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DRYSTONE









The Land





I’m alone. Too early even for dog walkers. Enjoying the solitude and a warm breeze, I walk towards the beach, passing remnants of planticrus sitting crooked in the field. Behind them, a couple of tired standing stones rest, leaning into their hips. The ebb and flow of a drystone wall catches my attention. Some parts still upright, some long fallen. I follow its undulating lines with my eye until the wall disappears thread-like into the distance.


No matter where you are in the world, north, south, east or west, if there is stone, there is drystone. Responsible for some of the oldest structures on our planet, drystone is a craft that’s about doing what you can with what you have. In Scotland, it’s everywhere. From the thousands of miles of field boundary walls, to the stoic gable ends of ruined croft houses, to remote stells keeping watch in quiet glens, the stones memorialise lives once lived.


Ahead of me, I see echoes of previous journeys etched in the marram grass. Beneath my feet, stone blocks litter the uneven ground, once part of the broch, now painted in lichen expressionism. Inside, snecks and jumpers lead my eye over the surface of faded, earth-toned walls: a pleasing, recursive chaos. Used as they were found or shaped with rudimentary tools; stones as big as a person, irregular and bulging, others smaller, stacked tightly and neatly like books on a shelf. Every one placed by hand more than two thousand years ago.


Moving to what remains of the steps, I rest my foot on the first. As I push my weight into the smoothly worn indentation at its centre, I imagine those who stood there before me. I climb higher and a gust of wind lifts my hair, and the dark strands dance a reel around my head while the waves move restlessly below. One hand on the stone, I raise my eyes to the horizon: that endless vista towards the Outer Hebrides and then a clear two thousand miles to Newfoundland.





I was eight years old when our mum moved us from one end of Scotland to the other. From Jedburgh, where you cross the border to England, to Thurso, where you catch the boat to Orkney. I don’t know what Mum saw in Caithness, but I suspect it was just as far as she could go without leaving the country.


Caithness is flat and vast and lies prostrate to a wind pushed inland by the thuggish North Sea. A wind that reminds anything attempting to grow that it should perhaps reconsider. On the heaths and moors, plants have no choice but to stay close to the ground and each other. Even in July, when the rest of Scotland is dressed by the full flair of summer, the Flow Country is understated. Thriving in the nutrient-poor soil, bog asphodel, myrtle and bean hide among heather and peat. In the skies above these rare blanket bogs, golden plover and greenshank float silently on warm air and mottled wings. On the coast, the sandstone shark fins of Duncansby Stacks ward off all but the most determined travellers. The Borders are Scotland at its most pastoral, but Caithness, akin to a moonscape.


On either side of the road, cutting long and straight through an expansive moorland, people stood in smoke and flames, soft-edged silhouettes as they beat the ground around them with huge paddles. Muirburn, the controlled burning of heather. It felt ancient, apocalyptic.


Some parts of Scotland coddle you with rolling glens cradling picturesque hamlets, and views that are broken by the shelter of forests. In Caithness, there is no respite. It’s onwards over difficult ground, or nothing.


•


I’d spent the last few years slowly piecing together that we were poor. While my brother Matthew and I would eat dinner at the table, Mum would work around us in our small kitchen. I had assumed she was too busy to eat, that she would serve herself later; but one day, sitting in the living room, kitchen door ajar, I saw her scrounging leftovers from our plates. When the school sent a letter requesting that we bring an apron to cover our clothes for art class, my mum announced, dragging out the sewing machine and cutting up one of her old dresses, that we would not be buying anything. At school the next week, I watched as our teacher tied bows behind twenty plain pinnies in bold, block colours while I struggled with blouson sleeves and billows of floral nylon. Yes, it was the eighties.


I’d seen how kids from Jedburgh’s rich families were automatically popular in school, how the staff spoke of their parents with respect. I tried to ignore the comments about my father’s absence and how my mum was trying to steal people’s husbands. At Halloween we made sure to stick to streets that looked like ours. We didn’t dare venture into the cul-de-sacs where people had red-brick bungalows, gardens so sprawling they could accommodate full-grown trees, separate garages with brand-new Volvos inside.


So, pulling up to our new home that rainy Tuesday, I was impressed. Four large triangular sections of gable end protruded from a vast white frontage, and the main door was wide as a car. A mansion! It had its own glass-panelled foyer and its tall corridors were bordered by wooden doors. Like an expensive hotel from a film. Even the name sounded like it was from a story. Fairview.


Maybe in Caithness we were rich.


•


Nervous, I calmed myself by imagining that my new classmates at Halkirk Primary would be impressed when they found out I lived at Fairview. Standing in the playground, I smiled tentatively at the children willing to make eye contact, until a girl approached me.


‘Hi. I’m Anita. What’s your name?’


Before I could answer, I heard a voice say, ‘Anita! Why you talking to her?’


The voice belonged to a stocky kid whose sandy-coloured hair stood on end like the popped collar on his school shirt. Appearing from within a crowd of boys, his influence was clear when Anita turned away from me and rejoined the huddle of girls by the wall.


Despite her contrition, the boy continued, shouting across the playground, ‘She’s a tink, Anita. She lives in the poorhouse.’


At the time I didn’t know that Fairview Flats had once been known as Thurso Combination Poorhouse. Nor did I know that even after it had changed use and over a hundred years had passed, the building couldn’t shake its reputation. Our fairytale mansion had been a charity shack. Small towns have trouble forgetting.


When I got home from school that afternoon, I wasn’t sure I was going to tell my mum. I didn’t want her to feel the same humiliation that I did. Walking through our living room as quickly as I could, I dropped my rucksack by the three-bar heater that was glowing orange and went straight into our closet of a kitchen. Busying myself with making toast, I heard my mum’s voice. She sounded tightly wound. ‘“How are you, Mum?” . . . Oh, yes, fine, Kristie, thanks for asking. How was your day?’


Between her annoyance and hearing the words ‘How are you?’, the tears came. I picked up my slice of barely toasted white bread, began to eat and tried to swallow my sobs.


Appearing at the kitchen door, my mum smoothed her tone before asking, ‘Och, what’s wrong?’


As my chest started to heave, eating became impossible.


Mum came closer, and with the same care she would use diffusing a bomb, removed the wilting piece of toast from my margarine-smeared fingers and placed it on the crumb-covered counter. She put her arm around me and pulled my head towards her body. Slowly I relinquished.


With a pat on my shoulder, she took a small step away and addressed me in her I-mean-business voice, ‘So what’s going on?’


The words tumbled out. ‘Gary said I was a tink and told her not to talk to me and they said this is a poor house and that we’re poor and that I have nits and no one should play with me and . . .’


As I took a breath to check my mum’s reaction, I saw the shadows of guilt moving across her face. Even through my blurry eyes I could tell that she already knew about ‘The Poor House’.


I began to cry again. I felt her arm on mine and resisted a little, before eventually allowing myself that hug. But I felt betrayed. Not just because she had moved us here, but because she had allowed me to believe, for even a second, that it was something to be proud of.


It was only after I had learned our home’s true identity that I admitted to myself that there had always been shouting. The raised voices of drunk men in the hall, Mum heating milk to distract us with hot chocolate. Sitting in silence, we would watch the door until the banging had stopped and the shape of a stranger’s feet had moved away from the gap at the bottom. One night, Mum told us to stay away from the window, to ignore the sounds of a fight. The boots sliding in the gravel, the grunts and the swearing. At school the next day, all anyone could talk about was the stabbing at Fairview Flats.


•


Mum had used the move across the country to change our family name. She dropped Mohammed for the name of my father, a man she was never married to. He had failed us, but now his name could make our lives easier. Unless someone asked, we didn’t need to mention that we were ‘part Pakistani’. With amber eyes, dark hair and light skin, I didn’t really stand out too much among the other kids. I probably could have avoided trouble if I had kept my mouth shut. I’m not sure why I didn’t.


My heritage became another weapon in the bullies’ armoury. Not only was I poor, a ‘tink’, but now I was a ‘Paki’ too.


I could see the commotion starting in the far corner of my vision. The boys jumping around, their forms growing wider and closer to the ground. I turned my body away, pulling at the hem of my shorts. When I heard the animal noises ‘Ooo! Ooo!’ and laughter, I walked to another exercise station. Waiting my turn to dribble the ball, I looked at the coloured cones on the floor, and pretended everything was fine.


‘Oi, Monkey Girl.’


I turned my head.


Immediately, I understood that this was a grave error. Gary looked excited, thrilled even, as I fought hard to push back my tears. Turning to his friends, he shouted, ‘See, she answers to her name!’ before basking, bright-eyed, in their approval. Then he faced me again, put his hand up, set an affected, snooty look on his face and said, ‘Go back to the jungle where you came from, you hairy Paki.’


I couldn’t tell my mum this time. I’d seen how her eyes had grown more anxious, shoulders higher, and I’d heard her crying behind the closed door of her bedroom. Thinking I was being clever, I communicated my worries in question form.


‘Mum,’ I asked, watching her fold a blanket onto the edge of my bed, ‘did anyone ever call you names at school?’


Looking right at me, she ignored my attempt at subterfuge. ‘Kristie, never, ever let them see you cry. If they don’t know it hurts you, they’ll get bored and move on.’


I took her advice to heart, pushing away fear with anger, and the anger away with my fear of showing it. I never, ever let them see me cry. And, one night, I rid myself of the source of my problems.


We were forbidden to touch our mum’s razor. I sneaked it into the bath with me, hiding it in water made opaque by Pears soap and Mermaid Matey bubble bath. Trembling, listening for Mum’s footsteps, I ran the blade along the soft, dark hairs on my thigh. Back then, razors were a simple affair, no lubricating strip, no ergonomic design. It was a single blade, crudely housed in cheap plastic.


I dropped it at the first cut. Looking towards the pain, I saw a slash of red on my pale skin. I’d had no idea that you could cut yourself! I watched as the blood slid down my calf and into the bath, where it remained for a split second before dispersing. I knew I should stop, but the skin before the cut was smooth and hairless like the girls in school. The thought of another PE lesson was enough to spur me on. I cut myself again, and again, then got ready for bed, stinging, but relieved.


Sadly, the water did not wash away my sins. When she cleaned the bath before settling us, my mum found hundreds of tiny black hairs lining the white ceramic tub. Appearing at our bedroom door, razor in her hand, she thrust it towards me, shouting. In panic I retreated to my bed, pulling the covers up around my ears. As she tried to pull the blanket away I fought against her, wrapping the wool up in my fists.


But she had that mum-rage, and it took only a few hard tugs to wrench the covers from my hands and body. Forcefully pulling up the legs of my pyjamas, she saw the cuts and the smeared, dried blood. With her right hand raised close to my face, she told me never to do it again or she would send me away. I could smell her Oil of Ulay, Silvikrin hairspray and cigarettes as I nodded.


•


I’d waited, as usual, to be the last one in the changing rooms. When I rolled down my tights, I saw that the hairs had grown back enough to be noticeable. Today was dodgeball and I didn’t want to stand in front of everyone. I didn’t have it in me to remain aloof while some shouted insults and others listened. And so I pulled my tights back up and put my shorts over the top before realising that this would also draw attention.


Standing on a bench, I reached for a small window in the wall above me. It was stiff, and I struggled to push it open while balancing on loose wooden slats. Sliding against the painted bricks of the wall, I mustered the strength to pull myself up to the windowsill. Arms shaking, I wiggled through the tight space and paused for just a second before jumping.


As soon as my off-brand trainers touched the grass, the pounding in my chest almost knocked me off balance. I had never broken a rule in my life, and I knew that Miss Swanson would soon come back into the changing rooms to see what was taking me so long. So I ran. It’s a seven-minute walk from Halkirk Primary to Fairview Flats but on that day it took me one hundred hours.


My lungs burned, eyes stung and streamed, and my legs resisted, wobbling, threatening to give out at any minute. I reached the soggy field that stretched from the edge of the playground to the road I needed to cross to make it home. It would take too long to go around it, so right down the middle I ran. With dirt spattering my calves, I kept turning to look behind me, to see if anyone had followed.


At last, I stood at the main entrance of Fairview Flats. Buzzing again and again, I grew even more frantic. Crying, I held down buzzers until someone finally let me into the building. Inside, I pressed my head against our door, knocking and calling to my mum until she answered. Her expression when she saw me, dishevelled and soaked in mud, arms scraped from climbing through the window, was unreadable.


She ushered me into the flat and closed the door, locking it at the snib and then with the keys. Finally turning to face me, she put her hands on her hips. ‘What . . . what are you doing here?’


With the adrenaline wearing off, I had no idea what my story was.


‘Hang on. Where’s your coat?’ She looked angry. ‘Where’s your bag?’ Suspicious.


I’d already lost one coat, ripped another, and my mum had warned me I wouldn’t get another. ‘They’re at school, they’re all fine. I promise!’


I’d expected her to be happier, but her tone remained firm. ‘How did you get here? What’s going on?’


I could think of only one thing to say. ‘PE.’


Her voice rose. ‘PE?!’


‘I have to wear shorts,’ I added.


Shaking her head, she continued, ‘I’m sorry, Kristie, not liking something doesn’t mean you can run out of school whenever you want.’ More head shaking, as she moved towards the coat hooks near the door. My eyes widened as she picked up her jacket and fished around in one of the pockets. Extracting the car keys, she gestured. ‘Come on, then.’


It hadn’t crossed my mind that I would have to return to school, never mind that my own mother would deliver me back into the clutches of the bullies. But what choice did she have?


My mum was not even thirty and navigating life as a single parent, carrying the weight of her trauma, living in entirely white and often deeply racist communities, in poverty and with no support network. She left our father when she recognised what life would be with him in it. When she understood what our lives would look like in the Scottish Borders, she left that behind as well. It was a local butcher who asked her, ‘How did a decent woman like you end up living in a place like that?’ Soon, she would leave Halkirk behind too.


•


In the way that children do, when I was told that my grandfather Faqir had left Pakistan ‘because of The Partition’, I accepted this explanation without understanding. It took until my late twenties to learn that the Partition of India was one of the largest forced displacements of humans in history. ‘Because of The Partition’, which sounds like someone accidentally put up a fence in the wrong place, was simply a way to stop a child from asking questions, to protect them from the answers.


Soon after arriving in Scotland, Faqir met Catherine at a party in Glasgow. In the 1950s they were a couple who stood out. Him, a six-foot-plus Pakistani man with a long face, hooded dark eyes, brown skin, black hair and her, a small, ruddy-cheeked, blonde-haired and blue-eyed Norwegian-Irish woman. Six children quickly followed. Three girls and three boys, my mum the youngest of them all.


Seeing us eye his arm resting on the back of Nana’s floral sofa, Mum had pulled us aside and quietly explained that the bumpy scar sticking out from under Uncle Zahid ’s rolled-up sleeve had been made by a sword. Our young imaginations conjured up swashbuckling pirates and brave knights. Swords belonged to those worlds, not to ours.


Mum relayed the details of her childhood in the same way someone might tell you about their day at work. Between sips of tea and cigarettes, she said, ‘I turned the corner and a man was pointing a gun at my brother’s head.’ Arms around us on the sofa, her face filled with pride, she told us, ‘And Nana said, “That’s my son,” and punched the gang leader in the face and he fell backwards over the fence!’ We were thoroughly entertained. ‘Tell us again!’ And she would.


My family weathered so much, and these collective injuries bound them until the death of my grandfather, three years before I was born. That loss tore them apart. I felt their love, but also the sharpness of their pain, which, unspoken, persisted as the broken edge of my family. Fallings-out and estrangements were a regular occurrence, and days, sometimes weeks or months, would pass before we saw our relatives again. Any comfort I found in family was accompanied by a knotted stomach.


•


It was a short walk from where we lived in Jedburgh to the home that Nana shared with our aunty. Waiting for us in the front garden, Nana would be wearing a tabard, like our dinner ladies wore at school, the bright red birthmarks on both her arms showing like faded tattoos. Our aunty would be busy in the back garden, pinning up peapods, or in the living room, knitting yet another itchy jumper, watching TV.


We only ever used the door at the side of the house. Shoes off in the porch and into the tiny square kitchen that smelled of curry, broth, mince, cigarettes, or a combination of a couple of those things. Always a pan loaf on the go, endless cups of tea and a biscuit tin that couldn’t shake the smell of Mint Clubs, even if the last time it held one was a year ago. Even in meagre times you were guaranteed to find a squashed Wagon Wheel or broken party rings rattling around in its copper-coloured bottom.


Once biscuits were selected, we were sent to the living room. Not really a room for children at all. Brass ornaments that still smelled of Brasso, cottage-shaped teapots and porcelain figures kept behind tall glass doors. Knitting patterns like complicated maths problems lay next to balls of wool bigger than my brother’s head.


When the fire was on, we would sit on the floor pushing our faces so close to the flames that I wondered if the stinging I felt in my cheeks was a sign of permanent damage. Sometimes we took turns prodding the coals with an iron poker, one ear on the door. My aunt had warned us about the white-hot sparks that could fly from the hearth. Pointing to little holes burned into the carpet as evidence, she always put the mesh fireguard in place and, before leaving us alone, turned, looked into our eyes and said, ‘Don’t.’ Ascertaining the whereabouts of my mum, nana or aunty was easy because all three of them wore, from wrist to mid-forearm, identical silver bangles from Pakistan. And all of them were fond of gesturing dramatically.


Once we grew bored of the fire, or the heat made us sleepy, we would tip out the wicker basket of VHS tapes. Some films had been bought brand new and came in hard cases with the movie poster framed on the front. Others were in flimsy cardboard sleeves with multiple handwritten titles scored through. Taped from the TV. My favourite was Little Women. I loved the dresses and the close-knit family, but I always fast-forwarded the part where Beth died. My brother’s favourite was Moonwalker, and he would rarely sit still when it was on, compelled by his own internal logic to stand in the living room copying all of Michael Jackson’s dance moves in real time.


If it happened once, it happened a thousand times. Shouting would waft from the kitchen alongside Radio Scotland and the smell of what was cooking. And it would grow louder until it became the audio track to whatever we were watching; Michael Douglas’s mouth would move, but it was an angry Scottish woman’s voice coming out.


Looking at my brother, I’d sit up, fingers on the ground like a sprinter, ready for the signal to move. I’d raise my eyebrows, a warning, but he’d respond with an annoyed, exaggerated shrug and stay where he was, lying on his stomach.


When he heard her bangles jingling, he’d fly up off the floor like he’d been scorched by one of the embers my aunt had warned us about. And then Mum would storm into the room. She’d grab our coats and jumpers and tell us, ‘Get up. We’re leaving.’


I remember once, being on my knees and trying to put the VHS tapes back into their basket when I felt my mum’s hand hook into my armpit, and close to my ear, ‘I said now.’ Her voice a low growl as she pulled me to my feet.


Pushing Matthew in front of her and dragging me behind, she directed us towards the kitchen. Nana and Aunty stood on the other side of the breakfast bar, arms folded, as we were hurried into the small porch. Struggling with our shoes as the argument continued, my mum shouted responses over her shoulder, ‘Oh aye, it’s aaaaaaalllllways me, isn’t it?’


We were shoved through the door, laces loose, then wrangled, briefly, back into the kitchen and sent towards our nana and aunty with firm instructions to say goodbye. We understood the implication in our mum’s tone. She meant ‘for ever’. Dutifully, we completed the task, unable to hold back our tears.


My aunt, disgusted, said, ‘Look how much you’re upsetting them, Allison.’


Mum’s face exploded into incredulity. ‘Look how much I’m upsetting them? Oh, you’ve got a cheek. You’re the one who’d rather not see us at Christmas. Did you know that, kids? Your precious nana and aunty don’t want to have you at Christmas!’


Passing us back and forth like props, each side tried to prove their innocence through the hurt the other was causing.


My brother’s small body drew tight next to me. I looked down and saw his hands balled into fists. Arms rigid, face red, he burst forth with a scream: ‘STOP IT.’


For a few seconds, everyone stared at Matthew. In the silence, I wondered if he had somehow negotiated a ceasefire.


Then, voices shouting all at once.


‘See what you’ve done!’


‘I’m done with this!’


‘We’re leaving!’


Walking home, we struggled to keep pace with our mum. By the corner of Brewster Place, she was ready to talk, and by the lane between the garages and the flats, she was in full flow. How she had been pushed out, how unfairly she was treated, how our family didn’t give a fuck about us. How we only had each other.


•


Robert looked like a 1990s red-haired Glaswegian Steve Zissou, and indeed his self-built catamaran sat at a lonely bend on the River Clyde. The boat was half finished, and exposed fibreglass pressed rough cross hatchings into our hands as we crawled through its confined spaces. Robert told us that when the boat was ready, he would sail us around the world. We would lie on a net slung between the hulls as we skimmed over turquoise waves. We would anchor near tropical islands, eat the fish we caught for dinner, and sleep out under the stars. Or we could do ‘the next best thing’ which was, of course, a jaunt to Northern Ireland.


I’d never been ‘abroad’ before, so the long day of travelling from Thurso to Belfast was exciting. Robert met us at the ferry port and we followed him in our car to a house in the countryside. It was big and shabby and sparsely furnished. The blankets smelled like old lady and damp, but, cold in bed that night, I tucked them around my neck.


The first day of our trip, Robert drove us through Belfast. We gawked at the landscape of a war zone. Bold murals with indecipherable themes painted on gable ends. I wondered if the bullet holes were painted on too.


From my place on the back seat I heard my mum whisper, ‘I’m not sure about this.’


Robert cleared his throat but didn’t say anything.


‘It’s important,’ he said after a long while, ‘for kids to see real life.’


At some point, I fell asleep. When I woke, I looked over at Matthew, eyes closed, clutching his SuperTed with the tiny, red homemade cape. Looking out of the window, I saw it was growing darker, and the tall buildings of the city had been replaced with dingy streets of pebbledash, gardens sprouting mattresses and rusting white goods. On the outer walls of homes and shops, paintings of crossed flags, defiant faces and men holding their guns high. The few people we saw stared at our car, following its journey for longer than they needed to. My legs were squashed against the backpack that was jammed down by my feet. I tried to stretch them but found myself caught in place, my trainer tangled in one of the straps.


We stopped abruptly and a grey truck pulled up beside us. It looked like one of my brother’s army toys. Two uniformed men, guns slung over their shoulders, got out and started walking towards us. My mum looked at Robert. He said, ‘Let me do the talking.’ Matthew woke up as the men rapped on our car windows, gesturing for the adults to get out.


My mum looked back at us as she opened the car door. ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered, but I was already crying.


We watched them. Robert was animated, laughing, while the men’s faces gave nothing away. My mum stood silently, as she had been told to. It was taking a really long time.


Matthew, his panic reaching a crescendo, unclipped his seat belt and said, ‘I’m getting out.’


I pleaded with him. ‘No, Matt. No. Please don’t.’


As his door opened, the heads of the men with the guns snapped towards the car. One of them shouted. Matthew froze. Mum said something quickly to the man and before he could reply, she was running towards us, saying, ‘No. NO. Stay in the car!’ before slamming the door and returning to her place beside Robert.


We waited, growing colder in the fading light, watching helplessly through windows slowly made misty by our breath.


Eventually, one of the men, his face impassive, walked back over to the truck, rummaged in the cab, and returned with a map. Waving Robert closer, he traced his finger over the paper, stabbing a certain point several times, saying something. Robert nodded emphatically.


Then it was over. The men returned to their truck, and Mum and Robert got back into our car. Both facing forward, they said nothing as Robert turned the vehicle around and drove us back the way we came. Matthew and I looked out of the rear window, watching the truck follow us for a while before it turned down another street. Then streetlights became more infrequent, and soon they were gone, but still no one said anything. The tension lasted through dinner and was only broken when, from my bed, I heard Mum and Robert shouting.


The next day, we were already on our way to a country park when Mum announced confidently that she wanted to cut the trip short and go home.


Suddenly, a chorus of horns blaring around us. Everything was happening in slow motion and I couldn’t really hear any more. I saw my mum, tears pouring down her face, pleading, then angry, but Robert kept driving into the oncoming traffic.


When my mum screamed, ‘You’re going to kill us!’, everything sped back up. Without thinking, I pulled off my trainer and held it in my hand. Scuffed-up white, with an energetic teal shape on its side, the laces were tied in at least eight double knots. I lifted it up, reached forward and hit Robert as hard as I could across the side of his head.


Eyes on the road, grabbing the air behind him with his free hand, he tried to take the shoe from me, but I was too fast. I raised it and hit him over and over. He thrust his arm into the back of the car, reaching for me and sneering, ‘Are you going to fucking cry?’


His ear was red where my trainer had made contact.


The sound that came out of me was guttural. ‘I will never cry for you!’ I screamed the sentence as loudly and as long as I could, my voice eventually breaking in my throat.


And then the world was silent. A brief moment of solace before it all started moving again and the sound of horns and my mother’s shouting returned. I have no memory of the trip after that point. I don’t recall what Robert said as he drove us back to the house, whether I put my trainer back on, or anything about our journey home to Scotland. But I do know that we never spoke about what happened. No debrief. No play by play. No ‘That was fucking wild, right?’ No ‘Are you OK?’ Nothing.


A few weeks later, Robert turned up at our door with a puppy. We named him Moss and spent the day pulling him around the living room, squashed into my brother’s John Deere trailer, while Mum and Robert fought in her bedroom.


•


To be one of the hundreds of McKays, Gunns or Sutherlands in Caithness meant belonging. The longer your ancestors had been there, the better. Some people could trace hundreds of years of their family tree to one village and were very proud of it. I was proud of my family too, of how we were from everywhere – many villages. And as I got older, I began to more openly embrace my Pakistani heritage, crowing about it to anyone who would listen and many who would not.


I would abruptly drop it into conversation, convincing myself that whatever tenuous thread I had followed was justification enough. Talking about your aunty going on holiday to Greece? I was going to respond by telling you that ‘my granddad was from Pakistan’. Putting it out there felt like ripping off a plaster. If someone knew from the start, then I didn’t need to worry that they’d ever find out. I was wounded and I was angry. I walked a fine line between what I felt and what I would show.


One morning, walking up to the hatch of the tuck shop, I saw a group of sixth-year boys who regularly tormented me. The dark, fine hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I readied myself.


There was a rhyme that I heard a lot in school. I don’t know if someone bestowed upon me the peculiar honour of having composed it specially, or if other kids across Scotland were subjected to it.


‘Hey, Pakistani, does your granny have a fanny?


Does it smell?


Fucking hell!’


The boys at the tuck shop began chanting this masterpiece of racism and misogyny, and as they approached me, one of them bent down and sniffed loudly between my legs.


‘It does smell . . .’ He stood up triumphantly. ‘Of curry!’


I died inside, but my anger took over, soothing me in a way I had learned to rely upon. ‘Fuck off,’ I said, in as casual a tone as I could muster.


They didn’t fuck off. Instead, they pelted me with pocket change at point-blank range. I adopted a defensive stance, my eyes cast down, while one hand protected my face. I listened to them shout ‘Paki’ as the coins fell around my feet like spent ammunition shells.


Puzzled by my outward insouciance or, more likely, having run out of low-denomination currency, they eventually stopped and began to drift away. Waiting until their backs were turned, their attention on each other instead of me, I bent down. Hands shaking, I tried, as quickly as I could, to pick up the copper pennies lying flat on the tarmac.


With their money tight in my fist, I walked to the tuck shop counter and used it to buy snacks, carefully counting it out to the shopkeeper, who was desperate to avoid my gaze. Heading back towards the main building, I felt sick as I tried to eat Space Raiders in a way that would convey victory, or at least indifference. I made it to the dark rooms in the art department before I began to cry.


•


We followed Mum into the dim hallway and listened as she ordered us in a tense whisper to stay there and not move an inch. Someone was on the roof. And she pointed silently towards the scrabbling and banging coming from above us. Matthew, eyes sleepy, was keen to not be living this nightmare. ‘It could be a fox or something,’ he said quietly, as Moss, safe in his arms, lifted one small ear.


Her own eyes on the ceiling, Mum reassured us, ‘It’s just . . . someone playing a joke.’ I wasn’t sure I believed her. We looked nowhere but up, tracking the heavy sounds. Our mother, poised, ready to defend us, or kill us if we moved.


Someone chapped the door. Hard. I jumped. The knocking came again and Mum put her finger to her lips. She prised Matthew’s hand off her nightgown and walked into my bedroom to peer behind the curtains. She came back, swiftly.


As she approached the front door she seemed to remember us standing there and turned her head, face profiled in porch light, to tell us to go back to our rooms. We did, but I stood with my left ear against my bedroom door, barely breathing.


The police officer greeted her.


‘Did you get him?’ she said. ‘He was on the roof. I saw him in the skylight.’


‘Yes. He was still there when we got here, wearing that, uh, ski mask–’


‘Do you know what he was doing up there?’


‘Don’t worry, he won’t be doing it again. He’s in the van. We’ve made it clear he has to leave you alone.’


Her voice was trembling. ‘You tell him, you tell Robert, that if he ever touches my kids, I’ll wring his neck.’


•


Caithness had no cinema, barely any public transport, and no shopping centre – just a Woolworths with a CD section and a pic ’n’ mix that Mum assured us was extortionate. The internet was a faraway fantasy, and Mum wouldn’t let us have a TV, often expressing her concern that shows like Home and Away or Neighbours would rot our brains. But I suspected it was because we couldn’t afford a TV licence. And for a lot of my childhood, I didn’t have firm friends. Even for the nicer kids, it made sense to distance themselves from a person who attracted regular hassle. So I spent a lot of time with my brother, playing outdoors.


The moorlands that surrounded our home required skill to navigate. My brother and I learned this the hard way, often traipsing home wet to the knee, one sock stained bronze by peaty water when we had foolishly taken the solid look of mossy ground at its word. In the summer we discovered tiny life hidden in the grass, the drama of a slow worm sighting, the smell of sphagnum. In winter our playtime was scored by the music of ice in farm-road potholes stretching and creaking beneath our feet. Braving a white-out in pyjamas, our hats, scarves and coats thrown hastily on top. Returning home to the smell of burning peat, our bodies raw with cold.


Our play was dictated by the seasons. In winter, quickly fading light set a strict curfew, but in summer we could take our sweet time. Around solstice the light lingered right above the horizon all the way through to dawn, and with such a gentle transition between day and night, an appropriate home time was much harder to determine. It took just a few bike rides through moorland in light that showed you too much (but not enough) to convince us of the benefits of better timekeeping.


Summer was a whole season of carefree miscalculations. No jumper or jacket for the cycle home, shorts and T-shirt feeling brutally inadequate as the sea air, pulling in the evening mist, covered our arms and legs in waves of goosebumps. In the morning, an eight-mile cycle had seemed easy, so we had given no thought to saving energy over the course of the day for our return trip. One eye on the shifting shadows of the land, we would pedal hard and fast, until we closed the gate between the moor and the track to the farm cottages. From there, we would push our bikes so we could lean on the handlebars for support, arriving at our front door, exhausted and close to tears.


As soon as we were inside, our mum would empty our stuffed pockets. The animal bones were immediately confiscated, the flowers we picked for her were unbent, fluffed and put in a vase, and our collections of stones were piled onto windowsills all over the house. Any parent knows that a walk with kids means hauling five kilos of stones back to base. Children know what we pretend to forget: stones are treasures. Even as adults, we will privately pocket a pretty pebble on a beach, and don’t we all secretly hope to turn one over and discover the imprint of million-year-old life? Within their small, solid forms, stones encapsulate the very essence of memories.


Frank, another of my mum’s boyfriends, looked hastily sketched. No solid edges, each part of him an impression of the real thing. His long, pony-tailed hair and pointed beard reminded me of a Buffalo Bill I had once seen in a performance of Annie Get Your Gun at the Playhouse in Edinburgh. As if in homage, Frank wore a suede jacket and tall leather boots.


He took us on a walk in the field next to his house, asking us if we knew what had made this track or left that dropping. We did not, and we looked on horrified as he picked up a small pellet of shit from the ground and tasted it. Not popping the whole thing in his mouth but just kind of licking it. ‘Aye, that’ll be a deer,’ he said before walking on ahead.


But I loved the floors in his house.


Standing lonely somewhere outside Halkirk, Frank’s house was a tiny, loaf-like structure that sat so low in the moorland it looked like it might be sinking. Huddled within the metre-thick, solid stone walls were a few deep-set windows that were visible only at night, when interior light illuminated their positions in the dark. I don’t remember doors; instead, heavy, faded curtains hung on sagging rails. Wires snaked the walls, secured occasionally with white tape curling and blackened at its edges.


Laid in huge squares, flagstone floors ran throughout the building. Ripples, the influence of water frozen in time, disrupted their surface, making them look like a nighttime riverbed. Ice-cold in winter, the slabs warmed as the ground did, and in summer you could walk on it without socks, feeling every lithic detail beneath your feet. The stone was always warmest around the hearth where peat, cut in blocks from the land, fuelled a fire, the sole source of heat in Frank’s home. A permanent draught from the front door excited ash in the grate and sent dancing particles through the air to settle all over the house.


Frank, although not particularly houseproud, seemed to think the flagstone warranted special treatment. First, he’d sweep, paying particular attention to the indentations between the stones. Then, fetching a bottle of milk from the fridge, he’d fill a small bowl with the cold liquid and carefully set it down beside him. Soaking the corner of an old red rag, he’d gently wave this cloth across the floor – and the flags, at first dusty and dull, would reappear from beneath the cloth, an oil slick of dark, shining stone.


Like Caithness itself, Caithness flagstone is very flat and very tough. An obstinate, sedimentary rock that splits along its bedding plane to create sheets, it reflects colour the way the sea does. Reacting to the moods of the sky with intense clarity, or murkiness, over the course of a few hours it will shift from uncorrupted black to leaden grey to warm-toned, to blue.


I saw natural deposits of flagstone in coastal areas or in long-abandoned inland quarries. On the moorland itself, I would find it in the form of an existing structure – or a structure that once existed. Scattered across Caithness is thousands of years’ worth of drystone: brochs, cairns, blackhouses, stells, fanks and, the very bones of the land, endless miles of drystone walls.


Drystone is a traditional craft. Building with stone without mortar, you can create something as simple as a wall or as tricky as a chapel. Drystone is about using what you have to do what you need. What Caithness has is flagstone.


Rising like a spine from the ground, drystone is often the only visible feature in the recumbent Caithnessian landscapes. A constant roadside companion, tightly packed stone walls line ditches amid the white froth of meadowsweet and the always surprising burgundy and apricot of water avens. Running the length of fields, flagstone fences – those single, square sheets of flagstone placed edge to edge – stand like domino-ed gravestones. A memorial to the land and all that has been lost to time.


From an early age, my hands knew the weight of stone. Firmly pulling a weathered grey sheet from a line of copes was like unsheathing a heavy blade. Misjudging the integrity of a wall, it would shed into a slithering clatter. On a sunny day the smell was of dry moss-musk, but when I lifted a well-settled stone to reveal a damp nook, it would be stirring with quiet life and metallic earthiness.


One afternoon at school, we stood in line to peer at a slide containing the inner epidermis of an onion bulb that had been slotted into a microscope and placed at the front of the class. I waited, bored, to take a look at what would most certainly be a bunch of boring onion shapes. When my turn finally came, I pressed my eye against the warmed black rubber of the eyepiece and saw, unmistakably, the interlocking shapes of a drystone wall.


I began to pull stones from the ground like root vegetables, brushing off the dirt and stacking them in an attempt to replicate that neat cellular structure. As I built these simple altars, I’d collect fronds and flowers from the banks of the burn and place them on the stones. A wee pagan, arranging pink mops of ragged robin among green fern fingers, I hoped the universe would be pleased with my small offerings.


•


I am older than Matthew by eighteen months but I deferred to him on most counts. Even from a young age he seemed so capable and sure of himself. While I was still performing a risk assessment, he was up and over the high fence, never worrying about barbed wire, or if we should be climbing at all. My brother could persuade me to do something I really didn’t think I should be doing. Sometimes he would be gentle, all sweetness and ‘Come on, Krist, it’ll be fine’. At other times he was ruthless. I felt torn between being flattered that my brother wanted my company and worried that he was using me as the fall guy.


Matthew had our mum wrapped around his little finger. I felt bound to tell the truth, exactly as I saw it, and marvelled at his ability to be so considered. He always knew what to say. I was always saying too much.


This translated to life outside our home, too. At school, Matthew was successful in forming friendships, seemingly able to understand what it was that people expected of him. He aggressively enacted a life strategy of aggressively fitting in.


He wanted brand-name shoes. I once asked the woodwork teacher to stick my shitty trainers back together with his glue gun. He joined the rugby team and I joined the anti-bullying committee (with the rest of the kids who were being bullied). Perhaps he so enthusiastically pursued acceptance because for him it was attainable. Even if it meant leaving me behind.


Our peers played along. They knew he was my brother but didn’t really hold him to it. He didn’t really hold himself to it either. Matthew not only kept quiet when others were calling me ‘Paki’; he did, on occasion, join in. And everyone witnessed the power and decisiveness of his words, none more than me. I saw my brother as influential, not just in the sense that he had the support of our peers, but in the sense that he didn’t seem to hold anything particularly sacred.


My brother’s middle name is Faqir. Each member of our close family has a Pakistani name: my uncles are Zahid, Anwar and Sajjad, my mum’s middle name is Fatima, and my aunts, despite their very British first names, have Mohammed as their surname. I am the only one who doesn’t have a Pakistani name, but, back then, I felt sure that I had earned one. Certainly, more than my brother.


I wish I had known then that he acted the way he did precisely because he understood what our family had been through. Most of the stories we had been told about racism involved a male family member being seriously hurt. To Matthew, my proud proclamations of being ‘part Pakistani’ were both a loose-lipped sabotage of his social status and an explicit threat to his safety. I see now that in our fight to survive, neither of us stopped to consider the other.


•


Early starts in alcohol were common in Caithness. Teenagers would gather in the run-down parks of run-down towns, passing round brown paper-bagged bottles under the tungsten glow of streetlights. My mum noticed too, and I suppose there was some logic in wanting her children to experience alcohol within the safety of their own home.


She would buy stubbies from Safeway for us to share with friends. Cheap to buy, these short, fat bottles of weak beer tasted more like the smell of something. In their little cardboard cartons, they looked like green bowling pins carefully racked before play. Post-game, they would be strewn across our bedroom floors alongside empty crisp packets and CDs.


The older girls, friends only on the bus and outside school hours, had no interest in drinking beer with my mum. They assured me that the pub’s door staff didn’t care if you were underage, even fifteen, as long as you were pretty.


Ignoring my stomach’s spirited somersaults, I handed the doorman my obviously fake ID. Created at home on our PC, brought to life by our cheap printer, and laminated during a quiet lunchtime in the art department, it was surely my ticket to an automatic rejection.


The girls had gone on ahead, not wanting to risk refusal by association. Eyebrows pencil-thin, straight hair parted in the middle, knee-high boots, paisley-patterned camis over denim skirts, they’d had no problem getting in. I stood, cold, feet already sore in a pair of borrowed heels, as I waited for the doorman to decide whether I was pretty enough to break the law.


To think we handed so much of ourselves to some forty-year-old divorced guy called Dave who wasn’t allowed to see his kids.


Inside, my eyes travelled from the pool table to the tangled speaker wires, to the surly bar staff. This was not what I had expected. I saw no coupe glasses or brightly coloured cocktails garnished with little fruit twirls. Dark wood and sticky linoleum floors, everything brown, including the liquid in the glass I was handed.


I held it away from my body, examining it.


Sensing my apprehension, Katy leaned over. Rolling her eyes at my snobbery, she said quietly, ‘Just drink it.’ I took a large gulp and my mouth filled with chemicals, the taste of hairspray. Ignoring laughter from those around me, I forced myself to swallow. Beth, in a display of skill and dedication, downed her brown liquid in one and told me I would get used to it. A little later, when I thought no one was looking, I whispered to Katy, ‘What is this?’ She took my glass and sipped the contents, handing it back to me with pink lip gloss where her mouth had been. It was, she finally decided, a double vodka and Coke.


Such drinks were generously donated by men who found great novelty in getting children drunk. Two glasses and thirty minutes later, my cheeks were warm and I had forgotten I was afraid of being discovered in underage deceit. Now I happily accepted any and all drinks, not bothering to ask what they were or who they were from. My eyes and legs were more unreliable than they had ever been before, and I leaned against a regular called Donald, talked to everyone a lot and easily. My vision was blurry, but I remember clearly how I felt. For the first time in my life, I felt free from myself. Less of a shedding, more of an abandonment. And I loved it.


•


In the years of high school that followed, I didn’t drink responsibly, nor was I encouraged to. Drinking was important, a competitive extracurricular activity. On each weekend trip into town, I thought about my next drink before I’d finished the one in my hand, and I pushed my body to reveal its weakness in streams of highlighter-coloured, alcopop vomit.


Wasted at Katy’s house party, I’d been calling every taxi service in Thurso for at least an hour. Resigning myself, I clumsily squeezed past straggler couples still kissing in the hall, stumbled through an open door, was pleasantly surprised to find a coat-covered bed, and after clearing a space, immediately passed out on it.


Waking in the early hours I felt a warm, thick hand in my pants, touching my vulva. Brain flooding with information, I noticed that my trousers had been pulled down around my knees and what felt like an erect penis pressed into the back of my leg. Too scared to turn around, I lay still and prayed that it would stop. Time passed. My eyes flickered open once, and I saw that at some point Laura had joined me in the bed and was still asleep, our noses just centimetres apart. If I could get through this quietly, I told myself, no one would ever have to know.


But my body had other intentions. As the hands began to remove my underwear from my hips, I flew up into a sitting position and kicked the duvet from my legs. Scrambling across the mattress and onto the floor, I only turned to look at him, still in the bed, face turned away, once I had crossed the threshold into the hallway. It was Craig, Gillian’s boyfriend.


Since I had been drinking, friendship had come more easily, but I understood I was on the outskirts of stronger connections. I was sixteen and had to tread very carefully even to remain on the periphery. As I locked myself in the bathroom, I felt deep dread. I knew Gillian would see this as Craig liking me, me liking him. I knew she would wonder what I had done to elicit such attention. I knew the fallout would damage my tentative social standing. And, I heard Gill’s voice in my head, why didn’t you stop him? No matter how I answered, it was going to count against me. I made a pact with the bathroom mirror to keep my mouth closed.


Years later, I saw Craig opposite the Cameo cinema in Edinburgh. A deeply average man, headphones in, purposefully making his way down the street. My heart jumped to my throat as I watched his journey between the passing bodies and buses. I was shocked by how much the sight of him brought back. The shame. The guilt. The fear. I was right there again, unable to move. The body remembers.


•


I was five and had found it near Hamish’s shop on the way to school. Sparkling blue and silver on the flat grey of the pavement; I picked it up immediately. It was a tiny piece of tinsel, and a broken plastic loop above the pretty metallic tassel made me think it had fallen from something much larger. I put the treasure in my coat pocket and forgot that it existed.


Returning home that evening, I dumped my coat near the door and ran upstairs to take off my uniform. At this time of year, it was a pale yellow gingham dress with a collar that chafed my neck, and although the mirror showed my skin unbroken it felt like it had been rubbed clean off. Hearing my mum’s voice from below, I ignored the first few shouts of my name. Then, when her feet sounded on the stairs, I ran towards her like I had been meaning to the whole time.


Her face was fizzing. Lips curling over her teeth. Holding her hand towards me. ‘What. Is. This?’


I saw my treasure from that morning, but her question confused me. I told her I didn’t know what it was.


Her face fizzed a little more. ‘You don’t know? You stole it from the shop, didn’t you?’


‘No! It was on the ground! I didn’t steal it!’ I was shouting now. I had always been a stickler for the rules, and she knew that. I couldn’t even play a board game without getting antsy about everyone doing it right.


But that counted for nothing. Instead, she grabbed my arm, pulling me down the stairs, my feet, in tights, slipping on the speckled carpet pile, gingham dress still scratching my neck.
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