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‘Knitting is one of the few times in your life where there are no bad consequences for making a mistake.’


Stephanie Pearl-McPhee










A note on Scottish schooling


Scottish schools start with primary school – primary one, or P1, begins the year you turn five, and goes up to P7. After this is senior, or secondary school, which starts with S1 the year you turn twelve, known as ‘first year’, and continues to S6, ‘sixth year’, when you turn eighteen. Collectively, pupils are ‘primary ones’ or ‘first years’, etc.










Prologue


The small community of Carso, in the very north of Scotland, would be straining at the seams to call itself a town, but wildly insulted if you referred to it as a village.


After all, it has a secondary school; tiny (and the next nearest is Kinlochbervie, 75 miles away, which makes it very inconvenient to date and or fight other pupils) but it is a school nonetheless. It also has a ScotNorth SuperMiniMarket, which is absolutely almost a Co-op (but not, alas, a fabled ‘Big Tesco’).


It is a pretty town of long, low-roofed, whitewashed cottages, joined together up the cobbled main street; small pubs, and a very fine old kirk that is subsiding into the graveyard but everyone politely pretends not to notice.


The north side of Carso is entirely bounded by the sea. It is on the roof of Scotland, where the Arctic and Atlantic waters meet, and swirl and churn so it can look like the water is filled with whirlpools where the tides duke it out.


From the shoreline, there is an archipelago that dots its way up into the distance, its tiny eruptions – Cairn, Inchborn, Larbh, and Archland – like charms on a bracelet.


The light on the North Coast is flat and golden and wide; you can see, on the water, where the swirling seas all meet, from the west and the great Atlantic Ocean, to the east, which leads you to the Baltic Sea and the Scandinavian cousins of its residents. The weather changes dramatically fast; careering up from the northern tips of the Highlands to your back, pouring down fog, rain or bright clear frosted sunlight at any time of more or less any day.


The wild sea grass waves, and the beach is bright, long and white, the water always dangerous and punishingly cold, but fine for paddling; the clear water of the rivers that open out there are perfect for bathing, if you don’t mind occasionally being brushed by a large trout, or getting too close to the otters, who do not like you in the slightest. Seals pepper the coastline of course, with a lot to say to each other, and to you, if you go out to catch any of their fish. Fishing is the town’s main industry – it was once the herring capital of the world – though tourists also stop on the North 500 to stare at the very tip of the country, and dairy farming stretches far across the flats.


The water and the air are clear, the people friendly and close-knit and it is considered by many who make their lives there as the friendliest, safest, best place in the world, particularly to raise a family (if you don’t mind the odd wet day, and seriously, why would you, when you can watch kestrels lazily circle, or herons stalk the beach, or baby lambs hop spring puddles and all you need is a jacket and a bunnet).


There is a book van that comes round with your reading, and a tiny plane that goes up even further, to the islands of the north, or, if you are feeling intensely cosmopolitan, Glasgow, which connects you to the rest of the world ‘down below’. It is a special and singular part of the world, with more animals than people, and even if it is not for everyone there are many who find it freeing. A place where you can’t hurry the tractor on the road and, anyway, it’s rather nice to look at the stocky Highland cows, with their absurdly luxuriant hair, or the shifting sands on the dunes, or the many many castles tucked away in every bay. Everywhere the evidence of centuries of kings and tribes and battles and fortifications; when this rough land was covered in blood. Now it is as peaceable as a place that still gets Amazon deliveries can be. Plenty of people spent their lives there and had never been further south than Glasgow. Why would you?


*


On this day, Gertie Mooney was walking home along the waterfront and, as usual, she had her head in a dream.


Gertie Mooney having her head in a dream was not a state of mind that would have surprised anyone; not her mum, Jean, not her teachers, not her boss, Mr Wainwright, at the ScotNorth supermarket, of whom Gertie – whenever she popped her head out of a dream – was terrified because he was gruff, even though he was rarely gruff with her (apart from occasionally telling her off for daydreaming) and ran charity fun runs.


Gertie’s tolerance for men being gruff with her was quite low. She had been raised more or less entirely by women. She lived with Jean and her grandmother, Elspeth, in one of the tiny whitewashed Shore Cottages, which look so small you can’t believe people live in them instead of, say, hobbits. Today her daydream is of a new apartment, as currently her home is full of wool. It is not just home to her own family; it is also the base of Carso’s Knitting Circle, also known as the KCs, a posse of women both feared and admired for their ways with a set of size 00s, a skein of angora and an extremely strong side-eye game.


Jean and Elspeth had been everything to her, after her father had moved on when she was a baby and gone back to his other family a long way away, the existence of which came as rather a shock to Jean, who did not like talking about it one little bit. And the KCs had helped, every step of the way, from Gertie’s first learning to walk (swathed in yellow wool, which would suggest the twins, Tara and Cara, had a hand in it as they loved yellow); first school uniform (knitted scratchy cardigans Gertie loathed with a fiery passion, but when trying to explain this was met with indulgent tuts that she was showing herself up); to her first time on a bike with Auntie Marian’s strong hands to guide her.


But it was getting too much. And since the pandemic, the wool had begun a mission creep. Jean had stockpiled it, even though it was toilet roll – not Black Isle yarn – that had been in demand, and it was still stacked up in Gertie’s tiny tiny bedroom like a soft reproof.


Today she was daydreaming about getting her own place. Let’s see. Some rich handsome millionaire moved to the town and decided to build . . . some luxury penthouses along their cold and wild shore. It could happen. And the most beautiful one at the top had a hot tub and he was moving in there and was ever so lonely, having come to get away from it all, and said darling Gertrude . . .


Gertie sighed. She hated her name. It was not a sexy, romantic name. It was the kind of name, as she had often complained to Jean, designed to make sure she never met anyone. Jean thought Gertrude was wonderfully exotic, having been a Jean all her life, and anyway, it suited her, being quirky, and Gertie scowled and said, well, what did that mean, exactly, and Jean had said ‘nothing’ very quickly, because the house really was too small to row in more than was strictly necessary.


Gertie turned into her own street, the dusk falling, the spring lights just starting to show in the tiny windows. It was pretty, she thought. And back in those days . . . she softened her gaze on the street; blurred her vision of the council wheelie bins and the Ford Fiestas . . . and she lost herself in a dream suddenly, the modern world vanishing as she imagined herself back to the days when the handsome local fishermen would come join the knitters to mend their nets . . .


In the summer they would sit outside and knit in the long light nights that stretched till midnight, and if the men were home they would join them, stitching up their sails, and they would toss compliments and barbs between them all and drink rough mugs of tea, a dram of whisky for special occasions, and look out on the waves just beyond the end of the gardens, and the aprons flapping in the fresh breeze, and watch young . . . maybe a handsome Iain, thought Gertie, in an open-necked ghillie shirt – oh yes. Flirting again with . . . let me see. A pretty name. Rosamund? No. You didn’t get many of them in the Highlands back then. Let’s see. Maggie, the horseman’s daughter. Yes. Pretty Maggie. And Maggie laughing so with her head tilted back as they shared a hunk of the rough cheese, and thought, all things considered, there were worse ways to pass an evening – to pass a life, maybe – than living in the Shore Close cottages, knitting in the garden, as smoke passed over from the pipes of the men, and someone would start up a fiddle in the corner because, well, running your needles is always easier when you’re on a rhythm, isn’t it so.


And as the herons took off across the bay, Gertie could almost see them, dancing and circling in the smoky haze of the evening, new grass sweet in the air, the laughter, and the click of needles, and handsome young Iain has grasped Maggie round the waist, now, of her rough linen dress, with its Tuesday-clean apron tied around her, small and neat as a pin, and he has her turning in a circle and some of the older ladies look up to watch, because it’s a happy place to be on a night like this with the birds coming back, huge flights of swifts and sparras above their heads, the water so thick with fish you could walk on their backs to the New Found Land, and Maggie and Iain would be in the kirk before the weather turned again, Maggie with a coronet of late summer roses in her hair . . .


And Gertie found herself thinking, well, times were tough then, as indeed they were, but then people will think that about us one day: ‘Well, it must have been awful in the 2020s; it took a day to get to Australia and people used to die in car accidents!’


And, thought Gertie, drawing close to their little front door, which opened right onto the street, it must have been easier in those days to meet someone down the road you quite liked at seventeen, and to just decide to get married and stick with it. Hard, but compared to her life of endless crushes, awful online apps, Instagram and modern dating . . . but Gertie wouldn’t, she told herself quite often, rather die exhausted in childbirth than deal with the hellish modern dating scene. But you could buy a house for less than a zillion pounds back then, and actually live in it, rather than do what people did now: pay a fortune for anywhere remotely nice, then come up and visit it once a year for a fortnight, complain about the weather and act surprised that local people weren’t happier to see them.


After all, pondered Gertie, still dreaming of another time in the same place, in those days the air was clean and the seasons were more or less predictable, and they ate good fresh clean food from the land and not only had they never heard of Instagram, or celebrities, many had never seen their own faces in a mirror. They had a saying we still have today: ‘Èist ri gaoth nam beann gus an traogh na h-uisgeachan’; which means: ‘Listen to the wind upon the hill until the water abates’; which means: ‘This too shall pass’, which means: ‘It is what it is’.










Part One










Chapter 1


 


‘It is what it is,’ was what Jean Mooney said as Gertie, still with her head in romantic Highlanders of many years ago, came through the low front door, went upstairs to change out of her work tabard, and came face to face with thirty-two new flecked mohair mixed colour packs.


‘Mum!’ Gertie had yelled down in outrage. ‘I’m going to have to sleep on a bed of wool!’ The cottage had a front room, with a large fireplace – the room itself was small, and the floor sloped, but the fireplace was lined with big logs purloined some time back from the shipyards. There had been a push a few years ago to get on the gas, but the urge had passed, and Gertie was glad. She liked to gaze into the dancing flames.


‘That sounds nice!’ returned Jean.


‘You’re hoarding.’


Jean sniffed. ‘I’m just being careful! Wool is getting expensive.’


She glanced out of the back window, where several fields of sheep were cheerfully grazing the springing emerald grass, full and rich after several weeks of heavy rainfall.


‘Although I swear I cannot tell why as it only goes from over there to over here.’


‘You’re hedging wool?’


‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’


‘You’re going to sell it on to the wool shop if the price keeps going up.’


Jean and the Woman in the Wool Shop had a fabled enmity, lost to the mists of time.


‘Again, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Gertie looked at it mutinously, closed the door to her bedroom and came back downstairs.


‘I’d almost think you were trying to get rid of me. Whilst also turning a tidy profit.’


‘You think I want my beloved only child to move out and see a bit of the world and spread her wings and build a life for herself beyond a very small town? That’s ridiculous,’ said Jean, as the kettle boiled.


‘Huh,’ said Gertie, frowning, even as the bell rang and the KCs hastened into the tiny hall, festooned with incremental school pictures of Gertie, her black soft curly hair wrestled into bunches or plaits; trussed up in wool.


‘Hey, Gertie,’ said Cara (or Tara, it was hard to tell when they had identically knitted bunnets on). Cara and Tara were twins who hated each other and yet had somehow dealt with this lifelong animosity by choosing to spend vast amounts of time together, including most of their evenings. They both worked in the local council office and were elders at the kirk, where they bitched each other up non-stop to the minister, who considered it a mark of his own penance and saintly patience that he would let this endure, so it worked out pretty well for everyone. They knitted a lot of bright yellow bonnets for ‘the babies in Africa’, nobody ever daring to tell them that perhaps woolly hats weren’t currently top of the priority list for the booming countries of that continent; and if they were sad they had never had their own babies to knit for, they never said.


‘What’s been going on in that big head of yours today?’


They were convinced Gertie’s tendency to drift off was a mark of her supreme intelligence rather than, as it had actually been, a terrible hindrance in her exams. Not that she minded the ScotNorth particularly; the work wasn’t hard and the people were nice and she had plenty of time to vanish into her own dreams.


‘Mostly how I’m going to build a nest in what used to be my room,’ said Gertie.


Next through the door was Marian. Marian was a terrible knitter, because she had very large hands, and she wasn’t particularly good at doing her make-up either, being newer to it and everything, having been on the fishing boats for a very long time before coming to a certain realisation about her true self, so nobody minded, and everyone had a mouthful for anyone in town who remarked, or seemed to indicate that they did mind, or had something to say about it, or even looked like they might. That worked out perfectly well for everyone apart from the occasional distracted passer-by who hadn’t realised they were staring until it was too late, and they had Jean in their face, which was extremely unnerving at the best of times.


‘Hey,’ Marian said. ‘I heard there’s that new man in town again.’


Everyone’s ears pricked up and they turned and stared at Gertie, except for Majabeen who had just turned up. Majabeen had a fondness for beautiful Kaffe Fassett work, meticulously done. Everyone would have admired it more if she ever stopped talking about how wonderful her children and grandchildren were and how well they were doing. Whilst a certain amount of bragging was respectable, indeed expected – Marian’s daughter getting a promotion; the twins’ cousin getting his early parole – Majabeen’s children were always winning scholarships and awards and whilst it was amazing it was also very slightly exhausting. Majabeen pretended it was all a terrible burden, talking about how awful it would be if one of her grandchildren only became an orthodontist rather than a cardiologist. Majabeen thought Jean indulging Gertie’s fantasy life was ridiculous.


‘Stop it, please,’ said Gertie, burying her face in her knitting.


Whilst Jean favoured mohair and extravagant tops with large knitted flowers stitched on ‘for interest’, Elspeth was Fair Isle all the way, in murky greens and blues; the twins stuck to yellow and Majabeen loved the vibrant jewel colours, all mixed together. Marian was more of a beginner, was also colour blind, and was valiantly opposed to girls in pink and boys in blue, so her choices tended towards the eccentric. The faces of the family who’d received as a moving-in gift an entirely black baby layette remained etched in everyone’s memories.


Gertie, on the other hand, loved subtle shades; palest blues and greys that matched the ever-changing sky; sometimes with a thin line of bright colour – a gold, or a pale pink – that mimicked dawn on the horizon; earthy, soft tones that reflected the water and the countryside that had surrounded her her whole life. In her deep fantasy world, she dreamed of her designs being feted; worn around the globe. In her actual world, it was mostly Jean complaining that she should ‘jazz things up a bit’.


Because knitting for Gertie was not just a way to produce things. It was so much more than that. It was how she self-soothed after a difficult day, when the boss was grumpy or the customers impatient. It was the way she indulged her creative side, which couldn’t happen when she was stacking shelves (although she was always the go-to for holiday displays); choosing the colours with infinite care; the weight of the wool, often light as thistledown; experiment with, e.g. a 1940s shoulder, or a pillbox hat.


It was the joy of feeling something growing from her hands, entirely of her own creation. And the comfort of the familiar motion, learned at her grandmother’s knee; in/round/through and off.


If worried or stressed, opening her knitting bag and setting the weight of her needles in her hands, and launching into the soothing click-clicking rhythm always slowed her racing thoughts or quelled her agitation, leaving her imagination free to soar, to go where it would. Even, she occasionally thought, a little ruefully, if the agitation was caused by the other KCs, particularly when they were in the middle of one of their ‘Let’s Sort out Gertie’s Love Life!’ phases.


‘What new man?’ asked Jean fussily. There were long discussions of every man who passed through their small town.


‘Calum Frost is back,’ said Marian, smug with knowledge. ‘He’s hanging round the airport again.’


‘OOH!’ said Jean to Gertie. ‘You should get down there. Brush your hair.’


‘Don’t be stupid, Mum,’ said Gertie. Calum Frost was a Norwegian aviation magnate who owned – amongst many other things – the tiny airline that ran out of Carso to the islands. He was funding MacIntyre Air after they’d lost a plane the previous summer, much to the displeasure of Morag MacIntyre, local pilot. Technically she – and Ranald, her grandfather – worked for Calum Frost, but she pretended she didn’t, and Calum was pretty good about it.


‘Anyway, when would I need to get on a plane?’


‘You could get on a plane!’ said Jean.


‘It literally goes up the archipelago,’ said Gertie. ‘To places where there is even less to do than there is here.’


‘You could go to Glasgow!’


‘I will, Mum,’ Gertie replied, knowing this was the fastest way to get her mother to drop it and, sure enough, Majabeen soon launched into a long story about scholarships, which was extremely difficult to follow, and Gertie could stare into the fire, accompanied only by the clack of needles, and lose herself . . .


It would be someone to make cosy socks for – nice and large, without presumptions; it’s nice to have a roomy sock. She dreamed of someone – someone whose face was fuzzy. They didn’t have to be terribly glamorous; she certainly wasn’t. But someone nice, just coming home at night, coming in out of the cold, into the cottage – no, nix that. SURELY she wouldn’t still be living in the cottage. Okay, well, maybe another cottage then, but all for them, with a nice layout and one of those nice glass extensions at the back she’d seen people get. And he’d come in from a freezing day, the wind flicking his nice hair sideways, into the cosy sitting room and there’d be some nice cock-a-leekie soup on the stove, and he’d just be so happy to see her and so happy to be home, and he’d put his arms around her waist whilst she was at the stove and say, ‘Honestly, I don’t know what I’d have done without that hat today,’ and she would feel the cold coming off him, and turn round to welcome him home . . .


It didn’t feel like so much to ask. It felt a million miles away.










Chapter 2


 


In contrast, Morag MacIntyre, the town’s pilot, along with her grandfather, Ranald (and Calum’s money which she didn’t like being brought up) couldn’t be happier with her boyfriend, Gregor. Everything about this curious, clever, understated man just obsessed her more and more. It felt like they would never and could never get to the end of each other; rubbing off each other’s foibles, the push and pull of early courtship; the sex, the wonder, the fights about washing-up methods.


But his location was, to say the least, a problem; Gregor lived on Inchborn, a mostly uninhabited island with a ferry once a day in the summertime. It wasn’t practical nor remotely affordable for her to commute via plane, so she was stuck with days off, when she could get a lift, and using the radio when she couldn’t, which wasn’t ideal as half of the village (the male half, generally) could tune in at will.


It would have been all right if she hadn’t had to spend the rest of the time bunking with her grandfather, Ranald. She had cash, she could have rented somewhere herself, but everywhere in town was expensive holiday lets; and buying places was pricey too. So many local houses were empty second homes, which drove everyone absolutely crazy with the unfairness of it. Just because they were born in a beautiful place, it meant they were never going to be able to afford to live there.


And she did love her Gramps, and she had her own room; the room she and her brother always used to share on their summer holidays, where Morag would be so excited to sit in the plane, and Jamie would be happier down on the sand, staring at the shellfish or chasing crabs. He was now a renowned wildlife photographer and illustrator, having broken the family’s hearts by getting a scholarship to an incredibly illustrious art school and becoming extremely well-respected and successful in his chosen field (which, unfortunately, wasn’t piloting a plane). He normally started conversations with Morag by asking her cheerfully how many ducks she’d killed that month.


The room was still stocked with her old, slightly weather-beaten, dog-eared paperbacks; Harry Potter, of course; Garth Nix; and a complete set of Biggles. The single-paned Victorian glass looked out to the wild sea and, to the left, the airfield. The house was kind of falling apart, but its rambling, homely nature had always been a balm to Morag.


There was one fly in the ointment, however, and it was round and stern and came with a flatulent hound. Peigi.


When Morag had lived down south she hadn’t given Peigi a second thought, beyond the fact that she was quite pleased Ranald had someone looking after him. Peigi had moved in as a ‘housekeeper’ not long after Ranald’s beloved wife, Morag’s grandmother, had died. Ranald, like many men of his generation, had stoically battled on and refused to discuss it, something that worried everyone. Peigi had arrived to help out with cleaning and providing dinner, once the supply of sympathetic lasagnes from the neighbours had dried up, and that had seemed a reasonable solution; she was a widow too. It would be company, Morag had thought.


When Morag had had to come up and help out the previous summer, Peigi had been annoying, but she hadn’t had much to do with her.


Now, however, Morag was living there long-term, paying board (nominal; Ranald didn’t want to accept anything at all but Morag had insisted. The rest she put into a savings account for . . . well, one day. Maybe.) And Peigi didn’t like it one little bit. She scowled if Morag came into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. She slammed around when Ranald and Morag sat down in the evening to discuss routes and weather patterns and got even more furious when Morag bought Ranald a fabulous flight simulator for Christmas and they spent hours making up complex routes for each other and trying to land on the roofs of skyscrapers.


She wouldn’t let Morag cook. Morag wasn’t a great cook – that was very much Gregor’s department – but she craved some variance to the bland stringy stews and pies Peigi turned out. Ranald didn’t really care: he was a proper ‘food as fuel’ man. Morag, though, found it all stodgy and uninspiring and not what you wanted to come home to after a set of tricky landings or some swift turn-arounds or a mechanical fault that wouldn’t wait for an engineer and required her to get grease up to her elbow, outside the plane in the rain.


‘So how long are you staying?’ Peigi would ask with a sniff every so often.


On the other hand, when Morag escaped gladly at the weekends for Gregor’s, or zipped over to her parents, Peigi would then make a big deal out of her not treating the house like a hotel. The last time she had gone, Peigi had pulled her aside, her dog Skellington following her, farting with every step of his short legs. He had conjunctivitis again, something Peigi never seemed to bother getting cleared up, so kept pawing at his pus-filled red eyes whilst hacking like a sixty-a-day smoker. The whole house smelled of wet dog.


‘I just need to know,’ said Peigi. ‘Because your grandfather is too polite to tell you. But I can do it for him. Just so he knows. When will he get his house back?’


And Morag had mentioned the predicament to Gregor in the hopes that he would perhaps suggest them getting a place together, except he had very gently pointed out that it was very early days and they probably shouldn’t shack up together just because of subpar stew, and Gregor being a careful man was one of the things Morag loved about him, but it was still very annoying.


So that needed sorting out, as well as the lovely but also slightly tricky news that Nalitha, who ran check-in for the airline, was pregnant again. This was great, of course it was, but Nalitha had been with the company for a long time and did absolutely everything, and Morag was going to have to find a replacement sooner rather than later. Jobs were abundant in the Highlands so she wasn’t sure how, exactly, she was going to find someone happy to come and check in, haul luggage and handle everything at their little kiosk in the breezy tin shed Carso proudly called its airport. And her boss, Calum Frost, who she had rather hoped would be quite hands off when he had taken over, was proving quite the opposite. He was rather taken with the place.


But finding a place to live. That was the real problem.










Chapter 3


 


‘Sir! Sir! Moss has got a clarsach in his mouth! Again!’


Struan McGhie put down his guitar carefully, with a sigh, looking round the large room, with its climbing bars and terrible acoustics. Music lessons took place in the gym hall. As did gym, lunch, assembly, performances and . . . basically it was the only free space in the school. They tried to keep the windows open all year round.


‘Moss, unhook,’ he ordered, and the little boy removed his jaw from the small ancient harp that was missing its top E string, but was otherwise tuned beautifully.


‘All right,’ Struan said, slowly so they’d understand. ‘Now we’re going to try again. I just want clapping, and if we can, the left of the room and the right of the room are going to sing your different tunes, but AT THE SAME TIME.’


The faces were wide-eyed with concentration. There was a general belief that kids under twelve who weren’t particularly gifted couldn’t sing in harmony. Struan thought this was nonsense and had spent much of his last eight years as a music teacher attempting to disprove it.


‘Chaidh mo lothag air chall.


O hù gur h-oil leam.’


Half of the children started to sing, on his left-hand side, sweet and quiet and low. He nodded. Now they had to sing the next section whilst his right-hand side came in.


‘Chaidh mo lothag air chall . . .’


He made sure that the strong singers were equally divided to help the less sure on each side, and let both rip. Annabel O’Faoilan was right up there with the girls on the right, bang in, straight on the note, no bother. Okay, the timbre of her voice tended towards the tortured cat end of the register, rather than the soft gentle melody he was aiming for, the one that made all the parents cry at the end of term when the voices separated, but she was too good an anchor for him to ask her to pipe down.


On the left, Moss, the usual trail of snot from his nose forming a permanent furrow to his lip, had his eyes tight shut behind his thick glasses, desperately trying to force the other tune out of his head and stick to the first one. Struan joined in with whichever side was struggling.


‘mo lothag dhan fhèithidh ’S mòr am beud dhi dhol ann . . .’


If it were up to him he would keep dividing the voices into four, even five, but he knew when not to push his limits with St John’s Primary 6s. And it still sounded rather lovely; any gaps in technique more than made up for by the purity of the voices.


Even Hugh McSticks, who had started off as a consummate grunter when he sung, unable to lift his voice off one single note at a time and sounding not entirely like a ship passing in foggy water, had managed to soften down and relax enough to follow the tune, and if he wavered in and out of the thirds for his group or the others, well, that didn’t matter at all. Just as Struan was cheerfully thinking this, Hugh McSticks suffered a drop of about an octave mid-note, which he personally didn’t seem to have noticed at all, which meant the lovely soft song sounded like it was finishing by crashing into an elephant.


Even with Hugh, they all finished roughly at the same time, some of them even remembering to look at him conducting and quieting their voices at the end, and he grinned at them broadly. He glanced quickly over at Oksana, their guest child from Ukraine. He didn’t ever call her out. But it didn’t escape his notice that she never sung a word.


‘This is going to be great!’ he said. ‘We’ve got the Easter concert tied up. We’re going to embarrass the heck out of the Primary 7s – they’re done for.’


The children liked that, and beamed.


‘What about the Primary 2s?’ said Khalid, who had an unbearable sister in Primary 2 and as such was concerned about the outcome.


‘I’m not sure about the Primary 2s,’ said Struan sympathetically. ‘I think they’re dressing up as rabbits and hopping about a bit to look cute with their teeth out to a Disney song.’


There was a collective groan.


‘Well, that’s not fair!’ said Khalid.


‘I agree with you,’ said Struan. ‘I would like to tell you life is not a competition.’


‘But it is,’ said Khalid, unhappily.


‘But musically we’re going to be the best. And I was thinking . . .’


He pulled out a leaflet that said: ‘Wick Musical Festival’. ‘You guys are getting so good, we might enter the music festival!’


There was a bit of an ooh, and a clamour to look at the leaflet.


‘Well, as long as you keep at it. Remember, Chaidh MO is the emphasis . . .’


The bell rang and they instantly jumped up to charge for the door.


‘. . . and, a bunch of other things, but you’re no longer listening,’ said Struan, as they charged out, school bags flying. He managed to catch the clarsach as Moss knocked it over en route. He was theoretically responsible for making them line up and walk quietly back to class, but he never quite seemed to manage it.


He rubbed his eyes. He’d been out late the night before playing in a pub with his band, and it had gone on late, and he’d got home to find his girlfriend Saskia fast asleep, or at least pretending to be fast asleep, and her suitcase pulled out of the cheap broken cupboard he’d been promising to fix for months.


Struan knew she hated him doing gigs and staying out late, even though when they’d first met she had basically loved the fact that he was a musician in a band, and now she couldn’t bear it. His music career wasn’t enough to live off, therefore he also had his teaching career, which he also loved, and which paid the bills, but it wasn’t enough to keep him creatively satisfied, which meant he was always doing slightly too much, and then drinking a few too many beers. It was starting to show (when he was young he was so skinny he couldn’t keep weight on, so he wasn’t exactly sure how this had happened) and he was absolutely exhausted all the time. And Saskia also didn’t like coming to gigs and hanging out at the side listening to the same songs with an adoring smile on her face any more. This was a familiar pattern.


She was still the prettiest girl in town, but he saw that smile less and less, alongside lots of remarks about how they should get out of this hole maybe? (He wasn’t entirely sure if she meant the flat or Carso.) He was rather proud of his flat, a lovely two-bedroom near the newsagent, so he was always handy for Viz magazine and Irn-Bru, and with no neighbours after the shop closed he could practise all night and play his records and not bother anybody. Struan liked Carso and had his regular gigs, so he wasn’t sure what she meant by that either. The hinting was getting more and more fervent.


Struan was thirty-two; he’d been down this road before. Girls thought the idea of going out with a musician was dreamy, until the fourth time they stumbled over the accordion coming back from the bathroom in the dark, and couldn’t plan any weekend events all summer because he was booked solid for ceilidhs, weddings and dances. Then of course she wasn’t nuts about the teaching – he kept bringing home the kids’ colds for starters and, once, their nits, when he was trying to show Wee Shugs how to play the drums and must have got within hopping distance, a mistake he had done his best never to repeat. Anyway, there would be lots of hints coming his way about auditions for bigger bands and bigger tours in cities with which his family would fervently agree.


The suitcase was probably a sign, he had thought, and gone and opened a solitary beer in the kitchen, even though he knew he was up for school in the morning. Saskia was gone by the time he woke up, at twenty to nine, throwing himself in the shower and into an old T-shirt, which was far too cold for the weather, for a morning wrestling with his Primary 6s.


Ach. Maybe when everyone kept telling you your life was a failure, you should listen to them? Maybe he should do what Saskia was telling him and just move?


He glanced round the flat as he got home that evening. Saskia was nowhere to be seen. He sighed. The flat was nice. But maybe she was right this time. Maybe he should have one more shot at the big time, before it was too late?










Chapter 4


 


‘I’ve told you about this before,’ said Mr Wainwright, as Gertie sat behind the till, her fingers – which had been clicking her needles under the register – now fallen silent.


‘When we’re quiet, you dust.’


Gertie bit her lip.


‘But!’ said one of her co-workers. ‘Remember when you turned the heating down because it was too expensive? Gertie knitted us all vests!’


‘Yes,’ said one of the other women, Barb. ‘I mean, it was a kind of nothing colour . . .’


‘It was sandstone,’ said Gertie quietly. ‘I thought it was a beautiful colour.’


‘. . . but it worked perfectly.’


‘And I’d have had a lot more days off with my arthritis if it wasn’t for the gloves,’ chipped in Kel, who did the boxes out the back. ‘Although, yeah, what about a nice blue once in a while?’


Mr Wainwright scowled. This was not in the manual.


‘Gertie, go clean the windows.’


This was clearly punishment, and Gertie sloped off. She’d been offered a job in the wool shop that Jean had said she couldn’t take unless she wanted to dance on her grave as quick, and she’d absolutely meant to apply to a crafting course at college – she had, for ages – but the pandemic had got in the way and it had suddenly got so hard to motivate herself to go and do something . . . She didn’t like, sometimes, the number of years she’d been working at the supermarket.


She glanced at the local messages board as she passed with her bucket. It must have been updated since she’d last looked. Dog walking, dog trimming, dog minding; quite a lot of dog stuff. The ScotNorth was now officially the last shop in the town you couldn’t take your dog into as everyone informed them, crossly, when they stopped them coming in. In vain Gertie would explain they had bread rolls on the bottom shelf and it wasn’t fair to ask a dog not to accidentally eat a roll at dog height, but the owners were still cross with them, and it wasn’t much fun for the staff either when the local Irish wolfhound, Finn MacDrool, had to be tied up and howled so loudly up and down the street for his owner that it set off car alarms.


There were a couple of yoga/aromatherapist/homeopathic/crystal/tarot types. It was not a very big town, so if you were into that kind of thing, it helped to be able to do a bit of everything. And there was, heavens to Betsy, was that . . . an advert for a flat? Those never came up these days. Perhaps one of the people who taught yoga also had a beautiful home. Maybe it was a really lithe beautiful man who looked a little like Joe Wicks, who didn’t really need to advertise on the classified noticeboard of a small-town supermarket, but wanted someone really down to earth, someone who maybe had always wanted to try yoga but had always been too shy to join a class, and in the bright beautiful sunny sitting room started carefully showing her some moves that would make her all lovely and toned and . . .


Suddenly Gertie caught sight of two people out of the corner of her eye. And ice water ran down her back. The two figures approached, laughing and chatting. She remembered them well from school and shuddered. It was Morag MacIntyre and Nalitha Khan.










Chapter 5


 


Morag, not long back in Carso, hardly shopped for herself at all and if she did she went to the fancy Post & Pantry, where they did sourdough bread and taramasalata and small jars of pickled artichokes because she had, according to Peigi, ‘fancy London ways’; Nalitha didn’t live in town. So neither of them ever came into the ScotNorth, but today they were making an exception.


It was so strange, thought Gertie, that she still felt it. It had been so long ago. Why did the stings of adolescence stay so fresh when she couldn’t remember what she’d had for lunch yesterday? She could immediately smell the weird ham smell of the school canteen, mixed with Lynx Africa and hairspray and trainers and dust and textbooks. She could see them, Morag with her black curly hair straightened to within an inch of its life; Nalitha wearing big gold hoops in defiance of the dress code, all tall and confident and laughing with the boys. Well. One boy in particular. And all these years later she still couldn’t bear to think of it.


Now the two of them were waltzing by, looking better than ever, and obviously, Gertie realised with some bitterness, still great friends. Nalitha was clearly pregnant, with huge wedding and engagement rings on.


‘I don’t want to eat here,’ Morag was saying. ‘It’s all Scotch eggs and Ringos.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Can’t we find a nice bistro or something? Sit down?’


‘But I have to eat NOW. I mean, NOW. This is one of the weird things about being pregnant.’


Gertie found she was furiously eavesdropping, even as she stared at her bucket and prayed for them to go straight past without noticing her.


‘Hey,’ said Nalitha to Morag, ‘oh my God, look at that.’


She was indicating the little handwritten for sale/wanted board.


‘Oh, someone’s selling kittens,’ said Morag, frowning as she studied it. ‘Gosh, that would be nice, though, wouldn’t it? Mind you, Gregor and cats is a whole big other issue I don’t really like getting into. Ornithologists and cats are, like, massive enemies.’


‘Do cats know that though?’


‘Well, no,’ replied Morag. ‘The best way to have a sworn enemy is to not even care whether they’re your enemy or not.’ She reflected. ‘Plus, it might be a bit, “WE HAVE A PET NOW!” ’


‘Huh,’ said Nalitha. ‘Anyway, not that, no. Look.’


‘What?’


‘I thought you had 20/20 vision!’


‘Better than actually,’ said Morag, proudly.


Nalitha leaned over her own bump and rapped her knuckles against the newest ad, in scrawled blue biro.


TWO-BED FLAT TO RENT OFF HIGH STREET


With a telephone number.


Morag stared at it.


‘You could take it short-term!’ pointed out Nalitha. ‘While you and Gregor sort out what to do.’


‘I doubt it takes goats, though.’


Gregor was perfect, but also had a pet goat. So. Almost perfect.


Nalitha rolled her eyes. ‘Come on. Look. It says it’s not on Airbnb!’


‘Yet,’ replied Morag.


Nalitha took a picture of the ad on her phone. ‘This could be just right for you. Now hurry up – I have to eat.’


And they rushed past Gertie without noticing her. Which was slightly a relief and slightly reminded Gertie of school all over again.


A two-bedroomed flat, thought Gertie, dreamily, finishing off the windows. All to herself. Imagine. You probably didn’t even have to bend down to get through the door. It might even have a bath. The little Shore Road house didn’t have enough room for a bath. There was a tin one they’d kept in the shed that Elspeth used to get washed in as a baby in front of the fire and was now . . . well, it was full of wool, thought Gertie, somewhat crossly.


Imagine . . .


And she took her phone out and quickly snapped a photo of the ad too.


Back inside, Gertie had rather hoped they would be getting their whatever and going. She didn’t like reliving it. That first time her dreamworld had ever come up hard against reality. Very hard.


*


Eleven-year-old Gertie – all black cloudy hair and snub nose, legs so long she constantly looked like her knees were knocking; freckles over every part of her that no amount of ‘oh look at your lovely freckles’ from Jean could stop her longing for creamy skin – had walked slowly towards the large metal gates of Carso Secondary. It looked huge to her, then. She stood outside it, staring up. Her best friend at primary, Amna, had just moved to the bright lights of Stornoway and she felt very alone amongst the hordes of new kids.


As she did so, a lanky teenage boy in baseball boots bounded up behind her. A guitar bounced off his back and he nearly tripped as she came to a sudden halt.


‘Hey yah!’ he yelled, backing up. Gertie immediately started apologising, but he grinned broadly.


‘It’s not so bad,’ he said, immediately twigging her for a first year, the sleeves of her blazer hanging halfway down her too-long skirt. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


And he grinned, blue eyes sparkling, and just like that, Gertie forgot instantly all the terrifying advice from the KCs about men, as the first crush of her life walked through the open gates. And his name was Struan McGhie.


There would be others, of course, many, many others. Zac Ephron. Mr Brewster, the young, bequiffed rock-star-looking and patently-unsuitable-for-teaching-geography teacher (who lasted eight months before going off to make cheese and leading a much easier, quieter existence without everyone – teachers, pupils and parents alike – falling in love with him every ten minutes); a variety of Jonas brothers, and Usher, whom she could never quite successfully manoeuvre in her imagination into a situation where his private plane would have to perform a forced emergency landing at the town’s tiny airstrip, and he would somehow have to stay at the smallest cottage in town with her, her mum and her gran. But she knitted him a couple of lovely tight beanies, just in case. She never mentioned it at home. All men were anathema to the KCs (except Rod Stewart, obviously).


Struan, though, was a different matter to pop stars. Because he was right there. He was a third year, and played in a ceilidh band already and hung out with girls and boys; Gertie, still in the full gender apartheid of being twelve, found this astonishingly cool. She learned his timetable off by heart and somehow contrived to be at every entrance and exit more or less at the same time. Struan, being fifteen, and chock-full of hormones that rather distracted his gaze in the direction of girls who had actually been through puberty, was completely incapable of noticing.
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