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PART ONE
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Persephone and her friends disport themselves in the bowered arches by the lake of Pergus, where the grass bows under their milky feet like the most sumptuous velvet and flowers put out their colours  like flags waving for a celebration: lilies, irises, violets. The perfume  of the flowers  is so pervasive that hounds lose their trail of scent, falter and scatter, leaving the hunters to curse and return home. And so no male voice is heard in the glades, and no rough note disturbs the aural tapestry of rustling leaves and soft soprano song.

Ivy Ford

Persephone and Hades


I am sitting in the garden, without moving – because there is no point in moving – feeling the slow progression of a chill rising up over me; the last light drawing back over my face, the square of lawn between the stone walls filling up with shadow like a cold bath. When the shadow reaches the top of my head, I tell myself, I will get up and go inside. On every side of me, any direction I could look, the crumpled land rolls and folds, holding nothing. I have lived in the Assynt Peninsula my whole life but even I know it’s a strange place: even stranger after two thirds of a bottle of wine, consumed alone. At the borders of the horizon the mountains sleep, like titanic dinosaurs that have been dreaming for so long that they have sunk into the land, ossified, and will never heave themselves free. A heavy silence descends from them, lifted only by the wind, which comes to rustle and hiss through the dead heather and the dry grass, then exhausts itself.

Our house is the only human-built structure within this empty land-bowl. There are three other houses within a half-hour’s drive, the first belonging to Mrs Farquhar (of whom more later), the second to a misanthropic farmer, and the third to nobody, having been empty for years. It is only really crofters – their predecessors having been exiled here in the days of the Clearances – who live outside the villages here at this tip of the Highlands.

‘How do they do it?’ I’d once asked my father when we drove past their small  farmhouses, overseeing the  sheep scattered across the stony clutter of the land, as if distributed by some hurricane from greener pastures. ‘How can they stand it?’

‘The same way that we do, I suppose,’ was his answer, mildly spoken.

‘But I can’t stand it,’ is my reply, never spoken.

We live here, my father and I, because my great-grandfather’s brother was a geologist and was disappointed in love. He was left waiting at an American altar by his flighty bride and so he decided to move somewhere that would ensure that he never met another living woman to trouble him again. The land here, created by glaciers many thousands of years ago, has enough rocky  riddles and rewards to keep a geologist occupied for an entire career, which is exactly what happened. After the death of my great-grandfather’s brother, the house he built was passed sideways and downwards through the generations, becoming ever more dilapidated, and would probably have merged back into the landscape if my mother and father hadn’t decided twenty-five years ago to ‘get away from it all’.

The ordinariness of our house – its square white shape, evenly placed windows, pointed roof – and our neat little green garden with its one tree and line of washing is made bizarre by its presence in this landscape. Like a Magritte joke it sits jauntily in the towering tables and shelves of rock and the grim plains, where the only colours are brown, yellow and grey under the wide, grey sky. The tourist guides would have you believe that this part of the earth is dramatic or spectacular, which is wrong, because these words imply some kind of movement – a show – when all there is is stillness. The tourists call it bleak, which is also wrong. What they are actually trying to express is their own uncomfortable realisation: the bleakness of their own transience that the massed land causes them to notice.

‘And you’re only here for a weekend,’ I say to them.

But now the time for envying the tourist buses is over: now it’s my turn to take the long road east to the airport and from there, to civilisation. This is what the letter I hold tells me, informing me coolly that I will begin my BSc in management at King’s College, London in early October. I have no idea what I will end up managing – or indeed, whether I want to manage anything – but it seemed like a practical sort of choice and I didn’t have any better ideas. When I first opened the letter I put the envelope to my nose. It smelt of dried ink. I was disappointed; I had wanted to sniff some mysterious scent of London: a whiff of perfume, a trace of fog and gunpowder.

I have visited London only once, when I was small and my father and grandparents took me to a show in the West End. All I remember of that day were the lights, the black stone, the piercing sting of my sweets glowing fluorescent and overwhelming. The rough nap of the velvet seat, a curtain drawing momentously back. I have no idea and my father can’t remember what the show was, but I know there was a princess, the white bell of her skirt moving through the dark set like a delicate man o’ war. When I think of London now I remember the occult delights of that day; the sugar-fuelled unease, the unreality of it. Almost anything could happen to me, in the dream-space of London. And I want this: I want for almost anything to happen.
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When I hear the first murmurings of my father’s car, I drink the rest of the wine in my glass, push the cork back into the bottle, then put it in a bush. I don’t rush. It takes a minimum of two and three-quarter minutes for a car to gently bump down the single track road leading up to the house, so that I could have the glass rinsed and back in the cupboard were my father suspicious enough to think of sniffing it. But, of course, he isn’t. My father’s worries are timid ones; they huddle in his own head, reluctant to impose themselves on others. If he found me drinking he would just be deeply and quietly sad, because he thinks drinking could be a cause of cancer. He also worries about me smoking, driving too fast, eating pink chicken, and going out without an umbrella. He knows the various ways someone might die young like a waiter knows the menu, so I try not to remind him of any of them.

Evan Triebold’s fine-tuned sense of death developed in 1991, the year his wife, his father and his mother died one after the other. My mother, Sylvia, died of cancer. Then his father died in a car accident. Three months later his mother Laure was diagnosed with a brain tumour, the idea of which prompted her to kill herself. She left a note for Evan: ‘I’m impatient. I’m not going to wait. Sorry.’

I don’t think my father kept the note: it was horrifying to him that, after what death had done to his family, his mother would rush towards it so carelessly. I never asked about it, though secretly I would have liked to have seen the note. Never having met Laure I can romanticise her decision: the courage of it, the panache.

My father’s car finally crackles to a halt on the rough drive and sighs itself quiet. Then Evan himself appears around the corner of the house, politely announcing his arrival with a small cough.

‘Hello, Perse.’ Wherever he turns up, whoever he greets, he always does it shyly. Then, once he is welcomed,  some ease settles back over him, as if he has pulled a blanket over his shoulders. He sits down a little awkwardly on the bench next to me and plucks leaves from the creeper on the wall. My father has pebbly colour eyes, tucked under a soft fold of skin at the corners, grey eyebrows, and a lot of heavy grey hair. His face is sparse, slightly uncertain, easily understood.

‘Hi, Dad.’ (In his birth country of Switzerland my father would not be called Dad. He would be Papa, or maybe Vater. But Sylvia would have said Dad, and I say it too, so she is still part of our conversations.) ‘Did you have fun in Inverness?’

‘The pictures are selling well, apparently. They don’t want the gold or silver frames though – they keep getting requests for the driftwood, the, ah, knots and natural look, I suppose. I wonder if they imagine a little old man collecting wood by the sea. It seems ironic that I have to import the wood, doesn’t it?’ As he talks he pulls the leaves absently to pieces. Green confetti sputters from his fingers.

My father takes photographs at places like Achiltibuie and Morar; initially it was a hobby, but now they are framed and sold to tourists. The product is, of course, tacky, but in his studio the prints hang ready to be framed all over one wall, and they are beautiful. Hundreds of sunsets, hundreds of glittering grey loch edges, sea-rims, arcs of sky.

‘I got the details of my university place today,’ I tell him. ‘I’m living in a house rather than halls, apparently. But I don’t mind where I am. So long as it’s London.’

My father says, ‘Oh, that’s splendid, Perse,’ and pats my hand, not quite meeting my eye.

‘I’ll be careful,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll stay away from drugs and street gangs.’

‘I know you’re a sensible girl,’ he says. ‘I’m very proud of you.’

‘You won’t be lonely, will you?’ I ask.

‘Oh, no, no. I’ll have Mrs Farquhar, and Mr Anderson, and the Cullens, and the McCleods.’

‘But you hardly see any of them. You’ve only met Mr Anderson once. And you never go to the McCleods’ dinner parties.’

‘Oh, they’re not really for me. I’d feel out of place.’ He looks at me, blinks, and adds, ‘But I’m sure I’d make the effort to go to more of these things after you’ve left. I’ll be sociable. You mustn’t worry about me.’

‘It’s hard not to. Just … make sure you see people. Do something.’

He nods, and I sigh, then we sit for a while longer in silence, both hoping that Sylvia will say something. But as usual, she keeps quiet, and eventually my father gives me an apologetic smile, and goes inside.
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My father has maintained every possible memento of my mother in the house – her clothes, books, half-hearted attempts at decorating – as if she might, any day, walk in and say something like, ‘Have you seen my reading glasses?’ to which he could say, ‘In the drawer, where they’ve always been.’ If the house is her shrine, my father’s stories, told over and over, have become scripture. How she loved reading, painting pictures she always threw away, experimenting with food that was always inedible, writing to her parents back in England. How in a small village of Dorset, where her family was from, she had opened a health food shop, but nobody quite understood ginkgo biloba and aloe vera back then and so she closed the shop and went travelling in Europe, where she met my father in a Swiss boulangerie.

Even our neighbours pay service to the cult of my mother. They tell me how romantic she and Evan were, that every week they had  dinner by the light of a candle in a jar. They say she was easily distracted, that she was kind. They try not to talk about how she died, of the illness that took little bits of her, her hair, then her flesh, like a kidnapper, until finally becoming greedy and wanting everything.

After her death, our own lives stopped moving. It is as if there are still three of us, my father still bewildered after all these years of my mother being dead, still only partially recovered. My mother’s name always in his mouth: Sylvia, a ferny, wraith name, soft and hushed. His own name, Evan, an assonant echo, forever reverential.
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The next day I go to Ullapool. I intend to tell my father (who is also out and about today) that  I’m posting letters, but really I need to visit the bottle bank and then the supermarket, my bush stock having run dry. In accordance with my father’s curative preservation of all things Sylvia, her old red hatchback has been kept running and has now passed into my hands to travel where I like, so long as it isn’t far and I slow down at bends.

The car hiccups and rocks down the uneven track from our house before I slide out on to the main road and turn south. Today the sun is out again: a dreamlike hazy disc, like a light behind opaque white glass, marooned in the featureless span of the sky. I squint at it suspiciously: up here there is no trust of the sun. Its appearance is greeted with a raised eyebrow or a bitter laugh. Don’t think we don’t know what you’re up to. Here one minute, gone the next, and then days of black rain. We’re wise to the routine.

The road ducks and dives through the land, slipping under the noses of the rock-trolls of the hills, cresting briefly, dipping again, like the path of one of the little brown birds that swoop over the heather. It passes the barren lakes, the stripped slopes, the occasional clutch of pines, huddled together as if knowing they are exposed, the silver birches lichened like alien trees, the needly scruffs of gorse. In the distance Stac Pollaidh lies, its distinctive mammoth humps moving slowly from one car window to another. Ullapool appears only after the person driving there has become dizzy with following the road, concentrating on every turn, and slumped into a tired hatred of the hills. Then, like a mirage, a house’s garden will appear, fresh and unexpected green. Then the sheep proliferate, followed by more houses, then hotels and, finally, everything is green, the flat steely loch opens wide and turns blue, and the village appears, neat and white  on the waterfront. Everything in Ullapool is small, square and white, down to the suburban road where I park: an arrangement of white houses at right angles, white fences and cherry blossom like a slow 1960s American dream, the mountains hovering in the distance above them.

A face withdraws behind a curtain when I get out of the car; a window across the road closes. I imagine children being rushed inside, their tricycles left overturned and spinning in the suddenly empty street. There is a low level of suspicion of me in Ullapool, I know: I am tolerated here, but not really liked. My name, my face, my voice all mark me out as something different and unfamiliar. I can sympathise. I’m not quite familiar with myself yet either.

Apparently, before my mother died, I used to attend  parties and playgroups with the other children of Ullapool, but after my father started to worry about the sharp edges of other people’s hearths and the bacteria that might be harboured in their mayonnaise, these social visits tailed off. Maybe the invitations themselves waned: perhaps I had become an awkward presence at Pass the Parcel: a half-orphaned, disconsolate four year old. After nursery school I was home schooled with the help of our neighbour Mrs Farquhar, if neighbour is the right word for someone living on the other side of the mountain.

I sidle around the aisles of the supermarket, alert for my father, whose tired blue estate I have spotted in the car park. I pick up a few bottles and go to the furthest checkout, so wary of being seen that I don’t notice Kirsty McRae – chin in her palms and eyes widened with hostility – until it is too late to turn back.

I put the bottles down in front of her with a ‘Hello’ of apology.

‘Right,’ says Kirsty in response. ‘Having a party?’ She taps a bottle with one hot-pink nail.

I look at her warily. The most contact I have had with Kirsty McRae is hearing her mutter, ‘Would you look at that whore?’ as I passed by her in the street, but, like everyone else, I know who she is – a gap-toothed femme fatale in fake gold jewellery and dirty-edged white trousers, who has given blow jobs to most of the local teens. I had always imagined that she would be the first to leave the town for the bright lights of the porn industry, but she lingers on, queen of her small sexual pond.

‘Just restocking,’ I murmur.

‘Re-stock-ing,’ repeats Kirsty, as if amused by the word. As I walk away I can feel her mouth something behind me, but it doesn’t matter, because I’m out in the strange flat sunlight, empty bottles gone, new bottles snugly hidden in my carrier bag, and it’s only a few weeks before I’m gone for good.

As I pass a pub on the way back to the car I hear someone shout: ‘Persephone!’

Here is the reason for Kirsty’s dislike, and several other girl-feuds besides. The eligible males of Ullapool are sitting outside with pints of beer, sunglassed and boisterous, calling me over. Robert Lennox doesn’t appear to be with them, but I don’t want to cross the road. A superstitious shiver moves over me: the idea that if I step over the pub’s threshold my hair will stiffen, my lashes lengthen, my skirt shrink, and I will become Kirsty McRae, sitting at the pub for ever, while the changeling Kirsty goes to London in my place.

‘Got to run,’ I call, making an exaggerated sad face, waving, but moving quickly. Their voices follow clearly in the thin, pure air off the Loch. 

‘Come back tonight!’ 

‘Fuck that, just come over to mine!’ Laughter follows this last. An old woman walking a terrier looks at me disapprovingly, as if the noise is somehow my fault.

I wait to cross the road behind an idling tourist bus, one of the many that stop here to spill out their contents: Canadian and American tourists, thinning out over the village with maps and binoculars, taking the ferry across Loch Broom, eating seafood, demanding photographs of anything in a kilt. Now that it is late afternoon the tourists are being recalled from wherever they were spending their money, reeled invisibly back to the bus. What is unusual is that my father in his battered hat is amongst them, walking next to a woman: a camera-wielding, peanut-coloured American woman.

Taken aback, I stop at the side of the road to watch them, expecting my apparent father to reveal himself as another man, a mild grey doppelganger listening to his companion. But it is my father, with his own distinctive gestures – even now moving his head in the way he does when he is interested, tilting his ear towards her, as if aligning the ear and her mouth more closely will allow him to better understand her meaning. He listens seriously for a little longer. Then he straightens, and laughs.

Realising that I am one head-turn away from being seen, I move further behind the bus, then I cross the road quickly, and walk back to the car, without looking back to find out if they have seen me.
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Once I get home I lie on my bed with a magazine, wondering at my behaviour. Scuttling around town like a skittish animal, spooked by the town bike, the local boys, the tourists. It is as if that, now I know I am leaving, I can’t bear to touch anything with more than the lightest of brushes, as if making contact with the Assynt will trap me somehow, fix me in place. Not that this explains, of course, why I avoided my father, who appears to be faithfully and promptly obeying my instruction to see people, to do something.

I listen out for his car, the sound of the door opening and closing, its faint, familiar whine, and get up from the bed to go downstairs. But the next sound isn’t something I expect: another car door, opening and closing, followed by the sound of two voices – one Evan’s, one American, and female. I sit back down, blankly, and stay where I am without moving. Exit routes unroll in my head. Out of the window and down the tree? Out of the door, into the bathroom and out of the window?

I am still sitting on the bed when my father comes to tap on the door, before putting his head around it.

‘Hello, Perse. Have you just woken up? I was calling you.’

‘Really? I didn’t hear you. Sorry.’

‘We’ve got a guest for dinner,’ he says festively, ‘Sadie Weisner – she’s holidaying here. She was going to the Summer Isles but missed her ferry so I invited her here instead. I thought I could cook venison. Come down and meet her.’

I wonder whether the headache spreading like an ink stain, blooming darkly in my temple, justifies my staying in my room while we have a guest, but give up and follow him like a sulking cat down to the kitchen.

‘Hi,’ says Sadie brightly, putting out her hand. The brief impression I had of her earlier was of a tall woman with a lot of matte blond hair, much younger than my father. Now I realise that she is closer to his age, with deep-colour skin and the healthy, compact look of a woman over forty who exercises and makes sure she eats plenty of fruit. ‘I’m Sadie. Great to meet you.’

‘Persephone,’ I say. ‘How do you do.’

‘Oh, just great! I love it here. What a pretty name you have.’

‘Sadie and I have just been for a walk around Ullapool,’ Evan says.

‘This area is just breathtaking!’ says Sadie. She enthuses about the mountains (‘So desolate and proud!’), the loch (‘Haunting!’) and the locals (‘So welcoming!’) while my father hovers proudly at her side, irradiating her oblivious left ear with his smile, as if he has personally offered up the Assynt to her, laying it down at her feet like a cape for her to tread upon. 

The light slides down over the humpbacked horizon as my father cooks and I make small talk with Sadie, who, it turns out, is staying at the local bed and breakfast rather than leaving town tonight. She is travelling with a group of other Americans, something she has been doing for most of the past year. She shows us photos of herself looking cheerful in front of Shakespeare’s house, Aztec temples, the leaning tower of Pisa, and so on, grinning her way through the pick of the world’s sights. 

Sadie had one previous husband who died a few years ago of prostate cancer: a loss which, she tells us, propelled her to start going round the world in order ‘to really experience everything, and really live’. As she talks I have the rising, uncomfortable feeling that my father and I are about to be the new characters in Second Chances, the TV movie of Sadie’s life.

When we sit at the table, my father brings out three wine glasses and a bottle of Beaujolais, which he puts down without comment but with the same air of ‘special occasion’ that has hung over him all night. Then he decides to put on music and realises his only CD – Ravel – won’t do, so I am sent upstairs to find something more cheerful in my own collection. When I come back down they are sitting closely together, laughing over something they try unsuccessfully to explain.

‘I’m really sorry, but I think I’m going to get an early night,’ I say, cutting them off. ‘I ate lunch late, and I’ve got a horrible headache.’

Though the headache is genuine, their concern makes me feel guilty and I go upstairs feeling both wrong and wronged, dropping down onto my bed with the weight of it. The headache keeps me awake for a long time, lying listening to the muted sounds of laughter below me, looking up at the window in which the mountain tips have become colder, grander, glinting like frost under the last of the light.
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The next morning, I get up too late to work out whether Sadie’s presence in the house is because she stayed over last night, or whether she has only just arrived. She and my father are sitting with coffees making plans for a drive to Dunnet Head, which I excuse myself from, saying I’ve already arranged to see Mrs Farquhar.

‘That’s such a pity,’ Sadie exclaims.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘But it was really lovely to meet you – I hope you enjoy the rest of your time in the Highlands.’

‘Oh, I’ll be here for a little while longer, so we can hang out again,’ Sadie says. ‘I can’t wait!’

‘Great!’ I say, picking up my car keys. ‘Glad to hear it!’

I drive towards Mrs Farquhar’s house with no idea of what to do, as I’m almost certain that she’s visiting her sister in Edinburgh. As I suspected, the tall, lonely grey-blocked house is clearly unoccupied, so I get out of the car and sit on a rock with a cigarette: another of my secret cancer-pleasures. As a concession to my father I restrict myself to only one a week, but this strikes me as a two-cigarette week.

Mrs Farquhar’s house overlooks the dam, beyond which a wide, still body of water stretches into the far slopes and ends in a drifting desert haze of yellow and blue. The sky is rainless for once; an odd blue, like the blue of a Dali painting. Over the water the wind calls up a low, tuneless singing noise, like a giant blowing across the mouth of a bottle. Mrs Farquhar’s house actually used to be a hotel, but it wasn’t a success: the eerie whistling noise bothered the guests. Now she occupies one corner of it like a caretaker, living on her pension and money from tutoring.

I blow a long speculative stream of smoke into the warm sky, wishing I’d thought to pick up a couple of magazines. Last night Sadie said the Assynt Peninsula would suit those with an artistic or philosophical temperament (‘You could just sit all day and be inspired!’) but as neither an artist nor a philosopher I am sadly marooned in the hills, the great bowl of near-bare rock, graduating yellow and grey up to the sky. I don’t see how anyone could be inspired here. Without a breeze the intense quietness is reflected by the blank hills and sky: pressed, layered into a silence so thick and impenetrable that it is like liquid glass. Surely it would seep into a creative thinker and stop them like an old watch; the unanswerable coma of silence.

Time here is a strange thing: I feel the land could either be very far in the past or far in the future, with nothing much changing between either time, leaving it hovering uncertainly between the two like a dream landscape. The land gives the appearance of not noticing the brief pressure of motion on its surface, the lives of people and animals vanishing in a micro-blink, too quick to register. But the things that stop and come to rest – signposts, houses, bridges, bones – become part of the land itself, they collapse and petrify, giving up their allegiance to civilisation, their function and familiarity. The flats and hills are scattered with ruins: the half-tumbled castles, the wall-traces, roofless crofting cottages, the chambered cairns – alongside those of a more  recent vintage: the rusting bathtub in the field, the stranger’s car broken down thirty years ago by the side of a road. The human relics have both an equality in their abandonment, and an equality with the structures that have not yet been abandoned, so that a ruined crofting cottage will sit alongside a new house as if in recognition that in very little time the occupants of the new house will be dead, its roof will have fallen in, and it will have rejoined the sleeping mountains.

Life in a place like this is a strange and small thing. Take our neighbours – the abrupt and timid Mrs Farquhar, the short-spoken farmers and gamekeepers: they all have something subdued about them, as if they understand that their presence here is as transitory as the bumble bees that skim the heather, but can’t quite bring themselves to leave.

And how does someone grow up on the face of the mountain if they can’t put their feet down, can’t become part of their environment, if they have no sense of time accumulating but rather of its suspension, if they look out every day on the great waves of rock that no one could anthropomorphise, no matter what sort of philosopher or artist they are? I have spent my formative years here but I don’t feel formed. After eighteen years I can tell I am still soft in places where I ought to have a shell, still milky and new where I should be weathered and worn.

If I think about this too much the idea of going to London horrifies me as much as it lures me. I don’t feel like the world is my oyster then: I feel that I am the oyster, about to be tipped out of my casing into a wide, hungry mouth.
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Despite appearances, I’m not completely inexperienced. So far I have had three encounters with teenage romance: not bad for a girl with twenty miles between her and the nearest male under the age of fifty. Luckily my mother, who was slender and lush-haired and a beauty by anyone’s standards, passed some of that down to me, which has given me a fighting chance. I have her tea-coloured skin, her shape, her dark hair and mutable dark eyes; the irises almost black in low light, coppery brown in the sun. But my face is its own idea, a mix of ancestral features that have no resemblance to either the gentle sags and curvature of my father or the delicacy of my mother. When I was a child I wasn’t pretty – all nose and eyebrows, like a baby bird – but as I grew up the rest of my face sharpened, rebalanced and came into focus. Then boys started calling to me from the windows of pubs and cars, middle-aged men coyly asked me for directions, and old men told me I was a pretty wee lassie.

Like a light switched on unexpectedly in the dark, the suddenness of this attention was disorienting. It was out of the question to consult Mrs Farquhar, who reminds me of a small white mouse, skittering around the edges of her house as if avoiding its owners. I can’t even imagine her ever having a Mr Farquhar. Neither could I ask my father for advice. But despite these handicaps, making my way into the world of love clumsy and alone at the age of sixteen, I ended up on a date with Robert Lennox.

I was sitting on the shingle beach at Ullapool watching the ferries move in and out like stately turtles when Robert’s shadow slid across the length of me.

‘Persephone, isn’t it?’ he asked.

‘How did you know?’ I asked, though everyone knew me, just like they knew everyone else. What I meant was ‘How did you know?’ I was aware of Robert’s existence in the same way that a fish might note that one of the seagulls overhead was more loud, more central than the others. Always at the head of the troupe of boys attempting unsuccessfully to get into the local pub, in the middle of the group smoking in the park, his voice distinct from the rest, his blond head twinkling, like the pound coin in a pocketful of change.

‘I asked about you,’ he said. ‘I’ve been asking everyone who the hot girl is that we only see once a month. It’s not fair to hide away, you know. You’ve got to think of us poor lads.’

I felt that it would look better if I appeared not to have noticed him before, and said, ‘Who is this poor lad?’

He dropped down on to the shingle, gazing up at me with delight.

‘Robert Lennox. So how long are you here for today? Don’t tell me you’re only staying the afternoon.’

‘That was my plan.’

‘But the nights are so much better.’ And so we ended up going to a small pub for whiskies, supplied to us clandestinely by Robert’s brother, who worked behind the bar. The whisky tasted like poisoned oak and decay but I drank it anyway, Robert watching me, half approving and half curious.

‘Why didn’t you go to school around here?’ he said. ‘Did you go to boarding school or something?’

‘I didn’t go to school at all,’ I told him. ‘I can’t even read.’

He dipped his finger in the whisky and wrote on the dark wood of the table, Kiss Me.

I laughed, but then his face was abruptly close to mine and it seemed the only reasonable thing to do was to kiss him, in the solidity of the smoke and heat of the tiny pub, with the smell of old wood and ancient spirits, watched by two old men with pipes, neither approving nor disapproving. When we left we kissed again outside, and then once more at my car.

‘I want to see you again,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want to wait until next month.’

I gave him the number of the switched-off mobile phone in my bag, silently accumulating its missed calls from home.

‘Bye then, Persephone,’ Robert said finally, leaning down to the window. ‘Where’s that name from, anyway? It’s foreign, isn’t it?’

‘Greek,’ I said.

‘I thought you weren’t from around here,’ he said, then added before I could correct him, ‘I like that, you’re … exotic. Or something. Anyway, drive safe, Persephone.’

After that night Robert did call me, but I didn’t answer, because by then I’d met his on-off girlfriend Lorna, who had appeared outside the small shop where I’d been buying cigarettes, had told me I’d better stay away from her boyfriend, and had delivered a short, decisive slap to my cheek. The slap itself didn’t hurt, but I was shocked, putting my hand up to my face, as if I could feel the indentations of her fingers, their scalding shape.

‘Bitch,’ she added, perfunctorily, before walking away.

As Lorna was the most popular girl in her school, and the school was the only one in Ullapool, my date with Robert had far-reaching consequences. The story of what had happened cast its own off-colour light over me, so that when I walked through town I was followed by the eyes of an audience, half hostile, half appreciative. The girls thought I was a boyfriend thief; the boys thought I was a possibility. Kirsty McRae saw me as a young pretender to her throne and hated me accordingly.

I didn’t tell my father any of this: the idea of my pain would have horrified him, and I could imagine him responding by moving us even further from civilisation, to the outer Hebrides, or the North Pole. As it was, I think he was relieved that, after the worry of my late night home, I seemed to have lost my enthusiasm for visiting Ullapool.
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Aside from the compactly clustered teens of the town, Assynt life hasn’t been generous with prospects for romance, most older men having fucked off to Inverness, Edinburgh, Manchester or London. The more ambitious the man, the further down the UK they dive. The only other people I meet are those passing through, on foot, by bicycle, car or coach, making their circuitous way up the coastline to the tip of the Highlands. And so my second experience of love was with an English tourist, Alex, travelling with his family clockwise from Inverness on a night of thick rain that hit the roofs with the weight of lead droplets, loud as the mournful thunder.

Alex’s family were plotting their course with the help of a ten-year-old guidebook that directed them to the ‘comfortable cheer of the Dam Lodge’, Mrs Farquhar’s defunct hotel. I was still there, waiting out the rain, when they turned up at 11 p.m. and frightened the dry little Mrs Farquhar so much that I offered to stay and help prepare a room for them for the night.

‘We can’t send them down those roads to Ullapool now,’ I told her, noting the arrival of Alex in the porch, water rolling off his hair, his eyelashes dark with beading.

‘Thank you so much, dear,’ she whispered, patting my hand with her small paw. ‘Will you stay too? I don’t for the life of me know what to give them for breakfast.’

So calls were made and the family were sent to their dusty high-ceilinged rooms to sleep under the watchful auspices of Mrs Farquhar’s stuffed stag heads. The rain having stopped, I went outside to sit in the garden with a stolen snifter of brandy and a cigarette. The lights of the house turned off one by one, until only one upstairs window was lit, giving the wet garden an intimation of edges, vague forms. The eaves of the house dripped sonorously onto the terrace, the only sound aside from the tiny noise of my lips on the cigarette. Beyond the wall of the garden was a greater wall of black, the soft density of the Assynt night. Mountains, lochs and roads were submerged, muffled in its finality.

The door opened behind me, casting a dark cut-out in its square of light. ‘Can I join you?’

Alex sat down before I could reply, so I wordlessly offered him the cigarettes.

‘I don’t smoke,’ he said. ‘I used to. But I’ve started studying medicine. I’ve seen pictures of smokers’ lungs.’

‘If you lived here you’d smoke.’ I told him.

He considered this, then nodded.

‘Having a good holiday?’ I asked facetiously.

‘It’s got better.’ We looked at each other for a while, before I put my hand up to his face, collecting water droplets on the ends of my fingers. When he kissed me, it was shyly at first, as if he didn’t realise that he was the good-looking arrival from civilisation, doing me a favour. Flattered, I didn’t mind the gathering force of his kiss, or the way his hand moved on to my knee and travelled, unhesitating, up the length of my thigh, reaching the skirt boundary. I didn’t even consider what the hand’s intentions might be until it had slipped past the elastic pinch of my thong, making me jump.

‘Alex!’

He looked at me, with the vague-eyed, ruffled innocence of a child that has just been woken up. ‘What?’

‘That’s too much,’ I said.

‘We can just kiss, if you want?’ he offered, but I sat back with irritation, relighting my cigarette. The lovely moment was over; my face was clammy from his rainy hair, the wetness of the bench had leached into my thighs. I realised that I was cold.

‘I think you’d better go to bed,’ I said. ‘Mrs Farquhar is still up and she’s very traditional. The shock of seeing you out here with me could kill her.’

The next morning I avoided him, staying in the kitchen to make breakfast, crossly pushing the bacon around a heavy skillet, only emerging once I heard his family’s rental car scrunching its way back on to the narrow road.

‘What a nice family,’ Mrs Farquhar said mildly when I brought her tea. ‘That boy is going to be a doctor, Persephone. You could do worse than to marry a doctor.’
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Experience number three was the most promising and the most disappointing of them all. It happened on a surreally hot day in the early summer. I was walking down to the end of the drive to get our post and arrived at the road at the same time as a thinned-out group of hikers, toiling snail-like under their backpacks. One of the group detached himself and came over, waving a map like a white flag.

‘We’re looking for the bone caves and aren’t sure if we took a wrong turn,’ he said as he got to me. ‘Are you local?’

We both looked down at my dusty flip-flops and rolled-up pyjama bottoms, then he smiled at me.

He must have been over thirty; blond-haired and tall with rough blond hairs on his tanned forearms. His eyes were bright blue and humorous. He was good looking in a way that was far from my experience, far from boyish.

‘I live in that house.’ I pointed, mentally calculating how long my father would be away. ‘You can all come in for a drink if you’re tired? And I’ll draw you a route to the caves on your map.’

‘That’s kind,’ he said. ‘I could do with refilling our water, if you don’t mind.’

I stood and watched as he went back to the group, who had sat down on the scrubby verge and rocks and begun rolling up their sleeves and trouser legs. With rising excitement I saw that the hiker was gathering up their bottles rather than inviting them all to join us.

‘I don’t want to fill your house with scruffy hikers,’ he explained.

‘You all look fine,’ I said politely.

‘Yeah, really debonair. But then, the dress code around here seems pretty casual.’ He indicated the pyjamas. 

I watched as he filled the bottles one by one at the tap, standing real and sun warmed in our dimly lit kitchen, unlikely as a leopard. When I sat down in front of the map he joined me, our arms almost touching.

‘If you follow this route –’ I drew a wavering line in pencil – ‘it’s a good scenic walk and you get the best views. It’s steep here, and … here. Then the caves are … here.’

‘I think I fell down somewhere along the road and hit my head on a rock,’ he said, and laughed. ‘What the hell are you doing out here? I just don’t believe in this perfect little townhouse in the middle of the mountains, with a girl like you inside it offering water and a safe path. It’s like a folk tale.’

This was so close to one of my own daydreams that I felt a quick, nearly painful intimacy with him.

‘The sort of story where I’d either be a witch or a good fairy?’

‘Or a princess,’ he said, ‘ignorant of her true birthright.’

‘What’s your role? Are you the third son?’

‘Only child, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘I hope that doesn’t spoil it.’ I glanced out of the window, where his friends were still reclining like dropped dolls around the roadside and my father’s car was nowhere in sight.

‘You’re a very whimisical hiker,’ I observed. The map and pencil lay between us but we stayed leaning close and serious, as if there were a very important task we both had to concentrate on.

‘I often let my imagination get the better of me,’ he said. I was still and tense under the continuing eye-contact, not sure whether to move forward, hoping he would do something. What he did surprised me. He took my hand, quite hard, and held it for a moment. ‘Thank you for your help,’ he said, then switched his stare away, standing up. Confused, I folded up his map for him and followed him to the door, where he thanked me again, overly politely.

As I was closing the door I changed my mind and went out after him. ‘What was that?’ I asked.

He hesitated before he turned around, hands opening in apology.

‘That was a married man acting like an idiot over a beautiful girl. I’m sorry.’

‘No … it’s fine,’ I said, startled and suddenly awkward, the ease between us abruptly lost. I retreated, giving a redundant wave. (I draw my lips in now, remembering that earnest wave – quick and panicked, the wave of a child.) After that I closed the door, went to the window, and watched him walk down the drive, straight backed and lean, towards his friends. He handed the water out, then in twos and threes they stood up and set off in the direction I had drawn for them, cresting the next hill and vanishing, and then the last one of them turned and looked back at the house, shading his eyes, and I felt the closeness of it, like physical contact.

After that day I thought about the hiker when I was daydreaming or before I went to sleep, trying to remember him perfectly, until he got worn away with the constant handling, his face eroding like a statue’s, and all that was left were the things he said, learned off by heart, and his blue eyes. 
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In those three little tableaux, a triptych of experience, I feel I have had a précis of young romance. The usual scenarios – the older married man, the pushy boy, the love triangle – have played themselves out even in the most remote corner of society. I suppose I should have had foreknowledge of what would happen from all the films and TV shows I’ve watched, but it didn’t help. You don’t see it coming, you don’t know a situation is a cliché until it’s over. Up until then you believe it will be different, because there’s always one person it’s different for, and why shouldn’t that be you?

From my three encounters I have taken a few pieces of a man, joining other pieces accumulated haphazardly, taken from actors, singers, characters in fiction.  I might be watching a film and a man will look up in a certain way, or pour a glass of something with a particular shrug of his body,  or a smile, and I’ll feel a sting of recognition, because it will be his signal, a glimpse of the man in my mind; reminding me powerfully of a future I haven’t met yet. Over time my hopes have shifted, been disappointed, regrouped, and gathered, stronger than before, like so many little sequins coalescing into something radiant: something star-like. A man with the sheen of magazine pages on him, his body confined by the edges of a screen, cold and passionate and bright and dark. His features are still vague – he is a template only, an outline of love – too indistinct to see properly.

If this man is anywhere, he is in London, which has already become not the dried-ink course as detailed in my introductory documentation, but the site of my grand passion. Even now he might be standing in his steepled house, hundreds of lights at the window, wondering at the chill he feels, this touch, from my ghostly fingertips.
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I am still sitting on the rock, upright but nearly asleep, when a change in temperature rouses me. Behind me the sky has given itself up to an oncoming cloud drawing near from the coast, a thick angry grey that has sunk close over the mountained horizon and billows there oppressively as if threatening to roll down the slopes like an avalanche, enveloping everything.

I have been out for over an hour, which hopefully means that by the time I get back home my father and Sadie should have left. I rub my cold arms, the skin numbed and unfamiliar with chill, and scuttle to the car under the pressure of the darkened sky.

If it is impossible to find human metaphors for the ancient rock of Assynt, it is easy to find them for the weather, which has its own changeable personality. To put it bluntly, the weather is unhinged. Flat and morose one day, brightly showy the next, its present bad mood indicates an impending tantrum, in which it will thunder and wail and splash the impassive mountains with its tears, like a woman driven mad by a man who doesn’t notice her. I shut the car door and drive away from the clouds, but they follow me all the way home, comprehensively covering the horizon, so that I step out into a solid downpour. Hunched under my rain-battered umbrella, I notice that my father’s car is still at the house, and so, when I walk inside, is Sadie.

‘We dawdled too long and then the rain started so we decided to stay here instead,’ my father explains.

‘It was my fault, I’ve been talking away, as usual,’ Sadie said. ‘My itinerary will just have to wait, I guess.’

The absence of a witticism in her comment does not prevent my father from laughing enthusiastically. I look at them in dismay.

‘Hon, you’re soaked,’ Sadie exclaims, misinterpreting my expression. ‘You don’t even have a coat!’

‘I’ll put the fire on,’ my father says. ‘Sit down and dry out.’

‘I was just going to go to my room and—’

‘No, no, stay by the fire,’ they both insist, and so I am settled between them with a blanket under my damp legs and a cup of tea, feeling awkward.

‘Evan’s been telling me about the history around here,’ Sadie says, as if history is an acquaintance of my father’s. ‘It’s fascinating. The Highlands just seem all the more beautiful when you hear about the past. There was such sadness here.’

‘I don’t know the rest of the Highlands particularly well,’ I say. ‘You probably know more than I do.’

‘We’re rather lazy travellers,’ my father says guiltily. 

I raise my eyebrows at this, because I’m not a lazy traveller. I haven’t travelled because my father won’t travel, Mrs Farquhar can’t travel, I have no friends to travel with, and I know he would be worried if I went alone. The only Scottish places I have ever visited outside of the Assynt are the glens, wet and green as a garden in the morning, with their cheerful stream of tourists, and Inverness: a single bright light, compared to the Christmas tree of London.

‘So you read about the Clearances?’ my father is asking Sadie.

‘Sure, but not just that. Look!’ She pulls out a guidebook with a picture of a ruined castle on the front and shows us where the pages are dog-eared. ‘So many of the places I visited seemed to have a story about a witch or a seer being killed. So I started turning down the corners on every page that mentioned it.’

We all look soberly at the book with its interleaved mess of pages.

‘We have Black Bridge,’ my father says. ‘That’s not far away.’ Black Bridge is small and made from stone, crossing nothing, leading apparently to nowhere. Not far from its redundant arch a suspected witch was burned in a barrel of tar a couple of hundred years ago. ‘Apparently they accused her of cursing someone’s baby,’ my father explains.

Sadie shudders. ‘How barbaric.’ I hold back my own shudder, the twitch of a different feeling, because it occurs to me that I myself – living at a remove from the community, sexually suspect, slightly foreign – would have been a prime candidate for burning not so long ago.
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A few days later, on a night in which a bad fairy turns my father into a small note on the kitchen table that says ‘Back in a few hours. Love Dad’, I have an urge to look through my mother’s things. This is something I haven’t done for nearly a year now. Not much was actually left behind, as my father found to his dismay when she died. Sylvia disliked hoarding: disorganised by nature, she scattered discarded paper, receipts and bills like a high wind. I view the things she did keep, assembled by my father in a drawer, as important clues; old tracks showing her indentation, her outline.

My mother kept, as most people would, a dark circle of my baby hair in a locket, pressed flowers and cards that my father had given her and letters from her mother.  There are hard icing roses from a wedding cake, plane and cinema ticket stubs. There are articles she had liked and cut out of magazines, a few recipes that, from the look of them, never got cooked, photographs of Sylvia when she was my age; with her thin, unicornish loveliness and blown, round scoops of hair, leaning on her elbow and laughing. There are the things I will never understand, things which meant something to Sylvia only. A sheet of green paper with potato printing on it. A little sketch of another girl. Notes from female friends: ‘Thanks for everything, Syl,’ writes Lucy in blue Biro. ‘Missing you much. Can’t wait till the next time. The wine awaits!’ Then there is a letter on the back of an envelope, which Sylvia probably never got around to writing or sending.

Dear Editors. 

I feel I must object to the article titled ‘How to seduce your man’. I am frankly shocked that a women’s magazine would advise its reader to hide their career successes so their ‘target’ doesn’t feel threatened. Surely this advice belongs in the fifties, not the eighties. I really think that today the emphasis should not be on how to style yourself and your body to minimise your real self in order to, in effect, trick a man into marrying you. What is so unpalatable about woman in her natural state? And surely there are more achievements in a woman’s life than marrying the ‘right kind of man’ – a ridiculous statement in itself. [Some scribbled crossing-out follows, and finally a blot of tea] … self-worth. Yours with concern, 

Sylvia Triebold.

I like this letter, with its endearing underlining of ‘woman’. I like the idea of my mother as a feminist, jotting off passionate, random letters, even if these missives bounced harmlessly off the thick walls of their destinations. According to my father, Sylvia’s caring found room for a lot of things: women, stray dogs, children in war zones, smog. Her sympathy was like a barefoot, flowery party; no guest turned away.

I put the letter and the other things away and close the drawer reluctantly. When I was little I used to leave it open, and though I know better now, I have still not lost the feeling that by closing it I am shutting my mother inside, pushing her away and alone into the dark.
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The time until my flight to London shrinks and vanishes; the days eaten up like a spark travelling along a fuse. During this time I’m not sure what my feelings are: trying to peer into my own heart is like looking into a room with the blinds drawn. I think I can make out the edges of objects, or people, but I can’t identify any of them.

My worry about leaving my father has been partially replaced with a vaguer, less reasonable worry about Sadie. In the past couple of months there has been a good deal of Sadie: picnics, dinner, walks, drinks. She has been sleeping in the guest bedroom for the last week, having abandoned first her tourist bus and guide, and finally her hotel room in Ullapool. Perhaps she thinks she is seeing the real Scotland now.

I know I am being hard on Sadie, in the way I think about her. She tries to be sensitive about her position; she has a nervous respect for the dead wife, my mother, and says hopeful, friendly things like, ‘Your mom must have been a great decorator, huh?’ (which is not true) or ‘She was a real beauty’ (which is). She wants us to be friends: Persephone, Sadie and Sylvia. I’m just not sure it’s as simple as that.

We are sitting now at the kitchen table while my father is inexpertly assembling his idea of a traditional Scottish breakfast for Sadie. The window is a dark wall of rain, as if we are living behind a waterfall. The dim roar of it surrounds the house.

‘This weather is crazy!’ Sadie says with approval. ‘I guess you’ll be one of the few people who moves to London and thinks there’s less rain. Which campus are you at?’

‘The Strand,’ I say.

‘Oh, that’s so central. You’ll be able to walk everywhere … along the Thames, to Covent Garden, Trafalgar Square, West-minster.’

I turn these names over in my head, liking their Englishness, their regal consonants.

‘London’s so much smaller than you expect,’ Sadie continues. ‘It’s … dense. They’ve got these old, old houses all in rows, and inside them it’s like a doll’s house.’

Concerned about the smell of burning coming from my father’s direction, I am finding it hard to listen to Sadie. Daal’s house, she says.

‘The people aren’t very friendly,’ she adds, thoughtfully. ‘They’re so much friendlier around here.’

‘What are the people like?’ I ask, amused to hear what she might reference. Stiff upper lips, queuing?

‘Tribal,’ Sadie says unexpectedly. ‘You get tribes of business people in suits. Tribes of kids in hoodies. Tribes of Japanese tourists. They’re the obvious ones. But there are so many different groups and sub-groups of people. It’s not like here. You could spend all day sitting in one busy place in London and you could count endless different tribes, and every district of London you go to those tribes will change. It’s fascinating.’

I wonder if I will become part of a tribe – or if I am part of one already, but just don’t know it yet. Maybe I’ll arrive in London and meet hundreds of girls exactly like me, all having previously thought themselves so unique. But I’d welcome that: to sink gratefully into the group, swim with the shoal. The prospect of best friends is as tantalising as that of a boyfriend. These words, so common in print and on television, so rarely said by me, who has no best friend and no boyfriend. My closest encounter with a girl is a slap, my closest encounter with a boy is pulling his hand out of my pants. Despite this, I remain an optimist.

‘You look happy,’ Sadie says, smiling at me.

‘I can’t wait,’ I tell her.

My father looks over. ‘Just be careful,’ he says. ‘Make sure you get to know people before you trust them.’

‘Oh Evan!’ Sadie says. ‘Your daughter is going to university, not joining MI6. And now, I want a photo of you two with this fantastic breakfast!’ and my father and I have to arrange ourselves for the camera, set our smiles as the flash is adjusted, avoiding each other’s eye as we finally, sheepishly disband.

There is something compelling about Sadie’s good humour. Her enthusiasm, with its whiff of the suburban sitcom, its corny overtones, is hard to refuse. My father certainly hasn’t put up any resistance, listening to words he can’t possibly have heard before – gee, bummer, goof, megabucks, neato, rinky dink – without so much as a blink.

I have noticed other changes in my father since the arrival of Sadie. Wine, for a start, which has made so many appearances on the dining table now that my cache of bottles outside has lain undisturbed for almost a fortnight. He’s forgotten on a few occasions to remind me to take my vitamins. I’ve heard him murmuring gamely along to pop ballads on the radio. And finally – most recently – I went to get something from his room and realised that the pictures of my mother next to his bed have been moved to the sitting and dining room, shuffled out from marital exclusivity into public space.

Later that night, after I have fallen asleep, I have a dream that I am trying to steer a boat, but the water keeps roiling up and directing a vicious spray in my eyes. I half wake up, sleep again, and am back in the boat, this time with my mother. As time passes my mother shrinks, getting smaller and smaller until she is tiny, and I can’t find a safe place to put her. She slips through the boards of the deck, and through my hands. Finally, she is as light and insubstantial as if she is made of paper, and when the wind catches her she flies right over the side of the boat and away in the cindery wind.

The anxiety of the dream wakes me up, and I lie feeling at first traumatised, then annoyed at the obviousness of it. Tell me something I don’t know, I say to myself. But still, I am unsettled, and it takes me a while to reabsorb the known landscape of my room, the solidity of the black outside my window. I have been told that in cities – big cities – there is never real dark, or real quiet, just the continual electric hum of concentrated life, serviced by shops and taxis and clubs. People stay up until the day begins, and wake up before the end of the night.

I look out of my window into the soft absence, a vanished world, the silence ruffled only by the movement of the wind, and think of London. I comprehend it only as a strange place, a place of lighted windows studding tall black skyscrapers, of perpetual motion, of a noise I can only imagine as a roaring singing, a clattering, purring musical forest of voices. With the sound of London in my ears, I go back to sleep.
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