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The Sunday routine begins before the city wakes.

I've been doing it long enough that my body knows the sequence without my mind having to construct it: the plastic apron on its hook behind the bathroom door, the rubber gloves from the cupboard beneath the sink, the cleaning caddy with its specific arrangement of products that Alistair selected years ago and has never seen cause to revise. Bleach-based spray for the bathroom surfaces. A separate formula for the kitchen, which he considers chemically distinct territory. The mop with the grey head, not the blue one, which is for floors I don't clean on Sundays. The order matters. It has always mattered. I stopped asking why when I was nine.

The flat is quiet. Through the wall of my room I can hear the Meadows beginning to assemble itself — a dog, distant and insistent; the particular silence of Edinburgh at half seven on a February Sunday, which is less an absence of sound than a deliberate agreement the city has made with itself to keep things slow. My bedroom window faces east, and the light coming through the curtains has that quality February has here, grey and thorough, without the particular cruelty of later winter months. I've always thought February light in Edinburgh looks like someone has considered the situation and decided to try.

I dress before I start. Not the apron yet, that comes after, but the clothes I wear to clean: old joggers, a grey sweatshirt that no longer makes any claim about its original colour. The habit is Alistair's instruction, though the instruction came so early I've stopped categorising things as instructions or inclinations. He likes the work done properly. Proper work requires appropriate clothing. This is reasonable. Most of what Alistair does is reasonable.

He's at the kitchen table when I come through, the Sunday Herald open to the magazine section, a cafetière at his right elbow that he will nurse through the morning. This is his Sunday configuration — I could have drawn it from memory at age eleven, the particular angle of the paper, the way he holds his coffee cup with both hands when he's reading something that interests him. He looks up when I come in and his expression is the one I have always thought of as his good-morning face: warm, unhurried, mildly pleased to find me there.

"Morning," he says.

"Morning."

"The bathroom first today, I think. I noticed the grout on the shower surround is starting to go at the back left."

I hadn't noticed. I make a note of it, the way I make notes of everything, in the running catalogue I maintain inside my head that takes up about the same space other people probably give to what they're planning to do on the weekend. "Right."

"You'll need the small brush, not the head of the mop."

"I know."

He nods, satisfied, and returns to his magazine. There is a piece about the New Town's Victorian drainage infrastructure, which I can see from across the table. Alistair has always found the city's engineering interesting. He talks about it sometimes in the way other men talk about sport — with enthusiasm and the assumption that the enthusiasm is naturally shared.

The flat is two bedrooms and a bathroom off a long hallway, with the kitchen and sitting room at the far end, overlooking the shared close and the street. Alistair has lived here for eleven years. I have lived here for as long as I can remember, which in practice means as long as I have understood what the flat is for, which is not the same as when I arrived in it. There was a before, when I was very young. I don't access it much. It doesn't help.

The bathroom first, then. The tiles are white, original to the building — Victorian, in the way most of Marchmont is Victorian, which means solid and indifferent and easy to maintain if you know what you're doing. I spray the shower surround and let it sit the way Alistair taught me, because the product works better with dwell time, and find the small brush under the sink. The grout at the back left has been going grey in the way grout does when moisture gets into it consistently. I work at it in short strokes the way he showed me, from the top left corner of each section to the bottom right, which distributes the pressure evenly.

It takes twenty minutes to do it properly.

I've thought, sometimes, about what this looks like from the outside — a seventeen-year-old boy on his knees in a bathroom on a Sunday morning working at grout with a brush the width of a pencil. In the context of an ordinary Edinburgh household it would probably look like a teenager whose parents have high standards about cleanliness, which is not inaccurate as a description, just not complete. Completeness is something I've learned to think of as optional. Most things function perfectly well without it.

The bathroom smells of bleach and the faint mineral smell of old stone. The building is solid — four storeys of Victorian sandstone, original sash windows, the kind of construction that has been here long enough to feel inevitable. The close smells of it too, that specific mixture of stone and old wood and the lives of everyone who has used the stair. I like the building. This is not something I've examined too carefully.

When I've done the shower I do the sink, then the toilet, then the floor. The floor last because cleaning it first and then cleaning everything else above it defeats the purpose, which Alistair explained when I was seven in the methodical way he explains things that have a logic: you always work from the highest point to the lowest, because what you dislodge from above must have somewhere clean to go. I've applied this principle to other areas of my life without mentioning it to him, which I think would please him if he knew. He appreciates when I apply the principles rather than just following the instructions.

By the time I come back to the kitchen the cafetière is half gone and Alistair has moved on to the news section. He glances at me with the assessing look he gives finished work — not suspicious, evaluative, the look of someone who takes pride in a standard and checks that it's been met.

"Good," he says.

I start on the kitchen.

The kitchen requires more care because it has more surfaces and because Alistair uses it fully — proper cooking, not convenience food, which is something he's always been emphatic about. He made lentil soup yesterday, which is the Sunday soup, and the large pot is on the hob. I work around him with the practiced efficiency of years, the two of us moving in the kitchen's small space without collision the way you can only manage with someone when you have been doing it long enough that the choreography is unconscious.

He's reading about a disappearance. I see the headline at an angle from where I'm working at the counter: POLICE APPEAL FOR INFORMATION IN MEADOWS DISAPPEARANCE. He reads it for a moment in the way he reads everything, with complete attention, then turns the page.

"You'll want to get the surface behind the hob too," he says, without looking up. "There's been some splashing."

"I see it."

"The good cloth, not the sponge. The sponge smears."

"I know."

He turns another page. I clean behind the hob with the good cloth, rinsing it twice in the way he taught me, because a dirty cloth only redistributes the problem.

This is the thing about Alistair that has always been most difficult to hold in the mind alongside everything else: he is genuinely good at domestic life. Not performed-good, not the visible effort of a man maintaining an appearance — actually, practically skilled in the running of a household in the way that some people are simply good at specific things. He bakes bread on the first Sunday of the month, proper sourdough with a starter he's maintained for three years. He knows how to descale a kettle correctly and how long different surface materials take to dry without leaving marks. He has opinions about the correct thread count for bedlinen that he can justify technically. These skills exist in him alongside the other things as though they have never been required to speak to each other, and they haven't, because he has made a world in which they don't have to.

I clean the counter behind the hob and rinse the cloth and do the counter beside the sink and the top of the fridge, which I can reach because I am tall, which I hate for reasons that have nothing to do with cleaning.

I am tall like Alistair. Same frame, same height, same particular cast of features that reads on him as distinguished and on me as someone people decide is older than he is. In photographs of him at my age, which I have seen only twice, I can see myself looking back from a different decade, from behind different eyes, and this is not something I find comforting. I have spent considerable effort making myself as unlike him as possible in appearance — keeping my clothes neutral, my hair unremarkable, avoiding the kind of presence that draws attention the way he draws attention when he chooses to, which he can do without effort, the way some people turn a quality on and off at will. I have that quality too. I keep it switched off.

"What are you thinking about?" Alistair asks.

He's still reading. He does this — asks questions from behind whatever he's looking at, the question seeming casual, directed at nobody specific, which is the most intentional thing about it.

"The grout," I say. "Whether it'll go again by next month if we don't seal it after."

He considers this, which I can tell by a brief pause in the turning of pages. "Probably. We'll need the sealant. Remind me to get it Wednesday."

"Aye."

He turns a page. "You're not coming down with something?"

"No."

"You've been quiet."

"I'm always quiet on Sundays."

"Quieter than quiet, then." Another page. "Eat before you start the sitting room. There's toast if you want it, or there's the end of yesterday's soup on the hob. I'd take the soup, it'll be better today than it was yesterday."

"Thanks."

"And get the baseboards in the sitting room as well. I noticed yesterday they've gathered dust."

"I will."

He nods, satisfied. I make toast because the soup takes too long and I want to be done and away. I sit at the other end of the table from him and eat without speaking and he reads without speaking and this is the particular intimacy of living with someone for seventeen years: the silence has a texture to it, specific and familiar, and for a long time I thought this texture was what other people meant when they talked about being comfortable with someone.

I have lately revised this assessment.



The knock comes at eleven thirty-four.

I know the time because I've just looked at the clock on the sitting room wall while I'm finishing the baseboards — the long-handled duster that Alistair bought specifically for this purpose, which I use with short horizontal strokes from left to right the way he showed me. The clock is original to the flat, Victorian, the mechanism replaced but the casing kept. Alistair likes the continuity.

The knock is at the flat door rather than the building's main door, which means it's someone from the stair — a neighbour, or the letting agent, or someone who's been buzzed in by someone else in the building. I straighten. Alistair is in his chair in the sitting room, which he moved to after the kitchen was done, the newspaper exchanged for a library book about Victorian drainage infrastructure, which is indeed a thing.

He doesn't look up when the knock comes. He does not, as a rule, react first to things.

I put the duster down and go to the door.

She's standing on the landing with one elbow propped on a cardboard box that is balanced on the railing, and she's smiling at me with the uncomplicated directness of someone who has not yet decided to perform anything around me. She has dark hair tied back with something that might be a shoelace, and she is wearing a jumper that is too large for her in the way of a jumper borrowed from someone else or bought with that specific intention. Behind her on the landing there are more boxes, stacked against the stone wall of the close, and through the open door of the flat opposite there's the particular chaos of somewhere being newly moved into.

"Hiya," she says. "I'm Eilidh. I'm moving in." She tilts her head at the door behind her. "That one, obviously. Sorry to disturb you — I'm looking for the key for the storage in the basement and the letting agent said to ask the neighbours. You wouldn't have a spare or know where one is?"

"I'll check," I say.

"Thanks." She's looking at me with the attention of someone who is actually listening to what you say and watching what you do at the same time, which is a specific quality that I have learned to identify in people and that I usually find useful to note and then back away from. "Have you been here long?"

"My whole life," I say, which comes out as though I've been here unwillingly, which is not the impression I want to give, and I adjust: "Eleven years. Since I was six."

"Brilliant. You'll know all the quirks of the place then." She looks at the building around her, the high ceiling of the close, the original tiles on the landing floor, and her expression has the quality of someone deciding she likes a thing. "It's a beautiful building, isn't it. I didn't expect to love Edinburgh but I think I might."

"You're from Glasgow?" I say, because the accent is Glasgow in the way that there is no other accent that quite sounds like that.

"Aye. Came up last month for a few days, liked it, decided to stay. My dad teaches here, so." She shrugs, a contained movement. "It made sense at the time. Sense might be too strong a word."

This is more information than I'd usually receive from a neighbour on a first meeting, which most Edinburgh interactions are not. Edinburgh people introduce themselves slowly, over months, in increments, the way the city makes itself known — the beautiful surface first, then the specific streets, then eventually, if you're trusted, the closes and the spaces between buildings where things happen that the surface doesn't acknowledge. Glasgow is not like this, from what I understand. Glasgow introduces itself all at once.

"I'll check for the key," I say again, and go to do it.

Alistair is still in his chair. He is watching me come back from the door in the way he watches things that are new to the flat's immediate geography — not sharply, assessingly, the way you watch something you need to categorise.

"New neighbour," I say. "She's looking for the basement storage key."

"Ah," he says. "The Brennan girl."

"You know her?"

"I spoke to the letting agent in October when I renewed the lease. He mentioned the flat opposite was going to someone new, a young woman from Glasgow, coming up for family reasons." He marks his page carefully and closes the book. "The key should be on the board in the kitchen, there's a spare they gave us when we moved in. The one with the blue tag."

I find it. The board in the kitchen is organised, as everything in the kitchen is organised, with a consistency that tells you immediately it has not been managed by accident. I take the blue-tagged key and bring it back to the door.

She's leaning against the doorframe when I open it, looking at her phone, and she puts it away immediately in the way of someone who has decided not to be rude about it.

"Brilliant," she says. "Do I give it back to you or—?"

"There's another one on the main ring somewhere, you'll get it when you've signed everything. You can hold onto that in the meantime."

"Great." She takes it and turns it over in her palm. "Thanks. I'm Eilidh Brennan."

"Fergus," I say. "Muir."

"Nice to meet you, Fergus Muir." The way she says both names, as though testing the shape of them, is not something I know what to do with. She glances past me into the hallway, not rudely, with the natural curiosity of someone moving into a new place and finding the immediate geography interesting. "Just you and your dad?"

"Just us, aye."

"Same," she says. "Just me and mine, as of about a week ago." She says this without complaint and without the particular performance of not complaining, which are different things. Just a fact. "Well. I'll let you get on. I'm sorry for the noise — the boxes, when I'm getting them up the stairs."

"Don't worry about it."

"I will worry about it. I'm an anxious person." She says this with the lightness of someone who has made peace with a thing and found it can be mentioned. "But I'll try to be quick."

She goes back to her boxes. I close the door.

Alistair is in the kitchen doorway. He has, at some point in the last two minutes, quietly positioned himself there, which is something he does — moving between rooms in the flat with a stillness that means you notice him only when he's already arrived somewhere. He is holding his coffee cup in both hands.

"Polite?" he asks.

"Aye."

"Good. Neighbours matter." He's looking at the closed door with the mild assessing look he's been giving things today, the look of someone cataloguing data without urgency. "A young woman on her own. Her father teaches at the university, I understand. English or Scottish Studies, I think the agent said."

I don't ask how he remembers a detail from a conversation in October about a flat that wasn't being occupied until now. Alistair remembers everything he considers relevant. The category of relevant expands and contracts in ways I don't always track in advance.

"She seemed nice," he says, which is an observation rather than a judgment, and which he delivers without any particular weight, and which sits in the air of the hallway for a moment before he takes his coffee back to the sitting room.

I pick up the duster and go back to the baseboards.



The Meadows are grey this afternoon, the way they are on most February afternoons — the grass the particular washed-out shade that only Scottish February produces, the trees bare, the paths full of dog walkers and runners and families making the weekend argument for fresh air. I can see it from my bedroom window if I stand at the right angle, which I've done since I was old enough to be left alone in the flat, which was earlier than is probably standard.

My room is the smaller of the two bedrooms, which is correct — Alistair's room is at the back of the flat, mine at the front, and I have the window over the street rather than the shared close, which means I can see people coming and going on the road and across toward the Meadows without being above the main door. This suits me. I like to see without being seen. It is not a quality I'm proud of but it is a quality I have developed to a high standard.

There are sounds from across the stair — the muffled movement of boxes being shifted, the particular hollow knock of furniture being assembled, a voice on the phone, indistinct. She's been at it for most of the afternoon. Through the ceiling I can hear the flat above ours moving in the way old buildings communicate occupation: footsteps, a television, the domestic sounds of a Sunday in which someone is doing things that are ordinary.

I sit on my bed and read the history I'm supposed to be reading for Higher, which is about the impact of the Act of Union on Scotland's administrative structure, and I read three pages and then read them again because I haven't taken any of it in. This is unusual. I'm a thorough reader. Thoroughness was something Alistair encouraged because an education, he explained, is the kind of thing that makes you less visible rather than more, which is partly true and partly not the right reason to encourage thoroughness in a child but is nonetheless the reason I can do my homework properly and have always done it.

I turn the page. Through the wall: the particular sound of someone reorganising a small kitchen.

I put the book down.

Behind the section of skirting board at the far corner of my room — the corner that is mine in the specific way that no other part of the flat is mine, wedged between the wardrobe and the radiator, unreachable without moving the wardrobe which I do move, once a month, and replace exactly — there is a notebook. Hardback, A5, black cover, the third in a sequence that began when I was fourteen. The first two are gone. These I disposed of as I dispose of things that have served their purpose, thoroughly and without sentiment.

I get the notebook and sit back on the bed and open it to the most recent entry.

Three weeks since anything. He's been good lately. Good in the way that has a duration.

I look at the line for a moment and then write beneath it:

New neighbour. Eilidh Brennan from Glasgow. She laughed at something in the hall before she knocked on the door — I heard it from the sitting room before I knew where it was coming from and couldn't identify it for a second. Just a sound someone was making because something was funny.

I look at this. Then I write:

I don't know what to do with that.

I put the notebook away and move the wardrobe back to its position and check the alignment twice because the carpet has worn a mark and the wardrobe legs need to be precisely in it or the wear pattern looks like the wardrobe has been moved. Alistair has never mentioned the wardrobe. I have been careful long enough that there is nothing for him to mention.

The Meadows are darkening now, February making its early exit. The dog walkers are heading home. There's a couple cutting across the middle path with a retriever that's got hold of something and won't give it up, and the woman is laughing at it, and the man is making the effort not to laugh which isn't working, and from up here behind glass in the cooling light I watch this happen and feel a thing that I don't look at directly, the way I have learned not to look directly at some things.

Alistair makes dinner at six-thirty on Sundays. The soup, reheated, with good bread. I hear him in the kitchen starting on it and close my history book and get up and go to help because this is what Sundays are and I am very good at Sundays, and the flat is clean and the city is quiet outside and through the ceiling I can hear the new neighbour moving through her kitchen and I set the bowls on the table and take my seat and wait for my father.



After dinner I wash up and he dries, which is also the Sunday configuration, and we talk about the article he read this morning about the Meadows disappearance in the easy way we talk about the news, which is the way of people who have a shared interest in knowing about such things.

"Third one in that stretch of the Meadows," he says, drying the soup pot with the methodical care he brings to drying things. "In two years."

"The paper said the police were treating it as suspicious."

"They always say that." He puts the pot on its hook. "Eventually."

He hands me the next bowl to wash and I wash it and the water in the sink is the right temperature because I've learned to run it hot enough that it stays warm through the whole washing up, which is one of his instructions from when I was young that I've had no reason to revise. Outside the kitchen window the close is dark, a bar of yellow from the main door's security light on the sandstone.

"The new neighbour seems settled," he says.

"She only moved in today."

"She moves quickly, then." He dries a bowl, replaces it. "I'll introduce myself properly in the week. Take something across. It's the decent thing."

He says this with the complete normality of someone who does the decent thing because it is decent, which is true, which is the part I have been living in for seventeen years and have not found a way to hold in both hands at once. His decency is real. His kindness to me is real. The rest of it is also real. These things exist in him without apparent conversation between them and I have spent my whole life looking for the join and there isn't one.

I wash the last bowl. He dries it.

"Get some sleep," he says. "You've done good work today."

"Thanks," I say.

"I mean it." He puts the bowl away. "You're reliable, Fergus. That's not a small thing."

He goes through to the sitting room. I stand at the sink for a moment with the water draining away, looking at my hands on the edge of the basin. They are clean. They are always clean. This costs something I don't have a word for yet, in the limited private vocabulary I am still developing, in the notebook behind the skirting board, in the seventeen years of Sundays that have made me exactly as reliable as he says I am.

Through the ceiling, one floor up: silence.

Then, faint through the stone, a sound.

Someone up there is listening to music. Something with a guitar, too distant to name, the bass coming through the old building the way sound moves through stone, which is less like transmission and more like the stone remembering something that once happened inside it.

I dry my hands. I go to my room. Outside the window the Meadows are completely dark now and the streetlamps have come on along the road, throwing their orange light onto the sandstone in the way that makes this city look in certain conditions like something from another century, which in many conditions it is.

I sit on my bed and don't get the notebook.

I think about a sound someone made because something was funny.

I think about it for a long time.



She's going to be trouble, I write, much later, in the dark.Not the kind you can manage. The other kind.
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Monday arrives the way Mondays always arrive in February — without apology, grey down to the stone, the kind of morning that makes Edinburgh look like it has been considering the question of whether to exist and hasn't decided yet.

I'm out of the flat by seven fifty, which is the correct time — early enough that the stair is usually empty, late enough that leaving earlier would read as unusual to anyone paying attention. Alistair is a routine man and he has made me a routine man and our routines are calibrated to each other in the way of two instruments that have been in the same room long enough that they tune to the same pitch without being asked. He'll be at the kitchen table until nine with the cafetière and whatever he's reading. He has a deadline Wednesday on a technical manual — database infrastructure, something in that territory, the work he does that I understand functionally but not technically, the editing of documents that no one reads and that pay consistently and that require him to be contactable during business hours without being anywhere in particular. He works from the flat. He is always home. I have never decided how I feel about this.

The stair is stone, original, worn in the centre of each step by the compression of a hundred and thirty years of people going up and down. It smells of stone and the particular dry cold of old buildings in winter, and of something
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