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About the Book

Kate is in the not necessarily sad limbo of widowhood when Big Murdo and Wee Murdo arrive in her kitchen with alarming news. Hasn’t she heard about her daughter Mhairi’s marriage? Confronting Mhairi on her return from college, Kate finds that she is indeed married, and what’s more, has a baby on the way. But the husband isn’t the father, and the father is nowhere to be found …
 
Circling at the very edge of this picture is Jamie, a homeless young man fleeing ghosts of his own. When Mhairi is driven to a terrible act, his path briefly crosses the women’s, with surprising consequences.

Offering a wry contemporary perspective on Highland life, Upstairs in the Tent is a warm, forgiving novel about people’s need to find their home in the world.
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PART ONE


My house breathes, like. I’ve haird it

In and oot, hello and goodbye

Coom back, stay awa

Ken fit I mean? It’s dead creepy, but I like it.

Overheard on a bus

I’m naked to the bone,

With nakedness my shield.

Myself is what I wear:

I keep my spirit spare.

Theodore Roethke

Once there was a little boy

He lived in his skin

When he pops out

You may pop in.

Anon, from The Mother’s Gift, 1812


How it Begins

Of course, nothing really has a beginning, any more than it has an ending. No beginning, no end, only change. Back and back it goes, till you could end up blaming Aristotle for your repossessed car. But for simplification, and the satisfaction of blaming Roddy, Mhairi considered that afternoon the beginning. She’d been having one of those loud pretend orgasms she used to think were orgasms.

Whoaa, whoaa, said Roddy, as if she were a runaway mare and he the strong gentle cowboy, talking her, rocking her back to docility.

She slowed, took deep long breaths, made mewing noises, rubbed her head against his chest. (They’d both seen the movies, knew their roles. He played the man, and she the girl/woman.)

Roddy extracted himself. Rolled and lit a cigarette. She watched him. His gaze was towards the window, but it was inwards he focused. Working out the logistics. He stole a glance at his watch. Two shreds of tobacco stuck to his lip, and while he picked them off, and while Mhairi shifted slightly to minimise the leaking out, while the sun shone through the never-washed windows, and outside a red bus stopped to let people off and on, while all this and countless other things were happening, certain cells deep inside Mhairi began a minute vibration. The greatest act in the circus, the multiplying act of the ages; also an echo of recent events, only much tinier.

Whoaa, whoaa!

Roddy farted and coughed, stubbed out his cigarette. Mhairi got up to use the toilet, wrapping a sheet around her. If she noticed the tingling, the quivering fairy dust inside her, she didn’t say. She looked quickly in the mirror, thought she looked different, but attributed that to the dope. She moved slowly, clumsily, back to bed. Roddy was up and dressed.

Do you have to go now?

Aye. I’m late as it is.

Workaholic. But you’ll be back tomorrow, will you?

He shrugged nervously.

What’s that suppose to mean?

It means I’ll try. Right?

Well, try hard.

Don’t I always? Aren’t I your best man?

She threw a pillow at him. Idiot! You’re my only man.

Too bad you’re only number three on my list, then.

In your dreams, poser.

Believe what you want, Mhairi, I’m offsky.

Suit yourself.

Aye, I do that, alright.

And Roddy was out of the door and down the stairs. Mhairi got up quickly and ran to the window. The bastard was whistling. Whistling! And swinging his arms to beat the band.

(And within her, the miracle; from something to somebody.)


Four Months Later, Somewhere Else

Was Kate. Someone’s mother, someone’s daughter, formerly someone’s wife.

Kate in her house. A whitewashed stone building with a view of the sea, on the west coast of the Highlands. Kate was usually either inside her house looking out of a window, or outside her house, looking at her house. It was a pleasing house from every aspect. Solid, symmetrical, humble, secretive; like hundreds of other stone houses. If she was away shopping or working at the pub, she always greeted the house when she returned. Hello, house, she would say, opening the door. It’s just me. I’m back.

There was a rusty caravan out the back, a muddy strip of veg plot, a rowan tree and plum tree, both wind-warped, and a winding weedy path that led to the porch door. A pair of downstairs windows, topped by two narrow dormers poking out of the slate roof. Two chimneys, one that rarely smoked and one that frequently did. The walls were white from a distance, but the harling had shades of yellow, green and grey, with crack lines wrinkling around the windows. The house was old but worked. It was Kate’s skin.

Hogmanay just gone, Kate took no heed of it. Why toast a shortened lifespan? And as for being happy about a thousand years passing, well. The millennium, when it came, would have to manage without her.

So there she was, a woman of forty-one dirty winters and teasing springs, not caring that she straddled the turn of the century, standing in her kitchen and looking out of the sink window. Lyle Lovett in the background. It was a fine morning, but she hardly noticed. She looked, but only because it was the obvious place to rest her eyes while washing dishes.

Perhaps the window looked for her, noticed that the hard coldness had gone. A clear and warm suffusing of soil and stone was taking place. Spring? Maybe for an hour or two.

She finished washing up and opened the window a crack. Noticed, at last. The air swirled over her face, entered her lungs and blood. She tilted her head back, let her eyelids flutter down. Took a deep breath. Her concerns fell away and she opened the window wider to watch them glint into nothing, reabsorbed into the world, which knew their true unimportance. Felt light.

And then, the old two-second spiralling torrent of clarity. This spring, this year, would be different. She would:


 Try to like Mhairi.

 Swim in the sea.

  Dig the whole garden.

   Enrol in a course.

    Quit the pub job.

     Get central heating.

      Get Mhairi to like her.

       Do sit-ups, push-ups.

      Stop listening to gossip.

     At least stop passing it on.

    Stop reading Trollope.

   Stop reading Binchy.

  Buy iron tonic.

Dye her hair.

 Shave her legs.

  (Well, maybe not.)

   Be friends with Mhairi.

    Buy expensive lipstick.

     Scavenge the winter sales.

      Buy a gaudy brooch.

       Drink lots of water.

        Sell Jack’s sheep.

         Read literature.

          Be nice to her mother.

           Be nice to her daughter.

            Be nice.



All this, despite her resolution to make no resolutions. It was always like that. Ambushed by renewal urges, just as she was reconciled to stagnation. Giving entropy a run for its money again.

Looking out of the window, a light breeze lifting her frizzy, greying (but not grey yet!) hair, she spotted big Murdo and wee Murdo walking up the track to her house. Irritation instantly flooded back. Her lips pressed and all her concerns gathered together and flew in a dark flock back through the window to lodge securely in her gut. Caw, caw.

Fuck it, she said. Nothing for it but to fill the kettle. They would come regardless, and might have good news this time.

It was and it wasn’t.


Jamie

There’s this man, or boy, and he’s invisible. It’s a strange life. Of course, belonging exclusively to himself, he clings to it anyway; not even sure it’s stranger than every life, and perhaps he’s right.

This person, currently called Jamie, cannot imagine the thoughts of other people and moves among them warily. He cannot forget the accidental possibilities of every step, the crossroads in every minute, the potential disasters that lie in wait. Nothing sinister, no bogey man calling his name, just the world and its indifference. All the unknown lives colliding. It’s scary enough.

Today he is outside the train station again, and sniffs the air as if he can smell another beginning here. Inside, the station is like a cathedral, but modern. High vaulted glass ceiling, blinding white everywhere, clean, bright, no wonder it is his favourite place. In the beginning he used to come inside only for a few seconds, like some shy creature checking out the risks of a nibble. Dart in, dart out; dart in a bit further next time, a bit longer, then out, back to the city centre, Union Street, Black Friars Row, St Gabe’s Park, where he knows how to be invisible.

Today he takes one step further, a giant step further. He takes a deep breath and holds it until he is on a train, actually inside a carriage. Ticket-less, but not unprepared. He has given this a great deal of thought, staring into space while sitting on kerbs and benches, pews and gravestones, and mostly while walking his lop-sided rolling gait around the city.

He has already picked up a Press & Journal from a station bin, flattened it, and now sits down and pretends to read. Forces a look of preoccupation. The train leaves the station, and he conceals the deep wondrous thrill of illicit motion. Illicit for him, anyway. The ticket collector can be heard moving up the carriage towards him, chanting, Tickets from Aberdeen, tickets from Aberdeen. Jamie yawns, shakes his paper, focuses on the print, the shapes that make no sense to him but look familiar. Plays a game in his head. Find the letters of his name in one sentence, rearrange them. Sense begins to waver and emerge. He knew all this long ago, words and things.

Tickets from Aberdeen voice comes nearer.

He holds himself still now, wills himself into the background, the worn vaguely striped seat, the smeared window. Outside, tall dark granite buildings swish by, then a lush green cut away, then back gardens full of washing and barking dogs, stout women in floral housecoats blooming in the winter sun, young men in black leather under car bonnets. The collector passes, goes on up the carriage.

Victory! And he still has the two other train tricks up his sleeve. Oh, he is rich, life is fine. But where is the train going? He hadn’t thought to look, getting somewhere had never been the point. Enough to be sitting here, unmolested, rolling away. But now he wonders. What next?


Kate Gets a Big Surprise

This is it, Kate, insisted big Murdo, slamming her table with his hat, while Kate tried not to notice several small insects springing off it. Forget the tea, what we’re needing here are a few drams. Get out the glasses, woman, I’ll fetch the bottle down. Oh, wheesht, I know where old girls like you keep your bottles.

He heaved his obese self up on her creakiest chair and found the whisky on top of the dresser. He was a far removed cousin and bore a similarity to her in his sallow skin (Spanish Armada?) and sharp dark eyes with undernourished lashes. Though his eyes were not squint like hers. He was the kind of worker who was only hired in times of dire need, like late lambing in desperate weather, and even then reluctantly. The rest of the time he appeared very busy, walking from house to house, bearing tidings, emptying tea-pots and sometimes bottles. Wee Murdo was his silent cohort. Another relation of some kind. People generally ignored him and assumed he was simple. Why else would anyone spend time with big Murdo?

As usual, she felt trapped by her own good manners, or the habit of manners she reserved for the Murdos, and got out the glasses. They were her tribe after all; corrupted post-incomer-wave locals. A tribe so diffuse they were hardly a tribe. It wasn’t as simple as locals and non-locals any more. And yet. Liking or not liking each other seemed to be irrelevant. They were connected. Hybrid Highlanders.

Now what are you on about, Murdo? Have you got a proper job? Are you moving away? That would be good news.

Big Murdo laughed, revealing his yellowed teeth. A deep-chested affectionate roar. Now, Kate, what would you do if I went away? You would curl up and die. No. This is real news.

He waited, finishing his dram and pouring another.

Oh, get on with it! Do you think I have nothing better to do than listen to you swallowing my whisky all day?

Another grunt of a laugh. Wee Murdo slouched against the kitchen door, smiling at the air. He never drank, a good thing too.

Alright, if you really need to know, although I’m surprised, so I am, that you’ve not heard the news already. Seeing as how it’s to do with your nearest and dearest.

Don’t tell me, then.

Course I’m going to tell, and you’ll listen too, you bluffer. It’s about your Mhairi. But surely you’ll have guessed.

Kate’s brain received less oxygen, and she perceived the air in the kitchen turning pale, shimmering. Peripheral objects lost their focus. What? What about Mhairi? And you’ll tell me right quick and straight now, Murdo, or you’re out of here.

Get ready with your glass for a toast, then.

She’s never getting married?

No.

Thank God for that.

He paused, finished his.

She is married. (Poured another.) Now Kate, don’t go on like that. Please. Put your head down and breathe deep a few times, there you go, old girl. Drink this up. It’s not the end of the world. It’s good news, so it is.

And who, may I ask, is her husband, not Euan who walks funny, from Culmoran?

No, no, Kate, don’t be daft, she has more sense than that, your Mhairi. No. She married a nice young man she met at the Tech.

I don’t believe you, Murdo. Put that bottle back up where it belongs for real occasions.

Ah, Kate, I was only coming along to tell you out of the goodness of my heart. To prepare you. It’s true. I heard it down at Shelagh’s last night, you know her sister-in-law works at that place in the multi-storey car park in Inverness. The marriage registry place.

The room stopped tilting and resumed normal colour as these words settled around Kate. Mhairi with a husband? Her baby. Baby.

Why wouldn’t she be telling me, then? Why is it a secret?

Well, Kate, think on it now. She has a pretty fair idea what you think of early marriages, don’t you think?

She’d at least tell me, still. She wouldn’t keep it from me. She said she’d be home tonight, she never said anything was out of the ordinary. She’ll be on the eight o’clock bus. I don’t understand it. She looked at wee Murdo, who shrugged and mimed her bewilderment.

Come and sit down, you. I’ll put the kettle on for you and me at least. She pulled out a chair for his gaunt behind and he slumped into it. A little cloud of body odour settled with him.

Filling the kettle, she looked out of the window at the bare hills of stone and whin. They stared back, useless.

Well, we’ll see what Mhairi has to say for herself tonight, then.

Jesus, Kate, I was only wanting to prepare you. I’d hardly go around spreading lies about her. The girl’s married.

So you keep saying, Murdo. And I’m not saying you’re lying, only you might have got the information wrong. Happens easily enough.

But clearly as everything around her, she suddenly saw the belly and breasts, swollen and blue veined, and Mhairi’s long hennaed hair swirling around them. Surely it was only seconds ago she’d had the same body herself? All of her organs recalled it vividly, though at the time she’d felt quite detached and dreamy. Doomed to live life only in memory or anticipation, always a veil between herself and what was actually happening.

But it didn’t matter. It was only the way she had always been. Maybe everyone was built that way. Looking at the two Murdos, she doubted it, but you never knew what was inside other people. You just never knew.

The kettle whistled, the belly and breasts vanished. Wee Murdo smeared a flea dead on the table, and big Murdo tsked and said the place was a disgrace.


Jamie

He has heard this song before, it is an old song, not on the radio, but round and round on the black box he mustn’t touch.

He slouches against the wall and closes his eyes to listen to the busker play his guitar and sing. A high voice, a Neil Young whine that somehow soars over the traffic.

He feels queasy and it’s not just because he’s had nothing to eat since yesterday midday or that he has been kipping rough three nights running and his clothes are beginning to chafe his skin with his own filth and his own special high perfume of fear and sweat. It is none of these things. The busker is doing this to him, killing him with his high-pitched nasal voice, his guitar’s plaintive notes, he is dying, fainting, sliding down the wall, where was that black box he mustn’t touch? Jimi! I told you to leave those knobs alone, now look what you’ve done, oh shit, now you’ve scratched it! You little bugger. Ah, don’t cry like that, wee mannie. I’m sorry.

Silence and blackness, a pit of dark relief, an absence of nausea, blessed blessed nothing. Then, Hey man, you alright? (The busker, a slightly foreign accent – Dutch? Unshaven and a smell to match his own.) Can you hear me, man? Say something. Do you want me to get a doctor?

No. No doctor. He opens his eyes, sits up, lets the busker rearrange his bag so he’s sitting against it instead of the cold stone wall. No doctor. I’m fine, he whispers. I’m alright now. Just felt a bittie, a bittie …

Hey, you want a piece of chocolate, man? You look like you could use something.

The husker breaks off a piece of Cadbury’s and inserts it into the boy’s mouth, since he’s gone limp and can’t seem to lift his hands to feed himself.

At first the boy wants to retch, his mouth is dry, the chocolate gags him. But then it works. Saliva spurts out of nowhere and the sugar hits his bloodstream like an amphetamine. Thanks, he says, and he shakes his head to clear it. Smiles.

Look, fellow, why don’t you and me get ourselves a cuppa at the wee café down Stewart Crescent? They never mind how you look in there, come on now, I could use something warm and wet myself.

He lets himself be helped up, makes sure he still has his holdall (which literally holds his all) and ventures down the street with his new friend.

The song recedes, as does the woman’s scolding voice, painfully mysteriously familiar, and the black spinning discs and forbidden knobs.

The next morning when he wakes in the old van the busker had discovered unlocked, he is alone again. Not surprised, he unfolds his stiff body from the back, stretches and yawns on the pavement of an unknown road, and sets himself the first task of the day. To find a place to pee. Wonders if this could be another train day.


Kate Makes Porridge

Eight thirty and Kate was in the kitchen again, marvelling that despite the previous four tense headachy hours, she was not exhausted. A familiar sensation, since she was frequently amazed she was not dead yet. Still here, and not even old, really, just times of feeling that life was considerably longer than she kept expecting, like a wave she sometimes rode, and other times felt dragged along by. She could feel her sap rise to meet the presence of her daughter who was sitting nonchalantly in her old chair at the kitchen table.

Mhairi, on the other hand, wore the face of indifference she habitually kept for home. It was extra horrible being an only child, now there was just Kate. Why was she hovering, smiling, staring? How she longed for a preoccupied mother and the distractions of siblings. Everyone else had hordes of them.

A mess had already accumulated around her: shoes kicked off under the table, her jacket across the armchair, her bag on the floor, spilling contents, a tissue already blowing towards the hall on an up-draught. She’d been the kind of child who created a little nest of clutter no matter how briefly she alighted. The floor of the house had been a continuous map of her whereabouts and activities. An only child who perhaps made up for it with multiple childish messes.

Mhairi, will you not eat something? You must be hungry.

Kate stood at the cooker, not minding the mess any more than she ever had, which was very little. The sight of Mhairi melted her, too slender and pale, not in the least pregnant-looking. She was a tall girl with green blue eyes. She wasn’t what anyone would call pretty, but there was something about her – skin that was naked-looking, not olive like Kate’s but moist cream. And the sharp angle of her face bones, half hidden in long baby-fine hair. When she spoke, Kate noticed that people tended to listen, perhaps just to hear what her voice would sound like. She never said anything much.

You know what I wouldn’t mind, Mum? Just a bowl of porridge. Milky. And a cup of tea. That’ll do me fine. I had some chips waiting for the bus so I’m not all that hungry.

Kate started the porridge and waited for Mhairi to tell her. But her daughter’s silence seemed the kind that wasn’t waiting to say anything at all, so she had to talk herself.

I had the miserable Murdos up this afternoon.

Poor you, Mum. Could you not pretend you were sick in bed or something?

Do you think for one minute that would stop them? No, I had to bear it. They stayed maybe an hour, and I had to leave the windows open all evening to get rid of the stench.

Oh aye?

Mhairi did not wish to have a conversation. But there was Kate, hungry for talk. Oh, the weariness of daughterhood! Well, and what did they have to say for themselves this time? Or rather what did big Murdo say?

Well, they, he had some funny news. Not funny ha ha, more … odd.

Oh aye. And what would that be?

Kate turned from stirring the pot, looked at Mhairi, then back to the porridge. He said you’d married. A fellow from the Tech.

Mhairi sighed. Did he now? Well, he was right and wrong.

What do you mean, girl? You’re either married or you’re not.

Not necessarily, Mother. She looked irritated, a crease between her eyes. I might as well tell you now, though there’s no real need for you to know, that I did marry a friend, an American called Brendan, so he could stay here.

Kate took the saucepan off the burner, burned her finger – shit! – and sat down.

He’s started a computer course, but his visa expired last month. It’s just a marriage of convenience. We’ll get a divorce. Don’t look like that, Mum, it’s nothing really. Lots of people do it. Why shouldn’t he be allowed to stay here if he wants to? Brendan loves Scotland.

It’s alright, Mhairi, I think that’s fine. It’s only relief I’m feeling. I thought you’d really married without telling me. I thought …

You thought I was pregnant?

Yes, she said, and burst out laughing.

Well, I’m that as well.

Aye, I really had myself in a state imagining you with morning sickness and a stupid shotgun-wedding type husband tagging along with you here.

I am pregnant, Mum, she said simply, as if it was unimportant, a mere detail she needed to correct. You were right about that. Only I don’t get morning sickness, I’m getting afternoon sickness.

Kate’s swallow of tea took for ever to get down. It seemed at once inevitable, old news, and shockingly fresh. The clock’s tick slowed.

Wait a minute, Mhairi. Let me get this straight. You are married to Brendan, but he’s not a real husband. And you are pregnant and it is a real baby. Right?

Right. Can I have that porridge now? It’ll be thick as cement.

Hold on just a small second. Tell me, is your not-real husband the father of your real baby?

Not a chance, Mum, don’t be silly! He’s already got a girlfriend called Isabel.

And why didn’t she marry him?

Because she’s already married. (Obviously!) But she’ll marry him when her divorce comes through. And our divorce too. It’s okay, Mum. They live together, they’re as good as married now anyway.

A pause, quiet but for Mhairi slurping her tea.

So who is the father?

A blush at last, and the words rushed and shaky. A lovely man named Roddy that you haven’t met. He’s from Livingston. Now, can I please have the porridge? Thank you.

Mhairi stuck into her porridge like she always had. Pig-like, shovelling great honey-laden spoonfuls into her mouth. But, like everything she did, her greed was laced with grace and was not revolting. Kate, who was beginning to be aware of her own decreasing ability to get away with looking anything but middle-aged unkempt, usually watched in wonder touched with envy. But tonight she turned and stood by the uncurtained window and looked out at the night and stars. Saw the swollen breasts and belly again. Felt her own stomach juices churn in sympathy with her galloping heartbeat, the blood whooshing in her ears. Was it possible to get seasick in your own kitchen?

Mhairi, Mhairi. She sighed, then she turned back to the cooker. Look, have the rest that’s in the pot. How far along are you? Have you seen a doctor? Are you still not taking sugar in your tea?

No, I’m back to that, Mum. No point in slimming now. I’m about four months. At the clinic they gave me a pink card to keep track of things. Like pees and pounds, she said, proud of her own cleverness with words.

Is that what they do these days? (Eyes vague, forehead frowning.) That’s nice. Good.

She brought her cup to the table and sat down. The baby that was not quite real to either of them yet wheeled around in the air, doing little somersaults and cartwheels. Kate batted it away, a survival technique, concentrated on another issue till she was ready for it.

Now, what are we going to do about big Murdo telling the whole wide world you’re married?

Ah. That could be a problem, Mum. It’s illegal, what I’ve done. Even if it is a stupid law.

Listen, Mhairi, I won’t pretend it was wise, but I think we’ll just have to deny it. Say his information is wrong. That it was another lassie with your name. After all, there are more than a few Mhairi McKinnons in Inverness, I’m sure.

But not more than one who would marry as a favour, get pregnant by another, and calmly drink tea as if it was all in the natural order of things.

But maybe it was the natural order of things.

The baby, a wee boy who was to be called Patrick, swung closer and closer to the two women who hardly believed in him yet. To him, everything that happened was absolutely the only way things could happen. He pirouetted and spun out a gossamer shawl to settle about their heads and shoulders, to further persuade them that nothing could be simpler than himself.

But you’re so young.

Mum. Jesus, Mum.

So …

So what?

So. When will I be meeting this lovely Roddy?

When he comes back, he’ll come here straight away. He can’t wait to meet you. And see this place. I told him all about it.

Comes back from where?

Oh, from Poland. He’s got some fantastic building job lined up. He isn’t exactly hired yet, but he will be. He’s a very persuasive man.

Kate said nothing for a full fifteen seconds.

Is he now? I can believe that. I can well believe that.

Ah, don’t be like that, Mum. Roddy’s a good man. You’ll love him. The baby is a bit of a surprise and he’d already planned this trip. But he’ll be back.

When?

Later this spring sometime. Maybe early summer.

Kate could think of so many wise things to say. About men, about babies, about life. Then, poof, they were all gone and she was empty, skimming along the surface, too saturated by surprise for coherence. A chant had started up inside, silencing all else.

Me a widow granny, Mhairi a teenage single mum.

Me a widow granny, Mhairi a teenage single mum.

A dozen maternity scenes sketched themselves quickly, even a second’s vision of buying bootees in Boots, one of those fancy German pushchairs from a catalogue, a coat for Mhairi to encompass her belly. She could hear her mother asking if this meant they’d all go on the social now, with that look on her face. Suddenly, an overload switch in her brain clicked down, and she wished only for oblivion. She yawned, stretching her arms.

It’s incredible. You having a baby, Mhairi. How did it happen? No, you don’t need to answer that. You’re happy about it? You don’t want to consider other alternatives? It’s early days yet.

No way, Mum, said Mhairi with disgust. Don’t be sad. You’re soft.

Just checking. It wasn’t such a shocking alternative in my day. I don’t know how you’ll manage, I can’t imagine at all. What about your college course?

It’s not the end of the world, Mum. Sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. One of those daft things that’s so hard to bring up, I guess. It just never seemed the right time and, well, it didn’t seem to concern you. She giggled, as if she’d told a funny joke or been caught doing something only slightly naughty. Tears seemed to be in the air, but neither knew whose.

Anyway I’m off to bed, Mum. I’m wiped.

As they kissed goodnight, the baby boy, Patrick, floated between them, wavering first towards Kate, then finally to Mhairi, whom he followed upstairs to bed.

In the night the wind howled and scoured the sky of clouds. The hens gave up their plum-tree roost and flapped down to the shed where they perched awkwardly on hay bales and bike handlebars. Two tea-towels, forgotten on the line, whipped into the field where some mice would later find them and shred them into nests. The sea lost its rhythm and roared and crashed. Every living beast, from the otters in the tide pools to the sheep in the lee of the stone wall, cowered and breathed slow till the wind finally, near dawn, died down to a mere chilling icy whistle. Ha, said winter. I’m back.

Patrick listened to the wind and the sea and liked them. Mhairi and Kate heard nothing and slept, dreamt of men.

Mhairi had Roddy in her arms, but he kept dissolving and reappearing in another part of her flat. First the kitchen, then the sitting room. Every time she found him and folded her aching arms around him and felt about to melt into his extraordinary soft hardness, he would suddenly not be there. It was like fainting into a cloud. She had begun to feel more than a little anxious about this when she remembered the baby. Where had she left her? In the lift? She ran out to check and she wasn’t there. Was she still in her pram in the hall? If the baby was lost, it was Daddy’s fault, it was all Jack’s fault. He should be helping her. She felt herself shaking and sweating, almost urinating with all the worry of it, then before she reached the hall, managed to drag herself half awake and convince herself she was home. She had no baby yet and she had no father and she had no Roddy either. She had Kate.

This was not sufficient. She fell back into sleep warily.

Kate, sleeping, had Jack again. Not specifically, so to speak, but he was in the background. She was aware of his presence, unintrusive but distinctive. Safe and simple, he was just there adding himself to the air and to her feeling about herself, while she made a pie. As usual in this dream, it was a good pie, and all the ingredients she’d been unable to lay her hands on in her waking day magically appeared. The pastry was unbroken, and laying it on top of the dish was like putting the fruit to bed. Jack was somewhere in the house doing something. The feeling of Jack being there was so exactly how it had always been before his death that when she woke at dawn, she tried without success to sink back into the same dream. The trouble with normality was that it was too normal to notice till it was gone.

She was cold. She pulled on a jumper over her nightie and stared out of the window at the monotone day, the better to fret about Mhairi and her new grandchild growing right this minute. In fact, during the night while the wind howled and the women dreamed, the tiny cells that were building Patrick increased their production speed. Working their complex magic like a good team should – every cell doing its bit for the good of the whole. Silently sending messages of co-operation and good will to each other, little pulse beats like fire-flies. While, over it all, a kind of foreman or conductor kept the rhythm going and the morale up. Pour that blood, heave that nerve-ending, plant that hair root, excellent men! Keep it up, no slacking, let’s build this boy good and strong.

During Mhairi’s dream, his heartbeat had quickened as well as hers and it had become a rushing, throbbing roar. In his well of red warmth he rocked and thrust his little feet until she woke and slept again, peacefully this time. He woke again and again towards dawn, but not when the cockerel squawked just outside the window. Not when his mother rose.

In his world of no day or night, no division of time whatsoever, he simply swung from one event to another, dipping in and out of profound sleep, and only now and again popping out to see what was what.

What he understood of what he saw was both more and less than we would. Unhindered by interpretation, or even by the restricting knowledge of his own physical limitations, he viewed the world as shapes. Moving shapes whose colours, sounds and smells were interesting but not as LOUD as the general pulse that emanated from each. The uncertain, half-formed, erratic beat of his mother was overwhelming most of the time. But drawn by new voices, he simply homed in on them. More whim than will. He was fluid. Which was to be expected, given his habitat.

Kate’s voice had drawn him like a flash. She called to him without knowing it.


Gairloch Gets the News

On the tail end of a conversation, as old Betty and fat Izzy part in front of the post office:

Were you hearing about Kate’s Mhairi?

Her getting hitched to an American millionaire? Oh, aye, that’s old news, Betty. Tommy told me, we were checking out our books in the mobile and he whispered it in my ear, as if it was fresh news, and I was to keep it entirely to myself, he said. You know how he gets – full of importance, that man, he’s a right joke really. As if it wasn’t around the whole village, and I had to hear it a dozen times that afternoon.

Oh, aye, but did you hear it’s not a real marriage?

Izzy shifted her bulk to stand more comfortably and leant forward to hear more. What do you mean, not a real marriage, Betty? Do you not mean not a real millionaire? You know how stories get exaggerated, I never believed that bittie. As if every American is a millionaire. They’re all rich, right enough, but they can’t all be millionaires, can they? I mean, it would ruin the meaning of the word, and they’d be inventing something else to be rare.

Betty squinted her rheumy eyes with the effort of concealing the joyous fact that she knew something, finally, that her friend did not. Oh, the triumph! She paused a second longer to savour the untold words – like a gift, it was; she was about to impart a gift, and the giver always won.

No, Izzy. Listen, I’m not knowing if he is a real millionaire or not, but the thing is, it doesn’t matter.

What are you meaning, Betty? (Forehead furrowed, alarm beginning to register.)

It doesn’t matter because he’s not her real husband.

Oh, I think you’re wrong there. Everyone knows, we’ve all known since the day they did it – you know Shelagh’s sister-in-law works at the marriage, death and baby place, in the multi-storey.

No, interrupted Betty gleefully. I know they got married, but it’s not a real marriage. It’s one of those marriage-of-convenience thingies. Her face shone, a cackle just held in.

No.

Oh, aye.

You mean like in Green Card, where that froggie mannie marries the lassie who was later in Four Weddings and a Funeral, the one with the boy’s name. Andie.
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