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To my parents, who taught me to read and to love stories.


To my sister, and the worlds we created when we were small.










Thig trì nithean gun iarraidh, an t-eagal, an t-iadach ’s an gaol


 


Three things come without asking – fear, envy and love


 


 


Nighean Fhir na Rèilig,


Fhir a Dhìreas am Bealach


The Daughter of the Laird of Rèilig,


You Who are Climbing the Pass










Netta


Our names are pressed in the black-bound Bible like dried flowers. On opening, the filmy page whispers beneath the light and the air.


In the front of the book concerned with the preservation of the soul, here is proof of each fleshly, if fleeting, existence. Most of us are here, set down in the hands of our fathers. We are woven in stems of ink. We are unfurled offshoots from the familial branches of begetting and becoming: sons, daughters, sisters, brothers, husbands, wives. Incomings, outgoings. Legitimacy, apparent or otherwise, is the sap which binds us all together, the short-lived and the long-lasting jostling for space.


It is true that history does not relate every relation, but I, Netta, am here:


 


Janet MacArthur, born 1st January 1920.


 


As it was for my twin sisters Fern and Bella, and for Angus John, the long-awaited son, my first squalling sight of the world was the upstairs bedroom of our family home of Crois na Coille, a room so low my father could stand up straight only in its centre. Back when there were four of us, Crois na Coille was our broad kingdom: the squat cottage with its whitewashed walls and its meagre rectangle of ground before it, huddled in the lee of the yellow hill.


As children we were taught not to write in books unless they were school jotters. My siblings and I would situate ourselves upon the insides of the front covers, beneath our names:


 


Carrabhal School,


Carrabhal,


Argyllshire,


Scotland,


The Earth,


The Milky Way,


Etcetera.


 


Only lazy scholars use etcetera, Miss Grimond would tut. Undeterred, we carried on regardless, just as I insisted on writing with my left hand despite muttered prophecies of deviance and delinquency. We did not think much of Miss Grimond, with her widow’s peak, her red running nose and her strange aversion to violence.


When Fern and Bella last opened the Bible, it was to record the death of Angus John, our little brother. There was some mild bickering over whether it was respectful to use biro, and then there was the question of me: of whether to fill the blank space next to my date of birth. A question mark was suggested by Fern but swiftly rejected by Bella. For of all the querulously quick and the definitely dead in this family, I am one whose whereabouts is unknown.


In this uncertain state, I join a motley selection of familial waifs and strays. In the space of a few lifetimes we fade from missing-person mysteries into tales that trail into the unknown. Those who once searched for us pass on. And so some of our endings are lost forever, our beginnings our only legacy: an inked name in an opened book.










Monday 16 March 1998










Fern


Fern MacArthur stoops to strike a match on the back step. She touches the flame to the cigarette held between her creased lips and the tip burns red with her indrawn breath. She shakes the match out and tilts her chin back, sighing smoke. She stares up at the yellow hill.


They had all grown up in its shadow: she and Bella, Netta, Angus John. Fern thinks of the path that winds over the hill, of the caves that hold centuries of stories in their dark mouths. Her brother had known the hill path well. He’d trudged it, knee-deep in winter drifts, stotted bleary-eyed among the whin and gorse during spring lambing, and swaggered over it in late summer to the harvest dance at Altnaglas.


Angus John will always be a boy to Fern, supple-limbed and striding, setting the field-covering pace of his youth. And Netta will always be twenty-six, dark hair on the collar of her pale mackintosh and the scent of Shalimar, the last day Fern saw her.


Latha na beinne: the day of the mountain. One of their father’s expressions. Fern had always taken it to mean death, but now she isn’t so sure. She’d been reminded of it in the final weeks of her brother’s life, as his mind travelled to the places his legs could no longer take him. It is two weeks since Angus John went from being, in Bella’s words, ‘poorly’ to ‘very poorly’. He asked for their mother. Bella and Fern kept watch as their brother’s life slipped through the cracks in his breath. Fern sat closest to the door, her twin sister at the head of the bed, her broad, work-swollen fingers encircling Angus John’s wrist. The bedside table was piled with large-print Westerns. Solitude’s Lawman was uppermost, bent sickle-seamed on the top of the stack.


In the final hours Angus John’s breathing was ragged, irregular, and when it stopped for some time Bella would look up, whereupon another breath would rasp forth, a low growling rattle. Fern found herself wishing for his final illness to be over almost as strongly as she wished it had never begun. She had to excuse herself three times to stand in the kitchen and wait, her fingers pressing her face.


When it was over, Bella placed her brother’s arm back by his side and rose to turn the dark-spotted mirror to the wall. Fern leaned forward to touch Angus John’s cheek. His skin was warm and his eyes were closed. Bella hauled the sash window open, and the wind slammed the door shut on the other side of the room.


Bronchial pneumonia, the doctor wrote on the death certificate. Bella took him downstairs at the end of his visit, but Fern remained where she was. She picked up Solitude’s Lawman from the pile of books and opened it where her brother had left off.


‘Those will have to go back to the library van,’ Bella said on returning upstairs. She had stood on the threshold of the room, looking in. Their brother had never been late with a library book in his life, and Bella evidently saw no reason to sully his record in death.


That day, the hill had glowed in the gold of deep winter sun. But today the land is pale and betrays nothing. It is an in-between time, spring still hibernating beneath layers of ancient rock. The gorse will come soon.


We only get a certain number of springs, Fern thinks, and this one will be my seventy-fifth, if I’m saved.


Fern doesn’t really believe in predestination, not the way her father had, anyway. Without it, he would say, who would be saved? She can still hear his voice to this day, asking his children solemnly, one after the other: Are you saved? And are you?


The radio in the kitchen plays out the closing jingle of the weather report. Fern hears a car drawing up, the crunch of footsteps that sets the dogs barking, then a rapping at the front door. She stubs out her cigarette, tucking it behind her ear, and backs into the house, closing the door behind her. She hisses to the dogs to be still. Good news seldom enters in through the front door. Those on social visits know to come around the back.


She hears Bella moving around upstairs. Her sister has set to rearranging every single item in the house, it seems. Today it is the turn of the linen press: each item being re-ironed and refolded and returned to its place. Fern adjusts the combs in her hair, preparing to answer the door. Her sister calls downstairs that it’s the postman. Fern makes her way down the corridor, weaving through the fronds of the dogs’ tails. She opens the door.


‘You’re not the usual one,’ she says to him.


The usual one would disappear if he turned sideways; this man’s square frame is a bristly silhouette in sudden sunlight. Fern has to squint at him in the glare and sidestep into his shadow. He is carrying a parcel a little larger than a shoe box.


‘I’m just covering. I do the other side, normally.’ The postman taps the box with a thick finger. ‘MacArthur?’


‘It is.’ Fern settles her glasses on her nose and looks down. Handwritten, the label, badly smudged, with no post code. A red and blue sticker bearing the words Air Canada. Her heart strikes a blow.


‘Been round the houses a bit.’ The postman sets his burden down gently on the step. He walks back to his van and drives away with a crunch of gears.


Fern stands for a few seconds, staring down at the parcel, at the Canadian postmark from a month ago. She hears the prattle of jackdaws in the rowan tree by the gate, the end of a tune from the radio she can’t quite grasp. She stoops and lifts the package, and goes inside.


Bella sits down in the opposite chair. She says nothing. Fern nudges knives and spoons aside with the bottom of the box, placing it in the middle of the table. She turns it to show her sister the label and Bella stops, a spoon dangling from her fingers. They look at each other. Jinky, the orphan jackdaw tamed by their brother, hops from slat to slat on the pulley above their heads. Fern knows Bella’s face better than she knows her own, but after all these years living together she finds her sister’s expression hard to decipher. She almost looks fearful.


‘We’ll open it, will we?’ Fern says, her voice high and bright, as if humouring a recalcitrant child. She springs into action, delving in a kitchen drawer to unearth ‘the scissor’, black-handled tailoring shears that belonged to their mother. She makes to hand them to Bella, but Bella shakes her head impatiently, as Fern had known she would – never pass a blade, their mother would say, it’ll sever the friendship. So Fern wields the squeaking shears, sawing through the bindings of tape and cardboard to reveal another box inside. She slits the Sellotape seam of the second box to expose another: sturdy, with a lid which Fern removes.


Inside is a small envelope sitting on top of a folded piece of white cloth. She picks them both out, weighing the softness of the material in her hands. A silk scarf. She looks from the scarf to her sister, expecting to meet her eye, but Bella has turned away to take up a serving spoon and a rag.


Fern sighs, and turns her attention to the envelope. It is heavy, too heavy to contain only paper. She slides her finger under the flap and looks inside before gently shaking out the contents. A small wad of photographs falls and spills out on the table top.


‘Bel,’ she says, ‘would you put down that spoon for a minute?’


The first images are black and white. A bridal party, a formal studio portrait, everyone stiffly arranged on high-backed chairs. Fern stirs the pile with a finger, turning one of the photographs the right way up. Across the table, Bella leans forward. She says nothing.


The picture under Fern’s finger shows a young woman with dark hair holding two kittens. It looks windy. Fern strains to see the landscape behind her but it is a wash of grey. Not how she imagined Canada, but she has always found it hard to reimagine black and white photographs in their true colours. She turns it over again in case anything has been written on the back, but there is nothing. When she raises her eyes she sees Bella is looking too, now, and so she moves around the table to stand beside her, gently prodding another picture under her sister’s nose. A group in a boat, fishing rods slung over the sides like spider legs. A black dog a blur in the stern. They peer at this one for some time.


‘Perhaps,’ Bella says at length, in a small voice. ‘Perhaps it is her.’ She puts down the spoon and wipes her hand down the side of her housecoat.


‘There’s a note,’ Fern says.


With both hands, Bella pushes herself slowly away from the table, her chair squawking backwards on the tiled floor. She turns herself side-on to the table, burying her hands in her lap and leaning over them. Beside her, Bree, the oldest collie, gets to her feet and shakes herself loudly.


Fern watches the dog moving arthritically across the kitchen to slump down in front of the Rayburn with a wheezing sigh. ‘Och, Bella,’ she says. ‘Do you not want to look at this?’


Bella does not move.


It is just a scrap of lined paper; Fern can see that before she unfolds it. She smooths it beneath her fingers.


 


Dearest Angus John,


I thought you might like to see these. I’d always hoped to return, and tell you about my ‘new’ life, as it was then. But it would seem that time is against me, and this may be the only way I can.


– As we used to say –


Once more across the water, MacArthur!


 


 


 


 


The clock on the dresser ticks. Fern realises she still has the scarf tucked in the crook of her arm. She holds it to her face. Powdery and exotic-smelling. The white of her sister Netta’s neck in the rain and her cold fingers in Fern’s hand as they said their goodbyes. The scent from the little amber bottle, the label gold and blue.


The rest of the melody comes to Fern unbidden. The years unroll as easily as a spool of thread, tangling as they loosen. It is the song they used to crank from the gramophone in the best room, and the words, too:


 


Pale hands I loved beside the Shalimar


Where are you now? Who lies beneath your spell?


 


She turns back to the table. ‘And where are you now?’ she murmurs, scarcely audible even to herself. She looks to the kitchen window as if her long-lost sister Netta might be walking up the path.


Beyond the house, the yellow hill shivers in its thin winter coat. Every mountain has its day.










Tuesday 17 March 1998










Anna


I wake up in my mum’s Fiesta with the car keys clenched in my fist. My cheek is squashed against the fabric of the seat and there is a patch of drool on the shoulder of my jacket. The sky is a grey smudge edged by the glow of dawn, so I know it’s early, but the dashboard clock hasn’t worked for years. I rub my face, feeling the imprint of the upholstery on my skin. I would guess it’s about six.


I always used to set my alarm for six when we lived in Beveridge Place. Even though it’s been three years since I moved out, I can remember each step in order when I wake every day at the same time: boiling water over a teabag which balloons and falls like a tiny lung, the little rhyme I used to count out Mum’s medication before loading everything on to the tray with Elvis and his sneer on it. Then up the stairs, avoiding the creaky boards, the bits where the carpet tacks could snag a bare foot, trying not to spill tea on the King’s quiff.


But that was then; neither of us lives like that now. I lean forward to look up at my stepfather’s house through the car window, but it’s blind to the world: curtains drawn, no lights. Bruce bought this house and moved my mum here when he married her. A smart bungalow, in case her MS gets too bad to manage stairs one day. It’s right at the top of the development, looking down the hill on all the neighbours. Knowing my stepfather as I wish I didn’t, I expect this only added to the appeal. From up here I can see the town of Barnadine laid out below, a crosshatch of shop fronts and new house builds.


I open my hand. The car keys have left pink and white rivets in my palm. It is attached to a leather fob with a sparkly disc that reads Life is a Series of Moments Called Now. Mum used to like all that sort of stuff; the walls of the double upper we shared were covered in reasons to be cheerful. But No. 5 Beveridge Place is a place of the past now, like the caravan before that, and, as of yesterday, the third-floor flat on Killearn Street where Liam Bell and I briefly lived together.


Headlights flare on the wet road in front of the bungalow, and my brother Jamie’s battered pickup pulls into view. I stretch and lean forward stiffly to pull the locking peg up and open the Fiesta’s door. Getting out of the car, I nearly fall as my legs flood with pins and needles. It was pins and needles that sent Mum to the doctor, all those years ago. Tingling and burning on the tips of everything, she’d said to him: hands, feet, face.


I stalk down the short driveway towards the pickup. When I pass Bruce’s new BMW, I grit my teeth and score the tip of the car key all the way along that slick, smug bodywork.


 


Yesterday afternoon I stood by the sofa and looked down at Liam, asleep on his back. The living room was dim; he rarely bothered to open the curtains. Light from the TV was casting a rippling glow on his face. The remote lay on the floor beside a couple of empty cans.


Bending down, I edged a cushion out from under his curled hand. I held it a couple of inches above his sleeping face, blotting out the light. How easy would be to press it down and hold it there? I’d probably have to kneel on his arms. I leant over his sleeping body with care and placed the cushion back on the other end of the sofa. I put the note down on top of it and moved quietly from the room and down the corridor.


His fluorescent jacket glimmered by the door. I removed two tenners from the inside pocket, slid them into my jeans and unhooked my coat from the next peg. Then I picked up my bag, opened the door gently and left the flat.


Outside. The late afternoon sun white-gold. The ancient Fiesta, which Mum had given me to bring to Glasgow when she stopped being able to drive, was parked on the other side of the road. The door opened with a creak, shedding rust on to the pavement. Old car smell and the cold night air. I put my hand out to adjust the rear-view mirror. It was shaking. I rubbed my eyes and slammed both hands down on the wheel. On the street in front of me a scraggy cat froze on top of a bin. Something shot out from beneath a sagging pile of bin bags and the cat gave chase.


What a waste, to spend your life chasing a rat as if it were a prize. I am sick of myself.


The engine turned over a few times before it started. There was a tape sticking out of the machine. I poked it back in and music flooded the car: Waylon Jennings in the middle of ‘Highwayman’. The tape was so overplayed that the music swelled and faded as if borne aloft on a high wind. I let off the handbrake and pulled away down the dark street, heading west. This time I would not be coming back. I would begin myself again, leaving for the last time.


 


Jamie’s hair is shorter, and he looks to have grown thinner in the face since I last saw him, but most of all he’s wearing a suit. And, for some reason known only to himself, sunglasses. Together they look bloody awful but I won’t tell him that.


He grins and opens his arms as I walk towards him. I hug him fiercely, one arm around his neck and one under his jacket, wrapped around his ribs.


‘You look bloody awful,’ he says into my hair.


‘And you look like one of the Blues Brothers,’ I reply. ‘The skinny one.’ I lean my forehead into his shoulder. He smells of frying and fags, top notes of Davidoff’s Cool Water. As if he were still nineteen. I fight the urge to hold him tighter.


‘Hey,’ he says. He pries me off, peering into my face, shaking his head. ‘Hey. You OK?’


I nod and sniff, holding the back of my hand to my nose. ‘Fine.’


Jamie opens the pickup’s passenger door and shoos me into the cab. The seats are scattered with newspapers, drink cans and tools.


‘See you cleaned up for the occasion.’ I shift some menacing-looking pliers and a Styrofoam box filled with old lettuce on to the floor so I can sit down.


‘Aye.’ He’s not really listening, scrubbing at the misty windscreen with his sleeve and squinting through the small space he has cleared. We leave the bungalow behind and he accelerates as the road broadens, winding out over the flat grazing land that surrounds Barnadine. He catches my eye in the mirror. ‘So,’ he says, ‘what was all that about, then.’


‘What?’ I say, although I know.


Jamie sighs. ‘I saw you, getting out of the Fiesta. Did you sleep in there last night?’


I tip my head upside down and pull my fingers through my hair. ‘Can we stop at the petrol station? I need to get changed. Brush my teeth.’


‘I’m guessing you and Bruce had a barney.’


I say nothing.


‘Did you sleep in the car?’


‘Nowhere else, was there?’


‘Not true,’ he says. ‘They have an airbed now. They were talking about it last time I was in.’


‘Lilo,’ I say, lifting my head, and he sniggers.


‘Now you are joking me.’


‘I wish.’


‘The lilo?’


‘The happy holidays lilo,’ I say. ‘Which leaks.’ The lilo dates from one disastrous ‘family’ holiday to Cyprus not long before Bruce and Mum got hitched.


‘You’d think they were trying to tell you something,’ Jamie says.


I lean my forehead against the window. ‘You would.’


The bungalow’s spare bedroom has become Bruce’s home office, which means he has his brand-new Compaq in one corner and his Scalextric set taking up the entire floor space.


‘I’d rather sleep in the car,’ I say to Jamie, who is whistling tunelessly through his teeth. Jamie likes to make it clear that he finds the whole me-Mum-Bruce thing petty. Of course he doesn’t get it. He wasn’t there for those last few years in Beveridge Place, the years when Mum and I muddled along just about coping, before Bruce cruised into her life. Bruce Langlands of the quarry and the fish farm, her saviour in a suit, her beard-netted champion, come to sweep her off her tingly pincushion feet. From that moment on it had been clear there was no place for me in their cosy pairing: my mum, and the man who’d once been Dad’s best mate.


I once heard Mum describe my and Bruce’s relationship as ‘complicated’. But it’s not. It’s dead simple. I can’t stand him.


‘Lena, how is Lena?’ I ask, stretching back in the seat, feeling my shoulders relax for the first time in twenty-four hours.


‘Lena’s grand.’ He meets my eyes in the mirror and smiles, the smile that always got him out of trouble when we were kids.


Lovely Lena, three years older than me. Lena, who always says exactly what she thinks in her cautious, creative English, who has eyes the colour of aloe vera and wears her silvery blonde hair wrapped around her head in plaits. Lena who rests absent-minded, careful hands on her belly, now, because the youngest member of our family floats inside. I doodle a love heart on the steamed-up glass.


‘They might be a redhead.’ I picture a toddler with freckles and hair the colour of a pumpkin.


‘I hope so,’ he says.


‘Not many of them in our family.’


‘Well, there’s always the Prawn, no?’


‘Wish you wouldn’t call her that,’ I say. Ever since Jamie hit the teenage years and refused to call her Mum in public, Mary Rose had become the Prawn. ‘And anyway, she’s auburn.’


I picture her sitting at the table yesterday, swishing a spoon through her tea silently, not touching the edges. Never before had I seen her with painted nails.


We’re heading out on the high road to Lecknish, and the road is curving up the hill. The Forestry has been felling pines all along this strip, and we both fall silent for a minute. I wonder if he, like me, is thinking about Dad, or the search party, at least: flashlights flickering on ridged tree bark, and the fear of finding what they were looking for. I turn my palms upwards to the growing light. My skin is dry and pale. I try to remember which are the lines for life, heart and fate, but I can’t.


Jamie is reaching up, taking something from the flap of the sun visor. ‘Here,’ he says. He hands me a piece of paper without taking his eyes off the road. ‘You might be able to tell me what this is.’


I look. It’s his handwriting, or what passes for it, torn from a pad of lined paper. The words are pressed tight on the page in his small, blocked writing.


 


THE MERCILESS MACDONALD FROM THE WESTERN ISLES OF KERNS AND GALLOWGLASSES IS SUPLIED AND FORTUNE ON HIS DAMMED QUARREL SMILING SHOWED LIKE A REBELS HORE
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I think of a school trip to Glasgow, when I was about fourteen. We had been so high up in the theatre that a load of my classmates had complained of vertigo. I’d been seated with a giant pillar in front of me and Ross Fraser behind me making fart sounds and sticking sweetie wrappers to my back.


‘You’re still boycotting punctuation,’ I say.


‘Eh?’


‘There’s an apostrophe in rebel’s. And you’ve spelt whore wrong. And supplied. And damned. Eejit.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’


‘It’s Shakespeare. The Scottish play.’


‘Ah.’


‘You don’t know which one that is, do you?’


He shrugs. ‘MacRomeo and Juliet,’ he says, and actually laughs. Well, no one else was going to. ‘Go on tell us, then. I can see you’re dying to.’


‘I’m not going to say it.’


‘Well.’ He pulls into a passing-space to let a post van past; it’s been tailgating us for the last five minutes. ‘It’s the engraving on my latest commission.’


‘Hope you spelled it right there, then.’ I hold up the page again. ‘This thing here.’ I point at the symbol. ‘The triskele.’


‘Tricycle?’


‘Triskele.’ I’m not actually sure how to pronounce it. I’ve only seen it written down. ‘Do you recognise it?’ I ask.


‘Nup.’


‘Honestly?’


‘Och, just tell me,’ he says. ‘And stop showing off.’


‘It’s cut into all those rocks up there.’ I nod up towards the big hills on our right. ‘Those rings and spirals. You know the ones. Like a snake eating its tail. Life and death. Rebirth. Eternal return. They’ve been there forever.’


‘Ah. Druids,’ he intones, in his Spinal Tap voice. He brakes for a bend. ‘In ancient times . . . hundreds of years before the dawn of history . . .’


I sigh. ‘You’re going to do the whole thing, aren’t you.’


He is staring straight ahead. ‘. . . lived an ancient race of people. The Druids.’ He leans back, smirking, before lurching forwards. ‘No one knows who they were. Or . . . what they were doing.’


‘Cut!’ I look down at the paper once more before folding it up and putting it on his lap. ‘Good for you, though. Another sword in the bag.’


Jamie grins. ‘In the scabbard, you mean.’


‘You’ll be kitting out an army of medieval re-enactment weirdos soon enough.’


‘In my dreams. But that’s the plan, aye.’ He tucks the paper back under the visor. ‘Need more commissions like this one, I’m telling you. Got to replace this old shagger before it falls apart on me once and for all.’ He taps the pickup’s steering wheel, nods towards the radio. ‘Anyhow. Shall we see what’s on the airwaves this fine morning?’


On the radio Morrissey is singing ‘Sweet and Tender Hooligan’. We throw our heads back to squall along at the tops of our voices. In the midst of life we are in death, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. Jamie turns up the dial, shouts at me over the music, shaking his head. ‘Debt.’


‘It’s death!’ I protest. An ongoing debate.


‘Definitely debt.’


‘Both, then.’


‘Oh, and happy birthday for last week by the way,’ Jamie says. ‘Meant to send you a card but didn’t know the address of your halls.’


‘Doesn’t matter,’ I mumble. I hunch down in my seat to unzip my bag, pretending to look for something. He doesn’t know about Killearn Street; no one does apart from me and Liam. It was Liam who wanted to keep it that way. And because I am a pathetic excuse for a person, I let him make up all sorts of reasons as to why this was.


Etcetera etcetera, etcetera. Twenty-one, I think, young enough to hope for your time again twice over. Old enough to die young, like Liam’s brother Barry last summer. Old enough to know better, as his sisters said to me after his funeral, those three permed, pale Furies afloat on dark grief, sucking down the Bacardi in more or less perfect unison.


 


I don’t ask Jamie to stop but he does anyway, as I knew he would, in the wide layby at the foot of the hill. He switches off the engine and cranes across me, peering upwards.


‘Well, she’s still there,’ he says.


The caravan sags about fifty metres from the road, as yellow as an old toenail. In front of it, on levelled ground, a rickle of weed-encrusted blocks mark the foundations that Dad laid for the house he never quite built. A jumble of crates, buoys and broken creels are scattered in the field beyond, poking through the tussocks of grass and rushes. The rusted skeleton of the shed he used for the cars is the same colour as the dead bracken, and looks as if it has become one with the land.


‘Will we?’ I ask, and he nods.


We walk up the hill side by side, not speaking. The air is quiet, broken only by the mewing of a buzzard somewhere high and far.


The caravan door is padlocked.


‘Remember the bathroom window?’ I say. ‘Might still be slidey.’


It is. The Perspex is ingrained with bright green mould but slips out of the frame just as it used to. I scramble through and the whole structure shakes as I stumble to find my feet. This place; this land of before.


‘Anna! Christ’s sake. You’ll take the whole place down.’ My brother hasn’t followed me; he’s already inside.


‘How the heck did you get in?’ I ask in dismay.


‘Welcome to the workstation.’ He weighs the padlock and key in his hand.


‘You locked it? You’ve been working here?’


‘In a fashion,’ he says. ‘Need somewhere, don’t I?’


‘But—’ I stop. Where to even start? ‘We’d best not stay long.’


He moves ahead of me. ‘Just a minute. I’ve the dirk to pick up. The commission I was telling you about. I’m due to hand it over tonight, after the funeral.’


I follow him, careful where I put my feet, feeling the creak and give of the floor as I tread on it. A tin of Swarfega teeters by the twisted sink. I wonder if it was Dad’s. I can still remember the mineral smell of it, the way it left your hands bleached and dry as chamois.


‘Sorted.’ Jamie’s voice floats through from the other end of the caravan, where he’s standing by the big window holding a Woolworth’s bag.


‘Let’s see it, then,’ I say, but he shakes his head.


‘I don’t want to show it to anyone till I hand it over. It’s bad luck, Macbeth.’


I make a face at him and he puts his palm to the wall panels that droop like wet cardboard. ‘It’ll be wrecked soon, this place,’ he says. ‘One more bad winter will do it. Fucking waste.’


I look into the second bedroom. There is a pile of ashes on the red-carpeted floor. ‘Did you have a fire in here?’ I point, incredulous.


‘Yeah, right, Anna.’ He comes up behind me. ‘That’s been there since last summer. Yooves.’


‘We were youths not so long ago,’ I say.


‘Remember how we used to say we’d burn it down, build the house?’


‘Wonder why we didn’t.’


Mum is especially frightened of fire. One night, years ago when the caravan was still home, we’d been driving over the hill, just the two of us, and seen thick smoke gathered in the sky over the ridge. She had started forward over the steering wheel with a cry. Oh, my God, she’d said. He’s finally done it. He’s set the whole bloody thing ablaze.


But when we arrived the caravan was unharmed. It was just Dad and a few of his Forestry pals standing around a burning boat on the other side of the road. He’d taken Mum in his arms and danced her slowly around the flaming pyre, and he’d sung ‘Ring of Fire’.


When Dad died, Mum had him cremated.


I go to the seat beneath the window and kneel gingerly on the mildew-specked cushions. The view from up here sweeps down to the sea and it is still magnificent. Dad got the plot from Jerome Mondegrene, owner of the Altnaglas estate. He had all sorts of plans for the house, but they never got further than some taut lines of twine and a few blocks on the ground in front of the caravan.


Jamie sits down beside me, runs his thumbnail along the windowpane’s dirty seam. ‘Anna,’ he says at length. ‘I want to show you something.’


‘Yeah? What?’


He lays a Polaroid photo down on the table in front of us. The first thing I see is the girl. You can’t not see her: she blazes out of the picture despite the dodgy exposure. Permed blonde hair glimmering in the light of the flash, lots of skin on show. Breasts unfeasibly large for her slim frame, barely contained by a halterneck top. She is sitting forward on a sofa, her head tipped sideways and nestled into a man’s neck.


The man is our dad. He is lean-faced, handsome, half turned from the camera as if someone has just called his name. His arm is around the girl. He’s wearing a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I remember that shirt, how it felt against my cheek.


‘Where did you get this?’ I say.


Jamie drums his fingers on the table. ‘Bruce.’ He looks at me, then taps the photo. ‘What do you think?’


I stare at him. ‘I’m seeing what you’re seeing. It’s a picture of Dad with some stranger.’


‘I wish I hadn’t seen it,’ he says.


‘You haven’t shown this to Mum, have you?’


‘Christ, no.’


‘Do you think Bruce would’ve?’


‘Don’t think so. I know you think he’s a walloper but he thinks the world of her. And they were pals, him and Dad.’


‘Why would he want to give it to you?’


‘We were talking, the other night. About, you know, me becoming a dad and that. We’d had a few. I was asking him – I don’t know, just some stuff about Dad. Bruce thought he had some photos, but . . . when he looked it was just this one he could find. Said he didn’t know where it came from.’


I look down at the photo again despite myself. ‘It’s a party or something, is it?’ There are a few figures standing to the left of the sofa but I don’t recognise any of the blurry faces.


‘Dunno.’ Jamie takes the photo from me, lifts it to his face.


‘I hate it,’ I say.


Jamie puts it down again, taps one of the shadowy figures near Dad and the girl. ‘Know who this is?’


‘Who?’


‘That’s Jerome Mondegrene. That’s who I’m delivering the dirk to, tonight.’ Jamie indicates the bag beside him. ‘Small world, eh?’ He blows air through puffed cheeks.


I shake my head. ‘We both know Dad wasn’t exactly a saint. I wouldn’t read too much into it. And I think I know what we can do with this.’


I pick up the photo and Jamie doesn’t stop me as I tear it in half, splitting the pair apart, and then into quarters. I wedge the pieces into an empty Coke can, crush the can flat and put it into my pocket.


‘There.’ I feel the need to wipe my hands down the front of my parka. ‘Now. Have you everything you need?’


‘Yeah.’ He sounds glum. I watch him as he picks the seal on the window again, peers out through the murky glass. I can tell there is something else on his mind.


‘Is there something else?’ I ask.


He turns back from the window, looks up at me like a wee boy. ‘I’m sorry for showing you that,’ he says.


‘It’s fine.’ My voice sounds brisker than I feel. ‘Let’s get out of here.’


He doesn’t move, not yet. He looks out of the window. ‘It gets to me sometimes, you know? Not because of Dad, but what it means for me, I suppose. For the future. How do you be a dad?’ His eyes flick up but don’t quite meet mine. ‘Our dad was – well, in the end, he was kind of shit, wasn’t he? And I don’t want to be shit, Anna.’ He sighs. ‘It’s not like he didn’t try. I know that. It was like . . . he tried too hard. Always knocking his pan in for this, that or the other. For – well, for fuck all, really.’


‘Don’t say that.’


‘Aye, well it’s true, isn’t it?’ He gestures around the caravan. ‘Living here, the four of us all jammed in, not that we cared at the time, you and me, but . . . kids don’t, do they? It’s later you look back, you remember. He just never got the finger out, did he? All his dreams and charm and Mum loved him, I know she did, but it was like she just lost the will, in the end. To keep believing in him. And she was probably right.’ Jamie sighs, tugs at his shirt collar. ‘So I just keep thinking, waiting on our wee one to be born, will I really be that different? What if these things are, I dunno, in the blood? Bound to repeat themselves, like the tricycle thing you were telling me about, that I’ve engraved on to this.’ He holds the bag containing the dirk aloft. ‘Eternal return, wasn’t that what you said?’


‘No,’ I say firmly. ‘That’s not the way things are. It’s certainly not the way they have to be. You work for yourself, and you work hard. You and Lena have your flat; in a few years you’ll be able to get somewhere bigger. You’ll be an amazing father when the time comes. All the good bits of Dad, without the . . .’ I hesitate. ‘Without the mess,’ I say in the end. ‘He was always working for someone else, wasn’t he? Under someone else’s thumb. You’re not like that. You just keep going as you are. You stand on your own two feet.’ I nudge him off the bench. ‘Come on.’


‘Aye.’ He stands up. ‘You’re probably right, Anna.’ He doesn’t sound quite convinced.


‘I am. Now scoot. We’ve got somewhere we need to be. You can’t be late to a funeral.’


‘Right enough.’ He slides his eyes sideways at me, the hint of a smirk. ‘Better late than dead on time.’


‘Not funny.’ I swing on my heel, as delicately as I can to avoid going through the floor, and we exit, through the door this time, Jamie replacing the padlock with a click.


On the drive to the church we don’t talk very much. We stop at the petrol station and I manage to change and wash my face in the tiny toilet. Jamie buys fuel and a chocolate bar for me, but the first bite adheres itself tackily to the roof of my mouth, making me feel sick, and he ends up eating most of it. I drink bottled water and we listen to the radio. I find my thoughts drifting to Liam, to him waking up in the flat next to the envelope I left for him, and then, to stop thinking about that, I think about yesterday evening, when I arrived at Bruce’s bungalow in the Fiesta.


 


‘You know you’re welcome to stay with us, here,’ Mum said. ‘You know that, don’t you, Anna?’ She was leaning on the door handle, watching as I hunted through my old chest of drawers, searching for something dark to wear to the funeral. There was a note of pleading in her voice.


I said nothing, running a pair of black tights through my hands. She sighed and turned to make her way back to the kitchen. I wedged a dress into my bag and followed her.


In the kitchen a breeze was blowing through the open window and Mum was juggling a carton of milk, a stick and a cigarette.


‘Thought you’d stopped that.’ I took the milk from her and topped up the two mugs of tea on the countertop.


‘Ah, milk’s never done anyone any harm.’ She snatched a drag of her cigarette, turning her head away to blow smoke out of the window before stubbing it out. I had almost forgotten the way she could make me feel like a fussy old woman and a perverse teenager at the same time. A knack all of her own. I watched her raise her mug carefully towards her lips, blowing tiny tidelines across the top of her tea. The mug was emblazoned with the words Be strong. You are never alone. I wondered how those statements were connected.


I excused myself to go to the pink-tiled bathroom, and on my way back to the kitchen I heard the sound of a car outside and then Bruce’s voice in the kitchen. I lurked in the hallway. Mum’s voice was low, Bruce’s not so much.


‘No, she’s not staying,’ Mum was saying. ‘She’s going down to Crois na Coille to stay with Fern and Bella.’


I heard Bruce grunt, and Mum say something I didn’t catch, and then Bruce’s voice again, louder. ‘For pity’s sake,’ he was saying. ‘She needs to get a job, or do something, instead of playing house with old wifies in the back of beyond. She’ll just keep drifting, Rosie,’ he said.


I hated that he called her Rosie, as if she was a sodding Cabbage Patch kid. Her name was Mary Rose. When had she become so passive? When Bruce bought her the house, the physiotherapy treatments? Or back when he had first asked her out to dinner and ordered her meal for her?


‘First the job at the council. Then the care home. Then nursing. I even offer her the chance to work in the office, but that’s not good enough either.’


I took a deep breath. There was no point in hiding, so I moved down the corridor.


‘It’s yourself.’ Bruce stood in the kitchen doorway.


I looked past him, to the kitchen table where Mum was stirring another cup of tea. ‘Excuse me.’ I stepped forward.


He moved aside a fraction. ‘Anna.’ His voice was thick with the tone of patient reasoning I can’t abide, freighted with sham warmth. ‘Will you not just stay with us for a few days?’ He knew fine I’d heard all he had to say already. ‘I can get someone to show you the ropes in the office,’ he carried on. ‘We could do with a hand.’


I shook my head, kept moving, not looking at him. My bag was by the door. If I could just reach it, I could get out of here without a fight. Jamie says I spoil for a brawl whenever Bruce and I are together, but this isn’t so. I avoid them; he enjoys them.


‘Here,’ he said. His voice changed, as I knew it would. ‘Look at me. I’m speaking to you. It’s polite to reply when someone’s talking to you.’


I turned, fixed my eyes on his ferrety eyebrows. ‘I’d rather wipe arses than work in your shitey fish factory,’ I said.


He said nothing, just shook his head, drawing in his breath sharply as if appalled, and started to chunter on about manners and respect for the family. Bruce dislikes swearing around women. He’ll actually say sugar not shit.


‘Listen to yourself,’ I said, when I’d heard enough. ‘You’re not Don Corleone.’


‘Anna.’ My mum, sounding a weary note from the table. I’d let her down once again. I pounced on my bag and edged out into the corridor.


‘Anna,’ Bruce called. My name was certainly getting bounced off the walls this evening. ‘Come back here.’


I pulled the door closed. ‘Piss off,’ I said to the carpet.


Outside the house I walked down the driveway, unsure of what to do. I thought about calling Jamie, but I knew he’d be working. Slowly, I stood up, feeling in my pocket for the Fiesta’s keys.


Feeling lonely and foolish, I walked back up the drive, quietly, and opened the car door. I climbed in and sat in the driver’s seat, breathing deeply. It wasn’t as if I could go anywhere. That arsehole had boxed me in.


 


Cars line the road for half a mile either side of the church. Jamie finds a space to park and we join the straggling lines of mourners making their way to the service.


I feel small and cold in my black dress and Barely Black tights, purchased earlier under the watchful eyes of Maggie Gilmour who would have known fine well what day it was. They call Maggie ‘the Bleep’; she beams gossip around the village as if by satellite.


Bruce’s BMW is parked close to the church wall and Jamie and I hover awkwardly in the graveyard while Bruce helps Mum into the church. One of the car’s back tyres is bulging against a sunken tombstone. I silently apologise to the late Ebenezer Campbell (departed this life April 22nd 1761, Memento Mori).


The air in the packed church is heavy with mothballs and lilies. We sit near the back, Jamie and I. People in front of us swivel around to check on who is coming in.


The minister’s fuchsia lipstick transgresses the boundaries of her actual lips. As soon as she begins to speak, I can tell that this won’t be the sort of service that celebrates my great-uncle Angus John’s life, but one which asks which sinner will be next. I wonder how Fern and Bella will feel about that. I fix my eyes on the war memorial plaque on the wall above my head and count the number of MacArthurs.


The wind lifts hair and clothing as we file outside for the burial after the service. I can’t remember the last time I wore a dress; I struggle to keep hold of its hem as it billows above my knees.


I will lift up my eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help. When the minister commits Angus John down into the earth I feel the press of tears, and tilt my head back to watch rooks and ravens making noisy, ragged circles in the gap of grey sky above us.


Jamie is on my left, studying his grazed knuckles as he pleats them into some vague shape of a prayer. Next to him, I can see the rubber end of Mum’s stick and beyond that, the large shiny toes of Bruce’s black brogues. With a glimmer of satisfaction, I note that my stepfather is standing in a small puddle.


Earth scattering on wood, the croak and whoop of crows, the promise of rain, and the service is at last at an end. My great-aunts Fern and Bella are positioned by the church door to shake each mourner’s hand in turn.


‘I think we’ve had the best of the day,’ mutters Fern. She holds my hand in both of hers and casts a suspicious look heavenwards. The proper rain begins as the mourners pile back into cars or start the long walk back up the road. Most are making for the bar of the Tayfillan Hotel, intent on measuring out Angus John’s long years in short glasses.


I avoid Mum and Bruce on the way out, brushing my hand gently against Ebenezer Campbell’s stone nestled crookedly in the nettles. The plush of moss is dense beneath my fingertips. Memento Mori. Not much chance of forgetting, certainly not today.


 


The saloon bar of the Tayfillan is heaving, talk rippling in waves. I try to breathe through my nose as I wait my turn at the crowded bar. The steamy air is laden with the contesting odours of sandwiches, spirits, cigarettes and damp clothing, threatening to turn my already queasy stomach. By the time I thread my way back from the bar with a glass in each hand, the table where I left Jamie is empty. Through the small window beside my chair I can see him out in the car park, bending his face over what I imagine is a flame cupped behind another man’s hand. The two of them are huddled out of the rain beside the cab of the pickup. I know for a fact my brother doesn’t even smoke, unless it’s an excuse to escape awkward social situations.


I sit. I sniff the top of my drink but don’t drink it, and stare over the rim of the glass to the bar, where what is left of my family are gathered. Bruce is droning on to a local building contractor with cauliflower ears. Beside him, Mum has propped herself against a bar stool, neither quite sitting nor standing, like a jazz singer. Only one stick with her today, and beautiful still: her thick hair the colour of dried blood with only a glint or two of grey around the roots. She is sipping what looks like soda and lime. Her face is arranged into the careful kind of blankness adopted when walking past someone making a scene in the street. I think, briefly, about going over and putting my arms around her, just letting the thought slide through my mind, knowing I won’t.


I’m about to rap on the whorled glass to get Jamie’s attention when I hear my name called and turn to see Fern coming towards me, her arms outstretched, a cigarette in one hand and a small glass of stout in the other. I step forward into her arms and hug her, the usual impression of embracing a birdcage. She is wearing black like the other mourners, but then she always does. I can see the comb furrows in her raked-back hair.


We sit down at the table. I mumble my condolences again and Fern leans across the table towards me. She flexes her fingers over mine, her skin dry and calloused, cool as a bird claw. She says how pleased she is to see me.


‘It’s good to see you too,’ I say, and feel again the small spike of tears. I’d forgotten how the pupil of Fern’s right eye isn’t quite round, but spreads a little into the faded blue iris, like spilled ink.


She asks how things are and I tell her fine, thanks. I don’t want to talk about myself and it seems silly to ask how she is, so instead we talk about Angus John. I learnt about seven types of knot from him, I tell her. And I remember him always turning up with fish, and watching The Searchers and Rio Bravo with him and his dog Mac on rainy afternoons while he drank tea and darned his own socks.


‘Always good with a needle,’ Fern sighs. ‘They teach you that, in the navy.’ She smiles at me, lifts my hand and brings it back down on to the table with a gentle thump, as if putting a stopper in the subject. ‘And now.’ Her voice shifts, business-like. ‘Anna. If your offer still stands to help us out, with his things, we’d be very grateful.’


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I want to. If there’s room for me.’


‘Always!’ Fern nods. ‘Well. We’ll find room, of course. Although, that does bring me to something I wanted to tell you.’ She leans forwards. ‘You may have heard me talking of William Croke, the folklore collector who visited us many moons ago, when Bella and I were just scraps of girls. He wrote down our mother’s stories.’


I tell her I think I do. In truth Fern has mentioned him almost every time we have spoken recently.


‘Aye,’ she says. ‘Willie Croke.’ She smiles as she says his name again. ‘Hadn’t heard from him for years. But he wrote to me when he heard about Angus John. He was hoping to make it today, only there was some conference in Dublin, he was giving the keynote speech – of course he retired years ago, but in name only, it would appear. Anyway.’ Fern squeezes my hand tightly. ‘This is the thing, Anna. He’s visiting us. He’ll be coming to stay.’ She lets go of my hand, sits back with a giggle that veers into a cackle and takes a sip from her glass although there’s nothing but foam left in the bottom. Her eyes flicker to the bar and back to me. ‘Tomorrow!’ she says.


‘Tomorrow,’ I echo lamely.


‘That’s right,’ she says. ‘And not just him. He’s bringing a young man with him. A – whatchamacallit – a protégé.’


I raise my eyebrows politely and feel my heart begin to sink.


‘Aye.’ Fern taps the back of my hand meaningfully as if delivering Morse code. ‘A young man from Ireland. A rising star in his field, apparently. Brains. A musician, too, I believe. Willie was waxing lyrical about him. A real chip off the old block, he was saying. He’s completed his PhD on – ah, I can’t remember, something to do with sean-nós singing, or was it cows . . .’ She breaks off, shakes her head. ‘Ach, the old memory deserts me. But here’s the thing. He’s writing a book about the professor, this young lad. And so they’re going on a field trip of sorts, I suppose. Retracing the professor’s steps all those years ago. And you know this, Anna? Willie said that top of his list of places to visit was Crois na Coille. The things that man can remember about our mother, about his time with our family, when we were young. He must have a mind like an encyclopaedia. Anyway. As I was saying, this young man’s not much older than you, I shouldn’t think. A fine musician. All-Ireland champion. We’ll be in for a treat. And you never know, eh, Anna? You just never know.’


‘Mm,’ I mumble. We’ve been here before; I have a suspicion that Fern’s idea of ‘not much older than you’ will mean pushing forty, and ‘brains’ will doubtless equal the social skills of a guinea pig. I smile at her over-zealously to hide my dismay. I had been thinking of Crois na Coille as I remember it, when Jamie and I used to visit as children. Not exactly visit, in fact – boarded out. For us it was always a house of holidays, of freedom from school. And I would have a job to do, this time, helping my great-aunts sort through Angus John’s possessions. I’d looked forward to a place devoid of strangers with whom it would be necessary to make small talk, to be polite, to trot out the same old spiel when they enquired what I’d been doing, what my plans were next. Playing host to an aged academic and his earnest understudy had not been part of this vision.


Even as I’m thinking this, I feel the pinch of my selfishness. What right do you have, says the irritatingly virtuous big sister in my head, to expect to have them all to yourself? Rarely do Fern and Bella accept help with anything, and yet, when I’d mentioned letting me know if they needed a hand clearing Angus John’s house, they’d jumped at the offer with such enthusiasm and gratitude that I knew this really was a big deal to them.


‘Looking forward to it,’ I lie. I imagine us sitting around in the evening, the professor asking questions I’d need a dictionary to answer while a bespectacled cardigan aficionado drones interminable ballads with his finger in his ear.


Fern beams, then looks up suddenly, to where her name is being called from the bar by a small man in a paint-splashed boiler suit I hadn’t seen at the funeral.


‘Give me a minute, Anna.’ She winks at me, pats my hand as she stands up.


‘Is she alright?’ It’s Jamie, appearing at my right shoulder as if from nowhere, wolfish in step with a sheepish grin. Always approach from the right, he used to say to me, when we were small and sneaky.


I nod and push his pint across the table.


‘You’re going to stay with them, then,’ he says. His voice points down at the end of the sentence, a statement not a question.


‘Planning to.’


‘You should. Get out of the rut.’


‘It’s not a rut,’ I say flatly. I take a sip of tepid orange juice that makes my throat shudder.


‘It’s not like you can’t stay with us,’ he says. ‘Any time. It’s just—’


‘No, God no. It’s far too tiny, your flat. And you two have enough coming your way. Honestly. It’s fine, Jamie.’


We sit in silence for a minute. I try not to let myself stray into the spare bits of other people’s conversations all around us. ‘It’s weird being back,’ I say. ‘I could hear them staring, in the church.’


Jamie lets out a snort of laughter. ‘Ach, try living here.’ He drains his pint and looks up at a girl passing our table with a tray, nods to her. ‘Lovely. Cheers.’ He takes two sausage rolls from the tray, putting them both in his mouth together. Then he turns his head, chewing, and scans the room before leaning closer to me.


‘You know what I was thinking about in there, in the church?’ he says. ‘Bella’s stories. Remember? All the old stuff like that?’


‘Stuff like that, yes.’


‘Some of those stories. Scared the living crap out of us, didn’t they? This is the one I was thinking of.’ Jamie swallows, stares up at the ceiling. He’s cut himself shaving the underside of his chin. ‘That one where the wee girl’s on her own in the house,’ he says, ‘and her grandfather’s corpse is outside trying to get in through the door.’


‘Grandfather is rising,’ I say. ‘Yeah, I remember.’


‘That was it!’ Jamie snaps his fingers and the girl with the tray is over to us in a flash. Sandwiches, this time. Jamie laughs and looks shamefaced. ‘Sorry. Wasn’t – summoning you. But I will, thanks. Want one, Anna?’ He waves a squashed-looking triangle at me. ‘Ham.’


‘Tempting, but no, thanks.’ I take another sip of my juice and my mouth fills with saliva. I put the glass down. ‘I hate this stuff.’


‘Why did you order it, then?’ Jamie gives me a quizzical look. ‘Vodka-orange, is it?’


I shake my head. ‘Just orange.’


‘Not drinking, no?’


‘No.’ I turn my eyes away from his quizzical look.


‘Not pregnant, are you?’


‘Bloody hell, Jamie.’ I sit bolt upright. ‘Someone’s not having a drink so they must be up the duff?’


‘Alright, Anna.’ He shakes his head at me, makes downward motions with his hands. ‘Keep your hair on. I was only joking.’


‘It’s not funny.’ I push my chair back and stand up. ‘Back in a minute. Got to pee.’


Jamie nods, scanning the room beyond me.


The saloon bar is contained within an ugly flat-roofed extension but the rest of the hotel is Victorian, built for the visitors who came here to shoot and fish. I haven’t been in since I worked here for a few brief months, the summer I turned sixteen. Both Mum and Dad worked here in the sixties, Dad ghillying on the loch and serving behind the bar, Mum waitressing. It was where they met.


I go straight past the toilets and find myself in the broad entrance hall. There’s no one about; I climb the stairs that lead to the bedrooms, resting my hand on the polished banister. Somewhere I can hear a radio and the hum of a hoover. There’s a scent of fish and chips drifting from the kitchens as I go higher, looking for the picture that Dad always used to take us to see.


It’s a small photograph in a blue frame. The colours are a little garish – Kodachrome, I remember my dad telling me. He is a young man in a flat cap holding an enormous salmon. His right hand supports the fish under its tail, his left cradles the long, sinuously bulging body beneath its gigantic gills. He stands next to two older men, both of whom are wearing plus-fours, with pipes in their mouths. On his other side there is another young man about the same age as him, thicker-set. Only my dad, the salmon-bearer, is unsmiling. His expression is almost reverent.


I realise with a shock that I’m now older than he was when the picture was taken. The script below the photograph reads: Record Salmon at Loch Leck. Landed by Jerome Mondegrene, Esq. Weight 51lb. 42 inches long and 18½ inches in girth. Largest rod-caught salmon on record at Loch Leck, 15th of June 1959. Also in attendance, Maj. I. Saltcoats, Hotel Proprietor.


No mention of Donnie MacArthur, the lowly ghillie. I lean forward to look more closely at my dad’s face: his dark features and the firm set to his jaw distinct beneath the cap. Such a good-looking man, I have often heard people say, sometimes wistful, sometimes wry.


The salmon’s face is ancient, something palaeontological in those flat planes and curves. It is as if the proximity of boy and fish are just a trick of the light, a film figment captured in a second. Dad’s image in the Polaroid Jamie showed me in the caravan, taken over twenty years later, slides into my mind like an opening drawer. I mentally shove it closed.


A squeak of noise behind me makes me turn around. A small girl with plaits like a pretzel is standing in the middle of the corridor, grinning at me.


‘Hello,’ I say.


She stares wordlessly for a minute. She is perhaps five or six years old. Suddenly she dodges forward and nudges my hip, none too gently. ‘Hide and seek!’ she squeals. ‘You’re it! Cover your eyes and count to ten!’ And she’s off, scampering down the corridor and up the stairs at the end, turning around once to shout, ‘No cheating!’


I count to ten, quietly, and then walk slowly to the end of the corridor, back past Dad and the giant fish. I can imagine it’s a good place for hide and seek; I’d have thought the same as a child. But now I look around and see a building full of hazards, steep drops and places a small person could get trapped and never be found.


I call out, in a low voice. ‘Who else is playing, sweetheart? I’ve got to go.’


Nothing. I stop and listen. I pace the corridor for a minute, and then shout, more loudly, ‘I’m going now,’ and take the stairs down the other side of the landing. As I do, I hear running feet on the floor above and expect to see her appearing, but nothing, just quietness again, and so I make my way downstairs. I put my hand up to my breastbone, pushing my fingers into the triangular space at the apex of my ribcage. Oh, God.


Back in the bar I find Jamie keen to be off. We search out Fern and Bella, to say goodbye.


‘But you’ll be coming soon, Anna?’ Fern has moved on to whisky. She takes my left hand; Bella reaches out and takes the other. ‘Come down tonight,’ Fern is saying. ‘Why not?’


‘Is it not . . .’ I look around, the other funeralgoers dispersing ‘. . . a bit soon?’


Jamie absent-mindedly picks up another sausage roll from a discarded tray and takes a bite.


‘Not at all.’ Fern presses my hand. ‘Seize the moment. We could all be gone tomorrow.’ She’s definitely had a few.


‘Great,’ I say, out loud. ‘Lovely. Thank you.’ I turn to Jamie. ‘Would you be OK to take me down on your way off?’


‘Where’s your stuff?’ he asks.


‘All in this bag.’


‘Light enough to travel.’ Fern nods approvingly. She squeezes my hand and I squeeze back and smile brightly, thinking how weighed down I feel.
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