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for Mal Duff, who always wanted to do it.


 


The lines in Chapter 15 are from Norman MacCaig’s poem ‘Recipe’, with many thanks for his permission and for elucidating the finer points of the Spey Cast. As for the rest, the excerpt says it all.


 


TO WHOM IT CONCERNS!


You are hereby informed that, for reasons too numerous to mention but which include an excess of rain, midgies, boredom, absentee landowners and the Criminal Justice Act, the undersigned intends to take a salmon or a brace of grouse or a deer, from the estates of Mavor, Inchallian and Balmoral respectively. This will be done by fair means during the last three weeks in August.


In addition, a wager is proposed with the owners of these estates. The game will be taken and returned to you. The loser will pay £5,000 to the charity of his/her choice, and in addition undertake to vote for the political party of the winner’s choice in the next general election, which cannot come soon enough in the undersigned’s opinion.


For any further information, consult John Macnab by John Buchan. Please signal your acceptance of this wager in the letters page of The Scotsman, or be damned for a faint heart sheltering behind your money and the law.


Sincerely,
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John Macnab
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Begin the afternoon in August when an old blue Ford Escort quietly enters a small Highland town. Now beyond the last ghillie’s binoculars, it turns left at the barber’s and tackle shop, left again, and parks round the back of the Atholl Hotel. The driver checks the mirror for passers-by, then sits for a moment listening to the radiator grumble.


He gets out of the car. At this point in his life he would have turned forty. Most likely he was wearing black – dark jeans, black jacket, some worn old favourite shirt.


He looks up at the hills that circle the town, sees the upper slopes are purple with heather and reminds himself he mustn’t say so. Certain things about his country invite clichés. Certain things about his country are true.


Nevertheless, Neil Lindores nearly smiles as he takes out a suitcase and backpack. He leans protectively over the boot, then lifts out a bulky rod case which he holds on to while locking up. The sun’s full on his face. The lines around his eyes won’t go away – though lately he sleeps better – nor will the first grey streaks through the dark hair he cuts shorter as he gets older.


His movements are purposeful but still an imaginative person watching from the window of the near-empty hotel bar might think he’d once been in a bad accident, or been ill, and is now recovered but bears a trace of that shock inside.


Apart from that blend of energy and injury which only an extremely alert observer might guess at, and the oddly bulky rod case, there’s nothing remarkable about him, and as he picks up his baggage and heads for the back door of the hotel, anyone watching would likely have already turned away and gone back to their pint and newspaper and laptop.


He checks in with the barmaid-receptionist. Her name’s Shonagh, though he doesn’t know that yet. How long is he staying? Maybe a few days, maybe longer, he’s not sure – that all right? No problem at all. He’ll be up for the hillwalking? Ah, yes. She glances at his rod case. If he needs information about permits for Mavor, just come and ask.


Permits? He hesitates. Yes, if the weather’s poor he’ll maybe do some fishing.


His long mouth twitches slightly as he writes N. McGillivray in the register, then asks after the glassy-eyed stag’s head above Reception. That’s Mr MacPherson. The poor beast looks shocked, indignant, resigned, his mouth locked open in soundless protest.


‘Hi, Archie.’


‘How did you know he’s called Archie?’


He smiles and she thinks he looks quite different then.


‘It seemed a fair bet.’


Neil strokes the worn rust-coloured muzzle for luck, then quickly shoulders the rod case before Shonagh can, picks up his bags and hurries upstairs holding his room key like it’s the key to the kingdom.


*  *  *

Shonagh puts away the register and goes back through to the lounge bar and its single occupant sitting by the window.


‘Stranger in town?’


Shonagh nods.


‘Name’s McGillivray. Looks a Gael but talks Central Belt. Seems all right.’


‘And he’s maybe here for the hillwalking. Or maybe the fishing. I heard.’ She stretches and sighs. ‘Another man who can’t make up his mind. Check this out.’


Shonagh puts her hand on Kirsty’s shoulder and looks at the laptop’s screen: this week’s ‘Fiona’s Diary’. Just the usual tittle-tattle, Kirsty says defensively. Nothing ever happens round here. Three hillwalkers pulled off the Mavor estate by Lachie and the boys turned out to have nothing to do with the so-called John Macnab. But the estate intends to prosecute them anyway for Aggravated Trespass. She has views about that dubious piece of lawmaking but there’s no way old Dorward will let her air them, so she’s restricted herself to a couple of wisecracks.


‘When you first turned up here, m’eudail, I’d a notion you needed the quiet life for a while.’


‘So did I, damn it.’


Kirsty folds up the laptop and drains her pint. She glances up at the half-page circled in red and pinned above the bar. The biggest news for years and already it’s turning yellow at the edges.


‘And you might as well close the book on that one, Shonagh.’


‘So it’s a hoax?’


‘It’s a load of bollocks, that’s what it is. Somebody had a good idea one wet weekend then chickened out.’ Standing at the bar she glares at the empty glass in her right hand, then flips it over her shoulder. Without looking she catches it behind her back in her other hand. Thumps the glass on the counter. ‘I’ll away and file my column at the office. Catch you at the dance, lover.’


‘Hey, Kirsty—!’


She stops at the door.


‘Yes?’


‘You must have broken a few empty glasses practising.’


She laughs.


‘Na. Spilt a few full ones but.’


*  *  *

In the dim lobby Kirsty nips under the reception counter and opens the register. N. McGillivray. She frowns, unable to place what’s bothering her. On her way out she pats Mr MacPherson. Hang around here too long, my friend, you get stuffed.


*  *  *

Alone in the bar, Shonagh shakes her head. That Kirsty. She picks up the glass and turns it in her hand, tosses it up a little. Then a bit higher.


She catches the glass with both hands and swirls it out. She leans on the cash register and watches the water seep from the draining board. She’s feeling quite gruntled. The sky looks good for the weekend, and the dance tonight has possibilities, and though she always said second sight was a lot of haivers, she would later admit she knew something had already begun.


*  *  *

Neil locked his door, sighted along the rod case then put it carefully in the wardrobe along with a small heavy box. He piled a couple of blankets on top, unpacked his clothes, laid the maps out on the bed. He put his paperback John Macnab on the bedside table, the Munro book next to the maps. He checked the time, then moved the only chair so he had a clear view down on to the street, sat down and swung his legs up on to the window-sill. He pulled out a small notebook from his jacket and with a pencil added a few further notes, most of them ending in question marks.


When he’d finished he stared into space for a while, turning the gold ring on his finger. If asked, he’d have admitted the way he felt was honest enough but the way he lived was no longer truthful. He nodded to himself, then with some difficulty eased the ring off and placed it gently on the bedside table.


He went back to the window and looked out over the little town. He thought of a piece of doggerel his uncle once wrote. How ill advised I was and rash / To start upon this foolish dash.


*  *  *

Even in Kirkintilloch the sun was shining as Murray Hamilton eased the screws off the front licence plate on his old Kawasaki. His eleven-year-old sat on the steps of the council house with her guitar, hesitating between one chord and the next. His boy Jamie was kicking a football against the lean-to.


‘So,’ Tricia said, ‘is this the end of a glittering political career?’


He took the new plate from her and squinted into the light. Five years on the Council till he’d resigned, a thousand committee meetings, ten thousand doorsteps – and what had changed?


‘Time to try anither way, Trish.’


The thread caught in the bolt and he began to tighten.


‘You’ll not be much of a dad in jail.’


He put down the spanner.


‘I’ll stop right now if you want me tae.’


Behind them Eve at last found the new chord and strummed it cautiously.


‘I just said be careful. And don’t get hurt.’


‘Right, darlin.’


Tricia began loosening the rear plate. She glanced at her husband’s bowed head and for the first time saw that his tight red-gold hair was starting to thin around the crown, and the edge of his beard was touched with grey like the first touch of frost. Still, she grinned as she put the screws down carefully beside her. Might as well be a bit daft before we’re all past it.


*  *  *

In the office of what we’ll agree to call the Deeside Courier, Kirsty scratched away at a peeling wainscot panel as old Dorward checked through the printout of ‘Fiona’s Diary’. At the same time, with much twiddling of his glasses and apologetic coughing, he informed her that he was soon taking retirement on his doctor’s advice. His nephew Alec would take over the paper.


‘I don’t think you two get on so well?’


‘Not since he pushed his luck at the Highland Show and got a swift smack in the kisser, no.’


Old Wormwood coughed and suggested she should maybe start looking elsewhere. Admittedly young Eck was morally and intellectually challenged, but he was family and an undisturbed retirement was called for. She should try a few features for the nationals, and he’d keep his ears open. Something would come up.


Kirsty shrugged and got her nail under a particularly satisfying strip. No problem, Mr D.


She’d find a job somewhere, he assured her. She was quite good at this, whatever she’d done before.


That was almost a question. She chose to let it go by and die among the other bugs entangled in the cobweb over the door. Old Wormwood coughed and continued.


‘Even if your heart’s not entirely in it.’


She perched on the side of his desk and grinned at him.


‘My heart went out to lunch some years ago and hasn’t been seen since. I expect it’s sunning itself on a beach somewhere.’


Dorward looked at her over his half-moons. He was deeply fond of Kirsty and just as glad she wasn’t the daughter he’d never had. He sighed and made another couple of cuts to Fiona’s deathless prose, then handed it back.


‘I’ve cut yon wisecrack about the Criminal Justice Act. This isn’t the West Highland Free Press. The rest’s fine. Cheeky, but fine.’


She nodded and took back her copy.


‘I’ll finish this off at home.’


‘A right pity John Macnab didn’t show up. We could have done with some shenanigans round here – grand for circulation.’


She paused for a moment at the door.


‘Does the name McGillivray mean anything to you, Mr Dorward?’


He thought about it, shook his head.


‘What should it mean?’


‘Something. Anything. Wouldn’t it be nice if once in a while something, anything, meant something?’


He nodded sympathetically.


‘I find a large whisky helps, Kirsty.’


‘It will. Bye …’


He watched her go and heard her bounding whistling down the stairs, and then the office seemed a little dimmer and he felt a little older. He sighed and went back to his editorial on the abiding problem of drink in Highland life.


*  *  *

In a garage on the outskirts of Fort William, a man in battered fatigues and a streaked Barbour jacket finally laid down his spray gun, stepped back and checked out his van. It had taken three coats of black to obscure Sutherland’s Mountain Highs and the phone number. Pity, but it had to be done. Now to paint out the windows.


The mobile phone on the front seat beeped. He grabbed it but the caller wasn’t the one he’d been trying not to wait for. He listened and nodded.


‘Eighteen hundred hours then, matey. And max operational security, right? See you …’


He probably hummed the theme from Danger Man as he went back to work.


*  *  *

Behind the bar someone had pinned up a familiar newspaper cutting. TO WHOM IT CONCERNS … The name Mavor was underlined in red. It struck Neil that the Macnab Challenge read as though written by committee. As in a way it had been.


He sipped his pint, rolled a cigarette and looked round the big empty lounge bar. Faded tartan carpet, the fifties woodveneer panelling, scuffed linoleum dance floor, the plywood stage.


Seventies pastel plastic lampshades. Another stag’s head, absurd and so familiar, its stilled cry something else about his country that was true. Coal-effect gas fire in one corner, a real log fire burning low at the far end of the bar near the windows.


The room looked like it had seen some good nights. He glanced at his watch. He’d thought at least one of them would be on time. He wandered over to the window, picked up a copy of the local paper left lying on the table there. He sat down and flicked through it. Seemed like nothing much was happening. Three letters about John Macnab, two for, one against.


He lit the cigarette and played a few minor chords on the table. The barmaid was reading a book at the far end of the counter, and something about her short curly hair and solid shoulders was vaguely familiar. But he couldn’t place it, so he opened the map and the Munro book and settled down to study them both, to envisage for the hundredth time the lie of the land. No matter how closely you read the contours and rehearse your plans, the reality on the ground is always different. Always. He thought he accepted that.


*  *  *

Heading up the gradients towards the Spittal of Glenshee, the bike was losing power. Murray Hamilton changed down but something wasn’t right. He pulled in at the side of the road. Gasket shot, Scotland’s oil sprayed to the winds.


He sighed and set off towards the call-box a mile or so up the road, sweating inside his leathers in the heat of the afternoon. Occasionally drivers slowed, then something about this small, stocky, bearded figure made them drive on.


He pushed in the coins.


‘Alasdair? A wee change in plans. Bike’s knackered.’


‘No problem, old sport. I’m on my way. Plan F.’


‘Whit’s Plan F?’


Alasdair’s sigh swooshed down the phone.


‘Plan F is you’re F’d and I bail you out as usual. Don’t move.’


*  *  *

‘Finished with my paper, mister?’


Neil looked up, covering the map with his elbow. Youngish woman. Tall. Then the colour clash resolved into a bright orange jacket and a spray of ginger hair. She put one foot up on the window-seat.


‘You’ll be up for the hillwalking?’


The hair pulled back loosely from her wide forehead wasn’t ginger but some kind of burnt autumn.


‘Oh, uh – maybe. Here’s your paper,’ he added lamely.


She nodded, more to herself than to him. The colour of beech leaves at the very end of autumn, he thought. A kind of burning red-brown. And crinkly, the kind that can never quite be controlled.


‘Not exactly the best time of year for it.’


‘The midgies? Ach, they’re usually not bad on the tops.’


She was silent for a moment. Her eyes were watchful, wideset under that flare of hair.


‘I was thinking of the stalking restrictions,’ she said. ‘What with the Criminal Justice Act and all. Unless you want the gamies chasing you.’


He laughed and looked away, pulling on his cigarette.


‘Sounds a bit wild for me.’


‘Really?’ she said. ‘You look game enough to me.’


It was his turn to stare and hers to look away with maybe a faint flush under that freckled skin.


‘I just came over for my paper,’ she said, ‘but I’ll join you if you want.’


He sighed and folded up the map and a vision of stalking two ghillies across a bealach in the moonlight. She came back with a whisky and stood with her back to the window.


‘Our Mavor estate here will throw you off even on a Sunday. Don’t you think that’s wrong?’


He took his time.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But it doesn’t concern me. I can maybe do a bit of rock climbing.’


‘Not maybe fishing? Or even real salmon fishing?’


He stared at her. He could do without this. Strong straight nose, high inquiring eyebrows. A mouth ready to laugh or scorn. The cool eyes belonged to someone else altogether.


‘I was looking out the window and saw your case of rods,’ she said. ‘Sorry, we’re kind of nosy round here.’


‘No, really? I’d be after trout,’ he continued after a pause. ‘But why don’t you sit down and continue this interrogation in comfort?’


They discussed rods and casts and flies, and established each knew a little about it but were mostly bluffing. Was he waiting for anyone? No, but it was possible he might run into a pal or two. What did she do round here? She did this and that, mostly this, she said, and ordered another whisky. Would he have another pint while waiting for his pals?


He would. But he wasn’t particularly expecting anyone. Cheers.


What did he think about this John Macnab lark? What John Macnab lark? She pointed to the newspaper.




ESTATE OWNERS STILL ON ALERT. No comment from Palace. SECRETARY OF STATE CONDEMNS POACHING WAGER. SNP DIVIDED. HOAX? See Editorial and Letters inside.





Oh, that Macnab. He’d seen the Challenge pinned above the bar. She said it read like it was written by committee.


He looked at her while she tucked her hair behind her ears again. He murmured it seemed all right to him. She shook her head and the first few strands escaped and fell over the collar of the orange jacket. Cobbled together, she insisted. Didn’t he find that instructive?


He shrugged, said it sounded like a silly-season story and probably wouldn’t come to anything. She agreed Mr Macnab was leaving it a bit late.


Neil nodded and lifted his pint. And inquired whether she thought the salmon was possible.


She agreed that maybe it was. But anyway not many folk round here gave Mr Macnab much of a chance. Now one of the local lads could maybe pull off the salmon at least. It was not entirely unknown round these parts.


Neil rolled another cigarette and said he was sure it wasn’t. Where did they go if the poaching mood took them? Up above where the wee river joins the Alt na Harrie, she said vaguely. But she knew for a fact that Mr Aziz who owned the estate had hired extra men, including most of the local wide-boys. Without inside knowledge this Macnab had little chance. They’d even opened a book on it. He could get good odds.


What odds?


Ten to one against pulling off Mavor.


Ah. Like he said, he wasn’t really a betting person. But were most people for or against this Macnab?


She hesitated. Divided, she said. A lot were for, even some of the Tories. But he had to remember that people made their living from the estates one way or another and they knew what they were paid to do and who paid them. Even if one or two had done the odd spot of poaching in the past, that wouldn’t stop them going all out to catch another poacher. It was almost a matter of honour. And then there was the bonus. What bonus?


Five hundred quid for whoever catches him.


Neil said he’d put a fiver on Macnab pulling off his first objective.


She laughed. Good on him. She’d already put on a fiver herself. Just following the healthy Scottish instinct to back a loser.


He glanced at her then.


‘You don’t sound Scottish.’


‘Army childhood,’ she said briefly. ‘The Rhine, Cyprus, the Rock.’ She looked away through her glass. ‘From nowhere, really. Hey, Shonagh – come and take this sucker’s bet and add it to the book? Just write your name here.’


As he wrote out his name and an address there was a bang on the window. He looked and saw Murray and Alasdair grinning and waving in the street outside.


Idiots. They might as well have run up a flag. He quickly excused himself, picked up his map and book and went to head them off.


She looked closely at the entry in the betting book before handing it back to Shonagh.


‘That one seemed able to resist your charms, Kirsty. It’s extraordinary.’


‘It’s unprecedented, that’s what it is.’ She looked thoughtfully out of the window. ‘Maybe Mr Maybe has something else on his mind.’


*  *  *

‘You’re supposed to arrive separately,’ Neil hissed as they shook hands. ‘What kept you?’


‘Transport logistical problems, old sport,’ Alasdair said.


‘Aye – ma bike’s fucked.’


The back door opened and beech leaves in autumn came out whistling.


‘So you’ve found each other then,’ she said. ‘Hi guys. See you around, Neil.’


‘Aye, cheerio.’


She stopped and turned after a couple of strides.


‘I do hope we haven’t thrown away our money,’ she said.


And she strode out of the car park, long-legged in blue jeans, hands in the pockets of the orange jacket, the bush of autumnal hair bouncing jauntily along behind her. She was still whistling something, a tune Neil couldn’t quite place.


‘You haven’t been wasting your time,’ Alasdair said. ‘Who’s she?’


‘Miss Colour Clash of the year? She just descended on me with a lot of questions. I gave nothing away.’


Murray looked round uneasily.


‘Let’s stop standing around like stookies and get aff the street.’


They hurried towards Alasdair’s van. It was late afternoon and the sun was melting over the sandstone of that Highland town.


‘You’re the folkie, Murray,’ Neil said. ‘Remind me what “Annie Laurie” sounds like.’


‘Afore my time, pal.’


Neil and Murray climbed into the back among the piles of gear.


‘Where to, youth?’


‘Operational HQ, matey. Pete’s place.’


‘Is Pete discreet?’ Neil asked, leaning back on the defunct Kawasaki.


‘Na. But he’s in Tibet …’


The van pulled out and headed north.


*  *  *

This is the bird that was winged but flew on. This is the fish that was seen in the sky. This is the stag that was shot but not wounded. This is the story that cannot be told.


Save what can be saved, then resume. As Neil used to say.
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Some details glow, some turn to ash. That Ford Escort was certainly bog-standard, blue and heavily rusted along the sills, but Neil could as well have been carrying a green tweed jacket that August afternoon as wearing a black one. And surely Kirsty was drinking whisky not beer – she only did that over-the-shoulder trick with a shot glass. And perhaps Neil exaggerated her hair, though she’d have wanted people to know the colour was natural and the orange jacket in the best possible taste.


But about her age that day we can be precise: it was her thirtieth birthday, though not even Shonagh knew that.


*  *  *

Kirsty Fowler drove up the hill road in the old green Wolseley that was the second-last item she kept from her former life. Up on the brae where her rented cottage looked over the village (principal occupations: tourism, forestry, sport and rumour masquerading as news), the summer breeze was strong enough to clear away the midgies. She had no excuses left.


She stood by the car for a moment in the late afternoon sun, smelling the sharp resin of the pine trees around the cottage, and a faint peppery sweetness in the wind off the hills. For a moment she was walking up the High Street past the Heart of Midlothian, turning to the law courts with the smell of the breweries drifting up from Fountainbridge … She shook her head, walked quickly across the yard and pushed open the ill-fitting door.


Charlie lolloped through to greet her. She passed a hand over his shaggy but loyal head, then stooped to pick up the cards lying on the mat. Two of them. She checked the postmarks, then dropped the birthday cards unopened on the kitchen table. Deal with that later.


She went through to the bedroom and picked her copy of John Macnab from the shelf. She flicked through the pages, whistling a tune that seemed to have got stuck in her head. No luck. She put the book back next to the other Buchans. Another might-have-been.


She changed from working clothes into old cords and the faded Black Watch shirt while Charlie whined at the door. She glanced out at the pile of logs Hamish and Gerry had delivered off the back of a Forestry Commission pick-up, sighed and picked up the axe. She’d read somewhere that if you force yourself to smile, a smiley mood will follow. It was not entirely untrue. She opened the door and Charlie bounded into the yard, barking joyfully. She followed, determinedly singing, ‘It’s a ha-ha-happy day’ under her breath.


She selected a fat log, set it upright on the chopping block, steadied herself – the two whiskies with cool and distant Mr Maybe had left her light-headed. She swung the axe out wide, right hand up near the axe-head, looped it over her shoulder (‘Let the weight do the work,’ Lachie had told her, ‘just relax’). With a slight pause at the top of the swing, she drove the axe down, sliding her right hand into her left. The blade chonked clean through and split off a segment. The log toppled off the block. She bent over, set it up again, brought the axe up and out and down again.


Only steady concentration without hurry or expectation could do this job well. She’d learned that much living here. Only solid work and hard play could stop you thinking about the things you didn’t want to think about.


It’s a ha-ha-happy day. The blade swung, the sun shone yellow-white on the newly-split logs that would do her till winter if she stayed that long.


*  *  *

‘Come on down, space cadet!’


Neil came out of his dwam as Alasdair brushed by with another box of provisions, mostly bottles and cans. Already Murray had the bike out round the back of the cottage out of sight of the road, and was working away on it, silent and methodical.


Neil grinned to himself as his friend – the kind you’ve known so long you can’t remember why you are friends or even if you are – paused to push up the sleeves of his pullover. It was his reflex whenever he got down to things, a reassertion that he at least was a working man. And within minutes the sleeves would slip down his muscular forearms. Neil watched him and decided to see Murray’s life as the battle of the sleeve. He never really wins and he never gives up and he needs something to kick against.


Neil followed Alasdair into the kitchen and looked round at the piles of clothes and rod and ropes, packs and sleeping bags, telescopes and radios and climbing gear. For a moment he saw Helen shake her head then turn away to hide her smile, and then he couldn’t see her.


‘So when do we start, Al?’


Alasdair put a bottle of whisky on the table, then pulled a shotgun from a pack. He wiped the barrel on his sleeve then sighted along it. He passed it to Neil and grinned.


‘We just have, old sport. Call in the red dwarf.’


*  *  *

Kirsty paused and straightened her back, and rubbed her rising blister. This country-girl shit was ruining her hands. She’d be stiff tomorrow, but she wasn’t totally unfit, not at all.


After a certain age a girl had to look after herself. In nearly two years here she’d given up the fags and switched from urban gin to rural whisky. She’d learned how to do a lot of things well enough, from loading sheep on to a Land Rover to holding her own at drunken ceilidhs. She could be a passable local journalist. Under Lachie’s instruction she could now keep the wood-burning stove going all night, adapt her voice to the country and western that was the folk music of these parts, play competitive pool without being an embarrassment, and flick a reasonable cast. And in return she’d taught young Lachie a thing or two.


The shirt clung to her back. Tom’s shirt. The only thing she’d kept of him.


She unbuttoned the cuffs and folded them back up her arms. After all, a shirt is only a shirt. And she liked her sweating self. This sweat, at least, was honest.


She looked round the yard. The leaky cottage that was home for now, the village below, the Atholl where the action would be that night, the sun splintering through the trees. And the old green Wolseley, the love of her life along with Charlie.


The shirt was Tom’s, but the neat way she’d folded back the sleeves, that efficient final tuck, that was her father. Everything else was hers.


The sweat was cooling down her back and the sun was getting low. She freed the axe from the block and went back to work. After the first flush only stubbornness gets you through to the end, and she was very stubborn.


*  *  *

Murray put down fresh mugs of coffee on the table among the maps and took out one of his rare thin cigars.


‘See the ghillies on the hills as we drove in?’ The others nodded. ‘Thicker than cowpats in July.’


‘That woman in the bar told me they’ve taken on extra local laddoes.’ Neil leaned over the map with a pencil in his hand. ‘The Alt na Harrie, right?’


Murray nodded.


‘Mid Pool, halfway up the gorge.’ He pushed his sleeves up and frowned. ‘Got the bum’s rush frae there once, years back. Politics apart, I’ve a wee score tae settle.’


Alasdair’s knee was jumping as though receiving impulses the rest of him was deaf to, as he looked up from his notebook.


‘Sod the politics, matey. This is a ploy for the sake of it.’


Murray jabbed his forefinger at him.


‘This is about land access, land use and land ownership. The fuckin Criminal Justice – right?’


Neil sighed and broke in.


‘They’ve opened a book on John Macnab. They’re giving ten to one against us pulling off the first hit.’


Murray exhaled and nodded sombrely.


‘Sounds about right.’


‘Excellent!’ Neil and Murray looked at each other. ‘There’d be no point if it was easy,’ Alasdair continued. ‘But it’ll go, I tell you.’


‘Aye, aa the way tae the jail.’


Alasdair drew a line across his notebook.


‘Time for some scran – I’m cooking.’


Neil looked up from the waters of the Alt na Harrie and the hillside he’d recced two months back.


‘In that case, I’m off to the chippie.’


He got a quick grin from Murray before Alasdair picked up another can of lager and headed for the kitchen.


‘It’ll go, squaddies,’ he insisted. ‘We’ve three months’ planning behind us. We’re in place, we’re fit, between us we’ve got the skills.’ He paused at the door and put the can to his lips. ‘Train hard, fight easy.’


‘Montgomery?’ Neil inquired.


Alasdair shook his head.


‘SAS. Now let’s see if it’s true …’


Humming ‘Summer Holiday’ very badly, he began to rummage among the provisions.


*  *  *

It was dusk and getting cool when she split the last log. She whistled on Charlie and he came bounding through the trees, arfing through his straggly beard. She bent wearily and began stacking the logs inside the porch. She could’ve left them scattered in the yard but her father’s voice commanded her to see the job through, and whatever her feelings about that man, something in her obeyed.


She stacked the last log, opened the door then hesitated. She went back and picked up the axe she’d left lying on the ground. She hefted it in her raw hands, thinking of young Lachie and of the man who had commanded a regiment and still tried to command her, though there’d been no contact between them for two years. Who still demanded impossible standards.


She swung the axe out and up and over, bedded the blade deep in the chopping block. She pushed grimy hands through her damp hair, picked up an armful of logs and went in, kicking the door shut behind her.


*  *  *

Now in Pete’s place with the remains of Alasdair’s Bully Beef Surprise cleared away, Alasdair and Murray were arguing again while Neil sat back, trying to place that tune. It reminded him of rain, falling leaves, and a bridge somewhere.


Three months of frantic planning, arranging free time, acquiring gear, disagreeing over the Challenge letter Neil drafted and redrafted to include their different points of view, to get them this far. This was the first time they’d sat down together since the wet chalet holiday when three bored, restless, bickering friends first passed time with a fantasy of resurrecting a legendary poaching wager.


Neil looked into his cooling coffee. The fact is that though no one’s actually said it, now they’ve arrived with the van, Murray’s broken-down bike and the astonishing collection of equipment Alasdair rounded up, they feel stupid. Outside in the dusk are the real Cairngorms, not the ones on the map, not the ones they’ve been effortlessly mastering in their heads over the last months.


Real hills, real ghillies, real policemen. On the road to Aviemore they saw the extra activity everywhere, the signs barring access, the gamekeepers with walkie-talkies and the occasional shotgun, hard-looking blokes in Land Rovers with binocs, even a couple of police on motorbikes.


They don’t have plans, they have fantasies. There must be more to life than this. Once there had been.


Alasdair glanced across and saw Neil was gone again. He nudged Murray and the two of them started clearing the table.


Alasdair had been through this before. The early stages of a big Himalayan or Alpine trip. You turn up at the mountain and the mountain’s too big and your very cold feet are stuck to the ground.


Only one thing for it. He set up more coffee and a quick dram for the troops.


*  *  *

The important thing is not to stop. Otherwise you find yourself in a chair unable to get up. You might find yourself held down by a hundred little threads your life has spun.


So Kirsty made herself rise from the armchair where she’d slumped. Across the window she pinned up the blanket that served as a curtain. Moving easily in the near-dark she found the matches, turned the brass tap and lit the fragile mantle above the sink. It hesitated, flared yellow then bloomed to hissing magnolia.


She filled Charlie’s bowl and watched for a moment as he went to it like a wagging Hoover. She shivered, feeling the damp shirt cold on her back. She filled up the stove, spun open the vent, slid back the damper, heard the draught take.


She unscrewed the funnel from the oil lamp, put it on the table beside the two cards. She carefully filled the lamp then lit the wick and watched it flicker without direction or purpose. She clicked on the glass funnel. The flame rose and filled out the hanging mantle. It still seemed odd that anything so frail as a cotton mantle could glow so brightly and not be consumed.


Those cards. One was her sister’s writing, large and careful and painstaking with the dots above the i circled. Looking more closely at the envelope she saw that the circles were in fact heart-shaped. Oh my God, she thought. And the woman’s thirty-five, big house in Barnton, stuffed-shirt advocate husband Fergus doubtless having an affair. Emma and Jennifer at Mary Eskine’s. Sheila had done everything right and the funny thing was her father, their father, had no time for her. ‘Girl’s plain damn lazy,’ he’d say in that hoarse bark. ‘Spineless. No guts.’


She opened the card, read the few lines, took in the overt plea and the hidden one. She put the cheque under the clock. She’d decide later what to do with that.


Her mother’s card from London. Looping writing, exaggerated verticals and quivering, uncertain horizontals. Possibly sober, hard to say these days. Bent over the table, she felt the familiar tightness in her throat. She opened the card, thinking she should never have given them the address. Still, at least they’d kept their word and not given it to Dad or anyone else. Or maybe they had and he’d still not written.


Enough. She skimmed through the card, left the letter till later. It would be the usual lamentations, reproaches, if onlys and why nots; the bright resolutions, vague mention of her latest companion, a quick stab at her ex-husband, and towards the end a vodka-inspired blend of bright tomorrows and tragic yesterdays or sometimes the other way round.


She put the Jenners’ tokens under the clock, picked up the lamp and went through to bath and change for Saturday night at the Atholl and the Canoe Club dance.


*  *  *

As she dried, Kirsty checked herself out in the steamed-over mirror. Not a bad body, a bit on the full side but long and strong, and some people had liked it. On the whole, she liked it too. Breasts would drop in time but not yet, not yet. Silly old tart, she muttered to Charlie on the bed. His tail thumped, the perfect yes-man.


She wiped the mirror, pulled back her crinkly hair and looked closer. So this is what being thirty looks like. The country-girl bit didn’t do much for the complexion either. A few fine lines round the eyes, the first permanent crease at the corner of the mouth. Character lines, right? I don’t feel old, I just feel …


Might as well celebrate. Have a good time, give a good time. In his gawky way, Lachie was so appreciative. Funny how a man so good with his hands on machinery and sheep and fences, and so delicate with a rod, could be that awkward and unsure in bed. It was touching, she found. Bonnie …


Then she had it. ‘Annie Laurie’! Not the tune itself, but the title. And then she knew where she’d seen the name McGillivray before.


She knelt on the bed and reached for the book next to John Macnab.


Yes. Yes, yes, yes!


Ah Charlie, she was wasting sweet pearls on the desert swine as she began to dress and make up and twist up her hair to become the person she needed to be for the night ahead.


*  *  *

Alasdair drained his dram and looked at his troops. Time to get them moving before morale slumped further.


He got to his feet. Murray would be dropped off at his anonymous B & B, then Neil at the edge of town to walk back to his hotel. They’d rendezvous for a summit conference later tonight.


Where? Neil’s room at the hotel. There was some sort of dance on, so no one would notice them. Up the back stairs – they shouldn’t be seen together in case someone had done their homework and guessed they must be three. Twenty-one hundred hours – A-OK, chaps?


Hit the road before it runs away.
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Kirsty went bumpity-bump down the old dirt road on her bike, free-wheeling towards the lights in the strath below. Her lamp juddered off into the trees, hit white sparks on a weasel’s eyes, made deep shadows that exaggerated the dangers of the road ahead. Trying to hold down her skirt with one hand while steering with the other, then realizing that was silly, no one was watching and who cares anyway? Both hands on the bars now, she let go her brakes.


She sang ‘Some Enchanted Evening’ as she bounced downhill. Cool summer night on her face and about her the mirk of the spruce plantation that spread like a prickly rash up the hillside. She was fizzing inside, a bottle of champagne shaken to the point where she had to burst over someone.


Shonagh. She ought to get a second opinion. She could be wrong. It could be just a tiny coincidence. She wrestled the bike down the track, twisting and turning, bumping in and out of the ruts, just in control. Sure, tiny as my backside.


She turned on to the main road with just a glance, came flying into town under the lights, still singing like a linty. Someone whistled. She glanced, gave him the fingers, then saw it was Jamie the Post and changed it to a wave. Friends were allowed to whistle.


‘Hey, Jim boy!’


‘You got the twa cards for your friend?’


‘Uh … yes!’


‘Strip a willow wi me later?’


‘In my dreams!’


She pulled down her skirt and biked on, swung hard left into the car park behind the Atholl, braked and pulled off a skid-turn stop she hadn’t tried since she was twelve and broke her nose showing off once too often.


She glanced at the blue Ford Escort as she went in. Wonder where you are, Mr McGillivray. She stood for a moment in the dim lobby. The noise from the big bar was deafening already. Through the half-open door past Reception she saw Shonagh hurrying along the bar, shouting and pointing, taking orders. No point trying to talk to her now.


She stood for a moment, undecided. In front of her was the board where the room keys hung. She opened the register. Number twelve. The key was on its hook. Well, of course it was. McGillivray who had other things on his mind, Mr Maybe who had stared levelly back at her then gone his way, he was out with his wee friends somewhere.


She glanced through to the bar, then leaned over the counter and lifted the key from its hook. Right then she crossed a line. And once across it, like ducking under a fence into private property, everything felt different and alive. New dangers, new delights. Yes!


She patted Mr MacPherson for luck and hurried up the stairs.


*  *  *

Neil walked towards the Atholl through the end of the gloaming. The hills were black humps against a paler sky and the night air was blowing hills and heather and adventure down into the valley. Somewhere up there was the debatable high ground where landowner and poacher were born to confront each other.


Damned copywriter’s rhetoric! Who cares. It felt right and lifted him up. He didn’t believe they’d pull off even the first hit, but right now he didn’t care. He’d been becalmed, stuck, for a long time. Ever since Helen. Now he felt like a wind-filled sail.


He nipped a rose hanging over a garden wall by the police station. Petals colourless now but cool and silk-soft on his fingers. He stuck it in the buttonhole of his jacket and daundered on. All he had to do was find a way of growing up without giving in.


*  *  *

Kirsty checked the flyleaf of the Munro book. Not McGillivray. She glanced out of the window then went straight to the wardrobe. She put aside the little heavy box of ammunition and took out the rod case. Standing at the window, she slid out the big rifle, squeezed the canvas and felt the telescopic sights.


She raised the rifle to her shoulder and felt wonderful.


*  *  *

Neil crossed the car park and went into the hotel. As he entered the lobby he saw the back of someone hurrying through to the bar where all the racket was.


‘Hang in there, Archie,’ he said, then lifted his warm key from the hook and went up the stairs still humming.


*  *  *

The Atholl bar was bright and crowded and smoky as she pushed in. The few tourists were still in the dining room, everyone else she knew, and most she liked. Hi to Hamish and Gerry and the lads from the Forestry Commission. She waved to the boys in the Smoked Oyster Band. Maybe a song later, Kirsty?


She just smiled, nodded, not wanting to seem too keen. Big hello from Lisa and Janet up from Newcastle for the Nature Conservancy with the ghillies round them already. The young doctor grinned, his fiancée didn’t. Don’t believe everything you hear round here, girl.


She came up behind Lachlan and pulled on his ponytail. He started, grinned, put his arm round her shoulders as she got her order in with Shonagh. Wide bright brown eyes, not unlike Charlie’s, grinning away and woofing in her ear.


‘Not needed in Deeside tonight, Lachlan?’


He ducked his head, not sure how much she knew or cared. Nor was she. His foxes’ teeth dangled white against his tanned neck.


‘You know how it is, Kirsty.’


‘Certainly do, Lachie. Certainly do.’ She winked at Shonagh. ‘Make that a double.’


‘Special occasion, a graidh?’


‘Aren’t they all, m’eudail?’ she replied, poorly mimicking the Lewis lilt ‘Yes, we might be in for an interesting time tonight.’


Lachie nudged her.


‘Aye, I’ve brought my toothbrush.’


She put her hand on his arm.


‘Steady, boy. We’ll see which way the wind blows. You know how it is.’


Lachie looked at her plaintively.


‘But there’s nae wind tonight.’


Kirsty grinned and picked up her drinks.


‘Then we’ll just have to whistle for one.’ She pursed her lips and made a piercing whistle above the hubbub. ‘Hey, Gerry!’


Gerry looked up from a sweater as hairy as his beard and waved her over. She nodded and set off through the crowd towards his group. Shonagh watched her go then bent over the bar.


‘Looks like you’re paying for this one, Lachlan. Wouldn’t you be better off with that reliable lassie in Deeside?’


Lachlan reached for his wallet.


‘Reliable aye makes me think of washing machines.’


*  *  *

The beer was cold and metallic but the whisky in her other hand was warm, and she felt the flow in her head and the flow going round the room and she was warming to a good time. No need to think of other birthdays, other times, of Tom and the high jinks they’d had before he lost it. Not after her little trip upstairs. If she’d felt like champagne before, this was the raw buzz of cocaine, like in the old days before she stepped up to the mike to do her number.


Another drink, her round. The band opened as always with a bluegrass version of ‘Walking the Dog’, and as she nodded her head at the bar she was ready to take her life anywhere, no matter how unlikely the harmonies.


*  *  *

Upstairs in room twelve Alasdair spread out the Mavor map on the bed. They’d agreed to start with Mavor because it seemed the most possible of the three hits. At least catching a salmon was soundless. But poaching against local wide-boys? They had to come up with some angle, something to give them an edge.


‘Climbing,’ Alasdair said. ‘That’s our secret weapon. You talked about that pool halfway up the falls – show me where it is.’


Murray ran his pencil up the blue line, stopped and circled.


‘Right here. Mid Pool. Long time back there used to be some kind of ladder. Dinni think anyone goes there now, it’s too difficult.’


‘Perfect. See these crags bordering the river? We go up the falls by night. I’ll climb the side walls, and you jumar on after me.’


‘How do we get into the estate in the first place?’ Neil asked. ‘We don’t even know that they’ve assumed the Mid Pool is impossible. And what if they’re watching it from above?’


‘It’s overhung from above. I did a quick recce of the whole river when I was guiding near Shelter Stone last month. From above, I reckon all you can see is trees and a wee stretch of water. Look …’


They opened their cans of beer and bent over the map. The noise from below came bouncing up through the floor. It sounded like a good time.


‘Could do without yon racket,’ Neil muttered.


Murray pushed up his sleeves and laughed.


‘Mind the time at that ceilidh in Ullapool? Christ, you and Helen were loupin like—’


‘I mind it.’


A missed beat, then their heads converged over the map again.


*  *  *

Kirsty spun and birled, set and changed partners, whooped and birled again.


She would bop till she dropped, even to the Smoked Oyster Band’s bluegrass version of ‘Honky Tonk Woman’. She would bawl herself hoarse to ‘Your Cheating Heart’. She would smooch happily in the head gamie’s huge arms while the band gave their country-soul all to ‘The Green Green Grass of Home’.


And why not? She would only come this way once, and she was still nearly young. And something had fallen her way, something too full of possibilities to even think about right now.


And later, when the dance was over and the doors locked and only one light left on in the Atholl bar, she would get up on the little stage and do her party piece, ‘A Gal You Don’t Meet Every Day’. And much later, when Shonagh murmured in the corner into the lovably neat ear of someone she believed was going to last beyond tonight, and the hardcore slumped by overflowing ashtrays, Kirsty went up again, and with a nod to Jimmy on the accordion, very quietly and with a catch in her voice that could have been from drink and other people’s cigarettes she whisper-sang, looking at nobody there, ‘I Can’t Give You Anything But Love’, and when she’d finished she left the room hushed for a while.


*  *  *

‘Sounds like they’re reaching the sentimental stage downstairs.’


Murray nodded, crushed his can and lobbed it into the wastepaper basket.


‘And we’re going round in circles. There’s tae many unknowns here.’


‘Have another beer, chum.’


They sat back and opened a can each and were silent for a moment. Neil glanced at Alasdair.


‘So, Jane get back from Cham this morning?’


Alasdair studied the far corner of the room.


‘No.’


Murray giggled and wiped foam from his beard.


‘Tae busy partying wi Jean-Pierre, pal.’


Alasdair glowered at him suspiciously.


‘How did you know he’s called Jean-Pierre?’


‘I dinni.’


Neil looked down to hide a smile as Alasdair scowled. Murray took another deep swallow.


‘Aye, it’s a problem carrying out a military exercise when you canni even keep track of yer wife.’


‘And you could get a fat lip, Trotsky!’


‘Not frae you, squaddie.’


‘Hey!’ Neil spread his arms. ‘John Macnab, right?’


*  *  *

Lachie’s arm round her waist outside the door.


‘Can I come hame wi you the night? Please, eh?’


‘Another night. I’m needing my bed.’ His mouth opened.


‘Alone,’ she added firmly.


Downcast, his hair flopping forward, he really did look like Charlie.


‘Och, Kirsty, I’ll no stay. I just …’


She stood back from him, staggering slightly. The last couple pushed between them with a glance and a joke, heading back to their warm shared bed. The night was mild and still. She could hear the river at the back of the town. She hesitated. He really did look miserable.


‘I know, Lachie. I know.’ She put her hand to his chest, holding him back. ‘But not tonight, right?’ He looked down and hunched his hands in his pockets and she felt rotten. ‘Look, you really would be better off with that girl in Deeside.’


He stepped back and stared at her.


‘What are you doing here, Kirsty? Eh? What for are you here?’


And he kept staring, swaying slightly forward and back, then threw off her hand and walked away.


She shook her head and tried to remember where she’d left her bike.


‘All right, m’eudail?’


‘No. I’m a silly old tart and I hurt nice people.’


Shonagh put an arm round her. For a moment Kirsty let go and leaned into it.


‘Shonagh, what am I doing here?’


‘Scraping a living like the rest of us. And having fun with the lads and being a silly young tart.’


Kirsty laughed and snivelled and dried her eyes on her sleeve. She sat on the nearest wall. Shonagh sat beside her and put an arm through hers. Where Kirsty came from women didn’t do that. Pity. It felt good.


‘Kirsty?’


‘Mm?’


‘What are you doing here?’


The river was clear and loud, carrying everything away.


‘Three months,’ she said. ‘I’ll give it another three months. If I still can’t answer your question, then I shouldn’t be here.’


‘Don’t run off. Stay. Settle.’


‘What, with Lachlan? You must be kidding.’


Shonagh stood up suddenly.


‘Come on, I’m freezing my arse off here. I’m meeting someone.’


‘Looked more like merging to me. You’ll have her ear off.’


‘Cheeky besom. Will you stay at my place or cycle back?’


‘I’ll ride back. Things to think about.’


Together they found her bike round the back. They said goodnight. Kirsty switched on her lights, pulled her coat round her knees. Shonagh put her hand on the handlebars.


‘Lachie’s my cousin,’ she said. Her voice was not entirely friendly. ‘It’s all very liberated having fun, and some of the lads need a bit of shaking up, but I’ll ask you to have a mind of him.’
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