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Change has come to the village of Skerrils, and fourteen-year-old Callum is struggling to adjust. Important people have moved on; others have arrived.

Even the Mountain, once the scene of an epic adventure for Callum and his friends, has vanished in the October mist. But its power cannot stay hidden for long, for in that mist lurks a terrifying new presence that wishes to destroy all that Callum has ever fought for.

This presence is known only as ‘The Other’, and it will take alliances old and new to reconnect Callum with past magic if he is to stop it before everything is lost.

***

“This has a wonderful, otherworldly atmosphere – like a fantastic film on a bank holiday afternoon. That’s how it feels to me. So much fantasy is nihilistic and dark, but this is delightful.”

—Paul Magrs, author of Strange Boy, Lost on Mars and The Novel Inside You

“McClure had me from the first four words! This is a story about change and loneliness and how we connect. What it is to be human. McClure has filled this sequel with the same vivid, vibrant, sometimes uncanny sense of place – a story for our strange and difficult times.”

—Joan Lennon, most recently co-author with Joan Haig of Talking History: 150 years of world-changing speeches

“Much anticipated, Callum and The Other doesn’t disappoint. Dare I say, this is the author’s best yet – it brims with the intrigue, lyricism and light humour now characteristic of Alan McClure’s novels. My kids and I want more!”

—Joan Haig, author of Tiger Skin Rug


Dedication

Tae ma pals


Bus

Here’s a scene, look: fourteen-year-old Callum Maxwell, back of the school bus, head rocking in time as it bumps down the long road back to Skerrils. It’s a glowering day outside, low clouds covering the Mountain, and Callum feels as dreich and waesome as the rolling boggy land they’re traversing.

Four rows in front of him, his old pal Steven is standing nonchalantly in the aisle and talking too loud to a group of lassies, no doubt bragging about football or shinty or swimming or something. The girls are rolling their eyes but they’re still listening, laughing when they’re supposed to, and though Callum is trying to zone it all out he can’t help but envy Steven’s easy confidence.

The bus is a shoogly, rattly old rustbucket so he can’t make out the patter, can’t pick up any tips: not that he really wants to. In the last year or so, Steven has decided that the lassies of Skerrils are the prize in some kind of game, and the chat he has with them is just one of the moves. He goes at this with the same determination that used to see him building boats to sail to MacArthur’s Island, but this new obsession is nowhere near as much fun to join in with. Callum, glaikit wee laddie that he is, still sees girls as actual people and has the silly notion that a conversation should be about something. Frustratingly, most of the girls seem to prefer Steven’s approach, and they’ve little time for the daydreamy wee bletherskite at the back of the bus.

Not for the first time today, or indeed this journey, Callum really misses Vicky. A scholarship to a music school hundreds of miles up north has robbed him of his best friend, and while he’s glad for her and knows she deserves it, he could do with her telling him not to be daft as he worries about the way things have changed.

He peers out the window. The bus is passing a couple of BT vans parked in a layby, the workers standing in their hi-vis jackets, looking glum. Callum raises a hand to them but they just stare blankly back, and then they’re gone, disappeared in the mist. No very friendly, thinks Callum, then gives a shudder. The damp and dingy distance is seeping into his bones and he wishes the bus would hurry up. The driver, Eric, never seems to take the thing out of third gear, responding to the regular shouts of teenage frustration with a good humoured, “If ye want tae gang faster, get yer ain bus!” So Callum knows there’s nothing for it but to be patient.

Truth be told, he misses Steven too. When it’s just the pair of them together, things are still grand. They have a laugh, watch a bit of telly, complain about Mr. Blackwell the history teacher, make daft plans that they’ll never execute. But when there’s other folk around, Steven’s a different person. He even puts on a different voice, louder, deeper (though still not very deep; he is only fourteen, after all), and he gets all cool and aloof with Callum.

At first this made Callum want to chin him, but as time’s gone on it just makes him feel discouraged and abandoned. He fantasises about the bus rolling over, a dreadful accident, crawling from the wreckage. He realises there are people trapped in there, and throwing caution to the wind he climbs back in, flames licking round him, dragging them all to safety. Last of all, an unconscious Steven, who only comes to when he’s safely laid out on the grassy verge, Callum tending him stoically. Bruised and charred, Steven finally remembers who his real friends are and he apologises tearfully for his foolishness, suggests a camping trip on MacArthur’s Island, and, and…

And Callum scolds himself for this nonsense. It’s exactly this sort of silly make-believe that makes him an embarrassment to Steven, no doubt. Everyone else left these sorts of games behind when they went up to the Academy, but for some reason, Callum can’t seem to. He’s stuck between two worlds. There was one in which he was special, had achieved something amazing (though no-one can remember exactly what that was) and there’s one where he’s just another daft wee laddie from the sticks, jostling down crowded corridors in a giant school an hour away from home. Is it any wonder he’s in no hurry to make the transition?

The bus rattles over the final cattle grid. Callum should be happy, should be filled to the brim with plans and schemes, two weeks of October holiday and the whole of Skerrils at his disposal. The sea, still just about swimmable on a clear day, the Old Wood, the Holy Cairn, the monument, the Mountain…

But even Skerrils isn’t what it was. On the surface, nothing’s changed. Heck, nothing ever changes. But only on the surface. For Callum at least, Skerrils lost its beating heart on the sweet spring night when Papa passed away, seated in a garden chair, an unlit pipe in his hand and cherry blossoms drifting and twirling to the ground around him. Callum’s mum had been by his side. She said later that his eyes just closed, he smiled, and sighed, and left the world behind. Everyone agreed it was as good a passing as a man could wish for. But it was still a passing.

It had not been unexpected. The old man had never quite regained his strength after the heart attack, and for his last couple of months he’d hardly had the energy to keep up a conversation. Even that hadn’t mattered too much to Callum; there was so much between them that didn’t need said that it had still been wonderful just to sit in his company, have questions answered with a low chuckle, to look into those old, smiling eyes and know how close they would always be. And then, too soon, he was gone.

Suddenly, Eric the driver slams on the brakes and Callum is pitched forward, his nose making sharp contact with the seat in front.

“Ow, ya wee…” He manages to stifle a rude word, partly due to good manners and partly because he’s secretly delighted to notice that Steven has been knocked clear off his feet and is now sprawling in a clumsy sweary heap at the lassies’ feet. Better still, the girls are finding this at least as funny as Callum is, one or two even filming the spectacle on their phones.

Callum jumps to his feet, feeling a bit guilty for laughing, and goes to give Steven a hand. As he heads down the aisle, he peers through the windscreen to see why they’ve stopped and is instantly arrested by a troubling sight. Standing in the middle of the road, oblivious to the bus despite Eric’s musical and insistent use of the horn, is the strange old man who has been hanging around the village since the late summer. Though small and frail, the man always seems to occupy a space much bigger than himself, like a bare, wintry tree surrounded by the ghost of summer leaves.

He has been the oddest presence in Skerrils because no-one has any explanation of who he is or how he came to be amongst them, and the time is now long past when it might be polite to find out. Adults cross the road to avoid him, shushing the questions of their curious children and pretending nothing is amiss. Stories have started to pile around the old man’s bent shoulders like snowdrifts around a dyke, but really, no-one is any the wiser. He makes his painful way around the town uninterrupted, tap-tap-tapping with his gnarly old cane and gazing at some distant horizon invisible to anyone but himself. Callum has long decided that he’s going to get to the bottom of this, but the opportunity has never arisen: he’s only ever seen the man in the distance, or through the car window as the family drives off somewhere. Maybe the holidays will offer a chance.

“’Sake…” splutters Steven from the floor, grudgingly grabbing Callum’s offered hand and struggling to his feet. “Ye trying to kill us or what, Eric? Thanks,” he adds to Callum with a quick grin, and for a second, he’s the old Steven, gallus, garrulous and un-knock-downable.

“Look,” says Callum, pointing at the road ahead. The ancient figure has slowly turned and is facing them, but even now, it’s hard to tell if he knows they’re there.

“Whoa,” says Steven. “Him!”

“Yep,” says Callum. “It’s lucky Eric drives at fifteen miles an hour, or he could have been killed!”

Steven laughs, but nervously. “Aye, well,” he says, “maybe not. You cannae kill a ghost, you know.”

At this point, Eric, with a crunch of gears and a muttered curse, throws the bus into reverse and heads noisily back up the street.

“Sorry, kids,” he calls over his shoulder. “Looks like we’re taking a detour!”

And with that, they turn off down Gilmartin Street through the cold, damp evening, the atmosphere even chillier in the dark light of the old man’s distant gaze.


Jenny

As the bus edges past a group of phone engineers, Callum hears more angry honking from behind and peers back to see a car, engine revving aggressively, mount the pavement and roar past the irksome figure in the middle of the road. Clearly someone far too important to consider a detour for the sake of some old man. He and Steven look at each other.

“Craig,” they say in unison.

Craig, their old friend and companion, is basically a stranger to them now. His dad drives him to and from the school so he needn’t endure the indignities of Eric’s bus, and when they’re at the Academy he’s usually surrounded by a new group of friends. Well, ‘friends’ is maybe too strong a word; Callum’s certainly never sensed any friendliness from them, anyway. They’re usually to be found behind the technical department in a cloud of sickly smelling vape fumes, spitting through their teeth and passing loud and harsh judgement on anyone who strays into their line of sight. To be fair, Craig himself isn’t the one doing the shouting, at least, not at Callum, but he’s still there amongst them, swelling their ranks.

Callum’s never been quite clear as to why this shower has adopted his old pal, but he’s narrowed it down to one of two possibilities: they’ve either a) been dazzled by his glittering personality, or b) been dazzled by his brand-new iPhone and the fact that he gets dropped off every morning in a shiny BMW with customised licence plate. Either way, having some kind of a crew is probably better than being lonely, but only just.

The streetlights they’re passing are flickering on now, each illuminating a halo of mist as the night weighs heavier on the town’s tired shoulders. Steven has dusted himself off and is back at the patter, making mock threats to anyone who’d dare post footage of his recent roll in the glaur. Callum’s about to return to his seat when he sees something in the gloom outside. The bus has paused to drop someone off and he can see down the narrow alley where Papa used to live.

He hasn’t come down here for weeks. He takes different routes through town to avoid it, though he’s not entirely sure why. Now, he can’t help but look, and to his mingled shock and surprise he sees a muckle great removal van parked outside. Men in overalls are carrying boxes in through Papa’s front door, directed by a small, round woman with dark, curly hair.

Before he even knows what he’s doing, Callum has yelled at Eric not to pull away, has swiped his schoolbag off the back seat and is leaping off the bus. Trying not to look too frantic, he strides down the alley, turning the collar of his blazer up against the clinging haar, jog-walking to the spot and arriving flustered and breathless.

“Excuse me,” he gasps as he arrives at the woman’s side. “What’s going on?”

He’s interrupted her in mid-flow as she explains to one of the men where she wants him to put a hideous lampshade, a thing that looks like a disco ball that’s lost a fight with an octopus. The woman turns to face him. Her cheeks are flushed, and she looks a bit harassed, but there’s kindness in her eyes as she looks Callum up and down.

“You what, darling?” she says. She has a strong accent, from somewhere down south, Callum guesses. The removal man behind her looks at his watch, and Callum suddenly realises he doesn’t really have a plan here.

“Um,” he starts cleverly, “sorry, it’s just that this is my…I mean, this house is, well, was…”

The woman puts a hand on his shoulder and smiles. “Hang on a mo, love,” she says. She turns to the removal man and tells him just to stick the lampshade anywhere, then looks back at Callum. “Now then, young man. Would you be Callum, by any chance?” He nods, dumbly. “And this was your granddad’s house, wasn’t it?”

“How did you…?”

She holds a finger up to quiet him, then shouts into the house. “Jenny? Jenny, come down here a minute, love!” She gives Callum’s shoulder a squeeze. “My daughter,” she explains. “We asked if any kids lived here before we bought the place, and the estate agent told us the last owner had a grandson. Jenny was worried the whole village was like a retirement home! Hard enough leaving all your mates without worrying you’re gonna be the only kid in the village, know what I mean?”

Well, Callum doesn’t really know what she means, but she seems nice, so his initial outrage at anyone trespassing on this sacred ground is diminishing. The woman carries on chatting away, not, apparently, bothered by his lack of response, and he sneaks a glance through the front door. Piles of boxes line the hall, and he can see unfaded rectangles in the wallpaper where Papa’s few pictures had hung. He’s starting to form a thought about this when a girl of about his own age comes thundering down the stairs and neatly slaloms the cardboard assault course to make her way out onto the street.

“Yeah?” she says to her mum. She is a vision of black and purple, from her tightly laced Doc Martens to her baggy striped jumper. “Oh, hello,” she says, noticing Callum.

Suddenly abashed, and inwardly birling at the thought that he should feel so uncomfortable here, of all places, Callum holds out a ridiculously formal hand and says, “G…good evening!”

The girl gives a sharp cackle of delight, looks at her mum in disbelief. “Good evening? Well, yeah, sure. Good evening!” She gives his hand a friendly slap.

“This is Callum, Jenny,” says the woman. “You know, the one Mr. Barnes told us about?”

“Oh, yeah, ’course,” says Jenny. “You coming in, Callum?” Without waiting for an answer she turns and heads back in, taking the stairs three at a time and disappearing from view.

Callum, hand still outstretched and mouth open, is shoogled out of his dwam by the reappearance of the removal man. Jenny’s mum, who seems to have forgotten about him already, is issuing instructions about a large box labelled CDs/PHOTOS/COOKING/HATS etc.

Well, why not? he thinks, and heads inside.

Jenny’s room used to be what Papa called the boxroom, a sparse, square space with a small, high window. She’s already got a bed and a desk set up, and the room is lit by a dozen candles in different-coloured jars. Other than that, it could still be a boxroom; every inch of floor space is taken up with bags and boxes, crates and containers. When Callum comes in, Jenny has returned to sorting through all this junk, and she has her back to him.

“Have a seat,” she says without looking round. “Sorry ’bout the mess. We only just got here today!”

“Nae bother,” says Callum, sitting on the desk.

Jenny turns to face him. “‘Nae bother!’” She laughs. “I love it! ‘Ock aye, nae bother, Jimmy!’”

Callum is banjaxed. “Who’s Jimmy?” Then, realising she was making fun of his accent, he protests, “Here, hang on a wee…”

She looks at him expectantly, eyes twinkling mischievously in the candlelight.

“A wee?” she prompts. “A wee, tiny wee sleekit minute, jings aye?” She gives a hoot of such unabashed laughter that Callum can’t help joining in, slightly hurt though he is.

“Jeezo,” he says. “You’re no shy, are you?”

“Oh, sorry,” she says. “I’m not taking the mick, honest. My granny was Scottish. I love it, really. But it might take a while to learn how to speak Scottish proper!”

Callum’s about to advise her not to bother trying when she changes the subject.

“Sorry about your granddad, by the way.” She hops onto the bed and crosses her legs. “Really sorry. That’s harsh, losing someone you’re that close to.”

And Callum is filled with the tooth-grindingly embarrassing certainty that he’s about to cry, in front of this complete stranger. He can’t think why. Perhaps it’s being here, in the house, or perhaps it’s because the simple tragedy of it hasn’t been so clearly summed up by any of his actual friends since it happened. ‘Harsh’ is exactly what it is. He sniffs and angrily wipes his eyes.

“Yeah. Sorry.” His voice is choked. He’s angry at himself, angry at this cocky lassie in her candlelit room, just angry at everything.

Jenny fills the gap in the conversation by getting back to her boxes, changing the subject again, blethering about her hometown, her parents’ divorce, her plans for the décor. After a while, Callum has forgotten what he was upset about and is able to join in, and before he knows it, half an hour has passed.

“Oh, hell!” he yelps, leaping off the desk. “I was meant to be home ages ago! Sorry, I have to go!”

He swings his bag over his shoulder and heads downstairs, hearing Jenny shouting, “Off you pop, then!” behind him.

As he jogs through the mist for home, he is assailed by two thoughts: firstly, how annoying this new girl in town is; and secondly, how early would be too early to call in for her in the morning?


Mist

This mist, now. Can you see there’s something strange about it? It swirls and eddies around Callum’s shoulders, follows in his wake, clings lovingly to his hair and clothes, forming silver drops of dew that render him luminous in the lamplight. To Callum, right now, it is just an irritation, but to the mist, if you look closely enough, Callum is the most exciting thing to have happened in eons. He’s sparked it to life, changed it from a shapeless grey mass to a spinning, skinkling galaxy of dancers, each tiny particle drawn to him like pilgrims to a shrine. To them he is colossal, surging through them like a tanker through the waves, though together they are a swallowing cloud in which he all but disappears. They love him, court him, but he remains oblivious, intent on getting home.

Now you may think this is just how mist behaves, and perhaps you’ll see it yourself the next time you sally forth on a foggy day. And certainly, it parts and swirls as gleefully around the passing cars, the huddled jackdaws on their chimney pots, the boats in the harbour that tip and turn on the swell of the rising tide. But the way it follows Callum, it’s like it’s wanting to be seen, like it’s trying to catch a friend’s attention.

For now, though, Callum is as blind to past friendships as Steven or Craig have ever been, and the message is carried sadly on the currents of air as he makes his way through the town.

Faster than texting, faster than thought, the word goes out. He is still lost to us. It rides the waves of the atmosphere and adds a chill to the cold, damp night, a half-felt fear that has the good folks of Skerrils pulling their curtains shut, stoking their stoves, turning up the volume on the early evening telly. What a night, they think, not knowing why. Wouldn’t want to be out there on a night like this!

But one person is out there.

Even as Callum finally makes it home, bursts through the front door, yells, “I’m ho-ome! Sorry I’m late!” to his folks and dumps his damp blazer on the floor, there is still one lonely figure in the streets of Skerrils.

The old man is still standing in the middle of the road, stick in hand, back bent. His cloudy eyes have been scanning the distance since before Eric’s bus had to brake to avoid blootering him, and they’re scanning still. He turns and wavers like a rusty weathervane on a church steeple, waiting, turning, sniffing the air.

He is an arresting sight, this old man. Gnarly as a tree root, twisted and bent, in worn old clothes of hodden grey. There’s something faintly military about his long coat, but if it is a uniform, it’s a uniform of a long-distant time. He has silver hair under his bunnet and a neat, white, pointed beard. At first glance you’d think him a wise old soul, a man who’s weathered many storms and has many tales to tell, but he carries this strange, cold aura around him which has driven everyone away.

As a general rule, the people of Skerrils are not the sorts to leave you to your own devices. Whether out of kindness, nosiness or belligerence, a stranger is a person to be met, conversed with, shown the ropes. Tourists come back year after year because it is a friendly town, a place where people wave to one another as their cars pass in the road, who stand and blether on street corners in the cool, salty breeze. And yet this old man has been avoided, filtered out, ignored. He’s spoken about, not spoken to, a kind of unchancy thought at the back of the mind that you don’t want to take out and air.
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