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At last I hear you
Singing Loch,

Sing out your song
I pray,

And gather up the
pilgrim,

Who honours you
this day.

 

You are the ageless
anchorage,

You are the
universe,

And if you die then
so shall I,

And fools shall
have the earth.

 

They say they own
you Singing Loch,

But how can that be
so?

For though they see
you shining,

Your song they'll
never know.

 

Indeed they'd
sooner pawn their souls,

And drain your
waters dry,

And sell them off
as Angel's tears,

For people who
can't cry.

 

So sing to me of
lands set free,

Where all mankind
may range,

And death stalks
not your children,

To pay the
landlord's wage.

The Song of the
Singing Loch









Prelude 
In my mind's eye, I see a cold
grey dawn, with a grey city silhouette like a cardboard cut out,
set against a grey sky. Grey people sit in grey motor cars, bumper
to bumper as clouds of grey poison swirl around them. They stand on
the streets, packed tightly, grey figures without faces, afraid of
touching and yet hardly able to move without doing so. They work,
they reproduce and then they die in a slow, painless, soulless
cycle.

The City moves. It creeps invisibly, like the hands of a clock,
like warm tar, spreading and sprawling. It lives and grows, fed by
the souls it steals, but beyond the gloomy boundaries of this
strange place, people dance under blue skies, on summer scented
lawns. They dress in bright colours and sing songs. Then the skies
darken as the City draws near. Their bright faces shine for just a
moment before the warm tar engulfs them. They become petrified and
emerge as yet more grey people without faces and without souls,
while their Summer scented lawns become roads and streets choked
with motor cars. Then the poison seeks them out and fills their
lungs as they too join in the slow cycle of work and death. Their
songs are forgotten and the intricate patterns of their dance are
lost for ever.

Some of the grey people manage to hide a piece of their soul. It
survives and grows, filling them with horror at what they see. They
break away and search for a summer scented lawn on which to lay
down and rest, somewhere far from the City where they can breathe
clean air and listen to the singing of the trees and feel the good,
sweet earth all around them. They imagine themselves free at last.
But the greyness is with them and like Midas and his gold,
everything they touch turns to grey. The grass withers beneath
their feet, concrete springs up as if from wells beneath the ground
and another city is born, poisoning, spreading, sprawling. This
inexorable process consumes whole continents, fouling land and sea
until there is nothing left but a kind of grey, living death.

Finally, and in despair, the earth splits and great fires shoot
out, creating vast rivers of molten rock. Storm clouds gather,
unleashing a terrible revenge, while the land undergoes convulsions
of unimaginable proportion, throwing up mountains where there were
none before and creating new oceans where once stood grey
mountains, befouled and exploited. The storms last for ten million
years.

 

None of this is real. It's just a dream; something inside my head
that brings me pain when I'm asleep. I wake up sweating and then a
woman's hand curls around my arm easing me onto my pillow. I hear
her voice, soft and gentle and then she runs her fingers through my
hair while I slip back into the dream.

Sometimes, I see the storms subside. The clouds part and I see
sunlight playing upon a new world, a world that has become one big
summer scented lawn and I see creatures, strange, yet wonderful,
flitting about in an unexpected paradise. But this is no happy
ending: there are no people here. I travel far and wide and see
only simple creatures living out their lives, oblivious to the
paradise around them. There is nothing that is conscious of its
existence and no one to see the beauty of it all except for me
through the windows of my dream.

I cannot look upon it for long, because I too am one of the grey
people. I reach out and pluck a flower from the ground but it
withers in my hand; I have yet to learn I am only passing through;
the flower was not mine to pluck. I should have been content with
admiring it for what it was and breathing in the scent it freely
gave, instead of trying to claim it as my own, guarding it
jealously within the palm of my hand. Then my window breaks and
there is darkness once more until I'm wakened by the dawn and the
sound of a woman singing in the kitchen, downstairs.

 I drag myself from bed and draw the curtains so I might
look out across the waters of the loch. It sparkles with gold-dust
in the yellow light of sunrise, and beyond I see moors, dark with
bracken and heather. Hills rise behind the moor, low and rounded
and then, softened by a veil of blue haze, there are mountains. I
see the fold in the land, and the silver thread of water leading to
a pool of morning mist. In my mind, I trace the thread to its
source, to that place whose lure I find so irresistible, to that
other loch whose strange songs changed my life.

 It was through the Singing Loch I glimpsed the summer
scented lawns and felt the meaning of its wordless song in my
heart. It has much to tell, embracing as it does the mystery and
the passion that compels us all. But also, for those who would
claim the wild flowers as their own,… .

 … ..there is a message.








Chapter 1
The Greyness


As the tube hurtled its weary way
through the darkness, I took a long, hard look at the reflection of
a man, in the window, opposite. He was nearing thirty, pale with a
lanky sort of build and a thick mop of dark hair that looked a
fortnight overdue for a good cut. He wore a Marks and Spencer's
suit which he didn't fill out very well and on his lap was a
battered, black briefcase. He wore spectacles, with round wire
frames like the ones you used to get on the National Health, forty
years ago, only now they were fashionable.

The tatty briefcase lent him an air of bruised sophistication.
What was inside? Business papers? An earth shattering thesis? Or
perhaps more likely it was a sham and his case was empty but for a
copy of New Scientist and a Tupperware carton containing his
hastily prepared lunch.

He looked sour, as if his way of life did nothing to sustain his
spirit. I made an effort to smile but the reflection didn't
respond, and that was odd because the reflection was my own.

 

It was the summer of 1987, early on a Monday morning and the
compartment was crammed with bodies, all making their way to work.
A girl shifted her weight and hid the view I'd had of myself. She
was tall and shapely, a model, I guessed from the designer clothes
case slung over her shoulder. Her bleached blonde hair was tied
back tightly and held with a comb, exposing every contour of her
unblemished face. It was one of those classical faces, a Greek
sculpture, with the pale neon light casting soft shadows over its
seemingly boneless structure.

She glanced at me once or twice as she hung from the rail. I
could have given up my seat for her, but there were dozens of other
blokes sitting down as well as me, and you had to be careful these
days. I'd offered my seat once before to a lone woman, and I swear
she'd got the wrong idea. She'd thought - I don't know - that I was
about to start coming on to her or something. She'd refused the
seat with a disdainful curl of her lip, and then turned her back on
me as if I'd suggested something filthy. I hadn't been living in
the City for long and when one's trying to adjust to a strange
environment, one tends to be conditioned by experiences like that.
I was paranoid of course; I think we all were.

There must have been forty of us crammed inside that compartment
but not one of us was touching; we were all safe, crouching inside
our precious body space - forty pairs of eyes shying from contact.
And we were silent, each of us tuned in to the miserable whine of
the machine that bore us, each of us afraid to speak for fear of
being overheard, as if we all had to watch out, to be on our
guard.

 

It was eight forty. At eight forty two, the machine would stop and
we'd all file out like robots, like well oiled components moving to
take up our positions in the great clockwork machinery of the City
- millions of us, tiny gears in a Newtonian Universe, all meshing
together, yet somehow carefully lubricated so we could function
without actually touching.

I'd been in London for five years after a prematurely aborted
career in physics. My degree had gained me rather a poor salary and
a dead end research post in a laboratory I gather they've now
turned into bicycle shed. I'd moved to the City as so many have
done before me, throughout the long history of these isles: poor,
ragged Dick Whittingtons in search of golden pavements, only to
find a kind of sickly grey.

At two minutes to nine, I pushed through the smoked glass doors
of the office block where I'd worked for most of those five years.
I know it was two minutes to nine because that's what it always was
- I didn't even need to look at my watch. There was a pretty
receptionist on duty and I smiled at her as I always did, and as
always she stared back without seeing, a perfect mannequin without
a soul. I'd been trying for years to get her to respond, not
because I fancied my chances with the girl; it was more I'd wanted
to score a point by detecting just the tiniest flicker of warmth in
her. But all I'd seemed to do was watch the light in her eyes fade
a little more each day as the greyness slowly consumed her from the
inside out.

The office was filling up when I sat down. Only then, safe in
the confines of those drab grey walls, safe among familiar faces,
came the easy talk, the sudden burst of laughter and the girlish
prattle. Drawers opened, pens were drawn, computer terminals
bleeped as they were logged on and the vending machine began to
whine out the first cup of coffee of the day.

 

I worked for a big company, one in which I was inclined to feel
vanishingly small. It was owned and run by the descendants of it’s
founding fathers, from whom the company took its name. I shall call
them the Effham Brothers. This is not their real name you
understand but a necessary deception in these increasingly
litigious times.

Even if I told you the real name, it’s unlikely you would have
heard of it, yet Effham Brothers was the power behind many a more
famous brand, from theme parks to junk food outlets - a vast
empire, for ever expanding, and one that had in recent years
acquired a nation-wide hotel-chain - which is where I came in.

My job in those days was a bit odd. I was one of a small team of
average Mr. Smith types who went around the hotel network,
incognito, as a paying guest, checking up on service and staff
attitudes. It was all a bit sneaky, I suppose - but that's what had
attracted me to it. There was some routine office work, filling out
reports, but mostly I travelled around. Mainly the hotels were
within the Greater London area, so it was hardly a job that
qualified me for the jet-set, but the business was expanding.

So much for my physics degree you might say, but Effham's had
taken me on when there'd been little chance of work elsewhere. The
money was about the same as I'd earned as a researcher, and even
though, one way or another, the City took most of it back, I'd
found myself a bit of security and I did not want to let go of
it.

I had a desk and a plain chair in an office full of rather
pretty girls. In another five years, I'd have a personal waste
paper basket and a luxury padded chair with armrests. Who knows,
one day I might even have been presented with my own private
office, and a key to the senior staff toilet.

That’s what big companies were like in those days and if you
stood back from it, the system seemed ridiculously petty, but
people took it seriously. I've known people who became enemies over
a disputed right to having their name included in the company phone
book. But I speak as if I were immune: don't be fooled; I'd be the
first to admit to the seductive power of the promise of your own
computer terminal. And don’t forget, these were the eighties,… in
many ways the last days of the old ways of doing work.

I had dreams, of course, dreams beyond Effham Brothers. I still
had a passion for the natural world, for science, for the unknown.
I dreamed of changing things with a fantastic discovery, some
fundamental law that explained everything. In the meantime, I
worked and the years passed.

 

I remember that morning well. I'd been at a hotel in Harpenden for
a few days. Now I had to sort out my notes and put them down in the
proper format. It had been an easy job. One of the breakfast
waitresses had been a bit surly when I'd asked her to change my
scrambled egg, but that hardly seemed worth mentioning. The only
other thing I could think of was the used condom I'd discovered,
floating in the toilet bowl in my room. It had steadfastly refused
to be flushed and I suppose I should have called room service but I
was too embarrassed in case they'd thought it was mine. Anyway, I
didn't know how to word it right in my report so I decided to
forget it.

This is trivia - forgive me!

My story began at half past ten that morning when I received an
internal phone call from a man called Eric Bowker.

"Scott? Scott Mathews? Come up and see me will you? Good Man!
About eleven? I’ve got a bit of a job for you - bye for now… ."

Bowker was the head of my department, though I'd never actually
met him before. He lived on the fourth floor where it was all
hushed corridors and expensive carpets and where the likes of me
didn't visit very often. My immediate supervisor was a man called
O'Grady. I reported to him and he, in turn, reported to Bowker, but
O'Grady was on leave for a few days and that's why, I supposed,
Eric Bowker had spoken directly to me.

I just about had time for a coffee so I searched my pockets for
change and headed for the vending machine. I was beaten to it by a
busty young woman wearing a pencil skirt and a semi-see-through
blouse. This was Tina, which was a coincidence because she was
Bowker's secretary.

A year earlier I'd asked her out, twice, and she'd turned me
down both times. She had a reputation for being a bit of a raver,
and I guessed she didn't think I was her type. She was always
pleasant when we met though, very gently spoken and sweet, which
made it all the worse because a man can't help lusting after what
he thinks he can't have, and so it was with Tina.

Partly to cover my embarrassment, I asked her if she knew what
Bowker wanted to see me about; I was always wary when someone said
they had a job for me but wouldn't tell me what it was. It made you
think it might be the sort of thing you'd want to duck if you had
fair warning of it.

She hadn't heard anything.

"Still seeing Jenny?" she asked.

I said I was, trying to shrug it off casually, which was
interesting, and I asked her about some bloke whose name I
struggled to recall.

"Geoff," she reminded me. "No, that was over ages ago."

I looked at her and imagined she was longing for things to be
different between us, longing for me to ask her out yet again. She
shook her great bush of tightly permed hair and smiled, heavy lip
gloss glistening in the dim light - how I miss those glamorous
eighties styles!

She said she'd see me around and then, carefully holding the
cup, she headed for the stairs. I watched her bottom as she walked
away and shamelessly undressed her with my eyes.

 

Bowker was short and fat, with unruly white hair and rickety
spectacles. He reminded me of a professor who'd once lectured me,
back at university. He was Scottish and there was a rumour he'd
left his other job under a bit of a cloud. He was tending a small
display of tropical plants in his window when I walked in.

"Ah, Scott," he said with a faint wheeze as he straightened
himself up. "Garden at all?"

He squirted some vapour over one of the plants with an atomiser.
He had big, clumsy hands and his face was kind, which was unusual
for a senior manager.

"No garden," I replied.

I'd expected a better office for a man in his position. If it
hadn't been for the window plants, the place would've been very
drab indeed. His swivel chair must've been twenty years old and it
squeaked when he sat down. His desk was cheap and badly scraped,
too. It was obvious Bowker was not well liked at Effham
Brothers.

"No garden!" he exclaimed. "Every one should have a garden. Live
in a flat then, do you?"

I replied that I did and he grimaced.

"Like it much?"

I said it was okay even though it was crap, and at the same time
marvelled at how out of touch these people were. I could barely
afford the flat; you had to be a millionaire to own a garden in
London!

He shuffled through some papers on his desk. Then he pulled an
ash tray towards him and lit a cigar. As he puffed away, I noticed
a large brown envelope with my name on it.

"Well, Scott, about this job," he said. "It’s another hotel, I'm
afraid - a bit different this time though. We don't own it yet, so
we need to approach it cautiously."

He'd been approached by the Acquisitions Department, he said,
and asked to make a report on this place they were interested in.
Normally they would have sent one of their own people but it was
all a bit sudden and they'd no one to spare. They had to have the
report by the end of the month so they could get the go ahead for
the purchase at the next meeting.

Now, to be honest, I was ready for a break. I’d been spending
rather a lot of time away recently and I was falling behind with
the paperwork. I needed time to catch up, and there were others who
hadn’t been out in months.

"Surely, this would be better handled by one of the more senior
guys, Mr Bowker."

"I’d like you to handle it, Scott. You're one of the best I've
got. Don't think your reports just end up in a filing cabinet: I do
read them. I've had my eye on you. I like your style."

He didn't know me from Adam, but he was in a tight spot and
O'Grady must've said he could spare me.

"Well, if you’re sure. Where is this place?"

"Craigaline," he replied. "North West Scotland."

I'd never heard of it, but the mention of Scotland conjured up
an image of sluicing rain and wet socks - still it would make a
change from the usual round of the Home Counties, I thought.

His instructions sounded straight forward; all I had to do was
turn up at the hotel and make notes on its location, accessibility,
standards of service and so on - the usual routine. Then I was to
approach the owner, but discretely.

"The owner already knows we're interested?" I said. "Doesn't
that defeat the whole object? He'll have his staff on their toes.
They'll see me coming a mile off!"

"We're not concerned with the staff here, Scott; if we take it
over they'll all get the chop anyway. We’ll want our own people in
from the ground up."

That made sense, even though the brutality of it stunned me for
a moment and all my questions dried up.

He handed me the envelope. "There's a couple of thousand in
there. If you need any more, call me and I'll have it mailed to
you, but I think it should be plenty."

Cash wasn't unusual; I never used company credit for obvious
reasons and not everyone had their own Visa-card back then. The
only other thing he told me was that the owner’s name was Macraven,
that I should approach him without the knowledge of the other
staff, that I needn’t be concerned too much with details, and that
once I’d established contact, it would be Macraven who'd do most of
the talking. Bowker had already made a reservation for me at the
hotel and I was to leave the following morning. We shook hands and
he wished me luck.

 

During the lunch hour, I browsed through an atlas in W. H. Smiths,
and eventually found Craigaline. Then I picked out the right
Ordnance Survey map for more detail. It was remote, nearly twenty
miles from any other habitation and there wasn't what I would have
called a town on the map at all. It appeared as a cluster of dots
by a single track road that led to nowhere but an abrupt dead
end.

It looked like a mountainous place, judging from the contours,
with a couple of peaks over three thousand feet, one of them called
Beinn Mhor, which, like Craigaline I'd never heard of.

Back in the office, I began to have my first doubts. Effham
Hotels were all close to areas of commerce, in order to take
advantage of the travelling business man. There was more to be made
from that market than from one that catered purely for the tourist
who, as a rule, wasn't prepared to be ripped off for quite so much.
All the busy oil fields were away to the east and the cities of
Glasgow and Edinburgh were way, way south. Craigaline, in the far
north west, seemed a lonely spot. Apart from a few grouse shooters,
mountaineers and fly-fishermen, I couldn't think of anyone who'd
actually want to go there.

I rang Bowker’s office thinking to confirm the place name but
Tina told me he’d gone home for the rest of the day and she didn’t
know anything about it. There was nothing I could do then, and no
one I could check with. I had to assume Bowker knew what he was
doing, which of course he did, but not for any of the reasons I'd
initially supposed.

I spent the rest of the afternoon sorting out my travel
arrangements and I wrote a note for O'Grady, explaining when I
expected to be back. I left it with his secretary, Sharon, a podgy
young lady with cherub like features. She promised to give him the
note on Wednesday, when he came back, and then she started to pry
into the state of my relations with Jenny.

While preparing to leave the office, I couldn't help but ponder
upon the fact nobody seemed to know anything; it made me feel
strangely vulnerable. It was also a long trip, and I'd not expected
to be on the road again so soon.










Chapter 2
Children of the dark


I was living in a small upstairs flat in those days, in a
respectably poor part of the City, which meant the walls were thin,
the carpets smelled and the paper was peeling. I don’t believe
there was any immediate danger to health, other than a severe
depression of my spirits every time I walked in. Fortunately though
the atmosphere was frequently brightened by the presence of
Jennifer.

She was already there when I arrived. She was cooking something
and I was grateful for the rich smell of it. It seemed I would not
be dining alone which was always a welcome treat. She hadn't said
she was coming round and the unexpected sight of her filled me with
a sudden sense of well-being.

She smiled and wrapped herself around me snugly. "I could always
go home, if you like, Scottie" she said, then she giggled in that
girlish way of hers and pulled me to the sofa, taking my bag and
snatching my glasses away so I could hardly see her.

Jennifer was beautiful; beautiful like the fashion model I'd
seen on the tube that morning, like the T.V. ads and the way the
soft porn pin ups condition all us adolescent-brained men to think:
slim, blonde hair, big breasts, long legs. Truly, she was a delight
to behold!

Her taste in clothes was extravagant and insatiable. Whether she
was messing about in my kitchen or turning out for a night on the
town, she was always immaculate, well made up and surrounded by a
subtle force field of perfume. It flattered me to think of such a
woman having anything to do with rather a plain and dowdy chap like
me. I thrilled to her touch, and when we made love I imagined I was
lifted into the realms of sublime ecstasy.

Perhaps you're thinking I was lucky, but really we were not well
matched, and thinking back it was only our mutual loneliness that
held us together. Some women have a way of finding out quickly how
a man sees his dream-girl and she's able to adapt herself to fit
that image for a while. Gradually though, she slips back into her
true self and it's then the doubts set in. I'm not saying it's
deliberate; more likely, it's done unconsciously but Jenny and I
were approaching that stage: I was beginning to feel let down in
lots of little ways. She was not the dream girl I'd first thought
her to be and I was trying to decide whether or not I could accept
her for who she really was.

She shared a flat with another girl, a plain but dotty young
thing called Carol. Privacy there was impossible so, whenever she
came to my place, she usually stayed over. We'd make love then,
sometimes with an almost violent urgency, each trying to soothe an
ache we each assumed lay deep within the other, but of course it
was just an ache, and anyone would have done.

That night, afterwards, we lay talking in the dangerously
unguarded way that follows sex. You say things then you wouldn't
normally say, in the safer, more guarded hours of daylight, and
sometimes, you regret it.

"You’re going where? " she whined. "But you've only just come
back from your last trip! I’m seeing so little of you these days,
Scottie. Can't they send someone else?"

Loneliness again. She had few girlfriends; they were fickle,
driven off by the bright light of her beauty, and her vanity. Men
were more constant, dazzled like rabbits in a headlight's glare. I
told her I'd be back before she knew it, though it was to comfort
myself as much as her. I didn't exactly relish the prospect of
spending the best part of another week on my own. We dozed for a
while and then she asked me how long we'd known each other. It had
been over a year:

"It's just that I've been thinking," she went on.

"Oh?"

"You do love me, don't you?"

"Yes," I said, cautiously.

"Well, isn't it about time I moved in, then?"

Poor Jenny! The only times she cooked me anything was when she
was softening me up. Having said that, she usually got her way
because I rarely felt it worth an argument. On this occasion though
I responded strangely, first of all by asking her if she loved
me.

"You know I do," she replied.

"Then marry me," I said.

We hadn't discussed this before. I wasn't drunk and in spite of
my doubts, I was apparently willing to go through with it. The
words spilled out, totally sincere but, I have to admit, not at all
romantic.

She drew back, suddenly and switched on the light. "Are you
serious?" she said. Then she told me nobody got married these days,
that I had to be completely out of my mind. She shook her head and
screwed her face up in disbelief. Then she threw the sheets aside
and left the bed, robbing me of her warmth. "No," she said, "I
don't understand you."

I hadn't expected any other answer, in fact I hardly listened,
and certainly I felt no pain at such a blunt rejection. I think I'd
only wanted to prove something to myself. The results were
conclusive, but my timing left a lot to be desired.

She stood in a corner with her back turned. Her nakedness still
thrilled me but it was a thrill cooled by the readiness and the
frequency with which it was given. It must be like that in
marriage, I thought; no more the heady excitement of unbuttoning a
girl's blouse; no more the lusty fascination with every inch of
newly uncovered flesh. Something else must take it's place,
something more powerful and not as transient. But what?

"If you love me enough to want to live with me," I said, "Why
won't you marry me?" It was foolish: this was no time for
logic.

She said I was naive; that it wasn't as simple as that and I
knew it. But I wasn’t listening and I ploughed on, blathering like
an idiot, telling her we could do it next month, that maybe I could
get back into research, that maybe we could even leave the
City.

She looked at me gently, almost with pity.

"It's just talk, Scottie," she said.

She'd heard all this before, all my dreams. Test two, results
also conclusive: I was turning into a vegetable at Effham Brothers,
going nowhere, and I didn't care. All I could do was talk about it,
with her, with the girl I'd known before and the girl before
that.

It always hurts when someone hits upon a truth you're trying to
hide from yourself. Jenny saw it in my face and she was sorry. She
came back and put her arms around me.

"Perhaps if I moved in for a while," she said, "it would give me
time to consider."

She didn't press me on it though, sensing I might be against it,
and told me instead we should sleep on it. That was the way with
Jenny: if things weren't going in her favour, she'd change the
subject and try a different approach later on, when I was tired or
when my guard was down. We were children, neither of us knowing the
meaning of the word love, yet holding onto each other because it
seemed, amid the grey squalor of the City, there was no one else to
turn to.










Chapter 3
Into the North


The train crept out of London, untangling itself from the
graffiti-fouled girders and the crumbling brickwork of the City's
unwashed backside. Eventually it emerged from the lead grey skies,
and began picking up speed, punching its way into the greener,
cleaner spaces of the north.

I could still feel Jenny's hot body melting into mine as the
dawn light seeped through the curtains. It had been difficult
leaving her and she hadn't made it any easier; each time I'd made
an effort to move, she'd countered by snuggling closer, trying to
prolong our last cosy moments together. I was missing her already
and regretting bitterly the stupidity of the night before.

By mid morning, my thoughts had turned to the job in hand. I had
to keep reminding myself that everything was real, that I had
spoken to Bowker yesterday and that I hadn't simply imagined the
whole thing. I mean what if I finally arrived at this place, at the
end of a long day’s journey only to find the hotel was fully
booked?

It was just my nerves I supposed, but the more questions I asked
myself, the more unsettled I became. Putting all of this aside
though, the journey was a revelation. Being suddenly well off on
two grand's worth of Effham Brothers' petty cash, I'd booked myself
a first class ticket and rode in the hushed comfort of a Pullman
carriage.

Rugby, Birmingham, Wigan, Carlisle; they were just names,
milestones separated by hours; yet this was all my country, all
those faces whizzing by on unfamiliar platforms, my fellow
countrymen. Even at break-neck speed, it was two in the afternoon
before I arrived at Glasgow's Central Station. I had an aching
backside and a dull headache, yet only half of my journey was over.
Take a look at the map some time and study Scotland. You'll be
surprised how big and how far away from London it is.

I hired a car from an office where a girl spoke with an accent I
could barely follow and as I strained to catch her words, I
imagined she was thinking to herself: "Another Bloody Southerner",
even though I'm from Halifax. She seemed as foreign to me as I no
doubt did to her and then I caught myself, suddenly aware of how
parochial I'd become. Could London have changed me so much in only
five years?

Glasgow's streets did not seem much different to those I knew in
London. There was the same traffic noise, the same carbon blackened
walls, the same dustbin bags stacked high on street corners, and I
hesitated to remind myself this was actually the murder capital of
the British Isles. But this was not London, which I had come to
loathe: there was a taste to the air, if you like; and an
unfamiliar light reflected from the sandstone faces of old
buildings, and above all, an atmosphere, cool and sharp, perhaps
magnified by its strangeness. It was just another city, but it made
me feel as if I were on the verge of something new, something
remarkable.

 

Three quarters of an hour later, I discovered Loch Lomond. The sun
was shining and the water, appearing suddenly at the roadside,
reflected the sky so completely that it seemed an impossible shade
of blue, while everything around was green and bright and crisp. It
was the first real countryside I'd seen for a long time; in five
years, I hadn't even left the City for a holiday. Small wonder then
it was like being sucked into a vacuum as all that space opened up.
It was like peeling off a heavy overcoat. Suddenly, I felt light
and free.

Loch Lomond, Crianlarich, Rannoch Moor, Glen Coe: an infinity of
space, and threading its way through all of this was an open road
with just a few cars here and there, but no one pushing, no one
crowding in.

There were mountains of course, one after the other, great folds
of them stretching off into the distance, and nameless to me then,
like strangers you'd pass in the street, strangers that looked down
upon you from a great height, shrinking you to an atom.

I recognised Ben Nevis, rising like a knobbly green wall. White
vapour poured down from notches on the skyline, a skyline so high I
had to crane my neck to see, so monstrously did it tower with its
head in the clouds, like a wrinkled old man engrossed in a
newspaper.

I was staggered by it all: Loch Lochy, Fort Augustus, Loch Ness
- in two hundred miles not once did I see a landscape that was
dominated by mankind. By early evening though, the sound of the
tyres on the road had begun to drive me mad. I was heading west,
now, towards the sea. I was growing tired and I pulled over to
nibble a sandwich I'd bought on the train. Up ahead, a signpost
pointed down a single track road. Craigaline - fifteen miles. I'd
be there in half an hour.

I could see clouds hanging low over distant mountains, giving
them a flat topped appearance, like the truncated cones of old
volcanoes. It was my first glimpse of the mountains of Craigaline
and they did not welcome me.

The sea shone through gaps in the peaks as a pool of sunshine
blazed like molten bronze beyond them. In contrast, all around lay
bleak moors, dark and speckled with cold, innominate lochans, like
pearls from a broken necklace.

All this was Craigaline.

I drove on and for ten miles, I saw nothing, not a single house,
not even a hill farm. The road, frost damaged and dangerously
narrow, snaked on and on, the distance punctuated by crude wooden
poles painted with flaking bands of black and white paint - passing
places, rough lay-bys hacked out of the surrounding wilderness,
without which two cars could never pass. It was a wilderness that
seemed permanently on the verge of taking over. For parts of its
length, the road was divided along its middle by grassy hummocks
and reeds that brushed the underside of the car. Craigaline was a
place that time, and the local council had apparently
overlooked.

At last, I came upon a farmhouse; a grim monstrosity, half
hidden behind a great stone wall. A sign on the gate told me it was
strictly private, that there was no phone, permission for camping
would not be granted and trespassers would be prosecuted. There
were even metal spikes sticking out of the top of the gate to
discourage the most persistent caller.

Of course the house had a phone: anyone could see the wire! I
imagined myself broken down and lost, maybe with a wife and kids in
the car, having to go banging on that gate. What then? Would I have
been seen off with dogs? Surely, all those paranoid ravings did not
belong here. Craigaline was what I'd glimpsed back there: wild,
impassive I suppose, but not this,… not this hostility, this baring
of teeth!

The words did seem familiar, in tone at least; they were the
words of men, the same men who built clockwork cities and put
people into boxes. I heard the meshing of gears and I felt the
skies darken. But surely, not out here?

I was still thinking about this when I rounded a tight bend and
nearly ran into a stationary Landrover slewed across the road,
completely blocking it.

Unable to drive past, I opened the door, stepped out and
breathed clean air. It's taste distracted me. It was as if the
moors themselves were absorbing it, taking it in and adding the
flavour of their own wildness.

I heard a voice, pin sharp and angry. "What do you mean I can't
go up there?"

It was an old bloke slightly comical in a chequered shirt and
knee breeches. He was facing a couple of men in waxed jackets. They
had shotguns tucked under their arms. One of them was saying
something about not wanting anyone going around trampling about and
causing damage. He was the taller of the two, stouter and clumsy
looking with a fat neck and, surprisingly, a London accent.

"Damage!" said the old geezer. "I'm only bloody walking, not
herding cows."

The other waxed jacket began to stab the air with his finger. He
wasn't going to repeat himself again. There was no route through
the plantation and that was that. He was more wiry and athletic
than his friend. He had a severe haircut and sharp, predatory
features, rather like a weasel.

The old man seemed even more indignant at this: "You can't bar
access," he said. "The glen's the only safe way up to the Singing
Loch. You can't do that - you simply can't… ."

I watched, curious, as the fire in his eyes faded and his words
trailed away in disbelief. He'd been caught trespassing and yet
appeared to feel no guilt. If anything, he gave the impression it
was he who'd been wronged.

Until then, I'd gone unnoticed but Weasel Features finally
caught my eye. He prodded the arm of the bigger man who turned
slowly like a giant lizard and rooted me to the spot with an
expressionless stare. I asked if there was a problem but I was told
to keep my nose out of it. Of course, it was none of my business
but I was irritable. I was also hungry and aching, and ready for a
hot bath.

"You're blocking the road," I said.

"You'll have to wait," I was told. "We haven't finished
here."

"Seems to me you've made your point. What else can you do? Shoot
him?"

The old geezer laughed. "Don't tempt him, lad."

I smiled but Weasel Features startled me by making a sudden,
aggressive move towards me.

Lizard Man held him back. "Not so fast, Spike," he said.

Spike! Can you believe it?

We stared at each other and I was frightened; Spike had the
bearing of an unpleasant man and I was relieved when they both
backed down and climbed into their Landrover. There was a lot of
noise as they turned it round and then squeezed precariously past
my humble little hire-car. That's when Spike lowered his arm from
the window and scraped the blade of his penknife along my door. I
just stood there, mute with astonishment. He glanced back at me
briefly and then they sped away.

I remember walking across a tube station platform, not long
after I'd first come to the City. A couple of youths had run up to
a girl on her own and tried to snatch her bag. She'd struggled and
screamed and ended up being dragged to the floor where she was then
kicked and punched until she finally let go of the bag. The place
had been crowded but people had pretended not to notice. I'd stood
there, horrified and ashamed. One of the youths had caught my eye
and his expression had been the same then as Spike's a moment ago:
cold, contemptuous and thoroughly assured I hadn't got the guts to
do anything about it.

I turned to the old geezer. He produced a pipe and stuck it in
his mouth. His face was a healthy colour of brown and it was
furrowed with deep weather-beaten lines. It was the sort of face
that looked as if it would live for ever. He smiled and we shook
hands. He thanked me for supporting him but I'd hardly said
anything and even then I'd been more concerned about myself.

"Will you carry on?" I asked.

"I don't think so."

"You reckon they’ll come back?"

"Maybe. I'll let them waste their time. Besides, it’s spoiled
now."

"What? The land?"

"I was meaning the walk," he said. "I'm too stewed up to enjoy
it now. But they’re spoiling the land too."

I asked him where he'd been going to.

"To the Singing Loch," he replied.

And what was so special about this Singing Loch that he should
risk trespassing to get there?

"It sings," he said simply and then, upon seeing my sceptical
smile, he added that I wouldn't understand and that it probably
wouldn't sing for me anyway. It was as if he'd looked me up and
down and passed me off as a moron or something.

Why wouldn't it sing for me?

"Where is this place then?"

"Up there," he said, tipping his head towards the mountains.
That was where it was, this Singing Loch, though he said it might
as well be on the moon, because in a couple of years the trees
would be too thick to get through.

It turned out we were staying at the same hotel, which wasn't
surprising, considering the fact it was probably the only one
within a couple of hour’s drive of anywhere else. I offered him a
lift but he declined, declaring he had to make it back on foot or
not at all. He was an abrasive, cantankerous, eccentric old man,
but I found myself warming to him.

We arranged to eat together later on and I drove off, briefly
glancing back at him in the mirror. Head down, he slogged away at a
steady pace, his red check shirt, the only splash of humanity in a
wilderness of russet and bronze.

 

The Singing Loch! I didn't know it then but already Bill's words
had hammered it firmly into my brain and I would never be free of
it.










Chapter 4 A
Different Country


Craigaline was of a row of terraced cottages and a few sturdy
looking detached houses, all white washed and shining in a sudden
burst of evening sunshine. There was a small post office with a
bright red telephone box outside and, further on, there was a
plain, wooden jetty sticking out into the vast, cold waters of Loch
Shiel. There, a single petrol pump stood guard on the water front -
antique, rusty and hand operated, it didn't appear to offer a
choice of grades - just whatever petrol happened to be in it at the
time.

Facing the jetty was the hotel. Whitewashed like the rest of the
local architecture, it presented a refined, Victorian air. When I
walked in, there was a young woman at the reception desk. Her broad
shoulders and striking bosom filled out a crisp, white blouse
ornamented with lace in a way that seemed pleasantly old-fashioned.
She was a welcome sight after the hostility on the road. What’s
more, when I approached, she looked up at once and gave me a
welcoming smile that seemed so genuine, it took me completely by
surprise.

"Is it Mr. Mathews?" she enquired. "Ah, we’ve been expecting
you. Have you had a pleasant journey? "

She had green eyes and short black hair combed into aggressively
styled waves. She had a strong jaw, almost masculine, I thought,
and the way she carried herself gave her an air of dignified
authority. Hearing her speak my name was a relief but it felt odd,
too, like she'd been waiting for me which I suppose she had, but
not in the sense that I mean.

There was no checking in to be done. She simply pulled a key
from the rack behind and led me up the stairs. I noticed all the
carpets appeared to be new, a sort of deep blue colour and very
soft to walk on. The decor was dark wood, again strictly Victorian,
with embossed panels and I counted six gruesome stags' heads
peering from under the beams. Superficially, it gave the impression
of being quite a grand sort of place, but then I spotted dust on
the banister and a few well established cobwebs on the landing.

She wanted to know if I was there for the fishing. Her accent
was like nothing I had ever heard - not the cut glass Scott’s of
the lowlands,… much, much softer,… indeed it was almost Irish, so
gentle, so lyrical. After a moment’s hesitation, I replied that I
was not there for the fishing.

"Are you a walker, then?" she asked.

Again, I said not. But what else could there be to do in a place
like Craigaline? I usually pretended to be a travelling business
man but that obviously didn't fit in here. Also, I'd been stupid
enough to travel up in my suit, so I must've stuck out a mile. In
five minutes, the whole place would know that the bastard Sassenach
was here and that all their jobs were on the line!

"I’m just getting away from the city for a bit," I said
awkwardly.

I felt myself shrivelling with shame, but if she suspected
anything, it didn't show.

"Aye, well, you’ve come to the right place for that, Mr.
Matthews."

She let me into my room and, suddenly I found myself blushing as
she explained the times for meals; her manner aroused me; the way
her skirt swished as she moved her hips, the way she held her head
as she spoke. Inexplicably, I found myself wanting to hide from her
because her words seemed impersonal now, words she'd practised with
hundreds of guests, words that stabbed like icicles, and I would
have given anything to have her speak my name like she had done
only moments before, speak it in that beautiful, lyrical voice of
hers.

"I’ll leave you settle in then, shall I?"

When she’d gone I leaned back on the door and tried to shake the
feeling off. The sight of the plain and lonely bed didn't help. Was
I sickening for something? I was just tired and missing Jenny, I
supposed. Jenny! It seemed like weeks since I'd last touched
her.

With an effort, I pulled myself to together, took out my
notebook and went through the usual routine: the room was bright
and clean but I noticed they still went in for blankets on the bed
rather than a duvet, which was less practical. However, I simply
put it down to local character and didn't deduct any points. There
were no condoms in the toilet this time, though some of the
bathroom fittings were beginning to rust and one or two had worked
loose. I tried the sink. The water had a brown tint which was a bit
unsightly but the plug hole worked efficiently - the water
spiralling down with a reassuringly forceful gurgle: seven out of
ten, I reckoned.

The wardrobe was fairly modern - plain wood veneer but it had
the usual squeaky hinge and the stale odour of cigarettes inside.
Still, the bedside cabinet matched and a quick search of the
drawers turned up the familiar Gideon Bible. There was also a
Reader's Digest book of short stories which was a nice touch and
something of a bonus, I thought.

The whole thing took no more than five minutes. When I'd
finished, I looked out of the window, thinking it was a pity I
couldn’t award any points for the view, which was breathtaking. At
the head of the jetty, the lone flag of St. Andrew fluttered with a
business like dignity and it reminded me of just how far I'd
travelled that day. There was a definite atmosphere you see, an
almost exotic remoteness, as if I'd flown to the other side of the
world.

I tried to imagine the landscape at night, blacked out with not
a single warm light for miles. At every point of the compass, there
would be nothing but isolation staring back at you. If I'd
suspected it before, I was certain now: this was not the sort of
place for an Effham Hotel. There'd been a mistake. I'd have to
phone Bowker in the morning and explain. With any luck, he'd
probably tell me to come home.

Meanwhile, I did my best to settle in, running a steaming bath
of brown water and soaking myself until my fingertips wrinkled.
Then, relieved the discoloration hadn't transferred to my skin, I
changed my clothes and wondered about writing an impulsive love
letter to Jenny, even though I'd probably be home before it reached
her. In the end, I ran out of time and went down to dinner
instead.

 Bill looked different, well groomed and smart in a tweed
jacket and shiny brogues. I'd tried to tone my appearance down with
a casual shirt and the sweater Jenny had bought me for Christmas,
but I knew it was a bit late for that now and I felt like a convict
as I took my seat.

The girl who'd shown me my room was acting as a waitress now,
which suggested they were having staff problems. My other
observations included the fact that the cutlery was Japanese
stainless and quite old - the serrated edges of the dinner knives
had almost worn to nothing. Also, the glassware was Continental -
moulded, not cut and some of the crockery was obviously rather
dishwasher tired.

Bill and I were chatting when she came to take our order. I
watched her as she wrote it down. She was polite and efficient - no
problems there, I thought. Then I found myself wondering what it
was about her that was so striking. She would not have passed for a
T.V. commercial; her frame was too big, but no less attractive for
that. Also, she wore no makeup and only the barest trace of
lipstick, yet she radiated vitality, unlike Jenny who without a
fortnightly trip to the solarium, was pale and pasty.

"She fancies you," said Bill, when she'd gone.

He was kidding of course but all the same, I watched her as she
left the dining room. "I should be so lucky - she’s an uncommonly
attractive woman."

"Ah, steady now lad. I should tell you I know her father very
well. "

He was easy to get along with, a plain speaking Lancastrian,
refreshingly open and blunt. He knew the hills around where I'd
been brought up and it turned out his son had studied at the same
university as me. We had a list of things in common, and the
conversation came easily.

The dining room was empty, so service was fast. We'd eaten and
were talking over the last of the wine when someone else came in.
It was Lizard Man, the one I'd met on the road with the Landrover
and the gun. I gestured with my eyes. Bill replied with a nod, and
said that he came in most nights.

"I hope he behaves himself, this time," he mumbled.

At first, I wondered what he was talking about but when the girl
came back, I began to understand a little of what he meant. She
went over to the man and he said something; I wasn't close enough
to hear but I saw her stiffen. Then he watched her as she turned
away, his eyes glued upon her back until she disappeared into the
kitchen. There was no mistaking his expression.

I was hardly innocent, having admired her shapely derriere only
a short while ago, but I was discreet about it. The feminists among
you will say it's no defence, that a letch is a letch, but I am a
heterosexual man: young women delight my senses, and though it is
an old fashioned concept, it is an enjoyment I try to repay with
courtesy and deference. To him though, I sensed they were simply a
cheap form of gratuitous entertainment. He drew pleasure from the
stealing of their dignity and that was deeply offensive.

Bill was telling me about the Munros. I'd thought they were a
range of mountains like the Cairngorms and, amazed at my ignorance,
he set about putting me straight but I was only half listening.

"Munro… Mountaineer … Catalogue of peaks over 3000 feet
high… "

I watched her come back with a bowl of soup. I liked the way she
carried things. She was careful,… secure. She laid it before him
and he whispered something in her ear. She pulled her head
away.

"What?" said Bill. "Never done any walking?"

"A bit of climbing, when I was at university," I offered.

A spoon fell off the table; I think Lizard Man pushed it. She
bent down to pick it up and I saw his hand stroke her thigh. She
jumped up as if she'd been electrocuted. I'd seen it before, on
countless occasions in pubs and cheap restaurants all over London,
but I was bright enough to realise that, out here, such things
wouldn't normally be treated so casually.

"Did you see that?"

"Aye,… that's going a bit too far."

We were both watching now, teeth gritted,… Bill because he knew
her, and me because it wasn't right - plus there were two of us and
only one of him. The girl recovered her composure and headed back
once more to the safety of the kitchen. She returned later,
carrying his main course but kept her distance this time and almost
threw the plate in front of him. Then, I heard him grunt:

"Gravy," he said.

She cast her eyes about the room and caught us watching her. She
looked black with anger. I think I smiled at her and I tried to
nod, as if to let her know I bore witness to her suffering, even
though I appeared too chicken to do anything about it. For a
moment, something passed between us and all the tension seemed to
melt from her. With a visible sigh, her shoulders dropped and she
came over to our table. She moved well, I thought, not slinky nor
sexy but with a sort of bold grace.

"And how are you two getting along, then?"

"Erm,… fine,… " I said. "How about you? Is everything?… "

"Oh, don't you worry about me, now."

Our gravy boat was half empty, the gravy cold and skinned over.
"I'll take this then, shall I?" she said, then carried it away, and
in one smooth movement, she emptied it over Lizard Man's head.

"Good on you, lass," said Bill, applauding.

She cast him a smile and then swept out of the dining room. The
man sat there for a while, probably as stunned as I was, before
staggering to his feet and making off. I heard muffled protests
from somewhere deep in the kitchen, and then I saw him driving away
in a melodramatic cloud of dust and gravel.

Bill and I chatted on for a while and then we had a couple of
whiskeys in the bar before he decided to retire. It was after ten,
but still far from being dark. I said goodnight and stepped outside
to sample the strangeness of the long northern day.

 

The sky had cleared completely to a pale blue-green that faded
gently to a hazy yellow over the horizon. The light was soft, the
air opaque, as if viewed through a straw coloured screen, while the
waters of Loch Shiel rippled sleepily in a warm breeze.

How could anywhere have remained so untouched? Only the phone
box, glowing in the distance reminded me of the present, though
that too was of the old fashioned, cast iron type. Without it, you
could've gone back a hundred years or more and not noticed the
difference.

I strolled away from the village, heading for the outline of a
bench, high on a rocky promontory, jutting out into the water. When
I finally reached it, I found that someone else had wandered up
from the other side; it was the girl from the hotel.

She'd changed her clothes. Gone were the trappings of a
waitress. Instead, she wore an oversized man's shirt and an old
pair of jeans with holes in both knees. She blinked and looked away
like girls do when you make an unwelcome pass. But she was just
embarrassed. I'd seen her, earlier, in her fine lace and now she
was in rags. I wasn’t sensitive enough to think anything of it, but
I’m told girls are different, especially when they've met someone
they approve of.

I don't know why, but my first thought was of Jenny and then,
for some reason, I recalled the girl on the Tube all those years
ago, the one who'd got the wrong idea when I'd offered her my seat.
The warning bells sounded and I stood there, dumb and paralysed by
paranoia.

I was saved by convention: to have turned around and walked back
without saying a word would've been rude, so I gathered my wits,
and asked if she minded my joining her for a while. She gestured to
the space beside her, and so I sat down. To my dismay, I began
blushing, and I pulled off my glasses to wipe them - a nervous
habit, I'm afraid. Then I noticed the handkerchief I was using
wasn't very clean.

"No," she said, gently, reaching over and taking them from me.
"Not like that, boy. Like this."

She startled me. For a fleeting moment, I felt her hand. Her
flesh seemed impossibly hot, a searing white heat that must surely
have singed me!

After breathing on the lenses, she pulled out her shirt lap and
proceeded to wipe them. Still I said nothing and for a moment, I
felt vulnerable. She could've simply crushed them into splinters
and walked away, leaving me blind. If you're not short sighted,
forget it, you wouldn't understand. But if you are - especially if
you're as short sighted as I am, then you'll know exactly what I
mean. She didn't crush them of course, she just smiled, and then
handed them back.

"Is that better, now?" she asked.

I was a little slow in putting them back on, trying to sustain
the moment, which I had found inexplicably erotic. "Yes,… much
better,… thanks."

I took in the view which was impressive and dominating. In the
city, it’s easy to forget there are green hills and mountains; in
the city, nature keeps a low profile, but here it’s inescapable. It
betrays just how vulnerable we all are, just how tenuous our
foothold is and that it would only take one careless move to tip us
into oblivion.

I looked out over the water and then back to Craigaline which
seemed so insignificant, like a few white pebbles cast upon the
shore. It was disturbing, and sitting next to the girl somehow
added to the depth of the sensation: I felt her presence like the
warm air from an open furnace playing upon the side of my face.

She was about twenty five which seemed quite mature to me then,
though I suppose she was still very young. Yet there was already a
power about her, an aura, as if all the energy that seemed to come
from this place had found in her a kind of channel. I'm sure my
feelings were simply those of a lonely man searching for
stimulation; I found her attractive, as you may already have
guessed, and had she made herself available to me that evening, I
would not have hesitated. But I suspect nothing was further from
her mind.

We began to talk a little. I think she recognised my awkwardness
and was sympathetic, guiding me though the preliminaries of
conversation, establishing such things as names and places, like
the opening moves in a game of chess. Her name was Iona and she'd
been born on the Isle of Skye, though she'd lived most of her life
here, at Craigaline. She seemed at ease and apparently trusted me
to behave. Indeed she must have thought me completely harmless, and
eventually rewarded me with some gentle banter.

"What?" she said. "You keep drifting off and glazing over. Am I
boring you? "

In truth I was mesmerised by her. "I’m sorry. It’s your accent,…
I’ve never heard anything so beautiful. It’s like a lullaby. "

"So am I sending you to sleep now? Is that it? "

"No,… no,… "

"Well, you have a smooth tongue on you for a Sassenach, that's
for sure."

We got on to the subject of the meal and her theatrical
departure. She smiled, though I guessed she was far from over it.
It had only been a part time job, she explained, though she'd
enjoyed it. She'd graduated a few years ago, and been drifting
through one dull job after another, in towns and cities all over
Scotland, returning home in defeat each time. She would be leaving
Craigaline again, and soon, she reckoned, maybe for Glasgow, though
I gathered it was the last thing she really wanted to do.

"Do you not find it a bit isolated here?" I asked.

"Don't you see, boy? That's what I like about it."

"Still, there's a bit more going on in the city."

"Aye,… you mean like drugs and crime, and such? And all that
filth?"

"A city has more to offer than the bad stuff, surely?"

"Maybe,… but it can't offer me this, now can it?"

"Well, it's a pretty view, for sure."

"Pretty is it?"

"No,… more than pretty,… pretty's a weak word. I know it's more
than that, but,… ."

"Want to know what it is?"

"Sure."

"Then just close your eyes and listen."

So I closed my eyes, and breathed the air,… and I listened.

"It's very peaceful," I said, aware once more that my words did
not quite reach the heart of what it was.

"That's near enough," she said. "You'd have to spend a while
longer here to understand it any deeper than that,… but sure:
there's peace here. And is that not worth anything these days? Is
that not worth hanging on for, boy?"

Of course I knew what she meant, but with a degree under her
belt, she was bound to be leaving this place. Peace was for
holidays, it was what you sought when you couldn't take the city
any more. Sure, maybe peace was no longer a thing of value at all,
and leaving it behind was the reward of our education, our
intelligence,… our sophistication.

"Well I'm thinking it's a dumb kind of sophistication.," she
said.

Perhaps she wouldn't lose her job, I suggested. Maybe it was
worth hanging around, that maybe one day she could be running the
hotel.

"Is that a possibility, do you think?" Then I remembered the
purpose of my visit, that she'd be losing her job anyway. "I mean,
that guy was asking for it," I went on, trying to recover myself.
"Surely the manager will understand?"

She told me the man was the manager; he ran the estate. His name
was Macraven.

"So you see, I'm out of there for sure, boy."

I was a little slow in taking this in. Lizard Man was Macraven?
Macraven was the estate manager? Yes, that I knew, because I'd
heard the name before: he was my contact, the man I had to speak to
about the hotel!

Macraven! It had to be, didn’t it?










Chapter 5 A
Plague of Little Trees


I woke up in the morning from a deep sleep, probably induced by
the whisky I'd drunk the night before. I could taste its earthiness
and I had an insatiable urge to drink cold water until I burst.
Seagulls screamed over Loch Shiel, and the sun poured in through a
gap in the curtains.

I'd had a dream; the details were blurred. I'd seen Jenny,
that's all I know, but as I roused myself, I became aware of a
feeling in the pit of my stomach. It wasn't that I was missing her,
and I can only say as I went down to breakfast, I carried with me
the loneliness of someone in a faraway place, knowing in his heart
he had nothing to go home to.

There was a pay phone in the reception area. I was able to keep
my eye on it from the dining room as I ate breakfast, and I
realised it wasn't private enough for what I had to do; people were
coming and going all the time. There was a chance Bowker wouldn't
recall me and I couldn't risk being overheard. And these were the
eighties, remember: mobile telephones were still the stuff of
science fiction.

Instead I walked to the Post Office, to the phone box. It may
have been an old fashioned one, but the paint was fresh and bright
and, incredibly, the directories were intact - I was so surprised
to see them, I thought they'd been left in there by mistake.

After a few false starts, I managed to contact the Effham
switchboard and they put me through to Bowker's office. I'd
expected to hear Tina's voice, but it was another woman who
answered. The line was faint and I had to feed coins in every few
seconds.

"Mr. Bowker isn't in today."

"When will he be back?"

"I don't know. Try tomorrow."

"Is he sick or something? Will he be at home? Can you give me
his number?"

"I'm not at liberty to… .."

"Don't be daft, it's me, Scott Mathews. I'm stuck up here in
Craigaline. Something's wrong. I need his advice. Is Tina there?"
"I'm sorry. Try tomorrow."

It was like talking to a machine. "Is there any one else I can
speak to on this?"

"I'm sorry. What was your name again?"

"What?"

"Where are you calling from? I can't hear you; please speak
up."

The bleeps sounded and I searched for another coin but I was too
slow and the line was cut. I cursed the woman for her stupidity,
but it wasn't her fault; I was just unnerved by the fact that she
hadn't a clue who I was, or what I was doing.

There was a well rounded middle aged, cherub of a woman in the
Post Office, franking letters with a rubber stamp. I asked if she
had any post cards and she pulled a shoe-box out from under the
counter.

I flicked through them. They were all a bit dusty and dog eared.
I saw one of the hotel and another of a big, two masted sailing
boat called Ossian.

"You don't get many tourists here, then?"

"Not many," she replied.

I was sensitive to accents now and hers was not local, not
Scottish.

"Have you any of the Singing Loch?"

"The what?"

"The Singing Loch," I repeated, wondering why I was having so
much trouble communicating with everyone today.

"Can't say I've heard of it, dear but then I haven't been here
very long, you see."

"It's up in the mountains. I met a walker yesterday who'd been
stopped from going there; it's private, I guess."

Everything seemed to be private around here, she told me, except
for the main road. "And would you look at the state of that! If
your Singing Loch's the one I think it is, then any photographs are
likely to be very old indeed. No one's been up there since the
estate changed hands, dear, and that's over ten years ago."

I asked her how the local people felt about it but she told me
there were precious few real local people left in Craigaline to do
much complaining. Most of them had moved on to find work, since all
the traditional industry had been squeezed out by the new estate.
There had been a distillery once, and a salmon farm, and there'd
been the creel fishing of course.

She told me Craigaline was destined to become one of the biggest
conifer plantations in Europe, but that this meant hardly any local
employment. Since it was privately owned, the estate wasn't obliged
to use local labour. Instead, they took on contract gangs -
outsiders, to perform such tasks as were necessary; it made it
easier for the estate to hire and fire.

The majority of homes at Craigaline belonged to the estate.
People living in them were under threat of eviction and many had
moved away, rather than live with the uncertainty. As a community,
the place was almost dead now, and when the trees came, as
everybody knew they would, the whole landscape would change; the
trees would be a funeral shroud for Craigaline.

"It was madness," she said. "Utter madness."

I think she would've talked to me all day, but I was anxious to
be off; after all there was nothing I could do for Craigaline.
Then, as if his ears had been burning, Macraven walked into the
shop, none the worse for his dousing in gravy the night before.

"A dozen first class stamps," he announced.

"Wait your turn," snapped the Postmistress.

I took advantage of his interruption, picked a card at random,
paid my money and left. Then, outside, I caught myself; it was no
good! I had to deal with this man, no matter what I thought about
him. So, I waited reluctantly. The Postmistress didn't keep him
long and as soon as he came out, I called over to him. My words
felt clumsy, lacking in confidence and I cursed myself for showing
him how green I was. I asked if I could have a word on a matter of
business.

"Are you selling something?" he said.

I replied that I was not, and his stony countenance gave a
little. He told me he hadn't thought for one moment I was a
tourist.

"We don't get many casual visitors around here," he
explained.

"You're not likely to," I replied. "You hardly go out of your
way to welcome them do you?"

Then he surprised me with a thin smile, not unpleasant. Could it
be there was another side to him?

"This is a working estate, young man - not a national park."

Young man! I bridled at that. When you're twenty seven, you're
cock-sure of yourself as an adult, and easily insulted by someone
older who thinks you're still a kid.

"While we're on the subject," I said. "One of your workers
damaged my car last night." Then, thinking he might be difficult
about it, I added that I had a witness.

He looked embarrassed. "Yes, I am sorry about that." He laughed.
"Spike's fresh out of the army - special forces, you know. They
discharged him for being too rough. I'm afraid he's not house
trained yet."

He shuffled his feet and looked around, awkwardly. "Look, I'm
busy this morning," he said. "Drive up to the office, about five
o'clock and we'll come to some sort of arrangement. All right?"

That suited me. I could set about the other business, then. We
parted on reasonable terms and I was left with the impression that
maybe he wasn't such a bad chap, but it was hard to reconcile with
his vulgar behaviour the night before.

 

The postcard I'd chosen was of a group of standing stones called
"The Wishing Ring". They were marked on my map, close to a track,
towards the north of the estate. I scribbled a few lines to Jenny,
then took the car as far as I dared along the road by Loch Shiel.
The tarmac didn't last long and the ruts became deeper the further
I went. After a mile, I lost my nerve and pulled over, then
continued on foot. I remember glancing back and seeing the village
cradled in the broad sweep of the bay, lit up as if by a spotlight,
yet where I was, the skies were heavy with warm, lazy clouds. Such
a contrast, I thought, yet in the city the weather came only in two
varieties: wet or dry.

Half a mile down the track, I found a path that struck out over
the moor. Its start was marked by a broken finger post and a notice
warning of stray bullets. The idea of bullets big enough to kill a
deer whizzing around was intimidating, but I was on a proper path;
the map said so and I clung to it ready to flash it at anyone who
tried to challenge me.

When the stones came into view, I was surprised to see the sea,
blue green, illuminated by another bright spotlight, yellowish this
time and more focused, more intense above the straw colour of the
moor.

I was not alone. There was a man moving about near the stones.
He had something set up on a tripod, as if he were taking
measurements. There was someone with him, a woman in a long, black
raincoat. He waved as I approached. At first I thought he was
warning me off, shaking his fist but then he called out a friendly
"Good morning".

He was sixty, I reckoned, wearing an old tweed jacket and with
his trousers tucked into his socks. Then I saw his collar; he was a
clergyman.

The woman looked at me. She was forty or so, and had wild black
hair. She'd been crying. As I drew near, she gave me a passing
glance and an enigmatic smile before walking away. I watched as she
moved easily over the trackless, coarse grass. She was like a tall
ship, the breeze fanning out waves of light over the swaying grass
all around her. I asked if she was all right.

"She has her troubles," came the reply, again that soft, lilting
accent.

I felt I'd intruded on something and I hung back awkwardly, but
the minister came up, and shook my hand vigorously.

"Douglas Macvie," he said. "And you'll be Scott Mathews, I
think. Word soon travels around here. Are you interested in the
stones?"

I hesitated: if he knew my name then, maybe he also knew why I
was here, that it was nothing to do with the stones and that yet
more jobs in his dwindling community were under threat. "Only as a
landmark," I said, swallowing the guilt. "A spot to aim for.
Where's she going?"

"She lives over there."

She was just a dot now, still sailing away on her ocean of
grass. Then, slowly, a shroud of white haze dissolved her. I could
see no house, and it was as if she had melted into the wilderness
itself, like a fairy princess into a secret land.

Distracted, I turned my attention back to the stones. There were
three in all, spaced ten feet apart and they were huge: fifteen
feet tall and four feet wide, each tapering off to a rough point at
the top. They were darkened with immense age but in places, there
were fist sizes craters where the stone shone through.

He told me they were bullet holes. When the shooting parties
came, the deer killers, as he called them, the estate charged them
for every deer they shot. Over the length of a day, that could
amount to a lot of money so they liked to shoot other things as
well, things they could shoot for free: seagulls, rabbits, wild
goats - anything that moved, except people of course. Then,
sometimes, when all the moving targets had scurried out of the way,
they'd shoot at the stones.

Macvie was nearly bald with just a few wiry grey hairs clinging
willy-nilly to his freckled head. He looked the perfect country
minister - pleasant, a little eccentric perhaps, but it was a mask.
There was a sharpness about him, and as he spoke I detected an
acidic cynicism lurking in the background of his gentle accent. I
asked him if he studied Megaliths:

"I study them," he said. "But without any proper understanding.
At the moment I'm charting their exact positions along with all the
other stones around Craigaline."

When I asked him why, he told me that he had to before they were
all pulled down to make way for the trees. Surely, I thought, they
wouldn't have to destroy the stones but he explained that planting
wasn't simply done by a man with a spade. First of all, they used a
great machine with a hydraulic plough to cut long swathes, a bit
like ploughing a field but on a much bigger scale. He told me to
imagine the entire moor, ribbed with trenches four feet deep and
the black earth oozing up like blood; that's what it was like; he'd
seen it before. It was too much trouble to steer around the stones;
they'd have to be pulled down, broken up and carted away.

They'd been there for over three thousand years. To have
survived that long alone made them something special and yet it
seemed Macraven could tear them down with impudence. As I'd told
Macvie, I had no particular passion for megaliths, though I could
tell he was of the school that believed they were a sort of marker,
aligning with other stones and mountain peaks. I’d no objections to
that idea, but as a scientist, I knew any proof could be no more
than circumstantial after all this time. They would always be an
enigma; it was part of their magnetism. In that way, they radiated
something indefinable, like Iona's sense of peace last night, and
to pull them down would be like tearing out a heart. "He must be a
wealthy man, then, this Macraven?" I said.

"Ah,… no,… Macraven doesn't own Craigaline. He's just the
manager, here. It's owned by a businessman from down south."

"What? Glasgow, you mean?"

"London."

"So,… does he get up here very often - only I didn't see any
grand houses or anything."

"There was a big house, once, but that fell down years ago. No,…
this man's not exactly a country squire, you understand. He and his
entourage come up now and then for the shooting, but Craigaline's
more of a business - part of a portfolio of investments. That's
what the trees are for, you see? They're a good investment and
reasonably secure. All you need is the land and they'll mature
inside of twenty five years."

Now, I was sure Bowker had led me to believe Macraven owned the
Craigaline Hotel. Or had he? I supposed then Macraven was not
really to blame for what was happening. He was just following
orders.

Macvie gave an ungodly sneer: "You know, that was an argument
often used by the Nazis?… that they were only following
orders."

He told me the woman I'd just met was a farmer whose family had
been working these hills for generations. Macraven had recently
announced her crops were to be ploughed under and that her farm
would be bulldozed to make way for the trees. He could have worked
around the farms, and the stones. All it needed was time, effort,
and a little sensitivity.

"And a conscience?" I asked.

"Ah,.. no,… a conscience is no use at all when it comes to
business, Scott."

 

I watched as he made his measurements. He took great care,
repeating his readings and averaging the results, but he was
wasting his time and I think he knew it; once the stones had gone,
they might has well never have existed in the first place, no
matter what was set down on paper.

A cool wind stroked the grasses, sending out more long waves of
light. As my eyes followed them, I became aware of mountains, dark
forms emerging from the retreating haze. They were like dragons
teeth; sinister pinnacles, jutting from the ground, black and
broken with age. Then a sunbeam played upon them, painting them
with unsuspected colour.

"Where is the Singing Loch?" I asked.

"What do you know of the Singing Loch?"

"Only that it exists and no one's been there for a long time.
Have you been there?"

"Aye, many years ago."

"Why ‘the Singing Loch’? Why the name?"

"Because it sings," he said, simply.

"But not for everyone, right?"

I seemed to strike a chord and he smiled. "It's out of bounds
these days," he told me.

"So I believe."

He sat down in the grass, then pulled a flask and a packet of
sandwiches from a rucksack. He asked me if I'd eaten and offered to
share his lunch with me so I joined him on the ground and waited
for him to carry on talking but for a long time he simply stared
out to sea. I followed his gaze, down to the ever changing patterns
of sunlight.

"It only sings for those who know how to listen," he said
eventually. "It's a mountain corrie, surrounded by peaks and
cliffs, the likes of which you have to see to believe. And from
those cliffs run great slopes of scree, sweeping right down into
the water.

"The water's are green if you see them from high above, from the
ridge perhaps, changing to deep blue near the middle. By its shore,
the only sound you can hear is your own heartbeat. You can hear a
whisper a mile away. There's something else, too, a spirit perhaps,
a presence. I can't explain it any more than that. And maybe, just
maybe, if you're lucky, you might hear it sing."

"Did it sing for you," I asked him.

He smiled and shook his head: "I was too young," he said. I told
him how Bill had been stopped from entering the glen and Macvie
explained that Bill had worked as a maintenance man at the
distillery, until the estate had changed hands.

"Then it was closed down, right?"

"You seem to be well informed, considering this is your first
visit to Craigaline."

"People tell me things. I just listen."

"The distillery employed a dozen people," he said. "They made
one of the finest malts in the whole of Scotland, but it wasn't
profitable enough, so it was closed. The big brewers would have
paid a handsome price for it, but Craiglaine was trees, and nothing
else seemed to interest the estate, which makes you wonder about
their business sense."



The Singing Loch was out of bounds merely by chance. The glen was
the easiest approach. For ordinary folk, it was the only safe way
but the plantation had put a stop to that. Macvie showed me on his
map. There were other ways but he assured me you had to be a
competent mountaineer to consider them.

There seemed to be a way from the west, a long ridge, about ten
miles of it but the ground looked fairly easy. I suggested this but
he told me the Navy had used the area as a target range in the
nineteen forties. They'd bombarded it from the sea. The Ministry of
Defence still owned the land. There were decaying notices and
barbed wire all over the place warning of unexploded shells. It was
like a barrier, sealing off the best of Craigaline from all but the
most persistent trespasser.

"We're not trespassing here though, are we?" I asked.

"Why? Would it bother you if we were?"

"I guess it would."

"Rubbish!" he spat. "The first men to claim this land or any
other land as their own did so with clubs and swords to keep other
people off. Then it was soldiers and rifle butts; now its "No
Trespass" signs and threats of prosecution. I tell you, the only
rightful claim to this land is God's - you do believe in God, don't
you, Scott?"

I hadn't thought about that for a long time. "I'm not sure," I
said.

"Don't worry about it lad. It's easy to lose touch these
days."

 We talked on and he finally invited me to dinner that
evening, at his home. Bill would be there, he said and we could
talk some more. It was a friendly gesture, and I accepted
gratefully.I left him to his measurements then and returned to the
car. The Singing Loch had featured in just about every conversation
I'd had so far. There was still over four hours before I was due to
meet Macraven and I reckoned that was all the time I needed. I
wanted to see the Singing Loch for myself. It wouldn't sing for me,
Bill had said. Well, I'd soon show him, even if it did mean
trespassing.










Chapter 6
Fool's Errand


My attitude was completely wrong. I wanted to see it like a
tourist wants to climb Blackpool tower - not out of any spiritual
curiosity - more, simply, because it was there and I wanted to
notch it up on my list of life’s experiences. Bill was right: it
would not have sung for me.

I drove back through the village to where I'd first encountered
Bill the night before. There, I parked rather stupidly in a passing
place and looked about for a way onto the moor. There was a stile
over a wire fence by the remains of a broken signpost and fastened
to it with drawing pins, inside a plastic bag, was a typed
notice:

Permission for the public to use
this path is withdrawn until further notice.

Any persons found beyond this
point will be prosecuted.

 I took a deep breath and set out, crossing the stile and
following a barely traceable path. I had my map but the Ordnance
Survey couldn't help me here; this was not a right of way. It was
shown as a pecked line but it was what they called a permissive
route: the previous landlord had given permission for people to use
it but the present one had simply taken it away. My plan was to
plead ignorance if I was caught.

It soon became obvious that this was going to be more difficult
than I'd thought. I was kitted out in a pair of tight jeans and
training shoes. The Singing Loch lay at over two thousand feet,
five miles away and I really didn't stand a chance.

After ten minutes, the plantation came into view. Even at a
distance, it seemed vast. The trees were young, like little green
blobs emerging from the russet of the moor but they covered my
field of vision from left to right. I could see drainage channels,
too, all parallel, as if someone had drawn a giant comb over the
land. Rainwater lingered in them like veins of silver while the
trees themselves sprouted from the upturned sods beside the
channels. It was like an exercise in geometry, everything spaced
evenly, as clean cut and as precise as a well thought out business
deal, which I suppose is exactly what it was.

The sketchy path led into the plantation where all trace of it
was soon obliterated by the earthworks. Beyond, I could see the
sides of the glen becoming narrower and steeper until they finally
came together to form a tiny 'V' against the outline of the
mountains. While the trees were young, there was still a chance of
breaking through but in another ten or fifteen years, you could
forget it. Was the whole of Craigaline really to suffer the same
fate?

 

There had been trees here before, thousands of years ago. If you
dug deep enough into the peat, you would find the pollen grains and
the preserved dead wood of an ancient forest that had once covered
the whole of Scotland. But that had been planted and controlled by
nature; the species of tree, the layers of habitat from canopy to
floor, the creatures, the birds, the bugs, all would have had their
niche, their part to play.

The fledgling forest I wandered through that morning would be
nothing like that. It would be a monoculture. There would be trees,
all the same and so densely packed not even grass would grow
between them. Aesthetics had been bulldozed; you could not make
money from aesthetics.

I began picking my way through the trees but the trenches made
it difficult. They were narrow enough to jump but I began to tire
after a dozen or so. I tried following the line of them but they
had no regard for the direction I wanted to go. Landmarks became
vague and the ground rougher, the further I went. Eventually, I
stopped to catch my breath and to think.

Something moved. It was a moment before my senses could take it
in. Then I gaped in shock and delight. It was a stag, a beautiful,
muscular thing with chestnut colouring that seemed to glow from
within. From less than thirty yards away, it left off nibbling the
top of one of Macraven's trees and gave me a calm stare as if
curious about me.

Then the air exploded and something zinged past my ear, hitting
the stag with a tremendous whack. It buckled at the knees and
toppled sideways like a felled tree, twisting its head so that as
it hit the ground it still seemed to be looking at me.

A figure moved up from behind. "What the fuck do you think
you're you doing here?"

It was Spike. My heart sank; I felt I could reason with
Macraven, but not Spike; Spike was a psychopath.

"Did you have to kill it?" I shouted.

He'd shot it from behind me, missing me by a couple of yards. I
could almost feel my ear burning. The stag had a massive wound in
its side and there was a lot of blood. I couldn't believe something
that had looked so fantastically alive only moments ago could now
look so horribly dead.

"You heard us warning that old fart last night," he said. "This
land's private."

"There's a path on the map," I said weakly, pulling it out of my
pocket. "I just want to see the Loch; I'll be careful."

He came over and snatched the map from my hand. Then he tore it
in half and threw it away.

"Get off - now."

He looked dirty and unshaven, his clothes frayed and damp like
he'd been sleeping rough. He had a rifle under his arm, a powerful
looking thing that gave off an aggressive, oily smell. Then, as he
jabbed his finger in the direction of the road, I saw the grip of a
revolver pop out from behind his jacket. That came as a shock - I
mean, a rifle, you can argue, is a sporting weapon. You use it for
killing creatures, but no matter how hard you try, you can come up
with only one purpose for a revolver, and that's killing
people.

Spike was no street yob. He was tough and capable; army trained
in goodness knows what. You don't argue with a man like that. I
held up my hands in mock surrender and turned away, stopping only
to pick up the scattered pieces of my map. There was blood on one.
I tried to rub it off but it had already soaked into the paper. It
felt thick and warm under my thumb.

Once, when I was about eight years old, I'd sneaked into a
farmer's field to recover my kite that had blown in there by
mistake. The farmer, a tough, wiry man, not unlike Spike, had
caught me and smashed up my kite with a sort of twisted glee. Then
he'd kicked me up the backside for daring to trespass and, holding
me by the scruff of the neck, he'd marched me out of the field.

The physical pain and the humiliation were soon forgotten,
though I believe its effect had sunk deep into my infant psyche,
leaving me forever with a fear of trespassing. But I had also felt
a keen sense of the injustice of it all, a feeling I carry with me
still. I know because, as I walked back to the car, I burned with
indignation. I also walked slowly out of childish spite, so it was
late in the afternoon when I finally reached the road. Then I drove
to the estate office to keep my appointment with Macraven.

 

The fortress gates were shut, as they had been last night and they
were fastened with a heavy chain and padlock. I pulled over to
investigate. There was a low door in one of them. I gave it a push
and it opened, letting me into a dank courtyard of cobble sets, all
black and cold in a perpetual shadow. It was like the castle of an
evil goblin, I thought, one bent on spreading famine and pestilence
over a fair paradise.

Mindful of the notices about unwanted visitors I moved in
cautiously, almost on tip-toe. Then a dog, a mangy Rottwieler
appeared. It didn't even bother to bark first - it just charged at
me, snarling like it was demented. I backed away but it was too
late to run - the thing was on top of me in a second and all I
could see were its white fangs and its ugly, salivating lips. Then
it was snatched off its feet by the long rope it had been tethered
to. It picked itself up and stood there with the rope taut,
snapping fiendishly. They say sheep are more intelligent than dogs,
and sometimes I can understand why.

Macraven appeared in the doorway and told me the dog was only
fooling around. Unconvinced, I gave it a wide berth, then followed
him inside.

I didn't see much of the house, just a wood panelled hallway and
an old painted door with the word "office" gouged into it. There
was a smell, too, a mixture of dog food and urine that turned my
stomach. The office was untidy. There were papers and folders
strewn about on every flat surface; on his desk, on the tops of
khaki painted filing cabinets, even on the window sill. He had a
typewriter and an old fashioned dial telephone in front of him,
both straight out of the fifties, and in a corner, just behind, his
shot gun gleamed dangerously. It all looked so squalid,… so
temporary.

"I warn you," he began as he squeezed himself into his chair.
"If I think you're trying to sell me anything, you'll be out
through that door before you can blink."

I sat down, nudging a well chewed animal bone out from under my
feet. "I thought we might talk about the damage to my car first," I
said. "Oh, and while we're at it," I added, pulling out the bits of
my map, "you might like to do something about that." I told him
what had happened with Spike.

"You were warned last night," he said, unsympathetically. "All
that land is private; Spike was just doing his job."

"I wanted to see the Singing Loch. There's no harm in that,
surely? I wasn't setting out to do any damage. I just wanted to
walk."

He told me once again that this was a working estate, and he
would not tolerate people wandering about as they pleased. How
would I like it, he said, if I had people clambering over my garden
fence and walking past my front window? But that was a stupid
argument; it was to do with privacy; you didn't exclude people from
thousands of acres of mountain wilderness for reasons of privacy.
It seemed unfair when there were millions like me living in flats,
with nothing between us and the whole world but an inch of plywood
and a Yale lock. But who said anything about the world being
fair?

Macraven wasn't about to debate morals or politics; this was his
land and would do as he pleased. He pulled open a drawer and rooted
about in its voluminous interior, finally producing another map of
Craigaline.

"Here," he said. "You can take that."

It was old and creased but it was of a larger scale than mine
and I knew it would show more detail. I was happy to accept it.

"Thanks," I said. "Look, about the car. Let's just forget it -
the insurance should cover it."

I didn't want any more aggravation; I just wanted to forget it
and go home as soon as possible. I doubt Macraven respected me for
my climb-down, though; he probably saw it more as a weakness and
something to be despised.

"Very well," he said, glancing rudely at his watch. "Now, get to
the point quickly; I'm a busy man."

"You really don't know why I'm here?"

He looked at me impatiently so I ploughed on: "I'm from Effham
Brothers. I've come about the hotel."

Every second I expected it to dawn on him and so make things
easier for me. After all, I didn't really know what to say to him.
Bowker had given me nothing, no information, no papers, so I'd
assumed the groundwork had already been laid and that Macraven had
been briefed; not so, it seemed.

"What hotel?" he said.

"The Craigaline Hotel. It's up for sale. Effhams are going to
buy it. That's why I'm here - to make notes, to sort out any
problems you might have,… or something."

I found his bemused expression rather disconcerting. Then it hit
me: "Someone's beaten us to it, right? Someone made a better
offer?"

He looked at me blankly and shook his head in disbelief. "Let me
get this straight," he said. "You work for Effham Brothers and
you've come all the way from London to talk to me about selling the
Craigaline hotel - to Effham Brothers."

"Exactly!" I said, relieved that we were both on the same
wavelength at last.

"Well, I might be excused for thinking this is some sort of
joke," he went on. "But I can see you're serious, so it looks like
the joke's on you, young man."

 

The Craigaline Hotel was not for sale. The last time it had changed
hands was ten years ago when it had been sold as part of the
estate, to a businessman, as the Reverend Macvie had told me. The
name of that businessman was R.J. Effham, one of the founding
fathers of the Effham Brothers empire. Even then, it took a while
to sink in but the bottom line, as they say, seemed to be that Eric
Bowker had sent me there on the business of purchasing a hotel that
Effham Brothers already owned.

 

 










Chapter 7
The Gathering


As I drove back towards the village, I tried to come up with an
explanation, not that I jumped immediately to any sinister
conclusions - well you don't, do you? There's always a simple
reason; Bowker had made a mistake, that's all, he'd got mixed
up.

But I was angry, my brain overshadowed by a forest of cynical
expletives. Here I was, a humble pawn in the Great Game, stranded
miles from anywhere of any significance and all because of the
incompetence of my so-called superiors! Oh, the bliss, the
perfection of youth!

 

My final engagement of that day was with the Reverend Macvie, but
to be honest after my meeting with Macraven, I didn't feel like
socialising; I just wanted to pack my bags and leave. What made me
change my mind though was the relief I felt when it dawned upon me
that no one would be losing their jobs as a result of my visit. The
burden of guilt was lifted and I could now look these people in the
eye, without shame.

 From the village, a road of sorts strikes off at right
angles to Loch Shiel. It leads confidently up into the hills but
then seems to lose heart, petering out into to a rough track, which
in turn peters out into a path. The path then fades to a smudge
over the grass which in turn blends finally and with infinite
subtlety into a featureless moor. Half a mile up this road and
situated prominently, commanding a staggering view of the loch is a
lone chapel. A quarter of a mile further on, lies the Manse.

The chapel, or rather its situation, caught my eye as I drove up
to it. I still had time to kill so I pulled over to have a closer
look. It was a small place, low and white washed, very plain, very
simple. I didn't want to go inside, so I looked around the grave
stones for a while. Some of them went back a few hundred years but
it was a more recent one that interested me. It was made of a piece
of black granite, cut into an unimposing cube and attractively
polished, in a morbid sort of way. A few sprigs of wild heather
served as decoration:

 

To the Memory of George Wyndeman

Former Laird of Craigaline

Died September 23rd 1978

 

He must have been the owner I thought, before Effham Brothers
came along. I wondered if he'd minded people trampling all over his
land, or whether he'd felt suitably private with a modest garden
and a few flower beds. Then, there came the click of a latch and
the door to the chapel opened. A woman came out wearing a blue
cotton dress. It was soft and feminine, and striking, hugging her
waist and her thighs.

"Well, hello," she said.

It was Iona. There was a sparkle in her eye, a genuine pleasure
in seeing me, I thought. If Spike was the personification of all
that was dark about this place, then Iona was its light.

"Would you give me a lift in your car then?" she said.

Her openness surprised me.

"I'm going up the Manse," I replied, assuming she'd be wanting
to go down to the village.

"That'll do me just fine."

 

Sometimes, you can chase or contrive situations in order to
fulfil your fantasies. Sometimes they can take an age to come
together; more often they will come to nothing. And then,
sometimes, unexpected situations will turn the tables on you and
you'll suddenly find yourself catapulted into something that's too
fleeting to be enjoyed to the full. So it was as I drove Iona to
the Manse.

We didn't speak until I’d pulled up outside. It was a large,
square fronted house with lots of windows that reflected the big
sky, and there were trees all around, Oak, Beech, Rowan, their
leaves bristling with fine detail in the low evening sun.

"Look," I said. "I don't understand - if there's somewhere I can
take you."

"That's all right, boy," she said. "We're here, now. This is
where I live." She gave me a friendly sparkle. "Welcome, Scott.
Come in."

Inside I discovered a host of people: Bill was there, and Derek,
a bold young man with a badly chipped front tooth and a healthy,
outdoor complexion. He was introduced as Iona's boyfriend. Then
there was Macvie, whom I took to be Iona's father. Her mother was
there, too, of course, and she took charge of the occasion,
presiding over the best meal I'd eaten since leaving my parents
home, a decade ago. She was sixtyish but still very trim, still
able to hold herself well, with plenty of grace and vigour. Looking
at her you got the impression that no problem was insurmountable
and that, at the end of the day, there would always be tea and
sympathy.

There was a lot of talk, especially between Bill and Macvie, a
lot of old times to discuss and I listened keenly. Iona sat by
Derek, across the table from me. He was very chatty with her, very
attentive but I couldn't help feeling that something was out of
place. He was young, hardly more than twenty. She was older and
inwardly far more mature - a woman, while he was still very much a
boy. I thought it odd and a little disappointing.

The meal went on for hours and I found myself slipping slowly
into my shell, withdrawing, thinking of home, of Jenny. My mind
wandered and, likewise, my eyes as I began to take in the room. It
was light and airy, mainly because of the white papered walls and
the big picture window behind me. Through it I could see the moors,
darkening now as the evening went on. I looked out for a moment
just to grab onto something firm, something sure. Then I noticed a
framed photograph on the window sill.

It was of a small group of people, all holding fishing rods and
standing in front of the Craigaline Hotel. I recognised Macvie and
a very young Iona. Behind them was a big, muscular man, grey haired
and handsome. It was signed:

 

Best Wishes, George Wyndeman.

Christmas 1969.

 

But there was another man in the photograph, standing to one
side, and the sight of him went through my brain, like a bullet.
Hands on hips, he stood smiling - laughing at me, or so it
seemed.

"This man in the photo," I said, breaking into the
conversation.

"George Wyndeman, you mean?" said Macvie.

"No, the other."

I saw Macvie and Bill exchange glances. It was Bill who spoke:
"That's Eric Bowker," he said. "He used to be my boss at the
distillery here."

Everyone was curious, now. Eric Bowker had been a Craigaline
celebrity who'd departed under a bit of a cloud, ten years ago.
Then I arrive, a stranger, claiming to know him?

I told them the bones of my story, concluding with the peculiar
interview I'd just had with Macraven. They all reacted much as you
might expect - surprise, interest - I had sympathy from Iona and
her mother, Bill thought it was funny; he laughed and then so did
I.

Macvie was different though. Right from the first, Macvie
reacted towards me in a straight forward and familiar way, as if,
out of all the people I'd met here he'd been the only one half
expecting me. Now, he became very fatherly, advising me to check
out of the hotel and to ring London first thing in the morning. I
was to stay at the Manse that night, and for as long as I needed.
It might look better, he told me, if they could see that I'd tried
to keep my expenses to a minimum.

 

Eric Bowker had been the manager of the distillery at Craigaline,
an employee of the estate and as such had worked for George
Wyndeman. In fact, they'd been close friends, and after Wyndeman's
death in a climbing accident, Bowker became his sole beneficiary -
the new Laird of Craigaline. But he gave it up, they said, to the
mighty Effham Empire in exchange for a lucrative share-holding in
an overseas venture and a senior position in the City.

Macraven had taken over as estate manager, and it was he who'd
begun the task of tearing out anything that didn't give a good
return - rationalisation, they call it. The distillery had been an
early casualty, even though it had been distilling its peculiar
brand of fiery malt since 1706. Bill lost his job, along with
dozens of other men. Then, when the first plantations were marked
out and the deer fences erected, the writing appeared on wall for
Craigaline.

 

So it was I slept at the Manse that night. I dreamed I was in an
aeroplane, climbing above the clouds, beyond the Earth, to the far
side of the Sun, and then to the very edge of the Universe itself.
I hung there a while and then, like Dan Dare, I pushed forwards on
the controls and plunged my machine into the heart of the nearest
Black Hole.

I was drawn into a narrowing vortex of wire mesh, like a
computer simulation, like a roller coaster spiralling down towards
a point in space and time. The aeroplane screamed and creaked as
the pressure of eternity bore down upon its heat scorched skin.
Where would it lead? Was there another universe on the other side?
Or would it lead back to where I'd started, but thousands of years
into the future? And if you could short circuit things like that,
what was there to stop me from going backwards, into the past?

Big questions - the biggest a man can ask but sordid economics,
like a narrow mind, has a way of pummelling such fancies into dust.
At first glance Craigaline seemed untouched but it was like an
island in the path of a hurricane. In the City, economics was a
flicker of digits on a computer screen. Here, it touched people. It
changed lives.

I flashed back across the void and crashed down somewhere in the
vicinity of the Singing Loch. It was surrounded by the rising tide
of Macraven's plantation while a dead man - George Wyndeman - swung
upside down from the end of a length of climbing rope. Meanwhile,
Spike was standing over me with a smoking gun. There was a woman
leaning against him, hanging onto his arm.

"No Trespassing," she was saying, over and over. It was
Jenny … .

 

I woke with a start to find myself in an unfamiliar room with
brilliant white walls and sunshine pouring in through an open
window. There were books all around, neatly arranged in varnished
cases and there was a vase of bright yellow irises on the cabinet
beside me. I was in a soft bed, covered with crisp sheets and I was
naked.

I'd had a rough night and memories lingered of my wrestling with
and finally tossing off the bedclothes. Now though, I was covered
again, all neat and snug.

"Good morning," came a voice.

Iona! I saw the bright tartan of her skirt as she sat, quite
close on the bed. She had a cup of tea in her hand.

"I brought you this, boy," she said, putting it down on the
cabinet. "Mother wants to know if you'll take an egg for your
breakfast."

"Yes,… thanks,… " I said, surprised and embarrassed.

"Who's Jenny?" she went on. "Your wife? Only you spoke her name
just now. Perhaps you'd like to 'phone her?"

I shook my head, groggily.

"Not my wife,… " I said, wondering what else I'd blurted out in
my sleep, and wondering too how long she'd been sitting there.

She got up to leave and I made a grab for the sheets in case
they slid off. She gave me a gentle smile.

"That’s all right," she said. "I sleep naked too, though my
mother would be shocked if she ever found out. I always keep my
night-clothes, tucked up under the pillow, just in case. You’d be
wise to do the same. We’re not as a racy up here as you are down
there in Old London Town."

She told me to drink my tea before it went cold. Then she went
to tell her mother to put another egg in the pan.

The tea was piping hot, and I gathered from that she hadn't been
there for long. Still, it had been long enough to find me in a
state of nature, fast asleep and ranting over a crazy dream. How
could I face her over breakfast after that without blushing?










Chapter 8
Craigaline


British historical records don't mention Craigaline until about
1580 and even then they only give a sketchy geographical
description. It's important to understand one thing about this
period: English rule and English standards of civilisation did not
exist here nor anywhere else in the Highlands of Scotland. This was
the time of The Clan. Areas of land were divided along unofficial
boundaries and controlled by groups of people who gathered together
under the common banner of kinship with a particular Chieftain
whose name they all bore. He was their father and they were his
children. He had power of life and death over them.

Rivalries between clans were perpetuated from generation to
generation and this inspired a lot of misty, romantic writing,
particularly in the Victorian period, when there a grew a
fascination for the concept of the noble savage - tales of gallant
heroes wedding flaxen haired princesses. But there's nothing
romantic about being cut in half by a rusty claymore and the more
down to earth chroniclers described these people as barbarians.

They did not share a common genetic heritage with the English. A
mixture of Celt and Norse, their culture was on a different plane
even to that of the Lowland Scot, whose psyche had been shaped and
mellowed somewhat by the Roman Occupation, and with whom the
Highlander often quarrelled more fiercely than he did with the
Anglo Saxons in the South. The Highland men were a breed apart,
wild and free, speaking their own lyrical tongue, one still heard
today, in the far North and West.

They revelled in their independence and, safe in their
inaccessible mountains and glens, they ignored with impudence the
laws of the English King. Their system hadn't changed for
centuries; the Highlands were locked in a time warp; even the
Romans had not the strength to come this far.

 Craigaline was home to the Clan Dougan. This was a small
but generally successful people who lived by rearing cattle and by
stealing those that belonged to their neighbours. Captured rival
clansmen were ransomed or sold as slaves to merchantmen who sailed
their boats around the coast and into Loch Shiel. In this way, they
survived for goodness knows how many generations until a major
political event exploded in 1745, changing the Highlands and
Craigaline, for ever.

A chap called Charles Edward Stewart, a Scot, living in France
at the time, didn't much like the way King George of England was
doing things. He decided he could make a better job of it himself
and so he set out to overthrow him. Charles was a popular man with
the clans and if they couldn't agree on anything else, they seemed
to rally to his cause. He landed in the Western Isles and warriors
from all over the Highlands gathered to him. He became ruler of
most of Scotland without much trouble and then set out with five
thousand men to capture London.

He did well, all things considered, causing a panic in the City,
where there was a run on the bank - for it seems investors in those
days were every bit as sensitive as they are now. But his drive
south ended at Derby. Here, the King's men finally turned him
round. They pushed him back across the border and then through the
Highlands to a lonely spot near Inverness called Culloden Moor.

It was April, 1746. This rebellion, or the threat of it had been
a thorn in the side of the ruling English for over thirty years and
here was a chance to lay it to rest for ever. In a matter of hours
the united clans, hopelessly outnumbered and ill prepared, were
slaughtered. With them died the old way. The clans that survived
were repressed and any remaining sympathisers rooted out and hung.
In the years that followed, the chieftains lost the power to govern
their people and they ended up as mere figureheads and rent
collectors for the English Crown. Then the rents were forced up by
greed until the land could no longer support the people in the way
that it once had.

A solution to this economic insanity lay in turning over vast
areas of the Highlands to sheep. But there wasn't room for both
people and sheep so the people were herded up and driven off.
Betrayed by their chieftains, the people prospered badly on the
meagre parcels of land allotted to them and, unable to survive, the
people emigrated or drifted into the slums of Glasgow, transforming
the glens into the desolate wilderness we see today.

Many a chieftain's kingdom fell into English hands at that time
and vast estates were bought up, the people cleared off as before
and sheep brought in to replace them as a more profitable
alternative. But these were no ordinary Englishmen: these were the
men of their time - pillars of society who saw it as a moral duty
to divide mankind into Gentility and Commoners. To them, the
holding of property was a sacred trust and to neglect the tiniest
amount of profit that might be extracted from it was a sin worthy
of eternal damnation. So it was at Craigaline and so it still was,
it seemed.

Most of the Clan Dougan warriors did not return from Culloden.
Those who did, broken and spiritless, were rounded up with the all
the other sympathisers and put to death. The Estate passed from one
Nobleman to another, while the last traces of the Clan were cleared
off and sheep introduced to the glens. Then in 1873, it was
purchased by the Wyndeman Family for the shooting of game. The
Wyndemans were enormously wealthy, with money in coal, canals and
agriculture. By 1900, they also owned one of the biggest cotton
empires in Lancashire.

Into this upper class world was born one Ebenezer Wyndeman who,
in 1927, married and had a son called George. However, there was
change afoot in the world beyond the Wyndemans' affluent horizons.
The seeds of their downfall were sown when they sold all their
interests and invested everything they'd got into cotton. This was
a bad move. In the thirties, economic decline and overseas
competition, virtually killed the cotton industry, almost
bankrupting the Wyndemans. The shock was too great for Ebenezer's
ageing parents and they died within months of each other. Ebenezer
finally sold up and moved with George to Craigaline.

Ironically, when it came down to basics, Ebenezer turned out to
be a poor businessman. He argued with his estate manager and ended
up sacking him. George, a reluctant heir to what he saw as an
outmoded way of life, cut loose and joined the army towards the end
of the Second World War. The estate went into decline and Ebenezer
finally drowned himself in Loch Shiel in 1956.

By this time, George had made a distinguished career for himself
in the army. A good, resourceful soldier, he'd become earmarked
early on and drafted into one of those special operations units
where he'd gained a reputation for toughness and intelligence
throughout many hair raising adventures. But he was over thirty by
this time and the kids of twenty or twenty one had begun to run
rings around him. Thinking it was better to bow out gracefully, he
left the army and came home to Craigaline.

"But the place was very badly run down by then," said Macvie.
"And there was not much to come home to really but he did his best
to get things going again - he was very capable - mature way beyond
his years. I liked him - we all did, though it was much later on
when I met him - in the early sixties, when I came here from my
native Skye. He struggled for a long time and, truth be told,
sometimes, when he'd had enough, he'd just take off and disappear,
living as a tramp people said - strange to think of it. Then, just
as we thought we'd seen the last of him, he'd turn up out of the
blue, months later, as if nothing had happened."

 

We were in the dining room, the two of us sitting, looking out of
the window. I could see the tops of mountains now, sharp and
craggy, like broken bones over the soft flesh of the moor.

"It seems ironic," I began, "that a man of his background should
die in something so foolish as a climbing accident."

"Yes - ironic," said Macvie. "But he was climbing in a place
that's been taking men's lives for thousands of years. He left word
he was going to try a route on the cliffs around Dougan's Cave.
That's a bad place, with a lot of dark superstition attached to it,
and a grim legend. You must ask Iona to tell it you sometime - her
tongue is more romantic than mine. The locals warned him not to go,
but he went anyway,.. and he was never seen again."

"So he became part of the legend."

"Aye,.. you could say that."

"And Bowker inherited the place?"

"Such as it was, yes."

"Then Bowker sold out to Effhams. Was there any bad feeling over
that?"

"There was some, yes. He was trusted, you see? The estate had
never made a lot of money,… it just about covered its costs, but it
did keep the folk around here in work. When they heard a London
firm had bought it, they all knew there was to be a serious
shake-up and that the idea of local jobs would be taking second
place to making a profit, because that's how it was on other
estates. There was no big house here any more for a fine country
gentleman to lord it about in, so it was always just the land they
were after,… like the clearances all over again, some said."

"And that was that. End of story!"

"Not quite, lad."

"There's more?"

"Aye, one day, years later, quite out of the blue, you turn up.
You're part of the story yourself now, part of the history,… and
the mystery."

"It's a mystery all right. At first I thought it was just a
mistake, but the more I think about it, the more deliberate it
seems. I just don't understand what he meant by it. He deceived me
completely."

"Have you spoken to him?"

"Not yet. I'll try later, but I'm thinking I'd better pack my
bags anyway and head off back to London as soon as I can."

"Well, that's up to you. In the mean time, you're welcome to
stay as long as you need. You'll let me know, though? I mean if you
find anything out. He clearly meant something by this. He and I
were good friends you know, and I can’t help thinking I’m supposed
to read something into this - him sending you here, I mean."

"Such as? "

"I couldn’t say, but the crafty old bugger’s up to something,
that’s for sure. "



There was no reply from Bowker's office. Instead, I telephoned
Sharon, my section manager's secretary. Her voice sounded
hesitant.

"Ooh… " she said. "Scott … . Where are you?"

My efforts to leave a detailed account of my plans with her had
been a waste of time: she'd lost the note under a pile of other
stuff and she sounded upset about it. I calmed her down, after all
it hardly mattered; I'd be home soon.

"There's something funny going on… ." she said,
confidentially.

"You can say that again Look, you haven't seen Eric Bowker
around, have you? I really need to speak to him."

She’d heard he was taking a couple of days off and asked if I
wanted to leave a message, but I said not. I told her I'd be back
tomorrow and I'd just put the phone down when Mrs Macvie came to
say she’d just heard on the radio that the railways had called 24
hour a strike from noon that day and there would be no more
Inter-City trains until tomorrow evening.

I could've driven all the way to London, but it would've taken
me two days and an overnight stop. It would also have meant
throwing away the return half of my train ticket - all further
expense that I wanted to avoid. I was stranded then; there was no
point in leaving before the day after tomorrow.

I didn't do very well at hiding my disappointment. She read my
mind and told me that Craigaline wasn't so bad as all that. Then I
think she must've had a word with Bill because he came round before
lunch while I was sitting in the garden. He had a pair of walking
boots with him.

"Here," he said, throwing them down in front of me. "Try these
on for size."

Then Iona followed him up the path. "Well now," she chirped.
"Oh, but they won’t do at all," she said, seeing me pulling them
on. "You'll need some thick socks with those old things." And then
she disappeared inside to dig out some of her father's.

She returned with some blue woolly things that had been horribly
darned at the toes. "I fixed them myself," she said.

In a bit of a daze at all this sudden attention, I pulled
everything on, and walked about. The boots felt okay.

"I'll call for you tonight then," said Bill. "About ten
o'clock."

He was taking me on a midnight hike up Beinn Mhor. Iona said it
was Gaelic for Big Hill, or something like that, and at over three
thousand feet, it was one of Bill's beloved Munros. Then she told
him she was coming too.

"We'll be out all night, lass," said Bill, doubtfully.

"Oh, come on," she jibed. "We don't wear whalebone stays and
crinoline these days, you know. "

He apologised and said that of course she was welcome. I asked
her if Derek would be coming as well but she gave me a mysterious
smile and said that Derek had gone home - he wasn't from
Craigaline, she added.

As an afterthought, I said to Bill: "We won't be trespassing
anywhere tonight, will we?"

"It's only trespassing if they catch you, laddie," he told
me










Chapter 9
The Trespassers


The day remained dry and warm but evening brought a chill and,
as dusk fell, a thick fog drifted in from the sea. I waited on the
porch for Bill. Iona sat with me. She was wearing a pair of well
worn knee breeches and bright red socks with a matching beret,
pulled down over one eye.

"You'll be leaving us soon, then?" she said.

"The day after tomorrow, yes."

I did not feel at ease in her company. She was so warm, I
thought, so unaffected, I wanted to draw her into me and feast upon
this strange fruit, for it was something I sensed I desperately
needed,.. but she was also perceptive, and I was afraid my every
thought was laid bare. In truth, I was embarrassed to think of my
emptiness being so pathetically exposed, embarrassed because the
only thing our circumstances allowed, was that she pity me.

"I shall come back though," I said. "I mean, one day,…
certainly."

"Ah, but it seems an awful long way for you to come, for no
reason at all."

The only sounds now were the muffled tones of a radio playing
somewhere deep inside the house and the occasional drip of
condensed vapour as it burst upon the steps from the awning. She
was right of course. I'd not been out of the City for such a long
time, and it was sure to swallow me back down the moment I set foot
in it. I would never see this place again, and there was comfort in
the knowledge that soon perhaps the City would make me forget what
it was that I had touched here.

 When Bill arrived, we moved off into the mist, our boots
clumping along and making such a racket, I felt sure we would be
discovered even before we'd left the road. We followed a path over
open moor, though of course we couldn't see anything, and like most
of the paths in the area it was little used. We strung ourselves
out into a line with me behind and Bill out ahead, navigating with
a wartime prismatic compass.

The ground began to steepen and I felt gravity setting to work
on my idle leg muscles, making them complain miserably. It wasn't
long before my breath became short, but I was afraid to stop in
case I lost sight of the others ahead of me. That first hour was
not at all pleasant, but all the same I felt a curious sense of
occasion; the night, the fog, the strange semi-darkness, the
unknown landscape all around: it was an experience I felt I'd never
have again.

Eventually Bill paused to light his pipe. A match burned like a
great orange flare, illuminating his face as he drew on the
tobacco. There was a glint of satisfaction in his eyes when he saw
me bent over, hands on knees and breathing hard.

"Keeping up all right, lad?"

I was too far gone to answer. My temples were pulsating as if
they were about to rupture and my throat was choked up with
catarrh. It was going to be a long night. I was a bit scared too,
wondering if Bill wasn't quite sane, but then Iona gave me an
encouraging nod. Beads of sweat ran down her brow and her face
glistened but she was breathing easily and enjoying every minute. I
could trust her not to leave me behind, I thought, but walking with
Bill, I would have been very much on my own and it was not
difficult to work out who I'd rather have been roped together with
on a mountain face.

"Righto," said Bill, puffing out a shower of sparks. He moved
off and Iona followed, glancing back to see if I was still there.
The ground began to change. It grew steeper and the grass thinned
out until we were clattering over loose rock, like broken roof
slates. There was no path to follow now.

She stopped and waited for me to scramble level with her. "Are
you okay, boy?" she asked.

"Managing," I replied trying to inspire confidence, but it was
useless with her.

She grew serious. "Walk ahead of me, now. Follow Bill; stay
close to him."

Giant boulders began to crowd around us. They looked like
mischievous goblins, cornering us at every turn, barring our way
and cutting off our retreat. Bill forged ahead, clambering over
them and gaining height quickly. I hesitated.

"Do as Bill does," urged Iona, coming up from behind. "Follow
his footsteps and use the same handholds. "

We were on the ridge now, a rocky arete, though the mist and the
dusky light hid the eight hundred feet of void on either side. Bill
was already vanishing into the mist when I began to climb. The rock
was cold and wet, and it was greasy with lichen that stained my
hands.

Gradually, the airy, feeling passed as the route levelled off
and now a number of pinnacles approached us, looming out of the
vapour like the spines of a scaly dragon. We scrambled over each in
turn, then paused half way up the last one for Bill to light his
pipe again. I glanced down at Iona who was clinging to the rock,
her head level with my knees. She had a dirty smear across her
face.

"You've climbed before," she said.

"So have you," I replied, my confidence returning when I saw how
near she was.

She looked back, suddenly. "What was that? Did you hear it?"

As I listened, I fancied I heard footsteps, though I couldn't be
sure, because as soon as I locked onto the sound, it stopped. Then
I heard a faint snuffle.

"Was that you Bill?"

"What?"

"We heard something - a sneeze - there were footsteps."

Bill squinted into the swirling gloom. "Thought I heard
something myself a while back. Wild goat most likely."

He persevered with his pipe, sucking and blowing, showering us
with bits of half burnt tobacco. We waited while the mists swam
lazily about us. Then a faint breeze caught them and a bottomless
hole opened at our feet. A white light came from nowhere and lit up
an infinity of rocky fangs, one after the other, all the way down
to the gates of hell. It tried to suck me in and I felt myself sway
towards it.

I don't think I swore, and perhaps the expression on my face
alone gave me away. Iona reached over and pressed me back gently.
Then she eased herself level and, anchoring herself to the rock
like a pro., she steadied me with a firm hand on my shoulder.

"Come on Bill," she called. "Look alive. What's the matter? Are
you getting tired?"

At last, Bill's pipe glowed and we moved off again.

"Just letting you young 'uns catch your breath."

She'd given herself away: Bill was a fanatic and she hadn't
trusted him to look after a simple city type like me. She was there
to make sure I got back without the assistance of the Mountain
Rescue people. And the funny thing was, I felt no shame in this.
She was my Amazon, my warrior princess.

The ridge ended with a steep slope of big, loose boulders. Some
of them rocked underfoot and I was tempted to rush in a mad panic
before the whole lot came crashing down. Finally, on hands and
knees, I felt the cool lick of wet grass under my palms. The ground
was firm; the ridge had gone but the route led still higher into
the misty ceiling above us. Then, strangely, I felt the gloom
brighten a little. The ground seemed clearer and the vapour not so
dense as before. The higher we climbed, the brighter it became
until, suddenly, we walked out of it.

We were on a big rocky dome, three thousand feet above the sea.
Above us, the full moon shone brilliantly and below, all around, an
endless sheet of white vapour spread out, boiling and glowing with
reflected light. To the south and west, it was broken by dark
islands formed by neighbouring peaks, while to the north it went
out unchecked to the sea. No matter how often I try to describe
this scene, I never seem to do justice to what I saw and felt at
that moment. Iona's eyes were full as great, silent tears poured
down her cheeks. Even grumpy old Bill, who always gave the
impression that he'd done everything worth doing, was moved to
silence.

On the summit, we found a low wooden hut surrounded by a broad,
high circle of piled stones. This was to be our camp for the night,
but for now we sat down and relaxed in the open, drinking tea. Iona
pulled a wedge of fruit cake from her rucksack and shared it
out.

Nature was generous that night. There were stars but they were
rendered dim in a twilight sky, though it was by now well after
midnight. I picked out a few planets very low on the horizon and I
lay back in the warm air, staring at them. Then, towards the north,
from over the white mist, there came a red shoot of flame. It was
joined by others, flickering and dancing like a distant inferno, a
thousand miles wide.

The red changed to a cool green, the flames merging into a
pulsating light that filled the northern sky. It faded slowly,
taking on the shape of a broad, bright arc, still pulsating as if a
cosmic heart were beating. Then, like dazzling electrical
discharges, white rays coiled across the sky, sometimes coming
together with a clash of bright colour. There was a noise, too, a
barely audible drumming like the sound of distant thunder. We alone
saw it, the three of us, isolated, cut off from the rest of the
world. It was at the same time the most beautiful and the most
humbling thing I have ever seen. I thought of home, of the City and
all those busy people I knew who'd never in their wildest dreams
imagined anything like this. I thought of them scurrying about
somewhere below, as I should've been, stoking the great machine and
perhaps jigging the night away in some fluorescent lit cavern. I
knew then that somehow, I had to escape, that I had to find a
reason to come back here one day.

The aurora lasted for two hours and we watched until it began to
fade. The air had grown cooler by that time and we retired into the
cabin and the warmth of our sleeping bags. Bill was unconscious in
minutes, but not before joking that he would be keeping an eye on
the pair of us and that there was to be no hanky-panky between us
young ‘uns. I was restless and lay awake for ages, unimpressed with
the dank interior, longing to be out in the open again. Iona too
lay awake, at the far end of the cabin, huddled up, staring blankly
at a rotting roof truss.

"Can I say thank you?"

"And what would that be for, boy? "

"For tonight. I shall never forget tonight ."

"It's Bill you should be thanking. I'm just tagging along,
remember?"

"Bill didn't get me up that ridge. You did."

"Go to sleep now. We’re way up on top of the world, and in the
morning we have to go all the way back down again. "

 I dozed eventually but woke up suddenly, aware of soft
scratching sounds. Bill had assured us, perhaps for Iona's sake,
that there were no rats at this altitude but I wasn't so sure. I
stared across, squinting through swirling shades of darkness and
bad eyesight, to see if she was still awake. Her face was
illuminated by a single beam of hazy moonlight, shining through a
knot hole. She was sleeping.

The light was extinguished abruptly and her image vanished,
startling me. My brain searched for an answer. Obviously, the moon
had just set - but then, the light was restored: so much for my
brilliant theory! I tried to come up with a better answer and while
I was thinking, the light was once more cut off. I reached for my
glasses and squinted across to the knot hole. There was something
there: incredibly, it was the white of an eye peering through, but
it was gone in an instant and the light again restored.

I struggled out of my sleeping bag and made a bolt for the door
having got it in my head that it was one of Macraven's men. Enough
was enough, I thought but when I made it outside, I was just in
time to see the figure of a man running away into the mist below
the summit. It wasn't Macraven nor any of his kind. This man had
long white hair that flowed out behind him. He was in rags, too,
and he moved impossibly fast, without a sound, hardly disturbing
the loose rocks over which he passed. He had what looked like a
longbow strung across his back and there was a quiver of wooden
arrows that clinked together softly as he ran.

The hairs on the back of my neck began to rise. There had been
something about him - something unreal. Something not quite
human!

 










Chapter 10
The Wild Man of Craigaline


I couldn't relax in the confines of the hut so I dragged my
sleeping bag outside and settled down, determined to keep watch all
night. I failed. It was after eight when I woke up and everything
was aglow in bright yellow sunlight. A sharp pebble was stabbing me
in the back and as my senses cleared, I saw a weird looking goat
licking my boots. It took fright at the sound of footsteps and
scampered away. Then Iona came running over.

"Come on, boy," she was saying. "We've got to go."

Bill was on the western rim of the summit looking over a long
ridge to another peak. The mists had lowered by a few hundred feet
but they were still there, lingering in the corries like forgotten
glaciers, snaking out to a vast plane of snow.

"I was hoping we could go down that way," he said, pointing to
an unfriendly looking slope of scree. "The Singing Loch's down
there. If the mist would clear we'd be able to see it."

I was excited by the thought of seeing it but it was not to be:
through the stillness came faint crashing sounds, like waves on a
beach. Someone was moving up the scree towards us, still hidden in
the mist. We thought it safe to assume that it was one of
Macraven's men. I wasn't sure if we were trespassing or not on the
mountain, but neither of us wanted to spoil the day with an ugly
confrontation, so we decided to sneak back the way we'd come.

We joined Iona who was scanning the length of the north ridge
with a pair of binoculars. It was bathed in deep, cool shadow while
beams of yellow filtered through the misty pinnacles. She pointed
out a figure moving along it carefully.

"It's the one they call Spike," she told us. "The creepy one."
He hadn't spotted us yet but he'd be on the summit in twenty
minutes. Up close he seemed so dangerous and powerful but on the
ridge he was nothing - precariously balanced and vulnerable, like
the rest of us. The landscape regarded us all with contempt. We
could live and die on whatever petty arguments we chose; the land
simply didn't care. It would go on for ever, with or without
us.

There was another way down, a scree filled gully that led into a
glen and finally to Craigaline, so we gathered our gear together
quickly and set off. Now, a scree slope, like a lofty ridge, can be
a dangerous place. It's a steep incline of creeping rock delicately
balanced on a fine aggregate. Once you step onto it, the balance is
disturbed and everything begins to move; the dangers are obvious as
boulders the size of dustbins begin to slide down with you.

There's a technique for running down scree. It's not very well
thought of because of the erosion it causes but Bill had obviously
mastered it. He charged ahead, descending rapidly. I tried to do
the same, afraid of losing sight of him but I ended up on my
backside.

"Let him go," said Iona with a laugh as she helped me back onto
my feet. "We'll catch him up at the bottom."

I was feeling rather clumsy again. But again there was no shame
in it, and my only embarrassment lay in my strange need for the
sympathetic understanding of one so mature as she.

Yesterday, when she'd found me fast asleep and naked, she hadn't
made a thing of it as some girls might. Some girls would have taken
delight in embarrassing me with it. Others would have played on it,
making suggestive conversation and vague innuendo. But she'd just
covered me up quietly, and I knew it would not be mentioned again.
It was perhaps on account of this maturity that I trusted her
enough to tell her what I'd seen the night before; I was afraid
Bill would only laugh at me, for it seemed hardly credible, even to
me.

She showed no surprise, no shock; it didn't even cause her to
break her stride as she made her way down. After a moment of
reflection, she told me that some people believed the mountains
were haunted; I imagine that's what she thought I wanted to hear
but I gave her a sceptical smile.

"There's a rumour, as well," she began. "But I don't believe in
it, not really - about a man, living up here,… a sort of wild
man,.."

That sounded just as unlikely but I was more inclined to believe
in it than the ghost story. I wondered if it were possible, I mean
physically possible to live wild, eating raw fish and roots and
things. But what sort of man were we talking about?

"Who's ghost is it supposed to be?" I asked

"Some say Old Dougan,"

"As in 'Dougan's Cave'?"

"That's right. You know of the cave?"

"You father mentioned it. Is it far from here?"

"Not far, but it's a bad place, boy. Not a place you'd want to
go."

"He mentioned that too."

"The safest place to get a look at it is from the sea. If you
were staying longer, maybe we could arrange it,… "

"Perhaps next time, then."

"Aye,… maybe."

 We dropped out of the mist into hazy sunshine. A great
sheet of steely water opened up before us. Honey coloured arcs of
light fanned out across it and a big brown bird, the likes of which
I'd never seen before, circled with its wings outstretched, riding
the wind.

"What on earth is that?"

It was a golden eagle, she explained. Of course it was! How
stupid of me. And no, I'd never seen one before, except on the
television.

The glen was spread like a map with every intimate detail
revealed. Streams wriggled down from its sides, white and gushing,
all joining the one course that would lead us back to Craigaline.
At a glance, it looked like it might take us for ever but the eagle
could cover it with one idle turn of its wing and every blade of
grass, every stone, froze in its shadow.

Bill waited for us as the bottom, sitting on a rock, smoking his
pipe. I wanted to shout, to tell him to look but he'd probably seen
thousands of eagles and I didn't want him to quench my childish
delight.

"Should we tell Bill do you think?" I asked. "You know,.. about
last night, about what I saw?"

"Maybe not," she said, obviously reading Bill the same way I
did. Then she gave me a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. I liked her
touch - she was kind and I hoped Derek appreciated that.

The pathless glen gave way to a pathless desert of straw
coloured moor. Bill guided us across it, making an elaborate show
with his compass, though I was beginning to suspect by now that he
didn't really need it. Grumpy old Bill was also a bit of a
show-off; Iona also seemed to know full well where she was, and I
knew I’d be all right if I stuck with her. After an hour, we saw
the blue of Loch Shiel and we knew that we were nearly home. The
way was still rough though, and we were reduced to stepping from
one tussock of grass to the next. One wrong move would've meant at
the very least a twisted ankle.

We came down to a rough road that funnelled us between fields
heavy with barley, swaying and swishing in the warm air. Bill told
us these fields had once provided grain for the Craigaline Malt,
the finest whisky, he said, in the world. But those days were long
gone and now the grain had to travel so far away to be sold, it
hardly seemed worth the bother of harvesting it. All around, the
moor pressed in, threatening to break down the fences and, and
gobble up the hard won soil.

There was a farm just down the track. It was a Spartan looking
place with a red, corrugated tin roof that seemed to sag under the
weight of the sunshine. There was a rusty old Datsun pickup in the
yard, loaded down with tea chests while an oak sideboard and a
vacuum cleaner waited expectantly in the dust alongside.

A woman came out carrying a mantelpiece clock which chimed in
protest. It was the woman I'd seen at the Wishing Ring talking to
Macvie. When she saw us, she put the clock down and came over,
squinting and shielding her eyes from the sun. Her name was Morag.
She was wearing tight blue jeans and a denim jacket. She appeared
weather-worn and very attractive. I watched as she and Iona
embraced and kissed. She was taking some things to sell, she said.
She would need the money when they came to put her out - not that
she knew where she would go - she just wanted to be ready.

She made tea and we sat out in the shade, drinking it. Flies
buzzed and the air seemed to throb heavily. I felt unbearably sad,
now. Tomorrow, I'd be leaving this place and these remarkable
people for ever. I did not know Morag, but I was thinking of what
Macvie had said, about it being like the clearances all over again,
and I suddenly blurted out that I was sorry.

"Whatever for," said Morag.

Because I was English, I thought. Because of what the Lords and
Ladies had done to these glens a century ago, and what the new
aristocracy was doing to it now. But that was stupid. We were the
same she and I. So then I said I was sorry for being sorry, and
then I spluttered on, saying that I hoped everything would work out
all right, which under the circumstances must have sounded equally
pathetic.

Later I found myself out in the farmyard, leaning over the gate,
with Iona. Bill had excused himself and was somewhere inside, using
the toilet.

"So what was all that about, then?" she said.

"I'm not sure. Except maybe I’m an idiot."

"Is it that you fancy her? She's available, you know, and very
attractive. But I'm thinking Morag's a little old for you,… "

"No,… it's not that. I met her before, with your father. I sensed
the depth of her troubles here,… and what she must be feeling. I'm
really, desperately, sorry,… and I wish there's something I could
do."

She looked at me, a crease developing between her eyebrows as if
she were bearing witness with an air of critical incredulity. "You
know, boy,… I think you really mean that!"

"Well of course I mean it. But there's nothing I can
do, is there? And that's why I'm sorry."

She shook her head a little, in disbelief perhaps, then looked
away. "It's a pity you have to be going. For sure it is, boy."

"I don't know what's happening to me, Iona: I really don't want
to go back, but what would I do in Craigaline? There's no reason
for me to be here a day longer is there?"

"Aye,.. maybe not,… or at least none that we can see at the
moment. But still, I hope we've given you something good to
remember us by."

"I'll never forget you,… any of you."

It was not just the land, for I had seen wilderness on a far
grander scale in Canada, a wilderness you could not cross in weeks,
let alone days. What it was, I felt, was a personal connection with
the space and the colours, and the shape of the hills, and the
mystery. That was it: legends and mystery, for these were human
things and they brought an otherwise dead place to life.

"You’re thinking of home now,? "

"No,… actually I was thinking a place isn’t really worth much
unless people have written songs about it. And there must be plenty
of songs about Craigaline. "

"Sure, a few, but when the old folks die, they'll be forgotten.
And anyway you have plenty of songs of your own about old London
Town."

"I never heard one sung that moved my heart in old London
Town."

"And none here either, boy, for it's a long time since we had a
ceilidh!"

"But the song of Craigaline is in your voice. It's in the way
you speak, Iona. It’s beautiful here. I know it must be a hard
place in winter, and when the rain’s sluicing down, and yet your
tongue is so gentle. And I'm thinking that's significant."

"Ah, but you have such a smooth tongue yourself, now. "

"The song of the City is a deceit. It's a salve for the squalor
that’s all around. The song of Craigaline is,… "

"A lament? "

Sure. That was it! It was a lament, for things already gone and
the rest that was about to be lost. And who could resist a
plaintive lament?

 We were startled by a blaring horn. A Landrover skidded
sideways into view and sped towards us. I didn't recognise the
driver but Iona told me later, it was one of Macraven's men. It
screeched to halt, the horn still blaring urgently, ordering us to
open the gate. For a split second, as I worked the latch, I was
able to look inside.

There was a man huddled up on the rear seat. He tried to turn
his head away but I recognised him; it was Spike. I saw his hands,
white at the knuckles, gripping his leg above the knee. There was
blood, and sticking up from between his fingers was the shaft of a
wooden arrow, crudely fletched with what looked like chicken
feathers.

As soon as I'd lifted the latch, they were off, nudging the gate
out of my hands, sending it flying. Iona caught it as it swung and
we both stared after them. It was over in a flash, and I wasn't
really sure what I'd seen anyway. I looked at Iona, eyebrows
raised, in query.

"Well, I suppose it could have been worse," she said. "It could
have been one of us."










Chapter 11 A
Man of the Times


Craigaline is seven hundred miles from London. That’s a long,
long way: Indeed as I dragged my case off the train at Euston on
that miserable Saturday night, it could easily have been on another
planet.

That morning, the dawn had opened like a bloodshot eye, vivid
with stormy clouds. The moor had crackled with a thousand wakening
shades of russet, and the frontage of the Manse had jumped out, a
warm white, its great windows a kaleidoscope of light. In the
doorway, a woman, casual in an Arran sweater had smiled and waved
goodbye. But that had been a long time ago, if indeed it had ever
happened at all.

On the platform I was greeted by chaos - people crowding and
jostling and pushing like excited cattle. I felt the shackles snap
around my ankles. I was back, hindered at every turn, unable to
stretch, unable to move at my own pace, unable even to pause and
think without causing an obstruction and having people climbing all
over me.

It grew worse as I neared the giant hall. Its space afforded me
a moment of comfort, but I was still on edge and suddenly horrified
at the thought of taking the escalator down to the Tube. I found a
relatively quiet corner in which to pull myself together. Then, I
became aware of people standing close, invading my space. A fat man
in a duffel coat was breathing all over me. I could smell garlic
and sweat. Other people stood behind him. Then I realised; I was
next to a pay phone.

"Well! Are you going to use it or what?" said the man.

Rudeness! Abruptness! Get-out-of-my-way-ness!

I stood aside, feeling stupid. Five minutes back in the City and
already it had humiliated me. At Craigaline, I'd felt humble,… even
insignificant in the face of a power I could never comprehend, but
never humiliated,… quite the contrary. I realised Craiglaine had
made me feel more human than I'd ever felt before, made me value
myself for what I was, made me value the people around me for who
they were - even the bad people, for there was no deceit. Yet here,
a smile meant nothing at all.

I headed for the comfort of an open sky, but it was heavy with
cloud and already darkening with shades of evening - the whole of
it fenced in by tower-blocks, like arrogant exhibitionists crowding
each other and choking off the air. I could smell diesel and all
the other filth that gives a city its uniquely oily taste. And of
course there was a perceptible greyness, like a poisonous
shroud.

No good! I went back inside and took the escalator down to the
taxi rank.

The driver did not speak. He merely jerked the cab away and
manoeuvred it aggressively into a street full of standing traffic.
Tyres squealed and from behind, the brakes of a grime-washed truck
hissed angrily. Cars swarmed - I was trapped, stuck in an appalling
jam. I'd forgotten the rules: there was no escape - you went with
the flow or it ground you to dust.

Slowly, like creeping tar, we moved, now and then cutting
through streets the tourists never see: sewers of graffiti, knee
deep in chip papers and beer bottles and vomit. Here the phone
boxes stood on parade like prisoners of conscience, receivers
hanging mute, tortured by cigarette burns, humiliated with spit and
excrement. At the corner of one street, a car burned and delinquent
boys ran away like loons, eyes gleaming fiercely in the orange
light as they turned to hurl fleeting abuse and vee signs at the
moon. Houses stood about, dark forms like empty men with hands in
pockets, shutters drawn, silent and uncaring.

More traffic, comfort in numbers, I thought and I closed my
eyes, kidding myself I was sleepy. Then a siren brought me back
with a jolt as a police car and a fire engine ploughed sluggishly
through the reluctant, metallic litter, breathing in and belching
out more clouds of grey.

 It was eleven o'clock when I finally walked through the
door. The light was on and Jenny was sitting cross legged, warming
herself by the gas-fire, which hissed cosily. She was drying the
varnish on her nails while at the same time, trying to get the top
off a jar of moisturising cream. Less than a week ago, this might
have cheered me, but it was all I could do, as I sat down, to
suppress a groan. I had wanted peace tonight. I had wanted only to
turn in and dream of Craigaline.

She was holding me in an instant. She took my lips and we kissed
deeply. I felt rough and jaded and untidy while she felt smooth and
fresh and silky. But what was she doing here? How had she known I
was coming home.

"I didn't," she replied. "I've been here since Thursday."

She enlightened me over Ravioli on toast and a bottle of wine
that was cheap but welcome for its numbing potency: she'd moved in.
Her flatmate's boyfriend had developed some kinky ideas about her
and about how many women he liked in his bed - and anyway, we had
talked about it, hadn't we?

Then she changed the subject. A new night-club had opened and
everyone was raving about it. She'd been out and bought herself a
new dress, she said, a really slinky thing in bright red Lycra that
was cut so high it gave a calculated glimpse of her suspenders when
she sat down. Now, she wanted to show herself off, not that she'd
put up with me wearing that boring old jacket again, oh no; she was
taking me down to Top Man, and picking me out something with a bit
of style.

"Wait there, Scottie" she said. "I've got to try it on for you -
it's sooo sexy!"

An hour later, for my reward, the dress lay crumpled on the
bedroom floor, but she kept on her stockings and suspenders while
she clung to me, smiling and satisfied. I put my head against her
breast in submission and I slept like I'd been stunned.

 On Monday morning, she waved me off to work in her role as
the perfect modern wife. My heart was heavy though and I had some
explaining to do. It was like my schooldays when, after the long
summer break, I'd be setting out on my first morning back,
miserable as sin. I'd have a toy in my pocket, something small, a
Matchbox car perhaps, something I'd bought during the holiday,
something to remind me of it and to sustain me through that first
day.

I hadn't changed: Macvie had picked me a book off his shelf - an
old copy of Prebble's history of the Highland Clearances. I had it
in my briefcase to read at lunch-time; I was comforted by the
knowledge it was there - a last tenuous link with a memory that was
fading fast.

At two minutes to nine, I pushed through the pretentious smoked
glass doors at the entrance to Effham Brothers and smiled at the
pretty receptionist who stared right through me, all of which was
familiar and comforting in a perverse sort of way. So far so good
then, but the office was quiet. There was easy talk, but it stopped
when I walked in and, before I could sit down, O'Grady stuck his
head around the door:

"Scott? A word if you please. "

He wasn't a bad bloke, for a middle manager - a little detached
and highly strung perhaps but not the ruthlessly ambitious type, as
so many of the others seemed to be. That morning, he was firm but
polite - an ominous sign that put me on my guard. Apparently, last
Wednesday evening, Jason Effham the company director, nephew of the
Effham Brothers themselves, had received a phone call from a Mr.
Macraven, Estate Manager at Craigaline. Some fool had just been in
his office talking a load of bollocks about Effham Brothers wanting
to buy the Craigaline Hotel. Wasn't Jason aware that he already
owned it?

Jason had traced me through the personnel records to O'Grady's
section and had got O'grady out of bed that same night to explain
himself, which of course, he couldn't. Thursday had been a day of
confusion as people were taken aside and grilled for information.
Then, the petty cash office realised that they were missing two
thousand pounds. Somehow, they'd traced it to me and then Sharon,
O'Grady's secretary remembered me going to see Eric Bowker on
Tuesday. She remembered me ringing her up, too, asking about
him.

Attention now switched to Eric Bowker but he'd taken some leave
and all attempts to contact him on Friday had failed. They could do
nothing until he was due to come back. Then an anonymous accountant
had unearthed an anomaly,.. certain papers that should have resided
in the care of other nameless officials, but which did not, and
were now unaccounted for. I did not know it then but these papers
concerned various account details, accounts containing large sums
of money denied to all but the bearer of those details. How Bowker
was involved in all of this remained a mystery, but Jason was
sufficiently well appraised of the matter for him to understand all
to well, that Eric Bowker wouldn't be coming back and that it was
unlikely any of us would ever see him again.

Everyone had been too absorbed by my inexplicable antics in
Scotland to realise that Bowker was slipping out of the country.
There were rumours of embezzlement - millions missing from the
accounts. O'grady wouldn't say exactly how much money was involved,
because of course he didn’t really know - only Jason Effham and
Eric Bowker knew how much exactly - but O’Grady assured me it was
considerably more than the two thousand pounds I'd taken.

"Taken? Excuse me, but did you say taken?"

That's when it all started to become rather ugly for me.

O'Grady walked me down to Personnel and there followed a blur of
events, culminating in an interview with a bureaucrat in what
looked like an undertaker’s suit. In a monotone voice, he quoted
chapter and verse of company procedure, EBP 47.00001 and then told
me my contract had been suspended. He also told me I had until the
end of the week to produce the two thousand pounds, after which
time it would become a police matter.

This was too much to take in and for a while I sat through it in
a daze, as if it were all happening on a T.V. screen and I could
switch it off when I got bored. Then I woke up with a start and
told them rather pathetically that I wanted this sorting out. Were
they accusing me of theft? They couldn't do that! I wanted to see
Jason Effham right away. He'd no business treating me like this. I
was a bit upperty and irrational by now.

I finished off by storming out. Determined to see Jason, I took
the escalator up to the floor with the carpets and all the hushed
corridors. At first, he wasn't in. Then, when his secretary
realised who I was, she phoned through, only to tell me afterwards
that he was too busy to see me. I told her I'd wait all day if need
be. Then I sat down and, putting my head in my hands, I tried to
work out what I was going to say.

I sat there for hours - all morning in fact until I began to
feel the hopelessness setting in. Jason Effham was one of the Gods
and I was nothing. I was ready to give up, to walk away but then I
realised I had nothing to lose, so I sacrificed my manners and
walked straight in.

Jason was surprisingly young; younger than me, and as he looked
up from behind his desk that morning I saw, with some childish
satisfaction, that he had a ripe pimple on the end of his nose. I
almost laughed at him.

The Effham Dynasty had begun from a wheelbarrow, selling dodgy
fruit around the East End. The last of the founding Effham
generation had retired a few years ago, leaving Jason, their nephew
a very powerful and a very wealthy young man. He had the sort of
position in life that all the young and upwardly mobile craved at
that time. His trademark was an expensive red leather Filofax which
he kept always at his elbow or sticking with theatrical
carelessness from the pocket of his Armani suit - the digital PDA,
like the mobile phone, was still but an idle dream in those days.
He drove a red Porsche and he lived in a docklands flat, with a
balcony overlooking the Thames, like the ones in the coffee
adverts. He was, in short, an eighties cliché. Perhaps I sound
bitter - I don't mean to. Jason was simply a man of the times,
cherishing values his upbringing and his environment had taught him
to respect, values his immaturity had prevented him from ever
questioning.

"I've nothing to say to you," he told me.

There was a tone in his voice, an air of superiority that kidded
me into thinking for a moment that he really was better than me.
Then he told me he wanted me out of the building in ten minutes or
the next time we met would be in court. Believe me, you couldn't
begin to comprehend a power like that. You couldn't begin to reason
or communicate, even.

I replied, as calmly as I could, that we'd be meeting in court
anyway, that I had a good case for unfair dismissal, that as far I
could work out he’d no reasonable grounds for dismissing me at all,
and I'd be seeing a solicitor right away. I looked for some sign
I'd made an impact but there was nothing. He simply stretched his
long, thin body and ran his fingers through his hideously permed
hair. Then he pointed to the door.

 I cleared my desk, putting a few personal belongings in my
pockets while O'Grady hovered, embarrassed and uncertain of
himself. I gave him the two thousand pounds, less what I'd spent,
of course and I made him sign a note, detailing that I'd given him
receipts for the rest. He told me not to worry, that things would
work out. Words were easy though and I didn't listen. I felt ill
and I'd no time for his guarded sympathy. What I needed now, more
than anything was to gulp in great mouthfuls of clean air. He
offered me his hand and I shook it after a moment’s hesitation,
before walking out.

It was raining. It hit my face and brought me round a little but
there was still no air - just that same oily taste as passers by
jabbed at my eyes with their umbrellas. What now? I couldn't live
off the social security. Then I remembered Jenny had moved in and
all of a sudden, it didn't seem like such a bad idea any more; at
least I could lean on her for a while. But then I shuddered at the
thought, and saw only disaster looming, because I knew full well
that Jenny simply wasn’t strong enough.

I took a walk around the corner and treated myself to one last
fling in a coffee shop, breaking all previous records and making
the coffee last an hour. I was calmer now - able to think more
clearly. Effham had flipped! I'd no idea how much Bowker was
supposed to have stolen but it had clouded Effham's judgement and
he'd taken it out on me, leaving himself wide open for a charge of
unfair dismissal which I'd really no choice now but to pursue. But
if it really was a case of fraud, then why wasn't I being grilled
by the police now?

On the way home, I called in to see a solicitor, no one
expensive - just the car crash and conveyancing type. He was a
grubby little man with lots black hair that stuck up all over the
place. He told me I had a good case, like I'd thought, and when I
mentioned the name of Effham Brothers, his eyes glowed with
interest and ambition. For now though, he suggested a letter for
which there was a standard charge. I took a deep breath and paid
up, hoping that I wouldn't need to take it any further. I had no
trades union to back me, so I probably couldn't have afforded it
for one thing. But I didn't want compensation, nor even
reinstatement - not now. Clearing my name would be enough because
without a good reference, it was unlikely I'd ever work in the City
again.

 That evening, when Jenny came home, I told her what had
happened. She took it well, though I might've given her the
impression it would all be cleared up in a few weeks, which, of
course was nonsense. Anyway, she seemed to enjoy the novelty of
having to support a man who was down on his luck but it also gave
her an emotional advantage that made me feel uncomfortable, more so
as time passed, because I sensed she was playing on it, wearing it
like a new dress or a piece of jewellery, and like the rest of her
accessories, I knew she’d tire of it,.. and of me pretty soon.

I heard nothing more of Effham Brothers until a few weeks after
my dismissal, when the Eric Bowker affair managed a couple of
column inches in the middle pages of The London Evening Reporter.
There was a lot of speculation and it mentioned a figure of half a
million pounds, which seemed ridiculously little in this day and
age. I'd expected more of a fuss. I'd expected front page
headlines. I'd expected News at Ten. To be frank, I'd expected the
fraud squad banging on my door,.. but there was nothing. It was if
Bowker and I had been air-brushed out of existence. The difference
was he was sitting on a fortune, and I was out on my ear.

At least the mystery of Craiglaine was solved, but even that was
a disappointment because it seemed Bowker had set me up to make a
fool of myself and so provide a subtle diversion while he slipped
away. It was odd, too, but I felt I had no quarrel with him; he'd
made fools of Effham Brothers as well and I admired him for that.
Sure, I was in a bad situation, but it wasn't what he'd intended to
happen. I should have been looked upon more as a hapless victim,
and the whole thing forgotten.

 A month passed. I spent the time, touring museums and
galleries, on the pretence of looking for work. But I saw only grim
façades, black and rotting with the sulphur dioxide belched out of
a million exhaust pipes every day. Behind glass cases, mementoes
from the past stared at me like faces in a prison: Victorian,
Tudor, Elizabethan - a mute heritage that held no meaning, no
message for me. After all, what had any of these things to teach
us? Surely, if we had learned the lessons of history then by now we
should all be very wise and philanthropic, wise to the greyness and
the polluting madness of our lives. Clearly it wasn't so.

I knew nothing of my ancestors beyond my grandfather. His tales
of fishing and long walks in the hills, with air rifles and bottles
of pop belonged to a lost world, like the world of the museum, mute
and irrelevant, like the mummified corpses of ancient Egypt. As for
wandering the countryside like my grandfather, we’re led to believe
you can’t do that sort of thing now: you'd get arrested or murdered
by a psychopath in the bushes. And to be sure the hills weren't
there for wandering in either, like open spaces and green fields,
because there was always someone's reserved sign on them,.. like at
Craigaline: don’t wander here. This space is reserved!

Craigaline! Why send me to Craigaline? If all he'd wanted was a
diversion, why go to the trouble sending some hapless sod all that
way? No,… for sure the business of Craigaline had not been cleared
up at all. It was still a mystery, only now I saw no prospect of
ever getting to the bottom of things. The answer lay behind the
concrete and glass edifice of Effham Brothers. It lay in the pages
of Jason's Filo-fax. It lay in Bowker's desk drawer.

The City threw its shroud over me and swallowed me down, deep
into its rancid bowels. Dutifully, I took my place with all the
other bowed figures. We were neither happy nor sad, just alive, our
vital signs ticking over. I would have been there yet if it hadn't
been for that postcard, waiting for me when I arrived home one
afternoon.

 

My dear Scott,

Just a few lines to let you know that everything is fine.
Pleasant journey, lots of sun and sea! Celonia is indeed a very
beautiful little island and I anticipate that I shall be here for
some time. Trust all's well with you.

See you soon, I hope!

Best wishes,

Uncle Eric.

 

Which was fine, except of course, I didn't have an Uncle
Eric!










Chapter 12
Perspectives


Idug an atlas out from the back of my wardrobe and had a look
for Celonia. It was a small island in the Med, barely spitting
distance from the North African coast. Somewhere on that tiny dot
was an eccentric old fraudster called Eric Bowker.

"See you soon, I hope," he'd said.

I should have gone to the police because it might have supported
my case, and I told myself I would do just that, as soon as I'd
come back from Celonia.

Getting there was the tricky part, especially since I'd no money
- or it would've been without Rick. He lived in Norfolk and had his
own aeroplane; he also owed me a favour. I telephoned and asked him
if he fancied a week's holiday on an island in the Med. Even after
I'd explained that he was providing the transport, he told me to
get on the train and that we were leaving the next day.

Rick had a cottage in a backwater of the Broads. He owned a
Wherrie that he'd restored himself and he used it to make a living
from tourists, in the summer months. He kept it moored at the
bottom of his overgrown garden. Close by was a small, grass
air-strip where he kept a rare amphibious machine he'd rescued from
a bog somewhere, one of those experiments in flight the designers
had never repeated. He'd restored this himself as well and he added
to his income by taking it around the airshow circuit, where it was
admired by all the aeroplane nuts. On top of this, he taught people
to fly. I wished I could be like him,… so eclectic, so apparently
disorganised, and yet thriving in a quiet sort of way. Me? I was a
coward. I needed a more secure grounding, a big employer at the
back of me, handing me a regular paycheck in exchange for all
manner of insults and degradation.

Like me, Rick had studied physics and, like me, he'd yet to find
a use for it. I was still living in hope, but Rick had given up
years ago. The only conventional job he'd ever had had been as a
Systems Analyst. He had a good brain for computers, too good
really: he'd been fired for hacking his way into a rival company's
system for the hell of it and playing their games software.

I arrived at dusk. It was like something from a postcard: a
rustic cottage, a pink sky with a bright moon rising behind the
skeletal arms of a ruined windmill, a straw coloured reed bank
reflected in still waters and the air filled with the sounds of
exotic creatures calling in the gathering gloom.

It was the first open space I'd touched since Craigaline and it
moved me. But then a plastic pleasure cruiser plied an erratic
course close by, sending out ripples that made the old Wherrie rock
at its moorings. Pop music thumped and teenage voices shrieked. A
drunken voice called out that my flies were open and it caused no
end of amusement when I looked to see that they weren't. I cringed;
I was still young, but also getting very old!

I hadn't seen Rick for a year and I noticed he'd started to go
seriously grey. His complexion told me he was still on the booze as
well.

"Good to see you, Scottie," he said grabbing my hand and trying
to break my fingers. "I thought you might've brought Jenny with you
- sounds like a real cracker, that one!"

He poked me in the ribs playfully and dragged me inside. I could
still picture him, jilted by the most beautiful and yet the most
callous woman I've ever known. I remember us sharing rooms in a
squalid part of a dirty little town, him flaked out with an empty
glass on his chest and me piecing together the remains of his
thesis that he’d attempted to shred with his teeth.

His cottage had very low ceilings and there were hefty beams
sticking out in awkward places, waiting to deliver a nasty crack on
the head to the unwary. There were Monet prints dotted around in
the dim light and there were books, piles of them, classical stuff
all shuffled together with technical manuals. He had a computer,
too, a leaving present to himself from his last employer. But these
were the pre-Microsoft Windows days, pre pretty much everything
really, and all I can recall of that machine was its green cursor
blinking patiently from a corner of the room.

We talked mainly of old times to the inevitable accompaniment of
a whisky bottle. The cursor blinked on in the corner, marking time
while the room blurred into an alcoholic haze and we fell asleep. I
woke up stiff and with a headache. It was early morning, about five
o'clock and Rick was singing a bawdy song while he shaved, excited
by the prospect of a trip, but I was less enthusiastic now, feeling
only rough and hung-over, and wanting to be absorbed back into the
greyness of the city.

 

The plane was smaller than I'd imagined. It had a single wing slung
high over the fuselage. The wing carried a huge radial engine that
seemed to dwarf everything else. The cockpit was cramped and the
instrumentation very basic. It reminded me of an MG Midget - that
same squashed-in, hard-metal feel.

When the time came, I climbed aboard and, barely able to conceal
a growing terror, I strapped myself in. Parked quietly out on
grass, the thing was a picture of quirky grace with its shiny grey
paint-work and its classic 1940's lines. But inside, with the hatch
fastened, when the engine had fired and the propeller had begun to
spin, I'll never know how anything that vibrated so much could
possibly hold together.

We moved off slowly, lumbering over the grass and finally
swinging round to point down the strip which seemed impossibly
short. Rick opened the throttle and I swallowed my heart as the
thing punched forwards, accelerating lustily. Then it soared,
climbing at what felt like an impossible angle, with the engine
roaring, pressing harder and harder. Then the machine banked
alarmingly, as if to tip us out and I was forced to take in an
amazing waterscape as it flashed below, all misty, with trees and
fields - still cold and sleepy in pale shadows. And I finally began
to to enjoy myself.

Rick levelled out on a course for Ipswich and we flew at a level
3000 feet, right down the estuary of the River Orwell, to Harwich
and then out over the North Sea. We crossed into France over
Dunkirk, then it was along the Belgian border to Lille, picking up
a railway line and following as it led us in a wide, disjointed
arc, southwards over a network of crossings and junctions through
low hills and forests. By mid morning we were over Dijon, still
heading south, still chasing the railway lines to Lyon.

 If you've ever flown in a jet airliner to some foreign
destination, the chances are you might've looked down upon a
similar network, linking up an array of little towns like polygonal
patches on a piece of green felt. It doesn't matter whether you're
over France or Germany or England, you see the same networks, the
same patterns, the same green.

We were flying much lower than your jet airliner and at a
fraction of the speed but still the effect was there. Territorial
differences were left to the imagination. There were no boundaries
you see - no great red lines to mark the frontiers, as there are on
a map.

Britain, from the air is beautiful - a little stained and frayed
in parts, like an old table cloth, it covers about 120,000 square
miles. Back in the eighties, somewhere in that area lived around 60
million people. For the sake of argument, imagine for a moment all
those people sharing out the available space; a quick calculation
tells you that each of us would have got an area of about 80 by 80
yards square, which doesn't sound like much does it?

Then, of course, a proportion of the land is uninhabitable, so
the real figure would be much less - lets be generous and say 60 by
60 yards, all being fair. But of course we all know the reality is
much different with a small number of individuals and business
corporations owning most of the land, carving it up into parcels
measuring many thousands of square miles. A larger number, farmers
for example, own smaller parcels, say tens of square miles while
the majority of us, compressed into towns and cities, own nothing
at all.

 We finished the day, pitching tents under the amphibian's
wing, at a quiet grass strip south of Avignon. There was a cool
breeze taking the weight out of the air and I lay on the grass for
as long as the bugs would let me, soaking up the amber light,
letting my mind replay the days fantastic journey in fast
forward.

We'd just flown the length of the Rhone valley: fairy tale
castles, little boats, steep sided forests everything as I'd
imagined it would be, from the tourist brochures. If only Jenny
could have shared this with me, I thought. I could imagine the
light on her hair and I could feel her snuggled against me in my
sleeping bag. But then I saw mud on her shoes and grass stains on
her jeans. There was a look of reproach in her eyes and the warm
fantasy dissolved.

Rick lay back with a glass of whisky on his chest. He was
asleep, dreaming with a satisfied smile. I'd found a bra and a pair
of dainty knickers in his bathroom that morning so I knew there was
a woman in his life, though he hadn't mentioned her. Could she
handle him I wondered, and was it serious? No, I thought, probably
not, considering the expression on his face -and that was a shame,
because like all of us, he really needed someone.

 We had enjoyed a day of unbridled freedom, the freedom of
the air, so beloved of those aviators of old. I felt unashamedly
good about myself on account of it, for we are none of us little
wheels meshing in some mad vision of a world modelled on a
Newtonian Universe. We are none of us clockwork. We need fresh air
and the freedom to determine our own course now and then,
unfettered by lines on a map. Thus far, the air was free, and it
brought it home to me how disenfranchised we had become, from the
land we walked upon.

That night, as I slept, I dreamed of the path to the Singing
Loch, dreamed of its junction with that lonely road, where the
broken signpost stood like a tortured prisoner of conscience,
barred from speaking its mind, barred from speaking the truth. In
my dream I took a hammer and nailed the board back up:

 "Singing Loch: 5 miles," it said.










Chapter 13
Kingpin


At ten o'clock the following morning, the amphibian was roaring
and vibrating as it circled the island of Celonia. It was far from
the tourist trail and it had a parched, sterile look from the air -
hardly the sort of place you could easily spend half a million
pounds.

There was no runway so we had to put down on the sea and then
motor slowly into the main harbour. There were a few brightly
coloured fishing vessels moored at a rickety old jetty and I saw
pretty, terracotta houses clinging in terraces to the high cliffs
that overlooked the bay. As we tied up, an inquisitive crowd began
to gather.

It was unbearably hot. Everywhere I looked, things were
quivering in a heat quake. The cliffs stood like great piles of
parched cinders, reddish grey against a dazzling blue sky. I could
almost smell them, sulphurous and baked, hovering close to
flash-point, ready to explode and tear the flesh from our
bones.

I don't know what I'd expected but the place horrified me. There
was something about it, something barbaric that seemed to put
everything on a knife edge. I sat in the hatchway for a moment,
pulling my thoughts together, trying to think where I should begin
looking for Bowker. Then, I saw a boat across the harbour, a big
two masted schooner that I'd seen before, on a dog eared post card
at Craigaline. I blinked the sweat from my eyes and reached for
Rick's binoculars. Sure, that was it; we'd found him.

 Ossian had been put together on a long forgotten slipway
on the Clyde, back in the twenties, for the pleasure of the
obscenely rich Wyndeman family. From there, it had plied its
romantic course, every summer, through the Hebrides, from its home
base at Craigaline and every winter had been carefully laid up in
Loch Shiel.

The old boat was all Bowker had kept of the Craigaline Estate,
and as Rick and I climbed aboard that morning, it was plain to see
he cared for it very much. Every plank gleamed richly under a thick
coat of varnish and the white paint was smooth, with hardly a
blemish as if the boat were made of fibreglass instead of wood.

We found Bowker reclining luxuriously on a sun lounger. He was
wearing a pair of white canvas jeans and a navy blue tee shirt,
which was a tight fit for his big belly. He smiled from over the
top of a novel that was as thick as it was wide and he stood up to
meet us, calling us "boys" and welcoming us like a fussy old hen. I
was self-conscious and off balance; I didn't know what to say. Then
a girl's voice came from behind.

"Hello, Scott."

I saw Rick's jaw drop and I turned to see Tina, Bowker's
secretary standing by the handrail. She was naked except for a pair
of skimpy bikini briefs. I gazed in wonder at her bronzed flesh and
her frizzy blonde hair. She was attractively well padded, I
thought.

I managed a startled hello as she dived over the side, leaving
me with a subliminal image of her bottom wobbling provocatively
before she disappeared with a splash into the crystal waters
below.

"Do they allow that sort of thing around here, then?" asked
Rick.

"Oh, I know," said Bowker winking. "Dirty old man that's what
you're thinking."

Actually, I was thinking more than that. I was thinking she was
an adventuress, a pleasure seeker, a rough diamond, and that she'd
soon tire of him and his sad, wrinkled old body, if it weren't for
all the money he was supposed to have stolen. But you must ignore
me: I was jealous - after all, she'd turned down the chance of a
simple date with me, an unattached young stud, and yet here she was
sharing a boat and just about everything else with a man who was
probably older than her father.

Bowker eased himself back onto his sun lounger and gestured
lazily for us to sit down.

"They're saying you stole a half a million," I told him.

He smiled, obligingly, like movie-star for the hungry cameras
and then he shrugged. "Half a million?" he said. "Dear boy, it was
much more than that."

More than that? Why not? Ten million? twenty? thirty? - who
cares? It was only numbers, after all. I tried to imagine how much
space that sort of cash would take up, how many suit cases it would
fill. Was it here, on the yacht? Of course that was naive; money
was bits of binary information these days, wrapped up in sort codes
and account numbers, things you could manipulate with indifference,
from a computer keyboard.

Bowker leaned towards us in a confidential manner "Actually, you
know, I haven't actually stolen anything. It's just a carefully
calculated misunderstanding."

"Whatever it was, I'm sure the fraud squad will get to the
bottom of it."

"Oh, my, I doubt Jason will want the fraud squad poking around
his ledgers."

"Oh?"

"Indeed, I rather suspect the police have not been involved, and
that the press coverage has been disappointingly sparse. Am I
right?"

"Well, I don't know about the police, but the press? Well, it's
true I expected more of a fuss."

"Don't you find it odd?"

"I suppose so, yes."

He gave us a kindly smile, then sighed. "Rather a barren little
spot," he mused. "But quite civilised really. They have a Post
Office and a telephone - and a very respectable restaurant - you
must let me buy you dinner there. "

"Mr Bowker,… "

"Listen, Scott, I've always been responsible for the transfer of
large sums of money from one place to another. In a big company
like Effham's there are so many little hidey holes to lose an odd
hundred thousand here, another hundred thousand there. It happens
all the time - each year the company decides how much of a profit
it wants to declare and it's a delicate business - too much and the
taxman thinks it's Christmas, too little and the shareholders get
grumpy. So the profit that's declared is never actually the same as
the profit that was made, do you understand? It's an art - strictly
unethical of course."

Rick laughed: "So,.. you're a creative accountant then?"

"Yes,… I like that description. It sounds rather grand. But I
tended to operate outside of the Accounts department, away from the
usual audit trails. In the company brochure, I'm shown heading up
the Quality department, but that's only a very small part of what I
actually do. One of our favourite tricks was to squirrel money away
into Swiss Bank accounts. I held all the account numbers in my
office - didn't want the auditors getting wind of them, did I?
Anyway, when I left, I simply neglected to pass on the account
details. I've been under a great deal of strain recently - I simply
had to get away, and the whole business quite slipped my mind."

Tina climbed back aboard and I watched as she padded off towards
the bow, leaving a trail of wet footprints on the deck, footprints
that began to steam under the intense glare of the sun. Rough
diamond or not and all petty jealousies aside, I though she was
wonderful. She returned later, wrapped in a floral print robe - big
hair and shoulder pads, looking like a movie star. She was carrying
a jug of lemonade and some tumblers. The ice clinked cheerfully
against the glass as she set them down. We exchanged glances and I
began to think how, if only things had been different, we might've
been married by now, up to our eyes in disposable nappies and
episodes of Coronation Street. Somehow this was better.

"It sounds pretty much like fraud to me," I said. "But, why send
me to Craigaline? I really don't understand that part. You didn’t
need a diversion to slip out of the country."

"Tell me, did you learn much, while you were at Craigaline?" he
asked.

"Not really. Only that Effham Brother's own it, and that you
made quite a fool out of me."

He said that he was sorry, but I wasn't listening, and pressed
my point home, telling him his machinations had lost me my job.
That seemed to make an impression.

"Dear boy," he said. "I had no idea."

He was genuinely surprised, setting down his glass and leaning
forward, asking me to forgive him, accusing Jason of having the
mind and the morals of a spoiled brat. Then, to console me, he
settled back and attempted to explain himself.

Effham Brothers, he told me, had taken over Craigaline with the
intention of creating a vast conifer plantation, which I already
knew. The brainchild of the scheme had been R..J. Effham, one of
the founding fathers of the company. It had always been a
controversial plan, not because of the devastation it would cause
to Craigaline but because investors were predicting a slump in the
timber market at about the time the proposed forests were due to
mature.

"I mean, even I knew that, " he said. "We considered a
plantation scheme when I was in charge,… on a much smaller scale of
course, but we couldn't attract the investment. Too many forests,
you see? By then everyone with a patch of land too rough to build
on or too acidic for agriculture had been planting conifers. Twenty
years from now, there'll be a glut of timber and prices will
fall.

"But R.J.'s a stubborn old bastard. You've seen him - straight
out of a Dickens novel, isn't he? He's not shown his face in the
company for a while, but he's still a force to be reckoned with.
Jason may appear to be in charge, but Uncle R.J. has complete
influence over him. The boy doesn't even know how to wipe his own
arse.

"The Craigaline estate is no longer a viable business. The only
way they can make the scheme work is to plant on a vast scale,..
and they're nervous about that because it will cost a lot of money,
of course. I approached them a year ago and offered to buy the
place back, but the only thing holding R.J. up is his ego, and the
old bastard just laughed at me. He wouldn't have dealt with me if
I'd been the last man alive - some bad blood between us from the
old days, you see? So I decided they had to be forced to give it
up."

"I'm sorry. Did you say buy it back?"

"That's right, dear boy."

"But why? I mean, for God's sake - it was you who sold it to
them, in the first place!"

I obviously knew more about him than he'd given me credit
for.

"I can tell you've made friends while you were there!" he said.
"Let me guess? Macvie? The minister? I might have known! Now,
there’s a good man. I miss the old bugger. How is he?"

"Why do you want it back?"

He seemed reluctant to go on now and glanced away, not exactly
wanting to tell me it was none of my business, but hoping I would
take the hint anyway. For a while there was an awkward silence,
just the sound of the waves against the boat and the tapping of
lines upon the masts. Eventually, like any good secretary, it was
Tina who came to the rescue. She stroked his forehead with the back
of her hand and looked me boldly in the eye, as if she were fending
me off with a long stick.

"Eric discovered something that made him change his mind," she
said. "That's all."

It felt like the whole affair was turning into one of those
interminable board games we used to play as children. There were
always too many rules for it to be interesting. I'd usually end up
drifting off and staring out of the window, while everyone else
revelled in the trivial detail,… detail whose fascination was
totally beyond my patience.

I gave her a smile to show I meant no harm, and then I asked
Bowker why he'd invited me.

"I mean, I'm sure it wasn't just to apologise for sending me on
a wild goose chase."

He seemed to have recovered a little, now. He called me 'dear
boy', again and then said that he hadn't really expected me to make
the journey. It was, after all, rather a long way. He called us
both very resourceful young men, which made me feel like I was
about five years old. He was trying to distract us, perhaps, but I
persisted. I'd come too far to let it go.

"Very well, I wanted to offer you a job," he said

"Would that not make me an accomplice in your scheme?"

He shook his head and smiled. "There has been no crime," he
said, "other than a forgetful old man leaving the country at short
notice and failing to ensure his employer was in full possession of
the facts."

Rick wasn't convinced. He said it all depended on whether or not
Bowker was telling us the truth. "Seems to me," he said, "that
Scott has to take an awful lot on trust, and from what he's told me
he's no reason to trust you at all."

Bowker sighed. "Of course you're right. But it's all academic
now anyway. I needed Scott on the inside, but since Jason's sacked
him I'm afraid he's lost his usefulness. I really am sorry about
that Scott. I can only think Jason imagined he was safer with you
on the outside. I shall compensate you of course,.. I mean
financially, for the mess I've put you in."

I looked at him, big and comfortable, on the deck of his yacht
with a curvaceous beauty draped around him. He had the appearance
of a criminal mastermind, a kingpin, a drug’s baron.

"I can't take anything from you."

"But it bothers me that I've inconvenienced you."

"I believe you, but I can't have anything to do with it. You're
trying to make out as if this is just a game, that you've hidden
things, that you've just been economical with the truth, but the
fact remains you have access to untold millions of Effham's cash,
and they don't. That still sounds like fraud to me."

"Dear boy, I don't have access to the money at all. I set up the
accounts at their request and held the details in my personal
files, that's all. It's simply that those files were contained in a
plain filing cabinet that now resides in the basement of the London
office. The files contain all the details - everything that's
needed to access the money and have it returned to the Effham
Brothers business,… though I'll wager even if they had the account
numbers, that money would stay exactly where it is - out of sight
of the taxman and the shareholders!"

"Then how do you hope to buy Craigline? I mean without the
money?"

"That's not what the money's for Scott. I've always had money of
my own. You forget, it was me who sold the estate in the first
place, and I can still afford to offer them a fair price for
it."

"So, if they know where the account details are, then why all
the fuss?"

"You're clearly having trouble keeping up, dear boy. They don't
know. Have you ever been down in the archive area? There are
thousands upon thousands of plain grey filing cabinets - all the
same, all of them stuffed with rubbish. There's one there with my
name on it,… but obviously no one's bothered to check. The best
place to hide something is under their noses. My plan was simply to
enlighten them, eventually."

"Okay,.. I get it now. You exchange the whereabouts of a certain
filing cabinet for the title deeds to Craigaline?"

"Well done," he said. "And sending you there was my cryptic way
of reminding Uncle R.J. and his little shit of a nephew - pardon my
French, Tina - that Craigaline is back on the agenda."

"Suppose they don't care. Or suppose they do and decide to send
someone out here to persuade you to tell them where it is?"

He smiled. "The pair of them might be described in many
unflattering ways, Scott, but they have no murky underworld
connections. We're all simply accountants, jousting with the only
weapons we understand. And I shall persuade them to let Craigaline
go."

"What's stopping me from going back now and telling Jason to go
and search his archives."

"Because if you've spoken to Macvie, then you know what
Craigaline is facing. I also know you won't do anything that will
prolong Effham's tenure."

"Why should I care?"

He told me then I was a cynical young man and that I had five
years of working in a bureaucracy to thank for it. He also said I'd
been a fool to swap a career in physics for a menial position in a
company like Effham Brothers.

"The prospects seemed better at the time," I said, surprised
that he knew so much about me. I watched idly as a couple of
dolphins played out in the bay. "More rungs on the ladder," I added
as an afterthought.

"The ladder to where?" he scoffed. "You're an idealist, Scott.
Believe me, I know, and you'll never really be happy, unless you do
something radical with your life. So why not humour your Uncle Eric
and play along!"

He was a kind man, this jousting accountant - I could see that
from the way he treated Tina. There was a gentleness about him -
none of the carnal gluttony of an ageing Don Juan.

"I'll write you a cheque before you go," he said. "I mean for
your trouble."

"I really can't touch it."

"Then let me give you a telephone number,… I know someone who
might be looking for a young man with your background."

"Thanks, but no. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am an idealist and
maybe this was just the kick I needed to get me off my backside and
out into the real world."

"That's the spirit, my boy. But you must get in touch with your
Uncle Eric if you need anything. I've caused you a lot of trouble
and I should dearly like to make amends for it."

"Sure," I said. He was an old rogue, and I liked him in spite of
myself.

 

We beached the amphibian in a secluded cove and spent the rest of
the week there living in luxury aboard Ossian where we spent the
whole time talking and swimming. Tina kept herself respectably
covered, now, much to Rick's disappointment and, strangely, my
relief. The dolphins, became frequent companions, swimming among us
and nudging us playfully. My hands still tingle when I recall the
feel of their skin. There was an intelligence in their eyes and a
brightness in their spirit that drew me. Theirs was the mystery of
nature, and they aroused peculiar feelings, feelings I'd last
experienced on a mountain top, watching the Aurora Borealis with
Iona Macvie.

Bowker would not be drawn any further and he never did tell us
why he wanted Craigaline back. I asked Rick what he thought and he
told me Bowker was barking mad, but admired his taste in women.

"He's not crazy," I said as we made the long flight home. "He's
like you. What you see is a front. He lets you see what you expect
to see, while the real person gets on with things underneath,
unhindered by people's preconceptions."

"Blimey, that's a bit deep, mate. He's still a thieving bastard!
You gonna tell them about that filing cabinet when you get
back?"

"Only if they ask me," I said. "Which isn't likely, I
suppose."

"Well, I wouldn't tell them either. He's probably lying about it
anyway, or he wouldn't have mentioned it to you. It was almost like
he wanted you to go blabbing to them, in the hope they'd give you
your job back."

"You reckon? But what would be the point of that?"

"He's a cryptic sort of guy,.. a Times Crossword sort of guy,…
sending you up to Craigaline was a very cryptic sort of clue,
wasn't it? Having them tear their archives apart in search of a
mythical filing cabinet would be another, and a pretty cruel one at
that - he must have learned accountancy in the Secret Service or
something."

"I just hope it works. I hope he gets what he's after."

"Why would you care?"

Why? I thought: Because then the forests at Craigaline would
never be planted; its soil would be spared the plough and the path
up to the Singing Loch would remain open,… and maybe one day I
could go back there, and see it.

 

 

　

　

　

　

　

　

　

　

　










Chapter 14
Outcast


There was once a very wise man called Isaac Newton. He was born
on Christmas day in 1642 and is believed to be one of the greatest
men ever to have lived. That was the conclusion I formed early on
in my brief career as a physicist and one I still hold, even though
I now believe he's indirectly responsible for much of the decline
we see around us today.

We think of Newton as the man who first defined gravity as a
force, but his contribution to mankind was more fundamental even
than that. Newton gave us a philosophy which boils the entire
universe down to a set of simple mathematical equations. To
perceive the universe, you simply establish for yourself the right
equations and then all will be revealed, like taking the back off a
pocket watch.

From this clockwork conception was born an explosion of
understanding and an industrial revolution that led Western Europe
into becoming the richest and most powerful group of nations on the
planet. But now we know Newton's laws are incomplete. They are
simplifications of a truth we're still probing and if you push them
to their limits, Newton's laws simply fall apart. Yet upon these
foundations, we've built a very modern, global society - and now
the cracks are beginning to show.



It was my first day back in the City, after returning from Celonia
and I was sitting in yet another crowded compartment on the tube,
heading for home. The train emerged from its subterranean lair and
crawled into the grey light of a surface station. There, I saw
walls, sprayed with obscene graffiti, which nobody seemed to notice
and which the authorities seemed to care nothing about. I also saw
a down-and-out old woman in rags, picking through the garbage on
the station platform.

We all pretended she wasn't there. In a moment, we'd pile out
and swarm around her with our eyes averted, blind to her hands,
held momentarily palm upwards in search of charity. Maybe she'd be
lucky. Maybe she'd get the price of a cup of tea before crawling
away to die somewhere, covered in crumpled newspapers and cradling
a spent bottle of methylated spirit.

I waited until the train had stopped and I watched the crowds
hogging the doors, ready for the off. Then I joined the back of the
queue and shuffled out like a tin man, while at the same time
checking I had enough money in my wallet to pay for a taxi. My
fingers finally curled around a ten pound note. Then, as I stepped
onto the platform, I felt a sharp blow to my chest as a dirty faced
adolescent girl sprang from the crowd and snatched the wallet. She
ran off, expertly ducking and diving through a sea of bodies.
Welcome back, the City said.

I was winded and a bit shaken, but when I got my breath, I
managed a smile - I still had the ten pound note in my hand you
see? It was my last one; all she'd got was a cheap wallet and a
pile of useless receipts. There was a chance then that I was not so
helplessly lost to the City's insults and humiliations. I had luck
on my side,… luck, or something more mysterious. I was unused to
thinking this way, and it surprised me.

People pushed by as if I wasn't there. Only the old bag lady had
noticed. She was looking at me with bloodshot eyes, from over the
top of a rubbish bin. I saw her face, all sore and scabby and her
hands disfigured with arthritis. How long could she possibly hope
to survive like that? I gave her the ten pound note, not that it
would postpone her demise for very long, and I walked home
instead.

On the way, I called into a police station and reported that I'd
seen Eric Bowker. That was Rick's advice. They couldn't get at
Bowker anyway, not out there and I didn't have to tell them the
whole truth. The chances were, said Rick, they knew where he was
anyway and I had to cover myself - I had to avoid looking like a
co-conspirator. It worried me that Rick understood these
things.

I suppose I expected the burly desk sergeant to gape in shock,
but he was very matter of fact about it, as if I were reporting a
spot of vandalism. Still, I was a little nervous about the whole
business, worried I'd be hauled off to an interrogation room and
not seen again for days. But he simply dug out a weary plain
clothes detective chap who made me write a brief statement and then
he told me offhandedly that someone would probably call round to
see me, later on.

A fortnight passed before anyone came. It was a policewoman, a
detective constable, quite young and fresh faced with her hair
drawn back brutally. I showed her the postcard Bowker had sent but
she didn't seem interested. She reminded me of the receptionist at
Effham Brothers - attractive but cold, like a waxwork.

"The truth is," she said, "Although we're aware of a story in
the press, some weeks ago, Effhams’ never made a complaint. I did
make some enquiries at Effham Brothers after you reported seeing Mr
Bowker, but they claim to have made a mistake, a computer
error."

"A computer error? But I got the sack over this! And now they're
saying it was a mistake!"

"Perhaps you'll be reinstated, then. I'm sure they'll be in
touch."

No, I thought. They were lying. This was nothing to do with
computers. It was to do with a plain grey filing cabinet
languishing in a basement. It was to do with an old fashioned piece
of paper listing account numbers. They hadn't found it and Bowker
was right,… they didn't want the police leafing through their
ledgers. Bowker had been committing fraud for years, but not for
his own benefit,.. for Jason's!

 Effham Brothers did not get in touch. Of course with me on
the outside it was easier for them to forestall any investigations
simply by calling me an idiot and fabricating a poor employment
record. I was out in the cold, but I have to say, not altogether
unhappy to be away from the place. Its tall glass and concrete
edifice sparkled above the City, but it harboured some very dirty
goings on, and I was probably better off where I was - not quite in
the gutter.

During those first weeks of my unemployment, Jenny did her best
to be a comfort, but while she was working, the days were long and
empty. Then, as money became short, her visits to the boutique
became less frequent. Toilet rolls and bags of oven chips took
their toll on our dwindling finances and slowly, the solace she
could offer me began, also, to dwindle. The allure of her role had,
begun to wear off. It was the worst case scenario, and not
altogether unexpected.

Sometimes she'd come home barely speaking. Then she'd flop into
an armchair and stay there, huddled up all evening before slipping
off quietly to bed. When she was like that, her mood would hang
around like a dark cloud or like a bad smell drifting into every
corner of the flat. There was no escape and no amount of coaxing
could bring her round.

As the months passed and the evenings grew darker, I began to
dread her coming. Sex became half-hearted and I was suddenly made
to feel like a pervert every time I brought the subject up. I'd try
to get her going by snuggling against her in bed before we went to
sleep, but she'd say she was tired and nudge me away with her
bottom. A better relationship would've survived such a trial, even
been strengthened by it, but we didn't stand a chance.

She started taking herself off in the evenings with her old
flatmate. They'd do the town two or three times a week while I sat
at home watching T.V. Then, one night she came home and said she'd
met Jason Effham in a night club.

"I wouldn't have known him really," she went on, "only Jackie's
boyfriend pointed him out. We all sort of got talking. He bought me
a drink and I told him who I was and I … . well, I asked him
to give you your job back!"

There were times when Jenny astonished me and this was one of
them. Things had not been going well, and the radical new direction
I'd been anticipating since my return from Celonia had been
somewhat slow in materialising. I admit, I was a bit irritated, not
least by the thought of Jason Effham being anywhere near Jenny.

"You're having me on," I said.

"No, look, he was all right about it. He said if you dropped
this silly case of unfair dismissal, he'd see what he could do. He
told me he had this friend who might take you on - something to do
with sales - anyway, I said I'd tell you - so I've told you - so
what do you think?"

She forced a cheerful smile but the corners of her mouth
quivered uncertainly.

"Sales! What kind of sales?"

"Well, windows and things … . you know? Double
glazing."

A better man than Jason would have called me in and apologised,
long ago, given me my old job back on the spot, maybe even smoothed
me over by reviewing my salary. But he didn't want me back in the
company at all! And he knew I wouldn't have lasted five minutes in
the cut throat world of the double glazing salesman.

"You can't be serious!"

But she was. She told me beggars could not be choosers. Then her
nerve broke and she stormed off, locking herself in the bathroom. I
didn't see her again that night. She slept on the sofa and she'd
gone to work by the time I woke up. I felt miserable and
guilty.

The thought of another day alone, in the flat, didn't appeal to
me very much, and I decided the best thing to do was to go out
somewhere - anywhere. I ended up in the Science Museum wandering
around, playing with some of the exhibits. They had a computerised
atlas there, a data base of the British Isles, stored on a pair of
huge optical discs. This was considered state of the art back then,
in those strangely innocent, pre Internet, pre multimedia days. I
used it to find Craigaline, homing in through a series of larger
and larger scale maps until I hit a section of text and then
finally, to my astonishment, a colour picture of The Wishing Ring
flashed onto the screen. There was another of Bowker's schooner,
Ossian. They were copies of the postcards I'd seen. The text was
brief and I scanned through it quickly for any mention of the
Singing Loch.

By this time a party of school-girls were waiting to use the
machine - one of them called me a 'dozy git' and told me to hurry
up. The others tittered in approval. They had their skirts hitched
up St Trininan’s fashion, ties at half mast, and they looked like a
bunch of trollops. I moved aside, calling them a load of cheeky
buggers, partly in fun, only to be met with a tirade of four letter
abuse questioning my parentage and casting aspersions on the size
of my reproductive organs.

Their teacher appeared, harassed and sickly-pale. He apologised,
half heartedly, but I said it was okay. In fact I said they could
take the City for all I cared - that it was theirs and they were
bloody well welcome to it. It shut them all up for a moment
because, of course, they didn't understand. Perhaps I was
oversensitive, but the incident filled me with despair.

I went home feeling embarrassed. I was reluctant, too, dreading
another tense evening with Jenny. To be honest I'd forgotten my
case for unfair dismissal, and the miserable little solicitor
hadn't exactly been falling over himself, in spite of his initial
enthusiasm.

Maybe Jenny was right: beggars couldn't be choosers. I pictured
that old bag-lady on the station platform again and realised how
lucky I was. Perhaps I should've been glad of the offer. I don't
know how, probably out of cowardice, I suppose, but long before I'd
reached my door, I'd changed my mind and decided to ask Jenny about
the job again. Perhaps the world of double glazing was the radical
move I needed - it was merely disguised as something that was
unlikely to work.

When I arrived, I was surprised to find her already at home,
waiting for me and it was plain to see she was still smouldering. I
thought it would bring her round though, if I appeared reasonable
and willing.

"Look, Jenny, about that job. I'm sorry, you were right… ."

She was not listening. "Who's Iona?" she said. Her voice sounded
calm, but threatening.

"What?"

"Iona," she screamed. "Are you deaf?"

I twitched with the shock of it, ready to leap back in self
defence. This was not like her. She was holding a book. She pushed
it at me and then stomped into the bedroom, slamming the door and
making the lamp fittings shake. It was the book Macvie had loaned
me. I'd not even had the chance to open it and by now had quite
forgotten about it. There was a piece of card sticking out from the
pages. On it there was a message:

"Scott, come back some time! Love, Iona."

It was nothing, and I was sure Iona hadn't meant to imply what
Jenny obviously thought, even though she'd included the telephone
number of the Manse underneath. But of course, there was no way of
explaining any of this, and I had no intentions of trying. I
understood the card was simply the token excuse Jenny had been
waiting for.

 

She moved out that same evening. It had been coming for a while now
but you know how it is? You hide from things don't you? You ignore
them. She'd been planning it for weeks and soon, a great pile of
bin-bags appeared, bulging with her extensive wardrobe, piled up in
the hall. Then a car honked in the street. It was her ex-flatmate's
so-called kinky boyfriend. He'd brought his Volvo estate around to
help her shift the stuff. He looked pretty normal to me, but then
what did I know?

I left them to it and went out for some air. I hadn't wanted her
to move in but losing her now was more than I imagined I could
bear. I felt ashamed. I'd failed, you see? I'd failed to hold onto
her.

When I came back, she was gone. There was a letter on the mat. I
tore it open but it was a bill from the solicitor. I gawked at the
bottom line; it would take almost every penny I'd got.

It's funny how your mind works sometimes. I sat up all night,
hugging myself and drinking whisky until my head swam and I
wondered if all this numbness and shock was proof that I'd really
loved her after all. I wondered too, about crying and I tried once
or twice but no tears came so I gave up. I'm sorry to say I was in
that pathetic state for a couple of days, before I managed to pull
myself together. I rang her flatmate a few times, assuming that's
where she'd gone. On the second try, I was told Jenny wasn't
there.

That night, I finally cracked. I put on my best jeans and a
clean shirt. I splashed myself with after-shave and went out to do
- what? To drink even more? To hear loud music? To pick up a woman?
I didn't really know - at least that's what I told myself. In fact
I went out to find Jenny.

I ended up outside the night-club I'd heard her talking about -
the Blue Crocodile. Fashions come and go with places like that and
I'd no way of knowing if it was still the 'in' place to be seen.
There were flashing blue and red lights over the door and there
were all sorts of exotic motor cars in the VIP slots, outside. I
talked my way past the well dressed thugs on the doorstep and dived
into the noise and the carcinogenic smoke. The place was throbbing
with a deep disco beat and the floor was a mass of bodies, all
pumping up and down in ways I'm sure their mothers would not have
approved of.

It wasn't easy but it was something of an obsession that drove
me and I found her ten minutes later, in a corner booth. She was
smoking a funny cigarette, which I'd never seen her do before, and
she was wearing that slinky red Lycra dress, with a just a hint of
her suspenders showing as she crossed her legs. There was a man
with her. He was sitting close as if he were familiar with her body
and then I watched him kiss her, long and deep, like he'd been used
to doing it for a while.

It was Jason! Jason Effaham.

Bastard!

At that moment, I caught her eye and she sat up. I've never
hated anyone in my whole life more than I hated Jason at that
moment. A terrible dark rage gripped me, and I just stood there,
mute and trembling, hating myself almost as much for not tearing
his head off. As for Jenny, sure, I hated her too but for some
reason that was different and I knew, in time, I would forgive
her.

To use an old-fashioned phrase, Jason was a Flash Harry. When he
married, it would be for power and position, as with the old
aristocracy - I did not think for a moment emotion would come into
it. That left Jenny without much of future, because she was broke
and her looks would fade, and I felt sorry for her. He'd play with
her for a while, but life for Jason would never be toilet rolls and
bags of oven chips.

I didn't make a scene. I just looked at her and shrugged, as if
in some sort of sophisticated understanding, before backing away.
By this time though, the bouncers had become suspicious and it only
took a twitch of Jason's finger for them to move in like a couple
of hungry Rottweilers. They marched me out with a lot of
undignified and totally unnecessary dragging and pushing, amid a
chorus of jeers from the plastic, bleached blonde crowd. Then they
gave me a good shove to get me going and I ended up measuring my
length on the pavement. I was leaning on a parking meter, trying to
stop my lip from bleeding when Jenny came out, hanging onto Jason's
arm. They looked like a couple of Hollywood stars, all shoulder
padded and top heavy. Then they slid into a shiny red Porsche and
drove away.

I thought about all the obvious things such as how long they'd
been seeing each other and I wondered if she'd ever made love to
him between the times she'd made love to me. It strained my
delicate male ego, you see? not that I'm saying the male ego's
anywhere near so pathetic as the feminists would have us believe -
to me, sex is like a trust and with Jenny it had been broken.
That's what really hurt most of all.



I'd hit rock bottom now as far as my time in London was concerned.
I had barely twenty pounds left to my name, no job and if I was
honest, no chance of ever seeing Jason in court. I was drawn up at
the precipice with the City at my back and no way out. I could have
turned. I could have acted out a delicious revenge. I could have
gone up to Jason and called him names, perhaps punched him on the
nose and then let the tyres down on his Porsche. But it would have
made no difference, so I did the only thing I could: I jumped.

At dawn, the following morning, I was heading out of the City,
away from the crowds and the eternal greyness. I imagined Jenny by
now leaning over a balcony, gazing up the misty Thames, her body,
once so familiar to me, now expensively wrapped in Jason's dressing
gown. The City had taken everything, except for the contents of the
rucksack on the seat beside me. Well, enough was enough.










Chapter 15
Exile


I'd not come to any real conclusions about my life, nor about
what course I should take. What I'd done was a bit like jumping
overboard in the hope I'd be picked up before I drowned. My mind
was anything but clear, my thoughts anything but coherent - in fact
I don't think I've ever had a single coherent thought in my entire
life, more a gradual drift from one hazy idea to another. In a
greedy world, such an approach to life might be despised, but
actually, it's no bad way to live. It gets us to our end just the
same, and more often not nearly so contaminated by things that are
unimportant.

At that moment, I was drifting towards Norfolk and the only
refuge I think of: I turned up on Rick's doorstep around lunch
time.

"Sure, stay as long as you need to," he said.

But the young woman with the dark eyes who stood behind him felt
otherwise, though she didn't say anything. I hadn't thought I'd be
intruding. Rick wasn't sensitive enough to think about it, but I
could see she was.

"I thought I might sleep on the boat," I suggested, thinking
fast. "I mean if that's okay. I'd quite like that - just a couple
of weeks while I write some letters and get myself sorted out."

I gave her a smile and I think she read my mind. She was okay
after that and set about finding me some blankets and pillows. Her
name was Chrissy and I guessed she was the owner of the underwear
I'd seen during my last visit. On the surface, she was an
uncomplicated girl, small and curvy and always bursting with
energy, talking fast and hopping about excitedly like a firework on
hold. She was also a disarmingly straight talker. After a couple of
days, she started bringing my breakfast across from the cottage.
She'd chat for while and then go back to get Rick out of bed.

I'd hear them making love at night, even with the hatches drawn
against the damp. She went about it with relish, letting it all out
in a mad gush, shrieking and groaning. Meanwhile, I'd lie there,
trying not to listen, feeling empty,… missing Jenny.

Jenny had never been like that. She'd always been closed up so
tightly inside of herself it'd been impossible to know whether she
was enjoying it or not. No matter how passionate and demanding
she'd played it, she'd always held on to her emotions, as if it had
been dangerous to let them out, that emotions were the things the
City fed upon.

"It's no good looking at me like that," said Chrissy, one
morning. "I think you're nice too, but I belong to Rick, so don't
go getting any ideas about you and me. Okay?" Then she laughed.

I was innocent and I told her so. I said I was hardly ready to
get involved with another woman just yet and especially with my
best friend's girl. But she'd known that all along. She'd only been
trying to draw me out. She'd been curious about me, I think -
presumably from the bits Rick had told her. Her provocative tack
had worked and now, with the ice broken, I really didn't mind
talking about it.

Rick was away that day. I'd written a handful of letters to my
solicitor, sacking him, others to my former landlord and various
other people to whom I owed money. Chrissy offered to take me into
the nearest village to get stamps and to post them. It was late
October now and the leaves had turned to gold in readiness for the
wind and the rain of November. A fine mist lay over the reedy water
and the sun shone anaemically from a pale blue sky as we
walked.

"Jenny was a bitch, Scott," she said. "I know you think I'm
wrong right now but believe me, you're better off without her."

She was wrapped up in a dozen woolly layers and with a thick
fibre pile anorak on top. It made her look cute and vulnerable. On
the way back she led me on a detour, along a muddy lane with tall
hedgerows down either side. She stopped and pointed over a gate,
into a field. "Look," she said. "Isn't that romantic?"

There was a ruined windmill at the far side - its arms held high
while they rotted away. I suppose it was romantic - something that
had once been useful, now left to decay. Sure, I felt a certain
affinity with that windmill, until I realised I'd never actually
felt useful at all. Clearly I was at a dangerously low ebb - self
pity creeping in.

"Come on," she said, scrambling over the gate. "I want to get
nearer."

The mill was on the bank of a large sheet of glassy water. There
were reeds and marshes all around. It was a peaceful spot except
for the colourful bird-life that honked and quacked and splashed
about in the distance. The air was fresh and clean and I felt the
weight on my chest lighten a little.

Stupid!

What is the point of self pity?

"Ohhh," she crooned. "It's so lovely."

I smiled. "So how long have you known Rick, then?" I asked
her.

"Not long enough," she replied. "Not as long as you, anyway. I’m
only being nice to you so you’ll tell me things about him I don’t
know."

"Rubbish, I bet you’re nice to everybody. "

We began to explore the bank. She wanted to see if she could
find a duck's egg - just to look, she said and it made no
difference when I told her it was probably the wrong time of year
for duck's eggs. There was a charming innocence about her.

Then came a stern voice, a headmaster's voice, like in the
playground at school, and we both jumped.

"What the bloody hell do you think you're doing here?"

A dog barked and Chrissy drew back, frightened. It was a man in
a waxed jacket and a flat cap. He had a shot gun tucked under his
arm and, for a moment, I thought it was Macraven, from Craigaline -
he had the same tone, the same malevolent bearing, and the same
dress habits. Did they wheel them off a production line, I
wondered? At his heels, a couple of Dobermans whined and writhed
impatiently.

"Don't tell me," I said. "We're trespassing, right?"

"Don't give me any lip, you smart arse," he snapped. "Just clear
off."

Chrissy was very quiet. She didn't take her eye off the dogs;
she was scared to death of them - me too!

"Come on," I said, gently, taking her by the elbow and we walked
back through the field, towards the lane.

"He can't treat us like that," she hissed, once she began to
feel safe again. "He just can't - he's no right."

"If it's his land, he can do as he pleases," I told her. Then I
remembered: I'd heard those words before and I was surprised how
hollow they sounded.

"How come?" she said, sticking her chin out. "How come it's his
land?"

"Because he bought it."

"So who did he buy it off then?"

"I don't know. Some other farmer, I suppose."

"And who did he buy it off then?" she persisted.

I shrugged in defeat.

"Go back three or four thousand years," she said. "Who owned it
then?"

"Well, no one I guess. Look, I know where this is going, but
it's just the way things are, Chrissy."

She started to cry. "This is nearly the twenty first century,
for God's sake," she sobbed. "We were doing no harm. I only wanted
to look."

But it was the way, and we were stuck with it. I wanted
to comfort her but we didn't know each other that well and I was
scared she'd get the wrong idea. She'd been so moved by the
windmill, by the riverbank - simple things but they'd reached deep
inside of her and now the bastard with the gun had ruined it,
shamed her, made her feel worthless and stupid. She was such a
pleasant soul, innocent and harmless, and it was as if he'd smeared
her with his dirt, made her eat it.

I tugged at her sleeve, playfully. "Bugger him," I said. "Come
on, there's a pub down the road. I'll buy you a drink."

She laughed as if it was forgotten, but I knew it wasn't. I knew
she'd be thinking about it and hurting inside for a long time.
Maybe it would even subdue her lovemaking tonight.

I thought about that, when I was lying in my bunk, waiting for
the usual gymnastics to begin. The bully boy we'd encountered that
morning had been carrying on in a great tradition. Macvie had used
the same argument as Chrissy about how the land had once been free,
but I'd thought it naive, then. It might have been in the way of
things, but that didn't make it right. Jason and Uncle R.J. had
unlimited power to control the destiny of a place they couldn't
begin to understand. That's how things get destroyed, like rain
forests and ozone layers - because we don't understand, because
we're on the look out for the short term gain and care nothing for
the infinite number of generations who must follow, to live in the
mess we've left behind.

I fell into a restless sleep, waking frequently, filled with a
deep anxiety. I knew, in those fitful, unconscious hours, something
precious was about to be lost, but when the morning came and I drew
back the hatch to let the light in, the feeling had gone. Dense
mist boiled over black water, cutting me off from the cottage,
which lay invisible, across a white void. I could hear the honking
of geese, overhead and the splash of something unseen, taking to
the water. The feeling had gone but, like a toothache, I knew it
would come back.

With my affairs settled, I needed to move on - I couldn't spend
winter on the boat. For one thing I didn't want to outstay my
welcome and for another I would have frozen to death. Then,
chatting with Rick one night, he produced a telephone number - the
one Bowker had offered me and I'd refused. Before we'd departed
Celonia though, he'd pressed it into Rick's hand - just in case of
emergencies. So I rang the number and was asked straight away if I
could come to Glasgow for an interview.

 

So it was I left Norfolk. Rick saw me off from the bus station, and
I told him that whatever else he did, he had to hang on to Chrissy,
that she was pure gold and he'd never find another like her. I
remember him standing there, hands in pockets, shrugging and
smiling awkwardly, like a kid.

"I'm serious," I said.

"I hear you. And don't worry."

"Okay, and thanks."

"Get outta here, and good luck. By the way watch out for those
Scottish girls; I hear they're fast workers. A dimwit like you
might find himself hitched before he knows what's happened to
him."










Chapter 16
Macabe Precision Instruments


The interview was to be the following day, at a small
engineering company on the Clyde and I'd arranged to stay the night
at a cheap bed and breakfast, nearby. The company made scientific
instruments and they'd just taken over a contract making
Gravimeters, from a firm that had recently gone bust.

Perhaps I should explain that a Gravimeter is a device for
measuring the force of gravity - Isaac Newton again - I swear the
old bugger was laughing at me! The force that gravity is exerting
upon you at this moment, depends upon the density of the rocks
beneath your feet, your height above sea level and your global
position. The variation from one place to the next is small but
Geologists can interpret those differences to locate mineral and
oil deposits, even to study the workings of volcanoes - hence the
importance of Gravimeters.

I arrived in Glasgow late that night, and hardly saw the room I
slept in. In fact the first thing to make an impression on me was
the tartan table cloth and the tartan carpet in the tiny back
kitchen-cum-dining room where I ate my slightly soggy cornflakes
and my nearly raw bacon. Gone were those first, sharp impressions
and the feeling of crackling anticipation I'd sensed here six
months ago. Glasgow had a hangover that morning and it had no time
for an itinerant southerner, like me.

I found the factory and walked into the yard through a grim,
wrought iron gate that had barbed wire strung out along the top. It
was a dour and uninviting place - all nineteen thirties brickwork,
blackened and grimy with three quarters of a century of acid
pollution. I had my interview in a dark little office that smelled
of oil and stale bread. An elderly, shrivelled up sort of man dealt
with me. He smoked a lot and seemed more nervous even than I was as
he probed my background with a series of questions that he read off
a sheet in a clumsy and ill prepared way.

When I'd answered the last question, he seemed to relax, as if
glad that the affair was over. He smiled then and invited me to
question him. He told me the firm had been making precision
weighing machines since nineteen twenty seven and that they didn't
know a great deal about Gravimeters. By coincidence, I'd done a
thesis on a variation of the design that they were working with. I
suppose it made me an expert, in their eyes - at least on the
theoretical side - I knew nothing about engineering and I said so
but it didn't seem to matter.

Later on, I was shown around the workshops and the offices. It
was an old fashioned place but it had an air of competence and
experience, a long-serving work-force of craftsmen in timeless,
khaki overalls, and a team of engineers, all with tweed jackets,
top pockets bursting with odd assortments of pens and pencils.

I was never told, formally, that I'd got the job. I seemed to
drift into it really. One of the engineers took me to a pub for
lunch and when we came back, he sat me at a desk and gave me a pile
of drawings to look at. I worked through until eight that night,
fascinated by the design. Then I realised I'd nowhere to stay and I
dashed off, back to my digs to claim the room for another
night.

So it was I ended up living in Scotland. By the end of November,
I'd found somewhere more permanent - an upstairs flat on a concrete
estate within earshot of a busy dual carriage-way. You might say
I'd simply exchanged one city for another and that for all my
ramblings about the dreaded greyness, I'd done nothing to improve
my lot. I saw as much decay and despair here as in any other city
but it had one redeeming feature: I was only a bus ride away from
Loch Lomond and from air so fresh it almost burned your lungs.
There was a mountain too, Ben Lomond, the first of many which were
to change my outlook on life.

I climbed it one cloudy-bright Saturday morning, before the
first snows came. Not being much of a hill-walker in those days, I
found it a difficult expedition throughout which I felt vulnerable
to the capricious nature of the elements. Also, within less than an
hour of commencing the walk I felt half dead with fatigue, and had
to stop while my eyeballs pulsated in their sockets and sweat
soaked every fibre of my clothes. There was a wind, too, that grew
colder and angrier the higher I went. It scared me - that and the
space. I had to coax myself all the way - to the next bend in the
path, to the next piece of rock, like I was conquering a
phobia.

Memories of Craigaline drove me, memories of that night on Beinn
Mhor, and I wanted to recreate the feelings it had instilled,
recreate that sense of awe. The more I climbed, the more the scars
of civilisation seemed to fade. After a while, it was easy to
convince myself that these pine forests and these green hills were
everything, that Glasgow, that the City and the Greyness did not
exist. When I finally reached the summit, I experienced a burst of
euphoria before huddling down quickly out of the wind, by a giant
cairn, to gaze more timidly upon a world where mankind hardly
seemed to figure at all. But this was different - no feeling of
awe, no deep inspiration, no mysterious yearnings.

To the north was a wild sea of mountains, fold upon fold of
them. They seemed raw and uncompromising, a crumpled cloak of
black, beneath a sky that was now becoming more broody. Far below,
Loch Lomond shimmered uncertainly, reflecting, now and then the
same broodiness as it faded in and out.

Bill once told me he sought all his answers in the wild places -
that they brought him comfort, but as I sat there that morning, all
I felt was a sort of intellectual horror. It was beautiful, but it
was blind too and completely impartial. It just went on regardless.
Yet how could it be the product of a machine? If that were true,
then everything was predictable, from the minutest fluctuation in
the solar flares of Alpha Centauri, to my presence there that
morning. It was all completely preordained from the moment of the
Big Bang and the dawn of time. There was no such thing as free will
and there was no ultimate purpose to anything. I could die tomorrow
without my brief presence here having made so much as a scrap of
difference.

Newton's ideas work well for falling bombs and billiard balls
but there's more to it than that, and I believe he knew it too, for
he was also a deeply religious man and a dabbler in alchemy.
Whenever you apply his reductionist philosophies to human affairs,
like in the City, a greyness descends and there begins a
depersonalisation that ends in hopelessness and despair, and
graffiti. What I saw that morning was not created by a machine. It
was a dynamic, living thing of stunning complexity.

I lingered for an hour, before a greenish cloud swept up and
unleashed a sudden burst of hail. It came at me horizontally, like
machine gun fire and it sent me off, scurrying for the safety of
lower ground. As I scurried, I remember thinking that what I had
seen was probably a glimpse of the world as it had once been,
before we became too big for it. I tugged up the hood of my
raincoat and felt unworthy. Then, like the wretch that I was, I
sought the mother-comfort of the valley and a bus ride home, back
to the smothering greyness.

But the morning had been a triumph, and it marked the beginning
of my final divorce from the City. I was unused to my own company,
you see? There had always been family or some girl or other. In
fact, the first thing I'd set out to do after getting a job in
London, was to find someone to share the nights with. I hadn't felt
the need to do the same here. Was I growing up at last? I wasn’t
sure but for now, I thought, the hills would suffice.

 As the bus rumbled its unhurried way back towards the
urban frontiers, I fiddled with my ticket in a thoughtful trance,
and had my first inkling of just how powerful a place the Singing
Loch might be. I'd often thought about Craigaline, contemplating
the chances of going back, perhaps for a weekend, but it was still
a long drive away and I had no car, nor yet the means to buy one.
So this was as near as I could get, and if the Singing Loch was
really so intent on making a pilgrim out of me, then it would have
to send someone to fetch me the rest of the way.

 










Chapter 17
Someone


The work was fresh and straight forward, and it was honest: it
did not require me to grass anyone up about their poor standards of
service or hygiene,… and it was tangible. For all my efforts, and
the efforts of the engineers around me, I could see something
coming together - something that would be useful.

For once, I was always eager to please and willing to do
anything. I was learning all the time, and that makes a difference
to your attitude. Of course, there were jobs no one wanted, even me
- jobs the more experienced guys were better at dodging, and that
was how I came to be presenting a lecture, at a seminar on
scientific instrumentation. I'd known enough about the gravimeter
by then to fend off the most awkward questions and anyway, they
told me to make it up if I wasn't sure, that nobody would be any
wiser.

It was a week long affair, crammed with half-hour talks in one
of the big lecture halls at the university. Delegates came from far
and wide, about two hundred of them in smart suits, all keen to
impress, like me but thoroughly bored by the time I met them. It
was a Friday, the second week in December. It was also the last
presentation of the day, at the end of a week of similar
presentations, so I couldn't blame them for their glazed
expressions, and from the number of empty places, I guessed a good
many had already taken the opportunity to sneak away early.

I flicked through my slides - no such thing as Powerpoint in
those days - and I spoke in a shaky voice, conscious that I was
talking too fast. I'd prepared well though - rehearsing my entire
lecture for weeks, at home and walking to and from work. It paid
off and, in spite of my wobbly legs, I don't think I did too
badly.

Afterwards, I watched them all shuffle out, their minds on the
journey home, and on whether or not they'd got enough receipts to
cover their expenses. They'd asked a few intelligent questions at
the end, out of politeness perhaps more than anything, but I didn't
mind. I was feeling good, partly because it was all over but also
out of a rare sense of pride at being able to talk about a
technical subject, about science, when not so long ago, my job had
involved inspecting toilet bowls and duvet covers in faceless
hotels.

I'd hardly given any thought to the weekend, what with this
thing hanging over me like a dental appointment, and I was
wondering about the chances of another walk up Ben Lomond if the
weather held. I thought it over as I packed my slides away. The
difficulty was, I'd been working a lot of weekends recently, both
Saturdays and Sundays, not that I minded and it wasn't as if it
were expected of me. But we had to finalise the design before the
New Year and carry out trials on the first production models, or
we'd be late with our initial deliveries. Forgive me the shop talk,
but it was part of my scene now, the mad, crazy cut and thrust of
it. It filled my life and I loved every minute. Considering my
position not so long ago, it was like a miracle.

As I gathered my slides, I noticed a blurred figure sitting,
looking up at me from all the empty seats. I was twirling my specs
between my fingers at the time and when I put them back on, I
realised it was Iona. That gave me such a jolt, I spilled the
slides - every last one of them. They clattered about all over the
place, some of them disappearing under the lectern and others under
seats. She stood up then and straightened herself. She was wearing
a blue suit with a short, tight skirt that showed off the curve of
her hips. I remember thinking she had lovely legs, and that I'd
never been aware of them before, that she'd always worn jeans or a
long skirt up at Craiglaine. She fitted well into the look of the
City, very smart, very sexy, but I was not at all sure it was a
look that suited her.

"Need some help, boy?" she asked.

"Thanks," I replied, still dithering. Then I asked if she'd
enjoyed the seminar.

"Are you joking with me? I was bored stiff and I'm glad it's all
over."

It was the accent again - that beautiful, soft accent, singing
me a lullaby amid the noise of my thoughts.

"You looked wee a bit nervous, I thought," she added.

"Ah."

"In fact, you still seem a bit nervous, if you don't mind my
saying."

I noticed she was nervous too. She knelt down quickly, giving me
a glimpse of the tops of her stockings, which made me think of the
last time I'd seen Jenny. She smiled and adjusted herself. Then she
started picking up the slides and blowing the dust off before
passing them to me.

"So," she said. "It's a long ride back to London for you
then?"

"No, I'm working up here now," I told her.

"Are you now! And there I was thinking you were in the hotel
trade or something."

"Not any more. I got fired."

"Well, their loss is Glasgow's gain no doubt."

"What about you? What are you doing here?"

"I'm a chemist," she said. "Well - washing test tubes, actually.
I work in the quality control lab at a brewery."

"Really?"

"I've only been here since August," she added. "Glasgow seemed
about as near to home as I could hope for. Are you going to
take this slide from me, boy, or what?"

I had frozen and was gazing at her, both our fingers holding on
to the same slide. "Sure,… I'm sorry. It's been a long day. I've
been dreading this last half hour for weeks."

We avoided touching, in spite of our handling about forty slides
together and I wondered at that; we'd touched before, as friends.
Why the sudden shyness?

 Afterwards, I invited her around the corner, just off
campus to a little cafe for something to eat. It was more of a
steak and kidney pie place than chicken in wine - you know the
type: chipped Formica and grease blobs on the tables?

"Well, this is a nice place you've brought me, and on our first
date too. I'm hoping you don't treat all your women this way,
Mr.Matthews."

I blushed.

"I was only joking, boy. We're not really on a date."

"I know. Sorry I didn't feel it mattered."

"Oh didn't you, now?"

"I thought there was no need for pretentiousness, that's all.
Doesn't it tire you?"

"I'm not worth a bit of pretentiousness, am I not?"

I'd begun to sweat, but then I realised I'd been taking the
world too seriously, that I'd forgotten the subtle inflections in a
person's voice that betray their impish good humour. I had
forgotten also that this was not Jenny.

"You're from Craigaline, Iona. I didn't want to offend you by
taking you anywhere pretentious. And I can't afford to take you to
the sort of place you deserve."

"Ahhh,… now there's a good answer. You know you have a very
smooth tongue on you when it's not all tied up in knots."

"How's Derek?"

"Oh, fine. He writes to me a lot."

"That’s good."

Sure, I was writing a lot, myself - love letters, I suppose
you'd call them - to Jenny. That may surprise you. Indeed you may
think I'd lost my mind, but I was lonely. There was a letter in my
pocket at that moment, waiting for a stamp and the right mood to
post it. I'd sent three so far, care of her old address but none of
them had been answered.

"And Jenny?"

"Didn't work out."

"Ahhh. Now that’s a shame."

I was reluctant to tell her about it, scared too, I think. I
wanted her to be sympathetic and understanding, but I couldn't be
sure. I didn't want to hear her say Jenny was a bitch and I was
better off out of it. Or maybe that would've been for the best.
Maybe what I needed was a slap across the face. The thing is, I
don't think you ever really forget the one you've lost, until you
meet someone else, which is stupid because hanging on to past loves
is a sure way of souring future ones before they've even begun.

Afterwards, I walked with her to the bus stop. It was icy cold
and dark. The first snowflakes of the season began to swirl around
us like moths. We stood there with our hands deep in our pockets,
smiling timidly and shivering as the traffic roared by. It was
exciting, like a childhood date you snatch at playtime and then
stand there dumb while time runs out on you. I remember seeing the
bus crawling towards us in the dim distance and feeling my body
wracked with an incredible urgency. I could not lose her to the
City, for such encounters were rare and though we might be living
less than a mile apart such was the seething mass of humanity
around us, I would probably never see her again. I had to say
something - but what? Shall we get together? Can I see you again?
Will you?… . what? It all sounded so immature. But this was it! The
bus was here! It was too late… .

"Shall I give you my number, boy?"

Before I could even nod, she'd grabbed my hand and scribbled on
the back of it in Biro. Then she held out her palm for me to do the
same. I'd just finished when the bus stopped and the doors swished
open. She leaped aboard and took a seat. Then she waved at me and I
watched her as the bus carried her out of sight.

I can still feel her hand, even now, years later, hot and soft
and very, very comforting. It was funny how Jenny had accused me of
having an affair with her.



It snowed heavily that night and by morning the pavements were
covered with it, while the roads became cold rivers of mucky slush.
Ben Lomond was out of the question, so I stayed in bed late and
then spent the whole day reading by the gas fire. I had a lighter
heart; Jenny's ghost had been exorcised; I'd even torn up the
letter I'd been thinking of sending her - there were other women,
after all - but more,… somewhere, in this same city, there was also
Iona.

But Iona was from Craigaline, from the far north, where the
light was pure and where the summer sun shone both day and night.
That made her an exotic creature, as well as spoken for and I
really did not know what I was supposed to do, so I stared at her
number day in day out, and I did not call.

Meanwhile, back at work, I looked up from my desk one morning as
the boss's secretary walked in with a big cardboard box.

"Come on then, Scott," she said, pulling out a tangle of glass
baubles and trimmings. "Will ye give us a hand with all this lot
then?"

Christmas! It was nearly Christmas! I hadn't given it a thought
until then. My parents were both gone now, and I had no close
family so I usually spent it with the girl I was seeing at the time
and all her relations. This year, though, I was alone. It had never
happened before and for all my brave words about being able to
manage perfectly well, the realisation felt like a kick in the
guts.

I went home earlier than usual, in a bit of a sulk, stopping off
to buy myself a bottle of whisky on the way. I wasn't going to
drink it all, just a little - enough to warm away the sudden,
inexplicable misery. It wasn't as if I were totally alone, after
all; I'd be going to the office party, plus the guys would be going
around all the pubs - a formidable expedition, and not without its
risks. What more did a man need?

The phone was ringing when I got in. "Is it you, Scott?"

"Yes."

"It’s me."

"Yes?"

"Iona, remember?"

"I remember."

"Are you all right then, boy?"

"I'm fine, yes."

"Only you haven't rung."

"I'm sorry, I wasn't sure… "

"Sure about what, now?"

"About ringing."

"Have you gone off me suddenly?"

"What? No,… I just wasn't sure if you'd want me to ring or
not."

"Why else d'you think I gave you my number? Just to look at it
maybe?"

"Well,… "

"Come around, tonight, will you?"

"Tonight?"

"Are you doing something else?"

"Oh,.. no, no, not at all … Want me to bring a Pizza or
something?"

"No," she said. "I'll take care of the food - you just come as
soon as you can. Is that all right for you, boy?"

 I arrived at seven thirty after an hour on three buses and
I still had to walk the last mile. I'd probably be taking a taxi
home, I thought - the possibility of staying the night never
entered my head. She lived in a flat, like me, but hers was in a
more upmarket part of town, in a new development, a medium sized
high rise with clean, modern lines and above all, no graffiti.
There were trees around the bottom and a red asphalt car-park full
of fairly new cars. I felt safe there.

"Come in," she said, quietly, and I caught her scent,… a subtle,
delicate perfume. Perfume? Iona?

It was a very feminine place, all pink and blue paper. There
were soft carpets and wicker furniture and the air smelled
beautifully of potpourii. She was well organised and settled
considering she'd only been there since August. By contrast, my
place was a tip and I vowed never to let her see it.

She'd arranged a neat little table with a cloth and a candle and
everything, which was very flattering and she sat me down while she
pulled a fine roast from the oven, with potatoes and rich
gravy.

"My God, that looks delicious."

"Aye,… well I'd a feeling you'd been living off rubbish since
that awful cafe you took me to. I thought you'd appreciate
something decent for a change."

"This is wonderful, thank you."

"More gravy?"

"I'd say yes, but I have to watch out for you, when it comes to
gravy."

"Ah,.. but I'm a mean shot with other things as well, you
know?"

Afterwards, in her sitting room, on that soft couch and
surrounded by all that femininity, I realised how far I'd come
since leaving London. Those black days and their black moods were a
thing of the distant past and I was overwhelmed now by a sense of
well-being. I had a job that gave me more satisfaction than I'd
ever known, and things would go on from there,… but that wasn't it,
the feeling. What it was was much simpler. I was with Iona, if only
for an evening, and that’s really all it took.

There are men who can live alone. They crave freedom and they're
happy to satisfy their urgent needs with one night stands with like
minded women, but I can't. I've always needed to be in love and for
that, you need someone. Iona was strong and sure, and once or
twice, I thought I saw a reflection of something in her eyes,
something looking back at me and wondering. But I was not
forgetting she had Derek, and nothing she said that night led me to
believe she wanted things to be any different.

We talked - I don't remember what about, only that it was easy,
and that listening to her voice induced in me a trance like state
so that she could have told me anything and I would have believed
her. When I looked at my watch, it was going up for one in the
morning. I had to leave. I was embarrassed and bumbled out an
apology.

I wanted to tell her what this evening had meant to me, how it
had made me feel fresh and pure again, but I couldn't. It was like
I'd bathed myself in her, in this room and all the dirt had been
washed and soothed away.

"Thanks again," I said.

"It's your turn to cook, next time."

Next time? So there was to be a next time,… I hesitated.

"You can cook, can't you? Only I can't be doing with a man who
doesn't know how to take care of himself. I'm nobody's bottle
washer. Do you understand that, boy?"

I phoned for a taxi. She threw a cardigan around her shoulders
and came down into the foyer with me. There, we waited until it
came.

"You have no family, have you?" she said, softly. "And you're
not - you know - seeing anyone at the moment?"

"No. I suppose that makes me sound rather pathetic doesn't
it?"

"Not pathetic, boy,… just lonely, maybe. Look, it's up to you,
but I'd really like you to come with me and spend Christmas at
Craigaline."

It sounded wonderful.

"And Derek?"

"Sure, Derek will be there," she said, without giving much
away.

I told her I'd like to - that I'd like to very much. She reached
up and pressed her lips very gently to my cheek.

The taxi came.

"I'll be seeing you," she said.

Then I was out in the night and riding on the back seat of a
strange car, riding home, or was it home? No, it was just the place
I lived and supped whiskey when I was down. Home is where you feel
warm and safe, where you tuck yourself up when you feel ill. I had
yet to find my home.










Chapter 18
Games and Legends


I spent the evening of Christmas day in the little whitewashed
kirk, at Craigaline. There, I sat in its Spartan interior,
fidgeting on a hard pew, and occasionally standing to mouth the
words of hymns I could barely remember. Beside me, was Iona. Beside
her, sitting close and sharing her hymn book, even though he had
his own, was Derek.

I had gone out and bought a pair of earrings for her, then
regretted it, thinking it might not be right, buying her gifts,
when she was someone else’s girl.

"Look, this is not strictly for Christmas," I'd told her,
handing over the unwrapped box. We were riding the train to
Inverness, the light of a grey, frosty morning coming through the
carriage window. Her eyes fixed strangely upon the box. I had
wanted to make light of it, but of course that was not possible.
"And,.. I won't be offended if you can't accept."

They were plain pearls, set in a delicate twist of gold, and her
lips drew apart with approval as she took them out.

"If they're not for Christmas, then what would they be for?"

"I don't know - for Craigaline. For the memory of that time on
Beinn Mhor. For what you showed me. For what you gave to me."

"You make it sound like an awful lot, but it was nothing."

"It would have been nothing, if you hadn't been there."

"Okay,… I didn't mean it that way. It was something,
and I missed you when you'd gone home, boy. But you didn't need to
buy me these."

"I know, I shouldn't have done it,… I'm sorry."

"They're very beautiful, Scott. Why shouldn't I accept
them?"

"I was worried it wouldn't look right, I mean in front of
Derek."

"Oh, sure, he’d punch you for that all right,… but you'd the
sense not to let him see, the sense to make a secret of it."

"Well I wasn't thinking a secret exactly,… "

"Then shall I tell him they're from you?"

"Okay,… secret."

"Our secret. Sure, I like the feel of that." She put them in at
once. "Thank you. I hope for his sake, what he gives me is better
than these, or the man's in trouble."

 

She was still wearing the earrings in the kirk. At one point she
turned to me and with a wink showed me the ornate broach he'd
bought her. It was in the shape of a butterfly and set with mother
of pearl - very pretty, and expensive.

I caught Macvie looking at me once, as he read from the Bible.
He spoke well and I found I could listen to him. But he was a
strange fish, having more the air of a mystic, than your regular
church-man. Technically I was his guest and he had been pleased to
see me but, never the less, it was Iona who had invited me and he'd
probably been wondering about that.

"I didn't hear you singing," she teased, afterwards, as we
walked out into the night.

"I was singing baritone," I replied. "Very low indeed."

"You must have been."

"So Derek's still in your good books then?" I said. "That's a
lovely brooch."

"Aye, I like it,… but I won't be going to bed wearing it," she
said. Then she fingered the earrings. "The only thing I'll be
wearing in bed tonight will be these."

I was aware of Derek coming up behind and I looked at her in
alarm.

"What?" she said. "You started it."

Derek had his Landrover outside. He pushed past us, taking Iona
by the arm and then he dragged her away. I thought I’d seen the
last of them, but when I eventually came up the lane, the Landrover
was still there, the pair of them inside. He wound down the window
and called to me: "Well, are you coming or what?"

"It's okay," I told him. "Thanks, but I'd like to walk."

Iona wrinkled her nose at me, still playing the teasing game,
but I was afraid of it now, afraid of her perhaps. "I'd like to
walk, really," I said.

Derek didn't need telling twice and he drove off, no doubt in
the hope of getting half an hour on the couch with her before
everyone else came home. Macvie and his wife would be tied up here
for ages yet and it would take me at least that long to walk back
to the Manse.

 Derek had been winding me up since Christmas Eve. After
travelling up to Inverness, we'd changed trains, taking the Kyle of
Lochalsh line as far as the lonely outpost of Loch Carron. There,
Macvie had picked us up and driven us the rest of the way to
Craigaline. Derek had been with him, and I hadn't been blind to the
suspicion in his quick, young eyes and in his voice, when we'd
shook hands.

We'd crossed the estate boundary in total darkness. Shortly
afterwards, the headlight's of Macvie's Morris had picked out
strange shapes at the roadside, like piles of sacks and dry
sticks.

"Deer carcasses," he'd told us. "Macraven began the culling last
month."

"Culling?" I'd asked.

"Killing," Iona said. "Deer don't mix with trees. They have a
habit of breaking through fences and gobbling the saplings up
before they have a chance to grow."

These grizzly piles of carcasses dotted the roadside for miles -
eyes glowing, almost lifelike as we passed, staring back at us in
cold condemnation.

"I thought deer were worth a fortune to an estate like this,"
I'd said. "Can't they round them up and sell them, or
something?"

Derek thought that was funny. "They're not like cows you
know."

That was the first time I'd felt his simmering hostility. He was
jealous, and when I realised the truth later on, it came as a
surprise, though perhaps I was a little naive about the whole thing
and more than just a little jealous of him myself.



I paused a while by the kirk, thinking. Derek's tail lights were
already half a mile away. What was it about those two? Did Iona
care for him or not? And what was this game she and I had begun to
play? Was it just teasing, or was she flirting with me? And if I
was afraid of that, then what was I doing here with her?

It was a cold, frosty night in the wilds of the Western
Highlands, a bleak and lonely place, scoured out by time and
economics to make it seem like the last place on earth. And yet it
was so breathtakingly beautiful. I remembered what I'd said to Iona
on the train, how that night on the mountain would have meant
nothing if she had not been there. Sure, I'd thought it was the
place I loved, but I could not be in love with Craigaline without
loving her as well. But what strange kind of love was that?

"Scott?"

It was Macvie. He came up slowly, perhaps rehearsing his words.
Then handed me a bottle of whiskey. Suddenly, I was reminded of the
one I'd bought ages ago, just before Iona had phoned me, that
night. I tried to remember what I'd done with it, for I felt sure
I'd be digging it out when I got back, because suddenly there was a
cloud of bees hanging over me, and they threatened to turn very
nasty indeed.

"Lend me a hand would you, son?" he said. "There's a camp of
tinkers, down the road. Give them that and tell them it's from me;
tell them: 'good health,' you understand?"

"Of course,… "

"It's a pleasure having you with us, again," he said,
thoughtfully. "You're always welcome here. And it's good to know
Iona has a friend in Glasgow. I do worry about her in that place,
you know? "

"Erm,.. "

"I don't like cities, Scott. I don't like it that they draw so
many of our young people away. Soon, there'll only be us old-folks
left in the glens out here. Maybe you'd like to live in Craigaline
yourself?"

"I would, yes. But I don't know what I'd do here."

He replied that I'd probably go mad with boredom, either that or
I'd find myself - the person I really was, the person who becomes
more of a stranger to me as I grow older. "You may discover God as
well," he said. "Because you don't believe in God do you?"

I hung my head and opened my mouth to speak but he stopped
me.

"I know," he said. "You hardly get the time to think about it -
you and nearly everybody else these days. But go and sit up on
Beinn Mhor for an afternoon, or go and find the Singling Loch, and
sooner or later, the idea of God will start making sense to you
again."

"Maybe,… in an abstract way,… but not the big man in the white
robes,… for sure the City’s made him seem like a ridiculous
concept."

He smiled. "Abstract will do. There's hope for you yet, son. Now
go and deliver the whisky - there'll be hot mince pies and a game
of chess when you get back."

 The tinker's camp was half a mile from the chapel, in an
uncultivated field by the side of the road. I recognised it from a
distance by the red glow of a well stoked brazier and the scent of
wood smoke that hung in the stillness. There were five caravans in
all, old fashioned ones, but well maintained and they were drawn
into a circle. There was a huddle of men, sitting on benches and
hard backed chairs, around the fire, their faces dark, their eyes
gleaming thoughtfully. I muttered an awkward and self conscious
greeting and then gave the bottle to the nearest man. He was big,
with big hands and a big smile. It was the smile that struck me
most of all.

"From Macvie," I said. "The Minister - Merry Christmas - good
health to you all."

There was a murmur of surprise and appreciation from the
others.

"Well now, that's kind of the Minister," said the man. He was
Irish and he spoke with a charming softness that didn't fit easily
with his appearance.

There were no women and no children outside, though I heard some
infant laughter from one of the caravans, where soft lights were
burning. Then, at a call from one of the men, a dark skinned woman
with black hair came out carrying glasses and mugs.

The bottle was passed round.

"You'll have a drink with us?" said the man.

I felt conspicuous in my suit and my shiny shoes. All I wanted
was to melt back into the darkness but I didn't want to cause
offence either. "Sure," I said, taking the tumbler that was
offered.

"Do you come this way, every year?" I asked, wondering if there
was some pattern, some order to the otherwise mysterious migrations
of these people.

"Aye," said a voice. "We come for the beating."

"The beating?"

"There's a grouse shoot here, every Boxing Day," said the big
man. "We come to scare the birds up so the gentlemen can shoot
them."

"And do the gentlemen pay well for that?"

There was a round of laughter, which I didn't follow but it was
good-natured, so I didn't mind. I took a sip of the whisky. It was
a blended malt and it had a smooth, warm character. It carried the
scent of peat fires, and moorland air and it warmed my stomach. It
was like the anticipation of love, I thought, but then I stopped
myself for I was thinking of Iona again and coming up against that
same impasse.

She was with Derek. They were pressed together now. In her room
maybe,… his hand above her stocking tops! I took a big gulp of the
whiskey and tried to shake the feeling. Sure, what had any of that
to do with me?

 The sky was a clear midnight-blue, dusted with stars and
the misty sweep of the milky way. There was a hint of moonlight,
too and, I became aware of mountains, sugar-ice capped and glowing.
They seemed to draw near, as if to listen in. They were the arms
that cradled the Singing Loch, the last defence of all that was
virgin about this place. Then, that urgency came back to me, the
feeling of impending loss and I cursed Macraven for his slavish
devotion to the Effham Brothers and their corporate machinations. A
finger stroke on a computer keyboard in London had him running
about, slaughtering hundreds of deer and piling their corpses at
the roadside like bags of refuse. Another had him tearing down
standing stones so the giant plough could gouge up the hills for a
plague of little trees. And he'd be there tomorrow, bellowing
orders at these people while his masters filled the air with lead
shot and spattered the russet moor with blood.

But the sense of loss for me was all the keener because of Iona.
Like Craigaline, I was not free to enjoy what I had begun to feel,
because she belonged to someone else, someone who did not see her,
the way I saw her. So that was it! She had become the most deadly
of creatures,… the projection of a man's muse, a man's soul. And
when that happened there was no chance of him ever accepting her
for what she really was.

Maybe it was the whiskey inside of me and the hypnotic effect of
a warm fire in the cold and the dark of night, but I was suddenly
in a mood to linger. The novelty of my presence soon wore off for
the tinkers and I was able to sit anonymously, while they talked.
They were telling stories about their lives, about past lives and
about things that happened long ago.

The big man seemed to know Craigaline. He talked of George
Wyndeman and his death on the cliffs by Dougan's cave. That led to
talk of Dougan himself, the big man speaking easily with his silver
tongue as if he'd known Old Dougan personally.

Dougan had died nearly seven hundred years ago but he'd lived a
life so big his name was still spoken today. If you'll bear with
me, I'll try to tell you the gist of what I heard that night
because it's important, because as with many things, the reality of
our present is inextricably bound up with our past. He had been the
Chief of the Clan Dougan and, along with his twelve sons, he'd led
a violent and colourful life, raiding cattle and perpetuating blood
feuds with other clans that should have been forgotten centuries
before. But an endless succession of these bloody skirmishes took
its toll. All but one of his sons were eventually killed. Then, the
surviving son was captured by a neighbouring clan and sold into
slavery, in recompense for all the cattle they reckoned the Clan
Dougan owed them.

Dougan was old, and now he had no natural heir. But there were
men amongst his clan, fierce warriors, popular with his people, who
began to vie for Dougan's favour. He was no fool and he could sense
the treachery ahead. With his death, he also knew control of the
clan would be thrown open to the man with the quickest blade. That
wouldn't have done anyone any good, least of all Old Dougan, so he
devised a cunning scheme.

He gathered the clan and with all the skill of a great orator,
he announced he'd organised a contest of skill and courage. The
winner was to become his rightful heir. This way, he quelled any
ambition amongst his rivals, he maintained stability in the clan
and, most important of all, he saved his own skin.

The legend tells of how he placed a sword in a cave, high above
the sea, Dougan's Cave. The first man to enter and return with the
sword, would be his heir. Of course, it was no ordinary sword. It
was a gift from a flaxen haired, Nordic Princess, and it was
reputed to be encrusted with jewels. It was no ordinary cave
either. The only entrance was in a cliff that ran sheer, one
thousand feet into the sea and it was supposed to be virtually
inaccessible, even to modern-day climbers.

That sort of thing, we're told, had universal appeal in those
days: danger, challenge, proving one's manhood and all that.
Anyway, a lot of men tried and all duly killed themselves in the
attempt. So, crafty Old Dougan rid himself of his rivals and hung
onto power long enough to see his son escape from some far off
heathen place, and come home to claim his birthright.

But a wise old man, a holy man some say, or a mystic, having
witnessed the death of so many brave men, cursed Dougan and the
clan name. The challenge of the cave was forgotten and the clan
went on, much as they always has, from generation to generation
until they were decimated in the carnage of Culloden Moor. Others
were hunted down and hung as rebels and those who remained were
finally pushed into the sea by lowland sheep farmers, in the middle
of the last century. As for Old Dougan, he was supposed to wander
the hills without peace while his clan name was cursed, never to
return to its misty homeland.

It was a fine tale and in that setting, with that incredible
atmosphere, it had meaning. I guess if I'd first heard it in the
cool of an English drawing room, with the rumble of a number ten
bus outside the window, it would have raised a sceptically
sophisticated eyebrow and a wry smile. But there, it absorbed
me.

It was time to go. Mrs Macvie would be waiting with mince pies
and the Reverend would be cracking his knuckles over his chess
board. I was looking forward to the game, now. I wasn't a bad
player, when I was thinking straight. I wasn't sure if I could take
him but either way I knew I'd learn a lot about the way he thought
from trying. So, I said goodnight and wandered back in the
direction of the road, grateful for the comfort of the darkness on
my eyes once more, after the bright glow of the fire. I wandered a
little off course but carried on, confident that I'd eventually
pick up the road.

I was a long way from the camp, now - darkness all around, rough
ground underfoot and the strange dancing ghosts of flames before my
eyes. Eventually, I came to a broken down piece of wall that I
thought I recognised. I knew the road was on the other side so I
congratulated myself and scrambled over, carelessly. Then I leaped
down, to my horror into a black hole.

There was nothing firm for at least six feet. I touched down
heavily and with a relief that was short lived as my feet sank with
a glutinous squelch, knee deep into a morass. Then, a shower of
loose stones fell from the wall, thumping into the grass all around
me while I covered my head with my arms and hoped for the best.

I lay there for a while, stunned but more relieved that no one
had seen me. That would have been embarrassing! But I wasn't alone.
At first, I thought it was just a sheep, crouched there in the
ditch with me, possibly a dead one because there was an awful smell
but then, quickly, the thing rose up like a bear, towering over me.
I saw rags, wild hair, a wild face and two white, piercing eyes. I
recoiled, hardly able to take it in. There was nowhere to run. The
thing had me cold! The blade of a knife flashed before me. I braced
myself and then - nothing! I blinked and it was gone.










Chapter 19
The Shooting Party


I'm not trying to tell you I'd seen a ghost. That would be
asking too much, and I don't believe in that sort of thing anyway.
What I'd seen had been strange, but real; I'd seen a man, that's
all, a wild man, the Wild Man of Craigaline.

"I fell over," I told Mrs Macvie, as she let me into the house,
later on.

"Go and change," she said in a stern but motherly way. "And
bring your trousers down. I'll see what I can do. You'd better let
me have your shoes as well." Then she muttered her reproaches at my
being sent out in the dark to find my way alone.

"It's nothing, really, " I said, trying to minimise my own
embarrassment, which, judging from the smirk on Derek's face, he
found very satisfying indeed.

In the privacy of my room, I cleaned myself up and calmed my
nerves. I changed into my best casual shirt and a pair of Levis,
and even though I didn't need to, I shaved, then overdid it a bit
with the aftershave. I saw Macvie's nose twitching over our game of
chess, later on, as if he were about to sneeze. I tried to keep my
distance, playing at arms length, self conscious, and afraid he
might think me vain.

On top of that of course, I felt I'd been close to death and my
mind played the incident back continually, but with the added
mischievous touch of actually plunging the knife deep into my
chest. I kept seeing myself as a stiff corpse, being prodded by the
toe of Macravens boot. All in all then, I was fairly agitated and
my hands trembled as I moved the pieces about.

"Everything all right, Scott?" asked Macvie, after I'd lost
three games. "Was it a bad fall?"

I shrugged it off, telling him I felt a bit of a cold coming on,
that's all. I can't explain why I didn't want to talk about it.
There was a wild-man stalking the hills with a big knife; I should
have been running to the police, not sitting there quietly, playing
chess. But the wild man hadn't meant me any harm. As soon as he'd
realised who I was, he'd let me go. Had I been Spike, though, I've
no doubt he would have stuck that knife into my chest, then carted
me off and thrown my remains down a deep hole. There was something
going on here and it was so far from my normal experience I wanted
to shut it out and hide from it.

Macvie pulled out his pipe, only to be told that if he wanted to
smoke it, he should go outside. He looked to Iona for support but
she sided with her mother and he was finally banished, the pair of
them I think still cross with him over my accident. He slipped into
his study like a scolded child, taking me with him. There we sat,
in deep armchairs, surrounded by four walls of books while he
puffed out a smog of pungent Rough-Cut.

He asked me if the mystery of my first visit to Craigaline had
ever been solved. He wanted to know what had happened when I'd
returned to London, so I told him my story, much as I've told it
you, concluding with the bit about Eric Bowker, sat out on his
schooner in the Med.

"I don't know why he wanted to buy Craigaline back," I
explained. "And he wouldn't say, but the girl he was with let it
slip that he'd found something out that had made him change his
mind."

Macvie reached over to his desk, took hold of a photograph and
showed it to me. It was of Bowker and George Wyndeman aboard
Ossian. Iona was there again, a little girl in pony-tails,
squinting into the bright sun and smiling up from the
foreground.

"It was taken off Raasay," he said. "In the Summer of '73.
George never sailed much. It was always Eric who was the seaman. He
took care of the boat for him, and Ossian was a fine boat, as I
recall. It was a sad day when she left Craigaline."

"So what do you think it was he could have found out? I mean -
to make him change his mind so suddenly, after all this time?"

If Macvie knew - and I suspected he might - he wouldn't say. "
Instead, he sucked dreamily on his pipe. "How old did you say this
girl of Eric’s was?" He shook his head in mild remonstrance. "He
always was a bit of a devil when it came to the ladies, you
know?"

It was after twelve by this time. The conversation had fizzled
out and we retired to bed, creeping through the silent house like a
couple of drunks home late from the pub. There was still a light
showing from under the living room door - Iona and Derek, I
guessed. I fancied I heard the couch squeaking. I looked at Macvie
but he seemed unconcerned, and I wanted to believe that I'd
imagined it, which was strange, but my mind was working overtime
that night and I kept seeing her lying on the couch, giggling like
a schoolgirl with her blouse undone and Derek's hands clamped over
her breasts. She was too good for that, I thought, childishly. She
was part of the power and the mystery of this place. She was
precious and untouched! which was ridiculous, of course: I was
twenty seven: could I really be so naive as to think she'd never
been touched by a man before? never taken her fill of a man's
body?

I did not sleep, not with everything running through my head
like that. The bed was unsympathetic too, in the way it creaked
softly to the pulse of my heart. I'd try shift my weight in an
attempt to stop it but then, just when I thought I'd done it, it
would come again from out of the stillness.

My thoughts churned over in an endless cycle. First, I'd see
Bowker on his schooner, in the middle of a turquoise ocean, with
his arm around Tina, the pair of them watching as a couple of
dolphins splashed about. Then I'd see the wild man, his manic eyes
flashing as he crept about in the night. Was he there now, outside
my window? Why hadn't I told Macvie? I slid under the covers as if
to hide, only to see again the image of Iona, this time with all
her clothes on the floor as she and Derek squirmed together, his
great hairy bum pumping into her while the earrings I'd given her
lay discarded upon the rug, later to be trampled on or mangled in
Mrs Macvie’s vacuum cleaner.

Dawn pressed dimly at the window. I stared at it unconsciously,
realising I had managed to doze a little, but I was jerked awake by
a hot hand welded around my arm, shaking me.

"Scott, Scott. Wake up, boy. Come on, wake up!"

I opened a crusty eye and focused hazily on Iona. She was
leaning over me in a silky, jade coloured robe and I could see the
impression of a bold nipple, pressing through. Was I mad with
jealousy? I couldn't help thinking for a moment of Derek with his
lips and his greedy tongue all over it. I groaned, trying uselessly
to rid myself of the pathetic green devil.

"I'm sorry to wake you. Will you come with me? I'll meet you
downstairs - please hurry."

When she was sure I was awake, she left me and I began to dress,
groggily. It was of small consolation that I had noticed she'd
still been wearing the earrings.

 

It was Boxing Day, the morning of the grouse shoot. Her father had
strong feelings about killing for sport and she told me he'd
sneaked out of the house in the small hours, determined to sabotage
it. It was something he did every year, and each time his schemes
had become more outrageous than the last. She'd no idea what he was
planning that morning, but she was worried about him.

"Things have changed since Wyndeman's day," she said, as we
stepped out into the frosty half-light. "There's a power behind
things that's irresistible. My father can't stop it."

Macvie had taken the car, so we had to walk. It was couple of
miles into the village and then another couple to where the shoot
was taking place. She seemed paler than normal but snug in a huge
Anorak, with a bright red bobble-hat pulled down over her ears. All
was heavy with frost. The bracken at the roadside and the moorland
grasses were frozen and vaguely defined under a wintry shroud.

I wasn't sure how I was supposed to help, nor why she hadn't
included Derek in our half-baked rescue party. When I asked about
him, she said he was still in bed, though she didn't say whose and,
of course it would not have been polite to ask.

"Derek thinks with his fists," she explained. "That's the last
thing we'll need this morning - besides, he has to leave early. He
wants to fetch his boat down the loch."

I felt something sinking inside of me; it was true, then: I was
in love with her, but it was not a healthy thing and my attitude
seemed hopelessly naive.

"Is he staying again, tonight?" I asked.

She nodded, then looked at me and I prayed she could not read my
thoughts.

"You don't like him much, do you?" she said. A smile began to
break out, though why that particular thought should have amused
her, I could not imagine. Perhaps she enjoyed my jealousy.

"I wouldn't say that," I replied, evasively. "We don't seem to
have much to say to one another, but I think it's because he's
suspicious of me."

"And why should he be suspicious of you?"

She wasn't like me,.. not nearly so naive and so there was also
something disingenuous in her words. She was stirring something
dangerous and uniquely feminine.

"It could be he thinks there's something going on between us,…
the pair of us living in Glasgow and travelling up here together.
He must have wondered about it - I know I would."

"I see," she said, crisply.

"I mean,… has he not asked about your earrings?"

"Don't be daft, boy. Men never notice things like that!"

There was a pause and then she asked me outright what I thought
of him. My heart sank. What did she want me to say?

"He seems … . young," I ventured.

She glared at me, just for a moment, and spots of colour
blossomed over her cheeks. I swallowed hard, thinking I'd hurt her
feelings but she softened quickly.

"I know," she said, quietly. "He is."

"And is he… .. sensitive?" I ventured, searching for the right
word.

"Oh yes," she replied. "He's the most sensitive man I could ever
hope to meet."

"That's good then," I said, and changed the subject quickly, but
not before I'd convinced myself that she was lying, that there'd
been a hint of irony in her tone.



The hotel was still asleep - its frontage rendered grey in the
dullness as its windows, curtains tightly drawn, stared out over
the silence and mirror perfect calm of Loch Shiel. There were cars,
all shiny in the gloom - a traffic jam in miniature but frozen and
dead like everything else. One of those cars was a red Porsche and
I had a premonition of something which I dismissed as
ridiculous.

There was a track that led us behind the hotel, up a short,
steep hill and then on to a flat area of open meadow, flanked by
the dark skeletons of trees and hedgerows. There were the gaunt
ruins of ancient crofts, roofless and busted, trees growing out of
their chimneys. There had been a hive of activity here once, I
thought, many people making a living, getting married, having
children,.. all gone now,.. all wasted.

"It's over there, I think," she said, pressing on.

The Porsche had been only the first hint of the trouble that lay
ahead; my first impressions proved correct and it indeed turned out
to have been Jason's. Minutes later, I stood in disbelief and
watched as he curled his finger around the trigger of a shot gun.
Then he swung the barrels high while an obese and thoroughly
helpless grouse scurried into the air. Bang! Bang!

"I say! Good shot, Jase," came a voice.

I recognised Parker, an anaemic youth from Accounts who was keen
on Jason's sister, Audrey. Then I watched as Parker let fly with
his own gun, flinching each time the thing went off. He obviously
did not care for guns, but he'd suffer anything to spend a weekend
sucking up to good old Jase.

There were about twenty sportsmen in all, twenty pairs of green
wellies and twenty waxed jackets over Harris Tweed coats and Fair
Isle knitted sweaters, all strung out in a line across a field.
They were enclosed in shooting-butts, waist high piles of earth and
stone, as if they might need to take cover. Meanwhile birds
spluttered out of the woods to one side and across the line of
fire, where they found themselves riddled with lead shot. We were
barely a quarter of a mile from the hotel and this was as far as
they appeared to be going. The wilderness could hang as far they
were concerned. All they wanted was their sport.

There was an old chap resting his backside on a shooting stick.
I saw him pull a couple of fresh cartridges out of his belt and
toss the spent ones carelessly into the grass where they'd no doubt
lie all year to be sniffed at by curious sheep. Then he turned to
look and I stopped dead. It was R.J. Effham. I did not know whether
to kow-tow, or hurl divets at him.

"Is breakfast ready yet?" he said, having mistaken me for a
serf.

Jason looked to see what was going on. He recognised me, just
about, and I took that as a compliment. "What do you think you're
doing here?" He looked as shocked as I, and that was also
impressive. Then he added, coldly: "This is private property, you
know. You're trespassing here."

Trespass! Trespass! Trespass! I was tired of the word. It was
always the first line, the first blow, the threat that you were
toying with the floodgates of some terrible consequence unless you
cleared off immediately.

We couldn't see Macvie and by now we had twenty superior
expressions fixed upon us, twenty one actually because there was a
woman leaning against a tree. She looked very classy in a thick
sheepskin coat and a pair of high boots. That was the second shock:
it was Jenny.

She recognised me of course but she didn't speak. The sight of
her proved deeply disturbing and I just stood there, rooted, while
a savage, burning sensation consumed my chest and my loins. I tore
my self away, as if to hide but Iona was beside me, sensing my
alarm. She took my arm and held me firm.

"Easy, boy," she breathed, eyeing Jenny with curiosity.

Then there was a tremendous explosion. I felt the ground shake
and we were nearly tipped over as a thousand birds took to the air
like oily rags, darkening the sky, flapping and squawking. Some of
the sportsmen recovered themselves and loosed off wild shots as if
their lives depended on it. A few birds fell, all blood and
feathers, but it was over in a moment. The sky cleared and the
noise died away to an electric silence. The shoot was ruined.

Iona tugged at my sleeve. "I think we'd better go now," she
said. We turned but there was a man behind us. It was Spike and he
had that insane Rottweiler with him. It was foaming at the mouth
and straining ominously at the straps of its muzzle.

"It's like the man said. You're trespassing."

"That's all right," I replied. "We were just going."

He stared greedily at Iona and it wasn't difficult to work out
what was he wanted me to think he was thinking. Jason began
strutting towards us, his gun barrel waving about dangerously.
"Find out what they had to do with this," he said, but for once,
Spike and I were suddenly thinking the same thing, hoping the gun
wasn't loaded.

"Can you run?" said Spike, leering at Iona.

"I'm running nowhere," she said, "You filthy, uncivilised
bastard."

Spike scared me and the last thing I wanted was Iona baiting
him, but it was Macraven who came to our rescue as his Landrover
slewed lazily up the track. He stopped and squeezed himself from
behind the wheel. He was sweating unhealthily, even though it must
have been a several degrees below freezing. He was heart attack
waiting to happen.

"Everyone all right?" he wheezed. "Spike! I told you to keep an
eye on those tinkers. You know they can't be trusted - now look
what's happened!"

Jason rounded on him, bullying him in a loutish, arrogant way
that turned my stomach. I didn't particularly like Macraven but
Jason must've seemed like a spoiled child to him yet he stood there
humbly instead of punching him in the face, like he no doubt wanted
to, and all because Jason paid his wages.

"You do realise how much these people have paid to come here
today, don't you?" lectured Jason, at great pains to point out the
economics of the situation.

"We'll organise another shoot this afternoon, sir," said
Macraven. "There's a herd of deer not far from here. We'll arrange
some transport ."

"You mean you haven't got rid of the bloody things yet? You were
scheduled to do that by the end of last month. You had a strict
timetable. That was a major milestone!"

Jason then embarked upon a hysterical dressing down, talking so
much business-speak I felt sure he was cracking up. Then, from
across the field a pall of smoke drifted out of the woods and a man
materialised in melodramatic fashion. It was Macvie.

"Sorry," he called. "Trying to shift a tree stump. Got a wee bit
out of hand. I hope I haven't spoiled anything."

Jason's wrath had gained considerable momentum by this time and
he turned on the minister. "You do know this is private
property?"

"Give it a rest Jason," I said. "You heard the minister. It was
an accident."

"Don't give me that shit," he said.

I bridled unexpectedly at the word "shit". It was City-talk and
had begun to pervade every other sentence of an otherwise beautiful
and expressive language. It had no place here, I thought, and I
hated it.

Macvie's eyes gleamed fiendishly. "Oh, I beg your pardon,
sonny," he said. "but if you're going to be difficult about it, the
land including the trees and beyond, belongs to the church. I can
do as I please there."

Jason looked to Macraven for support, but Macraven shrugged.
"He's right," he said. "The church has always owned it."

"Quite," said Macvie. "Now, I'd like some help, if you don't
mind: I've got my car stuck.."

He beckoned to Iona and me.

"Come on, you two," he said.

We followed him, feeling more embarrassed than relieved. After
all, it was we who had set out that morning to rescue him and he’d
ended up rescuing us. I looked back at Spike but turned away
quickly, a shiver running down my spine. Then I saw Jenny still
standing there, motionless and wrapped up tightly against the cold.
I tried to appear casual and unconcerned but ended up stubbing my
toe and almost falling over. Someone laughed - not her; she looked
anxious for a moment and then she smiled. I felt a fool with
everyone's eyes drilling into my back and I was glad when the mist
and the tangle of the woods had finally covered us.

The car wasn't stuck, of course. We found it parked on a rutted
track with a criss-cross of branches reflected in its shiny black
paint-work. The boot lid was open and there was a half empty sack
of agricultural fertiliser inside. I looked at Macvie with a
mixture of admiration and horror.

"It's a wonder you didn't demolish the entire wood!" I said.
"You need to know what you're doing with that stuff."

"Don't look at me," said Iona, reading my thoughts.

"It's true, Scott," he said. "She'd nothing to do with it. Now
come on; get in. I'm ready for a cup of tea."

"So the bottle of whisky last night was more significant than
you led me to understand," I said.

Macvie grinned. "I had to pay them more than a bottle of
whiskey," he replied.

As we bumped along in the Morris, I looked back to where we'd
left the shooting party, and Jenny. Once again, I saw her smile at
me. Did that mean she still felt something? Or was my own
loneliness simply magnifying an insignificant gesture out of all
proportion?

I caught Iona watching me. "Old flame, Scott?"

I gave her a smile. "Not so old," I replied.










Chapter 20
Dougan's Cave


Early that afternoon, Iona drove me back into the village. The
cars were still there, parked by the hotel but this time we noticed
a fleet of Range Rovers had pulled up in the road alongside. People
were coming out, their guns in shiny leather cases, slung over
their shoulders.

"Looks like they mean to have their sport, after all," I
said.

"They're wasting their time," she replied, "and Macraven knows
it. It'll be almost dark before they get close enough even to begin
stalking."

"How often do they come?"

"Maybe a dozen times a year."

"And Jason?"

"Jason? Yes, I've seen his face before, from when I used to work
at the hotel. The pompous old guy? I've seen him as well." Then she
said: "You know what really annoys me? It's just a playground for
them. I've even seen them blow the heads off cormorants, for the
fun of it. But so long as the shooters pay their dues, the estate
couldn't care less about the carnage."

We turned onto the road that skirted Loch Shiel. The loch was
black and sluggish with lazy bands of light reflecting the sky.
This was the way to the Wishing Ring, the way I'd come that first
morning, long ago. We drove by the spot where I'd parked up that
first time but Iona was less timid than me, pressing on, steering a
fearless path around the potholes, tugging deftly at the wheel and
dabbing her foot down to slip the clutch every now and then.

"It was Jenny, wasn't it?" she said, eventually. "Ah,… she was
beautiful, Scott. Will you be getting back with her now, do you
think?"

"I doubt it. She's the property of Jason Effham."

"I see,… bitter is it? Are you still in love with her then?"

"Would it make me an idiot, if I said yes?"

"Doesn't love make idiots of us all? And if she suddenly weren't
his property any more, what then? Would you be taking her
back?"

I tried to find the purpose for these questions in her eyes,
because she was not teasing any more. "No," I said. "I wouldn't
want to take her back."

"And why not,… I mean if she was willing? She's a pretty girl,
all thin legs and slender ankles. Very willowy,… sure, a lovely
willowy English girl, she is,… "

"We were not well matched."

"And why’s that then?"

"Because if we were, she wouldn't be back there with Jason, and
you and I would not be having this conversation."

"Ah,… " she appeared satisfied. "Good answer, boy."

It seemed obvious to me that Jenny wasn't going to swap Jason's
bright red sport's car and his penthouse flat for anything I could
offer. It was the success of the greyness you see, that it could so
easily exchange material goods for our souls. We all knew that
bright red sport's cars and penthouse flats were not the secret of
eternal happiness, that money could not buy love, but given the
chance, we'd probably all make the exchange anyway,… or at least
consider it - so I did not blame Jenny: I understood her.

I shook my head in frustration. "And for the record, I'm
not,.."

"Not what?"

"Not still in love,… just hurting a little. Seeing her reminded
me of it, that's all."

"You're sure of that?"

"Quite sure."

"Well, it's good to be clear in your mind about these
things."

"What about you and Derek? Are you clear in your mind, about the
two of you?"

"Getting clearer," she replied, with a mischievous little smile.
"Clearer every time I see him." Her eyes were gleaming - her
manner, maddeningly playful.

"You’re so different, Iona."

"Since when, boy?"

"Since last we were here. Back then I felt so at ease in your
company."

"And now?"

"Now you scare me."

"Don't worry," she said. "I won't hurt you,… not like she did.
But if you prefer, you've only to tell me to stop the teasing,..
and I will."

 The track ended at the Narrows of Loch Shiel, where the
sea opens out into infinity. There was a little jetty poking into
the narrows, old and built of tumbling stone. There was also a ruin
on the shore, like a barn or a small warehouse. The roof had
collapsed and its walls were broken with empty windows that gazed
out across the grey water to the thin black line of the Hebrides.
There, we waited for Derek.

Iona had talked him into taking me for a sail a little way down
the coast. I'd enjoy it, she assured me and besides, it would give
me and Derek the chance to get to know one another. It was not on
my list of priorities, but I felt that in the game she had begun to
play, she’d set it as a challenge, and so I accepted.

His fishing boat appeared ten minutes later. We saw its masts
first, as it rounded a long bar of rock. It was quite old, and
small, painted dark green with white trimmings, but the paint
hardly seemed able to contain all the corrosion that oozed down its
sides from a multitude of festering wounds. Derek came out of the
cabin as it neared the jetty and we went to meet him. He threw me a
line and left the rest to my imagination so I looped it quickly
around the rotting remains of a mooring post and pulled in the
slack as he jumped ashore.

"How are ye?" he said, grinning broadly and showing off his
chipped front tooth. "That's fine, just hold her there," he added
and then he turned to Iona.

They moved away with their heads together and I saw him kiss
her. Then the boat tugged at the rope and threatened to haul me
over so I threw another couple of loops around the post and hung
on. Iona cast me a sideways glance, then smiled at him, and
squeezed his shoulders. There was no mistaking it: there was a
tenderness about her when she was with him, but they intrigued me.
I mean, a girl will make a point of telling you all about her man,
even to the extent of boring you, especially if she reckons you
might be developing tender thoughts about her. It saves
embarrassment you see - yours and hers. But in all the time we'd
spent together, she'd avoided telling me anything at all. What did
that mean? Perhaps that was what she'd been hinting at just now,
about knowing where she was going. Perhaps they'd got it all worked
out, and they lived in their own cosy little world.

He broke away and jumped back aboard. "Right you are then," he
called.

I uncoiled the line and nearly broke my neck, launching myself
onto the deck as the boat moved off. Iona stood there, in her snug
jacket, hands in pockets, watching us. She laughed and waved. I
picked myself up and waved back.

 We hugged the coast for an hour. I've never seen anywhere
look so wild. On that day, everything was angry. There were no
beaches, no sheltered inlets, just cliffs, an unbroken line of
them, rising vertically from a restless swell. Light and dark
strata stood out, zig-zagging across their face and where the
cliffs met the sea there was a broad tide band. Even at low water,
it was deep enough to sink a ship at their base. I know that
because there was one, a wreck, its funnel and masts barely awash,
tormented by spray and the cry of gulls, gulls that circled, riding
the wind up the sheer cliffs a thousand feet or more. Death was
here, your own death. You could feel it.

Eventually we altered course and sailed straight for the cliffs.
The boat began to roll as we lost speed and then Derek called out
that the tide had turned. I looked over the side. The sea had
changed suddenly. It had become calmer but eddies had appeared,
floating across the bow as if we were cutting into the flow of a
huge and turbulent river.

"The currents are very strong here," he said.

I watched him spinning the wheel this way and that, his quick
eyes scanning the waters ahead and I realised that in some ways, he
was not so young after all.

"No one who falls in here is ever seen again," he added,
gravely, perhaps trying to put the wind up me,… and it worked.

Then, to emphasise the point, the boat gave a kick as the stern
was sucked into an eddy. I gripped the handrail in alarm and hung
on while he flicked the wheel round and pulled us out of it
skilfully, setting us back on course.

Here, the cliffs were a thousand feet high, he told me. They
seemed to soar, black and frightening and running with a hundred
threads of silver - cascades which turned to vapour long before
they ever reached the sea.

"There," he said, pointing upwards suddenly. "Dougan's Cave -
Iona thought you'd like to see it."

It was about two thirds of the way up, formed by a large fold in
the strata. There was an overhang, like a furrowed brow and the
cave was black, an empty eye-socket, staring blindly out to sea. We
altered course again, running against the current now, the diesel
chugging away, balancing us against the flow. Derek gave me some
binoculars and pointed again.

"That's where they think Wyndeman fell," he said. "You could
still see the rope, the last time I looked."

The lenses pulled at my eyeballs as grey rock flashed across my
field of view. I saw a fragment of rope near the top and then a
longer piece, lower down with tarnished pitons hanging from it like
dead moles on a wire. There was another rope to one side and yet
another hanging from a cleft, near the high tide mark.

"Popular spot," I said.

"Not any more," he replied. "A lot of people have been killed up
there. Wyndeman was the last to try."

"But that was ten years ago! You mean no one's been in the cave
since?"

"Not many of those who tried ever made it into the cave; I
couldn't say who the last man was but no one's tried since
Wyndeman."

The problem was the overhang. It seemed to consist of a sort of
weathered shale, the type that crumbled to dust when you grabbed
hold of it - a death trap. You couldn't begin a climb from the
bottom either; it was too much to hope that you could hold a boat
steady enough against the cliff and besides, you'd be lucky to get
near; there was a protecting reef, forty feet from the actual face
which excluded vessels the size of Derek's. The only way was to
abseil from the top and grapple with the overhang - or was it?
Maybe if the tides were right and you chose a calm day - but then
what did I know?

"They must have had a hell of a job recovering his body,
then."

"They never found his body," he replied, just some of his gear.
They reckon he went into the sea."

"But I've seen his grave."

"No, you'll have seen his memorial," he replied. "The one Eric
Bowker paid for, up at the kirk."

The sun was dropping low. It would be dark soon. Derek opened
the throttle and we began to make way. Suddenly, an orange light
flooded the sea and lit up the cliff, bringing out the rich colours
of sandstone and the contrasting blues of the shale. For ten
minutes, all was calm, the air still and the rocks beautiful. But
the cave remained dark and mysterious, and though I was impressed,
I was not unhappy to leave it.

 As Iona had explained, Derek was staying at the manse
again that night, so we sailed on through the narrows and up the
wide expanse of Loch Shiel as the last of the daylight faded. He
intended to tie up at the jetty by the hotel, whose warm lights
gradually became visible, twinkling like a constellation as the
landscape darkened all around us. There was a big spot-lamp fixed
to the mast and Derek switched it on, sending out a a wide, milky
parabola over the quiet waters. The diesel chugged softly and I
could hear the chuckling of the bow wave as the old boat sliced its
way through.

"Thanks for this, Derek," I said, taking in deep breaths of
clean, crispy air.

"Don't thank me," he replied, dismissively. "It was Iona's
idea."

"What about you and her, then?" I asked, in a man to man sort of
way. "She talks a lot about you - I guess things must be serious?"
I was trying to draw him out, but he just shot me a glance and then
fixed his eyes ahead.

"I don't know," he said, defensively. "Maybe."

"Have you thought of moving to Glasgow?"

I was perhaps pushing things too far now, but I gambolled what I
considered to be my experience against his youth and probed a
little further. "It would mean a lot to her, I'm sure."

"And what would I do in Glasgow?" he replied bitterly. "I've no
fancy degree to get me a job in some cosy office, you know."

"Offices can be dull places Derek. They can make you wonder what
you did that degree for."

"Easy for you say, but without one, I'm just another pair
of hands queuing up outside the Job Centre."

There was truth in what he said, and I saw his dilemma. Here, he
was in his element: a boatman, part time fisherman, part time
ghillie, part time game-keeper,… while his woman had a fancy degree
and worked in the city.

"Have you known her long?"

"Since we were children," he said. "I'm not from Craigaline, but
we went to the same school for a while. She's a little older than
me."

"Childhood sweethearts, then?"

His face was stony. "Aye," he said.

"You're a lucky man, Derek."

"Aye,… "

But he didn't see it that way, not deep down. Deep down he was
cut and bleeding, because he wanted her, and circumstances would
not let him have her the way he wanted her. And that was not really
loving her.

"I can't think who she takes after really," I said, trying to
change the subject. "I mean, she's not a bit like her father, and I
don't really see her mother in her either."

"Ah, well there's a reason for that," he said, "Iona's
illegitimate - she never told you?"

"Er,… we don't know each other that well," I replied, unable to
hide my surprise. I sensed, too, the satisfaction in his voice as
he told me.

"Her real mother was a crofter," he went on, more confident now,
driving home his advantage. "She was born on the Isle of Skye. No
one knows who her real father is. Her mother died giving birth.
Macvie was working over there in those days. They say it was him
who found her. Anyway, in the end, he adopted her and brought her
with him when he took up the ministry here."

"I didn't know, but then like I said, we're not that well
acquainted."

"Aye,.. well, now you do know."

He seemed to be trying hard here to make a point, but it was
lost on me. Was he trying to shock me with the revelation that Iona
had been born out of wedlock? Surely that was just too lame a thing
to wash in this day and age, or was he trying to impress me with
the fact that he knew her in more intimate detail than I did?

 The lights of the hotel were brighter now. We could see
them dancing in a pool of colour, by the faint outline of the
jetty. Derek eased the throttle back and we moved in very slowly,
finally brushing the pylons and pausing long enough for me to hop
over with the mooring line. I did it quickly and expertly which
pleased me and the fact that it pleased me amused me; for my age, I
could be a child sometimes! With the boat secure, we made our way
noisily over the planks of the jetty towards the hotel whose
whitewashed front was now bathed in a warm glow. There was a party
going on inside, even though it was barely five o'clock. I could
hear the thump bang of a disco-beat and I could smell cigarettes
and chips drifting in waves on the night air.

A man came out, just to cool off, I think. It was Spike and I
felt my guts knotting up at the sight of him. It had been a good
trip, dissolving away all the tension of the shooting party, and
seeing Jenny,… and I did not want it spoiling now. He let out a
resounding belch and moved a few steps closer. I noticed he was
limping, probably from the arrow the Wild Man had stuck into him,
all those months ago. I saw him squinting inquisitively through the
gloom, trying to make out who we were.

"Derek!" he cried with artificial cheer. "My young friend,
Derek!"

I kept my head down and pressed Derek on up the road. It was
obvious Spike was tanked up and potentially troublesome.

"Better keep moving," I told him, but Spike called after us,
taunting Derek:

"Hey Derek, is Iona giving you enough? only she looks a frigid
little bitch to me. Want me to teach her how it’s done?"

It was obvious what he was trying to do, but I was older, and a
bit less fiery than Derek who wheeled round instantly, his teeth
bared like a mad dog. "What did you say?"

"Leave it Derek. Can't you see that's just what he wants."

He wasn't listening. His tender ego had been poked where it hurt
the most and his response was primitive. The next thing I knew,
they were wrestling together, Derek grunting and swearing while
Spike remained calm and grinning, toying with him, biding his time,
waiting for the right moment. I thought I could see it coming. I
could hear the siren of the departing ambulance and the bleep of a
life support machine. I tried to stop it, I tried to pull Derek
off, but before I could touch him, Spike tossed him aside and
squared up to me. That was when I realised I'd stepped up to the
cannon's mouth, that it was me he'd wanted and not Derek.

 "What? You fucking coward!" I said. "You know I can’t
fight you! "

I managed to divert the first blow, though it bruised my wrist
and broke my watch. I hit back, catching him in the eye. I like to
think that surprised him but, he came back with unbelievable power,
landing half a dozen punches in my stomach before I could even
blink. I didn't feel the rest, though Derek told me later he, only
hit me once in the face, then left me in a heap on the floor. I
have a hazy recollection of being helped up that endless hill
towards the manse and of a night sky so packed with stars it hurt
my eyes. Then I was half sitting, half lying in the kitchen with my
head against Iona's breast, while she dabbed ointment on my cuts. I
could smell it, faintly sweet and sickly and I could smell her -
her skin, her hair, her breath, all mixed together.

I'd never smelled Jenny like that. It had always been perfume
and talc with her, which had been pleasant enough, but this was
different and in spite of the pain and the fact that I still could
barely get my breath, my memory of being cradled that way haunted
me long afterwards.

Derek sat in the corner, overshadowed. He looked uncomfortable,
like he had things to say but couldn't find the words. Beyond a
certain level, he didn't know how to handle Iona. He told me that
at school she had been older than him, but it was more than that.
There are women who have not aged beyond the stage of little girls,
and then some girls are born with a natural maturity, way beyond
their years. She had always been too old for him, too grown up. If
things ever grew complicated between them, as they surely must from
time to time, he would shrug his shoulders with masculine
complacency and turn away. Sure, there was something earthy and
powerful about Iona, and I wanted it. I wanted to swim in it, I
wanted to drink deeply of it, I wanted to roll myself in it,
because in doing so I knew she could waken a part of me that was
just aching to be alive.










Chapter 21
Forget me not


On my return to Glasgow, I did my best to forget her and
concentrated instead on slipping back into the familiar routine of
Macabe Precision. Within minutes of walking back through the gates
of the old place, the work submerged me, and I was happy to let
it.

There was plenty to be done, and many problems to iron out
before production of the Gravimeter could begin. But as the
problems were overcome, so I realised my involvement would become
less. Of course I knew that pretty soon the job I'd been hired to
do would come to an end and, over the coming weeks, I began to
ponder my future once more. Then, it was all cleared up at a stoke
when Alec Bruce, the Chief Engineer, took me to one side and
offered me a semi-managerial position.

In the time I'd been working there, I'd grown to know this man
quite well. He was a likeable rogue, fond of his drink and quite
close to retirement. I think most of the fire had gone out of him.
He was coasting, I suppose, and the Gravimeter would see him out,
but more than once along the way he'd told me he would see me right
before he went. This was it then.

It was a made up job of course, something to tide me over until
the next project came along and he didn't elaborate on what I'd be
expected to do. I was flattered all the same and accepted
gratefully.

It was March now, two months since I'd last seen or spoken to
Iona. Why? Because I was afraid. That night at Craigaline, lying
there, submissive in her arms while she'd patched me up,… that had
surely been the last straw. How I’d wanted her then, but the memory
of losing a woman to another man was still not so very far away
that I had forgotten its pain, and I imagined I did not want the
responsibility of doing that to someone else,… of doing it to
Derek. Theirs was a game that had to play itself out naturally, I
told myself. But of course there was another reason and it was
this: to go on pretending to be friends with someone, when in fact
you are in love with them, is a very hard thing to do. Better then
to do nothing at all. Better then, to hide.

So it was I hid, in the hope she would forget me and that life
would move on, that the Singing Loch would one day be a thing
barely remembered. After all, I told myself, as with Jenny, the
ache I felt was probably just an ache and in fact anyone would do.
Perhaps too, she and Derek would be married soon, in which case I
was better off out of it. Sure, they were not well matched, but
that was never a reason for not going through with it, as history
has shown.

Were they ever to be married, I was not certain how the news of
that glad event would effect me, so I was probably better off not
knowing - ever - better imagining her free and beautiful and
untouched for the rest of my life, without actually taking the risk
of bringing my feelings out into the open, and telling the woman
that I loved her, that I wanted her.

 Towards the end of March, when the air first began to
carry with it that earthy promise of Spring, and when the evenings
began to grow noticeably longer, I was invited to accompany Alec to
a meeting in London.

There are very few companies who possess complete autonomy
within the boundaries of a single premises any more; more likely
they are part of a large consortium, each answering to a board of
faceless shareholders, whose only concern is a return on
investment, and whose knowledge of what those companies actually do
is often rather vague.

Macabe's was no different in this respect and I was surprised to
learn that the administrative centre for our particular little
group was a very small office with a posh address in the London. It
was staffed by people who were so parochial they probably could not
have pointed to Glasgow on the map.

Now, the thought of going back to London made me distinctly
uneasy and I left the office on the eve of my departure with a
sense of impending doom. But for now, I had an evening in which to
relax, to iron the trousers of my suit and to pull myself
together.

I had bought myself a second-hand bicycle by now. It was the
easiest way of getting about, and it didn't cost anything to run,
but it was a fragile old thing, all black and rusty and it rattled
ominously when I pulled it out of the tangle of other bikes in the
shed. Then as I pushed it across the work's yard, the front wheel
bounced over a cobble and the chain fell off. I was bent over the
saddle with my fingers covered in oil and grit, trying to sort it
out when a hand grabbed my shoulder and I felt a shock run straight
through me.

"Oy," came a voice.

It was Iona.

I was thrilled by the sight of her, and I smiled, but she looked
frosty and reproachful. "Where have you been?"

"I'm sorry," I replied, wiping my hands nervously on a
handkerchief. The bike clattered to the floor, narrowly missing a
passer by. "It's been busy here."

"You're lying."

"No,… really. It's been very busy."

She glared and looked as if she were on the verge of turning
away, which panicked me even more.

"Okay, I'm sorry. I thought it was best to let you call me, if
you wanted to." I pulled off my glasses and wiped them with the
same handkerchief, smearing them with oil and suddenly feeling
stupid. The frost melted.

"You've made a mess of those," she said. "This is how it all
started: girl carelessly handles strangers spectacles!" She took
them and tried to clean them up with a piece of tissue.

"Really," I said. "I am sorry, Iona."

"I said I'd stop this, if you wanted me to, but you haven't said
it. You have to tell me. You have to tell me to stop, or I’ll go
on, and on. Do you understand, boy?"

"I'm not sure that I do."

"I want to see you, to talk to you. I've been lonely since
Christmas. I thought maybe I'd said something to upset you."

"I'm going away tomorrow," I replied, a little too hastily, and
perhaps revealing my reluctance to face up to things. "I'll be in
London all week."

She looked away, disappointed..

"I'm not being evasive - I really am going away."

"That's fine then."

I began to think. It wasn't an easy journey from her part of
town to mine, and she'd obviously come here looking for me. I was
an idiot, and not always capable of seeing things through someone
else's eyes.

"It's nothing you've said," I told her. "Far from it. I've been
lonely too. Look, how about tonight?"

She brightened. "Can I walk home with you, then? Your place is
nearer."

"But it's a terrible mess."

"It doesn't matter, Scott."

So I picked up the bike, she took my arm and we began to
walk.

"How's your face now?" she asked, squinting up into my eyes and
touching my hair. The feel of her fingers made me dizzy. "It
doesn't look so bad - only a faint scar - and all for me, eh?
Fighting for my honour?"

"Well, actually I was trying to help Derek. He was the one
fighting for your honour."

"I know. But was it my honour, or his own pride he was fighting
for?"

"You're a wise woman, Iona. But it doesn't alter the fact that
Derek thinks the world of you."

"I know that, but what about you?"

"Me?"

"Why didn't you call me?"

"Isn't it obvious?"

"No," she said.

"Derek," I said.

"What's it got to do with Derek?"

"Well, just about everything. Look, I don't know how to go on
being friends without him thinking there's something going on
between us."

We stopped walking. She had me cornered now: "So that's it
then?"

"That's what?"

She asked me if that's all I wanted us to be - just friends?
I'll always remember it - the cool air, a watery sun, the evening
light warming up the sandstone facades of all the old houses, and
the way my stomach turned over when she said it.

I told her that I didn't want to hurt anyone, meaning Derek, but
then she asked me if I'd ever considered the fact that I might be
hurting her by leaving things as they were. So, unexpectedly, that
was it and yet still I did not understand her.

"But don't you like Derek? " I asked her, childishly.

"I like him fine," she said.

"But when I asked you at Craigaline, you told me that everything
was set - that your future was all laid out. That you and he were -
well - you know?"

"You asked me if I was clear about me and him," she replied.
"Well maybe I wasn’t at one time, but since meeting you I’ve grown
clearer in my own mind about where it is he and I are going, and
where we’re going is nowhere. Oh, come on, Scott; don't be so
serious. It's not as if Derek and I are engaged or anything! You
told me yourself, he's young. We've gone as far as we can."

"I see,… "

"Haven't we had some good times, you and me, boy? That evening
by the loch when you first came to Craigaline, and the night we
spent on Bhein Mhor?"

"Yes,… yes they were special,… but I thought they were just
ordinary for you."

"Oh,… no, not ordinary.How could you ever think that?"

"Have you spoken to him?"

"Not yet. I don't like hurting people either, but you can't just
drift into something because you're afraid of hurting someone's
feelings. I'll tell him when I have to. Anyway,… that's not your
problem. Oh,… but can't you see, boy? It's you I want to be
with!"

I felt myself go numb and she took the opportunity to reach up
and kiss my lips. "Now tell me you don't want me, boy, and I'll
leave you alone."

"But I do,… I do want you."

She breathed out and closed her eyes. "Well that’s fine," she
said.

We walked back to my place in silence, and I let her in, ashamed
by the sight of it,.. the clutter, the dust,… the stale smell of
it.

"Surely they don’t charge you rent on this place? "

"It’s not bad when it’s tidy. "

"Which it rarely ever is, I’ll bet. "

"You said you didn’t care how it looked."

"That was before I saw it, boy. "

We'd bought a couple of chicken pies and a bag of oven chips
from the Spar shop on the way home. We warmed them up and then we
ate them on our laps. She helped me to wash up afterwards, for such
is love.

I pulled the plug on the sink and watched the water spiralling
down the drain. She stood beside me wearing a hole in a plate with
the dishcloth.

"Did you know, "I said. "The water in the southern hemisphere
goes the other way round?"

She kept a straight face. "I did, yes. You’ll not impress me
with your clever talk, you know."

I did not want to kiss her, not there in the flat with all that
mess, for the next kiss would not be so light, so delicate an
affair. It would have been different at her place where everything
was so much nicer, so feminine and comfortable. For now just to be
near her was enough, but could I tell her that? She smiled, then
leaned close, a hand on my shoulder. Was she ready for me now? Oh,
how I wished we could wait!

"Let's sit a while," I said.

"Okay."

We settled in the lounge and I tried to find the words to
explain how I felt about her, but I was useless and clumsy, and she
finally put a finger to my lips to shush me.

"Enough," she said. "Enough talking now. Just tell me again that
you want me."

Really, that’s all it was, but I could not see it. Of course I
wanted her, but what was the meaning of it? What was our future? It
seemed I was so concerned with understanding the meaning, I was
overlooking the elemental nature of things. The meaning is elusive
and does not matter, for if you trust yourself, then it is the
wanting that's important. I think I saw it then, saw it in her
eyes, what she wanted from me, and it was very, very simple. I
would have told her,… but there came a knock at the door. It was
ridiculous! I never had callers, not one in all the time I'd lived
there, except tonight. I answered it and stood there, unable to
believe what I saw.

"Jenny?"

"Hi." She flashed me a brilliant smile. "Surprised?"

Yes. I was surprised. "What can I say?"

"Well you can start by inviting me in."

It was eerie - like we'd never split up and we were back in
London with her calling round, all dressed up and stunning, itching
to take me out to where the music was always too loud. She brushed
past me, bathing me in a heady scent. I couldn't believe her
timing! How would she react when she met Iona? How would Iona react
when she saw Jenny?

It was a disaster! She'd ruined everything! But Iona had gone. I
guessed she'd hidden herself in the bedroom. Jenny flopped onto the
sofa and spread herself out, settling in it seemed, when all I
wanted was to get rid of her.

"It's taken me ages to find you," she said. "I've been driving
around for hours. Heavens, Scott, this place is a dump."

"How did you know where I live?"

"Well, from your letters silly. Yes,… I did get them and I'm
sorry I never wrote back, but you know how writing's not my thing
and anyway I was kind of mixed up, you know? But then I got this
job - modelling. Isn't that great? Well, I had to come up here for
a couple of weeks anyway, so I thought I'd look you up. I was so
surprised to see you at Christmas. I didn't know what to say to you
then,… "

She was nervous, talking fast and lying badly. She was twenty
five - okay, she was blonde and quite stunning to look at - but her
age was against her. She couldn't possibly have broken into a job
like that when the competition might be ten years her junior!

"And Jason?" I asked.

"Oh, I ditched him," she said. Then she lowered her eyes and
asked me if I hated her for what she'd done. Had Iona's ear not
been pressed against the door, I would probably have said no, that
I did not hate her. Instead I said nothing, hating myself all the
while for my weakness, for just sitting there listening to her
going on when I should have asked her to leave.

"I know I was wrong," she went on, smiling sweetly now. "I
didn't really think there was anything going on between you and
that other girl. What was her name - Iona, was it?"

This other girl, I thought, who Jenny had seen me with at
Craigaline. "I think we've said enough, now, Jenny."

"Please, I was a fool, Scottie."

How could this be happening? She was building up to a
reconciliation. She hadn't dumped Jason at all; more likely it had
been the other way round. But I was missing something vital here.
Why come back to me? Why all of a sudden was I not so useless and
unattractive? I tried to think of a way to slow her down, but then
I gave up and prayed instead for the ground to open and swallow me.
In a way my prayers were answered when Iona walked in wearing
nothing but a baggy old shirt of mine - her hair was all stuck up
like she'd just got out of bed. She yawned sleepily and asked me if
I was coming, then feigned surprise.

"Oh," she said. "I'm sorry darling, I didn't realise we had
company."

Jenny gawked and looked back at me.

"You bastard," she said.

"What, me? Now just wait a minute,.."

"Letting me go on like that."

"I couldn't stop you!"

She slapped me hard across the face. Iona winced, then Jenny was
up and making for the door. "Jenny!"

She did not look back, appearing suddenly cold, almost
indifferent. The door banged and she was gone!

What did I care? What possible reason could there have been for
it to hurt so much? I was angry,… blazing,… angry with Jenny of
course for taking me for a fool, but I couldn't tell her because
she’d robbed me of the satisfaction,… there was just Iona, standing
there, looking so breathtakingly sexy in my shirt. I couldn't let
it out,… I couldn't vent my anger on Jenny, so I rounded on Iona
and instead of pulling her to the carpet, and the two of us making
love like we ought to have done, there and then, I asked her what
the hell she thought she was doing.

She was shocked. Her eyes registered the pain and I knew I'd
said the wrong thing, but it was too late now. We were both
confused, both of us boiling with conflicting emotions and she
reacted violently, blowing up into a sudden and quite terrifying
rage.

"Couldn't you see what she was trying to do?"

"Of course I could see."

Yes. Of course I could see, but if Iona hadn't been there, I'd
have fallen for it all the same and been well down the road to ruin
by now.

She went back into the bedroom to dress and when she came out I
pleaded with her to accept my apology, but she told me coolly it
was no longer the right moment, and that we both needed some time
to calm down. I was ashamed. I gave her an hour to get home and
then I telephoned, but there was no reply. I phoned again half an
hour later, and then repeatedly until midnight. I thought of going
round but it was too late now, so like a fool I ironed my trousers
and went to bed. That's when I found her ring - a gold band,
twisted into a Celtic design. She'd placed it on my bedside
cabinet, in the little dish where I usually kept my wristwatch.
Something told me she hadn't forgotten it. She'd put it there
deliberately, but if that meant what I thought it meant, then why
wouldn't she answer her telephone?

 










Chapter 22
The Radical


The meeting began at two. I arrived an hour early with a stiff
backside and a miserable headache after a six hour journey by
train. To make matters worse, I was on my own; Alec Bruce had come
down with a convenient case of influenza. His wife had met me at
the station and pushed a load of papers into my hands, telling me
not to worry, that her husband had every confidence in me. I was
not impressed by this and spent much of the journey planning an
elaborate revenge.

It was called a product review meeting, where representatives of
the various companies in the group discussed their products with
representatives of the major shareholders. Roughly translated this
meant people talking who didn't know exactly what they were talking
about being listened to by people who hadn't a hope of grasping
what they were being told anyway. I waited in a long, oak panelled
conference room for everyone else to arrive. I was in a bit of a
state, reading through my papers for the tenth time. The worst part
was not knowing what would be expected of me, and I could not
imagine how this torture might be drawn out for the rest of the
week..

Outside, the City was as it had always been; smart and shiny in
places, but mostly dark and dirty and with a foul, greasy taste
that stuck in my throat from the moment I'd got off the train. Then
there was always the noise, that same sluggish roar, day in, day
out, and an airless heat.

People began to arrive in ones and twos - the reps first, like
me who'd travelled hundreds of miles to get there. They came in
their suits, smiling nervously and joking in their various accents.
Then the shareholders came in, mostly men, like the reps, but they
all wore better suits and had an air of silent authority.

We were gathered around a long table, like at a board meeting.
The place at the head of this table remained empty for a long time,
so we all sat fidgeting and talking quietly, waiting for the chair
to be filled. I turned to a rather delicate lady who was seated
beside me and asked if she knew who's chair it was: a
representative of the majority shareholder, was all she knew.

After half an hour of waiting, people were becoming edgy. There
was no explanation for the delay and I wondered cynically if this
was a calculated ploy to set the mood against us. Then I recognised
the man sitting to the right of the empty chair; it was Parker,
from Effham Brothers, and I was just coming to terms with that when
my worst fears were answered and Jason strutted in to take the
meeting. He tossed his Filofax on the table where it struck with a
resounding crack.

"Right," he said and without looking at anyone. "Lets get on
with this shall we?"

I turned again to my neighbour and whispered: "So, we all work
for him then, do we?"

"I suppose we do, in a way," she replied. "But then you never
really see these people, do you?"

It all made sense of course: I'd got the job with Macabe's
through Eric Bowker, and he must have known them from his time at
Effham Brothers. Maybe he'd even used their bank accounts for some
of his creative accounting.

The whole thing went on for a couple of hours with people
talking in turn about their products, about costs and payback times
and a lot of other stuff that went way over the top of my head. I
listened in a state of hypertension, trying to gather hints for
what I should say when the time came. Then we broke up for coffee
and I disappeared to the gents for a nervous leak: I was up next.
That's where I bumped into Parker.

He was unexpectedly friendly: "Hello, Scott," he said. "You keep
appearing in the most unlikely places, don't you? I must say, you
didn't half cause a row up there at Craig-y-whatsit,… Jason nearly
laid an egg."

"I'd nothing to do with that," I told him.

"Oh, don't worry. I was glad it was over. Bloody hated the whole
thing,… only shot one bird and it made me feel sick for ages
afterwards."

"Then why did you go?"

"Because I want to get on, Scott. Oh, I know you, you're an
idealist. Well so am I, but I want to climb as high as I can before
I start telling people to fuck off."

"If you don't have a nervous breakdown first," I suggested. I
made to leave but had second thoughts and I asked him if he'd heard
anything about Jenny.

"The dishy blonde piece Jason was shagging?" which was one way
of putting it, I supposed. He became more serious. "Sorry, Scott, I
forgot you and she used to be,… "

"I wasn't aware you knew."

"She might have said something,… we sort of got talking one
night when we were up there. Nice girl, I thought. High maintenance
I should imagine - no offence - but a real looker, eh?"

"Sure, that's her."

"Got her pregnant I believe,… "

I felt the floor move, and my brain suddenly dropped out of
gear. "What me?"

"No, you arse,… Jason!"

"Jason?"

"That's what they're saying. Then the bastard fired her off when
she told him."

The room swam and I closed my eyes. So that was it! That was why
she'd come round. She'd be scared, and part of me wanted to go to
her. She'd be at her flat, just a short tube-ride away. But that
was madness. So, she really had been hoping to patch things up
between us that night - maybe even top the evening off with a
passionate physical reunion, then some time later dupe me into
thinking Jason's child was mine. Or was that being
uncharitable?

"I kind of liked her actually," Parker mused.

"Liked her?"

"Rather a lot, really,… "

"I thought you were seeing Jason's sister, what's her name?"

"Audrey? How did you know that?"

"Office gossip."

"Well, it's a bit off and on these days,… I get the feeling it
depends on my next promotion."

"Listen, mate, you go shagging behind the Effham clan's back and
you can forget your promotion. In fact it's a sure way to cut your
career short,.. aye, and maybe even have your balls removed with a
rusty razor blade too for good measure."

He thought for a while. "Might be worth it for a girl like
Jenny," he said. "And anyway there are other firm's out there. I
mean look at you."

"Eh?"

"You were nobody at Effham Brothers. I used to look at you and
think: poor dozy sod - he's going nowhere."

"Thanks!"

"No offence, Scott, but it’s true. And how they got rid of you
was really dodgy. Why you didn't take them to the cleaners over
that I'll never know. But it's been the making of you. You've
really landed on your feet."

"How can you possibly say that?

"Well, look at you, you're middle-management now, a man with
responsibility and a half decent suit. You might have been another
twenty years at Effhams waiting for that sort of thing. I tell you,
Scott, seeing you today's opened my eyes."

He was serious! "I think you need to get out more," I told him
and then I tried to imagine him and Jenny together. It seemed an
unlikely match, but no more unlikely than me and her,… and she had
liked me once.

"It wouldn't bother you that she was carrying his child?"

"Well, let's face it, she'll probably have an abortion anyway,…
but she'll need someone, won’t she? "

Need someone. Needed me! Oh,.. what a mess.

Poor Jenny,… poor Jenny!

I scribbled her number down on the back of a bus ticket and gave
it to him. "Call her then, but go easy. And don't mention my name
or you're dead in the water before you've begun okay?"

 When the meeting reconvened, Jason called upon me to
speak, but not before humiliating me in front of everyone else. I
had expected no less.

"I thought I'd fired you once, Matthews, but it seems you've
wheedled your way back into the fold."

Everyone laughed dutifully, but I thought of Jenny and had no
difficulty in keeping a straight face. "I'll get on then shall
I?"

I looked at Parker who was rolling the bus ticket between his
fingers, his mind elsewhere, perhaps thinking of the pay-phone down
the hall, and wondering if Jenny would be at home. I wasn't sure
how I felt about that, but she was no longer mine to worry about
and I wished him the courage to give it a go.

I talked about the gravimeter, cutting out the technical details
like everyone else and concentrating more on the financial stuff. I
think I did okay, sparking off the prompts I'd jotted down before.
Everyone seemed satisfied, except Jason, of course.

"How much did you say this thing cost?"

"Ten thousand," I replied.

"Well that's no good for a start," he quipped. "You'll do it for
five grand, or not at all."

"We're ready to commence production," I said. "We've already
sold most of them."

"I don't think you were listening."

"On the contrary, " I said. "I heard you very clearly, but we
can't possibly make it for any less. The materials and production
alone costs more than that."

"Five grand," he repeated.

"It can't be done," I said, aware that this was a major faux
pas: one never told a senior director what could not be done Even
if he’d suggested we plait sawdust, everyone would have simply
nodded their heads.

"Then let someone else make it. I want more of a profit."

"Twenty percent seems fair to me."

"Does it? And you're what? Qualified to tell me that are you?
Last time you worked for me, you were inspecting hotel bedrooms as
I recall."

"Well,… "

"Oh sit down, Matthews, or we'll be here until midnight."

I stared at him for a while, curiously calm. I was in a room
full of educated people, and they had been hushed into a frightened
silence, all on account of this inferior man who thought rather too
much of himself. Why was he there? I wondered. Why was he sitting
at the head of a big table in the city of London, and why were we
all looking at him, this pig of a man, and every one of us worth
ten of him?

"I said sit down."

I could feel the sweat trickling down my armpits, beads of sweat
lining up on my brow, ready at any moment to descend and sting my
eyes. We were afraid. Each of us afraid, not wanting to lose our
jobs. Well, he'd fired me once and I was a fool to be afraid of
getting fired again. I remembered Eric Bowker telling me I was an
idealist, that unless I did something radical with my life I would
never really be happy. Well, I'd waited long enough. I decided to
be radical:

I told the man: "I quit."

And then I walked out.

I know. I probably didn't make much of an impact and I would
rather have told you I'd called him names and punched his lights
out. Instead, I took a taxi back to Euston, just in time to step
onto a northbound train. Within an hour the City was gone, and I
was thinking of the wild, of the Western Highlands, and the
islands, and of Iona.

We cannot single-handedly take on the mighty corporations,
unless we act as instruments of the gods, for then everything we do
will be guided by them and cannot fail. The right word, the right
deed, the right turn of events will come at a time that is right,
and then the outcome will be true. Punching Jason would merely have
been the act of one insignificant man upon another, the
satisfaction momentary and, in the cosmic scheme of things, quite
meaningless.

I was haunted by the memory of Parker toying with that telephone
number, and speculating on his future. Likewise as I rode the train
north, I found myself toying with Iona's ring. It was a beautiful
thing: just little rods of gold, twisted and then knotted into one
of those endless and wonderfully intricate designs so favoured by
the Celt.

I would find her, I thought and I would beg on bended knee for
forgiveness, beg for her love. Then I would strike at the Greyness,
but I would do it in the place and for the reason the gods were
directing me. I would do it at Craigaline and I would do it for the
Singing Loch.










Chapter 23
The Misty Pool


There were many things I did not know about Iona. That's what
Macvie said when I phoned him. I had tried Iona's flat, but without
any luck and then I'd tried the lab where she'd worked, only to be
told she'd been made redundant, a fortnight ago. So, I'd rung
Macvie and he'd said I might try Poll a' Cheo on the Isle of Skye -
the Misty Pool. She had a cottage there, he told me and
when he sensed my surprise, that's when he told me there was a lot
about her I didn't know. I asked if I should ring her before I
went, but he said there was no telephone, nor much of anything
really except mountains, sea and sky - that I would have to make
the journey and take the risk of her rejection. He also told me I
should be very sure of my purpose, before I went.

Getting there was not straight forward. First of all I had to
take a muck-splattered train to Fort William, across the empty
belly of the Highlands and another through fifty miles of blue
mountains and silver water, to Mallaig. Then it was a boat, bearing
the bright red funnel of Caledonian-Macbrane, over the Sound of
Sleat to Skye and from there, a bus to Broadford. Finally it was a
thumbed lift along a single-track road to a footpath sign in the
middle of nowhere. All of this took me two days.

The first time I saw Poll a' Cheo, it was from the top of a hill
on the only path in sixty square miles of wilderness. It took my
breath away. There's just the one cottage hugging the ground by a
patch of rabbit grazed turf at the head of a silver bay. It's four
miles from the road and a long hike over high moor, in the grim,
saw toothed shadow of the Black Cuillin. The nearest telephone is
five miles down that road and the nearest town, a further ten. It's
isolation is as complete as it's possible to find anywhere in
Western Europe.

It was like a solitary white pebble, a piece of flotsam washed
up by the tide on a vast, green coastline. The whole bay was ringed
by hills and then mountains beyond them, but today pale clouds came
down and almost touched the sea. Inevitably, it drew your eye. It
was the only shelter, the only thing offering comfort when all else
couldn't care less about you one way or the other.

I came down the track, my boots softened by miles of water and
mud and my anorak soaked by an unceasing drizzle. At the foot of
the hill, I came to the crescent of a wide beach where foaming
waters hissed on shingle. Salt spray stung my eyes, forcing me to
look inland to where the clouds would open now and then for moody
mountains to peer at me, like ageing actors from behind a curtain.
But they were indifferent to me; my passing here made no
impression.

When I was nearer to the cottage, I paused by the sea and
watched a curl of smoke rising from the chimney. Since my return
from London, I had thought of nothing else but this moment, of
seeing her again. But what was I to say? She appeared from around
the back of the cottage, carrying a bucket of water. She wore a
long skirt of coarsely woven tartan and a blouse of creamy cotton.
There was an old fashionedness about her that was timeless and
lovely.

When she saw me she set the bucket down and drew closer - not
sure at first who I was. I could see her feet were bare and her
hair was soft with a dewy halo. Finally then, she smiled in
recognition.

"I thought you'd be a week at least," she said.

"You were expecting me, then?"

She seemed anxious. "Or hoping maybe."

I was anxious too. Iona was not the sort of girl you had a
casual fling with. That was why Macvie had told me to be so sure of
myself before I came.

"I'm sorry. I was a fool. What I said to you, I don't know where
those words came from. It wasn't you I was angry with,… it was,…
"

"It's forgotten," she replied and then she asked me how long I'd
got.

"You decide," I told her. "You can send me away now, or I can
stay for as long as you can put up with me - I seem to have
lost my job again, so nothing's calling me back."

"That was careless," she said and then she smiled. "So you
thought you'd come and try your luck here, did you?"

We were standing quite close - the sea still crashing and
hissing.

"What I thought was it's about time I did something radical with
my life." I gave her the ring, then and watched as she slipped it
back over her finger.

"Thanks. I missed it. So! You want to be radical, do you?"

"I want you to change my life," I replied. "And I want to change
your life."

"It's not like you to sound so sure of yourself, boy."

"I'm sure of everything when I'm standing close to you,… the
closer the better."

"But do you want me, boy?"

"Yes. I want you."

She caught her breath. "Well, I’ve always thought you had a
smooth tongue on you, but tell me, are ye any good at kissing?"

She offered herself and we kissed, lips barely brushing at
first,… feeling our way through the warmth and the softness. Then I
felt her grip tighten as she pressed her body closer. Her mouth
opened, and she invited me inside with soft, caressing movements of
her hungry and experienced tongue. That's when I sensed a coolness,
a wonderful tingling coolness, as every atom of me rushed out to
collide with the raindrops and to mingle with the light and the
mist and the green hills.

"Not bad," she said. "But now tell me, boy, are ye any good as a
lover?"

 Inside, a fire blazed. We were both soaked and I could see
her shape through her blouse.

"This is the house were I was born," she told me.

The floor was of bare stone and the furniture was primitive -
just some hard chairs with sheepskins scattered over them. There
was a rough table too, and a dresser stacked with willow patterned
pots. There was no gas nor electricity. Oil lamps provided the
light, and the fire burned mostly driftwood but it was warm and dry
and the door and the walls were thick to ward off the foulest of
weather.

She undid a few buttons and the blouse fell open, freeing
breasts which came jutting forward with fine, erect nipples. She
smiled again and led me to the bedroom door, slipping the blouse
over her shoulders as she moved. Then she turned and pulled her
skirt open. She wore no underwear and so as the skirt fell, she
stepped out of it naked.

She did not possess the slender perfection of the fashion model.
Dare I say she was not like Jenny? But there was something, and it
began in her eyes, in her soul. She had broad shoulders for a woman
and they were squarely, almost tauntingly set, and plunging from
them was the soft, snaking line of her collar bone, then the
tapering of pale flesh to those generous breasts.

She was a portrait of womanhood, of potent fertility. My eyes
took her in timidly - face, neck, breasts, thighs, and they
lingered a while on the dark mystery of her dewy mound. She was
perhaps the only woman I have ever been with whose presence I have
actually felt, above and beyond my own desires, my own feelings.
For sure, I would have known when she entered a room, even if I had
been blindfolded.

She smiled playfully. "How do like me, boy?"

"You seem,… different."

"Not like you expected? Well, are any of us like we're expected
to be? You're different too,… Craigaline has changed you."

"No. You've changed me."

"Come to my bed then, and let me change you some more."

Now, in the grey world we are taught to see the act of sex as
the sole aim of being with someone. I mean what is the point of a
man being drawn to a woman if he is not to enjoy the pleasure of
her body? But what happens when her shape no longer pleases him, or
when the shape of others please him more? Move on, young man, move
on! And so we lock ourselves into a perpetual cycle of unhappiness,
and all because we can no longer see any deeper than the surface of
things.

Following Iona into her bedroom, I wondered about this for a
moment, as if trying to foretell our end before we'd even begun,
but there was no conceivable end. Such was the impression she had
made upon me, the idea of losing her was unthinkable. She slid into
bed, drawing the sheets around her and she waited, watching me. I
was distracted by photographs set out on the furniture, family
pictures, pictures of people I did not know, of an Iona I did not
know.

"Second thoughts?" she asked, becoming aware of my slowness.

"No."

"Then take off your clothes."

I made to unbutton my shirt, but she stopped me: "You won't
leave your socks until last will you?" she said, smiling. "Only
there's nothing worse than the sight of a man, wearing only his
socks."

We might have been like children, awkward and nervous, grabbing
at each other in total darkness, afraid of looking one another in
the eye. And here we were, joking, playing that teasing game of
hers.

"Socks first, then," I said. "But it will be more,… won't it? I
mean more than just the sight of each other, that drives us
now?"

She smiled, an eyebrow raised in mock query. "Are you bored with
the sight of me already? Is that what you mean?"

I raised my own eyebrow in reply.

"Afraid your body won't impress me then?" she went on. "Is it
not bronzed enough? Not muscular enough? Are you preparing me for
the worst, perhaps?"

I undressed while she continued to watch, and I was all the more
aroused by her stillness, aware of something symbolic in the act of
baring myself. I could hear the wind blowing, the waves crashing,
and it was cold, shivering cold.

"As you see, I’m not bronzed,.. not muscular either."

"No,.. but you look good and ready. And are those goose bumps I
can see?" She held out her hand. "Enough talk. Come to me. Let me
warm you up."

I was not prepared for the warm shock of her, for the softness
and the sense of melting, and when she first embraced me she
whispered that nothing really mattered quite so much as this,… so
much as the sense of being together like that. And then, with
infinite tenderness, we made love then slept deeply, our limbs
entwined, our flesh hot and moist and glued, one on top of the
other. The afternoon grew wings and the dim light faded until I
lost all sense of time. It might have been six in the evening or
way past midnight, and I knew that she was right: nothing mattered
quite so much as being together, floating in the darkness like
that.

 

In the morning, the warm breath of the land met the cool of the sea
and a mist flooded the bay, submerging all but the chimney, which
now poked above the vapour like a fat periscope. We climbed a hill,
directly behind the cottage and looked down upon it all. It was a
little after dawn. The light was cold and it was grey - not like
the city grey: this was different, cleaner - so pure in fact it
made you shiver.

Beyond the hill, lay a pool in a hollow at the foot of a craggy
mountain. The pool boiled with white vapour and a single cataract
poured from the crags, plunging sheer into the hollow, into the
pool, sending up still more vapour in strange, pulsating waves.

"The Misty Pool," I said.

"Aye."

She spread a cape on the grass and we sat down. "It's very
moody, isn't it?" Then she told me how, when it was like this, she
imagined it to be the centre of the universe, the caldron of
creation, everything boiling out of the mist like spells. But what
did the misty pool have in store for Craigaline, I wondered.

"You were born here, then?"

"You didn't seem surprised when I told you, yesterday."

"Well, Derek mentioned a little while ago that you were born on
the Isle."

"Ah,… did he now? And what else did Derek tell you?"

"Not much. We were just talking. I was curious about you,… "

"Did he mention I was not my father’s daughter, perhaps?"

"He did, yes. "

"Did he mention also that no one knows who my real father is.
"

"Yes,… but I don't think he meant,… "

She raised her hand to stop me. "It's all right. I have a fair
idea of what he meant."

"When shall we tell him, Iona?"

"Let's not talk about that now, eh?"

"He does care for you."

"Derek cares for me like he cares for his boat, and he needs me
like he like he needs a pair of wellingtons to do his job."

"That's a bit unfair."

"Taking his side now are ye? Listen, a cook and bottlewasher -
that's all I'll ever be to him - oh, and the vicar's daughter! A
fine catch to take home to his mother."

She told me he thought of her as a demure country maiden - iron
knickers and a tamper-proof blouse that fastened with a clasp, like
a padlock under her chin. "That's why I told him about my past, to
shake him up a bit, make him see me perhaps for who I was. I
thought if he knew I wasn't my father's daughter,… that I didn't
even know who my father was, he'd have to look at me differently."
She smiled. "It must have worked better than I thought, I mean if
he imagined telling you those things would shock a degenerate
Sassenach like you. Sure, it's only a measure of how much they
shocked him - I thought as much. Poor Derek!"

"Surely, it wouldn't make any difference, where you came from?
Can anyone be so old fashioned these days?"

"Out here they can. Oh, things are changing, but slowly. The
younger people aren't standing for the old ways any more,… the old
hypocrisies, but Derek's from a traditional family, where women
have traditional roles. Why do you think he wouldn't move to
Glagsow to be near me? I'll tell you why, because in Glasgow it
would have been me wearing the trousers, earning the big money. And
that wasn't the way things could be, not for him."

"Because of his pride, you mean?"

"No,.. because he didn't love me. You wouldn't mind that,
though, would you? Me earning more than you, having a better job
than you,?"

"I was going to say no, and that we'd not much choice at the
moment anyway, except you've no job either, so we're both in the
same boat for a while. But you’re right, of course I wouldn't mind.
I'd be your kept man, Iona, and love every minute of it."

"I was lonely in Glasgow," she went on. "You know I was. I was
lonely every time I went away from Craigaline, but I thought I owed
it to myself to build on what I'd achieved - I couldn't do that
waiting tables at Craigaline. Then I met you, and things didn't
seem so bad any more.

"Oh, I wanted you, boy - the first time I saw you, in the hotel,
that day when you came in wearing your suit remember? And I swore
you weren't going home without my telephone number. If my father
hadn't invited you up to the house that day, I would have invited
you myself."

I did not deserve these words, though to be sure there was a
wonderful pleasure to be had in the hearing of them, but there was
pain still to come. We had to tell Derek, and we had to tell him
soon.

"Your natural mother died here?" I asked.

"Giving birth to me. To tell the truth they say she ruined
herself sleeping with a man who was no more than a vagabond. But
I'm sure there was more to it than that. I believe she must have
been a passionate soul. Living all your life in a place like this -
on the edge, you can understand that, can't you?"

"Sure I can. You grab things with both hands when they chance
along. You go with your instinct to tell you what's right, and you
don't waste time thinking about things for too long. I've always
been afraid of acting like that,… but now I'm getting a feel for
it,… "

"That's the Singing Loch I'm hearing from your lips, and it
sounds so sweet."

She picked up a pebble, clasped it between her palms and pressed
them to her forehead as if in prayer. Then she went down to the
misty pool and tossed the pebble out beneath the fall.

"What did you wish for?"

"Ah, you know the way with wishes, boy" she said. "They're not
for telling, or else they won't come true."

 

We were seven days at Poll a Cheo; seven days in which we saw not
another person and heard only the sounds of each other’s voices
against the crash of the sea and the roar of the wind. On occasion
I would sit out alone, on the shingle, facing the sea, but I would
feel her all around me, and feel also the certainty of having begun
something that was simply meant to be.

 










Chapter 24
The Return to Dougan's Cave


Suppose your name is Eric Bowker and you have a wealthy friend
who dies in a climbing accident. Your friend has no family and you
find he's willed everything to you. Suddenly then, from your
mediocre ambitions, you find yourself landed with a country estate
in the wilds of North West Scotland. That's great, you say. But
suppose the estate's been going to ruin for the best part of half a
century, and it needs a lot work. Suppose those mediocre ambitions
are important to you, and what you really want is a cushy little
job in the City of London where the streets are paved with gold. So
you decide to sell your unexpected inheritance to a wealthy
industrialist, and invest all the cash in anticipation of your
eventual retirement.

Then, years later, you realise your friend isn't dead after all.
He's had a lucky escape and a bang on the head or something that's
made him a bit strange, made him forget who he is and he's been
living as a tramp, all this time.

"We're talking about George Wyndeman, right?" said Rick.

"I think so."

We were strolling along the jetty and into the midst of Loch
Shiel. The amphibian was beached close by, where he'd left it the
night before. Rays of early sunshine glinted from off the
Plexi-Glass cockpit and caused a rainbow to burst through lazy
columns of steam which rose from glassy waters.

It was warm and humid, like a late summer's morning, with the
promise of hot sun and blue skies. But this was Craigaline, moody
and for ever changing its mind, so we stood there soaking it up
while it lasted, while we had a few precious moments to spare.
Water lapped softly at the jetty's piles. It must have been ten
feet deep and clear all the way to a sparkling, quartzite littered
bottom. I saw fish, tiny silver ones in cloudy shoals and big ones,
dark and whiskered, cruising around with powerful ease.

It was good to see him again. He was looking bright and tanned,
Chrissy's influence again, and I took it as a good sign that they
were still together.

"You've gotta be nuts, mate - after all this time?"

"They never found his body," I insisted.

"So what? I flew in past that place yesterday, and I'm not
surprised they never found his body."

"But just imagine," I went on. "If it were true, what would that
mean to the ownership of Craigaline?"

Rick shrugged. He had to admit it would be a sensation - and the
last thing Jason Effham would want.

"You've ploughed millions into the place, Rick. You've turned it
into an open-air factory for making timber. Then, suddenly you find
the original owner is still alive. What would you do?"

"Me? I don't know. But I bought the place in good faith, didn't
I? I've invested money into it. There'd be a lot of legal wrangling
and some law firm would end up making a fortune on the back of
sorting it all out,… but we'd have to come to an arrangement,… .
legally, properly, and one that was fair all round. I mean, even if
he is alive it doesn't sound like Wyndeman's the full shilling any
more,… maybe we could work something out whereby I keep the estate
but pay for his care,… something like that maybe,.. I don't know,…
"

"Okay,.. good,… but you're thinking like a reasonable human
being. Now think like a big company with a questionable sense of
moral responsibility,… like a company that routinely cheats the
taxman and its shareholders out of millions, like a company that
thinks nothing of emptying a community of its people if they think
they can squeeze a few more pennies of profit out of the land
that's been vacated."

"Ah,… well, that's easy," he said. "I'd just kill him."

"Exactly! Now, no more than a handful of people have ever seen
the Wild Man of Craigaline. At the moment it's just a stupid
legend, and every one smiles indulgently when you talk about it,
like you smiled at me when I told you. But if more people saw him,
maybe they'd start thinking the same as me. Maybe they'd want the
authorities to look into it."

"So what's your plan, Scottie? I take it you do have a plan,
something that involves me and my flying machine?"

"Bowker talked about wanting to buy this place back. He had this
scheme involving a filing cabinet and some Swiss bank
accounts."

"So he said. But if he did, it hasn't worked yet, right?"

"True, but maybe it's just a question of applying enough
pressure. Maybe there's not enough money in those accounts to tempt
Jason into accepting Bowker's offer. So we need something else. And
I'm thinking Effham Brothers can be persuaded to sell Craigaline -
if they know I've got evidence George Wyndeman is still alive,
evidence I can take to the police."

"Either that, or just kill you as well."

"They won't do that. It's okay to kill George, because he's
already dead, you see? No one will miss him. But if I disappear,
I'd like to think people will come looking, asking awkward
questions. Why do you think they're so paranoid about people
wandering about in these hills, Rick? It's because they've got
something to hide,… and they're afraid.

"If I can find him, and talk to him,… or even if I can bring him
down into the open and let people see him, then the game's up."

"But they've been hunting him for years and never come close,
what makes you think you can find him?"

"There's a difference: they've been hunting him with guns. Me?
I've come this close to him twice now and without trying. I'm sure
I can find him,… it's just a question of getting close enough, then
maybe he'll come to me. I think he's in the cave, Dougan's
Cave."

"The cave? Okay, well I'm sorry to appear so negative all the
time, but you told me there's only one way into that place and its
so dangerous, they've written songs about it. Now you're telling me
this guy's hopping in and out of there all the time?"

"Not quite - I think there might be another way in. Maybe up in
the mountains somewhere - a way Old Dougan stumbled on by chance.
If I'm right, George actually made it into the cave, that day,
climbed in from the sea and traced it back inland to Dougan's
secret way."

"Or died in the process."

"He's not dead, I tell you. I've seen him, twice,.. I
swear."

"All right! All right! Suppose it works. Suppose they sell. What
makes you think the next owner's going to be any more sensitive to
this Singing Loch, of yours?"

"I'm thinking they can't be any worse. And maybe I'm also
thinking Eric Bowker will buy it before anyone else does."

Rick shook his head. "That's a bit thin, Scottie. I'd want more
than that if I was going to risk my neck for it. Suppose he doesn't
want it any more."

"He wants it, Rick. He wants it so bad it's been eating him up
for years. And I believe his story about the account numbers. I
believe Effhams will let him have it back. I believe we can scare
them so much, they'll throw the place at him, thinking he can sort
the mess of Wyndeman’s resurrection out, instead of them."

"So you're going into the cave."

"Yes,… don't look at me like that."

"You've not climbed in years,… not since we were at university -
and, I'm sorry to have to tell you this Scott, but you were always
a crap mountaineer."

"I know,… but the climb doesn't look that bad from the sea."

"What about Iona? What does she have to say about this?"

I looked away.

"She doesn't know, does she? Please don’t tell me you haven’t
told her!"

"I was hoping you'd mention it, when you get back from dropping
me off."

"That's asking too much, mate. How do you think she's going
feel?"

"If I tell her now, that'll be much worse."

"You mean she won't let you do it, and neither should I."

"Promise me, Rick!"

He threw up his hands. "Okay,… but this is wrong. There's
something about this place that makes everybody go crazy. It's too
far from anywhere,… it's not,… natural."

"No," I said, and I pointed to the loch, to the hills, taking in
a wide sweep of the land. "This is natural. This is the way it’s
meant to be for us, the way we’re meant to live. I thought you’d
understand, living out in the wilds yourself,… we both know by now
the streets of the City are not paved with gold, but the broken
fragments of people’s dreams all mashed together and embedded in
shit. "

"Wow, they really screwed you up didn’t they? This is really
personal with you. But you shouldn’t let it cloud your judgement.
There’s only one thing that’s important about this place, Scott,
and nobody’s threatening to take it away from you, but you’ll lose
it all the same if you’ re not careful."

 Iona. He was talking about Iona.



At eight o'clock, Rick turned a switch on the amphibian's
instrument panel and pushed the starter button. The engine clicked.
Then it spluttered into life and settled down quickly to a powerful
hum, nosing us into the loch.

He was right of course, and thinking back I should not have done
what I did, but hindsight cannot always do justice to the power of
the emotions that drive us, and so we are sometimes left feeling
perplexed and wondering why we behaved the way we did.

Moments later, we were a thousand feet above the Narrows of Loch
Shiel, banking a fraction to port, riding a boisterous gust and
thrilling to the doubtful triumph of mechanics over a chaos of
noise and vibration. Further to port, the cradle of the Singing
Loch boiled in mist. At its feet spread a rucked carpet of russet
moor and lonely green hills, covered here and there with thin,
white shrouds that flowed in slow motion down to the valleys.
Breakers on the sea seemed torn by uncertain lines of current
running off at angles, finally wrenching themselves apart and
forming great eddies. The tide was about to turn. Soon, and for
just a little while, all would be calm. In one sense, the tides
here were like a pendulum. They would surge one way and then the
other but in-between, when they were changing direction, they would
pause for just a moment. In universal terms, it was nothing, a mere
celestial heartbeat but to us it meant a half hour window of
opportunity. A half hour of calm.

Rick eased the throttle back and adjusted the flaps. The engine
crackled and we lost height slowly, finally touching down with a
splash and a rush of spray. It was high water, the highest it could
ever be - the sun and moon pulling together as they did every
spring tide, once a month, around the time of the new moon. This
much I had planned, from tide tables but the rest was less certain.
The rest depended on the cliff and on the yawning black hole of
Dougan's Cave which loomed high above us. We were a safe distance
from the cliff and I could see the protecting reef was submerged,
so I had a clear run in to the face itself. Nothing to it! At least
that's what I kept saying as I paddled Rick's tiny life raft,
towards the rock. Looking back, the amphibian seemed so small and
fragile now as Rick leaned from the cockpit and let out the safety
line.

There was no swell but the motion of the waves, invisible from
above, were in fact raising and lowering my flimsy craft by three
or four feet. As I drew closer, I could hear the breeze and the
slop of breakers mingled with the screech of gulls, all echoing
from the giddy rock. It soared black and cold and dribbling water
from every fissure. I can't imagine what inspired me to go there
that morning. It had terrified me the first time I'd seen it. Where
the courage came from now I don’t know - I suppose it was because
the sun was shining, kidding me into thinking that nothing bad
could possibly happen, but as I neared the rock, a cloud took it,
and the place assumed once more a very sinister air.

I tried to time it so the dinghy bumped into the face as the
waves were lifting me. It took a few attempts to get it right but
eventually I was able to dump the paddle and clamp my fingers over
a sill of rock. Then I simply hung on as the dinghy dropped away
and I shuffled up to keep from getting wet. When I'd found my
balance, I unclipped a piton from my belt and hammered it in. Then
I fastened myself on and weighed up the situation.

Meanwhile, Rick recovered the dinghy. Then with an anxious look
and a parting wave, he took off before the changing tides caught
him out and smashed his machine against the rocks. I remember
staring after the receding shape of the amphibian as it gained
speed. I felt desperately alone and longed for the relative comfort
of its noise and its white-knuckle ride.

The cliff was angled at about seventy degrees, though it gave
the illusion of being vertical. The cave was seven hundred feet
above me, just below the jutting roof, where the rock strata
changed. It was not what an expert would have called a difficult
climb - only the overhang merited that honour and I wasn't going
anywhere near it. All that interested me was the cave - and so I
figured I had a good chance.

From out at sea, the cliff looked smooth and sheer - an
impregnable fortress wall but up close, it was riddled with cracks
and buttresses, where you could get a good grip. I had a rucksack
full of my old climbing gear and I had lots of rope. All I needed
was to keep my nerve and I'd be all right. I began to climb slowly,
working in pitches of ten feet or so. At the end of each pitch, I
would hammer in another piton, clip myself onto it and then pay out
sufficient rope for the next pitch. The rope didn't make the
climbing any easier of course but it might've saved my life, if I'd
fallen. But Rick was right; I was not a natural mountaineer,
but I tried not to think about this as I egan my
ascent.

Within minutes, I was smeared all over with fungus and bird
muck. Water came down like a spray, stinging my eyes and the
coldness of the rock began to eat into my fingers but as I
progressed, I found a rhythm taking over my movements and absorbing
my mind. It began to feel good. It was like being in a middle
world, between earth and sky, isolated from everything. I think
that's part of the fascination men have for climbing. It's what
brings them back, time after time.

I was at about five hundred feet now, excited by the progress I
seemed to be making but then I realised I'd climbed into a dead
end. The rock above was sheer and it was rotten - shattered by
aeons of frost. It turned to flakes between my fingers, and my
confidence evaporated at once. I'd wandered off course. I needed to
traverse to my left. The rock looked better there - more craggy,
more buttresses and gullies with tight cracks that would bite into
my ironmongery. I reckoned I could do it in two pitches so I paid
out rope and forced myself to move before the fear attacked my
legs. Half way across, as I was reaching out for a hold there was a
tremendous shriek and a bluster of giant wings. I felt a sharp pain
on the back of my hand as a hooked bill lunged at it and then a
pair of great talons snatched my woolly hat off. It was a Black
Backed Gull - big and aggressive. It disappeared below in a tirade
of screeching and squawking. Blood dribbled down my arm while more
spray stung my eyes, making me almost blind. I edged further to my
left as fast as I could before it came back. I was listening for
it, straining my ears above the sound of the wind when I heard a
soft metallic jingling.

Just above my head, as my eyesight cleared, I saw a length of
weathered rope with a load of pitons dangling at the bottom, like a
bunch of keys. Then I looked down and saw a body jammed into a
gully, only a few yards away. It was just a pile of bones really,
held together by the tattered remains of clothing. In fact, if it
hadn't been for the clothing and the shape of the skull, I'd
probably have taken it for a sheep or some other unfortunate
creature.

I made an anchor from a fang of rock and abseiled down to it,
tearing a great hole in the knee of my trousers. When I came
closer, I saw military I.D. tags and to my surprise, a Rolex
chronometer. Who else could it have been but George Wyndeman?
Taking a deep breath, I untangled the tags and the watch from the
weathered bones as reverently as I could and put them safely in my
rucksack. Then I cut his pitons loose and put them away as well,
thinking they might be useful. I saved one though and hammered it
into the rock. Then I tied a handkerchief to it just to mark the
spot, so someone could recover the body, later on. It was a very
bad place to die, I thought, and a very lonely place to have lain
all these years.

I can't recall those last moves up the gully. All I can bring to
mind is at some point, edging the final few yards and swinging
myself over the lip of Dougan's Cave, which was unusually smooth
and flat. There I lay as more gulls, smaller ones, I was relieved
to note, took to the air in a noisy fanfare. I crawled out of the
wind and leaned back against the rock with every muscle in my body
twitching and aching. I changed my shirt, then sipped coffee from a
thermos, cradling the cup with hands that felt ten times bigger
than normal and wouldn't stop trembling.

 I was still alive then, even though I'd done something mad
and reckless. I'd got away with it, and part of me was tingling
with the satisfaction of that, but of course I was forgetting one
thing: George was dead, like everyone had told me, and I felt like
a fool for believing otherwise.

For as long as there had been a Craigaline in my life there had
been talk of George Wyndeman. He was the power and the mystique of
this place and therein lay the source of my delusion: I had wanted
him to be alive.










Chapter 25
The Claymore


We tend to think of the British Isles as being thoroughly
explored, with every ancient curiosity painstakingly catalogued in
some dusty tome in the nearest museum. All it needs is someone with
sufficient motivation to go and look it up. But here, in the far
West of Scotland, are lands that were ignored by the cataloguing
Anglo-Saxons, forgotten lands, lands shielded from intellectual
curiosity until the last moment. If there is any mystery left in
our sophisticated society, then it is here. Dougan's Cave was such
a mystery. I'd scoured the libraries and museums of Glasgow for
references to it, but found none. There was a book, written by a
Victorian explorer confirming the legend related to me by the
tinker, but beyond that I concluded the cave was unknown and
unexplored. Yet they say all legends have a basis in fact, so, had
Old Dougan really used the cave in his challenge? If it were true
then there must have been another way in. He hadn't come up from
the sea, as I'd just done. I'd only managed that by cheating -
using twentieth century technology and the mathematics of tide
tables - things I wagered Old Dougan could never have dreamed of.
If there was another way, then it was from the surface, hidden
among the crags and the gullies, a secret way only he had known, a
way best located by entering from the sea, and following the
passage back inside.

The cave yawned before me, a smelly dragon's mouth complete with
fangs. Lifeless, black and musty, it seemed to snarl like a stuffed
trophy, hanging on a wall. I had little choice but to enter. It was
either that or I fired a flare from the gun Rick had loaned me,
followed by a long wait for an embarrassing rescue.

I pulled out a torch and flashed the light inside. The beam
illuminated a long gallery of grey pillars, gnarled like the trunks
of weathered oaks. At its mouth, the cave was twenty paces wide,
three men high and elliptical in a rough sort of way, but after the
initial gallery I could see it narrowed into a small passage,
receding far out of sight. I moved in, boldly at first, thinking
nothing could be more fearsome than the exposure of the cliff. I
soon faltered though; after less than a hundred yards, the passage
began twisting this way and that, gradually attenuating all the
natural daylight, diffusing it and finally cutting it off. Without
the torch, this darkness was total and perpetual. I could hold my
hand before my eyes and see only the strange ghost images inside my
own brain. I was depending on a white hot strand of tungsten wire
now and a mixture of nickel and cadmium. It made me think. It made
me want to turn back and fire that flare after all.

Everything was worn smooth. Lying about in pockets were flat,
rounded stones, white and glowing in the torch-light. This had been
an underground river once, a conduit, spewing a torrent of water
into the sea. What a sight that must have been!

I was climbing gradually. In places, the tunnel became
alarmingly tight, with barely the space to squeeze through. Then it
would open up, beaming confidence, enticing me to explore further.
Potholing's never appealed to me. The thought of wriggling through
tiny gaps on my stomach, for hours on end is enough to give me
nightmares. If this cave had been like that, then I wouldn't have
had the nerve to carry on. As it was, I kept up a good pace and
must've covered about a mile before my luck ran out.

The passage ended in a fall of boulders. I flashed the torch
upwards. There seemed to be a way, so I scrambled up ten feet of
precariously balanced rock, only to finish at the bottom of a near
vertical tunnel. It was about four feet in diameter, which made it
possible to wriggle up by wedging myself in with my legs.

"Just a few more feet," I kept saying. "Just see how you go -
you can always turn back."

I had the torch clipped to my belt with the beam shining over my
stomach and into my eyes most of the time, which meant that I was
unable to see the void growing beneath me. What made things worse
was that the passage opened out gradually, like a funnel and this
placed more strain on my legs, the further I went. I still had
pitons to spare, so I searched the rock with my fingers for likely
cracks and then hammered them in, fixing slings to them for extra
holds. I was doing fine, surprising myself with my own ingenuity -
but that sort of climbing was more than I'd ever been used to and
it was taking its toll on my unpractised body. Before long, my
knees, elbows and shoulders were all bruised and grazed, while my
hand still throbbed from the incident with the gull.

After about twenty feet or so, the torch lit up a wide ledge,
just above my head. I shuffled up to it, still suspended over the
void. Then, ignoring any precautions, I shifted my weight and
hurled myself onto it, scrabbling about in the dirt for anything to
hold onto, to save myself from falling. I was growing tired and
careless. I tried to rest but I began to worry about the torch
batteries running out. I switched it off. "Just for a moment," I
told myself, but the blackness was more than I could stand so I
switched it back on quickly. I tried to give myself five minutes,
breathing deeply, repeating a mantra but every time I got into the
rhythm, I imagined I saw the bulb dim a fraction. I gave it up and
turned to the next obstacle.

It was another fall of boulders which seemed to lead directly
into some sort of chamber. The first rock I touched came loose and
went thundering into the tunnel below, the sound punching at my
ears and making me screw up my eyes. Then some more rocks shifted
and trapped my fingers. I fought to get them free. There was
nothing broken but they were bleeding around the nails. The pain
and the miserable cold made me feel sick.

The rocks were obviously unstable. I wanted to rush at them,
desperate to get out now, desperate to get it over with, but I
couldn't take the risk. This was a dangerous place and I had to
treat it with respect, or it would literally crush me. I made my
way up slowly and nervously. Fortunately, it wasn't a very long
section. It was over in a few minutes and I emerged into a enormous
cavern.

I untangled the torch and waved it around. Its laser-like beam
picked out objects far away, giving an impression of immense space.
It was fantastic! I was standing beneath a huge, domed roof, like
in a cathedral. It was every colour you could imagine and it
glistened with moisture. But that wasn't all: Before me was a vast,
subterranean lake, fluorescent green where the light caught it, and
full of spreading ripples, intermingling and fading as silver
bullets streaked into it, from above.

Fantastic, yes. But there was no way around. The sides of the
cavern fell sheer into the water. It might've been a few inches or
a few hundred feet deep, for all I knew. So my hopes were raised
and then dashed, almost in the same breath. I could've swum across
but then I might just as easily have frozen to death - besides, I
couldn't see any obvious way out at the other side, which was all
of two hundred yards away.

Then I felt my ears pop and there came a sound, far away, like a
sigh. It happened again but this time clearer, a hummed note that
faded gradually to a whisper. It must have been the wind, ramming
into the cave from the cliff and causing an imbalance of pressure -
pressure that was venting to the surface, making strange sounds as
it did so. The Singing Loch! So, it did sing after all!

I yelled out in frustration: "What now? I'm here. What do I do
now?"

Who was I talking to? It was a stupid thing to do, but of course
it was the Singing Loch I was trying to reach in all of this, a
spiritual power, an imaginary entity, a symbol of a more abstract
meaning! There was no reply of course. Instead, my voice just
echoed around the cavern. That's when I saw the rope. It was simply
hanging there from the rock behind me, a little to one side of the
passage I'd climbed from.

Do you remember the scene in Robinson Crusoe, where he comes
across a footprint in the sand? You know - just when he's thinking
he's all alone and in the remotest place on earth. Well, I
understand how he must've felt - for a moment, my heart swelled up
with terror, like someone had dangled a snake in front of me, and I
could barely think for the warning bells inside my head. For an
hour, this had been my cave, my fear, my
struggle, but here was evidence some other soul had been this way
before, and it was immediately threatening.

The rope was old and it had a crude knot at the bottom to stop
it from fraying, I guessed. It seemed to lead through a large
crack, into the darkness above. I gave it a tug. It felt firm
enough, so I hauled myself up and began to explore. The crack
turned out to be a narrow gully, vertical at first but levelling
off slightly so that, eventually, I was able to crawl. The rope
ended with a massive iron spike, rusty and almost indistinguishable
from the rock that held it. There was a sort of shelf here, flat
and with enough headroom to stand. It was like a balcony, complete
with a natural wall, over which there was a view of the lake. Some
of the rocks were stained black. It came off on my fingertips.
Soot! As I looked closer, I was able to make out sockets that
must've been used for holding flaming torches, in olden times. But
why here? Then my own torch, my twentieth century version, picked
out something glittering and gold coloured.

It was on a slab, overlooking the lake, a bit like an altar only
it was rougher of course. Every hair on my body stiffened when I
saw it. It was a claymore - the claymore - double edged
and hefty looking with a rusty iron blade all smeared in some sort
of greasy gunk. It had a golden hilt, set with stones. They were
the biggest I've ever seen: a ruby the size of a hen's egg and a
couple of smaller sapphires. They were uncut, like big, deformed
marbles.

At first, I thought it must be some sort of hoax. I mean, it
looked so stupid just sitting there like that, where anyone could
chance across it. If this really was Dougan's claymore, a gift from
some flaxen haired, Nordic Princess, then it was getting on for a
thousand years old, and absolutely priceless. Stones like that were
so big, they had names and people the world over would kill just to
hold them. The legend had to be true! But what was I to do now? My
instinct was to make off with it, but when I picked it up it was so
heavy I knew I wouldn't have got far.

By rights of course, it belonged to the Effham Brother's
Corporation. They owned not only the surface of the land, but
everything beneath - all the way to a pinprick at the earth's core.
I could picture Jason, scribbling sums down in his Filofax, trying
to calculate its worth. He'd want to break it up of course - sell
the stones, melt the gold. But he didn't know it was here and I
wasn't about to tell him. Quite simply he had no moral right to it.
It belonged here. It was a part of the land, a part of the
intricate dance, the legend of the Singing Loch, the very soul of
Craigaline.

Then I realised, I wasn't the first man to have held it in
recent times. There was no dust nor debris anywhere on the ground
and The Claymore had apparently been cleaned and cared for. That's
when I felt eyes watching me, countless eyes. I put it down
carefully, reverently and stepped back. Something was happening to
me. I was becoming irrational - the confinement, I supposed and the
fatigue. Distracted, I picked up the torch and searched for a way
out. The floor was marked. It had been walked on frequently and was
clear of the usual accumulation of rubble. I followed the trail. It
led to a slanting crack, running between two massive rocks. It was
barely a foot wide but, squeezing through, I found myself in a
slightly wider tunnel I was able to crawl through.

It was warmer here and the dank air had a taste of salt about
it. The sea! There was a curious hint of wood-smoke, too. I
shuffled along faster now, swearing occasionally as stones bit into
my already battered knees. Suddenly, the tunnel widened and I was
able to stand. Then I almost jumped out of my skin as the place
echoed with the sound of retreating footsteps. Seconds later, there
was a resounding boom, as if a boulder had been dropped from a
great height.

I froze, not wanting to go on, imagining all sorts of demons
waiting for me up ahead. But I had to of course and somehow I
managed to get my body moving, with my mind participating as a sort
of reluctant passenger. I came upon a roomy cavern. The air was
fresh and it was warm. A small fire crackled in a ring of stones
and a piece of red meat hung over it, from the end of a wooden
skewer.

In a corner lay a pile of blankets and an incongruous, floral
patterned duvet. There was a box as well, like a wooden tool chest,
painted red and full of things that looked as if they were part of
a survival kit - water bottle, fishing line, string, a machete.
There was something else, too, something heavy and metallic,
wrapped in an oily rag. I took it out. It was a revolver, a Smith
and Wesson, big with a long barrel and a rose coloured grip, worn
smooth with use. I flipped a lever and the chambers pivoted clear
to reveal the ends of six shiny brass cartridges. It could have
been a service revolver - a lot of the other things had a military
feel about them as well.

I put it away carefully and looked around. It was lighter in
here and I no longer needed the torch. There was an adjoining
cavern, a smaller one, at the far end of which there was a single,
man sized boulder, like a small ship's bulkhead door. Around it was
a blinding halo of light - Dougan's secret way. I pressed against
it, desperate, now, for the light and the air and the smell of the
sea. It was finely balanced and pivoted suddenly, throwing me onto
a barren hillside. Sharp air filled my lungs. It was raining. It
drenched me instantly and made me gasp. For a moment, everything
seemed painfully bright and over-exposed. When my eyes adjusted, I
realised I was on the edge of a boulder field, the rock I'd just
replaced, being one among millions of similar size and shape. I
tried to get my bearings but I was completely disorientated. Dense
mist swept towards me, cutting me off from everything but my
immediate surroundings and I had to reach for the compass before I
could even be sure that I was facing the sea. Craigaline, then, was
behind, while in between lay a mountain ridge and five miles of
trackless moor. I tried to make some sense of the map, the one that
Macraven had given me, ages ago. It flapped about and the wind
tried to snatch it from me. It was no use; apart from knowing that
I was near the coast, I could've been anywhere.

A shadow moved and loose stones rattled from the slopes above.
Then I saw a figure climbing fast, zig-zagging with incredible
speed. It was the wild man. I threw myself to the ground, in case
he saw me. But he knew I was there and obviously meant me no harm,
or he would have cut my throat back in the cave. I steeled myself
and tried to follow but by that time of course, he'd gone.

The mists parted a little but still I couldn't see him. Instead
I was confronted by an angry mountain ridge, like the wall of a
quarry. To one side, a great curving wedge of scree led up to a
sort of passage between a set of craggy pillars. Vapour poured from
it and drifted towards me in total disregard for the mist already
blowing up from behind.

I made for the scree. It seemed like the obvious way to the top.
But running down scree is one thing; trying to climb up it is
another. As soon as I stepped onto it I began to struggle. Unless I
kept up a breathless pace, I slid back almost as much ground as I
gained with each step. It sapped away what little strength remained
and I gave up, slithering to a halt, amid the clattering of rocks
and the swish of gravel all around me.

In despair, I looked at the map again. It began to make more
sense, now. If I was right, and I could only make it to the top,
then I could simply cross the ridge and walk down the other side.
It was still raining hard, the deluge bouncing off the rocks with a
hiss and turning into steam that swirled around my ankles. I pushed
on, struggling a dozen steps or so and then pausing with my back to
the rain and my eyes closed. My heart was aching, like it was going
to burst.

Two figures appeared at the top. I thought they were moving
towards me but I saw them turn and begin to scramble up the
mountain, to the left. As I squinted through the rain, I saw yet
another figure materialise ahead of them and climb still higher.
The wild man! It was as if he'd been watching me and then been
taken by surprise, by the others.

One of them was Spike, leading the way energetically with
Macraven's less athletic outline bringing up the rear. They seemed
to be chasing him. I doubt they would have caught up but at the
time I was seized with panic. As soon as they realised it wasn't
George Wyndeman, it would all be over and Craigaline would be
secure in their dirty hands. I had to stop them, you see? I had to
maintain their suspicions until I thought of some other way of
getting back at them.

I pulled the flare gun out of my rucksack and broke it open.
Then I put a cartridge inside and snapped it shut. I'd never fired
one before - let's face it: not many of us have. I hesitated a bit
and then wrenched the hammer back, pointing the thing high over the
ridge. It went off like a small cannon, jerking my hand and filling
my eyes with smoke. At first I thought the gun had exploded in my
face and then I waited anxiously for the flare to break. It seemed
to take for ever, but when it did, it was spectacular, bursting in
the midst of the clouds and sending out a pulse of ominous green
light that lingered for ages.

Spike was so surprised by it he lost his footing and stumbled
back into Macraven, who barely managed to grab onto him. They
spotted me at once and I saw Spike reach inside his coat for his
revolver. The flare gun was all I had, so I popped another
cartridge inside and prepared to face them. To be honest, the way I
was feeling, I'd just as soon he'd shot me there than have to run
about and try to escape. I took my time, pausing every few steps
for breath as before, finally meeting them at the col.

It was Macraven who spoke first. "Good God, Mathews," he said.
"You're bloody mess. What have you been doing to yourself? "

I hadn't noticed up till then but I must've been barely
recognisable. I was filthy, with black streaks across my face and
my clothes all torn. I was still too breathless to reply, so I
stood there looking at them, wondering what it felt like to be
shot. "Aren't you going to bollock me for trespassing, or
something?" I said and then I realised Spike seemed nervous, which
was something I hadn't expected.

"Stop waving that thing around, will you?" He snapped, eyeing
the flare gun. He obviously thought me careless enough to fire it
by mistake and he was probably right.

"You first then," I said, nodding to his revolver.

Macraven gave him a poke and Spike obeyed, reluctantly, tucking
the gun away but leaving his jacket open so the grip was exposed -
so he could get at it quickly if he thought he needed to.

"Don't you need a license to carry a thing like that?" I asked
him.

"What makes you think I haven't got a license?"

Macraven took off his deerstalker and scratched the top of his
head. He seemed more weary than nervous, weary of the whole
business.

"This is private land," he said, and I could have laughed at
him. "What are you doing way out here?"

"Just walking," I replied.

Spike retched up some phlegm and spat it out. "Bollocks," he
said.

Then there came a sound from above, rocks moving about under
someone's foot. A river of small stones came rattling down out of
the mist and we all ducked. Spike made another grab for his
revolver but Macraven stopped him, clamping a large, hand over
Spike's and holding it there.

"Not so fast," he said.

They both looked at me, wondering perhaps how much I knew, and
slowly then, an idea came to me: "You do realise who that is, don't
you?"

Tell us," said Macraven. "Tell us who you think it is."

"It's obvious: it's George Wyndeman."

I watched them closely: Neither flinched. Then, as if they'd
just remembered themselves, they feigned surprise like a comedy
double-act.

"Bollocks," said Spike, again.

Macraven laughed but it was overdone.

"Rolex chronometer, military tags around his neck. Are you
telling me that's not George Wyndeman?"

He stopped laughing. "Have you talked to him?" he said and as he
spoke, I realised I'd half convinced him. I wasn't sure about
Spike, though.

"We've had an interesting chat," I replied. "And the fact that
he's alive poses some awkward questions doesn't it?"

"How's that?"

"Oh come on! With George alive… ."

"If he's alive as you say," said Spike, "then he must be off his
head - or else why hasn't he come forward?"

"Does it matter?" I said. "He's alive, and that's the whole
point. That's everything you're afraid people will find out. Much
tidier, if he were to simply stay dead though, eh?"

Macraven turned and began to walk away, muttering something
about it not being their problem any more but Spike took hold of
his sleeve and pulled him back.

"He's the only one who knows - we could deal with it."

I felt my bowels threatening to loosen, and I brought the flare
gun up once more, holding it with hands that trembled. Macraven
stopped and glared at him.

"Don't be stupid," he said. Then he broke free and carried on
walking, eventually disappearing over the ridge as he made his way
home. Spike stared at me, amused perhaps by my terror, and he was
perfectly relaxed now he'd realised I'd forgotten to cock the
hammer. He pointed it out to me, mocking me, so I pulled it back
and swallowed hard, trying to hold the thing steady.

"What makes you think I'm the only one?" I said. "What do you
think the flare was for? It's all over Craigaline by now."

"It's not proof, though, is it?" he said, his hand moving closer
to his gun. He could have drawn it out as slowly as he liked - I
don't think it was in me to kill him.

"Newspapers don't need proof," I said. They only need a name and
the rest they just make up as they please!"

Everyone has a different view of the world, a view formed by
their experience of life. To some, it's all green grass and blue
sky with roses curling around cottage doors. To men like Spike it's
blood and war and the death of friends. Today, my world brushed
against his and he could easily have destroyed it. I don't know if
that's what he really intended because in the end he was distracted
from his purpose. I remember he spat and seemed about to say
something when an arrow slammed into his arse and brought him to
his knees, cursing through gritted teeth. It seemed I was still on
friendly terms with the Wild Man of Craigaline,…



And he was not without a sense of humour!










Chapter 26
Deceptions


The setting sun threw long shadows across the front garden of
the Manse. I was alone in the dining room, looking out through the
picture window at the creeping forms of the moor, watching them
draw closer to the white picket fence. On the table lay George
Wyndeman's watch and his I.D. tags. I'd moved the photograph from
its usual place on the sill and that too stood on the table before
me. There he was, as large as life, wearing that same distinctive
watch. There was Macvie with a bit more hair and a proud hand upon
Iona's shoulder and there, too was Eric Bowker. The three men
making up a protective triangle around the little girl. Her fresh
face and pony tails were a beacon of innocence in their craggy
midst. Iona! There was something about Iona and these men!

Iona backed into the room, carrying a tray with two steaming
bowls of soup on it. She was still a little subdued. "This'll keep
us going," she said, but was careful not to make eye contact.

She had been looking for me in the glen, setting out as soon as
Rick had told her - and God help anyone who had tried stopping her!
Then the flare had gone off, and she'd walked up to the ridge, in
time to see me coming up from the other side. I had not been in a
good state when she'd reached me, and I think it was only this that
had prevented her from knocking me down. The look in her eye had
been truly awesome. As it was she'd said nothing, and just kept on
feeding me boiled sweets, until she got me home.

I'd told her there, upon the mountain, he was dead, but she had
not cared, and I told her again, now, but only because I had to
repeat it to my own disbelieving self.

"He's dead," I told her.

"It seems that way, boy."

"How could I have been so wrong?"

"It doesn't matter, now."

She was still smouldering.

"Iona,… I'm sorry, but I knew how you felt about that place. And
I thought I could make it."

"If you only knew the nightmares I've had about it. I grew up on
that grisly legend. It's an evil place - there are too many bones
in those rocks for it to be anything else. But that's not what's
hurting me,… it's the thought that you deceived me. I would not
have wanted you to go, that’s true. You knew that,… and so you
lied."

"I had to do it."

"You were lucky," she went on. "And if you'd fallen, it would
have been both of us you'd killed. Do you understand that?"

No. I had not understood it at the time - of course not, for I
was never very good at seeing things through the eyes of other
people. I suppose I did not believe anyone could care for me that
much, and be so affected by my loss, but I had better believe it
now, I thought.

She spoke softly. "All right, then,… enough. I forgive you."

I made to take her hand, desperate to feel that forgiveness, but
she withdrew it. "No. Maybe I can forgive you, but I've not done
punishing you yet."

"Okay,… "

"I understand why you did it, Scott."

"You do?"

"Craigaline has a hold over you, but that's a dangerous thing,
boy. Why do you think people out here are more superstitious than
you city folk? It's because they know you have to tread lightly.
This wild land, and the sea,… it's a wonderful thing what they can
make you feel, but you have to respect them, or they'll kill you,
like they killed George Wyndeman, and all those other
devil-may-care adventurers. Have you ever wondered why it is that
you've not seen the Singing Loch yet? why every chance you've ever
had has been foiled by fate: by a man with a gun, by a covering of
mist. Why is it hiding from you, Scott? You need to think about
that."

 Iona's mood filled the house, so that everyone in it
walked on eggshells, and only Rick was not too polite to tell me it
was all my fault. He'd been playing Macvie at chess for an hour or
so now, toying with him - letting Macvie think he was on the brink
of victory and then snatching it from him at the last moment. It
was a scene from the old days, from countless nights in the bed-sit
we'd shared as students. Finally he tired of it and produced a
decisive checkmate out of nowhere.

Macvie pulled his pipe out in consolation and looked around,
finally meeting his wife's stern gaze, so he excused himself and,
taking pity on me in my fall from grace, he touched my elbow as he
passed.

"A word with you, Scott?" he said quietly.

I followed him out and we sat down on the veranda steps. There
he stoked up his pipe with Rough-Cut and the pair of us gazed out
into the dusk. Venus hung low in the east, while the moon rose
above the shoulder of Beinn Mhor.

"She'll come round," he said.

"I wouldn't blame her if she didn't."

"Ah,… contrition, is it? That's a good sign, now. In her eyes it
was a very stupid thing what you did, you know… but also very
brave."

"Not brave,… I didn't want to go, and thinking on it now, it
makes me feel sick."

"You were driven then, by that abstract God of yours maybe?"

"Nothing so grand as that. I’m afraid it was just my ego. And
maybe the reason I feel sick is because it all came to
nothing."

"Oh? Don't be so hard on yourself. The ego can be a bit of a
blunt instrument to be sure, and very stupid as well, but sometimes
it can lead us in the right direction."

"All I seem to have achieved is hurting Iona."

"Well, you should have seen that coming. But the right direction
isn't always the one we think it is, son. Sometimes we think we've
gone wrong, sometimes we think we've veered way off course, but if
our motives are good, then the right direction is always the right
direction, no matter where it takes us."

"Okay,… I think."

"You found his body," he said.

"I believe so, yes."

I took out the handkerchief in which I'd wrapped George's things
and I gave them to him.

He fingered the watch: "Ah, yes, I remember it well. And still
working?"

"I must write out a statement," I said. "I suppose that's the
law. "

"I'm sure it is, and you must do that - of course you must. We
need a policeman, I suppose, but you know, I've not seen one of
those in Craigaline for years."

"The thing is," I went on, "I may have given Macraven the
impression that I knew George was alive, that I'd spoken to
him."

"Ah," he said, still giving nothing away. "And why did you want
to do that?"

"I was hoping it might frighten them."

"Frighten them?"

"Into selling Craigaline. Dropping it like a hot potato."

"A hot potato?"

He thought about this and then told me that if they truly
believed someone had seen George Wyndeman alive, then he agreed it
might frighten them. "It would frighten me, too, but of course, if
word gets out too soon George is dead after all,… ."

"Exactly," I said. "There would be no reason for them to do
anything."

He told me I should return to Glasgow and give my statement to
the police there. I was to leave George's effects with him but make
reference to them and to give Macvie's name.

"It might slow things down," he said. "I'll back you up when the
authorities contact me."

"But we can't stall them any more than a week, surely?"

"Maybe longer," he said. "Policemen are busy people these days,
I'm told. This sort of thing must have a very low priority - I mean
compared to a murder, for example. You know, it's a pity Eric
Bowker doesn't know about all of this."

"What do you know about Eric Bowker? Are you in touch with him?
Why do I get the feeling there's been a circle of influenence
that's been stirring things up here from the beginning? You and
Eric,… and George Wyndeman,… something I'm not understanding."

Macvie smiled. "I'm sorry George is gone. I was never sure in my
heart that he was, you know. I suppose I didn't want it to be true
all those years ago, and I don't want it to be true now, except
here we are with the proof of it in our hands."

"So who is the wild man, then?"

"I really don't know, son."

"You believe he's real though?"

"I've never seen him, but others have, including you, and I've
no reason to doubt your word. Whether he's a man or a ghost, I
don't know."

"You never thought it was George?"

"I hoped it might be,… but he and I always got on so well, and I
couldn't imagine him living out there all that time without ever
revealing himself to me. Mind you, he was always a strange one,… a
wild and lonely man, maybe always just a heartbeat away from a
nervous breakdown, or worse. I think it was the army that made him
that way, some of the things he did, dangerous things beyond the
sight of ordinary souls. And then again he'd be getting on in years
now,… sixty five or so. That's no age to be living in a cave in the
mountains: it would finish you off in no time."

"But the sightings. They only began after George's
disappearance?"

"There's always been the legend, Scott - stories of people
seeing things, but how much of that is fiction, I don't know, just
as I don't know where the legend leaves off and these more recent
sightings begin."

"I just wish I'd seen his face, those times I saw him. I mean,
I've found George's bones, and his watch and his tags, but there's
still a part of me wants this wild man to be him."

"Perhaps everything will be revealed in time, or perhaps there
are some things we're just no better off for knowing."

He eased himself to his feet, laughing softly, and then he told
me that maybe Craigaline had a chance of winning its freedom after
all - now it had become a hot potato, as he called it, for in
business hot potatoes tended to be passed around pretty quick. I
did not share his optimism, and it seemed to me even less likely
now than it had ever done, but then he told me to have faith, that
the Singing Loch had brought me this far and it would not fail
me.

"Why don't you let Iona take you up there tomorrow? You should
see it, and I don't think anyone will be stopping you now."

I'd thought about it of course, but I was unused to all the
climbing I'd done and I could feel myself beginning to stiffen. I
was also severely bruised and battered. "I'll have a job to get out
of bed tomorrow," I told him, "let alone walk anywhere." And
anyway, I did not want to see it, for the more I had reached out,
the more remote it had become. It was like risking all for a woman
I'd never met, in the hope of gaining her favour. But Iona was
right, it seemed every chance of seeing it had been foiled.

 Why is it hiding from you Scott? You need to think
about that…

 

The quiet of the evening was cut through by the whine of a vehicle
struggling up the hill from the village. It sounded like a
Landrover and I was weighing up the chances of it being Macraven
when Macvie announced, in a nonchalant way, that it was probably
Derek.

"He telephoned," he said. "I mentioned Iona would be at
home."

The Landrover stopped at the gate. It was Derek all right. He
climbed out grinning from ear to ear and my heart sank. He strolled
along the path with a cheery "Ev'nin all," then leaped up the
wooden steps on which I was sitting, nearly bouncing me onto my
feet. I watched him walk straight in and when I turned back to
Macvie, I found him scrutinising me.

"Derek's a good lad, don't you think?"

"Yes, I agree. Does Iona know he's coming?"

"I might have forgotten to mention it."

"I see."

"I take it you made your way to Pol a Cheo?"

"Yes,… but I was very sure, like you said,… otherwise I would
not have gone. So,.. Iona and me,… well,… "

"I'm not blind, lad. Do you think Iona could be so angry with
you, if you were just friends? That's an anger born of love. I only
hope for your sake she's forgiven you enough to send Derek on his
way."

I dropped my head into my hands and groaned.

Macvie thumped me on the back. "Whatever's right will be,
lad."

 

At midnight, I lay in bed as my body reacted miserably to the
punishment it had taken that day. The luminous dial of George's
watch stared out of the blackness at me from the bedside cabinet. I
stared back at it, half expecting it to speak.

"You can't be dead, George," I said. "Nothing makes sense if
you're dead."

I'd sat alone on the porch for an hour, until Derek had come
out. He'd seemed okay at first and for a moment I'd thought Iona
had not told him. For an irrational and blindly jealous split
second, I'd wondered if she'd decided to stick with him after all,
but then I'd seen the anger in his eyes. I'd felt a peculiar
mixture of emotions,.. relief of course, but also, once more, I was
reminded of the pain of losing Jenny - it was still with me
now.

"Derek,… "

"Don't," he'd said.

"It wasn't planned. It just happened. Please don't blame
Iona."

There was such contempt in his eyes, I felt myself shrivelling
up. It might have been easier if he'd thumped me, or better still
if he'd been sleeping around and misusing Iona: sure, that would
have made it easier, a sweeter pill for my conscience, but there
was no such solace, and I was left with the feeling I'd hurt a guy
simply because he'd stood in my way.










Chapter 27
Reflections of soul


It was a bleary eyed wreck of a man who waved Rick off from the
jetty on Loch Shiel the following morning. Every muscle was as
stiff as iron and as I moved about, I felt like a creaky old
science fiction automaton.

There was a fresh breeze blowing up the loch from the sea and
the amphibian raced into it, carving out a long wedge of spray on
the black water. I squinted after it as it lifted off into an amber
sky. Then it banked gently with the engine crackling, before
slipping out over the moors and out of sight.

"Do you think he'll see the Singing Loch, this morning?"

Iona was quiet. She had yet to share with me all that had
happened between her and Derek last night - yet to describe the
look in his eyes when she'd told him, and like a coward I was
resolved not to press her on it.

"There'll be a mist over the glens, I'm thinking," she said. Her
voice was flat and lifeless. "I doubt it'll clear till dinner
time." Then she took my arm and we moved off slowly, breathing in
the cool and gentle air of the morning. The hotel glowed, its
windows twinkling like sharp eyes, eyes that saw the world afresh.
Beneath them, in window boxes, rows of flame-red tulips were
beginning to open. New life, new hope,.. perhaps?

This might have been the Lake District or Austria perhaps, with
all the tourists still asleep, still to take to the water, still to
break the peace with the loudness of the day. I tried to picture
it: hoards of sun-pink bodies, sipping cold beer by Loch Shiel,
while surly waiters in their bow-ties served jet-set couples under
striped canopies. Power boats streaked by, making the air shudder
with their throaty growl while wind-surfers zigged and zagged like
exotic water-fleas.

Was that the price of freedom, then? Perhaps they were right,
after all to keep this place under lock and key. I looked back and
saw the Post Office transformed into a sort of hiker's boutique
with expensive fleecy jackets and immaculate boots all neatly
arrayed, and a procession of pilgrims, suitably attired in their
designer waterproofs, following a blazed trail up Beinn Mhor.
Others were heading off likewise, across the heather, towards the
sanctuary of the Singing Loch, scattering empty beer cans as they
went. If that was the price of freedom,…

She forced a smile: "You and that Singing Loch!"

"I know, I'm obsessed. And you're right,… I've been thinking
about it and I do need to tread more quietly. I'm missing
something,… a certain humility, I suppose, and its preventing me
from seeing things clearly."

"Aye, you're getting warmer now, boy."

"It used to make me angry," I told her, "that anyone should want
to keep all of this to themselves when so many of us have nothing.
But now I feel as if I'm in danger of becoming as possessive as
they are. What if it's sold? And what if the next owner turns this
place into a holiday hot-spot?"

"I don't think that will happen here," she said. "At least not
so long as the nearest city remains a full day's drive away. Don't
you think that if they could have turned this place into a
gold-mine like that, they would have done it already?"

So Craigaline was saved by its isolation, but other places had
not been so fortunate. Wherever there was freedom, there was
exploitation too.

"Why is it," I asked her, "that wherever we deny nature, there's
always decay?"

"It's not just denying it, boy. It's misunderstanding it too.
Sentimentality will kill it as easily as a carpet of conifers. You
take a walk through the woods around a lot of towns these days and
you'll come across little plaques and engraved stones and potted
plants where people have staked a claim for a departed loved one.
So I don't go to those places, because I can't see the trees any
more for the sentiment."

"That seems a bit harsh."

"Harsh is it? Listen to me, nature is soul, boy: your soul, my
soul,… it's the soul of the whole world and it shouldn't have
anyone's name written on it, because that's not how it works. "

I smiled, unable to grasp the concept of a soul.

"Don't look at me like that," she said. "How else do you explain
what the Singing Loch means to you? Maybe it's true, you're not
treading lightly enough and that's why you've yet to see it, or
maybe you're just a sentimental old romantic, in which case you're
not lookin' deep enough inside yourself."

"Is it religion then? Your father keeps asking me if I believe
in God and I honestly don't know. Maybe that's the problem: I'm not
religious enough."

"It's not religion," she said. "You don't need religion to
understand it."

"Then what? Iona, tell me. I'm desperate to understand this.
I've lived in towns and cities all my life and I really don't get
it."

"Tell me, then: What's the purpose of the Universe?"

"Who knows? Does it have to have a purpose?"

"I don't know,… that's why I'm asking. Well, would you go so far
as to say we are as much a part of the Universe as any galaxy or
star?"

"Of course."

"Then are we not the part of the Universe that's standing here
this fine morning, and asking questions about itself?"

"Okay," I said. "I just wish I could understand it, touch it,
examine it,… this feeling."

"Well, there you see, it's too shy a thing for that. It's like
smoke: if you try to touch it it drifts through your fingers. If
you try to see it more clearly, it vanishes into air as surely as
if you'd tried writing you name all over it. There's no examining
it, boy, no understanding it. You just have to believe in it."

"No. We're both rational people, you and I. How can we believe
in something we cannot see? How do we trust in something we don't
even know for sure is there?"

"You can't see it by looking directly, but you can see its
reflection - out there, in the changing colours of those hills and
the way the mist is draped over them, out there by the narrows - do
you see it? And do you feel those little stirrings of something,
inside yourself? Well that's it! That's as close as you'll get in
this lifetime, but it's good to know it's there all the same, isn't
it?"

"But what is it?"

"That's your soul, boy."

"And when we lose sight of that reflection?"

"Ah,… well then it's easy to forget we're human. Then the decay
sets in, and we simply don't notice any more. We take the decay as
normality."

"Decay?"

"Despair, graffiti, violence, horror, all of those things we see
in the city."

"Greyness!"

"Aye, greyness," she said, and then she kissed me, suddenly.
"I'm sorry I was so angry with you yesterday."

"You were right to be angry, and I promise you it won't happen
again. I will always, always be truthful with you."

"Careful what you say now. Maybe there are some truths we're
better off not knowing."

"I've nothing to hide from you, Iona."

"I believe you,… but that's not what I meant."

"Truth is everything. I can't think of a truth not worth
knowing, or pursuing."

"Really? Suppose yesterday I'd never found out, suppose you
hadn't asked Rick to tell me you were on the cliffs, suppose you'd
led me to believe you were just out walking maybe. You would have
come back unharmed all the same, I would not have been afraid for
you in that nightmare of a place, and I would not have been
angry."

"But I couldn't have looked you in the eye ever again, knowing
I'd kept something from you."

"Then the truth would just have been to ease your own feelings,
your own angst, regardless of whether I wanted to know or not,
regardless of whether I could handle the truth or not."

"I don't understand. Are you saying it would have been kinder
not to tell you?"

She smiled and slowly shook her head. "No, you did right. How
can I explain it? Was it Milton who said the voice of God to mortal
ear is dreadful?"

"Poetry's not my strong point."

"The knowledge of what's true, of what we're meant to know can
be a fearsome thing, a terrible thing for mortal ears. Look into
the face of nature and you know the truth of life is there, but I'd
be afraid to ask for it in every last brutal detail. Better the
truth of it is filtered through the limits of my feeble brain.
Maybe like the thought of you on those cliffs yesterday, the fear's
not worth the uncensored truth of it, I mean not if I can be
certain everything works out all right in the end. And I'm glad
that nature has no guilty conscience, bent on forcing the details
onto me, whether I want them or not."

"So it's one thing to glimpse the reflection of our soul out
there, but quite another to come face to face with it?"

"Now you're getting it. I think that sort of truth might kill
us, or drive us completely mad."

We came down to a little bay, the water lapping gently upon
shingle.

"All this talk is very fine, Scott," she said. "But we have to
face up to the fact that neither of us have a job."

"We'll find other work," I told her. "I don't mind what I do so
long as I'm with you."

"And if I said I wanted to stay here?"

"Then I'd stay too, but,… "

"I know, it's impossible. Yet there's nowhere else in the world
I'd rather be."

"Me too. There's always Poll a Cheo."

"You'd stay with me there? But it’s tiny,… just a shack on the
edge of the world."

"I'll stay with you anywhere."

"It's a hard place in winter."

"But it isn't winter. It's spring. And by winter, something will
have turned up."

"No, I'm thinking we've got to go back to Glasgow. We'll give it
a month and if neither of us have a job in that time, then we'll
think again."

But the thought of going back to Glasgow made me suddenly
miserable, and the reflection of my soul darkened accordingly as a
cloud passed over the land. After all that had happened, I could
not imagine returning to the grey world, to our ordinary lives.

"You know that trick of yours with the stone and the misty
pool?"

"Aye."

"Well does it work with other places too?"

"If you believe in it."

I bent down by the water's edge and fished out a round pebble of
pink-veined quartzite. Then I put it in my pocket.

"Aren't you going to wish on it, boy?"

"One day, yes,… I'll wish on it, at the Singing Loch. Next time
- next time we come."










Chapter 28
Lovers


A few days later I woke up to the delicate scent of potpourri,
and to the touch of cool sheets in the bedroom of Iona's flat in
Glasgow. Iona, hot and naked and half conscious, lay against me,
purring contentedly while she explored my body with her fingertips.
It was a glorious feeling, and I knew that whatever else happened
outside that door, she and I would be all right.

It was after lunch before we surfaced and caught the bus into
town. The sun shone and the sky was clear, but brittle somehow, as
if it could not last. We parted by the bus station after a
lingering embrace and I watched as she made her way across the
street to the Job Centre. She moved so well, so light, so sure, and
I was afraid for her as she dodged around the lorries and the cars.
Every day in this city someone lay crumpled in the road, victim of
the greyness, and something made me grip the pebble in my pocket,
and pray that it would not be her. She waved when she got to the
other side and then disappeared into the crowds, leaving me aching
for the moment when we would be together again.

I headed for the nearest police station in order to report that
I had found a body. It was a grim building, all black, it seemed,
with the grime of a nation's sins while inside, a big oak counter
gleamed darkly, reflecting the powerful figure and the shiny
buttons of a stony faced officer. I hesitated at first, for fear of
him but it turned out to be such a matter of fact affair I was left
afterwards feeling as if the whole thing had been a bit of a let
down.

My next port of call was Macabe Precision, my former employer.
There were details to sort out like P45's and references and I
wanted to do it all as quickly as possible. I'd have to see to my
own flat tomorrow paying up the rent and sorting out my gear. Most
of it could go on the tip, I thought since I would be starting
afresh with Iona. I pondered on that as I walked. The idea of
sleeping with her again, made me smile, so that the people who
passed me by must have thought I was simple,… but Iona was my
woman,… my lover.

Iona Macvie!

At Macabes, I found my desk waiting with a pile of unopened mail
and an unwashed coffee cup. That came as a shock, since I'd half
expected it all to have been chucked out into the yard. But
everyone seemed quite natural, saying hello and asking after my
health. Alec still had flu, and they'd all assumed I'd gone down
with it as well. As far as they were concerned I was a bit late for
work but apart from that it was business as usual. And why
shouldn't it have been? Sure, I'd walked out of a meeting,
muttering something about quitting my job, but it suddenly dawned
on me that I'd been fooling myself thinking Jason would actually
have done anything about it. Most likely he'd forgotten about me,
the minute I'd walked out of the door.

I arranged to see the M D straight away - you could do that sort
of thing with him. This man was a human being with pictures of
steam trains on his walls and a fascinating model of a ship in a
glass case, one he'd rescued from some long gone shipyard office.
He was a patient man and rather old with unsightly age blotches on
the backs of his hands. He fixed me with his bright blue eyes and
listened, sympathetically, nodding and grunting. I'd only met him
once before and I was nervous now, finding it difficult to string
my thoughts together and I kept falling over my words. Finally, he
told me to stop and to relax.

"You work for me, Scott," he said. "Not Jason Effham. If you
want to quit, well, fine, but you must put it in writing and
address it to me."

He told me he knew Jason was a difficult man to deal with and
that I'd had problems with him in the past. Then he told me to
forget what had happened. "The way things change in the South these
days, we might all be working for someone else, in a couple of
months. There's more than just the one Jason Effham out there you
know. Should we all throw up our hands in dismay? Or should we roll
up our sleeves and get on with it, in spite of them? We're a bit of
an old fashioned outfit, and who's to say we won't be going the way
of most engineering along the Clyde one day, but you fit in well
here, Scott, and, until that day comes, I'm hoping you'll stay on
with us."

So, I wound up sitting back at my desk, reading my mail and
picking up the threads of my work. Then I wandered through the
workshops. Fitters looked up from their benches and gave me a nod.
Bits of the gravimeter lay around, all fresh and shiny, waiting to
come together into something delicate and precise. So this was it
then - my future, here in Glasgow.

With Iona.

I left on time because I knew she would be waiting. It was a
tiresome journey home - the bus forever stopping and starting amid
a sea of traffic, with rising clouds of grey all around. I was
tired, and deep down I was also disappointed that I still had my
job. I'd been hoping something would turn up, but not this: Glasgow
was another of my bridges, or so I'd thought and I guess I'd been
hoping it was well and truly burnt along with all the rest, that my
journey would continue, mysteriously, until I fetched up on the
shores of the Singing Loch after all.

Above my head, on the ceiling of the bus, in thick marker pen,
were scrawled the words: "Spode is a Dick Head!" while, across the
aisle, carved into the back of a seat was the intriguing message:
"I've got big tits - call me!"

Of course I hadn't come very far at all; the Greyness was here,
like in any other city, a greyness so thick and choking, I could
barely see. Surely to God, I thought, there had to be something
better for us than this!

 Letting myself into the flat, I noticed a pair of her
shoes lying carelessly, where she'd kicked them off. There was a
little trail of talc on the carpet, leading from the bathroom -
signs that she was here - that I was not alone - that I would never
be alone again, and my spirits rallied. In here was not the
problem, you see? It was out there. Nowhere had I seen a reflection
of anything other than utter madness.

I wanted to tell her everything was all right, that I had a job,
that we could keep the flat, that we could be together, but she was
on the telephone, standing by the window. She wiggled her fingers
at me when I came in. She looked serious, as if something
unpleasant had happened so I sat down and tried to piece it
together from her words and her tone. She was talking to her
father, saying "yes" and "no" in that neutral way we use to let
people know we're listening, that we're still there. Then she said
a faltering goodbye and sat down on the sofa.

"What is it?"

"Will you marry me?" she asked.

It was direct and unromantic, like she was asking the time of a
stranger or the price of a railway ticket. It was as I recall my
own proposal had been once, to Jenny, not twelve months ago. I'd
meant it more of a test then and so I assumed this was a sort of
test for me now. Perhaps her parents had found out we intended to
live together and they'd made a fuss.

"Seriously?" I said, stunned.

"It's not a trick question. Will you do it, boy?"

It was important that I answered,… that I answered quickly.

"I will - as soon as you like."

I began to explain about the job and about not having to worry
over the money - things I thought she would be pleased to hear, but
she shook her head and waved me down.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Craigaline," she replied. "It changed hands this morning."

Craigaline was free! Jason had let it go! I felt the blood
draining from my head and I had to sit down. "Do we know who the
new owner is?" I said.

"Yes," she replied.

"Eric Bowker?"

"No, it was bought on behalf of a third party, my father said.
Bought in someone else's name, you understand?"

"It must be Eric Bowker," I insisted, rationally. "An agent,
acting in Eric's name!"

"Not Eric," she said.

"Then whose?"

"Mine," she said. "Craigaline is mine."










Chapter 29
The Return of Ossian


In July, that year, Ossian returned to Craigaline. She appeared
cautious as she moved through the narrows of Loch Shiel on the
morning tide, as if wondering what manner of reception awaited her.
I went down with Iona to welcome her back. Iona stood quite still
on the edge of the jetty with her summer dress blowing in the
breeze, the lightness of the material holding itself to her shape
and the low sun rendering her body as a fuzzy silhouette from
within. It seemed like only yesterday since we'd last been there,
waving goodbye to Rick. It was in fact three months ago, and
everything had changed. The future of Craigaline was still
uncertain - but it was a future that lay in Iona's hands, now, and
I supposed now, to some extent, also in mine.

Not much happens in Craigaline, which suits me fine, so what
happened later that day was by normal standards, something of a
spectacle. It certainly pulled in the crowds for miles around. Even
the Fourth Estate had thought it worth the trouble of sending a
journalist all the way from London. The climax came in the
afternoon, under a blue sky and with the scent of the moor so thick
upon the air you could taste it, when seven men in uniform raised
their rifles over the freshly dug grave of George Wyndeman.

The tiny grounds of the kirk were filled to capacity with people
who remembered him. In their midst, Macvie stood with his head
bowed as he spoke the committal and Iona looked on self consciously
from beneath the brim of a black felt hat, while the lens of the
journalist's camera scrutinised her. Opposite me, across the grave
stood Eric Bowker in an immaculate suit with a sombre tie and an
expression to match. He'd lost weight and bore the tanned, rugged
complexion of a seasoned yachtsman. Tina was at his side in a
short, dark skirt and a dark jacket. She seemed more seasoned, as
well. The year had deepened her and it impressed me that she was
still with him.

Commanding the soldiers was a tough looking officer from
Wyndeman's former regiment. He was the one who'd followed my route
up the cliff to recover the body. The police had made a bit of a
fuss about it afterwards and there'd been some sort of forensic
examination. I was told later though that the skull had been too
far gone to yield further proof in the way of dental records. So it
was on the evidence of the I.D. tags, and my sworn statement the
authorities based their conclusion that, beyond reasonable doubt,
it was indeed the body of George Wyndeman I had found.

Permission had then been granted for the funeral to take place.
It was a half hearted affair really, and more symbolic than
anything, in spite of the crowd and the military honours - a bit
like celebrating your eighteenth birthday when you're thirty four,
but Macvie had insisted. In fact he'd been quite obsessive about
it. This was one ghost he said he was determined to lay firmly to
rest beneath a barrage of ceremony, and a newspaper headline, all
emphatically full stopped by a twenty-one gun salute.

Iona screwed herself up in preparation for the first volley but
still she jumped and me with her, when the seven rounds went off. I
put my arm around her and felt the soft texture of her jacket on my
palm, warm and real, a comforting reality in the middle of all that
strangeness. Again we flinched, and again, then the sound of the
final volley boomed and rolled away.

It was over.

The officer gave the order for his men to disperse. His voice
was quiet but sharp, like the swish of a riding crop. The soldiers
responded with drilled precision. He shook my hand, which made me
feel somehow rather important and then he followed his men out of
the graveyard. He was no more than twenty five but I guessed he'd
probably already done more than I would ever do in my entire
life.

I spread my hands on the gate as the crowd dispersed, and I
watched a Bedford truck squeezing itself along the lane. The
squaddies in the back were already pulling off their ceremonial
webbing, and I imagined them cursing, at what a Godforsaken place
this was, perhaps mystified that anyone should want to live out
here. Then the sun caught the gold ring on my finger and I looked
down at it in faint surprise. It seemed so unfamiliar, an alien
thing, straining against my knuckles as I made a fist. I'd grow
used to it in time, I thought. I'd been married now for only a
week.

 Iona's on the spot proposal had been a test of course. I
think she'd wanted to see if I could accept her for who she was,
without the additional lure of Craigaline and the paper deeds to
The Singing Loch. I think I passed. It had been weeks later, as
we'd prepared to burn that final bridge, to leave Glasgow, she'd
also discovered she was pregnant.

"Looks like we scored first time," she told me, trying to soften
the gravity of it. She'd been quiet for several days before then,
doubting the signs of her own body. But finally, when there'd been
no more room for doubt, she'd sat me down before the big window in
her flat, overlooking the grey cityscape, and then she'd told
me.

The news had come as a shock. "Your father will kill me!"

"I doubt that," she'd said and then she'd snuggled into me.

It had been exactly as Rick had prophesied that day at the bus
station when he'd seen me off to Glasgow. He'd warned me then about
falling into the clutches of some fast Scotts' lass who'd have me
bagged before I could even think. But of course it's not always
necessary to think, in order to know if something is right or
not.

 Eric clasped a fatherly hand over my shoulder. "My dear
boy," he said. "Allow me to congratulate you."

His other hand was around Iona's waist. She kissed his cheek as
he pulled her to him. She called him Uncle Eric and then she hugged
him while keeping a wary eye on the journalist's camera. Tina
looked on, smiling at me but keeping a safe distance from
everyone.

The mystery of Iona's inheritance had yet to be explained. For a
while, it had shrunk into the background, what with everything
else. The proper papers had come through, there had been signatures
to make and we'd simply gone along with it all, accepting
everything, yet at the same time somehow pushing it all to one
side. But now, with the coming of Ossian, all of that changed. The
boat had last sailed out with the coming of the Effham era, and it
had not returned,… until now. It came now like a harbinger of
something,… an explanation I hoped, but so far Bowker had said
nothing, and neither had Macvie.

The journalist, a tired little man in a worn out blazer, had
been taking down notes in frantic shorthand, trying to get to grips
with the bizarre story. I have the feeling I disappointed him,
though; I was too confused, too uncertain of anything, so that I'm
sure he thought me suspiciously evasive. He was quite taken by
Iona, though - and his later performance with the camera confirmed
it. It was not to be an accounting of the truth, I realised, more
like a hundred words of creamy froth and the picture of a pretty
girl.

Eric had introduced himself to the man quite openly as an old
friend of the late George Wyndeman, that he'd travelled here
specially and that soon, he and Tina would be on their way again.
"The Caledonian Canal, you know," he said as we walked back to the
Manse. "Up the Great Glen and across the North sea, to Norway," he
explained, animating it all with exaggerated sweeps of his
hands.

"The Fiords," added Tina. "I've always wanted to see them."

"And then," concluded Eric, "back to the Med. for the
winter."

The journalist scribbled it all down, dutifully. Then, as his
memory banks clicked over, he said: "You're not by any chance the
same Eric Bowker who was involved in that city scandal - about a
year ago - Effham Brother's wasn't it?"

Eric was unfazed. "It was hardly a scandal, dear boy."

"There were rumours of something though. It wasn't widely
reported at the time,… . curious affair, I thought!"

"It was all just a silly mix up, you know?" Then he added,
confidentially: "For a while they actually thought I'd stolen all
that money. It must have been very embarrassing for them when it
just turned up like that. "Still," he went on, "I'm not one to bear
a grudge, and everything's worked out for the best, I think."

At the Manse, Iona's mother had prepared a tea, all served with
the finest china and crisp linen. It was a funeral tea, I supposed,
but none of this had felt necessary to me. The spirit associated
with those bones had undergone its transformation, or it's release,
a long time ago without witness or rite, beyond that of nature. The
day could have made no difference to George Wyndeman.

I watched the journalist taking his fill. He was chatting to
Macvie now but all he was getting was some stuff about megaliths
and meridian alignments. Of course the eccentric side of the
Reverend was just an act, something he could turn on at the flick
of a switch in order to put the enemy off the scent, including me
from time to time.

When the journalist finally left, Eric walked him to the gate.
Then I went out into the garden where I found Eric sniffing the
roses. It was cooler, and the sky had begun its transition from
clear blue, to a mellow and seductive amber. The hills around were
green and fertile, and the lengthening shadows picked out fine
detail, bringing distant horizons tantalisingly close. He looked up
from the bloom he was admiring, and gave me an enigmatic smile.
"Exquisite," he breathed. "You know these are the first roses I've
seen in a year. It's funny the things you miss. Do you garden at
all, Scott?"

"You've asked me that before," I reminded him. "You know, I
don't think you've been straight with me since the day I first set
eyes on you, you crafty old bugger. So I don't really expect you to
be straight with me now, but I'm going to ask anyway."

Suddenly, he touched his finger to his lips and my words trailed
away obediently as Iona came out onto the veranda. Tina joined her
and the two of them walked down the path together. Iona wiggled her
fingers at me, then mouthed a kiss.

"Iona suits brighter colours," said Eric, eventually, when the
girls were out of earshot.

"They both do," I replied.

He motioned with his head and I followed him through the gate,
hungry for his confidence. We walked in the opposite direction to
the girls, finally ending up back at the kirk where he hitched
himself up on the wall and gazed out over Loch Shiel. "It was you
wasn't it?" I said. "It was you who bought Craigaline, then gave it
to her."

He bit the end off a fat cigar and nodded. "I may have had
something to do with it."

Then he thumped my arm, playfully and attempted to change the
subject. "Who would have thought it? You and Iona. My dear boy,
that's amazing. I feel like a match-maker, sending you up here.
It's good she has someone. I told you you should do something
radical with your life: this will be the making of you, both of
you."

"I thought you wanted it for yourself."

"Craigaline? No, like you said before, I'd got rid of it once,
so why should I want it back?"

"I really don't understand any of this."

He looked over his shoulder at the freshly turned earth of
Wyndeman's grave. Then he told me Iona was the key to everything I
wanted to know.

"You see," he said. "Iona is George Wyndeman's daughter."

 

　










Chapter 30
The Laird of Craigaline


In my minds eye, I see a cold grey dawn, with a grey city
silhouette, like a cardboard cut out set against a grey sky. Grey
people sit in grey motor cars, bumper to bumper as clouds of grey
poison swirl about them. They stand on the streets, packed tightly,
grey figures without faces, afraid of touching, yet hardly able to
move without doing so. They work, they reproduce and then they die
in a slow, painless, soulless cycle.

You know the rest - the bit about the summer scented lawns
turning into concrete and then the earth splitting, and the storms,
and the new world and then the flower that withers in my hand
because it was not mine to pluck.

Well, you might say I have become the Laird of Craigaline, and
in spite of all my leanings to the opposite, I have no choice but
to claim the wild flowers as my own. But the last true Laird was
George Wyndeman, and there will never be another. The old way died
on Culloden moor, the Clan Dougan are no more, and all that's left
to us now is the land and its legends.

We can do as we like here. We can blanket the land with trees;
we can slaughter every creature on it from the red deer to the
earth worms, and there's nothing you can do to stop us. We can
build a ski-lift up Beinn Mhor and stick a funfair on the summit if
we choose; we can blast Dougan's Cave to stop the Singing Loch from
singing, we can ring the place with barbed wire, put "No
Trespassing" signs wherever we please and we shall have the weight
of the law behind us.

But that would not make it right. This land is our land, yours
and mine, for us to look upon and see reflected here an image of
our souls so sublime it's impossible not to feel ourselves a part
of the universe and all that's in it - and know ourselves for what
we truly are: a part of the universe come alive and asking
questions of itself.

The morning after Bowker's revelation, I climbed the narrow road
from the village and came to the stile that led onto the moor. I
had a pebble in my pocket, and Iona's blessing. Macraven's notice
was still pinned to the broken post - the one about the path being
closed. I pulled it off and began rooting about in the grass for
the remains of the broken sign. I found it buried deep, under years
of neglect and ignorance. I retrieved it, brushed it down
carefully, then, taking a hammer and nails from the pocket of my
coat, I cobbled it back onto the post:

 


The Singing
Loch

5 miles

 

 




George Wyndeman had never known the little girl with whom he'd
shared so many photographs had been his daughter.




"Do you think the man would have left the estate to me, if he
had?" said Bowker.

Bowker had found out by chance shortly before Iona's twenty
first birthday. Macvie had written to him, asking if he could
recommend a good solicitor for the transfer of a property that had
been held in trust, a remote cottage on the Isle of Skye that had
belonged to Iona's mother - Poll a Cheo.

"That's when it all came out, you see? In the course of things,
I saw her birth certificate: Father - unknown. Well, I knew all
right!"

Eric had first learned of Pol a Cheo from George who'd used to
write to him from there during his long absences. It was at Pol a
Cheo he'd encountered a woman who, by all accounts, was as wild as
him - a woman who'd absorbed him completely. Then, one time, he'd
come back to Craigaline and drowned himself in whisky for months.
It had ended badly, Eric surmised, and he'd calculated from the
birth certificate Iona had been born later that same year, too late
for George to have known and yet too soon for her to have been
anyone else's.

It had come as a shock to Bowker finding out like that. To use
his words, there he was, a wealthy, cynical old man with more money
than he knew what to do with and there was she, George Wyndeman's
daughter, struggling through university with virtually nothing.

"The tragedy of it was that George was long gone by then of
course, but if only he'd known, Scott! If only he's known!"

"Does Macvie know any of this?"

"He's known for as long as I have."

"And he's never told her?"

"It was for him to decide what was best. I'm only telling you
this now, because you're her husband, and the father of her child,
the future heir to all of this. You must speak to Macvie, and the
two of you decide what you should tell her."

"But she must be told everything! At once."

"Perhaps so,… but tell me, Scott, has she not wanted to know
about her mysterious benefactor?"

"Of course, at first, but lately she's pushed it to the back of
her mind,… we both did, neither of us thinking for a moment that
any of this was real, that any day someone would turn up and take
it all away."

"Perhaps she's happier then,.. not knowing."

"I can't know,… and not tell her. And I can't believe Macvie
keeping it from her all these years."

Surely, all truths were for knowing! We each of us had a right
to know the truth, and make our peace with it as individuals. But
we could not do that if the truth was hidden from us!

I walked briskly over springy turf with the wind whipping up my
coat tails, while around, all mist covered and mysterious, lay more
land than I could cross in a day. The nearest human being was
already two miles away and yet the chances are, as you read this,
even if you're alone, you're only a matter of yards from someone
else; maybe they're next door, or passing outside on the
street.

It felt strange to be out that morning, free to roam as I
pleased, just a man on a moor, and though it might sound trivial,
the experience was unique and it was profoundly liberating. The way
began to steepen as it etched its way up the glen. I paused for
breath once or twice, each time looking back at Craigaline and Loch
Shiel, far below. There was a thin sheet of mist over the water and
even from that distance, I could hear the shrill piping of an
oyster catcher, somewhere by the shore.

I could see the full extent of the plantation, now. Perspective
had merged it into an olive green carpet. It had a striking weave
about it, an artificial, sprawling thing, undaunted by the natural
contours of the land. If only it hadn't been so dense and so
monotonous, so hideously angular - it might have been a thing of
beauty. As it stood, it would take years to thin out and to plant
other species of tree, to create something almost natural, from
something so blatantly false. It was a bad scar, but it would heal,
and at least the rest of Craigaline would remain untouched.

Half an hour later, I was in the clouds. The glen had become a
deep ravine with a burn roaring gently a hundred feet below. It had
rained heavily here, impressive sheets of weather that had now
moved on to pour out their contents elsewhere. Ahead lay a series
of terraces formed by successive lava flows. The rock was red and
had the texture of sandpaper. The burn charged over the first
terrace and then plunged two hundred feet, an unbroken cataract,
bursting into steam at the bottom of the ravine It was colder here
and the cloud was denser. There came heavy blobs of rain mingled
with a fine drizzle.

I was in the company of mountains now. Crags soared on both
sides, their tops hidden by a still denser ceiling of billowing
cloud, a ceiling that seemed to grow no nearer as I scaled the
terraces. A boisterous wind caught the drizzle as I climbed,
pulling it this way and that and its roaring gusts mingled with the
growing thunder of the burn. Clouds tore at the crags now,
struggling to be free but the mountains held them fast. I reached a
tumble of boulders which tapered to a notch in the crags above, and
I scrambled up, picking my way carefully. At the top, there was a
narrow passage with a wall of rock on one side and a deep channel
on the other through which the burn rumbled impassively, sending up
a frothy spray. Its movement and its power were hypnotic.

I could feel its vibrations through the rock and it filled me
with dread but I could not resist the temptation to edge closer and
perhaps glimpse the raging torrent below. So, on hands and knees, I
inched as near as I dared and then, straining my neck, I peered
gingerly over the edge. The main body of water remained obscured by
crags, all of them covered in exotic lichens, a secret place that
never saw the sun. Then I picked out the shape of a deer, about
twelve feet away, impaled upon a jutting finger of rock and totally
inaccessible. I judged it hadn't been there long because the
carcass was still reasonably intact. At first I guessed it had
simply fallen but then I saw the shaft of an arrow sticking up from
it's shoulder, an arrow that seemed to go deep - penetrating its
heart.

I felt the mood of the mountains darken, but I was not afraid,
because everything I had done so far had been leading up to this
moment. The answer to everything lay up ahead. It was a question of
having the courage to look into my own heart, the courage to see
reflected an image of myself in the waters Singing Loch. I felt
myself watched, felt the hackles rising, but moved on, ready for
this reckoning. But I moved carefully and with humility, for I had
learned that one should never approach the most important truths
with reckless abandon, or we shall always be damaged by them.

The final dozen meters up the gully were filled with
anticipation, and the thunder of water. The way opened a little and
then the crags stood back, as if they'd done their job by
delivering me up, and I stepped out into a vacuum. There was
silence - breathless, staggering silence that made my ears ring. At
first, my senses were so filled up I wasn't even sure what I was
looking at, but then they cleared and there it was:












Chapter 31
The Singing Loch


It was vast, the colour of pitch and still - a sprawling black
mirror with wreaths of mist snaking over its surface. Massive
buttresses encircled it and held up a billowing roof of grey while
long runs of scree swept down steeply, into the water. There was no
rain here, no storm brewing, though beyond the gargantuan walls, I
could feel the energy in the sky. Yet all seemed cold and flat and
hostile, and for one agonising moment I hovered on the brink of a
terrible disappointment. But then the sun broke through and cast a
single spot of light over it all. The water responded magically,
flashing into life, glowing green, and then the mountains drew near
as the light played upon them, throwing about them cloaks of
brilliant colour. A breeze combed the peaks.

And the loch sang.

This was no whistling wind. This was a song - as inexplicably
moving and as complex as that of a whale. It was singing! It was
singing for me!

Then came an irrational sensation, like when you're deep in the
woods and you feel a tingling in your bones, as you imagine some
unseen force stalking you. At first you tell yourself it’s pure
fancy, but the feeling grew until at length I knew for sure I was
not alone.

 He was sitting cross legged, on a tall rock, by the water,
half Buddha, half Neolithic warrior. He had his longbow in one hand
and a couple of arrows in the other. He seemed frozen, almost a
part of the rock you might say, but his eyes blinked slowly. He was
watching me.

His face was weathered to a deep brown and his feet were bare,
the soles pale in comparison but as hard as shoe-leather. He was
wrinkled and his hair was white but there was a powerhouse of
muscle filling him out. Before, when I'd seen him, it had always
been in the shock and confusion of the night, but now, in the cool
precision of daylight, I realised there was more to him and to this
place than I would ever understand. I knew him, you see? I'd seen
his picture countless times, heard his name told in one story after
another: it was without any doubt George Wyndeman.

My heart stuttered while I took this in. He was Iona's flesh and
blood! He was her father - and he was alive!

I waited for him to speak, but he simply stared like a hunter
tracking prey with a terrible, amoral stillness. The song of the
loch died to the faintest murmur while he slipped an arrow into his
bow. Then he levelled it upon me and drew the string back to his
cheek. I saw his fingers, gnarled like the twigs of an old tree,
quivering with the strain, and for a moment I was afraid, but then
a thin smile sliced across his face. He could have killed me many
times this past year, and I did not think he meant to kill me now.
He relaxed the bow and stroked the fletchings of the arrow across
his lips, thoughtfully.

"Why didn't you take the claymore from the cave," he said.
"Others would have thought it a fine treasure for their
efforts."

His voice came rumbling low, like thunder, bearing traces of his
education, his upbringing,.. surely not the voice of a madman!

"They would only have taken it from me," I replied, conscious of
how much my voice travelled - in that place a whisper was a shout
and you felt you had to go easy in case the mountains came down on
top of you.

"'They!'" he said. "Who are they?'"

"The grey world," I told him.

I was guilty of wanting him to approve of my actions more than I
had really understood them myself. I wanted him to trust me, but
George had slipped through the gaudy fabric of our world and lived
in one entirely of his own. He was as self contained and as
impartial as the landscape of which he had surely become a part.
There was simply no need for him to trust anyone. I wanted to tell
him he was free, that he needn't fear being hunted, that he could
come into the open, if he chose, but none of this really mattered
to him.

"One day," he said, "the grey world will take everything." He
spread his arms as if to embrace the hills. "And then, when there's
nothing left, the earth will split and there will be a great
renewal. But we will not be part of it. We will be erased and the
world will go on without us."

"Sometimes I share that vision," I said. "But then I ask myself
how it can be true. Are we not part of the world? Are we not its
voice? It's consciousness? Are we not the universe asking questions
of itself?"

"We might have aspired to such a thing, once," he said. "Now, I
think we are,… irrelevant."

"But we've learned so much?"

"What have we learned? If we have gained a finite knowledge of
an infinite mystery, then really we have learned nothing at
all."

"You speak like a machine," I said, "like the grey world, like
there's no soul to anything!"

"You speak of souls?" he said. "There are no souls left in the
world. All are smothered, strangled,… wasted."

"Not all. Some of us still feel things."

He pointed to the loch. "Does this sing for you or is it a trick
of the wind?"

The loch was sighing, now. It was a woman's sigh, lost and
lonely. Then it settled down to a gently wavering hum, crooning,
comforting: No fear, no fear, it seemed to say.

"It sings," I told him.

"Then you are aware of your soul, my friend, but you also seek
what cannot be known, and you shall have no peace until you learn
to let it go." He eased himself to the ground, and began to walk
away. "Only then will you finally become a rich man."

"As rich as you?"

He laughed at that. "If the greyness does not take you
first."

He was leaving and I was suddenly anxious, because there was so
much he could teach me, so much I had to tell him. I called out to
him, warning him that the cave was not a safe hiding place any
more, that others would come, that he must take the claymore and
conceal it elsewhere. He turned and faced me, curious. "What is the
claymore to you? You said you did not want it."

"It's the legend," I said. "It's the intricate dance of this
place, and if it's lost then fools shall have the earth, and
everything will be as you described. We will become irrelevant, and
then for sure it's only a matter of time before we're erased."

"No," he said. "You misunderstand. The claymore is nothing. It
is a trinket, wrought by the hand of man and long quarrelled over.
So long as tales are told, it matters nothing if its lost or found.
The dance, the song, the soul, these things will always be in your
heart."

He was moving away again, me scampering after him. "Wait,… wait!
There's something else I have to tell you, something you have to
know."

He was on the scree now, moving with powerful, unfaltering
strides that I could never have matched. And with every step, the
gulf between us widened until he stood on the threshold of the
mists, his outline softened and uncertain. What was I to tell him?
That he had a daughter? That she carried his grandchild? Should I
have shouted it out to him?

He faced me, his eyes like flint. "There is nothing I can learn
from you that would be of any use to me," he said. "Do you
understand?"

This was not spoken with venom but more, I sensed, with an
insight beyond my knowing, and I could only accept his words as one
accepts a fundamental law of nature. So I did not tell him. I
looked at the ground, wondering if it was right that a man should
not know he had fathered a child. Of course, in the rational light
of our petty lives, it seemed wrong not to tell him, but in a
different more urgent and fundamental reality, it was childish to
insist, so I bit off my words.

"Now go back," he said. "Mind this place well, and let it live,
and you shall have no trouble from me."

Then the mists took him and he became once more the wild man,
half glimpsed, anonymous and alone,… a ghost, some say, or a man
maybe,…

 Haunted by the encounter, I searched out a spot by the
water’s edge and sat down to listen. The song was like a wild wind
now, blowing in my face, making my hair stand on end. It was
alluring and mysterious, but it was unknowable. I saw reflected in
the waters an image of my soul, intense and startling, but I did
not understand it. Like a Gaelic lament to a moody Sassenach, it's
a beautiful thing, but you can only feel the meaning from the tone:
the words themselves are a mystery. And some words are not for
hearing, not for sharing,… some things we are not meant to
know.



You want the truth? The truth is I don't know who's body lies in
George Wyndeman's grave. There's a long list of names, of climbers
lost on those black cliffs, believed to have fallen into the sea,
and it could be any one of them. The truth is George came back from
Pol a Cheo a wilder and more haunted man than ever, determined
perhaps to climb his way out of this life altogether. But the
mountains did not take him. Instead they showed him a mouldering
corpse jammed into the rocks, and he decided on his future from
there. He adorned it with his belongings and disfigured the skull
so it could not be argued easily that it was not him. He was a man
bent on giving up his labels, a man bent on stepping out into the
world both wild and free. And there is no precedent, no law, no
lesson that can prepare us for such a thing. So I let him go.

Well, there's your truth, but I'm thinking perhaps, like me,
you're no better off for the knowing of it, because the truth is
just so many words, and though words can be stated plainly, they do
not always grant us the satisfaction of our understanding. Indeed
sometimes the truth can be as mysterious as any fiction, and no
more than a sprinkling of salt upon the knowledge we have already
consumed, leaving us hungrier than before, and oblivious to the
fact that peace comes only when we finally learn to accept what we
cannot know. Only then can we embrace the mystery of our lives, and
in touching it feel ourselves borne up, wrapped in its misty
shroud. Only then will we be granted a kind of wordless
understanding and an uncanny intuition for the world that's as old
as time. That is the song of the Singing Loch.

I felt the pebble in my pocket but I kept it there, because to
have tossed it in and made ripples on the surface of those sacred
waters would have been like writing my name on them, and surely
they would have melted before my eyes. I could look upon what I
saw, and I could feel it in my heart, but I could never, ever touch
it.

 I don’t remember exactly how long I sat up there, only
that evening shadows were straying from the hollows of the land
when I finally made my way back down the glen. I had touched
something, and already I knew I would never regard the world, or my
own life in quite the same way again. There was a strange mystery
underlying reality, but unlike the grey world, it could be trusted
to see us through. If I lost anything that day, it was only my
youth, and my fear.

I saw Iona walking slowly up the path to meet me. She too wore
the look of one who'd deepened suddenly and I guessed that Macvie
must have told her. So she knew George Wyndeman was her father,
knew the whole story of Craigaline, from the legend of Old Dougan,
to the tangled tale of her real father’s legacy, and how the
shaping of the legend now rested with her, and with our child. She
knew everything,… except for that last piece of the truth, and I
would have told her, but I could still hear the song, feel it in my
bones, and it was telling me that George Wyndeman was already an
old man. It was telling me the mysterious tales of a wild, ragged
creature would grow more fanciful as time passed, less tangible
than my own experiences. And thus, gradually, George would slip
back into the fabric of legend, back into the intricate dance and
the storyteller's weavings - weavings where a shadow can be either
a ghost or a man and yet mean just the same, at least to those who
can listen with an ear tuned in the right way.

She took my arm when I came down to her. "Did you see it?" she
asked. "Did you see the Singing Loch?"

"I saw it, yes."

"I can tell,… it's in your eyes! Was it worth the waiting
for?"

I gathered her to me then and swallowed down my secret. "It was
everything I could have hoped for," I told her.










Last Words




There was once a Singing Loch close by every town and village in
the land. It was never hard to find; you needed to look only in
those places where the last house had passed from view and where
the greyness had at last given way to green. You might have found
it by a line of trees, across a meadow, by a babbling brook, or in
a scrap of ancient woodland. Think back now, because in your youth
you knew of such a place: it was a pond to fish, a leafy lane to
walk, a meadow sweet with the scent of grass after summer rain. And
is it still there? The chances are it's not.

In the town where I was born, my leafy lane's a housing estate
now and dog dirt fouls the trampled paths where once the wild wood
played host to all the magic of my childhood. My pond is full of
rubbish and a concrete conduit takes my babbling brook and dumps it
in the sewer. There are no fish, no kingfishers, no badgers any
more and all the people grow up as strangers to one another. All
the colours I remember are gone. It is a very grey place now.

Inevitably then, it's to the wilder fringes we are drawn, you
and I, to places where the colour remains, where the land has not
changed in a thousand years and bears only the marks of nature.
Here it is we seek reflections of our selves through that quiet
inner eye, reflections that often serve only to perplex and puzzle.
But it matters nothing if we do not understand the meaning of these
places; for I have learned that certain truths we are too frail to
bear. What's important is only that we each have the freedom to
pursue our quest wherever we choose - the quest whose goal is
merely to touch the indefinable quality in ourselves, the thing
that raises us above the level of our own irrelevance.

Without the Singing Loch, there remains for all of us only
greyness, and unconsciousness. Without the Singing Loch, we are
none of us truly alive. So, pilgrim, set down this book, for you
have bided with me long enough, and go seek your Singing Loch.
Honour it within yourself, but go quietly because it's a fickle
thing and it really has no time for our modern ways. Do not try to
understand or explain it, and above all you must never try to call
it your own.

 As for Craigaline, well, pilgrims still make the journey
here from time to time, asking directions to the Singing Loch.

"And does it really sing?" they ask me.

"Well," I reply, "there are those who'll tell you it's just a
trick of the wind, but that only goes to show,…

 … . it does not sing for everyone."
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	Love is a
Perfect Place (1999)
A short story by Michael Graeme - a twenty minute read: He
scooped some water up and drank. It astonished him. It tasted like
he imagined the most perfect water should taste, but it was a
sensation spoiled by the queer fact that he wasn't thirsty even
though he had walked for hours under a hot sun.

"Perhaps we don't need food,... or water," he said. "Only when
it pleases us."

He looked around then at the land and he felt a chill. What
manner of place was this? And what manner of being had he
become?



	


The
Enigma that was Carla Sinclair (2004)
I was not completely unhinged. She was just a computer program,
a crude simulation - at best a never ending animated cartoon with
only one character and no story line. But she was
"something",...

She was a hobby I suppose you might say. Other young men had
hobbies, equally obscure, though perhaps more socially inclusive.
They collected camera gear, they went fishing, raced cars or drank
themselves stupid. Me? I coded in my bedroom. Same thing? Well, not
quite. You see, while other people's hobbies took them out of
themselves, mine enabled me to climb deeper inside.



	


Lively
Custard (2004)
Short Story - a 25 minute read: Rogue trees are popping up all
over the little town of Frinton-cum-Hardy and the residents have
begun speaking in metaphors so mixed and mangled, poor Armitage,
connoisseur of all things bookish, finds he no longer understands
his mother tongue. And if all that isn't enough his young protege,
Jenny, from the Books Galore Emporeum is having "uncle
trouble"!



	


A Moth
on the Moon (2004)
Most people - except the conspiracy theorists - know the United
States landed a man on the moon in 1969. What's less well known
however, is that the British beat them to it, in 1947.



	


The
Choices (2006)
A fifteen minute read:

I am sitting here in the lounge-bar of the McKinley Arms Hotel,
by the shores of Loch Lomond, and I am staring out into the
twilight at my choices. I have been this way before many times and
I always seem to go wrong at this point, so you must forgive what
must seem like fastidious caution, but I simply have to get it
right this time!



	


Escape
From Paradise Island (2007)
A 25 minute read by Michael Graeme: Crime doesn't pay. That's
what they try to teach you in prison, and fair enough, I might even
have left there one day determined to go straight except, suddenly,
I was on an island in the China Sea, gazing at a beautiful girl in
a yellow Bikini. So maybe it had been worth it after all. But
careful now! You had to avoid thinking things like that because
they'd a nasty habit of dissolving back into reality and you'd wake
up right back in that stinking grey cell: five years of your life
already erased, with another two to go, and all because you'd never
been able to resist the puzzle of a pretty motor car!



	


Push
Hands (2008)
Phil and Penny were made for each other - the only problem is
they are married to other people. When they meet at a Tai Chi class
they quickly realise the depth of one another's loneliness and need
for a sympathetic ear. Fearful of the consequences, they go to
elaborate lengths to avoid each other but their paths begin to
cross with chance-defying regularity, pulling them ever more deeply
into one another's confidence. Is this evidence of a mysterious
power at work, or should they simply have an affair? Middle aged
and married for a long time, their apparently unavoidable
relationship causes them to ask serious questions of the meaning of
their lives and their marriages, and finally to demand that their
families respect them for who they really are. But will their
families recognise them? Can they even recognise themselves?

Push Hands is a full length novel, complete and free to
download.



	


The
Man Who Could Not Forget (2008)
A Short Story by Michael Graeme (a fifteen minute read):

...I have a problem with my memory. It isn't that it ever fails
me - quite the opposite in fact. Indeed, my recall of events from
all but the earliest years of my life is truly photographic, so
there was little doubt in my mind the woman before me now was the
one who had stolen the book....



	


The
Magician of Monkton Pier (2009)
Joshua is navigating his eco-boat, The Mattie Rat along a dark
and stinking stretch of the old canal through Monkton - a city
overwhelmed by gangs and gun toting militias. Joshua's seen it all
before: urban decay, corruption and the death of hope.

Living on the water, and with no need for money, he's usually
able to slip unnoticed through these dark town stretches and into
the green beyond. But when he's tricked into picking up a pair of
enigmatic hitchers, Joshua knows there's going to be trouble in
Monkton.

In spite of his best efforts, the wily old Waterman is about to
become an accomplice in the biggest magical stunt of all time. And
if the world no longer believes in magic, well, it only has itself
to blame.



	


Crystal
Says (2009)
A twenty minute read: So, I'm standing in this crop circle, down
in Wiltshire, England, and there's a girl dangling a crystal from
the end of a chain. She's very pretty, so I'm thinking I'll have to
find a way of overlooking the fact she's probably also some kind of
crank if I want to take advantage of the situation here,...



	


Katie's
Rescue (2009)
A thirty minute read: It felt odd, driving into Raworth, because
where I come from Raworth does not exist. I know that stretch of
road, you see? It dips down to the river Warfe, crosses over by the
old bridge, then rises up the dale on the other side. Ordinarily
there's just a steep wooded ravine and a picturesque waterfall on
the river but, like I said, on this occasion, there was also
Raworth,...



	


The
Summer of '83 (2009)
Well, that's middle age for you: you either grow up, grow into
it, accept its imperfections, its disappointments, and grow old
grumbling at someone, or you ruin yourself on a mad fling with a
girl half your age that you know won't last, and then you grow old
alone and with only the walls to grumble at.

In the absence of any other alternatives, I know which of the
two I prefer,... but what if there was a third alternative?



	


The
Man Who Talked to Machines (2010)
You have to talk to them, counsel them, mesmerise them into
stillness before you set foot anywhere near them. And, though I may
not be considered wholly sane, at least I have a reputation for the
way I talk to machines.



	


Pandora and
Melanie (2010)
My dear Richard, I apologise for the delay in writing to you but
it's only now I am beginning to come to terms with the implications
of your discovery, and also the news of your collaboration with the
woman known to you as Pandora,...

The author joins in with the doom and gloom and predicts the end
of the world, but as you might expect, there's an upside to every
situation.



	


Rosemary's
Eyes (2010)
A short story about life, and death: Rosemary was by the house,
feeling her way among the delicate stems of a clematis, her light
touch seeking the beauty of its tissue-thin blooms. She paused at
our approach and looked towards me, her eyes passive, waiting. Then
she reached out, inviting my embrace. And when she gathered me in
her arms, she raised her lips to my ear and I felt her whispered
words, hot and curling against my skin.

"Don't be afraid," she said. "Look into my eyes once more."



	


The
Road From Langholm Avenue (2010)
A story of unrequited love, of unexpected love, of love lost,
and found again. With divorce and redundancy looming, our hero,
Tom, is left facing middle age with the feeling that he made a
wrong turn somewhere in his past. Then, as if things aren't bad
enough he's inexplicably haunted by memories of Rachel, a girl he
had a crush on at school. With emotions bubbling up to the surface
he realises the old business with Rachel has never really been
forgotten and that before he can find a way through his crisis,
he's going to have to journey back in search of his deepest past.
Tom sets out to find Rachel and, regardless of her circumstances,
do the one thing he couldn't bring himself to do a quarter of a
century ago: ask her on a date. But things don't quite go according
to plan. Tom discovers a lot can change in twenty five years, but
that some things remain exactly the same. And when it comes to the
business of unrequited love, even those closest to him are not
immune.

This is a full length novel - complete and free to read. It is
not a teaser or a taster.



	


In
Durleston Wood (2010)
A middle aged romantic, Richard Hunter has hit the buffers.
Divorced and estranged from his children, he trains as a teacher
and takes up a post in his home village at his old Primary School.
Never more than arm's length away from a nervous breakdown and
hopelessly in love with his headmistress, Richard seeks solace in
his boyhood haunt: Durleston Wood. But the wood now hides a secret,
a mysterious woman kept hidden there as the apparent "property" of
a villain - or so she tells him. As he learns more of her fate, and
her plan to transfer her "ownership" to him, he tells himself this
is the last thing he wants, while wondering if it isn't actually
something he needs more than anything, that far from destroying
him, rescuing her could be the one thing that stops him from going
under.

This is a full length novel - not a taster or a teaser.



	


The
Lavender and the Rose (2010)
Matthew Rowan finds himself drawn to a secluded valley in the
English Lake District where he meets Amanda, mistress of Cragside,
a cottage nestled deep in a fold between high fells. On the surface
it seems like the ideal refuge from a world gone mad, but what he
doesn't know is that the house sits at the epicentre of a magnetic
anomaly and has a reputation for playing strange tricks on the mind
of anyone who sleeps there. There's also something peculiar about
Amanda, who calls hersef Beatrice and leads a secretive life
dressed entirely in Victorian costume. The Lavender and the Rose is
an unusual love story, an erotic adventure, and a spiritual
odyssey. It's also a psychological mystery whose resolution will
require Matthew to question his understanding of the nature of
human identity, and even reality itself.



	


The
Last Guests of La Maison du Lac (2011)
Writer Richard Graves arrives at La Maison du Lac, a remote
hotel in the Swiss Alps, where he hopes to find the inspiration to
begin the most important story of his career. It's here he meets
the enigmatic Gabrielle, a beautiful Frenchwoman rebelling against
her over-protective parents.

As he comes to know more about Gabrielle he realises he must
rescue her, and that the story he must write is the one he finds
himself living. The story will be a far cry from anything he's
attempted before, with nothing appearing to be as it seems,
including Gabrielle herself.

As their story unfolds, Richard's instincts tell him that only a
tragic ending is going to make sense, and what follows is a
desperate battle between his desire for a lasting happiness, and
the seemingly darker intent of his muse.

At times mysterious, romantic and erotic, this is a journey that
will take Richard and Gabrielle literally beyond the edge of
reason, where the only guarantee is that neither of them will view
life, or love, the same way again.

This is a full length novel, complete and free to read. It is
not a taster or a teaser.
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