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for Sam and Luke,
who call this place home



BOOK I




Eulogy

We are gathered here today on the shore of Loch Hope in the presence of God, in the worshipful company of birds and beasts, on the hallowed ground of the Earth, to give thanks for the life of Colvin Munro. We do not know that he is dead, and without certainty and without a body we cannot perform last rites or lay him to rest. But we must release him and we must lay ourselves to rest. There is a time to bind, and a time to let go.

But where to begin when it goes back so far, and where to finish when there is no end? In truth, this is the story of us all, for we knew and loved Colvin, and we drove him away. Ah yes, we have been haunted by that fear, haven’t we? Was it me? Was it my fault? And through these years you hoped I would say, in soothing pastoral tones, ‘No, of course not. It was nobody’s fault – certainly not yours. Be at peace.’

But we could not find peace, could we? Because we were hiding behind shame and half-lies when what we needed was to get to the heart of the matter: the truth, if you will. And I do not presume to know the whole truth, but I do know this story. I know it for I am part of it and because you have told me your parts. Slowly, painfully, in these seven years since Colvin disappeared, you have spilled your tales, mainly over drinks at the Ferryman, swilling sorrows into your beer, sighing regrets on whisky breath, confessing sins in the sipping of wine. And as the truth has come out, like bits of shrapnel from a wound, I have tried to piece it all together, to understand. Some of it will never make sense this side of the Promised Land, but of one thing I am certain: Colvin Munro is still alive.



Sign 1: Knife

The day Colvin disappeared, I found his knife. It was lying in the inbye field, where the May grass is rich and speckled with flowers, and old dry-stone dykes form the rectangles of a sheep fank. On one of the gates, a length of plastic twine flipped in the breeze where Colvin had tied a ewe by her horn so he could check later if the lambs were feeding well, as her teats were so large. She was the last to birth and he had made two cuts in her horn. As every shepherd round here knows, ewes that are barren or need help with delivery get one cut, and if either event occurs another year, a second. But big teats warrant two cuts straight away, and two cuts mean a difficult mother not worth the effort. She will be sold for mutton. This particular ewe – now marked for death and perhaps resenting it – must have broken free from her tether and stormed off, her two frantic lambs chasing that bursting bag, while Colvin must have forgotten his knife. A sharp snap-blade with a bone handle, it had been made by his Traveller grandfather, handed down to his mother and then to him, and he carried it everywhere. So strange for him to leave it behind.



Birth

He was born on the farm, in the shed, on a cruel night in April 1955. Aye, without a doubt the cruellest month, April, wooing you with her bright face and warm breath till you are in her arms, puckering for a kiss, and she slaps you. Hard. Never more cruel than in the Highlands, neither, where our daffodils can be slashed by hail or our Easter eggs buried in snow. A Pentecostal month, if ever there was one, swinging from ecstasy to exorcism at the spirit’s whim.

The night of Colvin’s birth was wild with sleet as his mother, Agnes, struggled out in the field with a bulky jacket over her nightie and a torch strapped to her head. She was helping a ewe. The wretched beast was caught in a barbed-wire fence and bleating into the storm. Agnes pulled her father’s knife from her pocket, cut away the tangled fleece and guided the ewe into the shed, laying her on her side. Pushing a hand into the tight wet of the birth canal she came at once on the hooves of a lamb and drew them down slowly, feeling for the head, tugging and twisting, till the slimy creature squeezed forth, trailing afterbirth. With a scruff of fleece from the ewe’s flank, she wiped his black face, put him to the mother’s nose, and as pain surged up her own belly, reached in again. The second one came quicker, sliding onto the straw with a sneeze and a dribble of bloody waters, his useless legs tucked under him, face smooshed to the floor. While the ewe lumbered to her feet for the first lamb to suckle, Agnes rubbed and prodded the second one till he tottered to his mother’s face and also got a welcome slurp. Our shepherdess then lumbered to her own feet, stomach tightening like a belt of steel, and after washing her hands in the freezing water at the corner tap, she made a cut in the ewe’s horn. The storm outside was a blizzard by now, blocking any return to the house, so she lit a fire in an iron trough and stomped around to keep warm and fight the pain.

She was a practical woman, Agnes: Traveller’s daughter, shepherd’s wife, angel unawares. Her jacket pockets held not just the knife and matches, but also twine, a fresh hanky, work gloves, some pegs, hair pins, a couple of nails, a pen that didn’t work, one that did, shop receipts, scraps of paper, a small telescope, a letter from the council, coins, a dog whistle, dried-up sprigs of heather, a mouth organ and a crumbling bit of flapjack. While waiting for the baby, she cut a length of twine, sterilised the knife in the fire and set them down on the hanky. Her own family had never gone to hospital for anything and she had helped with several of her mother’s deliveries, as well as years of lambing; she was calm and breathed deep, groaning through her teeth, till she finally brought our Colvin into the world on a bed of straw. There were no singing angels or visiting kings, and the only shepherd – apart from herself – was snoring in his bed, pickled in liquor and dead to the world.

Ahh, Colvin, what a time to be born.

When he slithered forth head first and howling, she cut his cord and tied it off with the twine – struggling with frozen white fingers – then rubbed the hanky over his face and burrowed him inside her layers of clothes. He was slippery, warm and wriggly, snuffling as his jaw worked the ripe swell of her breast. Touching her finger from her tongue to the top of his head, she murmured in Gaelic. A small drop of water to encompass my beloved, Meet for Father, Son and Spirit. The rhythmic tug of his feeding and the sounds of fire and suckling lambs finally pulled her into sleep, where she dreamed of a Traveller’s tent with rain pelting the canvas and her father singing.

It was the cold that woke her: the sharp iciness of her feet in their wellies, the draught around her head, the ache of her limbs. Breathing in Colvin’s womb-dark smell, she wound him in her scarf and tucked him beside the lambs, then scooping the straw and afterbirth into the trough, rekindled the fire. Warming her hands on the blaze as the wind scuttled the roof, she wondered how on earth she would manage lambing, a newborn and a drunken husband.

Another child was born that night. Fifty miles up the road, in the clean delivery suite of the Inverness hospital, bum first and blue, half-strangled by her cord and blighted with a cleft lip. She too lacked a loving father pacing outside, as he was, coincidentally, also drunk in his bed. In this case, however, our man didn’t care one jot that he had sired a child, since children had been the last thing on his mind at the time and because he had already washed his hands of the whole silly business. When the mother, little more than a child herself, had told him she was pregnant, he’d just laughed and said she couldn’t prove anything. And, he had added, that if she so much as squeaked to the kitchen mouse she would regret it for the rest of her life, would never work again, and probably never marry. Presumably he would see to it himself. Two cuts in the horn. She’d bitten her lip and carried on till she could no longer fit into her maid’s uniform, and the house keeper – a fearsome Mrs Duggins, who will enter our tale soon enough and plague it for far too long – sent her packing.

Once the baby arrived, however, the girl decided three things:

1. She didn’t want to get married.

2. She bloody well would work. In fact, she would get rich.

3. She would pass this deformed baby back to its father and never regret it.

And that was how the baby’s fate became inexorably tied to Colvin’s, though at that precise moment, while he snoozed happily beside the lambs, she was fighting to breathe.

That baby was me.



Strath

Colvin and I were, as it happens, conceived in the same valley, though perhaps not on the same night (parish records not extending to such detail). I was swiftly returned from Inverness, and ten years later, brother Sorley arrived, completing the triangle. It is this strath that cradled us (though cradled is perhaps too gentle a word) till each, in our own time, took flight.

Two of us are back.

And Colvin? Our dearly departed. We have waited so long for his return, but now we declare it, once and for all: You will not come back. And the strath is lost without you.

It is a valley of the vanished.

I learned its story from Dougie MacPherson, mountain man and ecologist, who knew this place so deeply it was engraved within him like an inner map, summoning him daily to walk its ways. Oldest friend of the Munro family, he confessed to me at the bar of the Ferryman Inn – white head bowed over his Glenfiddich – that he was a thorn in their side. As well as in the ribs of his only son, Fachie – best friend to Colvin and head keeper of Rowancraig Estate. But such is the price for a prophet in his own land.

And what a land! Lying high in the heart of Scotland beyond the fortress gates of Drumochter Pass, the strath unfurls like a green carpet. Its basin is marshy floodplain, but the soil either side so rocky and weather-whipped that few crops grow and only hardy animals thrive. Thus it has raised a tough breed of farmer – like Colvin – who turn the other cheek to the wind and their hands to a labour of love. But for all its stubborn stones and capricious skies – its flood, fire and famine – the strath is full of beauty.

Its artery is the Spey. Winding down through forests and fields, lochs and rapids, this old, old river passes below mountains so ancient they are half worn away. The rounded humps of Am Monadh Liath – the Grey Hills – rise to the north-west, their memories reaching back three billion years, while to the south-east, are Am Monadh Ruadh – the Red Hills – younger and higher. And though both ranges change colour with the shifting light, only this one has changed name. We now call it the Cairngorms: a pile of blue stones. (I sympathise with the changing of names, for I have had three.)

From each hill, cold springs tumble down into burns that become rivers of their own – Truim, Feshie, Nethy and Dulnain – and lose themselves in the Spey. As she swallows their momentum and their names, her lovely face hides dangerous currents till, wide and swift, she spills into the sea. She is revered for her gifts of pearls and salmon and whisky and feared for her curses of flood and drowning. And whisky. She giveth and she taketh away.

The great hills that rise at her sides, in all their colours, stand barren now. We still argue about why, and even dispute the word barren, for heather and peat is full of life, but most agree it’s not what it once was. Five thousand years ago, the fabled Caledonian forest spread across these slopes, harbouring bears and wolves, boar and aurochs, beavers and lynx. All are gone.

And the people – we who call this valley home – are hungry as wolves, stubborn as sheep, and surviving, like the few wildcats, as a remnant. And though we are ruinous and stiff-necked, yet we are marked by beauty. For ours is the strength of the river, the endurance of the mountains, the bond of the strath.

Ours is this place.



Exile

My name is Sorley MacLean Munro and I am the shepherd boy made banker. I am the younger son, with a hand on his brother’s heel. And I admit the exact nature of my wrongs.

It is 2009, August, Thursday afternoon. Stepping onto the pavement outside the office block I am nearly blinded by the sun as it bounces off the windows across the Thames. You! It says. You failure! You no longer belong here in the towers, the onwards and upwards of glass and steel, the radiant and rich. Get out.

I stand blinking, holding my briefcase and archive box: the flotsam of ten years in this office and twenty years climbing to it. My keys I have just given to the liquidator, a tall thin man with grey trench coat and crooked nose, hands like claws.

The first day he came, he stalked around the office scribbling on a wad of papers, eyes darting. ‘Leave all the paintings.’

‘They’re mine!’ A nude with vast breasts, a cityscape in slashes of black and orange, a digital creation of dots. Strident and expensive, I gloated over them.

‘Not yours any more, I believe.’ He tapped the inventory and slid his gaze to me. ‘Now partnership property.’

I walked away. ‘I AM the fucking partnership.’

‘The only distinction,’ he said, so low I could barely hear him, ‘is that we can’t sell you.’

Today, now it’s over, I just wanted to give him the keys and go, but he insisted on sifting through my archive box, examining the papers, setting the pens aside like surgical instruments, holding my rams horn letter opener aloft like it was infected. When his vulture eyes rested on the photograph of Annabelle, I pulled it back.

‘Not for sale.’ I laid it in the box and slapped on the lid.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,’ he whispered.

Outside, I lower my eyes from the sun and try to breathe. A gust of wind lifts the flap of my jacket and sends a paper cup scudding past on the terrace where seagulls stalk the railings. I move the letter opener and photo to my briefcase, then walk across and throw the box in the river. The lid and a sheaf of papers take flight, scattering across the water and backing up onto the terrace where the seagulls shriek. Someone yells.

I walk away – past offices and banks, my usual cafes and bars, shops with dead-faced mannequins and handbags, past people lost and looking and lying in wait. I walk across littered parks and through arcades, turning corners, crossing roads, not knowing where I am going, not caring where I will stop.

The Bull and Bear, one window boarded up, stains on the pavement. Never seen it before. In the jaundiced light and cooking-fat smells, faces turn to me and colours ricochet around the jukebox. I order whiskies and sit in a corner. Waiting for oblivion, I think of Annabelle.

Her beauty and bell-ring laugh are all I have left. Stalking the London catwalks and splashed over magazine covers, she became my obsession. I reeled her in with theatre trips, gallery lunches and gifts. She was twenty-three, Texan, a dancer before she took up modelling, a lover of film and fashion, though not a reader, or a thinker, as it turned out. But I wasn’t looking for that. Nor was I just looking for sex, as that was readily available for money or none. At forty, I was drawn to her youthfulness and her childlike sense of everything being possible and promising. I hoped it might rub off. That through her I might find dreams that would come true rather than turn stale. I certainly had no intention of ruining hers.

That was in the heyday of the mid-n0ughties when we were building our castles in the air and fooling everyone. Even ourselves. We were trading fortunes like football cards, banking on debt, investing in lies, and I played it faster than anyone I knew. In thirteen years I’d built my hedge fund, Winglift Capital, from my flat in Kensal Green to a billion-pound business on Canary Wharf with over thirty traders and a dozen staff. Wheeling and dealing the moment my alarm went off, I had a sixth sense for the market and could clinch a deal before anyone else saw it coming. By the end I could earn enough in a day to buy a sports car, enough in a week to buy a yacht, enough in a month to buy a mansion.

But I could not earn love.

God knows I tried. I even got married. Twice. The first one was misery for both of us for all of its eighteen months. Thank god there were no children. The second one didn’t even last the reception. The whole thing was a drunken bacchanal in somebody’s country pile in Yorkshire and my new wife left with the band. I didn’t even realise till I woke up the next morning on the floor of the billiards room with a pair of antlers tied to my back.

Others came and went. Some for months at a time, some for little more than a fuck in a lunch break. And with each one there was that moment of ecstasy when I believed – even for a second – that I could be loved for ever. Wrong every time.

Until Annabelle. It’s been nearly two years and she’s still with me, in the two-floor riverside apartment on the Southbank that she helped to choose. I worried that her loyalty was just because of the money, but when I told her about the financial crash last year and things looking shaky for Winglift, she wrapped herself around me and said she loved me no matter what and was absolutely certain I would see us through. So was I. At first. Believing I could pull it back from the brink, I kept borrowing from the bank and making personal guarantees, mortgaging to the hilt. I didn’t tell Annabelle that. But as the months went by and more of the fund’s investments fell away and clients pulled out, I hinted that things were tough. She stopped my nervous talk with a kiss. When we started laying off traders and staff and reducing office space, I didn’t confess that all my personal savings were now in the fund or that I was selling the extra cars, or that I was up every night sweating and pacing and drinking: I just suggested we cut down on holidays.

‘I’m absolutely certain I’ll get us through,’ I lied. ‘It’s just for now. Till we steady the ship.’ I wrapped myself around her. ‘And anyway, we love each other no matter what, right?’ I pushed my hand under her blouse.

‘Right,’ she sighed.

I’d known today was the end but I hadn’t told her. I’d said I was flying to New York to negotiate a deal that would give us a whole new lease of life. I’d be back Friday evening and take her somewhere special for the weekend. A surprise. I had no idea what I was going to do when the weekend came. I still don’t. All I know is I can’t face her.

And so, I drink.

Habit of a lifetime. A bloodline. A legacy.



Sign 2: Hip Flask

The day after Colvin disappeared, a mountain biker found his heirloom hip flask on the hill behind our village. She brought it straight to me, Mo, the almost-sister.

An Sgiath, the name of the hill, means wing or shield in the Gaelic, perhaps for its curving ridge, or because it rises to the north and shelters us from the coldest wind. On bright days in late spring its treeless flanks glow in a mosaic of browns and greens, broken by a grey patch on one side where the heather has been burned. Sheep trails run like veins across the slope, worn by generations of flocks hefted to this grazing, and the biker had been slogging up one of them. When she got to the summit cairn and flopped breathless against the stones, she saw the silver flask. Engraved with the letters ‘GM’, it was shining in the sun, worn smooth, and empty.

The funny thing about the hip flask is that Colvin never took it anywhere. He hated it.



Highland Games

There was somebody, however, who had treasured the flask and carried it all the time – joined at the hip, as it were – but was reckless enough to nearly lose it one summer’s day a long time ago. We are, after all, a people of loss; it runs in our blood, washes down our rivers. A bunch of losers, according to the young Sorley Munro, when he took off at seventeen, kicking the dust and sheep shit off his feet.

Further up the Spey from our small village of Briachan with its 500 souls, is the bigger village of Kirkton, where we do our shopping, send the kids to school and catch the train. While we have a handful of windy roads and farm cottages, it has a proper high street with heavy old buildings and a clock tower. It also has a history of doomed attempts to draw more tourists: the Crochet Clan Map (now sagging), the MacMagical Maze (full of midges) and the Giant Haggis (misappropriated by hen parties). Its true distinction, however, lies not in these half-baked gimmicks but on the outskirts of town, where a large field draws devotees of the local religion to perform its rites. I speak not of the Church, which draws hardly anybody, but of shinty, a kind of hockey, but wilder. These days, all the novitiates wear helmets – and even some of the high priests, I’m told! – but when Colvin and Sorley and I played, there was no such nonsense as we sacrificed teeth and skin, camans flailing at the hard ball, bodies smashing into each other, blood mingling. One thing about the shinty remains the same, however: no other event sullies its hallowed pitch except for the Kirkton Highland Games the first Saturday in June.

It was at these Games in 1939 that Agnes encountered the hip flask and the man who was to end up in a drunken stupor as she delivered their son. She was fifteen and had come with her Traveller family to sell the pots and baskets they’d made. Her job was to walk to and fro with a barra hawking her wares, but she was easily distracted. Down one side of the field, a row of marquees flapped in the breeze, while in the middle, a roaring man hurled a hammer and another tossed the caber, his neck as thick as the log he threw. She joined the cheering crowd and banged a spoon on a pan, then stopped to watch the girls in tight buns dancing and tip-tapping over a platform. Eyeing their black jackets and shiny buttons, the matching tartans of their sashes, kilts and socks, she straightened her own shabby clothes and scanned the field for her father. He was standing with the pipers, nothing in his straight back and full Highland dress hinting that he had emerged that morning from a packed and smoky tent. She blew him silent prayers for luck. If he won the pibroch, they would get five pounds and eat their fill. And it seemed a lucky day, with its clear blue sky and an arrowhead of geese moving north, their calls like rusty hinges.

As she passed the events sign-up stand, Agnes couldn’t help notice a striking young man in the queue, thumbs hooked into his braces, cap at a rakish angle. He couldn’t help notice her either, as she was quite the beauty, with her dark hair, apple cheeks and full-blown figure. Calling her over, he pretended to be very interested in tin strainers and pegs, all the while catching her in the spark of his blue eyes. She felt like a trout flipping on the end of his line. When he told her he’d joined The Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, and was just waiting for the call up, she felt his excitement and a little swell of pride.

‘I haven’t a penny on me,’ he confessed at last, handing a pot back to her. She blew out in disgust. ‘But I will by half three.’

‘And how’s that, then?’

‘I’m going to win the hill race.’ He pointed up at the brooding hulk of Ben Bodach behind them. ‘The prize is three pounds and I’ll buy all your pots for my good mother.’

‘And how can you be sure to win?’

‘Cause it’s the only way I can be sure to see you again.’ He winked. ‘Meet me at the finish line and my prize is yours.’

‘Bet you won’t win.’

‘What will you bet?’

‘Nothing. I don’t gamble.’

‘Ah, but you just did. Here’s the deal.’ He pulled the hip flask from his back pocket and gave it to her. It was a bit dented, but polished to a bright shine. ‘If I lose, you keep my lucky charm – my grandfather’s whisky flask. See, “GM” for Gideon Munro – I’m named after him, though most call me Gid.’

‘And if you win?’

‘I spend all my prize money on your wares.’

She studied the flask in her hand and squinted up at him. ‘Sounds like you lose both ways.’

‘No, cause if I win . . . you gie me a kiss.’

‘Never!’ She shoved the flask back at him and trundled away with her barra, a hot glow on her cheeks, the sound of his laughter behind her. She had got away, but a barb from his hook was in her side.

When the men lined up for the hill race, she peered round the edge of a marquee to watch. Sure enough, he was in the front row in his shorts and vest, flop of blond hair bouncing as he trotted on the spot. A farm boy, she thought, looking at his lean, muscled limbs and brown neck. As the lads jostled one another and teased, he threw back his head in a yelp of laughter and she wondered if the joke was about her. It made her both cross and excited.

At the gun, he was away like a hare and she felt her blood leap, transfixed as he broke free of the group with a loping stride and disappeared into the trees. For the next half hour she kept glancing up at the hill, catching glimpses of small figures and sometimes thinking it was Gideon at the front, but never sure. Finally, their route took them round the back and she forced herself to turn away.

‘C’mon, Aggie!’ her mother barked, as she got back to the family cart. ‘What you been doing aw day?’ She pointed at Agnes’s barra, still half full.

‘There’s no good Traveller will want you!’ chorused Aggie’s younger sisters, erupting into giggles.

‘Well, that’s good, cause there’s no Traveller I want!’ she retorted, loading up more wares.

Her mother shook her head. ‘If you cannae hawk and sell, you cannae get a husband! Girl your age should be praying for one. Just gone fourteen when I married your father and he just a tad older. Started the family straight away, we did.’ Agnes knew these lines so well she mouthed them at her little brother as he passed baskets from the cart. The family had grown to seven children, not including the two who had died and the one on the way. Travellers did nothing to stop the flow but let nature take its course. As the oldest, Agnes had spent her life looking after nature’s bounty and though she never wished any of them gone, had decided that her own life would not be left to the whims of nature or the traditions of Travellers.

Unlike her siblings, she loved the six winter months of each year when the family pitched their bow tent near a town so the children could go to school, and her hunger for learning was stronger than the taunts of the local kids (dirty tink!) or the nagging of her mother to quit reading and dae summat useful. Kind teachers loaned her books to take on the summer travels, while farmers saved newspapers and one crofter passed on precious paperbacks full of swashbuckling on high seas and heroines in shawls. Agnes supplemented the evening tales and songs round the fire with news reports from far-flung places, chapters from Kidnapped, or poems, most of which she memorised. Her brothers and sisters listened with huge eyes, her mother with mingled fascination and disapproval, her father with furrowed brow. They knew they would lose Agnes, but to whom or when, they couldn’t guess.

That day in June, she was on the far side of the field, hot and tired with her heavy barra, when a shout went up and she whirled around. A runner was appearing through the trees. Shoving the cart behind a tent, she scrambled to the edge of the track. But the man’s stride was short and strained. It wasn’t Gid. Despising her disappointment, she took hold of herself with crossed arms. Then another runner burst from the forest and people started yelling. She squinted into the afternoon sun as the first runner staggered over the stile for the final lap, his pursuer flying down the path. When he vaulted the fence and the crowd roared to its feet, she saw it was Gid. There was a gash under his knee and a slick of blood on the white shin, but he bore down the track like flame, legs long and loose, arms pumping. The crowd brayed, Agnes screamed, and the lead runner pushed harder, face contorted with pain. But as they hurtled round the last bend, Gid drew up beside him, and in the final paces to the tape, edged past and threw himself across.

As he collapsed, the crowd exploded, whoops and hats rising like dizzy birds above the field. Agnes saw men carry him to the first aid tent and she pushed through the crowd, arriving to glimpse through the flaps uniformed women washing his wound and offering water. His face was white, hands shaking. She hovered outside for a while, trying not to gawk, and sure he’d forgotten her. Indeed, she scolded herself, he’d have forgotten you no mair an five minutes after you huffed off with your barra. The barra! She turned to scoot back for it, but the sound of his voice made her stop.

‘Hey, Gambler Girl!’ He was standing in the entrance to the tent, knee bandaged, a tweed jacket over his whites. The colour was back in his face, the spark in his eyes.

Her guts catapulted.

‘You stupid thing!’ she hissed. ‘Look what you’ve done to yourself.’

‘I won,’ he said, a grin rising.

‘And so you did. Well done for that. But they’ll no be wanting you in the army with a gammy leg, now will they?’

‘Ach, shame, shame. Just have to find someone that does want me, then.’ He winked.

‘Good luck with that!’

‘I’m having a very lucky day, Gambler Girl.’

‘Doesn’t look like it!’ She pointed at his knee.

‘Och, but it is. If you’d seen where I fell, that bash should’ve been on my head and I should no have finished that race alive, let alone first. So, a lucky landing, for one. But even better, a lucky meeting with the bonniest lassie at the games.’

She snorted, folded her arms and blushed.

‘Will you make it a hat trick, Tinker Tess? Will you give me that kiss and make me the luckiest man alive?’

There was a spluttering from her and a wild looking about. ‘What? Here?!’ she demanded, forcing her eyes to meet his and slain by their sheer blueness.

‘Anywhere at all,’ he said softly.

And so it happened, right there and then, because she couldn’t resist him when he took that hobbling step closer and drew her in, the brief strong smell of his sweat and wool jacket, his lips cracked and gentle. The insides of her soared like a kite.

A time to embrace.

We have to hold that picture of Gid, bright and fleet of foot, for he was not always what he became.

Gideon Munro, Gideon That Was, Gideon the Good, set a record for the Ben Bodach hill race that day that was not broken for another forty years till Sorley, seventeen and the image of his father, shaved two seconds off the time. He did not bash his knee, but by then so much else was bashed up that neither Agnes nor Gid, nor Colvin nor I were there to cheer him at the finish. All he had left was the prize money, enough for the bus fare away.



Inheritance

One night at university in Edinburgh, after I won the students’ race up Arthur’s Seat, I went out to celebrate and the city glittered against a smoky sky and friends shouldered me in and out of crowded pubs and a girl with pink hair kissed me and I felt free and immortal and maybe even a little bit happy, so drank till the lights began to spin and the buildings collapsed and the street rose up to punch my teeth.

Next day I remembered nothing. Waking in a cell, I was charged with drunk and disorderly behaviour, brawling and threatening a police officer. Walked home alone through early morning streets of a city fagged-out and grey, tramps bundled in doorsteps like rags. Looking in the mirror – all bruises and a cut lip – I wondered how my father could have been a drunk for so long yet still have a face.



The Ferryman Inn

Gid, as it happens, perfected the art at the Ferryman Inn.

Ah, the dear old Ferryman. Heart, hub and hellhole of Briachan village life, it holds many a tale. So many, in truth, that despite listening to everyone’s yarns and spinning a few of my own over the years, I’m barely scratching the surface.

You see, in the beginning – oh, way back, when drovers were herding cattle down this strath – it was simply the house of the ferryman, for there was no bridge over the Spey here. The building was a one-room hovel with a byre at the side and a pier at the front.

The first ferryman recorded (in 1759, in the journal of a travelling aristocrat) was a Charlie MacPherson, the venerable forebear of our own Dougie. The tourist pronounced him ‘a wild brute with neither English nor manners and costume rough and reeking as cattle hide’. He added a sketch to prove it. Charlie was indeed strong and knew the unpredictable currents where Loch Hope narrows into the Spey, but he was no savage and knew a good wife when he found one. She was Maggie Dallas, who distilled whisky (quietly) and cooked broth and bannocks (noisily) and began selling them to the passengers, first at her hearth and then in an extra room they added. Their son Murdo, famous for singing as he plied his craft, started taking in overnight guests and the inn bulged and grew, adding rooms and upper floors over the generations till Queen Victoria herself stayed overnight on her scouting mission for a holiday shack. It was a lean time for the incumbent MacPhersons and not knowing their guest was royal, the hospitality was spartan. She wrote in her diary that ‘there was only tea and two starved Highland chickens! NO pudding and no fun!’ Needless to say, she did not pick Briachan.

She did, however, change the course of its history. Of the entire Highlands, in fact, for she fell in love with it. Despite her predilection for desserts and evening entertainments, she was a tough breed, staring down a hoolie with a straight back and turning a stiff upper lip to the driving rain. Indeed, she seemed to enjoy it. So she bought Balmoral and in a stroke turned the Highlands from a barbarous backwater into a fashionable holiday destination. Thus it wasn’t long before a bridge replaced the ferry, bringing stagecoaches and buggies, and not long after that, the next MacPherson built a granite hotel on the site with bay windows, reception rooms and an attic for maids. He also served pudding.

Then the railways came and there was no stopping them. Nobility were joined by flocks of the aspiring classes in the great summer migration north, where the plumage changed to tartan and tweed, and the mating rituals and dominance displays entailed much strutting across moors with guns, in and out of dinners and across dance floors. The Ferryman Inn flourished. There was a pianola and a billiards table, a piper heralding evening buffets, and no surface spared from antlers, potted palms, doilies and porcelain shepherdesses. Better still, it had the best views in Briachan. Looking over Loch Hope to the Cairngorms, its perfect angle on the osprey nest on Small Isle was enough to reduce even dignified ladies to squabbling over the telescope. By then, our beloved oak tree in the garden was already very old, and nationalists of a romantic bent claim it was planted during the first Jacobite rebellion by a local MacPherson chief. Why he diverted energies at that critical moment from uprising to gardening I cannot fathom, but it has played a part for our current cast of characters over the years and was, indeed, about to become very important to the lovely Agnes.



Winner’s Return

She wrote to Gid away at the war and sometimes he wrote back, but his letters gave little of the bright, mischievous boy who’d stolen a kiss and forgotten to buy any of her pots. (Well, I shall be charitable and say it was a lapse of memory. In the heady excitement of winning the race and the girl he apparently forgot the terms of his wager and spent the money on rounds of drinks at the Ferryman. We are a funny people that way, so closely tying our successes to our ruin.)

His handwriting was a struggle and stunted his sentences, forcing him to keep things short: ‘Leaving S’ampton for France tomorrow. Don’t like sea.’ She longed for more: descriptions of how he lived, the army way of things, his thoughts and passions – but he didn’t give it. He did say, however, that her letters gave him courage, so she wrote every day. She told how her family walked with their cart and horse across the moors to the crofters in the west, who called them the Summer Walkers and welcomed their wares, their news of other villages and their labour on the farms. How they pitched their bow tent in all weathers and washed in streams, pausing beside the big rivers as her father and brothers caught fish and hunted for pearls. How they sat round the fire at night naming the stars and sharing their stories and songs that went back hundreds of years. How her people were the knowers of land, the tellers of myth, the keepers of faith.

Though there could be several days’ walk between post offices, she kept writing every day, even when his letters dwindled and stopped altogether. That was in June 1940, and as her fears rose, the news finally trickled back of the battle at St Valery-en-Caux where many of the 51st Highland Division had been killed and even more taken as POWs. No one knew Gid’s fate, except that he was not listed among the dead, and Agnes swung between pleading prayers and grief. She had nowhere to send her letters, but she still wrote and kept them safe, waiting.

At seventeen she joined the Women’s Timber Corps and found herself back in Strathspey, felling the giant pines in the Caledonian Forest at Glenmore. The lumberjills were crowded together in wooden huts with no electricity or running water and just an outside shack with a hole for a toilet. In the winter mornings they woke to frost on their blankets and ice stiffening their clothes, and Agnes got up first to revive the fire and get water on for tea. She was tougher than the others, who came from cities and factory jobs, but she did not scorn them. They were noisy in their protests at stiffness and cold, but also in their laughter and ribald tales and their embracing of her. Whit a braw wee trooper! Look at they muckle great airms, ye’ve got! Ach and you’re a bonnie yin, so ye are. Gies a sang, Aggie, gies a sang! There was no ‘dirty tink’. At night she wrote her letter to a disappeared beloved and held the image of him, fragile as the candle flame, as full of hope.

Finally, it was all over: victory declared, soldiers returning, home fronts and Land Armies disbanding. Agnes got work at a dairy farm on the north-east coast of Caithness where the flat, low country seemed as endless as her waiting. Demob stretched across agonising months till in October 1946 she overheard a conversation in a grocer’s. It was a girl from Briachan, now a scullery maid at Dunrobin Castle, who was talking about some of the lads from home coming back and a village dance in the offing. Who? Who? Agnes couldn’t help pulling her sleeve. There were a few names and then the only one that mattered: Gideon Munro.

Begging the Saturday off, Agnes caught the train to Briachan on the Friday afternoon under a sky cloud-heavy and damp. As she travelled south from sweeping farmland to coast and firths, through towns and forests and over rivers, up mountain passes and down again into the strath, darkness fell. Outside the carriage everything was vanished and unknowable; inside, she studied her face reflected in the window, and it seemed as much a mystery. By the time she got off at Briachan, a lone figure on the small platform, it was well after nine and the village was dark and silent as the bottom of a loch. She walked down to a deserted Ferryman and wondered about slipping into an outhouse for the night if there was no welcome at the Munros’. Music struck up in the distance and turning towards it, she saw lights through the trees. Pulling her coat tighter, she walked along the road towards the village hall where a ceilidh was in full swing, music and light spilling from the arched windows.

She peered through at the people swinging together in a steamy glow of warmth and laughter, the musicians on squeeze box, fiddle and piano, the men scrubbed and shining, the women in floral dresses with lipstick and set hair. She cringed at her own worn clothes and cursed herself for coming. Why was she here? There had been no invitation and the raw truth was she had not heard from Gideon in these six years. He had forgotten her. She was a fool.

But turning away to investigate the sheds at the Ferryman, she saw him. He was wheeling down a Virginia Reel, a steely energy in his spin and turn, sweat glistening on his skin and sticking the shirt to his back. His hair was blunt short and showed every contour of his skull, so much thinner now and harder, as if chiselled from stone. And there, on the right side of his face like a chunk broken from sculpture, was a patch of white flesh where his eye had been.

Agnes stood watching, then pushing her fingers through her hair and licking her lips, slipped into the back of the hall. The air was thick with the fug of perfume and Brylcreem, cakes and tea, sweat and breath, and as the reel ended and grinning people fell away and jostled back to seats, the band struck up a waltz. The young men scooped the pretty girls into their arms, the farmers took their wives and the kids shot through to the buffet tables in the next room. She stood inside the door, scanning the hall, sick with fear.

‘Agnes!’ a voice cried. She turned to see a tall woman in a pink crepe dress and blonde hair with a cigarette in her hand. ‘What you doing here?’ It was Beulah, Gid’s younger sister. Agnes had met her a handful of times before he left for the front, and occasionally during the war when the lumberjills at Glenmore came into the villages for a dance. Beulah was a parlour maid at Rowancraig House, the mansion on the local estate that owned the Munro sheep farm and thirty thousand acres of moor, but she swanned about like she owned the place. She’d also been possessive of her brother and scornful of Agnes – Gaelic speaker, vagrant, tink.

‘I came for Gideon,’ Agnes said.

Beulah lit up her cigarette, took a long, deep draw, then blew out a blousy cloud of smoke. ‘Seen him yet?’

‘Yes.’ Agnes lifted her chin. ‘Through the window just now.’

Beulah eyed her. ‘He was hit.’

‘I know.’

There was another hard look, then Beulah puffed out a breath of smoke and shrugged. ‘God knows he could do with a bit of fun. He’s in there.’ She pointed with her cigarette to the buffet room and swept off.

Entering, Agnes recognised Dougie MacPherson, as he also had spent the war serving the Timber Corps in the strath and they had met at the dances. His face lit up at the sight of her and he nudged Gid, who was standing with his back to the door. When he turned, the rawness of the scar was a shock. She made herself smile and look deep into the remaining blue eye. He stared back, the flesh around his wound blanching, till he finally gave his plate of sandwiches to Dougie and brushed his fingers on his trousers. As he hesitated, she moved forward and took his hands.

‘Welcome home,’ she said and stretched up, kissing him on the scarred cheek. His hands gripped hers and then he caught her in a tight hug and she felt how all the boyish excess had been stripped away. His smell was stronger, his hands sinewy and his voice, when he finally spoke, was darker.

‘We won.’ The words were harsh. She understood, but believed this bitterness would pass. Time would heal, love would heal, she would heal.

Right now, it was a time to dance.

And so they did, for as long as the band played, Gid holding her like he feared she might disappear, and when he had to release her to swing with another man, catching her back again with a fierce pull. He and his friends had already been drinking at the Ferryman before the dance, and every now and again he whispered to her that it was time to pay old Moothie MacDram a visit, and he would draw her out the back door to the beech hedge where he’d hidden a half-bottle of whisky. For each of his slugs he insisted she have a sip as well, and while the fire of it hurt her throat, she saw how it brought a softening to his limbs and face. By the final waltz he was holding her so close it was long past decent, but she had no reputation here to lose and he, she could tell, didn’t give a damn.

Afterwards, he walked her down the road to the oak tree behind the Ferryman where he pressed her against its gnarled trunk and kissed her hungrily, his breath heavy with alcohol. Giddy herself, she met his kisses with all her sweet power, opening her mouth to him, running her lips across his face and brushing them over the scar. And when he tugged at her blouse she helped him, undoing buttons and bra so her breasts fell freely into his hands, till the wanting and needing peaked, and they welded in a clumsy rush against the dark tree.

Her head reeled, eyes stung; she was a good girl. She had wanted this, but not now. It seared her, a branding that would tie her for ever to him and his land, binding her – whose family walked the whole Highlands – to him, hefted like his fathers to one farm.

‘Marry me,’ he said, kissing her softly across the forehead, still joined at hip and breast.

‘I just have,’ she whispered.

And so it was.



Union

By that accounting, Gid had already married several times. The giggling barmaid in the Southampton pub; the ladies of the night in France; the whores in London on the way home. But he did not count them. It’s what war did to you, he believed – indeed, what it owed you. Flesh for flesh, an eye for an eye. For all that, none of it compensated; not a thousand good-time girls could balance the scales. He never confessed any of it to Agnes and she never asked, not even about the gossip in the village after they married, the drunken fumbling at the Ferryman, the hook-ups away on market days or the maid at Rowancraig who had to leave.

Instead, she gave herself only to him.

Colvin was the same: the wild goose that partners for life.

Sorley, on the other hand, as he freely confesses, played the field. Sowed his wild oats. Was a Cassanova, a Lothario, a Don Juan. By what other glorified titles shall we name him? Playboy, Stud, Stag?

If he was a woman, he would merely be a slut.

As for me – Mo the Maid (ha!) – never.

Though I came very close.

Once.



Loser’s Return

Don’t remember leaving the pub or anyone putting me into a taxi or a driver putting me on the front step of my place on the Southbank, or how they worked out I lived here. Did I speak? Did I pay? Sure he wouldn’t let me go free, must have gone through my wallet, peeled out cash. Only know I’ve woken up cold and stiff with head pounding and face in a puddle of vomit. I moved here so I wouldn’t have to meet people like this.

Not wanting to wipe sick on the sleeve of my suit – pure wool French bespoke – I stand up slowly, bending forward, the worst of it dripping to the ground. Grubby sun leering at me through the morning cloud, I look at my watch – something past seven. It is Friday morning, still August, still 2009. My hand is shaking. I fumble in trouser pockets. My mother gave us a clean hanky every day and even when I couldn’t remember her, I kept up the habit, like a lucky charm. But the hanky isn’t there. Somehow its loss hits harder than everything else. I push my hand over my slimy face, wipe the mess onto the red brick wall and unzip my briefcase – leather Pierotucci – now smeared with vomit. Cursing my trembling hands, I pull out keys, struggle unlocking the security pad, type in code.

Wrong.

Wrong again.

I lean my head against the wall and think hard – slow – think – one – think – button – think! – at a time. Buzz! In!

The lift has mirror walls so I close my eyes, fire burning in the sockets, then shuffle down the carpeted hallway. Opening the door of our apartment, I hear Annabelle yelp.

‘Sorley?!’ From our bedroom upstairs.

‘Yep.’ Move towards the downstairs bathroom.

She yanks open her door. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you were in New York!’

I look up, her pacing along the gallery, pulling dressing gown around naked body, face still made-up, hair round her shoulders. She gasps, hand flying to her mouth. We eye each other.

‘I know,’ I mumble. ‘Plans changed.’ I go into the bathroom, lock the door behind me. She’ll be here in a flash, hammering, demanding explanations. She isn’t. There’s running back along the gallery above and footsteps in the bedroom. Splash cold water on my face and watch orange and yellow bits swill around the sink and hear more footsteps. Wrong footsteps. Heavier, slower, coming down the stairs. Push a towel over my face and open the door.

A red-haired man is standing there, shoes in his hands.

‘Morning,’ he says, a little nod, and steps out the door.



Sign 3: Hanky

Two weeks after Colvin disappeared, a surveyor found his hanky. He was from Glasgow, sizing things up for a wind farm in the backhills of the Monadhliaths and saw the fabric caught in a gorse bush. It’s a vast wildness up there – an ocean of browns and greys, of peat bogs, scree and grass – and it’s a battlefield. The wind blows waves of light and dark, clouds mount armies and rain pelts down like arrows, till finally the sun breaks through and rainbows arc across the warring sky: a truce is called, a time for peace. Colvin’s hanky flapped there in the gorse: a white flag on a galleon of gold beside a black bog. It was torn and stained, but unmistakably his because of the ‘CM’ in the corner. Agnes used to embroider them and put them in the boys’ Christmas stockings. Even I got a few. I’d no idea Colvin still had one of those old ones, and the strange thing was, the hanky wasn’t just snagged in the bush, it was tied there.



Church

The night before their wedding, Agnes gave Gideon a snowy handkerchief on which she had embroidered his initials, and told him to keep it in his pocket with dried heather for luck. She still believed in it then, twined together with her quiet faith. Both were handed down by her family who walked miles every July to camp near the Free Church in Lairg for Communion. They believed the Gospel never rang so true as when read in the Gaelic, nor the praise so pure as when it was the Psalms alone, lifted by voices alone, with no worldly stanzas or instruments to sully the sacred. And so it was a grief to her people that Agnes married a settled man from the Church of Scotland where the old language had died on the tongue and there was an organ and hymns, not to mention an unholy alliance with the state and the landowners. But they didn’t speak of it. And so it was that Agnes and Gideon were legally wed in the little stone church above Loch Hope.

The Church – if you will forgive the digression, for it is a topic close to my heart – is another character in our tale though she has, over the centuries, descended from dramatic heroine to sleeping with the enemy to relegation in the dusty wings with an occasional walk-on part. Not that she’s silent, mind. A remnant still gather round her knees backstage to warble the sweet songs and hear again the great lines from a dog-eared script. Indeed, the faithful know them so well they can recite them. But what I learned as a minister is that even when the message is new and there is dialogue and action fit for centre stage, most of the audience doesn’t hear. They stopped listening long ago. Which is why I stopped trying to coax them into the wings and went out to find them – in the stalls and the streets.

The pub.



The Pub

Our beloved Ferryman had fallen on hard times. The last of the MacPherson line sold up during the Great War and it went through several new owners, each running it down a peg or two till the palms and doilies were replaced by greasy tablemats, and the haunch of venison (like the distinguished guests) had vanished. None of this stopped the local men gathering to drink – indeed they came more than ever – swapping tales or sunk in silence. And as women’s liberation stole quietly, eventually, up into the strath, the lassies were free to come to the bar as well, just as free to have a laugh and let their hair down, to waste their money and weep in the toilets, to find love or lose it.



Marriage

The wedding was in February 1947, and the loch was frozen over, grey and hard as the sky. The ducks and swans had fled to the coast and the bare trees were shivering. Those that remained, that is. Thousands had been felled through the war (by Agnes and Dougie and others, who had loved what they’d had to destroy), an ancient army slain and carried away. Glenfeshie, Rothiemurchus, Abernethy, Glenmore – the great forests reduced to acres of stumps in a trampled ground. Gid had returned to yet another landscape of loss. Little wonder he took hold of Agnes as the only thing left from a stolen youth.

OEBPS/Images/copy.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.png
MERRYN GLOVER





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

 
Contents



		Title


		Copyright


		Book I

		Eulogy


		Sign 1: Knife


		Birth


		Strath


		Exile


		Sign 2: Hip Flask


		Highland Games


		Inheritance


		The Ferryman Inn


		Winner’s Return


		Union


		Loser’s Return


		Sign 3: Hanky


		Church


		The Pub


		Marriage


		The Munros of Briachan


		Running


		Bound


		Basket


		The Walk


		Knee-Woman


		The Letter


		Clipping


		Where God Lives


		The Kirk


		Music


		Fleece


		Migration


		Sign 4: Letter Opener


		Bastard


		Branding


		Death


		An Old Family


		Purging


		Once


		Flight


		Marking


		Empty







		Book II

		Neverland


		Sign 5: Fountain Pen


		Hogmanay


		Stray


		Onwards and Upwards


		Minister


		Night of the Long Knives


		The Gift


		Water to Wine


		Sign 6: Binoculars


		Bird Boy


		Meeting


		Community


		Sign 7: Penny Whistle


		Whisky


		The Note


		Osprey


		Rowancraig House


		Foreigners


		The Ache


		Sign 8: Wallet


		Home


		The Hide


		Dreams


		Reunion


		Broken Night


		Gathering


		Shepherd’s Cottage


		Happy


		Lunch


		The Thief


		The Flood


		The Question


		Paradise Lost


		Fireworks


		Eviction


		Invasion


		Hell


		Fire


		Baptism


		Shroud







		Book III

		Burnt


		Lie Down This Night


		Ashes


		Sign 9: Key


		Penance


		A Sighting


		While Shepherds Watched


		Annunciation


		Lovers


		Song


		Sheep


		Heart Failure


		Easter Lamb


		Bonding


		Boats


		Farewell


		Benedict


		Messenger


		Man of Sorrows


		A Time to Leave


		Sorley – After


		Inventory


		Sign 10: Gun


		Beating


		The Tenth Plague


		Confessions


		Recovery


		Father


		Sign 11: Ring


		Wedding


		Mother


		Sign 12: Crook


		Blessing


		Acknowlegements












Guide



		Cover


		Title


		Start








OEBPS/Images/pub.png
Blygn





