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Prologue: The Last Line
The shop was quiet at night in a way it had never been during the day, even in the lean years, even when there was no work on and he was only in there to keep the damp off the paper. By day there was always the harbour coming in under the door: gulls, a diesel engine turning over, the rattle of a creel stack, somebody shouting across the slip about the tide. By night there was the stove ticking as it cooled, the clock over the door that ran four minutes fast and always had, and his own breath, which had got louder these last two winters and which he had stopped pretending not to hear.
Tobias Hale stood at the frame with the composing stick in his left hand and the lamp pulled down low over the case, and set the last line.
He did it the way he had been taught in Leeds in 1958, at fourteen, by his uncle Walter, who had shouted at him for the first month and then never raised his voice to him again. Thumb in the stick, holding each letter as it went in. Nick up. Left to right, and every letter upside down and back to front, so that a man who had done it for sixty-eight years could read a line in the stick faster than most people could read it in a newspaper. The sorts came up out of the boxes of the case by feel. He did not look for the e. The e was where it had always been, in the biggest box, worn smooth at the bottom by a century of fingers, Robert Galbraith’s before his, and whoever Galbraith had learned from before that.
He set the last word and held it there a moment.
It was a short line. He had known for a long time what it would say, and he had still taken three evenings to set it, because he had set it and taken it apart twice. The first time it had been too long. The second time it had been clever, and he had stood looking at the cleverness for a quarter of an hour and then dissed it back into the case letter by letter, because clever was a thing he did when he was frightened, and there was no call to be frightened of a stick of type. The third time it was plain. He left it.
He justified the line with thin spaces, tapped it snug, and slid it off the stick into the galley with the rest.
The rest was a great deal. He had never set anything so long for one person. It filled the biggest chase he owned, the double-demy chase that had last been used for the Kinbrae Gala poster in 2008, the last year the gala still had a queen and a pipe band and a man who came from Methil with a steam engine. It had taken him, on and off, since the autumn, and in another sense since 1998, and in another sense still since the first time he had stood on the harbour wall with a seven-year-old and told her something that was not true because he could not get the true thing out of his mouth.
He locked it up. Furniture round the type, the wooden blocks fitted by eye and then by fingertip; the quoins at the head and the side; the key turned a quarter at a time, first one quoin and then the other, so the pressure came on evenly and nothing sprang. He planed it down with the mallet and the planer block, three light taps, listening. The sound told you whether any sort was standing proud. It was a good sound. He tested the lock-up the old way, lifting the edge of the chase a half-inch off the stone and pressing his thumb on the type to feel for movement, and there was none. Everything held. Every word of it was locked into a single piece of iron and lead that would not drop a letter if you carried it down the stairs.
It weighed more than he could comfortably carry now. He carried it anyway, to the rack.
The rack had two doors of tongue-and-groove pine that Galbraith had made, and a lock that Tobias had fitted himself in the winter of 1998, when he began to need somewhere to put things. The key was not on his ring. He took it out of its hiding place and opened the doors and stood a while looking at what was there, the long shelves of chases stood on edge like books, the brass tags catching the lamp. He knew them all without reading them. He had set them all. He knew which ones had taken an evening and which had taken a winter, and which he had come near to printing, and which he had never once thought of printing at all.
He found the gap at the end of the bottom shelf that he had kept for this one and slid the chase into it. It was a tight fit. He had measured it that way.
From the drawer of the imposing stone he took a blank brass tag and the set of steel letter punches, and on the stone, with the small hammer, he stamped the name, one letter at a time, and the year. He had to do the second letter twice, because his hand went, and the A came out doubled and faint. He did not start again. He hung the tag on the chase by its loop of wire and stood back and read it.
Then he went to the proof press.
The Vandercook stood under the window with its cover on. He took the cover off, from habit, the way he had taken it off at the end of every job for fifty years, though this one would never go on its bed. Nothing in the shop but the Albion would take a double demy. He looked at the ink disc, which was clean, and the rollers, which were clean, and the carriage at the head of the bed, and he put his hand on the carriage handle and held it. The iron was cold. He thought about how long it would take. Ten minutes to ink the forme with the brayer. Kit, to help him lift the chase onto the Albion. The sheet in the bottom drawer of the plan chest, the one he had been keeping. One pull of the bar, held and let back, which took about two seconds, near enough the same as a pass of this carriage. He had timed the carriage once, for no reason, the week it came from Dundee.
Two seconds, and it would be on paper, and then it would be a thing that existed in the world and could be put in an envelope, and read, and could not be taken back.
He took his hand off the carriage and put the cover back on the Vandercook. He said, out loud, to the empty shop, “In the morning,” and the word morning came out in two pieces, the way words beginning with that sound had come out in two pieces since he was five years old in a classroom off the Roundhay Road, the way they had not come out since he was a young man, not unless something mattered. He noticed that. He had been noticing it all winter.
He closed the doors of the rack and turned the key in the lock, and put the key back where it lived, where nobody but he had ever thought to look for anything except once, a long time ago, a nine-year-old with a bag of sweets.
The clock over the door, four minutes fast, said eighteen minutes past one.
There was a phone on the wall by the office door, the shop phone, a cream-coloured thing with a curly cord that Kit had tried for years to replace. Tobias lifted it and dialled the number from memory. He did not need to look it up. He had never needed to look it up. He listened to it connect, and then to the distant double burr of it ringing in London, where she would be asleep, or not asleep, because she worked the hours of a woman trying to prove something to people who did not deserve the proof.
It rang three times and then stopped ringing without anybody answering it, and there was a small hollow click, and then her voice, recorded, crisp, a voice he had heard grow up in the room above his head, saying her name and the name of her firm and that she was unable to take the call.
He opened his mouth.
He stood in the dark shop with the receiver against his ear and the tone running on, and the stove ticking, and the harbour silent outside, and he could feel the first word of it sitting in his throat like a stone in a boot. He knew exactly what he wanted to say. He had just finished setting it. It was locked up in iron in the rack not ten feet from where he stood. He knew it well enough to have set it backwards, and he could not say the first word of it forwards.
He put the phone back on its hook, gently, as though somebody were sleeping.
It did not matter. It was written. That was the whole point of writing a thing, he had told himself for twenty-eight years, that it would wait. Speech went out of you and was gone, it went into the air over the harbour and the gulls had it, but a forme would stand in the rack for a hundred years if nobody broke it up, and the words would be exactly as you had left them. He would pull the proof in the morning. He would put it in an envelope, and post it himself at the box on the corner of the Shore Street wynd, and then it would be done.
He sat down on the high stool by the stove, because his legs wanted it, and pulled his cardigan across his chest. He would go up to bed in a minute. He looked across the dark composing room at the rack, its two pine doors shut on everything he had ever meant to say, and thought of the newest tag at the bottom of it, in the dark, with its doubled A.
In the morning, he thought, and this time, because he did not say it aloud, it came out whole.
Chapter One
At fourteen minutes past one on the morning of Tuesday the tenth of March, Maren Hale was on the thirty-first floor of a building on Bishopsgate, explaining to a lawyer in New York why his client could not have the thing his client had been promised.
“It was discussed,” the lawyer in New York said. His name was Garrett and he had been awake, by his own account, for twenty-six hours. “It was discussed in the room, in December, with your client’s CFO, and my client left that room with a clear understanding.”
“I’m sure he did.” Maren had the draft share purchase agreement open on one screen and the disclosure letter on the other and a legal pad on the desk between them, on which she had written, at the top, NOT IN SPA, and underlined it twice. “I’m looking at clause eleven point four. I’m looking at the entire agreement clause at twenty-two. I’ve been looking at them since October. The earn-out is calculated on audited EBITDA. There is no reference in either document to a floor. If your client left a room in December with an understanding about a floor, that’s a matter between him and his memory of the room.”
There was a pause on the line in which she could hear somebody in New York eating something.
“That’s a little aggressive, Maren.”
“It’s a little late, Garrett. We sign at nine.”
Her phone lit up on the desk beside the legal pad. It was face up, because the associates on the deal had been sending her documents all night and she had to see the names. It lit up with a name that was not an associate on the deal, that had never been an associate on any deal, that did not, in her phone or in her life, belong anywhere near the thirty-first floor of anything.
Grandad (shop).
She looked at it for the length of one ring. He never rang after nine at night. He never rang at all, if she was honest, not since the landline upstairs in the flat had been disconnected and he had refused on principle to carry a mobile, so that the only way to reach him was the cream phone on the shop wall, and the only way he reached her was on Sunday afternoons, once a month or so, when he had just come in from the harbour and wanted to tell her about the weather. He had rung her at night precisely once in her life, in her first year at Durham, to tell her the cat had died, and she had been so frightened by the sound of his voice on a phone at eleven o’clock that she had not been able to feel anything at all about the cat.
Second ring.
He would be in the shop. He would be in the shop at one in the morning because he could not sleep and had gone down to potter, and he had leaned on the phone, or he had pressed the wrong button, or he had rung to tell her about the weather and forgotten what time it was, and she was on a call with New York and a client who was paying four hundred and eighty pounds an hour for her to not be distracted.
“Maren? You still there?”
Third ring. She put her thumb on the red button and the name went away.
“I’m here,” she said. “Clause eleven point four, Garrett. Tell me where you see a floor.”
* * *
They signed at nine forty, not nine, because Garrett’s client wanted to read the entire agreement clause himself and it took him half an hour and a phone call to his own mother. Maren did not go home. There was a shower on the twenty-eighth floor and a drawer in her office with a clean blouse in it, and there was a completion checklist with ninety-one items on it, and she had been doing this for eleven years and knew that the worst thing you could do at the end of a long deal was go home and lie down, because then your body found out.
She was standing at the window with a coffee, watching the rain come across Liverpool Street in grey sheets, when she remembered the call.
She took out her phone. Missed call, Grandad (shop), 01:14. No voicemail. There was never any voicemail. He did not believe in them, or he did not know how, or he could not bring himself to talk to a machine, which she had always privately thought was the truest of the three. She put her thumb on his name and then did not press it, because it was twenty to ten on a Tuesday and he would be in the shop, and he would want to talk, and he would ask when she was coming up, and she would say soon, and he would say that would be grand, pet, and they would both know what soon meant in their family. She would ring him tonight. Tonight, from the flat, with a glass of wine, when she could stand to be asked.
The phone rang in her hand.
It was not his name. It was a number she did not know, with a Fife code, and she very nearly let it go to voicemail, and afterwards she would wonder for a long time what the difference would have been.
“Maren Hale.”
“Miss Hale. It’s Elspeth Gow, of Gow and Rattray in Anstruther. I don’t know if you’ll remember me. I act for your grandfather.”
She remembered. A small woman with grey hair cut very short and a navy suit, in an office above a bank that smelled of radiators, where she had been taken once as a teenager to sign something to do with a savings account. Elspeth Gow had given her a biro with the firm’s name on it and told her to read everything before she signed it, including the bit in small print, especially the bit in small print, and Maren had thought at the time that it was the first sensible thing an adult had ever said to her.
“I remember,” she said.
“I’m very sorry to be phoning you at your work.” There was a pause, the kind of pause that is not a hesitation but a decision about how to lay a thing down. Maren recognised it. She used it herself. “I’m afraid I have some very bad news. Tobias was found this morning in the shop. He’d passed away. I’m told it would have been during the night, and that it looks to have been his heart. I’m so sorry.”
The rain went on coming across Liverpool Street. Somebody behind her in the corridor laughed at something and was shushed, and then there was the sound of the lift.
“Found,” Maren said.
“By the lad who helps him. Owen Pardoe. He goes in before school most mornings. He found him at ten past seven, and he phoned the ambulance, and then he phoned Kit Arden, and Kit phoned me, because I’m the name on the card by the phone for anything to do with the business, and Kit didn’t have your number.” Another pause. “He thought it should come from somebody who did.”
“He’s got my number,” Maren said. “Kit’s got my number.”
She did not know why she said it. It was not the point. It was not anywhere near the point. It was, she understood even as it came out, the thing lawyers did when they were told something they could not bear, which was to find the one small factual inaccuracy in it and correct that instead.
“He may not have wanted to use it,” Elspeth Gow said, not unkindly. “Not for this.”
“No.”
“The police have been, as they must when it’s sudden, and the doctor, and he’s been taken to Victoria Hospital in Kirkcaldy for the time being. There’ll be a post-mortem only if the fiscal wants one, and from what I’m told I don’t think they will. There’s nothing needs done today that can’t wait for you. I’ll deal with anything that can’t.” A small sound of papers. “You’re his executor, Miss Hale. I don’t suppose he ever told you that.”
“No.”
“No,” Elspeth Gow agreed, as though it confirmed something. “Well. It’s in the will. You’ll want to come up. When you do, come and see me, and we’ll go through it. There’s no hurry that I can see. The shop won’t go anywhere.”
“When,” Maren said. She had turned from the window. She was looking at the legal pad on her desk, still lying where she had left it at six o’clock, with NOT IN SPA at the top, underlined twice. “When exactly. What time. Do you know what time.”
“The doctor thought between midnight and three. Why?”
Maren looked at her phone. Missed call, Grandad (shop), 01:14.
“No reason,” she said. “Thank you. I’ll be up tomorrow.”
* * *
She did the logistics, because the logistics were there, and she was good at them, and the worst thing you could do was go home and lie down.
She emailed the partner on the deal, Alastair Wren, and told him there had been a death in the family and she would need the rest of the week, and possibly the next, and that the completion checklist was with Priya and that items sixty through ninety-one were routine. He replied in four minutes, with So sorry Maren, take whatever you need, is Priya across the escrow release? She replied that Priya was across the escrow release. She booked a seat on the ten o’clock from King’s Cross for the next morning, and then, looking at the connection times, changed it to the eight. She booked a taxi from Leuchars. She did not book anywhere to stay, because there was the flat, because of course there was the flat, and she stood for a moment with her hand on the mouse wondering whether anybody had been up to the flat, whether his breakfast things were in the sink, whether the heating was on, and then made herself stop wondering, because it was not a thing that could be dealt with from the thirty-first floor.
She rang Kit.
It went to voicemail, which meant he was at sea, or it meant he had seen her name, and she found she could not tell which she would prefer. His voicemail was the network default, a woman’s voice reading out the number, because Kit had never in his life recorded a message on anything. She did not leave one. She sent a text instead. Elspeth rang. Thank you. Coming up tomorrow, should be in Kinbrae about four. Is the flat open or do I need a key? She looked at it and deleted Thank you and then put it back.
He replied at two in the afternoon, when she was eating a sandwich at her desk that she could not afterwards remember choosing. Ill be at the shop.
That was all. No apostrophe, no punctuation at the end, no comfort. It was so exactly the way he had always written, since they were fourteen and passing notes on the school bus to Waid, that she had to put the phone face down on the desk for a minute.
She finished the day. She did not know what else to do with it. She reviewed a set of board minutes for a different client and found an error in the quorum and sent a polite email about it. She attended a call about a data room at four. At six she went down to the twenty-eighth floor and changed back into the blouse she had worn the day before, because it was the one she had come in, and it did not seem right to go home in the drawer one, though she could not have said why.
On the Tube to Farringdon she stood with one hand on the rail and the other in her coat pocket around her phone, and thought about the fact that she had declined the call. Not missed. Declined. There was a difference and she knew exactly what it was, because in her profession the precise word for what a person did was the whole of the argument, and she had always been the lawyer in the room who insisted on the precise word. She had seen his name and she had pressed the red button. She had pressed it because she was busy, and because he never rang at night, and because he never had anything to say that could not wait until Sunday, and she had been right about two of those things for thirty-four years.
At home she did not drink the glass of wine. She sat on the sofa in her coat, with the lights off and the blinds up and the city orange on the ceiling, and opened her call log and looked at the number. 01:14. Duration: nothing. She looked at it for a long time, as though it were a clause she could read a different meaning into if she went over it carefully enough.
Then she did something she had not done since she was a girl in the flat above the shop. She took a pen out of her bag, and the back of an envelope from the pile of post on the table, and she wrote it down. The date, the time, the fact. Tues 10 March, 01:14. He rang. I didn’t answer. She did not know who it was for. She folded it once and put it in the inside pocket of her coat, where it would still be, soft at the creases, eight months later.
She slept in the end for three hours, sitting up, and got the eight o’clock from King’s Cross with two minutes to spare.
Chapter Two
The train crossed the Forth Bridge at a quarter to two, and she did what she had always done on that bridge since she was a child, which was to count the red girders going past the window until the count stopped meaning anything. When she was small he had told her there was a man whose whole job was painting the bridge, who started at one end and by the time he got to the other it was time to start again, and she had believed it for years, and then at university somebody had told her it wasn’t true any more, that they had found a paint that lasted twenty-five years, and she had been furious in a way that made no sense to anyone, least of all to her.
At Leuchars the taxi was waiting, a silver estate with a man in it who wanted to talk about the golf. She let him. It was easier than silence and it required nothing of her but the word really at intervals. They went down through Guardbridge and out along the coast road, and the land flattened and opened the way it always did, the fields running down brown and green to a sea that was the colour of pewter today and moving slowly, like something heavy being dragged. Crail went by. The Isle of May sat out on the horizon like a ship that had decided not to come any closer. And then the road dipped, and there was the kirk spire, and the red pantiles going down in steps to the harbour, and she heard herself say, “Just here’s fine,” a mile before just here was fine, because she needed to walk the last of it.
“You sure? It’s coming on rain.”
“I’m sure.”
He took her card and gave her a receipt she did not want and drove off up the hill, and she stood at the top of the Kirk Wynd with her wheeled case and her laptop bag, in her London coat, which was wrong for the wind, and looked down at Kinbrae.
Nothing had changed. That was the first thing, and it was the thing she had braced herself for, and it still went through her like cold water. The wynd went down between its walls in the same crooked steps, with the same weeds in the same cracks. The harbour lay at the bottom in its stone arm with the tide half out and the boats sitting down on the mud at angles, the way they did twice a day, like cattle lying down before rain. The Ship Inn had a new sign but the same lean. There were more holiday lets than there had been, which she could tell from the grey paint, because everybody who bought a house on the Shore Street now painted the door the same shade of grey, as if there were a rule about it. Three of the old merchants’ houses along the front had skips outside them and hoardings with a logo on, a stylised wave in navy blue and the words VOSS COASTAL LIVING in a thin expensive font. She noted them. She noted everything. It was what she did with her eyes when she could not do anything useful with the rest of herself.
And halfway along the Shore Street, between the Colleys’ house with its blue door and the old net loft that was now a gallery selling paintings of the harbour to people who were standing in it, was number seven, with its bow window, and its green paint gone chalky, and over the door, in gold letters shaded in black on a board that somebody had last repainted around the time she was born:
HALE & DAUGHTER
PRINTERS
She had not been able to look at that sign straight since she was eleven. It had been a joke in the family and then it had not been a joke. When she was very small she had thought it was hers, the way a child thinks the moon follows her car, and she had told people at school that the shop had her name on it, which it did not, which it had never. Nobody had corrected her. That had been the kindness, and later it had been the thing she could not forgive, though she could not have said who she would have been forgiving.
Kit Arden was sitting on the step under it.
He was in his sea gear still, the orange oilskin trousers held up with braces over a grey jumper, and yellow boots, and he had his elbows on his knees and his hands hanging, and he was looking at the harbour and not at the wynd, though he must have heard the case wheels on the cobbles from the top. When she was twenty feet away he stood up. He was taller than she remembered, or broader, or both; the sea did that to men in their thirties, it seemed to add them up. His face was weathered in a way it had not been at twenty-nine. His hair was the same, too long, the colour of wet sand.
“Maren.”
“Kit.”
They stood there. She had a sentence ready. She had had it ready since Berwick, and she had revised it at Edinburgh, and it was a good sentence, it thanked him for phoning Elspeth and for waiting and it said she knew he had been close to Tobias and that she was sorry. It was accurate and it was kind and it did not ask for anything back. She opened her mouth to say it and what came out was, “You’re still in your boots.”
He looked down at them as though he had not noticed. “Came straight off,” he said. “Tide.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“Aye, well.” He took the key out of the pocket of his oilskins. It was on a loop of brown string, a big old mortice key, and she knew it, she knew exactly the weight it would have in her hand, because it had hung on a nail inside the door for the whole of her childhood and she had used it every day from the age of ten. He held it out. She took it. It was warm from his pocket.
“The flat’s open,” he said. “I put the heating on. There’s milk.”
“Thank you.”
“The shop’s how it was. I didnae touch anything.” He looked at the door, and then, for the first time, at her, straight, and his eyes were red at the rims in a way that had nothing to do with the wind. “They took him out the back. Through the yard. So he’d no be carried along the front wi everybody watching. I asked them.”
She could not say anything to that. She nodded.
“It was Owen that found him,” Kit said. “The laddie. You’ll no know him.”
“Elspeth said.”
“He comes in afore the school. Tobias gied him a key.” A pause. “Gave him a key,” he said again, more carefully, and she understood that he was doing it for her, putting the edges back on his words because she had been away and he thought she would need them. It made her want to cry, which was absurd. “He’s in a bit of a state. He’ll maybe no come round for a day or two. Or he’ll maybe come round the morn at seven like nothing’s happened. You never know wi him.”
“Is he all right?”
Kit considered this with the seriousness he had always given to questions, even when they were not really questions. “He’s seventeen,” he said, which was not an answer, and was.
* * *
He did not come in with her. She had half expected him to and half dreaded it, and when he said, “I’ll leave you,” she felt both things go out of her at once and leave only tiredness.
“Kit.” He turned on the step. “What happened? Do you know? Elspeth said his heart.”
“His heart,” Kit said. “Doctor said. He’d been getting tired. Couldnae get up the wynd without a stop, the last wee while. I tellt him to see somebody and he said he would.” He shrugged, the oilskins creaking. “He said he would.”
She knew that shrug. She had grown up with it. It was the shrug everybody in Kinbrae gave when Tobias Hale said he would.
“Where was he?”
He looked at her for a moment, as if deciding something. “On the stool,” he said. “By the stove. Owen said he looked like he’d just sat doon for a minute.”
He went. She watched him go along the front in his yellow boots towards the harbour steps, not hurrying, one hand going up to somebody in the window of the Ship Inn without his head turning, and then she put the key in the lock.
The door stuck at the bottom, the way it always had, and she put her shoulder into it the way she always had, and it went, and the bell above it rang, and the smell came out and took her by the throat.
Ink. Linseed oil and lamp black, and the sharp clean chemical edge of the white spirit he cleaned the rollers with, and paper, the dry sweetish dusty smell of paper stacked in quantity, and under all of it, paraffin from the old heater he had never stopped using in the back, and the cold stone smell of a harbour building that had stood two hundred years with the sea at the bottom of its yard. She had not smelled it for six years. She had forgotten it, the way you forget a language, and it came back all at once, the way a language does, and stood her still in the doorway with her case in her hand and the rain starting behind her.
The shop was how it was.
The front room with the bow window, where the counter was, and the rack of sample cards gone yellow in the sun, and the wedding invitations in their cellophane with the names of couples who must long since be divorced, or dead, or grandparents. The till that did not work, and the cash box beside it that did. The calendar from a paper merchant in Leith, still on February. A mug on the counter, one of his, with a tea bag dried to a husk in the bottom of it.
And through the arch, the composing room, which was the real shop, the one that mattered, long and low and running back towards the yard. The cases on their frames down the left side, rows of shallow wooden drawers with brass handles and the names of typefaces on card labels in his hand and in Galbraith’s before him. The imposing stone down the middle, a great slab of polished steel on its iron legs, with a mallet on it and a planer and a scatter of quoins, as though somebody had been working there last night and meant to be back to finish. The Windmill against the far wall under its dust sheet, the Heidelberg platen with its black arms folded. The Vandercook under the side window with its cover on. The Albion in the corner like something in a museum, all cast iron curlicues and an eagle on the top, which was, Tobias had always said, the only thing in the building that was worth any money, and the only thing he would never sell.
The stove at the back. Cold.
And by the stove the high wooden stool, with its seat worn to a dip by fifty years of him, standing a little out from the wall at an angle, the way a stool stands when somebody has got up from it, or been lifted.
She did not go over to it. She stood in the arch between the two rooms with her coat still on and looked at it, and at the cold stove, and at the dark shapes of the machines, and at the rack on the back wall with its two pine doors shut, and she waited to feel something that would tell her what to do next.
What she felt, when it came, was not grief. She would have known what to do with grief, she thought; she had read about it and she had friends who had been through it and there were procedures. It was something smaller and meaner and much more familiar, and it took her a moment to name it, and when she did she was ashamed.
It was the feeling she had had at eight, at ten, at seventeen, at twenty-one, every time she had waited for him at a school gate or a station or a graduation hall, and looked along the faces for his, and understood, slowly and then all at once, that he was not coming. That he had said he would and he was not coming.
He had said he would see a doctor. He had said he would come to London. He had said, on the phone every month for six years, that he would be grand, pet, not to worry about him.
She put the case down. She took off her coat and hung it on the nail inside the door where the key used to live, and then, because she did not know what else to do and because it had been drilled into her so young that her hands did it before she thought, she went to the counter and picked up his mug with its dead tea bag and carried it through the composing room, past the stool, not looking, to the sink in the back scullery, and ran the tap until it came hot, and washed it.
Chapter Three
She slept in her own old room, because she could not go into his.
It was at the back of the flat, over the yard, and it was so small that the bed went wall to wall across the end of it, and the window had to be propped with a book. The book was still there. The Observer’s Book of Birds, 1972 edition, gone wavy with damp. Tobias had painted the room the summer she came to live in it, a yellow he had mixed himself out of printing ink and white emulsion, which had been a mistake, because printing ink did not dry the way house paint dried and for a year the walls had been faintly tacky on hot days. The yellow had gone the colour of weak tea. The bookshelf still held her Highers notes in ring binders with her name on the spines in his lettering, because he had insisted on doing the spines, and her school prize for Latin, which was a copy of Virgil nobody had ever opened, and a jar of sea glass from the harbour beach.
She lay in the narrow bed and listened to the sea at the bottom of the yard and the rigging of the boats tapping against their masts, and did not sleep, and then slept, and woke at six with her heart going and no idea for a moment where she was.
At seven she heard the shop bell.
She lay still. It rang once, the door went to, and then there was nothing for a while: no footsteps, no voice. She thought of the key Kit said Tobias had given the boy, and she lay there and listened to the silence underneath her, the silence of somebody standing in the composing room not moving, and after perhaps two minutes the bell rang again and the door shut, and she heard quick feet going away along the front towards the bus stop, and she let out a breath she had not known she was holding.
She did not go down. It was not, she told herself, a conversation for seven in the morning.
* * *
The coast bus came along the front at twenty past eight, the same number it had always been, and she sat on the upper deck on the sea side the way she had every school day for six years and watched the East Neuk go past: the fields, the caravan park, the golf course at the edge of the cliff, and then Anstruther coming round the bay with its harbour full of boats that had not been fishing boats for a long time. Gow and Rattray was still above the bank on the Shore Street there. The stair still smelled of radiators. The brass plate had been polished so often that the R of Rattray was nearly gone.
Elspeth Gow was smaller than Maren remembered, and older, and exactly the same. The grey hair was white now and cut just as short. The suit was navy. She came round her desk and shook Maren’s hand and then, unexpectedly, held on to it for a moment with both of hers, and said, “I’m very sorry, Maren. He was a good man, in the ways that he was,” which was so precisely worded that Maren found herself looking at her with something like professional respect.
“Thank you.”
“Sit down. Tea? No. You’ll have had coffee on the train and been regretting it since Berwick.” She sat. She had a file in front of her, a thin one, buff card with a pink ribbon round it, and she untied the ribbon and did not open the file. “How much do you know about Scots executry?”
“Almost nothing. I’m English qualified. Corporate. I’ve done some cross-border work but never anything like this.”
“Then some of it will seem familiar, and some of it will make you cross, and you’ll ask me why it’s different and the answer will almost always be that it’s older.” Elspeth opened the file. “Right. The will. He made it here in 2019. It’s short. You’re sole executor and sole beneficiary. Everything he had comes to you: the building at 7 Shore Street with the shop and the flat and the yard, the contents, the equipment, such money as there is. There is a legal rights claim available to a child in Scotland, which would in the ordinary way be your mother, but it only bites on the moveable estate, and I’m afraid, looking at his bank statements, there isn’t much moveable estate to bite on. Your mother would need to be told. I’ll write to her. Do you have an address?”
“Lunenburg,” Maren said. “Nova Scotia. I have an address that’s twelve years old.”
Elspeth wrote it down without comment.
“Before you can do anything with any of it,” she went on, “sell it, let it, sign for it, empty the bank account, you need confirmation. That’s our equivalent of what you’d call probate. We draw up an inventory of the estate, everything he owned and what it was worth on the day he died, you sign it, we lodge it with the sheriff court, and in due course the sheriff clerk issues confirmation, and then you have authority to deal. It takes some weeks. Longer, if there’s a property, because we’ll need a valuation. Until then you’re the executor but you’ve not got the paper that proves it, and nobody sensible will deal with you.”
“I understand.”
“I’m sure you do. You’ll be wanting to know what it’s worth.”
“I’ll be wanting to sell it,” Maren said.
She had not meant to say it like that, so soon, across that desk, to that woman. She had meant to ask about valuations and timings and the practicalities of the business, and to arrive at it in the third or fourth paragraph, the way you arrived at the thing you actually wanted in a negotiation. But it was out, and she found she did not want to take it back.
Elspeth looked at her over her glasses, and then took the glasses off.
“Well,” she said. “That won’t be difficult. There’s been interest.”
“Voss Coastal Living.”
“You’ve seen the hoardings. A Mr Daniel Voss. He wrote to your grandfather twice last year, and I know that, because your grandfather brought both letters in here and put them on that desk and asked me what I thought. I told him what I thought, which was that it was a good offer for a building that needs a new roof. He said he’d think about it.” She paused. “He said he’d think about it both times. I don’t believe Mr Voss ever had a reply. I imagine he’ll be in touch with you before the week is out, and I’d ask you, as a courtesy to me, to have him put anything he’s got to say in writing, and send it here.”
“I always do,” Maren said.
“Yes,” said Elspeth Gow, as if she had heard as much. “I thought you might.”
She turned a page in the file.
“There are debts. A paper merchant in Leith, about eleven hundred pounds. The electricity. Council tax on the flat, which he’d been paying, and non-domestic rates on the shop, which he’d been disputing with the council since 2021 by the simple method of not answering their letters. Nothing that the building won’t cover several times over.” Another page. “There’s a deed box. We’ve held it for him since before my time. Title deeds for the property, your grandmother’s will, some share certificates in a company I suspect no longer exists. He’d add things to it now and again. Gillian, my trainee, will do you a proper inventory; she’s been meaning to all week.” Elspeth frowned at the file. “He was in with something for it in the autumn, as it happens. Last back end. I was at the court that day. Gillian saw to him.”
“What was it?”
“I’ve no idea. He wouldn’t have told Gillian either. He’d just have said put that in with my things, lass, and she’d have done it.” Elspeth closed the file. “She’ll get to it.”
Maren nodded. She was making notes on the pad she had brought, in the shorthand she used for client meetings, and she wrote deed box, inventory, Gillian and put a small box beside it, which was how she marked things she did not yet need to worry about.
“There’s one other thing,” Elspeth said. “And I say it because I’ve been doing this job in this part of Fife for thirty-eight years and it happens every time. You’ll have folk coming to you.”
“Coming to me.”
“At the funeral. After it. In the street. In the Ship. They’ll come and they’ll tell you, very kindly, that Tobias said he would do this or give them that or see them right for the other thing. He was a man who said a lot of things, your grandfather. He said them very warmly and I’ve no doubt he meant every one at the time.” She let that sit. “I’d ask you not to agree to anything, or sign anything, or hand anything over, until you’ve spoken to me.”
“I wasn’t going to,” Maren said. “I don’t think it’ll be complicated. If he promised people things out loud, that’s the end of it. There’s no consideration. There’s no agreement. It’s a man being nice at a bar. Nobody can enforce that against an estate.”
Elspeth regarded her for a moment with an expression Maren could not read, and then, to her surprise, smiled.
“You’re thinking like an English lawyer.”
“I am an English lawyer.”
“Aye, you are, but you’re in Anstruther.” Elspeth leaned back. “There’s no consideration in Scots law, Maren. There never was. We never needed it. In Scotland a man can bind himself by a promise, one-sided, gratuitous, nothing asked back and nothing given. He doesn’t need anybody to accept it. He doesn’t need to get a thing in return. If he promises it, and he means to be bound, he’s bound. It’s one of the few things the Scots got right before anybody else did.”
Maren put her pen down.
“That can’t be right. So anybody who says he promised them…”
“Ah. No. Here’s the part that’ll make you cross.” Elspeth held up one finger, like a teacher, or a minister. “The Requirements of Writing (Scotland) Act 1995. A gratuitous unilateral obligation, which is what we call a promise when we’re charging for it, has to be constituted in writing. A written document, subscribed by the person making the promise. Signed, at the end. Unless it’s made in the course of his business, in which case it can be as oral as you like. But a man promising a neighbour something for nothing, outwith his trade, over a pint, on a harbour wall, at a funeral?” She shook her head. “Not worth the breath, in law, unless he writes it down and puts his name to it.”
“So I was right.”
“You were right for the wrong reason, which in my experience is the most dangerous way to be right.” Elspeth put her glasses back on. “There’s a wee section in the Act about folk who’ve acted on the strength of a promise that was never written down, and what happens then. But we’ll not go into that today. You’ve enough on.”
“What wee section?”
“Not today, Maren.”
Maren looked at her. Elspeth looked back, entirely pleasant and entirely immovable, and after a moment Maren picked up her pen again and wrote RoW(S)A 1995, reliance? on the pad, and drew a box beside it, and did not tick it.
* * *
It had stopped raining when she came down the stair. The harbour at Anstruther was full of light, the kind of hard clean March light that the East Neuk got after rain, with the water gone from pewter to something brighter and the Isle of May standing up out of it very clear, and there were people eating chips on the harbour wall with the gulls watching them, and a man in a van selling ice cream in the cold because it was nearly the season and he believed in it.
She took the bus back. She sat on the sea side again. She thought about what Elspeth had said: that a promise could bind a man in Scotland without anybody giving anything back, provided he wrote it down, and signed his name. She thought about it with the part of her mind that thought about clauses, and it was interesting, it was a genuinely interesting point of comparative law, she could imagine explaining it at dinner to people who would be interested for four minutes, and she held on to it with that part of her mind all the way along the coast so that no other part of her mind had to think about it at all.
In the shop she went to the phone on the wall by the office door. She had not looked at it properly the night before; she had gone past it the way you go past things in the dark. It was the cream phone with the curly cord, and the cord had been stretched and twisted so many times that it hung nearly to the floor in a long tangled spring. Pinned to the wall beside it was a card, a piece of thick white board cut to the size of a postcard, with a list of names and numbers on it in his hand. Not written. Printed. He had set it and printed it, of course he had, she could see the faint bite of the type into the board: DOCTOR, ELSPETH GOW (BUSINESS), KIT (BOAT), COUNCIL (RATES) with a small inked-in skull beside it that could only have been his, and the paper merchant, and the Ship.
And at the top, above all of them, in the big wooden letter he used for posters, so large that it took up a third of the card:
MAREN
and her mobile number underneath it, in fourteen-point Gill Sans, correct to the last digit.
And under the number, in pencil, the only marks on the whole card that had been made by hand and not by the press: two lines, ruled freehand, a little unsteady. He had underlined it twice.
She stood looking at the double line for a long time. Kit had not been able to phone her, Elspeth had said, because Kit didn’t have her number. Kit had had her number since they were fourteen. He had been standing in this room, beside this phone, beside this card with her name on it in letters an inch high, and he had rung a solicitor in Anstruther instead, because he could not bring himself to be the one to say it.
She understood that. She understood it better than she wanted to. She took the card off its pin, and turned it over, and it was blank on the back, and she put it back exactly where it had been.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Scripta Manent. Thank you for reading.
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