, understood the vagaries of getting old, and he gave a good account of Elspeth’s life. Much of it was related to her husband, she’d never worked, bringing up Vanessa and her sister. It was the way of the world back then, women expected to be homemakers and provide children. On the surface so much had changed but Jenny wondered how much those roles were ingrained in all of us. How many generations did it take to shake off that shit? She felt it in herself even as she fought against it.
The talking ended and Elspeth was lowered into the ground. Matthew joined a handful of other men on the ropes. Again, only men, it was man’s work delivering the dead to their final resting place. Jenny wanted to take a rope, feel the strain of it, the burn on her skin, raw and meaningful.
She glanced at Dorothy and Archie. Archie never spoke much anyway, but Dorothy was very quiet today. She made a mental note to bring it up later.
Francesco wheeled Vanessa up to Jenny. She looked paler and weaker close up, barely holding it together. When they arranged the funeral, Jenny had noticed how ill she looked, bags under the eyes, shaking hands, but a week later this was already worse. Vanessa had mentioned that she’d buried her husband and sister in this same plot in the last three years, and Jenny wondered if it was all getting too much. Now she noticed how Vanessa looked at Francesco and how he returned the look, how easy they were with each other. Vanessa thanked them for everything, then let Francesco move her on. She shrank as she turned away, shoulders slumping.
Most of the mourners had left, but Matthew and Maria lingered, in a heated discussion by the graveside as two young men in green council overalls started shovelling dirt onto Elspeth. Eventually the twins made towards Jenny with purpose. Dorothy and Archie had left, swapping small talk with elderly mourners.
Matthew and Maria reached her.
‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Jenny said, hands clasped.  
They were momentarily thrown by the comment, until Jenny glanced at the grave behind them.
‘Yes,’ Maria said. ‘Thank you. It was a lovely ceremony.’
Jenny kept her face blank. ‘Was there something I can help you with?’
Matthew nudged Maria in her midriff and she scowled at him.
‘You’re the Skelfs that are detectives, right?’ she said.
Jenny knew this was coming, had read their body language. ‘Private investigators, yes.’
‘Right,’ Maria said. Matthew leaned closer, invading his sister’s space. She straightened her shoulders and he backed off.
‘We have a job for you,’ Maria said.
Jenny remembered two years back, when her dad died and she got sucked back into life at the big house, her reluctance to take on investigation work. But she’d got good at it, had an instinct for when people were lying or hiding stuff. Part of it was just staying quiet and letting folk talk. She said nothing now.
Matthew nudged Maria again and she hissed at him. He cowered. She turned back to Jenny, nodded at the funeral guests leaving by the northeast gate.
‘It’s our mum,’ Maria said, rubbing her palms, ‘we think that wanker Francesco is killing her.’
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HANNAH
The evening haar was claggy against the skin on her arms, she should’ve worn another layer. She walked with Indy through Bruntsfield Links towards the Meadows, Einstein sniffing along Leamington Walk. The sea fog gave the late evening an eerie glow, oak trees looming over the cycle path like ancient sentinels.
They crossed over Whitehouse Loan with Einstein behind. Hannah was unsettled about everything, her and Indy’s lives upended so quickly, from graduation to engagement to home broken into by her dad. Maybe it wasn’t him, but she felt deep down that he’d been watching her. Maybe this was a one-time thing, he’d leave her alone now. But the idea he could get to her whenever he wanted made her sick. He could still get her at Gran’s house, but at least they had safety in numbers. Mum would rip his bollocks off if she ever saw him again.
‘You OK?’ Indy said.
Hannah nodded, realised she’d stopped walking. She wiped drops of haar from a bench and sat, felt it damp against her leggings. Indy joined her.
‘This isn’t exactly how I pictured being engaged,’ Indy said.  
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Hey.’ Indy touched Hannah’s chin and kissed her. ‘Don’t be stupid. You’ve nothing to apologise for.’
Hannah knew that was true, but she felt it all the same. Craig was her dad, they had the same genes, there would always be a thread between them. Whatever he did was down to her too.
‘I don’t feel like planning a wedding right now,’ Hannah said with a laugh.
Indy leaned into her. ‘Neither of us are the wedding-planner type, are we?’
‘I suppose not.’
‘Let’s just do something simple,’ Indy said. ‘I love you, you love me, cut the cake.’
‘You don’t like cake.’
‘But you do.’
Hannah smiled. ‘Sounds good. But we can’t do anything until…’
‘Don’t worry, babes, I’m not going anywhere.’
Einstein barked at something along the path, hidden in fog. Another bark then he went back to following the scent of other dogs around a tree.
‘I can’t believe he found a foot,’ Hannah said, shaking her head.
‘It could only happen to the Skelfs. Where do you think the rest of the body is?’
‘That’s only one of a million questions I have about this.’
‘Dorothy likes a mystery,’ Indy said. ‘I’m sure she’ll figure it out.’
Hannah ran her tongue around her teeth. ‘I forgot to tell you, I have my own mystery, I took a case.’
Indy leaned back. Her brown skin and green hair were damp with haar droplets. ‘Do tell.’
‘José, the postgrad who showed me round the observatory yesterday.’ Hannah smiled. ‘He thinks he’s being gaslighted by aliens.’
Indy gave her a sideways look. ‘What?’
Hannah angled her head and put her hands out. ‘Not exactly. He says he’s being gaslighted by someone trying to make him believe he’s receiving a signal from aliens.’
Indy frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘It’s to do with SETI data, the search for extraterrestrial intelligence.’
Indy held her hands out wanting more.
‘I don’t really understand it myself,’ Hannah said. ‘I’m going to chat properly with him tomorrow, get more details.’
Indy shook her head. ‘But you’ve taken the case anyway.’
‘A girl’s got to keep busy.’
Indy nodded sarcastically. ‘That’s right, you’re starting a postgrad soon, getting married, nothing to occupy your time.’
‘And there’s Dad,’ Hannah said, regretting it.  
The silence of the haar closed in as Hannah stared at the empty cycle path. Einstein stood to attention, looking along the path, ears pricked. He barked twice nervously, and Hannah imagined her dad out there in the fog, waiting and watching.
‘I know you know this,’ Indy said, ‘but you can’t let him get to you.’
‘I know.’
Einstein stepped back, tail on the ground, and yelped. Hannah had never heard him make that noise before. She looked in the direction he was pointing, nothing but soggy gloom, overhanging tree branches making a tunnel of the path.
Then a shadow started to form on the right of the path, a thick black shape, sinewy and languorous. It was about waist height and long, a couple of metres, a flash of something at the back.  
Hannah and Indy stood and stepped onto the path. Einstein cowered behind them. The shadow was twenty metres away as the haar separated and they saw its thick head, four powerful legs, a long tail making a slow sweep across the concrete. It was a panther, shoulders rolling as it walked into the middle of the path, paws silent, belly hanging between its legs.
‘Fuck,’ Hannah said.  
She felt Indy take her hand and squeeze. ‘Babes.’
The panther stopped at the sound of their voices and turned its head. Its eyes were yellow pinpricks amongst black fur as it stared at them. Indy squeezed Hannah’s hand until it hurt. Einstein was lying down, making himself as small as possible behind them. Hannah’s breathing was so loud in her ears. And her pulse, her swallow. Her body was a clarion call to come and get her.
They stood like that for a few moments, then the panther lifted its head and opened its mouth, let out a guttural roar like a motorbike engine, chest inflating. Muscles in its shoulders and legs flexed as the noise kept coming, reverberations seeming to run from the cat’s throat to Hannah’s guts.
Eventually the growl ended. The panther burst away at shocking speed towards The Meadows. It was gone, leaving them surrounded by haar. But its thick roar still vibrated in Hannah’s stomach, in her ears and brain.
She turned to Indy, shared a wide-eyed look.
‘Fuck,’ she said.
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DOROTHY
She loved that her house had filled up with women. She’d forgotten back when it was just her and Jim how much a roomful of women changed the energy, how much she missed the community of it. She looked around the kitchen. Including herself there were five of them, each at a different stage in life, each carrying something unique. There was too much going on in all their lives at the moment, but she kind of loved it. After decades of linear existence dealing with the dead, she revelled in the chaos. ‘May you live in interesting times’ and all that.
Abi was curled up in a chair at the window, cradling black coffee and stroking Schrödinger. She didn’t eat breakfast. She was fifteen, hated herself and her body, plus she was in shock about the horrible crap of her mum and granddad. She hadn’t blamed Dorothy for not telling her what she knew, but they were meeting Abi’s mum later to have things out.
Indy and Hannah were at the kitchen table with bowls of granola, buzzing about last night. They had their phones out, checking news sites and social media. There had been several sightings of a big cat around Bruntsfield, Marchmont, Greenhill and The Grange. Hannah had already explained there’s no such thing as a black panther, that’s a generic term not a distinct species. She was apparently an expert having googled for five minutes. She and Indy reckoned it was a jaguar, usually found in South America, although no one had a clue where this one had come from. They weren’t missing a jaguar from the zoo, that was the first thing anyone checked. Hannah and Indy had nicknamed it Whiskers and presumed it was female. Dorothy saw Einstein under the table curled up at Hannah’s feet. He’d stayed close to her since last night.
Dorothy walked over to Jenny at the whiteboards covered in cases and funerals, mysteries waiting to be solved and lives waiting for a final resolution.
‘It’s good to be busy, huh?’ Jenny said.
Dorothy touched Jenny’s back. She wanted to be reassuring, give her daughter a hug, but there was a distance between them, that little girl she’d chased around this kitchen and played with in the park was gone, replaced by a middle-aged woman with scars and darkness. One of the main reasons was on the board, ‘Craig’. Beneath his name were three more, ‘Charlotte Cross’, ‘Karl Meyer’ and ‘Seb Anster’.
Dorothy tapped the board, thought about the hundreds of names written up here over the years, all dead and gone, the good and bad and in between.
‘Three of Craig’s ex-clients,’ Jenny said, looking at her mum’s finger. ‘Fiona reckons they liked him enough to help him.’
‘Is that where we are with him?’ Dorothy said.
‘Your boyfriend didn’t come up with much.’  
‘That’s not fair.’ Was Thomas her boyfriend? It was the wrong word for a man in his fifties. He was fifteen years younger than her so technically he was a toyboy, but that hardly fit either. ‘He’s doing all he can.’
Jenny nodded. ‘I know. But if I’ve learned one thing with Craig and his bullshit, it’s that the police are never enough. They investigate, check forensics, find evidence, solve crimes. Sometimes. When they have manpower and funding. But they can’t deal with this shit and Craig knows that. This is personal. Fiona and I have to find him ourselves.’
‘I wish you didn’t feel that way,’ Dorothy said, touching Jenny’s arm. ‘But to be honest, I understand.’
Jenny looked surprised. ‘I presumed you would try to talk me out of it.’
Dorothy was scared for Jenny, and for Hannah too. But she’d spent her life telling Jenny to watch out, take care. Jenny was forty-six, this wasn’t a scraped knee in the park or a broken heart in the playground or cleaning up drunken vomit in the bathroom after the school dance. Jenny would make her own mistakes and chase her ex-husband if she wanted.
Jenny tapped Charlotte’s name on the board. ‘We’re meeting her later.’
Elsewhere on the P.I. board was ‘José Ramírez’ in Hannah’s writing and ‘Vanessa Chalmers’ in Jenny’s. Mysteries landing in their laps. But it was more than work. Dorothy was spiritual not religious, but she hated the get-out clause of ‘everything happens for a reason’, or the Scots version she learned from Jim, ‘whit’s fur ye’ll no go by ye’. That was fatalistic bullcrap. She believed in the randomness of the universe, but she also believed they had a duty of care, they had a special place in this city to help people when they were most in need, whatever form that took. She would help where she could with Hannah’s and Jenny’s cases. They needed each other, even if it was hard to put that into words.
She looked at the whiteboard where she’d written ‘The Foot’. She assumed it was connected to the panther of course. But where did Whiskers come from? Where had she found a foot and whose foot was it? Dorothy was on her way to the morgue later to talk to her friend Graham about it.
She looked again round the kitchen, felt energy pass through her like the neutrinos Hannah told her about, ghost particles that barely interact with the world. But she wanted to interact with the world, wanted to make a difference. She wanted to matter.
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HANNAH
The Birchwood was pale blue and white wood, a café with a view out to Marchmont Road. The menu was modern breakfast stuff, way overpriced. José was at the counter picking up a black coffee for Hannah and a tea for himself. Across the room were two young mums with three toddlers between them, juggling to get a word in edgeways with each other. Hannah pictured her and Indy like that, kids smeared in jam crawling all over them.
José looked nervous as he returned with the drinks and sat down.  
‘This place seems expensive,’ Hannah said.
José moved the menus out of the way. ‘I wouldn’t normally come here.’
‘But I’m a secret you don’t want your girlfriend to know about.’
José looked shocked but she knew he lived with her around the corner on Thirlestane Road, it wasn’t a massive leap.
‘Olivia doesn’t know about this. I don’t want her to find out.’
Hannah shook her head. ‘That’s impossible.’
The shocked look returned to his face. ‘This has nothing to do with her.’
Hannah sipped her coffee, too hot. She splayed her hands out on the table. ‘We don’t know that. The vast majority of these cases, it’s friends or family playing games. I have to meet everyone close to you.’
He squirmed in his seat. ‘Maybe we should forget it.’
Hannah shrugged. ‘It’s up to you, I’m just saying how it is.’
José rubbed his stubbled face then ran a hand through his hair which bounced back into place.  
‘You see, something happened before,’ he said eventually.  
Hannah studied him. Was she dealing with mental health here? If so she was unqualified, except for her own fucked-up experience. Maybe she should refer him to someone else.
‘How do you mean?’ Hannah said.
José gulped down some tea. ‘When I was an undergrad in Seville. I was already involved in the Planet Hunters project back then.’
‘With the TESS data?’
‘It was early days. I examined chunks of data looking for evidence of planets in a tiny section of sky. The data they have is incredible.’
Hannah’s coffee was about right now. A toddler across the café smacked his sister over the head with a picture book, the mum nonchalantly taking it off him without breaking chat with her friend.
‘I don’t understand why NASA don’t analyse all the data themselves,’ Hannah said. ‘Why hand it out to anyone?’
‘There’s just too much. And there’s no algorithm accurate enough to analyse the data. It takes a human eye going through it. You know how it works?’
Hannah nodded. She’d checked out the website, how they were looking at the light curves of two hundred thousand stars, searching for dips that suggested a planet transiting in front. But it depended on size and brightness of the star, size of the planet, angle of rotation, and then most stars existed in double or triple systems orbiting each other. Then there were starspots and pulsating stars, which varied the light curve again. It got complex very quickly, and the slightest variations in data could mean something.
‘What about the simulation data?’
The project ran simulations and threw that data into the world too, unmarked, to see what people could find. They didn’t tell them till afterwards to avoid bias.
‘This isn’t simulation data, I’ve already checked,’ José said, hands moving in front of him. ‘And anyway, it’s unlike the normal light-curve data.’
José fell silent and Hannah resisted the urge to fill the silence. She was from a generation who were used to constant noise, continual communication on five levels at once, and quiet was a good tool with folk who weren’t used to it. José was taking a long time getting to the details of this alleged gaslighting.
‘You know about FRBs?’ he said.
Hannah did, they touched on it in her undergrad astronomy class, but she kept her face blank. ‘Remind me.’
‘Fast radio bursts are transient pulses of energy that last a few milliseconds and happen periodically. No one is sure what their origins are but there’s plenty of speculation, black holes, pulsars, neutron stars, even blitzars and cosmic strings.’
Hannah sipped coffee. She kept her body still although she liked the buzz of technical physics, stuff she couldn’t discuss properly with anyone except other students.
‘And you’ve detected some in the TESS data?’
José nodded, looked down at his hands, then eventually back up. ‘The thing is, I can’t tell anyone because of what happened before.’
Hannah waited with the cup at her lips.
‘At Seville Uni I found some FRBs in free-shared data.’
‘That seems quite a coincidence,’ Hannah said.
José looked sheepish. ‘There have only been two hundred in the last twenty years, all detected by major observatories.’
Hannah looked around the café, at the kids covered in crumbs and milk, the mums multitasking alongside, a young woman Hannah’s age working the machine behind the counter, seascapes on the wall. She glanced out at the traffic, imagined Whiskers leaping through the window, glass everywhere, gripping Hannah’s throat in her jaws and tearing until her head came off her body. This was only five minutes from where she saw the cat, the beast had to be somewhere. But there were lots of large gardens around here, bushes and hedges to rest under until darkness.
She turned back to José. ‘What happened last time?’
‘I was a fool,’ José said. ‘I made a big noise about it. Told my supervisors, student friends, ended up in the local paper.’
His head went down.
‘And?’ Hannah said, touching her throat and feeling the pulse underneath, imagining Whiskers lapping up her blood.
‘The microwave oven in the canteen,’ José said. ‘It was the same frequency. Someone had a habit of opening the door before the timer finished. We correlated the two, it fitted perfectly.’
Hannah finished her coffee and wondered about this whole thing. Was it even a case? Or maybe just a way to stay connected to the world of astrophysics before she began her PhD.
‘Oh,’ she said.
José raised his head and she could see veins throbbing in his forehead and neck.
‘But this is different,’ he said. ‘The frequency of the bursts is different from any household appliances, anything human.’
‘There could be something you’ve missed.’
‘And there’s something else,’ José said. ‘They pulse at certain ratios. It’s Morse code.’
‘Morse code?’ Hannah said.
‘Exactly, why would aliens send a message in Morse code? That’s how I know it’s not real.’
Hannah felt the hairs on the back of her neck, maybe this was a case after all.
‘What does the message say?’
José looked at her and held her gaze for a long time.
‘“We’re coming”,’ he said.
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JENNY
Jenny glanced at Fiona in the hearse passenger seat. She would rather have brought the less conspicuous van but Archie needed it to pick up a body from Murrayfield care home. But the hearse had advantages, she could park it anywhere and never got a ticket.
‘So Charlotte Cross is the CEO of Win Energy,’ Fiona said.
They were driving from Cramond, over the Dean Bridge into the heart of the city. Traffic was light as Jenny manoeuvred the hearse over the cobbles. Just as well she didn’t have a coffin in the back.
‘And you think she might know something about Craig.’
Fiona shrugged. ‘Craig handled her account. They worked very closely on a couple of things.’
Jenny frowned. ‘You mean he fucked her.’
The idea obviously wasn’t new to Fiona. ‘Looking back, maybe. There was a lot of crisis management and response stuff, damage limitation.’
‘What did Win Energy do?’
‘Usual energy company shit,’ Fiona said. ‘They make noises about renewables but it’s the same old with oil and gas. They have a hand in Mossmorran, so it’s never ending.’
‘Shit.’
Mossmorran was a gas-processing plant over the Forth that was always breaking emission regulations. On a bad day the flames from their excess gas flaring made Fife look like Mordor.
They turned right and crossed over George Street, Edinburgh Castle appearing like a postcard at the end of Castle Street. It was stupidly picturesque but meant something different to folk who worked in the city every day, a tourist site, a way to bring in money. Jenny parked in a Loading Only spot. Who’s to say they weren’t loading a corpse? They sat with the engine off. Fiona stared at the castle, tourists crossing on Princes Street.
‘This is some place to have an office,’ Jenny said, looking at the designer clothes shops and restaurants either side. ‘The rates must be killer.’
‘Yep.’ Fiona seemed in a dream.
‘You OK?’
‘I used to spend all my time in swanky offices and restaurants. Now I’m buying own brand in Aldi.’
‘Nothing wrong with Aldi.’
Fiona gave her a death stare. ‘It’s hard to be poor.’
Jenny laughed. ‘Get a grip. You’ve got a roof over your head, happy daughter, reason to get out of bed in the morning. It’s easy to feel sorry for yourself, but we’re here for something, let’s go ruffle some feathers.’
They got out and locked the hearse. Two middle-aged men in suits stared at them, two women climbing out of a hearse.
Jenny pasted on a smile. ‘It’ll be your turn soon, pricks.’
Jenny imagined Craig’s face on every man in Castle Street. She thought about all the Airbnb in the city, no locals anymore, just short-term tourist rentals. Maybe Craig was sitting in one of those apartments right now, with a new name, feet up, glass of Sancerre in hand, condensation beading the outside of the glass as he laughed at how he’d got away with it.
‘This way,’ Fiona said, heading down Rose Street.
Jenny waved across the road. ‘I thought the office was there?’
Fiona held up her phone. ‘I’m still synched to her iPhone calendar. It’s lunchtime.’
Jenny caught up outside Wildfire and Fiona turned. ‘She’s a steak and red wine girl.’
Unusual for a high-powered businesswoman, wasn’t it all kale salad and macrobiotics? Fiona went in and Jenny followed. They walked through to the back as if they were meant to be there. A glamorous thirty-something woman in an expensive peach suit, black hair cascading down her shoulders, was laughing at something her lunch partner said. He was young, square jaw, vintage-film-star looks. Jenny couldn’t keep her eyes off him.
‘Charlotte,’ Fiona said, already standing over them.
Charlotte Cross stopped with her glass of red wine near her lips. The mood at the table turned sour and the man shrank into his shell.
Charlotte glanced at Fiona. ‘I’m surprised you’d show your face around here. With your murderous husband and everything.’
Her voice was cultured Scottish, maybe a hint of Glasgow schemes underneath, she’d reinvented herself. But we all did that given half a chance. She sipped her wine, appreciative nod at the glass, then lowered it. ‘How the fuck did you know I was here?’
Fiona shuffled on the spot.
‘Holy shit, you’ve got my diary,’ Charlotte said. ‘How unprofessional.’
‘Don’t talk about unprofessional,’ Fiona said. ‘You were in breach of contract with us when you split.’
Charlotte smiled. ‘I’d love to see you take that to court.’
Jenny admired Charlotte, she seemed the kind of woman who would have the upper hand in any conversation.
‘We’re trying to find him,’ Fiona said.
‘Good luck,’ Charlotte said, glancing across the table at her companion. ‘He escaped from prison, you know.’
The man nodded. Of course he knew, it was the biggest story in the country a year ago.  
‘McNamara,’ Charlotte said to him. ‘And this is his wife Fiona.’
‘Ex-wife,’ Fiona said. ‘And it’s Ellis now.’
Charlotte nodded. ‘Starting again at, what, fifty? Good luck.’
This woman was a piece of work. She knew Fiona wasn’t that age, just trying to get a bite.
‘I was wondering if you knew where he was,’ Fiona said.
‘Why would I know anything?’
‘You fucked him,’ Fiona said, looking for a bite herself. Charlotte flinched and glanced at the man.
‘We worked together, that’s all.’
‘You were close,’ Fiona said. ‘We got an unexpected bonus on the back of that Mossmorran thing.’
‘I have to say, Craig earned every penny.’
‘Do you know something?’ Fiona said, ignoring the bullshit.
‘Of course not,’ Charlotte said, ‘now leave us to our steaks or I’ll have the staff eject you.’
‘You have properties across Edinburgh,’ Fiona said. ‘Maybe you could give us a list of addresses?’
Charlotte leaned forward and lowered her voice. ‘You’re out of your tiny mind if you think I’m going to do anything for the wife of a murderer.’
Fiona leaned in too and Jenny wondered if she was going to slap her. Fiona spoke through her teeth. ‘If you know anything about that wanker, you’d better tell me now.’
This was a side of Fiona that Jenny hadn’t seen. This whole shit had lit a fire under her.
‘Or what?’ Charlotte sneered.
Fiona smiled. ‘Before you illegally terminated our PR contract, I took the precaution of copying all the files on Win Energy. All of them. I know where the bodies are buried and if you don’t tell me what you know I’m going to the police, then the FCA and HMRC.’
Charlotte swallowed and sat back. Her sneer disappeared and her shoulders dropped. She composed herself, took a swig of wine. The glass rattled on the table as she put it down.
‘You can have a list of rental properties,’ she said. ‘But I’m telling you, woman to woman, I don’t know where Craig is.’
Fiona held Charlotte’s gaze for what seemed an eternity. Charlotte didn’t flinch. Eventually Fiona pushed her shoulders back with a flick of her hair.
‘OK, but you’d better not be lying or I will fuck you and your company back to the stone age.’
She turned and walked away.  
Jenny smiled at the couple and waved. ‘Enjoy the rest of your lunch.’
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DOROTHY
‘I’m afraid we don’t have much to go on,’ Graham said.
Graham Chapel was chief mortuary technician, but Dorothy had known him for years as the go-to guy for anything she needed to know about bodies. He was also associate professor of forensics at Edinburgh Uni but he didn’t look like an academic in his white scrubs, blue gloves, grey hair and a barrel-like body that suggested he’d enjoyed all of his sixty years.  
Graham, Dorothy and Archie stood looking at the foot on the steel body tray pulled out from the fridges at the mortuary. The mortuary was for all unexplained deaths, suicides, drug overdoses, murder victims, and any oddities such as a woman’s left foot turning up in Bruntsfield. Graham took the foot and turned it over in his gloved hands.
‘She’s a white woman, roughly in her seventies, and she’s been poorly embalmed, as Archie pointed out. We have no DNA match, and there’s no obvious cause of death in the physiology of the skin or bone. But things like cancer or heart conditions wouldn’t necessarily show up in our tests – or dementia or Parkinson’s. Most things, to be honest.’
Archie nodded, focused on the foot.  
‘Can I?’ he said.
Graham nodded at the box of gloves. Archie pulled a pair on and took the foot, examined the ankle. ‘And the bite marks?’
‘We don’t know for certain it’s the Beast of Bruntsfield,’ Graham said rolling his eyes. ‘But it seems very likely.’
The tabloids had run full speed with the big cat sightings. The Beast of Bruntsfield was terrorising residents of the affluent Edinburgh suburb, old people terrified to go to the shops, teenagers roaming in gangs with cans of cat food, filming on their phones and laughing. But things had died down after a rash of sightings, and there had been nothing in the last day. Didn’t stop newspapers winding everyone up.
Dorothy shook her head. ‘So where does a panther get a human foot?’
‘An embalmed foot,’ Archie said.
Graham shook his head. ‘Cemetery or funeral home, would be my guess.’
‘Have you checked?’ Dorothy said.
Graham waved around the empty lab. ‘Does it look like I have the manpower to check every cemetery and funeral home in Edinburgh? I’ve got three autopsies today, a pile of lab reports to write and samples to send to forensics.’
‘The police then,’ Archie said, still holding the foot.  
‘Thomas doesn’t have the time either,’ Dorothy said.
‘So we just have an unclaimed human foot?’ Archie said.
Graham snorted a laugh. ‘She can join the rest of the misfits downstairs.’
Dorothy frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I checked through our storage records,’ Graham said. ‘It’s years before we inter an unidentified body, and when we do, it’s an anonymous council funeral. But they’ve never put a policy in place for body parts. We have a handful of them downstairs going back fifty years.’
‘What?’
Graham nodded. ‘Two legs, not a pair, one arm, half a torso, a hand. Most of them wash up in the Water of Leith, Union Canal or on one of the beaches.’
‘I never knew,’ Archie said.
‘There are two feet down there too,’ Graham said. ‘I checked, not a match.’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘I’m not letting this foot rot down there.’
Graham faked being affronted. ‘There’s no rot, it’s pristine and climate-controlled.’
‘You know what I mean,’ Dorothy said. She nodded at the foot in Archie’s hand. ‘I won’t let this go.’
‘You might have to,’ Graham said.
‘I found a goddamn foot in my local park. I need to know where it came from.’
Graham held his hands up. ‘Fair enough.’
Archie placed the foot on the body tray. He always treated the deceased’s bodies with respect and gentleness, and he handled the foot no differently.
‘We can find out,’ he said softly.
‘What?’ Dorothy said.
He looked up. ‘I’ll help you find who this foot belongs to.’
‘You mean check funeral homes and graveyards?’ Dorothy said.
‘The embalming is the key. It’s a hack job, I don’t know anyone who would do that. Maybe a funeral director has someone untrained on their books. And the fluid’s not right, it’s nothing like the stuff I use.’
He looked from the foot to Graham. ‘Can I take it?’
‘What for?’
‘I want to show someone, an expert, they might be able to tell us more.’
Graham looked at Dorothy for confirmation. She glanced at Archie. He was more animated now than she’d seen him in months. Plus Dorothy was invested, she found the damned thing, she had to know where it came from.
She turned to Graham. ‘Honestly, it would help.’
Graham thought about it for a while then gave a nod. ‘As long as we do it properly, appropriate paperwork.’
Archie smiled and Dorothy tried to remember the last time she’d seen him smile.
‘I promise we’ll bring it back,’ he said, looking at the foot. ‘Once we have the rest of her.’
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HANNAH
‘Where is everybody?’ Hannah said.
She looked around the shared reception area for the funeral business and the PI stuff. There were even two doors, one at the front, one at the side, which led to the same desk, Indy cute as ever behind it, laptop and phone, filing cabinets behind her. There was a vase of lilies on the desk, sticky with pollen.  
Indy smiled. ‘Who were you expecting?’
It had never happened that two clients, one for each business, had entered at the same time. Hannah wondered what the probability was. Given the data she could work it out, she loved that kind of puzzle. She looked at the doors, imagined them opening at once. Maybe it was a Heisenberg uncertainty thing, a client couldn’t be in both places at the same time, they only resolved their position once the doors were opened.
Hannah waved her hands, indicating more than just the house. ‘No, I mean the Fermi paradox.’
Indy rolled her eyes at another of Hannah’s weird physics things. Hannah laughed, she loved that they had this understanding.  
‘Enrico Fermi, smart guy,’ she said. ‘He was at lunch in Los Alamos discussing aliens with colleagues, and came up with it. It’s the contradiction in the numbers of the universe.’
Indy rolled her fingers, go on, you have the floor.
‘There are billions of stars in our galaxy, each one probably with planets around it. Then there are billions of galaxies in the universe. So that’s trillions of planets. If life is not unique to Earth, where are the aliens? Why haven’t we detected them?’
‘Some people think we have already,’ Indy said. She’d got used to playing devil’s advocate.
‘Not credibly,’ Hannah said. ‘But that’s one possible solution, aliens are here but unacknowledged.’
‘One solution?’ Indy said. ‘How many are there?’
Hannah shook her head. ‘About fifty.’
Indy pointed at her laptop. ‘I’m kind of busy, Han.’
Hannah laughed. ‘Given the timescales, other civilisations could’ve been going for billions of years longer than humans, so why aren’t they at least sending signals?’
‘Is this to do with your case?’
Hannah perched on the edge of the desk. She was about to speak when the muffled thud of drums came from two floors up. Abi was practising. It sometimes felt odd that Gran had brought another stray into the house. Maybe she needed a project, something to keep her busy. Same with the foot, another mystery to solve, it stopped her thinking about the fact Grandpa wasn’t around anymore.
Hannah glanced at the ceiling. The drumming was a groovy shuffle, and she moved her hips in time. Indy raised her eyebrows. Hannah wasn’t sure if it was at the drumming or Hannah’s hips.
‘Background for the case, yeah,’ Hannah said. ‘But also my postgrad. I’ll be looking at data, classifying exoplanets. What if one of them contained alien life?’
‘But that’s not your PhD,’ Indy said.
‘No, but just imagine.’ Hannah waved her hands. ‘SETI are looking for signals.’
‘SETI?’
‘The Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence.’
‘And that’s what your postgrad guy is doing?’
‘Kind of.’
Indy pressed her lips together. ‘I’m regretting this already, but you mentioned fifty solutions?’
Hannah looked at her girlfriend, damn, fiancé. That seemed weird.
‘One group of solutions involves no alien life ever, which is crazy, or no sufficiently advanced life. Or self-destruction or natural disasters, or the water-world hypothesis.’
Indy nodded like she understood.
‘Then there’s the other end of the spectrum. Aliens know about us but haven’t made contact, like Earth is a zoo.’
‘Sounds unlikely.’
Hannah nodded. ‘I think it’s partly that we’re not looking right, alien intelligences could be so weird that we’d have no idea how they communicate. Looking for radio signals seems archaic. Plus humanity has only been around for the blink of an eye. What if aliens existed aeons ago, or live millions of years after we’re gone.’
‘Cheery.’
Hannah shrugged.  
Indy ran her hand through her bob. ‘So what’s your postgrad saying?’
Hannah ran her tongue around her teeth. ‘He’s getting messages, but they can’t be right.’
‘Why not?’
‘You think he could be getting a real alien signal?’
‘I’m not saying that.’
‘I’m going to chat to his colleagues, friends, family, I’m sure something will get flagged up.’
They fell silent, Hannah running out of steam. She was still churning Fermi’s paradox over, but she could see Indy had something on her mind. ‘You OK?’
Indy looked at her laptop then stared at the phone as if trying to make it ring.
‘Is this about Whiskers?’ Hannah said.  
‘Something else.’
Hannah waited, tried to tune out the drums.  
‘I told Nana and Pappa about getting engaged,’ Indy said. Her dad’s parents back in Kolkata. They were the only family Indy had left, although she didn’t stay in contact. They’d fallen out over the funeral for Indy’s parents five years ago, before Hannah knew her.
‘Were they cool?’ Hannah knew they were much stricter Hindus than Indy, which wasn’t hard.
Indy’s shoulders slumped. ‘They’re fine about the lesbian thing.’
She said this with air quotes, making a joke. Of course it seemed like nothing to the two of them, natural as breathing, and Hannah never had pushback from her family. But that wasn’t true for others.
‘In fact they want to come to the wedding.’
‘Great.’
‘But they have a condition.’
Hannah had a bad feeling.
‘They want me to cremate Mum and Dad.’
Hannah frowned. ‘But they’re already buried.’
Indy nodded. ‘They want them disinterred.’
‘You’re not seriously thinking of it?’
Abi’s drums stopped and the silence was overpowering. Indy sat with her hands in her lap. ‘I don’t know, maybe. They’re all I have left. They never agreed with burial in the first place.’
‘Why didn’t you just cremate them?’
Indy had tears in her eyes. ‘I wasn’t thinking straight. I was alone over here. Maybe I wanted to punish Nana and Pappa. Or I wanted to punish Mum and Dad. Maybe I just lost my mind.’
‘Babes.’
Hannah moved round the desk and hugged her, felt tears on her shoulder. As usual, Hannah had been so involved in her own stuff she failed to see what Indy was going through.
‘We can sort this out,’ she whispered.
Indy nodded through the tears as muffled drumming came from upstairs, thumping through the house like a stuttering heartbeat.
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DOROTHY
Dorothy stood outside the door and listened to Abi pounding the drums. She could tell it was The Beths, New Zealand punk-poppers with a female singer. She recognised the straight-ahead style and arrangements, had heard Abi drumming to the Future Me Hates Me album over and over. She was getting better all the time, tight now at high speeds, just needed to work on the feel at more laidback tempos, but that would come.  
She placed a hand on the door, felt the reverberations through the house. She imagined the house was alive, buzzing with energy, no bad thing for a house of death. She opened the door and noise burst from the room. Abi nodded in acknowledgement but didn’t drop the beat, hi-hats fizzing, fast rolls on the snare.  
Dorothy looked around. This became Abi’s room when she moved in, the sofa bed in the corner pulled out, clothes strewn over mattress and floor, reading lamp on the floorboards, makeshift desk by the window for schoolwork. Abi hadn’t brought much with her from home when she left in the bust-up. Dorothy could see the backpack stuffed into the corner next to the clothes rail Dorothy had unearthed from somewhere.
Abi rolled round the toms then onto the ride cymbal for a chorus, The Beths always did that. It was funny how you recognised patterns if you just looked and listened. Dorothy thought about Derek turning up at Sneaky’s, the can of worms was open, it had to be dealt with.
Abi finished the song, pressed pause on her phone and took the headphones off. She gave Dorothy a look, she was expecting this but didn’t like it.
‘It’s time,’ Dorothy said.

This felt like a summit. Dorothy walked down the stairs, Abi trailing behind, the house quiet. After Derek’s appearance at Abi’s gig she’d been subdued, hanging out in Dorothy’s garden with Kazuko and Taylor. Dorothy heard the whispered shock in their voices, smelled the weed they passed round. When Abi eventually came inside she told Dorothy she wanted to speak to her mum. So here they were. They reached the bottom of the stairs. Indy at reception nodded at the privacy room, usually for grieving relatives. Dorothy stood at the oak door, looked at the grain, then turned to Abi.  
‘Ready?’
Abi sucked her teeth and nodded, opened the door herself.
Her mum was sitting on the sofa, rubbing her wrist. Sandra was a nervous bird, small and thin, edgy movements, sharp features softened by long black hair. She was so young to have a teenage daughter, but that was the point. She and Dorothy had kept in touch since Abi moved in. Obviously Sandra wasn’t happy, but at least she knew Abi was nearby and safe, a lot better than when she ran away. Small mercies. Dorothy’s heart went out to her. She’d obviously fucked up, hiring an actor to play Abi’s dad, but she was a victim too, as Derek’s appearance reminded everyone.
Sandra saw Abi and leapt off the sofa. She was on the edge of tears. This was the first time she’d seen her daughter in person for a year, it was too much. It must’ve been so hard living ten minutes along the road but never making contact. Abi had made it clear if Sandra tried to get her back home she would disappear again. Dorothy didn’t know if that was true, but the threat was enough. At first Dorothy presumed it would only last for a cooling-off period, but weeks then months went past and Abi showed no sign of speaking to her mum and stepdad. Maybe it hadn’t been wise to let it drift so long, but she was scared Abi would bolt. She remembered her own chaotic teenage years, the feeling of being lost, uncomfortable in her own skin, lashing out at those around her, desperate to up and leave, start fresh somewhere else. For Abi, if you threw in Sandra’s lies about her dad, it was volatile.
A sense of raised drama radiated from Abi, making Sandra hesitate then sit back down. Abi took the chair opposite and Dorothy sat nearest the door. The room was designed to be comforting, floral patterns on the furniture, muted colour scheme, soft seascapes on the wall. A box of tissues on the table.
Abi stuck her chin out. ‘My dad came to a gig the other night.’
Sandra looked confused. ‘Mike?’
This was the stepdad, face like a sad dog but a nice guy, dependable as far as Dorothy knew.
‘No.’
Sandra was more confused, clearly thinking about the fake dad she’d paid for years.
Abi swallowed. ‘My real dad.’
Horror spread over Sandra’s face. She glanced at Dorothy for confirmation, and Dorothy raised her eyebrows.
‘No,’ Sandra said. ‘That cunt.’
Abi breathed heavily, her chest up and down. She was wearing a tight yellow T-shirt with the words ‘Feel Your Feelings Fool!’ in funky seventies lettering. Dorothy recognised it as being from the headline band the other night. Abi’s breathing made the letters throb with meaning.
‘Derek Winters,’ she said.  
‘How did he find us?’
‘Us?’ Abi said.
Sandra rubbed at her wrist, head down. She seemed older all of a sudden. ‘If he’s found you, he’s found all of us.’
Abi shook her head and pointed a thumb at Dorothy. She felt the energy of the room shift towards her.
‘Is it true what Mrs S told me?’ Abi said.
Sandra turned on Dorothy and narrowed her eyes.
Dorothy smoothed her skirt. ‘She asked me a direct question, Sandra, I won’t lie for you.’
Abi’s ribs expanded and contracted as she gulped in breaths.
Sandra rubbed her wrist so hard it was red. ‘You don’t understand.’
‘Yet another thing you kept from me,’ Abi said.
‘Wait a minute.’
‘My whole life has been a fucking lie. First the lie about Neil, or Stephen, or whoever the fuck he was. Now this.’
Sandra was crying. Dorothy needed to intervene. ‘Abi, wait a second.’
Abi looked shocked that Dorothy had spoken.
Dorothy swallowed. ‘Think about this from your mum’s point of view for a moment.’
Abi bit her lip. ‘I just found out my dad is also my fucking granddad. What does point of view have to do with it?’ She pointed at her mum. ‘She slept with her own dad.’
Sandra sobbed. ‘He fucking raped me. Repeatedly for three years. It’s called child abuse.’
This took some wind from Abi’s sails but she couldn’t back down, had too much indignation. What a mess.
‘You should’ve told me,’ she said.
Sandra put her hands out, pleading. ‘How could I say something like that to my daughter?’
‘So I have fucked-up genes or something? The product of incest and rape, amazing, that’s really going to boost my fucking self-esteem.’
‘I love you,’ Sandra said, her face puffy with crying. ‘I love you so much.’
‘I bet you wished you’d never had me,’ Abi said. ‘I must remind you of him.’
Sandra shook her head. ‘Of course not.’
‘Abi,’ Dorothy said. ‘Enough.’
Abi snapped her head round and looked at Dorothy. She was burning with hatred for everyone, including herself.  
‘Don’t,’ she said through her teeth.
Sandra stood up and reached for Abi, who recoiled.
‘Stay away from me,’ she said, but it was less convincing than before. She looked lost.
‘Both of you, just stay away.’
She bolted from her chair and ran out the door, which banged against the wall. She went out the front door with a slam, trailing an awful silence.
‘Give it time,’ Dorothy said.
Sandra scowled. ‘I gave it time. I trusted you to take care of her, and now look.’
Dorothy stood. ‘She had to know the truth eventually. You shouldn’t have kept it from her.’
Sandra shook her head and scratched at her raw wrist.
‘You don’t understand,’ she said. ‘That cunt is dangerous. We’re all in danger now.’
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JENNY
Jenny sniffed the air and wondered how an Edinburgh street came to be called Cumin Place. The air smelled of pollen, barbecue and old money, the Victorian houses easily going for over a million. That didn’t mean much in Edinburgh these days, of course, but this was a long way from brash hedge funders in the New Town. Jenny was only five minutes from Grange Cemetery, the cricket ground in the other direction. That said it all, an Edinburgh neighbourhood with a cricket club.
She pushed the doorbell of number forty-nine and stood back, guessed at five bedrooms. Francesco opened the door in an apron covered in flour. His hair was impeccable, perfect tanned skin, exact length of stubble. He was around thirty, a few lines around his brown eyes, enough to make him seem distinguished rather than a naïve toyboy.
He rubbed his hands on a dishtowel and opened the door further.
‘You must be Ms Skelf.’
Jenny noticed the ‘Ms’, respectful and precise.
‘Francesco.’
They shook hands and Jenny was dismayed to feel a shudder of electricity up her arm. Francesco’s face seemed to rest in a light smoulder, goddamn it. She felt ridiculous, heat coming to her face. What must it be like, wandering through life having women go weak at the knees in front of you? Pathetic.
So with all of that, why would Francesco tie himself to an ill woman in her sixties? Jenny looked at the expensive original art in the hall and didn’t wonder anymore.
‘I’m afraid Vanessa is in bed,’ Francesco said. ‘She doesn’t feel well.’
He led her to a room at the back of the ground floor. He saw Jenny’s look.
‘We converted this into her bedroom,’ he said. ‘She can’t manage the stairs.’
Francesco knocked and took a step back.
‘Go in,’ he said, ‘I’ll make coffee.’
Jenny watched him walk down the hall to the kitchen, then pushed the door open.
She’d expected gloomy light, muslin curtains, the stench of medication in the air, maybe spider webs in the corners and a fetid bedpan. But Vanessa was sitting in an expensive modern bed with spotlighting, the Guardian sudoku on her lap.
She peered over her reading glasses, smiled thinly, and waved towards a seat next to the bed. She put the paper and pencil down.
‘How are you?’ Jenny said, sitting.
Vanessa took a sip of water and Jenny looked round. This was a converted dining room, judging by the wallpaper and display cabinets. But the large bed was new, and the lighting. Wide patio doors opened into the back garden, sparrows and starlings chattering in the trees, a lazy bee staggering from rose to rose.
‘Before you say anything, I know why you’re here,’ Vanessa said.
Jenny had arranged this as a follow-up to the funeral. The Skelfs often did that, pastoral care after the fact. It was sometimes only after a funeral that the bereaved fell apart, without the structure and order of the ceremony to plan.
When Vanessa’s clammy kids had given her the case, Jenny had wondered how she would investigate it. She couldn’t come in undercover, Vanessa already knew her as a funeral director and private investigator. So she’d arranged the chat as the former, but already that wasn’t going according to plan.
Vanessa had taken an age to drink her water, swallowing seemed to be difficult. Her hand shook as she placed the glass on the bedside table. She looked worse than at the funeral. Burying your mother wasn’t easy, of course, but she didn’t just look out of sorts, she seemed properly ill. Sunken eyes, skin waxy and grey, sores at the corners of her mouth. The backs of her hands were covered in similar sores.
‘Those fucking children of mine,’ Vanessa said, and slumped from the effort of talking.
‘I’m not here to bullshit you,’ Jenny said. ‘They’re just worried.’
‘They’re worried about their inheritance.’
Vanessa waved a hand around the room. Jenny had checked with Matthew and Maria, the house was paid off generations ago, passed down their father’s side of the family, afforded by old-fashioned stockbroking. Everything the twins said smacked of snobbery, it was important to them that Jenny knew their family had been rich for generations.
‘You don’t look well,’ Jenny said.
‘Thank you,’ Vanessa said, not unkindly. ‘That’s not something Maria and Matthew would notice.’
‘I don’t think that’s fair,’ Jenny said. ‘They noticed enough to ask me to speak to you.’
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Vanessa said. ‘They asked you to investigate Frankie, I know that. They think he’s some gigolo out to dupe me, right?’
As if on cue, Francesco opened the door with a tray carrying two tiny Italian coffees, sugar bowl and cream jug. He smiled at Vanessa, placed it on the bedside table. Vanessa reached out a hand and touched his face and they shared a look. It seemed genuine.
Jenny and Vanessa both watched him leave, then Vanessa turned.
‘He’s amazing in bed,’ she said.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘He can go all night.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘And he’s very interested in my pleasure, if you catch my drift.’ She actually looked at her own crotch, and Jenny flushed then laughed.
‘I think I do.’
Vanessa looked at her coffee but didn’t pick it up.
‘Those kids don’t know a thing about us,’ Vanessa said. ‘They have no idea. I buried my husband a year ago, he was the love of my life. And I just watched my mother get lowered into the ground. Do you know what that’s like?’
Jenny thought about the smoke from her dad’s funeral pyre. ‘Yes.’
Her tone made Vanessa stop and examine Jenny closely. ‘I believe you. I’m a good judge of character, you know.’
Vanessa waved at the coffees and Jenny picked hers up. It was little more than black sludge in the bottom of a thimble. She downed it and felt a bitter buzz immediately. Vanessa did the same, breathed deeply.  
‘I know why Francesco is here, I’m not an idiot. You think an Italian stud-muffin like him would normally be interested in this?’ She waved a hand down her bedridden body.
‘So?’
‘I look after him. He lives here, free food and board, of course, and I’m also paying for his studies.’
‘Studies?’
‘Law at Edinburgh University.’
‘Law.’
Vanessa smiled and coughed. ‘Yes, he’s one of those annoying bastards who’s effortlessly beautiful and charming, and intelligent to boot.’
Jenny smiled. ‘And you get out of it…’
Vanessa narrowed her eyes. ‘I already told you, he fucks all night.’
Jenny gave Vanessa a look. ‘Forgive me, but you don’t look as if you could fuck all night.’
‘I try, that’s the main thing.’
Vanessa coughed, which built to something nasty and uncontrollable. She grabbed a tissue and spat into it. Jenny saw blood.
‘Have you seen a doctor?’
Vanessa shook her head. ‘I’m fine.’
‘That blood says different.’
Vanessa nodded. ‘So the twins think he’s killing me, is that it?’
It had been hanging in the air from the start, and Jenny was glad Vanessa said it first. She glanced at the sludge in her coffee cup, thought about the bitterness.
Vanessa waved her coffee cup at Jenny. ‘I know Frankie, he would never harm me.’
‘Forgive me, but that’s the kind of thing a trusting idiot says. I should know, I’ve been one.’
Vanessa examined her. ‘I’m sure you have. But Frankie is not like that.’
Jenny placed her cup on the tray. ‘Do you have an up-to-date will, Mrs Chalmers?’
‘Vanessa, please. And yes, of course I do.’
‘And?’
‘That’s the thing,’ Vanessa said. ‘Frankie gets nothing if I die. But if I live he gets paid through law school. I ask you, does it make sense for him to be trying to kill me?’
Jenny shook her head.  
Vanessa coughed again, eventually got it under control. She fixed Jenny with a stare. ‘Maybe you should ask my children about this, they stand to inherit everything.’
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HANNAH
Hannah was back at the Higgs Centre café. She looked around, caught a glimpse of gorse and grass outside the window, the backside of Blackford Hill. At the far end of the café she spotted who she wanted to talk to and sized them up. The three of them were eating lunch from canteen plates or their own bright Tupperware. They looked like astrophysics postgrads, to be fair. Noah, Xiang and Louisa, from the States, China and France, respectively, according to the institute website’s contact page. These were José’s colleagues in the exoplanet PhD group. Scattered around the functional café space were other groups of postgrads, Hannah briefly wondering which table was astrobiology, which was early-galaxy formation. She wondered if there was a pecking order, like other workplaces.
She touched the back of a spare chair at their table.
‘Can I join you?’
They looked confused, she was encroaching on their lunch, this never happened. She’d asked José to make himself scarce at lunch today so she could give them the once-over.
‘I’m Hannah Skelf,’ she said, sitting down. ‘I’m joining you guys after the summer.’
‘Didn’t José give you the tour?’ Noah said. Confident eastern-seaboard accent, the group’s self-appointed spokesperson.
‘Yeah, but I wanted to come back and, you know, soak up the ambience.’
She put a French accent on the last word then cringed when she saw Louisa’s face. Louisa was tall and skinny, hair in a sharp fringe, cardigan over a green checked shirt.
‘It’s good to meet you,’ Noah said.
He was tall too, and slim. He wore a T-shirt with an equation on it under his open checked shirt. Xiang was short and stocky and he bucked the checked-shirt trend in a navy, thick-checked jumper, trousers that could best be described as slacks.
‘Did you enjoy the tour?’ Xiang said. His English was very good. She glanced round the table. Academia was such an internationalist enterprise, she wondered about the after-effects of Brexit, how that would play out, bad consequences spreading everywhere.
‘Yeah, great,’ Hannah said, putting on a smile. ‘Can’t wait to get started. And José seems nice.’
They nodded noncommittally, as if rehearsed. Hannah spotted a glance between them but couldn’t decipher it. She decided to brazen it out.
‘Is he OK?’ she said.
‘How do you mean?’ Louisa said. Her French accent made her sound more relaxed than she looked, fork paused over her plastic container of salad leaves.
‘I thought I heard something about him,’ Hannah said. She pretended to try to remember something. ‘That happened when he was an undergrad?’
They nodded at each other, then Hannah.
‘Microwave Boy,’ Noah said, suppressing a smile.
‘Ping,’ Xiang said. ‘Dinner’s ready.’
Louisa placed a hand to her lips to hide a smile.
Hannah nodded as if it had just come to her. ‘He was the guy that discovered FRBs in Seville.’
Noah rubbed his hands together. ‘Only it was just that his colleague’s lasagne was ready.’
Hannah looked round the table until they stopped moving. ‘But isn’t what you’re doing here just the same?’
Louisa and Xiang frowned at their leader.
‘We’re classifying exoplanets,’ Noah said. ‘You’re joining us, right?’
Hannah suddenly wasn’t sure she wanted to step into this. It was benign stuff compared to some cliques and peer pressure, but it was the same wherever you went. She knew why she’d never made many friends on her undergraduate course, she wasn’t the type to join in, swap banter and platitudes all day. She was interested in the work but maybe she didn’t want to be a part of this after all.
‘So you think SETI is wasting its time?’ she said.
‘Not at all,’ Louisa said, looking round the table for support. ‘We all believe intelligent life is out there.’
‘But?’
Noah leaned forward. ‘It’s not going to announce itself by sending Morse code to a postgrad student in Edinburgh.’
‘Morse code?’
Noah opened his hands wide. ‘We know what José has been saying.’
Hannah stared at him, blank face.
Noah shuffled in his seat. ‘He thinks we’ve been pranking him.’
‘He didn’t say that,’ Hannah said.
‘He didn’t have to,’ Louisa said.
‘Well, are you?’ Hannah looked around the table.
Noah pushed his empty plate away. ‘We’ve got better things to do than falsify data to make José believe in little green men. Have you any idea how much work that would take? To make believable fake data showing FRBs amongst a light-curve data set, the particular one that he was looking at?’
‘I don’t,’ Hannah said. ‘But it sounds like you do.’
‘We don’t even have access to the data he’s talking about,’ Louise said. ‘It’s not part of our work, it’s the planet hunters’.’
‘So what’s going on here?’
Noah stood up and Xiang followed his lead.
‘Ping,’ Xiang said, looking to the women working behind the café counter. ‘Maybe their microwave is strong.’
Louisa closed her Tupperware with a click and stood. With the three of them standing over her, Hannah felt like she was back at school, enduring the scorn of a girl clique because she was gay, or because her gran drove a hearse and touched dead bodies, or because she had depression and self-medicated, or some other pointless slight about her black hair and matching nails, or her biker jacket, or the fact she loved physics.
‘We have to go,’ Noah said. ‘We have planets to categorise.’
This was meant as a cutting slight but Hannah burst out laughing.
They headed out of the door, and Hannah sat at the table, staring at the smears on Noah’s plate, listening to the murmur of conversation. She looked at the chatting women behind the café counter and thought she heard the ping of a microwave.
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DOROTHY
She put the last piece of steak in her mouth, it tasted wonderful with the smoked paprika and garlic. She took a sip of Rioja and smiled at Thomas across the table. He touched his stomach then held her hand.
‘That was wonderful,’ he said.
They were in the kitchen, candle on the table, the thump of The Blood Queens rehearsing upstairs. It was the nearest they got to a romantic night in. Dorothy was never alone these days but she liked it that way. She’d had decades of quiet in the funeral home, now the place was bursting with young women and pets, and currently Thomas. She leaned over and kissed him. He was smooth shaven, tasted of red wine and garlic. He looked younger than his fifty-six years, and she hoped she’d aged as well as him. She didn’t look in the mirror much these days, but Thomas liked what he saw and she was happy with that. Life’s too short to indulge your hang-ups, she’d learned that over the years.
She and Thomas were both widowed, both knew about the sad reality of love in the world. It was great while it lasted but it always ended, just like everything else. But the transience of life was to be revelled in, not reviled. It made moments like this, holding hands and kissing over a steak dinner, more precious.
Thomas was handsome, grey hair at the temples, smooth skin, toned body for his age. But it was his eyes, and everything behind them, she really loved. Their sex had a gentle pragmatism, they weren’t teenagers hard at it. But there was playfulness too. When you’d only had sex with the same partner for decades, this was a chance to have fun. The way he touched her made her feel electric again.
The music upstairs stopped. Einstein raised his head from a chair and stuck his ears up. Schrödinger stayed dozing on the other seat at the window. Those two never played together but they were always within a few yards of each other. Schrödinger pretended to hate the dog, but he loved that shadow. Maybe the cat had seen enough to realise you take your companionship where you can.
Thomas glanced at the ceiling. ‘They’re sounding better.’
‘I’m sorry we don’t have the place to ourselves.’
Thomas kissed her. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.’
Hannah and Indy were out for a meal at Montpelier’s around the corner. It was unusually fancy for them, a belated engagement celebration. So much had happened since Indy got on one knee. They made a wonderful couple, but no one knows how love will go in the future. Dorothy’s age made her more philosophical about life but the truth was she’d always tended towards that kind of thing. She enjoyed the spirituality of helping people in the funeral business, had been devoted to yoga as long as her body held out, had dabbled with Buddhism over the years. The interconnectedness of all things was such an obvious idea, she was delighted when Hannah confirmed the same idea in modern physics. It took science hundreds of years to get to the point Buddha made millennia ago.
Jenny was at Fiona’s in Cramond. That was a strange one, her daughter now friends with the woman who had an affair with her ex-husband. But they had so much in common, both betrayed by Craig, both with a daughter by him, both struggling with what that meant. But Jenny was coping well, considering. Dorothy ached to think of her daughter in pain, but it was her life and Dorothy had to let her live it.
The Blood Queens started again, Kazuko screaming over a belting riff. It sounded great, Abi tight on the kick, locked in with Taylor. Dorothy was so happy Abi had the band. She kissed Thomas and thought about sex. Maybe in a while, her belly was still full.
The doorbell rang downstairs. She looked out of the window, it was late evening but still light. She imagined the big cat pawing its way through the park to her front door. She remembered reading The Tiger Who Came to Tea with Jenny when she was little, neither of them liked it, and Jenny moved on to Peanuts cartoons.
Dorothy looked at Thomas. No one should be ringing the doorbell at this time, but they were a funeral business, death didn’t stick to a schedule.
She went downstairs, Einstein padding after her. She imagined him barking at a panther to scare it away. Fat chance.
She turned on the downstairs light and opened the door.  
Derek Winters, swaying slightly. He stank of beer and cigarettes.
‘I want to see Abi,’ he said.
Dorothy remembered what Sandra said, that he was dangerous. She patted Einstein by her side and thought of Thomas upstairs.
‘That’s not a good idea.’
‘You don’t understand, she’s all I’ve got.’
Dorothy’s hand was still on the door. She’d seen enough middle-aged drunk men at wakes, she knew how to handle this.  
‘Go home and sleep it off.’
‘I’m not pissed.’
‘OK.’
‘I have a right to talk to my daughter.’
Dorothy didn’t know where to start with that. If what Sandra said was true, this guy was a paedophile and rapist, had abused his own daughter for years. She wanted to tear into him, but held back.
‘You don’t have any rights here,’ she said.
‘Like fuck I don’t.’
He shoved her in the chest so that she staggered back. He stepped inside and looked around. Dorothy leaned against the reception desk and took a breath. Einstein’s ears went back and he began barking.  
‘Shut up,’ Derek said, kicking the dog.
The rumble of the band upstairs gave a surreal edge, as if this was a weird dream.
Einstein kept barking.
‘Is that her?’ Derek said, pointing at the ceiling.
Dorothy didn’t speak.
He headed up the stairs, two at a time, the waft of booze trailing behind. As he reached the top of the first flight, Thomas came from the kitchen and stood in his way, arms out. But Derek had momentum and barrelled him to the side, Thomas banging his shoulder against the doorframe.
He heaved up the next flight, Thomas, Dorothy and Einstein in his wake, the pound of the drums getting louder, Kazuko yowling about life’s injustices. He threw the door open and the band clattered to a stop. He staggered in then stood in the middle of the studio, seemingly surprised to be there. He heaved in breath as Dorothy and Thomas caught up.
‘What the fuck do you want?’ Kazuko said.
‘I need to see my daughter.’
Abi was slack-jawed behind the kit, drumsticks in hand.
Kazuko whipped her Telecaster off and dropped it on a stand. She strode up to Derek. ‘Fuck you, old man. You fucked your rights when you raped her mum. You disgusting paedo, what the fuck is the matter with you?’
‘Kazuko,’ Thomas said. ‘Let us handle this.’
Kazuko turned her anger on him. ‘Is that why this paedo is standing in our rehearsal? Cause you handled it?’
‘Abi,’ Derek said, stepping towards her.
Kazuko blocked him. ‘I don’t think so. You have to go past me first, motherfucker.’
Dorothy rubbed at her hip where she’d banged against the desk downstairs and thought about her failing body. Oh, to be fifteen again and full of righteous fury.
Taylor took his bass off and stood beside Kazuko, a natural instinct to shield Abi. Good friends to have. Abi was standing behind the kit now, gripping her sticks tight.
‘Abi, I just want to talk to you.’
Thomas took his arm. ‘You need to leave, now.’
Derek shook Thomas off. ‘Fuck you.’
‘If you don’t leave, I’ll arrest you.’
Derek stared at Thomas. ‘Are you a fucking cop?’
Thomas nodded. ‘Leave.’
‘You’re not a cop,’ Derek said. ‘They don’t let your sort into the police.’
‘His sort?’ Kazuko screamed. ‘You mean black? Fucking racist too, huh. Shocker.’
Thomas gripped Derek’s arm, pulled it behind his back, but Derek wriggled free. He pushed Kazuko and she tumbled backwards, knocking Taylor and falling into her amp. She was righting herself when Dorothy saw a spinning flash, and one of Abi’s drumsticks belted Derek in the face.
He touched his forehead like it was a dream, looked up to see a second stick smack his face, near his eye this time.
‘Fuck,’ he said, bending over. ‘Fuck.’
He righted himself in time to get a fist in the face from Kazuko. He fell back, holding his jaw. He looked past Kazuko at Abi, who was out from behind the kit now.
‘Abi, please.’
Abi shook her head like she felt sorry for him, composed, in control.  
‘Don’t ever try to speak to me again or I’ll have you arrested. I fucking hate you, don’t you understand? I wish you were dead. I wish you were fucking dead in the ground.’
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JENNY
She looked at the morning light bleeding through the curtains and ran a hand over her bedsheets. Her childhood bedroom was now the pastel shades of a guest room, but it was hers again. What woman in her forties lives with her mum? She remembered Liam being in this bed, the only man she’d had since she moved back in, and that didn’t last long because of Craig. She picked up her phone and scrolled through Facebook. Her account was private but she still wondered if Craig was checking on her somehow. Then she looked up Liam, she’d known she would do this. A couple of posts of upcoming art shows that he had paintings in. She was glad he was getting his work out there, but it hurt all the same. There was no sign of a girlfriend in his pictures, and she checked any cute women who liked his posts, but nothing connected. She went to his photos, scrolled down to the few of the two of them smiling together a year ago. She slipped her other hand inside her panties.
Her phone rang. Fiona.  
She checked the time, 7:15am.
Jenny was just there last night, they’d taken to drunkenly commiserating with each other about their shit choice in husbands. Her head was fuzzy now, couldn’t handle it like she used to, and Fiona had been knocking back two for every one of Jenny’s.
She answered. ‘Hey, what’s up?’
‘Sophia’s gone.’

Jenny pushed the hearse into rush-hour traffic, turning right into Cramond through an amber light that was already red, horn blasting across at her. She gave them the middle finger.
‘Fuck you.’
‘Careful,’ Thomas said in the passenger seat.  
Jenny had thrown clothes on and knocked on her mum’s door, knowing Thomas had stayed over. Five minutes later the two of them were in the hearse. Jenny wondered about pulling up at Fiona’s in the deathmobile, but fuck it.
Into Cramond Vale, round the corner and she saw the police car parked outside Fiona’s mum’s place.
‘Only one car?’ Jenny said.
Thomas shrugged as he got out. ‘It’s just a missing person for now.’
Jenny rang the bell and waited. She had pictured the front door being wide open, search parties scouring the neighbours’ gardens, a fleet of squad cars with lights flashing, something to match the panic she was feeling. In daylight this seemed like a different place to the one she visited ten hours ago.
Other families in the street were taking their kids to school, folk staring at the hearse and cop car.
Fiona’s mum opened the door. Betty Ellis was short, slight and beautiful like her daughter, and everyone called her Birdie, a nickname she’d had since childhood. She’d been a widow for twenty years and had invested all her love in Fiona and Sophia, delighted when they moved back in despite the circumstances.
‘Through here,’ she said, scuttling to the kitchen.  
Jenny half expected her and Fiona’s wine glasses from last night to be on the table still, crescent of red in the bottom, fingerprint smudges, but of course they’d been tidied away.
Fiona and a female cop were at the table. Fiona turned to Jenny and Thomas.
‘That fucking bastard.’
‘Miss Ellis,’ the cop said. ‘Please stay calm.’
The cop was young, which didn’t help. When your eight-year-old daughter goes missing you want someone with experience, not some baby with a blonde pleat in a scratchy uniform. Her badge said Zalenski.
Fiona turned to her. ‘He’s got her, I’m telling you.’
To her credit Zalenski was calm, she’d been thrown into this shitstorm and was coping. ‘The more details you can give us, the better chance of finding her, Miss Ellis.’
‘There’s no more fucking details, I told you.’ Fiona was shaking, fingers locked like she was choking someone. ‘I got up at seven, same as usual. Went to her room and she wasn’t there. No clothes or other stuff have been taken. It’s just her in her pyjamas.’
‘What about last night?’ Thomas said.
Fiona nodded to herself, breath ragged. ‘I checked on her before I went to bed, about 1.00am. She was asleep. I pulled the covers over her, she kicks them off in summer.’
Jenny looked out of the window at the garden. It was mild, the day taking a bit of time to warm up. You wouldn’t catch your death in your jammies, but it wouldn’t be comfortable either.
‘Has she ever sleepwalked before?’ Zalenski said.
‘She’s not fucking sleepwalking,’ Fiona said. ‘Don’t you understand? Craig has taken her.’
This had obviously been discussed already, judging by Zalenski’s face. Thomas explained who he was and she straightened her back, apologised for no reason.  
‘We need to take this seriously,’ Thomas said. ‘Have you organised a search party and put out Sophia’s details?’
Zalenski tapped her radio. ‘Yes, sir. Another unit’s on its way.’
‘Any sign of a break-in?’ Thomas said.
Zalenski shook her head.
Birdie cleared her throat. She was clutching a dishtowel at the sink, horror on her face.
‘I mean…’ she said.
Thomas turned to her. ‘What?’
Birdie shrugged. ‘We’ve never changed the locks. Fi, you used to have spare keys, do you remember what happened to them?’
Fiona shook her head. ‘I still use my old keys, from when I was a kid.’
‘But there was a spare set,’ Birdie said. ‘You had them at Ann Place.’
Fiona swallowed. ‘I don’t remember that. I brought everything from Stockbridge when we moved.’
‘Craig has them,’ Jenny said. ‘He must’ve taken them a year ago, when he broke into your old place after escaping prison. Didn’t you check?’
Fiona narrowed her eyes. ‘There was a lot of shit going on, remember?’
Jenny remembered her and Liam tied up in that basement, Craig waving a gun.
She turned to Thomas. ‘Craig has her, I know it.’
‘What does Sophia know about her dad?’ Thomas said.
‘Just that he had to go away for a long time,’ Fiona said, tears dripping onto the kitchen table.
‘How does she feel about him?’
‘I know what you’re asking. Would she go with him if he turned up in the middle of the fucking night and asked her?’ Fiona’s head went down, knuckles white against each other. ‘The answer is yes.’
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HANNAH
She sat in the van on Thirlestane Road and checked the time. She had to get the van back to Archie by twelve, so this was a gamble. So much of being an investigator was waiting around for things to happen, then everything hit at once.
José left the flat after nine. He looked unworried, wearing his usual post-grunge uniform. What was she expecting, that he would be gnashing his teeth and tearing out his hair?
Another hour went by. She listened to a podcast, Big Picture Science, by the guys at SETI. It was wide ranging, stuff about whale communication, the logistics of terraforming, debunking of pseudo science. These were professors at the top of their fields taking extraterrestrial intelligence seriously. She was into it.
Eventually Olivia Harris left the flat and headed right. Hannah locked the van and followed her down Marchmont Road and through the Meadows. Hannah’s flat was off to the right and she shuddered at the memory of the break-in. The place was secure now, but how could they go back?  
Olivia was tall and lithe, blonde hair in a messy bun, black T-shirt and leggings, comfy trainers. Standard student waitress look. She was heading into Söderberg when Hannah caught up with her.
‘Olivia.’
She turned. She was beautiful and healthy, like a well-rounded person with nothing to worry about. But no one has nothing to worry about, and Hannah was about to add worry to her life.
‘I’m Hannah, can I speak to you for a minute?’
Olivia looked confused as she pointed over her shoulder at the glass frontage of the bakery and café. ‘I’m on shift in a minute.’
She had freckles on her nose, small hoop earrings, a delicate gold crucifix on a thin chain around her neck.
Hannah made a show of looking at her watch. ‘I know you don’t start for twenty minutes.’
Olivia’s shoulders went back and she frowned. ‘How do you know that?’
‘José told me.’
That was a lie, Hannah had spent ten minutes on social media, then two minutes on the phone to Söderberg, pretending to be Olivia with a middle-class English accent.
‘He said you’d be happy to chat,’ Hannah said. She pulled out a chair at an outdoor table, scrape of metal legs against concrete.
‘Shall we sit?’
Olivia looked at the Söderberg entrance then back at Hannah, who threw on her kindest smile.
Olivia sat, and Hannah did likewise. Olivia was slightly older but Hannah felt more experienced. The mess with her dad, this grown-up job she had, the fact she was engaged, which she kept forgetting. She chastised herself, holy shit, imagine forgetting about Indy and the wedding. And the thing with Indy’s parents, the exhumation. Was she serious? But Hannah had learned to compartmentalise better than most. What was that Walt Whitman thing she did at school? ‘I contain multitudes’. She understood better than most that if you didn’t separate out that shit, it was impossible to carry on.
‘How do you know José?’ Olivia said.
She said it with a guttural ‘J’, made sense for someone studying Spanish. Her Instagram was full of pictures of her and José smiling in the sun, visiting his family in Seville, shots of a holiday in Gijon and San Sebastian, the pair of them with backpacks doing a section of the Camino de Santiago last year. Hannah was amazed how deep an idea you got of someone from socials. It was obviously fake, their best life, yadda yadda, but it told you what someone thought their best life should look like, and Olivia’s was Spanish.
‘He hired me,’ Hannah said, handing over a business card. The cards were immensely helpful for getting people to take her PI work seriously. You could put anything on a card and people thought you were legit.
Olivia turned the card over in her long fingers.  
‘I don’t understand.’
‘He thinks someone has instigated a campaign against him.’
Olivia’s mouth turned down. ‘What kind of campaign? He hasn’t said anything to me.’
José didn’t want his girlfriend involved, which was exactly why Hannah was here. She tried to explain it as gently as possible, but there was no easy way to mention a signal from outer space without both of them imagining little green men. Hannah was convinced by the argument that intelligent life existed out there, but the Fermi paradox had made her think more deeply about the likelihood of contact.
She watched Olivia’s face as she spoke, noted her furrowed brow, the strain in her neck muscles, her fingers fiddling as she clasped her hands together. Magpies clacked to each other in the branches of the oak above their heads as morning sunshine splayed through the canopy. Olivia ducked out of one of those beams of light, like she couldn’t handle the attention.
‘Shit,’ she said once Hannah had finished.
Hannah sat back. ‘You don’t seem very surprised.’
Olivia glanced at the bakery building. ‘So, what, he thinks someone is messing with him?’
Hannah nodded. ‘That’s why he hired me, to look into it.’
Olivia spread her hands on the table. She had spindly fingers and pronounced knuckles. ‘I suppose that’s an improvement.’
‘On what?’
Olivia took a moment to size up Hannah, then raised her chin, ready to spill the beans.
‘This has kind of happened before,’ she said.
‘I know,’ Hannah said. ‘In Seville. Microwave Boy.’
Olivia smiled as if she finally had the upper hand in the conversation. ‘No, more recently.’
Hannah leaned forward. ‘He thought he was getting a message from out there?’ She waved a hand into the sky, bright blue, not a hint of alien activity except the magpies flapping from tree to tree.
Olivia sucked her teeth. ‘Six months ago. Nobody else knows. I mean nobody. He took time off his studies. I made him see a doctor, then a mental-health crisis team.’
‘And?’
‘He was sectioned,’ Olivia said. ‘Only for a short time.’
Hannah tried to hide her surprise. ‘Sectioned? Whose idea was that?’
Olivia looked at her hands on the table, then back up.
‘Mine,’ she said as she got up and left.
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DOROTHY
Dorothy weaved through young families, toddlers having tantrums over dropped ice creams, scraped knees. At some point we start putting up with the world’s unfairness, is that growing up? She walked past wallowing sea lions, comical flamingos, ring-tailed lemurs darting through the trees. She hadn’t been to Edinburgh Zoo in forever, but it didn’t seem to have changed much, maybe fewer animals and more kids. There was more emphasis on cute animals, penguins and koalas, at the expense of ugly ones, which surely cast doubt on their conservation credentials. She passed screeching chimps then she was at the big cats. It seemed a bigger enclosure than it used to be, but fewer cats. She remembered leopards and jaguars when she was here with Hannah as a small child, but now there were just tigers and a couple of margays, small spotted things from Central America. She was glad, the stressed leopards pacing up and down against the glass always made her sad. She thought about Whiskers out there, the whole city to roam in.
The office was little more than a shed with a room to the side, the smell of straw and tiger piss. She knocked.
‘Come in.’
Dr Pepe was a stocky young woman with dyed-red hair, an open smile and a sleeve of Maori tattoos emerging from her zoo T-shirt.
‘You must be Dorothy, sit.’
Dorothy checked out the room, rotas and feeding schedules on one wall, a framed certificate, maps of the zoo, tiger posters.
‘I’m Winona.’ She closed her laptop and stuck out a solid hand to shake.
Dorothy wondered why she was here. Whiskers was gnawing at her. Dorothy felt tied to the foot, to the person it belonged to, and therefore tied to Whiskers. She looked at Winona’s arm. The tattoos were beautiful, black swirls starting as waves, turning into feathers or palm fronds.
‘What can I do for you?’
Dorothy looked towards the door. ‘I notice you don’t have any jaguars or leopards anymore?’
‘Got rid of them after I arrived. They also rebuilt the big-cat walkway, not a moment too soon. The way they kept the animals before was not ideal.’
‘Got rid of them how?’
Winona narrowed her eyes, but her smile remained. ‘This is about the Beast of Bruntsfield.’ She made derisory quote marks in the air.
‘Whiskers.’
‘What?’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘My granddaughter and her fiancé nicknamed it Whiskers, as a joke. They met it in the park.’
Winona leaned forward. ‘They saw it?’
‘Walking the dog.’
‘That must’ve been a shock.’ The vowel sounds in Winona’s New Zealand accent tended towards ‘e’, and she spoke without ever stopping smiling.
‘It stepped out of the fog.’
A guttural roar came from outside, started like a car engine, transformed to a heaving, powerful yawn.  
Winona and Dorothy shared a look, and Winona laughed.
‘That’s Dharma, our Sumatran tiger.’ She checked her watch. ‘Feeding time.’
She returned her attention to Dorothy. ‘How close were they?’
‘Twenty feet, maybe.’
Winona ran a hand through her hair. ‘Shit, they were lucky, I mean in both senses. Lucky they saw a jaguar that close, but also lucky it didn’t chew their faces off.’
‘It’s a jaguar then?’
Winona tapped her closed laptop. ‘I’ve been following the sightings. The police were in touch. It sounds like a mature female black jaguar. It seems too big for a leopard.’
‘But where did it come from?’
Winona held her hands open, shrugged. ‘Who knows?’
‘You said the zoo got rid of their jaguars years ago. Do you mean put down?’
‘Not a beautiful animal like that.’
‘Then what?’
‘Went to other collections.’
‘Collections?’
‘Other zoos,’ Winona said. ‘A pair of leopards went to Amsterdam, and the jaguars ended up in the Tiergarten in Vienna. They’re all doing well, the jaguars are breeding.’
‘Anywhere else?’
‘We sent two snow leopards to the Highland Wildlife Park near Aviemore. They’re doing great, much more room to roam.’
Dorothy looked around. ‘Sounds like you’re not sure about zoos at all.’
Winona shrugged. ‘We do what we can, but it’s a twentieth-century idea trying to find its way in the new millennium. We treat the animals well, but you’re right, I have mixed feelings.’
‘So what about Whiskers?’
‘What about her?’
‘Where is she from? And where is she now?’
Winona frowned for the first time, but the smile shone through anyway. ‘There are lots of private collectors, unfortunately.’
‘Is that legal?’
Winona rubbed her forearm, the black waves rippling under her fingers.
‘Haven’t you seen Tiger King?’
Dorothy shook her head.
‘Fucking disgrace, pardon me,’ Winona said. ‘Doc about an American idiot with a mullet who abuses big cats. There’s a whole network of moron collectors, it’s a macho, ego thing.’
‘But surely not in Edinburgh.’
Winona shook her head. ‘Wherever there’s money, sadly.’
Dorothy looked out of the window behind Winona’s head. They were high on Corstorphine Hill in the west of the city, views south to the Pentlands. Lots of green space, big gardens, tree cover.
‘I found a foot,’ Dorothy said.
Winona looked confused. ‘A jaguar foot?’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘Human. In the trees near my home. With gnaw marks typical of a big cat. Then my granddaughter spotted Whiskers not far down the road.’
Winona’s mouth was pressed thin. ‘Jaguars do attack people in the wild.’
‘She didn’t attack this person,’ Dorothy said. ‘The woman’s been embalmed.’
‘So Whiskers found a dead body?’
Dorothy smiled at the use of Whiskers. ‘Could she dig up a grave?’
Winona thought for a second, bit her lip. ‘I don’t think so. They dig, but not usually to that extent. Especially if there are other food sources.’
‘Like what?’
‘People, like your granddaughter. But it would be a lot easier to catch domestic animals.’
Dorothy thought of Einstein and Schrödinger back home, circling each other in the kitchen. She imagined a jaguar pouncing through an open window and slinking away with the dog in its jaws. Schrödinger would miss him terribly.
Another throaty roar from outside almost made the windows rattle and the floor shudder. Winona glanced at the schedule and got up.
‘I’d better go see to Dharma,’ she said, extending her hand.
‘Feeding time at the zoo.’
‘Quite.’



23
JENNY
She was still seething about Sophia as she turned into Durham Avenue. Jenny had offered to help with the search but Thomas seemed on top of it, and Fiona had her mum with her so Jenny felt a little useless. But that didn’t stop her being furious. She knew deep down that Craig had taken the girl and vowed she would find them.  
Jenny took in the houses as she drove. She’d always been suspicious of bungalows, they smacked of weird suburbia, that pebble dash hiding something sinister. She remembered hearing a rumour as a teenager that houses with pampas grass in their gardens meant the homeowners were swingers.
Number thirteen Durham Avenue had pampas grass, a huge sprouting thatch dripping over the railings. She rang the doorbell, heard movement, then the door opened and there was Vanessa’s son Matthew, slumped shoulders, faded maroon cardigan, threadbare grey joggers.
‘Come in.’
He led her to the kitchen, gloomy despite a large window. Maria was at the table surrounded by bubble wrap, boxes and packing tape, a laptop open. She wore a pink hoodie saying ‘Strong & Brave’ in big letters, matching joggers, both stained and worn. Her hair needed a wash.
‘Hi,’ she said without looking up, tapping away.
Jenny looked at the old cupboard doors, the scruffy fridge, linoleum. This was a long way from Cumin Place. Think of Edinburgh and you imagine grand Victorian houses or the regimented Georgian grid of the New Town. But this neighbourhood round the back of Arthur’s Seat was anonymous. The Chalmers kids were not living in luxury.
Jenny looked at Matthew then nodded at the mess on the table.
‘It’s our business,’ he said, offering her a seat.  
She moved a pile of padded envelopes and sat.  
‘We buy and sell stuff online.’
Jenny looked at Maria. ‘That’s a business?’
Maria scoffed and looked up from the screen. ‘You can make decent spondulix that way.’
She rubbed her fingers and thumb together. Jenny hadn’t heard ‘spondulix’ since she was a student, were these guys caught in a time warp? They were around the same age as her, maybe younger, but they seemed from a different era. Also, a brother and sister living together in middle age was fucking weird. It had crossed her mind that maybe they were more than just siblings. That and the pampas grass and the brown kitchen gave her the heebie-jeebies.
‘I spoke to your mum,’ she said.
Matthew hovered over the table, placed a hand on his sister’s shoulder. She looked up from the screen and stopped typing.
‘You mean you spoke to Francesco,’ Maria said.
She was the spokeswoman for the pair of them, clearly.
‘I met them both,’ Jenny said. ‘I have to say, your mum seems pretty happy with the situation.’
‘He’s tricking her.’
Jenny splayed her hands, accidentally nudged some bubble wrap onto the floor and picked it up again. ‘She’s pretty clear about their relationship. She pays for his studies, he’s looking after her while she’s ill.’
‘It’s a gigolo set-up,’ Maria said. ‘Swarthy Italian sweeps in, and before you know it she’s giving him our inheritance. He’s making her ill somehow, we know it.’
Jenny looked around the gloomy kitchen. She wondered how much money you made selling shit online.
‘Vanessa mentioned your inheritance, actually,’ she said.
Matthew squeezed Maria’s shoulder and she put her hand on his. Jenny had to remind herself she didn’t know anything about their relationship.
‘What did she say?’ Maria said through her teeth.
Jenny rubbed at the laminate of the table. It had peeled away at the corner, rough board underneath. ‘She said if anyone was trying to kill her it might be you, given that you’re the beneficiaries of her will.’
Maria swallowed and squeezed her brother’s hand on her shoulder. ‘She hasn’t changed her will?’
‘Is that all you care about?’
‘I’m sorry?’
‘Your mum is seriously ill and all you seem to care about is her money.’
Maria straightened her shoulders. ‘That’s not fair, you don’t know anything about our family.’
Jenny shrugged. ‘You paid me to find out about your family, so I’m finding out.’
Maria glanced at Matthew, who reassured her with a look. ‘We’re paying you to find evidence that the Italian stallion is killing her.’
Jesus, she hadn’t heard ‘Italian stallion’ since the same time as ‘spondulix’. Did these guys fall through a wormhole?
‘When did you last visit her?’ Jenny said.  
‘What’s that got to do with it?’
‘I’m investigating,’ Jenny said. ‘Your mother is bedridden and has just buried her own mother. I was just wondering how supportive you’ve been.’
Matthew’s hand was still on his sister’s shoulder like it’d been welded there.
‘I don’t appreciate your tone,’ Maria said, shifting her weight. She took her hand from Matthew’s and rubbed at her fingers as if they’d gone numb.
Jenny waved her hands, careful of the cluttered tabletop. ‘If you don’t like it, feel free to drop the case.’
Jenny could use the money but not at the expense of this bullshit.
Maria backed down, put her hands out in supplication. ‘So, what’s next?’
Jenny pictured the pampas grass outside, imagined these two in the other room, car keys in a bowl, some other joggers-wearing, time-travelling, suburban lock-ins grinning as they went upstairs with Matthew or Maria. She shuddered.
‘I’ll try to speak to her doctor,’ Jenny said. ‘Although it’s not easy getting information that way. Do you know who her doctor is?’
They shook their heads, of course they didn’t know.
‘And I should put cameras in her house,’ Jenny said, standing up. She’d had enough of this, the air was stuffy, the gloominess oppressive. She longed to be outside in the sunshine. ‘I presume you have a key?’
Maria went to a drawer in the corner and pulled out keys, almost slammed them on the table. Jenny stared for a moment then picked them up. She wondered about a son and daughter who would happily invade their mum’s privacy. But then she was doing the dirty work for them, she couldn’t talk. She picked up the keys and left without speaking, out of the front door, smiling at the pampas grass swaying in the breeze, signalling to perverted neighbours.



24
HANNAH
Professor McAllister was waiting for her at the security gate of the Observatory site. Hannah felt sweaty from traipsing up the hill, wiped her arm across her forehead.
‘You must be Hannah, call me Rose.’
Rose McAllister was early thirties, tall and thin, natural red hair to her shoulders, which she was busy tying with a hair tie. She was in a NASA T-shirt and khaki shorts, expensive walking shoes.
‘Mind if we walk?’ She pointed towards the path round the observatory and up Blackford Hill. ‘This is the only time I have to get my steps up.’
It was a glorious day, the sun at its warmest. Hannah followed Rose as they walked round the buildings, past dogwalkers, and turned up the hill. Hannah pulled off her sweatshirt, just a strappy vest underneath. Her skin was six shades whiter than Rose’s. She thought tanned skin didn’t go with red hair, but Rose proved otherwise. Her accent was posh Glasgow, not very different to posh Edinburgh, or posh English for that matter.
Hannah’s boots were crap for hiking and she lagged behind so much that Rose had to stop to let her catch up. After a few pauses Rose attenuated her pace to match the younger woman.
‘All set for your postgrad?’
Rose was to be Hannah’s boss, actually her boss’s boss. She was head of a sizeable chunk of the astrophysics department, in charge of a handful of research groups, various subcommittees and a large slice of the postdoc work. Hannah didn’t have a handle on academia, each department seemed a byzantine labyrinth of responsibilities, favouritisms and petty gripes. She wondered how motivated someone has to be to get so high up at, what, thirty years old?
‘Looking forward to it,’ she said. ‘I got the tour from José Ramírez.’
Rose nodded. ‘Good guy. Solid.’
Was ‘solid’ good like reliable, or bad like journeyman?
They were through the long grass now, into the shorter scrub near the top of the hill. It wasn’t far from the observatory and people were peppered around the gorse bushes and rabbit holes. There was a cairn and trig point at the summit, which Rose was heading for.
‘It’ll be good to have another young woman about the place,’ Rose said. ‘And one as talented as you.’
‘Thanks.’
Rose smiled. ‘I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true. All your supervisors gave glowing reports.’
As they got higher the view was impressive, the city on their right, the Braids then the Pentlands on the left. So weird to be in a city yet so close to wilderness.
‘How are you feeling about joining us?’ Rose said.
‘Really looking forward to it.’
Rose nodded. Her breathing was hardly audible but Hannah panted away, sun beating on her black hair and pasty shoulders. She couldn’t seem to stop squinting, yet Rose was wide-eyed.
‘You’ve been through so much,’ Rose said.
Hannah stopped walking and it took Rose a moment to realise and turn.  
‘I didn’t mean anything,’ she said. ‘You’ve been very resilient.’
It shouldn’t come as a surprise that folk knew about her, but Hannah was still taken aback when it was as forthright as this. Her dad murdered a student here, Hannah’s friend, and tried to kill Jenny and Dorothy. He’d escaped from prison on the way to court and was still at large. Of course this was the biggest story in Edinburgh’s history since Burke and Hare.
‘What do you think of José?’ Hannah said.
They started walking again, slower. A breeze blew into their faces as they came over a crest. Hannah felt the sweat dry on her forehead.
‘How do you mean?’
Hannah didn’t know how to play this, decided just to be upfront. ‘I’m working a case for him.’
This made Rose stop. Laughter lines appeared at the corners of her eyes. ‘Like a PI thing?’
Her tone made it feel like Columbo or The Rockford Files, one of those shows Grandpa used to like.
‘Exactly.’
‘Can you tell me what the case is?’
She could and she probably should, but she didn’t want to get José in the shit.
‘Is this to do with the Microwave Boy thing in Seville?’ Rose said.
They started walking again.
‘You know about that?’
Rose shrugged. ‘Sure.’
‘And you still hired him?’
‘Everyone makes mistakes, it’s how you deal with them that matters.’
That was such an easy thing to say, Hannah wondered if it was only people who hadn’t made massive mistakes who thought that. In reality it was hard to deal with mistakes, harder than anything.
‘Sorry, I don’t mean to sound glib,’ Rose said. ‘But José is a strong character, he’s a smart guy, hard-working.’
They reached the trig pillar, a small column set into a flat concrete base. The ground around the base was worn away, rock, gravel and moss all dusty in the dry weather.
‘You trust him?’
Rose turned to Hannah. ‘Of course. Is there something I should know?’
Hannah shook her head. She wondered what she hoped to find out here, what she hoped to find in any of the cases she took. She spent her time searching for answers for clients, but she never seemed to get anything satisfactory, for them or herself. All she ever ended up with were more questions. Why were José’s colleagues down on him, where did the messages come from, who was messing with him, why had Olivia sectioned him and why hadn’t he told anyone?
‘Look at this fucking view,’ Rose said. In her swanky accent, pronouncing the ‘g’ of ‘fucking’ sounded so gentrified.
The view was astonishing, though. The spires and cliff face of the castle, the Royal Mile sloping east, then the rise of Calton Hill. Arthur’s Seat towered over the city, gorse blazing yellow, hundreds of tourists crawling over the summit. Hannah could see all three Forth bridges to the west, then, to the east, Berwick Law and the Bass Rock. Below Blackford Hill, the big houses and gardens of the south of the city, her gran’s home in there, and her own flat, her dad out there somewhere, Whiskers too. So many unanswered questions, so many mysteries to solve, and here she was trying to disprove aliens.
‘Is there anybody out there?’ she said, making a joke of it.
Rose turned with a quizzical look.
‘The Fermi paradox,’ Hannah said.
Rose smiled. Everyone in astrophysics knew it, especially if you dealt with exoplanets, astrobiology and planetary geology. She waved a hand around the city.
‘The great silence,’ she said.
‘What?’
‘It’s another name for the paradox. Why don’t we hear anything?’
‘What do you think the answer is?’ Hannah said.
Rose breathed deeply. ‘I think we’re asking the wrong questions.’
She turned without waiting and headed back down the hill.
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DOROTHY
Archie was a craftsman, dedicated to the bodies of the deceased. Dorothy watched from the entrance to the embalming room as he dealt with Howard Bergman on the slab. Howard was typical of many clients, overweight male in his seventies, hard belly pushing against the white sheet. His arms were exposed, discoloured patches of red and orange, signs of the sepsis that killed him. It was a familiar story, crappy diet, no exercise, obesity, heart disease, diabetes which led to the loss of his lower legs, gangrene eventually leading to sepsis. A painful way to go, they used to call it blood poisoning. What could be worse than poisoned blood?
Archie was embalming him and doing cosmetic work on the arms. No one would see them when Howard wore his suit in the coffin, but that wasn’t the point.
‘Hey,’ Dorothy said, coming in.
Archie didn’t look up, kept working. ‘Hi.’
She reached the table, noticed the white sheet dropping to nothing where Howard used to have legs. ‘How’s he doing?’
He was a huge man, even without his legs he must’ve weighed two-eighty pounds. Dorothy had never got used to weight in stones, despite decades of it. Same with Celsius, some things just didn’t snag in the brain.
‘He’s fine,’ Archie said, patting Howard’s thick fingers. He put down the concealer brush and went to the embalming pump, the rhythmic shush blending with the air con sound making this seem like an engineering works rather than a place of rest.
Dorothy looked at Howard’s face, same discoloured swathes of skin as his arms.
‘Will you be able to deal with this?’
‘Sure.’
Archie had become an expert over the last decade and Dorothy didn’t know what she’d do without him. She was sure he still got unexpected pangs of grief from his mother dying a year ago, waves rushing over him at inopportune times, just as she still got with Jim. She’d stood in this room and tasted her husband’s ashes, she would always carry his atoms inside her.
‘Are we set for your embalming expert?’ Dorothy said.  
‘Tomorrow morning.’
Archie had arranged for the pair of them to talk about the foot to a specialist he knew. Dorothy could’ve done it over the phone, but she was old enough to prefer human contact, and you picked up people’s body language. Humans are social animals, have been since the African plains, one of the reasons the Skelfs would always be in business. What’s more sociable than a funeral? A chance to commemorate those who have gone, come together to remember a life.
Archie pulled the sheet down exposing Howard’s hairy chest, and Dorothy wandered to the fridges, pulled a drawer out. The foot looked ridiculous on the middle of a full-sized body tray. It seemed to glow, and she felt a weird magnetic pull. She’d never thought of herself as a particularly inquisitive person, but she’d recently become obsessed with the lives of those who died around her, desperate to find out some truth, to give them a life back, some identity. First there was her husband, then the homeless joyrider who crashed into her life a year ago. And now this foot. The woman it belonged to, her life and loves, her disappointments and regrets, her ecstasy and euphoria, the mundane tedium, Dorothy wanted to know it all.
‘Dorothy?’
Indy was in the doorway beckoning with a finger.
Dorothy pushed the tray shut and followed her out.
‘I have a surprise,’ Indy said as she walked to reception. ‘For everyone. Myself included.’
Dorothy twitched her nose. ‘Good or bad?’
Indy gave her a look and opened the door to reception.
An elderly Indian couple were at the desk, two big suitcases alongside. They were short and slightly built, the woman draped in layers of beautiful bright-green sari, the man wearing a suit and overcoat.
‘This is Esha and Ravi Banerjee,’ Indy said. ‘Nana and Pappa.’
Dorothy placed her palms together. ‘Namaste.’
They smiled and returned the greeting.
Dorothy turned to Indy. ‘You never mentioned your grandparents were visiting.’
Indy’s neck muscles strained, eyes wide. ‘That’s because I didn’t know. They just turned up out of the blue.’
‘Indira told us about the wedding,’ Esha said. She had flowing black hair with white streaks through it.
‘Nana, I told you we got engaged, I never said anything about a wedding.’
‘What is an engagement without a wedding?’ Esha said. ‘Ravi and I decided it was high time to get this thing sorted with your parents.’
Dorothy frowned, Indy’s parents had been dead for years. Dorothy first met Indy when she arranged the funeral.
Esha spotted Dorothy’s confusion and turned to her granddaughter. ‘You never told her?’
‘It never came up, Nana.’
‘We have been angry with our beautiful Indira for a long time,’ Esha said.
Dorothy wondered if this was about Indy’s sexuality, she wasn’t sure how elderly Hindus would take that. ‘Why?’
‘She buried our Pratik and Giva.’
Indy gave Dorothy a desperate look. ‘I talked to Han about this, I was going to mention it. But then they just appeared.’
‘We don’t believe in burial,’ Esha said. ‘In our faith we insist on cremation.’
Indy pushed her shoulders back. ‘That’s not strictly true, Nana. Burials happen all the time these days in some sects.’
Esha waved this away. Ravi hadn’t spoken and didn’t seem likely to. Dorothy had a yearning to hear his voice.
‘Nonsense,’ Esha said. ‘Hindus don’t bury their beloveds. It has been a dagger in my heart that my son and his wife lie in the ground in this cold place.’
She waved a hand around reception, beams of sunlight pebbling the floor and walls. This was as warm and sunny as Edinburgh got.
‘So we flew from Kolkata,’ Esha said. ‘We cannot have a Banerjee wedding while Pratik and Giva are still in the ground.’
Indy blushed. ‘I told you, there are no plans yet for a wedding.’
‘Nevertheless,’ Esha said. ‘This needs to be done.’
Dorothy looked from Esha to Indy. Dust danced in the light beams between them.
‘What needs to be done, exactly?’
Esha widened her eyes.
Indy pressed her hands together.
‘They want to dig them up,’ she said.
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JENNY
Jenny drove the van into North Berwick and listened to Fiona sobbing over the hands-free phone. She was a wreck. She’d been obsessively walking around Cramond in an attempt to conjure Sophia from thin air. Now her sobs filled the van as Jenny drove past a petrol station then the sign for the Marine Hotel to the left.  
‘I’m almost there,’ Jenny said, glancing at the satnav and signalling left.  
‘Tell him you’ll fuck him up,’ Fiona said between tears.
‘We don’t know he’s involved.’
Fiona breathed heavily. ‘Just tell him I have dirt on him.’
Jenny turned into Fidra Road. ‘Try to stay sane.’
‘If anything’s happened to her…’
‘Stay positive, for fuck’s sake. Why would he hurt his own daughter?’
They both assumed Craig had Sophia. The police were keeping options open, but fuck that, Jenny and Fiona knew better and maybe Karl Meyer was the key.
Fidra Road was full of big houses, bigger gardens, trees and hedges giving privacy to the wealthy of East Lothian. There was a lot of old local money here, but North Berwick was now also a target for rich commuters, bankers working in the city, which was where Karl Meyer came in.
Jenny reached the end of the road and parked. ‘I’ve got to go.’
‘Call me when you’re done,’ Fiona said quietly.  
She sounded like a zombie. Jenny imagined Hannah going missing at eight years old and felt sick.
She hung up and turned the engine off. She got out and ogled the view. The road ended with small wooden bollards and a knee-high sign, Beware! Golf Course. The west links were beyond, manicured fairways and greens, undulating rough, elderly men and women in lurid golf outfits pulling their trolleys from tee to green. Beyond them was the wide Forth estuary, a handful of tiny, knobbly islands scattered along the coast, the ghost of Fife shimmering in the distant haze.  
Jenny looked at 1 Fidra Road. It was on a stretch of three-storey stone mansions lining the golf course, sea views, gardens with gazebos and summer furniture. Of course you’d spend time in the garden with this view.
She went to the front door on the other side and rang the bell, stared at the etched glass in the door, a depiction of Fidra island, boat bobbing nearby.
The door opened and there was Karl Meyer. He was very tall and bony, dark hair, stubble and small rimless glasses. He wore expensive fitness gear, cycling top and shorts, a striped neck scarf even though it must be twenty degrees today. He looked annoyed, rich people don’t like being interrupted.
‘Sorry to bother you.’ Jenny handed over a business card. ‘My name is Jenny Skelf, I’m a private investigator helping police with inquiries.’
‘I’m sorry?’
‘I’m trying to find Craig McNamara,’ Jenny said. ‘He used to do PR for you? I understand you knew him well.’
Karl swallowed but had his game face on. You didn’t get far in finance by blabbing at the first opportunity. He looked beyond Jenny but she resisted the urge to turn.
‘How do you know where I live?’
Jenny nodded. ‘We have the files from Craig’s old company, full cooperation of his ex-wife Fiona. You know her.’
Karl pressed his lips together. ‘All the files?’
Jenny smiled. ‘Precisely. Now, about your involvement with Craig.’
‘There is no involvement.’
‘But you worked closely on a couple of takeovers, right?’
‘Purely professional.’
‘Right,’ Jenny said. ‘That must’ve been sensitive work, markets affected, jobs on the line.’
‘This is not a discussion worth having.’ Karl pushed his glasses, rubbed a hand against the space-aged material of his shorts. ‘Certainly not at my house, this is highly inappropriate. I have a good mind to call the police.’
Jenny nodded. ‘I’m sure they’d be interested in the details Fiona has about your company.’
Karl smiled and shook his head. ‘Your attempt to threaten me is pitiful. Please leave.’
He went to hand her card back, but Jenny didn’t take it. He tried to close the door but she pushed her fist against the etched glass. He swung his hand and knocked her arm away, slammed the door. She looked at the glass, imagined picking up a hefty stone from the rockery and smashing it.
Instead she swallowed and left, walked along the road then into the separate path for the granny flat she’d spotted, a boxy rectangular building attached to the house. The front door said ‘1a’, the glass inlay with an etching of the Bass Rock.
Jenny raised her hand to ring the bell then paused. She flexed her fingers and tried the handle. It turned. A thrill ran up her chest as she stepped inside, saw waterproofs hanging on the coat rack, welly boots by the door. She felt a surge of adrenaline as she walked along the hall, framed golf cartoons on the wall, a nautical map of the Forth. She reached the kitchen, new cupboards, spotlessly clean. She thought about Craig, how he’d been fastidious to live with, everything in its place. She wondered if he was still like that, if it was possible on the run with a wee girl in tow. But maybe he wasn’t running, maybe he was living comfortably under their noses.
She heard a noise from the next room, went down the corridor, saw it was the living room, sofa along one wall and sea view through a huge patio door. She took another step into the doorway and saw two leather armchairs. One had an old lady sitting in it, eighty at least, a book of word puzzles on her lap, pencil in hand.  
The floorboard under Jenny’s foot creaked and the woman looked round. Nothing wrong with her hearing then. She stared at Jenny then began gesticulating and shouting loudly in German. She pushed out of her chair and picked up a golf club that was leaning against a wall, a driver with a big metal head. Jenny turned and ran, feet clattering down the hall as she went out of the flat and slammed the door, ran down the road to the van, started the engine and did a frantic three-point turn, heart hammering in her throat as she drove away, the old woman standing at the end of her path waving the driver over her head like a furious dervish.
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HANNAH
It was much harder to watch a house if you didn’t have a car. Mum was away somewhere in the van and the hearse was too conspicuous, so Hannah was doing surveillance on foot. In a rich street like Cumin Place there were a lot of Neighbourhood Watch signs and twitching curtains. She’d worn black trousers and blouse, didn’t want to wear a hoodie and leggings and get taken for a troublemaking yoof.
She leaned against a low wall and pretended to check her phone. Phones helped to hide you, if she’d been here without a device she would’ve looked like a maniac. She glanced up occasionally at number forty-nine.
Jenny had got her up to speed. Hannah called Vanessa’s GP surgery, put on an old woman’s voice, gave Vanessa’s date of birth and got the details for her next appointment.  
A few doors down a middle-aged man was pottering in his garden in that way that looks like you’re busy but is really just justification for a beer afterwards. Shouldn’t he be at work? Maybe people in Cumin Place were so rich they didn’t have to work.
The door to forty-nine opened and Francesco pushed Vanessa out in a wheelchair. He gently helped her into the passenger seat of the Mercedes parked in the drive. It took effort but he had muscles and youth. Vanessa kissed his hand as he went to fold the wheelchair and place it in the boot. He got in and helped her with her seatbelt, his arm around her like an embrace, the two of them smiling, a sense of sadness maybe from Vanessa.
They drove off and Hannah waited a few minutes, phone still out. The guy pretending to garden went into his garage, and she pushed away from the wall, felt the weight of the backpack on her shoulders and strode across the road. She went to the house and took out the keys Jenny had given her. She unlocked the mortise and Yale, pushed the door.
A piercing alarm shrieked around the house, making her ears throb. She went to the ADT box on the wall and punched in 4546, the number Jenny had got from the Chalmers kids. The alarm kept wailing. Fuck. She checked the note on her phone, tried it again. The alarm still ricocheted around the walls and into the street.  
‘Fuck,’ she said.
She looked at the box, at her phone, then punched in 4645 and the alarm stopped with a double beep as if to say ‘well done’.
‘Christ.’
Hannah stood in the hall, sweating in the silence. She stared at the front door, waited for someone to come and knock. But people around here weren’t best friends with neighbours, they didn’t go and investigate a few seconds of alarm, despite the Neighbourhood Watch schtick.  
She went to the bedroom on the ground floor, looked around for the best place and picked the top of a crowded bookshelf, full of old bonkbusters by Jilly Cooper and Jackie Collins. She opened her backpack and took out a motion-sensitive spy camera. These were new ones connected to the cloud by Bluetooth, and they were discrete too, good resolution and better motion sensors.
She took a chair to the bookshelf and stood on it. She switched the camera on using the touchscreen and placed it between the edge of the shelf and a well-thumbed copy of Valley of the Dolls. She adjusted it, stepped down and went to the bed. She lay on it and checked the bookshelf, it was hard to spot between the dark wood and book cover. She put the chair back and checked on her phone that the camera was transmitting.
She did the bathroom next, it was harder to find a discreet spot, brighter lights and white décor, but there was a two-level basket on a shelf, aspirational magazines on top, dusty old toiletries below. Dust meant they weren’t used and Hannah set the camera in there, checked the position and feed, moved to the kitchen.
The old farmhouse décor in here provided better cover. She took a stool and placed the third camera on top of a corner cupboard, good view of most of the room. She was still on the stool, checking the online feed when she heard a key in the front door.
‘Fuck.’
The door opened, then a docile beep from the alarm, she knew that was the sound of the fob against it to unlock it when it wasn’t set.
‘Strange.’
Francesco’s voice, baffled about the alarm.
Hannah climbed down from the stool, lifted it back into place, zipped her phone into the backpack and put it on, ready to run. She stood at the kitchen door, behind the wall, waited and listened, blood screaming in her ears. She was fucked if he came into the kitchen, but she didn’t dare make a run for it, not yet. She imagined him staring puzzled at the alarm box.
Eventually she heard footsteps. It took a moment to realise they were heading upstairs. He must’ve forgotten something they needed for the appointment. She left the kitchen and stood in the hall listening. She stared at the closed front door. The lock would make a noise if she opened it, and anyway Vanessa was probably in the car right outside.
She heard footsteps coming downstairs.
She went back to the bedroom, looked at the large patio doors. She crept over and unlocked them as quietly as possible, slid the glass enough to squeeze out, closed it behind her. She kept close to the house then scuttled to the side wall, squeezed behind a bush and waited, sparrows chirping, sprinklers running somewhere.
Eventually she heard the front door going, footfall down the path, a car door opening and closing. She breathed out heavily and crawled from the hedge, brushing leaves from her clothes as she walked calmly round the house and away down the street.
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DOROTHY
The A1 industrial park off Harry Lauder Road was a rabbit warren of aluminium warehouse units. Archie turned the van into the site and Dorothy glanced at the information noticeboard. Garages, delivery companies, a booze stockist and something called Superfeet. FME Supplies were Unit 15. Dorothy realised that across the road was the bus park where Craig had dumped the prison van when he escaped. This city was so small, ghosts everywhere. She thought about all the people she’d buried or cremated over the years, rising up and returning to their loved ones.  
The corrugated grill was pushed up at FME, a makeshift reception desk at the front. Dorothy touched a leaflet on the counter that explained it was Funeral, Mortuary and Embalming Suppliers, a body fridge on the cover, gurney alongside, both shiny steel.  
Archie dinged the bell and a flamboyant woman in her late fifties appeared, flouncy tie-dyed dress to her ankles, bangles and bracelets on both forearms, colourful headscarf in her wild grey hair.  
‘Archie, baby.’ She enveloped Archie in a hug and Dorothy saw him tense. She’d never imagined Archie as someone’s baby, and he clearly didn’t care for it.
‘I know he hates that,’ the woman said to Dorothy.
‘This is Yvonne,’ Archie said sheepishly.
‘Yvonne Decker at your service, come here.’ She wrapped Dorothy in a hug too. ‘Come on.’
They followed her through a wide storage area, fridges of various shapes and sizes, coffins stacked up, shelves of plastic bottles full of yellow and pink fluids, a herd of gurneys huddled in the corner like nervous beasts. They came to an enclosed area like their embalming room at home, metal body table and worktops covered in gloves, bottles, cosmetics.
‘OK, angel, what have you got for me?’
Archie placed the cool box he’d brought on the table. He pulled on nitrile gloves and removed the foot.
‘Interesting.’ Yvonne smiled, pulling on her own gloves.
Two spot-lamps flooded the table and the foot as Yvonne picked it up, bangles clacking and jangling. It was incongruous, this aging hippy in plastic gloves holding a foot, but no more incongruous than Dorothy, a seventy-one-year-old woman leading a funeral or playing drums. Screw expectation.
‘Oh boy,’ Yvonne said. ‘This is quite the hatchet job.’
‘Right?’ Archie said, gleam in his eye. He seemed more alive talking about death. ‘I told Dorothy you were the best, you’d be able to help.’
‘You’re a sweetheart.’ Yvonne gave Archie a look. Was there something between them? Archie had never given anything away about having a sex life, but he’d come alive in Yvonne’s presence. She blew him a kiss and he blushed.
Yvonne stroked the top of the foot, ankle to toes. ‘There’s so much wrong at the basic level, clots of arterial fluid in the veins. Pros know to massage the arteries and veins when injecting fluid.’
‘What else?’
‘They haven’t mixed their fluids right,’ Yvonne said.  
Dorothy knew that embalming fluid wasn’t a single thing, each embalmer mixed their own arterial solution from various chemicals, specific for the body.  
Yvonne pinched the skin between her fingers. ‘There’s no moisturiser or PH balancer. And they should’ve used dryout too for this oedema.’
Her fingers went to the ankle, near the gnaw marks.
‘Oedema?’ Dorothy said.
‘Used to be called dropsy. Fluid retention in the ankles and feet. It’s easily solved, but whoever did this either didn’t know or didn’t care.’
Dorothy nodded. ‘Anything else?’
Yvonne ran a finger over the ankle bone. ‘This is to do with the big cat, right?’
Archie smiled. ‘We think so.’
Yvonne shook her head and grinned. ‘Strange things are afoot at the Circle K.’
Dorothy didn’t ask what she meant.
‘I would love to see that cat,’ Yvonne said. ‘I wonder if it has the rest of the body?’
‘You were about to tell us something?’ Dorothy said.  
Yvonne nodded. ‘This was done recently, in the last few months. There’s not enough deterioration, whether she was in the ground or not. Six months, tops.’
Dorothy looked at Archie, who was still smiling at Yvonne.
‘Have you supplied anyone unusual with embalming fluids in the last six months?’
Yvonne sucked her teeth. ‘I almost exclusively supply professional companies. But I can look.’
She put the foot down and went to the worktop, a laptop covered in eco-warrior and climate-change stickers. She spent a few moments typing then she raised her eyebrows.
‘Wow, I never realised,’ she said.
‘What?’
‘We’ve actually filled three orders in the last six months for private individuals in Edinburgh.’
‘Is that unusual?’
‘Unheard of.’

Her heart lifted when she spotted Thomas at their usual table outside Söderberg. Meeting at the Swedish café on Middle Meadow Walk was a ritual, something they’d done as friends for years before they were together. Dorothy felt a twinge of guilt. She was friends with Thomas when they were both in happy marriages, and now they were lovers. Grief was never easy but that added a twist to it. Part of her felt she was betraying Jim’s memory.
Thomas spotted her and grinned, rose and pulled her chair out. She tried to put negative thoughts from her mind.
They hugged and kissed, it was still a novelty to have a man in her life, but to hell with staying alone for no reason.
There were already pastries and a pot of tea on the table. Dorothy poured herself a cup. ‘Any news on Sophia?’
Thomas frowned and shook his head. ‘We’ve done everything we can, roadblocks, CCTV, interviewing neighbours, friends and family. Nothing so far.’
‘How’s Fiona?’
‘Terrible, understandably,’ Thomas said. ‘She’s losing her mind with worry.’
‘So would I.’
‘Likewise.’
‘It was Craig, right?’
Thomas pressed his lips together. ‘That’s not the official public line yet, but I can’t see any other reason she would go missing. Except…’
He didn’t need to finish. She might’ve wandered off and got lost, possible at that age. And Cramond had the tidal island off the coast. You could walk there with the tide out but it came in fast, stranded people or swept them away.
‘The coastguard?’ Dorothy said, sipping tea.
‘They’ve been out since yesterday morning.’
Dorothy rubbed her face, pulled her hands down as if to wipe away the bags under her eyes, like it was that easy.
‘You OK?’
‘It’s all too much,’ Dorothy said, surprising herself.
Thomas waited for her to speak again and she tried to arrange her thoughts.
‘I’m used to being around death, but there’s so much other stuff, negative energy.’
She wondered if Yvonne’s hippy vibe had rubbed off on her. But she was from California, that stuff was baked into her DNA, it came with the sunshine and surf.
Thomas waited, respectful.
‘We’ve got a lot of cases at the moment,’ she said.
‘Anything you want to bend my ear about?’
Dorothy thought of Jenny and Hannah dealing with stuff while Craig was out there with Sophia. Hannah was apparently investigating aliens, Jenny looking at treacherous offspring or an Italian killer, then there was the foot.
She took the printout from her skirt pocket and unfolded it.
‘Archie and I went to see an embalming expert,’ she said. ‘I think these people are suspects in the foot.’
Thomas lifted the piece of paper. ‘Is this a case for you?’
‘Is it a case for the police?’
‘We’d love to find who’s responsible, but it doesn’t look like murder. We can’t spare the manpower, everyone’s trying to find Sophia.’
Dorothy nodded. ‘I’m looking into it.’
Thomas sipped his tea and looked over his cup. ‘I would tell you not to take any risks, but that would be pointless, right?’
Dorothy looked around. Middle Meadow Walk was throbbing with pedestrians even though it wasn’t festival season yet. Every colour and shape of person, Edinburgh was so international. People moaned about the city losing its identity and she had some sympathy, but this had always been Edinburgh’s identity, attracting outsiders like her and Thomas.
‘Can you do me a favour?’ she said.
Thomas tilted his head, he’d been expecting this.
‘Can you look into Derek Winters?’
Thomas put his cup down. ‘The guy who turned up at your house for Abi?’
Dorothy had filled Thomas in on the background after their confrontation.
‘She’s not handling it well, unsurprisingly. I was hoping you might turn something up. If I get anything on him, I can warn him off.’
Thomas placed his hand on hers. She felt sunshine on her back, not a patch on Pismo Beach but it was something, and she was glad to be here feeling warm and wanted.
Her phone beeped in her pocket, an alarm. She pulled it out.
‘Damn,’ she said, pushing out of her seat. ‘I’m late for a funeral.’
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JENNY
Sunshine thudded off headstones and grass, bees flitted between flowers and the gravel path threw up dust as she walked. Jenny’s funeral suit was too hot for this weather. She smelled pollen and diesel from the buses over the wall on Northfield Broadway. Piershill Cemetery was a compact, pretty space sloping down to the railway line and Fishwives’ Causeway at the bottom of the hill. Jenny didn’t know this part of town well, a no-man’s land between more charismatic neighbourhoods. It was halfway between her old flat in Porty and Arthur’s Seat, which loomed over her now. She looked at Whinny Hill, a wide grassy knuckle criss-crossed with paths in the shade of the picturesque cliff of Arthur’s Seat.
Sunny funerals were weird. Grieving in weather more suited to ‘taps aff’ in the park was very strange. Yet here were Howard Bergman’s friends and family, sweating in unfamiliar outfits, tissues clutched in fists or tucked up sleeves. They were mostly elderly, like the majority of funerals. Howard wasn’t ancient but he was old enough to die, especially given that he was a working-class man suffering from obesity and other health problems. Jenny saw the body when they picked him up from hospital, sepsis was nasty, but Archie had done his usual impeccable job of hiding the worst.
They were near the top of the cemetery, the other end from the Jewish graves. With a name like Bergman Jenny had expected a Jewish funeral, but this was standard Church of Scotland. She should’ve realised because of the embalming and open-casket viewing, neither allowed in the Jewish faith.
Indy was carrying out the funeral duties with dignity and care. Jenny had got a call from Dorothy saying she was stuck in traffic. Indy had stepped up, and was running things with ease. Jenny admired her as she moved gracefully through proceedings, keeping a low profile. Funeral directors were like football referees, you shouldn’t notice them if they’re having a good game. Indy was playing a blinder.
The minister was a young woman and Jenny was annoyed by her own surprise at that. After all, they were a funeral director’s full of women, right? Twenty-first-century feminism, blah, blah, blah. But for a working-class guy’s funeral, this was a good sign. Jenny had dealt with the widow, also called Jennifer, which gave her a wee shudder. Living around death you should get used to it, but nudges about her own mortality still had the power to make her stop and swallow, feel something rising inside her.
She watched the Bergmans lower Howard into the ground and throw dirt on top, and remembered walking in on Karl Meyer’s gran in North Berwick. She’d had no comeback yet, but it was surely just a matter of time. She had a sudden stab of anxiety at the thought of Sophia, out there somewhere. What if it wasn’t Craig? What if she was taken by someone else, or just wandered off? What if her bloated body was floating in the North Sea, weeks of loneliness until she washed up on the Norwegian coast. Or never found, torn apart by fish and the sea and the weather until there was nothing left, Fiona still sitting at her kitchen table crying for a lost daughter.
Death could be dealt with as long as there was resolution, but what if that never came? We were programmed for our stories to have an ending, happy or sad. But sometimes a life story just doesn’t have an ending. Imagine if you never found out what happened?
She really wasn’t cut out for the funeral business. The minister wrapped things up and Indy orchestrated the mourners. We need to be told what to do sometimes, that’s the only way to keep going. She could hear two women chatting at the bus stop behind the high wall, woodpigeons cooing in the treetops.  
She wondered how Hannah got on with the spy cameras at Vanessa’s place, if Mum had got any closer to finding a body for her foot. It was all just so fucking endless, and for what? She stared at Howard Bergman in a hole in the ground. The bereaved turned away, back to a busy city full of life.

Jenny drove as Indy checked her phone.
‘Han says the Chalmers thing went fine.’
Jenny smiled. ‘Cool.’
She turned the hearse into Melville Drive, the Meadows rammed with people in the sunshine. There’s a black panther on the loose, idiots, doesn’t that mean anything? Apparently not. They’d stopped letting Einstein off the lead on walks, and only went out in pairs to walk him since Hannah and Indy met Whiskers. What a stupid name for a deadly animal, she almost preferred the Beast of Bruntsfield.
Jenny and Indy had shown their faces at Howard’s wake at The Scottie round the corner from the cemetery then ducked out. Jenny was looking forward to getting out of these clothes, sipping a large gin in the garden.
She turned the hearse into Greenhill Gardens. A million memories flirted at the edge of her mind, learning to ride her bike on the Links, falling from the neighbours’ tree and splitting her knee open. Snogging that bastard Craig against a wall like she was a besotted teenager, not a lost middle-aged woman thankful for attention. Lying in bed with Liam, touching his back as he slept, thankful. She felt a pang of regret in her gut. She’d let him go for all sorts of reasons, but maybe it was time to try and get him back. She imagined getting in touch with him and was surprised that the idea felt so good. Maybe she would, instead of stalking him on Facebook.  
She turned into the driveway, felt the crunch of gravel under the tyres.  
‘Fuck,’ Indy said, and Jenny realised at the same time, punched the brakes and the hearse jolted to a stop.
‘No, no, no,’ Jenny said.
She and Indy jumped out the hearse. Hanging from the large oak tree in the middle of the garden was a man, head at an ugly angle, face purple, rope straining from one of the thick branches. Piss was dripping from his trouser legs into a wet patch on the grass below. A garden chair was kicked over to the side, and Schrödinger crouched underneath it, watching as if the man was a bird to stalk.
The body swung in the breeze, neck clearly broken. With the sun coming from behind, Jenny couldn’t make out much except that he was overweight, middle-aged. She didn’t think she recognised him.
The front door of the house opened and Abi ran out with her bandmates behind. She stepped forward then put a hand over her mouth. Kazuko put an arm round her.
Jenny looked at the kids. ‘What the fuck? Do you know him?’
When she was their age she’d seen plenty of dead bodies in the embalming room, but nothing like this.
Abi swallowed and wrapped her arms around herself as Taylor and Kazuko shared a look.
‘It’s my dad,’ Abi said, and sat down on the gravel with a thump.
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HANNAH
On the walk from Cumin Place to Thirlestane Road, Hannah tried to get her pulse to slacken and her anxiety to drop. She went along Beaufort Road, the high, blackened wall to her left hiding Grange Cemetery. She checked the feeds on all the cameras in the Chalmers place on her phone then put it away as she turned into Marchmont Road, then left past the Warrender swimming pool to José’s tenement flat. He wasn’t expecting her, that was the point. She buzzed and waited. She felt weird with the empty rucksack on her back.
‘Hello?’
‘It’s Hannah Skelf,’ Hannah said. ‘I was just in the area.’
Crackle on the intercom. ‘And?’
‘Can I come up?’
Pause. ‘Sure.’
He was on the top floor of four. Judging by the detritus on the stairwell, the flats had a mix of students, young families, old folks and all points in between. When José opened the door he was wearing a black T-shirt with a splodgy white circle on it, like a cool coffee stain. He was also in patterned pyjama trousers, had bare feet and his hair was a mess.
He waved her through to a room off the narrow hall.  
‘Cool shirt,’ she said.
‘It’s from the movie Arrival. Seen it?’
Hannah nodded. ‘That’s their language, right?’
‘The heptapods,’ José said. ‘But it’s more than a language. It’s circular because their idea of time is non-linear. It’s the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, how language and thoughts are interconnected and influence each other.’
He smiled, realising how intense he sounded. The room was some kind of office, old cornice work and a wrought-iron fireplace, but two big modern desks along the walls, each with computers and several terminals, flashing boxes and a jumble of interconnected wires. Hannah imagined the huge number of electromagnetic waves in the air right now. 5G conspiracy theorists would have a field day here.
At the window was a massive telescope, black-and-chrome finish, motors around the base, a digital box at the eyepiece with a screen, keypad and red LEDs. It was an impressive piece of kit.
‘Wow, that’s something,’ Hannah said.
José held out a hand towards it but didn’t touch it. ‘Coronado SolarMax. It’s not great in the city, too much light pollution, but I like to take it on the roof, you can get pretty good detail if you’re lucky.’
It looked expensive.
‘Sit,’ José said, pointing at a functional plastic chair. He plonked himself in a padded ergonomic seat that would be invaluable for hours of staring at screens.
‘Olivia not around?’
‘At work.’
Hannah knew already, she’d called Söderberg, pretending to be Olivia, and checked her shifts. She wanted to see José alone.
‘So,’ he said, glancing at a screen. It had a screed of code and numbers, a fuzzy graph with a dip in the middle. ‘What can I do for you?’
‘I just thought I should check in about the case.’
José leaned forward. Hannah noticed empty Coke cans and Pringles tubes in the bin. Healthy body, healthy mind.
‘I spoke to your workmates at the observatory,’ she said.
‘And?’
Hannah put her hands in her lap. ‘You want me to be honest, right?’
‘Of course.’
‘They don’t seem to hold you in high regard.’
‘So, they could be playing a prank on me, with the message?’
Hannah stuck her bottom lip out and nodded. ‘They could be. But how easy would it be to doctor the data?’
‘Hard without me noticing.’
Hannah chewed her lip. ‘And I spoke to Rose McAllister.’
‘Shit.’
‘What?’
‘You didn’t tell her why, did you?’
‘Would that be a problem?’
‘She’s my boss.’
A message pinged on one of the screens. Hannah imagined aliens from light years away sending a perfunctory email, ‘Hi, hope this intergalactic message finds you well’.
‘I was discreet. She didn’t know anything about it, and I don’t see why she would be involved.’
José shook his head and Hannah wasn’t sure what he meant.
‘And I spoke to Olivia.’
José sat up. ‘I told you I didn’t want her involved.’
‘Why?’
José swivelled in his seat, hands on the armrests.
‘It’s got nothing to do with her.’
‘Come on.’
José frowned. ‘What?’
Hannah sat back and turned her hands palm-up. ‘She told me you were sectioned.’
José swallowed hard and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Goddamn.’
Hannah tilted her head. One of the screens went to sleep and the screensaver was from Arrival. Amy Adams had her hand against a glass wall, on the other side was a colossal alien tentacle with seven fingers splayed out, copying her. The need for connection across the cosmos.
Hannah looked at José. ‘Did you really think I wouldn’t find out? You hired a private investigator.’
‘It’s not what you think.’
Hannah sat back and folded her arms. ‘Tell me.’
José breathed heavily through his nose. ‘You shouldn’t have spoken to her.’
‘But I did and now I need this explained to me.’
José leaned forward, rubbing his head as if trying to make his thoughts coalesce. ‘That had nothing to do with this.’
Hannah set her face hard. ‘That’s not good enough.’
‘I asked you to investigate the message,’ José said. ‘Please just do that.’
Hannah shook her head. ‘It’s all about context, José. I need to know what’s going on with you and Olivia.’
He rubbed his neck, agitated. He shook his head over and over again. He pointed at one of the six screens, an astronomy chart in one window, an illustration of a black and magenta marble.
‘Have you ever wondered what life is like on exoplanets?’ he said. ‘The universe is fucking crazy. They’ve found a planet made of diamond, one where it rains rubies and sapphires. There are planets a billion years older than earth and some that are ten times bigger than Jupiter. One planet is so black it only reflects one percent of light, that’s less than coal. Waterworlds, circumbinary planets, gas giants, exomoons, pink planets, mega-earths. Imagine what life is like in these places, it can’t be anything we could possibly imagine. How would we communicate, how can we make sense of their experience?’
‘McAllister said we’re asking the wrong questions,’ Hannah said despite herself. ‘And you didn’t answer my question.’
José scratched at his chin and turned in his seat to the furthest screen, a jumble of code and numbers, a mass of information waiting to be unscrambled.
He tapped the screen. ‘I’ve had another message.’
Hannah breathed deeply, closed and reopened her eyes. Tried to stay solid in this space. ‘What does it say?’
José turned and looked her in the eye.  
‘We can’t wait to meet you.’
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DOROTHY
Dorothy waved a hand over the body by way of introduction. ‘Derek Winters.’
He was on the slab in the embalming room, still in his shirt and piss-stained trousers, the rope removed from his neck. That neck was bruised, red and stretched, head lolling to the side.
Archie and Thomas stood across from Dorothy looking at the body. Two paramedics were waiting in an ambulance in the driveway. Jenny had cut Derek down using a serrated knife from the kitchen and a stepladder from the outhouse. She sawed away while Indy held his body as steady as possible, clutching his legs in a rugby tackle. Dorothy was used to the logistics of death, how to remove a body from a tenement flat, how to collect body parts from the railway tracks, how to massage someone’s limbs to reduce rigor mortis. But this was something new, how to cut down someone who’s hanged himself from the biggest tree in your garden. When Jenny finally hacked through the rope, the weight had thrown the body to the grass, Indy still holding his legs so that he buckled and clunked his head on the ground, Indy falling on top of him. Thank God Abi had been taken inside by her bandmates and hadn’t seen it.
So now Derek was on the table waiting to be taken to the morgue. His face was less purple than before, blood draining back into his body when the rope was removed.  
Thomas shook his head. ‘This was a statement.’
Dorothy looked up at the ceiling. ‘It’s hard not to see it that way.’
Rejected by his granddaughter, or daughter, returning to teach her a final lesson. Dorothy tried to see the good in people, to find one thing which made someone worthwhile, but it was hard to see the good in this. She was careful not to judge suicide victims, no one ever knows the state of someone else’s mind. But killing yourself where your granddaughter would find you was difficult to get your head around.
‘What do we know about him?’ Archie said.  
Thomas shook his head. ‘Dorothy asked me to run a check. He’s not in the police system, so he’s clean in that respect.’
Archie looked at the abrasions on the neck, reached out with a gloved hand and straightened the head.  
‘Next of kin?’ he said.
‘Well, his granddaughter’s upstairs,’ Dorothy said.
‘Why do this?’ Archie said, fingers on Derek’s neck.
Dorothy looked at Archie, thought about his Cotard’s. The disorder meant he could get confused about whether he was alive or dead. It was how they met, Archie hanging around funerals of strangers, more at home with the dead than the living. He was aimless until Dorothy offered him a job driving the hearse and building coffins, helped get his health sorted.
‘Guilt?’ Dorothy said.
Thomas pulled his earlobe. ‘So guilty that he had to rub his granddaughter’s face in it by doing it right outside?’
‘I know,’ Dorothy said. ‘But you know the history, you know what he did to Abi’s mum.’
‘According to her,’ Archie said. That made Dorothy pause. There was no malice in his tone. ‘I’m just saying.’
Would Sandra lie about something like that? It didn’t make sense and it didn’t tally with Derek’s attitude, what he said. Dorothy believed that he’d repeatedly abused Sandra. People rightly condemn paedophiles, rapists, murderers, but Dorothy had a hard time thinking anyone was completely evil. It came down to punishment and rehabilitation. Bad deeds should be punished, but if there’s a possibility of redemption, shouldn’t you take it? But in this instance forgiveness wasn’t hers to give.
She stared at Derek’s bruised, distended neck. No redemption here.
‘Is he still married?’ Thomas said. ‘Is his wife alive?’
Dorothy shrugged and realised what was opening ahead of her, she was about to become connected to Abi and Sandra in a different way. She felt the tendrils tightening around her body.
‘I need to speak to Sandra,’ she said.  
Thomas frowned. ‘We can send an officer.’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘No, I’ll do it.’
‘So here he is.’ The voice in the doorway made them jump. Abi stood with her hands on the doorframe. She seemed taller and thinner than yesterday, more grown up but more distant.
She pushed into the room, languid movement more confident than her voice. She walked to the bottom of the table, finger tracing the edge as she examined his legs, piss-stained crotch, grass stains where he’d fallen.
She came around to Dorothy’s side and paused.  
‘No note?’ she said.
Dorothy shook her head.
‘So we don’t know why?’
She sounded like a cop investigating a crime. Nobody answered. Dorothy wondered why we always need to know why. Sometimes there just isn’t a reason.
Abi shook her head as she stared at Derek’s face. His eyes had been open when he hung from the tree, but Archie closed them once they got him in here. They would likely spring open again when his body began to dry out and the lids shrank back, they might have to be glued or stitched shut, but that was for later.
Abi reached over and pinched the skin on the back of his hand, grabbed a chunk between her fingers and dug her nails in. She watched his face and seemed disappointed that he didn’t react. She looked up and absorbed the stares from everyone.
‘What?’ she shrugged. ‘Just checking.’
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JENNY
Alyssa Garfield’s funeral was full of late teens and early twenties in ill-fitting black dresses and suits, the girls pulling on their hems, boys stretching collars with their fingers. Jenny was at reception, guiding mourners into the small chapel in the front room, where Dorothy and Archie were taking care of the service. Alyssa had been a semi-pro skateboarder, decent amount of sponsorship and a heap of promise. She was biking home from the new Treverlen skatepark in Duddingston when a boy racer blindsided her at Jock’s Lodge, dead before the ambulance arrived. The driver didn’t stop but got picked up next morning when his plate was IDed on CCTV. Not that it mattered to Alyssa’s family or the skating community, sitting stunned in the chapel, De La Soul playing quietly in the background. Jenny remembered that music first time round, when Alyssa could only just have been born.  
She pulled at her own collar, pointed two young women into the chapel and sighed. So much wasted life, it was unbearable. But there was something in the communal gathering of people like this, something that was bigger than those involved. She imagined a giant cloud of loss looming over the house, lightning crackling in the gloom, torrential rain pummelling the mourners, washing away everyone’s pain.  
She glanced out of the window and the sun was beaming stupidly in the sky.
The front door opened and there was Francesco, backlit in the doorway like a visiting angel. He closed the door and smiled. He switched the smile off and reception seemed to get darker.
‘Ms Skelf,’ he said, ‘I was hoping you would be here.’
Jenny pointed at the chapel. ‘Did you know Alyssa?’
Francesco wore the same impeccable suit he’d worn to the funeral a week ago. He ran a hand through his hair. ‘No, I want to speak about Vanessa.’ He looked around the room. ‘In private?’
Jenny scoped the chapel. Most mourners were seated now, the humanist celebrant about to do what she could to explain all this bullshit to Alyssa’s loved ones.
‘OK,’ Jenny said. ‘Through here.’
She took Francesco to the viewing room, she knew there was no body in there just now. It was awkward, an empty plinth in the middle of the room, two chairs to the side with the obligatory box of tissues on the low table between.
‘Have a seat,’ Jenny said.
‘Thank you, no.’
That pulled Jenny up and she stared at him.
‘I am too … agitated, that’s the word?’
‘Maybe.’
Francesco tugged the hem of his suit jacket, cricked his neck.  
‘I know why you visited Vanessa,’ he said. ‘Her horrible children think I am making Vanessa ill.’
Jenny stared at him for a long time. He shuffled on the spot and shook his head. ‘It is insulting that they say this. It is insulting you believe it.’
‘I never said I believed it.’
‘So you admit that’s what they say.’
She didn’t see any reason not to.  
Francesco stuck his chin out. ‘You know they live together.’
‘Matthew and Maria?’
‘Yes.’
‘So?’
There was another staring contest now, Francesco getting his meaning across clearly.  
Jenny shook her head and remembered the pampas grass in the garden. ‘I don’t think that’s what it is.’
‘It is not natural.’
‘It’s not natural for a brother and sister to live together?’
Francesco raised his eyebrows. ‘Not like that.’
‘You don’t know what they’re doing.’
‘You should be investigating them.’
Jenny laughed then covered her mouth. ‘They’re the ones paying me.’
‘To investigate me,’ Francesco said, his voice cracking.
Jenny felt bad. She hadn’t thought this through, had assumed this guy was uncaring just because he was young and hot. If his gender was different she would’ve been guilty of the dumb-bimbo thing. That shit was ingrained in her, but you have to find ways to change how you think, or you let the programming win.
‘I just want to find out what’s going on,’ she said eventually.
‘They are making Vanessa ill,’ Francesco said, regaining his composure.  
Jenny thought about the cameras Hannah had installed. ‘How exactly?’
‘They call her,’ Francesco said. ‘Argue all the time.’
‘What about?’
Francesco shook his head. ‘It is not my place to listen.’
‘But you must overhear?’
‘I only hear Vanessa screaming at them. She gets very distressed. After every call she is worse, more ill. I think they call to make her worse.’
Jenny narrowed her eyes. ‘What exactly is wrong with her?’
Francesco shook his head. ‘How would I know?’
‘Come on, you take her to the doctor. You were there recently.’
Francesco pushed his chest out. ‘How do you know this?’
Jenny held her hands out. ‘I’m a private investigator. When you take her to the GP, she needs help into the surgery, into the doctor’s office. I’m sure you don’t just wait outside.’
Francesco looked her up and down and Jenny felt something weird, an old residual of wanting to be liked. Fucking stupid programming.  
‘I do not understand much of what they say,’ he said eventually. ‘She has many, many tests. For her stomach, for her nerves. Lots of blood is sent away.’
Jenny shrugged. ‘If you can find out details, maybe I can do more. If you’re serious about wanting to help her.’
‘You are not a doctor.’
Jenny thought about Dorothy’s approach to all this, and about Hannah’s occasional physics rants about interconnectedness. ‘It’s a holistic approach.’
‘What is “holistic”?’
Good question, what was she on about? ‘I look at the big picture.’
Francesco looked at her like she’d grown an extra head.
‘The whole thing,’ Jenny said, waving her arms in the air, so that she swiped the petals of a carnation bouquet on a stand.
Francesco thought for a while then nodded, took a piece of paper from his jacket pocket. He unfolded it and handed it over.
‘These are Vanessa’s medicines,’ he said.
It was a repeat prescription from her GP, two sheets stapled together. Fourteen medications, none of which she recognised.
‘Jesus.’
‘She is very unwell.’
‘What is all this?’
Francesco shrugged. ‘Stomach pills, blood pills, mood pills, skin creams, breathing apparatus.’
Jenny looked at the list. This would be a lot of Googling. ‘What’s wrong with her?’
‘They don’t know. They are only treating the symptoms, is that the word?’
Jenny nodded. She wondered what the Italian for ‘symptoms’ was.
Francesco stabbed at the paper in Jenny’s hands. ‘It is the same as her mother.’
‘What?’
‘Elspeth.’
‘I thought she died of natural causes?’
Francesco waved around the room, as if to say the world was a piece of shit. ‘She was old, they didn’t check. Ask yourself who would do this.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Those bastards stand to inherit the money.’ Francesco was on a roll. ‘Elspeth had a very big house, lots of money. It all went to Vanessa. And it will go to those assholes if anything happens to her.’
He went into his pocket again, took out cash.
‘I will pay you to investigate them.’
Jenny stared at it. ‘Put your money away.’
Francesco waved it, and Jenny was reminded of a Harry Enfield character she loved back in her student days.
‘You want to find out the truth,’ he said, staring at her.
‘I do.’
He lifted the money. ‘Well?’
She stared him down. ‘Put it away.’
He did as he was told, frowning the whole time. ‘But you will find out the truth?’
Jenny nodded. ‘I will.’
‘Holistic?’ he said, rolling the word around in his mouth.  
‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Holistic.’
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HANNAH
She was amazed how delicate you could be with a JCB digger. The yellow livery gleamed in the sun as the driver gently lifted the final dirt off the two coffins in the hole, placed it in the pile to the side. Hannah hugged Indy next to her, rubbed her hip. No words could express how Hannah was feeling, or how Indy must feel, or her grandparents, sitting on a bench two graves down, watching stony-faced in several layers of clothes.  
The digger receded and a small crane pulled up. A workman in a hi-vis vest, shorts and hard hat jumped into the wide hole and guided the chains around the first coffin. After some back and forth he slid out of the hole and gave a signal, and the crane lifted Indy’s dad out. His casket swayed once it was free of the hole as if he was enjoying his newfound freedom after years underground.
Hannah saw Indy’s chest rise and fall. She turned and tucked some of that green hair behind her ear. It wasn’t necessary, just a demonstration of love.
‘Careful.’ This was Esha from the bench, one hand clasped in her husband’s fist, the other waving at the workmen. ‘That’s my boy.’
This was all pretty unbearable. The workman placed a steadying hand on the coffin corner and guided it to a flatbed truck, where two tarpaulins were spread out. The crane driver was less delicate than the digger guy, and the casket dropped a few feet before stopping just before the back of the truck. Indy gasped.  
‘Fuck’s sake,’ Hannah said under her breath.
Esha shouted to Hannah. ‘Do they know what they’re doing?’
It was deliberately loud – enough for the workmen to hear.
Eventually Pratik Banerjee was safe on the truck, one guy wrapping the casket in the sheet, the other guiding the chains back into the hole for Giva.
‘You OK?’ Hannah said.
‘I’m fine.’
She wasn’t, of course. Hannah nuzzled at Indy’s cheek with her nose, the kind of thing you do with a kid. She wanted to let Indy know she was here, like Einstein nuzzling your neck when you’re tired. But she also just wanted to touch Indy’s skin, to feel that she was solid in this world, she was real.
It had already taken so much effort to get here. Dorothy pulled some strings at the council to get a quick exhumation licence. It had involved a solicitor, sheriff, cemetery administrator, feasibility certificate then finally a Warrant to Disinter, which Hannah had in her pocket. Hannah could’ve done with some of Dorothy’s wisdom right now, she’d carried out a few exhumations in her time. Or she could’ve done with some of Mum’s nihilistic energy, swearing her way through the ridiculous idea of digging up bodies only to burn them.
Hannah thought about her visit to José’s place. The new message was troubling, Olivia’s admission more so, but José’s obsessive behaviour was the most worrying. She knew something about obsession, had lost it after her dad escaped from prison. But the year since had given her perspective, crucial distance to realise how lost she’d been, just like José was. If someone was really ghosting him with this shit they were in danger of fucking him up permanently. But she wasn’t sure how to help. She wanted to disprove him but the technical aspects of the data were a little beyond her. He’d emailed the data to her along with an explanation of systematic errors, biases and corrections, all the caveats scientists put on their information. It still looked like an alien message to her.  
She thought about the planets José talked about, one made of diamond, another completely black. One raining sapphires and rubies. She looked at the blue sky above Edinburgh, gravestones gleaming in the sun, trees throwing dappled light over corners. She wondered if anyone asked for a grave in the shade, keep them cool as their bodies decayed to mulch and loam.
Giva’s coffin was dancing in the air just as her husband’s had until the worker grabbed a corner and guided it.  
‘It’ll be over soon,’ Hannah said, touching Indy’s arm.
Indy shook her head and looked at her grandparents, like statues of elderly angels grieving the dead.
‘But it’s never over, is it? The way I feel without them.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘I wasn’t having a go at you.’ Indy waved at her mother’s coffin being lowered onto the truck. ‘All this has dug up a lot of stuff.’ She laughed and pointed at the hole in the ground. ‘Literally. I never got to say goodbye, not really.’
Hannah would forever be annoyed that she wasn’t at Indy’s parents’ funeral. It was a year before they became a couple. It was obscene now to think of a time when Indy wasn’t in her life. A parallel universe, one of the multiverse options where she and Indy never met, where Hannah was still alone in the cosmos, nothing to stop her floating off into her latest obsession like José. The darkest timeline.
Hannah played with the engagement ring on her finger, felt the comfort of it.
‘We should get married,’ she said, looking Indy in the eye.
Indy laughed. ‘We’re already engaged.’
Giva’s coffin was wrapped in tarpaulin on the back of the truck. The crane had reversed away and the digger was back, filling in the hole as if nothing had happened. Esha and Ravi got up slowly from the bench, supporting each other.  
‘I mean we should get married as soon as possible.’
Indy stared at Hannah then at her grandparents holding hands, then at the truck with her disinterred parents on the back.  
‘OK,’ she said.
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JENNY
She shouldn’t be here, she should be with Fiona scouring the streets for Sophia and Craig. That nagged her all the time, but what could she really do? She knew the hard way, she’d been wandering around Edinburgh for a year trying to get a whiff of that bastard and she hadn’t turned up anything.  
She was sitting with Archie in the van, parked in Cluny Avenue, about to visit some amateur embalmer nutjob. Archie had just finished explaining what was in the fluid in those orders from FME. A long list of chemicals Jenny had never heard of, except formaldehyde and methanol, which she thought were poisonous and booze respectively. There were also solvents and something called a wetting agent, which made Jenny feel queasy.
They got out of the van and went to number eight. Cluny Avenue was another rich old street, half of Edinburgh seemed to be like this. Jenny wondered where the money came from, were people just lucky enough to inherit these houses from family who’d bought them for a pound a hundred years ago? She thought of the flat she rented in Portobello before she moved back in with Mum. She couldn’t pay the rent when she lost her freelance journo gig, and it would be a lot more money now, Porty was on the rise because of the beach. Edinburgh had lots of areas where locals were being priced out.
There were no houses across the road, just low railings then thick trees leading down an embankment to the southside railway line, only used by occasional freight trains and empty rolling stock. Jenny thought about the railway line cutting a swathe through the south of the city, so much green space and coverage. Blackford Hill was not far, the Braids, a million places for a big cat to disappear.
‘You OK?’ Archie said.
‘Fine.’ She looked him in the eye. ‘How are you doing?’
‘Great,’ he said. ‘Love spending time chasing loonies.’
Archie was the same age as her but seemed older. Or maybe her idea of herself was much younger than she really was. Wasn’t that the same for everyone? She still felt like the same woman who went to grunge gigs thirty years ago. How the fuck did that happen? But Archie’s steadfastness and reliability made him seem like an old man. She thought of herself as a Generation X flake, whereas Archie seemed at ease with himself despite his condition. He knew who he was as a human being.
She couldn’t help comparing him to Liam, she kept coming back to him in her mind. He was a few years younger than her but his passion for painting and creativity made him seem much younger. Jenny could never get her head around the fact he was interested in her, a fact that fed into her decision to break it off. Which she’d regretted ever since.
The sound of the front door opening made Jenny jump.
‘Hi.’ Standing in the doorway was a round woman, maybe sixty, receding fair hair, loose black T-shirt over stretched leggings.  
‘Mrs Stevenson?’ Jenny said.
She smiled. ‘Queenie.’
‘I’m Jenny Skelf, this is Archie Kidd, we work at Skelf Funeral Directors.’
Queenie nodded, she recognised the name.
Archie cleared his throat. ‘We have a rather strange request.’
This was how they’d planned it, Archie taking the lead. Jenny had never seen him say more than a few sentences together so she had her doubts. He smiled at Queenie, at ease.
‘Oh yes?’
‘You see, we’re experiencing a shortage of some of our embalming fluids. There’s been a distribution problem. We order from FME, and I believe you recently got a delivery from them.’
‘That’s right.’
Archie put on a pleading face. ‘I was wondering if it might be possible to buy some from you.’
Queenie frowned. ‘I’m sorry, I’m afraid I need everything I have.’
Archie nodded like this was completely understandable. ‘I’m chief embalmer with the Skelfs, if you don’t mind I was wondering what you used it for exactly?’
Queenie eyed him up and down. ‘You’re an embalmer?’
‘For eleven years.’
She nodded, then looked at Jenny less favourably.
‘Come in,’ she said.  
She rolled her hips down the hall, Jenny and Archie behind. The walls were lined with framed prints of twee Victorian children, fairies, small animals, all soft focus and cute poses. Queenie walked past the living room then kitchen, went to the end of the hall and stopped at a doorway to the right.
‘This way,’ she said, going in.
Jenny shared a look with Archie. Her fists were tight at her side, body making itself ready for something. Archie went first.
‘Careful,’ Jenny said under her breath.  
The room was laminated floor, plain walls, bright overhead light, and it was dominated by a large workbench in the middle, an array of bottles and instruments on it, table lamp with a magnifying glass attached.  
Jenny’s eye was drawn to the shelved display cases on the wall behind, full of hundreds of stuffed mice dressed as famous people in history. Jenny walked to the shelves, ignoring Queenie and Archie at the workbench.  
Here was a mouse dressed as Napoleon, here was one as Julius Caesar, stabbed in the back by another mouse, presumably Brutus. On the next shelf was Winston Churchill mouse and Adolf Hitler mouse with tiny black moustache and swastika armband, his wee arm in a fascist salute. Jenny swallowed as she spotted a Christ mouse on a cross, Roman centurion mice alongside. Holy shit. It was comical but also creepy as absolute fuck.
Jenny turned and Queenie was beaming at her.  
‘Taxidermy?’ Jenny said.
Queenie’s face fell. ‘Absolutely not.’
Archie was at the other end of the shelves and Jenny wondered what historical rodent hell was over there.
‘I embalm them,’ Queenie said. ‘Taxidermy is quite different. In taxidermy, the skin is usually just stretched over a voodoo doll.’
‘What?’
Queenie rolled her eyes. ‘It’s just called that, it’s not really voodoo. The armature for the animal. It’s usually foam or wire. Taxidermists treat the skin and fur and stretch it over the framework, throw away the body. I actually embalm my models.’
Models, Jesus. Jenny looked at Archie, hoping to share an eye-roll at crazy Queenie, but Archie was examining the mice.
‘Why?’ Jenny said.
‘Why what?’
‘Why embalm them instead of taxidermy?’
Queenie bustled over and picked up a Henry VIII mouse, held it delicately in her fingers.
‘This is more respectful,’ she said, and Jenny had to stifle a laugh, covered it with a cough. ‘This preserves the whole animal, not just the pelt.’
‘OK,’ Jenny said, trying not to make it sound sarcastic.
Queenie narrowed her eyes. ‘I can tell you don’t approve.’
‘It’s not that,’ Jenny said, waving a hand along the shelves. ‘I just wasn’t expecting this.’
‘It takes a little getting used to.’
‘Where do you get the mice?’
‘I don’t kill anything,’ Queenie said, replacing Henry VIII. ‘I get them frozen from pet shop suppliers. If I didn’t do this with them, they’d end up as snake food.’
Jenny moved away from the shelves to examine the workbench. Half a dozen mice in various stages of preparation, scissors, needle and thread, a pile of tiny outfits and materials, bottles of various embalming fluids, syringes, blue plastic gloves, a box of borax powder and one of cornstarch.
Jenny thought about the order from FME.  
‘These are tiny,’ she said. ‘Can I ask why you need such a big order?’
Queenie smiled as she came to the workbench. The spotlight made her skin shine. ‘This is a business, I sell these on the internet. I’ve done thousands.’
Jenny looked again at the shelves, spotted a mouse Britney Spears dressed as a schoolgirl. She shuddered. ‘There’s a market for these?’
‘I make a good living.’
Jenny turned to Queenie. ‘And you’ve never embalmed anything bigger?’
‘Like what?’
Jenny shrugged.
Queenie shook her head. ‘Mice are easy to get. The availability of larger subjects is a problem.’
Jenny thought of the foot back home in the body fridge.
Archie cleared his throat. ‘This is beautiful work, Queenie.’
She glowed. ‘Thank you.’
Archie turned a mouse in his hands, nodded as he ran a finger down its leg. ‘Really excellent.’
Jenny thought about how the foot had been badly embalmed.  
‘You mean…’ she said to Archie.
Archie placed the mouse on the shelf and minutely shook his head. ‘These are too good.’
Queenie looked confused. ‘Too good for what?’
‘Nothing,’ Jenny said, pulling a piece of paper from her pocket and showing it to Queenie. ‘Do you know either of these other people who got orders from FME?’
Queenie lifted reading glasses from the workbench. ‘Of course, they’re in the business too. We’re a wee club, supporting each other.’
Archie was now over next to them.
‘But they won’t be able to help you,’ Queenie said.
‘Why not?’ Archie said.
‘They need all their embalming chemicals for their work too.’
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DOROTHY
Abi was getting jittery as they reached Sylvan Place. She wore a black Japanese Breakfast hoodie with the band logo hand-drawn, denim shorts and black-and-red stripy knee socks. She liked emphasising her legs, which seemed to get longer every day. Her hood was up and she was chewing at the ends of the drawstrings. Dorothy wanted to hug her, hug away that crippling teenage insecurity, on top of everything else Abi had to deal with. But you can’t hug some things away, you just have to be there.
They walked past the sick kids hospital on one side, recycling bins on the other, ripe in the sun. Dorothy could see people sitting out on the Meadows at the bottom of the road. Abi spat out her hoodie drawstrings and pulled her hood tighter.
‘Abi,’ Dorothy said, touching her arm.  
‘What?’ she said aggressively.
‘You don’t have to be here if you don’t want.’
Abi nodded, which turned into a shake of the head. ‘It’s fine.’
‘I can deal with it.’
‘It’s my family.’ Sarcastic air quotes around ‘family’.
They reached number seven and Abi hesitated, let Dorothy go first. Abi had keys but she wasn’t about to let herself in.
Dorothy rang the doorbell. Abi lurked behind, kicking at weeds with her trainers. Dorothy looked at her and tried to remember Jenny at that age.  
‘Abi.’ Sandra stood in the doorway clutching the door for support. She seemed fragile, made of twigs. She looked like she might launch herself at Abi for a hug. Abi sensed it and shrank away, shuffled behind Dorothy for cover.
Sandra swallowed and nodded. ‘Come in.’
Dorothy glanced at Abi.
‘Please,’ Sandra said. ‘This is your home.’
Dorothy couldn’t imagine doing what Abi had done at fifteen. A year ago, when she found out that the man she thought was her dad turned out to be an actor hired by Sandra, she left home with a backpack of stuff and never returned. But Sandra’s lie hid the much darker truth about her biological dad.
Dorothy followed Abi to the kitchen and watched as she stood awkwardly against the counter by the fridge. Abi darted glances around the room, notes on a noticeboard, the dirty cooker top, the corner of the washing machine where the numbers had worn away.
Sandra looked lost, hovering by the kettle.
‘Cup of tea?’
Abi laughed and shrugged. Dorothy felt sorry for both of them, there were no winners here.
‘What’s happened?’ Sandra said. ‘Is it to do with Dad?’
Abi cringed. Sandra stepped closer to her, put out a hand. ‘Did he do something? Did he hurt you?’
Abi shrivelled from her mum’s reach, pushed herself against the countertop.  
‘He’s dead.’
Sandra stood for a moment then slumped onto a stool at the breakfast bar. Her hands covered her mouth, touched her cheeks, she didn’t know what to do with them. She looked from Abi to Dorothy.
‘What happened, what did you do?’
‘What did I do?’ Abi said loudly. ‘You think I killed him?’
Dorothy stepped forward. ‘Abi, take it easy.’
‘No, of course not,’ Sandra said. ‘I’m just trying to get my head around this.’
‘It’s more fucked up than you think,’ Abi said flatly. She still had her hood up but she’d pushed it back from her face, and Dorothy suddenly saw her similarity to her mum, the sharp line of her nose, the long neck.
‘I don’t understand.’ Sandra threw Dorothy a confused look.
Abi stuck her chin out. ‘He hung himself from a tree in Mrs S’s garden. So I would see it.’
Sandra shook her head, ran a hand through her hair. ‘He committed suicide?’
Dorothy nodded.
‘Are you sure he did it himself?’
Dorothy looked for a false note, a sign Sandra had already known, maybe even had something to do with it. But her face was genuinely shocked.
‘They haven’t done a full postmortem yet, but it looks like suicide.’
‘Did he leave a note?’
That was always the first question about suicide in Dorothy’s experience dealing with the bereaved. The need for an explanation was hardwired, and the lack of a note was like getting to the end of a novel and finding the final pages were missing. But life was often an unfinished novel, an unresolved story. It was hard to take.
‘No note,’ Abi said. ‘I think swinging from a rope was statement enough.’
Sandra shook her head.
Abi leaned forward. ‘It’s what you wanted, right?’
‘What?’
‘You wanted him dead for what he did to you.’
‘Abi…’
‘For what he did to us. For making me in the first place.’
Sandra stood up. ‘Abi, what he did to me is completely unconnected to how I feel about you.’
Abi backed off, closer to Dorothy. ‘It’s not though, is it? It’s always going to be linked. I’m tied to that monster and what he did. I’m the result.’
‘I love you so much,’ Sandra said. ‘I miss you, please come home.’
Abi tugged at the hem of her hoodie. ‘We need to contact next of kin, is your mum still alive?’
Sandra looked bewildered, a new world of pain was unfolding in front of her. ‘I don’t know.’
‘The Skelfs are doing the funeral,’ Abi said, pointing at Dorothy.  
Dorothy stared at her. ‘What?’
‘Why not?’ Abi said.
‘Let’s just calm down,’ Dorothy said. ‘We need to contact his wife, that’s all for now.’
Abi shook her head and crossed her arms, making a stand.
‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m his daughter and I want the Skelfs to put him in the ground.’
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HANNAH
Getting parked was always a nightmare at Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, it didn’t matter if you were here to pick up a dead body. Indy took a ticket from the machine and parked the van as close to the mortuary entrance as possible. Hannah watched her turning the wheel, calm as usual, and thought about her mum and dad back in the Skelf fridges. They’d been kept in their coffins and tarpaulins for now, but they’d need to be tidied up before the cremation.
Indy parked and breathed out. ‘Let’s get Erin Strachan.’
Hannah touched her hand on the handbrake. ‘Are you OK?’
Indy smiled. It might have been convincing to someone who didn’t know her, but Hannah’s heart ached at what was behind it. It didn’t seem right that they had work to do when everything around them was so chaotic, when they were digging up parents and investigating aliens, a jaguar on the loose and body parts in bushes, a man hanging from the tree in their garden. But the world kept turning and Erin Strachan had to be given a respectful send-off.
They removed the gurney from the back of the van, telescoped the legs and pushed it to the mortuary entrance. Buzzed and were let in. The corridor was like any other in the hospital, except that when you were wheeled along here it was all over.  
They were met by a middle-aged woman in blue gloves and mask. Behind her lay a withered old man with his skull cut open, skin peeled back, brain sitting in a tray alongside.
‘Hi, Indy,’ she said in a bubbly tone. She had a dark bob and kind eyes.
‘Hi, Marion.’ Indy waved a form. ‘Here for Erin Strachan.’
Marion nodded as she took off the gloves, threw them in the bin and pulled her mask down. ‘She’s over here.’
She took them round the corner to a huge grid of body fridges built into two walls. Hannah started counting from the top left and gave up after thirty. There was so much death in a hospital. She knew that wasn’t front-page news, but seeing it was overwhelming.  
‘Are these all full?’ she said as Indy wheeled the gurney behind Marion.
‘About half,’ Marion said over her shoulder. ‘We need lots of capacity, just in case.’
Hannah nodded. They reached the fridges and Marion stopped. Each door had paperwork attached on a magnetic clip. Marion checked one, took the form from Indy and compared them, then passed both to Indy, who did the same. It was routine, check and check again. Hannah didn’t officially work on the funeral side of things but she wanted to come with Indy for support, after what just happened at Porty Cemetery.
Marion pulled the fridge door open and slid the tray out. There was a small body in a white bag. This was all completely normal. This was life and death for everyone on the planet, just a day’s work for Marion. What a way to live.
Hannah stepped closer as Marion unzipped Erin Strachan. They always did a visual check. Marion had a photograph stapled to her paperwork, and Hannah knew they were super careful about making sure funeral directors took away the correct body.
Hannah looked at Erin as Indy and Marion compared her to the picture. Hannah had expected an old woman. The vast majority of funerals were for old people, and she understood Indy’s sense of purpose on those jobs. If someone has a long and full life, it’s much easier to celebrate it.
But Erin was the same age as Hannah, maybe younger. She had the same long black hair, which needed a wash. A wisp had fallen across her face and Hannah wanted to reach out and push it away so Erin wouldn’t be annoyed. As if reading her thoughts, Indy pulled on gloves and did exactly that.
‘Erin Catherine Strachan,’ Marion read from her sheet. ‘Twenty-one years old.’
The same age as Hannah, right enough. The bag was only unzipped a small way down but Hannah glanced inside to see if there was any evidence of how she died. She looked peaceful, eyes closed, chest still, face pale. It could’ve been Hannah sleeping in there.
‘Confirmed,’ Indy said.
Marion saw the questioning look on Hannah’s face. ‘A massive intracerebral haemorrhagic stroke. She was playing tennis, felt dizzy, keeled over apparently. Never recovered.’
‘Did they discover why it happened?’ Hannah said.
‘She didn’t have any risk factors.’
‘It was just random?’
Marion shrugged. ‘Sometimes it just happens.’
‘Christ.’ Hannah swallowed, felt a weight in her guts.
Marion waved up and down the wall of fridges. ‘Each one is a tragedy.’
She zipped up the bag. It must be lonely in there. Hannah wanted to hug Erin.
Indy handed the glove box to Hannah, who put gloves on as Indy moved the gurney to the side of the tray. Hannah went to Erin’s feet and gripped her ankles through the bag. They were cold, like milk from the fridge. Hannah felt a shiver up her arms to her chest.
‘On three.’
They lifted Erin onto the gurney and wheeled her to the corridor as Marion closed the fridge. They stopped and Marion got Indy’s signature, gave her a copy of the form.
‘Have a nice day,’ Marion said. There was no hint of irony or sarcasm in her voice.
‘You too,’ Indy said.
They wheeled Erin to the van, collapsed the gurney and lifted it into the back, closed the doors. It was all over for Erin. One minute hitting a tennis ball, the next blood flooding her brain and she was gone.
‘How do you stand it?’ Hannah said.
Indy looked at her. ‘We’ve talked about this, Han.’
‘I know but it’s too much.’
‘Not for me.’
‘What about your mum and dad?’
Indy touched the roof of the van. Hannah felt the distance between them, wanted to narrow it. She’d come here to do that, but she just felt worse.
‘Come on,’ Indy said. ‘Let’s get Erin home.’
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JENNY
‘I couldn’t sit in that fucking house another second,’ Fiona said.
She was driving her old BMW too fast from Bruntsfield, where she’d picked Jenny up, down to Leith. She was reckless down Cowgate and Canongate, ran a light at Abbeyhill as Jenny grabbed the dashboard.
‘The police don’t have a clue what they’re doing,’ she said. ‘Searching the beaches and woods of Dalmeny Estate, Lauriston Castle. She’s not in the woods or the water, she’s with that cunt, and the sooner we chase him down the sooner I’ll have her back.’
She smelled of stale booze, eyes red, shouldn’t be driving, that was obvious. Jenny could relate to her obsession with Craig. He was an evil spirit in both their lives, and now Sophia was missing, that spirit had manifested. She felt dragged along by Fiona’s urgency. It had only been two days but it must feel like years for Fiona.
They hared down Easter Road, swerved into Commercial Street. They drove past a police car and Jenny half expected its lights to flash and siren to wail. They turned off Commercial Street into Ocean Square. Jenny realised this was where she sat in the van waiting for Liam to come out of work when she first had the job of tailing him. Her heart lurched into her throat. She checked her watch, it was close to his quitting time.
Fiona parked in a permit bay and jumped out, strode to the converted bonded warehouses, Jenny in her wake. She went through a door marked Futura Biosolutions, walked right past the tall redhead receptionist and headed up the stairs.
‘Hey,’ Redhead said.
Jenny flashed a smile and gave her a thumbs-up as she followed Fiona upstairs. These companies were all the same, worker grunts on the ground floor, management next, owner up high.  
They reached the top and walked to a heavy door bearing the name Seb Anster. They went straight in, found him with his mobile to his ear. He was in his early thirties, looked rich, wearing a padded jacket like he was an exclusive club DJ, gold chain, wavy hair and designer stubble. Jenny hated him.
‘It’s OK, Kaylee,’ he said, smug smile on his face. ‘I’ll handle it.’
Obviously the receptionist.
‘Where the fuck is he?’ Fiona said.
Seb put his phone down and sat forward. The desk looked ridiculously expensive, Scandi design, ergonomic heavy wood and glass. The office was minimalist, just a cross trainer in the corner which looked brand new. Seb spread his arms wide.  
‘Fiona McNamara.’
‘It’s Ellis now.’
‘You look tired.’
‘So would you if your daughter was missing.’
He didn’t flinch. ‘That was careless.’ He turned to Jenny. ‘And who are you?’
‘Where is he?’ Fiona cut in.
Seb nodded. ‘I presume you’re looking for your husband, terrible business.’
Jenny stepped forward. ‘Has he been in contact with you?’
Seb gave her a death glare. ‘Who the fuck are you?’
‘Jenny Skelf, private investigator.’
He burst out laughing, performative and loud. Jenny was sure that described his whole life. He stepped out from behind the desk and Jenny couldn’t help thinking that was a mistake. She looked at Fiona, seething with anger.
‘A middle-aged woman PI,’ Seb said. ‘Well, it is the twenty-first century.’
‘You were friends with him,’ Fiona said.
‘Why exactly are you here?’
‘You know why.’
‘Enlighten me.’
‘Just tell me if you know anything.’ Desperation had crept into Fiona’s voice. ‘Or I will fucking hurt you.’
Seb shook his head. ‘Then you’ll get arrested and I’ll sue you.’
Fiona turned to Jenny. ‘This is Sebastian Anstruther-Honeyfield, although he pretends to be called Seb Anster. His family own four estates across Scotland, thousands of acres and umpteen stately homes. He was given this company to play with, and he’s fucked that up.’
‘I beg your pardon,’ Seb said, still smiling. ‘We’re doing rather well, thank you.’
‘Only because Craig and I covered up all your shit.’
She turned to Jenny. ‘Did you hear about the big Futura scandal last year? Dodgy IVF and unlicensed genomics?’
Jenny shook her head.
Fiona jabbed a finger at Seb. ‘That’s because we hid it, gave the press other stuff to worry about.’ She turned to Seb. ‘You fucking owe me.’
Seb shook his head. ‘I owe you precisely fuck all. You’re pathetic. You can’t come here and threaten me.’
‘I’ve got all the files from that time,’ Fiona said, but her voice was wavering.
Seb laughed. ‘You’re ridiculous. I could crush you like that.’
He clicked his fingers, and Fiona launched at him like that was a signal to attack. She grabbed his crotch, her other hand reaching for his throat. He looked surprised and annoyed for the first time since they burst in, and it took a moment for him to compose himself, then he pushed her hand away from his throat and looked down. The hand on the crotch didn’t seem to bother him, maybe he was dickless. He smacked Fiona’s face hard with the back of his hand so that she let go and stumbled. He swung again, knocking her to the floor with a spray of spit from her mouth.
He stood over her, his smile back in place.
Fiona touched her mouth, ran a tongue inside her cheek. ‘That’s assault.’
Seb shook his head. ‘Self-defence. Now leave or I will have you destroyed.’
Jenny wanted to jump on his back, push him out of the large window, but she went over to Fiona and helped her up. Fiona spat blood onto the expensive wooden floor.
‘You piece of shit,’ she said, shaking her head.
Seb was back at his desk picking up his phone. ‘Takes one to know one.’
‘If I find out you’re involved, you’re dead, understand?’
‘Fuck off.’ This was thrown away, he didn’t even look up.
Jenny helped Fiona out of the door. It felt like they were cowed beasts as they went downstairs and past reception. Kaylee the redhead gave Jenny a sarcastic thumbs-up. Bitch.
They got to Fiona’s car. People were leaving work for the day at the government building across the way. Fiona looked lost.
‘Interesting tactic,’ Jenny said.
Fiona burst into big ugly sobs. Jenny hugged her, felt her fragile and trembling bag of bones.  
‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t having a go. I understand.’
‘I’m losing my fucking mind,’ Fiona said between gulps.
‘That’s totally reasonable, Jesus. I would be all over the place in your situation.’
‘We have to find her,’ Fiona said, pulling away. ‘We have to.’
Jenny nodded. ‘OK, how?’
Fiona shook her head. ‘There were other clients, but these three were the ones Craig was closest to. I mean, we worked for dozens of people, we can’t go to them all.’
‘So what about these three?’ Jenny said. ‘Is there something we’re missing?’
‘You saw Karl in North Berwick, said he seemed legit.’
Jenny pictured Karl’s gran shouting at her. ‘I think so, but maybe I was wrong.’
Fiona threw a thumb towards the office. ‘That arsehole’s family owns half of Scotland. They have chalets and lodges all over the country. If he’s helping Craig hide Sophia I’ve no idea how we’d ever find them.’
Jenny remembered something. ‘Did you get Charlotte Cross’s list of rentals?’
Fiona nodded. ‘Haven’t had time to check them out.’
‘Maybe that’s next?’
Fiona rubbed her jaw and looked back at the Futura building. Eventually she nodded and checked her watch. ‘I’d better get home. I have a police liaison coming to talk about a television appeal. I don’t think I can face that.’
‘You’ll be fine,’ Jenny said. ‘You’re strong.’
‘I’m not, but thanks.’ She went to get in the car but Jenny didn’t move. ‘You coming?’
Jenny looked at the civil servants pouring from the government buildings. She’d been keeping an eye on those passing, just in case.
‘I have something I need to do here.’
Fiona frowned at her. ‘OK, but we should check out the Cross rentals.’
‘Send me the list.’
Fiona came in for a hug. ‘Thank you.’  
Then she was in the car and away.  
Jenny stood like a rock in the stream of people heading home. She remembered the first time she followed Liam to his studio, seeing his paintings, chatting to him in a bar, looking in those eyes.
And then there he was in front of her, as if she’d summoned him. He spotted her from a long way off. She tried to read the look on his face.  
He slowed as he reached her. He was wearing a new suit, darker than his old one, made his green eyes pop more. He had the start of grey hair at his temples.
Well,’ he said, hands out. ‘Jenny Skelf.’
She copied his body language. ‘Liam Hook.’
He stopped a couple of feet away. She wanted to be closer, wanted to throw her arms around him. She smiled, hoping he would smile back but he didn’t. Understandable, the last time she’d seen him in the flesh he was in a hospital bed, eye bandaged, broken ribs.
She spotted scar tissue on his brow now. ‘How’s the eye?’
‘Works fine.’
‘And the rest of you?’
‘Good as new.’
Silence between them. Goddamn, she’d missed him.
‘What brings you to this neck of the woods?’ he said.
She glanced up at the Futura office. ‘Just assaulting a privileged wanker.’
He smiled. ‘Sounds about right.’
‘How are you?’ she said. She wanted him to say he’d missed her, he was pining, he wanted her back. But she didn’t forgive herself, so how could she expect him to forgive her?
‘You know,’ he said. ‘Still taking the government shilling, still painting badly.’
‘Your paintings are wonderful.’
‘If only other people shared your vision.’
‘I’m so sorry,’ Jenny said. ‘For how things ended. I was an arsehole.’
Liam shook his head, touched the scar on his eye. ‘I understand. It took a while, but I got it.’
‘No,’ Jenny said. ‘Don’t let me off the hook.’
Liam nodded and stuck his lips out. ‘OK, you’re an arsehole.’
She laughed and he joined in. It felt good to have that between them. It had been a year but they still had a connection.
‘Well…’ he said, readying to go.
‘Listen, would you like to go for a drink?’ She looked over her shoulder. ‘The King’s Wark, for old times’ sake?’
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Shit timing. She pulled it out, a message:

I hear you’ve been asking around. Leave me alone or you’ll regret it. Cx 

‘Holy fuck,’ she said.  
It was like she’d conjured him from hell, just by meeting Liam. She looked up at Futura, he wouldn’t be that stupid. Unless it was a double bluff. But it meant she and Fiona were on the right track, he knew who they were talking to. She had to tell Fiona and Thomas straight away.
‘What is it?’ Liam said.
She looked at him, sweet face, ordinary life.
‘I’m so sorry but I have to go.’
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DOROTHY
Dorothy finished her Highland Park and sighed. She’d sat at the kitchen table as dusk crept across the sky, the room becoming gloomy around her. It was strange to have the house to herself, except for the six bodies downstairs in the fridges. Jenny was at Fiona’s house with the police following the message from Craig. What the hell was he up to? Dorothy had fallen for his charisma like everyone else at the start, but he was unhinged. And poor wee Sophia. Hannah and Indy had gone out for dinner with Indy’s grandparents, life trundling on with Indy’s parents in the fridges downstairs. And Abi was out with Kazuko and Taylor seeing another three-band bill at Sneaky’s. Dorothy admired the girl’s ability to switch off the mayhem of her life, or maybe tonight was just a moment of relief.
Schrödinger came to her from the window seat, weaved his way around her legs as she stroked him. The cat had taken a beating from Craig too, in this very room, on one of the worst nights of Dorothy’s life. She realised she hadn’t seen Einstein in a while, usually he followed Schrödinger like a shadow. They had obvious affection for each other, even if Schrödinger hid it in typical cat style.
‘Where’s your pal, eh?’ she said, running her hand along his tail.
She looked out of the window at the gloaming creeping from the east. She felt the whisky in her veins and thought of her husband’s ashes scattered on the links. She stood and grabbed the dog’s lead and went to the doorway.
‘Einstein?’
She waited a moment, nothing. There was usually the thud and clack of paws on the floor, but she stood in silence.
She went downstairs, the light gloomier here.  
‘Einstein?’
She walked through the front rooms, then to the embalming room and workshop. The garage door was ajar, shit, he’d got out. Normally not a problem but with this goddamn jaguar around Dorothy felt a tightness in her chest.
She went to a locker in the garage and opened it. She pulled out a large-headed gold club from Jim’s old bag, felt the heft of it, and went outside.
‘Einstein?’
It was warm, no wind, sweeping shade from the oak and pine, the sky purple above. She walked around the garden, no sign.
‘Einstein.’ This was louder, anxiety creeping into her voice.
She left the garden and went round the corner to Bruntsfield Links. Over to the left was where the dog found the foot. It seemed a lifetime ago, but was just over a week.
There were a few people on the paths through the park, walking or cycling, heading to the bars or home, shadows moving in the soft light. She waited till her eyes grew accustomed, looked around.
‘Einstein.’ This was a proper shout, drawing attention from a young couple to her left.
She looked the other way, into the southeast corner of the links. There was no path there, and the streetlights on Whitehouse Loan hadn’t come on yet.
She thought she saw movement and walked that way, glancing up at her own kitchen window as she passed, wondering if Schrödinger was still sitting there. She gripped the golf club, the driver’s heavy head making it swing like a pendulum at her side.
The shape resolved in front of her and she sighed with relief at Einstein, tail wagging, trotting towards her. As he got closer she realised he had something in his mouth, and as the dog reached her she felt her blood freeze.
‘Drop it,’ she said.
He did it straight away, tail thumping against the grass.
It was another foot. Goddamn it to hell, another fucking human foot. She leaned in and saw it was a right foot. What the hell was it with this dog?
‘Where did you find this?’
She attached the lead to his collar, pulled him back the way he’d come, leaving the foot on the grass. She’d get it on the way back, she couldn’t be carrying feet all over the place.
They walked fifty yards then Einstein stopped, barked into the gloom around the trees in the corner.  
‘What is it?’
Einstein got down on his haunches and kept barking, tail flat on the ground.
Dorothy looked from the dog to the trees. She stared hard at the dark space between the trunks. She switched her grip on the golf club so that she could swing it more easily.
Einstein was still barking, increasingly anxious, his nerves transmitting through the ether to her heart.
She looked back at the trees and saw two yellow eyes then a huge square face followed by a rippling mass of muscle as the jaguar emerged from the grass, head still, staring at her as it placed its paws one in front of the other.
‘Shit,’ Dorothy said. She turned to Einstein. ‘Hush.’
Einstein didn’t listen, kept barking, his body flat to the ground. Dorothy glanced behind her, it was about a hundred yards back to her garden, another twenty yards into the house. She was seventy-one years old, for God’s sake.
‘Hush,’ she said more forcefully, tugging on Einstein’s lead.
She looked up. Whiskers was closer, hadn’t changed her pace or rhythm at all, just casually stepping towards them, eyes fixed.
Dorothy swallowed.
Whiskers burst into a sprint, Dorothy letting go of Einstein’s lead in shock, lifting the golf club above her head, the jaguar nearly at her, astonishing how fast she could move, legs powering like pistons as she opened her jaws and leapt at Dorothy who swung the driver full into her face, catching her on the side of the head and knocking her off course so that she skidded on the grass and thumped against a tree trunk, before whirling round and growling at them with a throaty noise that Dorothy felt in her guts. Einstein barked through it all, lead trailing behind him as he darted forward and backward, trying to ward off an animal five times larger than him and a hundred times more powerful.  
The cat bent its legs and pounced again. Dorothy swung the club, connected with her flank, the jaguar only slightly diverting from her path so that her body smacked into Dorothy and knocked her to the ground, the golf club flying across the grass. Dorothy could smell her, a deep, musky heat and the stink of rotting meat as she opened her jaws. Whiskers clamped down on Dorothy’s arm as she tried to protect her face, teeth sinking into her flesh so deep it felt like they hit bone, a giant paw pressing on her chest as she struggled to breathe and the pain in her forearm was blinding, shockwaves through her body and Einstein still barking and Whiskers emitting a throbbing growl. Dorothy felt overwhelmed with pain and panic and the weight of the animal on top of her and she closed her eyes and felt herself disappear into blackness.
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HANNAH
Gran looked so pale. She lay motionless and Hannah felt tears welling up inside her, Indy’s hand on her back. Dorothy’s left arm was heavily bandaged, scrapes and cuts across the side of her face, bruises blossoming along her neck. Hannah stared at her chest under the sheet, willing it to rise and fall, hoping to see movement.
‘She was lucky.’
Hannah jumped at Thomas’s voice behind her. He’d left to speak to a doctor, find out what he could. Hannah got a call from him an hour ago. She was walking home with Indy from the meal with Esha and Ravi when Thomas told her that Gran was in hospital, she’d been found by a dog walker.
‘Tell us,’ Indy said.
‘It was the jaguar,’ Thomas said, shaking his head.  
The words coming out of his mouth didn’t make any sense.
He moved to the bedside, touched Dorothy’s bandages. ‘Her injuries are consistent with a big-cat attack. Lots of tissue damage to her arm, severe blood loss.’  
He glanced at the drip she was on, keeping her going. Then his fingers went to her face but he didn’t touch her. He looked terrified.
‘But there’s no bone damage to the arm and her ribs are bruised not broken. She’ll be in a lot of pain, but she’s OK.’
Hannah breathed out, only then realising she’d been holding her breath. ‘Whiskers.’
Thomas stared at her. ‘Sorry?’
Indy shook her head. ‘It’s the stupid name we gave the jaguar.’ She looked at Dorothy. ‘It feels even more stupid now.’
Hannah looked around the hospital room. White walls, blue curtains, waste bins in the corner, a shower with a wide door and railings for the infirm, signs up everywhere about washing hands. She saw the clipboard of notes at the bottom of Gran’s bed and wondered what secrets it held.
‘Where the hell is Mum?’ she said.
‘On her way,’ Thomas said. ‘She was out in Cramond with Fiona.’
‘Doing what?’ Indy said.
Thomas looked at Hannah. ‘It seems your father has been in touch.’
‘What?’
‘She received a text message.’
Hannah reached out and held the railing at the side of Dorothy’s bed, gripped it tight. ‘This is too much.’
‘We don’t know anything for certain yet,’ Thomas said.
Indy’s hand on her back again, this time almost holding her up. If she fainted, did they have a spare bed for her in the ward?
Hannah felt guilty that someone else found Dorothy, when she and Indy had been a few hundred yards away just minutes after. She imagined Dorothy lying on the grass, blood pouring from her arm, lonely in the dark.
Something nagged at her mind, it didn’t make sense.
‘What was she doing in the Links at night?’ She hesitated, the words stuck in her throat. ‘And this sounds awful, but why didn’t the jaguar kill her?’
Thomas looked around the room for a reason not to answer. It came through the door.
‘What the fuck?’ Jenny bustled in and stood by the head of the bed, reached out and stroked her mum’s hair.  
Hannah wanted to cry all over again.
‘What the fuck happened?’ Jenny shouted at Thomas. Her voice was so loud amongst the gentle buzz and thrum of the room.
Thomas began explaining and a look of incredulity spread across Jenny’s face.
‘I’m going to kill that fucking cat,’ she said.
‘That’s ridiculous,’ Hannah said.
Jenny turned to her. ‘My fucking mum is lying here.’
‘She’s my gran.’ Hannah burst into tears, then felt her mum’s arms around her.
‘Shit,’ Jenny whispered in her ear. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m just really scared.’
‘Me too.’
They hugged for a long time, and Hannah couldn’t remember the last time she’d hugged her mum, which made the tears rise up again. She hugged her a hundred times a day when she was little, Gran too, always tactile, the reassurance of another human body nearby, there to touch and hold. Now they parted and Hannah wiped at her tears with the back of her hand.
‘Shit.’ This was Dorothy in bed, croaky, followed by a coughing fit, her good arm rising to her chest. ‘That hurts.’
Her eyes were still closed.
‘Mum,’ Jenny said, taking her hand. ‘It’s OK, you’re OK, we’re here.’
‘Gran.’ Hannah just needed to say her name out loud, to let Dorothy know she was here.
Dorothy’s eyes opened, taking in the three women and Thomas standing around her bed like a Renaissance painting, a vision of empathetic pain.
She looked at the hospital fixtures, swallowed hard. She stared at her arm, bandaged from wrist to bicep. Hannah dreaded to think what lay underneath. Dorothy ran a finger along the bandages then looked around.
‘Where’s Einstein?’
Hannah and Jenny shared a confused look, then turned to Thomas, whose face was not good news.
‘I’m sorry, Dorothy,’ he said softly. ‘He’s dead.’
‘What?’
‘His body was found fifty yards from you.’ Thomas looked around the room and down at the edge of Dorothy’s bed. ‘What was left of him.’
‘No.’ Dorothy closed her eyes and her head sank into the pillow.
Hannah felt a shiver. ‘That’s why the jaguar didn’t kill you. She took Einstein instead.’
Dorothy wheezed. ‘He was barking like mad, trying to get her off me. He saved my life.’
They all stood there in a heavy silence, no one willing to break it.
‘Where is he now?’ Dorothy said eventually.
‘Archie took him back to your house,’ Thomas said.
‘We’ll get to say goodbye.’
Thomas frowned. ‘Dorothy, it’s not pretty.’
Dorothy reached for his hand. Hannah felt electricity crawl over her body, overwhelming her, so much bad karma, as if they’d messed up in past lives and it was coming back to get them. Anxiety rippled through her lungs and chest and into her throat.
‘What about the foot?’ Dorothy said to Thomas, so quiet that Hannah wasn’t sure she’d heard right.
‘What?’
Dorothy turned to the women. ‘Just before the attack. I found another foot.’
Jenny shook her head hard. ‘Another fucking foot?’
‘We can talk about it later,’ Thomas said. ‘Get some rest.’
‘But you found it?’ Dorothy said.
Thomas looked around the room. ‘Yes, when we searched the area.’
Jenny rubbed at her head, looking as bemused as Hannah felt. ‘So we’re getting closer to finding the whole body?’
Thomas’s face was bad news again. Hannah wondered how he coped, bringing shit into people’s lives all day.
‘It’s not a match,’ he said eventually. ‘It’s from a different body.’
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JENNY
She always felt nervous around police, doubly so in a station. Sitting in the reception area of St Leonard’s felt like being in the belly of the beast. She knew that was unfair, most cops were on the right side, here to protect, blah, blah, blah. But she’d grown up in the eighties and nineties, from the miners’ strike to poll-tax riots, she was on marches protesting Section 28 and the Criminal Justice Bill. She did her fair share of drugs back then and the cops she encountered were always confrontational, viewing her as the enemy, a feeling she threw right back at them.
Two chubby-cheeked babies in uniforms and protective vests came through the revolving door, laughing and chatting. They were about the same age as Hannah. She tried to imagine her daughter as a police officer, upholding a law even if that law was fucking stupid. Jenny hadn’t actively encouraged a disrespect of authority in Hannah but she must’ve picked it up over the years, it was an undercurrent in everything Jenny did. She remembered standing with Craig looking at Hannah as a baby sleeping in her cot. The pair of them were a little high, not too much, they were parents now. They’d talked about their hopes for her, Craig asked if Hannah could do anything to disappoint her. Jenny told him either become a cop, join the army or vote Tory. That set them giggling so much Hannah woke up and had to be cuddled back to sleep.
Fiona’s leg shoogling next to Jenny brought her back to the present. She was angry Craig had jumped into her memories. But they had a kid together, that would never go away. Which made everything he’d done worse. Jenny looked at Fiona, she had a kid with Craig too and now look where they were.
She placed a hand on Fiona’s knee to stop the jiggling and Fiona jumped. She shook her head too hard, she was a ball of crazy right now, ready to blow. Jenny remembered her assaulting Seb and smiled. It was wrong but fuck it, morally justified, surely. Absolute moral values were bullshit, everyone secretly knew it.
‘Jenny.’ Thomas had emerged from somewhere and Jenny thought of Mr Benn which she watched as a kid, the serene shopkeeper who magically appeared each episode.
He looked as tired and stressed as all of them. In Fiona’s case it was sleepless nights worrying for Sophia, in Jenny’s it was anxiety about Dorothy. Jenny felt bad, her mum was in hospital and here she was in a cop shop trying to bring her wanker ex-husband to justice.
Jenny and Fiona rose and Jenny was surprised when Thomas stepped forward and hugged her. Not just a greeting, a full, deep gesture, a shared love of her mum. Jenny was happy Dorothy had found love after Dad. Daughters were supposed to cling to the memories of their dads, treat a new man with suspicion, but Jenny was glad. We find love where we can, who the hell has the right to judge? She thought of Liam down at Leith waterfront, how she’d blown it again running off like that. But there was something in his face that she clung to. Maybe the embers could be brought back to life, maybe they had a second chance. Everyone deserves a second chance.
Thomas released her and she felt awkward, but didn’t notice the same in him. He led them upstairs to his office, large and functional, great view of Salisbury Crags out of the window. It was early morning but there were already a good few souls on the cliff, more scrambling around the top of Arthur’s Seat to the right.
‘How’s your mum?’ Thomas said as he sat.
‘Good,’ Jenny said. ‘She’s being discharged today, I’m going there after this.’
Jenny had stayed at the hospital until the early hours, after everyone else had gone home, and quietly sobbed next to Dorothy’s bed while she slept. She couldn’t put into words why she was crying, that was the point of tears, you didn’t need words. When she finally left, the sun was climbing in the sky and she stood at the entrance with her eyes closed, imagined she was a lizard on a rock.
Thomas nodded. Fiona looked anxious in her seat. There was so much to discuss, about Dorothy, Einstein, that fucking heroic dog torn to pieces, about that foot, for fuck’s sake. But she had to stay focused on Craig and Sophia for Fiona’s sake.
Jenny looked at Thomas and tapped her phone screen. ‘The message?’  
Fiona looked like a balloon about to burst.
‘We’ve got nothing so far from the number.’
Fiona jumped out of her seat. ‘What about triangulation?’
Fiona had been sending Jenny constant emails and messages, researching everything from tracing texts to Craig’s client list.
Thomas shook his head. ‘Triangulation works best with calls, and even then it needs time to get an accurate fix.’ He pointed at the phone in Jenny’s hand. ‘This is a silent text, he’s using software to hide location data. We’ve got tech guys on it, they can sometimes reverse engineer around it, but it takes time.’
‘We don’t have time.’ Fiona paced around by the window, her silhouette against the skyline like a caged bird.  
‘It’s the content,’ Jenny said. ‘He knows we’re looking.’
Thomas put his hands out. ‘If he’s taken Sophia, he would assume we’re looking for him.’
‘There’s no fucking “if”,’ Fiona said, rubbing her wrist.
Jenny shook her head. ‘Come on, Thomas, it reads like he’s been tipped off, you know that.’
‘I know.’
‘And you know who we’ve spoken to already, so it has to be one of them.’
Thomas tilted his head. ‘Not necessarily, but I take your point.’
Fiona stopped pacing for a moment. ‘So what the fuck are you doing about it?’
‘Fiona,’ Jenny said. It was half-hearted though, Thomas was trying to help but she understood the heat of Fiona’s anger.
Thomas went on calmly. ‘We’re bringing all three in for questioning.’
That surprised Jenny and took the wind from Fiona’s sails.
‘We are taking this seriously, believe me.’
‘What can we do to help?’ Jenny said.
Thomas looked at Fiona, hanging by a thread. ‘It’s best if you leave it to us.’
Fiona laughed, a bark that shocked Jenny.
Jenny shook her head. ‘You know we can’t do that, right?’
Thomas looked from Jenny to Fiona then back again. He knew.
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DOROTHY
She was home, that was the main thing. A single night in hospital had reminded her that she missed this place, these people, more than anything. She looked around the kitchen, the hearth of her life for so many years. Jenny and Hannah fussed over her, kettle boiling, cushions plumped behind her back. They were trying to seem nonchalant. She took an inventory of herself, tried to be mindful of how her body felt. Her left arm throbbed under the bandages, her chest ached. She pictured her heart beating, lungs filling with air, making her ribs expand and contract like a squeezebox. The cuts and bruises on her face burned through the painkillers, she imagined new skin trying to form already, healing herself through willpower. Mind and body weren’t separate, they were the same, she could will this to happen.  
‘You OK?’ Jenny said.
This was the hundredth time Jenny had asked since she picked her up from hospital. There was something obscene about Jenny’s concern, the abdication of parenthood when your child has to worry about you. That wasn’t how things were supposed to be, but maybe Dorothy was just that age now. She was an old woman, as the pain of her body reminded her.
‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Please sit.’
She tapped the chair next to her and Jenny sat. Hannah leaned against a worktop and held Schrödinger in her arms. Dorothy thought of Einstein and felt her throat close, pain in her chest. That damn dog had given his life for her. She needed to see him but not right now, she couldn’t handle it.
‘Please tell me where we’re at with everything,’ she said.
Jenny and Hannah gave each other a look.
‘Never mind cases and funerals,’ Hannah said. ‘You’re not up to that.’
‘I’ll decide what I’m up to.’
‘Come on, Mum,’ Jenny said.
‘Goddamn it, I’m fine.’ Even saying that took it out of her, made her head throb.
She took in the looks from the other two, felt angry but acknowledged the feeling and tried to move past it.
‘Look, Abi’s at school, Indy’s on reception, Archie is downstairs. I need things to be like normal.’
She had a flash of the jaguar over her body, the stink of her breath, the musky scent. She placed her hands on the cup of herbal tea Jenny had made for her. She thought about Irishing up the tea, still some whisky in a cupboard, but that wasn’t the way through this.
She soaked up the heat from the mug into her palms. ‘Please.’
Hannah placed Schrödinger on the ground and went to the whiteboard.
‘I’m not getting far with José’s gaslighting aliens,’ she said, pointing at a web of names including his colleagues, Olivia and Rose McAllister.
‘Meaning what?’ Dorothy said.
‘He’s done this before,’ Hannah said. ‘He was sectioned. He seems to be losing the plot. Last time I met him he said he had a second message.’
‘Could someone be falsifying the data?’ Jenny said.
Hannah shook her head. ‘We’re talking real expert level here. José knows his stuff, if someone was tampering with the numbers he would surely realise.’
‘Maybe he doesn’t want to find an answer,’ Dorothy said.
‘Then why hire me?’
‘To prove he’s right.’
‘That there are aliens out there?’
Dorothy shrugged. ‘“Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.”’
‘What?’
Jenny smiled. ‘Sherlock Holmes, right?’
Dorothy had given those stories to Jenny as a teenager when they were struggling to stay in touch with each other.
Hannah wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t think so. I mean, I do think there’s intelligent life out there.’ She waved out the window at Bruntsfield Links gleaming in the sun. ‘But they’re not sending Morse code messages in English to a Spanish postgrad in Edinburgh.’
Dorothy took a sip of tea. ‘OK, how about Occam’s Razor, the simplest solution is most likely the right one.’
Hannah put on a thinking face. Dorothy wanted to get up and hug her beautiful, smart granddaughter and never let go.
Hannah tapped the whiteboard at Olivia’s name. ‘The girlfriend is the key.’
‘Why?’ Jenny said.
‘I don’t know yet, I need to speak to her again.’
Her tone put an end to questions.
Dorothy put a hand on top of Jenny’s. ‘What about your ill widow and the toyboy?’
Jenny shook her head. ‘M&M are accusing Francesco, and he’s accusing them.’
‘What?’
‘Vanessa’s kids are Maria and Matthew, M&M.’
‘So what’s your feeling?’
‘Francesco seems on the level. And it does feel like there’s something off about the twins.’
‘They’re twins?’ Hannah said.
Jenny nodded.
‘There you go,’ Hannah said. ‘Twins are always dodgy.’
Jenny laughed. ‘Maybe I’m blinded by the fact Francesco is a very beautiful man.’
Dorothy thought about how Jenny had been duped by her ex-husband. But they were all human, guided by fallible instincts.
Jenny seemed to remember something, turned to Hannah.
‘Han, what about the cameras?’
‘What about them?’
‘Are they working?’
‘As far as I know.’ Hannah pointed at Dorothy. ‘It’s not like we’ve had time to check the footage, we’ve been kind of busy.’
She was right. The jaguar, the foot, the other goddamn foot, the message from Craig, Sophia missing, Abi’s dad downstairs in a fridge, Einstein too, Indy’s parents as well, holy shit they were running out of room for all the death.
And the funerals, trying to keep a calm head for the bereaved among this seemed impossible. Dorothy looked at the funeral whiteboard, Erin Strachan, she didn’t even know who that was or what had killed her. Dorothy had always been on top of things, knowing the names of the people in the fridges, a little of who they were, who they’d left behind, the ripples they made in the universe.  
That was the worst thing just now, not her injuries or the absence of answers in the cases. She didn’t feel like she was here for people grieving, for the ones left with massive holes in their lives, unable to move on, desperate to say goodbye but also not wanting to. Archie downstairs, his mother gone peacefully a year ago, her own Jim only dead for eighteen months, and she sometimes forgot he was Jenny’s father, Hannah’s grandfather. And Indy, her parents dead and buried and dug up again. And the thousands of dead people who had passed through this place with so much history and personality, all gone, returned to the universe, their energy not extinguished but converted into other forms.  
Grief permeated everything, soaked into the house, through the floorboards, into the walls, down to the earth underneath where the roots of trees sucked it up into their branches and leaves. Pain and loss in the air around them, the atoms she was breathing right now into her damaged chest, coursing through the blood vessels in her arm. She rubbed the bandage, there would be a big scar. We carry scars to remind us that we’re still alive.
Her hands shook. Her eyes were blurry with tears which dropped onto the table where she’d made a thousand meals, had hundreds of arguments and laughing fits, where she hoped to have hundreds more if she could just keep going.
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HANNAH
Söderberg was busy, outdoor tables on Middle Meadow Walk were always going to attract punters in the sunshine. Hannah watched people in the street, dappled in shade from the large trees. She recognised someone from her undergrad studies at King’s Buildings, a redhead her age, gabbing excitedly with a friend as she strode past. Did Hannah look that happy, did she exude vitality?  
She watched the waitresses deliver pastries and coffees. She saw Olivia inside, hanging up her apron and collecting her things. Her hair was in a pleat that went around the top of her head like a bagel. Very Swedish for a Home Counties girl. Olivia left and Hannah waved a hand. Olivia spotted her and her face fell. She hesitated for a moment then came over.
‘Remember me?’ Hannah said as warmly as possible.
‘What do you want?’
‘We need to talk about José.’
Olivia was wearing the same hoop earrings and crucifix, which she touched nervously. She seemed to have more freckles than last time, was that possible? She twitched her nose like a rabbit.
‘Why?’ she said eventually.
‘I’m worried about him.’
That made her soften. She raised a hand to her forehead and pushed a strand of hair out the way. ‘Me too.’
Hannah waved a hand at the chair opposite. ‘Please.’
Olivia nodded and sat, placed her suede bag on the table, pushed her hands into the shaggy nap of it like it was a comfort blanket. She didn’t speak for a long time and Hannah kept the silence going to see if she would fill it. But she just looked down at her fingers massaging the bag.
Two toddlers chased a pigeon close to their table, giggling with their arms out. The bird hopped out of reach, then flustered its way into the trees. The mum of the toddlers called to them, but they stood staring at Hannah before leaving. She wondered if she and Indy would ever have kids. If they did, Indy would be the sensible mum.
‘How is he at the moment?’ Hannah said eventually.
Olivia looked up. ‘Not good.’
‘I spoke to him the other day.’ Hannah tried to remember when she’d been at the flat, but the days were blurring. ‘He seemed agitated.’
Olivia chewed her lip and looked down. ‘Yeah.’
Hannah put her hands on the table and leaned forward. She could smell Olivia’s sweat from the work shift, her perfume too, sharp and expensive. Her tanned skin was perfect and glowing. ‘When he first spoke to me he asked me to find out who was pranking him.’
Olivia nodded.
‘But now it’s like he wants me to prove it’s extraterrestrial. He wants me to believe.’
Olivia swallowed.  
‘Was he like this before?’
Olivia looked up. ‘Before what?’
‘The last time,’ Hannah said. ‘Tell me about when he was sectioned.’
A middle-aged woman on roller-skates made a racket heading down the slope towards the Meadows.
‘I’m worried it’s going that way again,’ Olivia said.
‘Tell me.’
‘But he’s not confiding in me this time, he’s talking to you instead.’
Hannah tried the silent treatment some more.
Olivia touched the tiny blonde hairs on her forearm, then her earring.
‘He came back from the lab one day, said he’d been doing this extra-curricular stuff.’
‘The planet-hunter thing?’
Olivia nodded. ‘Said there was something odd in the data. I didn’t really understand, I still don’t. I get that he’s passionate about this stuff, and I really support him, but he gets so intense.’
‘What about the data?’
Olivia rubbed her bag again for comfort. ‘He didn’t think anyone was playing a trick on him, not back then, at least he never said so to me.’
‘Did he tell you what the message was?’
Olivia held Hannah’s gaze for a moment then looked around her. ‘They said they were waiting for him.’
‘What happened?’
‘He just got more and more lost in it. Stopped going into the lab, stopped washing and eating, rambled constantly, checking online for similar stories, analysing more data. He never left the house.’
She paused and Hannah looked at her closely. Nervous movements like a fox ready to run.
‘I had no one to talk to about it. We’re on our own here, don’t really know anyone.’
Olivia waved a hand at the people walking up and down the path.  
‘And?’
‘It got much worse, I thought he’d lost his mind. He was obsessed. In the movies that’s portrayed glamorously, but it was horrible. I couldn’t get him to look at me or hold a conversation, he didn’t sleep for days, I was worried sick.’
‘Was he violent?’
‘Nothing like that. If that happened, I would’ve left.’
Olivia’s head and hands were trembling now. A tear dropped onto her bag and darkened the suede. She looked up, eyes wet.
‘I couldn’t handle it, I had my own shit to deal with.’
‘What do you mean?’
Olivia swallowed. ‘I’d had a miscarriage a few weeks before. It was early days, but still.’
‘I’m so sorry.’
‘Just when I needed a supportive boyfriend. I couldn’t take it.’
‘What happened?’
‘I tricked him into visiting a doctor. He was babbling and hallucinating from lack of sleep. The doctor got him assessed by a crisis team, they put him into a ward at the psychiatric hospital in Morningside. They medicated him, stuck him on a drip. He was eventually diagnosed as schizophrenic, but that covers a whole lot of stuff.’
Hannah nodded, she’d had her own mental-health shit to deal with over the years.
‘He was only in for a few days,’ Olivia said. ‘Sleep and medication made a massive difference.’
‘Is he still taking the medication?’
‘As far as I know.’
An old woman with a crutch hobbled past, talking loudly to her husband about a knee operation coming soon. Olivia glanced at them.
‘I can’t handle it if he slides back into that shit,’ she said. ‘I can’t go through it again, especially not now.’
Olivia rubbed her crucifix between thumb and finger. Everyone needs support, whatever form it takes.
‘What do you mean, especially now?’
Olivia looked up at the trees, pigeons roosting in the high branches. She looked back at Hannah and placed a hand on her stomach.
‘I’m pregnant again.’
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DOROTHY
She looked at Einstein’s remains and felt her tongue start to sweat, tried to quell the rising sickness. She’d seen bodies in all states, decapitated, hit by a high-speed train, churned up in an industrial blender. Two years ago she lay with her dead husband upstairs for hours before she alerted anyone else. She looked at Einstein’s dismembered and partially eaten body, a dog who came into her life in the back of a crashed stolen car. A dog who gave his life to save hers.  
Einstein lay on a tray in the embalming room. Archie was out picking up a body so she had the place to herself. The light was low and she felt the chill from the air con against her neck. Her bandaged arm throbbed with pain. The dog’s head and legs were intact, but in between was a bloody mess of fur, bone and sinew, his ribcage smashed by the cat’s jaws, flesh and guts gnawed out. His spine was intact, linking the head to the rear legs and tail, the tail that thumped on the floor every time Dorothy came through the door. He’d bonded with Dorothy quickly after the disaster of his last owner. And she needed him, still grieving for Jim, she soaked up the unconditional love. She reached out and ran a finger down his back, tickled behind his ear, then touched the scar tissue at the eye socket where he’d been injured long ago. She made herself look at the mess of his body, ragged skin and fur hanging over a rib. She imagined that broken ribcage rising and falling, pictured Einstein panting in the sun after a walk, or shivering in the draughty air con, or trotting back to her in the park with a foot in his mouth.
Anxiety swam up her body and she tried to swallow it down. Decades of meditation didn’t help. Her tears fell on Einstein’s nose and she leaned down and kissed him there. She could smell him, his usual dog smell mixed with rotting flesh and the metal tang of blood.
She left and walked quickly through the house, past Indy at reception, up two flights of stairs to the studio, strode to the drum kit, her ribs aching as she moved, the scratches on her neck throbbing too, her arm burning away, reminding her what Einstein had done, what the jaguar did. She put headphones on and picked up her drumsticks. The sunburst Gretsch kit gleamed in the light beaming through the window and Dorothy looked out, the tops of trees and tenement flats, Edinburgh Castle built into the rock, Salisbury Crags jutting above the city like a ski ramp, the Meadows sprawling between, masses of parkland and trees and bushes and big gardens for the cat to be hiding in. She wondered if Whiskers would remain free forever, make her way to the Pentlands, or north into the Highlands where there was more space to roam.
She picked an early Neil Young playlist and began to drum along. She needed something simple but with soul, something to lose herself in. But her arm screamed in pain, the ache of her ribs pulsing in time with the beat and her movement. ‘Heart of Gold’ was simple 4/4, but needed close control on the snare, Young’s voice struggling as he said he was getting old, Holy Christ she could relate to that, her body felt like it would never heal again. And maybe it wouldn’t, when you got to her age every little thing left a mark, her life was a collection of physical and mental scars, wounds that she carried, and all the mindfulness in the world couldn’t combat that.
‘Harvest Moon’ needed brushes but she didn’t have any handy, just leaned in and rolled the sticks lightly on the snare, an old shuffle beat. She loved the Laurel Canyon stuff, had a place in her heart that was always California. There was something beautiful about the hippy ethic, although the truth about peace and love was just the same old misogyny, guys fucking around with impunity, women paying the price. Her left arm raged but she thought she was holding it together until the 3/4 sway of ‘Only Love Can Break Your Heart’. She moved to the ride cymbal, then the harmonies kicked in on the chorus and she felt them overwhelm her, tears running down her face, ugly sobs in her throat, but she didn’t stop, kept the beat, the only thing that mattered, tears on the snare drum darkening the skin, then that chorus again, goddamn, it was the weakness in his voice that made it, singing about his world falling apart.
She looked up and realised Indy was at the studio door. She pressed pause and took the headphones off.
‘Someone wants to speak to you,’ Indy said.
Dorothy wiped at her eyes and cheeks. ‘Who?’
‘She says she’s Mrs Winters,’ Indy said, eyebrows raised.

Dorothy fanned at her face outside the arranging room, tried to get the blood from her cheeks. She opened the door and saw Edith Winters sitting on a large leather sofa. This was a room to impress customers, oak fittings, egg-and-dart cornicing, ornate fireplace, large lily bouquet on the coffee table. It smelled of a respectable, long-running family business.
The word that sprang to Dorothy’s mind about Edith was self-contained. She was small, hands in her lap, cardigan and slacks, comfy shoes. She seemed to be trying not to take up too much space in the world, and Dorothy wondered about that. She was late fifties or early sixties, but something about her demeanour, her set hair and closed face, made her seem older. Dorothy tried to imagine her behind a drum kit but couldn’t.
‘Mrs Winters.’
Edith stood and held out a hand, solid handshake.  
Dorothy sat. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’
Edith was stony-faced. Dorothy thought of her own tears minutes ago. Everyone is different.
Edith nodded out of the window at the garden. ‘Is that where he did it?’
It took Dorothy a moment to understand. ‘Yes.’
‘We are good Christian folk.’ Edith gripped her hands tight in her lap. ‘I don’t believe it.’
Dorothy frowned. ‘What exactly did the police tell you?’
She’d passed Edith’s details to Thomas so an officer would get in touch.
Edith stuck her chin out. ‘That he hung himself from a tree.’ She pointed out of the window. ‘That tree?’
Jesus, why hadn’t Dorothy used a room on the other side of the house? ‘Yes.’
‘Did you see it?’
‘I came home later, my daughter had cut him down by then.’
‘So you don’t know it was suicide.’
Dorothy narrowed her eyes. ‘The police think it’s fairly clear.’
Edith shook her head. ‘My Derek wouldn’t do that.’
Dorothy bit her tongue. The man abused his daughter for years, he didn’t hold the moral high ground. She didn’t know how much Edith knew and didn’t want to bludgeon her with any details.
‘We never know what others are going through,’ Dorothy said.
Edith’s neck muscles tightened. ‘He wasn’t going through anything.’ Her words dripped with anger. ‘We were happily married for thirty-five years.’
Oh boy. Dorothy didn’t know how to address that level of denial. Maybe Edith just didn’t know, maybe she was clueless. Can a mother really live in the same house with her husband and daughter for years and not know?
‘What else did the police say?’
‘They said you want to do the funeral, which seems a bit rich, him dying in your garden.’
‘I had nothing to do with it, Abi said she wanted the Skelfs to handle the ceremony.’
Edith rubbed her hands together and stared at Dorothy like she’d lost her mind. ‘Who the hell is Abi?’
Dorothy looked at her for a long time, trying to work out something from the way her face was set, the way her body moved. She didn’t know and now Dorothy would have to tell her.
‘Abi is your granddaughter,’ Dorothy said. ‘Why do you think Derek was here?’
Edith looked confused. ‘I don’t have a granddaughter.’
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JENNY
A lot of being a private investigator was boring, she hadn’t realised that when she started. Waiting, watching and online snooping took up a lot of time, then there was this, staring at her laptop sifting through footage from the cameras in Vanessa’s place.  
She looked around the busy Skylark. She’d turned up at the Chalmers twins’ place too early, to catch them unawares. One of the dumb secrets of PI work was to catch folk by surprise. But there was no answer. She toyed with the idea of breaking in but decided against for now. She still couldn’t get a handle on this case. They were employing her yet they seemed the most suspicious people involved. She knew of cases where the perpetrator of a crime called in an investigator to prove how much smarter they were, that they could get away with the scrutiny. But that didn’t fit Maria and Matthew, they were too weird, too stupid.
She looked at her laptop, checked the kitchen footage first. The files on the Cloud were time-stamped and the cameras were motion sensitive, so only worked when something moved in the room. Thankfully they didn’t have a cat or dog, Jenny had made that mistake before, sat through hours of Rover licking his balls. But the kitchen stuff was just Francesco cooking and tidying up, preparing stuff for Vanessa and himself. She watched closely in case he was slipping something into the food, but she didn’t see anything. Frankie spent a lot of time in the kitchen, Italian men love their food.
A tattooed young waitress with black eyeliner, fringe and a Black Lives Matter T-shirt took Jenny’s empty coffee cup with a smile. Jenny watched her walk away thinking that Hannah’s generation were so much more clued up than she was. She’d gone on marches and held placards, but the organised resistance and protest of millennials was a hundred times more effective.
She switched to the bedroom footage, but there was loads of Vanessa reading in bed, dozing, sipping water. Jenny fast forwarded, narrowed her eyes, looking for anything. The room got darker, bedside lamp came on, then Francesco was there, climbing into bed with her, disappearing under the covers as he went down on her, his head bobbing comically in fast forward. For a long time. Vanessa’s face contorted in pleasure, her hands gripping the covers. Jenny checked the clock on the footage, eight minutes, ten, fifteen, twenty. Jesus, lucky woman. Then he stripped off, the covers fell away and he started gently fucking her. Jenny paused the video and looked around. She felt dirty. The young mum at the next table had two toddlers fighting over a piece of pasta and a crayon. The place was small, tables close together. She looked at the frozen image on the screen, Frankie’s arse in the air, lighter than the rest of his skin, a beacon of light in the gloom. She thought about fucking Liam and couldn’t believe it was a year since she had sex. How had that happened? She used to be so confident about her body, her sexuality, but Craig destroyed that once when they divorced, again when he tried to kill her. Maybe her abandoning Liam was a cowardly act, something to keep a distance from real emotion, from possible love.
The mum at the next table glanced at Jenny’s laptop and couldn’t hide her surprise, turned too quickly to settle her kids, cheeks flushed. Jenny shut the laptop and gathered her things, paid at the bar and left feeling flustered.  
She’d calmed down by Durham Avenue, smiled at that pampas grass in the garden, wondered if a healthy sex life ran in the Chalmers family, or if these two were as weird in the sack as they seemed out of it.
Maria opened the door without speaking, holding a roll of parcel tape, and walked back to the kitchen. Jenny followed. Matthew was at the computer, Maria parcelling ceramic ornaments and knick-knacks in bubble wrap and packaging.  
‘What did you find?’ Maria said.
There was no introduction, no offer of a cuppa. Jenny wondered how long the twins had been in this house together, no fresh air, no normal conversation. They were wearing the same shapeless outfits as before, more stains, a smell of sweat and burnt meat in the kitchen, frying pan on the dirty stove, pile of dishes in the sink. Jenny was no house-proud freak but these two needed to get their shit together.
‘I asked you a question,’ Maria said.
Jenny thought about her laptop, the frozen image of Frankie’s pale bum as he fucked their bedridden mother. ‘I’m still working on a few things.’
Matthew stopped scrolling on the computer and stared at her, giving her the creeps. Maria held the parcel tape like a gun.
‘Did you put cameras in the house?’
Jenny wanted to get up and leave. ‘Yes.’
‘And?’
‘We haven’t found anything yet.’
‘I want to see the footage.’
Jenny’s fingers tightened on her bag. ‘We’re still analysing. There’s a lot of dross to go through.’
Maria stared at her. ‘As soon as you’re done. We’re paying, I want to see it all.’
Jenny wanted to pull her computer out, show Francesco at work, but she stayed still.
Maria held out her hand. ‘Keys.’
‘What?’
‘The house keys, I need them back.’
‘Of course.’ Jenny scrambled in her bag, fished them out and placed them on the table. A ceramic mouse dressed as a peasant girl stared up at her. She flashed back to Queenie’s embalmed mice on her shelf. She went to touch the ceramic and Maria grabbed it.
‘That’s worth a lot of money,’ she said.
Jenny couldn’t help shaking her head.
‘You don’t approve,’ Maria said. It was not a question. ‘You think you’re better than us.’
‘That’s not true,’ Jenny said, though it was a hundred percent true. She wasn’t fucking perfect but she didn’t live like this and spend her time snooping on her own mother.
Maria threw a glance at Matthew, who held her gaze for an uncomfortable time. ‘We’re going to declare her mentally incompetent. We’re putting her in a home.’
Jenny let out a laugh and covered her mouth. ‘Sorry, there’s no evidence for that.’
‘There is,’ Maria said. Matthew had his head down now. ‘She’s lost her mind with grief, first Dad, now Gran.’
Jenny shook her head. ‘You’re crazy.’
Maria tensed up.  
‘We’re not crazy,’ she shouted. ‘Mum is.’
Jenny stood up. ‘This is pathetic. Have you even seen Vanessa since your gran’s funeral? She’s physically ill, not mentally. She needs her family around her, not this shit.’
Having said that, Jenny doubted Vanessa needed these two skid marks anywhere near her. Getting fucked by Frankie seemed to suit her just fine, even if she was ill and getting worse. She thought about Craig’s change of plea in prison, to diminished responsibility. Was it that easy to make out someone was crazy, so they didn’t have to face any legal consequences? Fuck that shit.
‘I can’t work on this case anymore,’ Jenny said, straightening her shoulders.  
Maria took a step forward, parcel tape at her side. Jenny kept an eye out in case she swung it at her face.
‘We’re in the right,’ Maria said.
‘You’re not,’ Jenny said, ‘and I’ll have no part in what you’re doing.’
‘We won’t pay you.’
‘I don’t give a shit.’
‘And I want that camera footage.’
Jenny laughed. ‘No chance.’
‘We’ll take the Skelfs to court.’
Jenny shook her head and stepped up to Maria. ‘Just fucking try.’
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DOROTHY
She sat on a bench in the garden and sipped green tea. She looked at the pine and oak, the large hedge along the wall, dandelions and daisies springing through the grass. Blue tits were on a feeder hanging from a high branch, to keep the birds from Schrödinger’s claws. So much death had passed through this garden, bodies coming to the embalming room, bodies going out to crems, cemeteries, churches, woodland burials. People going on a trip they would never come back from. Thousands of souls. She tried to work it out. The Skelf family had been funeral directors for over a hundred years, always in this big house, bought and converted by Old John Skelf. A few funerals a week, fifty-two weeks a year, a hundred years made twenty-five thousand, an army of the dead.
She looked at the tree where Derek hanged himself. It would’ve been a sapling when Old John started the business. Planting trees was about planning for after you were gone, longevity. What would John have thought of Derek hanging himself here? What would he think of an elderly Californian woman in charge of his legacy? She liked to think he’d be open-minded but he was a man of his time, staunch Protestant, buttoned-up and conservative.
Dorothy looked at the house, there were now five women living in it. Schrödinger appeared round the corner, he’d never been far from her since Einstein died. Maybe he was freaked by the jaguar out there, had caught a scent on the wind. Her arm throbbed with pain, her ribs grumbled as her breathing increased and she felt a wet cloth smother her as she tried to breathe her way out of a panic attack. She felt Schrödinger’s fur under her fingers, his body looping round her legs, then he leapt onto her lap.
‘Jesus.’ She tried to calm down, stroked the cat.
Movement at the end of the driveway made her jump but it was only Esha and Ravi walking slowly towards her. She smiled and rose from the bench, her body reminding her how old she was. Esha and Ravi were older, moved a little slower, and she understood that, moving carefully through the world. But she missed the version of herself who used to cartwheel on the beach in Pismo, the Dorothy who chased toddler Jenny across the Links, the woman who used to fuck her new husband two or three times in a night in the bedroom upstairs. Those women were ghosts to her now, fading at the edges.
Indy and Hannah came out of the house. They all reached each other and swapped hugs, Ravi giving Indy a warm cuddle that filled Dorothy’s heart. She’d hardly heard him speak since he got here. It was easy to dismiss the quiet ones, to forget everyone has an inner life as vivid as your own.
‘We would like to see Pratik and Giva,’ Esha said.
Indy led the way through the house into the back rooms, everyone following. Archie was in the workshop putting together coffins, the smell of sawdust in the air. The embalming room was spotless and cold. Dorothy thought of Einstein in one of the fridges, and the foot in another. The police still had the second one.  
Indy opened two fridges and pulled out the trays. The coffins were still wrapped in blue tarps. This must be so hard for her. She stood back, hands together. Hannah placed an arm around her.  
‘I want to see them,’ Esha said to Indy.
Indy swallowed hard. ‘No.’ Her voice cracked.
‘I’d strongly advise against that,’ Dorothy said.
Esha turned and Ravi shrunk into the background.
‘It’s our right to see them before they’re gone,’ she said.
‘They’ve been in the ground five years,’ Dorothy said.
Indy shook her head.
‘They should never have been in the ground,’ Esha said. ‘I’m sorry, we have to see them.’
‘I think that’s a mistake,’ Dorothy said.
‘I won’t do it,’ Indy said.
Hannah stepped forward. ‘I’ll do it.’
Esha stared at her. ‘What?’
‘I’ll open the coffins for you.’ She turned to Indy and lowered her voice. ‘Wait outside. This will be over soon.’
Indy wiped away tears. Dorothy guided her out of the room to the garage where the van and hearse were parked. The garage doors were open and sunlight streamed in. Indy leaned against the hearse and burst into tears, hair covering her face, hands on her thighs as Dorothy wrapped arms around her, felt her own ribs cry in pain. She pulled Indy tighter, smelled her skin and hair, felt her chest against her own, heaving in and out as she breathed in irregular gasps, her heartbeat slowly calming, Indy’s hands grabbing Dorothy’s back as if she was a life raft in a storm. They stood like that for a long time.
Eventually Indy pulled away, held Dorothy’s elbows as she laughed at her tears but didn’t try to wipe them away.
‘It’s OK,’ Dorothy said.
Indy swallowed. ‘It’s not.’
‘I know it’s not, but it will be.’
‘When?’ Indy said. ‘When does the pain go away?’
Dorothy stared at her beautiful green eyes and wished she had an answer.  
‘It doesn’t,’ she said. ‘Grief never stops, you just have to make it a part of you that you can live with.’
It wasn’t enough but it was the truth as Dorothy had found it. Indy came in for another hug and Dorothy held on to her for as long as it took.
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HANNAH
Hannah manoeuvred the hearse through traffic on Lothian Road. She wouldn’t normally drive in the centre of town but it was the easiest way between Morningside and Trinity. When Mum had given her the list of Charlotte Cross’s rental properties she’d run through it with the map on her phone, ordered the eight flats so she could make it between them efficiently. She’d been to seven over the last few hours and she was bone tired. This was donkeywork but she had to do it, Gran was still recovering at home and Mum was chasing the ill widow case.  
She should be back at the house with Indy after what she’d been through. Hannah shivered as she remembered the decomposed remains of Giva and Pratik in their mud-stained coffins, Esha and Ravi’s faces as they stared at the flesh hanging off bones, the mushy stew of decay that the bodies had become. Ravi had burst into tears. Maybe he’d been silently waiting for that moment the whole trip. In contrast Esha stood stoically, fingers touching the edge of her son’s coffin as if she needed to be connected to the world.  
The truth was Hannah hadn’t volunteered for this driving job out of obligation. Her half-sister was missing, her fuckwad dad was still out there, and one of these properties could give them a lead. She’d imagined walking up to one of the flats, ringing the doorbell and Craig answering. She would smack him with a fist so hard he would fly through the apartment and break the wall at the back, as if Hannah had superhero strength.
But all the visits had been prosaic. Cross Holdings rented to students, part of a colossal moneymaking scheme in Edinburgh, accommodation sprouting up everywhere, an easy way to coin it in. Hannah had rung doorbells, pressed buzzers, doorstepped a cross-section of student life. Someone just getting out of bed or coming from the shower, or zoned out on their phones. She was the same age as them but felt much older. She spun the ring on her finger as she turned into East Fettes Avenue, thought about Indy saying they should get married straight away. She loved the idea but how could they get married in the middle of this?
She remembered being parked in this road two years ago, stalking the lecturer she suspected of killing her friend Mel. So many ghosts in this city. She turned into Ferry Road then left past the bigger houses of Trinity. She eventually hit Starbank Road, the sea in front of her, the old harbours of Granton and Newhaven either side. She found number twenty-seven and pulled in, the hearse getting a double-take from an old woman hirpling along the pavement. Not your time yet, dear.
She got out with a deep breath. This was the last one on the list. She knew she was just ruling stuff out but she couldn’t stop her chest beginning to flutter. What if he was here? But he was more likely on one of Seb Anster’s estates across the country. If he’d stayed in Edinburgh someone would’ve spotted him.
She pressed the buzzer, four names alongside, standard student set-up.  
‘Hello?’  
‘Hi, this is Hannah Waverley, I work for Cross Holdings, can I come up?’
Hesitation, maybe thinking about the mess of the flat, shit, here was the landlord. Eventually she got buzzed in, went to the top floor. There was a small window in the stairwell looking out to the sea. The door opened and a teenage woman stood there in baggy sweatshirt and large glasses. Hannah’s heart sank. What was she expecting, her dad with his hands out waiting to be handcuffed and taken into custody?
Hannah put on a beam and stuck her hand out. She was wearing a smart skirt and blouse she’d nabbed from Indy, young professional look.
‘Hannah.’
‘Misha. Is something wrong?’
‘Not at all,’ Hannah said, lifting the iPad she’d brought with her. ‘This is just a routine check. I was in the area and thought I’d pop by.’
Misha frowned. ‘You have to give notice before inspecting the place.’
Hannah shook her head, still grinning. ‘Nothing like that, we just want to check everything’s OK in the flat, you don’t have any issues?’
‘We’ve been paying the rent.’
Students were right to be suspicious of landlords.  
‘I meant anything that needs dealing with in the property.’
Misha relaxed a little. ‘I don’t think so. There was mould in the bathroom but your guy fixed the fan, it’s all good.’
Hannah touched the iPad screen. ‘That’s great. And you are Misha…’
She let her finger hover.
‘Flood.’
‘Flood, that’s right. Can you confirm the other tenants’ names, just so we’re up to date?’
Misha rattled off three more names. Hannah nodded and pretended to care.
‘And can you just confirm the contact info you have for us?’
Misha took out her phone, scrolled, read out the email, office and mobile numbers Hannah had already heard seven times.
‘What about this other number I have?’ Misha said.
‘Other number?’
Misha nodded. ‘It’s a landline. Your boss said to try it one weekend we had a boiler problem. Said she couldn’t get mobile reception there.’
Hannah felt something in her chest. ‘Can you read it out?’
Hannah typed as Misha said the numbers. This was something.
‘That’s just for emergencies,’ she said.  
‘I never used it.’
‘Did Ms Cross say where the landline was for?’
Misha took a step forward and pointed a thumb out the stairwell window at the sea. ‘The East Neuk, I think. Said she had a holiday home there.’
Hannah stared out of the window at the brown slab of the Forth, the thin smudge of Fife in the distance, and wondered about that holiday home.
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DOROTHY
Mortonhall Crem was packed out. The whole Meadows Tennis Club had come to say goodbye to Erin Strachan, along with her university mates, old school friends, and a large family spread around Erin’s distraught mother. Dorothy and Archie wheeled the coffin down the aisle and were joined by Erin’s father and three brothers at the plinth. They lifted it between them. Dorothy arranged the bouquet and sat.
This was all so familiar to her. The seventies décor of the building, the echoing words of the minister, the insufferable pain of the front row. A twenty-one-year-old was very hard, and sudden death from a stroke made it harder. Dorothy had got the medical details from Erin’s mum, suddenly an expert in intracerebral haemorrhage. She’d channelled her grief into finding a reason, but Erin had no congenital condition that predisposed her to stroke, no high-risk factors, normal blood pressure, cholesterol and triglycerides, healthy lifestyle, not a smoker or drug taker. Yet she keeled over playing an easy backhand at the net in a tennis game and that was that. What was the Beckett thing? ‘I can’t go on, I’ll go on.’  
Erin’s youngest brother read a short Raymond Carver poem, then the eldest tried to give a eulogy, broke down in tears, his parents sobbing too. You didn’t often see grown men cry in Scotland but Alex Strachan was shaking with grief, clutching his wife’s hand as if they could save each other from drowning.
Dorothy imagined Hannah in the coffin and felt herself well up. She thought of Einstein torn to pieces, two bodies out there without feet. She remembered watching her husband’s body burn in her back garden. She felt Archie’s hand on her back but didn’t stop, kept channelling the grief of the world.

Winona Pepe came out of the enclosure smelling of raw meat. Dorothy had watched her empty buckets of the stuff while the tigers were being held inside, their guttural roars as they smelled the food making Dorothy’s ribcage shudder. Winona dumped the buckets and washed her hands long and hard at the sink. She joined Dorothy at the Perspex window as the tigers were released. Dharma and Maya sauntered towards lunch and began ripping the flesh apart. Part of the meal was a deer’s leg and Dharma’s teeth sunk into the thigh as her muzzle turned red. Dorothy thought of Whiskers gnawing at her arm, heard Einstein bark in her mind, felt the weight on her chest stopping her from breathing.
‘Are you OK?’ Winona said.
Dorothy nodded. ‘They’re incredible, aren’t they?’
Winona smiled but didn’t take her eyes off the tigers. ‘I love them.’
The way she said it, quietly but with force, Dorothy felt that love.
‘So, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ Winona said.
Dorothy turned. There was something very likeable about Winona. She was so comfortable with herself, tattoos and bright hair, the musty smell of tigers on her skin. There was something attractive about people who’d found their place in life. She wondered if she gave off the same air.
‘I met Whiskers,’ she said.
It took Winona a moment to twig. She looked at Dorothy’s bandaged arm and raised her eyebrows.
‘Yeah,’ Dorothy said.
Winona’s eyes went wide. ‘Holy shit, are you OK?’
Dorothy touched the bandage. ‘This is the worst of it. And some bruised ribs.’ She lowered her eyes. ‘My dog didn’t make it.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘He saved me.’ If she kept saying it she might feel the truth in her bones.
‘What’s she like?’ Winona said. ‘Whiskers, I mean.’
Dorothy thought about the question. ‘She’s beautiful.’ The jaguar wasn’t really black, she’d noticed as Whiskers came at her, she had a spotted pattern under the darkness, like an oil slick on the surface of her body.
‘I bet,’ Winona said. ‘But terrifying.’
‘For sure.’
Maya snarled at his mate in the enclosure, a throaty growl that seemed to shake the earth. Dharma stood her ground, not removing her teeth from the deer leg but turning to face him, showing off her prize. Maya slunk away with a chunk of flesh of his own.
‘I want to ask you all about it,’ Winona said. ‘But I guess you’re not too keen on reliving it.’
‘Not really.’
‘Fair enough.’ Winona looked inside the enclosure for a long time, then turned. ‘So why are you here?’
Why was Dorothy here? She liked to read novels where the characters knew everything about their own motivations, why they did what they did, how they logically came to the right conclusions. But real life wasn’t like that. It was a chaotic mix of intuition and farce, we all stumble along trying to find meaning as we go, reverse engineering motives and reasons, trying to make a linear story from the mess of existence.
‘Honestly, I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I just need to find out more. It sounds stupid but I feel a connection to that animal now. She could easily have killed me but she didn’t. I was so lucky. I want to find her and make sure she’s OK, make sure no idiot ends up shooting her.’
To Dorothy’s surprise Winona wrapped her in a hug. Her ribs moaned with pain, but she welcomed the embrace all the same. Eventually she pulled away.  
‘You said before there are private breeders wherever there’s money.’
‘That’s right.’
‘But you’d need expert knowledge too, right?’
‘Sure.’
‘I wondered if someone who used to work here might be involved, someone who seemed a bit off or had a grudge?’
Winona considered the question carefully, narrowed her eyes. ‘I’ve been here six years and we have a pretty stable team. It’s not the kind of job people do for a couple of years, tends to be for life once you’re into it.’
‘No disgruntled employees?’
Winona smiled. ‘Honestly, no. I pride myself on looking after the team and we’re close-knit. I’m sure none of them would be involved in anything like this. It’s so bad for the cats, like imprisonment or torture, really.’
Dorothy rubbed at her bandage and nodded. ‘What about before you were here?’
Winona rubbed her chin. ‘The guy I took over from, Neil Unwin, I never heard anything bad about him but he was old school.’
‘Where is he now?’
‘Took early retirement,’ Winona said. ‘He knew which way the wind was blowing with zoo policy and animal treatment.’
‘Any idea how I can get in touch with him?’
‘I’ll have his address in the office, come on.’
She walked away from the enclosure and Dorothy followed, as Dharma let out another roar, reminding the world she was a force to be reckoned with.
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JENNY
She’d thought this case was done but then remembered the cameras. She should never have taken the job from the Chalmers twins, it was a bin fire, ungrateful kids having a pop at their ill and grieving mother. The Skelfs tried to take cases that felt right, but this had felt wrong from the start. The sun was on her back as she walked down Strathearn Road on her way to grovel at Vanessa’s bedside to get the cameras back. She expected Vanessa to say no, have Frankie chuck her out. She stopped at the crossroads and thought about turning back, fuck the cameras, fuck the expense, save her embarrassment. But she wanted to tell Vanessa what a pair of shits her kids were, what they were planning to do, so she could prepare.
She walked along Beauford Road past the high wall of Grange Cemetery, the tops of trees waving from the other side like they were living embodiments of the deceased. Which they kind of were, given that dead bodies had fed those trees for decades. She imagined ghosts haunting the waving branches and shimmering leaves.
A painter’s van drove past and she thought of Liam. It didn’t take much for her mind to turn to him, he was always under the surface. He was a talented artist, not a decorator, a confusion they encountered a few times while a couple when Jenny introduced him as a painter. He cringed, couldn’t get his head round the idea he was a creative person rather than a civil-service drone.  
She got her phone out her pocket as she walked along Grange Road, checked Liam’s socials. He wasn’t on Twitter, didn’t use Facebook that much, but kept an active Insta account, random pictures, his artistic eye naturally framing them in an interesting way. Here was a wall of graffiti by the Water of Leith, then an Anthony Gormley statue in the river, then a shot of a tree growing through a fence, reminiscent of his own organically alien paintings. She went back to Facebook and flicked through his images, stopping at one from fifteen months ago, the two of them in a beer garden in Leith, wrapped up warm against the spring chill. Why had she destroyed that?
She reached Cumin Place and put her phone away. Smelled the air like she always did at the sight of the street name. But all she could smell was cut grass that went with the drone of a lawnmower. She reached Vanessa’s house and steeled herself. She hadn’t planned what to say, was prepared to be shouted at.
She rang the doorbell and waited for the shadow of Francesco in the doorway. She pictured his pale bum thrusting up and down on the camera footage, then thought of Liam again.
No answer, maybe Frankie was on an errand, or maybe he was in her bed right now, under the covers, giving her pleasure.
Christ, Jenny needed to get laid.
She rang the doorbell again. Nothing. The smell of burgers came and went, the lawnmower buzz rattled in her head. She tried the door handle. Locked. Something about the stillness made her think, and she walked past the front rooms and along the side wall. She thought of Hannah’s escape through the patio doors. She thought of the cameras still in the house.
She reached the back of the house, the door to the kitchen. She tried it, locked. She walked further round, garden opening to her left, small paved area next to the large windows on the right. She got to the doors and stepped out, no point being coy about it.  
Vanessa was asleep in bed, covers jumbled over her, legs splayed out to the side. Jenny stood for a second, then tapped on the glass. Vanessa didn’t move. She tapped louder. Nothing. And something about her grey face, she’d always had a pallor since Jenny met her, but this was different. Jenny looked at the mess of covers then tried the sliding door and it opened. She stepped inside.  
‘Vanessa?’ Quietly first, then louder. ‘Vanessa.’
There was a smell, not just the staleness of a bedroom, but acrid too, sharp underneath. Jenny took a deep breath and felt sick.
‘Vanessa.’
She knew it was no use. Somewhere on the edge of her senses she knew something was wrong. She looked around the room then back at Vanessa, like the statue of a fallen woman. She approached the bed and put her hand out, touched Vanessa’s hand draped over the edge of the bed.
Cold, like the corpses she handled at the house.
She stood holding Vanessa’s hand for a long time, head bowed, swallowing over and over and trying to spread warmth from herself to the body on the bed.
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HANNAH
Hannah gawped at the view from Rose McAllister’s corner office, ogling the city full of green space. To her left was Blackford Hill, the golf course and gorse of Braid Hills just beyond. Then further away were the Pentlands where you could walk for miles and not see another soul. She looked at Craiglockhart Hill then Corstorphine to the west, could make out the tangle of bridge supports beyond. Then she looked closer at the castle, the Royal Mile, the monuments of Calton Hill. Her own flat was amongst the treetops of the Meadows, where Esha and Ravi were staying. And her gran’s house too. And the big cat, and the dead bodies that matched the feet, and the people responsible. Then she looked east, the stretch of Salisbury Crags, Thomas’s police station in its shadow, Arthur’s Seat and Crow Hill where they’d spread the ashes of a lost boy a year ago. Then further east to Berwick Law and she could even make out the white knuckle of the Bass Rock. She felt a sudden rush, overwhelmed by all the lives in the city, all the losses and heartbreaks, small victories and disasters, people trying to catch a break. And all those trees, like a parallel society, releasing seeds and spores, living and dying amongst us unnoticed.
‘Sorry,’ Rose said, diving into the office. ‘Last minute student snafu.’
She threw a big smile at Hannah, who felt a glow. Some people just had charisma and could make you feel good. She was glad she would be working for this woman from September.
‘Sit.’ Rose went behind her desk, logged into her laptop and lifted some printout pages. ‘Sorry, I like to work on paper sometimes, such an old dinosaur. And the poor trees.’
Hannah looked around the office, a huge star map took up one wall. She spotted Sirius, Antares, Vega, stars she knew more from sci-fi than physics so far, but that would change with her postgrad work. On the other wall a poster of the Arecibo radio telescope in Puerto Rico, a humungous grey dish embedded in an expanse of jungled mountains, trees and vines on every side.
‘So,’ Rose said, lifting a pencil and tapping the pages. ‘Want to give me some context?’
Hannah had sent her José’s data. She wasn’t smart enough to analyse the information he’d given her on a flash drive so she emailed the only person she knew was able to give her an answer.
‘I just thought you might be interested enough to take a look, that’s all.’
Hannah tried to keep her head up, eye contact, but she felt blood rising to her face at the obfuscation. The look on Rose’s face said she felt it too.
‘Come on.’ Rose sat back. ‘Hannah, I’m looking forward to you joining our team, I think you have great potential, but I’d prefer it if you were straight with me.’
Hannah nodded but didn’t speak. She wiped a strand of hair from her face and pulled at her earlobe.  
Rose smiled. ‘Of course I had a look. Not because of anything you said, just because I’m a physicist, it’s our job to investigate.’
Hannah stuck her lip out in agreement.  
‘So this is José’s, right?’ Rose said.
Hannah smiled.
‘You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to work it out,’ Rose said. ‘Credit me with some smarts.’
‘You’re the smartest person I know.’ She spoke without thinking then felt embarrassed about brown-nosing her future boss.
Rose gave her a withering look which ended in a big smile. ‘Just tell me, do I need to worry about José?’
Hannah shook her head, didn’t want to get the guy in trouble. ‘I think he maybe needs some support.’
Rose lifted a sheet of paper. ‘And this stuff is his?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well.’ She stared at her screen then back at the papers in front of her. ‘I can’t see anything wrong with the data.’
Hannah frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘These are definitely fast radio bursts,’ Rose said. ‘I did the number crunching, all the filters and analysis, then I passed the data to a colleague at Berkeley, he said the same.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘It means that whoever discovered this is a smart cookie. FRBs are only usually identified at big radio telescopes like that place.’ Rose waved at the Arecibo poster on the wall. ‘They’ve very rare, and take a lot of data, analysis and skill to detect. And luck.’
Hannah shook her head, she always felt one step behind Rose in their conversations.
‘Which means José is either very smart or very lucky,’ Rose said.
Hannah didn’t know whether to say it or not, but she leaned forward anyway. ‘So you’re saying this really could be a message.’
Rose ran a hand through her hair. ‘Come on, you’re a scientist, you know about proof and probability. Could it be a message from extraterrestrial intelligence? Yes, it could. But there’s no proof. At the moment we don’t know what causes FRBs, could be supernovae, neutron stars, pulsars. Or aliens, sure, that’s a possibility.’
‘What about the Morse code?’
Rose stared at her. ‘What?’
Hannah gulped, didn’t know how to go on. ‘I mean, is there a pattern to the bursts?’
‘They seem like standard FRBs, regular intervals, typical amplitudes and frequencies.’ Rose frowned at the papers in front of her. ‘Are you saying aliens are communicating with José in Morse code? You know that’s ridiculous.’
‘I mis-spoke, I didn’t mean Morse code.’
Rose narrowed her eyes. ‘Then what did you mean?’
Hannah breathed deeply. ‘I got confused with something else I’m working on, that’s all.’
Rose sighed and put the papers down on the desk.
Hannah thought of José ranting in his flat, Olivia losing her baby, now pregnant again, the two of them struggling in a world seemingly set against them.
‘We’re asking the wrong questions,’ Hannah said eventually.
‘What?’
Hannah waved out the window at Blackford Hill, where they’d stood last time. ‘The great silence. Why we don’t hear anything from all the life out there in the universe. You said we were asking the wrong questions.’
‘OK.’ Rose was cagey and Hannah felt for the first time as if she was a step ahead in the conversation. She started to realise what she needed to do for José.
‘I think I’ve been asking the wrong questions,’ she said.
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‘So?’ Fiona was so far beyond the edge she reminded Jenny of those Roadrunner cartoons she used to watch as a kid, Wile E. Coyote suspended in thin air off a cliff, turning to camera with a ‘Help!’ sign, then plummeting. With Sophia still gone, Fiona was perpetually in that moment.
They were back in Thomas’s office, but Jenny didn’t know if they were any further forward. It felt like Groundhog Day. Outside the window, the ridge of Salisbury Crags had the same implacable look it’d had for millions of years.
‘We’re doing everything we can,’ Thomas said from behind his desk. He was trying to help. Jenny watched his calm body language, appeasing hands, sombre tone. If Jenny was in Fiona’s position she would be just as angry.  
‘You keep saying that.’ Fiona scratched her neck as she leaned forward. Jenny thought she caught a whiff of vodka, but so what? ‘It means fuck all.’
‘Fiona,’ Jenny said. She placed a hand on Fiona’s arm and it was like an electric shock went through both of them as Fiona jerked away.
‘Fuck that,’ she said, waving her arm around. ‘Fuck all of you, fuck this.’
‘It does no good getting worked up,’ Thomas said, and Jenny flinched at his calmness. Maybe he didn’t realise how it must sound. ‘You’re going to be in front of the cameras in a few minutes.’
‘What?’ Jenny said.
Fiona nodded. ‘Television appeal.’
Jenny leaned forward. ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea in your current state.’
Fiona gave her an evil stare. ‘I’m fine.’
Jenny backed off. Fiona made her think of that jaguar on the loose, the power inside her. She turned to Thomas.
‘Please tell me you interviewed our leads.’
‘Of course.’
‘And?’
‘Nothing.’
‘What do you mean “nothing”?’ Fiona said.
Thomas pressed his fingers together. ‘We don’t even know for sure Jenny’s text came from Craig.’
‘Of course it did,’ Jenny said.
‘It could be a hoax.’
‘And you got no trace on the number?’
Thomas frowned. ‘A complicated system of misdirects. From someone who knows what they’re doing.’
‘And the three pricks we confronted?’ Fiona said.
‘They say they know nothing about Craig since he stopped working on their PR.’
Fiona gripped her seat. ‘Can’t you threaten them, fuck them up a bit?’
Thomas stared at her for a long time. ‘That’s not how policing works.’
‘You would if they were black,’ Fiona said.
‘Pardon?’ Thomas looked genuinely shocked. Saying that to a black cop was not going to help.
‘Look,’ Jenny said, trying to smooth things over. ‘Let’s just concentrate on what we can do.’
Thomas sat in silence, controlling himself. Jenny admired him all over again, her mum had made a good choice.
‘We’re getting warrants to search their properties,’ he said eventually, ‘and examine all their communications.’
‘All their properties?’ Jenny said.
‘As many as we can.’
‘But this Anster cunt owns half of Scotland,’ Fiona said.
Thomas bowed his head, embarrassed. ‘And some incredibly expensive solicitors, but we’re doing our best. It takes time.’
Fiona launched out of her seat. ‘We don’t have time, don’t you understand? Sophia is missing, and that fucking…’
She broke into tears and grabbed Thomas’s desk for support, as if she might pass out. Jenny leapt up and put an arm around her, and she buried her face in the crook of Jenny’s arm. Definitely the smell of vodka.
Jenny held on and spoke over Fiona’s head. ‘Charlotte Cross has a second home in the East Neuk.’
‘Do you have an address?’
‘Landline number.’
‘OK, we’ll look into it.’
Fiona lifted her head. More tears, which she sniffed and wiped at.
A knock on the door and a uniformed woman came in. She was barely older than Hannah, blonde hair in a sharp fringe. ‘We’re ready for Ms Ellis for the press conference.’
Thomas stood. ‘I don’t think it’s happening today.’
Fiona pushed herself away from Jenny. ‘I’m OK.’
‘You’re clearly not,’ Jenny said.
‘I need to do something,’ Fiona said, suddenly forlorn. She let herself be led like a zombie out of the door and the pressure in the room changed. Jenny felt her shoulders relax and hated herself for that.
Thomas splayed his fingers at Jenny’s seat and they both sat down again.
‘This is a nightmare for her,’ Jenny said.
‘I know.’
Something in his voice made Jenny believe he understood.
Jenny sighed. ‘OK, what about Vanessa Chalmers?’
Mentioning the name gave her a visceral rush, the smell of her bedroom, the look on her face. Jenny was used to dead bodies but coming across her like that had made her skin crawl.
Thomas nodded. ‘Francesco is downstairs being interviewed.’
Jenny had told Thomas everything. She’d phoned the police and ambulance from Vanessa’s room. Paramedics took her to the morgue and Jenny rode with the officers to the station, where she laid it out for Thomas, including the hidden cameras. Cops waited outside the house in Cumin Place and Francesco pulled up an hour later with a boot full of groceries.
‘Camera footage?’ Jenny said.
‘Officers are working their way through it.’
Jenny shook her head. ‘Come on, just check for the hour before I got there, it’s not rocket science.’
Thomas looked at her like she was a baby. ‘We did.’
‘And?’
He typed at his computer, turned the screen to her.  
She saw Vanessa inching her way from the door to the bed, tiny shuffles, using furniture as support. Then she lowered herself onto the bed, lifted her withered legs up, breath heavy at the strain, then pulled the covers over and settled in. Closed her eyes. The image stopped.
‘That’s it? Did you check the cameras in the bathroom and kitchen?’
‘She went to the toilet.’
‘That’s all?’
‘So far. It takes time to analyse every moment of every day in every room.’
Jenny shook her head and thought about Francesco downstairs, Maria and Matthew, Craig and Sophia, Fiona in front of the cameras.  
‘You keep saying that,’ she said. ‘We don’t have time.’
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DOROTHY
Dorothy had read somewhere that Edinburgh has the highest percentage of green space of all British cities and she could believe it walking along Dick Place. Trees towered over the high brick walls that lined the gardens, leaves shimmering in the sun, shifting in the breeze. The houses were all sprawling old mansions. Dorothy wondered how many owners were new money and how many were old Edinburgh families, descendants living amongst the ghosts of their ancestors like the Skelfs.
Dorothy walked through the dappled shade and looked at each driveway gatepost for a number. She actually walked past the house first time, no number out front. The gate was wrought-iron latticework, heavy to push. Dorothy’s feet crunched on gravel as she spotted the Range Rover and vintage MG in the driveway. That and the two-storey house seemed a lot for a zookeeper on early retirement, but some families came from money and didn’t worry too hard about how that inheritance had been made.
She took in the house, checked the windows. She walked to the cars, but the side of the house and back garden were blocked by a large wall with a heavy door set in it. The wall was topped with chunks of old glass set in concrete. She tried the door, sturdy and locked. Topping your walls with glass or razor wire was common, these houses were targeted for break-ins. Dorothy spotted an alarm box blinking on the wall.
She went to the front door and pressed the bell. Waited a long time, bees swaying between bushes to her left. Two sparrows called to each other from high in a maple. She was about to press the bell again when she saw motion behind the glass then the door opened.
‘Dr Unwin?’
He was a little younger than her, maybe mid-sixties, but he seemed older. He wore long shorts, varicose veins on his calves, white socks and sandals. His short-sleeved shirt was topped with a padded gilet, glasses on a chain round his neck, handlebar moustache like an old-time explorer. His nose was red from drink, veins on his cheeks too, wisps of white hair sprouting from his nose and ears, bushy eyebrows, and a crown of straggly white hair around his head. He looked like something from a bygone age, exactly the kind of person you would want to take early retirement from the zoo.
‘And you are?’
‘Dorothy Parks, I write for the Edinburgh Evening Standard.’
The eyebrows raised as he scoped her up and down. ‘You’re a little long in the tooth for a reporter.’
Dorothy smiled thinly. She looked ten years younger than this old fart but didn’t rise to it.
‘Freelance,’ she said. ‘There’s no age limit for following a story.’
Neil frowned. ‘What story?’
‘I’m writing about the Beast of Bruntsfield.’
‘That’s a ridiculous moniker.’
‘I agree. I’m not a news reporter, I’m trying to write something more in depth about big cats, what they’re like, how they behave and where this one might have come from.’
‘How did you get this address?’
‘We have it on file in the office,’ Dorothy said. ‘From an article years ago about zoo upgrades.’
Neil shook his head. ‘I don’t think I gave the paper my address.’
‘It was a number of years ago, maybe you don’t remember.’
That jolted him, an accusation about his memory. ‘Oh, yes.’
Dorothy pulled her phone out of her pocket, opened Voice Memos. ‘Would you mind if I asked you a few questions?’
Neil looked down the driveway, then tilted his head as if thinking.
‘Maybe we could go inside for a chat?’ Dorothy said.
‘I don’t think so.’
Dorothy nodded submissively. ‘I really think your incredible expertise would be great for our readers. Shed some light on the situation here.’
He knew she was buttering him up but he softened all the same.
‘Even just your ideas about the beast?’
‘Don’t call her that,’ Neil said, rising to it. ‘These are majestic creatures.’
Dorothy paused. ‘Her?’
‘It’s clear from the descriptions that it’s a female jaguar.’
‘Not a leopard?’
He let out a laugh. ‘Who told you that?’
‘I thought they weren’t sure.’
Neil shook his head. ‘An expert can tell the difference.’
‘What else can you tell me about her?’
Neil still had his hand on the door.
Dorothy scratched at her bandage and Neil looked down and noticed it for the first time.
‘What happened to you?’
‘Just an accident.’
He examined her more closely. His eyes stayed on her bruised neck, as Dorothy felt her ribs throb, her breath shorten, her heart race, and suddenly she was back in the park, Einstein barking, Whiskers on top of her, the stink of her breath, saliva dripping, teeth sinking into her arm, another soul in the universe trying to kill her, but of course that was stupid, she was just a wild animal doing what she does.
‘Are you OK?’
Dorothy waved a hand, placed it on the edge of the house, tried to breathe.  
‘Goodness,’ Neil said. ‘That was her, wasn’t it?’
Dorothy tried to speak, cleared her throat.
‘She attacked you.’
Dorothy nodded, straightened up, her chest aching from the memory.
‘You’re very lucky to be alive,’ Neil said.
Dorothy stared at him, not knowing what to say.
‘You’re not a journalist at all,’ Neil said eventually. ‘What the hell is going on here?’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘I just want to find her.’
Neil began to close the door, pity and anger on his face.
‘Whatever this is, it’s over,’ he said, and shut the door in Dorothy’s face.
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HANNAH
She kissed Indy then got out of the van, arched her back, pretending to stretch. Her hood was up in case someone was watching from across the road. She stepped over the cobbles and stopped against the wall of Futura Biosolutions, got her phone out as if she was lost. She walked a couple of steps until she was alongside the banana-coloured Ferrari. A Ferrari, for God’s sake, Seb Anster was such a rich-boy cliché. She went down on one knee and pretended to tie a shoelace, then placed the GPS tracker on the underside of the chassis, away from the oversized exhaust. There were so many nooks and crannies on this car, easy to hide.
She straightened up, checked her phone for the signal from the device, then went back to the van. She got in and touched Indy’s leg.
‘That’s some penis extension,’ Indy said.
‘If his cock’s that colour, he needs to get it checked out.’
Hannah touched her engagement ring, leaned over and kissed Indy.
Indy glanced at the ring. ‘Getting used to it?’
‘Of course.’
Indy looked her in the eye. ‘It’s just that every time I see you, you’re playing with it.’
‘Just reminding myself how lucky I am.’
Indy mimed fingers down the throat. ‘Urgh.’
Hannah laughed and shook her head. ‘It’s not easy being sincere with you.’
‘Only joking.’ Indy put on innocent eyes. ‘How could I vomit at spending the rest of my life with you?’
Hannah scrunched her nose up, fuck you. ‘Do you still want to get married as soon as possible?’
‘I do.’
Hannah grinned. ‘There’s a registry office round the corner next to Leith Theatre.’
Indy looked surprised and pointed a thumb at the Ferrari. ‘Aren’t we in the middle of a case?’
Hannah shrugged. ‘Tomorrow, then.’
Indy looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘I think I need to cremate Mum and Dad first.’
Hannah felt her heart squeeze. ‘Shit, I’m sorry, babes.’
Indy placed a hand on Hannah’s. ‘Don’t be stupid.’
‘This must be so hard.’ Hannah wanted to say something else, make Indy understand she was here for her, Indy was her whole life, she wouldn’t have survived the last few years without her. Indy made her try to be a better person, kept her on an even keel, helped her cope with her dad’s bullshit.
‘I love you so much.’
Indy squeezed her hand. ‘Ditto, babes.’
Hannah kissed her again, felt a jolt from her lips to her groin.
Indy pulled away and looked through the windscreen. ‘Heads up.’
Seb came out of the office and headed for the Ferrari. It was only mid-afternoon but that was enough work for Seb. He started the engine with a roar and spun round, heading west. Hannah started the van and followed, able to keep him in sight because of the shit Edinburgh traffic, the GPS tracker on her phone throbbing.  
He headed along Ferry Road, Telford Road, Queensferry Road, the streams of traffic stopping every few hundred yards at lights. At each one the Ferrari’s engine growled loud enough to hear from inside the van, and Hannah thought of the noise Whiskers made that night, raw and primal. The Ferrari sounded like a weak kitten in comparison. Indy rolled her eyes each time Seb’s accelerator pushed the revs.
On the A90 dual carriageway Seb opened it up, took off at over a hundred. Hannah stuck to the speed limit, they couldn’t match that. She watched her phone mounted on the dashboard, expecting the dot to throb all the way to the bridges, but it turned off after a few minutes, then turned again. Those would be small lanes or even tracks. She made a note of the turnoff and took it, found herself on a B road flanked by trees and yellow fields of oil-seed rape. They were between Cramond and Queensferry, not far from the coast.
She reached a slanted crossroads. On the right was a gatehouse, fancy bushes and flowers, a large sign saying Dalmeny House and Barnbougle Castle. She’d heard of the first, not the second. She checked her phone. Seb’s Ferrari had gone that way. She started along at a slow pace, sheep grazing either side, trees spread over a mound to the left. She threw Indy a look and Indy shrugged back.
She kept going until the track opened into a gravel road, then the stately home of Dalmeny House was in front of them, colossal and strident.
‘Han,’ Indy said, pointing at the phone.
They’d gone too far, Seb must’ve turned off back the way. She spun the van round and went slowly, spotted an unmarked track amongst the cedars, drove up it.
They came to a small stone house surrounded by trees, the Ferrari parked outside like a beacon. Hannah felt her chest tighten as she pulled the van onto the verge before the track opened to the house.
‘This is weirdly secluded, right?’ Indy said.
Hannah was trying to piece it together. Seb had a huge apartment in the New Town which he shared with his fiancé. His family came from old slave money, owned estates up and down Scotland. This was half an hour’s drive from his work yet it felt like a different planet. With the engine off Hannah heard sparrows and blackbirds, the leaves rustling above.  
This was what they were looking for. They’d noised Seb up, he’d come to check on his hidden secret. Shit.
Hannah quietly opened the van door.  
‘Stay here,’ Hannah said.
Indy was already out of the van. ‘Not likely.’
Hannah stared at her but knew it wasn’t worth arguing. She crept to the house, staying on the grass to keep her footfall quiet. She came round the left side then up to the window there. Empty. The place was a cottage, single storey, maybe five rooms in total. Hannah moved past the door to the other window, an empty kitchen. She felt Indy behind her as she moved to the back of the house and went to the first window.
There was Seb, naked on a large double bed, cock erect as he played with himself, glancing to the side where another naked man with his back to the window was watching from an armchair. For a brief moment Hannah imagined it was her dad in the chair, but this guy was much younger, hair a different colour, a different shape to his shoulders. Seb smiled at him, wanking himself slowly, and lifted his head to suggest the other guy join him. The man got up and walked to the bed just as a dog began barking right behind Hannah and Indy, making Hannah jump. The collie snarled and snapped at Indy who backed away, Hannah remembering the jaguar growling at them.
Hannah turned back and the bedroom was empty, then the back door opened and both men bundled out, Seb in front, his erection jerking around in front of him, accusing Hannah.
‘What the fuck?’
‘Sorry,’ Hannah said over the dog barking. ‘I’m so sorry.’
‘Mable,’ Seb’s friend said to the dog, who shut up.
Seb’s cock shrank as he looked from Hannah to Indy. ‘Who the fuck are you two?’
Hannah didn’t know what to say. What was her excuse for any of this?
‘This is private property,’ Seb said.
She noticed that he didn’t threaten the police. She wondered what his female fiancé would say, then felt sad that he felt he had to keep this quiet. She looked at Indy, thinking how lucky they were to be out and happy, to have found each other.
She turned back to Seb.
‘I’m so sorry.’ It was all she could think of to say.
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JENNY
Jenny walked away from the door of 13 Sciennes Road shaking her head. Archie opened the gate for her and they went to the hearse. Before opening it, Jenny spoke to him across the roof.  
‘I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that amateur embalmers are weird.’
Archie laughed and Jenny tried to remember the last time she’d seen him laugh.
‘Hey,’ he said.
Jenny smiled. ‘I said “amateur”, you’re a pro.’
‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’
Jenny nodded at the ground-floor flat they’d just come from. ‘Was his work really that good?’
Archie nodded. ‘He’s amateur in the sense he’s not doing it for a living, but his work was exemplary.’
They’d just visited Lawrence Strong, a fastidious man in his late fifties, neatly trimmed beard, shined shoes, polyester shirt and a back room full of embalmed animals arranged in savage tableaux. Jenny gasped when they went in and she spotted a large snake with its fangs sunk into a raccoon. Then a cat puncturing the neck of a blue tit, then two small sausage dogs at each other’s throats as if they were pit bulls in a fighting ring.
Lawrence looked like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth and seemed pleased to show off his creations, which all looked incredibly realistic. What the fuck kind of hobby was this?  
Archie had surveyed the work as they delivered their cover story, looking for spare fluids for Skelf work. Jenny wasn’t convinced Lawrence bought it, but it didn’t matter. Archie made it clear that the work was impeccable, definitely not the same embalmer as the feet.
She turned now to see Lawrence’s curtain twitching. She was glad they had the hearse, it lent truth to their story.
They got in and Jenny started driving to the final name on the list, Debbie Chapel on East Mayfield.  
‘It’s odd that they all live on the Southside,’ she said.
‘You think that means something?’
‘I don’t know. Cluny Gardens, Sciennes Road, East Mayfield. They could walk to each other’s houses.’
‘Or meet in a local pub.’
‘And talk about the weird shit they make.’
‘I was thinking more swapping tips.’
‘Like where to get a large snake to embalm, something like that.’
Archie shook his head. ‘All I know is, both Lawrence and Queenie do great work. I’d happily be embalmed by them any day.’
Jenny threw him a glance. ‘You mean when you’re dead, right?’
They were at East Mayfield in no time, number six in the middle of an unassuming terrace. These embalmers weren’t ashamed folk doing something dirty away from prying eyes, they were skilled hobbyists and Jenny had to remind herself of that.
She parked in a permit holders’ space and they got out.
‘Let’s see what Debbie Chapel has been up to.’
She rang the doorbell, Archie by her side. She considered him while they waited. She’d never thought of him as anything other than a friend. She suddenly wondered about his sex life, if he had one. He never spoke about his personal life. She hoped he was happy. He’d suffered last year when his mum died of cancer. She knew that loss, that emptiness. It wasn’t about getting over it, it was about learning to adapt so that it didn’t hurt too much. Get used to the grief and pain and carry them with you.
She smiled at Archie and he smiled back with a puzzled look. She wanted to hug him but the door opened and there was Debbie Chapel. Jenny was surprised – she was young, in her twenties, black ponytail with purple streaks, choker necklace, black leggings and cardigan, gloomy makeup.  
She reminded Jenny of the Goth girls who sometimes turned up as death groupies at the funeral home. They hadn’t advertised a job in years, but every time they did a smattering of emo girls applied, thinking death was a cool lifestyle choice. It usually meant they weren’t at all suitable for the work and Dorothy politely weeded them out.
Archie started on the spiel about where they were from, needing embalming fluids. Debbie’s eyes lit up when she realised Archie was an embalmer, and she invited them inside to see her stuff. Jenny supposed it was the same in any profession, wanting the approval of your peers.
Debbie walked up the stairs and Archie followed, Jenny at the back. This was a nice area to live, terraced house, how does a woman in her twenties afford it? The décor was gloomy but not crazily so, it wasn’t Dracula’s lair or anything, cobwebs in the corners, a coffin in the bedroom. Just grey walls, moody black-and-white photos on the wall of bare trees stark against a turbulent skyline.
‘This is where I work,’ Debbie said, walking into a room at the front of the house. This would normally be a master bedroom but she’d converted it to a workshop, an array of embalming equipment and corpse manipulation tools. And a long wall of display shelves that stopped Jenny in her tracks.
There were around twenty animals, nothing bigger than a small dog, but they all had wings. There was a cat similar to Schrödinger with a beautiful spread of ginger feathers sprouting from his back. Alongside was a tiny mouse with brown wings arranged as if it was fleeing the cat. A winged squirrel, bushy tail fluffed up between the span, then a few other mammals Jenny wasn’t sure about, gerbil, guinea pig, maybe a stoat or ferret. It was fucking weird, but they were all beautifully done. Jenny was starting to learn about good and bad embalming techniques and to her eye they looked professional. They were arranged with an artistic eye, the expressions on the animals’ faces were somehow beatific as if they’d found serenity in death.
‘Meet my angels,’ Debbie said proudly.
Archie headed for a badger whose wings echoed the black-and-white markings on its body.
‘They all died naturally,’ Debbie said, though no one had asked. ‘I have certificates where I need them.’
There was something mesmerising about the animals, as if they’d found the secret of the universe and been granted wings as a result. Jenny shook her head as she walked to a fox with a large wingspan like an eagle.
‘I make the wings myself,’ Debbie said. ‘But I use real feathers for believability.’
Believability.  
Jenny watched Archie turn the badger over in his hands, run his fingers through its fur, check under its belly, the joins where the wings were attached. He sucked his teeth.
‘This is beautiful,’ he said, looking at Debbie.
Debbie blushed under the makeup. ‘Thank you so much.’
Archie gave Jenny a look. ‘Very professional.’
She got it, they were done here. Yet there was something about this flock of animals that was strangely alluring. She ran a finger along the fox’s fur, down its back into the feathers. She looked at the others, all with wings that suited their bodies, all with happy faces, their lives were over but now it was time to rise up to heaven and take a seat at God’s side.
Holy shit, Jenny thought, I really need to get out of here.
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DOROTHY
Derek Winters looked good, Archie had done a great job of hiding the bruising on his neck. To look at him in the casket, you wouldn’t think he’d hung himself. You also wouldn’t think he was a rapist and incestuous child abuser, but Dorothy wondered what that would look like. The monsters in our lives don’t look like monsters, horns and slavering fangs. The worst deeds in the world are done by people who look like any of us. Dorothy wondered about Derek, what had happened to him in the past, why he’d been that way with his daughter. She knew abuse was handed down from generation to generation but she was also very wary of that excuse, often trotted out in cheap dramas, that the abused becomes the abuser. Plenty of abused people didn’t inflict that experience on others, at some point you have to take responsibility for your actions.
She looked at Edith standing over her husband’s body. When Dorothy tried to tell her about Abi, she’d denied the girl’s existence, unwilling to hear about her husband’s legacy. But with the funeral approaching that was unsustainable, there had to be a reckoning.
Edith gripped the edge of the coffin with her fingertips, knuckles white as she stared at the man she’d shared her life with. No tears, no emotion, Dorothy had seen that countless times before, a front in public. Her Californian mindset thought that was unhealthy, but she understood it was a coping mechanism like any other.
She heard a noise outside, raised voices, recognised one of them as Indy’s. They occasionally got heated exchanges here, it was an emotional time, people on the edge struggling with grief. Anger was understandable and the Skelfs sometimes caught the brunt of that.
Edith raised her head and stared at the door. Dorothy turned towards it just as it was flung open, and Abi and Sandra bundled in, Indy apologising from outside the room.
Abi stumbled over the carpet and fell towards the coffin, reached out to steady herself on the edge of the casket, the force making Derek shift in the box. Edith’s face was stony as she stared at the others.
Abi righted herself and Sandra stopped just inside the room as if she’d been struck by lightning. She stared at her mum for a long time and Edith stared back, gripping the coffin harder than ever. Dorothy tried to find something in Edith’s eyes. She imagined not seeing Jenny for fifteen years, not knowing if she was alive, how she would feel.
‘Mum,’ Sandra said.
Edith scowled and didn’t take her eyes off her daughter. ‘Get out.’
‘What?’
‘I said get out. You don’t get to see him. What are you doing here?’
Sandra shook her head, fighting back tears. ‘Fuck you, Mum.’
Edith was startled at the venom in her voice, looked like she’d been slapped in the face.
Abi looked from one woman to the other, then at Derek in his coffin.
‘Don’t speak to me like that,’ Edith said. ‘Not after what you did.’
Sandra was crying now. ‘What I fucking did?’ She pointed at the coffin. ‘That bastard raped me for years. I tried to tell you and you said I was making it up.’
‘That’s not how it was,’ Edith said. ‘You left without a word.’
Sandra still had a hand on the door handle, gripping so tight Dorothy thought she might rip it off. ‘I had no choice, Mum, I was pregnant. That cunt was going to kill me, or I was going to kill him. And you were fucking useless.’
Edith shook her head, too hard and too long, as if trying to shake something free in her mind. ‘He was a good father and husband.’
‘Oh my God, you’re delusional,’ Sandra said. ‘How can you stand there and say that when he was raping his own daughter, night after night for years, our little secret.’
Edith pressed her lips together.  
‘I have no daughter,’ she yelled, finally losing control.
‘Stop it,’ Abi screamed, spit flying from her mouth into the open casket.  
Edith and Sandra jumped at her voice.
Abi was crying too and Dorothy felt overwhelmed. The Winters family were in crisis and it was soaking into her bones, like it always did, until her body felt waterlogged.  
‘Stop it,’ Abi repeated under her breath. She waved at Derek’s body, still squint from when she banged into the coffin. ‘Look at you both, screaming over his dead body. He probably would’ve loved that. He’s getting exactly what he wanted, to destroy this family, even now he’s dead.’
She turned to Edith. ‘As soon as he touched Mum he destroyed your relationship with each other. But he made me, if anyone has reason to be fucking angry, it’s me.’ She spread her hands wide. ‘You two should be on each other’s side.’
Sandra laughed sickly. ‘Fat chance.’ She turned to Edith. ‘You knew.’
Edith’s face had mellowed as Abi spoke, and now she looked at Derek and spoke softly. ‘I swear, I didn’t.’
‘You didn’t want to know,’ Sandra said.
‘I can’t believe it,’ Edith said, voice faltering. ‘My Derek.’
Sandra pointed at Abi. ‘There’s your proof. A beautiful, smart fifteen-year-old granddaughter.’
Dorothy finally felt a space to speak. ‘Maybe we all need to take a breath.’
So much lost time, so much hatred and resentment and waste. The ripples from our actions get bigger and bigger until they drown us years later in a tsunami.
‘Why would I lie, Mum?’ Sandra spoke quietly as she came into the room. She caught sight of Derek’s body, flinched, straightened her back.
‘I don’t know,’ Edith whispered under her breath. ‘I don’t know anymore.’
Everything she’d believed was crumbling in the face of Abi. A faithful, God-fearing husband, a steady marriage, a wayward daughter who disappeared. She’d built her life around those lies and now she had nothing. Dorothy felt sorry for her.
‘Mum,’ Sandra said, tears down her cheeks as she stood on the spot, unable to move an inch closer.
Edith looked into the coffin. ‘This is all too much.’
Dorothy felt waves of emotion rolling around the room and her eyes got damp.
Abi moved around the coffin to Edith. She was taller than her gran already, the future towering over the past.  
‘Gran,’ she said softly. She wrapped Edith in a hug and her gran burst into tears as she pressed her face against Abi’s shoulder.  
‘It’s OK, Gran,’ Abi said.
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JENNY
Jenny sat outside The King’s Wark, her face in the sunshine and a double gin on the table. Simple things in life, vitamin D and booze. She wore bug-eyed shades in case he recognised her, watched people streaming past and tried to relax her mind. Fat chance, she had a million things flying around her head fighting for attention.  
Let’s see. Her mum was almost killed by a jaguar in the middle of Edinburgh. Two badly embalmed feet had turned up, but they weren’t a pair. Their dog was dead. Vanessa was dead. Oh yeah, Jenny’s murderous ex had most likely abducted Sophia. The alternatives to that scenario were that she was dead in a ditch somewhere, swept out to sea, or taken by someone else who would likely have raped and killed her anyway. Fuck, fuck, fuck.  
Then there were Indy’s parents dug up and waiting to be burned, Abi’s dad committing suicide and whatever crazy shit Hannah was up to with aliens. And the funerals, constant death on their doorstep, a black seam running through her life despite her attempts to get away. But her home was a death house, and she’d grown to love that.
Yet here she was dealing with none of that, instead getting half cut in the sun and waiting for Liam. She was thinking with her vagina for the first time in a year and she liked it. She wasn’t nearly as horny as in her twenties but she still had urges, wanted to get some before her insides shrivelled up. She thought of her daughter, hoped Hannah and Indy were at it like bunnies, but with all the stress at the moment, probably not. And her mum, over seventy and shagging a black cop, that’ll do nicely.
She downed her drink, flagged a tall redhead barmaid covered in tattoos, and ordered another. Traffic noise from the bridge over the Water of Leith was a constant drone. She spotted two swans and three cygnets bobbing in the water, heading out to sea. Even the swans were getting some.
The drink came and she downed half. That was her fourth. She was fuzzy around the edges, too old to drink properly these days, not like in her heyday. She shuddered at how she used to treat her body, cheap speed, dodgy pills cut with fuck knows what, drowning in booze and weed. She didn’t regret any of it, she’d loved it, but God knows how much damage had built up inside her.
She saw Liam walking along Constitution Street. She knew his routine, had guessed he’d go to the studio after work, so it wasn’t a surprise. Her heart raced as she touched her sunglasses and lowered her head. He was in a grey suit, jacket under his arm, shirtsleeves rolled. His body looked toned, hair a little long on top. She felt a fizz inside her, excitement and anxiety.
He crossed the bridge and headed down Baltic Street, and she downed her drink and followed. It was only a few minutes to his studio in the vennel off Maritime Street. She was wary of her footsteps on the old cobbles, expected him to turn but he didn’t. He went in the studio entrance and she waited. She swayed, feeling the effects of the gin, put a hand out to steady herself. She slapped herself in the face and shook her head, then strode up to his studio door and knocked.
He opened the door and looked surprised, and she felt suddenly embarrassed.
‘Fancy meeting you here,’ he said.
She realised she still had her shades on, scrambled them off her face.
He frowned but there was something in his eyes, goddamn it. She caught a smell of him, familiar and sexy. She straightened her shoulders.
‘Are you stalking me?’ he said.
‘Yes.’
‘OK.’
‘I’m sorry, Liam, I’ve been a total dickhead. I shouldn’t have left you.’
He angled his head and smiled. ‘Which time?’
‘What?’
‘Do you mean in the hospital when I was bruised and broken, or the other day when you ran away from me?’
He touched his scarred eye where Craig had smacked him with a gun. It would always be a reminder like every other scar on their bodies. She wanted to read his scars.
‘Both,’ she said.  
She placed a hand on his chest, waited. He didn’t look down, held her gaze. She leaned in and kissed him, soft to begin with, then harder, felt him respond. She moved her body into his, then pushed him gently inside the room and closed the door, her lips still on his, her tongue in his mouth, his hands now on her bum.
She pushed him until they bumped a table covered in paint supplies and canvases. Jenny was vaguely aware of the room full of paintings, weird hybrids of organic animals and plants growing out of each other, through each other, hazy alien landscapes populated by interconnected horns and tentacles, legs and necks, whole new life forms created in his mind.  
She pulled at his belt, pushed his trousers down and his cock sprang out. She pulled down her own jeans and panties, and he lifted her onto the table as she spread her legs. She was wet already then he was inside her, and she ran her hands up his stomach and chest, God she’d missed this, missed him. He was thrusting inside her and she felt ripples through her body already. It didn’t take long for either of them, she came first then him, her legs shaking. Liam arched his back and groaned as she gripped his bum and held tight, her nails digging into his flesh.
She thought it would be awkward afterwards, but it was like they’d never split, like they’d stayed together for the last year.
‘So, stalker,’ he said, pulling up his trousers.
He was smiling and she grinned too. ‘Yeah.’
‘What is this?’
His tone was suddenly serious. She reached up and touched the scar running from his eye to the bottom of his ear. The skin of the eyelid drooped a little, a relic of extreme swelling. It gave his face a lopsided look she liked.
‘I don’t know but I don’t want to lose you again.’
‘That was your choice.’
‘I know.’
He nodded towards the door. ‘You didn’t even ask if I was seeing someone.’
She shrugged.  
He was deadpan. ‘So either you don’t care or you really have been stalking me and you know I’m not.’
‘I’m glad you’re not,’ she said eventually.
They were both fully dressed now and Jenny looked round the room at the paintings. It felt like they were in an enchanted forest, a magical place where anything could happen, even getting back a life you thought was lost.  
‘So what now?’ Liam said.
She looked at his face and wanted to cry. She’d been so lonely without him and hadn’t fully realised until now.
‘Maybe we could go for a drink?’
He laughed and she loved the sound of it.
Her phone rang in her bag. She remembered last time, the text from Craig. She hesitated, didn’t take it out. If she never answered it the world couldn’t find her.
‘Answer it,’ Liam said.
She stared at him, sorrow washing over her, then took the phone out. It was Thomas.
‘Hey,’ she answered, still staring at Liam.
‘Your camera footage,’ Thomas said down the line. ‘From the Chalmers place. We have something.’
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DOROTHY
Dorothy and Archie stood in the industrial estate looking at the sign for FME. The sun was making the tarmac hot, a petrol smell and the rush of traffic coming from the A1.
‘Are you sure this is the only place?’ Dorothy said.
Archie shrugged. ‘It’s the only funeral supplier in Edinburgh. If our mystery embalmer is ordering online, there’s not a lot we can do.’
‘Don’t most people order online?’
Archie watched a large articulated lorry pass, belching fumes. ‘Put it this way, if I was a shit amateur messing with bodies I shouldn’t be, I would try to be as anonymous as possible. But our guy doesn’t strike me as the sharpest knife in the drawer.’
‘You’re sure none of the people you met with Jenny were our feet guy?’
Archie shook his head. ‘Not unless they were deliberately embalming them badly, which is not easy. Their work was exemplary.’
‘You sound impressed.’
‘Winged stoats and cats? It might seem freaky—’
‘It does.’
‘…but it’s difficult to do right. Each of them had serious skill.’
‘Maybe the feet were early work, before they perfected their craft?’
Archie stuck his lip out. ‘Start with humans and move on to mice? Doesn’t seem likely.’
‘None of this seems likely, Archie.’
‘Besides, we were inside their houses. None of them had space for a large enough workshop to deal with human cadavers.’
‘Unless they have a separate workshop somewhere.’ Dorothy looked round. ‘Like an industrial estate.’
Archie frowned. ‘You think Yvonne is behind this?’
Dorothy shrugged. ‘She has plenty of room in there.’
‘I’ve seen Yvonne’s work, it’s not her.’
Dorothy shook her head and wondered why she was even bothering. But like her husband’s death, like the homeless guy a year ago, she couldn’t let these goddamn feet go. Two feet from different people right on her doorstep. She presumed Whiskers got them to Bruntsfield Links, but where from? They weren’t dug up because they weren’t dirty, and every cemetery and graveyard in the city had double-checked, no disturbed graves. Medical labs, universities, morgues and funeral directors had all done inventories, had paperwork and fridges scrutinised by police, so what did that leave? An amateur somewhere, badly mishandling at least two corpses.
‘Let’s just go speak to her,’ Dorothy said eventually.  
It was pleasant to get out of the heat and into the cool industrial unit. Archie dinged the bell and Yvonne appeared from the back in denim shorts and a Joni Mitchell T-shirt, tied at the front to show a surprisingly taught midriff. She grinned.
‘Good to see you darlings again,’ she said, wrapping Archie then Dorothy in firm embraces. Dorothy caught a whiff of quality weed from her hair, and patchouli oil. She hadn’t smelled that combo in a long time.
‘Sorry, I’m a hugger,’ Yvonne said, letting Dorothy go.
Archie looked like he wanted to drop through the floor at the personal contact.
‘What can I do you for?’ Yvonne said to him.
Dorothy liked that she spoke to Archie. There weren’t many places Archie was in authority, but embalming was definitely one.  
‘We just wanted to pick your brains again,’ Archie said.
‘About the foot?’
‘Feet,’ Dorothy said.
‘What?’
Archie nodded. ‘Dorothy found another one, but it doesn’t match the first.’
‘Holy Shiva.’ Yvonne made a face, trying to figure it out. ‘But the same embalmer?’
‘We think so.’
Yvonne looked them up and down. ‘Did you bring it?’
‘The police have them both now.’ Dorothy had a quick flash of finding the second foot, Einstein’s face.
‘Well, I’m not sure how I can help,’ Yvonne said.
Dorothy shook the image and came back to the room. Yvonne looked at her bandaged arm.
‘Was that the jaguar?’
Of course people would ask, but the sooner Dorothy could forget about that night the better. She wanted to throw off the bandage and let her weeping injuries feel the air and sunshine. She wanted to walk through her local park without feeling she could die any minute, she wanted to get answers so she could sleep at night.
‘It was.’
Yvonne shook her head but her interest was piqued. ‘That must’ve been terrible. Seeing something like that up close, you’re very lucky. To be alive, I mean.’
‘I know it.’ What was it with people and big cats? If she’d been attacked by a mugger no one would be having this vicarious thrill.
‘So can you think of anyone who might be doing these feet?’ Archie said, sensing Dorothy’s unease.
Yvonne bit her lip. ‘You checked out the names I gave you?’
‘They were all embalming animals.’
‘Really? I know that happens but it’s rare.’
‘All good work,’ Archie said. ‘Lovely detail.’
‘Well, you would know.’
Archie took the compliment stoically, stuck out his chin.
Dorothy felt suddenly tired of all this. ‘Anything you can think of.’
Yvonne made a performance of thinking, mugging her way through expressions like a mime artist. ‘Honestly, I don’t know what to tell you. Everyone else we supply is in the business.’
‘So maybe it’s one of them,’ Dorothy said.
‘Not with the shoddy work I saw,’ Yvonne said.
A young lad walked in, mid-twenties, hair in a flick, carrying cardboard boxes full of nitrile gloves.
He nodded at Yvonne. ‘Hey.’
‘The wanderer returns.’
The guy disappeared through the back.
Archie watched him go. ‘What happened to old Davey?’
‘Retired. Manual work is hard as you get older.’
Tell me about it, thought Dorothy.  
‘Who’s the new boy?’ Archie said.
‘Kevin, he’s very keen. Interested in the business, not everyone is.’
Archie nodded. ‘Do you have Davey’s contact details?’
Yvonne gave him a look. ‘What for?’
‘Just in case he can help us,’ Dorothy said.
Yvonne thought about it for a long time then went to her computer. ‘I shouldn’t really.’
But she did, so much for employee confidentiality.
‘And how did you find Kevin?’ Dorothy said.
‘Recommendation from Davey,’ Yvonne said. ‘You know how it is, a lot of word of mouth in this business.’
Dorothy nodded as Archie took Davey’s address and number from Yvonne.
‘Davey won’t have anything to do with this,’ she said.
‘Just trying to find the truth,’ Dorothy said, making to leave.
Outside was an old white Ford that hadn’t been there before.  
‘Reckon that’s Kevin’s?’ Dorothy said.
‘I assume so,’ Archie said.
Dorothy glanced inside, but Yvonne had disappeared. She looked around then walked to the Ford, opened her bag, pulled out a small GPS tracker, bent over and stuck it under the wheel arch. She straightened up as if she was an old lady in pain, which she was, and headed back to Archie.
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HANNAH
What must it be like to have a second funeral for your parents? Hannah squeezed Indy’s hand and felt her grip back too tight. She reached out and touched Indy’s cheek and Indy flinched. She was standing still, shoulders back as she stared straight ahead at the two coffins on the plinths.
Hannah looked round Seafield Crem. Just eight people including the council guy who ran the place standing to the side, hands folded. Hannah hadn’t known Indy when she had the first funeral, something she would always be sad about. She thought about her time before they met, uncomfortable fumbles with teenaged boys in the park, awkwardly coming out to school friends, a handful of confusing and hurtful relationships with girls who weren’t sure or were too sure, manipulative or militant or distant or stoned or a million other things that weren’t right for her. But Indy was right, the jigsaw piece that made the sky complete.
Hannah squeezed again, Indy squeezed back. She was barely holding on, Hannah could see that, knew her inside out, knew when she was tired or worn down, energised or silly, when she needed to be alone. How can someone know another person so well?  
Esha and Ravi were next to them, then across the aisle were Mum, Gran and Archie in their funeral outfits. She had a sudden desire to be in the kitchen with all of them, sitting in comfy clothes, sharing a pot of tea or bottle of wine, not having to deal with death and grief, with all the mysteries.
The chapel seemed cavernous and Hannah wished there was a different way to do this, but all three crems in the city were the same size. She remembered burning Grandpa in the back garden on his instruction.
Johann Johannsson played over the PA, soft strings, sonorous and resonant. It sounded like the tide coming in on a calm day. When it finished, Hannah was surprised to see Ravi go to the dais. She hadn’t heard him say two words since he arrived, always in Esha’s shadow, happy in silence.
He cleared his throat and stretched his neck.
‘Our Pratik and his beloved Giva were taken from us six years ago.’ He swallowed, looked at Esha, and Hannah felt a lump in her throat as Indy gripped her hand.
‘They died on the other side of the world from where they grew up, the other side of the world from us.’ He nodded at Esha then glanced at Indy, took a deep breath. ‘We never had a chance to say goodbye.’
He stared at the coffins for a long time. They had discussed whether to place Pratik and Giva in new coffins, but Indy didn’t see the point, and the crem guy was fine with burning a bit of dried mud.
‘Esha and I are broken,’ Ravi said, voice echoing around the high ceiling. ‘We broke the day they died.’
Esha lowered her head, pressed a tissue to her nose, shoulders shaking.  
‘For your child to die before you do is not right,’ Ravi said. ‘It is against the way of the universe. It’s not something you get over, it’s not even something you manage to live with. Esha and I still exist, but it doesn’t feel like we are alive anymore. But we believe in samsara, that our atman will live again once we die. And we believe the same for Pratik and Giva, their souls will go on again in some form.’
Hannah thought about her old quantum physics classes, the inter connectedness of all things, we are all joined to each other in millions of ways, from the subatomic level to the size of the cosmos. She thought about José and his messages, his pregnant girlfriend, the two of them never having grieved for their mis carried daughter. Never having had a moment like this to acknowledge what was gone. We don’t ever die, Ravi was right, we just convert our energy from one form to another, from chemical energy in our bodies to thermal in the crem furnace, to potential energy, molecular, kinetic, subjected to forces from all sides, strong, weak, electromagnetic and gravitational, pulling us apart and together, dancing endlessly through the swirl of creation until the end of time.
Ravi had been talking while Hannah spun off, but he stopped now, head bowed, tears on his cheeks. Esha sobbed into her tissue. A belief in reincarnation didn’t alter the fact that losing your son was devastating.
Indy breathed carefully, ran her tongue round the inside of her mouth, eyes wet with tears. Hannah hugged her and felt her sink into it, squeeze tight and hold on.
Ravi returned to the row and comforted Esha as the crem guy stepped up, pushed a button, and the two coffins descended into the plinths, down to the furnace where they would burn at a thousand degrees for ninety minutes, chemical to thermal energy, game over.
Hannah looked at Indy. She would love this woman until the end of time, until their bodies were dust spreading out across the universe, their atoms dancing in the infinite expanse of the cosmos, their spirits spread over millions of light years of space.
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JENNY
Jenny didn’t normally have trouble sleeping but she’d woken as dawn nudged at the curtains and lay awake chewing stuff over until she couldn’t stand it and got up to make tea. Schrödinger greeted her as she came into the kitchen. He’d been much more friendly to her since Einstein died. Jenny wondered about grief in animals, Schrödinger was obviously pining.  
She picked him up, squeezed him, then let him down, and he followed as she filled the kettle. She went to the window, low sun striping the Links, trees casting long shadows. This was such a beautiful place to live, she was born lucky. She’d been ignorant of that privilege for most of her life, but was finally admitting it now. She was middle-aged, she supposed, but she often felt like a hormonal teen, other times like an old woman with one foot in the grave. Maybe that’s what yesterday with Liam was about, trying to stay more like the former than the latter.
The kettle clicked off and she got her phone out. She’d watched the footage Thomas sent her many times already, but she pressed play again. Vanessa in the bathroom, reaching into the cabinet, taking a long drink from a plastic bottle. Then again, the same. A few more instances until the bottle was finished, then she filled it with water and poured in some liquid from an eyedrop bottle. Took a drink, closed the cabinet door.
Who knew you could kill yourself with eyedrops? Visine wasn’t even prescription, you bought it over the counter, but it contained tetrahydrozoline, which was poisonous. All sorts of symptoms, from nausea and vomiting to weakness, heart palpitations, even hallucinations, seizures, eventually death. She’d drunk it willingly, slowly killed herself.
‘Don’t.’
Jenny looked up to see Dorothy in sleek eastern pyjamas, followed by Thomas, fully dressed. Dorothy had an effortless cool even with a scratched face and bandaged arm. The bandage had been refreshed, her face was healing, and she moved easier. Jenny’s heart caught in her throat at the thought her mum could’ve died. But she would die sooner or later, Jenny would have to go on without her, arrange the funeral, stand by the coffin. The footage on her phone was still playing, Vanessa killing herself over and over again, leaving her children and lover behind. Why?
‘What do you mean?’ Jenny said.
‘I know that’s the footage Thomas sent you,’ Dorothy said, making tea. There was something comforting about your mum knowing what you’re thinking even after almost half a century. Jenny embraced that connection that she’d fought when she was younger.
Thomas hovered at the worktop, didn’t sit, checked his watch.
‘I don’t understand why she did it,’ Jenny said.
Schrödinger went to Thomas, who lifted and nuzzled him. Jenny missed Liam suddenly, wanted him to be here playing with the cat, drinking tea and looking out at the sparrows. She wondered if she would ever have that with him.
Jenny held her phone up to Thomas. ‘You’re sure about this?’
‘We found the bottle, the eyedrops, tested both. The lab went back and tested her body. Tetrahydrozoline doesn’t show up in regular toxicology reports, the lab have to do something called a GC-MS, gas chromatography. She was full of the stuff, it definitely killed her.’
‘How long had she been taking it?’
‘Months,’ Thomas said, letting Schrödinger go. ‘That’s what the lab tech said.’
Jenny shook her head. ‘What about Francesco and the twins?’
‘We’re bringing them all back in for interview, but it looks pretty straightforward.’
‘No note?’
‘Not that we’ve found.’
‘An accident?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘If she wanted to kill herself, why not just do it all at once? Why make herself ill for so long?’
Thomas narrowed his eyes. ‘Maybe she wanted to be looked after.’
Jenny swallowed. Imagined a young Italian man screwing her poisoned body every night. The lack of responsibility, narrowing your world to just staying alive. The attention, the care, love and friendship.
‘Maybe,’ she said.
Dorothy placed tea in front of Jenny, who put her phone away. The footage was killing her. The tea smelled like home.
‘You sure you don’t want any?’ Dorothy said to Thomas.
He shook his head. ‘I’d better get to work.’
She walked over and touched his shoulder, reached up and kissed him. Jenny felt a glow of happiness.
‘Don’t forget the warrant,’ Dorothy said.
Jenny put her tea down. ‘For what?’
Dorothy turned but kept her hand on Thomas’s shoulder. ‘The retired big-cat guy. He felt wrong, he’s hiding something.’
‘You think Whiskers is his?’ Jenny said.
‘Maybe.’
Thomas took Dorothy’s hand. ‘I have to go.’
Jenny shifted gears in her mind. ‘What about Sophia?’
Thomas’s face dropped. ‘We’re still exploring every avenue we can.’
‘That’s what cops say when they’ve got fuck-all leads.’
Dorothy turned sharply. ‘Jenny.’
But Thomas nodded, took on the mantle of blame. ‘We interviewed your suspects, they were convincing.’
‘You mean they had good lawyers.’
‘That goes with the territory of being successful.’
‘We’re chasing them up too,’ Jenny said.
Thomas looked at her for a long moment. ‘As long as you’re not doing anything illegal.’
‘Of course not,’ she deadpanned. She’d done illegal shit in the past and Thomas knew about some of it.
‘If you find out anything,’ Thomas said, ‘bring it to the police.’
Jenny straightened her shoulders. ‘You know, it’s the police’s job to solve crimes.’
‘We’re doing our best.’
Dorothy looked from one to the other. ‘How’s Fiona coping?’
Jenny felt a flush of shame that she hadn’t asked. She’d been obsessing about Vanessa, Liam, herself, not thinking of Fiona alone in Cramond crying her eyes out.
‘Not well,’ Thomas said. ‘We’re still searching the wider area around the house and interviewing her family, school friends, neighbours.’
‘But you know this is Craig,’ Jenny said. ‘The text.’
‘We’re keeping our options open.’
Jenny thought of Hannah following Seb, checking out Charlotte’s rentals. She thought about going back to Karl to shake him down. Thomas was right, this was beyond frustrating.
‘Whatever,’ Jenny said, and regretted how it sounded, petulant and childish.
Thomas kissed Dorothy and left, then Dorothy picked up Schrödinger and sat at the table.
‘A little basic kindness wouldn’t go amiss,’ she said.
‘Sorry, it’s Craig, he does this to me.’ She lifted her phone. ‘And everything else. Who drinks eyedrops until they die?’
Dorothy sipped her tea. ‘We can’t know other people, in the end, we can only know ourselves if we’re lucky.’
‘Is that some Buddhist shit?’
‘Just seventy-one years of experience.’
‘So you’re wise now?’
Dorothy laughed. ‘You make me sound like Gandalf.’
Jenny reached over and touched her mum’s cheek. ‘I can just picture you with a white beard and pointy hat.’
Dorothy went quiet for a moment. ‘I wish I could conjure up some magic answers.’
Jenny patted her mum’s hand, pictured her in a coffin and felt tears coming to her eyes. All this death was killing her.
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HANNAH
No one would describe Edinburgh as a sweaty city but Hannah’s damp armpits said otherwise. It was somehow overcast and bright at the same time, high grey cloud adding a mugginess that weighed on her as she sat outside Söderberg with a double espresso and cardamom bun.
She spotted José and Olivia coming up Middle Meadow Walk from a long way away. She tried to judge their body language, Olivia was cajoling him along while he seemed reluctant to put one foot in front of the other. He was wincing and blinking as they reached her, she was upright, stoic, mouth pressed into a line.
Hannah stood and pulled out chairs. ‘Thanks for coming.’
José eased into the seat. ‘I’m not crazy, my mother had me tested.’
Olivia sighed as she sat down.
‘What?’ Hannah said.
‘It’s from The Big Bang Theory,’ Olivia said. ‘It’s supposed to be a joke.’
José stuck his chin out but avoided eye contact. She tried to remember the confident postgrad she’d met two weeks ago. It was easy to lose your grip on the world, she knew that well.  
‘Did you get anywhere with my case?’ José said, sarcastic air quotes around the last two words.
Hannah looked at Olivia, who had worry baked into her face. She had bags under her eyes, and Hannah wondered if she was sleeping. The first trimester can be the worst, sickness, insomnia, worry. And José on top of that.
She turned to him. ‘Do you mean if I’ve found out who’s pranking you?’
‘It’s no one, is it? That’s what I thought all along.’
Hannah shook her head. ‘Just because I haven’t found any proof the messages are fake, doesn’t mean they’re real.’
José barked a laugh and looked at her for the first time. ‘Do you hear yourself?’ He turned to Olivia. ‘Can you hear what she’s saying?’
He prodded the table, which shook. ‘They’re not fake but they’re not real. You’re a scientist, you know that doesn’t make sense.’
Hannah thought about what Rose McAllister said. We’re asking the wrong questions. It had been on her mind ever since, maybe we’re always asking the wrong questions. Maybe we look for answers in the wrong places.
She turned to Olivia, glanced at her stomach. ‘How are you feeling?’
Olivia looked surprised, as if this shouldn’t be about her. ‘I’m OK.’
‘You look tired.’
Olivia touched the crucifix on her necklace. ‘I’m exhausted, tell the truth. The sickness is all day, every day. I feel nauseous at the smell of your coffee right now. Every time I walk past a restaurant I have to take a wide berth.’
Hannah leaned in. ‘Are you getting any support?’
Olivia’s eyes flickered as she threw a glance at José, who was staring at the table, running his finger through some spilled sugar. ‘It’s not easy, there’s so much going on.’
‘You need to take care of yourself.’
‘I know.’
‘I mean it.’
Olivia placed a hand on top of José’s to stop his finger wandering across the table. ‘But what about everything else?’
Hannah looked at their hands, the sticky spread of sugar, the seeds from her bun scattered amongst them.
‘I think you should have a memorial,’ she said, looking up.
They looked confused. José narrowed his eyes and shook his head. ‘For who?’
‘Your baby.’
Olivia put her hand on her stomach and her eyes went wide. ‘What?’
Hannah held her hands out. ‘Sorry, I mean your previous baby.’
Olivia’s hand went back to the crucifix. ‘The miscarriage.’
‘She was still a baby. It can help to acknowledge that.’
Olivia started playing with her earring. ‘I don’t know. Can you do that?’
‘Didn’t you get any advice when it happened?’
José watched the two women intently, as if this was a message he was trying to decode.  
Olivia placed her hands on the table. ‘Not really. I mean, the miscarriage happened in the flat.’
‘But you went to your GP or hospital, right?’
Olivia’s eyes welled up. ‘I had to get a D&C, but I didn’t really understand. I was all over the place.’
Hannah reached over and held her hand. ‘I’m sorry, we don’t have to talk about this.’
José looked from Hannah to Olivia. ‘I think it’s a great idea.’
Olivia looked shocked at his voice. ‘What?’
He nodded hard. ‘We need to remember. We need to commemorate.’
He kept speaking but his voice was drowned out by two girls on skateboards zooming down the slope towards the Meadows. Hannah briefly thought of the skater girl that the Skelfs organised the funeral for recently, same age as her.  
José finished talking and stared expectantly at them.
Olivia looked confused, placed her hands on her stomach, as if trying to shield her baby from this conversation.
‘I don’t know if this is a good idea right now,’ she said.
‘She was a girl,’ José said, oblivious to what Olivia just said.
‘What?’ Hannah said.
‘We talked about names,’ José said.
Olivia started to cry. ‘Don’t, José.’
‘It’s OK.’ He seemed suddenly lucid, as if this was a part of life he could deal with. ‘It’s good to talk about it.’
He turned to Hannah. ‘Rebecca.’ He put a hand on top of Olivia’s on her belly. ‘After Olivia’s grandmother.’
Olivia touched the crucifix and gulped. ‘She gave me this.’
Hannah heard strains of classical violin from down the road, a busker at the junction to the park. A girl younger than Hannah conjuring musical magic from thin air, messages from the ether.
‘We do it quite a lot,’ Hannah said. ‘Memorials for children lost through miscarriage. You should’ve had some advice from the hospital. It can help the healing, the distress.’
‘Makes sense,’ José said.
Hannah thought carefully how to word what she was going to say. ‘People can suffer in all kinds of ways with the psychological stress of these things.’
Olivia stared at her and Hannah wondered if she understood what she was saying. Hannah nodded at Olivia’s stomach.
‘And these things can rear up at any time, especially when you get pregnant again. It’s a crazy time, hormones, tiredness, emotional upheaval. All the unresolved feelings from before can take a toll on your mental health.’
Olivia nodded like she understood.
‘It’s a great idea,’ José said, sitting forward. His eyes were clearer than earlier. He touched Olivia on her shoulder. ‘We should remember Rebecca.’
Olivia wiped a tear from her cheek and nodded. ‘OK.’
‘As soon as possible,’ José said, turning to Hannah. ‘What do we do? Can we do it today?’
Hannah looked from him to Olivia, eyes wet, hands at her necklace. She nodded and Hannah nodded and José smiled the most genuine smile she’d seen since she met him.
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DOROTHY
Dorothy stretched her legs down Whitehouse Loan onto Grange Road. She hadn’t had much exercise since the cat attack, but her body was aching less, her arm healing, her ribs less tight. At her age she needed to stay active or she would atrophy. She’d seen that with elderly couples. When one dies the other fades away, joining them in the ground soon after. She didn’t want to be in the ground anytime soon.
She glanced at her phone. The dot throbbed in the same place it had since last night, Grange Crescent. This was the tracker she put in Kevin Goodfellow’s old car, she’d got his surname from running the numberplate. The young guy from FME. Turned out Grange Crescent was only twenty minutes on foot from her house.
She walked past Carlton Cricket Club. It was strange to think of Scottish people playing cricket, but she supposed it must happen. She glanced at the oval expanse of the cricket field and thought about all that green space, then about Whiskers. She imagined the jaguar leaping over the wall and savaging her, but she hadn’t been spotted in daylight, she was a night-time killer. There were a lot of hoax sightings but also a few more reliable ones from further south in the city. Maybe she was heading for the fields of Midlothian, woods and bushes, farmland with lots of sheep and cattle, deer on the Pentlands.
Dorothy reached the turnoff for Grange Crescent, newer houses, post-war bungalows rather than the old wealth of the row behind. She rounded the bend and spotted Kevin’s white Ford. She looked at her phone screen, she was right on top of the dot. Archie was checking up on Davey from FME, and Dorothy was just here for a wee chat. But something about this location, so close to home, made her pause. She thought about calling Thomas to talk it through but he was busy with a hundred different things, so she put her phone away and walked up the drive of number twenty-two.
She stood at the door listening to trees rustle in the wind. She heard the thwack of leather on willow from the cricket practice nets along the road. She rang the doorbell and waited, looked around. The house was set back from the road, hedges on both sides so that you couldn’t see the neighbours’ houses. And bungalows meant no one was overlooked by next door’s windows. Dorothy thought about that. A gust of wind made the birches sway.
She tried the doorbell again and looked at the car in the driveway. He could be at the shops or out for a walk.
She went round the side of the house, unlatched a high gate, walked past recycling bins. She edged round the back and looked in the first window. Old-fashioned décor, a display case of ceramic knick-knacks, brown-patterned sofas and thick carpet. Strange taste for a guy in his twenties. She went to the kitchen window, more dated décor, old hob, cream-coloured fridge and washing machine, cabinets and worktops that had seen better days. She tried the back door. Locked.
She looked round the garden. It was larger than she expected. At the bottom was a long shed which looked newer. The door was shut and the small windows had curtains drawn. She heard a blackbird in the tree, chirping a warning as two magpies flew close. A knot of sparrows scattered over the house and away. She thought she heard something coming from the shed amongst the bird racket, but wasn’t sure.
She stood for a long time then walked down the garden. She placed her feet carefully on the grass, heard the hum of bees from a nearby bush with blue flowers. She felt her heart against her bruised ribs, tried to control her breathing. In and out, like she did for the yoga she’d practised all her life, regulate the breath, feel your core, control your body.
She reached the shed door and listened. The blackbird was still chirping above, a magpie clacking in retaliation. It filled her mind with noise and she tried to shake it.
She reached out and touched the handle, opened the door.
She blinked heavily and stared.
Kevin stood in the middle of the shed wearing scrubs and blue gloves, standing over two naked bodies on a table. They were elderly, a man and a woman. Their heads were nearest the door, and Dorothy could see whisps of white hair, also chew marks on their scalps and down the arm of the woman. She craned her neck to get a better view, saw chunks missing on the man’s waist, his thigh. She saw as far as the other end. Neither body had feet. She suddenly realised something. A big cat would probably go for a human’s innards first, but presumably Kevin had removed those in the embalming process, so Whiskers had opted for the feet.  
Kevin held a brush in one hand, something that looked like a raw chicken fillet in the other. Beside him was a bottle labelled Mastix, and on the worktop behind him was a box which looked like it was full of latex prosthetics. Dorothy had seen similar in her own embalming room, had watched Archie carefully recreate a smashed nose or an ear that was ripped off in an industrial accident. Dorothy glanced round the rest of the shed, more embalming instruments including a fluid pump against the far wall. She looked back at Kevin who was focused on the bodies in front of him.
She braced herself against the doorframe. ‘Kevin.’
He jumped and looked up. In his scrubs and gloves he looked like a surgeon, but Dorothy was glad he had a glue brush in his hand, not a scalpel.
He stood and stared at her for a long time. The magpies outside were noisier now, maybe they were winning against the blackbird.
Dorothy kept expecting a burst of movement from him, lunging at her, pushing her out of the way as he fled, but he just kept standing there blinking as if this might all go away.
‘Kevin,’ she said again, just to make sure the world hadn’t stopped completely. ‘It’s OK.’
She held out a hand and took a step into the shed.
‘Kevin, can you tell me who these people are?’
Kevin squeezed the prosthetic in his hand. Was it something specific, or just latex to cover wounds?
As Dorothy stepped closer to the bodies she saw the damage better, teeth marks the same as she had under her bandage. Bigger chunks of flesh ripped from the midriff and leg, scratches all over the bodies. She saw a large makeup kit similar to Archie’s, and wondered how on earth Kevin thought he could make this better. She looked at the four legs ending in bony stumps, torn flesh and sinew, red through pink to the white of the bone.
‘Kevin.’ Dorothy took another step closer.
‘Grandma and Grandad,’ he said in a gentle voice, looking at the bodies. ‘I didn’t kill them.’
Dorothy took another careful step. ‘OK.’
‘They just died,’ he said, waving the glue brush around. ‘First Grandma, then Grandad. He didn’t want her to leave him, so we kept her. Then he died a few days later, I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want them to go. My mum and dad left me, they were all I had.’
‘It’s OK,’ Dorothy said, but it wasn’t, it wouldn’t be ever again for Kevin.
His body deflated, his shoulders slumped and his hands dropped to his sides. Dorothy kept watching him for sudden violence.
‘I thought I knew what I was doing,’ Kevin muttered. ‘I thought I could look after them.’
‘But?’
He swallowed hard and looked at the leg stumps. ‘I left the shed unlocked. Someone got in and did this. Some monster.’
Dorothy felt her heart skip.
‘It was a jaguar,’ she said.
He looked up at her. ‘What?’
‘Haven’t you seen the news?’
‘I don’t understand.’ He waved a hand at the bodies, started to cry. ‘I’ve been trying to tidy them up ever since but I’m not very good.’
Dorothy could see botched prosthetic jobs on the bodies now she was closer, they looked like cancerous growths. ‘You can’t do this.’
‘I know,’ Kevin said, tears down his face. He placed the prosthetic and brush on the table, began sobbing, shoulders shaking. He placed his gloved hands on his face and Dorothy thought about the hygiene. The shed was grimy anyway, no place for the dead.
‘I don’t want them to leave me.’ He was like a little boy upset that his friends had gone off to play somewhere else. ‘I don’t want to be alone again.’
Dorothy stepped forward until she was in front of him. He was a foot taller, young, strong, could easily overpower her, beat her, strangle her, kill her in a million different ways.  
She wrapped her arms around him, felt him sob into her shoulder, and she held him for as long as he needed.
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JENNY
Cumin Place didn’t look as if one of its residents had just died. The muggy atmosphere seemed to dampen all sound as Jenny walked to the door of Vanessa’s house and pressed the bell. Francesco was as handsome and well put together as ever when he opened the door, but he was subdued. He wore a light cardigan, slacks and slip-on shoes, like a 1930s catalogue model.
He nodded like he’d been expecting her. ‘Come.’
He walked through to the bedroom and Jenny followed.
The room was brighter than before, curtains tied back, big light on. The bed was stripped, mattress like a white beacon in the darker décor. Francesco pointed at a plastic bag on the floor.
‘Your cameras,’ he said.
Jenny felt a flush to her neck. ‘I’m so sorry.’
Francesco held a tea towel and played with it aimlessly. It was strange seeing an alpha male act like a domestic servant, but Jenny chastised herself for playing along with every stereotype ingrained into her. Why couldn’t a young Italian man do the housework? Why couldn’t he care for an older woman, why couldn’t he pleasure her?
‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Jenny said. It was a stock phrase but she meant it. ‘And I’m sorry about the cameras.’
He nodded at the bag. ‘You saw everything?’
Jenny thought about him soaping himself in the shower, making a pot of tea in the kitchen, going down on Vanessa.
‘Yes.’
‘You saw that I love her.’
She felt that flush again, reaching her cheeks this time. ‘Yes.’
‘I love her.’ He folded and unfolded the tea towel.
He was still using the present tense, very common when talking about the recently dead. We want to keep them alive with our language if nothing else.
Jenny moved into the room. She remembered where Vanessa had been, the shape of her body on the bed, the look on her face, the waxiness of her skin.
‘Did the police speak to you?’ she said.
‘They told me everything. Showed me some footage from the cameras.’ He shook his head. ‘I did not know this about eyedrops.’
Jenny sighed. ‘It’s crazy.’
‘You can just buy them and drink them and you’re dead.’
‘I’m so sorry.’
‘I bought them for her. I took her to the doctor, I went to the pharmacy for her medicines. I didn’t want her taking too many things, that can be just as bad as not enough. But she had dry eyes, needed eyedrops. I thought nothing of it.’ He lowered his head. ‘I am to blame.’
She sat next to him on the bed, placed a hand on his knee then thought better of it, held her hands awkwardly in her lap. ‘It’s not your fault.’
He stuck his jaw out. ‘If I didn’t buy them, she would still be here.’
Jenny was only inches from him, but it felt like miles.
‘I don’t understand why,’ she said eventually.
‘What?’
‘Aren’t you curious?’ Jenny angled her head to see into his eyes. ‘They think she would’ve been fit and well if she wasn’t drinking eyedrops. Why was she slowly killing herself?’
Francesco didn’t speak, lowered his head.
‘Do you think she meant to kill herself, or just make herself ill?’ Jenny said.
‘She didn’t mean it to end with her death.’
‘How do you know?’
He held her gaze for a long time then reached under the mattress, pulled out a notebook and handed it to her. ‘Her diary.’
‘Have you shown the police?
He shook his head. ‘It’s not their business. I want to protect her.’
It was a small black Moleskin with a ribbon marker. She opened and read it. Her stomach tightened. She flicked back a page, read again, then more pages, all of them full of desperation and loneliness, how she longed for contact with Maria and Matthew, how she missed them and the children they used to be, wanted to be reconciled, had no other family now her husband and mother were gone. If she got ill, if she needed looking after, needed care and attention then Maria and Matthew would visit, bring her flowers, take her into the garden, sit and talk about their days, then she would feel better.
Jenny kept flicking, scanning the neat handwriting, and found the moment when she discovered that eyedrops could cause her to feel ill. She started drinking them diluted with water, nervous at first but gradually becoming used to it, used to the tiredness and nausea, pale skin, shortness of breath, but still her babies never visited, never called. Then it accelerated. And they didn’t talk to her at all at the funeral, in fact she was surprised they showed up, was sure they’d only done it expecting money from their gran’s will. Then something darker, arguments on the phone with Matthew and especially Maria, the shock realisation that they weren’t the children she’d raised anymore, they were a couple now, an idea that made her want to vomit her life away. So Vanessa kept drinking the stuff, got more ill, kept waiting for a knock on the door, waiting for her children to explain that she’d got it wrong, it was all a misunderstanding. She waited for them to show her some love, to return one iota of the love she’d shown them over the years, changing nappies, playing in the park, helping with homework, taking them to golf and horse riding, all of that forgotten in their disgusting, self-centred lives as they waited for her to die.
Jenny closed the diary and felt tears in her eyes, thought about her own family.  
‘Munchausen syndrome,’ Francesco said. ‘I looked it up.’
Jenny breathed deep and long. It suddenly felt too stuffy in here.
‘So she didn’t mean to die?
‘I don’t believe so.’
‘Maria and Matthew…’
‘It’s not their fault.’
‘I have to get out of here.’
She ran out of the house, got in the hearse and drove past the Commy Pool and Pollock Halls, round Duddingston Low Road. As she drove, her sorrow hardened to fury, hands gripping the wheel, engine running high, crunching gears. It was only ten minutes to Durham Avenue and she leapt out and walked up the path, grumbling under her breath at that fucking pampas grass, how she’d thought it was funny before.
She banged on the door.
Maria opened it a little then saw Jenny’s face, tried to close it but Jenny had her foot in the way. She could see Matthew lurking in the hall.
‘You fucking pair,’ she said, spittle at the corners of her mouth. ‘It’s all your fault.’
Maria scowled at her. ‘What?’
‘Your mum. She just wanted her ungrateful kids back. She wanted to be a part of your lives.’
‘She was,’ Matthew said.
Maria shot him an evil stare. ‘Shut up.’ She turned to Jenny. ‘She was very difficult. And that ridiculous Italian, it was so embarrassing.’
‘Is that what this is about?’ Jenny said. She felt the humidity around her, the crackle of her own angry lightning. ‘You resented her for finding someone after your dad died so you turned against her. You know how selfish that is? She needed her family and you were nowhere.’
‘You can’t speak to us like this,’ Maria said, looking down. ‘Get your foot out the way.’
‘She knew about you two.’
Maria scowled. ‘What about us?’
‘That you’re fucking each other.’
Matthew looked at the ground.
Maria’s eyes widened. ‘How dare you.’
‘She poisoned herself because she was heartbroken over you.’
‘What?’
‘She’s dead because of you.’
‘But she had Frankie.’
‘At least he loved her, which is more than I can say for you.’
‘He’s just after her money.’
Maria tried to close the door again and Jenny placed a hand on it. ‘He wasn’t after anything, she left everything to you.’
Matthew spoke up from the hall. ‘She did?’
‘Get off our property,’ Maria said, failing to hide a smile on her face. ‘Or I’ll call the police.’
‘You should be ashamed.’
‘Piss off,’ Maria said, getting the door almost closed. ‘We never want to see you again. And if you think the Skelfs are getting our mum’s funeral, you’ve got another thing coming.’
The door slammed and Jenny stood there, wishing the skies would open and soak her.
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HANNAH
Hannah stared at the blank screen of her laptop and felt Schrödinger curl around her legs under the kitchen table. The cat came to her side and she lifted him onto her lap. The cursor blinked at her.
‘I’ve got nothing,’ she told Schrödinger.  
This was supposed to be for the memorial this evening for little unborn Rebecca, but Hannah couldn’t focus. She wanted to say something about their loss, but also about the need to be connected, something that addressed José’s mindset.
She nuzzled the cat. ‘What would the real Schrödinger have written, huh?’
Schrödinger dropped to the floor but stayed close. That cat missed Einstein more than anyone. Hannah had named them both as a joke, but now Einstein was dead and the joke wasn’t funny.
She got up and wandered downstairs to Indy at reception, heard the cat paw after her. ‘Hey, babes.’
‘Hey.’
Indy looked like a load had been lifted from her since her parents’ cremation. Her eyes shone, she seemed to have some of her old energy back. It was weird them still living here, Indy’s grandparents over in the Marchmont flat. Hannah thought about her dad and Sophia. This couldn’t go on forever. Ravi and Esha were due to fly back to Kolkata in three days’ time, but Hannah didn’t know if she and Indy would move back to the flat. She’d been scared to begin with that Craig was coming for her but it seemed that was a red herring, he was after his younger daughter, maybe because she was young enough not to realise what a bastard he was, could be moulded into a daughter who loved him, rather than one who wanted him dead.  
No, Hannah didn’t want her father dead, despite everything, she just wanted him out of their lives, everything back to normal. But that was bullshit, there was no ‘normal’. Everyone has a sense that if they can just get on top of things, sort out the small irritations of life, they’ll reach some imaginary state where they never have a care. But we always have cares, from the cradle to the grave, so this stuff we’re going through, the stuff we need to get on top of, that’s life. We’re all just trying to stay alive for one more day.
The front door burst open and there was Fiona, breath ragged, hair a tangled mess, eyes wild.  
‘Where’s Jenny?’ she said, staring from Hannah to Indy.
Schrödinger ducked behind reception.
‘What’s up?’ Hannah said.
Fiona used to be so together before all this, before her daughter went missing. It was no surprise she’d unravelled.
‘Is she here?’ Fiona said, eyes darting around.
‘She’s on a case.’ The last Hannah heard she was following up on Vanessa Chalmers, another slice of sadness.  
Fiona’s eyes went wider. ‘She found out something about Sophia?’
Hannah shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘No one is trying, it’s a joke.’ Fiona sucked her teeth. ‘She’s my fucking daughter.’
‘I can’t imagine,’ Indy said, coming from behind the desk.
‘You can’t imagine,’ Fiona repeated under her breath. ‘Great.’
Hannah felt the distance between them, how we can never really understand what others are going through no matter how hard we try.
‘Well, I’ve done something,’ Fiona said quietly.
‘What do you mean?’ Hannah said.
Fiona fixed her gaze on her. ‘The police interviewed those three suspects, right? It has to be one of them, that’s why Craig sent the message.’
‘We don’t know for sure Dad sent the message.’
Fiona scowled. ‘Fuck’s sake, of course it was him. The police are all about procedure but that’s not how you get things done.’
Indy approached Fiona. ‘Try to stay calm.’
Fiona turned to her. ‘Fuck calm. I’ve taken action.’
‘What do you mean?’ Indy said.
Hannah frowned. ‘Fiona, what have you done?’
Fiona smiled and walked out of the house. Hannah and Indy glanced at each other and followed. Her car was parked at an angle, skid marks in the gravel. She went to the back of the car and popped the boot.
Hannah came round and saw inside just as she heard a muffled moan. It was the German guy, Karl, the one Mum spoke to in North Berwick, she’d seen his picture on the whiteboard upstairs. His hands were tied with plastic restraints, mouth covered in duct tape, and he’d pissed himself.
‘What the hell?’
Fiona touched her hair like it was electric. ‘It was the only way.’
Indy was already on her phone.
‘What are you doing?’ Fiona said.
‘Calling the police.’
‘The police are bullshit.’ Fiona pointed at Karl whimpering in the boot. ‘This is the only way.’
She pulled a kitchen knife from her handbag and approached Karl, who whined like a beaten dog.
‘Fiona, this is insane,’ Hannah said.
‘I’m sure he knows something.’
She stood over him as he scrambled to the rear of the boot, hunched over and crying.
Indy was making the call.
Hannah stepped up and stood between Fiona and the car, felt the knife blade brush her hand.
Fiona was shaking, neck muscles strained. ‘I need to find my fucking daughter.’
Hannah put a hand on Fiona’s shoulder and felt her shiver.
‘You’ll be arrested,’ she said. ‘If you end up in jail, what’ll happen when they find Sophia? Do you want her to grow up without her mum?’
Fiona hesitated, eyes on Karl in the boot. He had snot running over the duct tape, tears on his cheeks.  
Hannah kept staring at Fiona.  
Fiona looked from the boot to Hannah.
‘It’s only a matter of time until we find her,’ Hannah said. ‘You have to be strong.’
Fiona swallowed heavily. ‘You honestly think we’ll find her?’
Hannah put a hand on her heart. ‘I promise. But not like this.’
Fiona stood for a long time, looked at Hannah, looked at Karl squirming in the boot, looked at Indy. She’d paused the phone call, waiting to see how this would pan out. Finally Fiona looked at the knife in her trembling hand. She dropped it with a crunch on the gravel, then covered her face with her hands and sobbed her heart out.
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DOROTHY
She looked around Corstorphine Hill Cemetery and wondered if she was in shock. But it had only been dead bodies in Kevin’s shed, and she’d been living with dead bodies ever since she crossed the Atlantic to this cold, dark country half a century ago.  
Kevin was in police custody. They’d done a preliminary interview and were waiting on psychiatric evaluation. His grandparents were in the morgue and a quick examination suggested Kevin’s story could be true. No obvious evidence of violent death but they’d have to wait for tox reports. The damage to the bodies looked like it was done by a large wild animal and, more importantly, the bodies fitted the feet. Which meant there were still two feet out there in the hedges or gardens, or on a nature trail waiting to be found by another inquisitive dog or a small kid playing hide-and-seek.  
According to records, Kevin became an orphan at nine years old when his parents died in a road accident. He was taken in by his grandparents, Paul and Dorothy. Dorothy shivered at the same name, and she was about the same age too. She pictured herself on the slab in Kevin’s shed, chunks missing from her body, then she looked down at her bandaged arm. She imagined her feet out there in the city, having adventures of their own, walking from garden to garden in the night. She imagined embalming fluid coursing through her veins, pushing the blood out, petrifying her from the inside.
She looked around. She was surprised at the turnout, more people than she expected, but then she only knew Derek Winters as an incestuous rapist. She wondered if any of the mourners knew that about him except the three women standing nearest the grave.
The sight of Edith, Sandra and Abi made Dorothy remember Jim’s funeral, where herself, Jenny and Hannah stood around the pyre in their back garden. That seemed a lifetime ago but it wasn’t even two years. Jim had secrets, but nothing compared to Derek, thank God. She, Jenny and Hannah had always got along, just typical mother-daughter friction to overcome. The same could not be said for Edith, Sandra and Abi. So much pain within one family, it was hard to see how they could overcome this. But maybe lowering this bastard into the ground was a start.
The minister was old, rotund belly, red nose, wavy hair behind his ears, bald on top. He said nice things about Derek and Dorothy watched Sandra grind her teeth so hard it looked like she might pop her jaw. Abi had her head down, hands fidgeting with several leather bracelets on her wrist. Edith had her chin out, impassive. Dorothy wasn’t even sure if she believed what Sandra and Abi told her but there was a feeling they were chipping away at her resolve. Dorothy had sympathy, it was hard to discover the truth about your dead husband, tempting to cling to the image you had of him. Piling deceit on top of grief felt like being crushed, and Edith looked crushed despite her glare at the hole in the ground.
They finished lowering the coffin, some final words from the minister.
The congregation was mostly the same age as Edith, standard Church of Scotland ceremony, a social event as much as an opportunity to mourn. The mugginess of earlier had burned away and the sunshine dappling through the trees was incongruous, this sort of thing should be done in a frosty, windswept graveyard, mourners huddled against the wind in heavy coats, faces sour. But Dorothy felt the sun on her face and closed her eyes, soaked up the warmth. When she opened them again, mourners were already drifting away. She looked at the hundreds of Polish war graves in neat rows, immigrant groups keeping them tidy. She wondered if anyone would look after Derek’s grave.
Dorothy was surprised to see two younger faces amongst the mourners, realised it was Abi’s bandmates, Kazuko’s purple hair, Taylor’s long fringe, their teenage energy beaming off them. They gave Abi performative hugs and Dorothy smiled. Abi’s generation was so much more sorted than hers. They were unafraid of feelings and self-analysis, open to new ideas but quick to call out bigotry. Inclusive without being wishy-washy. It was no surprise Kazuko and Taylor were here, of course they’d show up for their best friend.
Edith stood looking at her husband’s coffin in the grave. Three council workers waited down the hill with shovels, leaning against a tree and vaping.
Sandra approached Dorothy. She hadn’t spoken to her mum. Her jaw was clenched, face serious.
‘Thanks,’ she said, nodding over her shoulder.
‘I didn’t know if you’d come.’
‘Wanted to make sure the old cunt was really dead.’ She glanced behind at her mum. ‘I wish she’d leave so they can fill in that hole.’
Dorothy looked at Edith then Sandra. ‘It must be hard for her.’
‘She knew.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘She chose not to know, maybe that’s a better way of putting it.’
Dorothy ran a hand down her cheek. ‘None of us know what it’s like to be anyone else.’
Sandra turned and looked at Edith for a long time, shook her head.
Abi came up, her bandmates lurking at the Polish graves.
‘Hey,’ she said to Dorothy, then looked at her mum. ‘You OK?’
Sandra swallowed. It wasn’t easy to have your daughter feel sorry for you, it was demeaning. But she cared, that was most important.
‘I’m fine.’
Abi played with those bracelets again. ‘I’ve been thinking, Mum.’
Sandra turned at ‘Mum’. It had been a year, maybe she’d forgotten how good it was to hear it. ‘Yeah?’
‘Maybe I could come back home.’
Sandra’s face crumbled, eyes full of tears. ‘Oh, Abi.’
Abi shrugged. ‘I just thought.’ She waved a hand around the cemetery. ‘Maybe we should, I dunno, look after each other.’
Sandra hugged her daughter. ‘Oh, baby.’
‘I’m not a baby.’
Sandra pulled back to look at her. ‘No, you’re a smart young woman.’
Abi wriggled free. ‘OK, cool.’  
She slunk back to her mates, shrugging then hugging.
Sandra turned to Dorothy. ‘Thank you for looking after her.’
‘It was a pleasure, I mean it. She’s a credit to you.’
‘It’s all in spite of me.’
‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s tough being a mum at the best of times.’
Sandra looked over her shoulder at her mum, still staring at the grave. She turned and left the graveyard, Abi and her mates in tow.
Dorothy waited, looked around the cemetery. She was used to these spaces, the serenity, time slowing down, the sense of continuity through the ages. There were no great views from here, but just east on the nature trail you could see across the city and beyond. And just beyond the nature trail was the zoo. Dorothy imagined hearing a lion roar, the whinny of a zebra, the chatter of monkeys. Everything in this city so close, graveyards next to zoos, rich next to poor, tourist traps next to slums.  
She suddenly realised something. Got her phone out and opened the map. Zoomed in on Grange Crescent where Kevin lived. She zoomed out a little and felt blood rush to her cheeks. His garden backed onto the gardens of Dick Place. Where Neil Unwin lived. She checked the house numbers, they were right next to each other.
She made a call, Thomas picked up after two rings.
‘Did you get the warrant for Dick Place?’
‘Still waiting. What’s up?’
‘He’s breeding big cats in his back garden.’
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HANNAH
She assumed Blackford Hill was José’s idea but apparently Olivia had suggested it and he’d jumped at it. Hannah had helped out at memorials before with the Skelfs but nothing like this. Usually they were in the chapel at the house or a church or cemetery. But a memorial was about remembering someone, so you could do it anywhere.  
The setting sun threw long shadows over the nooks and crannies of the hill, mottling the city in front of them, swathes of darkness creeping east behind the castle, Calton Hill and Arthur’s Seat, inky fingers reaching towards the Forth.
Hannah wore a pale-blue blouse and black skirt. Olivia and José had also changed their clothes and she wondered briefly what difference it made. Olivia looked uncomfortable in a black dress, kept touching her belly, which was still flat. José nodded to himself like he was agreeing with something in his head, but his eyes were clearer than Hannah had seen them recently. He’d washed his hair and looked like he knew where he was. He looked at the view then up at the sky. It was evening, stars just starting to emerge in the long gloaming, Venus and Mars already low and bright, early sentinels of the cosmic display. The sky west was the colour of orange peel, leeching to dark blue above their heads.
Hannah thought about José’s messages. He’d hired her to disprove them, then as the investigation went on he clearly wanted her to confirm them. She’d done neither. Maybe it was unsolvable, unless you uncover the biggest revelation in the history of humankind, that we’re not alone in the universe. The great silence of Fermi’s paradox was just that, a big fat silence. Either we’re alone amongst the billions of stars or we’re not. Either answer is terrifying.
But Rose said we’re asking the wrong questions and that sent Hannah somewhere else. José had presented it as either/or. Either someone is playing a prank or he was really getting messages from aliens. But those weren’t the only options. Maybe we want the signals to be true, maybe we want to stop feeling so lonely, maybe we want to think we’re not alone so we make messages happen. Maybe we’re so lost after the death of an unborn child that we look for solace in the only place we know.
Hannah looked up. She couldn’t see the stars yet but she knew they were there. Sometimes you just have to have faith.
They were standing at the trig point on the top of the hill, the city spread between them and the sea. Olivia and José looked at each other and smiled. Olivia had a small bag at her feet. They leaned in and kissed each other, and Hannah felt electricity go through her. They were obviously in love, she hoped she and Indy looked like that when they kissed.
Hannah saw movement out the corner of her eye and turned. For a moment she thought it was the jaguar, four legs, black, but it was just a Labrador out for a walk with its owner. She looked beyond at the Pentlands, imagined Whiskers hunting out there, surviving however she could.
José and Olivia looked at Hannah and cleared their throats, and she turned and took out her phone, read from the screen.
‘We’re here this evening to remember Rebecca, who was taken from us too soon, before we had a chance to know her, before we got a chance to see what she could become. But that doesn’t mean Olivia and José love her any less.’
The couple pulled each other closer.
‘The first law of thermodynamics tells us that energy is conserved,’ Hannah continued. ‘That might seem like a dry scientific fact but it has profound consequences. For billions of years since the big bang, planets and stars have formed and died, galaxies have travelled countless distances, but all the energy in that first moment is still with us.’
She swallowed hard.
‘Rebecca’s energy is still with us. She was always with José and Olivia, before they even met each other, in their future, and she will always be with them in their past. Long after all this has gone.’
She waved a hand at Edinburgh, just a blink of the universe’s eye.
‘We’re all connected, that’s what physics tell us. There are billions of neutrinos passing through our bodies right now. Countless particles reacting with us, changing their paths because of us, heading towards new destinies because of their interactions with the rest of the universe. If a single particle changes us, imagine what a person can do. Rebecca had a huge impact on José and Olivia and that will never fade, never be lost. The conservation of her energy is guaranteed by the laws of physics.’
Hannah glanced at José, who nodded to himself.
‘We all need connection in our lives,’ she said. ‘Luckily none of us are alone in the universe. We are connected all the time, by the photons that travel from your face to my eyes, by a billion other ways, from subatomic to galactic. There are signals all around us. We don’t always understand those messages, maybe we can’t decode them, but the messages connect us to each other in a way that is deeper than any words can express.’
Olivia was crying gently, José had his arm around her.  
‘Rebecca is sadly gone but her energy lives on,’ Hannah said. ‘And we remember that energy, we celebrate it. Her energy lives in us all.’
She lowered her phone and stood with her hands clasped together.
‘Goodbye Rebecca,’ Olivia said.
‘Goodbye,’ José said.
He crouched and went into Olivia’s bag, took out a trowel and a stone with ‘Rebecca’ written on it. He scooped a couple of handfuls of dirt from the ground, kissed the stone and placed it in the earth, covered it over. He was focused, clear. He stood and hugged Olivia, and Hannah watched them for a while, the sky darkening, one or two stars starting to glimmer. She tried to see a pattern in the shimmer, thought about Morse code, but it was just light, just ancient photons streaming across unimaginable distances of space and time, straight into her eyes.
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JENNY
Jenny was dazzled by the low sun as she drove over the Queensferry Crossing. Behind her Edinburgh was in twilight but here the sun hunkered on the horizon, light shimmering off the Forth like a sea of fire. The bridge supports strobed the light through the van and she had a sudden flash of being pilled-up at a club with Craig half a lifetime ago, Josh Wink throbbing around La Belle Angele, an overwhelming rush of chemical love for him. Now she was middle-aged and drinking too much, trying to keep her shit together, and he was an escaped prisoner, murderer, and now a kidnapper. Good times.
She looked at the rail bridge and the old road bridge. Combined with the Queensferry Crossing support struts it was like a game of kerplunk, wires, pillars and cables like a mesh strung between Edinburgh and Fife. The car in front slowed and she slammed on the brakes, she was too close but she got away with it. Her heart raced as she glanced in the mirror.
She looked at the satnav, 4 Liberty in Elie was thirty miles away, it would be quick on the A92 at this time. It was five minutes’ work to get the address for Charlotte Cross’s holiday home from the landline using an online reverse directory. Jenny had called the number a couple of times, no answer. She pitched up at the Win Energy office but was told Ms Cross wasn’t there, then went to Charlotte’s house in Murrayfield, having got the address from Fiona’s files. She was met by a cleaner who said she spent weekends in the East Neuk, so here was Jenny on her way. She didn’t really know why except there was nothing else. Seb and Karl led nowhere, and Cross Holdings’ apartments were a bust.
She tried Hannah’s mobile, went to voicemail. She remembered Hannah was doing a memorial for the miscarriage couple, didn’t leave a message. She called her mum, voicemail too. She tried Fiona’s number, voicemail for a third time.
‘Hey Fiona, it’s Jenny. I’m on my way to Elie to talk to our friend Charlotte again. I don’t expect anything but it can’t hurt to confront her one more time.’
She took the exit from the motorway and headed east. She passed Mossmorran, the eyesore of a natural gas plant that Charlotte was involved with. She’d bought a swanky holiday home a few miles along the coast from where she was polluting the air. Sometimes we don’t give a shit about causing trouble on our doorsteps. Jenny thought about her family, they didn’t cause trouble but it always seemed to find them, iron filings to magnets. She felt as if she would never be free of trouble and live a normal life. But she was kidding herself, there’s no such thing as a normal life.
She had to try to keep cynicism at bay. Hannah’s generation seemed to have an optimism based on awareness and positivity. And Dorothy wasn’t cynical despite seven decades of life, losing her husband, dealing with death every day. All the untimely strokes and heart attacks, car accidents and murders, diseases they haven’t even found a name for yet, suicides and miscarried babies. Yet her mum kept positive, never succumbed to the bile that Jenny felt lapping at her mind.
She passed old mining villages and golf courses and thought about how much she’d spent the last two years following people and getting nowhere. Not completely nowhere, she met Liam that way. She remembered fucking him yesterday, how it felt right to be with him again. She wanted him but a big part of her distrusted that urge, she’d fallen in love before and look where it got her.
She took the road through green fields into Elie, turned at the main road, drove slowly. She passed a couple of lanes down to the beach, sand piling up against walls, blown into the crannies.
There were no house numbers on the outer gates. She checked the satnav, realised she’d gone past it. She parked and locked the van, walked back and found number four. It was an old fishing cottage but it had recently been refurbished. She was about to walk up the path when she paused. Thought about how it was sometimes better not to announce yourself.
She went back along the road, turned left down the lane. After a few yards of scrubby dunes she was on the beach, a huge expanse of sand that curved from the harbour on her left to the Earlsferry headland. The sun had set now, gloominess across the water, the lights of East Lothian beginning to come on in the distance. Behind the headland would be Edinburgh. It was strange to be this distant, to have perspective.
The tide was out, a light breeze running down the firth. Low skeletal rocks hunched in the shallow water, a marker sat on the biggest rock out to sea.
She turned to the houses behind. Some had lights on, some not, maybe unoccupied holiday homes. Jenny trudged through the dry sand then she was up on the grassy dunes. The houses had old low walls around their back gardens, sunken compared to the build-up of sand on the beach. One day they would all be buried.
She counted the houses, found number four, an old cottage with a large extension over two floors, balcony upstairs.
She climbed over the wall into the garden. There were wetsuits, paddles and paddleboards stacked in a corner. A collection of shells and smoothed stones by the back door. The light was on in the main room but the curtains were closed.
Jenny went to a gap in the curtains and looked through.
There was Charlotte, large glass of red wine, bare feet tucked under her on the sofa. She was wearing a thick sweater, tight jeans, light makeup. She was smiling as she looked at the little girl playing with her Sylvanian family figures on the rug.  
Sophia.
Jenny’s throat tightened and she struggled to breathe. She watched as Charlotte took a drink, picked up her phone, scrolled through. Sophia was arranging her little mice in a domestic scene.
Jenny swallowed hard and stepped back from the window, pulled her phone out.
‘Nice to see you again, Jenny.’
She thought she would vomit.
She turned to see Craig smiling at her. A small terrier was sniffing the grass at his feet, and he had a dog lead in one hand and in the other a gun, pointing at her.
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HANNAH
‘How did it go?’ Indy said. She poured white wine into two glasses, put the bottle back in the fridge and handed Hannah a drink. They were in the kitchen of Gran’s house, lights dimmed, Schrödinger nestled on an armchair by the window.
Indy smiled. Hannah was besotted with her. She thought about the photons from Indy’s face zooming across the space between them at the speed of light, entering the pupils of her eyes, hitting the retinas, the energy absorbed by the rods and cones, turned into a message at the optic nerve that processed and sent a picture to her brain of this beautiful babe.
‘Good, I think,’ she said.  
Indy was asking about the memorial for José and Olivia’s baby. If Hannah was right, at least some of José’s mania had come from grief, not mourning the child, and maybe that had manifested itself in the SETI messages. Maybe that was bullshit, she was completely unqualified in psychology. But if that wasn’t true then all she was left with was that it might actually be aliens. And if that was the case, someone else would confirm it or not at some point in the future. All data tells a story eventually.
Indy took a sip of her wine. ‘It must be really hard for them.’
She was always thinking of others, one of the reasons Hannah loved her so much.
‘What about you?’ Hannah said. ‘With your parents.’
Indy thought about her answer. ‘I’m OK. It obviously stirred up a lot of stuff but I feel better now, like we did the right thing. And Nana and Pappa are a lot happier.’
Hannah squeezed her fiancé’s hand and sipped her wine. She didn’t drink much, it had never played well with her depression when she was younger. But she felt good now sitting here with Indy, they so rarely got time to themselves.
‘I was serious by the way,’ Indy said.
‘What about?’
‘Getting married asap. Before Nana and Pappa leave.’
Her eyes were wide. Hannah remembered reading that your pupils got larger when you looked at someone you fancied, more photons hitting rods and cones, more data connecting them.
She kissed Indy, lingered, touched her back.
The doorbell went downstairs.
She kept kissing until Indy pulled away.
‘We should get that,’ she said.
Hannah angled her head like a sad puppy then got up. She trudged downstairs miming comic sadness and opened the door. Francesco stood there in a black turtleneck, expensive jeans and loafers, holding a plastic bag.
‘Is Jenny here?’ he said.
Hannah shook her head and waved him in. Schrödinger appeared at the bottom of the stairs and headed for Francesco, purring as he flicked his tail up, looking for attention. Francesco knelt and stroked him.
‘Do you know where she is?’
Hannah had a missed call a while back, no message. ‘Last I knew she was visiting you.’
Francesco frowned. ‘That was some hours ago.’
Hannah got her phone out, called Mum. Voicemail.
‘Just wondering where you are,’ she said and hung up.
‘She forgot these,’ Francesco said, handing over the bag. ‘Her cameras.’
Hannah remembered placing them in the house, felt a blush up her neck into her cheeks.
‘Thanks,’ she said, taking them.
‘She also has something I would like back,’ Francesco said, running a hand through his hair. ‘Vanessa’s diary. She left in a hurry, I don’t think she meant to take it.’
‘I’ll get her to call you.’
Francesco raised a trembling hand to his brow. ‘Thank you.’ His lip started quivering.
‘Oh, hey,’ Hannah said, touching his arm. ‘It must be hard.’
She realised she was echoing Indy’s words upstairs. Everyone always consoling each other. It would be nice not to need consoling once in a while.
Francesco sniffed then composed himself. That was as much as he was going to let go, apparently. Hannah wondered if that was healthy. She’d been raised to share emotions, talk about her problems, but she wasn’t entirely convinced. If Francesco’s way of handling things was to stand firm in the face of grief, maybe it worked for him.
‘I should go,’ Francesco said. ‘Can you please tell Jenny to return the diary.’
‘Of course.’
He turned and left just as Dorothy and Thomas came in. Hannah saw four police in protective gear in a cop van outside. They had rifles.
‘Quick pee.’ Dorothy smiled and disappeared to the toilet through the back.
Thomas looked at Hannah. ‘Are you OK?’
Hannah was confused. ‘Fine, why?’
‘After Fiona turning up here.’
Thomas hadn’t been here when the police came and arrested her, but of course he kept tabs on the Skelfs. To be honest Hannah had already moved on, her emotions more taken up with Rebecca’s memorial.
‘Is she going to be OK?’ she said.
Thomas ran his tongue around his teeth. ‘We haven’t formally charged her yet. She’s still at the station, we’re arranging a psychiatric assessment.’
Dorothy came through the door and joined them. ‘I would go crazy too, if anything happened to Jenny or you.’
She kissed Hannah’s cheek and looked up the stairs.
‘Is Jenny in?’
‘I don’t know where she is.’
Dorothy got her phone out.
‘I just called her,’ Hannah said
Dorothy made the call anyway, stood with the phone to her ear then hung up.
Thomas looked at her. ‘Do you think something’s wrong?’
Dorothy thought for a moment, shook her head. ‘I’m sure she’s fine.’
Hannah nodded at the cops outside the door. ‘What’s this about?’
‘We’re going on a bust,’ Dorothy said.
Thomas shook his head. ‘We’re not going on a bust, we’re enforcing a warrant to search a premises.’
Hannah looked at Dorothy.
‘We think we’ve found the big-cat guy. He lives across the back from Kevin.’
‘The feet,’ Hannah said.
‘Exactly.’
Hannah looked at them both. ‘And you need guns for that? Are you sure it’s safe?’
Thomas touched Hannah’s arm. ‘Your grandmother will be perfectly safe, she’ll only enter once the house is completely secured.’
Dorothy pouted her lip. ‘Spoilsport.’  
‘We should go.’
Hannah kissed her gran. ‘Please stay safe.’
‘Of course,’ Dorothy said, heading for the door. ‘And if you hear from Jenny let me know.’
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JENNY
‘This way,’ Craig said, waving the gun towards the bottom of the garden.
She stood still and stared at him in the gloom. She hadn’t seen him in the flesh for a year, since he’d beaten her and Liam in his basement. He’d lost weight around the middle, looked older but suited it, had a trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. He wore a thick fleece, jeans and walking shoes, as if he was at home here. She thought about the hundreds of times they’d fucked, fought, made up, shared a tub of ice cream, watched a crappy movie and slagged it off. She imagined the ghosts of his previous selves standing at his shoulder, all the Craigs that had shaped her into who she was, for better and worse.
Craig tightened his grip on the gun. ‘I said move.’
The terrier mooched around the flowers following scents.
Jenny slowly stepped to the end of the garden away from the house. There were two benches on raised decking, a small outdoor table, perfect for catching sunrises or sunsets, hot chocolate in the autumn, strong G&T at the height of summer. She stepped up, views for miles across the Forth, lights over the water.
He walked behind her and she smelled him, the same smell she woke up with for years. She’d once been aroused by that smell, then sickened, now it felt like nostalgia.
‘Empty your pockets on the table,’ he said.
‘This is over, people know I’m here.’
Craig smiled and it didn’t even seem fake. ‘The police? I don’t think so or they would be here already. Maybe the famous Skelf women, come to save you like last time.’
‘One of those women is your daughter.’
The corner of his mouth twitched. ‘Empty your pockets.’
She didn’t move.  
He whipped the gun barrel across her face. She felt searing pain on her cheek, wet with blood, the corner of her eye pounding.
She emptied her pockets. Cash, tissues, lipstick, van key and mobile.
Craig picked up the phone and dropped it on the decking, dug his heel into it, ground away until the screen light died. He pocketed the van key.
‘Sit.’
‘You’ve lost.’
He smiled again. ‘Whatever you say.’
‘I don’t care if you kill me.’
‘Yes you do, imagine never seeing Hannah again.’
‘Fuck you.’
The gun smacked her face again, same place, a blinding pain in her eye and cheek. She raised a hand and felt the blood, wiped away tears.
‘Sit.’
She sat.
He pulled out his phone and dialled, waited.
‘Hey, darling, I’m going to be a while with Saughton.’ He glanced at the terrier on the grass. ‘It’s past Sophia’s bedtime, maybe you should get her upstairs?’ He paused to listen. ‘Great, love you too.’
He pocketed his phone and grinned.
Jenny rubbed her eye. ‘You named the dog after the prison?’
Craig shrugged. ‘A reminder.’
Jenny nodded at the house. ‘Happy fucking families here.’
Craig’s eyes widened. ‘Absolutely.’
‘But Sophia belongs with Fiona.’
‘I’m her father.’
‘You’re a murderer and a kidnapper.’
Craig sat down opposite her, still pointing the gun. He thought for a moment. ‘I used to be those things but I’ve changed.’
Jenny let out a laugh. ‘Holy shit, born again, yeah?’
Craig sighed. ‘I thought you might understand.’
Jenny felt bile rising in her throat. ‘Understand what?’ She waved a hand around the garden. A salty breeze crept over the dunes from the sea. ‘Please tell me what this is because I would love to understand how kidnapping your own daughter is a touchy-feely moment.’
He stared at her for a long while and she held his gaze, determined not to look away.  
‘It’s not kidnapping, she’s my daughter.’
‘Change the fucking record.’
‘We all make mistakes.’
‘Some more than others.’
He angled his head. ‘We all make mistakes, you know that as much as anyone.’
‘Yeah, I married you.’
‘Just shut up and let me speak.’
She shook her head. ‘Yeah, let the narcissist have his wee speech, justify his bullshit.’
He bolted out his seat and grabbed her throat, pinned her to the chair, swung the gun barrel against her face again, her neck twisting in his grip.  
‘Fucking shut up,’ he said quietly. He looked at the house, upstairs lights on, Sophia probably brushing her teeth and getting tucked in, bedtime story.
‘She must miss her mum,’ Jenny struggled to say.
Craig squeezed her throat, put the muzzle of the gun against her forehead. He stayed like that for a long time, Jenny’s blood pounding in her ears, breath short, body sweating. She saw in his eyes that he would kill her.
Eventually he let go and eased back into the chair. ‘She’ll be fine. Fiona wasn’t a good mother.’
Jenny felt sick again. ‘And you’re better?’
Craig glanced at the house. ‘Charlotte adores her.’
Jenny shook her head. ‘I used to think you were clever. I admired how smart you were. But this is insane. What’s the long-term plan, exactly? Live happily ever after by the seaside, sandcastles and barbecues?’
Craig widened his arms. ‘It’s worked so far.’
‘Sophia will have questions when she’s older.’
Craig frowned. ‘Fiona’s in a mental hospital, she’s not well.’
‘You told her that?’
‘It’s not ideal but it’s close to the truth. She’s fucking crazy.’
‘This is sick.’
‘Eventually she’ll die in there.’
‘This is impossible,’ Jenny said. ‘Sophia will find out. Everyone will find out.’
‘Nothing’s impossible, you just have to want it hard enough.’
‘Now I know you’re crazy, motivational bullshit like that.’
Craig leaned over and she flinched, but he touched her cheek, wiped blood from the cut under her eye.
‘We used to be so cynical and sarcastic,’ he said. ‘Remember? We used to hate everything. The world was so corny, adverts, movies, the news, we were above it all.’
‘I don’t remember it like that.’
‘Typical of our generation,’ Craig said. ‘We thought we knew better, didn’t get sucked into sentimentality, wrapped everything in so many layers of irony we forgot what we really thought. We didn’t have real feelings, those were for suckers.’
Jenny shivered at the cold. More lights were on across the Forth, lighthouses blinking. She wondered if she could decode their messages. ‘We were young, that’s all.’
‘This is life,’ Craig said, taking in the whole beach. ‘No one is above it all. This is the real world in all its glory, you have to revel in it, soak yourself until it seeps into your bones. You have to grab every moment and sink your teeth into it.’
Jenny sighed and put on a voice. ‘Thanks for coming to my TED talk.’
‘What?’
‘This is some unbelievable YOLO bullshit.’
Craig shook his head. ‘I thought you’d understand.’
‘So that’s your reason for murdering, kidnapping, affairs, abuse. Seize the fucking day?’
Craig leaned in and she could smell his breath. ‘We always had a connection. You were the love of my life.’
Jenny laughed.
‘It’s true,’ Craig said. ‘Being sarcastic and laughing about it doesn’t make it any less true. You were the one, Jenny, you always understood me.’
Jenny pointed at her face. ‘Is that why you’re pointing a gun at my face?’
‘You haven’t changed but I have. I’ve grown, I’ve moved on. But that doesn’t alter what’s between us.’
‘There’s nothing between us.’
‘What about Hannah?’
Jenny ran her tongue around her mouth, touched her cut cheek. ‘She loathes you.’
Craig sighed. ‘That’s my one regret.’
Jenny couldn’t believe this shit. ‘That’s your one regret? Not killing a woman pregnant with your child, or escaping prison, or kidnapping Sophia?’
Craig nodded but Jenny knew he wasn’t listening. He’d never listened. He always had the appearance of a reasonable, attentive husband, but it was a façade to cover up a total narcissist. A guy who did whatever he wanted, fuck everyone else, because he was always in the right.
He nodded at the house. ‘People deserve a second chance, don’t they?’
‘Only if they’re genuinely sorry, if they really change. You haven’t changed a bit.’
He shook his head. ‘You’re wrong, I’m a changed man. I’m trying to live my best life, be there for my new family.’
‘Bullshit.’
‘I honestly want to be a good father, don’t you understand? I never gave my girls enough attention or love, but I’m trying to correct that now. That’s why I set up that sign in Hannah’s flat.’
‘You broke in.’
Craig sighed. ‘I don’t think Hannah is ready to forgive me yet.’
‘She despises you, you’re delusional.’
Craig seemed to ignore her. ‘That’s why Sophia is here with me. I still have a chance with her. I can look after her, be a good dad, make my life worth something after I’m gone.’
Jenny felt rage consume her. ‘And where does Fiona figure in all this? And the gun, the violence, the murder?’
Craig rubbed a hand down his face and stood up. ‘Enough, let’s go.’
‘Where?’
‘For a walk.’
‘You’re finally going to kill me.’
It was hard to see in the dark but it looked like Craig was crying. He wiped at his cheek and glanced at the house. ‘Come on.’
Jenny held the arms of the chair. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’
He lunged at her, whipped the gun against her face, both sides this time, hitting her left eye so hard she heard a bone crack. The pain raced through her body, burning and fierce. He grabbed her hair and yanked, lifted her out the chair and pushed her off the decking, out the back gate, the gun pressed against her back.
The terrier raised its head and looked at him.
‘Stay, Saughton.’
They walked onto the first dune, grass whipping her legs.
He pushed her towards the sea. ‘Move.’



68
DOROTHY
‘Police, open up.’
The cop thumped on the door three times with his gloved fist. He was in riot gear, layers of padding, helmet with a visor. Three other officers stood behind him in the same gear, one holding an enforcer battering ram.
‘We have a warrant to search these premises,’ the cop said. ‘If you don’t open the door we’ll break it down.’
More thumps, the door rattling in its frame.
Dorothy looked around the front garden. The Range Rover and MG were still in the driveway.
The cop was still at the door. ‘Dr Unwin, this is your last chance.’
He paused to listen and Dorothy thought she heard something from the back of the house, but couldn’t be sure. The sky was clear, early stars glimmering against the darkness, a wind rustling through the cedars.
Dorothy couldn’t deny the trill of excitement running through her body. One of the perks of dating a cop. That phrase was ridiculous, the idea of dating at her age was crazy. But it wasn’t any crazier than the rest of her life right now. So here she was standing next to Thomas on an endangered big cat bust. Well, she wasn’t technically involved, Thomas had made it plain she was to stay here until he gave the all-clear.  
‘Are you OK?’ he said now.
‘Is your work always this exciting?’
Thomas laughed and she remembered all over again why she liked him. Kindness, even in that little chuckle.
The cop nodded at the guy behind him. He and a third officer lifted the enforcer, swung it into the door at the lock. They did this over and over, four, five, six times, and the door surround cracked. Two more swings and the door sprang open. All four cops dropped the battering ram and ran in.  
‘Wait here,’ Thomas said, and gave her a look.
Dorothy nodded.
He walked inside and Dorothy heard shouting from the cops, calling Neil’s name. She stepped up to the doorway, saw two officers go upstairs, the other two spreading to the back of the ground floor. Thomas was in their wake, aware, ready. He disappeared through to the back of the house.
Quiet.
After a few minutes the two upstairs officers came down, one glancing at Dorothy, who’d stepped inside the door. They went to find the rest of the cops through the back.
More quiet. Dorothy heard her heartbeat in her ears, the sound of her own breath.
Then shouting voices all at once, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. She stepped into the hallway to hear better. The voices kept shouting, like they were in disarray.
Dorothy was wearing an anti-stab vest, felt the straps dig into her side. Her bandage was itchy, her body healing. She tried to make out individual voices, tried to listen for Thomas.
Fuck it.
She walked down the hall and through the door to the kitchen at the back of the house, patio doors leading to the back garden. The doors were open and Thomas stood there looking out.  
Dorothy approached and laid a hand on his shoulder. He jumped and turned, pushed her back.
‘I told you,’ he said.
She looked past him at the garden. The whole area was covered in large green canopies tied to the walls at the side and support posts in the middle. Down either side were four large metal cages, all with their doors open, and scattered around the garden were half a dozen big cats. Dorothy spotted something that looked like a leopard standing on top of an open cage. Further down the garden was a huge tiger, prowling back and forth in the aisle between cages, its eyes on the cops who were stood over a body. Dorothy spotted a black cat and thought for a moment it was Whiskers, but this was bigger. It was standing on the far wall of the garden, the wall that separated this house from Kevin’s. She saw a pair of smaller animals, tufted ears, spotted coats, wispy beards. She watched as one disappeared over a side wall. And the last cat was smaller still with fawn fur, pacing nervously up and down on top of the cages to the right. It was the closest to the cops and the body.
Two cops were dragging the body towards the house, the other two had their rifles raised.
‘This is DI Olsson requesting a paramedic immediately to fifty-nine, Dick Place,’ Thomas said into his radio. ‘And get me animal control asap. And someone from the zoo.’
‘Dr Pepe,’ Dorothy said.  
He turned. ‘What?’
‘She’s the big-cat expert.’
He repeated the name into the radio as the cops arrived with the body. It was Neil, midriff torn and gouged, a chunk of his left leg gone. He was grunting and sweating as the police pulled him inside the house. Thomas slid the patio doors closed and locked them. Dorothy stared through the window. The three smaller cats had gone over the walls, and she watched as the leopard effortlessly jumped over into next door’s garden. That just left the black panther standing on the bottom wall and the tiger, which had stopped pacing and had something pinned to the ground with its giant paws, pulling at it with its teeth. Dorothy thought she saw a flap of cloth, then skin. The tiger looked round, red around the mouth. Part of Neil’s leg.
She turned to him on the floor. His teeth were gritted, eyes closed.  
‘What were you thinking?’ she said.
He didn’t answer, just breathed through his teeth.
‘Well?’
He moaned then opened his eyes. Gradually focused on her. Shook his head as his hand went to the wound at his stomach.
‘Zoos now, pathetic. Like petting farms. They don’t treat these magnificent creatures…’ He grimaced and rolled his eyes at the pain. ‘They don’t appreciate these wonderful animals. They don’t know how to handle them. Not like I do.’
Dorothy laughed. The cognitive dissonance involved in that was shocking, given he was lying on the ground holding his guts in, part of his leg missing.
Neil closed his eyes and slumped back, and Dorothy looked up.
The cops were crowding around the window.
Thomas shook his head. ‘What a shit show.’
Dorothy looked outside again. The panther was gone, just the tiger left. It picked up the chunk of leg in its mouth and leapt onto the back wall with a gymnast’s grace and the power of a weightlifter, then it was gone.  
Dorothy’s phone rang in her pocket and she pulled it out. Hannah.
‘I’m worried about Mum,’ Hannah said. ‘I tried to track her phone but there’s no signal. She never switches it off, not after last time.’
Dorothy swallowed. ‘I’ll be home in a minute.’
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JENNY
They walked west along the dunes, away from the harbour. Jenny glanced at the houses set back from the beach, some with lights on, many without. She thought about making a run for it, thumping on a door for help, but Craig gripped her arm tight as he pushed her forward. Maybe she could swing an elbow and catch him, but if she didn’t connect properly the next thing was a bullet in the head. It was dark but not completely, even if she managed to get away he still had an easy shot.
He shoved her down a path between grass-covered dunes onto the beach, and she felt sand slip into her shoes. She struggled in the deep patches, staggered once and felt him pull her straight. Maybe he would stumble and she would get a chance. But his stride was steady as they headed towards the firm sand. The water was fifty yards away, she could hear the soft ripple of waves. She saw the outline of a small row of beach huts to her right. Craig pushed her in that direction, gun barrel hard against her back. They reached the huts and walked past, and she spotted more shapes against the dunes. They got closer and she realised they were small, upturned boats. They passed the first two and reached the third one.
‘Here,’ Craig said, and released her arm.  
She rubbed it as she faced him. She tried to read something in his eyes but the gloom was deepening, lights from the harbour in the distance giving him a faint halo.
He waved at the boat with his gun. ‘Turn it over.’
‘You don’t have to do this.’
‘Do as you’re told.’
Jenny rubbed at her arm then her back. ‘If you meant what you said at the house, then you can’t do this.’
‘Shut up.’
‘You want to live your life, be a family man again, a dad for Sophia? You think you can do that if you kill me? I’ll fucking haunt you till the day you die.’
‘My conscience is clear.’
She thought about what he’d said in the garden.  
‘Look, I believe you,’ she said. ‘You’ve made mistakes but you’ve changed. You want to live a quiet life, be a good dad, I get that. You were right, everyone deserves a second chance. But that can’t happen if you do this.’
Craig hesitated, scratched his temple with the gun. Jenny imagined it going off, brains flying through the air and splatting in the sand, washed away by the next tide.
Craig laughed and stepped closer to her. ‘Nice try. You think I don’t know what you’re doing? I see you, Jenny. I said you were the love of my life and I wasn’t kidding, I know everything about you, even after years apart. I know how you think. You’re bullshitting me, the biggest pile of shit I’ve ever heard. You would never just let me get on with my life. That’s why you’re here, because you can’t leave me alone, you can’t give me peace.’
He whipped the gun into her face. She tried to raise her arms but the pain was already shooting through her ear. She felt more blood on her face. The gun butt came again and she buckled, hands to her face.
‘Turn the boat over,’ Craig said.
She raised her head, shook it. A punch in the stomach winded her, doubling her up.
‘Just fucking do it.’
Jenny had tears in her eyes, nose running.  
‘Don’t do this,’ she said between sobs.
‘It’s too late.’  
He shoved her onto her knees by the boat. She lifted the hull, felt sand run over her hands, the roughness of the wood. She put her weight into it and flipped the boat upright. On the sand beneath where it had been was a small plastic tarp.
‘Open it.’
She pulled at the string with shaking fingers. Inside were a small outboard motor and a can of petrol. Craig shoved her onto her arse, threw the motor and fuel into the boat.
‘Get up,’ he said, yanking her arm. He pointed at the rope tied to the prow. ‘Pull it to the water.’
Jenny shook her head. ‘Don’t.’
He reached towards her and she flinched. He pressed the barrel against her cheek. ‘Do it.’
She swallowed, pulled the rope, felt resistance from the sand to begin with, then it moved. She trudged from soft sand to hard, the boat making grooves behind her, petrol can rattling in the hull. She glanced back and Craig was there, gun raised.
It didn’t take long to get to the water. The briny smell filled her nostrils. She saw those lighthouses in the Forth, still blinking, lonely observers of all this, sending their messages into the world.
‘Stop.’
She dropped the rope. The prow was lapped by waves. Seawater filled her shoes, sending a cold shock up her legs. She felt the wet sand sucking at her, trying to draw her down, become part of the ocean.  
Craig crouched on his haunches at the stern, kept the gun on her as he lifted the motor and fitted it into a notch and bracket on the transom. He struggled doing it with one hand, but finally finished and stood.
‘I’m sorry, Jenny, I really am.’
‘You’re not fucking sorry at all, you’ve wanted this for years. Maybe forever. Even when we met, you wanted control.’
‘We were partners.’
‘You’re delusional.’
He lifted the fuel canister out of the hull. ‘Get in the boat.’
‘No.’
He walked round to her, pointed the gun. ‘Get the fuck in.’
She stared into the darkness of his face as she put one foot then the other into the boat, felt it rock with her weight.
He unscrewed the cap from the petrol can, emptied it over her. She spat as petrol went in her mouth, felt it sting her eyes, the smell overpowering. The fuel soaked into her clothes, ran into the grooves under her feet. She heard the thud of the half-empty can on the sand, managed to open her eyes.
He was holding a lighter she recognised, an engraved Zippo she’d got him early in their relationship when they still smoked a lot of weed, some corny drugs reference written on it. They’d both thought it was cheesy therefore great, he was right, they had felt above it all, mocking ordinary life like they saw through the charade. And now look, they were right down to the nitty-gritty, the lowest of the low, ordinary people hating each other to death.
‘Bye, Jenny.’  
He flicked the lighter on. The flame was solid, no wind. She launched herself out of the boat, bent her knees and thrust forward like a rugby player. She felt the boat rock away from her as her shoulder pummelled into Craig’s waist, making him stagger then fall into the wet sand, the lighter flickering out as it flew into the darkness. She got a mouthful of sand and seawater as she landed, felt Craig’s pelvis against her collarbone. She got to her knees, felt the gun butt against her shoulder. She scrabbled in the sand behind her, found the petrol can, lifted it and swung it at his face, missing his head but knocking the gun from his hand into the wash. The boat was bobbing in the water, she’d kicked it clear of the sand when she jumped.
She swung the fuel can again, smacked Craig’s face, petrol spilling over both of them, Craig spluttering and spitting. He threw himself at her, gripped her throat, pushed her towards the boat. She lost her footing and fell into it, Craig’s weight on top of her, the petrol can still in her hand. She emptied what was left over his head and thrashed at his arms so that he lost his grip. The boat rocked as she slid to the side and got on top of him, throwing punches. He wiped petrol from his eyes as she landed fists on him, all the energy she had, lashing out at everything he’d done.  
He knocked her hands away and pushed her off. The boat swayed and she fell into the water, about two feet deep. She righted herself and saw him slowly getting to his knees in the boat. She waded to the beach, water thrashing at her legs, then she saw the glimmer of something on the sand, thought for a moment it was the gun then realised.
She ran to the lighter, smothered her hands in sand first then picked it up. Flicked it, nothing. Tried again, nothing, third time it took, a long flickering flame. She turned and saw Craig standing in the boat, a few feet further out now. He coughed and wiped his eyes, then looked out. She couldn’t see his face in the darkness.
She threw the lighter, watched it arc through the blackness, petrified it would flicker out or miss, then she saw it hit his chest with a whump as the petrol ignited over the top half of his body, flames licking his face, hair catching light, his arms thrashing like he was drowning in fire, then the inside of the boat lit up, flames around him as he sank to his knees, the boat swaying. He grabbed the side of the boat and she thought he’d climb out, but he slumped and his head dropped as flames engulfed the boat, drifting out into the darkness of the firth.
She watched for a long time as his body disappeared in flames. She kept expecting his body to rise up, flop over the side, swim towards her, emerge from the water like a sea monster.  
But all she saw was the engulfed boat, flames licking into the sky, a ribbon of black smoke as if his spirit was leaving, off to join the energy of the universe.
She stared for a very long time until the fire ebbed, a throbbing glow on the horizon, getting smaller as it drifted into the expanse of the Forth.
She stayed until she couldn’t see it anymore, just the shush of waves in her ears, the smell of the sea, stars in the vastness above. Then she turned and walked up the beach.
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HANNAH
Mum looked so bad Hannah wanted to cry, wanted to reach across and touch her cut and swollen eyes, her bruised face. She wanted to let her know how much she loved her, if anything ever happened to her Hannah would be inconsolable.
They all sat at the kitchen table. Dorothy and Thomas were holding hands like teenagers. Hannah’s heart swelled and she grabbed Indy’s hand and squeezed. No one had slept much. Dorothy came back from the raid talking about big cats roaming the south side of Edinburgh. But worry about Jenny trumped that. Just as Hannah and Dorothy were going crazy, thinking about how to find her, Hannah remembering last time with her dad, Thomas rang to say Jenny had been in touch. Dispatch took a call from The Ship Inn in Elie. Two hours later Sophia was back with Fiona, Charlotte arrested for conspiracy to kidnap, and Jenny was being treated at ERI for facial injuries. Hannah and Dorothy rushed to see her, hugged her until they were all crying.  
‘He’s gone,’ Jenny had said as the paramedic patched up her eye. ‘He can’t harm us anymore.’
Now in the kitchen Jenny took a swig of coffee, steam rising from her cup. Schrödinger slinked around Hannah’s leg then jumped into her lap.
‘What’s the latest with Sophia?’ Jenny said.
Thomas glanced at Dorothy. ‘She’s fine, I think. Fiona isn’t letting her out of her sight. The reunion was intense. Social care will evaluate both of them, but children are resilient. And she never saw any of…’
He looked at Jenny’s face.  
Dorothy turned to her. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to go to bed?’
Jenny shook her head, winced and raised a hand to her eye. Her fingers trembled. ‘Still too much adrenaline.’
Jenny had told Thomas that Craig was on fire when the boat drifted away. Jenny stank of petrol in the hospital, had taken two showers when she got in. Hannah didn’t want to think about what went on between her mum and dad. Mum had just said it was violent and unavoidable, and left it at that. Hannah didn’t want to press her in her current state.
‘Any news from the coastguard?’ Indy said.
Just the sound of her voice made Hannah smile.
Thomas shook his head. ‘Nothing so far. They’re unsure how long a boat would burn for, whether it would sink. It depends on a number of factors. There have been no sightings.’
Hannah swallowed.
Jenny looked at her. ‘Don’t worry, it’s over.’
‘It doesn’t feel over,’ Hannah said.
Jenny held her hand, looked her in the eye. ‘Trust me.’
She turned to Dorothy.
‘So, I hear you’ve been finding dead bodies and tigers.’
Dorothy shook her head. ‘Just one tiger.’ She counted her fingers. ‘Plus a jaguar, a leopard, two lynx and a caracal, apparently.’
‘Are they all captured now?’ Indy said.
Hannah looked out at Bruntsfield Links. Morning sunshine, cyclists on the path, dogwalkers, commuters. The warning had gone out about dangerous beasts on the loose, but either people didn’t listen or didn’t care. She thought about seeing Whiskers with Indy, Dorothy being attacked, Einstein dead.  
‘The two lynx are still out there,’ Dorothy said.
‘And Whiskers,’ Hannah said.
Dorothy nodded and touched her bandage. The scratches on her face were healing and Hannah wondered about her ribs. Dorothy wasn’t young anymore, everything took longer to recover from.
‘What about the embalmer kid?’ Jenny said.
‘Psychiatric evaluation,’ Thomas said. ‘There’s no evidence that he killed them.’
Jenny sipped more coffee.
Dorothy touched her neck. ‘He’s just a lost wee boy.’
The Scottish word sounded quaint in Dorothy’s Californian accent, Hannah loved that.
‘Mum, come on,’ Jenny said.
Dorothy frowned. ‘I’m serious. He was just confused, overwhelmed.’ She looked around the table. ‘We can all relate to that.’
There was a knock on the door and Schrödinger climbed down from Hannah’s lap. She saw José in the doorway, wringing a beanie hat in his hands.
‘Sorry, but there was no one downstairs,’ he said. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’
Hannah pushed her chair back and stood. ‘Not at all.’
José looked around the table, more hat wringing, then looked over his shoulder. ‘Could I have a word?’
Hannah followed him out of the kitchen and onto the landing.
‘Are you OK?’ she said.
He nodded.
‘Olivia and the baby?’
He smiled. ‘They’re good.’
He looked like a different man to the one she’d seen at his flat. His eyes were clear, he looked rested, smelled good. She remembered his agitation and mania, surrounded by screens and printouts, messages from billions of miles away filling his mind. She’d read that people used to scoff at physicists involved in the search for extraterrestrial intelligence a few years ago, but SETI was a million-dollar organisation these days, and the study of exoplanets was NASA’s second biggest outlay. So much of what we thought was impossible today would be glaringly obvious in years, decades, centuries to come. The great silence was ominous. If we weren’t alone in the universe, where was everyone? Thousands of suitable planets out there, why didn’t they talk to us? We all craved to be connected, we all needed to know we weren’t alone, whatever form that takes.
‘What about the data?’ Hannah said softly.
He looked sheepish. ‘I’m not so sure. Maybe I made a mistake in the analysis. I need to go over it again.’
He paused, straightened his back, looked her in the eye.
‘Last night at the memorial, what you said about Rebecca really touched me. Olivia too. Thank you so much.’
Hannah shrugged.
‘I mean it, it really helped us. Me especially. She told you about what happened to me before, with the psychiatric hospital.’
Hannah nodded.
‘I can get a little … obsessed. Maybe I confused one kind of message with another.’
Hannah felt her heart rush. We’re asking the wrong questions, that’s the problem.
‘Thank you,’ José said.
He surprised her with a hug, strong arms around her. She sniffed back tears.
He pulled away and walked downstairs.  
She watched him go and thought about all the other people out there in the universe looking for a connection.
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JENNY
She read the street sign and sniffed again, hoping Cumin Place would smell of cumin. Just newly cut grass.
She reached the house and walked up the path. The front door was wide open. She leaned over the threshold.
‘Hello?’
‘Hi.’
Francesco walked down the stairs with a large rucksack on his back. He didn’t seem like the kind of person who would own a rucksack, didn’t go with his blue shirt and expensive jeans. He dumped the bag on the floor, kissed her cheeks and looked at her damaged face.
‘Are you OK?’
Her hand went to the scar on her cheek. ‘I’m fine.’
He narrowed his eyes and looked at her for a long time, then nodded at his rucksack.
‘My whole life. It doesn’t seem very much.’
Jenny looked at the rucksack. ‘You’re missing one thing.’
She pulled Vanessa’s diary from her bag and handed it over.
He stroked the cover, nodded to himself. ‘Thank you for bringing it back, but it’s not really mine.’
Jenny gave him a look. ‘Sure it is, who else deserves it?’
‘It will be good to keep a part of her with me.’
‘Are you moving out?’
‘I have to, Maria and Matthew’s lawyer sent me a letter. They want to move in as soon as possible. I have no rights.’
‘But this is your home.’
Francesco shook his head. ‘Not without her.’
Jenny shuffled her weight between her feet. ‘This is totally unfair. You loved each other, they didn’t give a shit about her.’
Francesco gave a shrug that could not have been more Italian. ‘Such is life.’
‘Why didn’t you…?’ She wanted to ask why he didn’t sell Vanessa’s stuff while he could, manipulate her to get money or change the will, anything. But that was all insulting.  
Francesco understood anyway. ‘It would not have been right.’
‘Those bastards don’t deserve anything.’ Jenny folded her arms. ‘I went round there by the way, tore a fucking strip off them.’
Francesco raised his chin. ‘I don’t know this phrase.’
‘Gave them a bollocking.’
‘OK, I get that.’
‘I’m so sorry, Francesco. Sorry I took their case, sorry I spied on you. Sorry you have to leave.’
‘It’s not your fault.’
‘Where will you go?’
He shrugged. ‘I will stay on a friend’s sofa for now.’
‘And your studies?’
‘I have no money to pay the fees.’
Jenny smiled and pointed at the diary. ‘You might want to look in there. I found something, in the slip pocket at the back.’
Francesco narrowed his eyes and opened it, flicked to the back. He pulled out the cheque made out to him that Jenny had found, fifty grand. He grinned and shook his head.
Jenny pointed at it. ‘I’d get that to a bank quick, before her account is frozen.’
Francesco folded the cheque into his pocket, closed the diary and pulled Jenny into a hug she wasn’t expecting. He squeezed her for a long time, eventually pulled away. He shared a look with her, and she got it, nothing much else to say.  
‘I should go,’ he said, picking up the rucksack and slinging it over his shoulder.  
Jenny nodded and left the house, Francesco behind her, locking the door and posting the keys. They walked down the path and through the gate, then paused.
‘Can I tell you something?’ Francesco said.
Jenny looked in his eyes. ‘Sure.’
He glanced at the diary still in his hand. ‘Never take love for granted. Grab every chance for it you can get.’

Fiona opened the door and threw herself at Jenny, hugging her and weeping into her shoulder. Jenny felt the ridges of her ribs, like a fragile little bird.
‘Thank you,’ Fiona whispered into her ear.  
Jenny caught a whiff of wine.
Fiona pulled away and stood gripping Jenny’s arms. She looked gaunt, pale face, unwashed hair, black bags under her eyes. But she was smiling and those eyes gleamed.
‘Shoosh,’ Jenny said, trying to shrug, but Fiona had her arms tight.
‘You shoosh,’ Fiona said. ‘You’re a hero. You’re my fucking hero, you brought my daughter back.’
‘It was nothing.’
Fiona stared at her. She reached out and pushed a strand of Jenny’s hair back, exposing her bruises and swollen face. She ran a finger from Jenny’s temple to her cheek, then held her face. ‘It’s not nothing, it’s everything. Come in.’
She walked to the kitchen and Jenny followed. Bottle of white wine on the table, half-full glass. The back door was open and Sophia was outside on the grass, practising cartwheels and handstands. She was good, her feet in the air for a long time.
‘I didn’t want to even let her outside today,’ Fiona said. ‘But she was so antsy. All she wants is for things to go back to normal.’
Without asking Fiona grabbed a glass and poured Jenny some wine, then they sat at the table.
‘What has she said about being away?’
Fiona took a drink, looked at the glass. ‘I know I shouldn’t drink but I can’t help it. It’s fucked up, isn’t it, we drink when we’re anxious, drink when we’re relieved.’
Jenny was spooked at how familiar that sounded.  
Fiona looked out of the window as Sophia’s legs windmilled past.  
‘The child psychologist is coming later,’ Fiona said. ‘Your friend Thomas arranged it. I didn’t want to make a big deal of Craig, but of course I asked Sophia. As far as she’s concerned it was a wee holiday. A few days at the seaside with her dad and his new friend.’
Jenny shook her head and took a drink. It was lunchtime, what the hell. ‘Maybe that’s for the best.’
Fiona drank too. ‘I’m just grateful he didn’t harm her. And so happy she’s home.’
They sat in silence, sunshine flickering through tree branches, Sophia singing to herself outside, doing a dance routine full of hand gestures and hips.
Eventually Fiona spoke. ‘What about Craig?’
Jenny paused, ran a finger down her glass stem. ‘What about him?’
‘Is he definitely dead?’
Jenny thought about his burning body on the boat, his hands waving, how he disappeared out of view in the floating inferno. And she remembered what Thomas said, no sign from the coastguard.
‘He’s dead.’
‘You’re sure, because…’
Jenny reached over and took her hand. It was cold and trembling, veins prominent.
‘He’s dead.’
Fiona’s eyes welled up. ‘Thank you.’
More wine, cold down Jenny’s throat as she tried to shake the burning boat from her mind.
‘What about you?’ Fiona said. ‘With the police?’
‘I told them everything, it was self-defence. But it’s an open case, I’m being investigated.’
‘Do you think they’ll charge you?’
Jenny shook her head. ‘I honestly don’t know.’
They sat in silence for a long time.
‘He’s always going to be with us, isn’t he?’ Fiona said eventually.
Jenny swallowed and nodded. ‘That was always going to be true.’
‘What he did. It hurts.’
Sophia appeared at the doorway then disappeared again. Fiona watched to see her face appear at the window, then relaxed.  
‘It’s how he was,’ Jenny said. ‘He needed to hurt us.’
Fiona nodded. ‘What did he say?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘When you were with him. What was he like?’
Jenny thought about his bullshit, living his best life, starting again, forgiveness, rehabilitation. The monstrous ego of it. But it nagged at her, of course it did, that’s why he said it, so she would always doubt, always have guilt. So he would always be in her heart.
‘Just the same,’ she said eventually. ‘He was just the fucking same.’

She looked round the King’s Wark. Sunlight stretched into the crags of the pub, the world going on outside while she squeezed the lime in her double G&T. The door opened. Liam grinned, then his smile dropped when he saw her face.
‘What the fuck happened, are you OK?’
She wondered how long everyone was going to ask for. But in this case she liked it. ‘You should see the other guy.’
She’d meant it to be funny, but she sounded desperate.  
‘Fuck, Jen.’ He reached out but stopped himself. He didn’t have the authority to touch her. She liked that respect but she wanted him to touch her.
‘I’ll be OK.’
He sat on the bar stool next to her, never taking his eyes from her face. They held each other’s gaze for so long she felt tears welling up.
‘Craig,’ he said eventually, putting out his hand.
She took it and nodded. ‘It’s over.’
The way she said it, he took notice. But then he’d always taken notice of her. She’d never really appreciated that. She thought she was protecting him before, but she was just protecting herself from getting close.
‘Can you tell me?’ he said.
‘I will, but not now.’
He nodded, still looking at her.
She glanced past his shoulder. ‘Thanks for meeting me, I got you a drink.’
His pint of Peroni was on the bar, condensation glistening on the glass. He looked at the beer, then back at her. Eventually he picked up the pint and offered it.
‘Cheers.’
‘Cheers.’
They clinked glasses and drank. She remembered sitting here before, so many times with him, first following him, then as a friend, then more. Being here right now was everything she needed.  
‘What should we drink to?’ he said.
‘To us.’
‘Us?’
She put her gin down and rubbed her hands in her lap. ‘I’m so sorry, Liam, I’ve been a complete nightmare.’
‘We’ve been over this.’ He pointed at her bruised face. ‘Besides, you’ve had other stuff on your plate.’
She laughed.
‘I was wrong,’ she said. He went to protest but she held her hand up. ‘No, let me finish. I was wrong to leave you, I’ve been wrong about so many things. I was hoping we could try again. I understand if you never want to after—’
He pressed his lips against hers, and she kissed him for a long time.
Eventually they separated. Jenny took a sip of her drink, watched him do the same.
She smiled. ‘What are you up to tomorrow?’
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DOROTHY
The moment before the drums crashed in always made a shiver of anticipation run through her, like she was channelling a tiny part of the universe’s energy. She sat behind the kit listening to ‘Little Death’ by The Beths, one of Abi’s favourites. The song built, no drums, light trills on the ride cymbal, then Dorothy counted in her head as she launched into the chorus. It wasn’t technically difficult but they were young, so much energy, fast and thrashy. That’s why Abi liked them and Dorothy could see the appeal, it helped her feel young too. She moved on to tom rolls for the second verse, then another burst into the chorus. Sometimes all you need in life is an indie-rock groove.  
The female singer was singing about an orgasm not actual death, maybe that’s what Dorothy needed too, sex with Thomas rather than facing the countless dead people who passed through her life, each one leaving something inside her but also taking a small part of her when they left. The song moved on to military snare rolls for the next verse, then some terrific fills round the kit in the middle eight. Dorothy sat back and opened up, felt her arm throb with pain but kept on anyway, leaned into the pain even, pain lets you know you’re alive. She smiled, thinking about how drumming was her Zen. Physical action translated into air vibrations that could be heard far over the Links outside. The song burst through a final double chorus, then a strange little coda winding down, like after an orgasm maybe. Smart songwriters.
She looked up and saw Hannah with a bittersweet smile in the doorway.
She nodded and took off her headphones.
‘It’s time,’ Hannah said.

Dorothy looked around the garden and felt dizzy with déjà vu. But she wanted to remember, wanted to be taken back. She’d worn the same yellow dress, for God’s sake. She was standing at the head of the funeral pyre, Jenny on one side, Hannah and Indy on the other, Archie standing opposite her. Just like they had for Jim.
She looked at Einstein’s body, sitting on the pile of wood and kindling, all on the metal grate, the same one they used before. They had rosemary and thyme placed on his body, lavender and pinecones.
It might seem stupid to have a ceremony for their dog, but Einstein had worked his way into her heart and saved her life, goddamn it. She felt her throat dry up and swallowed.
She saw Schrödinger come out from behind Archie, walk along the side of the pyre. He stretched his neck to look at Einstein’s body. He paused for a moment then leapt onto the unlit pyre, sniffed at Einstein’s face, then looked around. Dorothy watched and waited. Schrödinger licked the dog’s face, dropped to the ground, walked in a circle a few times then stood there as if in a trance.
Dorothy cleared her throat. She hadn’t said anything at Jim’s funeral, he’d specifically asked that. She would say something now.
‘Thanks everyone.’ She looked at her family, so lucky to have these people in her life. ‘We’re here to say goodbye to Einstein, a brave and loyal friend.’
Her arm throbbed as if reminding her what the dog had done. She imagined Whiskers joining the mourners, sitting on her haunches and paying last respects to a fellow warrior who died in combat.
‘Buddhism tells us that life doesn’t end when our bodies die,’ Dorothy said. ‘I don’t know about the cycle of life and death, reincarnation, any of that stuff. But I do know there are forces in the universe we don’t understand. There is an energy that surrounds us all, that we’re all connected to, a part of. The Buddhist monk Thích Nhất Hạnh tells us that life is like a wave. We can see a wave, measure it, we know what it is. Each wave has a beginning and an end. When it breaks on the shore, it stops being a wave but it’s still water. The wave was water long before, and it will go on being water after the wave is gone. When we die, we stop being a wave but we will always be water.’
Her heart raced in her chest and she tried to breathe through it. She saw Indy dabbing her eyes, squeezing Hannah’s hand. Jenny was crouched down stroking Schrödinger, who leaned into it. She picked him up and held him to her chest. Dorothy felt sick looking at Jenny’s bruises and cuts. So much damage to them all, not all of it visible. She looked at Archie at the bottom of the pyre. The reliable one, the stalwart. But he had his own grief, they all did, empty space where our loved ones used to be. All the wave analogies in the world didn’t fill that hole.
He looked to her and she nodded.
He lit a long taper and began lighting the kindling, walking round the body. The flames took hold, the smell of burning wood in Dorothy’s nose, then a mix of Einstein’s body and the herbs and pinecones, the dog’s essence rising into the atmosphere, a wave returning to the water.
Einstein burned quicker than she expected.

Dorothy paused and looked around the chapel room of their home. For a hundred years it had been used for funerals, but as far as she knew this was the first wedding. She smiled at Hannah in a dark-yellow suit, her hair up in an elaborate bundle. It made her look more mature. Dorothy turned to Indy, dressed in a sari she’d borrowed from Esha which matched Hannah, yellow and orange swirls, shimmering sequined lining. Both of them were beaming.
Beyond them were the people most important in their lives. Esha and Ravi holding hands, Archie with a smile. Thomas in an impeccable suit, giving her a look that made her feel warm. Abi in a cut-off T-shirt and black jeans, filming the whole thing on her phone. Jenny and Liam, throwing each other a glance that Dorothy understood.
Dorothy coughed. ‘Do you, Hannah, take Indira to be your lawfully wedded wife?’
‘I do.’
‘And do you, Indira, take Hannah to be your lawfully wedded wife?’
‘I do.’
‘Then I pronounce you partners in life.’
Hannah and Indy kissed each other, laughing between the kisses, and Dorothy thought about waves and water, how we are all part of the same ocean. How our lives aren’t like stories, we don’t reach the final page, we just keep going.
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