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September 1994 — one month before

Eileen Chamberlain had been awake for twenty-three hours, and she had spent the last four of them learning to draw a church.

It was harder than she had expected. She had been a teacher, not a draughtsman, and there was a difference between a woman who could sketch a river on a blackboard for a class of nine-year-olds and a woman who could set down, in ink, on five-millimetre graph paper, the true proportion of a parish church to the cottages that knelt around it. The church wanted to come out too large. Everything she loved came out too large. She had noticed this about herself over the years and had never, until tonight, had a reason to mind it.

She was at the kitchen table in the farmhouse three kilometres north of Strathmore. It was four in the morning. Her husband was asleep upstairs, in the particular heavy way he slept, the sleep of a man who had never in his life lain awake wondering whether he had done the right thing. Her daughter was asleep in the small bedroom above the kitchen, where the radiator ticked and the window looked north to the hills. The house was quiet in the specific way that Scottish farmhouses are quiet before dawn — quiet with the weight of the land outside it, with the far-off complaint of sheep, with the small domestic sounds of a building cooling: the tick of the radiator, the settling of a beam, the wind finding the gap under the back door that she had asked him three times to fix.

On the table in front of her were three things.

The first was the map.

She had torn the graph paper from an exercise book she had kept from her teaching years — a habit of thrift she had never lost, a drawer of half-used jotters against the day they might be wanted. The day had come. On the paper, in careful ink, she was drawing a village. It had twenty-three buildings. It had a church at the north end and a school at the south-west and a hand-pump well at the very centre, where the children gathered in the afternoons. It had a river running east to west along the southern edge, the Ardle, which she had crossed a hundred times without ever once being told its true name by the man who owned the ground it ran through. The village was called Kindail. She had understood, three weeks ago, what Kindail was. She had been building the map ever since, an hour at a time, in the hours when the house was asleep, because the map was the one thing she could make that might outlast her.

The second thing on the table was a list.

The list held, across its pages, the name of every person she believed was currently living in Kindail. She had written them from memory, at this same table, on other nights. She had put beside each name the age she guessed the person to be, and then, in a column of her own devising, a single letter running from A to E. A meant can wait. E meant cannot wait. She had marked four names E. She had not let herself dwell, when she marked the others B and C and D, on what those letters were choosing to leave behind. She had told herself she would come back for the rest. She had told herself this in the specific voice a careful woman uses to tell herself a thing she already suspects is not true.

There were forty-one names on the list.

The third thing was an envelope.

It was addressed to a solicitor in Edinburgh named Catherine MacLeod, whom Eileen had consulted, weeks earlier, under the cover of an ordinary question about an ordinary marriage. Inside it was a letter she had finished an hour ago. Seven pages. It described, as precisely as she was able, the arrangement at Kindail as she had come to understand it over the summer. It named her husband. It named the two men who worked directly for him. It gave the coordinates of the village to the best of her triangulation — she had walked the boundary twice with a compass in her coat pocket, pretending to admire the light. The letter was, she hoped, a sufficient legal basis for an investigation. It was also the most dangerous document she had ever written, and she knew it, and she had written it anyway, in gloves, on a typewriter borrowed from the school, so that nothing of her hand would be on it if it went astray.

She would post it on Monday. Not from Strathmore, where the postmistress knew her and knew her husband and knew, in the way of small places, more than she said. From Dundee, from a box on a busy street, anonymously, so that if a reply were ever intercepted it would lead nowhere near the woman who had sent it.

She had perhaps five weeks, she thought, before he understood what she was doing.

She thought she could, in five weeks, arrange the extraction of the four names marked E.

She did not yet know how she would arrange her own extraction. Or her daughter’s. She had turned it over on all the nights of the past three weeks and had arrived, each time, at the same hard place: that the daughter’s extraction was the one that mattered, and that if she could get the four names out, and her daughter out, she would call the work a success even if she herself did not survive it.

She hoped to survive it.

She was not optimistic.

She sat with the three things on the table, and she let herself, for one minute, be afraid — she had learned that fear, given its minute, was more governable than fear denied — and then she set the fear down where she set everything now, in the part of her that had gone very cold and very clear, and she rose, at four-eighteen, and went upstairs to look at her daughter.

The child was asleep on her side, one hand open beside her face, in the abandoned posture of a person who has never once had to sleep with a part of herself on watch. Eileen stood in the doorway and looked at that open hand for a long time, because the open hand was the whole of it, was everything she was doing this for: a child who slept with her hand open. That week the child had learned to name the constellations through the north window. She had stood on the bed in her nightgown and pointed and said the words Eileen had taught her — the Plough, the Bear, the belt of the hunter — with the ferocious seriousness of the very young, who do not yet know that knowing the names of things is not the same as being safe among them.

The child would forget most of this. Eileen was glad. She had built the whole plan around the child forgetting.

She crossed to the bed and knelt and put her face close to the small warm face and said, very quietly, the thing she had been composing for days and had not been able to say until now:

“Iris. I am going to try to get us out. I cannot promise you that I will succeed. I can promise you that if I do not get us both out, I will get you out. You will not remember me. You will remember your own name. You will remember that someone loved you. Someone will love you, wherever you end up — I am going to make certain of it, it is the last certain thing I have left to make. I am sorry that I cannot be that person. I have tried to be. I am still trying. I am going to keep trying for as long as I have left.”

The child did not wake. Her breathing did not change. Somewhere below them the back door found its draught and sighed.

Eileen stayed on her knees a while longer. Then she went back downstairs.

She sealed the envelope. She fitted it inside the exercise book she used for the household accounts, which her husband had never once opened, because the household accounts were beneath his attention, because tending money was women’s work and hiding money was, it turned out, the safest thing a woman in that house could do.

She folded the map of Kindail and slid it into the lining of the grey wool coat that hung on the back of the kitchen door — the coat she wore every day, the coat no one would think to search because it was always, visibly, on her.

Then she took the list of forty-one names, and she read it once more, top to bottom, the way she had read a class register every morning for six years, fixing each name to a face. And then she opened the door of the stove and fed the list into it, page by page, and watched the names go, because a list of forty-one captives in her own handwriting was a death warrant with her fingerprints on it, and because the names did not need to survive on paper.

The names needed to survive in her.

She spent the next hour making certain they would. She memorised the four marked E in the specific way she had been taught to memorise as a girl and had taught in turn to a generation of children — by rhyme, by association, by the picture of where on the page each name had sat. She would not be able to consult the list again. From this hour the names existed nowhere in the world but inside her own head, and she carried them there the way she would soon carry her daughter, which was the only way she had left to carry anything: against her body, in the dark, at a run.

At five-seventeen she went back upstairs and got into bed beside her sleeping husband, and lay on her back with her eyes open, and did not sleep.

She had twenty-seven days left.

She used them.



Strathmore — three weeks before

The day she would afterward think of as the day she understood did not announce itself as a day of understanding. It announced itself as a Tuesday.

It was a warm Tuesday in late August, the kind Perthshire is given three or four of in a summer and no more. Eileen had driven the four-year-old up to the village in the afternoon, as she did once or twice a week, with a canvas bag of the things she brought: books, a jar of pencils, a packet of biscuits, and a length of blue ribbon that one of the smaller girls had asked for weeks before and that Eileen had written on the back of her hand so as not to forget. She brought things because bringing things was the part of the arrangement she was permitted, and because the children’s faces when she came up the track — the way they came out of the houses and the byres at the sound of the car, unhurried at first and then not unhurried at all — were the part of her week she did not have to invent a reason to love.

She had been coming to Kindail for nearly three years. She had been told, by the man she had married, that it was a community his family had looked after for a very long time. A settlement of people who had fallen, over the generations, outside the ordinary record of the country, and who were better cared for inside the family’s stewardship than they would be in any institution the modern state would put them in. She had believed it. It was the kind of thing that, said by a tall and certain man in a tweed jacket, in a warm sitting room, with a fire in the grate and a whisky in his hand and a photograph of three generations of Chamberlains on the mantel, was easy to believe. It was designed to be easy to believe. She would understand that later — that the whole apparatus of the man, the tweed and the certainty and the good grey eyes, had been engineered across a lifetime for precisely this, the easy belief of kind women.

She had believed it for nearly three years.

On the warm Tuesday she was sitting on the low wall by the hand-pump well, watching her daughter and a boy called Wattie chase each other around the pump in a game that appeared to have no rules and to be, for that reason, entirely satisfactory to both of them, when the old woman came and sat beside her.

The old woman was Mrs Dewar. She was, as near as anyone could say, seventy. She was the closest thing the village had to a matron, and she had told Eileen once, without emphasis, as though remarking on the weather, that she had been in Kindail for most of her life. She lowered herself onto the wall now with the slow negotiated care of the very old, and she watched the two children go round and round the pump, and for a while she said nothing at all.

Then she said, without turning her head, in a voice pitched low enough that it would reach Eileen and no one else: “You are a kind woman. I have watched you three years. You are kinder than the ones before you.”

Eileen said, “The ones before me.”

“There is always a wife,” Mrs Dewar said. “The wife is always kind, at first, because she does not know. Then she finds out. Then she is not here any more.”

Eileen went very still. Out at the pump her daughter shrieked with laughter and was caught and the two of them went down in a heap on the grass, unhurt, delighted.

“Mrs Dewar,” Eileen said carefully. “What do you mean.”

“I have been here since I was a girl. I have seen four of them.” The old woman’s hands were folded in her lap, and they did not move. “Morven was the kindest, before you. Morven found out. There was an accident with a car. I am old, and I am past being any use to anyone, which is the only reason I am alive to say this to you. But you are not past being of use. So you will want to be careful. You will want to be careful in a way that Morven was not careful. Morven asked her questions where she could be heard.”

“Find out what,” Eileen said.

And Mrs Dewar looked at her then, for the first time, fully, with pale eyes that had been looking at Kindail for sixty-odd years and had stopped, long ago, being surprised by any of it.

“Ask the children,” she said. “Ask them when there is no Chamberlain man in the village and no telephone within reach. Ask them how they came here. Ask them whether they may leave. Ask them what happens to the ones who are managed internally — they know the phrase, they have always known it, they learn it from one another before they learn their letters. Ask them those three things, and then watch your own face while they answer, and you will understand what you are.”

Then she rose, with the same slow care, and walked back toward the row of houses, and did not speak to Eileen again that day.

Eileen drove home in the early evening with her daughter asleep in the back of the car and the phrase managed internally sitting in her chest like a swallowed stone.

She did not, that night, ask the children anything. She had no chance to. But she had, over the following three weeks, a number of chances, because she was clever and she was patient and she had spent six years learning the one skill that turned out to matter more than any other she owned: the skill of getting a frightened child to tell the truth in a room where the truth was not safe.

She asked Tam, who was twelve, and old enough to weigh what he was being asked and to decide, with a gravity that broke her heart, to answer it.

She asked Ellen, who was nine, and who carried the youngest on her hip and answered in the flat, careful recitation of a child repeating something she had been warned never to repeat.

She asked, in the end, six of them.

She wrote down nothing while they spoke. She had been a teacher; she knew how to hold a thing in her head until she was alone with it. She held each piece — a sentence from Tam, a silence from Ellen, the way small Margaret would not say a certain word but would point at the ground when she meant it — until she was alone in the car, or alone at the kitchen table at four in the morning, and then she set it down, in a code of her own devising, on graph paper, in careful ink.

By the third week she understood Kindail completely.

She understood that the forty-one people living in the village were not there by any choice the word choice could be stretched to cover. She understood that some of them had been bought, and some had been taken, and some had been born there to people who had themselves been bought or taken, and that not one of them appeared in any register of births or schools or deaths that the country kept. She understood that the children were moved out, when they reached an age at which their understanding became a liability, into the ordinary world under false paper — and that the ones who could not be moved out, or who understood too soon, were managed internally, which was the village’s own worn phrase, learned by every child before its letters, for the thing that had happened to Morven and would, she now understood with a cold and total clarity, happen to her.

She understood that the man she had married was the third generation of his family to run it.

She understood that she had brought her own daughter into the middle of it, perhaps twenty times, and had watched her play at the well, and had thought it was the safest and happiest afternoon of the child’s week.

That last understanding was the one that would not let her sleep.

She made her decision across three nights, the three parts of it in order, at the kitchen table, after her husband had gone up.

On the first night she decided she would get the children out. Not all of them — she was not a fool, and she had counted the days she was likely to have, and the days were not enough for forty-one. She made the list. She marked the four E.

On the second night she decided how she would tell the outside world, and she wrote the seven pages to Catherine MacLeod in Edinburgh, in gloves, on the borrowed machine.

On the third night she decided about herself, which was the shortest decision and the hardest, and which came down, in the end, to a single sentence she said aloud to the dark kitchen: the daughter comes first, and the rest is arithmetic.

Then she got out the graph paper, and uncapped the pen, and began — in careful ink, at a kitchen table, in a house owned by the man she was going to destroy — to draw a map of a village that did not, on any official map of Scotland, exist.
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Strathmore, Perthshire — October 16, 1994, 03:47

The woman is running.

The forest between Strathmore and the road is three kilometres of old-growth Scots pine, and the path she is following is not a path. It is the line of least resistance through a landscape that would, in daylight, be beautiful, and that is, in the dark, only a series of obstacles her body is learning by feel — the knuckle of a root, the whip of a low branch across the face, the sudden shocking cold of a stream she had not remembered was there and is across before she has finished flinching from it. Her feet have stopped reporting to her. She knows they are cut. She knows this the way you know a fact about someone else. There will be time to have feet again later, or there will not.

She is carrying the child.

The child is four years old and asleep, a dead warm weight against her shoulder, heavier than four years should be, heavy in the particular way of a sleeping child. The child has been given something to make her sleep — given it hours ago, by a man the child trusted, a man the woman herself trusted until nine hours ago, when she learned what he had been doing and what he was, in his unhurried way, preparing to do.

The woman is thirty-one. She is wearing a grey wool coat over a nightgown and nothing on her feet. She went out through the kitchen window at 18:34, the moment she understood that understanding was no longer safe, and she has been in the forest since, moving and stopping, moving and stopping, keeping to the deep cover, waiting for a dark that would let her cross the last open ground to the road. She is running now, at last, because the dark has been taken from her. She has heard them coming.

She can hear them behind her. Two voices. Men’s voices, low, unhurried, calling to each other across the trees in the flat tones of men who do this work and are not afraid and are in no particular rush, because they know the ground and she does not, and because they have between them, though she cannot see it, a torch.

She knows both voices.

She does not look back. Looking back is a thing you do when there is a decision to be made about what is behind you, and she has already made every decision there is. What is behind her is not a decision. What is ahead of her is.

The road is close. Through the trees she can see, intermittently, the gleam of a lorry’s headlights far to the east — one vehicle on the A9, a driver with a flask and the radio on, passing through the ordinary world at fifty miles an hour, four hundred metres and an entire universe away. The road is close but it is not close enough. She has done the arithmetic without meaning to; her body has done it. She will not reach the road before they reach her.

So she stops.

She has one decision left and thirty seconds in which to make it, and she finds, when it comes, that she made it long ago, on one of the cold clear nights at the kitchen table, and has only been carrying it since, waiting for the ground to ask for it.

The decision is: take the child, and the child dies with her — or leave the child, and the child lives.

She knows these are the two options, and only these. She knows because she knows the men.

She goes to her knees at the base of a tree. It is a Scots pine, old, perhaps two hundred years standing on this ground, with a trunk broad enough to hide a small body and a skirt of low branches that the torchlight will have to work to see past. She sets the child down against the trunk, into the deepest of the dark, and she works fast now, with hands that have stopped being cold because she has stopped allowing them to be anything but useful. She pulls the wool coat from her own shoulders and wraps it around the child, twice, the good thick coat, the warm coat, the coat with the map sewn into its lining that she has been carrying against her body for three weeks against exactly this hour. She takes from the pocket the one thing she has kept out — a single folded square of paper, a copy she made of the most important lines, in case the lining should fail — and she presses it inside the coat, against the child’s chest, over the small fast heart.

She puts her mouth against the child’s forehead.

She says, very quietly, so quietly it is barely sound at all: “Iris. I love you. Remember your name.”

Then she stands.

And she runs — in a direction that is not the direction of the child. She runs loudly. She runs breaking branches, dragging her ruined feet through the leaf litter, running the way a hunted thing runs when it wants to be heard, because the whole of her plan, the last engineering of her life, is that the men will follow the noise and not the silence, will follow the running woman and not the still tree, will chase the sound of her all the way to wherever the sound ends and never once think to shine the torch low, into the dark under the branches, where a four-year-old is sleeping through the end of the only world she will ever remember loving.

She runs for one minute and forty seconds before they catch her.

She does not scream. She had thought, in the abstract, on the cold nights, that she would not be able to help screaming. She finds that she can. She finds that there is one thing left that she wants more than she wants to scream, which is for the child not to wake, and so she does not wake her.

At 03:51 she is dead.

The men do not find the child. They search the forest for forty minutes, working outward from the woman in a widening spiral, and the torch passes twice within twenty metres of the pine, and the child does not make a sound — whether because she is drugged, or because she is four years old and some children go very still when they are frightened, even asleep, even before they have the words for what it is they are frightened of. At 04:31 the men leave. They have a body to account for and a story to build around it, and the child, they will agree between them, driving back, is a matter of when and not whether. A four-year-old alone in an October forest is not a problem you have to solve. It is a problem that solves itself by morning.

At 05:47 a man finds her.

His name is Donald Calder. He is fifty-one years old. He is a cartographer by profession and a rambler by long habit, and he has been walking the hills north of Strathmore since before dawn — since, in truth, the previous evening, though that is a thing he will not say for thirty years. He will testify, when he is asked, that he had no particular reason to be in this particular stretch of forest and was simply following an impulse he could not explain, and this will be almost true, and the almost will be the size of a human life.

He comes on the child at the base of the pine, wrapped in a grey wool coat too large for her, and he stops, and he crouches, and he says her name — no; he does not yet know her name. He says nothing. He crouches in the wet dark and looks at a small awake face looking back at him, and the child does not speak, does not cry, does not reach for him or away from him, only watches him with a stillness he will spend the rest of his life failing to forget.

He picks her up. She lets him. He carries her.

When he reaches the car at the southern edge of the forest, he does not drive to the police. He sits behind the wheel for a long moment with the child on the passenger seat wrapped in the coat, and he makes, in that moment, the decision that will organise everything that comes after — the decision he will never be entirely able to justify and will never, once, regret. He believes, though he could not tell you why, though he has no evidence beyond the shape of the thing, that someone has tried to kill this child. He believes that handing her to the authorities is a way of handing her back. He has no proof of this. He has an instinct, and the instinct is the strongest thing he has ever felt, and he is a man who has spent his professional life learning that the official record is not the same as the truth, and that the gap between them is exactly the size of what powerful people have found it convenient to leave out.

He drives to Edinburgh.

He tells no one.

That night, on his own kitchen table, under a good lamp, he unfolds the coat, and finds the map.

It shows a village, hand-drawn, in ink, on graph paper. It is labelled, at the top, in a careful architect’s hand, with a single word — a name he has never heard, and that he will determine, over the following months, patiently, in the manner of his profession, does not appear on any official map of Scotland, past or present; has no title registration; occurs in no gazetteer; is, by every record his country keeps, a place that has never existed.

He files the map away.

He raises the child as his own daughter.

He names her Iris, because that is the name she murmurs in her sleep in the first week — before she begins, cautiously, to speak again, six weeks on — and because he is a man who believes people should be allowed to keep what is theirs.

He calls her Iris Calder.

She grows up.

She becomes a cartographer.

And she does not know, for thirty years, that her own name is the only true thing she has ever known about herself.
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PART ONE — THE INHERITANCE
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Edinburgh, March 2024
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CHAPTER ONE
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Iris Calder woke on the morning her life changed to the sound of the cat being disappointed in her.

Arran was seventeen years old, which was old for a cat and ancient for this one, who had been elderly, in temperament, since he was two. He sat on the end of the bed in the grey six-o’clock light with his tail curled around his feet and regarded her with the specific expression he reserved for mornings on which his breakfast had not yet materialised — an expression that managed, across the whole width of the species barrier, to communicate a settled, patient, entirely unsurprised despair, as if he had long ago concluded that she would let him down and was gratified, each dawn, to be proved right.

“I see you,” she told him. “I am aware of you.”

He said nothing. He was a cat. But he shifted his weight in a way that conveyed that awareness, in the absence of food, was of no interest to him whatsoever, and Iris — who lived alone, and had for eleven years, and conducted with this animal the greater part of the conversation of her domestic life — laughed, once, into the pillow, and got up.

The flat was on the top floor of a tenement on Gilmore Place, two rooms and a box kitchen and a bathroom with a window that would not fully close, and she had loved it, without reservation, for the whole of the eleven years she had lived in it. It was hers in the way that very few things in her life were unambiguously hers. She had painted the walls a colour the tin had called string and that everyone who visited called white and that she knew, in the specific slanted north light of an Edinburgh morning, to be neither. There were maps on every wall — not her professional maps, which lived in the office, but the maps she kept for love: a nineteenth-century estate plan of a place in Argyll she had never been to and intended never to go to, in case the going spoiled it; a hand-coloured Bartholomew’s of the Cairngorms; a cheap tourist print of the Edinburgh Old Town that she had bought at nineteen and could not throw away. She fed the cat. She made coffee in the battered stovetop pot that had been, technically, her father’s, and that she had taken from the Strathmore house on a visit years before with the words I’ll only borrow it and had never returned, and that he had never asked after, because the two of them conducted the whole traffic of their affection in exactly this currency: objects quietly kept, questions not asked.

She drank the coffee standing at the window that looked over the back greens, where the first crocuses had come up along the wall in a raggedy purple line, and she thought, with the mild pleasure she took in the thought most mornings, that she had built a life that fit her. It was not a large life. She was aware that, by the measures other people used — the measures her one close friend, Priya, deployed with affection and persistence over wine on the last Thursday of every month — it might look like a small one. She was thirty-eight and unpartnered and worked, for the most part, alone, in a profession that no one at a party had ever once correctly understood. But it fit her the way a good coat fits, across the shoulders, without pulling, and she had reached, in her late thirties, the quiet and slightly surprising conclusion that fitting was rarer and better than large.

She had wondered, occasionally, in the way everyone wonders, whether the smallness was a choice or a wound — whether she had built a life that fit because fitting suited her, or because she had learned, somewhere she could not remember learning it, that reaching for more was how you got hurt. She did not have an answer. She suspected, on her honest mornings, that it was both, and that the border between a temperament and an old injury is one of the hardest borders there is to survey, even for a professional. She knew that she went rigid when voices were raised. She knew that she kept people at a specific, comfortable distance, close enough to love and far enough to manage. She knew that she had never once, in thirty-eight years, felt entirely certain she was allowed to take up the space she took up — and she had decided, long ago, that these were simply the facts of being Iris, weather she had grown up under and no longer noticed, the way you stop hearing a sea you have always lived beside.

She did not yet know that every one of these facts had a date, and a place, and a reason; that they had been written into her, below memory, in a village that was not on any map, in the years she could not reach; that the small careful life that fit her so well was the exact shape a person takes when the first thing they ever learned was that safety is small and quiet and does not reach. She would learn it, that spring. She would learn that she had not chosen the coat at all — that it had been cut for her, in the dark, before she had any say — and that she could, if she wanted, now that she knew, be measured for a different one. But that was March, and this was still the last hour of before, and she stood at her own window in her own flat in the raggedy purple morning and took the mild ordinary pleasure of a life that fit, and did not know it was the last time she would take it without also knowing its price.

She had not spoken to her father in seven months.

This did not, on the morning in question, trouble her, because it was normal. She and Donald Calder had always communicated in long intervals broken by abrupt, intense exchanges — a letter every six months, a phone call when one of them needed something specific, a visit at Christmas or somewhere near his birthday, depending on which of them was, that year, prepared to make the drive. They were not estranged in the dramatic sense. They were estranged in the quiet Scottish sense, which is not estrangement at all but a way of existing in the same country as someone you love without needing, very often, to acknowledge the fact of it out loud. She thought of him, that morning, for no reason, while she rinsed the cup — thought of the smell of the oil heater in the front room at Strathmore, the flat-file cabinet of survey sheets, the particular way he had of turning a map ninety degrees on the table before he answered a question about it, as though the answer lived at a specific compass bearing and he was orienting himself toward it. She thought: I should ring him. It has been seven months. She thought she would do it at the weekend.

She did not do it at the weekend. By the weekend there was no one to ring.

She walked to work across the Meadows in the thin, hopeful, unconvincing light of early March, past the students and the dog-walkers and the runners with their breath smoking, and up onto Candlemaker Row, where she had, for nine years, rented a third-floor room above a bookshop from a firm of chartered surveyors called Hollis & Burnett. The room had one window that gave onto the wet slate roofs of the Grassmarket, and one framed print on the wall — a facsimile of John Ainslie’s 1789 Travelling Map of Scotland, which her father had given her at nineteen — and one client chair that was uncomfortable on purpose, because the purpose of the client chair was to keep meetings short.

She crossed the Meadows the way she crossed it most mornings, without especially noticing it — the bench at the east end, the long paths, the bare cherry trees that would be, in a month, absurd with blossom — walking the route her body knew so well it required none of her, which left her mind free to run over the day ahead: the Leith report to finish, an invoice to chase, a call she kept meaning to make and not making. She did not know, crossing it, that this ordinary park would become, within the year, the most important ground in her life — that she would sit on that east-end bench beside a sister she did not yet know she had, and walk these paths through the worst and best days she would ever have, and come, in the end, to measure the whole of her new life against this one green rectangle the way you measure a survey against a fixed baseline. It was, that morning, just the park. It was just the way to work. She would learn, that year, that there is no such thing as just the ground; that every place is somebody’s baseline, waiting; that the ordinary park you cross without noticing is only ever the map before the thing that makes it matter. But she did not know it yet, and she crossed the Meadows, and thought about an invoice, and went up to work.

The plate on the door said CALDER FORENSIC CARTOGRAPHY.

She let herself in, and put the kettle on the filing cabinet to boil, and sat down to finish the Leith report, and had, at that point, roughly forty minutes of her old life left.

The Leith report concerned a tenement fire. Six weeks earlier a top-floor flat had gone up, and the tenant’s insurer had declined the claim on the theory that the fire had been set deliberately, and the tenant’s solicitor had retained Iris to reconstruct the fire’s spread pattern from the aerial and structural photographs and say, as an independent expert, whether the pattern was consistent with the tenant’s account or with the insurer’s. She had done the analysis over the preceding fortnight, slowly, on paper first, the way she did everything, and the analysis had come out, as it happened, for the tenant: the spread pattern was consistent with an electrical origin at the point the tenant had described and inconsistent with the deliberate-ignition theory the insurer preferred. She was glad of this. She tried, as a discipline, not to be glad of her findings — a forensic cartographer who was glad of her findings was a forensic cartographer halfway to inventing them — but she had met the tenant, once, a tired woman with two children and a landlord who had not been answering his phone, and she was glad, this once, and forgave herself for it.

She was writing the last paragraph when the phone rang.

It was 09:14. She noted the time, from habit, the way she noted every time, and she picked up the handset, and she said the words she said forty times a week.

“Calder Forensic Cartography. Iris speaking.”

A man’s voice, elderly, careful, with the specific formality of a certain kind of Scottish solicitor. “Ms Calder. My name is Peter Aitken. I am the solicitor for your father’s estate.”

She became very still.

“My father’s estate,” she said.

“I am very sorry to have to tell you this over the telephone.” He said it gently, and she could hear that he had done this before, many times, and had never grown a callus over it, which she would be grateful for later. “Your father passed away on Sunday evening. It appears to have been a heart attack. The district nurse found him on Monday morning, when she came for her weekly visit. He had been gone some hours by then. I am very sorry.”

She looked at the Ainslie map on the wall.

He had given it to her the autumn she began her first formal course in historical cartography, when she was nineteen and her mother had been dead four months and neither of them had had the smallest idea what to say to the other about that. He had not tried to say anything about it. He had handed her a flat brown-paper parcel across the kitchen table at Strathmore, and inside it had been the framed Ainslie, and a note in his small precise hand that said: For Iris. Because maps are how we find each other.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said.

“I understand this is a shock,” Aitken said. “There are some logistical matters we will need to discuss when you are ready. But they can wait. I want you to know that your father put his affairs in order some years ago. There is no urgency about any of it.”

“Where is he now,” she said.

“At the Ninewells mortuary, in Dundee. The nurse called the ambulance when she found him. The cause of death is being formally recorded, but there is no indication of anything other than natural causes.”

“All right,” she said.

“When you feel able, I would be grateful if you could come to my office. There are papers. There is also—” a small pause, the pause of a careful man choosing to be careful “—your father left a letter for you. I have held it for some years. His instruction was that I give it to you personally, in the event of his death, and that I do so in my office, rather than by post.”

“When did he leave the letter,” she said.

“Eleven years ago. When he was sixty-six, and had had some health difficulties. He arranged everything at that time. The letter has been in the firm’s safe since.”

“I’ll come tomorrow,” she said.

“Of course. I am sorry for your loss, Ms Calder.”

“Thank you.”

She hung up.

She sat at the desk for a long time.

Outside the window the roof of the Grassmarket was wet and pewter-coloured in the March light, and a gull stood on the ridge of it doing nothing, in the way that gulls can stand for an hour doing nothing, and she watched the gull, because watching the gull was easier than watching the inside of her own head, where a fact had arrived that she could not yet find anywhere to put.

Her father was dead. The sentence would not resolve into feeling. She tried it several ways, the way you try a key in a lock in the dark. Donald Calder is dead. My father is dead. The man who raised me is dead. Each version was true, and each version stopped at the surface of her, as though grief were a country she could see quite clearly across the water and had not yet found the boat to reach.

She had read, in her professional life, a great many accounts of how people behave at the edges of sudden loss — forensic work brought her, more often than people imagined, into the company of the recently bereaved: the widow whose account of a fire had to be checked against the burn pattern, the son whose memory of a boundary had to be tested against the survey. She had learned that grief kept no schedule and arrived in no expected form, and that the people who worried most about not feeling enough were, as a rule, exactly the people who would later feel it most completely. She told herself this now, clinically, about herself. And she found that the clinical telling was itself a kind of grief — the only kind she had immediate access to, the grief of a person who had been taught, by careful and undemonstrative people, to manage feeling by first understanding it.

She did not cry. She did not, she would have said, feel like crying. She felt the specific distance that arrived when something too large to hold had happened and she had not yet worked out its dimensions. Her father was dead. Her father had left her a letter, eleven years ago. Her father had, eleven years ago, at sixty-six, sat down and anticipated this exact morning and prepared for it, and had then said nothing about it to her across eleven years of Christmases and birthdays and long quiet phone calls, which was — she understood, turning it over — so completely, so unbearably like him that it was the first thing all morning to move her at all.

She thought about him at his desk in the front room at Strathmore, the room with the flat-file cabinet and the oil heater, writing a letter he knew she would not read for years, in a hand he kept small and level his whole life. She thought about what kind of letter a man writes in those conditions.

She did not know.

She turned back to the Leith report and finished the last paragraph, because the tired woman with the two children needed the report finished more than Iris needed to stop, and because finishing things was, she was discovering in real time, the shape her particular grief was going to take.

It was a strange hour, that one. She would remember it later as the last hour of her old self, though of course she did not know it at the time — nobody is ever told when they are living the last hour of anything. She finished a report about a fire. She corrected a comma. She checked a figure twice. And all the while, underneath the tidy professional surface, a different fact sat waiting, patient as water: that the man who had raised her was dead, and had left her a letter, and that the letter would, in some way she could not yet imagine, be the end of the small life that fit. She could feel it there, the waiting fact, the way you feel weather coming before the sky says anything — a pressure, a change in the light, a sense that the room she had lived in comfortably for eleven years had, without moving a single object, become the anteroom to somewhere else. She finished the report anyway. She had learned, from a quiet man, that you finish the thing in front of you, that finishing is a kind of prayer for people who do not pray, and she said the prayer, over a tenement fire in Leith, on the last morning she was only Iris Calder.

She emailed it to the insurer at 11:47. Then she booked a train to Dundee for the following morning, and closed the office, and walked home across the Meadows in the same thin light she had walked in that morning, which had not changed, which had no idea.

She fed the cat, who was unmoved by the day’s news, the cat’s day having been, on balance, a good one. She sat for a while at her kitchen table and did not turn on the lamp as the light went, letting the room go blue and then grey around her, holding the single hard fact — my father is dead — and turning it over, looking for the handle on it, the place where a person is supposed to be able to pick a thing like this up, and not finding it, because grief, she was relearning in real time, is not a thing you pick up. It is a thing you are inside of, weather you cannot hold because you are standing in it. She thought about phoning Priya, and did not, because she did not yet have the words, and Priya would want the words, would gently and lovingly refuse to accept fine. She thought about phoning Thomas Nairn — her father’s old friend, the solicitor, a man she barely knew — and did not, though she would remember, later, that the impulse had come, and would understand, later, what the impulse had been. She sat alone in the dark with the fact of her father, in the flat that fit her, at the end of the last ordinary day, and let it be what it was, which was the beginning, though she did not know it, of everything.

She did not cry that day.

She would not, in fact, cry until Friday.

By Friday she would have other reasons.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Peter Aitken’s office was on Reform Street in Dundee, above a bakery whose smell came up through the building’s ventilation in a way that Aitken had long ago stopped noticing and that made Iris, arriving at nine in the morning after a train and no breakfast, suddenly and inconveniently and almost angrily hungry — hungry in the animal way that grief makes people hungry, as though the body, sensing a subtraction it cannot understand, sets about insisting on its own continuation.

Aitken was sixty-two. He had been her father’s solicitor for thirty-seven years. He had been at her mother’s funeral; she remembered him there, at the back, in a good dark coat, though she had been nineteen and had not, at the time, known who he was. She had met him perhaps six times in her life and did not know him, and yet he had the quality that certain Scottish solicitors of his generation had — a compound of formality and carefully rationed warmth — that made him feel, on no evidence, like a person she could trust with something.

He showed her in. He offered tea. She accepted the tea, because accepting things from Peter Aitken seemed, obscurely, like the correct thing to do, like a small legitimate transaction in a morning that otherwise had no shape.

He sat across from her at the desk.

“Before we discuss the estate,” he said, “I want to give you the letter. Your father was very specific. He wanted you to read it before we discussed anything else. He was quite clear that the order mattered.”

He took, from a folder on the desk, a single envelope.

It was cream-coloured and sealed, and her name was on the front in her father’s handwriting — her full name, Iris Margaret Calder, in the hand she had known her whole life, the cartographer’s hand, precise and very small, the letters not so much written as sited, each one placed on the line as if surveyed there.

She took it.

“I’ll leave you,” Aitken said. “There is a private room next door, if you would prefer. Take as long as you need. I have no further appointments this morning. There is no clock on this.”

“Thank you,” she said.

The next room was a small library, wood-panelled, with two leather chairs and a fireplace that was not lit and a desk lamp with a green glass shade. She turned the lamp on. She sat in one of the chairs. She held the envelope for a moment, feeling the several folded pages of it, the weight of a letter that had waited eleven years in a firm’s safe to be exactly this heavy in exactly this hand. Then she opened it, carefully, along the top, with a fingernail, the way she opened everything, because a torn envelope was information destroyed and she had been trained out of destroying information before she was old enough to know she was being trained.

The letter was eight pages, handwritten, on the cream paper he had used for his correspondence for as long as she could remember, the pages numbered in the upper-right corner in his meticulous way. The ink was blue-black and had not faded. It was dated 15 August 2013.

It began:


My dear Iris,

If you are reading this, I am dead, and you have come to Peter’s office, and you have sat down, and you are wondering what kind of letter a man writes for his daughter to read after he is gone.

The letter I am going to write you is not the one I have been writing in my head for years. The one in my head was gentler and said less. I am going to tell you, instead, the things that — if you are reading this — you are old enough to hear. I am sorry that I am telling you this way. I am sorry I could not find a way to tell you in person. I have tried, for thirty years, to find the way. I have not found it. I have been a coward about this, and I am not going to dress the cowardice up as anything finer than it is. I apologise for it. I loved you every single day that I was too much of a coward to do it, if that is worth anything, which I am aware it may not be.

There are three things I have to tell you. The first
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