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            For Stuart, James, Pat, Gordon and Mike

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            We are here moving into what are largely uncharted waters. This oil business is all new and our experience of it comparatively short. I think we still have, as it were, almost a love-hate relationship with it; we want the oil, but we are a little frightened of what we shall do with it and what it will do to us.

            Lord Polwarth, in the House of Lords, 13 December 1972
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            Author’s Note

         

         This is a work of fiction, and so none of it is true. It is set, though, during a real passage of recent British history, with a chronology that maps approximately onto the real timeline of exploration for and discovery of hydrocarbons under the UK section of the North Sea. Various real people, places, businesses et cetera are mentioned, but quite often in the company of other names and markers that are made up. I have taken great liberties with parts of the topography of Scotland – and one or two dramatic licenses, too, with regard to a number of its institutions and traditions – for which I beg the indulgence of any readers from that great nation. This is bc in Part III, Chapter 2, March 1967, ‘Married Couples’ – I have the Bond movie You Only Live Twice out in cinemas three months or so before its actual release date. It had to be that movie, at that moment, and I couldn’t bend my story chronology to fit, so I took a punt that no-one would notice/care. However, Bond fan Jude Cook, reviewing for the Guardian, did take a moment to gently chastise me [image: ]. With regard to the made-up characters, no identification with actual persons, living or deceased, is intended or should be inferred.

      

   


   
      
         
            PART I

            FRIENDSHIPS

         

      

   


   
      
         
            April 1956

            Aaron and Robbie and the Sea

         

         Under the water he feels he is concealed, set free in the way that concealment allows. There, too, he finds that things formerly hidden are revealed to him; and as if to him alone. As a child he had the child’s fear of sea monsters, evil creatures of the deep. But now he is fourteen, and diving has helped him to put away childish things.

         Down in the blue limbo, with the world’s unhappy surface left to itself and the seabed shadowy below – there, he worries for little more than the air in his lungs. And in this twilight world he feels a strange, new, delighting grace about his movement, gifted to him by a skill he hadn’t believed he could possess. He begins to feel special, capable. Not so apart as was feared, perhaps, from other fourteen-year-old lads who – he keeps hearing tales – are smoking and drinking and exploring sexual intercourse. Under the water, at least, another life starts to look possible: one in which he is a more considerable figure than his peers seem to believe.

         
            *

         

         They are done diving for the day; but Aaron Strang stands stock still on a rock, staring out at the spangles on the surface of the sea, waiting for Robbie to finish his one more go. Robbie’s like that – his stamina and appetite are simply of a higher order than Aaron’s. As smaller boys they learned to swim together, to hold their breaths together, to don mask, fins and snorkel together. But between the two of them Robbie is clearly the superior diver. To Aaron’s eye he just hits the water better – carving it apart then vanishing clean, the blue restoring coolly in his wake.

         Aaron is in his wet trunks, a towel round his shoulders, rough against his skin. The high gorsy cliffs all around him form a basin of sandstone – an amphitheatre of a kind. The vast overhead has but a few stately clouds and a kittiwake whirling. All is quiet save for the shir of the sea and a low whistling wind.

         Aaron shivers slightly; folds his arms. The haar, the old sea fret, is in the air. He can smell salt on himself, the pads of his fingers are puckered, his nipples small and purplish. He finds this sensuous, somehow.

         But the longer he stares at the water, the more he is pervaded by unease he knows all too well. He can’t make it stop, not once this tide has come in: the special wistfulness of four o’clock. More than once in school his class have been told – and by Aaron’s own father – to write poems of the sea, paeans to the Dornoch Firth, the source of so much local piety. And never has Aaron come up with a single line fit for sharing.

         The sea doesn’t care. It just doesn’t care what it does.

         His strongest feeling, really, is that there’s something in the lapping of seawater – in its strong odour, and its steeping of his bare skin as he enters it – that stirs him in the region of his groin. But that’s not the stuff of sea-poems for reading out in class. He is a good pupil, but he doesn’t tell the truth at school, God forbid – he is the dominie’s son. Rather, he passes himself off, for it has long seemed essential to him that he give nothing away – not one bit of the fleeting strangeness in his head which, in fairness, doesn’t tend to outstay its welcome.

         His feet teeter a little on the rocky crest. He imagines falling, into the sea, but this time swallowed whole, vanishing clean away – sinking and not resisting. Oblivion. The image in his head has a certain lonely appeal. But then Aaron imagines his throat glutted by saltwater, his lungs bursting … No: it pleases him to suffer only a little, a small measure under his mental command.

         Now he hears a tread at his back but doesn’t react, plays it cool – a little mindful of his own moodiness, how it could look daft, him stood at the water’s edge staring out to sea like some loon in a storybook, some mystery lady with a windswept lover.

         ‘Aaron! Eh!’

         He turns and Robbie Vallance is coming straight for him, bounding from rock to rock, covering the sort of terrain where Aaron would tiptoe. But Robbie never stumbles. For such a strapping lad he is awfully graceful.

         ‘Eh? What you thinkin’, ye gowk?’

         Aaron only smiles, abashed. He and Robbie never have to say that much to get along: they are best friends, which is to say neither has met another body they like better, the local choices being what they are. Always they fall in with one another easily enough. ‘You up for such-and-such a thing?’ ‘Are ye up for it?’ ‘Aye.’ ‘Right enough then.’

         Robbie has reached Aaron’s rocky crest, and gives him a friendly shove, such that Aaron struggles to keep his footing.

         ‘What are ye gawkin’ at?’

         ‘What’s it look like?’

         ‘Aye but why?’

         ‘Dunno. The sea. It’s like … it’s pure. Y’know? Pure just how it is.’

         ‘Pure bollocks,’ Robbie scoffs. ‘My da says a big load of shite gaes i’ the sea.’

         Aaron laughs. No reproof; just the lightness pals have with one another. And that, he knows, is good for him. His pal Robbie is good for him.

         Aaron’s da has called them ‘a fine pair’, which discomfits them both just a bit. But Aaron is quite sure he would sooner die than fall out with Robbie. While not minding his own company, Aaron has always known: You have to get along with someone. Solitude, if not intolerable, is somewhat disreputable. He has needed a friend with whom he can nearly be himself.

         And Robbie, while made of more robust and outgoing materials, is also a fellow who will, at times, turn abashed at the talk of certain difficult things – will bite his lip a bit and say Aye, he’s bothered a bit by that an’ all. Aaron knows that with Robbie, as with himself, there is surely a lot going on under the surface.

         
            *

         

         They take up their bicycles and head home from the rocks, in the direction of the Vallance cottage, where they can expect a mug of tea and a piece. Aaron’s devout hope is only that Robbie’s visiting cousin Morag will have gone to her dancing lesson, and won’t be mooning about, trespassing on their leisure.

         They follow the grassy coastal track north, above the sea, trundling a way by the ragwort and fireweed and harebells. Aaron’s eye is caught by a rock that intrigues him – a bit of jasper? – and he stoops to gather it for his collection, knowing, of course, that he won’t be asking Robbie’s view on it. Ever since the first occasion Aaron was moved to share his feeling for ‘interesting rocks’, Robbie has never quite let the oddness of the hobby pass without comment.

         Still, it’s a fact: around the outcroppings of this coastal bluff Aaron has found what he can identify, courtesy of his father’s encyclopedias, as cretaceous rock fossils and gastropod shells. Each item in his collection is adhered carefully to a cardboard sheet, with a hand-inked marker. His father has been oddly unenthused by these studies; but then David Strang teaches geography – his son’s favourite class – nearly begrudgingly, as though it were an affront to the faith he professes less by churchgoing than by cryptic reference to theological tomes in his library, those bookshelves running all round the chalky walls of the Strang cottage. At any rate: Aaron knows how queer his private passion can appear to others, but it is a deep-lying part of a self that he plans one day to reveal.

         Now the boys pass the schoolhouse, shut for a few days since it’s the tattie-planting time and the hands are needed. But a light is on within – Mr Strang, no doubt, sat there correcting exercises still, under his yellowed old map of the world, with the frowning brow on which veins are sometimes visible.

         They pass the Ferry Hotel, and the painted gables of fishermen’s cottages. They pass the nature reserve, and the squat concrete outposts that are relics of the war. They pass, too, within sight of the implacable whitewashed church of the Reverend McVey, a kirk tall and pale like its incumbent, a plain cross set high atop the birdcage bellcote.

         And then the big Gallagher property – the old stone fortress remodelled as a handsome home for a moneyed man’s family, the perimeter of its long garden rolling powerfully down the incline toward rocks and sea. Aaron knows that Robbie’s gaze will scour that lawn and that facade as they pass – he will be after a glimpse of Marilyn Gallagher. But Aaron also knows better than to tease. Girls tend to look at Robbie a certain way, as if he were something to consider, and Robbie is surely right to be pained that the girl he likes best won’t pay him the same homage.

         Aaron’s sense of his own looks? A troublesome business. He sometimes feels he sees himself, painedly, in the plate section of his biology textbook: a little neanderthal caveman, albeit too lithe and bony to have survived long as a hunter-gatherer. When he tries out his smile in the mirror his teeth look like tombstones, his whole head somehow squashed underneath his monkish haircut. His brow, his nose … they just stick out too much. ‘It’s where you fit all them brains,’ Robbie told him loyally, the one time Aaron shared his unease. But then Robbie is a superior specimen, his face long and chiselled, pleasingly dark round the eyes and lips – a mirror of Marilyn Gallagher, one might say. Meantime Aaron has wondered glumly what sort of a girl would be a match for him. Some cavewoman, maybe.

         
            *

         

         Soon they are passing fenced fields of black cattle, doddies and humlies. A couple of beasts dawdle over to inspect the intruders, and Aaron shouts to send them packing. The modest Vallance croft is in sight.

         Mr Vallance is a crofter shepherd; and this, Aaron knows, is the man Robbie is meant to become. Robbie has grown up in a kitchen shared with Shetland lambs – he has sheared, and he has helped his da to slaughter. The boys step across the shared grazing field, its trodden way so laden with dung that each step is measured. Aaron has to smile when twin lambs go spryly by his side, as to say hello. He and Robbie carry on forward in step, down the path obvious to them. But Aaron has got to thinking that this can’t go on forever, indeed must be at an end soon.

         There is this sense – it gets said – that Robbie’s ‘people’ are not Aaron’s ‘people’. It’s not something they can talk about. But it seems to have a great deal to do with school – Mr Strang’s school – and how pupils are being weighed and measured and forced to choose. Certain doors are opening, others may be shutting.

         It’s a reputable school, and his father has made it so by his cares, enabling an extra couple of buildings besides, the better to accommodate a few more taught subjects and a few more teachers. Always, there have been boys who never turn up, farming or fishing instead. But then there are top-stream boys and top-stream girls; and that is why Aaron knows that come the autumn he will ride a bus eight miles or so to the Academy, while Robbie will be for the farming. Possibly Robbie would be already by his father’s side for keeps had David Strang not taken special pains to see that his son’s great pal passed all examinations.

         The Vallance cottage is nigh – only a haystack and a henhouse between the boys and their mug and piece. It’s dusk and there is light in the window. Aaron hesitates.

         ‘Whit’s it now, Aaron? Scared of my wee cousin Morag?’

         Aaron is not happy that Robbie can read his mind and, worse, make a laugh of it. ‘Get away, Robbie.’

         ‘Never known a lad so shy of a lassie with a shine on him …’

         Aaron, stuck for words, resists the obvious riposte – that Morag is not any lassie but a relative of Robbie’s, which is hardly ideal.

         Robbie, though, persists. ‘You think you’ll ever be gettin’ interested, then?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Y’know. In the lassies, Aaron.’

         Now Aaron cannot speak: the inappropriateness is so colossal. Yes, it’s a fact there are things Robbie is up for and Aaron isn’t, and that includes the lassies, of whom Aaron is indeed scared, and not just Robbie’s cousin, neither. But Aaron can’t comprehend why Robbie has elected to harry him for it right here and now.

         ‘Or you’ll mebbe not?’ Robbie shakes his head, chuckles into his chest.

         ‘What’s that about, Robbie?’

         ‘Dunno. You tell me. Jist sayin’.’

         ‘Saying what? Eh?’

         Aaron has hardly raised a hand to another soul ever. But nor he has ever felt quite such a wounding indignity. So he shoves Robbie right in the chest, with such unbridled force that the palm of his hand hurts. Robbie is rocked on his heels, his face instantly black with affront.

         Then Aaron feels a hard and dizzying smack to his cheekbone, and next he’s staggered and fallen to the mucky ground. Then he is struggling under Robbie’s full weight.

         He slaps and kicks out as best he can, feeling this is horribly unreal, painful, painfully stupid, too. And yet Robbie is breathing fiercely and issuing blows more effectively.

         ‘Robbie!’

         They fall apart as if shot, and scrabble to their feet, since the word of the Lord has come down. Robbie’s father, a man of inarguable proportions, is ten yards away and wears the look of one coming as near to a scene as propriety and repugnance will allow.

         ‘Robbie, in God’s name get inside now.’ Aaron has, in truth, heard Mr Vallance sound off a lot louder. ‘Aaron, you need to get off, we’ve had bad news, get yon home. Robbie, your uncle’s here, son. Heed me now.’

         Robbie looks more than chastened as his father shepherds him away: he seems suddenly and awfully unsure. For Aaron, too, unease has supplanted embarrassment. As soon as is decent he follows their steps a little distance toward the farmhouse; and from behind the haystack emerges the ominous sight of a parked car, the black Wolseley of the local constabulary.

         
            *

         

         Aaron’s return home is so premature and his manner so subdued that David Strang regards his son with a familiar fretful look before getting on the telephone directly. Then Aaron, fearing the worst, needing to know, watches his father stand there listening in a sombre silence punctuated by low, soft exhalations.

         David replaces the receiver and bids Aaron sit. It is Robbie’s cousin Sandy, elder brother of Morag. He went out to fish on an early morning boat, but he did not come back. The coastguards have now found wreckage off the cliffs at Tarbat – part of the ship’s hull sheared away, and of Sandy not a sign.

         ‘They fear he’s gone. Lost at sea, Aaron.’

         Aaron feels something now in the room, in the air, between he and his father, invisible but tangible, as if they have been joined by another – an oppressive presence. He is desperately sorry for Sandy, sorrier still for his dear friend Robbie. He feels a strong urge to flee this moment and be gone himself – back in time, back to the blue, beneath the water. But the gravity of the moment he feels all too firmly, and it weighs on him and nails him to the spot.

      

   


   
      
         
            May 1956

            The Reformed Church

         

         Aaron trudges by his father’s side through the churchyard gate, onto the estate of chapel and burial grounds enclosed all around by long borders of drystone wall. The array of weathered gravestones always provoke in Aaron a haunted feeling – for children who died so young; husbands and wives buried together; his own mother, and Robbie’s. And today the village buries Sandy Vallance.

         Aaron sees up ahead the Reverend McVey watching and waiting at the steps of the kirk while his funeral congregation draw near. Through his gates the serried and black-clad mourners proceed, in the shadow of the harled walls, watched by the high lancet windows.

         Robbie’s uncle is first to gravely accept the Reverend’s handshake. While Aaron and his father wait their turn, Aaron is conscious that the Gallagher clan are behind them – Mrs Juliet Gallagher the councilwoman, and their illustriously dark-haired fourteen-year-old daughter Marilyn, slides in her glossy hair, her black woollen coat skirting her ankles. Aaron is careful not to turn his head, but when at last he shuffles indoors he can hear Mrs Gallagher greeting the Reverend with that peculiar authority of hers, as if she knows everyone’s business as well as her own, and might organise it for them if asked.

         Vallance family members lead mourners-in-chief to the pew bench at the front, beneath the large dark pulpit and the three long windows in the south wall. Aaron and his father are reasonably close to the front, if not as near as Aaron would have wished. But, feeling unseen to that degree, Aaron now steals a glance at Marilyn. Ordinarily he would no sooner look at her directly than stare at the sun but, from where he is seated, her fair profile is given to him freely.

         He is pulled from reverie by Reverend McVey mounting the creaking steps to the pulpit so as to initiate the singing from psalter books. The Reverend has a head that makes one uneasily aware of the skull beneath the skin: his eyes have a milky cast, his tombstone teeth prominent, his bald crown fringed by white wisps. He emanates austerity, the air of one who subsists on little and wants no more. Holding his Bible proprietarily to his chest, he surveys the hushed gathering, and then he speaks.

         ‘Brethren, today we witness as a community the consigning of a body to the earth. We are bred to such loss – we have suffered it before. And still we may ask, why did this have to happen? Why should a father be called on to bury a son?’

         Fixed to his hard pew by the bleakness of the Reverend’s oration, Aaron is put in mind of McVey’s own son – the truculent Torrance, ‘Torry’, font of much local gossip. Even Aaron’s father, known to give every pupil a careful assessment and a second chance, has been heard to wonder aloud about what is to be done with such a hallion.

         ‘… men go to sea, and while they are away their wives may meet in the street, and speak of the weather, and of children, and of anything but the thing that is perhaps most powerfully on their minds – that their husband or father, or son, might not return but instead be lost.’

         Reverend McVey looks up and pauses, surveying many a slow nodding head. Other heads remain fixedly low.

         ‘And yet we must go on, as does this world, however changed. All who mourn shall be comforted – by the power of everlasting life over death. Death, meaning separation, but not an end. Recall how Jesus wept over Lazarus. “The dust returns to the earth and the spirit returns to God …”’

         Aaron hears all of this, but he is experiencing a guilty sensation, familiar to him in churchgoing. Even a day of mourning, and for his friend’s cousin, has caused it to rear. It is a base discomfort in the weight of pieties ordained by his elders – as pinching as the collar and tie round his neck. You’re forever made to kneel before things you can’t know, things you can’t change. He feels bad about this feeling, especially sat amid hardy men and women who make him so conscious of his own slightness and selfishness. But he feels it nonetheless.

         Then, from the back of the church, an unwelcome noise of rusty hinges. Aaron turns as others are turning, and he notes, as do they, the belated entrance of Torry McVey.

         Briskly facing the front again, Aaron notes that the Reverend has surely seen his son, for all that he could not have looked any sorrier. In the next moment Aaron realises that the nearest place for Torry to be seated is right by Aaron’s side.

         As the youth settles, so tall and black-clad, Aaron shifts a few inches and feels himself shrivel inside. Torry is lean like his father, his face under a pompadour haircut curved like an axe handle, and he is known not to suffer those he rates as fools. For now, though, only a sullen look comes Aaron’s way, and Aaron hopes that Torry has other things on his mind today.

         ‘… for another of us is now with the master. And so we must turn to the work that lies ahead of us, each one of us – which is the work of the soul. There is the end we all must face, the lesson we must heed. “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.” Therefore, the question of what is it we are to do with such life as we have left? Are we prepared?’

         Aaron wishes very much that this peroration has put an amen to the matter. Indeed, McVey now asks the congregation to join in a hymn: ‘Lead us, heavenly Father, lead us o’er the world’s tempestuous sea.’ Aaron only mouths the words into his chest, not looking at Torrance McVey, who stands and broods but remains likewise silent.

         
            *

         

         The elders and ministers lead mourners out to where Sandy’s coffin has been positioned ready. The women take up their decreed places by the doors, forbidden to go further. The men will process the short walk up the slope to the graveside. Aaron is anxious about what must follow – for Robbie is carrying, alongside Mr Vallance and his brothers.

         At last the coffin is hefted onto four pairs of tall shoulders. Aaron nearly envies Robbie for the stalwartness with which he bears this duty. For sure, Aaron on his own feels reduced and exposed.

         The Vallance men lead off and, as is custom, other men process behind, ready to take a turn in shouldering the coffin. David Strang is among them. So Aaron feels a small relief when his classmate Ray Bodie sidles up and walks apace with him past the mossy headstones.

         ‘I’ll keep you company, Strang. You having no pals.’

         Aaron nods, not minding the jibe – Bodie often comes out with stuff that others mightn’t, but matter-of-factly, as if it won’t wait and can’t be helped. At school Bodie is known to be a rare spark, as oddly assured in class as if he were stood up at the front of it. He has a spring to his stride and is forever glancing about him, as if he were en route to some private and furtive bit of business.

         ‘You’re a one for the diving, Strang, isn’t that so? Would you have an interest in a scuba set? Aqualung, y’know? I’ve come across one, I could make you a deal if you fancy?’

         Typical Bodie, thinks Aaron. At break-times or beyond the school gates he is often found selling knock-off toffees, coveted 45 rpm records, cigarettes both single and in packs. Aaron knows an aqualung is surplus to his needs; but in the act of mulling a polite response he is spared by the rude rasp of an engine exhaust. He and Bodie turn as one to see, beyond the stone perimeter, Torry McVey powering off down the coast road on his Matchless motorcycle.

         Aaron feels as he suspects others do – an unspoken rule that no one is to note this spectacle or give it time of day. Still, he and Bodie stand and look a shade longer than others.

         Bodie whistles. ‘That used to be Sandy’s bike, as I heard. Loved bikes, did Sandy. The Reverend might have said something of that.’

         ‘I suppose he’s not meant to say very much,’ Aaron murmurs.

         ‘Aw there’s plenty he’d not have the nerve to say. See his face when his boy just rolls in bold as you like?’

         Aaron has decided such talk is improper, and motions that he and Bodie should press onward. Some instinct, though, causes him to glance back to the church door, to seek out Marilyn Gallagher – thus to see that her sights seem fixed on Torry McVey burning away toward the village in the distance. It’s only a moment; and then, surely conscious of being observed, Marilyn turns her back. But Aaron is sure he saw a sending sort of a look. He has seen it before, on the faces of girls who look too long at his pal Robbie.

         ‘You can stop with that, wee man.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Don’t be saying you’re soft on that one?’

         ‘No chance.’ Aaron winces.

         ‘No chance is about right.’

         Trudging on, feeling for the first time a real dislike of Ray Bodie, Aaron takes heart from a certain intuition that Robbie at least is well clear of ‘that one’.

         The sky has darkened. At the graveside the coffin has been lowered into the dug hole, and already Sandy’s relatives are taking turns to scatter handfuls of earth upon it. Shovels are being passed from man to man. And now Aaron sees Robbie, taking hold of a shovel, his head down and one hand across his face, fingers spread as if to hide visible distress. Loss is something else he and Robbie share without speaking; they have never spoken of their mothers, and he has never seen Robbie cry. Even now Robbie is containing himself staunchly, and the other menfolk pay him no mind. But Aaron’s heart goes out to his friend.

      

   


   
      
         
            May 1956

            Joe Killday and His Clan

         

         In the grey light of dawn Joe Killday is done shaving, and he studies his handiwork in the mirror’s misted reflection, tapping his jaw with the flat of the straight razor. Sixteen and game, he doesn’t mind the look of himself – dark eyes, dark locks, a kind of hangdog handsomeness? Today, though, he must make sure none of that self-regard counts against him in the harder eyes of older men. A test lies ahead. Steel yourself, he tells his reflection.

         ‘Joseph!’ his father barks from the foot of the stairs. ‘Breakfast, son!’

         Andrew Killday rose at six, the custom he requires for all the males of the house, since all must get to business. He will have fired the Primus stove to boil water then repaired to the bathroom for a brisk trim of his beard. Lying abed, Joe knew all this was afoot by the familiar sound of a razor gaining its edge on a leather strop, and by the mug of steaming tea already deposited at his bedside.

         But this is a day unlike any before: Joe’s first deep-water excursion, on a stern trawler loaded with big nets and bound for foreign fishing grounds. In honour of the occasion Andrew will skipper a boat for the first time in ten years. Usually he is dressed for work in a suit and shoes with a high shine, but today Joe goes down to find his father at table in a thick Aran rollneck. Today Andrew is a skipper again.

         Breakfast is fried eggs, sausage, white pudding. The dining room is as soberly dressed and clean-swept as every room in the family home known as Netherdown. The light is improving but still the lamp is lit. Mother Winnie serves and the Killdays scoff in the styles to which they’re accustomed. Walter, ramrod straight in his chair, makes hardly a sound in buttering his toast, while frowning over his steely spectacles at some correspondence brought home from the office. Joe has not much appetite but forces himself, hoping a full stomach might drive out butterflies. Garth, though, feasts like a hunter who’s already laboured a long day, head low to the plate, a race between shovelling and chewing. Eleven-year-old Angela, who takes only porridge in the morning, averts her eyes from Garth’s grossness.

         Joe checks his Seamaster watch and when he looks up he sees his father studying him: Andrew’s forehead pointed straight at him as if in the scrum, his blunt, fleshy features foreshortened. Joe looks away from the scrutiny. Andrew’s hair and beard are angel-white, his eyes pure blue, but while the line of his mouth is often buried by that beard, Joe usually imagines something critical in it.

         At the door Winnie helps the men into their pea coats. They will drive to the docks as four but only Andrew and Joe are going to sea. The boys must never be out in one boat – that is Winnie’s rule; seeing it obeyed she waves them off with a minimum of fuss, off to the daily business of the family firm.

         ‘We’ll be back in four days, Winnifred,’ grunts Andrew. ‘Full to the gunnels with fish.’

         
            *

         

         Joe gazes out through the car window as Aberdeen streets go by. There is a promising brightness to the day, lifting the austere aspect of the black granite facades, the mica glistening in early light.

         He is thinking now of how Winnie used to gather the children on the stark promontory of Portlethen Bay, near to Netherdown, so they could catch sight of Da’s trawler, a quarter-mile in the distance, heading out to the deep grounds. Joe even now can seem to feel the whistling wind that would sink long fingers into him. That, and getting his go on the binoculars – panning to locate the boat, seeing it suddenly atop a wave before alarmingly pitching from sight as if down to the depths.

         Garth nudges Joe. ‘You hoping to spot a minister on the street so we can turn back? Home to your warm bed, eh?’

         Joe smiles tightly, as to say he cares not a jot for sailors’ superstitions. ‘Aye, Garth, if you say so.’

         Garth is chewing baccy, with the calmly predacious look of someone looking to land a catch for his plate or, worse, having already landed it. But he’s always chewing on something that might – if one is unlucky – get spat out in someone’s direction. Even Walter – eldest and tallest brother, if physically the least imposing – can snap and give out at Garth for his needless, needling jibes.

         Joe knows better than to take the bait. They all got sea-legs as boys going out on Andrew’s lobster-creel boat. Joe has been on inshore trawls, taken tours of the coast, seen catches of that size. He has helped to haul nets aboard, has scrubbed fish-boxes and had a go with a gutting knife, under his father’s watchful eye. If he didn’t love the experience – if Andrew seemed to see as much – Joe knows at least that he acquitted himself gamely. Are four days out to the Faroe Islands so much taller an order?

         
            *

         

         Andrew parks in his customary place at Albert Quay near the Killday company office, with its prime vantage on the dock, and the berthing points of Killday ships amid a crowd of hundreds of moored vessels – trawlers and line-boats, herring boats all in a row as if one might hop from one to another for a laugh. Joe climbs out into the salt air, full of the mingled noises of gulls, distant engines, hooting horns and shrieking derrick blocks. He retrieves his kitbag from the boot. Garth trudges off toward the quay without a word of cheerio. But Garth as ship’s runner has the task of getting the crew onboard before ropes are thrown off – trawlermen being not so easily wrangled.

         Indoors, Andrew is immediately in huddled conference with Sheila, his secretary of fifteen years. Walter takes up the high-backed chair before his roll-top desk and fills his ink-pen. The catching of fish is less Walter’s concern than are the other arms of the Killday operation: ship repair, rigging and supplies. Joe, feeling spare, slips into the grasp of his father’s burgundy leather chair and swivels idly, feeling that assurance he always takes from the dark wood panels and brass fittings of the office, their aroma of well-seated success.

         Then once more he feels the drill of his father’s gaze. Andrew is heading straight for him, nodding, clutching his ‘black book’, the weathered calfskin notebook fat with loose enclosures, navigation readings and the like.

         ‘Right, then, son. Shoulder that bag and let’s have you.’

         Walter has got to his feet, all sympathy, and thrusts out a hand. ‘Good luck, Joe. Sorry we saw no minister to save you.’

         
            *

         

         Even as Joe struggles to stay in step with his father on the way to the dock, the sky seems to turn rain-dark by the second. The seawater has assumed a mirroring murkiness.

         ‘Och, we could yet see some weather,’ Andrew mutters.

         The Reaper is before them: a hundred feet of trawler, its tanks being topped with diesel and fresh water while deckies load gear aboard – tubs of ice, coils of rope, sheets of corrugated iron. Joe looks the ship over, fore and aft, shuddering slightly at the starkness of those metal stanchions for the towing blocks that he knows as ‘gallows’. Then he follows Andrew in clambering aboard over the rail that touches the pier. But Andrew, without a word, heads directly through the roped-open door that offers a way up to the bridge; and Joe knows – has been told – he is not to follow; not a deckhand, even the skipper’s son.

         Feeling spare, Joe stands and watches the bosun at work, his scant hair trailed like weeds over the beach of his scalp, his complexion blotched as if the sea has sucked and nipped at it too long. But a well-built man, by God! As are they all on the Reaper. Even the smallest deckie, if short of leg, is long of arm, coarsely hairy like a little ape, and he puts both paws into his heavy lifting.

         Then Garth is at his side, hefting a crate, and trailing in his wake one more deckhand hauled in from the Tap.

         ‘Do they not stay sober for a day like this?’ Joe keeps his voice low.

         Garth shoots him a scorning look. ‘Never you worry, young John Knox. You’ll see they’re sober enough to do their work once you’re out at the grounds.’

         Garth heads to the roped door, flicking a hand as to say Joe must follow. In turn they descend a steep creaky ladder to the foc’sle. It is a cold and fetid-smelling corridor, wet cardboard duckboards underfoot. Garth gestures to various gloomy thresholds.

         ‘In there’s the wet gear for a’body. Pick your own set. Shitter’s there – it’s what it is, door just about sticks. Kitchen there – Tam’s no’ a bad cookie …’

         Joe peeks into the galley, sees a tattooed man in a greying apron smoking a fag; a big iron stove with rails round its hob; a lump of pale meat marooned in ice on a tin tray.

         ‘In there’s where you eat …’ Joe notes eight hinged seats round a Formica table bolted to the floor. ‘And you bed here.’

         Joe stares at four double-bunks, eight stained and pocked foam mattresses. The floor is a graveyard of cigarette butts, spent matches and sodden sports pages. The reek – of damp, diesel and fish – is stronger still.

         ‘You’ve your pick, so throw your bag and claim it while you can – I’d go the one on the top? Be sure and get your sleep between hauls, right? Sleep when you can, not when you want.’

         ‘I know that, Garth.’ Garth’s sternness, as if he were Andrew incarnate, has begun to irritate Joe royally.

         ‘You’re not a passenger, Joe. Da can’t watch you. You have to pull your weight.’

         ‘Garth, I know that, I’m not some rabbit in headlights.’

         Garth winces as sharp as if he had tasted rat-poison. ‘Touch cold iron!’

         Joe groans inwardly. Aw God, the damn seamen’s superstitions!

         ‘It’s no’ a joke, Joe. Get in Tam’s kitchen, get your hands on that stove.’

         Back up on deck Joe sees the crew lining the whale-back, rummaging their pockets for coins to chuck to a gaggle of kids on the pier. Garth punches Joe’s arm, but gently, then he’s off and away over the side. Joe watches his brother’s departing back. The engines start up, vibrating the ship, vibrating Joe’s spine. Casting off commences. The ship reverses, squeezes out and heads at five knots for the harbour mouth – for the sea. The sun is pale, nearly negligible, the waves undulating, the trawler lurching as it ploughs its furrow with great jarring heaves across the murky water. There are gannets, kittiwakes, eider birds in the air. To the north Joe can make out a dark bank of low cloud: a basking presence.

         
            *

         

         The deckies set to their prep for the first trawl, clearing the deck, coiling up ropes and wire. Two men are engaged very diligently in the patch and repair of the vast net. Then Joe is summoned – ‘Eh, boy, geeza haun!’ A hefty metal covering needs shifting from port side, and the wash-tank setting up just aft of the mast. Joe takes a share of the weight.

         Then the men move on, Joe straightens up – and knows at once his problem. His knees are unsteady, there’s a sourness in his throat, and when his eye falls on the horizon it looks to him askew. He knows the churn and pitch of being at sea; but he realises he has stopped keeping his usual composing eye on that horizon. And now, unlike everyone else on deck, he is not feeling well.

         He heads directly below, so as to be unseen, feeling the thump of waves on the hull and the vessel’s sickening heave, hearing the incensed chunter of the engine, the odours of fuel and shite in his nostrils. He lies down on a foam mattress, stares at lagged pipes over his head, feels his innards gripped ever more tightly by rising nausea. The hatred he feels for being so predictably unmanned is not going to help; cannot be mastered by any effort of will or measured breathing. Rapidly his whole being has become just a gullet hooked to an oesophagus, an exit point for the foul stuff churning around down there, of which he is helpless host.

         Why did he eat breakfast? What use in thinking that now? He lurches from the bunk to the toilet, across the crazily unstable floor, and manages – just – to get his mouth over the filthy edge of the bowl.

         
            *

         

         He is shaken awake by Tam the cook: shaken most persistently, told that he can’t just curl up like a bairn. Eventually he feels himself hauled up and out by both of his arms, frogmarched to the kitchen, a chunka-chunka engine din rising steadily with the fetid diesel fumes – though Joe is aware, even in his stupor, of the odour coming off himself.

         A beaker of water is pressed into his fingers, then some piece of dry matter he recognises as ship’s biscuit. Joe has an urge to ask if there is ever weather so foul that a trawler might turn back. At once he knows better than to make a bigger fool of himself. He is in prison now, the key is turned.

         
            *

         

         He knows he must redeem himself, somehow. When Tam shouts to tell him that the grounds are reached and the first haul is afoot, Joe makes haste and struggles to insert himself into boots and oilskin, desperate to master his disarray.

         Four crew are on the main deck as he clambers up, and his father is in the wheelhouse. The great metal trawl doors are being hoisted, the vessel is turning broadside to the weather, the sea is vast and turbulent. The floor rolls wildly under Joe’s feet; its slickness feels lethal to him. He clutches the side, appalled by the seeming ease with which the hulking trawlermen are weaving their way across the treacherous deck.

         They push and shove the bulk of the wide-mouth net over the side, then the gears start to lower it so that it sinks under the surface. The floor rolls again, Joe grips the side and sees one deckie has noticed him and is gesticulating sharply, as if Joe should turn about. Turn his back?

         Then he is struck by a gout of water, knocked clean off his feet, and his shoulder and forehead collide hard with cold iron.

         He knows he is hurt. He slips and slides back up, struggles down to the shitter, to see the damage. He is cut at his hairline, yes. But the cut is already clean, washed out by salt, for all that its puckered edges have a shocked look to them.

         By the time Joe returns there is a deckie manning each of the port and starboard tracks, another at the net drum, and he hears his father’s voice barking from a tannoy. The net is rising, pregnant from the deep, winches reeling it in. The doors clang against the gallows, the headline of the net breaks the surface. The deckies move swiftly to add muscle to the effort, hauling the bulging folds over the side, the net’s rolling bellies. The winch gets to work again, hoisting aloft until the bloated, silvery mass of the captured haul sways suspended, its cod-end dangling a few feet above the deck.

         The hatch of the hopper is thrown back. Andrew emerges from the wheelhouse in overalls and seaboots as if this turmoil were made for him, and he hurls a grapnel at the net where it hooks; then he yanks and yanks such that the cod-end is swung over the hopper, whereupon the net is unknotted and vomits forth its slip-slapping horde.

         Do something, Joe hears in his head. Get to the fish hold.

         Back down to the depths he goes, following others, to the hold, grey and stark, sinister as a prison laboratory, every inch of it slimy. Already the fish from the chute above are flopping onto another nylon chute and dropping out onto a sorting table. He sees and smells skate, dogfish, something slithering and eel‐like. He knows the drill – they are to be sorted by type and size, gutted swiftly, packed in the iced boxes that are piled in every spare space.

         The men are unsheathing red-handled blades, pulling on rubber gloves, and then they fall to gutting – slice, scrape, toss, entrails everywhere. Joe gloves up, chooses his weapon, and grabs hold of a big greenish codfish, pointed spurs on its gill arches. He drives the blade into its guts and knows instantly, painedly, that he has sliced also through his glove.

         ‘Ach, son!’ The mate has been watching him.

         ‘What can I do?’ Joe asks, nearly too numbed for panic.

         ‘S’good fucking question.’

         
            *

         

         At three in the morning, down in his dungeon, Joe is awake while others snore. He is no longer sick, merely miserable. At mealtime he was not mocked but – maybe worse – ignored, by older men who chewed noisily and groused about their lives, their enormous grievances, every insult they had endured from every person with whom they had sailed. Resentment was the theme; against which acrimony toward the skipper’s eejit son with no business being on a boat had seemed like small beer.

         He slips off his mattress and clambers through the dark up to deck. They are far north, but still the coppery light in the sky takes him by surprise. In the wheelhouse he finds his father, face lit ghost-like by the radar screen. When Andrew turns to look Joe’s way his expression is not the worst, but perhaps the toughest Joe has seen, because of its pitying cast. Joe finds he has to avoid Andrew’s eye.

         ‘Sit there, Joseph.’

         There is silence. Andrew reassesses the radar. Joe understands how well his father knows these grounds, these beds, these fish schools. The fruits of long and exacting labours and calculations. Joe can see all too clearly the man his father is – a man complete out here, in his element.

         He is not looking at Joe when next he speaks. ‘Joseph, I ken this is hard on you. I’ve seen all sides of this life, son. I understand. You ken I did this with your granddad. When I first went to sea … you’d not even the electric, no radios. No safety gear. Just men, doing their best for each other.’

         None of this is consoling to Joe; but he isn’t sure that is even the intention.

         ‘I just got on and did it. But I’d the sea in my blood. Your granddad, though – he wouldnae have minded if I’d something different in mind for my life.’

         At this gesture, at least, Joe feels able to nod glumly.

         ‘Aye …’ Andrew turns again to reconsider the radar, as if that will do for the small talk. Yet he murmurs still, almost to himself. ‘It’s not easy to put men through this. But, if you’re the skipper, you must. That could be your brother Garth one day, if it ends up that he wants his skipper’s ticket.’

         Joe grasps his father’s total disappointment in him. Poorly as he feels, there is a flare of antagonism in his chest – knowing full well he has been judged. But he does not accept the judgement: he will not apologise for himself. Garth, Walter, too; they can be their father’s boys if they wish. Joe is decided to hand back the ticket.

      

   


   
      
         
            March 1957

            Mark and Ally on Match Day

         

         
            
               And it’s close, tight, together!

               Never back we will go!

               Cos we’ll always be playing,

               Innnnn the front row!

            

         

         Mark Rutherford smiles at these sentiments, roared so lustily by his teammates as they wait in light rain by the portico at the top of their school’s winding driveway. But he doesn’t join in. To him, the singing speaks less of exuberance than jangling nerves before the big game: a common ailment, but one he believes his peers prefer to mask.

         Mark is not so nervous. He feels fairly sure the game is going to go well – for himself, at any rate. Rugby is a team sport, and Mark will say he is all for the collective spirit; yet in his heart he feels that nothing else in life is quite so sweet as an individual style. He knows he can get things done by a solo stroke of flair while others bound to a group might toil to no end. He is confident of what he can do if he is given the ball and can stay on his feet. Give me a chance and I will score. The rest, he believes, is not in his hands so much as in the engineering bulk of those big scrumming forwards beside him, boisterously blaring their song – though slipping down now to a whisper for the rude bit.

         
            
               Ref cannot stop us, we don’t give a fuck!

               Cuz we are the boys for a fast forward ruck!

            

         

         They await a minibus to come and carry them to the Schools Cup semi-final, Kilmuir against Strathairn. A game at Murrayfield is the prize for victory. Their holdalls are at their feet, stuffed with kit and boots and embrocation oils.

         Other pupils passing by wear looks of envy and awe. Kilmuir has a fever for rugby, and the first fifteen are gods of a sort. It has occurred to Mark that when you’re the pupil of an Edinburgh private school built like a French Gothic palace, on the verdant fringe of the city and yet a world apart, you could easily get some lofty ideas about yourself.

         Mark unfurls and peruses his copy of the Scotsman, curious to read about the reopening of the Suez Canal, an affair that he hopes might somehow prove as harmful to the new Tory Prime Minister as it was to his fallen predecessor.

         ‘Rutherford!’ blares big Ed ‘Reeker’ McCreadie. ‘Why you reading that boring shite, you buftie bastard?’

         ‘Good sports page,’ Mark bats back. Yes, his peers prefer the Record and the Express, which they read back to front, but he reckons it good for folk to get the news, in whatever form. He’s aware the lads accuse him of excess brains. Already he suspects he is a writer – but he keeps that to himself. It’s just a good job he is six feet tall and rangy; a bloody good job, moreover, that he is ‘class’ on a rugby pitch.

         ‘Eh! It’s Ally the Cat!’

         Better news from Reeker. Mark’s best pal has sloped into view, hailed by the first fifteen. Here comes Ally Drummond, smiling wryly from under his floppy crow-black fringe, his laconic, loose-jointed posture at an ironic angle to everyone else. He’s ‘The Cat’ because he’s sly, because he’s cute. But Ally is proven ‘class’ just like Mark: so suave that he gets parts in the school musicals even though he can’t sing – they just let him talk his way through the songs.

         Mark steps toward Ally’s side but Reeker gets there first, seizing the new arrival by both shoulders.

         ‘Ally! We’re gonna fuck ’em up, those Strathairn cunts!’

         In the gentlest way possible Ally gets Reeker’s hands off him and turns to address the wider group. ‘Thank you, Reeker. Is that perchance a quote from Shakespeare?’

         Ally gets the hoots he expected, with a line Mark wouldn’t have risked. This is how you get to be everyone’s friend and role model: with a light touch. That, and being a dependable hooker at the sharp end of Schools Cup season.

         Now Ally inclines to Mark, sotto voce. ‘How we suffer, tovarich, locked up with these savages …’

         Such is their bond. Housemates from the start at Kilmuir; both A-students, and neither has yet been beaten. Indeed, as a pair they have had invites to tea in the thick-carpeted study of their housemaster, Dr Magarshack, the talk chiefly of rugby, since old Magarshack played once – only once, but once! – on the wing for Scotland.

         They have boarded other buses to inter-school debating heats, there to argue about nuclear weapons or Scottish independence. Ally is a Unionist and Mark is Labour, but Ally voted loyally for his mate when Mark stood in the school mock election of 1955 – even as other boys catcalled Mark for a ‘dirty commie’. That, in Mark’s eyes, is Ally all over: the dependable ally with whom one can scorn the fools and the bores. One such, as Mark sees it, is team captain Gordon Fyfe, now clapping them aboard the minibus one by one, with an earnest shake of the shoulder as each goes past. ‘Ready, men! Courage, Davie! Courage, Alastair! Mark, courage!’

         ‘Such a numpty,’ says Mark to Ally once they have seats together on the cold vinyl.

         ‘The skipper? Let him have his way. He means well.’

         Mark recalls that Ally has been a guest for dinner at the Fyfe house, where the father works in finance and has something to do with oil and gas in Texas, the glamour of which Mark reluctantly concedes, having lately seen – and been mesmerised by – the late James Dean being compellingly moody in the movie Giant. Mark suspects that Ally – son of a Lanarkshire tailor who has inherited little by that beyond a fondness for smart waistcoats – has his head a little turned by conspicuous wealth and privilege. Mark, son of an insurance seller, admitted to Kilmuir by scholarship exam, prefers to see himself as instinctively suspicious of the rich folk.

         ‘Gordon’s keen but he makes us keen.’ Ally is still musing. ‘Makes us want to fight on the pitch. It’s leadership, tovarich. Don’t knock it.’ The wry smile resurfaces. ‘Don’t knock the rock.’

         ‘I’m too tired to rock, Ally.’

         That is nearly the last of the banter: the mood on the bus has turned steadily quiet and focused. There is no general certainty of success today against Strathairn. And in the silence Mark, too, begins to feel a mite more trepidation.

         
            *

         

         The contest does not start off as Mark had hoped, played in cold, persistent drizzle with the turf squelching underfoot, and the red-faced hectoring crowd very much behind Strathairn. Not uncommon conditions, but Mark feels them especially, given the size of the opposition – their massed weight and thoroughgoing fierceness. The tackles are crunching, and even when Mark makes his runs he feels the claggy mud clinging and sucking on his boots. Worse, the Strathairn forwards have no little skill: a tidiness to their heeling, a crispness to their distribution, which is bloody annoying in such a horde of obnoxious big bastards.

         As for Kilmuir – their passing lacks fluidity, their running dogged but not penetrative. Mark can see his teammates as bedraggled as him, in their mud-soaked magenta hoops. Even Ally looks unusually breathless and anxious, like a lieutenant-colonel concerned for his troops in a land assault gone ragged.

         ‘Look to the creative players, Kilmuir!’ cries Dr Magarshack from touch. But Mark keeps finding his way impeded, all through a wearying half at the fag-end of which only a late penalty kicked by Fyfe keeps Kilmuir respectably in the game, seven points behind.

         In the half-time huddle Fyfe seems incensed, demanding of greater efforts. Mark falls to moody private thoughts drawn from his classical studies, of Greeks striving without end to roll boulders up the sides of mountains.

         Then Fyfe grabs his shirt collar, hard, taking some skin: ‘Rutherford, do you want to win? Are you bloody well bothered?’

         ‘Christ, yes, Gordon …’

         ‘Then stop fucking about on that wing!’

         Four minutes into the second half Strathairn score their third try; Kilmuir’s deficit is now twelve. Three minutes later delivers Mark the moment for which he has hankered all afternoon, and hotly so since Fyfe humiliated him. From the scrum a sequence of clean passes puts the ball into his grasp, and he feints, then springs forward such as to leave his opposite number grasping air.

         Now Mark pelts full-pace for the corner-flag, blood beating in his ears above the howling crowd. Strathairn’s number eight is coming straight at him, another big bastard, bent on blocking and suppressing. But he’s only a brute: Mark is sure he is defter and smarter, and Mark has a plan that has worked before and will work again with this sort of a brute – yes, he is going to use his boot and he will chip that number eight, chip the ball clean over his head and run round to collect on the other side, a touch of Rutherford class to get Kilmuir right back in the game, just as soon as he crosses the line. It’s all in the execution, not revealing intent too fast – and now Mark executes.

         Even as the ball leaves his boot he sees his error, his debacle materialising before him: that number eight’s salmon-like leap and fingertip-deflection of the ball that then falls back into his grasp – a remarkable feat of anticipation and agility, totally uncalled for in the circumstances.

         Mark lurches as if to recover, but already the ball is being recycled and Strathairn are hurtling down to the Kilmuir end. As their number eight surges over the try-line on his belly, Mark is ten yards back and can do nothing but curse at the sky. In his heart, he knows, he should be hanging his head.

         Two minutes after the restart Mark is gored again to hear his name called, and he jogs for touch, substituted from the game that Kilmuir will now try and fail to salvage. At the final whistle Mark watches Ally exchange some words with Fyfe, at which Fyfe nods and claps his shoulder. In the changing room Fyfe slams the door viciously then tears off his filthy shirt. Mark has long marvelled at how startlingly hirsute is Fyfe all over his body.

         ‘Listen, you lot. When you’re beaten fair, it’s one thing. When you’re beaten by your own mistakes it’s quite another.’

         Mark has his head in his hands but he knows Fyfe is standing directly over him.

         ‘Some of you know you put in a shift. Others should reflect on their failings.’

         The bus back to school is largely silent. There will be no celebratory pints tonight, no bantering dares to drink bitter beer out of Reeker’s boot.

         
            *

         

         ‘C’mon, no use lying there moping,’ says Ally to Mark from the dormitory door. ‘Let’s bunk off. I’m buying at Larkin’s, if you put the coins in the bloody jukebox.’

         At Larkin’s Café Ally does indeed stand a couple of Coca-Colas, and for the laugh Mark selects ‘Don’t Knock the Rock’ on the Rockola. Its toe-tapping restlessness puts a bit of spirit back into him. Still, Ally can see his struggle to raise a smile.

         ‘I know, tovarich. We have had disappointments to contend against.’

         He lifts Mark’s glass and slips from his blazer a silver flask which he very deftly uncaps so as to tip a ginger drop of hard stuff into the fizzy cola, before repeating the trick for himself.

         ‘If we’re going to the devil let’s go in style. I know you appreciate the finer things. And I’m sorry you took that lashing off the skipper, there was no call for it.’

         ‘Was that leadership, too?’

         ‘The skipper …’ Ally slumps back in their booth, shaking his head. ‘He means well, loves the team … But there’s something not right about him. He thinks everything here is life or death. I bet you, he’ll get to fifty and still be asking everyone he meets what bloody school they went to.’

         ‘I did mess it up today, but.’ Mark sighs.

         ‘On a different day, another inch and who knows? You’re still a bloody classy footballer.’

         ‘Thanks, Ally. So are you.’

         ‘Ach.’ Ally waves him away. ‘You’ve an awful lot going for you, Mark. And the life you’re going to have, it’s not going to be rugger, is it?’

         ‘I think we’ve seen that …’

         ‘No, you and me, tovarich, we are natural aristocrats, don’t you think? Where we excel is using our minds, and speaking them, too, so people listen. That will reap its rewards. I’m sure of it. That’s why our puir wee faithers sent us into this bloody exile from the rest of Scotland. Because we are going to do well.’ He raps the Formica table for emphasis.

         Amid the chrome and plastic decor of Larkin’s, among so many sullen lads with duck’s-arse haircuts, Mark is not much feeling marked out for glory. ‘I’m a bit less sure than yourself about that, Al.’

         ‘Trust me. You will do things, Mark. As a writer, of some kind. Getting ideas across, to thinking people. That is you. I’ll bet you that right now. Fuck the Strathairn first fifteen.’

         Mark, somewhat abashed, has certainly begun to feel better. ‘Thanks, Al. I wish I could say all the great things I think you’ll do …’ Mark is, in fact, more or less certain that his pal will take some straightlaced job that earns him good money; but it seems a little banal to reply as much in this heightened moment.

         ‘Dinnae fret.’ Ally winks and lifts his whisky-and-Coke. ‘Whatever I do, I will surprise you.’

         Mark doesn’t believe that for a second, but he will happily drink to it – in the spirit of friendship, feeling sure he will always want to be by this man’s side somehow, whatever goes down.

      

   


   
      
         
            July 1959

            Deeper Water

         

         Aaron Strang waits for his ride, feeling that with each passing minute he cuts a yet more forlorn figure. He sits tensely, backside cold, at the top of the stone steps to the granite obelisk on the village green that is the gateway in and out of Tarnwick village. His view is that Robbie is pushing his luck; perhaps even standing him up.

         He suspects it could have something to do with Robbie’s latest girl, Mae Mackay. Lately she and he have been very invested in their private time, rather to the detriment of the long-standing Robbie-and-Aaron axis.

         And the pair of them are due at the lifeboat station in Inverness in barely more than an hour, and a forty-mile drive is before them, followed immediately by an examination that won’t wait on them to present themselves. Pass today, sure, and their open water diving certificates are in the bag. But that’s enough of a challenge to be fretting over – the depth, the correct use of air, the business of resurfacing by stages – without a whole other fuss about getting there.

         Aaron shudders: not just from the stony cold under him, but this unnerving site, the one where Billy Gow died. The obelisk has been a doomy place in local lore since the night of the accident the year before, when the Reverend’s son Torrance McVey – worse for drink, some said – had tried with his mate Billy to scale the monument’s eighty feet by handholds and footholds. In the end, firemen came out to pick Torrance off the barred window to which he clung; but Billy had already slipped, fallen and fractured his skull, fatally. Glancing up now at that stone elevation, that same barred window, Aaron tries to imagine whatever possessed McVey to risk the ascent; and what made poor Billy follow.

         Resisting the dark thoughts, Aaron begins to mutter to himself – trying out what excuse for a no-show that he could beg his father to offer to the head of the sub-aqua school. Then he hears the fast-approaching rumble behind him. And then Robbie is screeching to a halt at the wheel of his father’s Ford Woodie. Aaron snatches up his bag and makes for the passenger side.

         ‘Sorry, Aaron, honest. It’s Mae. You know what’s she like.’

         
            *

         

         Rattling down the Inverness Road on a brightening morning Aaron starts to feel his mood lifting. Robbie is flooring the pedal as if to redeem his previous tardiness, and the turn-off to Invergordon brings to their left a lovely vantage on the waters of the Firth, broad and placid, glimmering silver.

         ‘You feeling okay about today?’ Aaron ventures, sensing that Robbie is a mite too fixated on the speedometer.

         ‘No bother. You?’

         ‘Can’t wait.’

         Aaron supposes the bigger share of nerves today is his. They have progressed their diving together in step, each getting hold of vintage twin-bottled cylinders, learning open-circuit and the proper use of the demand regulator. They have ventured ever deeper, thirty metres then forty, and have practised the sharing of air and the slow-kicking return to the surface. Throughout, Robbie has remained the superior diver.

         It’s Aaron, though, who really covets the qualification on offer today: a curriculum vitae item, for the betterment of his ambitions. While Robbie stares at the road ahead, Aaron wonders if this trip is really just for his sake.

         Come September he will be at Aberdeen University to read geology, while Robbie will be helping his father to assess the testicles of rams and the bellies of ewes, tupping season close at hand. So a separation is coming; though they have hatched a cheery plan that Robbie might drive Aaron down to Aberdeen, for a gander at the city and to help him settle. Mulling it now, Aaron worries that this excursion might force an issue that, perhaps, worries him more than his friend: namely, what Robbie intends to do with his life – something to which Aaron really wishes Robbie might give some harder thinking. His friend’s reserves of physical energy and ability to rouse himself to action are almost exhausting to Aaron. If only he had anything like the same impetus in his mind! And yet, Aaron knows well, there are things going on in Robbie’s hollow-cheeked head to which he has no access.

         ‘So, are you … things okay, then? With Mae?’

         ‘Mae? Aye. Aw, aye … It’d be a sight easier if she’d see sense sometimes, but …’ Robbie emits a strangely mirthless laugh.

         ‘About what?’

         Robbie gestures as to say it’s neither here nor there. ‘We’ve just had a spat on a thing. We’ll figure it out.’

         Aaron drops it, sits back: unsettled by what this ‘spat’ might be, but well aware that the course of romance is not a subject on which he could pass even the most cursory exam.

         Instead, after a while, he remarks: ‘The obelisk, it gave me the willies a bit. Got me thinking of Billy and Torry.’

         Robbie nods. ‘Wonder where Torry’s at now, poor critter.’

         ‘My dad’s said similar. “He’d never take a lesson, that one, but he’s had no end of a lesson now” …’

         They share in a commiserating grunt, and Aaron feels a familiar companionable silence settle over them both in the contemplation of one clearly far worse off than themselves. It has never been clear to Aaron or anyone whether Torry fled Tarnwick of his own accord after the accident, or whether his father expelled him. But even Aaron had heard the rumours before of some dalliance between Torry and the much-coveted Marilyn Gallagher. And since the accident Marilyn has seemed to be in purdah of sorts, imposed by her parents – out of sight and, seemingly, out of Robbie’s mind, which Aaron rated a handy thing, at least until that Mae came along.

         
            *

         

         By the time Robbie parks outside the lifeboat station they have only five or so minutes to present themselves; but Robbie wants a cigarette, and Aaron wants to be a pal, not a nag. So they both stand leaning on the Ford, and Aaron watches Robbie smoke.

         ‘You well set for Aberdeen, then?’ Robbie taps ash.

         ‘Reckon so.’

         ‘That’s the thing for you, eh? The geology?’

         C’mon, thinks Aaron even as he smiles and nods. He has told Robbie as much of his ambitions as he’s told anyone; but maybe that has not amounted to so many words. It’s true, moreover, that Aaron’s deeper forages into ‘interesting rocks’ have been solo; like last summer’s trek to Siccar Point on the Berwickshire coast, so that Aaron could observe the rocky promontory known as Hutton’s Unconformity, its piecrust of rusty sandstone atop bony ribs of greywacke. Likewise, his pilgrimage to the foreshore at Eathie Haven on the Moray Firth, the rocks formed during what Aaron now assuredly knows to be the Kimmeridgian period of the Late Jurassic.

         None of the appeal of this can he summon into words for his friend. Still, Robbie is studying him over the red tip of his Woodbine.

         ‘Why, but? What d’you see in them rocks?’

         ‘Well, I mean … it’s the history of the world, Robbie. Before we were in it, right? For millions of years. It does my head in sometimes, I swear …’

         Aaron could add that he has found a passion that seems to reward the patient excavation of certain truths that feel inarguable; or that human life often feels awfully limited to him next to the enormities ingrained in rock and stone. But with Robbie he reckons such high-flown stuff is for the birds.

         So he delves into the pocket of his corduroys and brings out a trilobite fossil he has rather treasured for luck – found at Ardwell Bay, borne home and identified by its blackened weathering, then chipped and finicked away with his penknife’s smallest blade, so as to reveal the ribbed, insectoid shape now bristling in his palm.

         ‘This, see? I look at this. Millions of years old, right? And it makes me think.’

         Robbie peers, then grins. ‘That’s great. Funny. The wee critter.’

         ‘This might not even be the critter. Just the shell it left behind. The exoskeleton?’

         ‘That’s mad, that. That’s dead good.’

         Aaron can believe he and Robbie are feeling the same charm, even if the notion of shedding an outer shell is maybe more appealing to him.

         ‘Thanks for doing this, Robbie.’

         ‘The dive? Eh, I’m all for it.’

         ‘No, but driving us and all. Listen, when we go to Aberdeen I’m in the chair, I’m treating, okay?’

         Robbie only stares at his boots for a moment, then flicks his Woodbine down to the gravel and grinds it underfoot.

         ‘Aaron, listen. I’ll not be going with. To Aberdeen? I know it’d be a good rake and all. But there’s things I’m gunna have to take care of. Like this bit of trouble with Mae, y’know? So I jist don’t think I can. Sorry, pal.’

         ‘It’s fine, Robbie, I understand.’ Aaron absorbs the blow; he had seen it coming. But that word ‘trouble’ is like a scratch on his mind. He has heard it said of young couples – whispered, rather, as a rumour – in a case or two where a certain girl had to go away for a while.

         ‘We’d best be getting in now, eh?’ Robbie gestures, handing back the fossil.

         ‘Keep it,’ Aaron hears himself say.

         ‘Aw naw, Aaron, I couldnae.’

         ‘Go on. When I’m off doing my mad thing in Aberdeen you can look at it and have the laugh thinking of me and my bloody rocks …’

         Robbie shakes his head, but then closes his fist on the fossil. ‘That’s brilliant of you, man. Thanks. I should given you something and all.’ And Aaron realises that the headshaking was just self-reproach.

         
            *

         

         The diving instructor is named McPherson, a big Lanarkshire tough nut in a black tracksuit. He gets the candidates lined up on the quay, air cylinders at their feet, and he paces back and forth before them, hands clasped at his back. After a minute or two of McPherson’s havering Aaron begins to feel like he has joined the army.

         ‘I want to see fit men out there, men who are focused, who respect the water and get in it like they mean business, you hear? Disnae matter what you say you can do, or anyone else has telt me. I need to see it in ye’s if ye’s are to get past me.’

         Aaron is reluctant to steal a look at Robbie’s face but trusts his pal is also finding this ridiculous.

         ‘This is no’ a competition between you or any other guy. Just you and the water. And in the water you are responsible for yourself – how you manage your air, and the pressures on your bodies. Right? Your decisions are your own – aye, and your mistakes, too. If you make a mistake, the test is how you manage it. What you don’t do is panic like a goat.’

         Now Aaron steals that look. But Robbie looks perturbed, head elsewhere. Worry resurfaces in Aaron, for that ‘trouble’ his pal might be managing. It’s worry of a sort he hasn’t had since Robbie quit mooning over Marilyn Gallagher.

         ‘What did I just say, pal?’

         Too late, Aaron realises that Mr McPherson is right in front of him, breathing a sausage-meat odour right into his face.

         ‘Aye, you, skinnymalink.’

         ‘Sir, you were talking about air valves, about not wasting air …’

         ‘Ach!’ McPherson grimaces. ‘Don’t you be wasting my air, son.’

         
            *

         

         They ride the boat out from the dock and, once it is anchored, the candidates take their turns to plunge into the Firth from a short ladder, thence to kick out and head deeper into the dark waters.

         As Aaron descends from the boat – following Robbie, feeling the metal rungs hard under his flippers – he is newly uncomfortable. He has ceased to feel up for this today. He will just have to get through it.

         Then he is down in the blue, girding his concentration, observing his own gas coming out in bubbles while keeping an eye on Robbie’s bubbles below, lacing past his mask as the two of them move down the shot-line.

         But, deeper still, Aaron is feeling none of the old release: he is not transported. Wanting the day already done with, he also cannot shake off the encumbrance of the thoughts that have weighed on his mind over the preceding hours.

         They are nearing maximum depth when Aaron has the strangest creeping feeling that his air supply isn’t flowing quite as it should – that it is straining and thinning, somehow. But that just cannot be. Too soon, surely, to encounter such trouble.

         Then he hears a click, like a closure, behind his head. His mouthpiece tightens round his face.

         Dry tank.

         Cold dread. Don’t panic.

         He fumbles for his equaliser valve. No air.

         Now the inner voice is blaring at full volume: Emergency! Come up!

         Has the tank failed? Has he failed? Frantic, he asks himself how deep, how wasteful were his intakes during descent, when his head was elsewhere? And instantly he knows.

         Whatever he was told and half learned about sharing a mate’s tank: absolutely no time for that. Everything in his body tells him Go, surface, breathe!

         His floundering has alerted Robbie, and Robbie in a flash unclips him from the buddy line. Now Robbie is gesturing, making shapes with his body that Aaron sees as a dumbshow, meant to instruct. But Aaron has started to thrash upward, for the surface, already feeling a heaviness within. A roaring noise is blasting through his mask. He can taste his own dread.

         In the frenzy above and around him he realises: Must slow down. Can’t be faster than the bubbles.

         But now his head is above water, he can see the team boat through the mask’s blear, and he swims for it, hearing harsh cries.

         Big arms haul him up over the side, and he feels stiff and sick, a sensation in his chest like a fracture. He needs very badly to lie down on the deck of the boat, and those hands lower him there. In the commotion he knows he must look a broken thing, a pitiable creature. Failure. How bad will this be?

         The loudest voice over his supine figure is McPherson. ‘Aw damn it, he’s for the Grampian, he’ll need the oxygen chamber, goddamn it to hell!’

         Now at McPherson’s back Aaron can see that Robbie, too, has emerged dripping onto the deck. McPherson is pacing over him again.

         ‘You’re an idiot, son. You endangered yourself and your pal here.’

         Then, stupefyingly, Robbie’s voice, no less irate: ‘Will ye belt up, man? He coulda died!’

         ‘Eh! Don’t you be speaking to me like that, son! Ever!’

         Aaron believes he could be hallucinating from where he lies: the pure black umbrage on McPherson, as he advances on Robbie with a prodding finger that looks like a fist, and then seizes Robbie by the collar of his wetsuit. But it is surpassingly strange to see Robbie throw off that grasp, and shove McPherson so hard that the great bulk topples back onto the wet deck – nearly squashing Aaron. Now there are roars, more pushing, pandemonium. But Aaron – even prostrate, frightened, in pain – can feel something else in his chest, more extraordinary still, because of what his best and only friend has just gone and done for him.
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