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The Summons


The year was ending, and the land lay still.

Despite our countdown, we were loath to go,

kept padding along the ridge, the broad glow

of the city beneath us, and the hill

swirling with a little mist. Stars were right,

plans, power; only now this unforeseen

reluctance, like a slate we could not clean

of characters, yet could not read, or write

our answers on, or smash, or take with us.

Not a hedgehog stirred. We sighed, climbed in, locked.

If it was love we felt, would it not keep,

and travel where we travelled? Without fuss

we lifted off, but as we checked and talked

a far horn grew to break that people’s sleep.

– Edwin Morgan (from Sonnets from Scotland)




Sometimes it felt like walking, sometimes it felt like flying. Or it felt like floating, or drifting, or like nothing at all. No motion. Just, there you were – in, on – and there it was – below, around – a splash of land on the ocean, a splatter of stone soil grass forest road town city, and broken-off bits scattered across the great wet belly of the world. And over it splashed lochs and rivers and burns, so much cold, clear water you’d think the land would drown in it, but it didn’t, it lay there still, breathing – sodden and bogged down in some parts, rock-hard and ragged in others, but still breathing. And the sea breathing its endless breaths around it, in out in out in out, great white waves crashing on black rocks, exhausted waves flopping flatly on deserted beaches, weed washing back and forth in bays and inlets, and fish eels lobsters seals ebbing and flowing in the tidal inhalations, exhalations, and sometimes a seal watching you, ten twenty thirty minutes an hour, submerging then resurfacing, always watching you, coming closer, keeping a distance, and you watching the seal, pacing it along the shore, connected but never connected, always apart. The source of stories and legends was in those long mutual observations, those reachings for the unreachable, yearnings for the unobtainable. But that was what they were, unobtainable, and so you turned and came away from the edge, and there was the land again, the earth – rich poor red black brown – and grass flowers trees crops grew from the earth and were nourished by it. And farmers broke the earth and turned it, and that was humankind’s relationship with the land, to need it and love it and break it into giving. When you first set out there were still heavy horses pulling the ploughs but before long they were all but gone, and chugging tractors slogged their way across the patterned fields, between drystane dykes and hedgerows and fences and stands of trees, and white plumes of gulls followed the tractors by day, and black parliaments of crows convened in the trees as night fell. And in the days of early summer you might walk on through the empty hours if there was enough light and you weren’t tired. So you walked and you were alone, and later you’d lie down to rest, to sleep in the sun you’d once toiled and starved below. At other seasons, or if it was cold or wet, you found a barn or a byre or a shed or some other shelter and you bielded there and you were alone; but if the night was dry and looked like staying that way you wrapped yourself in your many layers and your big coat above them all and found a place to lie among trees, or in the lee of a wall or a hedge, you could make your bed anywhere if you were away from people, if you were in the country, and even in the wettest weather you could find shelter in caves and crannies, in empty structures made and left by men, or deep in under the thickest, lowest trees. You could lie for days if days of lying were required, measuring out what food you had, closing down your energy. Nothing was more comfortable to you than the hard roughness of the ground beneath you, nothing more comforting than darkness and utter silence or the cry of owls hunting in the moonlight and the sudden scuffling of their prey among leaves, the strange and familiar signals of night creatures going about their business. Small living things that crept near you, around you, sometimes over you. They did not frighten you, they reassured you. You could sleep like a bairn in such circumstances, hours and hours of dreamless sleep, then waking in the early light, grass heavy with dew and your breath white in the air. You’d stretch and get to your feet, stamp them, warm yourself with violent self-embraces of the arms, you’d reach into your pocket for a bit of bread or something else you had there, or if there was nothing there was nothing, you’d be off anyway, walking again. You were safe then, you were alone, you could breathe easy, and you did.


PART ONE

The Mouth in the Box

Mike is at the bedroom window, taking in the view of the water, the road and the scattering of cottages along it, when he sees Murdo’s red van come round the end of the kyle. The van disappears for a few seconds, then begins to climb the hill. It slows, and pulls in at the gate. After a minute, as if he’s been plucking up courage or maybe just thinking something over, Murdo gets out and starts up the track. By the time he arrives at the back door Mike is there waiting for him. With a shy, almost sly grin Murdo proffers a plastic bag. Mike unwraps the newspaper bundle it contains and there are two rainbow trout shining in the morning sun.

‘They’re beautiful,’ Mike says.

‘Fresh from the loch last night,’ Murdo says. ‘Can you make use of them?’

‘Of course. I’ll cook them tonight. Will you come for your tea?’

‘Och, they’ll just do yourself nicely.’

‘Nonsense. There’s one each.’

‘They’re not that big.’

‘They’re fine. I’ll make plenty of tatties. Will you come?’

‘I might at that. I have a few things to do first.’

‘Well, it’s only ten o’clock. You have all day. But come any time you like. I’m not going anywhere.’

‘I will then.’

The necessary negotiations over, they stand enjoying the sun, of which there has not been too much lately. Mike says, ‘Do you have a moment just now?’

Murdo looks down at the van and shrugs. ‘There’s nothing that won’t keep.’

‘I want to show you something.’

‘Aye, do you?’

Inside, Mike puts the fish in the kitchen sink. They go into the hallway, past the front door that’s never used, through the sitting room and into the sun lounge that Murdo’s uncle built at the side of the house thirty-five years ago for Mike’s father.

‘I was at my father’s archive again yesterday,’ Mike says, ‘trying to impose a bit more order on it. And going through the photographs for this exhibition, yet again.’

‘The one in … Edinburgh?’ Murdo makes it sound not just two hundred and fifty miles away but as if it’s on another continent.

‘Yes. I keep thinking I’ve made the final selection, and then I find I haven’t.’

‘And there’s to be a book as well?’

‘To go with the exhibition, yes. I’m trying to write the introduction, but it’s not going too well. Anyway, I was sorting through some boxes and I came across this photograph.’

He hands over the print. Murdo holds it by the edges with his calloused fingers and looks at it thoughtfully, as he might at a diagram of how to assemble a new tool.

‘I’d never seen it before last night,’ Mike says, ‘but as soon as I did I remembered everything about it. You’re looking at probably the only photograph in existence of the three of us together. My father, my mother and myself, I mean. Maybe my mother has some others secreted away, but I doubt it.’

‘It’s your father right enough,’ Murdo says. ‘A good-looking man. And is that your mother? She’s a bonnie woman. She doesn’t look very pleased though.’

‘She wasn’t very pleased,’ Mike says, thinking that being pleased hasn’t ever been one of Isobel’s strong points, not that he can remember. ‘That was the first time I was ever in these parts. July, 1964. We were on holiday. That’s Dounreay, of course, in the background.’

‘Aye. Awful-looking place, isn’t it?’

‘At the time we didn’t think so. It seemed clean and bright and modern.’

‘I never liked it, right from the start. They only put it there in case it blew up. Who’d care if it blew up there? It employed a lot of people over the years, I suppose, but what are they all meant to do now?’ He reins himself in. ‘But you surely didn’t spend your holiday at Dounreay?’

‘No, it was just a stop on the way. We had a week and we drove over to the west, then round the north coast, down to Inverness and home again.’

‘That’s a fair distance in a week.’

‘It certainly was then. There were no bridges. It was all ferries and some of them only took a couple of cars at a time.’

‘There wouldn’t have been so many cars though.’

‘No, not many. Anyway, I just wanted to show you. My family, such as it was. My father moved out later that year and they got divorced not long after that.’

‘And this is yourself. How old are you?’

‘I was nine.’

‘You have very thin legs,’ Murdo says. ‘In the picture, I mean.’

‘I look a bit delicate, don’t I?’

‘If you’d lived here we’d have toughened you up.’

‘Oh?’

‘We’d have been at the school together. I’d have beaten you up regularly.’

‘There’s three years between us. You wouldn’t even have noticed me.’

‘Believe me, boy, there was no way you could not be noticed. Everybody noticed everything about everybody.’

‘And do they still?’

‘Not so much. You incomers guard your privacy well. But people around here have always been pretty discreet, you know, whatever they notice.’

He hands back the photograph, and they go outside again, round to the front of the house, and there they pause before Murdo takes his leave, standing beside the rowan tree Mike planted for his father. Angus’s rowan. It is naked but looking resilient. It’s too early yet for there to be new growth.

‘I wonder how long this will last,’ Mike says, meaning the weather.

‘Ach, just until it’s over.’

The air is cold, but there’s hardly a cloud in the sky and the sunlight is catching every ripple in the water. Maybe Mike will go out for an hour with the camera after all. On the other hand, he has to get on with preparing for the exhibition and the book.

‘I’ll see you tonight then?’

‘Aye, I’ll look forward to it,’ Murdo says, without a trace of anticipation in his tone. Mike is still not quite sure when Murdo is having a gentle joke at his expense.

‘We’ll have a dram or two after we’ve eaten.’

‘If you insist. Before, too, if you insist. Will you leave the gate open?’

‘I will.’

So Murdo can drive straight in and park at the back of the house. Mike puts out a hand and touches him lightly on the shoulder, and Murdo gives him a look that barely acknowledges the contact, as if it were accidental. But it is anything but that.

§

There is something else unique about the photograph. It is, almost certainly, the only image in the entire Angus Pendreich archive not actually taken by Angus Pendreich.

It shows the Pendreichs – Angus, Isobel and Michael – picnicking in the lee of what was then the future. That was how it felt and how Angus talked about it. He’d brought them there for that very purpose, to demonstrate his faith in better things to come. On that patch of thin grass above the beach they could be witnesses to a new era. Thirty yards one way the blue-black sea filled the view as it always had done; in the other direction cows grazed green fields bounded by stone slabs embedded in the earth; beyond these was another strip of water, and then the giant golf ball of the Dounreay atomic power plant. The future. The triumph of science. The harnessing of unimaginable might for the eternal benefit of mankind. Electricity so cheap you wouldn’t be able to meter it. Angus wanted to believe all that and he wanted Isobel and Michael – it was always Michael then – to believe it with him. It should have been exciting and heartening, on the second-last day of a trip where almost everything had been new, at least in the sense that Michael had not previously experienced it: the wee car ferries, the twisting narrow roads with passing places, palm trees nurtured by the Gulf Stream. Further west they’d found hairy cows sunbathing on beaches next to children chattering away in Gaelic, but now this was Caithness and the weather had turned cloudy and cold, and, regardless of whatever bounty the future might hold for mankind, as a family unit the Pendreichs were heading for destruction.

A nuclear family indeed, was Mike’s first thought when he came across the picture. But where did we think we were going to store our poisonous waste? They didn’t, of course, think about it at all. The future wasn’t going to be about waste.

The only other pictures Mike has of Angus are ones he took himself, and none of these are from before 1970, the year he got his first real camera and made up his mind to be a photographer, like his father. Since Angus was always the one behind the camera, he was always absent from the image. Here he is, though, just as Mike remembers him from that summer holiday – tall, handsome, with thick, dishevelled dark hair and a caddish smile, standing defiantly against the world and the weather. He’s wearing light-coloured, summery trousers and an open-necked, short-sleeved shirt, and he seems to find the wind bracing. His wife and son, on the other hand, crouched on a tartan rug on the grass in front of him, are obviously feeling frozen. The photograph is black and white – of course, since Angus never used colour film in his life – but somehow he looks ruddy and healthy, whereas Isobel and Michael are as grey as the sky. Isobel is in a stylish raincoat with the collar turned up, while Michael sports an unstylish green anorak with a fake-fur-lined hood, although as a concession to the moment he has pushed the hood back from his face. Also, he is wearing shorts. And sandals. Mike knows it’s himself – it looks like him, the way he was – but it doesn’t feel like him. There’s a basket on the rug beside Isobel, elements of a picnic scattered around it. All three of them are raising plastic mugs to the photographer, in a kind of grim toast to holiday fun.

The photographer? A man who happened to be walking along the road at the time. Angus had already taken a couple of shots of his wife and child, and then the man came by. There was the road, then a rough bit of ground where the car was parked, then the grass, the beach and the sea. Angus called out to the man, would he mind taking their picture? He seemed not to hear at first, maybe it was the wind, but Angus bounded over and asked again. If the man said anything back Michael didn’t catch it. He was whip-thin and yet somehow bulky, very upright, and he had a khaki pack slung over his shoulder. The face was brown and hard-looking. A scrape of beard on the cheeks, that was all. He was wearing a beret so you couldn’t see the colour of his hair or indeed if he had any, but Michael thought that he looked quite old, and then that perhaps he wasn’t much older than his father. The man listened patiently while Angus showed him how to work the camera. All he had to do was look through the viewfinder and press the button. But he did this before Angus was in position, and then it seemed he might have pressed something else by accident and Angus had to go back and check it and then return, and all the time Isobel and Michael were holding their pose in the cold, Isobel with her legs folded beneath her, one hand clutching her mug and the other holding her hair off her face, and Michael on his hunkers a couple of feet away, feeling the pins and needles in the backs of his knees, and he heard Isobel say through clenched teeth, ‘For God’s sake,’ and somehow knew from the way she said it that it was over between his parents and that whatever this photograph was recording it wasn’t family happiness, and he wondered why on earth his father was going to all the trouble.

For posterity, perhaps, is what he thinks now. Maybe Angus already knew he would shortly be leaving them.

Mike studies his nine-year-old self. The white, hairless legs, poking out beneath the anorak and shorts, do seem pathetically fragile. He studies his mother. She’s thirty-one, still a beautiful young woman if only she’d smile a bit. But Isobel was never going to smile for this photograph, just as the stranger holding the camera – Michael knew this instinctively – was not a man who was ever going to say, ‘Say “Cheese!” ’ And then it was done, and Angus thanked him and took the camera back, and that should have been the end of it, but it wasn’t.

The man lingered, as if he expected something more than Angus’s thanks. A tip, perhaps? Michael sensed his mother’s rage simmering again. But it was the man who put his hand in his own pocket and drew something out. He stepped towards Michael with his clenched fist extended, and the boy automatically stood up and went towards him. ‘Michael,’ Isobel said, but whatever the mystery was in that fist he wanted it. He held out his hand and the man dropped something in and with a quick, fierce movement closed Michael’s fingers over it. The man’s hand was rough and dry. Michael glanced up at him. His stare was intense and distant, as if he were looking both at and right through him, and then he let go and walked away without a word. He was separate again, he seemed separate from everything, a lonely figure hunched into the wind, and then he stopped and turned and stared at Michael again, and Angus must have seen the potential of that picture, the man in the road staring like a prophet, the cows, the light bouncing between the clouds and the sea, the looming Dounreay dome, and he took it. The decisive moment, Cartier-Bresson called it. And what a great photograph it is.

When Mike first came upon it, he immediately decided that it would have to be a late addition to the exhibition. But it’s the other one, the not very good one of the family, that he keeps going back to. As if somewhere in it there is a clue, advance notice of how everything was going to be. That was why he wanted to show it to Murdo: to say, look, this is where I come from, do you think that wee boy ever imagined life turning out like this?

When the man was twenty yards down the road Michael opened his hand, and there in the palm was a pebble. That was all. A small, smooth, disappointing pebble about the size of a broad bean. It could have come from a beach or a field or a garden path – anywhere. Isobel demanded to know what it was, and Michael showed her and she told him to throw it away. But he would not, and when she failed to appeal to his father for support Michael slipped it into his pocket, where he kept it for days, feeling its inconsequential smoothness with his fingers and thinking about the man. Eventually he lost it. It was nothing, but the man had given it to him, and even now when he thinks of the pebble he remembers the intensity of the man’s stare.

They carried on with their picnic. In the basket was a Thermos flask of Heinz tomato soup, heated up by their landlady of the previous night, and a bread-wrapper full of cheese-and-ham sandwiches she’d also made for them. They drank the soup, dredged their way through the sandwiches. The wind gusting in off the sea made sitting still an endurance. Isobel and Michael stayed on the tartan rug only because it held a suggestion of warmth. He didn’t want to be too close to her because of the mood she was in but he felt a kind of loyalty to her because he suspected that Angus was a bad husband. He wasn’t that great a father either. He spent too much time away, working, or – as Mike now knows – not working. Even at nine years old he had a dim understanding that he was the only reason, if it was a reason, that his parents were still together. And so he felt a childish responsibility towards his mother and her misery, because his father was showing none.

Angus paced around like an eccentric lecturer, firing information at them between bites and swallows. He was trying to explain how a fast reactor worked: how it produced more fuel than it consumed, converting uranium into plutonium, so in effect could go on making electricity for ever. There wasn’t much uranium in the world but the fast-breeder process meant once you had enough to start a chain reaction you were away. Energy in perpetuity. He wanted to convince them of the significance of where they were, how their lives were linked to the power of the atom. But he was wasting his breath, because Isobel and Michael were hardly listening, they were eating and drinking as fast as they could so they could pack up and move on, so he could take them to John o’Groats, where they’d get out and do whatever you were supposed to do at one end of the British Isles and after that drive on to the God-awful hotel or bed and breakfast he’d earmarked for them for the night, where hopefully there’d be a hot bath and maybe even a fire. That was all. They didn’t care a docken about nuclear fission, and he probably didn’t understand half of what he was trying to explain. They were all out of their respective depths. And so they packed up the picnic things and drove away from the wondrous white-domed building perched on the edge of Scotland, and as they were going Isobel said, ‘That man was a tramp.’

‘What man?’ Angus said.

‘The man who took the picture.’

‘No!’ Angus said, dismissive but quite jovial at first. ‘Surely not? Tramps have long straggly beards and ten overcoats. And they smell. He didn’t smell too bad.’

She sighed at his childishness. ‘There was something about him.’

‘What?’ Michael could tell her sigh irritated his father. There was a tone to it, and a tone to his short response. Two noises full of impatience and disrespect.

‘I didn’t like him. Giving that stupid stone to Michael.’

‘Och, well, that’s him then, condemned and transported if you don’t like him. Bloody vagrant, handing out stones to kids. Anyway, what if he was a tramp?’ He scowled in the mirror. ‘Michael, do you think he was a tramp?’

Michael said, ‘His clothes weren’t that dirty, but they were old-looking.’

‘You see?’ Isobel said.

‘His face looked like it was made of leather,’ Michael said. ‘Like he spent a lot of time out of doors. And I think he had quite a lot of clothes on, but he was very thin.’

‘You see?’ Isobel said again, so that Michael, who hated being on her side, had to add, ‘But I don’t think he was a tramp.’

‘Well, what was he then?’ Isobel snapped.

‘I don’t know. Maybe he was mad.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Isobel said. The idea of insanity scared her more than vagrancy.

‘Tramps don’t go around handing out stones,’ Angus said. ‘But I don’t give a damn who or what he is. I asked him to do me a favour and he was kind enough to oblige.’

‘You’re lucky he didn’t drop your camera,’ Isobel said. ‘Or steal it.’

Angus muttered something Michael couldn’t hear.

‘If we pass him, don’t offer him a lift.’

‘I might just do that,’ Angus said. ‘One good turn deserves another.’

‘If he gets into this car, I’m getting out.’

Michael prayed fervently for them to pass the man, just to see what happened, but they didn’t. A heavy, hateful emptiness gathered under the roof of the car. Michael slumped back, pulling the anorak hood up over his head, preferring the seashell effect of the fake fur against his ears to the dead silence that he was learning to recognise as the soundtrack of a marriage beyond repair. And in his pocket he felt for the pebble and wondered why the man had given it to him, and what it might mean.

Looking at the photograph brings it all back. It’s like a still from a film of other people’s lives. Michael and Mum and Dad. And they became Mike and Isobel and Angus. Shifting, uncertain identities. When he thinks about those shared lives, about human existence in general, he finds there is not much to put faith in. But this he knows for sure: our ability to look back on the past, our need or desire to make sense of it, is both a blessing and a curse; and our inability to see into the future with any degree of accuracy is, simultaneously, the thing that saves us and the thing that condemns us.

§

Holiday over, they got home to Doune, their Perthshire village, and the next morning Angus took Michael into Stirling and bought him the new Beatles single, ‘A Hard Day’s Night’, six shillings and eightpence from Hay’s Music Shop, and when they came back Michael went into the sitting room and played it on the gramophone, first the A side then the B side, ‘Things We Said Today’, and wondered what he would do, apart from that, for the rest of the holidays. And then Angus came in and waited till the record finished for the sixth time and said he quite liked it and how would you fancy a couple of weeks’ extra holiday? Because your mother and I have been talking things over and we think it would be better if you don’t go to the local school any more but go away to a boarding school, they have the English holidays so you wouldn’t start there till September. So where is this school, in England? No, it’s not far up the road, near Aberfeldy. So why do they have English holidays? They just do, it’s a different system, you’ll get longer holidays at Christmas and Easter too. And if it’s at Aberfeldy would I have to stay there? Yes, you’d board, it’s a boarding school, it’s too far to drive there every day. But you said it wasn’t far up the road. Well, it’s not, but that’s not what I meant. Anyway, these schools, you get the most out of these schools if you board. But why can’t I just stay where I am? Because I’m away so much. What’s that got to do with it? Well, it would be helpful to your mother. Your mother thinks – we both think – you’ll get a better education at this other school, and from there you can go on to another boarding school, it’s a great opportunity, it’s not cheap but we can manage it.

They talked about it some more but Angus had already sold the idea with the bit about longer holidays. Also, there were two other boys who lived in a bigger house in the village who went away to school, and Michael had always kind of envied them although he didn’t know them, he only knew of them, and maybe that was why he envied them, they were remote, almost anonymous. That was one of the things that would happen if he went away, he would become anonymous. He’d be distinct from the other kids in the village, and this appealed to him because he suspected that in some deep way he already was. And then Isobel came in and reinforced everything Angus had said, which was strange because they so seldom backed each other up. Michael was only nine so he didn’t fully see that they were conspiring against him; that Isobel, being a snob, had always wanted him to have a private education, and Angus, who was vaguely opposed to it in principle, was willing to concede the principle because that would offer a solution to his own problems. For Michael was indeed the reason why he was still with Isobel and if that reason were removed then he could go off and have the life he wanted with the women he wanted to be with. Michael didn’t understand all this, not then, but he knew his father was in some way at fault. He still loved and admired him, though. He still thought he wanted to be like him.

So that afternoon they drove the forty miles to the school near Aberfeldy, an establishment called Bellcroft House, where it turned out an appointment had been made to see the headmaster before they’d even gone on holiday. The headmaster had doubtless seen it all before, middle-class people looking for a safe place to dump their inconvenient offspring, and treated Michael with a rough kindness that was intended not only to put him at ease but also to allay any parental fears or suspicions. They were given a tour of the empty buildings, and Michael was given an inquisition, because it seemed he was on trial not the school, even though Angus was going to be forking out hundreds of pounds to send him there. But to no one’s great surprise he was acceptable and therefore accepted, and the three Pendreichs came away smiling, all for their different reasons. And in September, kitted out with a new school uniform, Michael entered a new phase of his life.

§

And now Dounreay is being decommissioned at a cost of God knows how many millions, possibly billions, of pounds, and they still haven’t worked out what to do with the waste: the stuff, that is, they can account for, the stuff they haven’t chucked down shafts or allowed to piss out into the Pentland Firth and wash up on the beaches in tiny ticking wee cancer-bombs. No doubt there’s more they’ve not told anyone about, because one thing Mike believes about governments and government agencies is that they won’t tell you anything bad if they can possibly avoid doing so. Even an outright denial – for example, that depleted uranium shells have ever been used on the Cape Wrath firing range – only inclines him to believe the opposite. Perhaps, however, that says more about him than about the Ministry of Defence.

From the bedroom window he looks out on the Atlantic every morning, sixty miles from Dounreay, and there is something ironic about the fact that he’s chosen to be here for the tranquillity, to inherit the peace and quiet that Angus found when he bought the place, when for half a century the whole area’s been used as a kind of open laboratory and he suspects he’s looking out not on wild, unspoiled beauty but on a silent, pernicious sickness. And yet it doesn’t make him afraid or want to leave, it just makes him want to record it, endlessly: the ocean, the land, the light, the weather. There’s no doubt in his mind: there, in his father’s house, sorting out Angus’s work and engaging in his own, is where he wants to be.

§

They’ve eaten the trout, and the dishes are piled in the sink and Mike will do them later, after Murdo has gone. They’re in the sun lounge with an electric fire on, whiskies in their hands, looking out at the dark sea loch and the shoulders of the hills, and clouds building around the moon. They are reminiscing – or, rather, Mike is – about 1964: the year he went away to school, the Forth Road Bridge opened, and he saw Mary Poppins with his mother and Goldfinger with his father.

‘I managed to miss Mary Poppins,’ Murdo says, ‘I am pleased to report.’

‘Goldfinger was great,’ Mike says. ‘My dad took me to see it on my first half-term break. He fetched me from school but instead of going straight home we went to the pictures in Perth. I think he just wanted to stay out of the house because he and my mother were fighting about everything by that stage. Politics included. There’d been a General Election the day before and when we finally got home that was what they fought about. Mum in the blue corner, Dad in the red. Labour had won the election but only by four seats. My mother took it personally because the outgoing Tory Prime Minister was our own MP, Sir Alec Douglas-Home.’

‘You are a font of knowledge,’ Murdo says. ‘Or should that be a mine of information? I couldn’t have told you about the four seats, but I’m guessing the Labour leader was Harold Wilson?’

‘It was.’

‘Now there was a slippery customer.’

‘Aye, but my dad kept saying how wonderful he was, just to infuriate my mum. He wasn’t a very profound socialist – my dad, I mean – he’d just enrolled me at a prep school, after all – but he believed in the Welfare State and the general idea of redistributing other people’s wealth. And he despised Sir Alec Douglas-Home, whom my mother admired. But something else happened at that election: right there, in our very own constituency, Hugh MacDiarmid stood for the Communist Party.’

‘The wild-haired poet,’ Murdo says.

‘Yes. It was sheer provocation. He made inflammatory speeches against capitalism and rude remarks about the person of the Prime Minister, and although –’

‘Rude remarks?’

‘He said he was a zombie.’

‘Good.’

‘And a yes-man of the Pentagon –’

‘Very good.’

‘– and although MacDiarmid didn’t have an earthly chance of winning, neither did the Labour candidate, so my dad, who’d met MacDiarmid in Edinburgh and taken pictures of him, not only decided to vote for him but went around telling everybody that’s what he was going to do. My mother was horrified.’

‘I imagine it didn’t do much for her social standing,’ Murdo says.

‘Not a thing. MacDiarmid came bottom of the poll with a hundred and twenty-seven votes,’ Mike says, ‘and apparently demanded a recount because he said there couldn’t possibly be that many good socialists in Kinross and West Perthshire. My dad spent the weekend telling this story to anyone we met, the man in the paper shop, the neighbours, anyone. “I was one of them!” he said. Shouted, in fact. It was quite embarrassing, even for me. I think if my mother could have cited political incompatibility as grounds for divorce, she’d have done so. But she didn’t have to, because by then he was having an affair with a woman in the BBC in Glasgow and was about to move out. I knew something was afoot, because he spent part of that weekend packing things into boxes in the garage. And when he took me back to school on the Monday the car was laden with his stuff, whereas I just had my toothbrush. He must have gone straight back to Glasgow. I don’t think he ever slept another night in our house.’

‘It must have been upsetting for you,’ Murdo says. ‘Divorce wasn’t exactly common in those days. Even in the fleshpots of Doune, I would guess. It was practically unheard of here.’

‘No, I don’t remember being that upset. I just got on with it. But that was the first Christmas I had without my father.’

‘Christmas was practically unheard of here too,’ Murdo says.

§

On the journey back to Aberfeldy, Angus asked Michael if he was happy at Bellcroft House. Mike still believes that if he had said that he was miserable, that he was being bullied, that he hated it with all his heart, Angus would have done something about it. But he didn’t tell him any of those things, because they weren’t true. He’d adjusted without any great difficulty to his new situation. A place away from the parental fighting had something to recommend it. In just a few weeks he’d made it his own. He’d lost touch with the children he’d grown up with and transferred his affections, such as they were, to a couple of the Bellcroft masters, the brusque but motherly matron, and a boy in his year called Freddy Eddelstane.

§

Mike’s father was left-leaning politically, at least partly because of his experience during the war. He’d joined up at eighteen and at twenty was doing his bit in the invasion of Europe. The comics Michael read as a boy, which poured in vast quantities from the presses of D. C. Thomson in Dundee, were stuffed with Second World War adventures, and he liked to imagine his dad in one of them, revolver in one hand and a camera round his neck, leading his troops on to a Normandy beach under enemy fire. The reality was less heroic. Angus was a second lieutenant who hardly ever got near the front line, and whose war consisted mainly of organising convoys and fuel supplies. The twenty or thirty photos that survive from his war years are small, creased snaps of groups of men in front of lorries, and some hazy images of ruined Berlin. No sign of the unorthodox ‘Angus angle’ that would later make his name. Once Michael asked him if he’d killed anybody. No, Angus said, there were plenty of other people doing that. Michael must have looked disappointed. Angus said, ‘I saw people who’d been killed.’ ‘Germans?’ ‘Yes. And French and British and Americans. And you know what, they all looked pretty much the same when they were dead.’ Then he went on to speak of the camaraderie of the army, the way the younger, non-regular officers like himself would mix with their men, exchanging jokes and ideas and opinions, and how he shared the general view that when it was over and they went home things were going to change. ‘We were all for Labour. It was our war, and it was going to be our peace. Some of the senior officers hated us. Thought we were fraternising with the enemy, politically speaking. But there wasn’t much they could do about it.’

Apart from a commitment to Labour, Angus brought something else back from the war – a Leica IIIc, a hefty camera of impeccable German design, bought for next to nothing in occupied Berlin. It was the camera with which he made his name, and he used it for twenty years until the mid-1960s when he replaced it with a Nikon F, a virtually indestructible beast much favoured by photographers in war zones. Both cameras still sit in their hard, burnished-leather cases on a shelf in the sitting room at Cnoc nan Gobhar. They are antiques now, or soon will be; as redundant as darkrooms or Kodachrome film. But Mike keeps them, because of their intrinsic beauty, and because – who knows? – one day they may come into their own again.

§

There were eighty boys at Bellcroft House, aged between seven and thirteen, doing time in deepest Perthshire because their fathers had before them, or because – as in Michael’s case – one or both parents believed such an incarceration a necessary prelude to a successful social and professional career, or because the parents were overseas with the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank or the British Council or the Foreign Office, or because they hadn’t managed to secure a place for their offspring in one of a dozen better prep schools, outposts of an alien education system, dotted about the Scottish countryside. Of those eighty boys, some were bright and others stupid, some fat and others tall, some athletic and others athletically incompetent, some musical and others growlers, and all of them were white. Perhaps because neither of them quite ‘fitted’ with the crowd, Freddy Eddelstane and Michael began to go about together. If they were not close friends, they were at least mutually tolerant companions.

Back from that half-term break, Michael told Freddy about the election battle – the one between his parents – and how it had come about. Freddy had actually met Sir Alec Douglas-Home, because his father was a Tory MP too, or had been until the election, in the next-door constituency of Glenallan and Somewhere Else, Freddy forgot where. Had he been beaten? Michael wanted to know. It seemed to him that if your father went around in public asking people to vote for him, the overwhelming likelihood was that they wouldn’t, and he would lose. ‘Of course he wasn’t beaten,’ Freddy said, ‘he retired.’ ‘Is he very old then?’ ‘I don’t know,’ said Freddy. ‘I suppose he is, he’s fifty-something. How old is yours?’ ‘Forty.’ ‘That’s not so young.’ ‘It’s younger than fifty.’ But even though fifty was a great age, Michael knew people didn’t retire until they were in their sixties, practically dead. ‘But what’ll he do?’ Fathers earned money. Freddy and his family might starve. Freddy was not in the least concerned. ‘There’s always something,’ he said.

Gradually, by such exchanges, they learned about each other: how both sets of parents fought incessantly but only Michael’s were splitting up; that Michael was an only child whereas Freddy had an older brother called David and an older sister called Lucy. What was it like, having a sister? Terrible, because she was insane. Freddy’s brother was weird and his sister was insane. In fact, Freddy said with pride, his whole family was insane: his father was barking, his mother was bonkers, and even the gardener was a bad-tempered old lunatic. The gardener! If Michael hadn’t been laughing so much already he would have been astonished at the idea of a gardener. Freddy could make him laugh very easily. He had a plummy voice, the face of an ugly old man, and a clumsy, carefree attitude to life, and almost everything he said seemed funny to Michael. In his Sunday letters home, which for the rest of that term began ‘Dear Mum and Dad’ because his mother didn’t tell him till Christmas that his father was no longer there, Michael wrote about how Eddelstane and he had done this or that, and that Eddelstane told good jokes and said Michael could go and stay with him in the holidays.

Isobel, having worked out that this Eddelstane was the son of Sir Malcolm and Lady Patricia Eddelstane of Ochiltree House, Glenallan, would have been delighted if this had happened, but it never did, because Freddy never got around to organising it. It meant nothing to him, throwing out such an invitation, except that he liked Michael well enough to say it.

The teachers at Bellcroft were a collection of unworldly oddities, most of whom looked as if they had awoken from one strange dream only to find themselves in another. Michael felt he had something in common with them, from the impossibly shy, tongue-tied Mr Veitch, who taught Geography and, after a fashion, Science, to the French master, Monsieur Lucas. M. Lucas was a dishevelled, shambling, straggle-haired man of uncertain vintage, with a tendency to conclude his sentences with a shout. He and his wife lived in Aberfeldy with their three sons, who attended the local school. He was Belgian, or half-Belgian, and proud of it. ‘Je suis belge, Monsieur Michel,’ he said, ‘et je ne l’oublie jamais.’ He called all the boys ‘monsieur’, except when he called them ‘mon ami’, which was equally pleasing. There was an air of mystery about him, enhanced both by his penchant for recounting tales of the supernatural and the fact that he had a life outwith the bounds and hours of the school. He often arrived looking as if he hadn’t gone to bed the previous night, or had slept in the clothes he was wearing if he had. Maybe he was a poacher? Maybe he had been in the Resistance during the war? ‘Peut-être,’ he said, when the boys asked him. ‘I resist everything.’ He corrected their vocabulary tests with flamboyant ticks, crosses and exclamation marks, and read their feeble efforts at composition with his nose an inch from the jotter, being severely short-sighted although he resisted wearing les lunettes. They loved it when he bellowed at their stupidity, for, loud though he barked, his bite was non-existent, and he was easily distracted from the task in hand by a well-timed question about the war, or ghosts – or politics. For M. Lucas was so unbalanced as to be a member of the Scottish National Party, and went to political meetings and conferences and rallies, and wrote letters to the papers on the subject of independence for small nations, and saw it as his duty to tell his pupils stories of Wallace and Bruce and the Black Douglas so that they would have a true understanding of the history of their country. Once, when Winnie Ewing won her famous victory at the Hamilton by-election in 1967, he was so carried away that the entire lesson was given over to an analysis of the campaign and its implications. But another time, during a particularly long, loud and gory session on William Wallace, the headmaster opened the door suddenly and asked if he could speak with M. Lucas for a moment, outside, and when M. Lucas came back he was glum and roarless, and for a fortnight thereafter would not be diverted. But then he forgot, or remembered that he resisted everything, and life returned to abnormal. All this endeared M. Lucas greatly to Michael.

But if schools like Bellcroft House were outposts of an alien system, sometimes infiltrated by men like M. Lucas, then the places you went on to from them were veritable fortresses of the occupation. And this network of garrisons had its own complex pecking order. If you went to a certain prep school – one, say, in the vicinity of Edinburgh – then you would probably go on to one of three or four ‘public schools’ in or around the capital. If you were at a certain ‘public school’ then you had probably come from one of half a dozen prep schools which supplied that school with its annual intake. In this pecking order Bellcroft House came close to the bottom. It was one of the reasons why Angus Pendreich could afford it. It did not, generally speaking, turn out high-academic performers and even when it did there was no guarantee of admission to one of the ‘top’ schools. There existed, however, a ready-made receptacle for the products of Bellcroft House: located a dozen miles deeper into the wilds of Perthshire, it was called Kilsmeddum Castle. At Bellcroft, the underlying ethos was benign. Kilsmeddum was a crumbling, damp, cultureless hellhole infested with mice, where greed, selfishness, snobbery and bullying were the order of the day. The Oxbridge third-raters who posed as teachers, far from feeling thankful for having found sanctuary from the world, as Mr Veitch did at Bellcroft, resented being there and took their resentment out on their charges. In every respect, Kilsmeddum Castle was the last place a loving parent would deposit a loved child.

Within a few days of arriving there Michael detested the place and never wavered from this antipathy. He put up with it because by then there seemed little point in objecting – and because Angus did, albeit sporadically, come to rescue him.

Freddy Eddelstane was there too, as his brother had been. Michael didn’t get this. Why, with their background, weren’t they sent to a more prestigious school, possibly one south of the Border? Freddy said his father was a cheapskate, but even if he weren’t it wouldn’t make any difference. ‘We’ve got loads of house,’ he said, ‘rooms and rooms and rooms of it, but no money.’ But, Michael wondered, what did ‘no money’ mean when your father was a ‘Sir’?

They stayed friends, kind of, but more and more Michael learned to rely on his own resources, distancing himself from the crass obscenities and boorishness of the mob. Whatever it was he wanted, he knew it wasn’t that. Some of the mob grew suspicious and cornered him. ‘Are you a poof, Pendreich?’ He realised that how he responded would determine how, or whether, he continued to survive. For the first and only time in his life he punched someone in the face. A bright red stream spurted from the boy’s nose and he started to cry. Michael was as surprised as any of them at what he had done but managed to conceal it. They left him alone.

Later, Freddy caught up with him. All the slight exaggeration of features that had made the child Freddy ugly had burst forth at adolescence into loose-fleshed, ogre-like coarseness. He was a kind of human toad. As such he was regularly set upon by the mob, but had learned to deflect the aggression by becoming a self-mocking court jester to the ringleaders. So he had to be careful about displaying any loyalty to Michael.

‘I heard what happened,’ he said. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Nothing happened.’

‘Yes it did.’

They were in a corridor, with other boys coming and going. Freddy dragged him to the changing rooms, where they were alone among the rows of pegs, each loaded with its boy-shaped, sweat-and-mud-streaked collection of tracksuits and rugby shirts. The place was rank with boy smell.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked again.

‘I’m fine.’

‘What happened?’

Freddy was impressed by Michael’s hitherto unrevealed capacity for violence, but what interested him more was the psychological element of the confrontation.

‘Well, are you a poof?’

‘What?’

‘Something made you hit him.’

‘Well, I’m not a poof. Are you?’ Michael really didn’t want to have to punch Freddy too.

‘No.’

‘Fine. That’s that settled then.’

Michael wanted to get away, and started walking towards the door. Suddenly Freddy said, ‘But I think my brother is.’

This was astonishing news. It seemed to reveal to Michael something not about Freddy’s brother, not even about Freddy, but about himself.

‘Really?’

‘Maybe.’

‘You always said he was weird, but weird’s not the same as queer, is it?’

‘No.’ He smiled, or scowled, it was hard to tell which because he was so ugly. ‘Maybe he’s just weird.’

The door opened and somebody came in, a prefect. ‘What are you two doing here?’

‘Nothing,’ Freddy said.

‘Well go and do it somewhere else.’

They went, and nothing more was said.

§

‘Did you make any progress with that introduction?’ Murdo asks.

‘I read over what I’d already written and then tinkered with it,’ Mike says. ‘Not at all productive.’

‘I wouldn’t know where to start,’ Murdo says. ‘I’ve not tried to write anything since I was at school.’

He picks at the window ledge beside his chair, and looks round at the rest of the sun lounge.

‘This place needs a coat of paint.’

‘I know. Outside and in.’

‘More than paint. You’ve let the woodwork go.’

‘Do you want to do it?’

‘I will if you want me to.’

‘I’ll pay you for it.’

‘Aye, you will. Used notes only.’

Murdo can turn his hand to just about anything. His cousin took over the uncle’s building business and Murdo sometimes works for him. He also does painting jobs and other repair and maintenance work for people who either can’t or don’t want to do it themselves. He services his own van and will do other people’s vehicles if they’re not too fussy about them. He does Mike’s car although he says it would be kinder to roll it over the edge of a cliff. His customers pay him in cash and if he doesn’t declare more to the taxman than what he earns from the cousin nobody is blaming him for it. God knows it’s hard enough making an income around here, they say, and one thing about Murdo, he’s no scrounger, you’ll not catch him sitting on his backside claiming benefit like some. Sometimes folk are short of money and they owe him it, or they pay him in kind – a lamb for the freezer, a fill of red diesel from the farm tank. ‘It’s how a real economy works,’ Murdo says. ‘Not that you’d expect economists to understand.’

‘How long would it take you?’ Michael asks.

‘Two days. Maybe three. It depends on the weather. Also on how much of the wood needs to be replaced.’

‘Well, I’m going to have to go to Edinburgh some time soon. To do with the exhibition. You could do it then.’

‘Aye.’

‘I’ll let you know when I’ve arranged the dates.’

‘I’m sure we’ll sort something out.’

They have run out of things to say. This is fine. They sit in companionable silence and the night grows around them. This is absolutely fine.

§

By morning the weather has changed back. It’s warmer, but the cloud is low on the hills and there’s a steady downpour. Mike has another look at the introduction, essay, memoir, whatever it is he’s trying to write. That’s the problem, he doesn’t know. But a deadline is looming: it’s March and he has until 1 May to deliver the final text. He should be writing about Angus – the photographer, the father – and has made several stabs at it but it just isn’t happening, he doesn’t seem to be touching him at all. Faced with the blank computer screen and that deadline, and the memories provoked by those photographs at Dounreay, he is also confronted, and not for the first time, by the possibility that he didn’t really know his father at all. He looks again at the family in the photograph: the tall man, the cold woman, the fragile boy on the tartan rug. Angus is dead, but physically Mike has grown to replace him. Isobel, though so much older, still looks like Isobel. It is the boy who has completely gone. How did we get from there to here, Mike wonders. How did I get to here? His fifty-three years, and all that they contain, seem suddenly elusive and intangible.

Still, it’s Angus he’s supposed to be making some sense of. Everything else is in place. He has the title – ‘The Angus Angle’ – easy and obvious, for exhibition and book, and Duncan Roxburgh at the National Gallery of Photography agrees. He’s selected the images down to the last three or four. The original prints are being used where possible and if they’re not good enough new ones are being made and will be mounted and framed by the gallery. He’s written notes to go with the pictures in the book. He has a set of the picture proofs. All that’s left is the introductory essay, and he can’t get a fix on it. The more he worries over it the worse it becomes.

Duncan has been no help. ‘How long should this essay be?’ Mike asked, and Duncan said, ‘As long as it needs to be. Three thousand words, five thousand, ten thousand. Whatever you feel comfortable with.’ So far he has about four hundred and sixty, and he doesn’t feel comfortable with them at all:

THE ANGUS ANGLE:
FIFTY YEARS OF SCOTTISH LIFE,
1947–1997 BY ANGUS PENDREICH
National Gallery of Photography 2 August–2 November 2008
INTRODUCTION
by Michael Pendreich
 
When Duncan Roxburgh, Director of the National Gallery of Photography, first proposed an exhibition of my father’s work, more than two years ago, my initial reaction was enthusiasm, rapidly succeeded by a certain panic. This was because I knew full well that to agree would oblige me to address a matter I had been avoiding for some time: namely, the chaotic state of my father’s archive. He had made a start on cataloguing his work in the late 1990s, but a preference for almost any other activity, and then declining health, meant that he had achieved very little before his death in September 2005. It therefore fell to me to review and catalogue some 30,000 negatives and 20,000 prints, many of them unidentified by subject, location or date. Despite the collection being in far better shape now than it was in 2005, this process is still ongoing.
From this astonishing record of life – mostly Scottish life – in the second half of the twentieth century, I selected just 200 photographs to form the exhibition. All of these images are reproduced in this book, in chronological order. Some of them have accompanying notes. These notes are mine, and contain information that I gathered from my father in general conversation over the years. Angus Pendreich was sociable and opinionated, but he was extraordinarily reluctant to talk about his art, let alone write anything down about it. Consequently, where I quote a comment or observation by him I am almost always doing so from memory. I cannot, therefore, claim that such quotations are one hundred per cent accurate, although I do not believe they misrepresent what he said or thought.
Generally, my father steadfastly refused to call what he did ‘art’. ‘Craft’ he would allow, but he consistently downplayed the idea of photography as anything special. It was not, he insisted, on a par with literature, painting, architecture or music. He believed a photograph to be the outcome of a mechanical operation undertaken by someone who happened to be in the right place at the right time. Nothing was imagined, nothing original was expressed. We argued about this, but I could never detect the slightest disingenuousness or false modesty in these views, which were all the more remarkable given his creative expertise and the respect accorded to him by his peers.
My own view is that film, whether moving or still, was the medium for the art form of the twentieth century, and that there is no reason to doubt its continued significance in the twenty-first. My father’s contribution to that art form was not inconsiderable. I am biased, of course, but for me he ranks with some of the other great names of Scottish and world photography …



At this point he ground to a halt, wondering whether he really believed that last sentence and if so what names he would insert. David Octavius Hill, Harry Benson, Oscar Marzaroli, Albert Watson? Ansel Adams, André Kertész, Henri Cartier-Bresson? Would oblige me to address a matter … My father’s contribution to that art form was not inconsiderable … Such a pompous tone! It’s not how he thinks, he hopes it’s not how he speaks, so why does it come out like that? The prospect of continuing in the same vein for another ten or twenty pages makes him want to go out and take some photographs of his own, in spite of the weather, or open a bottle of wine and forget the whole exercise. How can he be writing about his own father and yet seem to be writing about a stranger? How, after a mere four paragraphs, can he have run out of things to say?

He doesn’t need an analyst to work out the answers. Not really.

Nevertheless he picks up the phone and calls Jean Barbour.

‘Mike,’ she says. ‘Well, well. And how is the frozen north?’

‘Wet,’ he says.

‘Not frozen then?’

‘No, just wet.’

‘And yourself?’

‘Keeping under cover.’

‘Are you still being a hermit?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘What do you do up there? Apart from take pictures?’

‘That’s what I do. All the time. The beach, the sea, the sky, the hills.’

‘Is there a limit to how many you can take?’

‘If there is, I’ve not reached it.’

‘Then I assume the chances of seeing you are slim.’

Her voice sounds terrible: faded, weak. ‘Are you all right?’ he asks.

‘A dose of the flu,’ she says, ‘but I’m through the worst of it.’

He’s not convinced by this, but lets it go, for the time being.

‘Well,’ she says, ‘am I going to see you, or have you just phoned up to tantalise me?’

‘Actually, there’s stuff I have to do in Edinburgh. Any chance of a bed for a couple of nights?’

‘Only if you promise to stay in and talk to me on one of them.’

‘That’s fine with me. I don’t go out on the town these days.’

‘Did you ever? What are you coming down for?’

‘A couple of appointments, to do with this exhibition of my dad’s work. Did I tell you about that?’

‘Months ago. Christmas, New Year, whenever we last spoke. I can’t remember.’

She sounds drunk. It isn’t even eleven. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ she says testily. So he knows for certain that something is wrong.

‘Anyway,’ he says, ‘apart from all that, I’d like to see you. There’s going to be a book to go with the exhibition, and I’ve to write something for it, and I’m stuck.’

‘Stuck about what?’

‘I’m trying to write about Angus. His career, his character, his significance.’

‘Oh Christ,’ Jean says. ‘Everybody has to have significance these days. Once it was just fame, now it’s significance.’

He knows her well enough to recognise a diversion when she starts one. ‘It’s tough,’ he says. ‘I don’t do words, I take pictures. I thought you could help.’

‘Write it for you? I don’t do words either. Not written-down ones.’

‘No. But I thought you could tell me about him.’

He hears her sigh, imagines her in her big, shabby, cluttered room, Arthur’s Seat visible through the window, through the rain. She says, ‘Mike, it was a long time ago. Him and me, I mean.’

‘I don’t mean that. But you knew him before I was around. Before he married my mother. I can’t talk to her about him. Anyway, it’s time you and I caught up properly, face to face.’

‘Aye, well,’ she says, ‘I would like that. How is your mother?’

‘Same as ever, as far as I know.’

‘So you’ve not seen her lately either?’

‘We speak on the phone. She’s frighteningly healthy. Still gardening, still going to church, still driving.’

‘Still driving you mad, you mean?’

‘She would if I spent any time with her.’

‘Maybe you should. There can’t be a lot left.’

Again, that slur in her voice. It makes him uneasy.

‘My mother will go on and on,’ he says. ‘Like Margaret Thatcher, her role model.’

‘No she won’t. Anyway, Thatcher didn’t go on. She lost her job, remember? That wasn’t all she lost, in my opinion.’

‘Mother is in prime physical and mental condition, believe me. She thrives on outlasting everyone she knows.’

‘Good for her.’ Very abrupt. ‘Well, when are you coming?’

They make the arrangements. He’ll arrive on the Thursday, see Duncan and anybody else he needs to on the Friday, come home on the Saturday.

‘Will that give you enough time to do everything you have to?’

‘More than. It’ll be good to see you.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ she says. ‘I’m not looking that great.’

‘Why? What’s wrong?’

‘Old age, that’s all. Anyway, you’ll have had enough of me by Saturday, I’m sure, but you can stay as long as you like. Are you driving down?’

‘God, no,’ he says. ‘My car can limp around the roads here, but a trip down the A9 would finish it off. I’ll get the train.’

‘Very wise,’ she says. ‘Parking here is impossible unless you’re prepared to pay a fortune for it. Not that I disapprove of that, you understand. We’re being killed by cars.’

‘I’ll bring a bottle of whisky to take your mind off it.’

‘Good idea. Better bring two. That’ll help us sort your father out.’

§

Murdo gives him a lift down the strath to Lairg – ‘I need to be going down there anyway for a couple of things’ – for the mid-morning train to Inverness. All the way south it pours incessantly. There are delays caused by engineering works, resulting in a missed connection at Perth, but eventually the train pulls into Waverley in the early evening. The rain appears to be easing off so Mike chances the five-minute walk from the station to the High Street, and gets soaked.

Jean lets him in by means of an entryphone, a new installation. In the old days somebody had to come to the door. By the time he reaches the front room she’s back in her armchair by the fireplace, wrapped in a blanket, a thin roll-up between her lips and a full ashtray at her side. There’s a new gas fire, one of those glass-fronted, energy-efficient ones, another addition since his last visit. The old radiators under the big windows, which used to wheeze and rattle as they heated the room, are cold and silent. The room is as dusty as ever, but perhaps the contents have been thinned out. Everything is still a mess, but there isn’t so much of it.

‘I’m not getting up,’ Jean says. ‘I’m rid of the flu, but it’s left me like a rag. I’m sore all over.’

She has the grace to take the fag out of her mouth to return his kiss. His hand on her shoulder feels how thin she is. Paper and bone. But it’s she who chides him.

‘You’re wet. You should have got a taxi.’

‘I know that now. I didn’t think it was raining that hard.’

‘It’s been raining all winter. We used to get snow, even here, but not any longer. We’ve knackered the climate.’ It’s one of her pet topics. She’s been on about it for decades, long before it became commonplace. ‘How can we pump all these noxious fumes into the atmosphere and not harm it?’ she would say, lighting another cigarette.

‘You’ll have had your tea?’ she says now, trotting out the old standard about Edinburgh stinginess, and he almost laughs, but she means it. ‘If you haven’t, Mike, you’ll need to get a carry-out. I’m not hungry.’

He had sandwiches on the train and isn’t hungry either. She’s made a bed up for him and he dumps his bags in the room, changes out of his wet clothes and goes back through. She brightens considerably when he puts the malt whisky on the oak table. A Highland Park and a Clynelish.

‘You did bring two,’ she says, sucking the last millimetre from her cigarette and pinching it out. ‘How lovely. I’ll look forward to discussing them.’

That voice: once, long ago, Mike told her how sexy it was and she laughed and said he needed his head examined, she was old enough to be his mother, but he was serious. A voice thick with years of storytelling, hoarse from the speaking and the smoking but not harsh; knowing and kind, mostly, though the cutting remark and the quick putdown are not absent from her repertoire. There is still something that stirs Mike down in the depths when he hears her speak. In the days when she still entertained multitudes, she could hold the attention of the entire room packed tight with people – bodies sardined on to sofas, two to a chair, folk crouched and crammed on the rugs, backed up against the radiators and even a couple squeezed under the round oak table that was always covered with newspapers, bottles and scum-bummed mugs and glasses. Jean could keep that crowd entranced, and not just because the stories she told were good, but because of the voice she told them in. It worked for women as well as men, it didn’t matter if you were gay or straight or didn’t know what you were, as plenty didn’t back then. Maybe it wasn’t just the sound of sex that folk heard, maybe it was also the sound of natural, non-bookish wisdom, that special female quality which, in times past, made some men fear some women and cast them as witches. Whatever it was, Jean had it, and Mike reckons she still does.

She doesn’t want to drink alcohol tonight. He makes a pot of tea instead, pulls a chair across to the other side of the gas fire, and they sit like two old crones and chat away about not very much. Life in the north, life in the city. People who’ve died, people who’ve moved away, people they’ve lost track of completely. Politics, wars, collapsed banks, fallen bankers, dying planet. But they’ve been through all this before, down the phone at least. There is another, more pressing issue. Mike hasn’t seen her since Angus’s funeral, two and a half years before. She was fit and rose-cheeked then. Now she is a grey skeleton.

‘You may as well tell me.’

‘Tell you what?’

‘What the hell’s wrong with you. Other than the flu.’

She looks at him angrily through her smoke. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because there’s no point.’

‘You look awful. You’ve no colour.’

‘Not enough fresh air. I’ve given up the daily run round the park.’

‘Don’t be facetious. You’re clearly not well. Have you seen a doctor?’

‘No.’

‘Why the hell not?’

‘I’ve never seen a doctor in my life. I don’t believe in doctors.’

‘That’s ridiculous, Jean.’

‘No it’s not. Some folk need doctors, some dinnae. I’m one of the dinnaes.’

‘You look like you’ve got cancer.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ she says. Then, ‘Aye, that’s what I think too when I look in the mirror.’

‘This is absurd. Why don’t you go and find out?’

‘Find out what? That I’m going to die? We’re all going to die, Mike.’

‘That’s childish.’ And then, childishly, he adds, ‘And you’re still smoking like a lum.’

‘Don’t start.’

‘Well, it can’t exactly help.’

‘It helps a lot. What’s the alternative? My life is taken over by doctors who cut me open, fill me with drugs, blast me with radiotherapy, or all three of the above, my hair falls out, I can’t manage living on my own here at home, I feel like crap and then I die. Delaying tactics, that’s all. Thank you, but no.’

‘So what are you going to do?’

‘Let things take their course. It’s time. Look at this place. You might not believe it, but I’m shedding things. Honestly.’

‘That seems a bit premature.’

‘I’m nearly seventy-nine, Michael. That’s late enough. I’ve not had a bad run.’

‘You sound defeated. It’s not like you.’

‘I’m not defeated. I’m actually winning. Don’t tell me I’m defeated.’

‘Are you in pain?’

‘Sometimes. I’ve got lots of different painkillers, though. Amazing what you can get over the counter these days. Drink’s the best, although it doesn’t go very well with some of the other stuff. That’s one reason why I’m a bit down today. I’ve not taken any pills because I want to have a good drink with you tomorrow.’

‘I appreciate that.’

‘It’s for my benefit, not yours, you arrogant wee shite.’

She’s always had a quick temper, although often in the past she would turn it on simply in order to play devil’s advocate more effectively. If you didn’t know her it was disconcerting, watching her switch from revolutionary socialist to diehard reactionary in a moment. The Demon Barbour, someone nicknamed her.

Mike remembers a phone conversation with her from a couple of years earlier, just before the ban on smoking in public places became law. He made some remark about how devolution was going to reduce her rights but she would have to thole it for the good of the nation, and she rounded on him.

‘Don’t knock it. It is for the good of the nation. It’ll save thousands of lives.’

‘So you’re giving up?’

‘Of course not.’ There was a shuffling sound at the other end of the line as she lit up. ‘I’ll just carry on in the privacy of my own smelly hoose. But I approve of the ban. It’s not for the likes of me. It’s for the coming generations.’

‘I thought you’d be furious about it.’

‘Why? Because they’re taking away my civil liberties? Rubbish! People like me have had it our own way far too long when it comes to blowing smoke in other folk’s faces. I tell you what, if Scottish human rights come down to being able to light up cancer-sticks and get blootered whenever and wherever you like, we’re in a sorry state. It’s time we stood up for freedoms that really matter. It’s time we grew up.’

‘Anyway,’ she says now, ‘what about yourself? How are you?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You look well. Still on your own, I take it?’

‘Aye.’

‘Really?’

‘Aye.’

‘That’s a shame. I thought you might have found yourself a strapping young fisherman by now.’

This is so close to the truth that Mike is tempted to tell her about Murdo. But he’s not ready. He shakes his head, not exactly lying.

‘Ironic, isn’t it,’ Jean says, ‘that we ranted on about solidarity and community and standing together against the Tories, and what some of us wanted more than anything was to be alone.’

‘Is that what you wanted? Surely not. All those years of folk piling in here night after night, and you holding court – that was meat and drink to you, wasn’t it?’

‘Aye, it was. I loved it, and I like to think it was important, that all those people passing through here took something away with them that made a difference in the way they thought and acted. It was my contribution to the cause, providing this space. But it was nice to stop. I don’t miss clearing up the mess, I’ll say that. And I’ve grown attached to the peace and quiet.’

‘I think we’re still in a minority,’ Mike says. ‘Most people are disturbed by solitude. They think silence is odd. Open country disconcerts them. They panic when they run out of pavement.’

‘Maybe,’ Jean says, ‘but you don’t have to live in the back of beyond like you do to be alone.’

Again, he lets that one go. She says, ‘Do you ever hear from Adam?’

‘Occasionally. We exchange Christmas cards. He’s in Barcelona.’

‘I know. He comes back now and again. He came to see me last year.’

‘With the new boyfriend,’ Mike says. ‘You told me.’

‘So I did. Well, anyway. So you’re fine and you’re settled in Angus’s old hideaway. But what do you do? You don’t produce books or cards or have shows of your own. Or do you?’

‘No, nothing like that. I’m busy enough. I get obsessed with things and can’t stop taking pictures of them. Last week it was seaweed, next week it might be driftwood or drystane dykes. It’s not just taking the pictures, it’s manipulating them later. But I suppose I have been marking time a bit, ever since I moved up there.’

‘Ever since Angus died, you mean. That was nearly three years ago, Mike.’

‘I know. But the archive, and now this exhibition, they’ve been taking up a lot of time too. And with him leaving me the house and some money, and the odd local job now and then, I’m not really in any hurry. I lead a pretty frugal life.’

‘Why do I always think there’s a mismatch between being gay and frugality?’

‘We’re not all Elton Johns, you know.’

‘Well, all I can say is you’re far too young to be winding down,’ Jean says. ‘And far too young to be celibate.’

‘I’m not winding down,’ he says. ‘I’m consolidating.’

‘What you’re doing,’ she says, ‘is talking shite.’

§

My contribution to the cause: Jean’s words. But what was the cause? It’s easy to remember what they stood against: Thatcherism, London rule, the destruction of old industries, the assault on the Welfare State, the poll tax. But what were they for? A Scottish parliament, of course. But now they have it, what is it for? Forget smoking bans and other worthwhile legislation, what is its primary function? Maybe it’s for saying, Look, listen, this is who we are. And maybe that is no insignificant thing, and the purpose of a parliament is to say it again, over and over. What can be more important, politically, than to know who you are, and to say it?

Mike likes to consider these things. It’s only with the passing of time that the picture comes fully into focus, as the present slides and settles into history. Who are we? One of the unintended effects of Margaret Thatcher’s revolution, he sees now – and let’s face it, that’s what it was, a revolution – was to destroy Scottish loyalty to the British state. If it didn’t provide you with a job, if it didn’t give you a decent pension or adequate health care or proper support when you were out of work, what was it for? It wasn’t for anything – except maybe things you didn’t want or believe in, like nuclear weapons on the Clyde, or the poll tax. In the Thatcher years the great presumption of the left – that the industrial working class would eventually tame capitalism – came crashing down. The class war may not be over but it’s certainly not what it used to be. In its stead there are many creeds, ancient and new, ethnic and national and religious and green, all jostling for position; and though Mike has escaped from the din, he still likes to ask what the din is all about.

Is his kind of solitude – call it independence if you like – different from Jean’s? Does it diminish the whole, or does the whole diminish it? And is Highland privacy different from Lowland, or Scottish privacy different from English? By becoming more private do we become less of a community? Probably. Less Scottish? He doubts it. We just become different versions of ourselves.

§

Jean is still in her bed when he goes out in the morning. He has a meeting with the publicity and marketing manager at the National Gallery of Photography, followed by another with Duncan Roxburgh, looking at the space and a plan of how the photographs will be arranged. Duncan is very proud of the fact that there is no ‘Scottish’ in the title of his gallery. ‘I’m sick of the word,’ he says. ‘Why do we always have to be qualifying ourselves like that? The English don’t do it. They just assume.’ The NGP is located in the former High School on Calton Hill, a building that in the 1970s was earmarked as the future home of a Scottish assembly; then, when that came to nothing, it was mothballed during the eighteen years of Conservative government. For the last five of those a vigil was kept outside the gates, from a ramshackle caravan, by an organisation called Democracy for Scotland. Appropriately, one of the last photographs in Angus’s exhibition will be from that period: it shows a couple of bearded Democracy for Scotland campaigners in big jumpers sharing a flask of tea with two laughing traffic wardens beside a blazing brazier. There’s an Angus angle to this image, because the way he’s taken it draws the observer’s eye away from the people and towards the brazier. The thing that catches the attention is a piece of burning timber stamped with the words THIS SIDE UP.

In the afternoon Mike goes for a walk around the town, wandering in and out of second-hand bookshops, pleased to be back but thankful he’ll soon be leaving. Edinburgh is hardly overwhelming, it isn’t that kind of city, but already he misses the Highlands – the sense of space, the mountains, the water, the absence of people. What is it, this desire in him for retreat? There’s Murdo, of course. Does he miss him? He does, and this makes him fearful.

In a café in the Grassmarket he orders a coffee. The place is quiet, a couple of women in one corner, a guy reading the Scotsman in another. He sits in the window and watches people passing by. Edinburgh in March: so long as there isn’t a rugby international, it’s one of the quietest months, with hardly any tourists. The man reading the paper looks pretty ragged: he’s unshaven, keeps sniffing. An old fellow, mid-sixties maybe. Mike has to check himself for thinking that. Old? The guy’s probably only ten years older than he is. Bang. One minute you’re a student, the next you’re a pensioner.

When he gets back in the early evening Jean is up and about, has applied make-up and put on some clean clothes, and looks altogether more like herself. She’s hungry too, and recommends an Indian restaurant ten minutes’ walk away for a carry-out. ‘We’ll phone in an order,’ she says, scrabbling about for a menu, ‘but you’ll have to go and collect it. They tried to deliver once but you know what it’s like finding this place if you’ve never been.’

An hour or so later they’re pushing the cartons and plates aside and sitting back in their seats at the kitchen table. Jean’s at first keen appetite deserted her after a few minutes and Mike has tried to compensate but can eat no more. She tips the remains, curry and rice together, into one carton and sticks it in the fridge. ‘I’ll have it for breakfast.’ Then they retreat to the front room, light the gas fire, and open the first bottle of whisky.

He has brought the picture proofs of the book and they spend some time passing these between them. He is anxious to know what she thinks of his selection.

The first proof is of one of Angus’s signature photographs: Funeral of Sir Harry Lauder, Hamilton, 4 March 1950. In it, a line of bareheaded men and headscarved women stretches along the street. They’re all looking away, following the route of the cortège, except for one small boy among them, who stares directly into the camera. He seems oblivious to the sense of occasion, the fact that he’s at the funeral of a ‘great man’. A cheeky happiness lights up his face. ‘Wonderful,’ Jean says.

Then for a while she says nothing as she turns the loose sheets. There are two photos taken at Arbroath Abbey in April 1951. She looks at them both carefully and he watches her doing it. She glances across at him.

‘I’m surprised more of these aren’t familiar to me,’ she says defiantly.

‘But those two are.’

She ignores this. ‘It’s a terrible title, by the way. Was that your idea?’

‘It was the only title, realistically. It’s the phrase everybody recognises. Angus’s unique take.’

She goes through some more images, stopping at Elvis Presley, Prestwick, 3 March 1960. This is one of the few pictures Angus liked to talk about. He was in Glasgow when he heard a rumour that somebody special was going to be landing on Scottish soil. Elvis had finished his military service in Germany and was heading home to the USA, and these flights often stopped to refuel at Prestwick. So Angus rushed down there along with a number of other pressmen. The news had leaked out, and there were dozens of fans waiting when Elvis stepped off the plane. It was the only time he was ever in the British Isles. In Angus’s image, Elvis is on one side of a wire fence chatting to a crowd of young women on the other side. He looks spruce and fresh in US Army uniform and cap. Three sergeant’s stripes and the word ‘Spearhead’ are on his sleeve. He is smiling, relaxed, slightly bemused. The women, many holding out pen and paper for his autograph, are probably mostly teenagers. Several are wearing headscarves, all are in heavy, shapeless winter coats. He’s twenty-five, but they look older than him, and their expressions range from happy to disbelieving to slightly desperate, as if they know this may be the most exciting moment of their lives. The picture is really more about those women than about Elvis.

Mike says, ‘Do you think there’s a good-enough spread of his work?’

‘Depends what you’re trying to do. Are you trying to represent the range of his work or are you telling a story with these pictures?’

‘Well, both. I’ve picked images for their quality, of course. But I do think there’s a narrative running through them.’

‘A narrative of what?’

‘What the subtitle says. Fifty years of Scottish life.’

‘Ah, but is that a narrative Angus would have acknowledged, or have you imposed it on his photographs?’

This question has been bothering Mike greatly, sometimes even waking him in the night. Is he adding something to his father’s work, or stealing from it?

‘I don’t think he would have approved,’ he says. ‘He didn’t like structures much. And yet, this is the story I see in his work.’

‘So it’s about you as much as him,’ Jean says.

‘It’s about us all,’ Mike says.

He’s also brought what he’s written so far of the introductory essay. He hands it over, and she fires up a new roll-up and reads through it while he refills the glasses and sifts, for the thousandth time, through the pile of images.

‘It’s not exactly impassioned, is it?’ he says, when she’s finished. ‘Not the warm tribute of an admiring, grateful son.’

‘Is that what you want it to be?’

‘It’s what it should be.’

Jean makes a gesture that is half-nod, half-shrug: I’ll come to that later. ‘ “Chronological order”,’ she says. ‘Interesting phrase. Arranging things by time. It seems to be the natural way of releasing a narrative, but maybe it isn’t. It’s not how we remember our own lives, our own stories, after all. Bits of them come at us in any old order. Mixed-up memories. So maybe chronology is just a regime to stop us going insane. Sensible, but not very … imaginative.’

‘Most of us can only take so much chaos,’ he says.

‘I’ll tell you something I’ve always wanted to do, Mike. I’ve always wanted to tell a story with no beginning, no middle and no end.’

‘How would that work?’

‘I’m not sure. That’s the point. There’s a tyranny about beginnings and endings and the routes between them but we seem to like being tyrannised. And I’ve been wondering if I could do it differently.’

‘But why?’

‘Bloody-mindedness, probably. Because stories aren’t supposed to be like that.’

‘And yet,’ he says, ‘they almost always are. All the years I came here, listening to you, it was like dipping into this big swirling pot of stories. There was always another bit at the end of this one, or there was a different version to that one, or it was just a wee path off the main track. You know what I mean. One thing leads to another.’

‘I suppose that’s right enough. Everything’s connected. But lately I’ve been thinking over exactly what a story is.’

She rolls another cigarette. He waits. They respect each other’s intervals, and this is one of the things that has kept them friends. Two and a half years is just a longer interval. He watches her shaping the words in her head before she lets them out. There is something hugely civilised about allowing long pauses in a conversation. Very few people can stand that kind of silence.

She lights up, inhales, speaks again. ‘A story is a whole mass of details that come together and form a narrative. Without that coming-together they’re just a lot of wee pieces. So what happens if you take a story and break it into its wee pieces? When you put it back together again, will it turn out the same way?’

‘Like a jigsaw puzzle,’ he says.

‘Exactly. It’s like you’re making a jigsaw puzzle. You cowp this thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle on to a table and turn all the pieces right way up and then you stare at them. Where do you start? But what I’m thinking is that this particular puzzle came in a big plastic bag, not in a box, and there’s no picture to guide you. You don’t know what the hell the picture is you’re supposed to be making. You have to start somewhere, so you look for the bits with straight edges. And the four bits with two straight edges that mean they’re the corners. But maybe it doesn’t have corners and straight edges. Anyway. You find bits that are the same shade of red, the same shade of green, you sort them into separate piles, and occasionally you find two bits, three bits, that actually seem to fit together. And gradually, spread out all over the table, this picture begins to emerge.’

‘That’s assuming you have all the right pieces,’ Mike says. ‘Which means you’re relying on somebody else. Somebody else already made the jigsaw puzzle, the picture, and cut it up, and put it in the plastic bag.’

‘Right,’ she says. ‘Well, that’s okay up to a point. The storyteller has to get her material from elsewhere. But I’m bothered by the idea that somebody else already made the picture. So maybe a story is more like a painting than a jigsaw. You’re the creator, but you’re working from life, putting what you see on the canvas but with your own take on it. And when it’s finished, there are all kinds of things going on at once, and you can look at the whole thing or you can look at the detail, but it’s all there, all the parts moving in and out of one another. Like a complex piece of machinery – working, but captured, held. Motionless motion.’

‘Suspended animation,’ Mike says. ‘Like a photograph, in other words.’

‘Aye,’ she says. ‘Like a photograph. Okay. Jigsaw puzzle, painting, photograph. Now we’re getting somewhere. Or are we? It’s complicated, isn’t it? Maybe one shouldn’t analyse this stuff too much.’

Another silence. Mike thinks about the complexity and the simplicity of taking a photograph. The tens of thousands he’s taken over the years, each one part of a narrative, following on from the one before, preceding the next. Could he have taken them in a different order? He thinks about what happens when he selects one image out of, say, every ten or fifty or hundred he takes. How the narrative is reduced, fractured. How the chain is broken. He thinks about Angus, doing it all before him.

‘Dad would have said, don’t analyse. As a photographer you just have to be there, take the shot. He’d have said it was partly skill and mostly chance.’

‘I know that’s what he thought,’ Jean says, ‘but I think he was wrong. I envied him, you know. He didn’t seem to have to try. Yes, you have to be there at the right moment, but there’s something else. That’s why I never liked that phrase, “the Angus angle”. It always struck me as being lazy journalese. It suggests that all he was doing was bending down and getting the angle right, the exposure, the focus, ticking those technical boxes. Well, you can have all the technical skill in the world, but that’s not enough. If you’re really good, there’s an instinct in there too, an extra layer of knowledge. You learn it by experience, but it’s like you always had it deep inside. Do you see?’

‘I used to argue with him in just that way,’ Mike says. ‘There has to be more to it than chance, I’d say. A photographer’s an artist, what you do is art. He’d say no, it’s about technique, the quality of your camera equipment and how well you operate it and even then there are too many other external factors – light, movement, colour – for you to be fully in control. An artist makes something, he’d say, I just record what already exists. In the end I gave up arguing, and one of the reasons was because in a way he was right. We don’t really know what we’re creating, we just take the opportunity. In that sense, we’re all chancers.’

‘Well,’ she says, ‘I still think being a chancer takes a certain amount of expertise.’

They sit in contemplation while the gas fire hisses at their pretensions. Then Mike says, ‘So what is it, this story you want to tell? The one with no beginning, no middle and no end. What’s it about?’

‘It’s what you said earlier,’ she says. ‘It’s about us, all of us. It’s the story we’re in.’ And then, after another silence, she adds, ‘But I’m not likely to be in it much longer. Which is maybe why I don’t want it to be finite, why I’m rebelling against the tyranny of time.’

‘But you’re not rebelling,’ he says. ‘You’re not fighting to stay alive. You’re letting go.’

‘That is rebelling,’ she says. ‘Challenging the orthodoxy. Anyway, it’s different. That’s life and death.’

‘The simplest chronology of all,’ Mike says.

§

The divorce was completed in 1965. Angus rented a flat in Glasgow and bought a run-down house, for virtually nothing, at Cnoc nan Gobhar on the north coast of Sutherland. He must have taken note of the location on the family holiday of the previous year. ‘I need a bolt-hole,’ he told Michael, the first time he brought him there. ‘Somewhere I can escape to every so often. This is perfect.’ He paid Isobel whatever she was due, paid the school fees, and then carried on behaving the way he always had.

It’s not hard for Mike to see, in retrospect, how his father operated. He was such a handsome, intelligent charmer that he didn’t have to try very hard to have women fall in love with him. When he and Isobel got married, perhaps she really believed that he would settle down and be hers alone for ever, but it was never going to be like that. Angus enjoyed the company of women – women other than the one he was with – too much. He couldn’t resist making them unable to resist him. He was a wanderer in other ways too. When the Pendreichs still all lived together in the semi-detached villa in Doune that Isobel had inherited from her parents (who were dead before Michael was conscious of them being alive), Angus would go off for a day’s hillwalking, even in the foulest weather, rather than stay at home to be tortured by domesticity. And if there was the possibility of a job that would take him away, anywhere in the British Isles or, for preference, abroad, he would grab it.

So Michael was used to not seeing his father for long periods, even before the divorce. After it, the phone would sometimes ring early on a Saturday morning during the school holidays, and Michael would rush to answer it before his mother could, and it would be Angus saying he was in Glasgow and did he fancy a day out? He’d arrive an hour later, honking his horn outside the gate so that none of them had to bear the strain of him and Isobel failing to communicate. They’d go to Edinburgh or Glasgow, to see a film or an exhibition and go for a meal. When Michael got home Isobel would ask what they had done, and sniff at what he told her. It was all very well for his father to appear once in a blue moon and spoil him but what about her? How did he think it made her feel, after all she did for him? And she was right and justified and Michael despised her for it, and longed for the next time the phone would ring.

Even better, Angus would turn up at Kilsmeddum Castle, unannounced, during term. He would time it so as to arrive at the end of morning classes on a Saturday, and take Michael to Perth for the rest of the day. The school objected, of course, but Angus overruled the objections: he was paying good money to have his son educated there and he reserved the right to remove him whenever it suited him. The school would subsequently complain to Isobel, who would forbid Michael to go with his father if he tried it again. When he tried it again, Michael would at once go with him. They saw Where Eagles Dare, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, Diamonds are Forever, Soldier Blue (gleefully sneaking Michael in since it carried an X certificate). They ate Chinese, Wimpy and anything else exotic that Perth had to offer. For Michael, the trouble that ensued at school and at home on these occasions was easily worth it.

It was on one of these outings that Angus presented him with his first real camera. Up to then he’d played around with a couple of cheap and easy models, but he was ready for something more challenging. He wanted something new but what he got was a second-hand Pentax Spotmatic, a model that had only been around for three or four years. It was the first serious camera to have a built-in light meter that really worked: you focused first, then flicked a switch to activate the metering system, and set the shutter speed and aperture yourself by lining up two needles in the viewfinder. The great virtue of the Spotmatic was its simplicity; Michael learned a huge amount about light exposure and depth of field by the time-tested method of trial and error.

And then there was Sutherland. Every summer, Angus spent a month at Cnoc nan Gobhar, and Michael would go by train to join him for the middle two weeks of his stay. These were the times when he first became ‘Mike’, and this was another bond between father and son, since Isobel was averse to his being anything or anyone but ‘Michael’. They barbecued sausages and burgers in front of the house, went for huge walks into deserted glens, climbed the great hulks of Ben Klibreck and Ben Hope, fished in lochs and rivers and afterwards sat together, Angus drinking pints of beer and Mike half-pints of shandy, in musty, antler-festooned, wood-panelled bars where no one ever questioned Mike’s age. Sometimes they drove over to the west, camped by the white beaches of Assynt, swam in the ice-cold Atlantic, and greedily viewed the strange mountains of those parts: Suilven, Stac Pollaidh, Quinag. And they did work on the house, or Angus engaged others to do it, men like Murdo’s uncle, while they played. For eight successive years they had these fortnights together, all through Mike’s years at boarding school, and he loved them, and loved his father because of them.

Often there was a woman, Angus’s latest, at the cottage: always younger than him, always bonnie, smiling and kind to Mike, behaving almost as if she were a wife and mother, and treated by Angus with breathtaking casualness. These women were of a certain type – sunny, ambitious, not very clever. They were often English, or spoke as if they were. They were light and airy and entirely lacked the burden of responsibility that Isobel carried like a cross. They had a breathy confidence that suggested nothing would ever go much wrong in their lives. ‘Your father’s little friends’ was how Isobel described them, as if she felt sorry for them because they did not see that their participation in his life would be only temporary. Whether there was heartbreak when it was over, as it always eventually was, or whether they were actually stronger in themselves than Isobel could ever understand, the following summer Sally or Mandy or Katy would be gone and a successor installed. Mike didn’t mind in the least: he enjoyed being made a fuss of by the little friends, and having vague crushes on them that didn’t quite make sense either to them or to him. There was a Julie who lasted two years, right at the end of the sequence, whom he particularly liked. When he thinks about it now he wonders if it was his fortnight at Cnoc nan Gobhar that precipitated the end of each of these relationships. Angus seemed more or less to abandon the girlfriend as soon as Mike arrived, and by the time he left had probably lost the desire to reconnect with her. And though Mike knew his father was at fault in the way he treated his women, as he had been in the way he treated Isobel, it wasn’t until that second fortnight with Julie that he felt his loyalty diminish a little.

§

He finished at Kilsmeddum at Christmas 1972. He’d had enough of the school and the school had had enough of him. He had the Highers he needed to go to art college and had filled in the appropriate forms. He was quite skilled at drawing – he’d produced a set of drooling, ghoulish caricatures of the teaching staff of which even the mob approved – but his real interest lay in photography. What was the point of staying on to sit more exams? Angus agreed, and since he paid the fees Isobel couldn’t argue against it. From Christmas until the summer Mike was at home in Doune, taking photographs, drawing, listening to music. To keep Isobel at bay and demonstrate that he had more of a sense of responsibility than his father, he got a part-time job in a local hotel, working in the kitchen. He began to take an interest in food and how to prepare it. Sometimes he’d make the evening meal at home, surprising Isobel with his skills, although she was suspicious of the ingredients he sought out, things that were still almost exotic: garlic, red peppers, pasta that wasn’t macaroni. She was suspicious of anything ‘creative’. If only he’d been inclined towards teaching, or the law, he might have made her happier. She worked part-time as a typist and receptionist for a firm of solicitors in Dunblane, and made futile attempts to interest him in conveyancing. Photography, being what his father did, was bound to end in tears.

They maintained a truce over those months, in order to keep life tolerable. Sometimes they watched TV together. There was a political thriller, Scotch on the Rocks, running that spring. A group called the Scottish Liberation Army was busy blowing up statues of Queen Victoria and the toll-booths at the Forth Road Bridge. They kidnapped some Unionist bigwig called Lord Thorganby and for good measure drowned the Secretary of State for Scotland. It was fanciful stuff but it was on the BBC so Isobel watched it with absolute trust, as if it were a documentary. It fed her fears that the country was about to descend into anarchy and it fed Mike’s gut sense that he was some kind of nationalist, even if it wasn’t the M. Lucas kind. At the end of the series the SLA’s rebellion fizzled out and normality was restored, to Isobel’s relief and Mike’s disappointment.

§

It was the final evening of Mike’s stay at Cnoc nan Gobhar, and Angus, Julie and he were in the sitting room, drinking bottles of beer. They’d been outside, catching the last of the sun, but the midges had driven them in. Angus was explaining how he wanted to make the side window into a door and build a sun lounge on, so that one could go on enjoying the view without being eaten alive. He was going to get Donald MacKay on to it.

‘That’ll be nice,’ Julie said, and Angus said, ‘Yes, it will,’ and the way he said it made Mike think it unlikely that Julie would get the benefit. In the morning Angus was going to take him to the station at Lairg. He’d go back to his hotel job for a few weeks, then he’d be off to Edinburgh, to art college. Angus was about to go to America for three months, and wouldn’t be back until the autumn. Wherever Julie was going, it wasn’t to America.

‘You should look up Jean Barbour when you get to Edinburgh,’ Angus said. ‘She’d love to meet you.’

‘Who’s she?’ Mike said.

‘Just an old pal.’ Angus was on his third beer and was a little drunk. ‘Haven’t seen her for years, but I can’t imagine she’s any different. You’ll like her.’

‘What does she do?’ Julie asked. She gave Mike a smile. They both knew better than to ask how Angus and Jean Barbour had met.

‘Do? She doesn’t have a job, if that’s what you mean. She never used to have, anyway.’ Never normally reluctant to lambast the idle rich, he sounded slightly repelled by the idea of Jean having to work. He turned away from Julie and said to Mike, ‘She was involved in a bookshop but that was ages ago. The thing about her is she gathers people around her. There’s always a get-together of some kind at Jean’s. Always something going on.’

‘Sounds good,’ Julie said, sounding doubtful.

Mike was also unconvinced. ‘Yes, it does,’ he said – to Julie, because he wanted to counter the way Angus was excluding her – and then, to Angus, ‘So have you got an address or something?’

‘That’s the thing. She’s just off the Royal Mile. I could take you there, but I couldn’t tell you the name of the close or the house number. It’s not that easy to find.’

‘Great,’ Mike said. ‘This is going to be simple, isn’t it? Do you even have a phone number?’

‘It’s been more than twenty years,’ Angus said. ‘She didn’t have a phone then.’

‘Maybe she’s not there any more,’ Julie said, trying to stay in the conversation.

‘She won’t have gone anywhere,’ he said. There was an unpleasant edge to his voice now. ‘Jean’s steadfast, a fixture.’ Outside, the loch and the land lay still, but in the room the atmosphere was suddenly bristling. ‘Look,’ Angus said, ‘sooner or later you’re bound to come across her. Edinburgh’s a village. Just remember her name, Jean Barbour.’

He’d known her in the late 1940s, early 1950s, he said. He wasn’t long out of the army, and was working freelance for magazines, mostly, although he had a brief spell at the Scotsman. He always tried to look for the pictures nobody else was taking. Often he simply turned the camera away from the obvious subject and photographed something in its shadow, or somebody looking at it. The ridiculous next to the sublime, the commonplace made special by association. That was all there was to it. It was then that someone came up with the ‘Angus angle’ tag. He didn’t like it much but it opened a few doors. There was plenty to photograph in Edinburgh – it was the early days of the Festival and there were all kinds of characters on the streets and in the pubs. And Jean Barbour, whom he met in this bookshop, had also recently arrived but somehow she had a lot of contacts. She moved between two Edinburghs, the semi-bohemian festival city and the poker-faced Presbyterian one, and she was useful.

‘Useful?’ Julie said.

‘She made herself useful, yes,’ Angus said. ‘She knew a lot of people.’

It was obvious to Mike that Jean and Angus had been lovers. Julie saw it too. The word ‘useful’ seemed to goad her into action. She stood up, said she was going to make some food, and went through to the kitchen. Mike thought she was stifling tears. Angus made a face and Mike thought, aye, if it was me I’d cry, you bastard.

‘I’ll go and give her a hand,’ he said, getting out of his chair.

‘If you see her, tell her I’m asking for her. Jean, I mean,’ Angus said.

§

Edinburgh in the early 1970s had a special, dowdy kind of magic, especially in streaming, wind-chilled winter: the marvellous and the mundane inhabiting the same stairs, worlds of night and day rubbing shoulders both begrudgingly and with relish, often without acknowledgement and sometimes without realising it. Shoppers at a bus stop might breathe in a hint of marijuana drifting from some shaded window and, not knowing what it was, find this exotic invasion of their senses oddly, dreamily pleasant. Tourists perambulating the cobbled streets of the New Town could remark on the quiet, sober appearance of a particular Georgian terrace, unaware of the brothel operating behind one solid, firmly shut door. In lanes behind the noble, upright department stores of Princes Street drunk men swayed and vomited, while a few yards away, in Rose Street pubs, staff from Jenners and R. W. Forsyth jostled to get served alongside rugby players, actors, bankers and Lallans-spouting poets. In Marchmont and Stockbridge young women yawned and poured themselves more vodka while their boyfriends did the cheese-shop sketch from Monty Python yet again. In the Old Town, nationalistic students at all-night parties roared, over and over, the chorus of a new song they’d recently, imperfectly, learned: ‘Flower of Scotland’. They said ‘Kiss my arse’ in Gaelic and discussed the proposition ‘It’s Scotland’s Oil’ until the sun came up and they could no longer sing or speak. Up the Dalry Road folk put Billy Connolly on the hi-fi, cracking up as he went on about jobbies and willies, and recognising themselves in his outrageous jokes. Jakies in coats that smelled like hill sheep slipped into oblivion in the Grassmarket. Book-laden, bespectacled academics trailed between the university and the National Library. Beacon-nosed advocates in High Street bars patronised hippyish, long-limbed feminists whose politics they dismissed as infantile, and the feminists were mildly flattered by the attentions of middle-aged men they in theory, and when sober, despised. Businessmen going home to their families in the suburbs diverted of an evening to Calton Hill, searching among the trees or gravestones for some nameless stranger and a brief release from their hypocrisy. All over the city there was hypocrisy, and irony, and heroism: fabulous views from despoiled viewpoints, squalor and refinement propping each other up, dissolution in progress behind impregnable façades, and dreams of glory in crumbling tenements.

Into all this, at the age of eighteen, Mike Pendreich wandered, an innocent. He came with a purpose – to be a photographer. He was enrolled at the art college to do drawing and painting. There wasn’t a degree course in photography then, but he could do it as an elective. He was inspired by Angus and wanted to emulate him. And, like all sons following on the trail of their fathers, he wanted in time to surpass him.

Edinburgh to him was like a place out of legend or a fantastic novel. It had seven hills, a castle on one of them, neo-Athenian ruins on another, and on a third, Arthur’s Seat – which was not far short of being a mountain – a flock of sheep. The great area of the city that stretched from there westward, from Holyrood to Tollcross, was soiled and seedy and vibrant. In the old streets of the Southside, he found plenty to intrigue him: a mysterious bookshop that sold titles no other shop stocked; pubs stained and rich with the smoke of pipe tobacco and the smell of sweet black sixty-shilling ale, places so narrow men had to shuffle themselves like cards in order to get served; steamy, dripping cafés patronised by noisy crowds of upper-class students, who adored the chipped cups, the tarnished cutlery, the chewable tea and especially the abuse heaped on them by the coarse-tongued women who served them; sweaty markets and small, incense-hazy shops selling records, posters, Afghan coats, Navajo jewellery, tie-dyed T-shirts, cheesecloth smocks, denim jackets and cowboy boots. In all this there was a sense of something about to happen, of things already happening in rooms just out of sight and reach.

And there was Sandy Bell’s – the pub where Angus had taken pictures fifteen, twenty years before: of Hamish Henderson, the folklorist; of Stuart MacGregor, the wild medical student who’d sung of the men building the hydro schemes in the Highlands; and of numerous other singers, musicians and neglected geniuses. It was still going strong: any night of the week you could reckon on some decent music to go with your pint, and there was always a chance that Hamish – or one or more of his cronies – would drop in. Mike found his way there early on. Apart from anything else it was en route from the college to his digs in Newington.

And it was in Sandy Bell’s one November night that, as Angus had predicted, Jean’s name came up in conversation. Mike was standing on his own but – the way it sometimes happens in a crowded pub – not in isolation. In the back of the bar a guy with a guitar was alternating between Jacobite laments and protest songs. To one side of Mike a heated political discussion was in progress. There were three men involved: a long-haired, long-bearded student in an army-surplus greatcoat; a bald man in a biker’s leather jacket; and a middle-aged-looking guy in a brown duffelcoat. The argument had started about Chile, where two months before the elected socialist government had been ousted by a military coup led by General Pinochet. The question was whether Allende, the deposed president, had shot himself or been killed by soldiers. The student in the greatcoat was emphatic that Allende had been murdered. This was an article of faith to him: it was inconceivable that the fascists were not responsible. The biker, on the other hand, didn’t think it mattered either way: his understanding was that the Allende regime had been corrupt and on the point of collapse anyway. The man in the duffelcoat seemed to float between them, saying ‘Aye’ and ‘Maybe’ but not much else. When they ran out of things to say about Chile, Greatcoat wanted to know what the biker thought about what was going on closer to home. The National Union of Mineworkers had announced an overtime ban; the electricity engineers and train drivers had done the same; and now Ted Heath, the Prime Minister, had countered by declaring a state of emergency. Where did he stand on that, then? Duffelcoat nodded fervently and waited for the biker’s answer.

On Mike’s other side, listening to the singer and throwing occasional, irritated glances at this trio, stood a heavy, hard-faced man who looked like he could deck the lot of them with a single punch and might be about to do so.

The biker said he’d noticed there was a stock of candles behind the bar and if Ted Heath was calling it an emergency he called that pretty smart planning by the Sandy Bell’s staff.

‘Call it what you like,’ Greatcoat said. ‘It’s not a state of emergency, it’s state repression. You can’t impose a pay freeze on the workers while prices are going up. It’s totally unjust.’

‘Well, there’s a freeze on prices too,’ the biker said.

‘Yeah, but there’s still inflation, isn’t there?’ Greatcoat said. ‘Why is it always the workers who have to make all the sacrifices? The bosses are still lining their own nests.’

‘There won’t be any nests left soon,’ the biker said. ‘Everything’s falling to bits. If you ask me, the whole fucking country’s fucked.’

‘Aye, but who’s responsible?’ Greatcoat insisted. ‘You can’t blame the NUM for defending their members’ interests. You’ve got to blame Heath and his cronies.’

‘Moscow’s interests, more like,’ the biker said.

‘You think the NUM’s been infiltrated?’ Duffelcoat said, suddenly enlivened.

‘Aye, I do,’ the biker said.

‘No way, man,’ Greatcoat said. ‘That’s bullshit. Capitalist propaganda. The system’s crumbling so they need to find an external enemy. Typical diversionary tactic.’

‘Everybody’s been infiltrated,’ the biker said. He was looking across at Mike, as if for support, even though he wasn’t part of the discussion. ‘The unions, the universities, the boardrooms. They’re all riddled, one way or the other.’

‘The political parties,’ Duffelcoat said.

‘Aye, sure,’ the biker said. ‘Them too. Commies in the Labour Party, fascists in the Tories, all kinds of weird sects in the Liberals.’

‘And in the SNP,’ Duffelcoat said.

‘What’s wrong with being a communist?’ Greatcoat said. ‘I’m a communist. I’m a Trotskyist actually – a true communist.’

‘Nobody’s what they seem,’ the biker said. And he glanced over at Mike again.

‘Plenty of nutters in the SNP, eh?’ Duffelcoat said. He’d clocked the biker’s glance and followed it. Mike felt he was being assessed in two different ways. There was something about the way Duffelcoat watched everybody.

‘Oh, don’t let me get started on them,’ Greatcoat said.

‘No, don’t,’ the big man next to Mike said under his breath.

‘The Scottish Nutter Party,’ the biker said.

‘Tartan Tories,’ Greatcoat said. ‘What’s the difference between a London capitalist and a Scottish capitalist? Four hundred miles and a kilt. The SNP are a bunch of wankers.’

‘That’s not what they seem to think in Govan,’ Mike said, surprising himself as much as the others. The previous week the SNP had triumphed over Labour in a by-election in Glasgow Govan. It was a depressed, deprived, overwhelmingly working-class constituency and it should have been rock-solid for Labour. But a feisty young woman called Margo MacDonald had snatched the seat for the SNP with a 26 per cent swing.

Greatcoat seemed to welcome somebody new to argue with. ‘A one-off,’ he said. ‘If you ask me, they were voting with their dicks. They were mesmerised by the blonde bombshell.’

‘Even the women?’ Mike said.

‘Very funny,’ Greatcoat said. ‘Listen, it was a by-election, a flash in the pan. They’ll come to their senses. The last thing the Scottish worker needs is to be diverted from the class struggle by pipe dreams about independence.’

‘What about Vietnam?’ Mike said. ‘Or Ireland? I take it you’re not opposed to them being independent countries?’

Greatcoat rolled his eyes at the biker. ‘Listen to Robert the Bruce,’ he said. ‘That’s totally fucking different. I mean, come on, man!’

The biker seemed in two minds about whose view to favour. Duffelcoat was staring at the smoke-yellowed ceiling.

‘It’s just that I’ve noticed,’ Mike said, ‘that there’s always one rule for Scotland when it comes to independence, and another rule for everyone else.’

He was aware that the big man had turned slightly and was listening to what he was saying. It made him nervous.

‘In Vietnam,’ Greatcoat said, with the patience he might show a small child, ‘the class struggle and the anti-imperialist struggle are the same thing. The SNP isn’t a working-class movement, it’s a bourgeois pressure group.’

‘Oh,’ Mike said. ‘My mistake then. I hadn’t realised.’ He was trying to be ironic, but Greatcoat seemed to take it as an admission of ideological backsliding and gave him a patronising smile. Greatcoat and the biker moved on to some new subject. Mike stepped away.

The big man had ordered himself another pint. As the barman was pouring it the man nudged Mike and nodded towards the singer, who was retuning his guitar between songs.

‘This guy, he’s aw right, ye ken, he’s got a no bad voice and he kens some good songs, but they’re no really inside him, he disna sing them frae his guts.’

The man’s eyes, which had seemed narrow with menace, widened now as if he had merely been half-asleep. Altogether friendlier.

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Mike said.

‘He’s had to learn them aw and it shows in the way he sings them.’

As if he was saying, Don’t you worry about that tosser.

‘But surely everybody has to do that?’ Mike said. ‘Learn them?’

‘Aye, that’s right,’ the man said. ‘But wi some folk a song gets right deep doon inside and then when it comes back oot ye can tell that’s where it’s been. And wi other folk it just gets skin-deep and nae mair.’

There was a quiet intensity about the way he spoke, the look in his eyes, which suggested he knew what he was talking about. It didn’t sound like snobbery. It sounded like expert analysis.

‘I’ve learned scores o songs,’ the man said, ‘hundreds o them, but I’ve done it frae listening tae other folk singing them, and this boy’s learned his frae a book or aff a record.’

The barman put the pint in front of him. ‘There ye go, Walter. Staying in town the night?’

The man handed over a couple of coins. ‘Aye, at my sister’s. I’ve been putting a new sink in her bathroom. Trouble is, I’m on the settee and it’s no wide enough for me. I’ll need to anaesthetise masel or I’ll never sleep. So maybe I’ll drap in on Jean Barbour efter this, see what’s what. Crash oot there insteid.’

‘How’s Jean?’ the barman said. ‘Hivna seen her for ages.’

‘Same as ever,’ the man called Walter said. ‘The world may come to an end, and Jean’ll be sitting among the wreckage, telling us how it happened.’

‘You’re right there,’ the barman said.

‘Did you say “Jean Barbour”?’ Mike said.

Walter looked at him. ‘Aye.’

‘Does she stay down the Royal Mile somewhere?’

‘She does, aye.’

‘I’m supposed to look her up. She’s an old friend of my dad’s.’

Walter said, ‘She’s an old friend of a lot of folk, Jean. What’s your name?’

‘Michael Pendreich. Mike. My dad knew her years ago.’

‘D’ye ken her yersel?’

‘I don’t even know where she stays. It’s just when I heard her name …’

‘I’ll take ye doon there,’ he said, ‘when this place shuts.’

It was coming on for ten o’clock, closing time. Walter said they should buy a carry-out and take it to Jean’s as a way of extending the evening.

‘Will it not be a bit late?’ Mike asked.

‘Ach away, man. That woman never sleeps. Dinna fash.’

Walter was from Ayrshire originally, but had come east and now stayed in Dalkeith, a few miles to the south of Edinburgh. Mining country, he said, although there were hardly any pits left now, just the big ones, Monktonhall and Bilston Glen, and the Lady Victoria at Newtongrange. He was talking about places just a short bus ride outside the city but the names meant nothing to Mike. Walter was a plumber by day and a singer by night. He’d always had a good voice, he said, could belt out any number of songs, when he was an apprentice in the 1950s he’d sung in a skiffle band but it hadn’t come to anything, it had only been a ploy to attract women. ‘In thae days, if ye were a working-class boy and ye wanted a better kind o life than the one that was mapped oot for ye, there was just two ways o daein it: ye could become a professional footballer, if ye were skilled enough, or ye could become a professional boxer, if ye were hard enough. And then this third opportunity came along: ye could form a band and sing your way tae glory if ye were bonnie enough. Weel, I wasna skilled or hard or bonnie enough for ony o thae things, sae I became a plumber. But then something amazing happened. I was on a job doon at Lauder, on the road tae England, and I was there for aboot a week wi a couple o other boys, up and doon the road every day, and on the last day, when we’d finished the job, we went for a few pints in a pub afore we came back up the road. And there was this auld man there, and he just started singing. There was a wee lull in the general noise, ye ken, and he started singing intae that space. The haill pub went silent as he sang, he didna hae the best voice, it was auld and quavery and a bit flat but by Christ he had us aw spellbound, we aw listened, even the guys that were wi me, on and on he went, verse efter verse efter verse, a story aboot a sister and her lover, and her brothers killing him because he wasna good enough for her, and her defiance when the faither tried tae mairry her aff tae another man. Weel, I’d never heard anything like it in my life, and when he was done I went over and bought the auld fellow a drink and asked him aboot it. It was a ballad, he said, “The Dowie Dens o Yarrow”, and he sang some verses frae a couple mair, just tae gie me a taste o them, he said they were hundreds o years auld but the odd thing was, they were brand new tae me and yet I kent them. How d’ye reckon that, eh? I kent them. See, where I grew up ye had tae fight tae survive, and it was aw different faimlies, different clans if ye like, and there were these codes ye had tae ken, and if ye stepped ower the mark you were for it. Weel, I was often ower the mark, and I was often for it. I was a right scrapper, and tae tell ye the truth I enjoyed it. There were things I would fight for and things I wouldna. I would fight ower a woman, I would fight if somebody kicked my dug, I’d fight if my faimly was insulted or if I thought somebody was lying tae me, or if there was a debt that hadna been paid or a score that had tae be settled. But I wouldna fight onybody because of fitbaw or religion or politics, because I didna think they were worth it, and I wouldna fight a man just because he was drunk and wanted tae fight, I would walk away frae that. I was sure o mysel, ken, I didna hae tae fight, but I liked tae. And here was this auld man in the pub singing these ancient ballads, and the stuff that was in them, weel, he could hae been singing aboot the places I grew up in. That stuff happened aw the time, just wi nae weapons – or different weapons. So he tellt me aboot fairs and festivals where I could hear mair o these songs, no just in the Borders but all over Scotland and in England tae, and I started tae spend my spare time at these gatherings and learning the auld ballads. And the thing is, the mair I learned, the mair it seemed I already kent them. They were in me, but I just hadna kent they were. And something else, the mair I sang them, the less I wanted tae fight. It was the days of the big CND marches against Polaris, and the singing and the protesting kind o went thegither, there was a big overlap, and I found myself on marches tae the Holy Loch and suchlike, so half the time I was singing all these bloodthirsty songs aboot battles and murder and the other half I was singing anti-war songs but either way it stopped me fighting. I canna mind the last time I was in a fight, but it’s years ago. I dinna hae time tae fight noo. There’s no enough time tae learn aw the songs.’

They bought half a dozen bottles of beer and clinked down the street. Greatcoat was still at it when they left, arguing about everything. The biker looked over his shoulder at Mike as they went.

So what was Jean Barbour like, Mike wanted to know. ‘Ach, she’s a fine woman, ye’ll get on great wi her,’ Walter said. She wasn’t from Edinburgh originally, she was from Argyll, somewhere over that way. Well, her ancestors were. Or were they? Now that he thought about it, was there not something about Glasgow too, and the Highlands? The way she went on, you were always picking up information about her and you always swore that this time you weren’t going to forget it, but you did somehow. Some folk said she had a bit of tinker in her, quite a bit in fact, and that would explain her ability to tell a tale, but not how she’d come to own this house in the middle of Edinburgh. And not how she spoke either, her voice and her accent seemed to shift all the time depending on what she was saying. Oh, you would hear some bonnie tales if you listened long enough to Jean Barbour, so you would.

‘Pay attention now,’ Walter said, and lumbered off through a narrow entry. Mike had to negotiate something at his feet that had earlier been somebody’s dinner, then followed through the half-dark, trying to run a mental thread from the street to a door where he found Walter working the bell pull as if he were raking out a fire. After a minute the door opened and a pale female face looked out at them.

‘Oh, it’s yersel, Walter, in ye come.’

‘Thanks, Maggie,’ Walter said, and Maggie stood aside and shut the door behind them and they were in, down a passage and into a smoky, shadowy room around which a number of bodies were seated and sprawled. There was a general murmur of conversation. A boy was strumming a guitar while a couple of girls sang along to the chords, quietly and not very confidently. Mike and Walter stood in a space in the middle of the room and Walter put the carry-out down on a big table.

‘Is that you, Walter Fleming?’ said a wee woman in an armchair by the fire.

‘Aye, it is.’

‘About bloody time. It’s weeks since you were here. I’m glad to see you’ve not come empty-handed. But you’ve brought more than drink with you.’

‘This is Mike. I found him in Sandy Bell’s. Mike, this is Jean.’

‘Hello, Mike. Make yourself at home. Clear some space, boys and girls. Dinna make him stand there like a stookie.’

People shifted themselves. Conversations restarted. Walter opened two bottles of beer and passed one to Mike. The imperious wee woman summoned him.

‘Come and talk to me. How do you have the misfortune to have fallen in with Walter?’

He stepped over people to reach her.

‘Sit, sit,’ she said, and he squeezed himself down at the side of her chair.

‘We just started talking in the pub,’ he said.

‘Was he not singing?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘Well, he does. That’s a treat in store for you. He’s one of the best. If I didn’t know otherwise, I’d swear he learned the muckle sangs at his mother’s knee in a tent or a caravan. And what about yourself? You look like a boringly sensible young man. Tell me something that’ll surprise me.’

‘Well,’ Mike said, ‘I think you used to know my dad. A long time ago.’

‘Oh? Who’s your dad then?’

‘Angus Pendreich.’

There was a lamp on a small table on the other side of her chair, the shade turned to the wall. Jean tilted it the other way so the light shone full on his face.

‘Now that is a surprise,’ she said. ‘And then again, it isn’t. When you came in the room I thought, I’ve seen that face before. Angus’s son. Good God.’

She studied him a little more. ‘I see his name every so often. He’s still doing well, it seems. Very successful. Famous, even.’

‘I never really think of him like that,’ Mike said.

‘And how is he, leaving aside the fame and fortune? How is he in himself?’

‘He’s fine. I shouldn’t think he’s changed much.’

‘I haven’t seen him for many a year. Where is he these days?’

‘He’s always on the move. London, Glasgow. He has a place in the Highlands too.’

‘Lucky him. And your mother, how’s she?’

‘You know her as well?’

‘Not really. I only met her once.’

‘They’re divorced. They split up years ago.’

‘Yes, I knew that. They weren’t right for each other. Did she find anybody else?’

‘No.’

‘I bet he has.’

‘He’s good at finding them,’ Mike said, ‘but he doesn’t keep them.’

‘That’s Angus, right enough,’ she said. ‘And what about yourself? Do you have somebody?’

He put a hand up to shield his eyes from the glare of the light. ‘No.’

She turned the lamp away. ‘You will,’ she said. ‘With those looks you’ll be fighting them off. Anyway, that’s not for now. We’ll have a proper talk some other time. Whenever you speak to your father next, say hello for me, won’t you?’

‘I will,’ Mike said. ‘He was asking for you, by the way.’

‘I should bloody think so.’ She raised her voice. ‘Walter!’

Walter had found himself a seat by the table and was chatting to the girl who’d let them in.

‘What?’

‘You don’t get to sit down in here without a song. Leave Maggie alone and give us a song.’

‘Tell us a story,’ Walter retorted.

‘I call the shots around here,’ Jean said. ‘Wheesht, everybody. Walter’s going to sing.’

Walter cleared his throat and sang. He had a slow, gentle voice and he sang two or three slow, gentle songs. One had a chorus that everybody but Mike seemed to know. The room swelled and ebbed with the sound of it. People clapped. Somebody else sang something. Then somebody else, as if an invisible plate of songs were being passed around. Mike leaned against the side of the armchair, part of what was going on and yet not part of it. He said nothing. It was his first time in such company, and he saw that he had much to learn.

§

‘There are good listeners and there are those that are not so good at listening,’ Jean said. ‘If you know what you’re doing, if the story you’re telling is good enough, you can hook them all, some more securely than others but you can hook each and every one of them. But sometimes you get the awkward buggers, the fykie folk that can’t sit still at all, they fidget away and pick their nebs and shift their bums from side to side, they’re bored or they want to be the centre of attention – something I deplore, of course –’ she said with a sly look, ‘or maybe they can’t help themselves, they just want to know the end of the story long before you’ve got to it.’ She fixed her eyes on somebody who’d been a bit restless. ‘Once a few years back I was telling a story and there was a young lad sitting just where you’re sitting, he kept looking at his watch and half-rising to go and then sitting back down but he couldn’t settle, I knew he really wanted to be away but he couldn’t bear to leave, he was that anxious to know what happened. But he was spoiling it for everybody else.’ So Jean broke off from her telling – it was a story about young Jack, who was off on his adventures as usual, seeking good fortune and lifelong happiness – and she asked the lad what ailed him. ‘Oh,’ he says, ‘it’s just that I’ve an exam I should be revising for, and I need to get back to my books.’ He was a student, you see, and he’d come away from the library for an hour but Jean’s story was taking more than an hour to tell and he didn’t want to go without hearing the end. So she says to him, ‘Look, I’ll not be finished here for a while, if you don’t have the patience to hear the whole thing you should just leave now while you can.’ But he wasn’t content with that, he was eager to know the end of it, so she says, ‘If you want to know what happens to Jack, go through that door there to the kitchen, my old Aunt Greta’s in there making the tea, ask her what happens at the end of the story, and then you can just slip out and not disturb us any more.’ Well, nobody knew that Jean had an Aunt Greta but, anyway, away through to the kitchen goes the student, and there’s a wee wifie barely four foot tall with a scarf on her head and big jangly earrings, making the tea, and she looks up and says to him, ‘Aye, what is it you want?’ in a sharp voice. He says, ‘I’ve come to ask you what happens at the end of Jean’s story.’ ‘What story’s that?’ the wee wifie says. ‘The one she’s telling just now,’ he says. ‘Well, what’s it about?’ He says, ‘It’s about a fellow called Jack and all his adventures.’ ‘Och, that story,’ she says, ‘it goes on for ever that one.’ ‘Aye,’ he says, ‘and I can’t stay to hear the end of it, I have to go away now to do some studying, but Jean told me to come through and ask you what happens.’ ‘Och, I never heard the end of that story yet,’ says Aunt Greta, ‘so I canna help you. But if you go through that door and along the passage, the first room you come to, my auld mither bides in there, and she’ll maybe ken what happens.’

There was this other door out of the kitchen, not the one he came in by, so away he goes through it and down the passage, and the first door he comes to he chaps and he goes in. It’s a dark room with the curtains pulled, just a chink of light coming in, and in the corner of the room is a big old armchair, with someone sitting in it. So he goes up to her, it’s an auld, auld woman, even wee-er than Aunt Greta, all runkled and shrunken, staring at him through a pair of glasses thick as bottles, her eyes are all screwed up but she can see him all right in the darkness. ‘Who are you,’ she says, ‘and what do you want?’ So he goes through the same thing, telling her about Jean’s story and how Aunt Greta had sent him through because she didn’t know the end of the story, and the auld woman gives a frown that ripples her forehead up like a beach when the tide goes out and she says, ‘Well, I never heard the end of that story either, but if you go further down the passage there’s another room where my auld mither bides, she’s an invalid in her bed but she kens all the stories, she’ll maybe can help you.’ So away he goes to the next room, there’s an iron bedstead heaped up with blankets and it’s very dark but he can just make out, in the middle of the bed, a tiny body, all grey skin and sticking-out bones, almost like a skeleton and barely three foot long, and with just wee scraps of white hair on the skull. The boy’s awfie feart by this stage but he’s come this far so he leans over and clears his throat, gives a wee cough, and these vicious wee eyes open in the skull and a voice that seems to come from the depths of the blankets croaks, ‘Who are you and what do you want?’ He tells this strange, half-dead creature the whole thing and she lies there staring at him hatefully and then she says, ‘I never heard the end of that story. If you want to ken the end of that one you’ll need to go next door and ask my auld mither, she’s asleep in the kist at the end of the bed.’ And he goes to the next room and in there it’s just an iron bedstead, no blankets, no pillows, no mattress, just the old bed with the springs, as if somebody used to sleep there but they’ve died or gone away or something, and the laddie looks in the gloom and right enough there’s an old kist at the end of the bed, so he goes to lift up the lid, it’s like a coffin, and inside there’s this wee cot, with a creature no bigger than a doll lying in it, and if the last one was thin, well, the flesh on this one is stretched so tight you can actually see the bones through it, and under the bones the vital organs working away. And the student is terrified but he can’t turn back now so he leans right in and calls out and at once these two piercing eyes are staring out at him. ‘Who are you and what do you want?’ It’s as if the voice is coming from a hole in the floor. He starts to explain but she cuts him off after just a few seconds. ‘How would I ken the end of that story? You’ll need to ask my auld mither and you’ll be lucky if you get an answer at all she’s that auld and crabbit.’ He asks her where he can find her and she says, ‘Lift out the shoebox that’s lying at the other end of the kist, she’s in there.’ So he finds this shoebox, just a simple cardboard shoebox, and he takes it out and slowly, oh so slowly, he removes the lid. At first he thinks there’s nothing there, there’s just a lot of auld yellowish cotton wool. And then to his horror he sees that there are three things lying on the cotton wool: an ear, an eye and a mouth. That’s all, just an ear, an eye and a mouth. And the eye is staring at him with a venomous look, and the mouth says, ‘Who are you and what do you want?’ so he leans right down and puts his own lips to the lug and tells his story, starting with Jean telling him to go through to her Aunt Greta, but after a sentence or two the mouth interrupts. ‘No,’ it says, ‘begin at the beginning.’ So he goes further back, to when he arrived at the house that evening, but the mouth says, ‘No, further. Begin at the beginning.’ So he goes back to when he first started at the university and what he was studying, but the mouth breaks in again, ‘No, before that.’ So he goes back to his childhood, and then to his earliest memories, and then to his parents, and how they met, and where they came from, and who their parents were, and his great-grandparents, he goes back as far as he can in his family history, and when he’s run out of ancestors the mouth says, ‘And what happened before that?’ and he finds he’s telling the lug everything he knows about history and prehistory and geology until he finally runs out of words. He’s exhausted and close to greeting, and the mouth says, ‘And what happened before that?’ ‘I don’t know,’ he says, ‘I don’t know.’ ‘And I don’t know how the story ends!’ the mouth shrieks, and it starts to cackle, and the eye never blinks, just stares at him all the while the mouth is cackling, and at that his nerves are in tatters, he can’t stand it any more, he shoves the lid back on the shoebox and throws it in the kist and slams the kist shut and rushes out of that room and down the passage with that horrible laugh in his ears and he runs out of the house and back on to the street and, do you know, Jean said, that young laddie has never shown his face in this house again.

§

Mike did. He turned up regularly, sometimes alone, sometimes with other stray seekers after traditions in which they wished to be included. Jean and the Old Town seemed to go together. She was part of the magic of the city, a benevolent spider at its heart, fascinating, witchlike, imperishable.

Even the journey you had to make to visit her was something of an otherworldly experience. It took Mike two or three shots before he felt confident of the way. Her house was hidden, deep in where the tourists didn’t penetrate. It was a flat but it had a door all to itself and, though there must have been neighbours above and to either side of her, you never heard or saw them. You reached the door via a close, a courtyard, another close and a stone stair, and you never seemed to arrive there twice by quite the same route. The noise of traffic and people died away as you made your way from the street, and it was as if you were also stepping out of the moment, going a long way back in time or maybe forward. And the door was dark and low and no matter how many times you’d rung the bell before it always seemed, as you waited to be let in, that it could only open on to a cramped, narrow place, two or three rooms at most. But the house was larger somehow on the inside than on the outside, as if over the centuries it had grown tired of being constrained by the stone walls and had shouldered and stretched itself into more comfortable dimensions. There was a big hallway and a passage that led to three bedrooms. There was a kitchen with a range and a dresser filled with plates and dishes, pots and glassware, and a pine table that could seat twelve. There was a bathroom, panelled from floor to ceiling in dark wood, with an enormous bath resting on clawed feet right in the middle, a sink you could have washed a large dog in, and a toilet with an overhead cistern that whistled and spluttered like a toothless man in his sleep. And then there was the ‘front room’, which actually was at the back, looking out over a jumble of slates, skylights, lum-pots, crow steps and TV aerials to Salisbury Crags, through three windows under each of which sat a cast-iron radiator with ribs like tubas. The house lived under layers of dust and piles of books, papers, clothes, records and anything else Jean couldn’t be bothered to put away, but ‘If I can look out on that view,’ she used to say, ‘I know I’m still here. I know I’m still in the world.’ It was a weird observation, but in that secret, misshapen house, where time and location seemed habitually distorted, it more or less made sense.

As Angus had promised, there was always something going on at Jean’s, always one or two familiar faces, and always one or two new ones. Walter Fleming might be there, or some other performer; and sometimes they would bring others from elsewhere: a Cape Breton fiddler, a Nigerian poet – once, an Egyptian oud player who appeared unannounced, played and smiled without cease for two hours and was never seen by anybody again. And, as well as such entertainment, there was talk: talk of literature, history, art, music, travel and – more than anything – political talk. Mike had never come across such enthusiasm for political debate, especially when it revolved around questions of national identity and self-determination. There was none of Greatcoat’s dismissiveness when it came to these matters. Arguments were plentiful – often conducted at maximum volume and with the most outrageous insults traded between otherwise perfectly good friends – and occasionally they degenerated into brief, ridiculous fights, but for most of the people who came to Jean’s the ‘Scottish question’ was as integral to their political thinking as any other issue. They were in the world, they were of the world, that’s what they thought and felt.

Mike was in the habit of taking his camera with him wherever he went, and he began to take photographs of the drinking, the smoking, the singing, the arguing, the hugging and the kissing. Nobody seemed to object to him doing this.

One night he was astonished to see Duffelcoat from Sandy Bell’s hunched up against one of the radiators, just behind an easygoing pair of students he knew slightly, who’d formed a vaguely nationalistic whisky-drinking club called the Clan Alba Society. Mike didn’t recognise him at first because he’d taken the duffelcoat off. The man caught his eye and nodded, with that same calculating look he’d had in the pub, then leaned back into the Clan Alba boys’ conversation as if he were part of it. There was something disconcerting about the watchful, sharp eyes, the paunch, the thick but unfashionably short hair, the nervousness that was also somehow cynicism, the grey trousers, collared shirt and V-necked green pullover: he looked too old and too young simultaneously, and he sent out some kind of signal that he didn’t want his picture taken, and Mike didn’t take it. There were lots of misfits at Jean’s, but Duffelcoat didn’t even fit among the misfits.

There was a Highland crew, mostly female. They were from various different places – Skye, Inverness, Dingwall, Brora – but they had a camaraderie and a fierce loyalty to one another that impressed Mike. The ones from Sutherland were themselves impressed that Mike had not only heard of places like Kinlochbervie and Tongue but had actually been in them. Some of the girls had sung in school choirs at the Mod; they could still sing the songs even though most of them didn’t speak Gaelic. And they were all full of a play that had been touring the village halls earlier that year, which seemed to have entered their collective consciousness: The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil. This stirred something in his memory, he recalled posters stuck up on noticeboards that summer, but he and Angus hadn’t been to see it. How could you have missed it? they berated him, it was brilliant. Some of them had seen it three times. It was about the destruction of Gaelic culture after the Battle of Culloden, the clearing of people from the glens to make way for sheep, the evil factor Patrick Sellar and the big landowners he worked for like the Duke of Sutherland, the huge estates they had for deer stalking and grouse shooting and salmon fishing, and now the North Sea was full of oil and that was going to be exploited too, only by the Americans this time, and would the real people of the Highlands reap anything but a fraction of the rewards? Would they buggery! The play had been put on by a theatre company called 7:84. ‘What?’ ‘7:84.’ ‘Why’s it called that?’ ‘Because 7 per cent of the population owns 84 per cent of the country’s wealth! Do you not know anything, Mike?’ they screamed, half-angry and half-laughing at his naivety. ‘Not much,’ he said, and took a photograph of them screaming at him.

There was one girl, as bright and bubbly as he was shy and withdrawn, a real beauty, Catriona MacKay from Inverness. He liked her more than the others. She loved to get drunk, and he didn’t mind joining her, although it took a lot less alcohol to put him on the floor than it did her. That autumn they spent more and more time together, at Jean’s and elsewhere. Sisterly, brotherly love, or the love of two drinking cronies, but with the promise of something else in it …

His digs weren’t working out and Jean took pity on him and occasionally let him sleep in one of her spare rooms when he couldn’t face going back. Mrs Petrie, his landlady, was well into her seventies and her ability to cope with life was sinking under the weight of her years just as her house – the lower half of a crumbling Victorian villa – seemed to be sinking under the ever-lengthening list of repairs both it and the upper level needed. The rent was cheap but there were reasons: the sheets were damp and the rooms cold, and there was only ever lukewarm water for the bath. Mrs Petrie provided a breakfast of cornflakes, thin blue milk and suspect, cardboardy toast that he got into the habit of scraping with his knife in case of mould. The butter was rancid, the cutlery was greasy and the dining room smelled of mice. There was another lodger, a medical student called Eric Hodge. They had to be out of the place by nine in the morning and weren’t supposed to come back before five, and although they each had a Yale key for the front door Mrs Petrie had a security chain that went on at eleven every night. Fortunately, by creeping down next-door’s drive, climbing over the wrought-iron fence and through Eric’s bedroom window, using a knife they kept in the garden for the purpose of unsnecking the catch, they could come and go as they wished, but it wasn’t convenient. Mrs Petrie was deaf, dirty and obstinate, and whatever pity they might have felt for her was erased by hatred of her petty tyrannies.

On the weekend the clocks went back, when they should have had an extra hour in bed, Mrs Petrie put her clock forward and roused them for breakfast at six-thirty. She refused to believe them when they protested, and when they made her listen to the seven-o’clock news on the radio she accused them of conspiring to send her mad and have her locked up. Eric the medic said that could easily be arranged. She shut herself in her room and the two of them started to look elsewhere for accommodation. Mike half-hoped that Jean might take them in but she said no, the only permanent resident of her house was herself, that was how it had always been and that was how she preferred it. By the end of November Eric and Mike had found a two-bedroom flat near Tollcross.

At Christmas Mike went back to Doune – ‘Doom’, Angus had taken to calling it, more or less from the minute he left – to spend a chilly week with his mother. He resented having to go, resented being an only child, resented his father for being back from America but not being at home. He was in Sutherland, or Glasgow, or London, wherever the hell he was it wasn’t Doom. Mike missed Catriona but not with passion and he knew this represented a crisis of some sort. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror, wondering who he was and whether to try to train his desire or let it off the leash entirely. When he went back to Edinburgh, he decided, things were going to be different.

Relations with Isobel were strained, as usual. She was convinced that the country was about to succumb to revolutionary socialism. Her own circumstances encouraged this belief: just on the edge of the really rich county set, she shared their views and opinions but lacked their financial and architectural insulation from real or imagined political troubles. She found crushed lager cans and cigarette packets in her front garden and interpreted these as menacing signals from the Perthshire proletariat. Every flicker and dim of electric light was a portent of class war.

Mike had a war of his own going on inside him and showed her no sympathy; she, quite rightly, thought he was siding with the enemy. Fired up by Catriona’s rants against Highland landowners, he managed to upset his mother two days before Christmas by describing Sir Alec Douglas-Home as an antique joke. Home was Ted Heath’s Foreign Secretary, and Isobel had a sighing respect for him, tinged with mourning because he was having to deal with the Chinese and the dreadful natives who wanted to take over Rhodesia. ‘How can you say he’s a joke?’ Isobel said. ‘He used to be the Prime Minister!’ ‘Exactly,’ Mike said, and they argued about privilege and wealth until Isobel went to bed with a headache.

On Christmas Eve she said, ‘You won’t want to come to church tomorrow morning, will you.’

It was more a statement than a question. He couldn’t work out if she didn’t want him to join her or was already disappointed that he wouldn’t. ‘Wasn’t intending to,’ he said.

‘That’s fine,’ she said swiftly. It seemed he’d given the right answer. ‘I’ve asked Mr Syme to come back for a drink afterwards,’ she hurried on, turning pink. ‘You know, Mr Syme, along the road. He’s a widower. I feel sorry for him spending Christmas on his own. Do you mind?’

‘You’ve already asked him,’ Mike said, ‘so what difference does it make if I mind or not?’

‘Don’t be so ungracious,’ Isobel said. ‘I’m trying to be neighbourly.’

‘So why don’t you ask him to share the turkey with us too?’

She looked affronted, as if he’d suggested a post-service orgy. ‘If you’re not coming to church,’ she said, ‘perhaps you could get the glasses and things ready before we come back.’

‘What does he drink?’

She seemed to consider this for a moment. ‘Sherry, perhaps. Or whisky. I think there’s some whisky.’

There was a bottle and a half of Famous Grouse in the drinks cupboard. This was odd, as Isobel didn’t touch the stuff. Or maybe not so odd: Famous Grouse turned out to be Mr Syme’s favourite tipple. He liked it in generous measures – ‘Keep going, Michael’ – and he didn’t want much water in it either. He was manager of a branch of the Clydesdale Bank in Stirling, bald and plump and very genial, and in spite of being childless and having lost his wife to cancer looked like the last person Isobel needed to feel sorry for. In fact it occurred to Mike that Mr Syme might well regard Isobel, sipping her sweet sherry as if it were about to catch fire, as a charity case. Mike had hardly ever spoken to him before but he seemed quite at home in their sitting room, and didn’t have to ask where the downstairs toilet was. He also seemed to know quite a lot about Mike.

‘I gather you’re a bit of a Scottish Nationalist,’ he said. ‘A bit of a radical too. So your mother tells me anyway.’

Mike was drinking a beer. He looked over the rim of his tumbler at her. ‘Am I?’

‘You’re almost a red,’ she said. ‘But don’t let’s talk politics today of all days.’

Mr Syme, however – ‘Call me Bob, Michael’ – was desperate to talk politics.

‘I must be the Antichrist as far as you’re concerned,’ he said. ‘A bank manager! God help us! You probably want to string people like me up on lamp-posts.’ He said this with a beaming smile and considerable relish.

‘No, not really,’ Mike said.

‘Aye you do,’ Bob insisted. ‘You want to string us up.’ He took a slug of whisky, as if to buck himself up enough to face his own brutal murder, and resurfaced radiant as a martyr. ‘You may not think so but that’s what it would come to. Believe you me, Michael, I’m the first to admit the system, as you call it’ – Mike hadn’t in fact called it anything – ‘the system isn’t perfect, but it’s the best one we have. You can put another system in its place and it won’t work, it’ll just create misery and mayhem, and you know who’ll suffer the most? The people at the bottom of the heap. They always suffer the most. People like me are insulated. We plan. We protect ourselves. Which is why we’ll all end up dangling from lamp-posts.’

‘Please, Bob, that’s quite enough,’ Isobel said.

‘It’s all right, Isobel, we’re not going to come to blows, are we, Michael? Anyway, we’re not that different underneath. I used to be a bit of a rebel myself when I was your age. I think it’s perfectly normal for you to have these ideas, it’s probably a good thing. But I guarantee, in twenty years – ten years – you don’t believe in socialism any more.’

Mike laughed. ‘I don’t think I really said –’

But Bob wasn’t letting him off the hook. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘I’ll bet you. Ten quid. In ten years you’ll say to me, “Bob, you were right, I’ve grown out of it.” ’

‘I don’t bet,’ Mike said.

‘Spoken like a true comrade,’ Bob said. ‘Surprised you’re not teetotal. But it won’t last. Ten years I give you, if that.’ He twisted in his armchair to fish for his wallet, pulled out two Clydesdale Bank fivers, and slapped them on the table between them. ‘There. Just to prove I’m not a heartless bastard. You’re an impoverished student, I’m a banker. We’ll make it a one-sided wager. You have that ten quid now, for party funds and I’ll not ask whether it’s the revolutionary party or the all-night party, and if you’re still a socialist in ten years, you can pay me back. With inflation the way it is, you can’t lose.’

‘That’s so kind of you, Bob,’ Isobel said. ‘Isn’t it, Michael?’

‘Happy Christmas,’ Bob said.

‘Happy Christmas,’ Isobel said, and giggled.

Mike left the money on the table but they all knew he’d take it. ‘Happy Christmas,’ he said, feeling thoroughly depressed.

There was a silence, and into it Isobel inserted her own bit of festive madness. ‘Here’s to Iona,’ she said. Mike stared at her. Why was she toasting an island? Bob seemed a bit nonplussed too, then recovered. ‘Iona,’ he said. Isobel turned and mouthed at Mike, ‘Bob’s wife.’ ‘Oh,’ Mike said. ‘To Iona,’ he said.

Bob sat looking appropriately glum for all of ten seconds. They all did. Then Bob had had enough.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘Iona didn’t like Christmas much anyway. Thought it was all a bit pointless without kiddies. But I’m enjoying myself. Happy Christmas.’

What depressed Mike wasn’t that Bob Syme was a windbag. He was, but he was quite an amiable windbag. It was that he stayed three houses along the road and was therefore geographically the most convenient single man his mother could have picked. Mike could tell that she found Bob a wee bit coorse, and that this, perversely, gave her a thrill. The way he said he wasn’t a heartless bastard: he was like a rotund version of Mike’s father, with all the grace and danger removed. Was that what she wanted? And what was in it for Bob? Isobel had been a beauty in her twenties, and was still good-looking, but did Bob see anything else in her? They seemed happy together. Mike couldn’t work it out. If he had, he might have suspected himself of envy.

By Hogmanay he’d had enough of Doom. He caught a bus back to Edinburgh. Midnight found him in a hot, beery, sweaty crush at the Tron Kirk on the High Street. The ceilidh at Jean’s that followed went on till dawn, 1974.

§

That was the night Walter Fleming sang a song called ‘The Wee Magic Stane’. Before he did, he had to explain what it was about, since most people in the room hadn’t been born when the event it celebrated happened. It was, Walter said, a true story that became a myth even as it was unfolding. Early on Christmas Day, 1950, somebody broke into Westminster Abbey and removed the great block of sandstone known as the Stone of Destiny or the Stone of Scone from its place under the coronation chair behind the altar. It had been there since 1296, when Edward I of England had carried it south from Scone as a trophy of war and a symbol of his dominion over the kingdom of the Scots. Tradition held that the Scottish kings had been crowned on this stone for centuries before that, so whenever an English sovereign sat over it, he or she was effectively renewing Edward’s claims on Scotland. And since the Union of Crowns in 1603, the presence of the stone under the chair at every coronation had reinforced the idea that the two nations were joined in perpetuity under one monarch. But in 1950 somebody challenged that notion by levering it out of its space and making it disappear, and this was what the song was about.

It had a jaunty tune, familiar and easy, but to Mike the humour was quaint and old-fashioned, the words far removed from a land working at 60 per cent capacity and regularly being plunged into darkness. The comic point of the song was that only the Dean of Westminster believed the wee stane had any magic attached to it: the Scots, who were supposed to invest it with all this significance, just thought the whole escapade was a great joke and carry-on. To Mike it seemed an irrelevance. Why make such a fuss about a bit of rock? Yet, from the way Walter described it, an enormous fuss was exactly what had ensued.

Then Jean chipped in. ‘Of course there was an aftermath,’ she said. ‘Removing the thing was all very well, but what did you do with it then? Bury it? Hand it back? Let me tell you what happened. It had broken in two when it was taken, and the two bits were moved around separately for a while, a step or two ahead of the hunt, and eventually they were reunited in a stonemason’s yard in Glasgow. The stonemason was a city cooncillor, and he repaired the stone. He knew what he was doing because years before there’d been a scheme to take the Westminster stone and the cooncillor had made a couple of replicas of it in connection with that plot, which had come to nothing. So this meant, if you believe the rumours of the time, that there were two other stones in existence while the police were hunting for the missing one.

‘The King, George VI, was not a well man, he had lung cancer and various other ailments and there was a certain anxiety among the high heid yins of the realm that if George died and his daughter Elizabeth succeeded him without being crowned sitting on top of this lump of sandstone it would invalidate the process in some way. So the authorities were keen to get the matter resolved as quickly as possible. It was an open secret by this time that a group of Glasgow students was involved, and they were brought in for questioning by the police. One minute they were warned of the dire consequences of holding out, the next they were promised they’d be let off with a wee slap. In those days the methods of the Glasgow constabulary were infamous. They would use every trick in the book – sectarian chanting, reading the People’s Friend out loud, Chinese burns, dead legs – there wasn’t much they wouldn’t do to get what they wanted. One of the students was subjected to hours of interrogation under a bright light until eventually he cracked. “All right,” he said, “turn the light off and I’ll tell you who stole it.” They turned the light off. “Right, who stole it?” He looked at them grimly. “Edward I.”

‘Well, something had to be done to bring the stand-off to an end. These four students couldn’t get on with the rest of their lives until it was. So negotiations were entered into, with sympathetic members of the Scottish establishment acting as brokers, and a plan was hatched that would enable the stone to reappear without anybody being arrested or prosecuted for handling what the government deemed to be stolen goods.

‘One morning in April 1951, a car drives up to the entrance of the ruined Arbroath Abbey, and three men get out: two young fellows and an older man, the Glasgow cooncillor. They must be expected, because there are two Arbroath cooncillors already there. And the janny, the keeper of the abbey, is there too, in his peaked cap and uniform, watching proceedings, but maybe he’s been pre-warned because he makes no attempt to interfere.

‘Why have they come to Arbroath? Because the abbey is associated with the Declaration of Arbroath, a letter sent by the Scottish nobility to the Pope in 1320, asserting not only Scottish independence from England but also the right of the people to overthrow any monarch who tries to surrender that independence.

‘The suspension is down at the back of the car. There’s a block of sandstone on the back seat. The young men unfurl a flag of St Andrew and drape it over the stone. They lift it out and set it on a wooden litter, the kind masons use. It’s a great, heavy thing, this stone, a quarter of a ton it weighs, and one of the Arbroath men goes to help them. With a man at each corner of the litter, they solemnly carry the stone the length of the nave and set it down where the high altar once stood. Remember, this is a ruin, disused since the Reformation, and the folk of the town have carried away a lot of the stonework to build their own houses over the centuries, so it’s a strange sight, this formal, silent ceremony being performed by a group of bareheaded men in modern clothes amid these red medieval remains. And then the three men shake hands with the two Arbroath cooncillors, and with the keeper, and they go back to their car and drive away. No names, no pack drill, as the saying goes. And one of the Arbroath cooncillors phones the local paper and tells them to get up to the abbey fast and up comes this young reporter with a camera and gets the biggest scoop in the paper’s history. Later the keeper will be asked to give a description of the men. “Well-set-up lads,” he’ll say, but more of a description than that he is unable to give. The registration number of the car? No, sorry, he failed to note that too. You would almost think that they’d not been there at all, that the wee magic stane had just magically reappeared all by itself.’

Jean paused, looked slowly round the room, and found Mike watching her. Their gazes held.

‘But an odd thing happened, something that isn’t recorded in any account of the return of the stone I’ve ever seen. Just before the three men leave, a couple emerge from behind the south transept. A man and a woman. God knows how they got in and how long they’ve been there but they stroll over towards the group and the man starts whistling a tune – the very same tune that that song Walter’s just sung is set to. You see, “The Wee Magic Stane” has been doing the rounds of the pubs and clubs for weeks. And it’s as if the man, by whistling those notes, is giving a password or a code. And he and the young woman smile and shake the hands of everybody there and that’s odd too, a handshake but nothing said, as if they’re all members of some resistance movement or something. Resisting what? Who knows? And then the man and woman walk out of the gate and away, and no doubt the men in the abbey can still hear that tune being whistled in the distance.

‘It was funny and yet serious. As if they were being told they’d done something symbolic and special and it was being acknowledged but without making too much fuss about it. Maybe that was what the whistling man wanted them to feel anyway.’

‘How do you know about that,’ someone asked, ‘if you’ve never seen it written down? How do you know it happened?’

‘Maybe it didn’t,’ Jean said. ‘As you say, if it’s not written down, where’s the evidence? Maybe it didn’t happen at all.’

‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ somebody else said. ‘That’s the only way you could know.’

‘That would be one way,’ Jean said. ‘Or somebody could have told me.’ She smiled what Mike supposed was meant to be a disingenuous smile. ‘Anyway, that’s enough of that,’ she said. ‘Somebody give us another song.’

§

Maybe Isobel’s fears were not so far-fetched. Because of the miners’ action coal was in short supply and because of the railway workers’ action a lot of the coal on the surface wasn’t getting to the power stations. From the first day of the new year the government imposed a three-day working week on industry, to conserve energy. The speed limit on roads was restricted to fifty miles per hour. Television closed down at ten-thirty every night: people had to talk to each other instead, or read books, or go to bed. Shops ran short of bread and sugar. Power cuts were frequent. Negotiations between the TUC and the government dragged on for days, weeks, until the end of February, when Ted Heath called a General Election to decide who was in charge of the country. Mike was nineteen. He’d be able to vote for the first time.

One evening, a week before the election, he was in Sandy Bell’s and the biker was there again. He wouldn’t leave Mike be. It turned out he wasn’t a biker at all, he just wore the leather jacket. His name was Sam and he didn’t merely glance at Mike now, he stared at him as they talked, long meaningful stares, and Mike knew what they meant and he didn’t want it. He wanted to find Catriona and have a drink that didn’t come with complications. He wanted to go to Jean’s but not with Sam tagging along. There were two Irish fiddlers and a whistle player going like madmen in the corner and a good crowd encouraging them with rounds of Guinness and applause. Sam said it wasn’t really his scene, the folk music, and Mike asked what the fuck was he doing drinking in Sandy Bell’s then? Sam said he liked a change and anyway the place was an institution, you had to try everything once or twice, see if you liked it. And now he’d made up his mind: he didn’t. His scene was more New Town, he liked things a little more sophisticated. Mike said the Old Town was fine for him. Sam said, as if they’d made a deal, come on, I’ve tried this, you should try the bars down there. He named some: the Kenilworth, Paddy’s, the Marquis. Mike said, no thanks. He finished his pint quickly and went to the toilet, intending to walk straight out when he came back. He did but Sam drained his glass too and caught up with Mike on the street, just before Greyfriars Bobby.

‘Come on,’ Sam said, crowding in on him. ‘Come down the road with me. Live a little.’

‘I’m not going your way,’ Mike said. Sam had an arm round his shoulder. There was a crowd of students coming towards them, a couple of faces Mike knew. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ he said, and allowed himself to be pushed into the shadows, in through the gate of Greyfriars kirkyard. There was a rough wall and Sam had him pressed up against it, one hand between Mike’s legs, kneading his crotch. Mike pushed back. ‘Fuck off, will you?’

‘It’s what you want,’ Sam said.

‘It fucking is not.’

‘I can see it in your eyes. You want it as much as I do, you just don’t know it yet, that’s all.’

Mike struck down hard on Sam’s wrist with one fist, slammed him in the chest with the other, and made a run for it. He reached the gate, astonished at how breathless he’d suddenly become. He wasn’t being pursued. Sam was still among the gravestones, leaning on one, waiting for him.

‘It’s what you want,’ Sam called. And Mike knew he could go back, that half the reason he was breathless was because the choice was there. But it wasn’t what he wanted. Not like that. Not then and not there, and not with Sam.

§

They’ve just about finished the Highland Park. Mike shares out the last half-inch and indicates the Clynelish on the table. ‘Is that wise?’

‘Very unwise,’ Jean says. ‘But we don’t have to drink it all, do we?’

Mike fetches it over, feeling the malt waves crash through him. Earlier he brought a big jug of water and a couple more glasses through from the kitchen, and when he remembers to do so he gulps down some water to offset the whisky. Jean doesn’t bother. He takes the Clynelish out of its box but doesn’t open it.

‘If we drink even a quarter of this we will die,’ he says.

‘Aye we will,’ Jean says. ‘But we’re going to anyway, remember?’

‘You are. I’m not ready yet.’

‘Good.’

‘You’ve corrupted me. When I first met you I didn’t drink this stuff. Made me throw up.’

‘You were a bairn. You had a lot of growing up to do.’

‘Aye. You’re not wrong there.’

‘You were still trying out lassies, if I remember correctly.’

‘Couldn’t make my mind up.’

‘It wasn’t about your mind, of course. Or it was but only because you needed to chase the fear and ignorance out of it.’

‘We all needed to do that,’ he says. ‘You knew right away, didn’t you?’

‘Pretty much. Don’t ask me how, and I certainly wasn’t going to tell you. You had to find out for yourself. And you did.’

‘Do you remember Catriona MacKay? Who came down from Inverness, and I thought she was the one?’

‘You thought you thought she was the one. The lovely Catriona. Drank like a fish. Aye, I do remember her. She had a very fine voice.’

‘We were almost an item for a few weeks in my first year. We really liked each other and I feel bad about it now because she didn’t know what was wrong and I didn’t know for certain so I couldn’t tell her.’

‘You don’t need to feel bad about it. She was growing up too.’

‘We were both so inexperienced. She was doing Languages. She was going to be a teacher. It was when the power cuts were happening because of the three-day week, and we’d been here one evening and were both a bit drunk and she said I could go back to her flat and we could save electricity by having a shower together. Remember all that stuff? Save hot water, shower with a friend? So that’s what we did. She suggested it as a joke and then we both realised we were going to do it and suddenly it wasn’t a joke. We hadn’t even kissed properly up till then. We kissed on the way to her flat and a bit more in her bedroom and then we got undressed and went through to the bathroom. I remember we held hands crossing the hallway. If there was anybody else in the flat they were asleep. We stood in the bath under the shower in the dark until the hot water ran out and it was lovely but I knew it wasn’t right. She had a beautiful body, perfect skin. I remember us kissing and the water running into our mouths and me soaping her breasts and her thighs and her bum and then her doing me, she was soaping me down there and it should have been the start of something but it wasn’t. I closed my eyes and it wasn’t her I imagined being there with, even though I didn’t have anybody in mind it wasn’t a her. Then we towelled each other dry and went to bed and hugged each other and she said, “Mike, is it you or is it me?” And I said, “It’s me.” And she said, “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” which was when I really knew, for certain, and then we went to sleep and when we woke up it was like we were just friends, like I was one of her girlfriends or something, and I walked out of her flat and I finally knew who I was.’

Jean is smiling. Mike has the vague sense of having woken from a dream.

‘Did I just say all that?’

‘You did.’

‘Jesus, I must be pissed.’

‘You are.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise,’ Jean says. ‘We’re way past that.’

He smiles back at her. She even looks quite healthy again.

‘The lovely Catriona,’ she says. ‘She was out for fun, that was clear. I wonder what happened to her.’

‘She got serious in the ’80s,’ he says. ‘Very active in Gaelic, environmentalism, land ownership, those issues. I think she gave up teaching to concentrate on all of that. She stays in Glasgow. I haven’t seen her for years.’ He thinks, I still have an address for her, I’ll invite her to the opening.

‘Those were called fringe issues back then,’ Jean says. ‘They’re mainstream now.’

‘And it’s great that they are, but you lose something when you stop being on the edge. Things get sanitised, normalised. Somehow it’s disappointing.’

‘The realisation of hope always is. That’s why the early years of devolution were such a let-down. We expected miracles and we got the mundane.’
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