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A Slow Air







Athol It was stuck through our letterbox, this note we got, the note that started it. Folded, half sticking out, like it had been left by one of the neighbours, y’know? We do things like that, look out for each other; families, couples, take post in, keep an eye out.


Change from when we moved here. God, how. Thought they were a load of stuck-up unfriendly b—s, y’know? What’s it take to walk across the road and say hello or invite the new folk in for a glass of wine? I didn’t even want to move to bloody Houston.


It was the sound of the planes overhead. Taking off, landing. I didn’t sleep well for the first few weeks. So with that and the neighbours it was: what the hell have we done?


Remember saying to Evelyn, maybe they’ve smelt Edinburgh on me. Told her to expect flaming crosses on the lawn next, y’know?


But what brought us all together. 2007. The attack on Glasgow airport.


I was out walking with Clay that Saturday afternoon – Clay’s our dog – and a front door opens and out comes Kenny and Kenny’s wife, Mo. Of course they weren’t Kenny and Mo to us then, just two afraid people. Had I heard the news? A car had been driven into the front doors, no one had been killed, they didn’t think, but there was flames and chaos and


Other neighbours came out their houses and wandered over. All of a sudden I’m at the centre of this crowd, y’know, people are introducing themselves, patting the dog, bringing out cups of tea. I was surrounded.


Then that night we found out the bombers had lived in the village. The police cordoned off their house and there were the floodlights and TV cameras. The whole street, we just, we just seemed to fuse, y’know? As Evelyn said, out of the ashes.


I was here today. Neat, kind of spidery handwriting. Been a long time. I wanted to talk to you but I guess not this time. See you.


No name on the note. It was so


Whoever left it, they’d got the wrong house. I was here today? I mean I was laughing, I was


I went through to my office – doubles as our lounge. I sit at the dining table there most nights, running my company into the ground. Suppliers to order from, payments to chase and chase, VAT returns, the never-ending search for new contracts.


I wanted to talk to you but I guess not this time.


Evelyn was moving around in the kitchen next door and


Came from nowhere. Mum and Dad’s house years and years ago and my sister calling through to me about something. Morna.


What should we do about this?, Evelyn shouts through to me.


Leave it, Evelyn, for God’s sake.


We’d had a good day, been shopping, buying our food for the week. She walks ahead of me, picking stuff off the shelves. She knows what I like. We have this thing where every time we’re shopping we put something in the trolley we’ve never tried before. So we’d gone from that, from being together and a jar of capers to this, the note and I called the dog to come to me. I wanted to be outside, a long walk to the brae where the bench is.


We hadn’t spoken one word to each other in fourteen years, me and Morna. Not a word.


Morna I was on the bus. This was the Wednesday morning. Was it? Aye. Still get the bus everywhere. Still stay in the same flat in Dalry. Still the same face, still the same arse. Aye, fasten your seatbelts, it’s aw still still still wi me.


So the bus turns at the North British, sorry, the Balmoral, showin my age here, eh?, an down below I see my son, Joshua, right?, scalin the north side o the Waverley Steps wearin that long coat he wears, blowin up around him wi the wind. So I starts bangin on the window tae get him tae look up.


Doesnae hear me. Humphs left, along past the Waverley Centre. Was I deterred? I was not. I thump away again. Woman in front o me turns, tells me tae gie it a rest.


No, I will no, I goes, that’s my son down there. Keep your neb out o it, you.


Bangin again. Louder. Right by her big fat heid.


Then get off the bloody bus, she turns an says.


I was almost thumpin her. But I wasnae goin tae get off cause I knew it wouldnae be arms open slow-motion wi a soft-piano soundtrack, ken?


We’d argued a fair bit of late. Never used tae. Slammin an swearin an screamin. Christ, you’d think we were married.


So we’ve left Joshua way behind an I’m busy givin this woman daggers. An then the bus stops, right?, in the traffic an Joshua goes an catches up wi us again, walks right alongside. An I see him an this woman sees him. Aw fuckit, I’m back on the glass again, bangin, an she’s up on her feet, Driver, driver!, aw that, face like fizz, then flies off downstairs. An we dae this aw the way along past the Mound. The bus’d pass him, he’d pass the bus. He walked wi his head down. Never noticed that before. I mean, he was about tae turn twenty-one, key tae the door. Head should’ve been up.


You have tae do somethin for your twenty-first, don’t you? Well, you dinnae have tae but it’s sad if you don’t, eh? A waste.


I’m no doin anythin, he kept sayin. No way. End of story.


But it’s no just about you, Joshua, I said tae him.


I should get tae celebrate, ken? A big thank you tae me.


I watched him walk right along towards Haymarket.


Remember thinkin, good on you, son, walkin home, gettin the exercise. Because he, ken, an I’ve said this tae him, he could do wi a wee bit.


He stops at the crossing, waits for the green man. Sees it’s a number 3, my bus, an his head lifts an he’s back intae the upright homo-sapien position, ken? Clocks me finally. No wave. No smile. He shook his head. Just shook his head. Dinnae ken what the hell that meant. I got up tae get off, walk the last bit home wi him. Couldnae find the bugger.


Athol Evelyn was waiting for me when I got back. Could it be Morna?, she said.


Could be, I said as I walked past her.


But I wouldn’t phone her, simple as that. Put my foot down. Might well have been stupid and childish. Hated her saying childish.


I went off to play golf that afternoon already wound up. Golf’s not an escape for me like other men. I hate golf. This was business. This was Archie Swan. He’s building the new estate out near Airdrie. Over a hundred houses means over a hundred tiled kitchens, bathrooms and ensuites, and that’s five to six months steady work for my guys.


Known Archie since year dot. We served time together at Dodd’s in Livingston. And somehow he’s become what he is. House builder extraordinaire. Thousands of houses across central Scotland, whole estates, employing teams of men, sponsoring local f—ing fun runs, you name it.


I’d worked out a figure for him I was happy and confident with. Actually, so happy and confident I told him on the third green, I couldn’t hold out. His considered reply?


Away and fuck off, Athol.


And off he pit-a-pats to the fourth tee.


The next few holes, silence. I’m trying to work out labour and costs and overheads on the back of my card, without hanging myself.


Green of the eleventh I give him my second quote.


Fuck’s sake, Athol. Off he goes again.


Finally on the eighteenth, my final figure.


Athol, there’s no way on God’s earth you can do it for that.


He shakes my hand, congratulates me on my win.


I can make it work, I said.


No, he says, I won’t allow it.


I won’t allow it.


Archie I met that first day at Dodd’s, didn’t have a clue, didn’t even know you used adhesive on tiles, y’know?


So how do they stay in place, dickhead?


That’s how he got his nickname. Sticky.


So Sticky walked away from me again, just left me standing there. Strolled off towards the clubhouse. I bend down, pick up my ball. 


Didn’t even hit him. Hits his cart, bounces off it, rolls a bit. He’s oblivious. But of course two members have to walk past at precisely that moment, pulling their trolleys. Couldn’t even pretend it was a joke, y’know? Daft. My dad would’ve slapped me one.


I fled. I got home about half an hour later. Parked the car, pulled my clubs out the boot, turned and


Joshua. Morna’s son.


Hey, Uncle Athol, do you remember me?


Pale round face. A few crooked teeth. Same green eyes.


He’d written the note.


He was his mother as well. Still. God, so he was.


No one was home, he said.


His voice was quiet. Wouldn’t look me in the eye. Only a faint trace of the boy. He’d made a leap I’d missed, through years I’d never see. The boy he’d been was so full of himself, so uncontainable, voice like water gushing.


I asked, Why didn’t you put your name on it?


He pointed across the road. Some Asian guy over there was watching me, he said.


Aye, my neighbour.


He shrugged.


He puts his hand out, offering to take the golf clubs from me.


They were your grandad’s, I said.


I took one of the woods out, gave it to him. He cradled it. His face.


I reached into the side pocket. Took out an old score card of Dad’s that I keep in there. Inside it, a drawing of him, of Dad, done by Josh when he was wee, six or seven. Dad with his golf clubs. Found it in there after he died.


Aw man, he said.


You caught him, I said. Definitely. 


He didn’t have much time with Dad or Mum cause of


Well, cause Morna didn’t want them to see him, simple as that.


Didn’t know what I was supposed to do with him. I phoned Evelyn. The great mystery solved. Over the moon, she was.


Keep him there, she said. Keep him there till I get back.


You coming in then?, I said. And I warned him about the dog.


Another shrug and he follows me into the house.


Morna I went tae work the Wednesday afternoon as usual. I clean houses up in the Grange. Ken all the big poshies up there? Judges an advocates an surgeons, you name it. The crème de la crème o Edinburgh.


My favourite was Rosemary – Rosie. Her husband was Randolph. Rosie an Randolph. Beautiful sandstone house on Dick Place. Honest. And no content wi that, they also had a huge bloody flat in the New Town. Lyin empty. Cleaned that for them an aw.


That’s one thing I’ll say about my parents. Naming me Morna. You don’t get too many Mornas. Mean that in a good way. They called my brother Athol which I always liked as well. Morna an Athol. A rare flash o poetry in their deadened hearts.


Rosie was good tae work for. I think there may be too much to clean, she says.


That’s how she was wi me. Considerate. Always put her hand on my arm, forget she had it there. I think she was lonely. Adrift somehow, floatin around in this house, constantly rearrangin it. So skinny she was too. Nothin tae her. Never saw them in the same room aw the time I worked there. Always in different rooms. Seemed tae have lost interest in each other. 


Remember once, Randolph was callin on her an we were both in the kitchen.


Rosie, he shouted. Then Morna. Then Anyone.


Bellowin through the house. An she said tae me, Pretend we’re not here. And we hid. In the food cupboard. He marched intae the kitchen, still shoutin then back out. She loved that.


If you’d told me at twenty I’d end up a cleaner, I’d have battered you.


I was a stupid cow. Everything I did was so as tae break away totally. Aw the family that came before me. Drivin buses, cuttin hair, pullin pints, polishin silver. Hard lives in black an white. Wi nae other choice. I see that now.


My grandmother’s mother worked in the fields, for God’s sake. Howkin tatties out near Dalkeith. Fuckin gettin up in the mornin tae stand at a hirin fair, her name called out by a factor. My grandfather who fought in the Second World War. The Gun Operations out at Craigiehall, near Kirkliston, served wi distinction. He saw the Luftwaffe flyin up the Forth. Heard the drone o them, up above him in the sky. I mean, who the fuck am I?


I see my mum an dad sittin on their sofa suite safe behind their double glazin. I cannae hear a sound. Nothin comes out, nothin goes in. Shh, Morna. Quiet. Be quiet.


So where was I? Digressin, eh? Fuckin Ronnie Corbett here.


Rosie’s house. Polishin and hooverin and she’s chattin away about a new paintin she’s bought. An we got round tae talkin about our kids. I started talkin about Joshua tae her an how drawing was his thing. Drawing his comic books. He did a few drawings o me. Loads o me actually, cause, ken, perfection is hard tae capture. 


He keeps tryin tae explain to me about the gutter. That’s what they call the white space between the boxes o a comic. Where the artist decides what happens next. What tae draw in the next box. Anythin can happen in the gutter, he said.


Rosie smiles at me. Your face lights up when you talk about him, she says.


What?, I say. Like I’ve been electrocuted or somethin?


He’d stopped showin me his drawings. Cause I, I didn’t get them. Or I said the wrong thing once, didn’t take them seriously, I don’t fuckin know.


It was on the bus goin back I decided. I was going to do somethin for him. He was going to get a twenty-first birthday party. Whether he fuckin liked it or no.


Athol Clay ran up to me like he always did when I opened the door.


Come in, I said.


Our last dog had bitten him once, years ago.


He didn’t pat him or anything but didn’t flinch either. Clay’s a big Gordon setter, big elegant bruiser. They call them Black and Tans which you don’t say out loud round here – rattle the ancestry, y’know?


The house is all on one level. Kitchen, utility room, lounge, bedroom, guest bed.


Aye, it’s a bungalow. Death’s waiting room. But it’s surprised us. Or we’ve surprised ourselves.


He asked after Robert and Joanne to his credit. Aye, I liked that he asked. House has hardly any traces of them now. Noticed that showing him round. A photo in the lounge of us all on the top of Goat Fell one summer but that’s about it. Used to have photos in my wallet when they were kids but seemed daft as they got older.


He was at college but said he never went. 


Doing what?, I said. The shrug again. Communications.


I offer him a cup of tea and he says, You not got any beer?


Don’t drink much at the best of times but we shared a few cans.


He’s crouching down at my CD collection. Which, alright, is alphabetical. He’s pulling them out, groaning. My pride taking a wee dunt, y’know?


Jesus, he kept saying. Aw, jeezo. Moan tae fuck.


He was from Edinburgh alright. Jeezo. Hadn’t heard that in a while. Moan tae fuck. What’s that strange language you’re speaking?, I says.


He puts on the Simple Minds song, ‘Don’t You Forget About Me’. The Minds as we called them. Love the song now but then I thought they’d gone a bit


But the early stuff. ‘New Gold Dream’, ‘Promised You a Miracle’. Dunna da da da da daaa.


Bugger’s laughing at me while I’m educating him. Up on my feet, showing him how Big Jim Kerr used to move. Jeezo, three cans in and I’m dipping, bending, in a floaty white shirt.
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