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FIRST TEXT

Part One


First Night

I got near the island; Ferryman was about to ask me to see a ticket when the boat started to sink: ‘If it’s the return tickets yous have got, best swim for it,’ Ferryman bawled then he jamp over the side into blackwater.

It was neardark. Since Ferryman’d cut the outboard engine all was silent; could hear the loose, metal lampshade on the single bulb above the Boat Chandlers at Ferry Slipway. The lampshade was clattering in any gusts before they reached.

A low roll of cloud had circled the island and seemed to hold the luminous dayness in its depths and bulges. You could see the braes: the bare rowans, the dark spruces, larches below the cloud then the true mountainheads above, behind the five silhouettes of the passengers facing me who tilted gently to one side. Water breached the gunwhale and busily began filling the bottom of the boat.

The blonde kiddy with the sticking plaster over her eye who’d been staring at me since Mainland (apart from suddenly turning to spew then spit over the side); the telly-aerial repairers who’d been so mortal and rackety; the fat man with the cigar and huge metal-looking crucifix:

All went straight into silentness.

Big fat man shot up, ‘Car ferry’s wake’s gone and sunk us.’ He hauled his crucifix and chain above the baldiness then tossed them over the side; the tip of his cigar glowed brighter as he rose up by the oarlocks, rocked the boat then stepped overboard. I turned away from his splash and saw the huge black ship vanishing into the dark Upsound, could still read the words on the stern:


PSALM 23

Greenock



I looked down and saw the ghostly-pale glow of the petrol tank – no more than a plastic jerry-can – that in eight months’ time I would be reminded of by a catheter bag (the drop petrol in the bottom like thick, lazy urine).

I savvied right enough that the petrol tank would keep me afloat so, with the telly-aerial repairers sat like daft apeths, I stepped forward and drew a real squeal from the blonde child as I bunched her ribbons and ponytails in both my hands and hauled her up to chest level, threw a left arm round; she kneed me on the left bosom as I swung, huffed out a puff and grabbed the petrol-tank handle with the right hand – in two steps we were up

on the transom, leaping, then,

for the split second,

soaring

over moonless nightwater,

with the blonde hair of the child in my arms,

the brightest thing in such

darknesses.

When you first hit freezing darkwater there’s a strangeness and instant when you feel and see nothing, then that liquidy seep in through the most porous bits: top of jeans, front of whatevertop, slowly, slowly down your back under the air bubble of your jackets (jacket’s... jackets’: do you need these comma things??) jacket’s shoulders... it’s certain you do feel the pull of that new dreadweight your clothes are starting to become.

When my wrecked boots hit water I was smiling and the surface shocked into my face. I’d misjudged the strength of that long-orangey-rubber-tube-thing connecting the petrol tank to the outboard and it really breenged us round twisting my arm behind my back. I shivered, opened eyes: the splash had turned the little blonde girl’s (girls?) hair jet-black. I tried to yank the jerry-can; the sinking boat tugged back at me then the cap popped off freeing the petrol tank. I let go the handle to try turn myself; I just let go for a jiffy, but, with a sure movement, together, the half-blind child in my arms and I sank beneath the nightwater.

I opened my eyes in the static and rumble. A landscape of colours was glissanding on the lunar seabeds way below; my black legs slowly kicking so thin in silhouette. I hugged that wee girl tighter to me. A constellation of pinkish bubbles rose up under my feet then drifted, swole, each bubble’s angle reflecting a diamond nova from both its north and south pole. In the furthest distances of this universe the rising planets and blue stars from seabed geysers, a huge surface of tiny bubbles, wobbled under us lit by deepest flarings below: a coral reef gone insane in the colours of these killing seas.

Just then Ferryman’s boat sank – away there – past us, its bow pointed deaddown and you saw the gilt, hand-painted lettering on its stern flashing a last time in the wildlights before


IN GOD WE TRUST



the black hull darted into a bank of turquoisey bubbles, the orangey fuel pipe, trailing behind – straight up as a plumb line.

Though it forced us deep towards those seabed burnings, I tried to heave-ho the little girl up: shove her surfacewards. I was sorry for our death... I’d heard around that the drowning could be no so bad but there was that book that had scared me: the Pincher Martin book; the book of drowning. Just when I was getting the All Dramatic I felt a trickle of cold on my wrist in naked air, rolled and was on the surface. Bruised-blue sky above was now dark though I was fairly positive there was still a little light when we’d gone under; now was nightimeness so I brought the kiddy onto my chest. The fuel tank was just bob-bobbing beside, I grabbed at it and then the bright and coloured water around us just flickered and switched off like swimming-pool lights.

‘What was it?’ she whimpered.

I goes, ‘I don’t know, darling.’

The sticky-on patch had come away in the salt water and a dead eye, like a green jewel of frozen phlegm on some winter pavement, stared down at me from her beautiful little button face.

By holding the handle of the jerry-can to my side and kick-kicking, we curved a shaky course in towards the lonesome single bulb above the door of the Boat Chandlers at Ferry Slipway.

Ahead, a minute point of tangerine light flourished then dulled; through the perishing cold I creaked a nervous smile. Big fat man was grimly wheezing shorewards, the cigar still miraculously alight in his mouth.

‘Ahoy there,’ I says.

He spoke out the side of his mouth, ‘Saint Moluag challenged Saint Columba to a race, from Mainland to this island: first one to touch the land. So they spun across in their coracles and Saint Columba was holding a good lead close to this shore; Saint Moluag took up his axe, chopped off his little finger, hurled it onto the island shouting, “There, I touched the shore first.”’

He clached out a snigger then sucked on his cigar. I thumped the petrol tank over to him, ‘Kick in on this and we’ll race you.’

‘Race him, race him!’ the wee girl was bouncing, flooding water over my bosom. Big fat man took the cigar stub out his mouth and dropped it into the spout of the jerry-can. A ten-foot spew of flame jamp out the cap-hole propelling the fat man furiously towards the shore. He screamed, the orange fountain of light – for a second – lit up other heads, clutching seat-cushions or other stuff, kicking in shorewards to Ferry Slipway.

A patch of burny water sailed away west, upsound, before withering into a shape at the back of my mind. Then I saw it: an echo of the flames up there above the cloud – the ancient and dour light of campfire, high on the ben sides.

Dripping sodden-wet, still holding the child, I booted in the door of the Boat Chandlers and one of the telly-aerial repairers lunged towards me holding out a bottle of Bunnahabhain. I shook head no and let the child down to the ground, ‘Lights. I saw such strange lights out there, deep in the waters,’ I says.

‘The Phosphorous Beds,’ the Harbour whispered behind and sort of nodded to the kid at my leg. ‘They dumped hundreds of tons of phosphorus bombs in the Sound after the war; last few years they started burning up. Who knows what else’s down there. Those colours: divers won’t go near; the canisters sometimes come up in lobster pots on fire... you see a streamer of white smoke whipping above a well-decker.’ The Harbour turned away, spoke even quieter, ‘Sometimes, burning phosphorus canisters wash up on the beach, and sometimes kiddies find them, you know?’

I nodded. ‘Did all get safely ashore?’

‘No sign of the Devil’s Advocate, Ferryman’s way out in the dinghy and we’ve phoned for Nam the Dam to do a flyby in his chopper.’ The Harbour accepted the whisky bottle offof the redhead telly-aerial repairer.

‘Be as well with yon Argonaut and his line,’ the redhead says.

The tall one from amongst the telly-aerial repairers squinted at the redhead who explains, ‘Argonaut’s some kind of crazy salvage-diver-cum-Armada-treasure-hunter from across the island.’

The Harbour says, ‘He’s a body-finder too; anyone drowns in these waters it’s aye Argonaut who can find where the bag of bones’ll wash up or where the currents’ll have it lying in fathoms.’

The redhead goes, ‘Sails round the islands in a kayak with all these words from the bible writ all over.’

‘He moves between the islands. Big ships have sighted him in his kayak miles out to sea,’ The Harbour tilted back the bottle so its base near touched the ceiling.

The tally one asked, ‘Who is that fat guy, some sort of a lawyer or a religious freak, or what?’

The Harbour goes, ‘Nah, nah he’s a pape from the church. He’s the Devil’s Advocate: decides who should get to become a saint and who shouldnty and all yon; wandering hills with his tent, researching into saints; canonisation it’s called, trying to find out dirt in the past of already-saints... he’s sort of an investigative journalist for God.’

‘Well if he’s on the ocean bed getting his eyes ett out by crabs, the church’ll be down on this ferry like a shot...’

‘Shush!’ I snapped at the Tall, jerking my head down at the child.

‘Is big fat man drowned or all burned up?’ the kiddy says.

‘That Argonaut,’ the Harbour smirked, ‘He’s pulverised out the mind on the drugs. He goes down diving on acid, to fix a line on those bodies he finds, and conducts a wee religious service with a flare.’

I kneeled and picked up the wet child, ‘Nah, honey, I reckon he’s safe and sound and we’ll be seeing more of him.’

‘Theres gey-few saints to be found on this ruck of an island,’ the Harbour grumbled.

‘I’ve got to get her out these clothes.’

‘We’ve no kiddies’ gear. Wrap her in a towel and I’ll get those on the heater. As for you, help yourself to the clothes; the most expensive yacht jacket’s there, so take one; there’s a wee lifejacket in that you can blow up! Italian. As per usual I just bill the ferry company...’

‘How do you mean, as per usual?’

‘Hell, girl, third time this winter the wee boat’s been sunk. El Capitain on the Psalm 23 thinks he’s still in the cod war; hasn’t left the bridge for months, gets a bottle of malt sent up every morning.’

The quiet one of telly-aerial repairers piped up, ‘We were sunk time before, so we took out good luggage insurance this time.’

‘Here on the razzle though,’ goes Redhead, ‘Trek straight up to the Aerial Bothy, check the box and it’s the usual fuse blown; phone home to base and tell the suckers it’s a major job of about four days; book The Outer Rim Hotel and drink ourselves into the Olympics; claim the booze as expenses then go back up on our last day and fix the fuses...’

‘Works every time,’ says the Tall.

‘Mummy and Daddy send the Kongo Express for me at night,’ the wee thing smiled. I took her behind the row of waterproofs out the gaze of the drunk telly-aerial repairers though she was so young.

‘Aye, pet,’ I goes, then, ‘Arms to the high sky.’ I tugged her top up, the wetness in the lycra squeezing out at her tiny wrists before the sleeves both pop, popped up and dangled. I squeezed the top out. When she bended over: the amazing smooth, perfectcrack of her child-bum. I scoufuled up her ribbons and ponytails with the towel.

After I’d chosen, I took the little girl up back of the Chandlers where there was a mirror. I couldn’t even hear the telly-aerial repairers bawling back there. I took off my old, tatty steerhide jacket: all tears and fatherings; I ever-so-gingerly plucked out the CD Walkman. I opened the lid; the girl giggled as water poured out. It was utterly jiggered, and I just took the CD that was Verve: All In The Mind (HUTCD 12), though it was track three, Man Called Sun that I always listened to, if you must know. I slipped it in the pocket with an eye to the future then dropped the Walkman on the floor; she asked if she could have it; I explained it was kaput and all that. My other Verve CDs had been in the carrier bag (lying on the Sound floor, shiny-side-up, reflecting the searing phosphorus colours lifting above them).

I stripped, looked, run my palms down over turn, glanced at the sproglet, but she was fascinated with the buttons on the Walkman; I turned to study the dying suntan, the unshaved legs with a swirl of wet hairs on the backs of thighs. I started looking through what I’d chosen to fully enjoy the... the feeling... what I would call, in the other words, La me da igual, but no, those are the other languages from... Down There and the things that happened to me, walking in moonlight with dark sunglasses among forest fires and shooting stars. So in this language I’ve made this daft deal to tell my story in... La me da igual... how can I say it in the old words? The Indifferent Feeling; yes! The Indifferent Feeling. That’s what I had enjoyed as the Harbour let me choose the clothes in the Chandlers. I’d just crammed things in the kitbag he’d given me. The Harbour noted the items down and kept a receipt for himself.

I’d says, ‘I’d do anything for some real girl clothes,’ but I was stuffing the gear away like it was nobody’s business and that’s The Indifferent Feeling: heavy men’s work-shirts still smelling of their cheap dyes; big baggy-pant boxer shorts, even S too big for me; socks all colours, enough to pad the small good boots I grabbed; and always not caring what colour combinations I was getting, cause The Indifferent Feeling... what I call privately La me da igual.

You see The Indifferent Feeling mostly in eating places and clothes shops. It’s harboured in middle-aged guys who live not pretending anymore. They come in, a wee-bit-overweight guy, grey hairs here and there, money in the pockets but no concessions to fashion – in other words to women. He needs a new jacket so he finds one that fits, throws it on the counter by the till. The assistant tells him the jacket comes in three other colours; the man shrugs, no doubt by now counting out the notes and not even looking at the assistant girl who is young, dead pretty and, as you look at her clothes, carefully dressed – cause that still has meaning. She’s got lies she can still believe in, but our friend, well that shrug shows it all. It’s not just that I feel free when I live The Indifferent Feeling myself, it’s that I find it so attractive in others. When I was way Down There, in those days when I only ate in restaurants, I would see men, those same men who had lived, I would see the indifference they really tried to hide, terrified Life was going sour on them; their smugness was losing its novelty; they stared at a menu that five years before would have given them a pleasing feel. But they had come to understand how childish it was, how little it mattered if they placed A or B inside their mouths and masticated it to a tight bolus. They never ate desserts cause their fragile pride wouldn’t allow them to speak out those silly names.

While I’m on about it may as well mention what, to myself, I call The Correspondence Feeling. There’s the others I could explain: The Toffee Feeling, The Thin Hair Feeling, The Rudder Feeling, The Cheese Sandwich in the Back of the Car Feeling, The October Afternoon Feeling, Peeling the Tangie Feeling: all the ones that make me me. Aye, The Correspondence Feeling: I had it when we were out there swimming in the Sound and the Devil’s Advocate had set fire to the petrol tank... no, it started even before that, when my eye lighted on the orange-end glow of his cigar, then there was the petrol burning then the light of the campfire up the mountains: ‘flame, flame, flame’. Sometimes you see it on a city street: three strangers moving in different directions come adjacent, each has a yellow jacket on so you get this row yellow, then your eye follows along and a huge yellow juggernaut is passing beside so, when the light catches it, all is shimmery yellow on the pavement and reflected in the shop windows...

When I materialised front-of-shop and declared, ‘I’m looking for The Drome Hotel, that one with the graveyard beside,’ The Harbour coughed and the telly-aerial repairers stared at me. I took the dried clothes to dress the girl and when we returned The Harbour cleared his throat again and goes, ‘Yonder is Brotherhood’s domain.’

‘Brotherhood. Brotherhood?’ I says the name.

‘That’s a right weird place out you, we’d never dream of holing up in it.’

There was a good bit silentness.

The Tall went, ‘Who’s Brotherhood?’

‘He arrived back here piloting on old PBY flying boat; all these French hippy chicks were on board; anchored offof The Outer Rim Hotel, the girls sunbathing up on the wings, diving off then swimming in for lemonades...’

‘The Sanctions Buster we called him back then, account of his carry-ons down in Africa there; his Dad kept good health and was running The Drome as a decent...’

The Harbour laughed and goes, ‘Brotherhood’s forgotten dream. Young men’s dreams that pepper out: of setting up an island casino at The Drome with Folies Bergère girls; punters choppered in.’ The Harbour snorted, shook his head in sort of despair, ‘What he’s got is as close as he can get to the pimp he wants to be.’

The Tall and me looked at the Harbour in sort of appeal. I goes, ‘What’re you meaning?’

‘You’ll be seeing... soon enough, soon enough.’

We stepped outside under the rattling lampshade. The Harbour says, ‘You wonnie be needing your kitbag less you plan leaving us, and if that Devil’s Advocate doesn’t show soon we’ll be needing all heads we can get along the shores.’

I went, ‘Far is it to The Drome?’

‘Don’t think about it, lassie. Fifteen mile as crow flies. Over The Interior. Twenty-five round the coast road. On a Saturday night, now, you could get The Disco Bus that circles, gathering all the young ones for their dancing at The Outer Rim. It’s a hell of a sight, yon, on the way back, but none’s brave enough to get aboard; even High-Pheer-Eeon who swims over from Mainland on his hunting and scavenging missions was found locked in the boot at the garage one Monday morning: Turns out he’d been using the boots to move round the island for weeks, too feart to go upstairs.’

I began to cross the Slip with the little girl’s hand in mine. ‘Now how do you get home?’ I goes.

‘You ring the little lectric bell for The Kongo Express.’

‘Nah, seriously honey.’

Then we came to the top of the slipway:

[image: Image Missing]

It was only months later I’d read His pages, typed on the toy Fisher-Price typewriter, pages dated Wednesday seventeenth, Thursday twenty-second and Friday twenty-third. His... pages, the one they called the Aircrash Investigator, or the Failed Screenwriter, or the Man From The Department of Transport, even a name: Walnut or Warmer, though one night in The Heated Rooms when I pressed him he says his name was Houlihan. I read in his pages that never had the months, just the useless, mixed-up dates, how he came ashore as a Foot Passenger from the big Weekend-Only car ferry, and of course his eye saw the dent in the bottom right-hand corner of the road sign, where a provisions truck coming off the Slip must have clipped it one.


Editor’s note: torn text glued to manuscript:

WEDNESDAY 17TH

if that was his concept of the devil it certainly wasnt mine. My eye lighted on the bashed road sign back at the landing jetty. In its lower right corner it had taken an impact so I stood on tiptoe to squint. It was a forward impact of about ten miles per hour, traces of a green, metal-based paint remained embedded in the reflective coating at the edges of the laceration where the impact had not chipped the insect-eye reflective coating. By examining the crease-lines on the rear of the sign I could tell the impact had been less of a factor than the weight of the vehicle behind it... a faster impact would have left less stress-bearing marks in the tensile areas, however the proximity of the edge had allowed the forward impact forces to bleed off the sign. Had impact occurred closer to the centre of the sign, which is free-standing, fixed to two hollow aluminium poles embedded in sea-decayed concrete, the entire sign could have collapsed. By the sudden rightward movement of the impact scar I could tell the vehicle had shifted to the right. By calculating graze depth and presuming aluminium contact without the aid of lab tests (by which I calculated the forward impact speed) I estimate an impact speed of 9.463 m.p.h. and a contact time of 3.768 seconds though it would be difficult to take these results seriously without more time at the site but I’d the disco bus to catch. My calculations are shown on the 22nd and the 23rd. I noticed a 45-gallon drum with an interesting smash in the side but I couldnt be bothered.



I like that sentence: where a provisions truck coming off the Slip must have clipped it one.

Beyond the sign, the little girl tugged me to the left and we passed a HISTORIC CASTLE symbol road sign, down a path we came to a railway station but, the weird thing was, it was a miniature station I saw emerging out the dark as the girl pressed the buzzer. The roof of the station only came to my chin and I could see the close-togetherness of the little rails of the track and out the dark wind that moved the looming spruce trees at their tops, came a miniature train with KONGO EXPRESS writ on a brass plate at the front.

‘Aye-aye. Wanting dropped anywhere?’ The driver looked at me. ‘Niagara Falls, Mount Kilimanjaro, Makarikari Salt Pans?’ he yelled out a laugh.

‘The boat sunk,’ I says.

‘Watch out for snakes and tigers,’ he shrieked, then he shrugged like as if to say sorry, ‘It all reminds her ladyship of the good times, when she was beautiful.’

‘Can I sleep in the princess’s tower?’ the girl, who had sat in the little coach behind the driver, covered his eyes with her hands.

‘Do you know of the man Brotherhood?’

The driver says, ‘John Brotherhood, the Sanctions Buster. He sailed in a rusty old minesweeper – that’s how he got started; he was innocent then, and of the crew only Brotherhood and the Captain didn’t get seasick. They drank two bottles of rum a day. When they approached those white beaches, Brotherhood stepped out of the bridge; mosquitoes like he’d never heard were whining past his ears then the minesweeper mounted the sand and the hull opened up as a whole invasion force of government soldiers poured up the beach to the palms. The soldiers had been hidden down there in their own vomit for a week. Then Brotherhood realised the whizzing past his red ears were bullets and he was viewed as part of the invasion force. “I thought you knew,” the Captain said, crouched on the decking. “Welcome to Africa.”’

‘Caaan I?’ the girl goes.

‘You must ask Mother,’ went the driver.

I says, ‘Crossing The Interior to The Drome. What way?’

‘Past the mud huts, try not to wake the baboons.’

‘Byeee.’ The little girl took away one hand to wave and the miniature train did a circle till its red light jerked and shaked away down the little track, its redness showing on the rails before it dived into a tunnel that seemed made of papier mâché. I trod on along the track, through the silly wee tunnel and round another bend. When I turned right onto open hillside the king baboons must’ve seen me cause they started such a commotion, and this in turn got all the bloody parrots along at the castle going bonkers.

Bended double like the clans at Culloden stepping into the end, I traversed bensides ever upwards. I climbed straight through steady blackout – the sodden Levi’s going stiff on both thighs with the perishingness – knowing always, hung up in some place of aboveness like a cyan-coloured censer swinging in the wind, snugged up in the clam of a screeclagged corrie, was the campfire: the campfire with its angle of floor that had let me see it when I swam out in the Sound but hid from view deep down at the sole bulb of Ferry Slipway below.

When I came on them it was sudden. The campfire lifted up out of the darknesses as I heave-heaved up a bank. I ducked down though I knew from the fire area, against nightsky, I’d be invisible.

Two guys – old, kind-of-harmless-looking-slack-jowelled-brotherly-baldiness made you trust them, as if one could never do anything bad in the always-look of his brother. But it was beyond them, it was lying within the light of the fair-old-bleeze. I squinted, made sure I was seeing what I was but I was so cold I stepped into their light and both men swung and looked at the coffin sitting beside them on the fold-down trestles before they bothered turn and begin to study me.

‘Aye-aye,’ coughs one of the brothers.

‘Come away hence and form a square circle, girl.’

‘Aye, let the dogs see the rabbit,’ says the First Spoken.

‘Where the hell’ve you been? Specting you for hours,’ says the Most Baldy, pretend-annoyedly; he nicked a peek at First Spoken who let out a honky laugh.

‘Busy the night.’ (Gasped, glancing round.)

‘Rush hour...’

‘Off our feet...’

‘Visitors are such a strain.’

I lowered myself beside the flames and looked into them, smiling; I announced: ‘I cross the Interior to The Drome.’

‘We go the other way. To open ocean. The three of us,’ First Spoken spat into the fire. ‘Guess what we’ve buried under that hearth? A fat clucky hen snaffled from old Gibbon’s Acres wrapped in silver foil. Ready in...’ (his watch clicked down as he flicked a wrist)... ‘just a jiffy.’

‘Know how to catch a chicken?’ asked Most Baldy.

I goes, ‘Nut.’

‘You catch em at night,’ cackled First Spoken.

‘They cannae see in the dark!’

‘Cannaesseeeeee!’

‘Would you like a wee bite chicken?’

I goes, ‘Oh yess I would. Yum-yummy.’

‘Alexander. I hope you’ve polished the silver.’

‘It was bloody parrot last night and never again.’

‘Can I ask?’ I looked across at the dark oak coffin on trestles.

‘Scrawny creature. A parrot steak.’

‘Dad,’ nodded the First Spoken.

I nodded back.

‘We promised him he’d be buried at sea...’

‘And when he went from us a week on Tuesday we go and find you have to book years in advance for a burial at sea with the navy.’

‘And him on the convoys all those years, is that not right, Alexander?’

‘And of course all kinds of rules and red tape about doing your own bloody burial at sea...’

‘Money makes no difference.’

‘“Nae pockets on a shroud, boys.”’

‘That’s what he always told us, “Nae pockets on a shroud,” so we’re burying him at sea ourselves, on the other side of the island; we have to cross to The Inaccessible Point, and cause it’s inaccessible we have to take him in on foot.’

‘And we’ll need a boat to take him right out to sea when we get there...’

‘Cast him off on the last voyage; right far out so the wood coffin doesnt float him back in...’

I says, ‘Have you heard of a man called the Argonaut?’

‘Him in the kayak? We couldn’t trust Father to a one like yon.’

Just then a sound came from the coffin, I swung round towards it. It was coming from the insides of the coffin, it was the purrr, purrr, purrr of a cellnet phone.

‘It’s Dad’s.’

‘He asked to be buried with it...’

‘He was very attached to it... never out of his right hand...’

‘It’s still in it...’ the First Spoken muttered.

Most Baldy turned away from me to the First Spoken and went, ‘That’ll be old McKercher after his fee,’ he looked at me and says, ‘Our accountant.’

The phone stopped ringing and after a silence the First Spoken produced a packet of Chesterfields that he offered round. I shook head and goes, ‘I’ve recently quit, thanks.’ Most Baldy took and they lit up offof the fire. Some spits of rain started to come down.

‘Contrary to speculation, these are what James Bond smoked,’ goes the First Spoken.

The Second Spoken: Most Baldy, says, ‘I am not James Bond nor was meant to be,’ he stood and crossed over towards the coffin where a large sheet of polythene was folded; he picked it up and shook it out so’s it made a big crackling noise. We were all looking over at the coffin: on its varnished side, bolted on, was a white metal plate with the black letters reflecting in the campfire’s unsteady light:


DAD 007



‘What’s that number thing fixed to the side?’ I goes.

‘It’s the personalised number plate from his Jaguar, there’s the other on the opposite side.’

The Most Baldy draped the polythene over the coffin to protect it from the rain.

‘Right, lets dig this chicken up!’ goes the First Spoken. He took a stick and began shoving the red-hot cinders aside to get at the little oven he’d made in the soil under. Sudden, both men turned and looked out, towards the darkness of the Sound, then I heard it too, turned and saw the new light and the flashing red one too, moving: a cone of light pointing down and sweeping a sparkly circle over the waters.

‘Nam the Dam, what’s he doing?’ the First Spoken moaned.

‘The little ferry got sunk by the car ferry; there’s a man missing.’

‘It sunk? What again!’ went the Most Baldy.

‘That Nam the Dam shouldn’t be out there, this is official.’

‘He’s an old yank from Vietnam with his own Westland Wessex. He lifts a lot of posts and wire when they’re fencing high on the mountainsides. He does mountain and sea rescue in his spare time, it’s bloody disgrace; you’re a damn sight safer stuck on a rock face or floating at sea than you are in his old rust-bucket.’

I goes, ‘Why’s he got yon name?’

‘Mind out now, lass, the Piston of Achnacloich’s coming out. Come on now, son, out you come now, son’; the First Spoken whipped out his knob and started doing just a massive number one on the flames of the campfire that hissed all wild; I jumped back from the balloons of steam and the old dangling doosey there as the smelly clouds lit up a bit then a last wet shadow flipped before all was pitch blackness.

The Most Baldy’s voice went, ‘Well. Guess we won’t be eating that chicken.’

‘They call him Nam the Dam cause he was a Huey pilot in Vietnam who spent twenty-five years recovering in Amsterdam before he came here.’

‘If the lunatic sees us he’ll come in and try to land; then he’ll be all for lifting Father, flying him out to sea and dropping him from the helicopter.’

I says, ‘Wouldn’t that be more simple?’

‘Lassie, lassie, you’ll no understand how a Navy man won’t let an airforce man into his business if he can help it.’

The voice of the Most Baldy went, ‘Specially no some yankee with a long beard who’s never seen shirt nor tie nor soap and water.’

We watched the searchlight from the helicopter patrol the Sound waters. It started to rain more, all the heavier.

Into the dark I says, ‘Do either of yous know that guy, John Brotherhood, who has The Drome Hotel?’ I could hear the raindrops patting on their plastic jackets. One coughed but I couldn’t tell which. When one spoke it was the Most Baldy.

‘We read Joseph Conrad; there’s a bit where a girl is asked if she really believes in The Devil.’

The voice of the First Spoken says, ‘She answers that there are plenty of men worse than devils to make a hell of this earth.’

I slept under the coffin, the polythene flappered and the mobile phone inside the coffin got a couple of calls through the hours of darkness. I couldn’t get to sleep as the slate-grey dawn of mists began. I crawled out letting the rain wash my face; I tiptoed past the tent and away round the sheep-paths and down into the first of the glens. Around midday I saw the bright yachting jackets high on the ridge above, moving towards the wide base of the telly aerial. In the distance, the multiple aerials of the old Tracking Station and Observatory: the upper structures of rusted satellite dishes lost in the mist or cloud.

I was so hungry I trembled when I stopped walking forwards so it was best just to press on. At the end of the glen, in the versant of the extinct volcano I came to the floor of moss, a-drip with water. Little droplets clinging to the frothy emerald and curly serrations of the lichen. My tongue flicked at the diamonds of liquid then my lips clamped onto the moss, by rubbing my face side to side with the base of my tongue right out I could gulp down gallons and taste the salady smeg of raw blossoming life. I could connect to our fetid origins in the faded, damp places. I found a pink growth and kneeled, my arse up in the air as I shoved my face deep-deeper into that planetary sponge of mossflowers, biting away at the base.

The cattledrovers seen me, bum in the air as they came down that old drove road. It was the stubbly Leader who shouted, ‘The moon’s up already,’ that got me turned round and on my feet like a shot.

You stared at the sight: the lazy swing of the cattle walk, with big diarrhoea splatters all up their shanks; there were one, two, three... eleven and the leading beast with its special coat all wet.

I crossed to the stubbly Leader guy, over the grass of the drove road that was so waterlogged it was reflecting the sky: I seemed to cross a floor of clouds towards him.

‘Where are you headed?’ he went.

‘Drome over there.’

‘There? We’re headed landward to the Hinterlands. Today we’ve taken them over the Mist Anvils, skirted the Woodland Edges, now we’re headed for The Far Places and we’ll swim them over the Sound.’

‘Never. Can cows swim?’

‘They can swim miles,’ the girl one with the video camera bawled.

‘Long as you have a good lead beast the others follow,’ says stubbly guy.

‘You don’t have an Ordnance Survey do you?’ says the bearded, ‘We’re using this fifteenth-century one and it’s loaded with inaccuracies.’

The girl one went, ‘We’re following the old black cattle-drove roads, come a hundred mile across Mainland.’

I held out my shaking arms, ‘Whats all this for?’

‘University project.’

‘Some of the financial backing’s EEC.’

‘And a bit from the Arts Council...’ the bearded one added.

‘Keeping them all together at night’s a hassle but we wanted to prove it could still be done,’ girl one goes.

‘Got anything to eat?’ I came straight out with.

‘Well, we’ve been doing hunting and fishing, trying to do the fifteenth-century thing with Gore-Tex and a video camera thrown in!’

The stubbly leader guy goes, ‘We’re just about to make camp down by the river though; we’ll try a spot of night-fishing, bound to come up with something good.’
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