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For Mum and Dad

 

This book isn’t about you, or me.

But it’s for you, from me.

 

With all my love, always.



I killed Ruth Morrison.

Do I feel guilty? Yes.

Do I regret it? No.

Would I do the same again? Yes. But sooner.



CHAPTER 1

Chris Morrison held his wife as close as tubes and wires allowed.

The worst reaction was no reaction at all. Not a flinch, not a sound. The metal bars at the side of the bed dug into his legs when he tried to lean in closer.

He wished for home and for no space between them.

Her mouth was hanging open under the plastic mask, dried saliva like mould on her tongue. He flushed, felt an intense embarrassment for the woman in his arms. Beauty had left every part of her. Even that mouth that perfectly fitted his, silenced now by bad luck or bad timing; some force stronger than she was.

 

The word accident hadn’t registered at first.

He’d been up north for a weekend’s winter hiking when he’d answered the call, heard a stranger with an Eastern European accent saying his wife’s name in a way he’d never heard it pronounced before. Then he’d heard the words fall, head and coma; had been advised to go to Edinburgh Royal Infirmary as soon as possible. An officer would meet him there. Ten hours later he was still there, holding a lump under starched white sheets that police and doctors referred to as Your Wife.

It was so bloody impersonal. Her name is Maria.

If it had been him in the hospital bed, Maria would tell him to focus on all the parts of his body that were healthy. You should be grateful that’s the only thing that’s wrong with you, she’d say.

I know, love, I know.

But what if there were no healthy parts left? What did you focus on then? He looked at Maria, a bruised, bloated version of herself, her breath and blood trapped in plastic tubes. Maria, moving only on the inside, the fight of bloody, pulsating organs neatly packaged into polite beeps and jagged little lines on a screen. And all of this because she went for a run.

It was incomprehensible to think he could lose his wife because she’d missed a step or tripped on her laces or slipped on a chip wrapper dumped by a student. Was that really all that had happened here? Maria had just fallen?

He struggled to believe it.

When he’d pushed the police for more information he’d been fobbed off, told to be patient. And all the doctors offered were the same phrases he’d written a thousand times as a news reporter – ‘critical condition’, ‘potentially life-changing injuries’, ‘some chance of a full recovery’. All of them utterly meaningless, impossible to measure. But it was the night nurse’s words that had stung the most. She’d tucked in the corners of Maria’s sheets then squeezed Chris’s hand so tightly that his wedding ring had left a mark on his middle finger.

If I were you, she’d said, I’d start phoning the family.

He didn’t need to ask why.

The call to Mikey had been quick, though not painless. He was on his way. But it was never as straightforward with Ruth, was it? He’d tried her mobile dozens of times already. It went straight to voicemail without ringing, suggesting it was either switched off or that she didn’t have any signal. He’d left messages that he hoped gave no suggestion of what was really wrong. Once she called back he’d explain, assure her she shouldn’t feel guilty for being so far away. Anyway, miles meant nothing, would disappear with a flight.

The distance between them would not.

Chris heard the buzz of a fly, felt sick when it landed on his fingers. Could it sense Maria there? He’d used water and a paper hankie to clean blood off Maria’s cheeks when he arrived, tiny spots missed by nurses but not by the man who’d woken up to that face every day for more than three decades. He’d washed his hands a dozen times afterwards then scrutinised every line and crevice under the harsh bathroom light. He did not want pieces of his wife stuck under his fingernails. But Christ, she’d always be there. On him, in him.

He closed his eyes and pressed his nose and lips to her cheek, thinking of the tiny soft hairs in the nape of her neck that he loved and she’d never seen. That part of her was for him only, hidden from the world under thick black curls that grew from Spanish roots. Tears came when he took a deep breath, sucked in the scent of her. There it was, the only part of Maria that remained unchanged. He took another long, deep breath, then leaned over the side of the bed to vomit.



CHAPTER 2

Chris was slumped in a plastic chair, fighting sleep, when he heard a polite knock on the door. Knock-knock. Pause. And then the same again. It had to be Mikey. Chris had told him to stay home until the morning but he’d refused. He knocked again then gently pushed open the door. He was half-Spanish but so bloody British. My mum is dying – but don’t worry, I didn’t forget my manners.

Chris kept his eyes closed, feigned sleep.

Shoes squeaked on polished lino, then Mikey groaned. ‘Mum?’

It was the first familiar voice Chris had heard since all of this started. Well, apart from his own. He was surprised how natural it felt to talk to Maria when she was unconscious. Still, he’d curse himself when he automatic-ally capped one of his stories with a question, an accidental request for affirmation. Right? Wasn’t it? Remember? There was never a silence longer.

He’d been embarrassed when a doctor had walked in, caught him talking about the weather up north, how close he’d come to crashing the car when he’d hit black ice. But the doctor clearly didn’t give a shit about the content of his stories. He’d glanced at a clipboard hooked over the end of Maria’s bed and, as he wrote a note in red pen, he’d assured Chris conversation was good for People In Your Wife’s Condition and was Perfectly Normal Under The Circumstances.

Chris pictured others exactly like himself in the rooms either side of Maria’s, every one of them grasping the hands of the dying and the dead, saying things they’d never have dared say if they thought there was a remote chance their beloved could actually hear. It was pathetic. Chris wondered if they imagined the responses too, same way he did. Maria’s voice flooded him.

You know your problem, Chris?

Tell me.

You filter your feelings.

Meaning?

Meaning you feel something but, instead of expressing it, you judge it; wonder if it’s the right thing to be feeling. And you worry other people might judge you for it too. But it’s nonsense. I won’t love you less for being honest.

You don’t know that, Maria.

Try me.

And so he’d spent the past few hours trying to unclog a filter so choked with the residue of The Unspoken that almost nothing got through, especially the fear that weighed him down the most: he’d failed to protect his family. Again. That was why he was sitting at the side of another hospital bed, and on the edge of another loss.

And, just like that, he was thinking again about That Day, fifteen years ago but fresh as ever. He remembered how quickly the blood had cooled and dried on his fingers; the bath he’d had later, rubbing matted hair between his fingers to remove every trace of it, of her. By that time the blood had been hard and black but the hot water had resurrected it, turned the crust of blood to shiny droplets of rust on his skin that dripped off and blended with the water. He remembered squeezing a sponge that dripped red, watching stained water swirl and gurgle around the plug hole. It left a dirty ring on the white ceramic long after he’d pulled the plug.

Those were images that would never shift.

‘Dad? Are you awake?’

Mikey gently tapped Chris’s arm until he opened his eyes, blinking for effect. ‘Thanks for coming,’ he said.

‘Couldn’t sleep anyway,’ said Mikey. ‘Are you doing okay?’

‘Not really,’ said Chris, thinking about all the times he’d asked that same question, interviewing someone who was clearly falling to pieces. It was polite to ask. But there was no place for manners here, now, in this room. People often asked him if human suffering got easier to deal with the more he wrote about it – then quickly answered their own question before he had the chance to. I suppose it’s something you just get used to, they’d say, and he’d agree, because nobody wanted to know that he never had.

The bed wobbled when Mikey leaned down and kissed his mum’s cheek, then held her hand. He looked awkward and the gesture seemed forced, somehow inappropriate. Chris pulled himself out of the chair, stood facing his son on the opposite side of the bed. Mikey hadn’t shaved, looked hungover.

‘What happened to her?’

‘Police claim she fell,’ said Chris. ‘Smashed her head on stone steps.’

‘Where?’

‘Fleshmarket Close.’

‘Jesus.’ Mikey’s face crumpled. ‘They’re steep, those ones.’

‘Aye, but you know as well as I do that steps don’t faze your mum. The more the better, she’d say. That’s precisely why she makes the effort to go running in the Old Town. She could easy go for a run near the house, but it’s too flat for her liking.’ Chris pictured her, at home and on holiday, seeking out routes with steps and stairways, letting out an occasional whoop as she was forced to dart to one side to avoid dog shit or a puddle or a discarded kebab box. She was a proper bloody expert.

‘Was she racing?’

‘Another 10km,’ said Chris.

‘Who found her?’

‘Not sure.’

‘And they think she tripped?’

‘Aye,’ said Chris. ‘They’re checking CCTV to confirm, but the officer told me that’s a formality. They think it looks like an accident, plain and simple. They’re certainly not treating it as a criminal investigation.’

‘And what – you think they should?

‘I’m not sure, Mikey,’ said Chris. ‘But I know your mum. And I know she wouldn’t just fall.’

‘Och, here we go.’ Mikey sat down, stared at the floor. Chris watched his son’s back rise and fall. His breaths were short and fast and shuddering, nothing like the perfectly symmetrical inhale and exhale created by Maria’s ventilator. You could play music to the rhythm of that mechanical breath and never lose the beat. He couldn’t bear it, scoured his brain for a question to ask, anything that would smother the sound of that machine, and what it meant.

‘Have you told Rachel?’

Mikey nodded, started chewing the nail on his ring finger.

‘Will she come to the hospital?’ Chris hoped not, and hoped it didn’t show. Mikey’s wife was a challenge at the best of times, let alone the worst.

‘She said she’ll stay home for now,’ said Mikey. ‘Thought it was better if we had time on our own with Mum. You get hold of Ruth yet?’

Chris shook his head. ‘Still no word,’ he said. ‘I’ve left voicemails, but—’

‘She’s in a different time zone.’

‘Aye.’

‘And anyway, it’s Ruth. You know what she’s like.’

Chris wanted to say, Do I? but opted for a silence he then couldn’t break. Mikey opened his mouth a few times to speak, then snapped it shut. When he managed to speak he whispered, as if he didn’t want his mum to hear.

‘Dad . . .?’ Mikey averted his eyes. ‘Have you contacted Uncle Mateo?’

‘Not yet,’ said Chris, flushing at the mention of that name.

‘Shouldn’t take him long to get here from Barcelona.’

‘If he can be bothered,’ said Chris.

Mateo was Maria’s only brother but he was fifteen years younger than she was – and just ten years older than Mikey. Their parents had referred to Mateo as a late surprise but he’d interpreted it as unwanted and spent his life struggling to escape that self-imposed curse. These days Maria referred to him as troubled, and Chris called him all manner of different things, none of which were complimentary. But, whatever label he gave him, Chris was sure of one thing.

He did not want that man here, now.

‘You should probably call him,’ said Mikey.

Chris felt his jaw tighten. The ventilator whooshed. Maria’s chest rose and fell. Mikey looked as if he was going to speak again but instead he bit down on his bottom lip, stared in silence at the bed where his mum lay, stilled. Maria, as she was. She’d never lost that touch of the exotic, would have sold a million packets of cigarettes if they’d stuck her face on the poster. Her skin was the precise colour of cinnamon sticks, Nature’s gift for life despite the fact that she’d spent most of her days in Scotland, under white skies. Maria had passed those traits to Mikey and Ruth, along with bodies made for swimming and a love of all legumes.

But they had Chris’s eyes, the pair of them. Restless; searching for whatever was going on behind them; eternally irritated by pollen and serious conversations.

He looked at Maria now, her eyes sealed again with that hard yellow crust. When he’d first arrived he’d tried to scrape it off with his nail, but the nurse had told him to be gentle, brought cotton pads and a little bottle of antiseptic gel, showed him the best way to clean her. He’d done exactly as the nurse said, then felt sick, like an embalmer. But it was still easier than talking to Mateo.

He reached for the pads and gel to keep his hands busy. He flipped the lid open and took a sniff then closed it again and turned the bottle in his hands, feigned interest in the ingredients listed in tiny writing on the label. But they were cheap avoidance tactics, and they failed. He had to call Mateo.

Maria would have his number in her mobile.

He got up and went to the wardrobe, pulled out Maria’s running jacket. She’d chosen it specifically for its useful pockets, including a long one in the left arm that perfectly fitted her phone. But it wasn’t where it should be – and that wasn’t like Maria. A place for everything, she always said, and everything in its place. He pulled the jacket off the hanger then started opening other pockets, felt uncomfortable pushing aside paper hankies and receipts for things she’d bought when he wasn’t there. But it paid off. Her phone was tucked into the inside pocket.

The screen was black, and when light hit the shiny surface he could see traces of Maria’s fingerprints; the last places she’d touched. He couldn’t bear it; pushed the home button to get rid of them. Instead he was asked for a six-digit password. He entered the date of their wedding anniversary but for once Maria had chosen a different combination. He tried again and got the same result.

‘Any ideas what your mum would use for a password?’

Mikey looked up, shrugged. ‘Ruth’s birthday?’

‘Worth a try.’ Chris typed in the date but the screen stayed locked. ‘Any other ideas?’

Mikey sighed. ‘Give it here, Dad.’

He leaned over the bed to take the phone then gently lifted his mum’s hand and pressed her thumb on to the home button. The screen lit up.

Chris felt a lump in his throat, swallowed hard to flatten it.

The background image on Maria’s phone was an old photo of the four of them – a close-up, but bits of their faces were obscured by icons and by cracks that made jagged webs on the screen. Chris, Maria, Mikey and Ruth, together, but split into pieces.

He would not allow it.

Chris pushed the contacts icon, started searching for Mateo’s number. He hadn’t seen or spoken to Maria’s brother for years – in fact, he’d avoided Barcelona altogether since That Day. But he could still picture him. He and Maria looked alike, but Mateo’s skin was dull and waxy and his smile was joyless.

The first number Chris found was AaaaaaaaRuth, at the top of Maria’s contact list. Ruth, always number one. He felt the familiar flutter of resentment in his chest, a big red warning flag threatening to unroll.

Notice me, it said. Acknowledge me.

But Chris was a master of looking the other way. He kept scrolling, all the way to Z, was surprised Maria had so many contacts he didn’t recognise. They’d be friends from yoga, maybe, or folk from that meditation group she’d started attending on Thursday nights. Whoever they were, they were not Mateo. Talking to his brother-in-law would have to wait.

He went into the settings and changed the PIN number to their wedding anniversary, then put the phone to sleep, and wished again that he could do the same with the memories of That Day fifteen years ago. He and Maria, getting back to Mateo’s flat later than intended, finding empty rooms and an open brandy bottle. Chris remembered the fear that had shredded Maria’s voice when they’d first realised something was wrong: that Ruth was not where she should be.

Ruth, she’d said. Where’s Ruth?

He imagined her saying the same now if she woke up from her coma and realised Ruth wasn’t there. He could avoid calling Mateo, but Ruth needed to know. She’d need to cross the Atlantic to get here and, knowing Ruth, she’d be miles from an airport. But she’d have to start making her way home, right now.

He picked up his phone and dialled her number again, trying to ignore the words that clung to the end of every thought in his head. Before it’s too late.



 

 

 

Me and Ruth started back in the days when she’d share snot and saliva and clothes and a bath with anyone who asked. She would run around naked at the beach and the park and at home without any concept of why anybody might stare or pass comment. We were inseparable and, back then, nobody minded.

When I was there, Ruth would push aside those nervous, shivering boys who stood at the edge of the harbour with their toes curled over the edge and their necks stretched forward, eyes wide as they surveyed the frigid grey water six feet beneath them. I’d give her the nod and she’d throw herself into the sea before any of them. When she pulled her sleek body out of the water her dad would cheer and her eyes would find his right away, as if their heads were joined by an invisible string that neither wanted to break, even for a minute. She’d be happy she’d listened to me, and I’d be happy she’d done what I said.

When I was there, Ruth would chase me until her breath was hard to catch, then she’d lie on her back on the grass and stare at the clouds changing shape. I’d lie with her, me and Ruth and our heartbeat and a white sky with blue always hidden underneath. I’d tell her that the sky would always be the same, no matter where we decided to lie or how scarred and wrinkled our bodies became, and she’d agree and I’d be happy she saw the world through my eyes.

Then, she did not question what we had.

Then, there was no blood on her hands, or mine.
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