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BOOK ONE


The Long-Haired Achaeans


November 1995–January 1996


I am so glutted with resentment that I ache


War Music, Christopher Logue










Chapter 1


Calum Bean woke at the radio-alarm’s insistence, reluctantly lifted his eyelids and found himself staring across a Dutch hotel room into the crackling eye of the television, remembering fragments of a drunken spree at the Terneuzen bierfest. It felt like a stack of bulkheads were tumbling through the interior of his skull.


‘Nevermore,’ he croaked.


‘Repent,’ advised Leonard Cohen from the radio.


Cal spun the dial, searching the frequencies for the shipping forecast. Finding it, he cursed out loud: there were stormfronts gathering out in Dogger and German Bight. Awful retribution.


He stood under the shower for an extra five minutes, hunching his body to get his head under the shower-head, ate two Paracetamols, tied his dreadlocks in a loose bun and skipped a monotonous breakfast that was fried and greasy.


He was on the water with the rest of the crew inside half an hour.


He brought the Zodiac in a wide arc across the shipping lane, steering between the black hulks of container ships bound for Antwerp. It was raining hard and he had the drawstring on the hood of his waterproofs drawn tight so that there was only a small aperture, but still the icy needles of water struck the bridge of his nose and his cheeks and stung his eyes. The well of the boat was awash with foaming water and he had his steel-capped boots jammed tightly in the stirrup-loops to brace him against the rolling bow-waves.


The rig was out here somewhere. He scanned the horizon for the single blinking light on her superstructure.


She wasn’t much of a drilling rig, nothing more, really, than a raft of welded steel pontoons standing on four hydraulic legs. Her deck was loaded with a derrick, a crane, water and guagum and diesel tanks, a Volvo powerpack, and a couple of freight containers serving as a workshop and a tea hut. Not much to speak of, but a home of sorts for the last six months, first off the coast of Gaza and now here in a Dutch shipping lane.


Then he saw her. The blinking light, and after it, her skeletal outline.


She was dangerously low in the water. She was standing in forty metres of water with her legs fully extended, only one steel lug showing above the leg bearings, and the tops of the waves from the shipping lane were breaking across the deck, balls of spume roiling between the tanks and the stacks of drill pipes.


Fearful of being swept on to the deck, he held off as far as he could and the ongoing and offgoing crews were forced to jump the gap. As he was attempting to hold her steady, he glanced at the crane.


Odd. He rubbed the salt out of his eyes.


The previous evening, at the end of the shift, he had taken the time to realign the crane with the edge of the platform. He had dozed for a few minutes in the cramped and heated cab, until the nodding of his head against the dash had woken him. He remembered sitting for a minute or so, staring straight ahead at the winking lights on the gantries and metal corsetry of the chemical factory on the north shore. Now, looking up at it, he saw that, although the crane was still flush with the edge of the platform, the cab no longer faced the chemical factory.


The rig was drifting.


Implications not quite grasped made him uneasy and he turned them over in his mind, despite the best efforts of his hangover, as he ferried the nightshift back to shore: if the rig was drifting in the deep mud, there was no telling what the stresses would be like on legs that were already overextended. The rig had been designed to work in a depth of no more than thirty metres; the extra ten-metre leg sections had only been added because their previous job, surveying for a new port off the Gaza Strip, had required them. The money had required them. He’d thought nothing of it. Adding leg sections was just more welding. He’d been told to do it, so he’d done it. Besides, the weather in the Med had been a lot calmer.


Here it was terrible. Half the Netherlands was flooded; the hotel where he spent his off-duty hours was filled with families who’d been forced to abandon their homes.


The Westershelde job had been last-minute, a fast one, pulled on them just as they were approaching England. A radio signal. A new destination, a new geologist, everyone on the rig to stay put and await further instructions. The instructions duly came: they were contracted to undertake a site investigation for a proposed tunnel connecting Terneuzen with Zuid-Beveland on the north shore.


Cal had been part of the maintenance crew that had travelled with the rig as it was towed back from Gaza across the Mediterranean, with the legs dismantled into sections and stacked on the deck. It was logical that he stay on for the Terneuzen job, but, more than that, he had his own reason for not wanting to leave the rig; namely, it allowed him to keep a close eye on the leg section that contained ten kilos of pressed Lebanese hashish in a watertight welded-steel box. The leg section that was now thirty metres down in the mud.


He had arranged to offload the hash at Plymouth docks, the rig’s final destination. It was already a week overdue. All sorts of heavy people were breathing down his neck. This new job, and the consequent delay, was beginning to scare him. The rig had only been in place for two days, and at no time had the weather improved beyond a murky greyness. Now it seemed as if she might be about to drift away.


If he lost the hash he was likely to lose his kneecaps.


The tide was fast flowing out of the Westershelde as he cautiously approached the blinking light on the superstructure for the second time. The deck was no longer awash with water and the tops of the legs were revealed. For the second time that morning he had the feeling that something was wrong.


The Motorola handset in his jacket pocket was howling white noise. Maybe someone was shouting, maybe not. He couldn’t distinguish a word over the roaring of the boat’s seventy-five-horsepower Suzuki engine and the ships sounding in the ragged fog that lay tight against the water. His bare hands were numb and bluing. Each wave seemed to strike him harder than the one before.


The crew in their fluorescent yellow waterproofs were running around the edge of the platform and waving frantically at him. He coaxed more power out of the engine and brought the Zodiac alongside. It wallowed in a sudden trough and was nearly swept under the rig. A heavy coil of rope slammed into the bottom of the boat. Yvonne, the foreman, was leaning far out over the handrail, shouting at him and pointing out into the shipping lane. Cal cursed, and fumbled with numb fingers for the Motorola. He cupped it awkwardly against his ear. The radio hissed, and screamed, and then he got it clearly.


‘Git that fuckin leg!’


The rig was standing on only three legs; one had ripped out of its bearing. He hadn’t noticed. He looked out in the direction that they were frantically signalling. The missing leg was heading at about four knots into the shipping lane, aimed like a torpedo directly at an inbound container ship.


‘Jesusfuckshitefuck,’ he shouted, but the wind whipped the words out of his mouth. He opened out the engine and chased after the steel leg, the boat slamming into the waves as he accelerated towards it.


 


Yvonne stomped into the tea hut, dropped into one of the plastic chairs and slammed her steel-capped boots down on the splintering, paint-spattered workbench. She swept the hood of her waterproofs back and started shaking her pale fingers vigorously to coax some life back into them.


The last one in hauled the door closed against the wind, and they all stood for a few seconds, savouring the respite from the weather. The space heater roared in the corner. Naked women and men, torn from magazines, sprawled on the walls.


‘What the fuck ur we gannae dae now?’ Yvonne asked nobody in particular.


‘Cup of tea?’ suggested Dave, the second mate, who was squatting in front of the heater, massaging his hands.


‘Sharrup ya mash basturt,’ she replied.


Dave shrugged good-naturedly. His earrings glowed red in the light from the heater.


‘Let’s get off this rig,’ suggested the geologist, who had a savage hangover, ‘before the tide comes back in.’


‘Well auf ye fuckin gae, then,’ snarled Yvonne.


Recovering the leg had been the easy part. A coastguard tug, which had been monitoring the radio net, had intercepted the leg at the same time as the Zodiac, and together they had managed to tow it out of the shipping lane before it collided with the container ship. It was now chained to the side of the platform.


Meanwhile the platform was drifting slowly with the tide, dragging its remaining legs through the thick mud. The crew had been left with the task of trying to assess the damage without letting the coastguard or the Dutch maritime authorities know the full extent of it; a penalty clause in the contract required the company to remove all plant at the end of the contract. Yvonne had let them know, in characteristically crude terms, that a major salvage bill would wreck the company. They would lose all the money earned in Gaza.


They surfed the radio net as they clambered round the rig, hopping channels to outwit any listeners. A cursory examination revealed that the situation was bad but not yet disastrous. The drill pipe was lost, sheared completely away, and the condition of the legs was unknown. Because of the tide the water-level had dropped five metres and half the top section of each leg was exposed.


They looked all right.


Dutch divers dispatched by the coastguard to inspect the rig were unable to go deeper than ten metres, but what they could see of the legs appeared undamaged. Distracted by their concern for the legs, the divers had not noticed that the drilling pipe was gone. There was still a chance.


‘I’ve a suggestion.’ Cal was leaning, slightly apart from the others, with the back of his head resting against the wall of the container. A habitual pose.


Yvonne studied him with her small, suspicious eyes. There was a frisson of unstated dislike between them. She wasn’t keen on educated crew-members. It made her suspicious. She seemed to think that Cal had something to hide – correctly, as it happened. Besides which, Calum was tall and Yvonne was a bantam with a healthy-sized chip on her shoulder.


‘Awright, Mr University smart cunt, wat is it?’


Cal had perfected a half-hearted shrug that was designed to infuriate her. He offered his suggestion without enthusiasm. ‘Bring one up.’


‘Bring one up?’


‘Aye, jack one up, and take a look.’


‘Which one?’


Calum knew exactly which one. He unfolded himself batlike off the wall. Yvonne locked her fingers together, turned down her palms, and cracked the joints.


 


The Volvo powerback squealed, and the handle on the hydraulic ram began to twist in Cal’s hands, the collar mashing the lugs. The whole leg was bending like forge-work as it came up out of the bearing. There was a stripped-bare moment of silent astonishment, then Cal began to run, slipping and sliding across the grillwork on the deck. Everyone ran.


The powerpack seized. The ram fractured and shattered, spraying shrapnel and scalding hydraulic oil across the deck. The protruding leg shuddered above them like a sapling in a storm. There was a rending sound as welds began to crack inside the bearing and the individual sections began to twist and tear.


Somewhere, Dave was screaming in pain.


Cal lay clinging to the deck and life, his mouth full of seawater. Around him Dave’s screams and the whistle of splinters seemed to swell and recede and swell again.


In the course of those few seconds Cal experienced an important insight; he did not welcome it, although it came as no surprise. The insight was that he had no courage. For over two years, and with casual arrogance, he had striven through hard physical labour to put behind him an act of cowardice. Cowering on the deck, he realised that he was no further from that act of capitulation than he had ever been.


The leg snapped. The rig groaned and staggered like a drunkard.


Cal looked out from between his fingers. The upper two sections remained wedged at an angle out of the top of the bearing, but the lower two sections had fallen away and sunk into the water. The hash was gone.


He ran across the deck to the powerpack and hit the STOP button. Turning, he saw that Yvonne was standing over Dave and shouting at him. She was stocky like the rig, a box-shaped woman as wide as she was tall; her voice as big as she tried to be.


‘Wat’s yer fuckin name, son?’


Calum went across to them. Dave was a sickly grey-green colour and he was having trouble focusing. Shock.


Yvonne bellowed, ‘Wat’s yer fuckin name?’


Dave looked confused. He shook his head. ‘Dave,’ he said at last.


‘Welcome back.’ Yvonne knelt down beside him and for one brief, tender moment she rested the back of her hand against his cheek. She looked up briefly at Cal. ‘Gae fir the stretcher. I ken the wee tube has broken his pelvis.’


‘Cheers,’ Dave said. ‘Cheers very much’.


‘I’m dead,’ Cal announced; an agonising appraisal.


‘Never mind that,’ Yvonne told him. ‘Let’s jus git oaf this rig – and fuckin pronto.’


 


Five hours later, bone-tired and sodden, Cal staggered back across the hotel car-park past a once metallic-blue Ford Escort Cosworth that was now splattered with fan-tails of glutinous mud, and parked, or rather discarded, diagonally across two clearly delineated parking spaces. He climbed the steps and went into the striplit foyer. The balding receptionist glared at him with bulbous eyes as he squelched past, leaving muddy footprints on the bright linoleum.


The door to his room had been kicked open – the wood panelling was cracked and splintered – and inside he found his cousin Sebastian MacCoinneach stretched out on the bed, fully clothed, with his mud-caked cowboy boots on the twisted sheet, a tumbler full of Scotch in one hand and a cigarette in the other.


‘Flew into Schiphol,’ Seb explained. He inhaled, then blew a thin plume of smoke in Cal’s direction. ‘A few hours to kill. I’d heard you were here so I thought I’d come and see you. You look like shit.’


Cal didn’t bother asking how Seb had found him; he knew that he wouldn’t get an answer. Seb removed his sunglasses; the whites of his startling azure eyes were streaked with threads of red. Stoned. Cal hadn’t seen him for two years, not since a Monday morning in a layby on the M4.


‘Well?’ Seb demanded.


‘I thought that if I saw you again there’d be trouble,’ Cal said.


‘And now you’re seeing me again.’


‘That’s right.’


‘And there’s trouble?’


‘The rig sank,’ Cal explained. ‘I’ve spent the last two hours being grilled by the coastguard. The company I work for has gone bankrupt – and by the way I’m dead.’


‘You’re exaggerating.’ Seb jumped up off the bed. ‘Here, sit down.’


Cal sank heavily on to the bed, and rested his head in his hands. Seb watched him from the dressing-table. Cal sighed, and rubbed his face with his palms.


‘Where have you been?’ he asked, trying to make conversation.


‘Moscow,’ Seb replied, with enthusiasm. ‘Making deals with expatriate Chechen gangsters.’


This meant nothing to Cal, who hadn’t read a broadsheet for months.


Seb explained as he squeezed droplets from a plastic vial on to his contact lenses, ‘Chechens from Chechnya. Pesky republic in the Caucasus. Not a good place to be right now. Boris Yeltsin is busy bombing the shit out of it as we speak. The wisest rats have fled to brighter climes. Cyprus, for instance.’


Cal frowned. ‘Not work, then?’


‘Definitely not. This is something else entirely. More your line. Moving weight, I mean.’


The telephone rang. Cal answered it; it was Byron.


Byron owned the hash. The hash that was now lost at the bottom of the sea. ‘I thought I’d come on over. I heard you had a few problems.’ He said it in a flat menacing tone, as a statement not a question. Cal was shocked: news travelled fast.


Seb was unimpressed, opening and closing his eyes, bright tears on the harsh planes of his face. ‘Let him come, mate. I’ll show him. You’ll see.’


 


‘Where would you be without me?’ Seb said accusingly. ‘You’d be down there on the floor like him.’ This was their relationship, through and through. Seb’s face was terrible, exultant. There was blood on the mirrored panes of his aviator Ray-Bans, bright-red on bronze in the striplight; and on the cloth of his button-down blue oxford shirt.


He touched the left hand corner of his mouth and then the right. ‘I’ll slice you quick,’ he spat.


Byron, turtled on the ground and already badly beaten, turned backwards in a panicking flail of arms and legs. Seb, after three breathtaking strides, caught him, turned his Purdey blade flat and opened Byron’s right cheek and then his left.


‘Like orange peel.’ He stopped, then whispered: ‘I can hear your heart.’


If it was in the nature of their relationship that Seb hauled Cal out of the shit, the trade-off was that Seb’s methods could be without bounds. Suddenly he smiled, revealing rows of razorbright teeth; and reached out and laid a hand on Cal’s shoulder and squeezed.


‘Excellent, lover.’ The same voice, but beguiling now; his spirits were back. The knife – that slice of malignant vigour in his character that worked on the blind side of reasonable behaviour – never showed for long. Cal wondered briefly, and with no reason that he could later fathom, if Seb might try and kiss him.


Instead: ‘How much fur duh nigguh?’


Seb stepped away, over Byron’s slowly twisting body, flicking his black hair away from his face and lighting a Silk Cut. The gleaming bronze Zippo left a draft of petrol fumes in his wake.


‘Come on, Calum, get a grip,’ Seb commanded, without looking at him. ‘What did you lose? What do you owe the man?’


‘Ten kilos of hash. I’m not really sure.’


‘Is that all?’


He spun round and strode back across the room, like a panther in a small cage, exactly, Cal imagined, as he had carried himself after the Provos threw a nailbomb at him, or after he’d cleared a bunker of Iraqis with white phosphorus. He scooped up the Karrimor rucksack that he had discarded at the onset of violence. It was bulky and full. He unclipped the lid, half-tipped it and loosed a waterfall of twenty-dollar bills that rained down on Byron’s body. Thousands of dollars’ worth. They clung to Byron’s bloody cotton shirt and to his hands, which were cupped over his face.


‘One of these knives is worth all this heap,’ Seb announced – obviously quoting though Cal didn’t recognise the source. Seb leant over the bloody body, his face pleasant and his tone matter-of-fact, ‘Your pound of salt, fuckwit.’


He kicked Bryon so hard that the sound of breaking ribs could be heard above the rasping noise issuing from his throat. ‘Whadyathink?’


Calum shook his head.


‘Robinson Crusoe,’ Seb explained. He had a seemingly inexhaustible supply of quotes.


The rucksack was still brimming with money. He clipped it shut and flung it on the divan bed. ‘I think I’ll wash my hands.’


A few minutes later he stepped dripping from the bathroom. His torso and upper arms were a manuscript of Celtic designwork, blue-black ink tattoos, shield-roundels and knotwork torques, serpents eating themselves, and wrestling saints. His warrior signs. He balled up his bloodstained shirt and stuffed it in the rucksack on top of the money. He dragged his black leather jacket off the bed, slipped it on and zipped it up to the throat.


Cal said, ‘What now?’


‘We leave,’ Seb told him.


Together, they watched Byron’s slow progression across the carpet. He was heading for a corner, and had left a trail of stray notes and bloody handprints behind him. He was breathing heavily, like a blunt saw in a log.


Seb said, ‘You want to go home?’


Cal hadn’t been home for two years. ‘I suppose so.’


‘I need you there, mate,’ Seb said, and then, with a change of tack, ‘It’s your brother’s wedding next month.’


Cal considered this. He hadn’t known.


Seb ground the heel of his boot down on the side of Byron’s head. He said, ‘You’ll do me the courtesy of paying me your full attention, Byron. This money, the money that I have paid you, is dirty. Really dirty. So dirty, in fact, that if you try to spend it here you’ll have every law-enforcement agency in Europe on your case so fast you won’t even have time to breathe, and right on their heels will come the FBI, and after them all sorts of heavy people. So clean the money before you spend it. Do I make myself clear? Or should I kick the fuck out of you again? Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes,’ Byron whispered.


Seb looked across at Cal. ‘Does this guy know where you live?’


‘No.’


‘What about the company?’


Cal let out a strangled laugh. ‘What company? They’ll have shredded everything by now and run for the Caribbean.’


‘And the coastguard?’


‘I gave them a false name and address. I said my passport went down with the rig.’


‘Did it?’


‘No.’


Seb nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘Good man. You’re learning.’ Then he added, ‘Have you got any money?’


‘No.’


‘Here.’ Seb reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a silver money clip. He selected five crisp notes and held them out to Cal. Cal stared at them, and at Seb’s freshly scrubbed fingers.


‘Don’t worry,’ Seb said, knowingly, ‘They’ve been through the washing-machine.’ And then that brilliant, infectious smile, the luminous halo in his azure eyes. ‘Come on, mate, let’s go to Amsterdam. I’ve got a monster hire car.’


 


‘A thrust, mate, with a sharp blade into the corridors of wealth.’ He jabbed two fingers at Cal, across the top of the tall glasses of lager, trailing smoke and ash from the coffee-shop skunk joint wedged between them. ‘That’s my dream. Stick it in, twist it and pull it out. Quick.’ He pulled his fingers back, and downed a mouthful of beer, then unselfconsciously wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘That’s what I want. No hanging around. A lightning crusade, a pre-emptive strike if you like, while the market is still wide open, and before the London dealers have moved in.’ He held out his cupped hands as if they held something precious. ‘Ulster. The new market place. It’s like the Berlin Wall coming down: the opening of a closed market that for too long has been dominated by IRA Marxist-lunatics. Everybody wants a piece of the action. I mean, Sainsbury’s is opening new stores. It’s the future.’ He paused, grim-faced. ‘A carefully selected team of operators. A cell-structure. A tight plan. I mean so fucking secure’ – a rictus of threatened violence on his face. ‘We swamp the province with drugs, and earn enough money never to have to do it again. Once it’s done, we walk away with our hearts softened and grateful and our pockets full of spondoolicks.


‘Listen to me. I’ve read Howard Marks, the boyo from the valleys and all that shite. Know this. He had to build himself up: he might have been to Oxford but he wasn’t connected for a one-time job, not like me. He had to put the apparatus in place, set up a logistic chain. Once he’d set it up the temptation was to go on using it. He was too successful too many times. I’m not saying he was greedy – after all he believed in what he was doing. He just overdid it, and the maxim holds true: they’ll get you in the end. I don’t want any of that.’


He was burning. It was like basking in the glow of an atomic reaction, you could feel the heat of his intent. It had always been this way. Cal loved him for it. They played pool in Hunter’s bar, and Seb didn’t stop talking, leaning far over the cue, always with a joint hanging off his lip, his eyes never leaving the table.


‘Never flinch from the power of money. You said it yourself: the Freedom To Live . . .’


Cal’s words. Five years old now. Clinging to the scaffolding on the clock face of the North British Hotel on a crisp February night with Princes Street Gardens beneath them and Edinburgh all around them, and older blackened masses, the castle, Salisbury Crags and the sphinx-shape of Arthur’s Seat, the old volcano, driving wedges up through the city’s sodium light; and the full moon above them, white as bone; shouting those very words: the Freedom To Live.


‘Listen to this. Nothing in use by man, for power of ill, can equal money. Whadyathink?’


Cal shrugged. It was a game they played. Name that quote. He said slowly, ‘It’s all Greek to me.’


‘Very good,’ Seb said. ‘Sophocles, in fact.’ He paused. ‘We’re the same, you and I. Just different ends of the political spectrum. I’m a libertarian, you’re an anarchist, but we believe the same thing. Everything is permitted, right?’


Everything? It was a source of constant bafflement to Cal that Seb saw no apparent contradiction between his private conduct and his public persona.


‘Not everything,’ Cal said, eyeing the table, his chin resting on the tip of the cue.


There was a pause.


Seb laughed disconcertingly. He relished the disconcerting. ‘Sure, of course not everything,’ he said. He keenly watched the effect his words had on listeners, and he was always eager to talk. It was a feature of command. ‘Cannabis – you’ve said it yourself – should be made available to everyone.’


‘You’re not frightened of getting caught?’


He laughed. ‘I’m a redeemed soul. The Lord wouldn’t cast me away.’


Cal shook his head, suppressing a smile. ‘So who benefits?’


‘We do.’


‘Over there?’


It took Seb a few seconds to understand. ‘In Ulster? Don’t worry about it. People like us. Think about it, an engine for peace.’


 


They parted at Schiphol airport, in the departure lounge, Seb taking a flight for Cyprus while Cal waited for a later flight to London. Seb was wearing a brand-new shirt from one of the airport boutiques, and still carrying his rucksack full of money.


‘En route to the Limassol launderette,’ he explained. ‘Chechens like their money laundered in Cyprus. See ya.’


Cal rode out the flight from Schiphol curled up in his seat, whitening beneath the bleaching glare of the bulkhead striplights. He slept for a short time and woke on the runway at Heathrow. It was just after dawn. There was a dull ache in his head and in the upper arch of his jaw. The mark of his beating. He scoured the ridgelines of hard plastic with the tip of his tongue.


When the plane was almost empty he retrieved his rucksack, which was his only luggage, from the overhead bins, smiled halfheartedly at the attendants, whose eyes flicked across him without interest, and followed the arrivals signs through the maze of antiseptic-smelling corridors. He went through passport control swiftly and passed baggage reclaim and all the milling passengers. He was stopped at customs, in the blue channel, the customs officer gesturing to him across the broad, deserted channel. He went through Cal’s bag and found nothing but dirty clothes and his blow-torches and hoses and dog-eared books and notebooks.


He held up the shank of Cal’s welding torch. ‘What is this?’


‘It’s a welding tool.’


The customs officer put it down gently, on the surface of the desk right next to the bag. ‘Is that what you do?’


Cal smiled faintly and shrugged. ‘It looks that way.’


The customs officer clicked his teeth and looked up from rummaging in the bag. ‘You’re an activist.’


‘What makes you say that?’


The man didn’t bother to reply. ‘You can go,’ he said. He watched carefully as Cal repacked his bag, an expression of barely concealed contempt on his face.


Cal travelled on the Underground from Heathrow. He dozed between switching trains. It was light when he reached Stoke Newington, and beginning to snow. The squat was on the Kingsmead estate, on the third floor of a dismal-grey block of flats. The concrete stairwell was slick with yellow-green fungus and blurred graffiti, and the steps so deep in crushed glass and slush that it was as if he was rising through a subterranean waterfall.


The party had been going for two days, the heavy Dub sound beating in the stairwell. The lock was splintered and the rivets hanging out of the thin steel plate on the door. He ducked his head as he entered the hallway, and picked his way through the people crouched there. He felt as if he was gliding. The main room was full of heaving bodies and the sound system, and a jury-rigged strobe light. Girls in lycra and boots. Ecstasy. He slid between them. He spotted Kelly weaving drunkenly towards him, a bottle of Tesco scotch in her hand. She was wearing Doc Martens, black tights and a short red tartan skirt. There were threaders of beads in her hair.


She saw him and screamed, ‘Calum!’


She grabbed him around the neck and shouted drunkenly in his ear, ‘Happy new year!’ though it was still November. She crushed her lips against his and her tongue went into the roof of his mouth. She smelt of whisky and cigarettes. He gently lifted her away and set her down and she stumbled away with the bottle gripped firmly in her hand.


He crossed the kitchen through a group of men, two Rastas and three white guys, one of whom he knew vaguely, a plumber from Leith. He was spraying WD40 on his scuffed para boots and dancing around. The others were reeling back and forth watching him; a chillum was being passed round, coils of white smoke drifting up from it. Calum begged a hit and raised the clay funnel, gripped between his cupped hands, to his forehead and then to his lips and inhaled deeply. He nodded, his eyes watering, and passed the pipe. He blew the smoke out of his nose. He staggered slightly. He felt better now, more in tune with his surroundings, the pain in his mouth receding.


He found Al in a bedroom. Four guys and a skinny girl were sitting on the floor beside a mattress strewn with coats and intertwined bodies. Cal stood in the doorway watching them, Al bending over the square of aluminium foil with his tatty black locks tied away from his face with a rubber band, running the lighter back and forth beneath the heroin, dragging the smoke up through a foil tube.


When he was done he lifted his red-rimmed eyes to Calum and nodded slowly, ‘Awright there, big yin?’


‘Aye.’


‘You wanna hit?’


Cal shook his head.


‘Please yersel.’


Al’s jaw drifted down onto his chest and he seemed to pass out.


Seconds later his head jerked back up again and he smiled, his mouth filled with yellowed stubs of teeth. ‘I saw yer fren Seb and some auld Provo fucker,’ he said, ‘jus a cupil ae months ago. Fucker dissed me.’


‘Aye.’


‘He’s a cunt.’


‘Aye.’


Cal could well imagine. Seb despised heroin and wasn’t afraid to direct his fury at anyone he found using it. Heroin was Seb’s bugbear, his one passionate dislike. Seb’s elder brother Rory had died after taking an overdose.


‘Thir’s werk fir ya,’ Al said, ‘at Claremont Road.’


‘I see.’


Al drifted away again. One of the guys on the floor was glaring up at him; he had a thin, sharp nose and his eyes seemed too close together. Cal shifted the weight on the balls of his feet and stuck his chin out. The guy dropped his head and stared at the frayed brown and black carpet.


Cal went looking for Kelly. He found her slumped in a corner with her hands still on the bottle. He prised it gently from her fingers, took a swig and handed it to the nearest person. He lifted her on to his shoulder and carried her to her bedroom, laying her down on the pile of blankets on the mattress in the corner of the room. He looked around, and snowflakes wafted over him, borne through the open window on a cold gust of wind. Kelly had started to snore. He went to the window and pounded at it, and the window loosened in its frame and slid shut with a bang. He paused, resting his forehead against the cold glass, watching the falling snow melting on the pavement outside. Then he pulled a blanket from under Kelly, and got down beside her and dragged the thin, coarse blanket over them both. She mumbled and shifted on the bed. He put his cheek against hers, and listened to the firm cadences of her breathing. Her flesh was cold. He put his arms round her and held her to try to make her warm.










Chapter 2


Cal fed the last of the rod into the molten pool, chased the white-hot metal to the end of the weld, splashed fire across the two surfaces, and lifted the torch away, pushing his goggles up on his blackened, grimy forehead. He turned down the acetylene and then the oxygen, listening for the pop as the flame was extinguished.


‘Hello, Cal,’ said a voice behind him.


Lieutenant Sebastian Raasay MacCoinneach stood, like Achilles before the gates of Troy, a congruence of perfect health and coordinated strength, surveying the preparations for battle taking place around him: the steel barricades, the piles of car tyres, and shopping trolleys embedded in cement.


Claremont Road.


Cal had heard the explosion, and seen the pall of dust, out on the cordon half an hour before. They all had. They had wondered if it marked the onset of the eviction. Now he had a nasty suspicion that the bomber was closer to hand.


‘Here for the fall of the Reichstag? You’ve dug yourselves in well, mate. I’ve been looking around. What a sight.’ Seb grinned, a huge, wide-open grin, bright white in the gloaming.


At Seb’s shoulder stood Ed Crowe, one of his regular phalanx. Ed maintained an office in Soho staffed by teams of girls with home-counties accents, and made irregular forays into the world of TV production. He travelled internationally, ‘raising money’.


He offered Cal an asthmatic inhaler. ‘Toot?’


‘No, thanks,’ Cal replied. He rarely touched cocaine.


‘I heard you’d be here,’ Seb explained, ‘so I came down for a recce. FIBUA, we call it, fighting in built-up areas. This is better than anything I’ve ever seen. Underground passages. Rat runs.’


The stark, rubble-filled and fortified row of terraced houses loomed above them, as did the huge floodlit banner on the hundred-foot scaffold tower that brandished its words at the two-hundred-strong contingent of riot police and the twenty or more bailiffs waiting beyond the perimeter: ‘Claremont Road, E11, says No to the M11 link’.


‘Do you get paid for this?’ Ed asked.


‘I’m a volunteer,’ Cal explained. Ed looked disgusted.


‘They should teach this down at Warminster,’ Seb observed, looking around.


Donga tribespeople scrambled across the netting strung between the houses and the trees. Everywhere there was frantic last-minute activity.


He turned his attention to Calum. ‘You’ve been keeping busy.’


Cal, at six foot three, was three inches taller than Seb; it made him feel awkward and gangling. ‘How did you get in through the cordon?’ he asked.


‘Trick of the trade,’ Seb drawled. He was wearing ripped, mudstained jeans, a black leather jacket and a black wool skull-cap. There were silver hoops in his ears. He called it security and survival – his ‘double life’. Most off-duty army officers can be identified at a hundred paces by their manners, their haircuts, their clothes and the shine on their shoes. Not Seb – his armour adapted chameleon-like to his surroundings.


There was a thick cone-shaped Indica blunt poking from between his index finger and forefinger. Away from the army, away from his bespoke tweed suits and sporting interests, he was rarely without a joint.


Cal confronted him. ‘Did you set off a bomb?’


Seb frowned, his eyes fixed on an unknown horizon. ‘Don’t be like that. It was just something to kick up dust.’


‘A firework,’ Ed said, ‘nothing more.’


Cal groaned. He was tired and exasperated. He hadn’t slept for two days and his arms ached from holding steady while welding. ‘It doesn’t exactly help our cause.’


Seb lifted the joint to his lips and inhaled, the dim coal flaring brightly. ‘I didn’t know you cared about roads?’


Cal removed his leather gauntlets and flexed his fingers. ‘It’s not just roads, it’s them taking liberties.’


‘Kill the Bill?’ mused Seb. ‘Kill the pigs.’


Sometimes Seb could be truly wide of the mark.


Cal asked, ‘What are you doing here?’


The smoke rushed out of Seb’s nose and mouth. ‘Our last day of freedom,’ he said eventually. ‘It looks like you’re going to gaol for a public-order offence and I’m going back to school.’ He looked straight at Cal. ‘You’re supposed to be in Scotland. I need you.’


Calum asked flatly, ‘Why?’


He was grinning, the mischief in him glinting like parhelion in his eyes. That infectious, dangerous grin. ‘It’s happening . . .’


Calum shook his head. ‘What’s happening?’


‘It, you fool, it.’ Seb was laughing. ‘The Freedom To Live.’


‘At Her Majesty’s pleasure?’ asked Cal cynically.


Seb replied with a brief curl of the mouth that suggested contempt. He said, ‘At our own pleasure.’


‘You’re serious,’ Cal observed, studying his face.


‘Never been more so.’ The shade of contempt was just as suddenly gone. ‘A golden opportunity. Everything is in place. I couldn’t say that when we spoke before. There were loose ends to tie. Cyprus, for instance. Now everything is set up.’


Cal looked away from him, out across the steel barricades he’d been working on for the last two days. Already gangs of protesters were struggling against the encroaching darkness, pouring the concrete that would set them in the road. Bonfires were being lit around them.


‘You’re finished here,’ Seb said, echoing his thoughts. ‘You’ve done your bit. It’s good, but it won’t take the police more than a couple of days to dismantle it.


‘There’s other places,’ Cal protested. ‘The Pollok Free State.’


‘And keep losing?’


‘Maybe.’


‘You’d be set up for life,’ Seb countered. ‘An eternal protester. Think of it. No more shitty oil-rig jobs to tide you over. No more McJobs. No more working for the enemy.’


Calum shrugged.


‘Listen to me,’ Seb persisted. ‘You’ve been there since the beginning. The Freedom To Live. You gave it its name.’


One drunken night a long time ago.


‘What about the army?’


‘What?’ he sneered, genuinely outraged. ‘Fuck the army. It’s finished. Dull, penny-pinching and visionless. I have a real vision.’


‘And what exactly do you want me to do?’


‘Go home to Scotland and see my sister,’ Seb said, and jabbed a couple of fingers at him. ‘Keep an eye on her while I’m away. Don’t fuck her.’


Cal rewarded him with a wide grin – as an occasional lover of Madelene des Esseintes, Seb’s wildly unpredictable and absurdly beautiful half-sister, Cal had developed a philosophical attitude to her behaviour – but some shade of anger on Seb’s face made him modify his expression.


‘Sort Dougie Hogg out,’ Seb continued, coldly. ‘Pay him cash for his boat. We need it to bring the merchandise ashore.’


‘Merchandise?’


‘Sure. Merchandise, weight, whatever. Get Dougie to deliver the boat to the cove on the estate. Seal his lips. That’s all, for now. More to follow later.’


Seb glanced at his watch, a Rolex. He claimed that it was a Hong Kong fake, but Cal suspected it was real. He added, ‘There’s clean money waiting for you, you know where.’


‘Where are you going?’ Cal asked.


‘Back to school, mate, like I said. Belfast. To keep the peace. I’m flying tomorrow.’


‘He’s a man with a plan,’ Ed Crowe said.


Calum nodded slowly. ‘Well, give us a toke on that. I’m gasping.’


 


Cal waited a week. He watched from safety while the police and the bailiffs moved in and dismantled the fortifications at Claremont Road. He turned down the offer of other protests. He slept late in the day. Sometimes he tried to imagine Seb in Belfast, but it seemed too large a leap of the imagination. That side of Seb’s life was entirely closed to him.


Eventually he gave up fighting it, and decided to go back to Scotland.


Al and Kelly accompanied him to Victoria Station. They were stoned, and staggered slightly as they fought against the wind from the Underground station to the coach station. It was snowing again, though it seemed that there was little prospect of it settling, and cars churned past them spraying tailfeathers of slush. Al was limping, dragging his pinned and plated leg, the result of a motorcycle accident. That morning Cal had asked him why he was doing heroin.


‘Fer the pain,’ Al explained. ‘It stops the pain makin us violent.’


They drank coffee in the station café, next to the cavernous terminus building and ranks of coaches. Al stared at the scratched Formica table-top without speaking. There were beads of sweat running down his face and stinging his eyes. Kelly called him an asshole. Cal could never quite understand why she stuck by Al. It wasn’t much of a relationship. She gave ten pence to a tramp.


‘Ah’ve had enough of this shit,’ she said.


‘We’ll go back together,’ Cal suggested.


She shook her head. ‘It’s no better in Scotland. An what about him? Ay take him back and he’ll start using needles for sure.’


Al grunted and sank further down in his seat.


‘His problem is he suffahs fae reverse vertigo. He gits frightened if he’s not high.’


‘My bus,’ Cal said.


‘I’ll chum yer,’ she said, and, standing, hooked her arm through Calum’s. They walked across the café floor, arm in arm, steering between the tables and out into the terminus, leaving Al asleep at the table. It was bitterly cold. The snow settled on her hair like powder. Their breath went out in front of their faces like steam.


They stopped in front of the Glasgow coach and he turned to face her and held her shivering body against his. Her nose was red and the hairs lining the moist tubes of her nostrils were frozen white.


‘You’re always special Cal.’


It surprised him.


‘I missed you when you were gone,’ she said.


They fumbled for each other’s mouth, coming together in a clumsy, passionate kiss. Afterwards she searched his face, and he did not know if she had found whatever it was she was looking for. She pulled the zip of his jacket up to his throat.


‘Take care,’ she said, and seemed to skip away, slipping from his grasp and disappearing into the darkness – back to her boyfriend. He had the feeling that in one unguarded kiss he had ruined a friendship.


The coach was filled with roughnecks heading back to Aberdeen and a month on the rigs. They shared Buckfast and Special Brew and chain-smoked and abused the driver so that he nearly threw them all out – he eventually relented – and they arrived in Glasgow the next morning with Calum having had no sleep at all.


He walked up and down Sauchiehall Street while waiting for his connection. The shops were shuttered and there were people slumped in the doorways beneath shreds of plastic and handout blankets.


The bus to Kennacraig was empty and he curled up on the wide row of seats at the back and slept until Inveraray, where the bus stopped briefly and he stretched his legs by walking out from the granite breakwater on to the wooden pier. He stared out across the choppy waters of Loch Fyne at the snow-covered mountains of Kintyre, and for the first time since his arrival from Holland his head felt clear.


He had a short wait at the ticket office at Kennacraig while they unloaded the Cual ferry. He drank coffee from the machine and acknowledged those people he recognised.


As he boarded the ferry, one of the crewmen called out to him from the upper deck. ‘Are you coming back to work on the ferry, Calum?’


He just smiled and waved.


When the ferry had cleared the shelter of Loch Tarbert and was heading out into the gale, he borrowed a red Cal-Mac waterproof and went out on the deck. He worked his way round hand over hand through the spray, and stood against the railings on the balcony with the lighted windows of the bridge above him. The ship surged into a trough and a huge wave broke across the bow and swept the deck, throwing him against the superstructure. He grinned maniacally and staggered forward, looping his arms through the railings, holding on as the ship rose and fell.


He was going home.


 


Cual is the head and shoulders of a drunken hunchback, ravaged by too many years sleeping rough, and its companion island, Garbh, is his misshapen conical hat. Glaciers, volcanoes and Atlantic storms have etched their mark on the island’s face. Its protuberant nose is veined with pink gneiss, foliated bands of sandstone known as the Rhinns of Cual; its single flared nostril is a deep sea loch, with the island’s capital, Deochmore, at its root; its open mouth is a broad bay with ten kilometres of white sand beach known as the Big Strand; its stubbly jaw is the crags and inlets of the thickly forested coastline to the south-east and its bare chin is the huge granite outcrop known as the Og, with the island’s cemetery at the rim of its cliffs and a whirlpool at its base. The convex curvature of the hunchback’s spine is an expanse of open moor, its vertebrae the outcrops of dolerite and basalt haphazardly strewn amongst the heather.


Cal had grown up on the rocky ground overlooking Garbh, on a farm, an old Viking settlement, named Skurryvaig. His cousin Seb lived on the far side of the moor, on a secluded and heavily forested estate, Murbhach; it had become a kind of surrogate home to him.


After a couple of hours at sea Cal could just about make out the lumpen outline of the Og, and the raging surf of the whirlpool at the base of its cliffs.


On a good day you could see Antrim in Ireland from the ferry, but not today, and staring into a rent in the whiteness he thought of his friend Seb over the water in Ireland, and the fear was with him again, and a dull ache in his jaw. Then he saw the large metal sheds of the Port Claganach distillery.


He was offered a lift to Skurryvaig by one of the abattoir workers but decided instead, as he always did when he returned to Cual, to head for the Murbhach estate. He hitched a lift from one of the workers at the Clambrach distillery, who dropped him off at the head of the driveway to Murbhach.


MacCoinneach territory.


The entrance to the estate was flanked by two man-high granite gateposts surmounted with ancient disintegrating whale vertebrae that rose into the green darkness of a beech tree. The walk down the drive took about a quarter of an hour, through tangled thickets of rhododendron. There were deep ruts in the gravel, and the middle of the drive was thick with grass. A hare ran across almost under his feet and he braced himself for The MacCoinneach’s dogs, but the woods were silent except for the rain.


He passed the shinty field, with its broken wooden goalposts and rotten netting and the charred ruin of the old house, Castle Murbhach.


He walked on, passing a pile of rubber tyres, following the drive out on to the promontory. He presently came to the MacCoinneach home, a large farmhouse built around a cobbled courtyard. It had been painted white once, but not for some years. Bright ferrous stains reached from the gutters to the ground. On one side there was a covered balcony on wooden piles leaning out over the cliffside that he remembered being hung with Chinese lanterns – though not now. He passed a row of wooden sheds and assorted rusting agricultural machinery.


At the bottom of the field that led to the sea was the precarious hulk of a windmill. Like many of the long-abandoned energy-saving devices that littered the estate, it had been cobbled together from salvage, and no one could remember it ever having worked. Light was visible through the holes in its riven timbers. As children they had laid siege to it and stormed up and down its rickety staircases.


He went through the stone archway into the courtyard. Weeds flourished between the cobblestones. There were various cars parked there, including Madelene’s racing-green MG and a white Land-Rover Discovery. A rusting Land-Rover 110 sat on blocks, surrounded by older, less recognisable hulks of cars.


He crossed the courtyard, to the stable block, lifted the latch on a scuffed wooden door and let himself into a small kitchen with a stairway. A large husky with a dense white winter pelt raised its head from where it had been resting across the outline of a body in an army-green sleeping bag, and stared at him with its curious clear eyes.


‘Kali,’ he whispered, placatory. The dog settled back down beside the sleeping bag.


He climbed the stairs noiselessly, pushed aside the batik hanging and ducked his head as he passed through into the long, low attic above the stables. It was warm; there were still glowing embers in the fire and the rain seemed to have let up. A shaft of light came down through the skylight, illuminating all the floating motes of dust and the shards of mirror in the Rajasthani hangings, and lighting on Madelene des Esseintes’s immanent face. He picked his way through the gloom of bottles and cans, silk cushions and beanbags, passing a low table constructed of salvaged timbers, each thicker than Cal’s thigh. He remembered the difficulty they had had hauling them out of the sea. The table was three metres long and slightly over a metre wide, standing on a metal cradle welded out of old agricultural machinery. It retained the bleached, silvery patina of driftwood, and was covered in a dense mosaic of candle-drippings, wine stains, burn marks. It was crowded with food, garbage, bongs, Rizlas and smudged glasses with cigarettes unravelling in purplish wine dregs. There were opened and unopened cans of beer, and an unsheathed Gerber combat dagger. It was a time capsule; he didn’t remember it any different.


He squatted down beside her just on the edge of the light.


The bedcovers had fallen away from her chest and he stared for a few seconds at her honey-coloured skin, her breasts small and high on her slim torso, and her tiny, puckered nipples so dark as to be almost purple. Then he leant forward in the light and touched her thick coppery-blond hair. She opened her eyes. She smiled. Tiny lines under her eyes crinkled.


‘Calum,’ she breathed.


‘Damage,’ he said, using the name he had given her when he came to understand the terrible things that Seb’s half-sister could do to men. The part of her that turned against them – or herself. She shifted her arm out from under the sleeping body beside her and gathered the sheet round herself, folding it under her arms. She reached out her hands and he bent down to kiss her, lingered there.


She gently pushed him away. ‘You’re sodden.’


‘It’s been raining,’ he explained.


‘How was the sea?’


He shrugged, ‘OK.’


‘Calum,’ she said and reached out to touch his face with her warm fingertips, tracing the scars. ‘I’m sorry.’


He shook his head, dislodging her fingers. She laid her hands behind her head and studied him. He watched the shaven hollows of her armpits.


‘What for?’


Her laughter was satisfying. ‘Everything,’ she said. ‘I missed you.’


There wasn’t a day in the previous two years when he hadn’t thought of her.


‘Seb’s in Belfast,’ she said.


‘I know. I saw him a couple of days back, in London.’


‘He told me. On the phone. I’m going to Donegal,’ she said, ‘when you’re ready.’


Her eyes narrowed. It wasn’t lost on him, this artful inclusion of him. He understood that it was her art, a facet of her art, the manipulation of men.


‘Why Donegal?’ he asked.


‘Because I’m in demand there. There’s a country estate on the coast that’s been converted to recording studios.’


‘I didn’t know you were a musician?’


She wrinkled her nose. ‘I’m not. Some Britpop band wants a contemporary artist on their record sleeve. Blur did Damien Hirst. I get some snotty Mancunians. I had Ed Crowe fix it. You know he’s my agent?’


‘So is that how he’s laundering money now?’


She laughed. ‘He’s an impresario.’


‘You can’t fool me. He’s a drug-dealer.’


‘Who are you to talk?’


‘Dealers adulterate and exploit,’ Cal replied. ‘Smuggling is an altogether more romantic and historical profession. You forget that I remember Ed from back when. I remember when he still had an Irish accent.’


There had been a time when Ed liked to encourage the impression that he was dangerously connected in the IRA – he claimed that it gave his drug-consuming clientele a certain vicarious thrill. In fact, he was a Protestant, and a nephew to one of the ‘Shankill butchers’, but apparently the loyalist paramilitaries didn’t carry the same romantic association as the IRA. These days Ed was getting more sophisticated: his accent had taken on a certain mid-Atlantic blandness.


‘You are an ass,’ she said.


He grinned. ‘Come on, tell me about Donegal?’


‘The location is perfect for smuggling. Its own secluded cove. People come and go all the time. You know, music people. Nobody bats an eyelid.’


The body beside her shifted, and a nest of curly black hair emerged from under the cover. A pale hand reached up and parted the hair, revealing a stubbly face and bleary eyes. ‘Awright, man.’


‘Hi,’ Cal said, softly.


‘This is Graeme,’ Madelene said. She pointed to Cal. ‘That’s Calum, my long-lost cousin back from the sea after years away.’


They shook hands over her.


‘Graeme,’ she said.


‘Yeah?’


‘Go and wake Organ up, and get him to make some coffee. I’ve got to talk to Calum.’


Graeme breathed out slowly and nodded. ‘Sure thing,’ he said, and eased himself out of bed and staggered to a chair where his clothes were balled. He pulled on a pair of torn jeans and padded across the loft to the doorway, his belt buckle flapping.


‘Where did you find him?’ Cal asked.


‘Ayr. Hangar 13. I brought him home. The travellers have adopted him.’


‘They’re still here?’


‘There’re three caravans now, and some benders. A few more kids.’


‘How does your dad feel about it?’ he asked.


‘He doesn’t mind. They run the estate for him. How long will you stay?’


‘Until after the wedding,’ Cal replied.


‘And then?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You should stay,’ she told him. ‘Seb needs you.’


‘I don’t think so.’


She smiled.


‘Look away,’ she said and pulled back the covers. He stared frankly after her as she brushed past him, and stepped across the room as if she could negotiate it in the dark, which, for all Cal knew, she could. Her hips were virtually without curve. She bent down to reach for her robe as if she was touching her toes, and he was almost overwhelmed by the force of his desire.


The robe seemed to shimmer as it draped her. She stood facing him and tied it at the waist, and smiled at him with all the knowing in the world. A friend had once said that she belonged to a vanished pre-AIDS era. The sixties, the seventies. She was only twenty-five.


‘What will you do with your money?’


It was a strange question. He was unprepared for it. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.


They both laughed.


 


At dusk they gathered on the burial mound, and sat with their backs to the green mottled stone of the Celtic cross, waiting for the sun to sink behind the exposed boss of dolerite at Cnoc Teindire. The crisp air was filled with the eerie, pulsing sound of the didgeridoo and their own clouds of icy breath. Madelene was on her hands and knees in front of him, the scarf loosened round her neck, her tongue out at him, a small square of blotting paper on its pointy tip. She was working her way round the base of the cross, dispensing pharmaceuticals. Laughing, he grabbed at the thick lapels of her suede coat and pulled her to him, crushed his lips against hers, and she deftly transferred the tab from her tongue to his. He released her and she tumbled backwards and fell into Organ’s lap. The dog Kali, spooked, jumped clear of the huddled bodies, and started barking at them. Organ was grinning through his matted Charlie Manson beard. Cal remembered Seb telling him that Organ was a viscount, whatever that might mean. Organ owned a small plane, a Cessna, and together he and Kali meandered back and forth across the country, from airfield to airfield.


On the other side of Organ, Shuard was blowing into the painted eucalyptus tube, his bare feet cupping the end of it. Cal found himself staring at the scarring between Shuard’s remaining toes. Shuard never wore shoes and he had lost three toes to frostbite on Ronaldsay a couple of years before.


On the far side of Shuard sat Andy MacDonald. Andy was half black, a sometime Rastafarian, and tall and skinny like Cal. Although he was born and bred in Dundee, Andy’s mother was originally from Cual and had returned after her divorce; his father was Jamaican and had not been seen for years. Andy had shared a flat with Cal at university in Edinburgh.


‘How old is this place?’ Organ shouted, grabbing at Cal’s shoulder, his wild appearance at odds with his plummy voice.


‘Over a thousand years,’ Cal called back.


‘When they excavated here’ – Madelene was leaning towards him, her eyes very bright in the dusklight – ‘they found two mutilated skeletons.’


‘The blood eagle,’ Cal said.


She grinned and shouted, ‘Spread-eagled! The Vikings had come and pinned them face down to the earth and cut their heart and lungs out from the back!’ She popped a tab in Organ’s mouth, and rolled out of his grasp and on to the next person.


‘Wild,’ Organ drawled.


Cal levered himself up against the rough stone and staggered down off the mound, through the darkening bracken and crusted icy bog. He made a wide circuit round the cross, watching the lengthening shadows. The weak winter sun flared briefly on the edge of the stone and then it was gone, leaving strips of fading pink light. Above him Madelene was rousing the huddled bodies, pushing them towards the travellers’ camp.


They followed the fractured coastline, scrambling across the broken sills, dark crystals of augite and hornblende, while out in the Sound the surf crashed against the exposed spines of stone and beyond them the islands, Craobhach, Cromag, and Bhride, and another hundred rocks scattered like coaldust in the water.


They jumped from rock to rock across the Dilistry river, and joined the slope of the road, and climbed over the dry­­stone wall and they were in the trees. Cal followed at some distance behind them, paralleling the trail through the woods and underbrush. The wind was wild in the tree-tops, and as it rushed down the aisles and corries of the hillside it made a sound like muffled drums. He moved deftly, though it was some years since he had been in these woods at night.


The trees were already beginning to elongate and shimmer as he worked his way through a stand of paper birch, and stepped out of the ring of shadow into the glade, and walked up to the crackling log fire and the travellers’ camp. He circled behind the flatbed of a Mack truck, and a Bedford van up on bricks, and through the arc of canvas benders to the fireside. The Murbhach site.


He squatted down beside Graeme and accepted a mug of scalding herb tea from him, cupping it in his hands. The rushes were strong in him now, and the act of swallowing was exaggerated, and he could feel the fluid flushing through the whirls and loops of his intestines. He passed the mug to the person next to him. There were women here by the fire, and he listened to their relaxed and easy laughter, until Shuard came out of the darkness cradling a pile of logs and tipped them into the fire, causing an explosion of sparks that seemed to dance either side of Calum’s head and then draw him down into the fire’s shifting heart.


When the stars were falling out of the sky as sleet, he was dragged to his feet and a flare, a flaming branch wrapped in wax-dipped cloth, was thrust into his hand. He let all the air out of him in a great whoosh and staggered back and forth staring wildly around; already there were people moving like fireflies through the trees.


They ran down through the pine trees and beyond them the tangled, overgrown ornamental gardens, dripping orange flames through the sequoia and rhodies and monkey puzzle trees, to the charred ruin of the big house, Castle Murbhach.


The castle had burnt down when Cal was fifteen, the fire apparently started by a spark from an unattended fire – he remembered the controversy, the whispers that the MacCoinneachs had done it for the insurance; rumours that had abruptly ceased when it transpired that the house had not been insured and would never be rebuilt.


You could take your pick of other suspects. Seb. Madelene. They were both fascinated by fire. Seb might have done it to get at his father. Madelene didn’t need a reason. There was a logical inevitability to the destruction she caused which led Cal to believe that it was in her nature.


The door at the top of the steps of Murbhach stood open, swollen and warped so it was impossible to close. The interior smelled heavily of mildew and rat droppings. They played hide and seek, clattering up and down the listing staircase, laughing and squealing, jumping across great rents in the charred flooring, and huddling in musty corners and high windows stained with budding yellow fungus.


Some time later, Cal stood in a downstairs doorway, looked first one way and then the other, and stole across the room, stepping between the chunks of broken plaster. He was making for the kitchens, and beyond them the dungeons. He paused briefly by a plaster-filled sink to confirm that no one was following.


On the far side of the kitchen, in a wood-panelled corridor that was still relatively intact, there was a low door, and beyond it a stone stairway leading down to a warren of stone-walled dungeons and foundation pillars. He held the flare out in front of him. There were fresh prints in the dust on the flagstones; they glistened with moisture in the flare light like slug-trail.


‘Size five.’ He smiled.


There had been a time, a crueller time, when a tenant-turned-poacher had been incarcerated here by one of Sebastian’s ancestors and suffered five years in the same cold stone room, fed with the scraps of raw meat that fell from the butcher’s block and were shared with the hunting dogs. The poacher was finally released on to the mainland after Lady MacCoinneach complained of the sound of his midnight howling, and it was said that for years afterward a beast preyed upon that region of Argyll, taking the young lambs and the odd unattended human child.


That wasn’t the end of the story, because, like most stories that involved the MacCoinneachs, it ended in a curse. The man’s wife, cleared off the land by the laird’s men, foretold that one day the MacCoinneach family would own no more land than could be covered by the spread of her apron.


 


The Room of Beasts was at the end of a forty-foot wall of empty, dust-laden wine racks. There was a lozenge of flickering orange light in the space between the flags and the bottom of the iron-studded door.


She was seated cross-legged on the table – Madelene’s Altar of Fucking – surrounded by candlelight, with curls of smoke drifting from her nose and mouth. He staggered on the broken flagstones. She reached out and took the thick curlicues of his hair in her hands. Behind her on the walls the painted Beasts shifted and drooled.


He imagined the timbre of their lust. For some reason they made him think of Seb, knife in hand, pursuing Byron across the hotel room, flicking his knife like a scalpel; his face acquiring a visibly harder skin. A terrible mask.


‘Sometimes I think Seb is a true psychopath,’ he said. His voice sounded strange, distorted.


Madelene was grinning at him.


She turned the joint over in her mouth so that the coal rested somewhere in the dark cave of her upper jaw and blew smoke into his mouth to steady him. He went to the nearest wall and laid his hands against the surface of the mural.


He could still smell the oil paint, and turpentine and boiled linseed oil. It was four years since she had started the Beasts, but still they were not finished. One wall was partially white and marked with the skeletons of charcoal that would be the final beasts. There were tubes of oil paint scattered and leaking on the flagstones. He reached to pick one up. Crimson Lake. It was bright as arterial blood on his fingers. Surprised, he dropped it. Madelene was still grinning. There was ash on her face from the camp-fire.


He reached out and touched her face, left crimson fingerprints on her cheek. She closed her eyes and blew smoke at the ceiling, exposing her neck and clavicle, the vee of her loose cheesecloth blouse. He put his hands on her neck, leaving bright palm prints. His hands were in her unbuttoned coat, and at her blouse. He reached in and played with her hard, tiny nipples with his fingertips.


‘Not here,’ she whispered, and pushed him away.


‘I want you,’ he pleaded. He heard the echo of something ugly in his voice.


‘Sssh . . .’


She rested her hand on his shoulder and hopped down off the table. She placed the joint in his mouth and took one of his hands.


‘Outside,’ she said.


She led him back down the passageway and up the stairwell to the kitchens. They climbed out of a broken window into the walled garden, and ran through the shattered greenhouses and the orchard, and went through a small wrought-iron gate and plunged into the mass of rhododendrons.


Within minutes they had dropped into a narrow defile between dynamite-scarred rock walls, and were moving through thigh-deep drifts of leaves, while above them arched the brittle fingers of the advancing tide of rhododendrons. Cal set the flare in a fissure in the rock and grabbed at Madelene’s waist. She turned in his grip and set her mouth against his, and her tongue went into his mouth and darted at the hard plastic plate there.


She whispered, ‘My wounded hero.’


He unbuttoned her velvet trousers and let them fall to her knees. She was naked beneath them, the flare light on her belly and the upward curve of her thighs. She surged against his cupped hand.


‘I can’t,’ she breathed, breaking away from his mouth, with one hand stroking at the nape of his neck and the other reaching for the damage to his mouth that so intoxicated her, her gaze flicking from his mouth to his eyes and back again, ‘refuse you.’


His free hand was on his belt buckle, pulling on the tongue of cracked leather, popping the buttons on his jeans. She dropped her hand from his neck and laid it against his belly. He turned her round, pushed up the tail of her coat and held one firm buttock in his palm. She lifted a leg, her velvet trousers stretched between her ankles, and he entered her.


They heaved against each other.


Dead leaves crackled, and their breath exhaled in clouds before them. She reached above her and grasped a rhododendron branch and it shattered and showered them with dried twigs. He ran his hand up under her clothes, tracing her vertebrae, and gripped her shoulder. She flung back her head and her teeth grazed his neck. He clenched his teeth and increased the tempo of his thrusting. She began to scream. Yesyesyesyesyes.


He gasped and came. She ground against him and shuddered and was still. She breathed and he breathed and their pumping hearts gradually slowed down, and she gave an exhalation that was somewhere between a laugh and a sigh, and eased herself away. She reached down for her trousers and pulled them up to her waist.


He did not move, merely rested his head against the cold rock beside him. ‘I came back for you,’ he said.


She ran her fingers through the tangled knot of her hair. ‘You came back because your brother is getting married and because Seb told you to.’


‘No. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. All the time I was in Gaza, on the way back across the Med, in Holland – I was thinking about you.’


She shook her head contemptuously. ‘That’s lust.’


‘No.’


‘Yes.’


‘I think I love you.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I think you’re lying.’


Things went very still for a few seconds. It was an oppressive realisation, to know with sudden clarity that he did not love her. That what he felt for her was something else entirely: fascination.


‘You got what you wanted,’ she said.


He guessed that he’d never understand her and who she really was. She was alien and unsettling. The first time he saw her, a starved and half-naked stowaway on a Cal-Mac ferry, he had felt a frisson of fear and attraction; now, as before, in the aftermath of sex with her, he felt a mixture of triumph and revulsion.


‘I love someone,’ she announced.


He was taken aback. ‘Who?’


‘You couldn’t handle it.’ She smiled indulgently at him in the flare light and took his hand. ‘Come on, let’s go down to the sea.’


He followed her down through the defile, while the rock walls grew higher about them, and then they were through the rhododendrons and a slice of star-flecked sky was visible above them.


‘Nearly there,’ she said.


The defile opened out abruptly at a small cove with a stone wharf littered with coils of salt-damaged rope and a rectangular hut made from piled quartz. The crystals sparkled in the moonlight. They lifted their faces to the cold salt-spray.


‘It’s beautiful,’ said Cal.


There were stars everywhere. It reminded him of the journey across the Mediterranean, the nights spent lying on the deck watching the sky unobscured by a city’s sodium haze, the gentle lapping of the water against the pontoons. The feeling of being connected to a vast, incomprehensible universe.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said.


‘No,’ she agreed. ‘You don’t understand anything.’


They went down on to the wharf, stepping carefully between the coiled ropes and pulled themselves on to the slab of black and purple rock beyond it, so that they could see the channel out through the rocks. He stood for a few seconds watching her as she crossed the broad plate to where it fractured into a series of sharp ridges and tidal pools. She was quick and sure-footed on the rocks.


He had his own reasons for being drawn out on to the broken spur, but he did not understand why Madelene should be similarly drawn. He wanted to call out and ask her. Then he heard her name being shouted and, looking back, he saw the silhouette of a figure on the cliffs above them.


‘Madelene!’


She seemed frozen on the spot with her back to them. He got the feeling that she had been stopped on the brink of some grand and dramatic gesture. Had she been about to fling herself into the water?


She came back across the rocks to him. Her eyes shone with an unaccustomed intensity.


‘It’s Graeme,’ she said. ‘So I’ll have to go back.’ She stared into his face for a few seconds and then, abruptly, started back towards the entrance to the ravine.


He sensed that she was disappointed in him. She was right. He didn’t understand. He leapt out on to a farther rock, and another beyond it that was drenched by the sea, following the broken spur out into the sound. When he had gone as far as he could, he lay down among the barnacles and kelp and clung to the rock and stared at the torn face of the water, and was stolen away into memory.


 


The desiccated adder husk swam amongst the watery debris of blackened leaves and mulch that filled the milk bottle, its smeary glass just visible, wedged in a fissure in the defile. It was a typical sombre June evening, chilly and damp. The rhododendrons were still dripping, and the rough, uneven stone of the defile was dark and wet from the rain that had not long stopped. Seb was only two days back from boarding school.


Crack.


The bottle shattered, destroying further evidence of the Campbell Dairy’s protracted legal battle with Seb’s father for the return of over a thousand used bottles. Seb, eleven years old and already striking, lifted the .22 rifle from his shoulder, his thin lips drawn away from his teeth, baring their sharp white points. There was charcoal daubed on his face, and lime plastered in his hair. Calum, ten but nearly eleven, squeezed past him and ran forward a short bound, dropped to his knee in the wet drifts of leaves and took aim at the next bottle. The live spider; it squatted among the husks of flies. He settled his breathing, closed one eye, and on the next exhalation fired.


Crack.


The bottle shattered. Cal was a better shot than Seb. It was a fact. An unstated fact. He lifted the rifle away.


Seb leapt over him howling, his black cadet-force boot scything past Cal’s ear. ‘Aaaaaooouuuu!’


The next corner. The Altar of Slaughtered Rabbits. Seb had jumped round the corner and was firing rapid shots. He spun back into cover. His colour was up, his cheeks bright red beneath the charcoal and lime. They were both breathing heavily.


‘Bombs,’ he gasped.


Cal had already shrugged the knapsack off his back and was pulling on the drawstring. He brought out the first of the pipe-bombs. Beside him Seb was reloading. The bombs were made of ammonium nitrate fertiliser and sugar ground in a coffee grinder. Cal reached into the pocket of his threadbare grey corduroy trousers and drew out a plastic lighter. He lit the fuse with the flame and inched up to the edge of the corner.


They both counted. One . . . Two . . . Three . . .
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