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Epigraph













As I was walkin all alone


I heard twa corbies makin a mane


The ane unto the ither said


Whaur sall we gang and dine the day?







Oh in ahint yon auld fail dyke


I wot there lies a new-slain knight


And naebody kens that he lies there


But his hawk, his hound, and his lady fair







His hawk is to the hunting gane


His hound tae fetch the wild fowl hame


His lady’s taen another mate


So we can mak oor dinner sweet







O you’ll sit on his white hausebane


And I’ll pike out his bonnie blue een


Wi ain lock of his gowden hair


We’ll theek oor nest when it grows bare







Though many a one for him maks mane


Yet nane shall ken whaur he is gane


Oer his white banes when they are bare


The wind shall blaw for evermair
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The story waits in painted plates that years and many hands have scoured till nothing is for sure. This bright speck off-centre could be the flash of a coin or a blade. That greenish patch below might be bracken or a discarded cloak. The hurrying figure could be a tall woman or a long-haired man, so worn is the outline. And this one at the centre, head back, mouth open, limbs askew, may be falling or reaching for love.





Take the only comfortable chair and one by one pick up the plates. Stare into them as though they were windows out of a place where you have come to stay for as long as it takes. (This is a kitchen, cool and bare. The windows have small panes that leak wind and the creak of crows in the trees outside. This cottage looks over a tumble of pale wintered fields that fall away to the Border, and it has been empty for years, until now.)


Think of the Willow Pattern plates that gripped you as a child. You were fascinated how stages of the story were painted alongside each other – the lovers, secret trysts, discovery, the elopement, pursuit, death, the dead returning as birds of the air – as though they were really all one time. As though in the lovers’ first meeting their death was already standing at their side on the bridge with a whip, and the white doves are rising even as she first turns her dark head his way.


So it is here. You start to realise the many figures are just the same few recurring, and these multiple scenes are often the same event recast. The novel element is that these plates, helpfully numbered on the back from 1 to 8, are not all the same but form a series, and their worn, uncertain pictures yield a story in a darker and more northern light. They are called Corbie Plates and their setting is the badlands, the ballad lands, those debatable Borderlands where two countries join and separate in some rough and pungent mating.


It’s a very old story that has come down to you.


This first plate is so worn only the essentials are beyond doubt. You sit at the table in a dwam of pale March sunlight, looking first at the plate then out the window as if to compare the views. A metallic taste rises in your mouth as it often does these days. Perhaps you are being poisoned by mercury fillings. Then something quivers up your legs, arcs through your groin – it’s like coming suddenly to the edge of a great drop, and you sway between wanting to move back and stepping forward to get it over with.


But the truth is you have nowhere to move back to, and that is what brings you here. So tilt the plate to the light.


The faded blue-grey is sky, the brown below is moorland. Beneath that is green, a patchwork of fields sloping down towards a silver brushstroke river that must mark the Border. (Impossible as yet to say which side of the Border we are on, or whether it matters.)


Look closer now and find a crumbling wall of turf or stone. Behind that dyke there’s a faint grey road curling round the shoulder of the hill like smoke from an old man’s pipe, and this tiny smudge – scrape it with your nail, it does not come off, it isn’t someone’s food – is something on the road.


It is a young man travelling. On horseback or foot or wheels, there is always a young man travelling. Usually he sings to keep his spirits up as he moves towards his unknown but certain destination.


Peer more closely now. That darker green below the dyke, half-hidden among the skeletal bracken, is surely a cape, and there’s the hunch of a shoulder and legs folded up to the chin. There is someone behind the wall, and it’s not a new-slain knight. It is a woman, waiting. (There is always a woman waiting.)


Now look out through the window at the old wall and the dirt track that runs by it. The road is empty, but if you went outside and waited, certainly someone would come.




These plates are very old, passed on from generation to generation and finally to you, but their story is ever present as the air. Already you suspect it will touch you as if it were your own. And you are  needing to be touched, aren’t you, or you wouldn’t be here.


All day the cack of crows and the yearning wind have been at you, gusts tugging at dark hidden roots. Watch and listen now till you begin to go behind the wind, and the light hawk hangs steady in the violent air.





She has been so long behind the wall, the corbies no longer protest. It’s chill and the wind is strong here, high up the dale. It blows dark hair across her eyes but she doesn’t blink as she hugs the cloak around her and stares out over the rough pastures that fall away down to the Border. There’s no sign to mark it, only the river and a grey haze around the trees, but it’s there just the same. On either side the long bare shaven ridges horse down in a pincer movement and head off the glen in a choked valley, a narrow bridge, a frail road skewing east towards the village and a wider world.


She’s not looking at anything visible. The corbies skirl above her as she shelters behind the old dyke whose grey-green lichen blends with her rough woollen cape, and her face is hard and pale as the trunks of the beech trees that soar above the darkness of the cleft away to her left. A fine spray from the hidden waterfall has webbed around her hair.


She is so still she could have been there for centuries.


The crows cack louder, their wingtips clap the air like worn black-leather gloves. Her head tilts slightly, long white fingers stroke a heavy clasp that holds the cloak about her shoulders. She twists to stare along the old drove road. A puff of dust, a flash of light on glass. A faint rumbling like a stone running round and round a bowl, and somewhere along the rim there is faint music.


She bows her head, her fist tightens on the metal clasp, and it begins.




*







Tilt this first plate better to the light and find more guessed-at detail. Down in the bottom left, what looks like the same green figure is emerging from a mist that hangs over the river. She – if it is a she, and you prefer it to be – has something on her back, and a pale shimmer  going before her, perhaps a companion now worn away completely.


This is her arrival. For that’s how these plates work: events apart in time are held alongside each other in one frame. (These bare yet oddly secretive hills, with their steep dales, narrow passes, towers and ruins and grassy mounds, vanished forests and forts, if they had memory, everything in it would be simultaneous.) These arrangements say whatever has happened, happens always. It is for you to settle on an order and live it.


Shift in your chair then look again and see what you hadn’t seen before: a short brown smudge by the edge of a patch of trees. A witness. A watcher. He’s on nearly every plate, at the edge of things, near where the lovers meet in secret or hard by the dizzying waterfall or the great stepped drop where someone falls. The voyeur, he has a part in this. At the very least he is eyes and a voice.


Be still Listen behind the wind. His voice comes through, light and throaty.





I kenned it a man, even without binocs, the first time. Something about the sure gait of yon distant figure walking out of the haar that hangs by the river, swinging a leg over the first stile then louping down and pressing on without pause. Something in the bold, braisant way the head swivelled left then right as though checking everything was where it should be, then jinked surely across the bog and up the brae as though he owned the dale itself.


He veered closer to the trees and the dark hidden waters that split these long braes and riggs. This was no tourie out for a daunder. Nor a loon from the village – I knew the walk of every one of them, poacher, loner, or spunkie lad.


I eased back into the shaw of birch behind Ballantyne’s Farm. There was no cause to hide nor watch, yet I did so. I was puzzling where the mannie had come from. There’d been no one on the river bank when I’d scanned it minutes afore, just the road into the village and not a car on it at that time of evening. Then a drifting mist closed over the water like a fist, and when it opened again the walker was there. At first I thought there was another went ahead of him, smaller and a woman forby, then the wind blew and there was but one moving strongly up the brae. It was as if he’d just walked out of the river or snouted like a mole up out of the land itself.


I lit a wee cheroot and tasted again the rightful bitterness. My mind, such as it is, was working fine yet just in behind the low ribs, I felt now as at all times, like a cancer in reverse, some dwindling inside.




*





The stravaiger moved on steady through the chill gloaming of what passes for early spring round here, following the trees up by the dark heuch, past the byres of Crawhill Farm, and pressed on for the cottage at the top of the lands. But Elliot had cleared and locked up the place once Patrick Johnstone left with the bairn after the trial, never sold or rented it. Once or twice a year he’d send me or Annie to paint the window frames, repair the roof, generally redd up inside, but no more than that. Daft, I told him often enough, get rid of it, man. And he’d look at me with eyes black and empty as the windows of that abandoned house, till I learned some thoughts like some loves are better left unspoken.


Now I let smoke slip like a wraith from my lips and lifted the glasses. My walker bent forwards, as if slightly humpie-backed or under a burden, stepped up on the stile and stood tall there a moment.


Then two things became clear. He was a she. For a moment I thought maybe a long-haired young man, one of the new travellers maybe, but no. Tall, upright and bold like a man, but solid in the hips as if the world spun round her hurdies – that and the other usual female appurtenances. She wore breeks, boots, some kind of moorit-coloured material round her shoulders. And as she jumped down the far side of the stile, I saw she was carrying a sack, a bag, something heavy slung over her shoulder that weighed her down.


I palmed my cheroot and began to shadow her up the brae.


I am not Sim Elliot’s man, though I defend him against the blether and clash of this valley. I am not his spy, though it’s understood I keep an eye on every coming and going around the estate. Nor his protector, though whiles I carry the gun to affricht craws and vermin. Whatever they say in these parts, I am not his shadow nor his confidant. Though I do the accounts for what’s left of the estate, and ken something of certain payments which never appear on those accounts, I could not say we are close.


I wouldn’t want to be close to a man to whom I am so bound. Who is so bound to me he flinches if our eyes meet. And if Elliot gives me the house and the pay that allows me my passions and still puts food in the mouths of me and Annie and the bairns, it is not for my silence. That has been long secured.


After my bairns were born I had a greit to myself in the hospital car park because I knew then even they weren’t going to put me right. A nurse passed me my first cigarette. On ye go, Tat, she said, and I accepted, needing then as now some sort of friend touching my lips. But Annie and me are a good team, she does her job at the big house as I do mine on the estate, and she never speirs about what went before. Far as she’s concerned, it’s just an old scandal, a bit local clack best laid aside with the dead. But ever since then I’ve kept sooking smoke from time to time. When all else fails, there’s aye habit.


So I shadowed this woman out of habit, and a bit curiosity. I couldn’t jalouse where she might be headed as she louped another fence and picked up her burden again. I followed her because I was in no hurry for hame, and late air helps me sleep nights.


I used what cover there was among the hillocks, scrags and burns, just as I had twenty years before as a young laddie burning to find out what men and women did when they met secretly. Were it not for my curiosity I would sleep well of nights, far from here.


She never looked back till she came at last to the dyke that borders the moor and the old road. Then she put down her satchel and took a long look back down where she’d come from. I didn’t hunker down, for she was the one on the skyline, not me. I just kept still, and have no reason, then or now, to think she saw me. Yet that long stare made me shake and grue. A man’s look, I would have said, quite unlike Annie’s sharp sideways keeks in my direction when she thinks I am about to ‘go strange’ as she cries it. Strange it might be to her, but it’s the only honest thing I do though I have to go to the city for it.


She sclimmed the dyke and crouched on top, agin the skyline. The colour had drained from the sky and mirk was seeping from the ground. The corbies were silent now, only wind twitched and reishled through the long grasses of the windlestrae as her shawl blew up and hung a moment like a dark wing over her head.


She jumped down and disappeared.


I followed, shaking the shiver from me. Because for a bit moment, most like water raised in my eye by the snell wind, again I’d seemed to see another, a smaller, light-footed woman standing just ahead of her, but that was impossible and the lass long dead.


This one walked strong through the failing light, puffs of dust biffing from under her boots, along the old drove road where for hundreds of years men, women and beasts have passed. You’d not have to be fanciful to see them still, the sheep and kye heading for the market towns, goods coming north on the hobbie ponies and on the backs of the dusty-feet, the peddlers, tinkers and Romanies. Vanished tribes, the silenced Picts and the lost legion, all strode down that road. And the reivers, the armed men moving even as she did, fleet and silent, to do fell business on either side of the Border, seeking cattle or bloody revenge. And the lovers hastening from forbidden trysts.


I could see them all as I followed her through that gloaming, close enough to wonder at the muffled clink from the load over her shoulder.


It was near dark as she passed the last of Ballantyne’s byres. I thought perhaps she’d doss down there, for surely to God she had to lay her head somewhere. Could be she had a tent and a man waiting for her up on the moor, that would be it. But she pressed on towards the Liddie gorge and the woods. A low dark rectangle against the last of the light. The roof of Crawhill Cottage. No lights there, of course, there hadn’t been in over twenty year.


She stopped hard by the door. I ducked down ahint the dyke and heard the faint clink again. Her muttering to hersel. A creak, a tinker’s curse. I didn’t have to keek over the dyke to know what she was about. Well the lassie could struggle with that padlock half the night – the key was on the board at Elliot’s and though the door was old as everything at Crawhill, it was secure enough.


A rattle then a different kind of creak, a long groan. I was hunkered down with my mouth open like a simple. I’d changed that padlock a month back at Elliot’s word – he’d been getting right timorsome of late, in a way I’d not seen of him before. Another creak then thud as she put the door to.


My heart was beating the retreat on its side-drum as I looked over the dyke. The light of a candle – no, a mantle lamp – bloomed in the side window of what used to be the kitchen all those years back, when Jinny Lauder waited by it for that wee tap at the glass, and her man Patrick away at the tree-planting, and her secret hurrying across the wooden brig over the falls. I minded it as I minded the laddie who crouched where I did now, his heart shoogling like a pheasant gripped in the hand.


I’m not a fanciful man and have no truck with superstition. Though I ken something of the bogles that lurk in the mind, they have no life outside it. She was only a lassie come from nowhere to bide a night in an empty cottage. Nothing to be affrichtit by, and she had no business there. I raised one leg high on the dyke.


She was singing, I could hear it faint but clear, the tune and the half-murmured words. Perhaps that stopped me. Or the notion that her and me, alone inside that place at night, it wouldn’t be wise. It could be taken wrong. And maybe Elliot had given her permission and the key, and didn’t think to mention it to me. No point making a right fool of myself till I’d checked the facts.


I lit again my short bitter smoke then hurried down the braes for home and Annie, John and Laura. All good reasons for turning away from that door. But the strongest and worst reason, the one that clutched in my gut like a man going down, was the song the unknown woman crooned. I never wanted to hear a woman’s voice sing Barbara Allan again, and for sure never there, not in that place where I’d crouched below the sill, a tremmlin loon of fourteen, and heard Jinny sing it as she waited for Sim Elliot coming one more time across the wet and narrow bridge that spans the torrent of Lid-dieburn, twenty-plus years syne.




*







You are intrigued, uneasy. Perhaps you have other things to do, and this story is not quite what you expected.


Yet it insists as would a lover. Let the watcher and the woman’s arrival fade. Look back again to where she crouches still behind the dyke in the morning light. She is alert to something happening on the old drove road. It is what she, and you, have been waiting for – the young man in ignorance, singing as he travels on. In the silence behind the wind, it’s not hard to hear him yet.


The wind is strong from the west, and the sound of his father’s Land-Rover and then his voice arrive long before he does. She stays hunkered down behind the dyke. Where have you been my blue-eyed boy, where hae ye been, my darling son? His voice is bold enough but uncertain in tune and accent. She almost smiles to hear it.


The story runs a cool hand down your neck and turns your head till you hear tyres crunch, brakes squeak, a dog bark. Then the clunk of the door closing, his boots scuffing the dirt, and somewhere a stone slows inside a bowl and rattles to the bottom.





David Elliot stopped up short of the cottage, not sure why. He swung the keys from their stone disc as Hawk flowed past him and peed up against the wall. The dyke. He’d never wanted to call this dale home, but still the words came back when he did.


He stood in thin sunshine, not knowing what had brought him here. Through the trees past the cottage was the waterfall, the ravine of the Liddie Burn, the wooden bridge if it hadn’t fallen yet, and the short-cut path back to his father’s house. Up on the moor were the lochans he’d come to fish, he should be on his way there, needing to pass time till the water-glint brought peace for a while.


He looked down to Ballantyne’s Farm, the Tattersall house below it, and the long falling-off to the river, the Border and the hills rising beyond. Then at the cottage. Not a pretty one, something secretive in the bland way it hunched back into the brae, the dark line of its low roof. It was empty, of course it was, no smoke or washing line, the garden gone back to long grass and bushes though the cottage itself seemed in good enough condition.


He hesitated. What was to be gained by poking round such places? This was where the dead woman had lived. Let it be, Davy. The dead are too many to take on. But this was his father’s estate, what little of it remained after the settlement, and he could sniff around it if he wanted. His father never mentioned the place, the talk swerved round it. He knew without asking Elliot wouldn’t want him to come here.


So he called on his dog and began to walk carefully towards the cottage. The name came to him: Crawhill. He took in the raised mound behind of the original building, the tall pale twisted beech trees rising over the ravine – heuch, that was the word – the old privy out the back. He walked so slow now he’d almost stopped, feeling the cold sweep over his palms as the dog circled round him.


He checked back the way he’d come, another look down the dale, then up on the moor. No one watching. Of course there wasn’t.


He shook hair from his eyes and let the wind at his back push him on. A volley of rooks exploded through the trees as he put his hand to the little rotten gate and stared at the empty windows either side of the door.


He did not much like such windows. Without curtains they minded him of his mother’s eyes, open and empty as her last glass on the table by her bed. The furry ridges of her eyelids under his thumbs as he closed them. One would think the dead would close their own eyes, like switching off the lights when you leave the house, but we must do it for them. Someone will do it for me some day, he thought. I hope they will be kind, as I hope my Redeemer liveth.


He crouched down at the gate, gripping the dog by the collar, reassured by the rough silky warmth on his wrist, its unquestioning affection. No smoke from the chimney, but in the side window was a paint-streaked jar, and pale flowers, daffs most like, leant against the rim. They looked fresh, and the cold sun gleamed on a new padlock lying in the grass by the door.


He could just walk away. When he’d shaken off the big house that morning, his father’s white face smeared to the window, Annie Tat gesturing him to stay, he’d wanted only silence and clean air, to fish a lochan in the hills till he could face going back. Company he did not need, nor mystery.


Then the privy’s corrugated roof creaked and lifted, dropped with a little thud and squealed again, and he had it. Years and years ago, when he was wee, before the deaths and changes: a summer picnic, or just a casual visit, he cannot say. The garden well kept with raspberry canes taller than himself, dreels of tatties, roses, some plants like green limbs sticking from the ground, his father …


Maybe this long overgrown memory is what’s brought him here, if here was where it happened. He cannot say. But as the roof bangs again he glimpses a woman smaller and slimmer than his mother, a long fringed skirt, laughing down to him from long ringleted hair against the sun. He likes her but feels they shouldn’t be here. He senses a wee girl, a toddler, gurgling somewhere off to the right, but maybe he’s made that up. He sees his father’s eyes spark as he lights a long cigarette, bends backwards and exhales with a great phew into the sky. And that’s all and it’s over. Only a background sense of high trees, some corrugated roofing like on the privy here, and a sound of wind, crows and waterfall, suggest it might have been here.


Let it go, Davy. Walk away. You want nothing of this. Everything you want is in the peaceful flatlands and soft woods of Southern England, in the woman who even now is decorating the house you will both soon live in.


He looked back at the dead windows, the fresh flowers leaning in their jar. Jo would come soon. They’d do the formalities with Dad as she’d insisted. Make peace of a sort though there was disgust still there, then leave and drive back south to the life that waited for them. Make a marriage, make children, make a life. No more greed and vacillating. No more walking with darkness like it was the only way to be true.


A red-haired woman with the sun behind her, a toddler gurgling. Not his business. His father exhaling at the sky, glowing with guilty energy, huge with his secret.


Just one quick look round. See where she lived, where it happened, then let the dying bury the dead. There is nothing to fear here. Actions based on fear are invariably stupid.


So he reached over the gate for the rusty latch. Then as his hand came down, another hand brushed quickly over his, long and white-fingered as it flipped the gate open.


Don’t be shy, come on by!


He birled round like a late falling leaf and she was standing close, her outline dark against the light that burned like new-forged steel over the Border.




*







The coffee’s cold but it’s too soon to take a break when you’ve only just begun. Instead let your eyes slide back to the watcher at the edge of the scene. Find his voice behind the wind that oozes by the window frame. Soon he’ll have a name and then you may come to know his part in this.





Like cloud-shadow over the glimmerin lochans that lie like blades among the muir, my heart grew dark when I saw the Land-Rover stop by the cottage. It had to be the laddie, for Sim Elliot hadn’t come this way for years. My elbows shook on my bedroom sill and jiggled my binoculars as the woman rose from behind the dyke.


She closed on him by the gate. Leave. Leave, you fool! He seemed to hesitate as though he heard me, then his head dipped and her arms waved like she was casting nets, and he stood back, then she moved closer, and all the while the dog ran circles round them.


When he bent and dragged the hound to the Land-Rover then came back to her, I put my passion carefully aside on the work-bench, sheathed the tiny blades in rubber, then bent to lace my boots. Not my business, you might say, and I’d agree. But it’s my nature or fate not to mind my own business, and on account of that for many years Sir Simon Elliot’s business has been my own, and so his son’s is too.


I left a bit note for Annie in case she got back early from the big house, then I was out the door heading up the brae at a lick.







As he stands at the gate, the road winds away over the young man’s shoulder. It kinks round the side of the hill, reappears lower down the painted plate, and you can follow it as it twists past other scenes. In it are the roads that have brought him here. Follow back down them – you have seen her arrival, now it’s time to trace his. And you have time, for this moment of meeting will still be here when you get back. After all, nothing here can start without you.


Now look until you see and hear him well.





I watched once a time-lapse film of a small farming village being flooded for a reservoir. The dammed stream rose, thickened, broadened, then the fields flipped from dark to silver. The wind blew and what had been solid went choppy with small waves. Then the road into the valley went under. Next the dykes of the fields disappeared one by one, the lowest first, as though someone was levelling a rule over the valley floor. The people had left their doors open, the water went in and vanished, then began to pour out the windows. Then the windows were gone, debris floated on the water – old cushions, a chair, biscuit tins and newspapers – and then all that was left were three roofs. Then one roof, then its ridge like a dark log, then the waters closed over and it too was gone and the whole valley was water, bonnie enough in the sunlight but empty, empty.


It came back to me the long day I sat watching my mother die. As she talked and haivered I felt the waters rising in her brain. The fields of her memory disappeared one by one, boundaries and divisions crumbled as she talked and slept then woke and talked more, and all the while the waters kept rising.


I prayed, of course, and knew my companions in Faith prayed too, but the waters were strong and her liver and kidneys long gone, and by the last afternoon I was praying for something other than her survival. The rank smell must have been because her organs had packed up, and the only way out was through her sweat.


So when she woke again and asked for drink, I put one in her hand and held her hand to tilt the glass to her lips and she almost smiled and I almost ceased to drown inside. Then all that was left was the last citadel, the roof and chimneys, the core memory she could never let alone.


Those images will not let me be. Her skin by the end was yellow, her body and brain and spirit made thick and coarse by two decades of cigarettes and alcohol, bitterness and querulous lust. She haivered on and on about my father and the woman who died. She called it Justice, then she called it Murder, and challenged me to read the newspaper reports of that time, but I won’t because the truth is not there. The truth is in our hearts or nowhere.


Make him pay, she whispered. I stared at the far wall and saw it was not smooth at all. I tried to tell her about forgiveness, the Mercy, the anger that is broken glass in our heart. She muttered some blasphemies. Her eyes were grey but red round the edges, like a sunrise through Borders mist. Her grip slackened on the glass. She dribbled from the left corner of her mouth. For her he’ll pay, she said, and smiled, and let go. Her smile uncreased slowly like a wave smoothing out, and she was away.


These images will not leave me be, and the reservoir is filled up to my throat, even to my mouth so I must stand a little taller before I dare speak with friends. When I proposed to Jo after the funeral and she accepted, water came from my eyes. Now I can see the way ahead and know it is good. I see the future smooth and shining.


And yet as I drove north through the flatlands, and then through the industries, all I could see was the flood that will cover it all. And the roads merged and grew wider and spread over the plains through the March rain. Turn-offs came up and receded, the cars flooded round the cities and gushed into their canyons, but I drove on, feeling yet the boundaries, the fields and houses, hopes and harvests drowned within me.


I would pray but while driving it’s inadvisable, like using a mobile phone. The radio poured static so I switched it off and I crouched forward peering through the segment of visibility that opened and shut with my wiper blades. The rain was coming down in rods. Monstrous trucks in front sluiced mattresses of water into my way, and in my rear-view mirror I watched great walls of metal, blurred and buckling, close on me. Boxed in I drove for miles sandwiched between what was up ahead and what was behind, knowing either could kill me in a flash, and I could not find a holy name when I needed it, only long-forgotten ballads, only Johnny Armstrong’s Last Goodnight and Young Lochinvar, just sweet deadly Barbara Allan and Lord Randall, bawled defiantly as the great current carried me north. They alone kept the waters from closing over my head.


Beyond the Lakes the deluge stopped, the wide road narrowed and the traffic drained away west and east, and in time I took my own tributary, the one that runs back to my source.


The road played tig with the railway lines for a time, coming near enough to touch then running away. I sat on that train every school holiday for years with a frozen or heavy heart, on the way to see that stranger my father, or ashamed at my dread of returning to that wearying drunk my mother. I hated holidays. Boarding school was cold, fascistic, stupid, but after my parents it was easy, almost a home. Odd now to see those curves in the river, that hill rising and sinking, the familiar names scrolling back.


Going home is more than a physical journey, and to marry a Canadian, as my dear Jo points out, is surely an end to history. Let it be so.


The lands opened like a book ‘I’d read often enough to anticipate what comes next, but not so often as to know exactly what till I see it. The mist clagged in as the road rose higher, but even wrapped in shawls the Borderlands are hard and clean. I stopped at the top of the bar, smelled damp moorland and heard two curlews go pirl-pirling into the cloud, and felt them fly through my chest, as though I belonged here. But really I belong only with Jo and the Mercy, so I walked up and down swinging my arms and from my legs kicked off the feeling.


I said a brief prayer and felt near satisfied, then got back in the car and descended through thinning mist. In a patch of sunlight a slight woman with tangled red hair stood at the roadside with her thumb held out. She lifted her hand and waved as though she knew me or would like to, but I recognised the mixed motives that made me slow, so I signed to her I was turning off soon and drove on.


I found the crossroads and the sign, then twisted along the tight curves following the river. Trees bare, land bleached at the end of winter, a scattering of blasted flowers along the edges of mixed woodland. Hard right over the narrow bridge across the river and I know I’ve crossed the Border, though of course it looks just the same as the other side. It doesn’t matter much to me.


Then onto the B-road, winding ever more obscurely, all hemmed in by banks and branches. Something always happens along this stretch after the village. Signs disappear, everything is a one-off as it is in childhood. Even the air seems to change and distances aren’t the same. Winding up the valley it’s as though I’m passing through an invisible gateway, leaving the known world behind and entering an estate where leaves are sharp-edged, thoughts unpredictable, the few people and houses loom larger like they’re coming out of a mist. Looking in my rear-view mirror, I’m surprised there’s anything at all left behind.


Then the unmarked turn by the lightning-shattered hornbeam, up the pot-holed drive and I’m home, not that it’s that. Park round the back, switch off and wait a moment. The window frames need painting, the sheds have slumped against each other like drunks, the silver birches are being strangled by ivy.


Not my problem. I don’t want what’s left of the estate, he knows that. I’ve told him straight yet he doesn’t hear me. He says I have no choice. Hundreds of years, he says. You can’t walk away from that. No one can.


Watch me, Dad.


He can give it away for all I care, or will it to Tat and Annie. I have come back one last time to be free of it all. To be free above all of the long hollowed man glowering down through his study window at me like I’m some kind of assassin come at last.


I get out of the car. Hawk grovels at my feet, I kneel and smooth his head and try to stop my hands shaking. He’s standing at the door. His hair’s greying so fast. The ponytail is an embarrassment. For all his height he looks stooped and dark, his very face seems to have darkened and died back to cheek and jaw bone. He’s burnt out. I remind myself to have compassion but ‘I’m glad he looks hollowed out, burned out to his jutting eyebrows, haunted, and I am a young man about to be free.


He walks from the door, looking round suspiciously as though he believes there’s a rifleman hidden somewhere in the trees. He glances back to the door. I can feel his longing to be back in the safety of the house. He’s no been right since he heard the news about your mum, Annie Tattersall wrote on the card. Best come soon.


He comes towards me. I stand up straight and we’re nearly on a level. His eye-sockets are craters full of dust, and the hand he holds out is shaking.


David, he says.


Dad.


He still has a grip on him. I slacken my hand and brush the moisture onto my jeans.


Where’s the fiancée woman?


Jo will be a few days yet.


He stares at me. His eyes are moist black rabbit droppings. I think he’s stoned already.


Wants to keep it short, eh?


My father looks round for the hidden marksman but there is none except his conscience. Whatever the verdict of the courts, he destroyed three lives, and it’s hard to find the Mercy though we must.


Bring your gear in, he says, and hurries back inside the house, leaving me with the dog whining at my feet.


I lug my case from the car. We needn’t punish each other further. I will try to be civil till Jo comes. Then she will charm him, for the old goat still likes women, I’ve seen his eyes swivel the few times we’ve been in the village together and a bonnie one crosses his path. We’ll get his blessing then leave.


Annie Tat is in the scullery. A cloud of feathers swirls round her feet. The one friend of my childhood wipes her hand on her apron.


Welcome back, Davy, she says.




*










Time for a short break before your concentration blurs. Lay the plate face-down on the table and go over to the camping stove. Open the valve, sniff gas till the nausea starts, then flick the lighter and jump back laughing. On with the blackened kettle. Invisible flames turn blue on its base, yellow where they lick up the ancient crud on the sides, burning it off in flares.


Go into the bedroom, kneel on the mattress on the bare clean floor and pull a little radio from the backpack. You wander through to the kitchen, birling the dial to Friendly Meaningless, turn the volume down and leave it by the window. Soon the coffee drips slow and heavy through its own silt.


Sit down at the table and pull the first plate towards you again. Two people in a room lean slightly towards each other as though invisible strings pull between them. They could be negotiating or arguing or falling in love. Perhaps all three, they are not always so different. And somewhere nearby, a smudge where the watcher hides.


But that surely comes later. Return first to the meeting by the gate, the young man turning, his arms coming up, and the woman who stands close enough for him to smell moorland and river damp in her.





As he turned, his right hand went up inside his jacket as though to protect his wallet or his heart.


Well, my first visitor, she said. Or is it the eviction committee?


He blushed then, he took a redder like a laddie while yellow hair blew over his face in the snell wind. She looked direct into his eyes and thought him surprisingly young and fresh for all his standing and southern education. So she smiled before he could recover and said, Kettle’s on. You’ll surely take tea with me.


She thought his eyes an excision from the sky above, pale blue-grey and far away. He hesitated then smiled his long-mouthed Elliot smile, not without danger.


May do, he said, if you tell me what you’re doing here.


His hand lifted hers off the gate latch and she cursed the old grip that made her dip her head to him. She saw the grey-green lichen gripped to the wood of the gate, the blood-red stone clasped in the clunky ring on his right hand.


Come by, David Elliot, she said, and opened the gate wide.


I’m sorry, he said, do I know you?


She stared him back.


And why should you?


You’re not from round here?


She shook and nodded her head as if to loosen her neck of something. The dog gurled closer round her ankle, then flashed its teeth by the hem of her trousers. He grabbed it by the collar and hung on as it slavered. The collar was finished with silver and on it his father’s crest. The hand that twisted the collar was broad and tanned, his arm was trembling from the strain or the wind.


What brings you by here? he asked.


You could say I’m taking time out, she said. Her smile was for herself alone. And could you get the dog off me?


He started dragging the hound back to the Land-Rover but never took his eyes off her. When he came back he stood differently, chin high. He’s remembered who he is, she thought. The son and heir. He was better before.


This cottage is supposed to be empty.


Well it isn’t now.


So I see.


As his head turned away she saw the corner of his mouth tilt like a lapwing in flight, the white of an eye-tooth. Then he looked directly at her and for a moment she felt the force of him.


Leave you to it, he said. But best not stay here long.


He turned. He was going. The hound was barking like crazy in the cab.


I’m pleased you’ve come by, David, she said quickly. I like my own company but I needed a visitor. As he hesitated she added, And I’ve got almond slices.


Oh well, he said. That makes everything all right. But he ducked his head and came through the gate, and the world fell like an apple into her hand.







Look out the window and think back to a morning visitor. You think you remember but perhaps you just imagine. Then pick up the plate again and read into its ghostly lines. You think you imagine, but perhaps you see what’s in the air.


The radio burbles, the coffee is run through, and you have thoughts, feelings, words and pictures in your head, some of which may not be your own. You think yourself an original source, a transmitter, but perhaps you are just a receiver.


Outside, cold wind through dry branch and dry stone whines like a child. Somewhere in the great distance a dog barks itself hoarse. Chill light on rough pasture and slow drifting clumps of sheep, pale glitter of the distant river. In time dusk will come and then night, that much alone is certain.





David Elliot followed her into a cool bare stone-flagged kitchen. A wooden table, two chairs, a recessed press cupboard, a cardboard box full of groceries on the floor. Two notebooks and a pen by a squared-off pile of books. A little black radio. On the main window sill, a saucer lined with moss, some early primroses, and one tall black feather stuck up like a mast. A slightly open door into what must be the bedroom. Slim bunch of daffs in the paint-streaked jar by the side window that looked back down the drove road.


Very spare, almost monastic. Impossible to tell whether she has been here for weeks or just arrived. He’d expected the cottage to smell damp, unused, musty, but the air was fresh, smelled faintly of moorland and outdoors. A clutch of bog myrtle hung head-down in the corner.


There’s a lot he should ask her, but he hates it when his voice goes cold and officious, and now he was inside he felt quite different, light and almost young. So he perched on the edge of the table, swinging his legs and watching while she quickly put away some plates and chattered on about the wind, the view, the mice in the roof at night. For the first time she seemed eager to please and uncertain, as if now she’d got him in here she didn’t know what to do. Her dark eyes moved about him like flies around meat, landing for a moment then away.


Your hound will get hoarse, she said. What’s he called?


Hawk.


She stopped then, hands poised over the old stone sink.


I’m sorry?


His name’s Hawk. When I was a boy and my parents – well, I desperately wanted to have a hawk of my own. But Dad wouldn’t have it, said he didn’t like wild things tamed.


She stared fixedly out the window at nothing he could see. Did he now? she said. I’ve some sympathy with that.


So do I now, he admitted. I was just a boy.


And were you angry?


I suppose. Yes. Aye.


So now you’ve a hound called Hawk, she said. Very good.


He shifted on the table and waited. In no particular order he registered large pale hands, dark hair cut short and loose, fringe swinging across her forehead as she turned away. Grey wool trousers tight around her hips, loose linen shirt, straw sandals she kicked off. She dressed in clothes of other times, he thought. That was a ballad, but which one? Something to do with hats made of bark. It fell about the Lammastide, when nights are lang and mirk. She paused to undo the green shawl and hung it on a hook by the door, and he saw again the glint of a heavy brooch pinned to its throat. The Wife of Usher’s Well, that was it. When the dead come chapping at the door.


He stood and looked out the front window. A fine outlook from up here. Beyond the dyke a patchwork of fields, getting greener and more hedged in as they descended into the valley where the sheep multiplied. The upper headwaters of the river were burning threads of platinum wire. Big sky, steady clouds and breaks of blue. One could spend a lot of time just looking. He had a feeling she already had.


Her hand came past his head and pushed the window open.


Have a good look, she said. I expect it’ll all be yours soon.


He stared at her. She stared straight back. Eyes dark, very dark, the colour and sheen of wet peat from the bottom, densest cut of the bank.


You have a problem with that?


Do you, my Lord Elliot?


Cut it out. My father’s title is nothing to do with me.


Sorry, she said with no effort to sound it.


How do you know my name?


She crouched over the box of groceries, sorting through jars and tins, bread and at last the almond slices as she talked back over her shoulder, so that much at least was true.


The sudden return of the son of the lord of the dale to make peace with his reclusive father isn’t the least discussed news in the village, she said. Apparently the prodigal is tall and tolerable-looking, fair-haired, beaky-nosed, near thirty. Need I go on?


Her accent wasn’t local, in fact he couldn’t place it at all, yet there was a tinge of the Borders about it, faint and unmistakable as the myrtle. He put his hands in his pockets to get them out of the way.


This place is supposed to be empty. He tried to sound authoritative but it just came out grumpy. He sounded like his mother, uselessly complaining. Girning. That’s what came of trying not to sound like Dad.


Is it now? She rose fast off her knees, then smiled in a way that made him glad and wary. So I’m curious as to why this prodigal should come so furtively to a cottage he thinks is empty, and that Sim Elliot, after all, owns. An assignation, maybe? Local girl? Bit on the side?


The contempt in her voice was bad enough, its casualness worse. He made for the door.


I’ll pass on the tea and almond slices, he said. Goodbye to you.


Davit!


He stopped dead, one hand on the door knob. No one had called him that in twenty years.


David, I’m not very used to people at the moment. I get a bit nippy because I forget how to act. Sorry.


He hesitated. Her mouth had softened, her lower lip swollen out towards him like she’d been biting it. She held out her hand, palm up.


I apologise, she said. Nothing’s your fault.


He thought that an odd way of putting it, but his hand dropped from the door.


Well, just for the slices, he said, and got a smile that left an afterglow like whisky or heartburn. Look, I’m not much interested in conversation as jousting.


Her eyes moved slowly over him, much more carefully than before.


And conversation as conversation is boring, she said. Such a waste of energy. Maybe that’s why I don’t see people much.


He laughed quietly, recognising the feeling. Sometimes Jo complained he’d rather talk to the trees than people, and it’s true they disappointed him less.


So what possibilities are left? he asked.


She grinned as if he’d said something funny, then twisted again the single tap at the sink. The jet pummelled into the heavy black kettle. She tightened the tap abruptly. All her movements were like that, powerful and decisive. She nodded at the gas rings and he flicked the clicker then put the kettle on the flame. No doubt she is deeply strange and … unaccustomed, like she’s just dropped by from somewhere else. And yet there are moments when he feels to have known her most of his life, knows the very lift of her elbow and anticipates the dip of her mouth when she talks.


He peeled off his old Barbour and hung it on the hook next to her cloak.


Can I borrow your knife? To cut the bread and that.


He took the fishing knife from his belt, held it carefully by the blade and set the handle towards her. Her fingers wrapped round the wood and brass and ivory.


Nice one, she said. Very sharp. Too good for fishing.


I found it in the back of a drawer in the big house, thought I’d best use it for something.


Inheritance … she said vaguely. Can be a mixed blessing, I suppose.


She had her back to him again, sorting among the shelves of the press.


You get the bad stuff along with the good, she said over her shoulder. Bad debts, bad genes, old feuds … Old hauntings. Bet you’ll get a lot more than the big estate from your father.


You’re out of touch if you think there’s much of the estate left. And I don’t believe in haunting or inherited characteristics – they’re an insult to my reason and free will.


So you have free will. Gosh.


He blushed, believing she was putting him on, but he couldn’t stop.


Yes, he said. I do. So do you.


Her eyes turned away from him, her strong shoulders dropped and left her white neck long and vulnerable. He felt he’d pushed into a painful private place. Maybe that was why he found himself saying there’s bad things – lust, betrayal, murder even – said to run in his family. And he can’t believe that. It can stop running right here.


You’re an only child, aren’t you? she said. So if you die soon, that really will be an end to the family.


He paused by her cloak, thinking about children and Jo. Wait till we have sex first, Jo had laughed, then we’ll see. But you know how I feel about it.


He fingered the big heavy brooch. Pewter, he thought, or an oddly pale bronze. His thumb ran over the worn silver disc mounted in its centre, feeling something cold come through the gap left by his mother’s death. He didn’t know how they’d got here, why they were talking like this, or what on earth they were really on about.


The Borders have long been wild and lawless, she said as she cut into the bread. Badlands. Fire, lance, sword, hangings by the score. Rustling and revenge. Murder most casual. Elliots and Grahames, Nixon and Johnstone and … Lauder.


His fingers lifted from the brooch like it was molten, he looked to her but she was bent over the kettle as the steam rose.


Sure, he said, trying to sound casual. Blood feuds to outdo the Sicilians. Kidnapping – and more rape than you could shake a stick at, though they don’t like to talk about that.


She coughed. Some dangerous women too, she murmured. They were no softies.


He sat back at the table. Probably just chance, he thought – Lauder is a common enough name.


Anyway that’s all by with, he said. Nowadays this is a prosperous douce wee place where nothing much happens, and the Borders have been settled these four hundred odd years.


Really? she said. I look at some of the faces in the village and it seems like yesterday.


She stretched and reached up to the top shelf and her shirt pulled out from her waist. Pale skin, thick and white. A trace of hairs in the hollow of her lower spine. The same hair that catches in the light below the line of her cropped hair. For a moment he’s tracing that powder trail from the base of her neck to the base of her spine, connecting head to hips.


He blinked and stuck his head out the window, needing cool air. He felt right strange, not quite himself, as though normal had been suspended the moment he’d come in the door. To the left were the high twisted beech trees he can just remember. Above them, rooks rose and fell like soot from an unseen conflagration. A faint path tunnelled into the woods and disappeared. As the kettle began to hiss, down some long-overgrown pathway words stumbled and emerged. Creagan’s Knowe. Lauder Brig. The Liddie Falls. He felt dizzy and strange, like the words were coming in a voice not all his own.
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Lauder Brig. The narrow hanging wooden bridge over a crash of water, planks green and wet from spray. His father waiting halfway across, urging him on. Dripping black rock, moss and ferns clinging above his head. Roar of water and the gloom. Some drunken farmer going home was said to have skited off the bridge. It may have been Lauder himself, or maybe a Lauder had owned the estate, or swum in the pool at the bottom. Nothing more corrupt than folk memory.


But give the man a name and say one dark night a long time ago, coming home with a head full of whisky and a bag of silver coins, taking for some reason the short-cut path from the big house to the cottage, Lauder fell from the bridge. The money was never seen again, though plenty looked. Some said Lauder was pushed. Murdered. How that word ran between them in the village, thrilling and wicked as ghost, rape, divorce. Then another – the Ballantyne kid – said that was haivers. Everyone kent Lauder had jumped. Jumped into the black heuch. Why? Debts, some guilt, a black mind? Whatever. Deid Man’s Brig and the falls that rushed by it …




*





David Elliot turned away from the window, saw her head dip as she went back to buttering, the dark hedge of her hair brushing her pale ear.


Sounds scary, she said. We must take a look sometime, see if we can find the silver. Interesting detail that, isn’t it? And you can call me Barbara.


She stuck out her left hand behind her, her right still holding the knife. Her head turned, he hesitated then held out his left hand. She grinned as if he’d finally got something right. Her hand was hotter than he’d expected as her fingers tightened across the back of his knuckles and squeezed on his ring. He tried not to wince.


You still have the advantage of me, he said. She raised a very dark eyebrow but he knew she knew perfectly well.


Second name, he said. Surname.


She hesitated. Allan, she said.


Barbara Allan. Oh sure. Born in Scarlet Town, I suppose.


The knife smeared the same jam over and over. Her shoulders rose round her milk-white neck, then dropped again.


Well all right, she said. It’s really Mary – though I always wanted to be Barbara. Honest. And Allan’s my … adopted name.


Let me guess – you’re hiding out here under an assumed name from an international terrorist organisation.


She turned and levelled the knife at his chest.


You’re winding me up, but I’m not a clockwork toy.


He stared back at her, then nodded.


Absolutely, he said. No one takes the mickey out of Mary. Mickey-taking is strictly one-way traffic, yes? And I don’t take jam before tea-time. Cheese would be very fine.


Her lips twitched. Very fine hairs at the shadowed corners of her mouth.


I had it changed for me, she said. And I’ve no cheese so you’ll either have to do without, or change the habit of a lifetime, or …


Or?


She looked up and smiled. He felt ludicrously gratified, like he’d done something unexpectedly right.


Or come back tomorrow, Lord Randall.


So you can poison me?


She tossed the knife clattering into the stone sink.


My cooking’s no that bad.


He had to laugh then, feeling raised and foolish and alert. The brightness outside, faint caw of the rooks, kettle sputtering, the square of light that fell across the pale wood table and stone floor, it was all very clear. Smell of jam, and lavender – from her shawl, he thought. Or maybe her hair.


He plucked two tea-bags from the box on the floor. Found a second mug in the open cupboard and rinsed it out, standing beside her at the sink. The lavender was definitely from her hair. How old-fashioned.


He hummed Where have you been, my blue-eyed boy? He’d a notion Annie Tat used to sing it. Another song of sex, jealousy and murder. Then she sang back, unexpectedly high and clear.


Where have you been, my darling young one?


They sang through the first verse till he clutched his heart and staggered against the sink.


I’m weary wi hunting, and fain would lie down.


Take a seat then, she said. You might feel safer making your own tea.


I will that, he replied and stood guard over the kettle. She was on his right, still humming to herself as she rinsed the knife under the tap, her fingers turning the blade to flick sun into her eyes, and for the first time since his mother died his belly felt spacious and soft.
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The kitchen is cool and the rusty stove stays unlit though there’s wood and a bag of coal by the grate. She doesn’t seem to feel the cold and her long-toed feet are bare on the stone floor. He licks his fingers and dabs up cake crumbs from the table as he talks. The low sunlight picks out tiny hairs by the corner of her mouth, then spreads a square of light on the floor hard by his chair. Her mouth – wide, level, strong – tugs to the left as she talks. They seem unable to stop talking. The streams of their words interrupt and intertwine.


He doesn’t know where the words flow from, only that they must come. They are talking about times of fear and it’s his turn.
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The child clings to the handrail, his thin bare legs shaking and his face wet with spray. His father walks on across Lauder Brig using no hands like he’d done it a hundred times. His father waiting at the far side, calling something but David can’t hear, not above the spate that skooshes under his feet, hits a ledge and bounces out into space. It hangs then smashes on another outcrop, streams out in a dim peacock’s tail of fractured light. The broken river rushes together again at the bottom, foaming yellow and brown at the edges then settling into the stillest pool he’s ever seen, black and radiant as the centre of an eye. That was where Lauder had been found, bits of bone and skin and not a shred of clothing left on him, and the silver coins gone for ever though you can see them glint yet if you look down on a moonlit night.


He clings to the rail. He can see his feet sliddering across the planks, slipping off the edge leaving him hanging by the rail over the drop, above the pool a hundred feet below. He looks back the way they’ve come, but it’s too far away, he can never make it back. He looks to his dad who is waving him on, looking impatient now. But wee Davy Elliot can’t shout or scream. He’s starting to greit and he can’t see properly. He can’t move. He knows, absolutely knows, he will die here.


He begins to slide one foot forward, then the next. He daren’t lift them. He inches forward, hand over hand along the slimy rail. If his dad would come back for him, he wouldn’t die. They’d go and see his mum and she’d come back. But his father won’t move, and his mother is in another country.


Slicing pain in his left hand. A long skelf of wood from the rail sticks from his palm like a dagger. Blood begins to ooze. He glances up at his dad, whose mouth isn’t moving now. He isn’t even waving, he just stands on the far bank, waiting, so tall, so dark, unmoving as the rocks by his head.


The child stops. He must pull out the spear of wood but that would mean letting go with his other hand. He can’t do that. He looks down. He’ll let go and fall. Then they’ll be sorry for what they’ve done to him. He feels the tug of the water, the fall pulling his chest as he sees himself slide down into the centre of that black eye.


He slowly lifts his damaged hand to his mouth and grips the wooden skelf between his teeth. Tastes the blood as he jerks it out and spits and the huge splinter drops into the fall and vanishes. He turns to face forward and feels enormous as he half-runs along the rest of the soaking planks.


He jumps off the last plank and hugs the nearest tree. He feels a big hand on his shoulder, but he ducks under Elliot’s arm and runs on. When he comes out into the light at the end of the trees he shouts his rage till the corbies skirl in the sky like a black snowstorm.
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David sat on the other chair and sipped lukewarm tea through his nausea.


I can’t believe I’ve told you that, he said. I’ve never told anyone. It seems so … weak.


It sounds a scary place for sure, she said. Thank you. Her hand rested on his shoulder for a moment as she went past to close the window. And your father shouldn’t have done that to you –


One quick thump then the door scrapes open. The short man is framed by light that leaves him dark. A wind comes in behind him, the shotgun hangs in the angle of his arm.


Tat, David says. Long time.


The man nods. His elongated shaved head turns, takes in the groceries, the cloak, the gas-rings, pauses at the myrtle. His head twitches, he glances at the half-open door into the bedroom.


Saw the Land-Rover, laddie. Elliot never comes up here.


My father doesn’t go anywhere these days.


Heh, true enough.
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Tat knows how to wait. He looks at the back of the woman who has not turned to face him. Her shoulders are raised like a hawk. Dark hair short and coarse as a boy’s, matted across a white neck. He checks beyond her again to the green shawl and a glint from something hanging in it.


She got permission?


David puts down his mug. His hands lie flat on the table. He looks across at her but gets no cue there, only her knuckles white around her fork as she turns at last to stare at the factor.


Got a message for me, Tat?


Heh, no.


His long thin head is full of angles. Hooked nose, high cheekbones, sunk cheeks. Eyes a very pale grey, like the sky nearest the horizon. For the first time David sees Tat is not that much older than him, though it’s hard to imagine he ever was young. He could have been his father’s younger brother, or adopted son. Or shadow, or conscience. In fact he doesn’t know what Tat’s role is, only that he’s always been there and for some reason his father is beholden to him.


Tat opens his fist and lets a length of chain slip and dangle a brass padlock.


There’s twa keys to this, he says. One’s in my pooch. The other’s in the big house. So I’m wondering how she got in.


David stirs.


Does my father tell you everything, Tat?


A smile flickers across her mouth, a swift undulation like a weasel flowing under a fence.


Is she your wee secret, lad, or his? Or is it squatting?


David pushes down on the table then reaches out and lifts the chain steadily from Tat’s hand.


She has permission.


He pours the chain, clinking clattering onto the table. The two men stare at each other while she watches.


Fine, Tat says. All righty right. I’ll leave you two to it.


He’s at the door. His skull tilts.


I’d step canny, young Elliot, he says, and is gone. He moves like that.
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A long silence in the kitchen. He looked up in time to see her tongue brush along her upper lip then vanish inside.


Thanks, she said. I appreciate that.


He shrugged. I’ve known Tat since I can remember, and he’s always got up my nose. Something sleekit about him. David nodded at the padlock and chain. As a matter of interest, how did you get in?


The usual way. She lifted the brooch from her shawl, flicked the pin and diddled around inside the brass padlock. It clicked open.


Easy-peasy, she said.


Where did you learn to do that?


A school for Very Bad Girls.


She shrugged and dropped the subject. He picked up the brooch and looked at it more closely. Its centre was surely a coin and on its worn silver he could just make out the remains of a pattern. A head perhaps.


This looks old, he said.


It is, very. Her voice had dropped way down. It’s family.


He looked at it more closely. What he had thought scratches round the circumference were the remains of an inscription. Not in English. Latin, maybe. At the centre, worn almost flat but not quite, was a silhouette, he could see that now. Hooked nose and some kind of halo round its head. He wondered just how old it was. Her eyes clicked onto him like round black magnets.


My real family, she said, then turned away.


She turned back to face him. Fair’s fair, David, she said. So I’ll tell you one of my scary places.




Her head is turned away to look out the window. His arms are folded. It could appear they are trying to get away from each other. But between them there run barely visible lines – which could just be scratch marks where a knife has come down too hard – and these lines connect them. They could be talking about anything as fine wires multiply between them.





Stranded between midnight and dawn she clung to the freezing rail of the iron bed. Up to now it had been possible to believe she’d been pretending. She’d felt bad, a little rocky for sure, slightly besieged by impulses not her own, but nothing she couldn’t out-face. She was still in her right mind though it wasn’t a very pleasant one. Still fighting, still in control. It wasn’t that she couldn’t cope, she’d just needed a safe place to rest and hide out a while – and where better than the ward, the soft-slipper shuffle, the slop food, the therapy groups. How restful to have the burden of choice lifted for a while, to be told when to get up and go to bed! The individual sessions with the man with the white socks and slip-on shoes and no irony whatsoever. How could a man with such tastes know anything of her? Him she could take anytime.


The other inmates? At times it had been possible to feel moments of affection as she pretended to be one of them. But now they slept, now it was for real and her night terror was in full bloom.


The clock on the wall ticked, paused and the world stopped. She fell into the chasm between one moment and the next. The clock ticked again and she was back. Then the silence and she began falling again, terrified at her existence. Anorexic Billie whiffled in her sleep in the next bed. Tick. Back again.


If she let up for a moment she was gone. The night was too long. At last she really was cracking up. This wasn’t a game or a fantasy or a try-out. It wasn’t even the times she’d had to be restrained as a child. Thoughts split, fragmented, split again. She was locked inside her own head with a crazy. She whimpered and stuffed her knuckles in her mouth to keep silent.


She couldn’t hold out all night. She had to let go. In the morning they would find her in the bed, but she’d be gone, gone even from herself. Let go, then. Fall out of your mind for ever, for it’s too awful a place to remain.


She coughed, her throat swelled till she began to choke. She mustn’t throw up, not here. On her feet. Cold floor. Find the handle. Into the dim-lit corridor. The loo third up on the left. But light under the door of Rosie the night warden. She couldn’t go in. She’d never asked for help ever, not even in the worst times when her only love had been sent away.


Clinging sobbing to Rosie’s knees. Hands on her back, clasping and stroking her head. Smell of vanilla. Soft warm stomach she clung to. Spray of hair tickling her face. It’s all right, it’s all right. Her name over and over. It’s all right, I’ve got you. Let go, it’s all right.


She let go and though it felt like dying it didn’t kill her. She came to herself clinging to Rosie’s breast, a pink nightgown wet with her own tears. She looked up, stripped bare. Rosie’s face above her, eyes sure and gentle. Her lips slightly open.


She strained up and kissed. She sucked and hung on. Human warmth, Rosie’s mouth, tender as a mother. They both wanted. She needed Rosie, needed these kisses, tongue in under her lips and the long-forgotten warm softness of breasts against hers as she kissed. Look down and see the nipple rising, bend towards it. Hear Rosie groan quietly. Feel strong.


Hand in her hair. Tightens. Pulls her head gently back. Rosie smiles down at her like a regretful madonna.


We’d better stop there, Rosie says. My partner is very jealous and I have to tell her everything. And I need to keep this job. This is not what you need.


A finger to her lips. Shush, Rosie says. Cry all you need. And holds her, carefully, to her shoulder till dawn.




*





Was it the, ah, gay part scared you?


Oh no. That … She stared out the window as if that night was still out there. I’ll always be grateful to Rosie, she said. Wherever she is now. It was the letting go.


Silence in the kitchen. Cawk of the crows, sporadic distant hoarse barking of Hawk out in the Land-Rover.


It’s safe with me, he said. Promise.


She looked across the table at him, soft, expressionless. Then her mouth tightened as she leaned forward. Excite you, does it?


His lips parted but nothing came out. He shook his head then quickly stood up.


Look, I must be getting back. Expecting a phone call.


From the lady fair.


What makes you think there’s a lady fair?


There’s always a lady fair. She shrugged. Anyway, I picked it up in the village with the other talk. American?


Canadian.


She stretched and stood up. Would you show me that bridge before you go?


He lifted his jacket from the hook. Another time, maybe, he said.


Meaning never, she knows. She’s scared him off. Too intense, too confessional a session. And he’s not the one she’s looking for. He’s not guilty. So let him go.


He felt in his jacket for his keys. Looked baffled. She dangled them in front of him, her fingers through the round hole off-centre in the black polished stone disc.


Interesting, she said. Unusual.


His mouth went like he’d been sucking something sweet and bitten on silver foil. Used to be my father’s, he said. He gave me it on my 21st like it was a big deal.


So you use it as a key-ring to piss him off.


He shrugged. Seeing he won’t tell me what’s special about it, yes.


So it is special?


To him, maybe. But all that old stuff … I’m not interested.


So it seems, she said. I’d better let you go.


Yet she gripped the stone a while longer, felt the metallic taste rise in her teeth, and knew what she must do as if it were already written. She dropped the keys into his hand and led him out into the light.




*







Parts of this plate are so faded it’s like looking at the world through mist. Half-drowned trees stretch out to nothing, headless men hold conversations. The animals weaving through the scenes and round the circumference could be weasels or frantic dogs, so uncertain have scale and distance become. You have to invent as much as you make out.


There’s a space dead centre. It may be the picture has worn away completely, or perhaps it was always so. It’s the one spot where you may rest. You lean forward till you feel the coolness on your lips and are comforted.


But what you did with your visitor was so very unwise.





She pulled the cape round her shoulders against the wind and followed him to the Land-Rover. They were nodding and talking while inside the cab the hound scrabbled on the glass. In the trees corbies skirled as a hawk circled overhead. A peregrine falcon, David said. That at least my father got right, they’re better wild. Then they gabbled about birds and falconry and he laughed, so full of ease and confidence and decency she could have hated or loved him. She was creaking inside. She needed him gone, then she caught him glancing at his watch.


Thanks for the morning, he said. It seems the world’s still full of surprises.


She slipped her hand from under her cloak.


The world is as it’s aye been, she said. She laughed. But life’s most interesting where the border’s up for grabs.


He pulled a face and reminded her the Border had been settled a long time now.


On the maps, maybe. Are you that settled, Davit?


His eyes flicked down at her clasp or her breasts.


My father used to call me that when I was wee. Davit. When he was being affectionate or light-hearted, in the time before …


He looked back at the cottage. He looked everywhere but her, and she glimpsed what had to happen next.


So it’s odd to hear it from your mouth, he said.


She looked away. He wasn’t simple but he was guileless. It was hard not to feel her hands at his throat.


So am I too familiar, my Lord Elliot?


Piss off. He hefted the keys in his hand, the hound barked again in the Land-Rover cabin. But you do feel familiar, he added.


The things we’ve said – you’ll keep them close?


On my life, Mary Allan.


But there’s some have wildness yet, she said then and put her hand behind his head and pulled him down.


She opened his chill mouth and found a soft ridge inside his long upper lip. She opened her lips to him and a little gasp bubbled in his throat as her tongue came in. Then she stepped back before he could, smiled like it was foolishness, a nothing, and sent David Elliot on his way.




*










You fabricate. You embroider. You make stories and surround yourself with foam till you are the bug hidden safe in the heart of cuckoo-spit.


There has been fact and invention but till now you have always known the difference. There’s a border you move back and forward across, like a needle stitching up a life. And you’ve always known which side of that border you’re on at any one time. You are just wandering a while in these debatable lands, embroidering a story, still confident you can find a way home, even in the dark.


But when you pulled his head to yours and kissed him, you were on the wrong side of the border and what comes of it will be hard to tell.





When the rattle and girn of his Land-Rover and the yowling of his damn hound faded in the wind and the road was empty again, she dropped her hand and stood vacantly on the briggiestane. She had meant to think doorstep or maybe threshold. Briggiestane – where has that word surfaced from?


She looked over to the woods shrouding the gorge where a boy was terrified and Lauder fell or was pushed. And over to the west, in the next dale, was another fall, closer in time, closer to home … She felt again that metallic shiver forking down the back of her legs, the same as when she’d first looked on young David Elliot, when she first saw his ring and the gleam of the gutting knife at his belt.


She stands on the doorstep, half in and half out of the cottage, and feels herself stepping in and out of two worlds. Back and forward, past and present, real and pretend. She could rock like this for hours as a child, especially when she moved to new parents.


This place is ravelling and unravelling her. She knew it the first evening coming up from the river in the half-light, carrying the plates in the leather satchel because she didn’t trust the man from the village who’d dropped off her gear not to break them. Maybe it was the half-light that had her moving between two worlds.


But she has always been that way. She has woken with a man’s skin as her own and smiled with pleasure and recognition even as it peeled away. There have always been day-dreams from which she would return with the taste of someone else’s mouth in her mouth. Sometimes whole sentences heard in her head that she didn’t know whose thoughts they were. And since her first lover moved in her, she has never been certain what is truly hers. She lacks boundaries. Perhaps that is why she is so often solitary.


Standing on the briggiestane, she opens her eyes and for a moment can remember nothing. She feels herself radiant and calm, as though she has been born anew. Scraps of a possible past spin away, none of them very convincing.


She steadies herself on the door frame, feels the wind stroke her face and her breath caress the inside of her nose. She is alive now, whoever she is or was. That’s all that’s certain. It’s such a relief to come back to this, unchallengeable and full of secrets as the bare ridges that ride against the grey-blue lift on the other side of the Border.


A dreamer, Rita and Jim called her. Our little dreamer. They said it kindly. They were, they are, kind people. And when they found her standing at the bottom of the garden saying her name over until it emptied of all meaning and became a sound empty and forlorn as the wind and she was disappeared, when they brought her back to herself she saw the glance that flickered between them. Her last parents, the best of a long, bewildered line. The rest just called her liar.


She shrugs. Sometimes her thoughts amuse, but now she’s hungry. She goes inside and gets busy, boiling another kettle and washing the cups and plates in the big sink. She switches on the radio to hear some friendly voices. As she leans to adjust the volume she says a name and it goes out on wave-lengths Marconi never dreamed of. 
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