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‘Be not too hasty, to trust, or to admire, the teachers of morality: they discourse like angels, but they live like men.’




 





Samuel Johnson, Rasselas






















ONE


The Sea Shore





I know nothing of the house I was born in. The look of the town is all I remember. And yet I can hear the sound of the door as we closed it behind us for good. I sat by myself on the train leaving Berwick: six years old in long trousers. Jamie the boy with the watery eyes. That was me. And something of me will be sat there still. My eyes looked into my eyes in the glass. The town of Berwick was out of reach, beyond the window, and quiet at last. Under the mound of the railway station the sea lapped up on the brown sand. Every wave brought forgiveness to the shore. And now I am left with the thought of that day. The English town I left as a boy: the closing door.


The houses looked into the North Sea. They peered at the saline darkness: a world of algae and sea sounds. As a child I wondered where it all went. Miles of sea and miles of dark. They say that nothing goes on for ever. Even the tide goes somewhere in the end.


Mrs Drake lived in the manse at Berwick. She was old in her carpet slippers, pinning her sheets to the line that day, a skirl of winter down among the rocks, and I thought of how pleased my friend had been to teach me good books, a payment in kind, for odd jobs done in silence, with no fuss. I had learned a bit of life down there. The smell of chimneys still giving out to God. The smell of mackerel. All the small graces in Berwick town, where the river meets the sea, for someone seeking out gladness, exploring the sand, and knowing these things for the first time. The train pulled out and I never saw the town again. The North-East of England slid away in a rush of greenery. But more than a splash of time lay among those rocks I then abandoned for the North: my own first voice along the sea-front, the river’s memory of salmon and corn, a notion of something good in that childish basin. I knew that day I would always miss it, and I always have.


Mrs Drake had given me a book to take away to Scotland. The book was for me alone. The book was mine. It had a strange blue cover, the glint of the old woman’s eyes; and the words on the spine were printed in white, the spell of her hair. My book had belonged to someone else, but now it was mine, and it carried the trace of someone else in its tea-tinted pages. I could take it with me. I held the book in my hands as the train slowed at the signal box. Surely Mrs Drake would remain this while, her good hands clasped over mine, her piano-playing fingers with their slackened rings, holding me tight in the afternoons. Her voice with those fishing songs, softly sung, more spoken than sung, the kiss she planted in my mess of hair, her sweet perfume in the winds of Berwick. My old friend: in no time at all she was round the corner and out of sight.


I could see St Abbs lighthouse in the distance. It made me think of lamps and night-times and weather. I felt just then how the day was all movement: the beat of the heart, the clattering train, the tides out there, the light. I unfolded the book from my jumper. It was in my thoughts all the time. The Sea Shore, by C. M. Yonge.


She’d pressed down the corners of two pages. I took my time sounding out the words. The first page, ‘Barnacles and Molluscs of a Rocky Shore’. I read out the big words circled in pencil. Her note said, ‘Copy out, my dear, and try to remember.’




Limpets possess an undoubted ‘homing instinct’. The exact nature of this has so far defied analysis; it does not seem to reside within the restricted powers of sight, smell or touch. As shown in Fig. 35, limpets browse in a rough circle around their homes, travelling at most three feet from this and usually very much less, and are able by this sense of direction to regain their home when it is necessary.





Some of the words were hard to read, and they sounded new. Underneath was a picture of a limpet stuck to an English rock. The second page marked down by Mrs Drake was near the end of the book. In her own writing it said, ‘Learn this one, Jamie. Near your new house, on the other coast, you might notice these things as well.’




On the coastal lands of Ayrshire seaweeds are extensively used on the potato fields, where up to thirty tons are scattered per acre. As a result of investigations at the Marine Station at Millport (underlined), methods were worked out for the successful preparation of agar (arrow: ‘jelly, good for all the experiments’) from gigartina (arrow: ‘red seaweed’), of which large supplies exist on the coasts of Wales and especially on the west coast of Scotland (underlined twice).





Mrs Drake so loved to write things down. She had taught me to love it just as much, though my favourite part was the digging part, the measuring part, the walking part, and the milk and the toast at the end. As well as the marked pages of The Sea Shore my old teacher had written something on a square of paper – a slip of paper with a black edge – and she had placed it inside the back of my book. As much as the book itself, the writing on this paper would always remind me of Mrs Drake, and without notice it would bring me back to her living room, the open fire, the record player, and those jars of hers, high on the shelves, filled to the brim with cockles and whelks.




Dear Jamie,


Please remember to round your letters and curl your tails. You are a good boy and I will miss you. From now on I will think of you as I go along the shore. Work hard at all your reading, you are very clever about it. Here are two fine books you will enjoy as soon as you feel ready. Try to find them if you can in the good library. One is by John Graham Dalyell, and has a funny title, Rare and Remarkable Animals of Scotland, represented from living subjects: with Practical Observations on their Nature. The other is by Philip Henry Gosse, A Year at the Shore. These will help you. Say ta-ta from me to your mummy.


Yours faithfully


Mrs P. Drake





On the back of the paper she had written out some words. ‘“Who can say of a particular sea that it is old? Distilled by the sun, kneaded by the moon, it is renewed in a year, in a day, or in an hour.” Love, Pat.’




*





My father returned to Scotland in a flurry of hatred. My mother soothed him over the border in a Bedford van. They put me on the train and then limped away to their big people’s business. The train took me first to Glasgow, and my grandfather Hugh, who made a point of never asking about my ailing father, and never knowing our proper address, though now and then he would wonder if my mother was ‘coping’. He took me from the station to one of the new building sites at Ruchill. He threw an envelope of papers at the face of the foreman there. He peeled money from a roll. From the back of the car, in the pouring rain, I could see my granda shouting the odds, throwing up his hands, handing money to the men in the yellow hats. He climbed in and out of a visiting truck. With that strange fury on his face he looked like my father.


I lay down in the back seat. You could see the concrete layers going all the way up. Metal rods hung over the sides; they went up so high you couldn’t believe it was so. Sawdust came down with the rain. My mind went soft with the weather, and the journey, and the thought of the deep green sea. Everything was mingled now: the world at my back, the sea shore; and this building site in the north of Glasgow, this field of mud, with its new clanging. My ears were filled with the roar and the clang. I fell asleep with water running down the car window.




*





My father took drink. He was an alcoholic, the kind that rages and mourns. His long-haired flight to England was all about drink. Nothing meant anything without drink. It was all drink.


He had thought he might drown himself in Berwick. Leagues away from his father’s ideals. Good miles out from his mother’s patience. Six-fathoms-five from the glory of his dead grandmother and all her Utopian dreams. My father sought an end to the question of himself in Berwick. In the rivermouth of Berwick he tumbled down, drinking the waves, a floating tribe unto himself, and wet with loathing, he drifted out, no high-toned relatives to temper the sway of his blitzed afternoons. My father was an alcoholic. The kind that rages and mourns. He never meant well, and he never did well. A blind-drunk bat in love with the dark. There was no feeling sorry: he took down too many days for easeful sorrow; he glutted on ruin.


And books became the only breath in that foreign room he kept us in. The only soothing language known, and all the kindness of printed words just taught me to hate him more, and to pity him, and to see a day when all would be loosened, or gone, and no one left to feel sorry. This is what I thought then. My father was a maniac. He frightened away the best of our health.


I would sit in a chair by the window of our new Ayrshire house – birds twittering out there, diving for the grass seed – and watch him drunk and asleep by a three-bar fire. My damp eyes bored through him. I could take the lighter and set fire to him as he slept. I stared at him. I knew I could do that. The twittering grew louder. Somewhere over the burn, in the thick of the housing scheme, an ice-cream van was selling good cheer. The sound of that music. I stared at him. I tried to make him go, and thought of him disappearing, and sliding away, being no more in our lives, and dead, or part of a place that was meant for badness, and right for the cruel, and endlessly quiet.


My books kept me living. And the thought of my grandparents. I was in love with what they knew, my semi-estranged granda and nan. They knew about trees and Robert the Bruce; they knew about rivers and buildings and stones. And without their thoughts, my mind turned slowly on the blaze in the armchair, one day coming. I sat at the window. I watched him to death. Down a slanting column of light – high window to living-room pile – a million tiny rags of dust came floating down, a million specks of chance, turning there, reflecting, turning again, each one a whisper of something peaceful. A million lessons in calm, part of a hateful day.


My father did not resemble himself as he slept. And that too was a part of his danger. He could have been somebody else. Somebody else in that raging skin – easy-going, a cool forehead – and dreaming of sunshine. So good inside, and with hope of being happy, and all his suffering due to stop, if only we’d let him breathe. He seemed a different Robert, much more wounded than wounding. He failed to resemble himself in that chair. Our candy-striped wallpaper behind his head, a long ashtray by his legs. Feet crossed at the ankles; cardigan buttoned up the wrong way; his chest breathing softly, like a baby in its cot. He could have been good as he lay there. Mindful of all our strange days, our hurried lives, and keen to make everything right for us. Our guardian. A madman who slept with an angel’s smile. He could have been better, and that made it worse.


I sat by the window with the books he detested. The pages turned over. Don’t wake him up, and rustle his bed, and turn him into himself again. The shadow of new-begun leaves came past the Venetian blinds and crossed his face: ‘To me my father should’ve been as a god. Composing my beauties, making of me a form in wax, by him imprinted …’ So on and so on. ‘… within his power to make me good or bad, a well-made figure or more like him, disfigured.’


I closed the book. I wanted him to pay attention. Stop shouting. I dreamed he might rise and prove himself great. Improve the world, make the days work, and add some shine to the new Ayrshire day. He lay for hours in a malicious slumber – his face as calm as milk – and opened his eyes as the day went out.


‘Get me a beer from the fridge,’ he said. ‘Hurry up.’


In my father’s anger there was something of the nation. Everything torn from the ground; his mind like a rotten field. His was a country of fearful men: proud in the talking, paltry in the living, and every promise another lie. My father bore all the dread that came with the soil – unable to rise, or rise again, and slow to see power in his own hands. Our fathers were made for grief. They were broken-backed. They were sick at heart, weak in the bones. All they wanted was the peace of defeat. They couldn’t live in this world. They couldn’t stand who they were. Robert’s madness was nothing new: he was one of his own kind, bred, with long songs of courage, never to show a courageous hand.


Into the arms of oblivion they ran like wicked children. Their pretend love of freedom: we all learned the family business. We all knew the shame. His Scotland was lashed, betrayed, forgotten. That was our happiness; that was our song.


‘How would you know about us?’ he snapped. ‘You English bastard.’


In Berwick my father gave vent to his troubles by punching my mother. His life was hidden behind floral curtains. In Ayrshire he went into the open air with his burning valour. No one was safe.


Cunts and fuckers and bastards and slags.


Ordering a cup of tea in a café, or buying a newspaper, or paying a bus fare: a season in hell. My father’s theatre of war.


A hopeless cunt, a useless prick. The fucking idiot. See that arsehole.


‘No,’ I would say. ‘Just pass by.’


Total wanker. Dickshaft. A right good kicking he’s needing. See you.


The newspaper seller had better be nimble and accurate with the change, or else he might find himself, or his mother, being raggedly abused in a giant voice …


You stupid fucking tosser. A good slap you’re needing. Get the fuck out the road. Wankstain.


The confectionery display being brutally disarranged.


‘Sorry,’ from me. And in silence: I’m sorry. I will always be sorry.


This was the person who lived in our house. He broiled inside his own deep anger, keen for reasons to writhe and scream. He loved his own strength. He missed his own weakness. There was nothing he wanted to know, or not know. From the petrol-soaked armchair he aired his views. Minute by minute he lost the plot.






Hitler: tried his best for the people, so he did.


Churchill: a pure wanker who kissed the King’s arse.


Books: a load of shite, only good for boring bastards who don’t


know how to enjoy themselves.


Cooking: if the meat is any good, you don’t need anything in


it, just water and salt. Fuck all that poofters’ sauce shite.


Churchill: kept the people of Scotland hungry, so he did.


Women: fucking pests.


Racehorses: slow cunts.


Shopkeepers: thieving Paki bastards.


Cricket: English fuckpigs.


Hitler: at least his soldiers could fucking march.


Person with chequebook: a pretentious middle-class twat.


People with gardens: time-wasting, no-use tosspots.


Churchill: not a clue. The thick tosser. Complete wanker.


People on the dole: layabout sponging cunts, most of them.


Traffic wardens: fucking lowlife scum.


God: a load of pish.


Politicians: bastarding liars, just like your granda. 








So on and so on.


The world, for my father, was a thing to be hated. And dreaded. And vilified. And one day left behind, as he sank to a kingdom of his own, where drink could be his friend, and like the best of all friends, could dull all sense of the enemy. With the can and the bottle he fought the good fight, and kept himself from himself again.


My mother and father had never seemed young. Early in their lives they made ready for decline. I had imagined it would come early to both of them. When I was a child he had sandy whiskers. His hair was short and orange; his eyes were green. He sounded young enough, but he walked with a deepening stoop at the age of thirty-two. His trousers and shoes predated his father’s. Robert didn’t want to be young – he wanted to be past everything. He wanted to live out of time. He never wore denims, went swimming, rode a bike, or ate greens. He didn’t dance. He sought out the company of pensioners, and would shine among them, his young wisdom ringing true, his lively complaints, his barefaced cheek, his scattercash.


My father took no pleasure in buying things for my mother and me. There was nothing in it for him. He was generous in the pub; he believed in that sort of kindness, where near-anonymous men could think him free, and think him great. He didn’t care if his family thought him great. He didn’t want that. His wife and his child were his mother and father: a constant drain on his sense of himself, a pain in the arse, a bundle of bills, a wrongful call to responsible action. I can see it now: so much he resented our claims upon him. How sick that made him feel. The men in the pub could ask for nothing, and therefore anything was theirs. All the men in those pubs were the same. And they clung to each other with their sense of freedom. My father was the sort of man who would criss-cross the country, on behalf of a drunken pal he’d met twice, in search of some phoney tax-disc going cheap. Yet never once did he sit down with me and my homework. Not that I would have wanted him to. My homework was my own secret. And homework is a different kind of sickness.


So my father was using a walking stick before he was forty years old. And my mother had all the singing and dancing knocked out of her before she was twenty-five. She was an only child, her father dead in the Second War, her mother remarried and living in Australia. As a teenager she wanted the man who might take her away. She wanted a musician or a fast driver, someone to make her all over again, to take her places, two weeks a year on the Isle of Man, and the promise of laughs, and something new. And after all that an easy life, a series of days quite filled with colours. Goodness in the kitchen, the children in their beds. Some day there would be one of the new houses to make orderly. Other mothers, and bikes for Christmas, a lager-and-lime on a Friday night. The chance of hire purchase, a three-piece suite, wall-to-wall carpets, no time like the present. There’d be sex with a man called your husband. You would lie beside him night after night. A man who loved you. A man with his faults and no angel, but loving. She dreamed of the world she could just build up. They all dreamed of it. They could piece it together with time and love, and call it their own. The life they had made out of nothing special. The life they had made, their own small victory.


But my mother was half in love with chaos. She liked my father’s hatred of his father, and encouraged me in my hatred of mine. With all her yearning for the ordinary life, my mother was born to admire outsiders. You could see she felt enlarged by drama and trouble, by the electric pulse of things going wrong, and her vision of the easy life remained in most ways a recurring dream. Though he killed half her life, and always took his hand to her, and never listened to a word she said, there was a part of my mother that found in my father’s listless turmoil, his seething rancour, the features of a vast attractiveness. My mother and me, our little alliance, lay somewhere among the backroads, a place to run to in the uncoupling hours, those times of sense or savagery.


My mother was in love with him, and I never was. There was nothing in my heart for my father then. That is what I said. And my mother liked me detesting him. It left more of the lovable him for her, and made me a stranger to their understanding. Sometimes she would come to me at night, sit on the edge of my bed, and look at my models of engines and trains, stacked on the floor beneath us. ‘We could go to Australia, you and me,’ she would say. ‘I want to leave him. He’s a bad bastard.’


‘Mum,’ I would say, ‘don’t upset yourself.’


She would dab her eyes on the bedclothes, laying her head down next to my feet. The red on her lips, her old-seeming face, would shine, the light coming in through the top of the door. ‘Jamie, you’re a boy that likes history and flowers, and that’s unusual. You build these wee engines and take them apart. I bet you’ll end up planning houses like your granda. Your father was never good for anything.’


My mother would sometimes try to drink, just to be more in my father’s world. But she would never try to read a book, or come along the beach, or take me into a towering building, just to be more in mine. And who could blame her? My mother was willing to let me go. She would rage and scorn, and hold me close for a minute, and promise to leave him to rot away. Yet she knew herself better. She would always go back in the end, and I would be left, quite happy alone, uncovering peace among boyish things, planning a future without my parents, in a world that believed in the things it said. My mother told me she believed what she said when she said she would love him in sickness and in health. She would say that, and would be right to say it, and would one day allow him to unsay the lot, and divorce her by Royal Mail. That is the sort of kindness my mother believes in. She’s a better person than I could be. There are no vows between parents and their children.


The top of my shorts was made of elastic. It dug in. There was always a ribbon of red-ruckled skin appearing just over my hips. There was a summer’s day, not long after we came to Ayrshire. I played at the door of a pub called The Unco Guid. The smell of the sea and the smell of the pub came on like one thing.


I remember my arms were out of the arms of my jumper. My hands stuck out the bottom, busy at Five Stones. I was more than good at that game. One stone up in the air – pick up two – catch the fallen – put them aside – nick off each pebble – scoop up the lot – toss them into the air again – good boy – and make them come down on the back of one hand. Good boy. My hand darted about the dirt as I sat against the brown tiles of the pub. The Spillers dog-food factory across the way.


Dogs were bad.


Saliva.


They were made to be just like their owners. Angry, barking, with stuff on their teeth. Men in Scotland make dogs be like them: aggression machines.


In Berwick you never saw people kick dogs, not like you did in Ayrshire. My father said he loved dogs. He would bring one in from the pub – docile, lost – and thereafter train it to bite people. He liked terriers most. Scots, cairns, wire-haireds, West Highlands. Little dogs with sharp teeth. Every one we ever had would pee itself at the sight of Robert. He beat them so much, and taught them the rule: to be scared of him. Any that peed would have their noses rubbed into the wet carpet, lashed with the leash, called all the names. The yelps and whimpers of those poor dogs. And yet how they’d dive up, and lick and kiss him, as soon as he showed some sign of affection. There was something of soft Judas in each of those terriers. By and by my father would take each of them away. He got sick of them. One day we’d wake up and the basket would be empty, the tins of dog food stacked in the bin. My father would go off with the shivering dog. A drive to the countryside. He would lose it there.


The dog-meat factory was over the road. Spillers, they called it. Spillers: ‘The Happy Choice for the Happy Dog’. Cars went past in a hurry to somewhere. A little way off, under the clouds, I could see cranes moving. New houses going up. People came along the street with their pushchairs. Some of the women would stop and bend down.


‘You all right there, son?’


And yes I was all right thanks. Every hour or so I’d go on tiptoe and look through the glass, the wire-mesh glass at the top of the door. My mother and father sat in the corner, brown tumblers on the table, a jukebox hung on the wall behind them. That day I saw them kissing in the corner. She rubbed her hands in his hair. She kissed his neck. There was blue smoke swaying around the room. The noise of glass upon glass, and songs tailing off inside. And voices overlapping in the dark place. Big laughs. Coins crashing. Then suddenly someone pushed at the door. A man tripped into the day with his trousers loose, his red face shouting something.


‘Away ye go,’ he stumbled and said, his eyes all watery and wrong, the steps unsteady, his fingers yellow. ‘Oot the road.’


My mother came out now and then. A packet of crisps and a tumbler of orangeade. ‘Me and your dad are just talking, son,’ she said. ‘And we’ll no be long.’


Salt and vinegar. My mouth was spiky and raw with the taste of them. My eyes watered. The tumbler smelt dark. I sat there for hours, the sky changing over. All the headlamps came on the cars. Blocks of light running past on wheels, the local buses, and the faces of people looking down from the upper decks. Some of the people spoke to each other, some snoozed gently against the window, and others looked down, with their big eyes vacant, passing the pub and the pavement and me. I thought who all of them were, making up names and jobs for them, and thinking of birthdays, and places they went on holidays. Where did they live? I thought of each person going now to a faraway place. I thought of them arriving at a well-lit kitchen, with children there, and the TV giving out the regional news.


I thought of them remembering me. Just as they lay in bed. The boy they passed on the bus through Barrhead. He sat at the pub door. Only a second. He sat there looking up, and waving a hand in the Esso-blue evening. The smile on the boy, a life not my own, and over the top of him, on the other side of the trees, a graveyard stood on the sloping hill. You could see the stones. You could see the light pass away through the branches of wych-elm, the green-winged samaras spinning down to the roof of the pub. Under it all was a smiling boy.


In a second gone.


I walked up and down to the bus stop. The smell of pies came down from the houses. We would go home soon. Some wind collected in the bus shelter. Cans lay about with their pictures of girls. Samantha. Terri. Joyce. The shelter was under the lights on the nearby flats. They were naked yellow. I sniggered at the way you could see the girls’ tits. My eyes got fixed on some distant spot – a crush of lights I could see through the perspex wrap of the shelter.


A thought came down my kaleidoscope.


Here: me being in this shelter, at this time, holding on to these crushed sexy cans, the wind coming through, the lights as they are, the smell of pies. No one but me has been in this moment. No one is living my life but me.




*





Saltcoats was made up of lumpy steppe. A fading of fields, bleeding away to the Firth of Clyde. The sound of progress was shrill in those days. New main roads were gouged from the dirt tracks. Battalions of houses were drilled on the grass. The new shopping centre was loud by the shore front; young folk clustered at the Amusements, a jangling all year round. And people came down to the broken sea wall for air. They came in buses every half an hour.


The town had always felt sleepy and late: a place of quiet endings, and lost industry. No more salt-pans or fishermen; little of coal or the iron smelt. A place of grass sidings that once were canals, a place of beaches, with ice-cream booths standing idle on the prom. The ghosts of Edwardian holidaymakers chattered in the breeze. Saltcoats had played its part in wars and explorations; it was apt to whisper its own small stories. We were full of its quiet backwaters, its drowsy hymns to the god of indifference.


Saltcoats was becoming somewhere new; no longer could it stand as it was, back from the world of great events. Old fields were filling, day upon day, with new-style flats, and model schools, and endangered families from other places. Mulligan’s Pool, where children had swum on mild summer days, to the menacing sound of tractors and crows at their backs, was now engorged in a factory and car park, a company flag up a slippery pole, and local workers doing Japanese breathing out in the yard of a morning.


The name of the pool was a secret among the children. Mulligan the Irishman. He had drowned in the pool one night. Just after saying goodbye to the pigs. He had fallen in drunk. The new assembly workers hadn’t heard of Mulligan. To children he was a known ghost. He lived underwater, in the moving shadows of all that was new, and all day and all night he tumbled down in the evil drink. The Japanese nation built a shed the size of the Pacific Ocean; everyone worked there. They flew in bosses and clocks from Osaka. But none of them knew about Mulligan’s Pool. They dressed it to look like an Eastern pond. But we knew better. Mulligan span in the rootless dark.


The valley had once been a cup of old life. Not any more. Every day of my boyhood it was littered with something new. A glimmer of loading bays. Private golf links on the outer bounds. And giant superstores, fastened to the bypass, and built in the style of the farmer’s bothy The windows looked out on the road, and the girls inside had overalls and hairnets; girls in checks who were hurt by their boyfriends, and lazy or tired, they swayed all day with their price-guns. Beyond the windows were Barratt houses, and the seaside dead, and the Isle of Arran, some way off, like a silver smock laid over the horizon.


Yes, life went ahead in the mess of our town. From the head of it, on Ashgrove Hill, you could believe the heart of progress was hereabouts. The place was losing the look of old photographs. Reinforced concrete was gaining the light. But a single spire was still bold at the centre; it stood on its own, the Coade-stone bricks of the grey church spire. From our house on the hill it was eye-level. The other churches were bungalows. How very lonely that grey spire seemed. How very old. How old with its face of grey weather. And all round the town new houses came about. The harbour was closed, the quarry was flooded and spoiled. But there it was. Every day it was something new. And one grey steeple under the sun.


Breeze-blocks. The approved school at the Ferguson Loch was built with those bricks. And in my memory, in my heart of hearts, the common wind that whistled there is whistling still, and it fades to a moan in the corner of my dreams.


A few years after coming up from Berwick my father got a job as the cook at Ferguson. We moved into one of the company houses. It was built with the same bricks as the school itself. The rain was pouring that day we moved in. Our bits of carpet, our single beds. To my father that place was all of heaven. The house came along with the job. And the job came along with his romance of chaos. It gave him a home in the land of his fathers.


The school’s governors loved him. To them he seemed street-wise. The kind of man who had understanding. A man ill-at-ease, who might easily handle the poor thugs there, the scrambling boys who needed his eye. The bosses loved him. They took his instability as a guarantee of experience. And sure enough the boys loved him too. He was just the father they’d sooner have had. Swore like a trooper, drank like a pagan, smoked like a bomber descending to earth. Like them he had a talent for resisting the everyday: all his delinquent nerve was ripe for those boys. He became a hero. My father had at last found his home and his station. It was a place where his vices could make him heroic: the Ferguson List ‘D’ School for Boys.


I used to waste time watching fish in the Ferguson burn. I’d guddle away the afternoons, in Wellington boots and a scarf new-made by my granny. It was there I would sometimes see the boys. The burn was full of old prams. Down at the bridge the flow was clogged with rotted leaves, and dammed with sticklebacked branches. The burn fell thick with cement; the water was dark under a hood of trees.


Dods of cement going by.


The boys were called absconders. Berry was one of them. He ran from the school every chance he got. The first time I saw him he was hiding in the castle, an old building next to the water, a pile of stones in grasses and bin-bags. He told me he was fifteen, and showed me his stings from nettles. He was someone I’d seen in my head before: one of those bundles of shivers in books. He said his father had tried to strangle him thirty or forty times or more. His house was in Glasgow. The old man had put his hands around Berry’s neck until he nearly died. He would faint as his father did it. Now he said he had epileptic fits; sometimes, when I was with Berry, he would just fold up on the grass, and go like a piston. He was tall and lanky and his hair was black. He showed me a tattoo he cut into his knuckle with Indian ink. It looked sore. He was always running away. His father hated him. Berry told me he got sent to the school because he had run from his normal school in Glasgow. And he said he sniffed the glue sometimes. His mouth was all scabby.


Berry had a supernatural look on his face. He seemed that much older than he was. In another place, with other chances, he might have been a boy playing rounders in the evening, or learning the piano, making model planes, or seeing the point of sums. Berry was the first friend I had who was different from me. But our secret was the same. We shared it between us. We knew that our fathers hated us. Berry and I would meet at the burn. We’d walk to the beach, with me saying stuff about lugworms and weeds and the lobes of shells, all the news from that morning’s ocean. A lot of times we sat in the dunes and looked out. Berry always said the same thing: he said he wished he could go on a boat, and sail it far to another place. Out past the lighthouse, in its unmanned calm. He said he would never look back.


‘You could have a magic time in another country.’


Sometimes, when it was getting dark, we’d plain how to get him as far as Glasgow, where he could go and stay with a girl he knew, and one time I stole him a bottle of milk, and a handful of silver for the train. But they’d always bring him back to the school. Sometimes my dad would go to the police station and pick him up. And I saw how Berry thought my father was kinder than the others. ‘At least he would hit you only for something bad,’ he would say. ‘And he buys us things.’


From my bedroom I heard noises. I would sometimes hear the boys shouting from their windows. The night would be dark, the water of the burn trickling in pitch blackness, the castle no more than a lump of cold stone, and the lights of the housing scheme over there a blind temptation, a cluster of unnamed hopes. The boys would scream for their mothers quite often. You could hear their cries across the fields. As if no one would hear on this distant night, they cried up high, sad words for their mothers. I couldn’t believe all those boys in the school, so similar in distress, with eyes so like one another’s. Their cries all sounded the same as well.


One night I came out of my room. I wondered if one of those voices was Berry’s. I put on clothes over my pyjamas. A blue cagoule, and Nature Treks, my shoes that pinched, too small. I remember everything of that night – an owl we called Morgan up in the tree, the moon a red forewarning, the grass on the playing fields crunchy underfoot – and I made my way down to the school with a torch. Berry stood up at the window in only football shorts. I could see his face was melted with crying. The torch shone into the ground. Berry couldn’t tell who I was. ‘You are all bastards,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll burn this place.’ He shouted it over and over. ‘I’ll burn it to fuck.’ It was like he didn’t know what to do with himself. He banged his head off the window. He screamed like hell. And at the end of it all he just sobbed in his hands. ‘I want to go home,’ he said.


‘Bastards,’ he said.


The school’s boiler room was a den of mine. It was always warm there. And on most Sundays I would go with a book. Just the sound of bubbling hot waters. Thick pipes ran around the walls and over the ceiling, alive with pipes and meters. It was dirty and loud and it smelt of oil. A cooling tower rose like a periscope from the back end. There was always a yellow and fizzing light. A single bulb. This night I turned the wet handle and walked forward with my torch. All the pipes seemed to rumble together – fired with a task I could only guess at – the humid air enclosing me, softening my hair, tingling my skin. An old school desk, half-jaked, lay in the corner. You could fix the bolts and make it good enough to use. I sat there contented a minute that night, quite lost in the maddening rumble. A host of questions danced in the greasy dimness: What if none of us can leave this place? What are we doing here? I thought and thought and wondered at it. Can you ever go back anywhere? Can you ever go back?


‘Are you dreaming there?’ said a voice behind the oil drums. ‘Just remember: you’re the daddy now.’


The voice was my father’s. It dangled a cigarette in the black of the corner. ‘Yes you’re the daddy now.’


And the rumbling of the pipes seemed to fall away – just his voice in the heat. ‘I bought you a rabbit, Jamie, you remember that? Your rabbit in the garage. I don’t think you’ve been taking care of it now, have you? Your mother put it in the garage; you know it was a pest in the garden. It’s in there by itself. And the ferrets, you know, have been sniffing around the edge. Tonight they might have found a way in. Your rabbit, Jamie. I don’t think you’ve been looking after it the same. The ferrets are there. You ought to be a better daddy, Jamie. The wee bairns. Pitch black. And you with your books. Your shells around the lamp. Your maps. Your granda’s tales of dead bricks. But the living things, Jamie. The wee bairns. Pitch black. And them depending on you, Jamie. I think the ferrets are in among them. Too dark in there. And you with your torch in this hot place. It’s a shame, son. It’s just no bloody good.’


Down fell the cigarette on to the oily floor. And nothing happened. He was gone. The sound of the pipes came back from beyond, and no one was there in the room. Just me and the heat and the naked bulb. And soon enough I was back in my bed. The owl shrieked in the tree. There was no rabbit of mine in the garage outside. The rabbit had died months before. One of us was lying. And yet my father was surely not out of his bed that night. He slept right through my bad dreams, and was silent there in the other room, his bed next to my mother’s, as he followed nightmare shapes of his own. I had been alone in the boiler room. I only imagined he was near me. Or maybe he came to me later in a dream. I’m not sure: he seemed at the time to creep so easily into my head. His atmosphere lurked there. His cigarette burning in the dark; his mouth a malignant shadow.




*





My mother had a dog’s life then. These were the years of our best alliance. She could never be true to me – I knew that already – but still we could stand together in the higher winds, side by side, making laughs out of nothing.


Every morning, from four until eight, she worked on the line in a baking factory, the Superloaf, and we’d meet halfway down the hill, and stand at an iron gate, rain or shine, to have our breakfast. This was our most open and peaceful time: a family moment for both of us. She would always have two hot rolls in her bag. A biscuit or two. A carton of milk. ‘Never you mind,’ she said more than once, ‘you’re just passing through here, Jamie.’


She would always say such things. And sometimes we would just laugh against that gate, the absurd business of our lives suddenly filling us up with hopeless mirth, and all our talk was of the daft things that happen. But she looked tired in her headscarf and cheap furry boots. ‘You’re a sketch,’ she would say.


‘You shouldn’t have had me,’ I said one time. ‘You and him would’ve been fine then.’


‘You’re kidding,’ she said. ‘Some day you’ll see what he was like with his own father. Problem with Rab is he can’t understand people who aren’t like him. You’re your own boy already, Jamie. Never bother with him. But mind, he has a lot of time for you in his own way.’


Maybe I thought I could make my mother happier. I’ve never considered it much since those days. I allowed myself to think she had made her choice in life. Maybe she never really did. But the truth is my mother was something different from my father. She had all the simple courage that good people have. She went to her work; she brought me rolls; she stood by her useless husband. She was bright enough to see the point of other people’s lives. She wanted them to do well. She believed that things would be all right for me, that time would be good. Only sometimes would she stop, and look at me, and see that I’d said a childish thing. And she’d know I was next to nothing underneath, and hug me for a minute, and then all my helpful intimations of adulthood would come to the rescue of both of us.


We laughed beside the gate. The mad things that happened in our country, in our house. I always had questions about the last war. She didn’t remember much. She told me no one would settle for that life now. ‘The wars made us buck up our ideas,’ she said, ‘not that everything worked out.’


Every family was the same, she said. You had to make the best of it. ‘Your dad’s people were always very heavily into that. Politics and that. They used to give out leaflets in the street.’


The cows seemed to watch us with their big brown eyes.


‘Tatty-bye,’ she said. ‘Sure and see you get good marks in the class. We don’t want any dunces about the place.’


With a smile my mother would pad over the red-ash playing fields towards the school. I walked away. Now and then I would stop in the road. I picked leaves off the trees, held them up to the light. Sometimes I bit into them. Now and then I put a few in my schoolbag. The bag was full of leaves and things. The cows rolled their eyes. A drunkard was no big thing. Kids just had them at home. And sometimes teachers would offer a word of concern. But mostly they said nothing. Usually they’d come and ask if you’d had breakfast that day.


‘Si, al fresco.’


‘And is there a light in your house all right?’


‘Well there’s usually a fire on the living-room carpet. That tends to keep the bats out.’


That was the sort of thing I would say to them. Just to keep them off. Teachers would leave you alone after that. And also, because my father worked at an approved school, they somehow imagined that he himself might bask in a pool of approval. At any rate I would never say a word about him. Some kids would burst into tears in the class. Some would get themselves suspended, then toddle home for a beating. At my school there were two kinds of kid with a wasted parent. The first kind, the much more common kind, would sniff glue, chew mushrooms from the grass banking, break windows, sell their free school dinner tickets for cigarettes, never do a stroke of work, would end up in remedial, and dog-off as many days as possible. With glee and worry they would set fire to half-built houses, and attack girls in the playground, and eventually strike a teacher, and would one day find themselves expelled.


That was one sort at St Bridget’s. The other bunch would stay in the library during the interval. They would ask for extra homework. They would run errands for the teacher. The smallest extra-curricular task would be theirs. They hid themselves in chores. They would see the teachers outside of school, and read them poems in the public parks. They would take out their vengeance and fury on exam papers. They would learn about computers and home economics, planning the life they could live one day, the day they got up, and got out, and away from all this. Any old thing that offered the chance of not being their parents. They would grasp their lives to themselves. Their voices stayed small in the class. They missed every party. They never had girlfriends or boyfriends or dope, they never crossed teachers, and feared any cause for a note to their parents. Those kids knew it was only a matter of years. Each one bided his time for the grand escape. They had heard of deliverance, and they tried to bring it on with an eager pencil.


I made a name for myself in Biology. The teacher was chestnut-headed, lipsticked, and wise. Her name was Miss McCardle. The boys insisted her name was Bunsen. I quite lost myself in her classes: in photosynthesis, in geotropism, in reproduction, in the intricate process of respiration. She was something, Bunsen. She let me see that the world was mine. Not mine alone, but mine too. She would choose me for experiments. She once pricked my finger – a gentle, hilarious spearing – and took some blood for a lesson on cells. We crowded around the microscope. ‘You have good blood, Jamie,’ she said.


‘Aye, right,’ I said.


She smiled. Bunsen could know a thing without asking.


I loved the things she could tell me. We spent whole hours with our heads in plants, breathing the smells of creeping ivy, tracking the veins of a Busy Lizzie. It turned me about, to know how things had ways of their own. How plants could grow. And how they could live and breathe and make more of themselves. Bunsen allowed me to visit the classroom after four. We sat at the back with dishes of agar jelly. We watched life happen, replicating cells. And over the months we made our own wine. We added yeast and laughed out loud. At Christmas we sat in her office with plastic cups.


‘How civilised we are,’ said the excellent flame.


‘How wise and true,’ said I.


My childhood was dotted with lucky islands. Mrs Drake, and the cockles of Berwick. Miss McCardle, the siren of Saltcoats. And even now and then my father’s father. My granny Margaret. They gave me much more than other children got. More of the seas and the way soil worked; more of their own dear health. But Miss McCardle was something new: her hair, and the sweet-looking smile about her. I wanted to kiss her right on the lips. She told me just to behave myself. And that was that. I turned to my maps of how the world was: H2OS and CO2S. Waters. Carbons.


After hours, the classroom lights burned on in the early dark. And cleaners came in from the housing estates, silent with mops, lifting chairs, thinking of dinners, emptying bins. But Bunsen and I went on. She led me awhile in the mysteries of Chemistry. I got the periodic table off by heart. We discussed this metal, that mineral, and gas. She showed me what rocks were made of. We talked of how strong things were. What uses they had. And after months she helped me to Physics.


‘The study of pressure and time,’ she said.


I don’t know why. I still don’t know why. But all those lessons I had in that class were like heady prescriptions against future pain. They soothed me with reason. Her carefulness soothed me. Bunsen was a tireless exponent of her primary subject, Biology. ‘It makes sense to know how the world is alive,’ she said.


‘Physics is brilliant,’ I said for trouble.


‘Indeed,’ she said, ‘the study of pressure and time. But don’t forget life, Jamie Bawn. Don’t forget life. Ecosystems. For living is all that matters in the end.’


The English teacher disliked me. He knew I was born in England. He was all for the Scots and the language of his forefathers, ‘them that fought to unsheathe the iron tongue’. Or ‘thim that focht tae unshith the iron tongue’. That is the way he spoke. Our Scottish voices were canons and cutlasses to him. Our every word was an argument-in-the-making.


He refused to wear a tie. He proclaimed loudly of Dunbar, of Fergusson and MacDiarmid.


‘The poets of the heart and the head,’ he said.


Or, the poyets ae the hert an’ the heed.


‘… who put themselves against the placid mutterings of our neighbours.’


Or, who pit theirsels agin the placid muttrins ae oor nee- bors.


He was funny to watch, our seaside warrior, our nay-saying bore, Mr Buie. He wore pitted shoes the colour of mud. His woollen trews hung as mail bags on string. He’d a baby’s cheeks, ruddy and soft, and waves of hair, a coastal shelf, in steady retreat from his awesome brow. His greying eyes were always on us. They spoke of long ago. They spoke of lost ground, lonely evenings, and sins.


Buie believed in a grand commonness: he spoke of real people; he spoke of oppression. We had never known anyone like that before. He wanted us to know that the way we spoke was a political matter.


‘They’ll try hard to take your language away,’ he said.


That was Buie. There was always ‘they’. He could never understand our lack of taste for abstract resentments. We knew who ‘they’ were all right. And most of them – the ‘they’ that we cared about, and who haunted us daily – were never so far as the other side of the Border. They snored in the room right next to ours, or dwelled long and nasty in a parallel street, and some took classes at the local school.


I got into a bit of a mess with Buie. He banned MacDiarmid’s ‘English poems’ from the class. He wouldn’t hear of Robert Louis Stevenson, except for those stories in braid Scots. He thought Walter Scott was a fascist. Buchan was a swine. Muriel Spark was a ‘turn-coat London harpie’. I had two girl pals in the class. Buie had christened them Cleopatra and Beast. He thought they were skiving hussies and pests.


‘You’re like the moon, Bawn,’ he said one day. ‘And these two are your satellites, spinning through the air quite canny like, transmitting mayhem and chaos and disastrous noises!’


We fell about laughing. Buie was mental. But the words that he spoke were more than just words: he believed in them. One day, he stepped out of the class after a signature rant on the Treaty of Union, and he failed to come back that day.


A wandering supply teacher came to our rescue. She spoke of American things. She spoke of Norwegian plays. And next day too she came in with her strangeness. She had gathered something of our class’s infatuation with the native voice. ‘Speech is not all there is,’ she said. She went to the board and held up a book. ‘This nation was not always so obsessed with the way it sounded on paper. For many years it paid great attention to other things as well. To the way it thought. The Scottish Enlightenment shows us that there is more than one way to make English Scottish. More than one way to write Scottish English. A strong Scots accent of the mind,’ she wrote. ‘Discuss.’


Buie came in before the end of the lesson. He listened a moment. His face was grey. He dismissed the girl with the bangled wrists. He asked me to wipe the board of words.


‘That is my blackboard,’ he said. ‘It belongs to me.’


And he told me to leave not a trace of her chalk. ‘A very good example,’ he said, ‘of the English propaganda.’


He gave us a lecture on the meaning of Utopia. He said it was a word that meant everything in Scotland. ‘We all want to live there,’ he said. He told us this place was built of hard work, and ‘a strength of spirit’, and bravery too, and your own unweakened voice. It was a place with a government. A place without wars. A land where we all lived equal. Bring on the future, he said. Bring us ourselves, only better.


‘It’s a place to be built,’ said Buie. ‘You begin by building it with your own hands, in your own minds, in your own hearts. Our fathers wore themselves away to make this true. That is the history of this century, and of others before us, going back to the Industrial Revolution, and further. And it must remain with us.’


He looked at me. ‘That is right, is it not, James Bawn? The work of our fathers might give us hope.’


I put down my eyes to the desk. Maybe he was right and wrong. A strong Scots accent of the mind indeed.


And yet much of Buie has stayed with me. I have loved the poems that he loved. I grew to perceive the beauty in them. They have been on my lips ever since. They will always mind me of my grandmother’s yearnings; of all our yearnings. They bleed somehow, in their Scottish way, into my love of Miss McCardle, and now, with time, they colour the life she once pushed me to know.


They were poems of Biology and Physics. Poems of Geography. Poems of Breathing.


Mr Buie held fast to his ground. He never saw any other ground like it. He heard no words but his own rising up. Mr Buie was much like us. He dreamed of knowing the future, and he woke up knowing the dead.







*





My grandparents Hugh and Margaret had flitted that year. They moved to the light of the eighteenth floor in a high-rise up the coast. Hugh was a famous Housing man. His whole life rang with the question of better housing. He was known as the man who had pushed the tower blocks. He believed they answered to people’s needs. He believed in those blocks to the end of his life.


And he always said he could live in one himself. And as sure as his word he came one day. He joined the disgruntled people in the air. I was thirteen years old, and it was our third year at Ferguson, when Margaret and Hugh made the journey west. The journey for them was a long one somehow. But for me the journey was shorter: Hugh is the basis of everything I know. But that soft day of the annual fair, when the ancient burgh was gowping in colours, and New Town lairds were ringing the changes, and each in their cups went across the moor, good Hugh Bawn came into his tall house, a pot of tea beside the stainless sink, a shore of clean air, a view from the window, a place that seemed like a palace to them. There were no red ribbons on the taps that day. My grandparents came as the band passed on. But the dauntless Hugh came up those stairs, quietly keeping his vision intact. These were the houses they had lived to build. And here his life was to come full circle.


His years as the Housing supremo were waning. His years as my godsend took over instead. We became separate halves of one another. He told me over and over again how I was his younger self. But still he believed in the man he used to be. No love was lost between his Glaswegian glory and him. That’s what he said, and that’s what we thought at the time. But Hugh had seemed to have the gumption to make himself new. Down he came to the Ayrshire coast with his bells and his books and his flow charts intact; he had old stories in his possession, and elderly hopes to burn. But he wouldn’t retire. He would never retire. He came to the New Town with a mind to assist in the planning of all the new housing. He came like a king to a half-rural seat. I was nervous, but glad he had come.


I began then to visit in secret. I was learning Hugh’s trade, and helping my granny with her flower stall at the harbour. During those years at the Ferguson school my visits to Glasgow had been too few. I was in their house there a dozen times. But seeing them had soothed me greatly in those wastes of time. Strange as it was, and given their age, and all Hugh’s intolerance in the matter of ideals, it was these old folk who gave me my life, and who best represented the future for me. Their new flat was a mausoleum to future prosperity. Their feeling for the past gave me hope for the future, and awakened my sense of the livable times ahead. Hugh was to teach me what all of this meant. My father’s illness had belittled us. He loathed all time. He saw only lies. My granda Hugh had his own desperate heart. His westward flight was not all it seemed. But that was for later. In the sorry glare of my first teenage years the appearance of my grandparents was all of a rescue.


It was the last year of my time at the Ferguson home, the very last months with my mother and father. Things were finally coming apart. My father’s mind was not right. It was never right. Only the years would make me see this. But the job at Ferguson had seemed so hopeful, so right for him as he was. And even there, in the worsening light, we thought he might gain, and shake off the self that had raged near to death down in England. But the darkest time had arrived. It would pass, and then I would go, and all those Ferguson days would seem hopeless and grave. They would ever after seem cold. The unspeakable hours. Only now, with this distance of time, and my life in Liverpool, can I let those shadows cross to the page. My grandfather said I should tell our story. A summons to heaven or hell he said. And now I can see our days spread out. The way we were in that place of ours. The last days at Ferguson were the worst of our lives. And it was Berry too. Berry brought those hours to a head.


It was the day of my Holy Confirmation. I was taking the sacrament late. My father had twice set light to the form. Hugh and Margaret took the whole thing over. It was important to them that I followed the faith, and somehow it mattered to me as well. I wanted it more as my father did less. I went in the morning to the high flat at Irvine. Margaret fed me porridge oats dusty with salt. She sang me her hymns as she unwrapped a new white shirt. ‘St Michael’s’, it said on the label. Hugh came into the kitchen with his own talk of saints. He said he had given it some thought.


‘Alexander,’ he said. ‘I think your Confirmation name should be Alexander.’


He said his mother would have liked that. And there was the end to it. None of us thought it a bad name. Margaret drove me down to Affleck, down to St Joseph’s, in her sweet-smelling car. ‘You’re an angel among us,’ she said. ‘Give your confession first to the priest. We’ll be back along in time for the Bishop.’


St Joseph’s was a modern chapel. The roof slanted way to the floor. Everywhere was concrete and pine; the lights were electric. The faces on all the statues were odd. A crooked mouth, a bold eye. None of them was smooth or hallowed or ancient, none like the saints we’d seen in books. They looked like people we knew. They were not mighty faces, in just repose, or caught there purely, in serene rapture. They were faces cut with modern woe, or fixed with some current passion. The statues were all sharp lines. Long-fingered, large-haloed, bleeding from all the small wounds. And Mary was not like the Queen of Heaven – she looked like the girls in supermarkets, with her hair gathered up in the regulation way, and worry all over her face. But the smell in the church was the smell of old time. The electric lights hung apart from the candles, which burnt the last of their wax, under the altar’s canopy. They were wagging tongues of flame. The yellow fire just licked at the air and was gone. A new candle was placed on the altar as I stood at the door.


Father Timothy took confession in a room. We knew him from school. He was young for a priest. A wave of hair rolled over his forehead, a glade of Scots pine stood green in his eyes. He was in love with the boys. We all knew that. He would kiss you at confession and nobody worried too much. You would sometimes find yourself kissing him back, and opening your mouth, and liking it then, when his tongue was warm and spreading all over your lips. At other times you would think it was bad. There was no alarm in the thing for me. You just sat on the chair, saying your sins, and he touched his body in a soft-seeming way, your act of contrition going out for the both of you. But it never felt like harm with Father Timothy. Not to me anyhow. He always smelt so nicely of soap. The kissing was nothing much: a quick lie-down in the laughing grass. And many a thing could be worse. There were worse things than being secretly kissed in the small afternoon by a young priest shaking with nerves.


‘Don’t say to Father Healy,’ he said, his pupils black as the Calvary sun.


I don’t know. Father Timothy was kind and bad all at once. But at least he was kind. His nice way with words made me open my mouth. And sure as all that I had wanted susceptible hands on my face. For years he always had two or three boys he called special.


‘I haven’t been to mass since Christmas.’


‘I smashed a crate of milk bottles into the burn.’


‘I called Mrs McIntosh an old fat cow.’


‘I said fannies and tits to the janitor.’


And often enough he’d say that was all right.


‘That’s all right. Take off your tie.’


And he’d kiss your neck a dozen times and lay his head on your shoulder. Often enough my arms went around him. I’d pull him in closer.


‘Everything’s all right,’ I’d whisper. ‘Everything’s fine.’


Father Tim was there the day of the confirmations. He sat in his room with his clean smile. His face was glowing with hard prayers and lust.


‘You’re the elderly boy here today, Jamie,’ he said. ‘And how’s tricks at home?’


‘My Confirmation name’s Alexander,’ I said. ‘Is that not a good one?’


‘Good as any,’ he said. ‘But that’ll be later on. Let us start with your Prayer Before Confession.’


He drew his head in close. ‘James Alexander …’ he breathed.


I didn’t want his kissing today. I picked up the sheet with the Order written on it.


‘James,’ he breathed again. There was a smell of aftershave on him.


He pressed his face down into my neck. ‘Don’t,’ I said.


But there had been other days when I’d held him there. I remember the first time it went further. He was kissing me in the way that he did. I let him loosen my tie and kiss my neck. The slow seconds caused a change of some sort. A moment’s heat. And then, with no less care than command, I placed his hand on the front of my trousers. He took down the zip. He brought me out. With tenderness, with a steady hand, he began to stroke me there in the room. I wanted to laugh. I thought I would cry. I pushed the hair out of my eyes. I wasn’t sure of the room that day. But I didn’t move, and the father went on, and to fill the silence I read out the prayer from the Order, and strained away from the young man’s kisses, but let him go on with my cock in his hand, and the words growing louder, my eyes going up to the brightening window. My faltering breath. I read what I could.




‘… behold me, O Lord, prostrate at Thy feet to implore Thy forgiveness. I desire most sincerely to leave all my evil ways, to forsake this region of death where I have so long lost myself …’





My breath was filled with worry. It came out in shorter and shorter gasps.




‘… and to return to Thee, the Fountain of Life. I desire, like the prodigal child, to enter seriously into myself, and with the like resolutions to rise without delay and go home …’





His eyes were closed. The light from the window fell on his hair. ‘God,’ I thought. ‘God almighty. What am I doing here?’




‘… to my Father, though I am infinitely unworthy to be called His child, in hopes of meeting with the like reception of His most tender mercy. I know Thou desirest not the death of a sinner, but that he may be converted and live.’





But on my Confirmation day I held him back. I didn’t feel threatened by Father Timothy; I just felt there were other things to be thinking about. I was getting older. Things were sad at home. And this was the day of my Confirmation.


My grandmother was my sponsor. She was certain I knew what I had to know, and was ready for the Church.


‘It’s only a life of total commitment, being of the Catholic faith,’ she said.


Hugh sat at the front rail as I walked up. He smiled at me in his black tie.


‘Alexander,’ I said.


The Bishop touched my face.


‘God be with you,’ he said.


A small smell of after-shave hung about the air. James Alexander. Walking back to the kneeling bench I was pleased with God and myself.




*





Our house at the Ferguson school had become all damp. Water rose up through the floorboards; blackening fungus crawled over the walls.


A house of paper and powder and weeds.


It smelt of dead carpet. You could watch your breath in every room. It went to the ceiling in corpulent puffs. Woodlice nested in the skirting boards. Slugs would drag along the bathroom floor, trailing their vestments of brown slime. Every room in the house at Saltcoats was thick with alien spores. Nature had come inside.


The net curtains were planets of watery growth. The Japanese lightshades hung from the ceilings, spinning with cold, greenly alive. Spiders made caves in tiny brass ornaments, and fieldmice licked at the kitchen-damp fruit, wild mushrooms and fungal berries, which bled poison from the soaking plastic of the plug sockets. I didn’t like the cold there, but the daily encroachments that came in with the cold, and rose with the water, were fine with me. The chaos of plants added some grace to that house of disaster. The animals were vile.


On Confirmation Night my father went over the edge. The house got robbed. I was lying there in my bed; all the bulbs were cold. Darkness crept over us. But for all that dark there was something of the moon. A glow that came down over the trees, and picked at the burn, and spilled through my bedroom window. For hours I lay there awake. The damp patterns on the wallpaper held me there, bright-eyed, unsleeping. The patches looked like the shapes of countries. There was India. Japan and France. The whole of Ireland a black furry smudge. Dublin dense on the paper’s seam. The North blinking out as the ceiling meets the sea.


A run of Crete on the far side. A dipple of Falkland Islands. I lay there not sleeping for hours.


A bark from my father’s dog downstairs. A door is closed. I can hear my mother and father asleep as I move across the landing. The living-room window is open. I stand in front of it. My feet in a squelch of sodden carpet. The curtains are disarranged, and my mother’s ornaments are smashed on the floor. Her glassy swans, her porcelain peasants, the plastic flowers that are held in arrangement, the base of their stems well trapped in a crumbly sponge.


When I look out the window I see in the grass a golden-painted Buddha. From its bed of green blades it smiles a smile of uncomprehending calm. The moonlight is there. It is down among us. I close the window and go up the stairs. Everything is wrong. Nothing makes sense any more.


I was frozen in bed. Scared to death. And up the stairs I could hear him coming. Footfalls deep in the other room.


I could hear my parents breathing as they slept. More noise came from the landing. My lips were exhaling milk-clouds in the dark. And then, with some gentle, inevitable sound, the door of my bedroom swung towards me. He walked to the table beside my bed. It was my friend Berry. He looked at me. His hair was blond at the ends and black at the roots. Different hair. His eyes were somewhere else. He put a finger up to his lips. Noiselessly he said the word no. He held my eye. I didn’t move. He opened a plastic bag and began putting things in. Small binoculars off the table. He took a penknife. A clock in the shape of a tree. He took some football boots I’d never worn. He put it all in the bag. I remember the Indian ink on his hands. The smell of gas; his presence.


He turned to me just as he reached the door.


There was a far-away smile on him. It said goodbye. And it said other things too. ‘Who cares?’ ‘So what?’ And it somehow said that I’d never see him again. I put up my hand before he turned, and bent the fingers into the palm. ‘Bye, Berry,’ I whispered.


In the morning my father went mad. Someone had torched the boiler room at the school. And our house was robbed. The police thought it must have been the same person. My father couldn’t believe we hadn’t heard an intruder walking the carpets at night.


‘We could all have been murdered in our fucking beds,’ he said over again.


I just sat on the sofa with a book. ‘You sure you heard nothing?’ he shouted. I looked in front of me, shook my head. The fire brigade stopped an explosion at the school. ‘Has no fucker you know been in and out the house?’ he shouted again. ‘They took stuff out of every fucking room. Think!’


There was nothing to do but shake my head. After the firemen left, and the police took fingerprints, my mother went about with a damp cloth, picking up ornaments, wiping them off. (The house might have been damp, a blackness of spores, but my mother was always trying to keep it tidy. She liked an ordered surface. Tidy meant much more to her than clean.) My father stood in the middle of the room. He was white all round his mouth. A bottle of vodka stood on the telly, and every time he broke from the shouting, every time he paused for breath, he would reach for the bottle and take another slug.


‘Fucking hell!’ he kept saying. ‘I’m going off my bastarding head here.’


I sat there all day. I tried to keep thinking of the words in the book. Reading the same line over and over. ‘Sleep no more,’ and ‘Sleep no more.’ Sleep no more.


My father beat up the dog in the kitchen. It screamed and yelped the morning away. The dog was first for the blame. It had failed to bark. It had let itself be shut in a cupboard. He beat it sore, until it peed the carpet. Then he beat it some more for that.


‘People are trying to drive me off my fucking head!’ my father shouted.


They stood at the top of the stairs. I was below when my mother asked him to calm himself down. He just slapped her hard, sudden hands hammering at her face. She put up her arms to cover herself, and asked him, so quietly, to stop.


‘Don’t, Rab. Please.’


Some horrible thing happened inside. At the bottom of those stairs, me standing full-eyed, the dense tinder of a dozen years and the spark of two strange days flew suddenly together. I was off the spot, and up the stairs, two at a time, and ready at the top with something of a punch, a roar of hatred, so mad to crush my father’s bullying rage. A glass table overturned. A vase full of peacock feathers smashed to the floor. I beat at his face with two small fists. I spat at him. I booted his stomach once he was down. Tears and spittle flying towards him. My mother screaming between us. I could hear my own voice. It was out in the distance.


‘I’ll fucking kill you!’


Again and again the voice roared out. All the time it was me. My father lay in the corner among the glass. His mouth was cut. And I’ll never forget that look in his eyes. It was seethingly calm. It was calm, but the gleam of murder was there. And it was with me as well, my father’s son.


Coldly he lifted a part of the broken vase.


‘I’ll be waiting for you,’ he said. ‘Your sparrow’s punches are nothing to me. I’ll be waiting.’ And he jabbed the sharp edge into his arm.


On the vase, on the wallpaper, gouts of blood.


My mother screamed but I couldn’t hear her. Everything slowed to a pulse. There was nothing there but my own heart’s sound in my ears. My own heart pounding. My father’s blood all over the broken glass. My father mad in a pool of blood. My own heart’s sound in my ears. I ran down to the garden and threw up.


It’s the eye of childhood that fears a painted devil.




*





For weeks after the robbery my father would hide in the bushes. After dark, with a bowie knife, he’d sit and wait for the thief to return. Concealed there, alone with the vodka, his rabbit’s eyes all pink-rimmed and ready, and no one came to vindicate his mood. He would never get over it. They had come into the house with us all asleep. He didn’t believe that I knew nothing of it. The robbery affronted him. My father thought himself smarter than that. To be robbed in your bed. What an insult. That was the sort of thing that happened to other people.


‘To cunting idiots.’


He himself would hear the latch if it was lifted. But no he didn’t. Berry was next to his bed. And the thought broke him in two. It was one of the odder things about my father when he was younger: he was a threat to us all those years, and yet he couldn’t tolerate the thought of others threatening us. We were his to threaten. We were family. And we were his. We belonged to him. Didn’t we? It drove him mad to think of a stranger standing next to our beds at night, and him asleep. It drove him mad.


The Ferguson List ‘D’ School for Boys was a failure then. For some of those years I had thought it might hold off the crack-up. But at the time, with my dad as he was, there might have been no such place on earth. The school fairly helped him at first – imagining those boys thought well of him – but he knew that our house must have been robbed by one of them. He knew that. Only boys like the ones at Ferguson could carry off such an affront. Nothing, though, nothing at all, had let him believe they could do it to him. But one of them did. And his own son helped him.


Although I was soon to run from all this, from the Ferguson school and my father’s sickness, I won’t now stand apart from those days, and say I did well, and made proud, and think him the only bastard. In one way or other we all did badly then. And the school was a rotten world in itself. The searchlights kept us all bleached and lonely. We all cried some from our windows. Behind the trees, the dark water flooded its mucky banks, the castle stood behind fences, its dungeons a lesson in history. At the end we were all so small-voiced, so lost. I don’t know how it happened. That season of mirk would take years to thin out.


The rain came hard on the red-ash field one night. The water lapping under our beds. I walked out the front with my slippers on. I put my hand in the bushes. ‘Come on, Dad,’ I said. ‘Come inside, it’s raining.’ And how he trembled as I drew him away by the hand, and how he spoke to himself. His raw rabbit’s eyes. Yes I know that too. Robert went up to his bed that night and slept the coldest sleep of us all.


All my life I have dreamed of the sea. Our waters. And the long walk around the coast of this island. I feel the difference in the rocks; I see the sand and its glinting deposits, the play of weather on land and sky and spray. They live in my memory: the colours of Scotland and England. With a bucket and spade I walk the length of Hadrian’s Wall in a silver shower. Salt on the lips. My sandals wet. Every stone broken and loose. A fresh song rises to nowhere and nothing. I make my way to another beach.


My thirst for the sea. I know of a home I have never known. A liquid bed by some easy beach. I know it well in my sleep. The coast is unclear. The landmarks are ruined or new. Yet water knows nothing of nations. It is called after them – is claimed by them – but water is only itself. The pure green sea in my dreams is all the world I have ever known. And yet I have never been there. It is only water. It is only a dream. And still I drown there each night in my sleep. And still I look out for the coast as I wake.




*





I went a lot to the beach in my last week at Saltcoats. My father was worse every day. It was odd to see the sand under snow, as if the sea-foam had stepped from the waves, and it lay here and there, a white crackling on the rind of the coast.


Mrs Drake had been right those years ago in Berwick. I wondered was she still alive. Was she sighing and breathing yet? Or did she one day fall with her spade, the North Sea ripping the air about, a squall of kittiwakes marking the shore, and the old woman dead, like nothing was nothing, and breath just slipped away? The thought of her lying there. Her hand across the shore she loved. Her skin cells flaking in the sand.


Her ink was still clear in the note at the back of The Sea Shore. I kept it to hand. Her favourite line from Thomas Hardy: ‘Who can say of a particular sea that it is old? Distilled by the sun, kneaded by the moon, it is renewed in a year, in a day, or in an hour.’


I walked up the town from the shore that night with a sense of coming change. Aldo’s chip shop aglow in the early dark. Young men gathered at the window-cage. The sound of their heels as they bashed against it.


You followed the towpath that came from the shore, where our Ferguson burn ran into the sea. You stuck to the path at the housing estate, and found the old bridge, the castle still, and up through the trees you passed towards the school. The path was all ice as I walked along. There was sometimes a silence on the housing schemes at night. Every house glowed orange. You’d hear a dog’s bark. A baby crying. Somebody whistling to a bedroom window. But mostly it was quiet on a night like this. The washing lines, the whirligigs, were hung with icicles, and the roads were slurried with grit. One or two chimneys blew smoke at the edge of the scheme. But hardly any. The hum in the air was from pylons; a cold and nervous electrical hum.


After all this time I took in the street names. I stopped and looked at them. I had passed through the housing scheme blind until then. A grid of twelve streets. I wandered that night from one to the other; wandering slowly, the pavement all ice, a deep-lying chill in the tarmacadam bones.




Keir Hardie Drive.


John MacLean Drive.


Sandy Sloan Drive.


James Maxton Drive.


Arthur Woodburn Drive.


Helen Crawfurd Drive.


Tom Johnston Drive.


Jean Mann Drive.


Hugh Murnin Drive.


William Gallagher Drive.


John Wheatley Drive.


Campbell Stephen Drive.





I had thought I would never know those names, and soon I would never forget them. My coming years with Hugh made me know them, and the years since then have made them strange.


But that frosted night I wanted to know them. The cold in our house made it clear all at once. I looked from the window at that sudden paradise of sodium yellow. The housing scheme. My grandfather’s plans. There was my new life out there. Our modern housing. There it was, yellow through the trees. Street after modern street, named for the receding glory of dead socialists.


Our new windows. They deflected none of my father’s old pain. He was coughing up blood and refusing the doctor. He was so much younger than he liked us to know. But there he was, in that swamp of a house, spitting up blood in an ashtray, calling out names with his chin on his chest. My mother was white. The staff at the school just passed without blinking.


One night a policeman brought him back to the house in a van. They had found him down in the centre of town, lying in the snow, his red hair frozen to the pavement. The police had taken him to Casualty, and one of them brought him back. The officer said they had to cut his hair. They cut his hair to get him off the street. He was frozen to the ground. He was lucky to be alive, he said. Nearly lost him, he said. Must get help for him, before it’s too late.


My mother sat him down on a stool in the living room. She brought in all the fires she could find. He was shaking like nothing. She sat him there. She gave him a can of lager.


‘No more whisky,’ she said.


And then, with all care, with all the patience there is in the world, she evened up the hair all around his head. His red curls dropped under the blunt scissors. Red leaves down to the carpet. I thought of his hair still frozen to the pavement. Down there, in the town, those frosted hairs where he nearly died.


Fear is what remains of Ferguson for me. Cold fear. And the thought that we all might die in the night. And time was so slow in going out. My last day passed so slowly. Ashen-faced, unkindly, a morning after my own heart.


I was standing in striped pyjamas at the crack of dawn. Thirteen years old. Standing at the window in my parents’ bedroom. No one was there but me. My mother was working at the Superloaf; my father was out there tearing up space. The day cracked open like an oyster. There was salt spread on the road, and the grass was white with unmarked snow, like a field of pan bread. Nothing but likeness that grey-filled morning. Nothing but like.


Our trees like the movement of three witches’ fingers.


The clouds like the man in Mulligan’s Pool.


And me like my father in his father’s boots, watching for nothing along the road, keeping an eye out, chittering cold in that upcoming Baltic sun. My head was different that day. And then I saw my mother limping up the path. A black knot she was – the white sky behind, the snow beneath – and she moved up the path with her scarf round her head. I could see there was something wrong with her.


I sat on the edge of his unmade bed. The smell of him about it. I could see the stairs from where I sat, and could hear her footfalls, one at a time, and the way she whimpered in her sore throat. She was crying on the stairs. A horrible dread came over me at I sat there. The sound of her trouble. I could hear it as she moved up the stairs, and could see it as she stepped on to the landing. Both hands on the bannister, the scarf around her head. It wasn’t a sound I knew. Not anger or unhappiness, not disappointment or woe, not embarrassment, not resentment, not regret. The sound in the hall was the sound of pain. She was hurt. She was crying like a child. The slow, thick whimper of the suddenly injured. I rose from the edge of the bed as she came to the bedroom door. The look of her will bother me all my life.


She couldn’t keep up with her breath. She drew off her scarf in the pale doorway. My own breath went out to soothe her. Her forehead was swollen and dark. Her cheek was grazed from the eye to the chin. Blood ran from a wound on her lip. My eyes were lost in the shocked space between us. Like a child she wept. Our eyes joined across the metres of festering carpet. A look unknowable. And some wordless seconds we passed there in hell together. ‘He ran after me,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t his fault. I argued with him in the road. He pushed me away. I ran and ran. It was dark. I fell at the rocks. My face is sore, Jamie. Get me a cloth. It wasn’t his fault.’


I held her fast and weeping at the door. ‘I’m going to kill him,’ I said.


The rest of the day she spent in bed. I fixed up a lamp beside her. There was something numb about Alice as she lay on those pillows. She didn’t say much, and didn’t flinch as I cleaned her face, dabbing the sores with TCP.


‘Why did you marry him, Mum?’


‘I loved him, son,’ she said.


In the afternoon he came back to her side. I walked up the stairs with a cup of tea. He sat on her bed with his head on her knees. A waste of tears. Her hand just stroked at his scissor-marked hair. I put down the cup by the bed, and he turned. ‘It was an accident, Jamie. She fell on the road.’


‘And you left her there,’ I said. ‘Don’t look at me. We’re finished.’




*





My escape came sooner than most. I woke in my bed one day with sore legs, just a kid with sore legs, and I told the parents I couldn’t walk. An ambulance came to the school. They lifted me out of bed. My mother stepped into the ambulance too. We were never meant to return. There was nothing wrong with the legs. I just woke up, that’s all, and the sun was coming through the net curtains. A fearsome promise in the sun that morning, scorching out the damp on the walls, the countries and glaciers and lost forests, burning through my framed certificates of First Communion and Confirmation, and in the vast white heat of the moment I knew it was time to go. I couldn’t live our life any more. So I faked the legs. And in the Kilmarnock Infirmary I spoke to my mother in a new way. ‘I’m off,’ I said.


‘Where are you off to?’


‘To fuck,’ I whispered, ‘and don’t say stay or anything else cause I’m gone.’


The doctor waited by the trolley He looked like one who had spent his life just combing his hair. I spoke to the mercy of his white coat.


‘I like history and flowers, me,’ I said.


‘Shut up,’ he said. ‘Can you not see that you’re upsetting your mother with this talk?’


‘And buildings with windows going all the way up.’


I felt sometimes like I wanted to die. My mother’s grazes. We wept beside the choking lifts. I could think of nothing but the lunatic smell of the wards. ‘I will go and stay with Granny and Granda,’ I said in the end.


And my mother, she walked away. She always wore a nylon apron. Even when not doing the house, or tidying herself away from the world, she wore a checked apron. I don’t think she had many clothes to wear. And as she walked away in tears that day, making off down the corridor, a wounded animal, I felt I might just freeze there for good. She couldn’t help me; I couldn’t save her. No longer could we even calm each other down. I stood on my shaking legs, my head on the public phone. I wanted to smash those walls, or dial God, or fling myself down the lift shaft, shouting last things in a loud voice. But there was nothing to do. My granda’s voice came on to the line.


‘Jamesie, my boy,’ the old voice said, ‘that’s right. You’re somebody who likes our new buildings, and you liked Nana’s flowers. Remember? Come here to your room.’


He said I would do my exams some day.


‘You’ll be clever about it. Come to your room. You know your nana and me, we love to show you all the things. We have your chemistry set here. And new books.’


That was more or less the end of my mother and father and me. I wouldn’t see them for many years. And it has taken these years to begin to know them.


It was that simple, and that hard. Mother going down the corridor, her apron covered in hospital light, my father sick at home, killing us all with his sadness. The sight of her walking away that day. She was a young woman, and all the fine strings of her being drew her back to the man we had once agreed to hate. And now she might lie beside him until the clocks had stopped. Of course I knew nothing. She couldn’t just leave him alone with his bottles. And so there I was: my first grand act of selfishness complete.


I stopped all the crying. The polished tiles under my feet suddenly shone upwards, and I could see my face glowering back at me. My teen jeans and Lions’ T-shirt. All the distant hospital noises came at last. My mother would be on the bus now back to my father. A steady breathing came back to me. Something was settled. There was no way I could ever miss that house of ours.


That was how I came to live in the flats at Annick Water. My grandfather’s home was bright. The radiators burned in the evening, and wood-chip paper covered the walls, clean from ceiling to living-room floor, and white, a high room over the New Town, books and pictures and an early start. There were no pretty poisons or fungal walls, none of that old creeping darkness. There was only the past of Hugh and Margaret, the past of their people, the country, and buildings. I thought I knew what the country was made of. They said no, no: come along with us. ‘There are ruined buildings in the world,’ said Hugh, ‘but no ruined stones.’


Hugh then called me his project. He gave me his books, his tools, and his names for everything. He spoke of the busy years that had made our day. All the secrets of Scottish housing came to me first hand. Not all of them – not Hugh’s stone privacies – but the tricks of the trade, and the tale of our family’s bid for Utopia. I heard of trades unions. I heard of saints. But mostly Hugh told me of building bricks, of clays, and slates, and cements, and steel. He told me the cupola of the Church of San Gioacchino was covered with aluminium sheeting in 1897. He told me how asbestos tiles clad the Empire Stadium at Wembley in 1923. He drew me a map of the bitumen source, the great Pitch Lake in Trinidad. He spoke of plastics, and resins, and ‘rainwater goods’; he spoke of plasterboard. Hugh showed me love, and he showed me the scope of his love, of Margaret, and me, and reinforced concrete.


Three miles or so from the Ferguson school I found a place in another world. A place of disciplines and hopes. A valley of information. A well-lighted room. And Hugh and Margaret were people of no small understanding. We went to the rivers, and over the hills of Kyle and Carrick, the ferns and trees all listening like me on the headland, and Hugh with his words, full flood on the moor. Gran Margaret corrected his names for the families of flowers. And down below us the coast of Ayrshire was mute. The sea and the coast were quiet below, there in the lights of old January.
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