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To Sophie, a hero worth singing for.
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CHAPTER 1

Sunday

Your bedroom carpet is itchy; warm against my back.

Inches above my face there’s a snort and then your breathing changes rhythm. It’s slower and deeper now, and even though I’m sure sleep has taken you, I stay where I am, press my palms softly against the underside of your mattress to see if I can feel your heartbeat. When I sense a pulse I close my eyes and focus, focus, focus on the rhythm of it, and just for a moment feel like I’m holding you instead.

Your body twitches as you fall into a deeper slumber, a series of tiny frights as the tightest parts of you start to loosen then tense up again. A reaction, maybe, to the images your brain throws at you once you stop trying to control it. The bed frame groans a little every time you move, and even though I’d be flattened if it broke, and even though the underside of the mattress is touching the tip of my nose, I smile because I’d die happy if the only thing between us was memory foam and fitted sheets. I wonder if you’d be angry or sad when you woke up and found a flat and lifeless version of me among the mess.

Confession one: this was not part of my plan.

Confession two: I’m glad my plan failed.

And anyway, it’s your fault. I’m only here, now, because you came home earlier than it says on the timetable that’s stuck to your fridge. When you got back I was already up here, lying on your bed rather than under it. I moved quickly and quietly when you started climbing the stairs. And here I am, still. It’s both a thrill and a terror to be in the same house as you after too many years spent too far apart. But I know I need to go now.

I gently roll out from underneath the bed frame, soundlessly stand up. 

For years I’ve shared a room with someone I don’t love, have learned how to get up and move around without fear of waking the sleeper. I’m an expert at the art, even if the beds are bunks.

Yours is a double. I bet you’d laugh at the idea of sleeping in beds made for children and sailors: one human stacked on top of the other to save space. There, I stood on my tiptoes to watch the sleeper, but here I have an open landscape: you, from head to toe. You’ve swaddled yourself in the bobbled white sheets with both legs curled in around your stomach and your arms pulled up to your chin. It makes you seem smaller than you are. I picture myself scooping you up and holding you to my chest. Our hearts, reunited. 

And this time I won’t let you go.

When I lean closer I can almost taste the bitter tang of old saliva on your tongue, but I don’t mind because you’re here, now, real, breathing; not just a photo that’s long since curled in on itself. 

I hunch down further, bring my face level to yours.

Your lips are dry but I want to touch them, just for a second, just because I can. My hands are an inch from your mouth when you twitch, suddenly, and my heart does the same. I’m close enough to see movement under your eyelids and try to remember what that means. Does it happen when sleep is deep or when waking is imminent? I wait with my breath held and my lungs bursting, and even though it hurts, all I can think of is this: you’re even more beautiful asleep than I remember. 

I reach out again, both hands stretched wide above your bed, head, mouth. Your breath is hot on my palms and there’s a part of me that wants to capture it; to steal the most precious part of you and keep it for myself, forever.

I smile, then, and whisper: I’m here.

It’s me, at last. Your happy ending.







CHAPTER 2

Monday

Dave Kellock’s hands were so cold he could barely grip the sponge. He tossed it into the bucket then stood back, admired the gleaming windscreen of his bus. Not a splattered fly in sight. He’d almost lost a digit in the process but it was worth the suffering, always.

He rubbed his hands to warm them as he gazed out of the depot towards the beach and the pinkening sky above it. The day was waking up, and Portobello Promenade with it. There would be a few mad folk in swimming soon enough, boasting blue legs and woolly hats and the conviction that frigid water made them stronger, braver, purer, better. 

He could do with some of that.

Dave turned back inside, flinching when he spotted the staff noticeboard. Crystal had pinned up the article from yesterday’s newspaper. The headline read Beloved Driver Bags City’s Top Award, and beneath it was a massive photo of his big baldy head next to the bus he usually drove. He’d been as shocked as anyone when the news came in. He’d been voted as Edinburgh’s Outstanding Citizen Of The Year in recognition of all his voluntary work in and around the city, from beach litter collections to working the food bank to driving the big collection van for a local furniture charity. The award ceremony was this Thursday at the National Museum, and Crystal was making a right fuss. Said she’d be there with bells on, and he didn’t doubt it. She’d even organised staff drinks afterwards with him and all the other drivers. He wished she hadn’t. There were only so many pats on the back one man could take before it started bruising. To be fair, he’d lapped it up at first, agreed to an interview in the local press, despite the fact that alarm bells shrieked when he was asked.

The journalist brought with her a photographer and questions he didn’t want to answer. How do you feel? What inspires you to do so much for others? He’d tried to halt the interview halfway through but the journalist had talked him round, said it would be good publicity for the charities he supported. So he’d gone ahead with it and, just like that, his face and name was printed on twenty thousand copies of the local daily. He’d momentarily enjoyed seeing himself in the paper and reading ego-swelling comments from lots of folk he didn’t even know. They used words like generous and reliable and cheerful, and said he went out of his way to be helpful and was a local hero and that he was one of a kind. 

Aye, he was one of a kind all right. 

He plunged his hands back into the bucket of freezing water, and tried to rinse clean the dirty sponge. Most of the filth clung on. The majority of it was unidentifiable but some of it was easy to label, even out of context: the crisp complexity of an insect wing, a spindly black leg, bent at an invisible knee. Dave stared at the broken bits of tiny beings, daring himself to pick them off and ping them on to the floor with a flick of his middle finger. Instead he pushed the sponge under the surface and twisted it, hard. His guts echoed the movement of his hands. 

His nerves were getting worse; always did at this time of year. 

Too many birthdays and anniversaries; reminders. 

He stood up, grimaced at himself in the windscreen. He’d been at it for almost an hour, face an inch from the surface as he scrubbed off the sticky splatters of tiny corpses. The cleaning staff had taken offence at first and other drivers took the piss, couldn’t fathom why he’d come to work early to do a job others were paid to do. Dave had tried to laugh it off, told them he was a clean freak. As if that was the part of himself he most wanted to hide.

‘Looking good, Dave.’

He turned, already smiling at the sound of Crystal’s voice. ‘Me or the bus?’

‘What do you think?’

She winked on her way to the staff room and a few seconds later he heard the sound of a kettle boiling and two mugs being placed on the counter. Crystal always came in early as well, though Dave suspected that was more to do with escaping home than anything else. 

He did a final revision of the windscreen; then, satisfied, poured the filthy water down the drain just outside the main door. He tossed the sponge into the bin, silently wishing the insects a better deal in the next life.

Back inside, the staff room smelled of coffee and microwave porridge. Crystal was flicking through the free newspaper but she closed it when he walked in. She smiled and handed over his mug then clinked hers against it. ‘Here’s to a quiet Monday.’

‘May the wankers stay at home,’ said Dave, taking a biscuit from the tin and pulling the paper towards him. The main story was a whinge about the city centre roadworks and down the side they’d squeezed in a report about a student being stabbed on the first day of Freshers’ Week. Every day spawned a thousand private tragedies. Dave pushed the paper away and turned his back to the worktop, let his eyes blur as he stared instead at an enormous unused whiteboard. He wished his mind could be blank and empty, or at least wiped clean. 

Crystal nudged him. ‘You look lost.’

‘Just tired.’ Dave smiled, bringing his eyes back to hers.

Crystal wore make-up thick enough to write your name in, if you dared to reach over and drag a fingernail across her cheek. Dave knew why, wished he could save her from it. She’d married a dick, spent a decade regretting it and another one trying to walk away for good. Colin, a teacher, assumed they were all thick as tree trunks because they used their hands at work instead of their brains. Colin did the opposite, but clearly used his hands at home, fists pulled tight as a duck’s arse. Dave had met him once at the pub, made sure he accidentally spilled a pint of beer down Colin’s jeans so it looked like he’d pissed himself. Dave had been pretty pleased about it on the night but regretted it the next time he’d signed on for a shift, had seen the bruises on Crystal’s arms when she’d tugged up her sleeve to check her watch. Colin’s doing, but Dave’s fault. He was a walking curse. 

He took a sip of coffee and a bite of biscuit then realised he hadn’t washed his hands after touching that sponge, that scraps of the dead were still on him. And now, in him. He gagged, turned, spat into the stainless steel sink. 

‘My coffee’s not that bad, is it?’ Crystal’s voice was warm; but the bile in Dave’s mouth was burning. He swallowed it down and closed his eyes, wishing for blackness. Instead his brain threw out the usual slow-motion replay. 

Desperate eyes, an inch from his, as life leaked away. Help us, they said. 

But Dave did not. 

Crystal moved closer and put a hand on his back. He flinched, trying to ignore the part of himself that longed for any kind of human touch, for someone to reach out and tug him closer and tell him he was a good man after all. 

‘You OK?’

‘Will be,’ he said, spitting a few more times then turning on the tap, rinsing his mouth and the sink before he turned back to her. His face was flushed, his insides on fire.

‘Heavy night on the beers?’

‘As if,’ he said. Almost twenty years since he’d touched one. ‘Maybe something I ate.’

Lies came so naturally to him now that he rarely noticed them. They say that if you practise something long enough it becomes automatic, something the body learns to do without any need for thought. Dave’s specialist subject was mistruth. 

‘I should get started.’

‘Before you go . . .’ Crystal opened her handbag and pulled out an envelope. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘Bless you, Crystal. I’ll keep it for my tea break,’ he said, slipping it into his pocket and turning away from her before she noticed how easily kindness flattened him.

Ten minutes later he was sitting on the bus, adjusting the rear-view mirror and avoiding catching his own eye. Some folk were born looking as if they’d murder your family and he was one of them, didn’t need a reminder. He tightened the fat knot on his company tie and turned to the first passenger who climbed on board, a crumpled woman carrying a battered Bag for Life in each hand. She smelled of fried onions.

‘Good morning, sweetheart.’ Dave gave her a smile big enough to share and, just like that, the daily charade began. If you’re cheerful they’ll love you and never look any deeper.

And we’re off.

Behind him, most passengers sat with their heads hung over their phones, probably complaining to pals about their wives or work or weather – or the driver. You could never be too careful these days: one false move caught on camera could ruin a whole career. 

Dave eased his foot on to the accelerator, enjoyed the familiar rumble and roar as the bus moved forward. This route had one hundred and ten stops and, in theory, took ninety-nine minutes to complete. Four times a day he drove from the depot in Portobello into the city centre and beyond; became a moving part in thousands of daily routines. He could set his clock by the habits of strangers, like the Spanish lad with the high-pitched voice who took the seven-thirty bus every single morning from Portobello High Street to Waverley Station. He’d pass the big sights of the city along the way – Arthur’s Seat and the Scott Monument then the black crags topped with that great lump of a castle. From there the houses got bigger and the bus would be quieter, except on rugby days, when half the city would head for Murrayfield Stadium. They’d fill the bus with beery breath and stale farts, or stagger in noisy groups along the road while Dave trundled along behind. Animals, the lot of them. Dave would smile anyway, then whisk those who remained towards the zoo and the frigid pandas. When he reached the end of the route Dave turned and drove the same roads in reverse. But, as he closed in on the coast, his nerves would tighten, every time.

Portobello came first. Dave was born and bred five minutes from the beach and he’d moved back to his childhood home a couple of years ago. There, he felt fine. But the next town on his route was Musselburgh, a seaside community known as ‘the Honest Toun’. Honest, my arse. It was home to Dave’s greatest shame; the source of all his lies.

Driving through Musselburgh was Dave’s daily flagellation. He could have requested a different route. He could have looked the other way. Instead he slowed the bus when the town’s harbour came into view and forced himself to look there, for as long as he could bear it. He told himself he was blessed in some ways; was one of few humans who could pinpoint with such precision the place where life went wrong. 

From the harbour he drove on, shame trailing behind him like streamers on a wedding car. Then he pulled in to a stop on Musselburgh High Street. 

The bus shelter was busy but only one person stepped forward, head down, hesitantly edging towards the open doors. Dave leaned forward. ‘I don’t bite, pal!’

And so she came closer, stepped on board.

Dave recognised the woman the moment their eyes met, even though she looked away almost immediately. In one hand she was clutching a bright blue leather purse. Her other hand was pulled into a fist so tight that the skin on her knuckles was creaseless and white. It wasn’t raining but the hood of her dark green coat was pulled up, framing the face that had haunted him for decades. 

She dropped a few coins into the box without looking at him again, asked for a single into Edinburgh then headed for a seat before the machine churned out her ticket. Usually he’d call passengers back if they forgot it, but instead he stared at that square of glossy paper, studying the smudged ink as if her name and address and reason for being on his bus would be written there in black and white. As if it would explain how the impossible could become the opposite of itself; how the woman he’d killed was here, now, sitting on his bus. Staring right at him.
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