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            Dorothy

         

         Another day, another death. Dorothy looked around Seafield Memorial Woods, the cemetery she’d run for the last three years with her family. From this grave near the entrance she could see the sign, The Skelfs: Natural Undertakers. She liked the word ‘natural’, it cut to the heart of what they were trying to do. Getting rid of the shrouded silence around death, the fear of the process. And it also reflected their new environmental policies – no embalming, biodegradable coffins and a host of other green initiatives. From here, she could see their terramation facility in the far corner of the site, close to the abandoned railway. When she’d first started talking about human composting two years ago, clients often grimaced, but they’d now successfully turned more than a hundred deceased into high-quality compost, either handed back to relatives or used here to help grow the young forest.

         Today’s was a more conventional burial, Lewis Clayton returning to the earth in a simple willow coffin, carried towards the hole in the ground by a few old friends and his sixteen-year-old son Noah. Dorothy’s right-hand man Archie orchestrated the group as they placed the coffin alongside the grave and stepped back.

         Lewis’s widow Evelyn stared at the coffin, disbelief on her face. She was a handsome woman in her fifties, long chestnut hair with highlights, trim figure and sharp features, though her eyes were glazed over. Dorothy had seen similar expressions on countless grieving friends and family over the fifty-six years she’d been working in this business, ever since she came to Edinburgh from Pismo Beach in California as a sun-bronzed twenty-year-old in the name of love.2

         That man she loved was dead now, after five decades together, but she felt like she’d been through so much since Jim died that she’d almost lived another entire life. She’d reconnected with her daughter Jenny and granddaughter Hannah, who both worked alongside her in the funeral business, as well as juggling their idiosyncratic private-investigator sideline. It wasn’t as crazy as it first seemed, funerals often threw up mysteries and unanswered questions, and the Skelfs were well placed to help.

         Dorothy watched Evelyn in her black trouser suit and white blouse, her hands trembling as she dabbed her eyes with a tissue. She’d been through so much, first her teenage daughter Millie dying from cancer a few months ago, now her husband’s suicide in the wake of that, carefully climbing down from the platform of Brunstane Station in front of an oncoming train.

         Lewis’s grave was alongside Millie’s with its simple slate headstone, the cuts in the turf around the edges of her grave barely visible already. The earth repaired itself so quickly, taking the dead into its arms without a second thought.

         Archie joined Dorothy standing to the side of the funeral party. This was not a busy ceremony compared to some, around twenty mourners. Maybe the suicide cast a long shadow. How you died shouldn’t matter, but Dorothy understood the complicated feelings that came with something like this.

         The ceremony was conducted by the same humanist celebrant who had done Millie’s funeral. Sylvia was a middle-aged woman with dark brown eyes and dyed blonde hair, a good soul who Dorothy had worked with often. They did more non-religious funerals these days, a sign of the times. Dorothy wasn’t religious but she considered herself spiritual, and she respected everyone’s beliefs. Being an undertaker was just that, accepting the undertaking to look after everyone in a difficult time.

         The celebrant acknowledged the loss, delivered the positive about Lewis, tried to provide comfort in the wider scope of life and death. Evelyn looked confused and Dorothy wondered if she 3was even listening. Alongside her, Noah had his fists and jaw clenched. So hard for a young man still trying to find his place in the world.

         ‘A tough one,’ Archie said.

         Dorothy nodded. ‘For sure.’

         She looked beyond the cemetery. To the north was the Firth of Forth, shimmering in the afternoon light. She glanced at their nearest neighbour, the sewage treatment plant, all futuristic pipes and tanks spread along the coast.

         To the south she could see Crow Hill, Arthur’s Seat and Salisbury Crags in alignment, a view of the landmarks that most visitors never saw. She imagined them watching over the city, sentinels caring for every living thing.

         She wondered what Jenny and Hannah were doing right now, as she did many times a day. Wondered what their employee Brodie was up to. Wondered what her Thomas was doing in Saughton Prison right now. That made her heart twinge as she turned back to the funeral.

         The celebrant was still talking, but Dorothy spotted something. Evelyn was swaying over the grave, blinking frequently. Dorothy had seen her fair share of fainting at funerals over the years, and she straightened her shoulders and stepped forward. Evelyn stroked her own arm, her hand quivering, face creased. Then she cried out in pain, looked around in panic and crumpled as if struck by lightning, falling onto her knees first, then keeling over.

         Dorothy and Archie ran to her, Noah standing in shock. Dorothy slid to her knees and turned Evelyn over, checked for breathing. Nothing. She looked in her mouth, the airway was clear. She turned to Archie.

         ‘Get the AED.’

         She began CPR, pressing the heels of her hands into Evelyn’s sternum in a steady rhythm.

         ‘Stand back,’ she said to Noah, who was frozen. His dad and sister were gone, now this shitshow.4

         Archie ran back from the reception building carrying a bright yellow box by its black handle.

         Dorothy angled Evelyn’s head and pinched her nose, two breaths, then back to pummelling her chest. No response.

         Archie skidded to the ground and opened the defibrillator, which started talking to them in a calm, electronic voice. Dorothy undid Evelyn’s blouse buttons, pulled her clothes wide for access, briefly wondered about having to expose her bra to the world.

         Archie handed her the two soft pads and she peeled the backs off and stuck them to Evelyn’s body, one at the top right of her chest just below her collarbone, the other on the lower left side of her waist.

         ‘Analysing heart rhythm,’ the AED box told them. ‘Do not touch patient.’

         Dorothy waited, scanned the dismayed faces of the mourners. She shared a look with Archie, they’d done the training for this, they just had to stay calm.

         ‘Shock advised,’ the box said. ‘Charging.’

         Something about the voice’s tone gave Dorothy a chill.

         ‘Stay clear of patient.’

         She held her hands out, though no one was as close as she and Archie were.

         ‘Deliver shock now.’ The big orange button on the box was flashing. Dorothy pressed it and Evelyn’s body jolted.

         ‘Shock delivered,’ the box said. ‘Give CPR for two minutes.’

         Dorothy pressed her hands on again, got into the rhythm of it. Being a drummer helped, she knew this was around 110 bpm, kept it steady.

         The box told her to stop then analysed Evelyn’s heart and began charging again.

         ‘Clear,’ Dorothy said, even though no one around them had moved.

         She pressed the button once it was flashing and Evelyn jerked again.5

         ‘Shock delivered.’

         Dorothy was about to start CPR again when Evelyn heaved in a gulp of air, her legs jerking, her feet sliding in the dust. She opened her eyes, didn’t seem able to focus. She lay there, blouse ripped open, pads still stuck to her skin. She gradually came round and realised where she was.

         ‘No,’ she moaned, long and loud. ‘No, no, no.’

         She looked at Dorothy kneeling over her.

         ‘Why?’ she said.
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            Jenny

         

         Middle Meadow Walk was teeming with baby-faced students new to town, gawping at their fresh horizons, bursting with energy. Jenny tried not to resent their tight skin and cool haircuts as she strode up from the Meadows, sweating in the unseasonal sunshine.

         She hadn’t met Robin Nugent in person since Gillespie’s High School back in the 1980s, but she’d stalked her online after getting the email yesterday. The woman’s socials were heavily curated, glamorous shots of her in dream homes she was trying to sell to the masses. She didn’t look a day over thirty and Jenny wondered if it was all filters or if she’d had work done.

         She spotted her at a table outside Söderberg, chic suit, big sunglasses, high heels and platinum-blonde hair. Robin smiled and gave a wave like Grace Kelly from a Monaco balcony then removed her glasses.

         As Jenny reached the table she saw that Robin hadn’t used filters for her socials, she’d had some astonishing cosmetic work done. Jenny felt like tearing her own face off, red cheeks, sweat on her lip, hair straggly and dull.

         ‘Jenny.’ Robin’s voice was high and false as she stood and air-kissed Jenny.

         Jenny pulled the metal chair out from the table and sat. ‘You look great, Robin.’

         ‘So do you, babes.’

         Jenny put on a smile. ‘I don’t, but thank you.’

         Jenny could read Gucci, Prada and Dior on various parts of Robin’s outfit. Just in case you didn’t know the woman was 7loaded. In the past, Jenny would’ve resented all this but she was trying to be more Zen like her mum and daughter. So far, mixed results.

         A sylphlike redhead server arrived with a dirty chai latte for Robin, who complimented the tasteful tattoos on the inside of her wrists. The girl looked at Jenny.

         ‘Black coffee, thanks.’

         The server pressed her lips together and left, and Robin turned her granite-grey eyes on Jenny. ‘Long time no see.’

         Jenny had a blurry flashback to their school leaving party. A bunch of teenagers in ballgowns and tuxedos steaming drunk in the toilets of The Balmoral was as chaotic as it sounded, and she’d loved every moment of it. It seemed like that had happened to a completely different person. Jenny turned fifty last year – no party, no fuss, no wearing ballgowns in posh hotels or getting fingered at a bonfire on Portobello Beach. Just a quiet dinner with her closest family and friends at her favourite Japanese restaurant, plus some champagne cocktails she drank too quickly.

         ‘How has life treated you?’ Robin said, sipping her chai.

         ‘Well, I’m back living with my mum, working in the family business. Didn’t think that would ever happen.’

         ‘It’s good to have your family around you.’

         Jenny assumed Robin knew all about her failed marriage to a murderous bastard. It had been a few years ago now, but it was all over the news at the time. Especially the fact that Jenny killed him in self-defence.

         ‘I was surprised to get your email,’ she said, keeping her voice light. She smiled at the server who brought her coffee then disappeared.

         ‘Well,’ Robin said, playing with her Dior sunglasses. ‘I read that you were working as a private investigator now, as well as the funeral stuff.’

         ‘Guilty as charged.’

         ‘Do you need a licence for that?’8

         Jenny shook her head. ‘It’s shockingly unregulated. But I know what I’m doing, I can handle myself.’

         ‘I’m sure you can.’ Robin was obviously referencing her tabloid reputation. Sometimes it didn’t hurt to have people think you were a psycho husband-killer.

         ‘So what is this about?’

         Robin hesitated.

         Jenny heard wind rustling the tops of the trees, traffic rumbling on Lauriston Place, the rattle of a skateboarder heading to the park. The path alongside them was a blur of backpacks and sweatshirts, leather jewellery and baggy jeans, garish trainers. Jenny saw a couple of girls dressed like Wham! in the 1980s, a look she’d copied faithfully at school discos. Strange how things came back around.

         Robin leaned in close. ‘I’m being blackmailed.’

         ‘OK.’ Jenny said nothing else. She’d learned this from her mum, leave room for others to speak. People love to blether, given half a chance, and you can find out so much from that.

         ‘Someone is threatening to tell my husband.’

         ‘Tell him what?’

         Robin straightened her shoulders. ‘I’m fucking a guy from work.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘His name’s Owen McCarthy. Irish. Ambitious. Young.’

         ‘How young are we talking?’

         Robin gave her a look. ‘If the genders were reversed, people would talk.’

         ‘Sounds like people are talking now, if you’re being blackmailed.’

         Robin shook her head. ‘We’re very discreet. I don’t know how they found out.’

         Jenny knew from experience that people having affairs were never as secretive as they thought. They had to meet somewhere and it was very difficult, in a small city like Edinburgh, to do anything that someone didn’t have their nose into.9

         Robin absorbed Jenny’s silence. ‘You think I’m a bad person.’

         Jenny pressed a finger on the table, wanted to make this clear. ‘It’s none of my business how anyone lives, until I get hired to find out, of course. I’ve done things I’m ashamed of, things I’m proud of, everything in between. I’m not here to judge.’

         Robin looked around, gathering herself. ‘OK.’

         Jenny got her phone out to make notes. ‘How long have you been seeing him?’

         ‘A year or so.’

         ‘Where do you meet?’

         ‘I have a number of empty properties,’ Robin said. ‘You know what I do, right?’

         Robin’s property company, Edina Holdings, had been featured in a bunch of business magazines. She was a glamorous and savvy developer dragging Edinburgh into the twenty-first century, buying up old properties, renovating and flipping. Edinburgh was a city full of cranes and Robin was at the heart of that cash cow.

         ‘I’ll need a list of recent times and places you’ve met. When was the blackmail message?’

         ‘Two days ago.’

         ‘By email?’

         Robin nodded. ‘Anonymously.’

         ‘Have there been any more messages?’

         Robin shook her head.

         ‘What does the email say?’ Jenny said.

         ‘That they know what I’ve been up to. There were … pictures. They want a quarter of a million pounds, five days from now.’

         ‘I assume you can’t pay?’

         ‘It would be tricky but I could. I just don’t want to.’ Robin needed Jenny to know how successful she was. Fine, but she’d still got herself into this hole.

         ‘I assume you don’t want to confess to your husband?’

         ‘Correct.’

         ‘Or stop the affair?’10

         ‘Also correct.’

         ‘I’ll need to see the blackmail message, of course. We have an IT guy, might be able to get something from it.’

         Robin drank the rest of her chai. ‘You seem to know your stuff.’

         Jenny still had massive imposter syndrome. She’d started this work six years ago, was thrown in at the deep end, but found she had a knack for it. She understood the worst of people, could tell liars and cheats by their body language, how they talked. And she wasn’t weighed down by social niceties – being a middle-aged woman who didn’t give a fuck often worked to her advantage.

         She put her phone away and took a big slug of coffee.

         ‘It’s two hundred pounds per hour plus expenses.’ This was four times their usual rate, if they even charged, but she figured it was loose change to Robin. Plus something about this woman’s assumption that she could do what she wanted without repercussions had got Jenny’s back up. It wasn’t a moral judgement, more of a personality one.

         They shook hands, Robin’s thin fingers cold to the touch. She put her shades back on.

         ‘I’ll send you that information,’ she said and walked away towards town.

         Jenny watched her perfect ass go, then looked at the students traipsing up and down the path, endless possibilities ahead of them, full of triumphs and heartbreaks, ecstasy and grief.

         She stood and downed her coffee. She had a case to get on with.
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            Hannah

         

         Hannah looked through the small window at the end of the resomator. She couldn’t see much, just steam and spray from the high-pressure jets, droplets coursing down the inside of the toughened glass. She caught occasional glimpses of Esme Wallace in her woollen shroud as she slowly dissolved into her constituent organic elements.

         She stepped back but kept her hand on the side of the machine. It was warm to the touch, but a hundred and fifty degrees Celsius inside. That temperature, along with the mix of water and potassium hydroxide, was enough to reduce Esme to bones and organic run-off in three and a half hours. The resomator was a long stainless steel tube like a spaceship escape pod, except Esme was going nowhere, at least not as a human body. After she was done here, her bones would be ground up in a cremulator and returned to her family, and the gallons of produced liquid would be used at the Seafield Memorial Woods as fertiliser. Esme’s spirit helping to grow new things, such a beautiful idea.

         Hannah knocked on the side of the resomator and imagined Esme inside reaching out to return her signal. But there was just the quiet thrum of the machine, the noise of the jets muffled by the thick metal casing.

         She looked around the preparation room, sixteen body fridges set into the opposite wall, the resomator taking up space alongside two steel prep tables. They didn’t embalm people anymore, so body prep was pretty minimal. This resomator was one of two machines they had at the Skelf house, the other one was in the chapel, for when the bereaved wanted a more visible version of the same process.12

         Hannah left the room and walked through the business end of the large Victorian house, past Archie’s land management office with its plant cuttings, soil samples and maps, past the garage area where she waved to Brodie washing one of their two silver Mercedes hearses. Brodie, in his late twenties, had worked for the Skelfs for the last three years since Hannah found him skulking around the funerals of strangers, Dorothy subsequently offering him a job. As well as driving, helping Archie at the cemetery and taking part in ceremonies, Brodie also organised their communal funerals, jobs they got from the local council when there were no friends or families of the deceased, or where their identity wasn’t known.

         Hannah walked past the biodegradable coffin storeroom and through the door to the reception at the front of the house.

         Indy was sitting at the large desk – all blonde wood and clean lines – with a potted orchid alongside her. She didn’t work at reception much these days, spent most of her time dealing with funerals as an undertaker. Hannah herself had finally succumbed to the call of the family businesses after years of astrophysics study, helping out as an undertaker when needed, taking on her own cases as private investigator, which she’d been doing informally before anyway. She missed being a student but didn’t want to go into academia. She still went to occasional lectures at Edinburgh Uni for fun and she preferred it that way. It meant she could range far and wide in her interests, rather than the usual academic path of specialising more and more until all the life had been squeezed out of her enthusiasms.

         She looked at Indy now, tapping away on her laptop. ‘Hey, wife.’

         Indy looked up and smiled. ‘Hey, wife.’

         Her bobbed hair was dirty copper, the latest colouring experiment that suited her dark skin and big brown eyes. She was packed into a sandy-coloured suit with matching chunky trainers, somehow business-like and sexy at the same time. Hannah felt 13scruffy in comparison, hair tied up in a messy bun, blue blazer over an old vest top.

         She walked round and leaned in for a kiss, smelled Indy’s vetiver and sandalwood fragrance and felt a little horny.

         ‘Hello?’

         The man in the doorway was tall and slim, around thirty years old, wearing a loose, ragged jumper, Japanese-style baggy three-quarter shorts and slip-on shoes. His features were almost too much for his face – long nose, wide smile and big eyes. His dark curly hair stood up from his head and his beard was untidy, but he was handsome, for sure.

         He set his gaze on Indy. ‘Hi, babes.’

         ‘Don’t call me babes.’ Indy’s shoulders were tight as she gripped the desk.

         ‘What’s happening?’ Hannah said.

         ‘Will you not introduce us?’ the man said with a mischievous grin.

         Indy sighed and waved a hand, trying to be nonchalant. ‘Hannah, this is Yannis. Yannis, Hannah.’

         Hannah straightened up and shook his hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

         ‘Yannis is an old friend,’ Indy said.

         Yannis laughed. ‘A little more than friends, agapimeni.’

         ‘He’s my ex,’ Indy said, coming from behind the desk. She put her arm around Hannah’s waist and held her left hand up, displaying her wedding ring. ‘Hannah is my wife.’

         Yannis held his hands out and hugged both of them without asking. ‘Congratulations, you have found your soulmate.’

         He released them and Hannah felt dizzy from all of this. The air was crackling but she couldn’t work out what it meant. She turned to Indy. ‘I don’t think you ever mentioned Yannis before?’

         Indy kept her eyes on him. ‘It was a long time ago.’

         Yannis angled his head. ‘A different life.’

         ‘Exactly.’ Indy waved a hand at him, up and down. ‘You look great.’14

         ‘You always did.’

         ‘To what do we owe the honour?’

         Yannis sucked his teeth. Hannah saw chest hair poking from the top of his jumper, wiry and thick. She’d always assumed it was exclusively girls in Indy’s past, she’d never mentioned boyfriends.

         ‘I need you to arrange a funeral,’ Yannis said, grabbing Indy’s hands.

         She extricated herself, her body language hostile, but it seemed to bounce off him.

         Hannah spoke. ‘I’m sorry to hear that, would you like to come through to our boardroom to talk about it?’

         ‘Whose funeral?’ Indy said, eyes narrow.

         Yannis waved his arms flamboyantly. The sleeves of his jumper were rolled up and Hannah saw healed-over track marks.

         ‘Mine,’ he said, smiling.

         Indy examined him. ‘You look pretty alive to me.’

         ‘Sadly, looks can be deceiving. I’ve recently received some bad news – I have stage four liver cancer.’

         His voice stumbled over the last words, like it had all been a joke until he said it out loud. Now that she looked at him, Hannah wondered if his skin was jaundiced, maybe a yellow tinge to his eyes. He didn’t look like he was dying, but some people didn’t, she knew that from handling corpses.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, and reached out a hand.

         Indy batted her arm away and Hannah jolted in shock.

         ‘You’re not dying,’ Indy said.

         Yannis scratched his beard and smiled at her, which seemed to make her furious. She reached out and shoved him in the chest. He staggered backwards but didn’t seem surprised.

         ‘Indy,’ Hannah said sharply. ‘What—’

         ‘I’m not dealing with this,’ Indy said, shoving him again. ‘I can’t handle your bullshit.’

         ‘Indy, what are you doing?’

         Indy ignored her and kept pushing Yannis. ‘Go on, fuck off.’15

         He staggered to the doorway, then outside.

         ‘Go find someone else to bury you.’ Indy slammed the door and stood facing it, body trembling.

         Hannah stared at her. ‘What the fuck, Indy?’

         Indy turned and walked to the bathroom without looking back, her shoulders shaking as she went.
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            Dorothy

         

         Dorothy had been to the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh many times, both as visitor and occasionally patient, but this was her first time in cardiology. It was a large open room with views to the east of a giant hospital car park, then new homes in a former brownfield site slowly rising up The Wisp in the distance. The antiseptic smell didn’t hide the odours of illness and stress, the smell of human beings in trouble. Evelyn Clayton looked healthier than some of the poor souls in adjacent beds. She was ten years younger than anyone else here.

         The ambulance had shown up at Seafield a few minutes after Evelyn came round, exhausted and confused, lying next to her husband’s grave. His coffin on the other side of the hole made for a ridiculous juxtaposition. Dorothy had helped Evelyn do up the buttons of her blouse. The mourners were uncertain what to do, stood about talking in low voices, the celebrant equally at a loss, everyone relieved when the paramedics arrived and took charge. Dorothy said the funeral would be rescheduled and they all drifted away. Throughout it all, Evelyn’s son Noah had hovered around her, seeming younger than his sixteen years.

         Evelyn’s face fell when she saw Dorothy approaching with a bouquet of Aldi flowers. She took them and dropped them on her bed, rubbed at her chest.

         ‘How do you feel?’ Dorothy said.

         Evelyn considered her answer. ‘Sore.’

         ‘Sorry if I was a little rough with the CPR.’

         Evelyn looked at the door to the ward as if trying to conjure up an interruption. ‘They told me that’s often the most painful 17part of heart attack recovery, the chest bruising. But you didn’t break anything.’

         Dorothy tried to think what to say.

         ‘Thank you, by the way,’ Evelyn said. ‘They told me I wouldn’t be here otherwise.’

         Dorothy waved that away. Silence for a long time, Evelyn looking at the flowers on the bed. Dorothy stayed quiet, waiting for the next thing.

         ‘You know,’ Evelyn said eventually. ‘You hear about near-death experiences all the time. People see loved ones or an angelic light they’re drawn towards.’ She raised her face and made eye contact. ‘I didn’t have any of that. It was just darkness and silence. Bliss.’

         Dorothy ran her tongue around her teeth. ‘I know this must be hard.’

         ‘Do you?’ Evelyn’s voice remained calm. ‘What loss have you suffered, Dorothy?’

         ‘My husband died a few years ago. I know about grief.’

         ‘Your daughter and granddaughter work with you, right?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘My daughter will never be an adult. She was taken before she had a chance to live. And now Lewis, the selfish prick, does this.’

         Dorothy wasn’t about to tell her how to feel about her husband’s suicide. People got angry at the most innocent deaths, never mind one that could be viewed as self-inflicted. But life and death were never that simple. Being in such a dark place that suicide felt like the only option was an impossible mindset to understand. As one of the people left behind it was easy to be insulted, like your love wasn’t enough.

         ‘I understand how you feel.’

         ‘Do you?’

         Maybe Dorothy should tell Evelyn that her boyfriend of several years was in Saughton Prison for murder. How Thomas had done it because he was in an equally dark place, couldn’t see any other option. But she didn’t speak.18

         Evelyn looked out the window at the new houses. No character to them, but maybe that’s what people said centuries ago when Edinburgh’s Old Town was built. Maybe one day Little France, The Wisp and Danderhall would be held up as classic architecture.

         Evelyn turned back to Dorothy with fire in her eyes. ‘He was radicalised.’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘When Millie died, it was the end of anything we had together. I realise that now. We weren’t strong enough to get through it, couldn’t talk to each other. Every time I saw him, I saw Millie. It was the same for him. We drifted into separate worlds so quickly. I went on long walks and listened to audiobooks, tried to lose myself. But you never lose yourself, not really.’

         This splurge seemed to drain Evelyn. She cleared her throat. ‘Lewis disappeared online. He had an office in the loft and he used to head up there early in the morning. He claimed he was working, but after a few weeks I grew suspicious and contacted his work, who said he’d resigned. I confronted him but he just shut down, didn’t even try to come up with an excuse.’

         Evelyn had tears in her eyes now. ‘I think he was on some websites that encouraged him. Made him dwell on his grief, talked him into killing himself. You hear about these things, suicide chatrooms. That’s why he did it.’

         She was breathing rapidly and Dorothy looked around for a nurse.

         ‘Are you OK?’

         Evelyn touched her chest but laughed. ‘Selfish to the last, stepping in front of a train. Making sure he annoyed commuters in the act of killing himself.’

         She was panting as she put a hand to her neck. She looked around at the other patients in their own worlds of pain and suffering, then turned back to Dorothy. ‘I want you to find out.’

         ‘What?’19

         ‘You’re some kind of detective, right?’

         Dorothy felt something in her core, a buzz. ‘Private investigator, yes.’

         ‘I want you to find out what Lewis was up to. Why he did it.’

         ‘Evelyn, your daughter died recently. Maybe he just wasn’t strong enough.’

         ‘No, something made him do this. Someone. I have money, I can pay.’

         ‘It’s not about that, I don’t think—’

         Evelyn grabbed Dorothy’s wrist. ‘I didn’t want to live and you brought me back. You had no right. You owe me this.’
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            Jenny

         

         Edinburgh Castle looked like a kid’s toy from this distance, its turrets and barracks smudges on the skyline. Jenny was looking out the kitchen window on the first floor of the Skelfs’ rambling home, which doubled as one of the oldest undertaker businesses in the country. The place had been in the family since it was built a hundred and forty years ago, and Jenny considered all the ghosts that had passed through these walls. They must’ve housed tens of thousands of dead bodies over that time, the rich and the poor of the city. Jenny had grown up here, resented the atmosphere of death and grief, escaped as soon as she could. But she’d been pulled back by family gravity when her dad died six years ago. He was out there now, they’d scattered his ashes on Bruntsfield Links just outside, mingling with the undulating slopes of the ancient plague pit. Edinburgh had so many layers of unfathomable history, but didn’t we all?

         She turned back to the room where Archie was placing her double espresso on the beaten-up kitchen table. Their ginger cat Schrödinger approached him, turning onto his back to let his belly get scritched. Jenny could barely get within two feet of that cat without getting clawed to pieces. Maybe he was a good judge of character.

         ‘It was crazy,’ Archie said as Jenny sat at the table.

         She took him in, kind brown eyes, neat beard with a little white coming through, short hair with a hint of curl, solid body from all the outdoor work he did. She’d landed on her feet after years of being drawn to terrible men who abused and gaslighted her, who tried to kill her, for fuck’s sake. She touched the rubbery 21scar tissue on her belly through her T-shirt. It was shrinking but would always be there as a reminder of her ex-husband Craig stabbing her.

         ‘It sounds it.’

         Archie had told her how Dorothy saved someone’s life at this morning’s funeral. Even more juicy was the fact that the woman didn’t seem very grateful, having just lost her husband and daughter. There was still a son, though, and Jenny wondered what he thought about it all.

         ‘So how was the thing earlier with your school friend?’ Archie said.

         ‘I wouldn’t call her a friend.’ Jenny tried to remember Gillespie’s. Robin was in the popular clique, Jenny an outsider. Even then, that’s how she liked it, wasn’t one for joining in. It hadn’t done her much good over the decades but she was trying to be better, trying to connect with the world.

         ‘What did she want?’

         ‘She wants me to find out who’s blackmailing her. She’s sleeping with someone at work half her age.’

         ‘And you took the case?’

         ‘Charging quadruple because she’s rich. Don’t worry, I won’t get any ideas.’

         ‘About what?’

         ‘Sleeping with someone half my age.’

         ‘I didn’t think you would.’

         Jenny was still in the habit of trying to wind Archie up, partly it was in her nature, partly she was petrified of becoming boring. That was stupid, of course, her fucked-up life before Archie had been chaotic and violent. What she had now was so much more healthy, but a part of her longed for the mayhem.

         ‘It was weird, though,’ Jenny said. ‘Meeting her after all this time. Robin’s so … put together, you know? She knows what she wants, goes out and gets it. She was unapologetic about the affair. She can afford to pay the blackmailer, but she was just insulted 22by it, I think. I can’t imagine being that certain about things. Who ever really knows their own mind?’

         Archie sipped his tea. ‘You know your own mind more than you think you do, Jen.’

         ‘There you go again, thinking the best of me.’

         She leaned in and kissed him to make a joke of it, but she meant it.

         She got the netsuke from her pocket, rubbed the worn fox’s nose. This was her version of worry beads, a habit that soothed her. Archie had carved it for her a few years ago when she was in the biggest hole of her life, before they were together. Just as a friendship token, to let her know he was thinking of her.

         Jenny played with her hair. ‘I mean, I’m not exactly a catch next to her. Past fifty, living with my mum, saggy tits and arse.’ She made a joke of pushing her breasts together.

         ‘I love your tits and arse.’

         ‘You love my saggy tits and arse.’

         Archie shook his head, he couldn’t win. ‘You don’t have to live with Dorothy forever, you know. We talked about it.’

         Jenny felt something clambering up her throat. They’d talked about getting a place together. They’d been together two years, it made sense. But she’d been burnt so badly before, was anxious even thinking about it. He knew all this, never pushed things, was patient and caring. What a bastard.

         ‘Mum needs me right now,’ Jenny said. It was weak and they both knew it.

         She jumped out of the chair and walked to the two giant whiteboards on the far wall. As well as being the kitchen, this place was their operations room where they planned all the funerals and PI cases, one whiteboard each. On the adjacent wall was a giant map of Edinburgh, push pins denoting the network of the city’s dead – the mortuary, cemeteries, crematoriums, care homes, hospitals – the Skelfs at the centre of the spider’s web waiting to pounce.23

         She lifted a marker pen and started a new case on the PI board: ROBIN NUGENT in the middle, then lines below towards OWEN MCCARTHY and the husband VINNIE NUGENT.

         She pointed the pen at Archie.

         ‘And so the delicate dance begins,’ she said in a pompous voice, always undercutting herself.

         Archie rolled his eyes and sipped his tea, but he was smiling. One of the millions of reasons why she loved him to bits.
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