
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Atria Books eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




[image: Images]


For Elka Ray 


By yon bonnie banks and by yon bonnie braes,

On the steep, steep side of Ben Lomond,

Where me an’ my true love were ever wont to gae,

By the bonnie, bonnie banks o’ Loch Lomond.

Oh ye’ll tak the high road,

An’ I’ll tak the low road . . .

—Traditional 



PROLOGUE
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He shuddered as he got off the bus outside the main gate of the former Duke Street Prison. There was a give up all hope air about the prison gateway and the crenellated castle structure above. The main archway and two minor arches either side were bricked up, derelict and dirty-soot-darkened bleak; the ending of more than a century of punishment had neither reformed nor inhibited the crime that flourished in the poverty of the city. That the prison was in keeping with his mission was a thought he preferred not to think about.

He turned in to the street leading to the flat of his old friends and slowly climbed between tenement terraces; here large families shared one- or at most two-roomed flats, with a communal stairway and often communal outside lavatory. The walk was a slow struggle, as he’d forgotten how steep the brae was.

He couldn’t recall when he had last visited the family, when they had all been together: the father (his friend and colleague), two boys, and Mrs. McAllister, a woman he had always had a sneaking fancy for, her being so pretty and bright and a great cook. He had a bad feeling that the last time he’d visited had been for one or other of the funerals that left a widow with one son.

He was not impatient as he waited for her to answer the door; at their age he well knew how long it took to rise from the armchair and shuffle down the hallway to the door. Looking around in the half-light of the close, feeling the chill of stone walls and the draft coming down the dark staircase from the top landing, four floors up, he fancied he could feel the high-summer June warmth from outside in the street drain out through his Sunday shoes onto the slate flagstones.

He knocked.

“Who is it?”

Her voice was not as he remembered it—more an old crow than the linnet of years ago. “It’s Gerald Dochery, Mrs. McAllister.”

She opened the door. Even with the light behind her it was a surprise. My God she’s aged, he thought. Then he remembered, Me too.

She neither smiled nor seemed surprised. “Come in.” And she turned and walked down the hallway, expecting him to follow. The wallpaper was faded. The light that came from high up in the hall ceiling, filtered through a lampshade that had been installed a week after her honeymoon, was as washed out as her hair. The flat smelled of old people, but that Mr. Dochery did not notice, as he smelled the same.

Then he recalled, It’s been nearly fifteen years since we last met—at her husband’s funeral.

Both knew he would not visit without a reason and delayed what they sensed would be a difficult conversation. They chatted on the usual—weather, health, the infrequency of buses. After tea and a finger of shortbread, which he himself had made—baking being his hobby since his wife died—he told Mrs. McAllister why he was here.

“There’s this man frae the Highlands. I’m told he’s a friend of your John. Needs help so he does.”

She gave no indication, but the spoken and the unspoken—that Mr. Gerald Dochery was bringing trouble to her door—was now confirmed.

“And what would the man’s name be?”

“Jimmy McPhee.”

The name meant nothing to her. “Where can he be found?”

“Last I heard he was Barlinnie Prison. Now . . .” He shrugged.

He knew that in this city a man could easily disappear: in the slums of the Gorbals, in the derelict areas of the Clydeside docks and warehouses, and in former merchant buildings. A merchant city, a high-Victorian homage to tobacco and cotton and slavery, the city was streets and terraces and private enclaves of former wealth and glory, interspersed with ruination more usual in bombed-out Europe than in the Great Britain of 1959.

“I wouldn’t be bothering you, missus, if it wasn’t that this McPhee character is in danger of his life. And the man likely to do him harm is ma son, Wee Gerry.”

She looked at him. Saw his age. His pain. “I’ll let John know.”

“Good enough, missus.” He knew he could hope for no more.

They said their goodbyes as though it would be their last meeting in this realm.

As she shut the door she wished Mr. Dochery had not come. Trouble, she thought, the last thing ma John needs is more trouble.



ONE
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The letter arrived two weeks after his fiancée, Joanne Ross, was released from hospital. McAllister read it and put it aside. Mother doesn’t know that Jimmy McPhee is more than capable of looking after himself, was his reasoning.

Then two weeks later, at the offices of the Highland Gazette where he was editor, a note, in a plain brown envelope, was delivered by hand. It read, Meet me at seven tomorrow in the snug bar. The writing was rounded school-pupil-in-fourth-form script. He had no doubt whom it was from, even if he hadn’t caught a glimpse of a redheaded young man loping off down the Wynd to the High Street like a lurcher ambling behind a Traveler’s caravan.

It was an appointment he knew he had to keep. There was too much history between himself and the matriarch of the McPhee family.

“McAllister.” Jenny McPhee acknowledged his presence, and with a left jerk of her head, indicated he should sit. A glass of whisky was brought in by a middle-aged barman with no memorable features whatsoever, and a white linen tea towel over his shoulder with what looked like someone’s brain matter encrusted on one end.

McAllister forced himself not to shudder, as the man wiped the none too clean glass with it.

Though he was thinking Jenny’s buying, what does she want? he knew better than to ask. He waited. After the second round, and after the Highland ritual of asking after family health and happiness was observed, he watched Jenny stare into the light-peat-colored liquid, swirling it around the glass, releasing the scent of heather and peat and high summer on the moorland.

He was fascinated by this woman. Seeing her examine the whisky, another image came to him, the image of an old Gypsy woman near Seville, looking deep into a crystal ball, shuddering at what she saw, before throwing her shawl, a bright yellow embroidered shawl, over the offending image. And not long after, Madrid fell to General Franco’s forces.

They were of the same age, the Gypsy woman and Jenny, but Jenny McPhee was a Highland Traveler, not Romany, and although their ways were similar, their antecedents were completely different. For McAllister, however, a powerful woman was always beguiling, no matter her age or tribe.

“Our Jimmy.”

The name shook McAllister from his dwam. He hadn’t seen Jimmy McPhee, her second son and right-hand man, for some time, but the recollection of the letter from his mother made him listen carefully. And look more closely at the woman sitting opposite.

She’s not herself, he thought. Her hair was mostly white in that bleached-out, slightly yellow way of former redheads. Her skin, always dark from years traveling in a horse-drawn caravan, was now not just the color of a walnut, but the texture also. And her coal-black buttons of eyes had equally dark rings underneath.

He felt that somehow the fierceness of Jenny McPhee had been tamed, much as the ponies and horses, beloved by the Traveling people, were tamed and trained by her son Jimmy.

Having made her decision, she sighed and her mouth tightened; asking an outsider for help was not something she did lightly, but this outsider was from the city, it was in his bones. Plus she thought he would still have contacts from his former job in the city newspaper. “Jimmy,” she started, “he’s gone missing. Glasgow was the last place he was seen—about four weeks since. Not that I’d normally worry, but he’s due back here weeks ago—has to get the horses ready for the Black Isle Show. It takes months to get them in condition—an’ he’s never missed a show since he was a bairn—since he was in the womb even.”

He felt she knew more than she was telling. Then so was he. She had her shawl clutched around her as though she was feeling the chill of one of those long summer nights where the light evaporated for a few hours yet was never completely dark. But it was mild. Balmy even. Except Jenny McPhee seemed cold, and McAllister knew that feeling too well.

“I phoned Barlinnie Prison after I got your message,” he said. “He did thirty days for breach of the peace but was released two weeks ago.” From the look on her face he immediately knew he should have told her. And paid heed to his mother’s warning.

“And how did you know he was there?” Jenny was not perturbed that her son had been in prison, but she was not pleased McAllister knew and hadn’t told her.

“My mother wrote to me. An old friend of our family mentioned something of Jimmy’s whereabouts.”

“You should have told me!” But her anger died as swiftly as it arrived. “Sorry. You’ve had your fair share o’ troubles yerself.”

She knew what had happened to Joanne Ross his fiancée; she had visited the hospital once, and visited at McAllister’s house twice. And Jenny McPhee was well aware how long it could take to recover from a blow to the head, days in a coma, locked up in a cellar by a volatile madwoman. It’s a wonder she survived, Joanne’s mother-in-law had told her, even as she fussed over a tinker woman’s visiting the house and McAllister’s allowing the visitor into the sitting room.

Jenny had heard the rumors of perhaps permanent brain damage to Joanne. Even now, six weeks after the rescue, there was no firm verdict as to whether she would recover completely. But she had always thought Joanne Ross was a woman of strength—a strength Joanne herself did not recognize.

McAllister acknowledged the older woman’s ire. Leaving a message in this public house, which she was rumored to own, would have taken him no effort. “I apologize, I didn’t want to embarrass you.”

She waved a hand as though cooling porridge. “One o’ ma sons in the gaol for a few days . . .” The slight shrug of her shoulders and gesture said it all. “Oor Jimmy no’ coming home to see to the horses, that’s different.”

Jenny McPhee knew in her bones, mostly in her solar plexus, when danger threatened. A life on the road, the treatment of Traveling peoples through the centuries, and the weather made Scottish tinkers a wary, superstitious lot. And suspicion of outsiders, who could never know their ways, or their language, had kept them alive, if not healthy. Jenny and Jimmy McPhee’s relationship with McAllister might seem a friendship to outsiders, but both sides were aware it was far more, and far less. There was respect. And the acknowledgment that they could never be close. On McAllister’s part, he was never sure what drew him to Jimmy McPhee. Perhaps I’m just a romantic, he thought.

Jenny knew better; she recognized a fascination with violence in McAllister, knew it came from the streets he grew up in. And in an unformed way, she knew men like McAllister, forever chaffing at the conformity of his chosen life, romanticized the Traveling peoples, not seeing that their life too was confined, by weather, the law, antagonistic townsfolk. And now, in the twilight of the old ways—settled life in houses, cottages, and council schemes—their millennia-old way of life was ending.

McAllister apologized again. “I’m sorry, I should have been in touch before now. Tomorrow I’ll make a few phone calls, see if I can find out more.” He was trying not to check the time, but he knew he should be back home. Joanne was not up to making the cocoa, reading the story to Jean, her younger daughter, and putting the girls to bed.

“It might be best if you go to Glasgow.” It was a challenge. She was looking into his eyes, daring him to refuse.

Yes, he thought as he returned her stare, she does know what she’s asking of me, so it must be serious. “Let’s wait and see. But I’ll ask around, contact old colleagues, try to track Jimmy down.”

“Aye, you do that.” She was still staring into his face as she said it. He looked away first. There was a loud shout from the bar next door, the banging of a door, then sudden quiet, before the usual barroom murmur recommenced.

“Give Joanne my regards,” Jenny said, releasing him.

• • •

Driving home across the river, the late sun hovering in the west made the water glint like whisky in a glass held up for the traditional toast, Slaínte.

He had acquired an affection for the town, and its inhabitants, and chastised himself for not being more appreciative. It was undeniably attractive: the castle looming high above the river, the handsome Town House, the mixed eighteenth- and nineteenth-century architecture with some buildings dating back to the seventeenth century and earlier still intact. As he drove past and admired, he thought, Yes, this is a bonnie place—but for a well-traveled and well-educated man like himself it could be boring, parochial even, a county, a country, with one foot still firmly in the prewar era.

The meeting with Jenny McPhee had also revived what he had been trying to quash—the overwhelming sense of helplessness he felt when confronted with Joanne’s condition. He had never known fear as paralyzing as the fear of losing her. He had never known rage as powerful as the rage he felt on discovering it was one of their own, the former Gazette advertising manager, who had been responsible for Joanne’s imprisonment. And now he was ashamed of his need for normality, his need to escape the troupe of doctors and nurses and police and friends and parents-in-law who visited his home, stayed for tea, chatted, smiled, forcing a cheer that fooled no one, disturbing the peace and the quiet and the anonymity that he so cherished.

But Joanne was alive. They were about to be married. He would no longer be pitied as a middle-aged bachelor, at the mercy of every war widow in town. One of his mother’s favorite sayings popped into his head: Count your blessings, she’d tell him. But he had been too young and too arrogant in his affected persona of escaped-from-the-slums-now-star-journalist to hear the wisdom in the platitude. Or was it a hymn? A Sunday-school song, perhaps? Having lost religion, he wasn’t sure.

He changed gears down to second to drive the last steep slope to the district where he had lived since arriving from the city to revamp an ailing local newspaper. The absence of life on the tree-lined streets depressed him. Not like Glasgow, he thought. On a summer’s night like this, the women will be sitting on doorsteps, on walls, out the back green, chatting, laughing, yelling at the bairns running wild, playing cowboys and Indians. Or skipping with a length of clothesline. The chip shop will be busy. And the men will be down the pub.

He knew Joanne could never understand his fascination for the dirty, decrepit city, long past its glory days of the Victorian Merchant City era. Though still magnificent, it was the people, his clan, his tribe, that he loved the most. He smiled when she described the thick air, dirty with traffic fumes. He knew she hated the constant noise and shouts and fights. He once asked her if she had had firsthand experience of the city violence and had laughed when she’d said, No, but I’ve read about it. From Edinburgh folk, most likely, he’d replied before telling her of the journalists’ axiom: Never let the truth get in the way of a good story.

When he came home, he found Annie, almost twelve, the daughter of his fiancée, in the sitting room. She said, “Mum’s asleep,” and told him her wee sister, Jean, two and a half years younger, was also asleep.

Seeing the girl now comfortably nestled on the sofa with a book, an empty cocoa mug on the floor beside her, McAllister did not think to tell her to go to bed. He too found the long white nights unsettling: a time out of time; not light, not dark, the midnight dim seemed like the light of a half-remembered dream, all color washed out, the outlines of mountain, river, loch, and sea blurred, yet distinct—and time felt suspended.

McAllister started to talk. Quietly, he began telling her of his day at the Gazette.

She told him she’d like to work in a newspaper. “Or be a writer,” she added.

He believed her. He told her to do one or the other, telling her journalism can ruin an aspiring writer. They discussed the house—Joanne wanted to move to somewhere new, or back to her own wee prefab, changing her mind daily. Annie said she wanted to stay in this house. She liked the attic, where she could hide out and read without her sister or grandmother interrupting. She liked the old wood-burning kitchen stove, and it was a short walk to the academy, where she was certain to win a place when the eleven-plus exams results were announced.

“I might have to go to Glasgow for a few days,” he told her. “I’ve a few things to sort out.”

“You’re not going to leave us, McAllister?” Annie asked.

He heard her anxiety and he hated her father for what he had done to his family. No matter how many in society accepted it as the norm, for McAllister domestic violence was never, ever, no matter the circumstances, acceptable. “My mother wrote to me. I need to see her. I’m also on a mission to try to persuade Mother to come here to visit. To meet you all.” He was disappointed in himself for telling a half-truth, something he’d sworn he’d never do. But, he thought, the story belongs to Jenny McPhee.

“Good enough,” Annie said in imitation of her grandmother. “Go over a weekend. Granny Ross can be here with Mum, and Granddad will take me and Jean out to the pictures.”

He knew the timing was wrong. And leaving felt cowardly. But from the moment the thought had formed, he knew he needed to breathe the air of Glasgow. He needed to be where no one knew him or his situation. He needed respite.

“Good enough,” he said back at her.

Annie smiled, then, putting the marker in her book, she stood. “Night-night, McAllister. And don’t feel bad about leaving us for a few days, we’ll be fine.”

He tried to settle back into the novel he’d been reading on and off for a week but unable to concentrate on. The benediction from a child had made him feel guilty. And the phrase would not go away, She’s not herself, running around his brain, a thought chasing a thought turning to dread: What if she’s never herself again? What if Joanne is never again the woman I love, the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with? There was only one place those fears would dissolve—the bottom of a whisky glass. So, tonight, as on so many nights recently, he reached for the decanter.

Thelonious Monk was at the piano, the book was by Kingsley Amis, the whisky from Aberlour. He’d been sitting sipping, reading, dreaming for almost two hours when he became aware of a shadow flitting through into the room.

“McAllister.” Annie’s voice was a whisper, and in a flannelette nightgown, the color washed out to an indeterminate shade of porridge, she seemed more phantom than child. Her hair, very short and looking as though she had taken the scissors to it herself—which she had—emphasized her blue-green eyes, giving her a resemblance to an Edwardian illustrator’s idea of a pixie or elf. Her long, lanky body spoiled the image, the resemblance being more that of an adolescent giraffe.

“I can’t sleep,” Annie said, not looking at him, running her hand over her hair, massaging her skull, or her brain, a habit he found endearing. “It’s Mum.” She paused, searching for the words, but nothing in her vocabulary could express what she felt. “She’s not herself.”

He was shaken to hear the phrase repeated back to him; he was certain he had never said it aloud. In the pause while he composed an answer to the girl, the clock struck eleven. Eleven in the evening in this town was “ungodly.”

“Your mum has had a terrible experience. It takes time to get over something like that.” He immediately regretted the clichés. Annie deserved better.

“I know.”

She was quiet for a moment and as he watched her absorb the information, he caught a glimpse of the girl’s intelligence, and resilience, and suspected this would always save her.

“I know it was terrible,” she repeated, “but Mum is not getting better.” She knew adults were not perfect—she’d learned that early from her father. But she expected more from McAllister. He should have noticed.

And he was not himself either. But unable to recognize why. All he knew was that he had never known loneliness until he had fallen in love with Joanne Ross.

In his need for solitude, if even for a few hours, he’d taken to staying up late into the night. After years on the evening desk of a national newspaper, his body rhythms were set for the early hours of the morning with the music playing quietly, the fire banked up even though it was midsummer, his book, the decanter of whisky, and a pack of Passing Clouds cigarettes at hand, this quiet was a now rare delight.

Annie looked at him again. For a fraction of a second he felt himself being appraised. And again he felt he was failing her, and her mother. He had not seen, or chosen not to see, that the Joanne he loved, whose face and voice and laughter he carried in his head, was not the compliant, puzzled woman he had watched that morning in the garden. He saw her on a stripy deck chair in the sunshine, looking around with a nervous twist to the head, and commenting—to no one in particular—how the flock of cotton-wool clouds were forming and re-forming in an attempt at blocking out the sun, and failing. “Look,” she was saying, shielding her eyes with one hand, “look at the clouds. They’re like sheep. And those wispy ones, they’re like thistledown.”

Annie looked at him, waiting for more. Then she understood that he was as afraid as she was that her mother might never be her old self again, that was something he, too, was terrified of. “ ’Night,” she muttered, and went back up to bed.

He listened but didn’t hear the girl creep up the stairs. When he heard her door close, he shut his eyes. How to explain to a child the evil that had almost killed her mother, how to diminish the horror of the three days Joanne had been locked up in the dark with a head wound or tell her that, when rescued, she’d been given little chance of survival without serious brain damage by the surgeon and doctors—that was McAllister’s quandary.

His head felt heavy, his shoulders tight, and running around his brain, like the repeat refrain from the backing singers of a particularly annoying song of the doo-wop variety on the radio, the phrase kept repeating, She’s not herself, She’s not herself.

• • •

Next morning, McAllister walked to the Highland Gazette office. When he climbed the spiral stone staircase to the reporters’ room, he found the others already there, seated around the long narrow table that almost filled the room. The far end of the table was territory the deputy editor Don McLeod had not visited in at least forty years; squeezing past colleagues and chairs and overlarge typewriters was beyond a round person like himself, so he reigned at the head of the table. Wreathed in cigarette smoke, his stomach spilling beyond the circumference of his high wooden chair, and with his wee red editing pencil tucked behind his ear, he resembled a potentate from Tales of the Arabian Nights.

He looked up at the tyrant, as he called it, the wall clock, ruler of the newsroom. It was ten minutes to nine in the morning, early for journalists, and even though today was deadline day, and unusually early for McAllister, Don said nothing, because nothing was normal these days.

“What’s happening?” McAllister asked, glancing at the layout spread over the table.

“Not much,” Don answered.

“Thank goodness,” Rob McLean said. With Joanne Ross sick, he was their one and only reporter. “Sheepdog trials is enough excitement for me right now.” Quiet felt good; school prize-giving ceremonies, ferry cancellations, and Loch Ness Monster sightings were all the excitement he wanted.

This was not what an editor of a newspaper wanted to hear, but they had had enough of front-page headlines featuring death and damnation. Rob most of all.

“Advertising is steady,” Frankie Urquhart, the newly appointed advertising salesman and Rob’s best friend, said. “No surprises there.” Everyone felt relieved at that except Frankie. He wanted a full-page ad from somewhere, anywhere, to prove that at twenty-four, he was old enough to be promoted to the position of advertising manager.

“I’m thinking I’ll go to Glasgow on Thursday. Back Sunday night,” McAllister told them.

“Oh, aye?” Don McLeod looked up at him.

Perhaps he meant nothing by his question, but McAllister felt the need to justify himself. “Aye, my mother has written to me. I should go see her. It’s been too long . . .”

He knew he was overstating his case. Knew his mother was not bothered if he visited or not—as long as he wrote regularly, she was content to live in solitude with only the noises of neighbors in the communal close for company. Why he did not mention Jenny and Jimmy McPhee, and their troubles, to a man he trusted, a man who knew more than he about the McPhees and the inhabitants of the town and county and Highlands and Islands, he did not know.

“I’ll call in and see Joanne when you’re away,” was all his deputy said before turning to the layout for the next day’s edition. “Now where the hell is thon eejit of a photographer? I need the photos of the academy’s sports meeting.”

And so the day went on. And so another deadline on the Highland Gazette was met. And on Thursday morning, after a cooked breakfast with Joanne and the girls, McAllister went in to the office, reviewed the edition, saw to some paperwork, signed off on the accounts, then walked to the train station.

As he took his seat in the first-class compartment, hoping for solitude or at least a minimum of conversation, and as the train began the long slow climb over the pass of Drumochter, he admitted his need of a break from work, from the Highland town he had come to, to bring the Gazette from the nineteenth century to 1958. That he could also be running away from the woman he was about to marry, the woman who was not herself, he buried deep down in a dark place, hoping his conscience could not reach that far.



TWO
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The train arrived at Glasgow’s Central Station early Thursday evening. As the passengers disembarked he noticed the hesitant first-time-away-from-the-Highlands families, couples perhaps on holiday, solitary young men and women leaving home in search of work, all hesitant, looking around or upwards through the high vaulted ceiling where, even two hundred miles south and in the heart of the city, it was still bright daylight—just not their evening light; it was city light—grey, dense, and hostile.

McAllister walked through the Victorian cathedral to engineering into streets that had been built with the spoils of empire. Street upon street. Terrace upon terrace, parks, public houses, museums, art galleries—all were products of this once prosperous city, this proud product of an empire few could ever imagine would vanish.

And few of those proud Georgian and Victorian merchants could have imagined that a century later, grime would turn their buildings dark, bombs would obliterate warehouses, shipyards, and engineering works, and poverty would overrun their model housing tenements built for workers.

For the people of Glasgow, one thing that never changed was the fierce loyalty to their city. There’s Scotland, then there’s Glasgow, was the saying, and the natives were Glaswegians first. And foremost.

McAllister hesitated, then turned towards the street and the bus stop. Taking a taxi to his mother’s home would invite comments from the neighbors. “Come up in the world, has he?” Or, “Soon be too good for the like o’ us.” His mother hated that. To live an anonymous life was all she wished for.

Along George Street, past the great edifice of the Glasgow council offices, and the statues in George Square, the bus lurched past the Duke Street gaol to his stop at the foot of the brae. As he tuned in to the passengers on the bus, the voices, the patter, he began to feel lighter, Glaswegian again. Then it was a climb up the oh so familiar streets, walked every day for his last six years of schooling in another part of the city. Before turning towards his mother’s ground-floor tenement flat, his childhood home, he paused to catch his breath and look for changes. To his left was the ancient bulk of the cathedral with tombstones and the monuments and stone angels in all their glory strewn throughout the graveyard, memorials of those who had brought the wealth of the colonies and the profits of the clipper trade to Glasgow. That kirkyard had been his favorite playground, and he doubted much would have changed. Just a few more graves.

He let himself in, calling out, “Mother, it’s me,” even though no one else would have a key. The sound of the wireless came faintly from the kitchen, the one room his mother permanently inhabited. He suspected she would sleep there if a bed could be fitted in.

“Hello.” He smiled at her. Patted her arm. This was as much affection as they ever allowed themselves.

“You should have written. There’s nothing in the larder.” It sounded harsh. It wasn’t meant to be. They were not people who had much in the way of an emotional vocabulary.

“I only decided to come down yesterday. Besides, with the chip shop just up the street, no need to cook.”

“All the same . . .” she started. But from the way she stood, from the way she reached for the kettle and the tea caddy, with movements more spritely than the last time he had visited, he knew she was pleased. He saw that she was wearing a tweed skirt and a twinset and was happy that even for sitting solitary in her kitchen listening to the wireless, knitting, she had dressed. It hadn’t always been so; for many long years, almost twenty, after the death of his younger brother, his mother hadn’t often found the energy to get out of slippers and a dressing gown, far less visit her remaining son in his new home in the Highlands.

They drank their tea. She asked about his work, and the fiancée she’d never met.

He lied, telling his mother Joanne was getting better every day. He told her of Joanne’s girls, Annie and Jean, his soon-to-be stepdaughters. He painted a cheery picture of the Highland town, its river, its weather, and its inhabitants.

His mother liked that. Although she had never been that far north, like all Scottish city dwellers, she had a romantic notion of the Highlands, the clans, the history. And Bonnie Prince Charlie.

Nothing was said about the letter. McAllister did not mention he had paid it no heed. She did not mention she had been asking for help.

“Another pot o’ tea?” she asked, it being her firm belief that the longer the journey, the more tea needed to recover.

“How about I fetch some fish suppers?” he asked.

“I’m sorry,” she replied. “If I’d known I’d’ve . . .”

“Not to worry, our local has the best fish and chips in Glasgow”—by Glasgow he meant the universe.

“Nothing for me,” she said, but he bought an extra fish anyway, hoping to persuade her to eat at least a half of it—which she did. They had a cup of cocoa, said their good-nights, then she went to bed, leaving him to listen to the news on the wireless and make his bed with the clean sheets she had left out. In the morning they’d speak of why he was here.

All was as ever between them, and McAllister slept a long deep sleep untroubled by nightmares for the first time in a long time.

At breakfast he let her boil him an egg, and he ate it with soldiers of toast—just as he had when a boy, when they could afford eggs; salted oatmeal porridge had been the childhood staple breakfast, eggs a Sunday treat.

“I’m off to the Herald this morning, catch up with everyone,” he told her. “But whilst I’m here I’d like to talk to Mr. Dochery, see if I can find out what’s troubling him?”

“I’ve been thinking on that.” Mrs. McAllister sighed, shaking her head slightly. “I’m no’ sure you should be getting involved. You’ve enough troubles o’ your own.”

“Joanne will be fine.” He was saying what he only half believed. “Mr. Dochery was Dad’s friend . . .” He was not going to mention Jimmy McPhee. “And wasn’t he best man at your wedding?”

“Right enough.” She was acknowledging that Mr. Gerald Dochery had the right to ask a favor, the first ever in over fifty years of their acquaintance. “I’ll see if I can get a message to him.”

How the message would be delivered he didn’t ask, but McAllister remembered the notes wee boys, himself included, would run with from neighbor to neighbor, a farthing, or with luck a halfpenny, waiting for them when they returned. What the going rate was these days he didn’t know, but he knew it would be at least sixpence, plus, in Mr. Dochery’s case, the price of a bus fare or two.

• • •

“Well, well, well, the teuchtar comes to town.” Sandy Marshall was grinning as he used the disrespectful term for Highlanders. But he was allowed to be disrespectful; he and McAllister had been firm friends since, as seventeen-year-olds, they had started their careers as copyboys on the same newspaper, the Herald. “I suppose you need a favor. Or have you seen the light and come home to civilization?”

“Both.” McAllister shook the proffered hand, sat down in the visitor’s chair, and after Sandy Marshall waved away McAllister’s preferred Passing Clouds and took a Player’s for himself, both men lit their cigarettes.

McAllister blew the smoke towards the ceiling, observing his friend through narrowed eyes. Sandy had put on weight, and his hair and his skin made him look prosperous and as sleek as a well-fed seal in the zoo.

“Still smoking thon Fenian brand, I see.” Sandy pointed to the packet of Passing Clouds on the desk.

“Aye. And still a Celtic supporter through and through.”

“I’d be careful where you shout that from these days,” Sandy told him. “There’s even more trouble about than usual.” He pushed a copy of that morning’s newspaper towards him.

McAllister took it. Front page, large headlines, and an article spilling onto page five told it all: the razor gangs had claimed another victim. One dead, two injured, three or more escaped, and the grass on Glasgow Green still stained red, no doubt. “Same old gang violence?” he asked. “I thought most of that had been cleaned up.”

“Aye, it’s much better than the old days, but this is gangs, or so the police are saying. But one o’ my reporters doesn’t think so. She says it’s a turf war—who controls what areas, who collects the brown paper bag after the pubs close, after the billiard halls shut, the protection money from the stallholders at the Barrows, the garages, the boxing clubs—all the usual stuff. And”—it was Sandy’s turn to blow smoke towards the ceiling—“I’m inclined to believe her.”

“Her?”

“One Mary Ballantyne, a distant relation of the great journalist Thomas Ballantyne no less, and a real looker in a bluestocking kinda way.” Sandy grinned. “I’d introduce you, but aren’t you as good as wed?”

McAllister ignored the comment. He knew, as did any journalist in Scotland, of the great nineteenth-century editor and publisher, but to find his female relative writing front-page crime stories nearly eighty years later was intriguing.

“How can a woman come up with information on the gangs? Surely it’s dangerous?”

“Aye. It is. I’ve warned her off, and she keeps coming back with more. I’ve another reporter backing her up, but no one comes close when it comes to accurate, timely reporting. She’s a woman on her way up. Manchester Guardian, like her forebear, is her next stop, so she says.”

Now McAllister was intrigued. “So maybe she’d have contacts at Barlinnie Prison?” he asked.

“More than likely.” Sandy looked up at a large clock placed in the center of the wall opposite the editor’s desk that every editor, past and present, knew must be obeyed. “She’ll be in in half an hour. I’ll introduce you. In the meantime . . .” He waved at the clock hands ticking down the minutes to deadline.

“I’ll hunker down in a corner of the newsroom, if I may?”

“Aye. I owe you after the last story you shared. It must have been hard to write up a vicious crime story concerning your own fiancée.” Sandy said no more, sensing that a discussion of the events involving the Gazette reporter Joanne Ross was not welcome. Not yet, anyhow, he thought, if ever; a man for keeping his own council is John McAllister.

• • •

McAllister was at a borrowed desk in the newsroom, considering who amongst his former contacts might know of Jimmy McPhee, when a young woman, small, wiry, with long hair the color of sloe berries, strode into the newsroom and took a notebook from the desk next to his.

“You new here?” she asked. She looked closely at him.

He saw aqua-blue Celtic eyes, similar to wee Jean’s china doll’s eyes, the painted staring ones that gave him the creeps.

She saw a middle-aged man, handsome in a raddled way, with navy-blue eyes, and black hair now greying at the temples, looking back.

He held her stare, amused that she was obviously calculating if he was someone she needed to know.

“I used to work here a few years back,” he told her. “John McAllister.”

“Mary Ballantyne.”

“I’ve heard about you,” they said in unison. She laughed.

“You first,” he said.

“Our esteemed editor told me of you, and I like the stories you send from up in the wilds. Sorry about the spot of bother your reporter had to endure.”

Spot of bother was not how he would have put it. But he didn’t elaborate. “Goes with the job.”

“Tell me about it.” Her voice was posh Scottish. Her confidence also. She was clearly the product of a private girls’ school. But there was a touch of a Highland accent, not Edinburgh.

“I was wondering if you could help me track down someone from the Highlands. Jimmy McPhee, last heard of doing thirty days in Barlinnie, now released.”

“I know the name . . .” Her eyes opened a fraction wider as a recollection popped up. “He’s a tinker, is he?”

“His mother would prefer the term Traveler.”

“This is Scotland, McAllister. Not likely they’ll ever get the respect of ‘Traveler.’ ” She was giving it some thought. “I’ve heard that name recently, but I can’t remember where. I’ll ask around.”

“I’m here today and tomorrow. Leave on Sunday.”

“Right. Good to meet you, McAllister.” And she was off, waving off his call of “Thanks,” walking past the subs’ desk, where she stopped for a brief word before swinging a leather bag with a long strap over her shoulder and, with nary a look back, making her way out the door where she had just come in.

“So you’ve met the star reporter,” a voice said from across the room. “Make the most of it, she won’t be here amongst us mere plebs for long.” There was a bitterness in the man’s voice that McAllister put down to jealously or unrequited love. A glance at the man and his beer belly made him change his mind on the second option.

“Reporter, is she?” McAllister asked, knowing the answer.

“Chief crime reporter, according to her,” was the reply. “And her no’ that long out of university. Has all the right connections is why,” he said to an unasked question. “And I don’t mean street connections. More wi’ the top brass, if you get ma drift, her family being who they are.”

The phone on his desk started to ring. McAllister knew it wouldn’t be for him but answered regardless, wanting no more conversation with the fellow. He was right, so he transferred the call back to the switchboard, feeling bad that he hadn’t called Joanne. He knew he should but reasoned he had only been away one night and the conversation was too private to have with the radar-eared journalist listening in. I’ll call her from the phone box later on, he promised himself.

Guilt assuaged, he made his way to the newspaper library and archives. He put in the request for all recent editions dealing with gangland activity.

“Can you no’ narrow it down a bit?” a peevish wee moorhen of a man asked.

“Recent stories from Mary Ballantyne, say, the last six months?” McAllister suggested.

“I’ll make that front pages, then, else you’ll be here aa’ day.”

Two hours later, McAllister had a pub lunch of pie and peas with his former editor and friend. McAllister made a comment about what the world was coming to when a pub served food. Sandy agreed it did not go down well with the purists, and both agreed that the world was indeed changing. Rapidly.

In the late afternoon on the now busy editorial floor, McAllister sat at the desk, once more engrossed in the many articles written by Mary Ballantyne. He admired her writing, as well as her research. He knew from the stories that she must have contacts in the police as well as amongst the criminal fraternity.

“You still here?” It was said with a laugh.

He looked up. Same ice-blue eyes, same blue-black hair, same grin greeted him.

“It seems your Jimmy McPhee was indeed in the Bar L. He did his thirty days, was released, and no one’s heard of him since.”

“Thanks.”

“So what’s the story, McAllister? One of my contacts says there’s a reward out for information on this McPhee fellow.”

A current of cold ran down McAllister’s spine. “Reward?”

Mary Ballantyne looked at him, and in that look he saw she was older than her years. A few years out of university she might be, but she’d been around.

“Maybe not reward, but it will be ‘considered a favor’ if news of him is passed on.” Her voice went hard. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

He understood. Sharing information went two ways, and she had done her share.

“Maybe nothing, but . . . An old family friend, he came to see my mother, wanting my help. Seems his son might be involved in . . .” He couldn’t think how to phrase it without slighting his childhood friend. “Might be on the wrong side of the law.” He saw her eyebrows, eyebrows the shape of arched bows, raised in a what else question. “Mr. Dochery . . .”

“Gerry Dochery?”

“The father. Do you know him?” He was wondering if she had the second sight.

“Gerry Dochery, the son, is one of the hardest hard men in this city of hard men.”

“Oh.”

“Right. Oh. This calls for a drink.”

Once again Mary Ballantyne surprised him. She led him not to the local journalists’ hangout but to a discreet cocktail bar in the square where the Stock Exchange building took up central position, roads on three sides, the outward, columned, moneyed facade looking towards George Square, the side opposite the bar facing the Athenaeum, home of the colleges of music and drama. The bar was in the basement of a grand early-Victorian building and was all soft lighting and soft seats. The clientele wore suits, and McAllister suspected that smoking black Sobranie cigarettes would not be out of place.

“No self-respecting journalist would be seen dead here,” she said as he brought the drinks—whisky with a dash of water for her, neat for him.

Looking around, he agreed; it was all city types, moneyed, or intellectuals, definitely not moneyed, but with style.

She took one of his proffered cigarettes, not noticing or not commenting on the sweetish taste of the tobacco. She started to speak without filling him in on the current state of the gang wars of Glasgow. He’s from Dennistoun, he will know, was her thinking.

“This past year it’s been more than tribal, religious stuff,” she said. “Only not everyone believes me. The police certainly don’t. Or, more likely, don’t want to know—easier to pass it off as the usual nutters. The name Gerry Dochery has been heard around for a while, but in this last year even more so. He has his own men, but he’s also an enforcer for hire. Only trouble is no one knows, or if they do know aren’t telling, who it is he’s enforcing for. I’ve been investigating for the past six months, and I’m no nearer finding the name of the head man of this particular gang than when I started. But whoever he is, he’s a right evil bastard.” She said all this without sipping her drink, without puffing her cigarette, without looking anywhere but straight at him.

McAllister could feel the force of her concentration, hear her intellect and, yes, her courage; it was a brave or foolhardy person who mined the blackness for information on Glasgow’s criminal fraternity. Slashing a face open with a cutthroat razor was just for starters when someone was found asking too many questions, or even suspected of it.

“What particular area are they working on?”

“All the contracts for the slum clearance, the new housing schemes, the rebuilding of the city.”

“That’s huge.”

She nodded. “Aye, it is.” She looked at him. She’d shown hers, it was his turn. “So. What do you have on Gerry Dochery?”

“Mr. Dochery, the father, was my dad’s best friend. Wee Gerry . . .”

She ignored the sobriquet, knowing “wee” meant either he was huge or the son, and in this case both.

“We grew up together. His dad and mine were firemen at the same station. We stood out, both being tall, and we sort of looked out for each other. Gerry’s mum died when he was wee, so my mother helped out when she could. Once, on the Fair Fortnight, we all went on holiday together, to Millport. When we were boys, we hung around the fire station, always trying to cadge a shot at pretending to drive the engine, or sliding down the pole. You know.” He paused. Tried the whisky. Was pleased at how good it was. She was waiting, and again he knew she was good; a good reporter knew how to listen.

“I won a scholarship to Glasgow High School, escaping the Jesuits, escaping Dennistoun,” he told her. In this he was telling her which side of the Glasgow divide, religious and social, he’d been born into. “Gerry went on to the local, but he left at thirteen.” He did not have to explain how decisive a rent in a friendship that meant, especially for boys from a hard, harsh neighborhood like Dennistoun. “We never really met up much after that. But when my father, and all on his engine, were killed in the Clydeside Blitz, Mr. Dochery, a good man, kept an eye on my mother, as I was too busy being the big-shot journalist.”

McAllister surprised himself by saying that, but it was the truth, and something about Mary demanded the truth.

“And this McPhee fellow, he a friend of yours?”

“Kind of.” He was nodding his head slightly as he tried to sum up his relationship with Jimmy McPhee. “Let’s say there’s a mutual respect. For him and his mother.”

She understood. The Traveling people were a part of Scottish folklore, past and present. Having grown up in the country near Perth she knew the farms and fruit growers could never harvest the crops without the tinkers. She also knew that the Travelers were too different, too separate in their language, their way of life, ever to form close relationships with outsiders. She also knew well the widespread prejudice against them.

“McAllister, I’ll do what I can to help you find your tinker friend, but if Gerry Dochery, or whoever he’s working for, finds him first, it will be nasty.”

They both took a good mouthful of whisky to swallow that thought.

“Maybe you should ask your old pal Gerry yourself.”

“Maybe.” He was reluctant.

She sensed it. “Keep me in the picture. Here’s my home number if anything comes up.”

The way she said this, he knew he would regret it if he ever crossed her. He nodded, asked her if she wanted another drink. She did. He fetched them.

They toasted crime and punishment. She asked about his time in the war in Spain, teasing him by saying she’d studied his reporting in modern history at university. She wanted to know about Paris after the liberation. He told her of the artists and writers he’d met. Of the cafés and art galleries and music venues he’d frequented.

She told him of her very proper family, her father dying in Thai-Burma railway as a prisoner of war of the Japanese, her isolated childhood in a freezing, almost derelict, castle in Perth-shire, her even harsher isolation in a girls’ school where the pupils were expected to study hard but not too hard, the principal purpose of their education being to marry well.

Not once did the twenty-year age difference, and the class divide, and her being at the start of her career and him beginning to feel in the twilight of his, make any difference to their ability to talk and talk and talk.

It was closing time before he knew it.

“See you around,” Mary said as they parted on the pavement outside the bar. Without a wave or a thanks, she was gone up the street. From a distance her small figure looked as though she was speed-skating.

And he hadn’t phoned Joanne. And now it was too late.

• • •

It was Saturday morning, two days since he’d left, before he made the phone call to Joanne. He’d bought the Saturday papers, and then found that the local newsagent cum corner shop no longer stocked his brand of cigarettes.

“You’ve been away that long,” Mr. Cruickshank reminded him.

When McAllister asked for change for the phone, the newsagent scolded him, saying, “Wi’ you now living in the back o’ beyond, the least you can do is put in a phone for your auld ma.”

McAllister agreed. “If you can persuade her to have one put in, I’d be delighted to pay.”

They grinned; this was a man who had known McAllister, a man who, with his wife, had kept an eye on his mother through wartime and widowhood and the death of her son. He teased, “Seein’ it’s yerself . . .” and counted out florins and pennies to the value of ten shillings.

McAllister went to the call box on the corner that did not smell of urine, it being the newsagent’s wife’s contribution to the community to sluice it out every morning.

Annie answered the phone. “Why didn’t you call last night? We were waiting.”

He took no offence at being lectured by a child, feeling he deserved it.

“Sorry. I got caught up with some colleagues.” He knew his excuse was pathetic. “How’s your mum?”

“No change.” There was a clear sigh from the phone receiver. “Wait a minute, I’ll get her.”

“I’ve lost my book, and I can’t decide if we should have fish or a nice bit of lamb for dinner . . .” He winced at the lack of a “hello” or “how are you?” or acknowledgment that he was not at home.

“Maybe you could stop by the butcher on St. Steven’s Brae,” she continued.

He heard Annie’s voice call out, “Mum, McAllister is in Glasgow.”

“Sorry, sorry, you’re not here, are you?” Joanne’s voice trailed away. Her voice was light and sweet and breathy, and it terrified him. It was as though there was no substance to her. As though she were a glass with no contents.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said. “Can I bring you anything? Books? Magazines?”

“You come back safe,” she said, “that’s enough.”

“Are you well? Are the girls well? Is everyone looking after you?”

“You’ve only been gone a night.” She hadn’t noticed it had been two. “I know, bring me music, Scottish music. See if that new singer I heard on the wireless, Moira Anderson, has made any records. Or that singer on the television, Kenneth McKellar.”

Not to his taste, he loathed The White Heather Club, now Joanne’s favorite program, but he said, “I’ll go shopping today.”

“I have to go now, the roses need watering. ’Bye, McAllister.” And she was gone.

Gone before he had a chance to reply, a chance to connect with the once laughing, teasing, woman he loved. He was left holding the receiver and wishing that candid news of Joanne’s health, her state of mind, would mysteriously transmit through the ether, reassuring him all was well. Or otherwise. He thought of calling back. He didn’t. He considered calling the Gazette and asking Don McLeod his opinion. But didn’t. He left the call box, knowing that only thirty-six hours had passed. It seemed so much more.

The miles between himself and his fiancée were not the only distance between them. He accepted this as a consequence of her injuries. His fading enthusiasm for the post of editor of a local newspaper, in a place so foreign to a Glaswegian it might as well be Iceland, was not a new sensation. But never before was it so plain.

Unable to resolve his unease, he did not wait for a bus. Instead, in unusually clear sunshine, he strode out for the Herald office. The light showed just how shabby the city was; the coal-smoke-encrusted sandstone facings of the elegant but intimidating architecture around George Square seemed more pigeon-splatted than he remembered. The empty spaces around Queen Street train station, where a stray wartime bomb had fallen, were bright with fireweed. And all around, morning traffic was building up, and the crowds on the pavements were moving quickly, in and out, shoppers busy shopping, before the Saturday noon closing time.

He made his way down Buchanan Street, between the substantial buildings with ornate doorways and foyers with carved stonework around the windows of the upper floors invisible to the passer-by. The offices of the law firms and businessmen and insurance companies loomed over the street, turning it into a canyon of late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century architecture.

He first stopped at the tobacconist he knew kept his brand. That done, he visited his favorite record and sheet music shop. He bought jazz for himself, the requested Moira Anderson for Joanne and, on a whim, also bought her a new recording of Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony.

Once more at his borrowed desk, he realized he should have bought something for the girls. Books, he decided. He was on his way out when he ran into Mary.

“Where’re you off to?” she asked.

“To the bookshop to buy presents for the girls.” Why he left out that they were his fiancée’s daughters he didn’t know. But he was aware of being equivocal.
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