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For ny father and nother



Many wat ers cannot quench | ove,
neither can the floods drown it.

Song of Songs

Al one's inventions are true.

Fl aubert



I NTRODUCTI ON

The Flood was ny first published novel. It's not a crine
novel , though it contains secrets and revelations. Nor is it a
thriller. Fair warning: it's a young man's book, all about the
perils and pitfalls of grow ng up.

I wote it when | was a student at Edi nburgh University. |

have the feeling it started life as a short story, only the story
started to grow. Before | knewit, | had witten a full twenty
pages - too long for Radio 4's short story slot (for which two

of nmy stories had al ready been accepted), or for nost of the
magazi nes and other outlets for 'shorties' that | knew of at

the time. | decided that instead of trying to edit what |

al ready had, | should just call it 'part one' and keep going. |'d
already witten one novel, entitled Sumrer Rites, a black

comedy set in a hotel in the Scottish Highlands. The pl ot

revol ved around a one-1 egged schi zophrenic librarian, a young boy with
speci al powers, and the abduction of a

fanmous Anerican novelist by the 'provisional w ng" of the
Scottish National Party. Curiously, no one had seened to

agree with my judgnent that Summer Rites was a fully

realised contender for the title of Geat Scottish Novel
Undaunted, | set about turning ny short story The Falling

Time into a new novel called The Fl ood.
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I was reading a lot of Scottish literature at the tine, as

part of nmy PhD study into the novels of Miriel Spark.

Looking at The Flood now, | can see influences peering back

at me: Neil Gunn, lain Crichton Smith, and especially Robin
Jenki ns (author of the marvell ous The Cone Gatherers). Although The
Fl ood was witten in the md-1980s, at a tine

when a fresh urban Scottish fiction was arriving -- thanks to
writers such as Janmes Kelman -1 decided that nmy own story

woul d be local and rural, based in and around a fictitious
coal -m ning conmmunity. The problemwas, | named ny village Carsden
which is why a | ot of people back in my homet own of Cardenden thought
I was writing about them It hardly hel ped that the nmai n character was
call ed Sandy the

nane of one of ny school-friends - or that when | took the finished
novel horme to show my father, he perused the

openi ng sentence and told nme a worman called Mary M1l er

lived just over the back fence fromhim

Turned out, | hadn't disguised the place of nmy birth well
enough.

Up to this point, |I'd been witing a lot of 'shorties', very
few of them ever picked up for publication. However, |1'd had

sone success with a story called Wal ki ng Naked, which had
been based on an actual event frommnmy famly's history. In
simlar fashion, the original idea behind The Flood had been
to describe a single scene - the nonment when an aunt of

mne (ny father's sister; a nmere girl at the tine) had fallen
into a stream conposed of hot waste water fromthe

washi ng-pl ant of the | ocal coal -nmine. She sported |ong hair,
of which she was inordinately proud. A young man saved her

by hauling her out of the streamby that same coil of hair. It
was a tale ny father had told ne, probably enbellishing it
for effect.

| would enbellish it further.
My first attenpts at witing, back in ny teenage years,

had concerned my honetown. |1'd witten a |long, ranbling
poem (a homage of sorts to T S Eliot) about the derelict Rex



Ci nema, sone short stories based on incidents real and i magi nary, and
even a novella (witten in niched school jotters), in which the plot
of WlliamGelding's Lord of the Flies was pl ayed out not on a desert
i sland but in ny high school. | was trying to nythol ogi ze t he pl ace,
to give it a sense of inportance at odds with the reality. Wth the
coal m nes

redundant, |I'd watched sone of the life (and |ivelihood)

seep out of the place. As a student, | would spend

weekdays in Edi nburgh, and nost weekends back home in

Cardenden, taking nmy dad for a drink at the Bowhill Hotel,

nmeeting friends fromny school days at the Auld Hoose. |

was trying to fit in, while becom ng increasingly aware that

was nmoving further away frommny roots all the time. In

Edi nburgh, |'d be readi ng Paradi se Lost and U ysses; back

hone, I'd be playing ganes of pool and discussing the

previ ous week's John Peel playlists.

Maybe The Fl ood was part of the |eaving process.

As well as reading a lot of Scottish literature, |I'd al so been
readi ng about fol klore and witchcraft, and catching up on
literary effects such as synbolism In fact, there was nore in
the final draft of the book than even | was aware of, as |

di scovered when, for a short time, The Fl ood becane a set

text for the university's Scottish Literature departnent. |
was invited to sit in on a tutorial, with my identity being
kept secret for the first half of the session - as far as the
students were concerned, | was just a newconer, albeit one a
few years ol der than them One student (I think he was
Anerican) delivered a paper on the book's wastel and

i magery; another discussed O d and New Testanment thenes

and borrowi ngs, while a third had nade a detail ed study of

the author's use of elenments and colours. | started taking
notes at one point: it was all good stuff! Even if | had not
consciously nmeant for these patterns to exist, | was happy to

acknow edge themif readers could see them (I was a fan of
the literary theorist Wl fgang Iser - eventually using his
nane for a Professor in nmy first Rebus novel. Iser's thesis
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was that it's what readers see in books that is inportant, not
what the witer intended themto see. The nane for this is
Reader Response Criticism.

I finished the final draft of The Flood on Monday 9 July

1984, having started it in January. During that first half of
1984 | was studying hard - everything from Proust to

Derrida - and witing a lot, amassing a slew of rejection
letters in the process. Sonme of these were from publishers,
some from agents, and yet others from magazi nes, short

story collections and conpetitions. Still | kept slogging,
hungry for recognition as a witer. lain Crichton Smth,
havi ng beaten ne i nto second place in a short story contest run by the
Scot sman newspaper, had witten a letter of

i ntroduction to his publisher, CGollancz. But his editor, Livia
ol l ancz, had already turned down Sumrer Rites, and

woul d rej ect The Flood, too. At the university, witer-in

resi dence Allan Massie had hel ped ne to neet a London

based editor called Euan Caneron (who would eventually

sign up Knots and Crosses to his publishing house, Bodley
Head). But Euan wanted neither Sunmer Rites nor The Fl ood.

In the end, and unwittingly, it was Janmes Kel man who

hel ped nme get published. The students at Edi nburgh

University ran their own publishing house. It was called

Pol ygon and enpl oyed two or three full-tinme staff, conpl enented
by any nunber of jobbing, unpaid students. Despite

its lack of size and resources, however, Polygon had achi eved
fame and success with the publication of Janmes Kel man's

first collection of short stories, Not Not Wiile the Gro. On
the | ookout for new authors, | became one of the |ucky ones.
Launching an inprint called 'Polygon New Witers', | found
nmysel f signed up with two other first-tinme authors, Robert

Al an Jami eson and Al ex Cathcart. And even though only a

few hundred copies of The Flood would be printed, | can stil
remenber the thrill of walking into the Polygon office on
Buccl euch Place to sign ny first-ever book contract. By
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coi nci dence, that sane day (Tuesday 19 March 1985) | got

the idea for another book, to be called Knots and Crosses. It

woul d feature a troubl ed detective who would, in time, even neet one
of the main characters in The Flood. (Check out the openi ng pages of
H de & Seek if you don't believe ne).

The Fl ood was edited by afellowliterature student call ed | ain Caneron,
and proof-read by one of my lecturers. The

pai nting on the jacket was provided by a student at the

nearby art college. (A few years back, when Pol ygon was

movi ng premises, | tried tracking down the original artwork, but it
seened to have vani shed without trace). The handsonel y- produced
book was eventual ly published in February

1986, in a joint run of hardcover (three hundred) and

paper back (nmaybe eight hundred). One of ny diary entries

of the time states: 'Saw "Flood" (and the other new Pol ygons)

i n Stockbridge Bookshop: it | ooked as though only one copy

(of Alan Janieson's novel) had been bought. Felt a tw nge of
failure.' However, the next day | was doing sonme tutoring at

the university, and two of my students had brought copies of

the book that they wanted ne to sign. (I hope they've held on

to them - The Fl ood has becone highly collectable . . . and

very expensive as a result, which explains this new edition I

want it to be available to everyone who wants it, wthout

t hem needing to renortgage their house or pawn the

children).

Publ i cati on week clinmaxed with a |aunch party for al

three authors held in one of the university buildings. | was
phot ogr aphed, had to read fromthe book in public for the
first time, and even sold and signed a few copies. Afterwards,
a bunch of friends took nme to the Cafe Royal for a

ni ght of riotous assenbly which ended with us being asked

to leave. | woke up next nmorning on a living-roomfloor, with
my publication cheque (?00) safe in ny pocket. It was a

shaki ng, whey-faced aut hor who posed that afternoon for a
phot ogr apher fromthe Dundee Courier.

A trickle of reviews eventually arrived, as did a trickle of
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sales. By the end of May, | was recording in ny diary that |1'd sold
five hundred copies in total. Meantine, an aunt of mine

had fi ni shed readi ng the book and thought me depraved.

According to nmy dad, she was 'crying for ny soul'. If only

she'd been a reviewer, sone extra interest m ght have been

drumred up. Eventually, | visited her in the flesh, so she

could chastise ne properly for witing such sordid stuff- "all
soi l ed kni ckers and fag-ends', | believe she said. She al so

asked how | would feel if nmy niece were to read the book.

Little did she realise that | was al ready at work on nmy next project,
which, in the fag-end stakes, would make The Flood | ook like Little
Wonen ...
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When Mary MIler was ten years old and not yet a witch

and Carsden was still a thriving mning village, she would

wat ch her brother Tom playing football in the park with his
friends. She was attracted, young though she was, to their
swagger, to the way they rolled their shirtsleeves up like
their fathers and shouted for every ball. She would sit by the
goal posts between which her brother danced and woul d

consol e himwhen he let in a goal

At that tinme she had a doll called Mssie Lizzie, and she
woul d clutch Mssie Lizzie to her tiny chest as if sustaining
her. The sun shone | ow over | ong sumrer eveni ngs and the
runble of the pit-head lulled her into near sleep. Snoke
drifted over the park while |l oconotives slipped away over
distant rails. There was a rhythmto everything in those

days, as if sonme tune were being played behind a veil beyond
whi ch the young girl could not see. The trees beside the hot
burn snapped their fingers, and the | apping of the burn itself
added the final cadence to the synphony.

One evening Mary was sitting against the iron fence

behi nd Tom s goal posts, he having gone to the centre of the
pitch to share in the half-tine refreshnents, and was falling
asleep as usual with Mssie Lizzie |lying across her |lap. The



air was so clear that bird-calls seened to carry to her ears
fromway over past the Auld Kirk and even Bl ackwood' s

Farm and these were the sounds to which she fell asleep.
She was a small, skinny thing with long black hair tied back
into a ponytail which fell tantalisingly down her back and
whi ch, consequently, her brother Tomin one of his npods
woul d often pull. Every hair would cry out as if burning
when he did this, and she would run crying to her nother

who would tell her father who would scold the bully, perhaps
even letting himtaste his pit-belt. Then Tom woul d not
speak to her for a day or two, and would give her killing

| ooks. Not today, though; there could be nothing but

i nnocence in the park on such an evening. She coul d al nost
feel the warnth of the hot burn behind her, bringing its
mur ky deposits down fromthe pit-head to be washed into

the River Ore and carried out to sea. In the winter, steam
rose fromthe hot burn and people warned thensel ves

beside it, sone even waggling their fingers or bared toes in
the dark liquid to revive the feeling in them Sonetines the
burn was red in colour, sometines black, and occasionally a
cl earer bluey-grey, but only when the pit was idle.

Mary had been sleeping for only a few m nutes when she
found hersel f edgi ng towards wakeful ness because of sone
sounds nearby. There was a rustling and a faint whistling
behi nd her, then muffled sniggers and nore rustling. She
knew, as she opened her eyes, that sonething was behind

her, creeping through the field across which the hot burn
threaded its course, nearing the railings against which she
now sat petrified. Fromher still bleary eyes she could just
make out Tomin the centre of the footbhall pitch. He was

| aughing and biting into a hal f-orange. He woul d save a

pi ece for her. The sounds were com ng nearer, but she was
too afraid to scream Her nother had told her of the goblins
who lived in the hot burn and would eat any young children
who wandered close to their hone w thout taking an adult

for protection. Tom had | aughed and told her that it was al



a fairy story to stop her fromgoing too close to the burn and
maybe falling in. But perhaps, she now thought, she really

had strayed too close to the goblins' home. Perhaps if she
edged away now it would be all right.

Suddenly sonet hing growl ed i medi ately behi nd her and

an arm very human in design, snaked through the iron
railings and snatched Mssie Lizzie fromMry's |ap. She
screanmed and stood up. The boys were whoopi ng and

careering across the field, tossing the doll between them
Mary was horrified. She screanmed a hi gh-pitched squeal and
squeezed between the iron bars, alnbst getting stuck but
eventually forcing herself through. Tom was shouting at her
as she stunbled through the barley, which prickled her |egs
terribly. She made relentlessly towards the two boys, who
seenmed quite keen for her to follow They were ol der boys,
ol der even than Tom and she recogni sed both of them They
grinned at her and waved M ssie Lizzie towards her, and

she was bawling with the tears threatening to blind her. She
hel d out her arms towards M ssie Lizzie as she wal ked
towards her tornentors. Wen she was too cl ose, the boys
darted around her and trotted a little distance away. They
waved the doll and | aughed and jeered at her, and all the
time she could hear Tom s voice angrily behind her as he
tried to clinb over the fence.

"I want it back, | want it back!' she cried as she reached
out her arms. The doll, with its snmiling stupid face and its
red dress, was hanging high in the air now, was pinned by

an adol escent arm agai nst the deepeni ng bl ue sky bel ow

whi ch the hot burn nurnmured. She stood on tiptoe, ignoring
the boy and his outstretched arm and just touched Mssie
Lizzie's foot with her fingertips. The doll was rel eased, and a
soft push in Mary's back was all that was needed to send her
toppling into the hot burn, screami ng as she hit the water,
taking in a choking nmouthful of silt and heat and darkness.
Her eyes stung as if sand had been thrown into her face. She
knew t hat she should not be here. She gasped, feeling her



hand breaki ng the surface of the water and touching the floating body
of her doll. Therewas aswi rlingand arushing and a bubbling of |iquid.
She had no right to be in this place. This was a war mdyi ng pl ace and
dark. Her knees touched

the gritty, yielding bottom her hands in light and air and

her body subnmerged. It was quite pleasant, really, to be

away fromthe teasing boys and their cruelty. She began to

give herself to the thick water. Then her hair was screamn ng

rough things clawing at it. There were goblins in the hot

burn and she had disturbed their nest. She opened her eyes, but was
blind. Then, hair screaming still, she felt herself rising fromthe
liquid. Her hair was on fire, and suddenly she was in brightness and
ai r and was bei ng sick, spewing up all the silt and the darkness. She
was dragged to the bank and her hair stopped screani ng. Voices rushed
into

her ears as the water rushed out. 'By Christ, Tom that was

close.' '"Aye, pulled her out by the pigtail.' 'She was down
there a while, though.' 'Are you all right, Mary?' '|l saw them
It was Matty Duncan and Jock MLeod's boy.' 'Is she al

right there, TonP? Should we fetch your nun?'

Her dress clung to her like the dress of a rag-doll. Her
stomach hurt and her eyes hurt and her head hurt, and she
was shaking and crying and was afraid. She felt Tom touch
her face, then she opened her eyes.

Her nother listened to the story and then told her to go
upstairs and change; she would be up in a mnute to help

her. Mary left her nother with Tom and cli nbed the narrow
staircase to the room where she slept with her brother. She
had a small room of her own, but it was used nore as a
cupboard due to the danpness of its walls and its bitter cold
in winter. The rmunbl ed voi ces downstairs were too quiet to

be truly calm Mary began crying again as she pulled the

rui ned dress fromher body and sat on her bed. She had

di sobeyed her nother. She had gone near the hot burn



wi thout an adult, and now she woul d never be forgiven.
Per haps her father would spank her with the heavy | eather
belt. She had di sobeyed her parents, whom she | oved, and
that was why she cri ed.

She seened to sit in her bedroomfor a very long time, and
she heard the front door opening and cl osing several tines.
She was trapped there. It was as if she had been told in
school that soneone was going to beat her, and having to go
through the rest of the day in fear of the bell for going home.
She stared at her dirty dress and sat and waited. Finally, a
heavy noise on the stairs told her that her father was com ng
up. He opened the door and | ooked in on her. She was
shivering, naked. He had the coal-dust still on himand his
pi ece-bag slung over his shoulder. H's eyes burned, but he
came over and rubbed his daughter's hair. He asked if she

was all right, and she nodded and sniffed.

'Let me get washed then,' he said, 'and we'll clean you up
and get you dressed.'

There seened a conspiracy in the house for the rest of the
day, with no one nentioni ng what had happened. Her father
washed her and hel ped her into her good dress and she sat

by the fireside while he read a book. They were alone in the
house. Much later, after her father had nade some toast and
jam and she had said that she was not hungry and still had
not been scol ded, the front door opened and cl osed quietly
and Tom canme in. He sat at the table with them and drank
tea. Then Mary's nother came in, taking off her coat as she
entered the living room

"By God, | told them' she said. Her face was flushed and
her hands fluttered about her as she nade a fresh pot of tea.
"l told them'

When the famly were seated around the table, they began
to talk. It seenmed that Mary's nother had gone round to M
Duncan's house and M MLeod's house and had had words
with each of them Tomsnmled twice as his nother told her



story, but his father was quick to adnmoni sh himon both occasions.

Mary was made nuch of that evening, being allowed to

stay up well past her bedtine. Neighbours came to synpathise
and to find out just what Ms MIler had done. These

wonen sat with their arnms folded tightly and Iistened
carefully to their neighbour's narrative. They | ooked at the
girl and smiled at her. By bedtinme, Mary was aware that she
was not to be scolded for her part in events. She went to bed
with a lighter heart, but awoke twi ce during the night from
a nightmare in which she was drowning again, but this tine
the faces above her were grimand unhel pful. An old man

wat ched her and even seenmed to be hol ding her bel ow the
surface, while a boy stood behind hi mand shouted. This boy
| ooked quite like Tom but was a bit ol der. She could not
hear what he was shouting, but she saw hi m hammering on

the old man's back. Then the hands of the goblins were upon
her and she screaned through the water, waking up with

her sheets knotted around her and her body drenched with
sweat .

The following morning, Ms MIller stared at the girl in
horror. Mary's hair had turned silver in the night.
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Her not her wrapped Mary' s head i n one of her own headscarves and wal ked
with her down to the doctor's. It

was raining, and a fine mst swirled around the |arge house

which served Dr McNeill as both surgery and hone. It was

early still, but Ms MIler made it clear to the housekeeper

that this was an emergency. The housekeeper | ooked at the

weepi ng, frightened child for a monment, then told themto

wait in the hallway while she fetched the doctor fromhis

br eakf ast .

Tears had nade raw red streaks down Mary's cheeks. Her
eyes were puffy and her face was confused. Her nother
rubbed her shoul ders, near to weeping hersel f. She tucked
stray hairs back into the | arge headscarf and whi spered
what few words of confort she was able to summon up from
her conmon store.

Dr McNeill, white-haired and fifty, energed at last from
his dining room He was buttoning his waistcoat, and had
newl y perched his hal f-nobon gl asses on his nose. Mary's
not her apol ogi sed for interrupting him He waved her

apol ogy asi de.

"Well,' he said, patting Mary on the shoul der, 'and what
seens to be the trouble here?" He knew the two of themvery
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wel I, having treated Tom and Mary over the years for the
usual run of childhood ailnents. He knew that the nother

was averse to seeing a doctor until the old cures, the nyths
and the herbs, had been tried and found wanting. So it had
to be pretty serious for her to be here at this tine of the
nmor ni ng, though things, it had to be adnmitted, did not | ook serious.
"I think we'd be better off in the surgery, don't you,

Ms MIler? He guided themthrough the unfamliar geography
of his home until they reached the large room full of
cupboards, glass jars, table, chairs, and exam ni ng couch
where he held his surgeries. Usually you entered this room
fromthe waiting room which was itself reached via a door
at the back of the house. Mary thought that the present
journey was a bit |ike being an explorer, coning upon sone
wel cone | andnmark. She was glad to sit on the fanmiliar chair
in front of the big desk. The smiling man with the scrubbed
| ooki ng hands sat across from her, and her nother sat
nervously on a chair beside her. Her nother tugged gently at
the headscarf, as if it were a bandage over a heal i ng wound,
and brought it clear of the girl's head. The doctor, coughing,
canme from behind his desk to exanine Mary's hair. He

stroked it gently while Ms MIler explained about the

i ncident of the previous day. He nodded and si ghed severa
times before returning to his chair.

Mary's eyes had wandered by now, the adults seeningly

intent in their conversation, and she studied the strange jars
on the doctor's shelves. Some of them contained purple

liquid and solid, jelly-like things. She would have liked to
| ook at these things nore closely, but a shiver held her back
Jelly was not her favourite dessert. One Saturday afternoon,
whi |l e her nother had gone shoppi ng al ong Kirkcal dy Hi gh
Street, her father had taken Tom and her down to the beach.
The sand was not white. Her father explained that it was al

m xed up with coal -dust By the water's edge were hundreds

of washed-up jellyfish. Tom had prodded themwi th a stick,
and sea-water had bubbled out of them Mary had cried and
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her father had had to take her up to the pronenade for an
ice-cream while, inthe distance, Tomhad explored with his stick the
I ength of the tainted beach.

"Ch no,' the doctor was saying, 'no, it's by no neans

unheard of. You nust know yourself, Ms MIler, someone or

ot her who has changed physically after having had a shock

W dows, people after a long illness, and ot hers who have
simply had a fright. Ch no, it's by no neans unheard of, and
I'"'mnot one hundred per cent sure that the process is
reversible. Mary's hair mght remain like this for the rest of

her days. She'll get used to it, of course, and so will her
friends at school. | don't think there's any physical cause for
concern. There m ght, however, be psychol ogi cal damage,

|atent or otherwise. Tine will tell, just as time will heal.’

The thing in the purple liquid | ooked as if it had drowned
inthat jar. Mary could inagine it twi sting and pushing at

the gl ass, but being unable to escape, rising to the surface to
find that a lid was hol ding fast above it. No air, only an

i ntake of purple water and the darkness, the goblins, the
swat he of darkness, the choking in the throat and the fina
urge. The Iid not budgi ng.

Mary | et out a scream

She went to bed early and her nmother w ped her brow,
telling her to try to get sone sleep. The light was left on in

t he bedroom Neighbours were still dropping in to enquire
about her, but they were kept downstairs, and though Mary
| eaned out of bed with her ear to the floor, still she could not

make out nuch of the muted conversations. She felt like a
| eper. The quiet in and around the house was funereal, and
Mary hoped that she would die soon. She tiptoed into her
parents' bedroom and stole her nmother's vanity nmirror
through to her owmn room In bed again she exam ned her
hair and saw how it aged her pale face, how it seened
soneone else's hair, even when she pulled it. Not a girl's
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hair, but the hair of an old wonan, a wonan no one woul d ever narry.

When she heard her father's boots heavy on the stairs

again, she hid the mirror under her pillow and lay down as if
asl eep. Her father entered the roomquietly, his breathing
desperately controlled, and touched ever so lightly her
silvery hair. Mary junped up and clung to him the tears
gurgling in her throat. He wept with her, sitting hinmself on
the edge of the bed. 'Great God Al mghty,' he said. 'Sshh,
sshh.' He patted her softly, cradled her, and finally cal ned
her so that she was |ying down again. He lay on his side
besi de her and told her that the two big boys had got a
hiding fromtheir fathers, and had been hunted by her

nmot her besides. He told her that one of them Matty, would
be starting work at the pit in a few weeks and would get a
thunping fromhimat that time, just to | et himknow what
was what. He told her a story about a princess with |ong
silver hair and about the prince who saved her, but he
stunbl ed as he spoke, and Mary could see that it was not a

real story at all, but one that he was nmaking up and that had
never been true. Sonetinmes her father treated her as if she
were still alittle girl. She was ten, she often told him and

did not believe in nade-up stories any nore. Stories had to

be true; stories had to be real. Her father's stories were those
of atiny child with a will to believe, and they seened the

only stories he had. He patted her hair again as if it were a
kitten, then told her that she nmust try to get sone sleep, for
she woul d have to go to school tonorrow.

No, she thought when he had gone. She could not go back

to school so soon. But it was true: the sumer was already
over. She would be ill. She would be ill until her hair turned
bl ack again. She could not go to school when she was so very
ill. Her friends would visit her in her bedroom and woul d not
comment upon her hair, because hair that colour suited

soneone so very ill
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When her nother wakened her with a shout next norning,

Mary | eapt out of bed and rubbed her eyes. She whistled as
she dressed. Tomwas still asleep, and she hit himwith his
own pillow, remnminding himof the newterm and that he was
starting at secondary school today and wasn't he excited? He
groaned with his head beneath his pillow

At the breakfast table her nother sat with a beautiful
shawl around her shoul ders. Mary sat down and took a bite
froma slice of toast on her plate. Her nother snmiled warily.

'"How are you this norning, pet? she said. Only then, in

that scal ding second, did Mary renenber: the hot burn; her
silver hair; her illness. She spat out the grey |unps of toast
and ran upstairs to be sick.
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Mary | earned quickly the rules of the gane. To defeat the
disability she had first to ride with it and make a casual joke
of it in conpany, never admitting the pain inside, turning it
to her advantage. In this way, she soon found her friends to

be much the same as ever, and di scovered that people

accepted her, though with pity.

There was still some suspicion, naturally, though few
doubted the ability of a shock such as she had had to turn a
person's hair white. Actually, sonme black did reappear in her
hai r. She becane accustoned to brushing it in front of her
new mrror. In a school full of nonentities, she found her
identity easier to achieve than nost. She was a kind of
celebrity. Her nother did not take her back to see Dr

McNei Il and his purple jars.

Two weeks after school restarted, however, there was a
horri bl e accident at the pit. Matty Duncan had been worKking
there for a single day. On that first day he had been knocked
al nost unconsci ous by Mary's father. He had expected it, of
course, and assuned that would be the end of it. He went to
work on the second day with a careful smile on his shifting
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face. He was a wage- earner now. Hi s parents were pl eased t hat sone nore
money woul d be conming in, and Matty

hi nsel f was only too glad to be out of school at long | ast and
in his rightful place beside the other nen of the village. He
wat ched the wheel turning above the pit-cage as it creaked
and brought the iron cage to the surface. He stepped in with
the others and nuttered the usual comrents with them

careful to be respectful at all tines. He descended into the
scoured earth, slipping below ground | evel, deeper than

t he open-cast quarry, deeper, it seened, than everything in
the worl d. The descent took an age, the ropes creaking and
shuddering. Matty thought of his first wages, and then, wth
a horrible opening of some door which he quickly closed, of
the many days and weeks and years he coul d spend

descending this shaft. Alifetinme of burrow ng, of coughing
and spluttering and getting dead drunk on a Saturday. No,

he thought, that's not for me. This was just pin noney.

When he had saved enough he would go to England, or even
Anmerica. He would not be trapped into Iiving an underground
life |like the poor buggers around him First things

first, though. Before he began saving he had to buy hinself a
record-pl ayer and a notorbi ke and get together sonme noney

for a holiday at Butlins with Tarn Corrie.

The cage jolted to a stop. Soneone pulled the gate back

and they stepped out into the cold, dripping darkness. As he
wal ked al ong the tunnel, Matty's head was full of other
things he would do with his nmoney. Cigarettes. Beer. No

pr obl em

There was a runbling fromahead. He peered in front of
him shining his torch along the tunnel. He noved to the
front of the pack, showi ng his keenness. The others were
munbl i ng.

"By Christ,' said one of them 'that could be a cave-in up
ahead.' They noved forwards a little, and the runbling grew

| ouder. Much | ouder.

'CGet back to the fucking cage!'
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They were running, and suddenly Matty was at the rear of

aline that scurried too slowy towards the Iight at the end of
the shaft. He could not get past the ol der, I|unbering nen.

The bags over their shoul ders sl apped agai nst the sides of

t he narrow passage. Great shadows were bei ng cast everywhere,
as if their pit-lanps were searchlights shining into

the night sky. Then the |light was brighter, a sudden

eruption of daylight. Matty turned towards the runbling

and the fireball hit himfull in the face and body, before
flying up the shaft towards the ascendi ng and enpty cage.

They stood around the young man's body. Their backs and
hai r were singed, sone badly, but the boy had taken the brunt of it.
H s whole front was bl ack, charred as if he had

spent an infernal lifetime digging coal. The snell of burnt

fl esh was overpowering. H's hair was nothing, a few curled
and brittle stalks. His face had nelted back to the raw fl esh.
One man retched quietly in the corner while the cage
descended and a crowd at the surface shouted anxiously

t hrough the snoke down the echoing shaft of sunlight.

'The boy saved ny life,' said Mary's father later. 'I was right
behi nd hi m when he fell. If it hadn't been him it would have
been me. | knocked hi mout one day, he saved ny life the

next. It doesn't seemright sonehow. '

It was after Matty's death that the rumours began and
Mary, who had survived a drowni ng and whose hair had
turned silver overnight, found herself as marked by the
accident as did the miners with their scorched backs and
their menories of that hot, crisp snell.
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Mary's hair turned no darker and no lighter. She grew up
like her friends, and in five years seened to have put the
events of her chil dhood behind her. Her eyes took on glints
of fermal e knowl edge and her speech nodul ated to the

knowi ng tones of those who stood against the wall of the
village cafe to discuss dating and pop nmusic. Mary's hair was
thick and | ong, and her eyebrows were as dark as her eyes.
She had a sensual quality which many boys adnired, and

her boyfriends were many. Never did she think back to that
ni ght when she had told herself that no boy woul d ever | ook
at her in her ugliness.

She did not really notice that Carsden was slowy fading

in strength as she grew. It was the npst insidious and subtle
of changes, and she was not alone in ignoring the fact and its
consequences. The m ners were | ooking around them for

ot her, productive pits. The mine at Carsden was proving
difficult. The seans of coal were fragnented and thus hard

to mine at a keen rate. Econom cs becane a new word on the
lips of the women shopping in the recently opened supermarket.
This was 1968. Far away there was tal k of

revol uti on and radi cal change. The world was slipping and
sliding on the edge of a new era of comunication. Carsden
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sl ept | onger and deeper than nost. The houses were stil

furnished in the non-style of the I ate 1950s, and the nen

and wonen still wore the sane period clothes. They tal ked

about and thought the same things as they had al ways done.

There was little place for discussion and change in a place

whi ch was concerned with survival at the nost basic |evel.

Soon, however, it becane clear that the good days, such as

t hey had been, were over, even for comunities |ike

Carsden who refused to accept that this was the case. The

| ocal colliery was mined out. Kaput. Nothing could be said

whi ch woul d have i nproved t hi ngs, and not hi ng woul d have been said in
any case, so nobody sai d anyt hi ng. They j ust nuttered under their breath
conspiratorially, blamng

everything that came to hand in cold, dull voices - everything
except thensel ves.

The lie of the |land was i ndeed the cause of it all, so the
| ocal paper said. The strata of rock around the village had
been squeezed into awkward | ayers through the course of
mllennia, to the point where seans were narrow and often
only ten or so feet |ong anyway. The National Coal Board
said that coal was nobre expensive to mine in Carsden than
its selling price per ton.

So peopl e |l ooked to the el enents and cursed the econom cs

whi ch had robbed them of their |ivelihoods. Coal was the life
force, the king of the land, and when the king died there was
nothing left but the anarchic struggle to find new jobs, the
rush to emigrate. And enigrate they did. Many of Carsden's
younger inhabitants just packed up and noved the twelve or

so mles that would ensure thema job in light engineering or
el ectronics. The ol der ones, the unenpl oyabl e ones, were |eft
to watch the first wave of children nove out. They had to
realise that a bus ride would now separate themfromtheir
grandchil dren. Drained of these lives, the old town becane
dry and cracked and hardened, its buildings seemng to

frown at every passing car.

Movi ng, however, caused problens for the em grants.
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They found it hard to make friends in the pioneer New Towns. They had
been born in Carsden with their fanmly around themlike a tribe. They
had been educated there, had net their friends at school there, had
married there.

Suddenly they were in strange territories, where the harling

was white on the walls and the shoppi ng centre was under

cover and spacious and little factories opened up all around

t he houses offering work on production |lines. There seened

no security in these kinds of job. These were readynade

societies all right, but they |lacked the essential wonb-1ike
war nmt h whi ch had been the mainstay of the old vill age.

Suddenly nei ghbours did not know one another. There was

roomonly for cold nods of the head in passing, and the

occasi onal argunent when a party or a television was too

noisy. Still, the streets were relatively clean, and the
facilities were good, if inpersonal: created for rather than by
the community.

And all this caring was in place of something opaque,
i ntangi bl e, sonmething the migrant famlies knew they
m ssed but were unable to express in words.

Soon a few of the earliest colonists had even straggl ed

back to the village, to ponder the inponderable and wheel
the baby's pramround to the parents' house again at
weekends. They all had simlar tales to tell of life outside
Carsden: it was an unfriendly world. The furthest nobst of
them ever travelled thereafter was to Bl ackpool in July.

Still, the trend was towards getting out, and if they could
not get away for ever then they got away at weekends,
visiting the sane growth towns they had despi sed and
spendi ng their noney on the week's food fromthe vast,
spot | ess supermarkets. They bought kni ck-knacks fromthe

| arge stores, and drank in pubs pronising sonething better,
nore upmar ket than those back hone.

Buses departed on the hour to Kirkcal dy and d enrot hes,

and Mary watched in fascination the sunken faces that rode
the red vehicles towards the coast or the interior. Their eyes
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wer e pi nk and vacant, their skinsallow The ol d ones wor e cheap cl ot hes
and chatted mndl essly about the tel evision

and t he nei ghbours. The young families snapped at each

other like Iions beneath a parched tree. The teenagers were
dressed as the magazines told themto, but their hair was

| ank, slick. Their voices were loud as their eyes grinned at

t he pathos around theminto which they were so keen to

grow. They could be seen like this any Saturday, sitting with

the rest in the tight seats, jerking whenever the driver

changed gear.

This was the Carsden Mary inherited when she was fifteen and at the
vital stage of growth. Her father sat in his chair nmuch of the tine.
He had been made redundant a short tinme before and was bitter, cursing
his inability to

make mani fest his innernost feelings. Mary's nother stil

crocheted shawl s and clothes, and they still sold well. They

were well made. But even she was suffering, was going blind

slowy and naki ng ni stakes she would not have nade five

years before. Mary saw all this, but thought little of it. She

was a teenager, and had to be out of the house straight after

the evening neal in order to go down to the park for a snoke

and a chat with some boys and friends of hers. If she had to

go near the nurky trickle of water that had once been the

hot burn, she did so with scarcely a thought, |aughing off

any renenbrance of the day. She would chat in the grocer's

with the new Asian fanmily, despite her father's protestations,

and woul d buy sweets from M Patterson at the Soda

Fountain, though there was a better selection at the

super mar ket . She made choi ces consci ously now, for she was

growi ng up.

And she was still close to her brother Tom who was
working in a light engineering firmin G enrothes but stayed
at hone still, being just seventeen. She woul d be | eaving

school in nine nonths or so. The prospect excited her,
t hough Tom shook his head when she enthused about it. He
| ooked | ess cheerful now than when he had still been at
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school . A gradual process of disaffection had ed himto argue a few
times with his father. Mary did not usually understand the cause or
subst ance of thesefights, but woul dt ake Toni s si de agai nst t he wheezi ng,
ruddy-faced man

anyway, and then feel guilty afterwards. Her father would

be in a sullen nood for days, and she woul d nake hi m cups

of tea and try to smile himinto cheerful ness. She thought

that she might Iike to be a nurse one day.

She had a boyfriend too: a friend of Tonms, though a year
younger than him She was not sure that she l|iked the boy,
but he was ol der than her so she persisted with him He
woul d talk with Tom about emigrating, and Tom woul d

listen keenly. When Tom sai d one evening at the dinner

table that he was emigrating to Canada, Mary ran upstairs
and | ocked herself in the bathroom Tom sat the whole
evening at the kitchen table talking with his parents. H s
father brought out a bottle of whisky and two of the good

gl asses so that they could discuss things in the proper tones.
Tom s not her was pale and silent. She studi ed her hands for
nost of the evening. The boy | ooked at her hands, hands
capable of intricate weavings, and felt about to give in to
their silent pressure. But this was not a decision that he had
made easily. He had gone into it with various people, and
had been in touch with an old famly friend, Jinmy

@Gl | acher, who worked in Canada and woul d put Tom up

and see that he got a job in one of the sections of his own
factory. A Scot, it was said, could always get a start in
Canada. Al Tom wanted now was the chance to try. He

needed his parents' consent, though, or the |eaving would be
all the harder. H's father conceded to nbst of his points,
whil e Mary coughed out her sobs as she sat in the bathroom

That night, when Tomfinally went to bed, having rmade
sure that Mary had her back to him before he changed into
hi s pyjamas, the whole house felt as though it had gone
through a death. The air was full of a choking intensity.
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There m ght have been a coffin on the table in the front room

As soon as Mary heard the unm stakabl e creak of Tonls
bed and the rustle of the sheets being pulled up to his chin
she turned and sat up

"Are you really going, Ton?' H's hands were confidently
behi nd his head, supporting himon the pillows. He had the

| ook of a person who needed to do no nore thinking, the |ook
of a person who would not allow hinself to go to sleep for
sone considerable tinme.

"It looks like it. WIIl you miss ne?
'"Ch, Tom' she said, but could find nothing el se to say, nothing that
woul d have made any sense. It was a strange, tongue-tied feeling.

Well, that's good,' he said. '"If I"'mmssed, it'll make trips
hone all the nicer, won't it?" He chuckled. Mary hurried
fromher bed and knelt on the cold linoleumat the side of
her brother's bed. She was crying softly, the tears dredged
up fromsone |ast ineffable source. H s hands were in her
hair, patting her, conforting her. He was struck dunb in a

pl easi ng way. He had al ways been her big brother, but had
never realised just what the bond entail ed.

They sat together in silence for a time. Mary's sobbing
eased eventually, and a little later Tom thought that he had
found sone words for his little sister

"W've all got to nake this decision sooner or later, Mary.
You'll have to nake it yourself when you decide to |eave
hone and get married or whatever.'

"I''lI'l never |eave here,' she said, her eyes searching his for
some weak point. Tom shook his head.

'"Come on,' he said. 'You're fifteen. You're not a baby any

nore. You'll want to | eave soon enough when you see what

it's like outside of school. Suddenly you're not special any

nmore. Your friends have all gone off to becone mature adults

i n boring jobs. You've not got enough brains to get areally good job,
one that would take you away fromthe area. So
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what's left? The pits are closed. This town is beconing a dunp.
not going to stay put in a dunp. Not ne. Maybe

I''mnot going to make anything of nyself in Canada, but I'm
not going to nmake anything of nyself here either, so where's
the difference?

'But you've got us!' Mary whispered in anger and frustrated
| ove. Tomwas silent for a nonent, his eyes forced
finally to turn away fromthose of his fiery sister

Tes,' he said, 'but what happens when that's not enough?
When that's not enough and I'mtoo old and wei ghed down to
do anyt hing about it? You won't always be here .

"But I will, Tom | will.’

and Mum and Dad haven't got nore than ten or
twenty years left, have they? Everybody dies, Mary. It's the
only fact of life.'

Tou' re sick!' she shouted. He shrugged his shoul ders.

"Maybe | am' he said, closing his eyes.

Mary ran to the wi ndow and stood there, her blurred eyes
staring out on darkness. The night was still. She used to be
able to see the w nding-wheel at the colliery fromthis

wi ndow, but now it had been dismantled. A good hone had

been found for it in a mning nuseumin the Lothians.

An old man was shuffling past uneasily bel ow her. He

stopped and | eaned agai nst the | anp-post, seenmed to gasp

for breath, then finally forced hinself to nove off again, his
shoes draggi ng over the pavenent. Tom was speaki ng

behi nd her. He was approachi ng the wi ndow. She did not

want himto | ook out. She turned and went to hug him and
there they stood, in an enbrace of silent childishness, until
Tom s feet got cold on the linoleumand he persuaded Mary

to get back into bed
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It was a strange tine, that autum. Mary's father was
drinking quite heavily, though her nother tried to hide the
fact from everyone and succeeded only in hiding the truth
fromherself. Hugh MIler would sit in his chair until the
early hours of the nmorning. Then he would say that he was
going for a wal k and woul d not be seen again until late
eveni ng, dead drunk usually and shouting along the Iength

of the street about the treachery of the National Coal Board,
the dirty tricks, the cruelty of it all. Mary, horrified and in
her ni ghtdress, would watch himfrom her bedroom wi ndow.

She woul d watch her nother, hair falling to her waist in
preparation for bed, having to | eave the house and nanoeuvre
the roaring drunk around the | anp-post, which

threw a gari sh orange gl ow over the proceedings, lending to
themthe hazy quality of something happening on a screen.
Mary woul d watch them weave their way into the house

woul d hear her father retching into the toilet bow or the
sink. Tom woul d breat he heavily, pretending sleep, his
pillow over his head. Mary was sure that he saw it nerely as
a ploy to stop himfrom|leaving, and this seened to nake
himall the nore determ ned.

"What's the use?' her father cried. 'Wiat's the use, eh?
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Where's the reason in it? They've shut the pits and they' ve shut this
and they've shut that. What's a nan supposed to do? No bl oody use to
anyone. That's ne.' Mary's nother

woul d whi sper with patient vehenmence at him and having

got himinto bed at last, a basin at his side, would ook in on
Mary and Tom both of whom would be Iying in shade and in

heavy silence, a lack of even breathing, which would confirm

their nother's worst fears.

In the norning the pattern would be repeated. Mary grew
sullen. Alot of things were to blame apart fromher father's
new f ound dependence. Sone of it had to do with a |arge
prevailing nood in the town. Teenagers there had been

brought up in the Sixties, had been told of the good |life to
come. Now, the Seventies approaching, they were being

shown sonething el se, and were seeing at |ast that behind
every prom se lay the bad news. There seened nothing |eft

to hope for. Everything was slipping further and further
away. They tal ked about nothing el se at school. Yes, they

di scussed jobs and career prospects, but behind it all was the
greater know edge that sonehow the decline of the town was
pulling themdown with it, as if the town and its offspring
were a single, inseparable unit.

And as they cane to consciousness, so did Mary conme into
wormanhood. She sat in her silent roomafter school,

sonmetines toying with homework but nore often just

staring at the walls and at the posters pinned there, posters
of the pop groups who had cone to represent the now

unt enabl e dream She cried for no apparent reason. She

began to have nightmares, the gist of which would be
forgotten on waki ng. She saw the day near when Tom woul d

be I eaving: 6 January 1969. It was so cl ose.

On Christmas norning Mary brushed out her long silver
hair for sone considerable tinme. She sat cross-|egged on her
bed with her mirror wedged in her |ap, and watched the
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waves of static wafting strands around her as if she were
sea- bl own. A carol service was on the radio. Mary humred

al ong. She did not want to go downstairs because her father

and not her would be there and | ast night her father had

screanmed at her nother and had sl apped her. Mary had

heard it through the bedroom floor. She could not face

having to l ook at either of themor trying to speak to her

father. Tom had been away all night at a friend's. He was

hone now. He was downstairs, where no one was speaking.

The radio was loud in her roomso that she would not hear

t he shouting, should there be any. This was the | ast

Christmas before Tomleft for Canada. She had | ooked at Canada in an
atlas at school. It was huge, col ossal really, andthe towns and cities
had good nanes. Sone people there

spoke French, but Tom could not. Wiy was he going to

Canada when he could not speak French? It was far too late

to put the point to him so Mary brushed her hair and

humed carol s instead.

Her nother shouted up the stairwell, her voice neutral.
Lunch was ready. Mary felt as if she had just eaten a
pl ateful of toast, yet she had to go down. There was no
excuse.

She wal ked downstairs into silence. Her presents were the
only ones |left beneath the tree. Her father snoked in his
chair. Tom lying across the settee, was reading a book. Her
not her coul d be heard singing softly in the kitchen. The

| arge dining table had been ornately set. Mary drew out one
of the chairs and sat down. There were six presents beneath
the tree. There would be two from her nother and father,

one from Tom and three fromher two aunts and one uncle.
Her grandparents had died in the war. A whol e generation
had been erased.

Her nother brought in a steami ng tureen of soup. 'Here

we are then,' she said, and Mary thought that the smle on
her bruised face was the saddest thing she had ever had to
bear.
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On Boxi ng Day, Mary's nother went to visit her sister in Leven, taking
an overnight bag with her. Mary feigned

illness and woul d not be persuaded to go. Tom had arranged

to neet with sone friends, as had Mary's father, so her

not her | eft the house alone. The door clicked behind her.

Mary did not expect to see her again. She saw it as her final

| eavi ng, and she did not blame her. \Wen her nother

returned the very next afternoon, no one but Mary was

surprised.

But by then she was too distraught to be glad. Two

months later, the famly had their first letter fromTomin
Canada, and Mary told her nother that she thought she was
pregnant .

'"Please don't tell Dad,' she said through her tears. Her
nmot her renmained silent for a long tinme.

"I"'mnot going to ask who it was,' she said eventually. 'Just
answer nme this: can he marry you?' Mary screwed up her

eyes and shook her head. Her nother sat exam ning her own
hands. It was not an easy life. First her husband had taken
to drink, then she had to watch her only son | eave for a

di stant country, and now this. Her son and her daughter.
She knew i mredi ately when it had happened. Boxi ng Day.

The whol e house had been changed somehow when she had

wal ked into it on the afternoon follow ng. She should have
guessed. People had al ways said that they were very cl ose,
even for brother and sister. Unnaturally close. She should
have known. She stroked her daughter's silvery dark hair
and contenplated telling her husband the news. Wuld he
guess what she had deduced?

As it turned out, Mary's father said nothing, just drifted
further into his own nunbed world where nothing, it

seened, could hurt him WMary's nother was not surprised by

this. She had al ways seen herself as the stronger of the two.

He often called her 'the battler' (in the earlier years of their
marri age at | east) and she supposed it was true enough.
Resi |l i ence, she had found, was needed in plenty. She went to
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church regularly, and knew that every trial was sonething nore than
it seened - a higher test and a kind of judgenent.

She prayed to God at her bedside on the evening after she

had told her husband the bitter news, and she nade hi m get

down on his knees too.

This needs all our strength, Hugh,' she said, but his
words were slurred and he coll apsed his head on to the bed
after a few nonments and wept hinmself silently to sleep.
Mary's nother raised her own head towards heaven and
prayed with even nore intensity. Strength was needed,

Lord, strength was needed.

"But our reserves are not limtless, Lord. Help us in our need. Help
Mary to get over all of this. She is a young girl

Forgive her if you can. Bless ny son and ny husband, Lord.

Both are good nen at heart. And dear Lord God, please |et

the baby die at birth. | beseech thee, let the baby die. Amen.'
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I f the unthinkabl e had happened, then for Mary's not her

the worst had yet to conme. For sone tine her husband had
been friendly with George Patterson, a bachelor of forty who
owned the town's dusty and outdated sweet shop. They often
went further afield in their drinking bouts, travelling to
Lochgelly or Kirkcaldy for an evening's entertai nnent and
having to wal k the sobering mles home after mssing the

last bus. In early April, with the town already knowing, as it
i nevitably woul d, that Mary was pregnant, and her nother
stressing the need for her still to sit her exanms, Hugh MIler

was wal ki ng hone with his friehd George Patterson

It was midnight, and enshrouded in a light nmist the two

men were unevenly trudging the grass verge towards

Carsden. They had spent the evening in Kirkcal dy, and had
gone down to the pronenade after the pubs had closed in
order to sniff the sea air. Hugh had sat on the sea-wall and
had tol d George about the many occasi ons when he had

wal ked with his children along the sands and bought them
ices in the now defunct cafe. Having told his story, and
having m ssed the | ast bus, they had begun to wal k out of
town along the main road. They tried hitch-hiking, but were
too drunk for anyone to have w shed to stop for them and
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both knew it. By mdnight they were hal fway between the

two towns. They had becone separated to the sight by the

m st, but kept up a shouted conversation, the substance of
which was lost to the wind and the bitter cold. A car cane
towards them from Kirkcal dy. Its |lights caught George
Patterson, and it slowed a little. He junped fromthe road on
to the verge and waved the car past. It was picking up speed
agai n when George heard Hugh say sonething out |oud and

then there was a sickeningly dull and heavy thud. The car
stopped. George Patterson could see its red taillights
through the mst and ran towards them At the side of the
road lay his friend.

Tor Christ's sake,' the driver was saying as he stood above
the body in apparent horror. '|I mean, he just junped out of
nowhere. For Christ's sake.'

"Hugh, Hugh man, are you all right?' Patterson's breath
was heavy as he crouched unsteadily beside his friend.
Mary's father was able to raise his head a few inches from
the frozen ground.

"I loved her, though, George,' he nurnured, and then
coughed a little and was dead.

For Mary's nmother it was al nost the end. The girl herself
seenmed al nbst too nunbed by what had al ready occurred to

be able to take in this |atest tragedy, and her nother knew
that Mary needed her strength. Indeed, it was that thought
alone - that Mary needed her nother's strength - which

kept Ms MIler fromplunging into madness and hysteri a.
Instead she offered up increasingly bitter prayers to her
Lord God and woul d recei ve nourners, nany of whom were

nore interested in the condition of the daughter, with a
smle |like a bar of iron. Mther and daughter cane cl oser
and cl oser together during the arrangenments for the funeral,
the aftermath of the burial and the approaching birth. Tom
could not be contacted, having apparently gone to the far
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north with a |l unmber squad, but Ms M| er hoped that he woul d not cone
hone i n any case; not, at | east, until the baby was born. She had f or saken
her needl ework altogether, but would still nmake up one of her famed
her bal renedies

whenever anyone asked her to. Fewer and fewer people did.

They had noney enough to live on, she told Mary. Mary

hersel f sat her exanms, did poorly, but had her father's death
taken into account cone the final marking. She stayed at

honme all the tine after that, and so was safe fromthe few

wild and cruel rumours that flew around. Her father had

committed suicide, it was said by sone, and had done so

because of the shane of his daughter's pregnancy. The | ad whoever
he was - was to blanme, said sonme, running away

fromhis responsibilities. Then people renmenbered Matty

Duncan, remenbered the small witchy girl who had survived

a drowni ng and who had sent a fireball on Matty to

destroy him Matty's father was the source of these new

pi eces of evidence. Mary was all bad |uck, sone agreed. But

Matt Duncan shook his head. Luck did not enter into it. She

had power: power over the el enents, perhaps even power

over her own brother and father. The bitter-col d nornings

spent shopping in the town were enlivened by these

i ncreasingly specul ative discussions, while all around Cars

den was decaying and altering, as the boards went up across

anot her shop's wi ndows, wire nesh across the newsagent's,

and t he snooker hall closed down for ever.

Sandy was born in the middle of Septenmber. Wen she was

rel eased fromhospital and was hone, one of the first things Mary did
was to take the tiny boy to his grandfather's stil

fresh graveside in the town's cenmetery. She held himin her

arns and | ooked at the gravestone of shining grey and bl ue

mar bl e. Her nother stood beside her, a hand on her

shoul der, and no tears were shed while the sun shone

overhead and the baby lifted his face to the sky to gaze at the
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bri ghtness. Crows chattered in the distance. The baby
realised their presence and searched for a nmovement. He
frowned when there was none. Afterwards, they wal ked
back to the house in silence. The past had been sonmehow
erased. The future could begin.
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Sandy



'One of those,' he said, and the man's plunp hand fished in
the glass jar for one.

'"On the house, Sandy,' said the nman, handing it to him
and reachi ng over the crowded counter to ruffle the boy's

unwilling hair. 'But don't tell your pals, mnd, or they'Il all
be in here shouting about discrimnation.' The man w nked.
"And don't tell your nother. You know what she's like. I'm

not giving you charity."'

Sandy smiled shyly. He was enbarrassed by his standing

as M Patterson's favourite. He knew that behind the action
lay real pity for him M Patterson was good that way;
everyone said so. The old and the young wonen di scussed
himin the street with string bags full of shoppi ng wei ghi ng
fromtheir arns like pendulums. They called M Patterson
"sweet' and 'a treasure'. M Patterson was a bachel or and
owned t he Soda Fountain, which was Carsden's sweet shop.

He also cut hair in a tiny roomat the back of the shop
whenever anyone asked himto. He cut Sandy's hair
sonetimes, and woul d take great care when doi ng so. Sandy
knew that M Patterson used to be friendly with his
grandfather, and that M Patterson had been with

hi s grandfather the night he had been knocked down. His
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nmot her had never spoken to himabout that night, and so he
assuned it was sonethi ng nobody wanted rem nding of. He
knew that this was why M Patterson gave himhis sweets
free, and even noney sonetinmes, especially at Christnas,

but always with the adnmonition 'Don't tell your nother. You
know what she's like.' Yes, Sandy knew. M Patterson's

ki ndness would only rem nd her of times which had been
pushed into the past in order to be forgotten. Sandy snmil ed,
thanking M Patterson for the sweets.

' Cheerio, son,' said M Patterson, who was rubbing his
pudgy hands together as if trying to wash away the
sti cki ness of the sweets.

When Sandy |l eft the shop its bell tinkled and sone wonen
out si de stopped tal king and stared at himinstead. As he

passed the silent huddle, sucking on the hard nougat, he
wondered if they had been tal king about his nother, and his
face flushed. They woul d not be as generous as M Patterson

in their words. Sandy was the son of the local witch, and

al t hough he seened a nice enough lad -- quiet, kind, polite stil
you coul d never be sure. They pitied himhis fate,

what ever that night be, but they scrubbed at his clothes

with their eyes, imagining the filth beneath.

Sandy could have told themthat, being fifteen, he took

bat hs often. He could have told themthat the reason they
thought himjust a little grubby was his root-black hair, shot
through with hints of blue. He had dark eyes too, with thick
eyel ashes which curled like a girl's.

It wasn't his fault if he was dark.

H s nother's hair was silver and bl ack, but nostly silver.
It straggl ed down her back when she brushed it out in front
of her mirror. H s nother had dark eyel ashes |ike his. Her
face was pale and fragile. Yet the townspeopl e thought of
her as the witchy woman, and she had never, to his

know edge, denied it. But she wasn't a witch, he knew as he
swung his satchel to and fro and made his way vaguely
homewar ds. She wasn't a wtch

38



It had begun even before he had started school. He had not wondered
at his lack of friends. In his solitude it seenmed to hi mthat everyone
had to be the sane. Then t he taunts had begun. Wtchy, wi tchy, tinker,
your mumy is a stinker, she

casts aspell and runs like hell, witchy, witchy, tinker. And he atiny
boy and anazed by it all, carrying bread hone to

his nother and his grandnother. Wtch. Tinker. If he cane

into the house with mud all over himfrom having fall en,

then his grandnother would slap the front of her apron and

stand back to nock him 'Wll, well,' she would say, 'and

who's this wee tinker-boy, eh?" Tinkers were gypsies. They
travelled around in cars and caravans and hoarded their

nmoney whil e pretendi ng poverty. They cane to your door

and of fered to sharpen your cutlery, then ran away with

your forks and knives and sold them el sewhere. They tried

to sell you flowers which they had picked from dead people's
graves. They were dirty and sly and not to be trusted.

"I"'mnot a witchy-tinker!' he had shouted at the pack of
taunters one day. They had stood back a few paces at that,

as if expecting himto lash out at them H's face was red. He
repeated the denial and sonme of themgiggled. He started to
chase them but they flew apart |like | eaves in a sudden
breeze. He touched one or two, no nore. They shrieked and
ducked and flew further fromhis reach.

"I'"ve got bugs!' one yelled. 'The tinker got nme!' The others
had | aughed and he had continued to chase them The boy

who had cried out stood catching his breath and trying to

bl ow on to the spot where Sandy had touched him as if that
woul d cl eanse the stain. Sandy wal ked up to him the |oaf of
bread squashed beneath his arm and touched hi m again.

The boy screeched. Soneone said, "You're it!' and the boy
began to chase themall. Sandy soon caught on and ran with

t he best of them dodgi ng and weavi ng and never once being
touched. His grandnother called to himfromthe end of the
road. Everybody stopped pl aying and | ooked towards her.

' Conme on, Sandy. Tea's ready.' He began to wal k away.
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' Cheerio,' said one of the girls.

"Aye, 1'll see you.' Sandy began to trot towards his
retreating grandnother. He was eager to tell his nother
that he had been playing with his friends.

Was it soon after that that his grandnother had di ed? He

could not renenber exactly. No, it was after that that she

had taken the first of her bad turns; the first at which he had
been present. It had scared himfor days afterwards.

He had described it to his new friends as they played

behi nd the picture-house. 'She couldn't speak or anything,"'
he had told them 'She just sat in her chair. Her nouth was
open a little and she was dribbling. Spit was running down
her jersey.' They nade funny faces at that. One or two

| aughed. The girls seenmed nore intrigued than the boys.
"And her hand was shaking |ike sonebody shivering, but she
was sweating. She was |ike that for ages. Sonetines her
eyes woul d open. Then they woul d close again.' The girls
gasped in horror at the thought.

' Sounds |i ke what happened to my uncle,' said one of the

boys, chal king his name on the wall with a stone. 'He was
sitting reading in the house one day and the next thing he
was on the floor. He coughed and bl ood cane out of his

mouth.' He gazed at themto fathomthe effect of his words
One of the girls put her hand to her throat and said, 'Eeyuk,'
whi | e anot her cl osed her eyes and cl anped her hands over

her ears theatrically. Even Sandy was sweating a little as he
i magi ned the scene. Blood comi ng out of your nouth! It was
horrific. He tapped his fingers on the stone wall and tried
not to |l ook a sissy. He noticed that the other boys were doing
much the sane thing. Soneone suggested a game of footbal

and it seened like a good idea, but the ball was at the boy's
house in Dundell, and Sandy didn't think he was allowed to

go that far away. He watched themall |eave, still shouting
at himto join them He sml|ed and shook his head.

"I"'m going sonewhere with my mum' he lied. 'l think
we're going to Edinburgh.' He flushed i mediately,
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ashaned of t he whopper. He wal ked hone sl ow y, ki cki ngastonethelength
of Main Street without it oncerollingontotheroad. Heleft the stone
outside his gate and went indoors.

It was a good stone, and he would keep it. By the follow ng
nmor ni ng he had forgotten it, and when he finally did

renmenber a few days after that the stone had di sappeared

He found another, better one, and thus had started his

coll ection of good stones.

He thought about his nother's hair now as he wal ked up the
street fromthe Soda Fountain. Black and silver, hanging in
thick threads. Black night shot through with w sps of
nmoonl i ght. He had described it like that in one of his English
essays. He liked English, and especially liked witing
essays. He got good narks for them He had been rat her
annoyed when his nother had started going out with his
English teacher, M Wllace. Now people would think that
any future good marks were due to that and not because he
was good at writing things. He had seen M Wl l ace stroke
his nother's hair as if checking that it were real

"Don't pull themout,' his mother used to say if Sandy's
curious fingers lingered over the silvery threads. 'They just
cone back in thicker than ever.' Wen she had said that he
had thought that maybe she was a witch after all. She was
sonet hi ng magi cal that tal ked on bad days with the |ong
dead and sang sacred songs with a shawl strewn over her

lap in the small back room where the nenories were kept.
Sonme warm Sundays, if he was in his bedroomw th the door
alittle ajar, doing his honmework, he would hear her voice
lullabying spirits in that back room Her hair would be
hangi ng around her in a manner that caused Sandy to stir
uneasily in his adol escent body. He would chew on his
bal I point pen and stare at the wall. There were no exans

i mportant enough to be worth studying for on days like that,
days whi ch woul d be energi ng agai n soon by the | ook of the
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buds on the trees, though there was a coolness to the sun
still, like porridge watered and m |l k-soft.

He cl anbered over a wall and skirted the edge of a field.

H s nmot her woul d be expecting himhonme, but she was not

anxi ous these days if he was a bit late. He was fifteen and
could stay out till after ten o' clock if he liked; could say that
he had been visiting a friend without really having to lie. He
had sonme friends at school - Mark, Cdark, Colin - but he

could not visit themconfortably in their homes. Sometines

they flushed as they tried to lie an explanation to himas to
why he could not actually enter their houses. He was old

enough now to shrug of f nost of the resentnment. He knew that it was
t he ol d-fashi oned st ubbornness of the parents that was to bl ame, that
kept himwaiting at street corners,

hands sl ouched low in his pockets. He knew that sone of his
friends even had to lie to their parents in order to go out

with him Fuck that. Fuck that. Could he dye his hair and

change his nother into sonething else? That was it all right.
That was it. H's shoes stanped deeper into the soft earth as

he trudged towards his destination. At |east he could be sure

of being accepted there without fear of enbarrassnent.

Even if it was dangerous. Even if someone saw himand told

his mother. Did anyone care about himthat nuch or nind

hi m t hat nmuch? He doubted it.

On the golf course to his left some men were shouting and
hitting the ball off the first tee with a satisfying sw sh.
Sandy ni ght want sone clubs for his birthday in Septenber,

a whole sumer away. |f he had a job he could save the

noney to buy them He had only to wait until Christms. He
could not |eave school until Christmas. Then he woul d buy
everything on his list: golf clubs and notorbi ke and all. He
would get a job in Genrothes if he could, and one day he

nm ght nove away fromthe area. Hs nother wanted himto

stay on at school to do Hi gher exans. \Where was the future
in that? The only future was to see yourself at the first tee
with your half-set or even full set of clubs, plus all the
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extras. Teeing off, the ball going swish into the sky like a tiny
satellite. That was the future. He clinbed another wall,

hi gher than the first,
mansi on.
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Her grandnot her had nmade the npbst beautiful shaw s,

crocheted intricacies of nature. She placed them back in the
chest. Her nother too had worked with wool. A jersey

remai ned, as fresh as washing on a line. She put it back,
patting it neatly into place on top of the shawls. There was
still a good six inches of space to the brimof the chest. She
could not hope to fill that space, for her own hands were out
of touch with delicacy. They could never know t he peace of

m nd that comes with patterns. She closed the heavy lid of

the brass chest and sat down on it, hunming softly. This

room snel |l ed danmp even in the spring and sumer. In

winter it was an ice-box, unusable. No electric fire could take
anything but a superficial chill fromthe air, leaving still the
depth of the room s iciness, a depth beyond nere physica
presence. She | ooked at her watch. He would be honme from
school soon, her son, her only child, her bastard. Born out of
shame . . . But what was the use in thinking about all that?
She had spent too long thinking back to it. She rose fromthe
chest and started downstairs, holding on to the banister

with one of her long, awkward hands. She felt weak today.

Her period was com ng on. She would have to be careful not

to snap at Sandy. He was always in a sulk these days. His
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age, she supposed. He was either out for nuch of the night,

or else sat in his roomwith the record-player blaring, and
even when he deigned to slip downstairs around ten o' cl ock

he woul d say that he had been studyi ng. What coul d she say

to hinf She fingered her silver-dark hair. If only her nother
were here; she could talk to him and he would listen. She
had hel d hi m spell bound with her long, ranbling stories

right up until the day before she had died. Sandy had cried
at his grannie's funeral. Wuld he cry at hers? Ch, of course
he woul d. She was being stupid again

She began to check the pots on the cooker, stirred one of
themand replaced its lid. Everything was fine, but where
was he? It looked as if he was going to be |l ate again. She
si ghed, but set the table anyway, naking sure to put out the
tomat o pickle to which he had so taken recently. She had
found a recipe for it in one of her nagazines and woul d rmake
some of her own soon. She sat at the table and let her fingers
dance over the cloth. Dance to your daddy, ny little | addie.
She felt nobst confortable late in the eveni ng when, Sandy in
bed reading and the lights out and the fire still glow ng
brightly, she would speak to her nother and sonetinmes even
her father. There was confort in speaking to the dead, and it
showed that you had not forgotten them How coul d people
forget their dead? Yet they seened to. After a while, the
funeral a few weeks past, they would just stop tal ki ng about
them and all the traces of grieving would | eave their faces
so that the living could begin again in earnest. That was
unwi se. She knew that that was unw se. You had to keep

their menory burning brightly and then they did not really
die, then you could speak to themat their graveside or in
your own living room You had, in effect, |ost nothing.

He's too late now He's not comi ng. Probably he's down at

the corner with his friends and the girls who hang around

with them He still blushed when she nentioned the

possibility of there being a special girl in hislife. He still
shook his head. He was a fine-|ooking boy. He would not stay
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i nnocent for rmuch longer. Fifteen. Fifteen. That's how old she had
been ... But what's the use? No bl oody use at all

Here she was, nearly thirty-two, having done nothing with

her life other than bring up Sandy. She knew that she could

not put into words how inportant that made himto her. He

was everything, and she thanked God that the townspeople

had taken to himat last and | et hi mbeconme one of them

She had al ways resented their shunning her. She still felt

bitter sonetines. The years had been hard. They coul d have

been harder, yes, but they would have been a | ot easier had

she been accept ed and not nade subj ect t o stupi drunours about witchcraft
and the like. She felt like sticking pins in the whole Iot of them
If only they woul d accept her, or even

cast her out altogether. But no, instead there were the | ooks

and whi spers, the snide jokes. They would go no further. If

she pressed them they would tell her that they were nerely

having a bit of fun, no harm neant. They were cowards;

neither cold nor hot. She found them despicable, and yet this

was still her town, and these were still her people. Sone of

t hem were reasonabl e peopl e, of course. The mnister was

very nice, and Andy nmade all the difference. Wuld he visit

her this eveni ng? She could not renenber having arranged

anything, but he might turn up anyway. Her stonmach began

to grow .

She sat at the table and ate her nmeal in silence. She

heaped food on to Sandy's plate, covered it, and placed it in
the warm oven. She then washed and dried the dishes, pots

and utensils before making herself sonme coffee and taking it
through to the Iiving room She | ooked out of the w ndow for

a while, then closed the curtains and switched on the

tel evision. She stood in front of the tel evision and si pped her
coffee. Eventually she sat in her chair, sighing once before
doi ng so. She resigned herself to sitting like this for severa
hours. It was a dour prospect. On the screen a quiz show was
reaching its clinmax. A couple fromthe west coast were

dressed up in rabbit costunes and acting out a kind of
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pant om nme. She t hought of themsitting at hone wat chi ng t hensel ves and
feeling enbarrassed, but |aughing it off because they had won the tea
service and the grandfather clock and the decanter with six crystal
gl asses. These prizes

woul d be cranmed into their already overfl owi ng house, and

if they had video-recorded their efforts they would inevitably
show it to any visitor fromnow until New Year. They would

show of f the decanter on a shelf in their wall unit. They

woul d open a cupboard, and there, in shadowy hibernation,

woul d be the tea service, awaiting that elusive 'special

occasion'. They woul d squeeze past the dully ticking grandfather
clock in their narrow hall when they went to bed at

night. Their life had been full. Mary wondered why she

wat ched these programmes at all. They did not excite her.

Peopl e shopping on the foll owi ng norning would tal k about

the tel evision programes, would nention the prizes on the

qui z shows adniringly. They seenmed excited by it all. Rea

peopl e, she supposed, were being shown winning for a

change, but it was a holl ow enough victory.

There was a knock at the door: one, two, three in rapid
succession -- Andy. She flicked channels to a docunentary,

and exam ned herself in the mrror. It was far too late to do
anyt hi ng about her appearance. She hurried to the door and
opened it. The street |anp was on now, though the sky was
still blue, a deepening blue as if it were a sea rather than a
sky. Andy was smling.

"Sorry for interrupting,' he said, but she was already

ushering himawkwardly inside. '"And so late. | hope |I'm
not . '
' Nonsense, Andy. | was going out of ny mnd. Yet another

quiet night in front of the goggle-box.' She felt nore rel axed
once the door was closed, separating themfromthe outside
worl d of | ooks and whi spers, whispers and | ooks. She could
feel himrelax too. 'Sandy didn't cone hone this evening, so
I've not spoken to a soul all day.' This was a white lie. She
had spoken to the usual people whom she net while
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shoppi ng. She had al so spoken to her nother, who would
turn in her grave if she heard her daughter lying. Mary
giggled to think of it, and Andy continued to smle.

" Anyt hi ng good on the box?' he asked, still a slight distance
from her.

'"No,"' she answered, nearing himand hugging his waist.
"W'll switch it off." Their |ips touched.

They had net at a parents' night. She had spent an age

that evening in her bedroom maki ng hersel f presentable.

She always |iked the teachers to know that Sandy's nother
was ni cer than |ocal fol klore would have them believe. M
Wl | ace was quite newto the school then, and quite newto the area.
An outsider, she had thought, a bit Iike herself.

They had got on fanmpusly. It had been a few weeks | ater
however, when they had bunped into each other in Kirkcal dy,
that he had actually asked her if they might go for a

drink sone evening. She had asked himif that were not

rat her irregular, having already decided to go. He had
munbl ed sonething flattering. Yes, it was that neeting that
stayed in her nmind rather than the nore formal first
encounter. She had wondered at the tinme about the propriety
of the thing, but Sandy had not batted an eyelid on

di scovering their attachment. Word spread |like wildfire, of
course, and the town saw it as a bew tchment. She had nade

a school teacher break the silent golden rule. Andy's headnaster
had spoken to himtw ce about it, but as yet the

young man was refusing to give in to any di screet pressure.
He still saw the nother and he still taught the son, and the
town still whispered with hissing venom behind their backs.
Carsden had becone just a little colder since then, but Andy
did not care. He knew that he was infatuated, and he knew
that the infatuation was worth anything, even if it neant
having to resign. Sonetinmes he wondered if the wonman with
the old hair and young face, who could tell so many bitter
tales, really was a witch. Sonetines there seened no ot her
expl anation. Then he woul d becorme rational again and snile
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at his foolishness. Just as he was smling now, sitting with a cup of
coffee in one hand while the other curved agai nst

Mary's back. The radio playing old songs. The new y kindl ed

fire sparking its way into life.

"I had a letter frommny brother this norning,' Mry said.
"He's very interested in you. He likes to take an interest in

what's going on.'

'He's never been back here, has he?' asked Andy, pushing
gently at the tight contours of her spine.

"Not for along tine,' she said.
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Weeds sprouted regally through the growi ng nesh of |awn
around the mansion. They crept, too, along and up the
cracked and flaking walls. Silent, insidious, they col oured
the air with an aroma of rank and abundant decay, and
tinted the house with the hue of disuse.

The mansi on was silent beneath their onslaught, |ike an
exhaust ed and dyi ng el ephant, once mgjestic. Its large
ground-fl oor wi ndows were securely covered by sections of
wood whi ch had dried and noi stened through recurring
seasons, twisting and knotting their sinews |ike those of a
living thing. The upper floor, with its slightly smaller

wi ndows, had shutters too, but parts of these had slipped
and fallen, allow ng areas of glass to appear as targets for an
evening's energetic and restless children. These jagged
edges of glass caught the red of the early evening sun and
seemed to run rust-col oured streaks to the wood beneath

t hem

Peopl e usually averted their eyes fromthis building
whenever they passed, for they felt chilled by the boarded
up wi ndows, by the conplacent and public display of what

was, after all, a slow death. The grand illusion of ownership.

The mansion, built in the late nineteenth century at the
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request of, it was said, aclose friend of the Earl of Wnyss, was best
known for theroleit had pl ayed of hospital. Nolocal knewits conpl ete
history, but it was known that it had

once been Fife's first hospital for the treatnent of tubercul osis,
and nmany patients had entered through its doors for

the prom sed revolutionary treatnments. Its wards had

quickly filled with those admitted by the | ocal doctor and
those fromfurther away who hid in snall private roons and

were visited daily by well-dressed people burdened with

fl owers and boxes of delicate chocolates. Curiously, the
patients thenselves all |ooked the sane: the same pallid

faces and heavy chests, the sane defeated eyes. They woul d

sit all day in front of the |Iarge wi ndows and soak up what
sunshine there was. This was in the early 1900s. Later, with
tubercul osis a nenace of the past, the hospital becane a

hone for shell-shocked war veterans. Cries could be heard

over the growing hamet, the cries of nen for whom war was

still a raging demand on their nightnmares. Later still, the

| ocal doctor noved into the sprawling house, but, finding it
ghost-ridden and difficult to heat, soon nobved out and into a
smal | er house whi ch had once bel onged to one of the local pit
managers. Peopl e knew even then, in the 1960s, that the

town was in sone way preparing for its last stand, and the
mansi on became a synbol of incipient decay and neglect. No

one, it seened, wanted a ghostly house, a |arge danp house,

a ranbling hospital which had once been splashed with

bl ood and bil e and the echoi ng groans of madness and deat h.

So it was that, after countless raids by gangs of children, the
edifice was nailed shut. A local solicitor still held details of
its owner and val ue, should any offer be forthcom ng, but

that was just so nuch dust and fawn-edged paper in sone

| ong-forgotten file. Much of the | ead now gone fromthe roof,
tarpaul i n and pol ythene having taken its place, the nansion

was a soiled relic, a fitting beast to be overl ooking the snoky
town fromits slight and now anachroni stic prom nence, its
quarter-mle of distance.
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But honme still to sone.

Hone al nbst to Sandy, who kicked at the pale yellow

heads of the weeds as he crossed the raging | awn, scraping
mud fromhis shoes on to the grass, hacking out the roots of
purpl e-headed thistles with the heel of his left foot. He
aimed at a dandelion and it swirled into nothingness with a
feathery puff, its seeds scattering on the air towards the
house itself. Sandy felt one strand tickling his nose. He
sneezed and wi ped his nose agai nst the sleeve of his jersey,
having pulled the arm down past the cuff of his jacket. 'CGod
bless,' he said to hinself. He made his way around to the
back of the house. From here he could see across the | ow
wall to the golf course and the countrysi de beyond. Very
occasionally there was noney to be nmade in the sumer by
caddying for those golfers who wanted their friends to see
how af fl uent they were. He would have to keep that in mnd
now that the warner weat her was bringing those types out

of hibernation. The only figures he could see on the course at
present were already wal king away fromthe first tee, and so
had their backs to him He clasped his hands around the

drai npipe, tested it for the strain, and began to clinb, his
shoes scraping hard at the wall for support, kicking off tiny
chi ppi ngs of plaster, exposing even nore of the brickwork
beneath. His cheek grazed the rusting drainpipe. It was cold
and ragged. Wien he | ooked up, the sun tried to blind him
by flashing its light on to the shards of the w ndow above.
Not far to go now, though

The first tine he had clinbed this drainpi pe he had been
petrified, had needed a push from bel ow and the hissed
advi ce not to | ook down. That had been when the house was
a haven for children. They had wandered its corridors, |et
| oose in an adult and sacred environment. They had nade
play of its rooms and its staircase. Now Sandy cli nbed
quickly and skilfully, his legs sliding behind himas he
noved in peristalsis towards the wi ndow | edge. That was

al ways the nost difficult part: at the top he had to swi ng
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towards the sill. H's eyes would be catching side-sw pes of
countryside and he could feel the space beneath himtrying
to pull himdown. H's hand woul d rake across the sill,
pushing at the wooden board until it fell back with a clatter
into the dusty gloom of the house. The slight smell of rmould
caught his throat then, and nmade his heart beat a little nore
strongly. The feet swung out, caught the sill, hung over it,
one hand still grasping the drainpipe while the other

gri pped the wi ndow frane. Then he had to rel ease his hold

on the pipe and heave hinself inside. For a second he would
be hangi ng back into space, his legs threatening to weaken

as they tightened on the sill. Fear as much as anyt hi ng
drove his slow body through those few final inches. His arns
ached from overuse, but he was safe. Looking out he saw

only the vertical drop which would once have made him

dizzy. He replaced the wooden board and was suddenly in a
deep, shadowy hal f-1ight.

He was in a large room whi ch woul d once have been a

ward. The fl oorboards creaked from his unusual pressure

upon them The walls were grey-green, histories alnost in

t hensel ves. The door was closed. He held his breath a little
and turned the handle, then opened the door quickly in

order to have it over and done with. He was in an enpty
corridor. The windows along its length threw substanti al
shadows across his path. He wal ked uneasily al ong the
corridor, past several open doors which, thankfully, let him
peer into their dull interiors to assure himthat nothing was
there. He found hinself, in the end, confronted by a cl osed
door which had to be opened if he was to continue. By now,

t hough, it was nore a gane than anything el se. No surprises
had been pl anned today, and he could rel ax. He opened the
door easily, just as he would have the |iving-room door at
horme, and wal ked into a room whi ch contained two dark
figures who shuffled away from him

Sandy smled at them The man canme forward and ruffled
his hair.
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"And how are you, Sandy boy?' H's voice was cl ear and

deep. It might have been Irish, sounding as if it had been
arranged specially for the occasion, as one would have
arranged a roomin which to receive visitors. Snooth as a
velvet dress, it faded behind himas its owner |eft the room
"Just going to take a | eak.' The door was pulled shut unti
only a gash of crinmson light was left to lend any reality to
t he scene.

There she was, though, crouching |ow by the fireplace, her
arnms stretching down to the floor as she bal anced herself on
her toes. She felt confortable |like that, she had told him
She was a black cat about to strike. Sandy smiled towards
her blurred face, etching her with an inner eye before
approachi ng. He squatted down near her.

"Hello, Rian,' he said. She brushed her hair away from

where it lay across her solemm face. Her eyes seened to cut

t hrough the space between them|like netal through water

He was, as always, affected by her, and he coughed his

nervous little cough and bowed his head to a neditative

sil ence. Bugger you, he thought. |I'Il not speak again till you
do. They sat and awaited the brother's return. Sandy was

about to speak when the door opened behind him

'Hands of f, Sandy. That's ny bl oody sister that you're
manhandl i ng there.' He adjusted his crotch as he entered, as

t hough he really had been urinating. Sandy smiled and the

young man chuckled. 'l know you young | ads,' he conti nued,

"and you're all after just one thing. You won't let up until you
get it. Well not fromny sister you don't.' He chuckl ed again
and Sandy sniled conpliantly. The man was gl anci ng

nervously towards the girl. Sandy knew that for all his

bravado, all the shoul der-punching and joking, Robbie really
feared the girl. It was the fear that he would go too far in his
jokes, in his teasing, the fear that she was nore than she
seened. It appeared to Sandy that this sonehow gave hi man anmount of
power over the brother. He could sit in silent
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nai vety and wait. Wait for all time. H s eyes now sought those of the
girl, but they were not yet to be had.

Robbie |it a candle between them kneeling so as to nake a
triangle of crouched figures.

That's better,' he said. '"It's definitely getting |ighter these
eveni ngs, though, Sandy.' The boy nodded. Robbie, for all his
ways, was only five or so years older than him H's growh of
beard was thin and slow, and his eyes were playful and filled
with a bright |ife still to be lived. Yet he was his sister's
protector, and so was a man. He had been a man al npst
fromthe day R an had been born. Hi s aunt had provided the
feeding of the pair of them it was true, but the small boy
who had wat ched his nother's newly dead face being

covered with a | ace handkerchi ef and who had touched her

col d forehead while sinultaneously hearing the mew ing of

t he new born baby had known at once that he had sonehow
becone his own father, though he could not be allowed to

run away as his father had done so bitterly. Hs sister and
he were inextricably joined by thick bl ood, and he would be a
little soldier, as his Aunt Kitty repeatedly told himto be,
and fend for his sister until the time came for an adult
parting. Thereafter he had held tiny, rubber-bodied Rian in
his arns as gingerly as if she had been a good china pl ate.
He had watched her sup on her bottle, had tipped her over

hi s shoul der and rubbed her soothingly, coaxing her to

| augh, which she sel dom had done. Sonetines, however, she

had nanaged a little soldier's snile back at her brother.

"I was a father at six,' his story to Sandy had begun, 'and
tothis little horror at that!' H's thunb had jerked towards
the faintly smling girl. She had been curled on a bl anket
like a small kitten, Sandy recall ed, and had sucked the edge
of the blanket as though she were still teething. She had
smiled that first tinme, but had said little. He had forced his
eyes to remain trained on Robbie's face, not wishing himto
perceive his own interest in the girl. Only when she had
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spoken had he turned to her, drawing in huge gul ps of her as
if she were water to his thirst.

He had fallen in I ove on that first day, and had known it,
for he had thought about her all the next week at school and
had wal ked often past the mansion hoping for a glinpse of
her. On the follow ng Friday, as had been agreed on that
first day, after that surprise neeting (he had expected to
find nothing but ghosts and nmenories in the old hospital),

he had returned to the room Robbie, drinking froma beer

can and snmoking a cigarette, had noted Sandy's acute
enbarrassnment at even being in the sanme roomas her. He

had | eaned across to the boy and given hima stinging slap
on the thigh, saying, 'Ah, Sandy, Sandy, so you've caught the
fever, eh? Too bad, son, too bad. It happens to the strongest
men when they | ook at Rian, when they see that shining

i nnocence, that know ng | ook, that mystery.' He had risen to
his feet. Hi s eyes were on his sister as she sat on her

bl anket. He had staggered a little, dragging his feet around
the roomwhile the candl e sent grotesque shadows danci ng

on the walls. The too, man. Me too. She caught ne before
anyone el se, before she could wal k even, and only the

t hought of ny . . .' he struggled with | anguage, the mystery
of words he needed but did not know, and frowned,' . . . ny
task, or sonmething - only that know edge, and the drink of

course, keep ne from. . . keep ne sane.' He had | eaned over

his sister, studying her face as if he were a painter, his
words hanging in the snoky air. Sandy had thought it tinme
he was going. H's cheeks were burning. He was full of
guestions and enotions. Robbie had slid silently down the
wall and rested his chin on his chest. She had risen, had
seen himsilently to the window, had allowed himout on to
his | edge before reaching forward to kiss himon the cheek.
Still her face had renmi ned a mask. She m ght have been

ki ssing the minister. He slipped down the pipe uneasily. Hs
heart had been trenbling. It would trenble for a long tine
as the kiss grewin his fertile mnd.
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That had been a full nonth ago. Now Robbi e | ooked on Sandy as part of
the scenario, albeit a noving, trustless
part; the kind of thing a gypsy could appreciate.

"What's it |ike being a gypsy?' had been Sandy's first
guestion to R an. She had shrugged her shoul ders. Robbie
had answered for her.

"If gypsies are outcasts fromtheir own tribe, then they're
shadows in the dark, which is to say usel ess.

Sandy knew that there was a | oneliness in Robbie, and he
could feel his visits bolstering the young man's sense of

pur pose. They were friends of a sort now Rian was not
Sandy's friend, nor could she be. Alarger intent |ay behind
their thin but strengthening bond. It was sonething Robbie

m ght one day find hinself unable to stop. Sandy knew t hat
his relationship with Rian would work inversely to his

relati onship with Robbie, and these were knotted strings

wi th which his ninble fingers but clunsy brain played.
Somet hi ng was unfol di ng, and Sandy shut from his m nd

the notion that its cul mnation would be pain or despair or
frustration. He sinply refused to consider those possibilities.
But he knew. And Robbie knew al so, so that there was

an inevitable tension in his visits: psychol ogical jousting,
with R an | ooking on as inpassively as a fair princess. There
woul d be no favourites in the ganme. Not yet.

Toni ght Robbi e was speaki ng about sone of the day's

i ncidents. Rian had been begging in Craigore, a nearby
town. They had sone cheese and bread if Sandy was hungry,
and a little mlk besides. 'Tinme was,' Robbie was sayi ng,
coul d have gone down to the river and used the water
straight fromit for a pot of tea, but not now Pollution. A
gypsy used to fend well for hinself before all this . . . this
plastic shit.' Sandy studied the beer can in Robbie's hand as
he waved it around. He felt that Robbie's drinking was

frowned upon by Rian. It mght prove a useful weapon in the
fight. He had not accepted a drink from Robbie yet, though

he was keen to, for it was sonething that had to be done at

you
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his age. He had resisted in order to inpress R an, and she

| ooked across at hi m whenever he deni ed hinself as though
she were unusually full of curiosity about him ' Suit
yoursel f,' Robbie would say, and would then finish the
contents of the tin quickly and noisily, smacking his lips in
chal | engi ng satisfaction afterwards. Toni ght Sandy felt like
sayi ng: ' Always enough nmoney for drink, though, eh Robbie?
That woul d have scored points, but it seened unnecessarily
cruel. Sandy said nothing; only listened and hoped that his
princess woul d speak. Robbi e tal ked about the snooker hal

in Craigore. *You can sonetinmes nake a few bob on a gane,

but not often and never much noney. They're tight-fisted in
that town all right. Mean shower. Rotten snooker players
too. Al nost enbarrassing.' He |looked at Rian, then at

Sandy, and crushed the thin beer can with one hand,

rubbing at his nose with the other.

"An itchy nose,' said Sandy. 'My mum says that neans

you're going to conme into noney.' Having said it, he felt
stupid. It seened banal. Robbie's eyes Iit up, however, and
he shook his head vigorously.

"Your numis wong. An itchy pal m nmeans noney. An itchy

nose doesn't nean anything. No, wait a minute. That's not
right. It does mean sonething but | just can't think what.'
He furrowed his brow, put a hand across his eyes like a

m nd-reader. 'My Aunt Kitty used to tell ne about all that
stuff when | was a kid, but |'ve forgotten nmost of it.
Superstitious crap. No,' he shook his head and waved his
hands in the air, 'I've forgotten it. She could hel p, though.
My Aunt Kitty at the caravan.'

' Caravan?' said Sandy.

'Caravan,' said Robbie. 'Wiere the hell did you think we

came fron? We didn't just appear out of thin air, man

Didn't | tell you? Didn't R an? We belong to the tinkers' site
at the foot of Craigie HII.'

' Then why did you nove here?' Robbie hesitated at

Sandy's question. He | ooked over to his sister, then at
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Sandy. Sandy nodded, though he felt that he had only half
the picture. 'Ch,' he said.

*Yes,' Robbie continued, 'we should visit nmy Aunt Kitty
some day.' He again | ooked to Ri an, who suddenly cane
alive.

'She's nmy aunt too! She's not just your aunt!' She stared at
her brother in a rage while he scratched his beard, then she
bl ushed and dropped her eyes. Robbi e chuckl ed.

"Ch?' he said. Well, nmaybe that's sonmething to ask her, after what
happened. Maybe all three of us should go up

there just now and see what Aunt Kitty says to it. | seemto
renmenber her saying sonething |ike "She's no relation of

mne." Isn't that right then, Rian?' The girl was al ready on

her feet. She noved swiftly, and in her novenent Sandy

was attracted to the shape of her body. She slanmed the

door as best she coul d behind her. Robbie hooted | oudly,

smled at Sandy, then turned his eyes to the fl oor and

t hought to hinsel f.

"l suppose | should be going,' said Sandy.

"But you've only just got here!' conplained Robbie, who
seemed genui nely upset.

"Yes, but my mumw Il have ny tea ready. I'mhellish late

for that.' Sandy had a sudden inspiration. 'And | want to ask
her about the itchy nose. Then we can go and see your

auntie. Okay?' For a second Sandy thought that it m ght

have been a mistake to nention this, but Robbie nodded.

"Yes,' he said. 'You do that. WII| you cone back tonorrow?

' Maybe, Robbie.' Sandy was already on his feet.

'"Fine then.'

There was no sign of Rian in the corridor. 'Cheerio,

Sandy,' said Robbie. As the door closed on him he was

hunting in his pockets for a cigarette.

' Cheeri o, Robbie.'



He sat on the window | edge for a long tine. Rian did not
appear. Robbie was whistling in the far room Sandy did not
want Robbie to come out and find himstill sitting there. It
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woul d be too nmuch of an admission of interest in Rian. He

sat for a full count of sixty. The golfers had abandoned the
course. It was too dark now to play, though there was still a
faint red glowin the sky. He reached out for the drainpipe
and shimm ed down, junping the last five feet and feeling

the drop through space thrill in his stomach. He | anded with
a grunt on the lawn. Some jotters had fallen fromhis
satchel. He crouched and replaced them Wen he stood up

she sai d sonet hing behind him

"Don't believe him Sandy. Don't believe anything he says.
There's a streak of badness in him' Her voice was qui et and
sugary. He turned to her and she stepped towards him It

was the easiest thing to just snake his arns around her

wai st. She touched his arnms with her fingers. Her chest was
agai nst his ribcage. She was skinny, thought Sandy. Al skin
and bone really. 'Promise that you won't et himturn you
against ne. Prom se ne, Sandy.' There were tears in her

eyes. She put her head to his shoulder. He felt an erection
swelling and pulled his hips back a little so that she woul d
not feel it. He had been enbarrassed nore than once at

school dances when a girl had noticed his erection during a
sl ow dance and told her friends, who would then giggle at
himfor the rest of the night. He wanted there to be no

nm stakes with R an.

'"Don't get ne wong, Sandy,' she was saying. 'l don't want

to give you the wong inpression. Robbie is nmy brother and |
woul dn't hurt himfor the world, but he's bitter at having

had to | ook after nme all this time. He feels he's | osing out on
life, and yet he won't |eave ne al one because he feels it's his
job to Il ook after ne. There's a junble of things in his head,
but he will try to turn you against nme. | know he will. He's
tried it before.' Sandy wanted to ask her a question then, but
she gave himno opportunity. 'He'll do anything. He'll tel

any lies he wants to. Don't believe them' As he held her

wai st, her hair tickled the backs of his wists. Her hair was

| onger than he had inmagined. It reached down to her wai st
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and beyond. He | ooked down at her cowering head, resting
so easily upon him

"I pronmise,' he said, "if you'll kiss nme.' It was easily said, as
if he were dreaming. He felt like running away or meking a
joke of it, but sonething made himhold his ground. She

| ooked at him and he could feel her eyes as they overwhel ned
him Everything he was, everything he had

deci ded he would be in life, it all went out of the wi ndow in
one easy fall. She kissed him It was a slow, steady Kkiss,
breat hy. She seened at ease, which unnerved Sandy

slightly. He opened his eyes for a peek and saw that hers
were open and rigidly upon him studying himcoldly. He
closed his again quickly. It was as if his nother had found
himto be feigning sleep. Her |ips tasted of soap. He
shrugged of f the conparison and tried to enjoy hinself. He
shoul d have been enjoying hinmself. It should have been
heaven. Later it would seem as though it had been, but the
monent itself was too curious and strained to be anything
other than strange. He accepted its strangeness. He accepted
everything. She breathed in his ear.

'"Ch, Sandy,' she said. Then she pulled away from him

| ooking into his eyes as if uncertain of sonething. Eventually
she forced herself to snmile, and Sandy felt that she was
dependi ng on himfor something profound, sonething

beyond his i mediate grasp. He felt a tiny weight of
responsibility being shifted on to his shoulders. Did Robbie
feel it too, inversely?

He wat ched her as she turned from hi mand began

clinmbing the drainpi pe. She was a snall, brittle-boned

nmonkey. He admired her long arns, the way her feet dug

i nto what purchase the wall would afford. Her hair swung in
rhythmw th her body. Her skirt was flailing too, and
suddenly, as he had not dared to hope, he was | ooking up
inside it. She was calling sonmething to him but it was |ost,
like a distant voice calling across a swelling tide. Up inside
it. The pants soiled but fem nine. The tuft of hair crawing
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frombeneath the cotton. A flush went through his whole

body. He tried to control it. Useless; he had come. Oh Cod,
he had never done that before, not standing up, not in his
denins. Hs legs were as weak as if he had been sw nm ng.

He wat ched the boards appear in the w ndow, covering that
doorway. The house was cl osed again, dark, apparently
lifeless. He trotted gingerly across the |awn and clinbed his

wal | . The wet snell was all around him He would have to
take the qui et way hone, and he hoped that he woul d neet
no one. That kiss. Her saliva was still in his nmouth. It was

turning cold now. He had to get home, had to rush upstairs,
ignoring his nother's call fromthe living room and change
into clean clothes. Perhaps he could have a bath. No, this
was not his regular bath night. The water woul d not be

warm and his nother woul d suspect sonething. He woul d

have to wash his trousers in the bath tonorrow norning

whil e his not her cooked the breakfast. And his pants. Her
pants. That kiss. It went home with him becom ng nore

than it had been at the tine with every step as the

i magi nati on took over. For once he hoped that M Wall ace
woul d be there. That woul d keep his npther occupied while

he ran upstairs. R an. He would watch Robbie. He would

listen closely to any accusation, and woul d chall enge any lie.
Rian was his girlfriend after all. He had to protect her. She
was dependi ng on him
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Dear Mary,

Sorry 1've been so long in replying. The job is as hectic
as ever. That's the only excuse | can offer, and | don't
suppose it's a very good one at that, but | hope you wll
forgive ne as ever! I'mglad to hear that you are w nni ng
t he Adol escent War with young Sandy. G ve himny best

wi shes, will you? He nust be real man-sized by now.

Coul d you maybe send ne a photo of the two of you? | keep
meaning to find a recent photograph of nyself to send on,
but you know what it's like. | think |I've changed a bit
since the last photo | sent you. That was Christnmas 1980
if my nenory serves ne right. O was it '79? The brain
cells have given up the battle! Only the body soldiers
bravely on. There are few new victories. | sit behind ny
desk all day signing ny name to scraps of paper.
Sometines | amallowed out of my chair to wal k around

one of the sites. You would think |I have an inportant job,
huh? Sonmetines | even fool nyself that | do have an

i mportant job. Truth is, I'mno nore than a glorified clerk.
I wish | was out on the sites again, running things out
there rather than in this little box. (Yes, I'mwiting to you
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fromny place of work. This is the conpany's stationery.)
A d Enerson hinself was in to see ne |ast week. That's

the first tinme |1've seen himsince they pronoted nme, which
apparently nmeans that |I'mdoing fine, or at |east naking
no visible botches. Emerson nodded his head a few tinmes
and grunted and then asked if | was getting married yet.
He's been asking nme that for four goddamm years! One day
I"1'l maybe surprise him but | think not. I'ma born
bachel or, | guess, so it's no use you hounding ne to get

hi tched either!

Thi s school teacher guy sounds okay. You have ny

bl essi ng, sis, whatever you decide. | suppose you feel you
have to think of Sandy just now, but he'll soon be flying
the roost hinself. You're only thirty-one, Mary. |n your
last letter you sounded like sonme fifty-year-old. Get out
there and grab sone guy! Enjoy yourself while you're
young. Look at ne, I'mall of thirty-three, still single,
having an okay tinme with ny decreasing band of nmerry
bachel or nen. There are lots of nice nen around, Mary, so

there's no excuse for you. If | could I'd swmthe Atlantic

and marry you nyself .. . but of course | don't have the
time! (Just joking, sis!)

Have you asked Sandy about his coning over to Canada

still

for a holiday this year? | still think it would be a good idea

- and no, I'mnot trying to steal him But maybe he could

strike it lucky here like his Uncle Tomdid. (Ckay, so I'm

no Howard Hughes.) Anyway, it would do himgood to

have a break after his exans. He needs tinme to think over
his future, don't you think? And it would al so give The
Teacher and you sone well-earned tinme by yoursel ves.

Pl ease think it over. For this year only! Super special
of fer. Mich reduced prices. Hell, we're giving the stuff
away. Canada doesn't have an incredi bl e amount going for

it as a holiday centre, but there are parts of it |I'd still

to see nyself, parts |'msure Sandy woul d enjoy. Wy up
north. Renenber | went |unberjacking up that way when
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I first arrived here? What an experience that was. | only
| asted four days! And | prom se to keep Sandy out of

m schief if he comes. You have a bachelor's word on that!
(Wrth a grand total of not much.)

How s the nmoney working out? Don't take any nonsense
fromthat bl oody bank nanager, and pl ease renmenber

that you have ny noney in the account as a standby. |

woul d be really grateful if you would feel that you can
freely use it. | told you. It has been arranged with the
bank for ages. |I'Il never touch that noney, | don't need it,
and |I'msure Mum and Dad woul d have wanted you to

take it. | know they woul d. Pl ease.

Vwell, Mary, |'mbeing allowed out of doors for a breath

of fresh construction-site air in five mnutes, so | better

finish this. It was real nice to get your letter, Mary.

Thanks. And keep t hemcomi ng. Al so, tell Sandy that if he doesn't wite
to ne soon | will do something drastic to him

while he sleeps! And all nmy love to himas well as to your

good, good self. Cosing for now.

Al nmy love, Tom
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The dayti mes gl azed t hrough the rest of the spring, bl owi ng warmwi nds
and the smell of grass into the nostrils of those

still aware enough to appreciate such things. Everything

opened up into the transient sumer. Sandy would rise

early, afraid of oversleeping for his exans. He took them
seriously, and did an hour's revision before breakfast. Then,

| eaving his nother at the door, he would choose a stone to

kick all the way to school .

The exam nation hall was stuffy and full of sniling,

unseri ous contenders. He feared to ook up in case his
attention should be distracted and his cramed nmenory
evaporate entirely. He had been storing rote answers for
weeks. It needed only one of Belly Martin's funny faces to
knock a dozen equations fromhis head. So he kept his eyes

on the desk, though the air near the wood was dank and
overpowering. Here was his school career: scrawls on a
scratched desktop; a rickety chair; a list of multiple-choice
guestions; a one-in-five chance; feet sliding over the dusty
tiled floor. One teacher sat at the front of the hall reading
hi s newspaper. Another stared out of a wi ndow as he paced

the rows of desks. This was it. Everything. It was |udicrous.
Not hi ng about it equated with ten years of schooling. Sandy
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was suddenly gl ad that he had swotted - not that he nmeant to stay on,
but grades mattered. It had been drunmed into himuntil it had seened
as casual a know edge as the gospel stories he had known as a child,
and like themthis new knowl edge - not know edge, but facts pure and
simpl e woul d

be forgotten in tine.

The exami nations weren't too difficult. Between them

there were days of nothing, a tinme to |laze and to taste
freedomand to study the few sentences which constituted a
distillation of several years' teaching. Sandy carried his lists
of inportant sentences and equations around with him He

woul d take a list fromhis pocket and study it at random
nmonents. These nuggets repl aced, for a few weeks, his

col l ection of good stones.

After each exam he was pleasantly surprised to feel hinself drained
and in need of sleep. He would go hone and

doze in the chair until tea-tinme. On waking, he would be
unable to recall many of the exam questions. He woul d

delete fromhis lists the informati on no | onger needed, then
woul d take the exam nation paper from his pocket and

examine it as if it were an alien object. He could not have
answered it. It would not seemthe sane paper that he had

so recently sat. Even the words would be unfamliar. It was
a curious sensation, and one which others experienced. Belly
Martin | aughed at them when they discussed it one day.

"You're fucked then, aren't you? Wen that happens it

neans you haven't been concentrating. You night have
witten anything down. Serves you right, you fucking swots.
What good will it do you when we | eave? There's no jobs
anyway. Wy bot her?'

Belly Martin's stomach sagged obscenely over his wai stband,
and his pudgy fingers would lift leftovers froma

nei ghbour's school -di nner plate straight into his gaping
mout h. Fat boys are usually ridiculed at school, both in
comcs and in reality, but Belly was too ghastly to have even
that fate befall him He was not the archetypal fat boy.

67



I ndeed, Sandy often shuddered when he contenpl ated the

differences. Belly was vicious. He would hug you to himin a
clinch and would crush your face against his chest, snothering

you. His shirt snelled of vinegar, as if he had not washed

for along time. He lied and stole and cheated, and if

confronted by a teacher would retreat into the guise of

typical fat boy - picked on, unloved, unwanted, innocent. To

the frustration of his classmates, it was a part he played to
perfection. He would spread his arns wi de plaintively, and

his eyes and nouth woul d open in astoni shnent, then he

woul d blurt out his controlled acting until the teacher

frowned and | ooked again for a culprit. Belly woul d soon be grinning,
and woul d reach a hand deep i nto his trouser pocket, wigglingit around
until he found sone anci ent paper-covered sweet. This he woul d crunch
into tiny pieces,

still laughing and slavering mld taunts at those who had

i nfformed on him

"Ha! Better luck next time, clipes. Go tell fucking teacher.
Ha!'

Sandy was revolted by the boy and al ways had been. He

seenmed inpervious to pain, either nmental or physical, like a
| umbering di nosaur. That was the frustrating thing. Sandy
tried not to be sitting near himin the exani nation hall
Belly scratched his benmused face with a rasping sound |ike
the unwapping of a difficult toffee and nade |ife unbearabl e
for those around him

Revenges, often colossal in intent, were planned agai nst

him but were never carried through with any degree of

success. Sandy had pl anned several of his own. The sinpl est
was the braining of Belly with an enpty bottle in a dark

all ey. The nobst conpl ex involved pieces of machinery, a

trifle containing ground glass, and a nest of rats. Sandy used
to keep these plans in a stolen jotter in his secret drawer at
hone, but he had guiltily torn themup just before his exans
in case there was a God and it or he or she decided to spite
himwith | ow nmarks. It had been childi sh anyway. Any
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wort hwhil e revenge woul d be sinple and short-w nded. But what? That
was the probl em

After the final exam nation, Econonics, a fewof themwent down to the
park with a carry-out filched fromColin's

father's drinks cabinet. They | eapt what had once been the hot burn
- now a sorry old thing, dehydrated, its clay a raw,

rusty colour - and jogged across the playing field in the
direction of a small pond in the WIlderness. They carried the

cans of warmlager inside their rolled-up jackets. They were

so nearly nen, only weeks away fromthe dole and the free

nmoney that canme with it.

Al'l except Sandy.

"Christmas!' yelled Colin. 'Christ's Mass! Sandy's got to
stay on till Christmas!' As Sandy w ped his danp forehead

he found it inpossibly difficult to envisage snow and bei ng
wrapped up in |ayers of clothes and rushing to the fireside.
It seenmed too |udicrous an idea to have any grounding in the
real world. He becane disorientated, and al nost asked his
conmpanions if they really believed in something as alien as
snow. Then his head cleared a little, just intine for himto
realise that they were crossing the pipeline over the river
He wat ched the others playing at being acrobats as they

wal ked over the slender cylinder, then wal ked across

himsel f, his legs trenbling. They were waiting on the other
side, laughing and pleading with himto fall off. He tried to
smle, but kept |ooking down at the Iong green tendrils of
weed in the water below. Once over, he leapt fromthe pipe

on to crunbly brown earth. It was a good feeling. They

jogged the rest of the way through the field to a pool of algae
covered water. Immediately one of them dark, stripped,

and penis waving like a conedian's wand ran into the pond.

He shrieked, but no one told himto be quiet. They were truly
in the wilds here. No one would hear them shout or |augh or
scream C ark splashed out of the pool, green tapioca
clinging to his white body. He scratched it away with a | ook
of disgust.
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"It's freezing in there,' he said. 'Dare you.' He | ooked
around, but the rest of them were busy opening cans and

catching the foamin their nouths. He wi ped hinself with
his T-shirt. 'Fair shares/ he said, wal king towards them

They lay in the long grass and stared at the sky as if it were

a picture-show. They had bl ades of grass in their nouths. It

was a time for lazing. They had spent their energy fighting

in the pool.

'"The dole in eight weeks,' said Clark. 'l can't believe it."'

"I't would be better if we all had jobs, though,' said Colin.

"Ach, we'll get jobs eventually,' said Mark. W' ve deserved our rest.
Compl ete rest and rel axation. No early rises except when you' ve to sign

on. It's just what the doctor ordered.’

'Ch aye?' said Sandy. 'Seeing the doctor, are you, Mark?
wonder what for?'

The clap if | know him'

"Now, now, |ads. Let's not be too hasty in condeming the
poor sod. Let's condemm himslowy.'

"Ha fucking ha,' said Mrk.

' Any advance on that?' said Sandy.

"But seriously, guys. No nore school! It's like being |let out
of jail after doing thirty years' hard | abour."'

"Now, now, Mark. Renenber one of us has to go back.'

Ch yes. Sorry, Wtchy. | forgot.

"I don't like being called Wtchy, Mrcus.'

"I don't like being called Marcus, Wtchy."'

Sandy stuck a hand up into the air and Mark cl asped it.
They shook. Then there was silence for a tine. Sandy |ay



with his shirt crunpled over his genitalia. They had to be
protected, he had told his friends, as you never knew when
they would come in handy. Sandy worked hard at every
utterance he made in this group. H s jokes were his defence
in a way, and were al so what had first gained himentrance
to the gang. He did not want to |l ose his privilege.
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'Freedom' said Clark. 'It's okay, Sandy. You don't have any exans when

you go back. No work to do. Just sit it out, like you wereinjail in
Monopol y.' Everyone chuckl ed, grass
still wedged between teeth. The sun was too bright. It nade

Sandy's eyes dizzy to look at it. He watched the blood red of
a foetus form whenever he closed his eyelids.

That little shit Belly Martin. It's about tinme sonebody got
him And good, too. G ve himsonething as a souvenir.'

"You're right, Colin. But how?' They thought for a few
nonment s.

"Bring himdown here,' said Sandy, savouring the words as
they forned inside his aching head, 'and throw himin the
pond. Then | eave him naked, wet, lost in the dark, and just
go hone.' Sonebody sat up. Their shadow bl ocked the sun.
Sandy peered up but could not see who it was.

"That's brilliant, Sandy. But how do we capture hin?' said
Col i n.

' Ki dnap hi m sone eveni ng when he | eaves the chip shop,’
said Sandy, closing his eyes again.

'"It's a fine plan,' Cark said lazily.

"A great plan,' said Colin. Everybody agreed. 'So great that
I think we should have a trial run!' Colin was on Sandy

i mredi ately. Sandy gasped, nearly choking on his blade of
grass. He clung with one hand to his shirt while the other
clawed at the earth. Colin was dragging himby the feet
towards the pond. Too |l ate, Sandy released his grip on the
shirt and grabbed for Colin. Wth a splash, he had been
thrown in a senmi-circle right into the pond. He was going
down. It seened incredibly deep, and certainly rmuch deeper
than it had been twenty mnutes before. It was |ike being
tossed into the sea froma helicopter. Sandy turned and
turned. He sucked in some liquid and began spluttering. The
wat er was sour for a second and then was bland, filling his
nmout h, trickling down his resisting throat. It was dark down
there, but he fought against the darkness. H's feet touched
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bottom He pushed hard, and his head rose above the
surface. Soneone was shouti ng.

"By Christ! Here conmes the Loch Ness Monster!

He stood coughing and retching for a m nute. They were
at the edge of the pool and began to help himout. They could
see that sonething quite frightening had just happened.

"Sorry, Sandy,' said Colin, patting his back. "It was just a
joke. Are you all right?" Sandy nodded.

"Fine,' he said. Then, tipping his body slightly forward
over the pool, he brought up a foany concoction of |ager and
| enbnade and al gae and water. The others stood back a
little.

Vell,' said Mark, "we'll not be swimring in there for a
while.'

They | ay down again and were reflective for sone tine.
Sandy stared at the grass and let hinself dry in the hot sun.

He felt fine, but shaky.

"Are you still seeing Shona McKechnie? Mark asked
Colin. This brought an interested glint to every eye: sex.

"Well, lads,' said Colin, '"that's confidential. Hush-hush. |
woul dn't like to say, really.’

' That neans she's chucked himin,' said Cark, hoping it
were true

"Just you keep thinking that, young dark, if you want to.
vell, tell us then, Colin.'

' Ckay, boys. Are you sitting confortably? They shifted
closer to Colin. 'Once upon a tine,' he began, 'there was a
sexy young lad called Colin MLintock. Now, Colin happened

to stunble across a ravishing princess one day. '

"Stunbled is the right word! You were pissed as a fart.'



' Ckay, Mark,' said Colin angrily, 'you tell the story.' But
they poked Mark in the ribs and pleaded with Colin to
continue. 'No nore interruptions then,' he said. 'Now, as |
was saying, this handsone |ad one day nmet a lady at a party,
and the | ady's nane was Shona McKechni e. They enjoyed

one another's conpany, and started necking on the couch.
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He wal ked her honme. Ther e was a passi onat e goodni ght ki ss on her door st ep,
and t hat, thought Colin, was that. But no! It was not to be, ny children.

For, as it turned out, this Shona person had a fiery reputation with
the ol der boys in town. After school, it turned out, she would go up
into the

W derness and cavort with the whole of the Cars gang.

Wird had got around that Shona had the hots for noble

young Colin, and so the Cars, in their infinite stupidity,

decided to scare himaway fromthe princess, a bit like the

Ugly Sisters in "Ci nderella"

"Christ, Colin, you better watch that they're not hiding in
the grass this very mnute. |f they could hear you .

"So,' Colin's voice becane even | ouder, 'the aforenenti oned
Cars gang, being a cowardly bunch of shits, chased poor
Colin for weeks and woul d be waiting for himoutside school,
forcing himto sneak honme by devi ous routes, and they nade
his life hell to the extent that he gave up seei ng Shona,

t hough she still chased himin school. So you see, |ads, he
was in a tight spot. Chased by two fearsone elenents.' Colin
was on his feet now, acting with gusto. Wat could he do?

He did what a nman nust do.'

"Quite right,' said Sandy.

'"He started seeing Shona again, but making certain that it
was kept as secret as was hunmanly possible. He told only his
nmost trusted friends. And, ny nost trusted friends, he is
still seeing her. He is seeing her tonight, he thinks. And he
is regularly getting his nuts fromher.'

"You jammy bastard,' said Mark.

"What's she like then, Colin? asked d ark.

"Princesses are not to be discussed in such terns,' said
Colin, sitting down again. There were groans of dissent.

Sandy knew these games. They were old, and their utility
val ue, as the Econom cs exam woul d have had it, seened to
decrease with each rendition. They all knew what sex was.
They had | earned about it from boys with ol der brothers,
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from gl ossy magazi nes flicked through in public conveniences,
fromtentative dates at parties and school discos. But
probably, despite all their bravado, Colin was the only one of
them who had properly lost his virginity. The rest of them
were left straining on the |leash |ike bug-eyed dogs. Sex for
themwas the toilet at honme or under the sheets with a
handkerchi ef and the m|d queasi ness and guilt afterwards.
The horror that your nother would find or had al ready found
some telltale stain. Not all the boys at school were as

i nnocent. The Cars, the town's gang, were not innocent, but
then they were nostly ol der boys who had already |eft school.

pi cked a new bl ade of grass and chewed it, crushing the sap with his
teeth. He thought of his own princess. Dark gol den ki sses, treasured
like jewel s. He had witten sonme poetry for her, but woul d never |et

her see it. What if she
couldn't read? AIl the better: the poemwas terrible.

Fromthe falling tine you call to ne,
Fromt he youngest tinme you call to ne,
And now we are here,

Shed not a tear,

Fromthe falling tinme.

Your hair is so |long

| feel | could clinb it,

Into a castle where treasure is hidden

Your shape is as secret as the key to that treasure.

WI1l you give ne the key,

For this is a tenpting tine?

He was enbarrassed by it, but he would keep it in his secret
drawer beside the others and the stories he had witten and
hope his nother did not find it. H's friends would | augh at

himif they found out. Al they knew was that he was good at

witing stories and poens when asked to in English by a
t eacher who was goi ng out with his nother.
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He had visited the mansi on one day in every week for a while now.
was waiting for Rian to suggest sonme neeting

in a secret place. She had not yet done so. He had to content
himself with a stolen kiss when Robbie was not around, and

then only if Rian were in the nmood. If not, she would sit with
her face as dark as a coal -box and her arns folded firmy
across her chest. On those days he would talk nore with

Robbi e, and be nore friendly towards him just to spite his
cruel princess.

They were tal ki ng about videos now - about the ones they
had seen lately and the ones they would see when their
parents were out. Sandy thought that he would | eave and go
to the Soda Fountain. M Patterson had promi sed hima
whol e 1 ot of chocol ates when he had finished his exanms. But
Sandy did not eat many sweets these days. Their taste was
debilitating. It slowed himdown, naking his insides al
sugary and nunb. He preferred fruit. He would visit the
fruit shop. But then he was being asked a question.

"VWhat about you, Sandy? You never had a dad, did you? |

mean, you never knew who your dad was?' They were

tal ki ng about sonmeone whose father had di ed suddenly. Now
they had directed the conversation towards him He | ooked

at the serious faces and the acne and the thin, pallid bodies.

"No,' he said, 'l never knew.'

'Did you ever try to find out? Didn't you ever ask your
munf'

Il\b.‘

How coul d he have done that? It had taken tine to

di scover that children ought to have a father. By the tine he
found out, he had beconme sad for his nmother. How could he

have asked her such a personal and unnecessary question?

Oten, though, he had thought of asking her. He knew sone

of the runmpurs which had been currency when he was a

child. It was his Uncle Tom who had then quickly scar pered.

It was the Devil hinmself, and his nbother was a witch

after all. It was one of his Uncle Toms friends. It was a fairy

He
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king. Wuld she tell himif he asked? Perhaps she woul d,
now that he had grown up, but what did it matter? It was a
monent's curiosity every few nonths. It was nothing.

"What's it |ike then, not having a dad?

"It's not like anything really. It's not very different.'

'How can you know if you've never had one in the first
pl ace?' Colin was good at arguing. Sandy was forced to shrug
hi s shoul ders.

"Well, it doesn't seemany different,' he said. 'Am|
different fromyou?

"Well, you're witchy for a start,' said dark, |aughing.

"I'"d put a spell on you if |I was,' said Sandy. 'I'd change you from
afrog.' They all laughed at that. Sandy felt saf e agai n. He was t enpt ed
to visit the mansion, but he knew that it would probably be enpty at
this time of the day. It was

tenpting, too, to visit the gypsy encanpnent at Craigie Hll.

It would only take ten minutes fromthe Soda Fountain. The

wi nd was beginning to blow a bit anyway. They could not lie

here for nuch | onger. Sandy pressed a finger down on to sone

of his goosebunps. They flattened for a second, then swell ed.

The dark strands of hair on his arms stood on end when he

shivered, like the sea rolling up to the esplanade in Kirkcal dy.

"Wy don't we go to Kirkcal dy?' he suggest ed.

'"No noney,' said dark. Colin and Mark nodded.

"Wll, let's arrange a trip for when we have noney. To
celebrate the end of the exams. W can go to the Harbour
Tavern. Dicky Preston says they serve you in there even if
you' re underage. He says it's easy.

'Ckay,' said Colin. The others were noddi ng. 'That sounds
fine. We'll need a good bit of cash, though, so start hunting
t hrough your nmumis purse and | ooking in your dad's

pockets. Ckay?'

' Magi ¢’
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The cenmetery sat at the top of The Brae. It was quite |arge,
spraw ing with the headstones of mning accidents and

many ot her | ess newsworthy deaths. Matty Duncan was

buried here in an untended but often visited corner. Mary
passed this corner, and gl anced at the gravestone. If he
hadn't died, it would have been ny father

The cemetery contai ned nost of Mary's famly. A lot of

pl ots had gone untended for too |ong, and yellowflowering
weeds were begi nning to nmake serious inroads, giving the
pl ace a rank, lush | ook and a constant pungency resenbling
t hat of urine.

Mary stooped over one or two graves on her way to her
parents' plot, and pulled up sone of the silent, stubborn
weeds. Seldomdid they come up at the roots. Mary knew
that hers was nmerely tenporary surgery.

Her parents' tonbstone gleaned still. In a few years it

woul d |l ose its shine, but not yet. The letters were dull gold
and indented clearly. Mary squatted by the graveside and

pl aced her posy of flowers on the grass. She lifted the two
glass jars fromeither side of the tonbstone. There were
partly withered stalks in one. The other was enpty,

soneone having taken the flowers she had placed in it so
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delicately | ast week. She said nothing and thought not hing,
just wal ked with both jars over to a small hut beside which
stood a bin and a col d-wat er standpi pe. She enptied the
stalks into the bin where they | anded on top of other matted
and decayi ng vegetation, and rinsed out both jars under the
tap before filling them The icy water lingered on her hands,
freezing them sending all feeling to sone foreign region.
She bl ew on her fingers, trying to warmthem as she carried
the jars over to the graveside, her parents, and the snal
tribute of flowers.

Havi ng placed the jars in their original positions, narked

by the greener grass beneath each, Mary nade herself confortable on
the slightly danp ground at the foot of the grave and snil ed. She had
not smled for a long tine. She seened to be studying the plot, just
as she woul d have

studied a work of careful enbroidery. Wen she was

satisfied with the arrangenent of the gravesi de, she began

to speak in a soft, respectful voice

Cl ouds noved overhead with a regal gait befitting the

cal mafternoon. Crows were arguing in the distance, probably in the
trees of the kirkyard. She told this to her nother.

Her nother was interested in details and in the kind of day
it happened to be, in the sights and sounds from which she
had been bani shed. Mary's nother had been a nature-I|over

all her years, taking the children out for |ong rambles on
Sunday afternoons, summer eveni ngs, and school holi days.
She would point out wild flowers and trees to her two
children, telling themthe nanes of each and naki ng t hem
repeat these names so that they would renmenber. Then,

later in the wal k she woul d suddenly ask, 'Wat was that
call ed again?', pointing to sonething, and when they
shouted out the answer she woul d chuckl e and say that they
seenmed to have | earned nore that day than in a whole

week' s school i ng.

They woul d | augh together and rush down the steep hil
hand i n hand and shrieking, collapsing eventually into the
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sofa at honme, the sweat on their brows |inking theminexorably to the
day' s events, making themgrin and gl ance at the father who pretended
not to mnd being excluded from

t heir group.

Those were days of near innocence, days which all too soon
had becone irretrievably the past. She never tal ked with her
dead not her about the day when she had been thrown into

the hot burn, or about the days that followed. Those tinmes
sat in crouched silence in Mary's nind, grinning rictus-1like
and festering.

She spoke with her nother of flowers and brooks and
country wal ks, of a |and which m ght once have existed but
was now no nore. Her father |listened in silence, doubtless
i npressed by their relationship, sisters nore than nother
and daughter, sharing their thoughts and their vision like
girls tucked beneath the bedclothes in a darkened room Her
father would nod and |isten, but nake no comment ot her

than to grunt when spoken to. He seened further away than
her nother, and Mary knew the reason why. H's face had

vani shed from her nmenory, |eaving only the vague outline of
a shuffling, heavy man with a pi pe clanped between his
teeth. But Mary knew her nother's face better than she
knew her own. It was ki ndness and russet cheeks and a cold
conpress on a headache. It was love. It was |ove that she
tal ked to now as she sat by the cool graveside and stroked
the bristles of grass as if they were | ong weavings of hair.

Bl ushing like a schoolgirl, she told her nother about
Andy.

Tes, Mum he's lovely. He really cares for ne. He's al ways
doing little things like bringing me chocol ates or flowers.

Li ke an ol d-fashioned suitor in a way. He has a car and we

go out into the country sonetines to little pubs and
interesting places. People ook at us as if we were man and

wi fe.' She paused. '| think naybe one day we will be. Sandy's
still growi ng, though he says he isn't. He's sitting his exans
at school just now. He's been swotting for weeks. He cones
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hone exhausted. M nd you, he's still quite a |laddie. He's out
till all hours sone nights. No, |I'mbeing strict enough with
him Mm but you have to give thema bit of freedomthese
days or they go off the rails. He never gets into trouble. |
think he's got hinself a girlfriend. He blushes like a
schoolgirl when | ask him' She chuckled. 'I don't know who
it is yet. |I just hope it's soneone nice and not one of those
tarty young things that hang around down the street. But |

thi nk Sandy's got enough sense not to get into trouble in
that respect.'

She was silent for a few noments. The crows conti nued

their di alogue. Snaller birds began bickering i n sone bushes near by.
"The birds arefairly singingtoday, Mum | can't really tell what ki nds
of bird. There are crows and sparrows, of course, but goodness knows
what el se. You

woul d know themall. |'ve forgotten all those bird-songs that

you taught Tom and ne. Tomis fine, by the way. | had a

letter fromhimrecently. Have | seen you since? | forget. My
menory seens to be going a bit haywi re these days. Sandy's

| eavi ng school. He's adamant about that. | wonder what he'l

do with hinself. If you were here, Mum he'd listen to your

advice. He takes little or no notice of his own mum

| ndependent as anything, and still only fifteen. Fifteen,
Mum ' She paused as if listening to sonething. 'Yes, Mim it
has been the ruin of me. But | |ove ny Sandy and | woul dn't

not have had him | can't think of such a thing. Wat do you

t hi nk, Dad? What do you think?' She was weepi ng now. She

rose to her feet and, drying her eyes on a delicate handkerchi ef,
wal ked quickly fromthe grave. The flowers in their

jars trenmbled in the slight breeze.

As Mary left the cenetery, she saw George Patterson
toiling up The Brae. She took to her heels and ran, dodging
into the housing schenme so as not to be seen by him

M Patterson was going home for lunch. He had shut the
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Soda Fountain at half past one, aware that young Sandy was not goi ng
to showup after his exam It was a beautiful afternoon and quiet. He
was glad of the fresh air. The shop

was a tonb as far as he was concerned. He was selling | ess than ever,
whi ch nmeant smaller profits, but nore inportantly

fewer customers with whomto while away the tine.

Ceorge Patterson was in his fifties and was waiting to die. It

was a slow process. He ate packets of sweets and snoked

cigarettes and drank himself silly in isolation, but still he
could not die. Perhaps this hill would do the trick

Ceorge Patterson wanted to di e because he could not see
that it could be worse than living. He went to church
sometines, but no longer believed in God. It made it easier
for himto want to die. All he wanted was not to exist. That
he was liked in the town only nmade it harder. He wanted to
be hated, but people would not |let himbe hated. Wat was
worse, he would not et hinself be hated. Wien he net
peopl e, he would feel a smle appearing on his face, though
he willed hinself to frown, to hurl abuse. He found hinself
forced to nake noble gestures, all the tinme hating hinself,
all the tine aware of the grossest hypocrisy.

M Patterson was a bachelor. He lived alone in a snal

house in Cardell, on the outskirts of town. He read |ots of
magazi nes and newspapers there and |listened to the radio.
He had no pets. He had no housekeeper. He tidied the house
hinsel f and did his own washing and ironing. He was portly
from having eaten too many sweets during his lifetine, but
was not entirely unfit. That he was al so bald and ruddy
faced nmerely added to the endearnent others felt towards
him He hated it all. This world was a nockery, and human
bei ngs were nockeries of life. Another flood was needed, if
there had been a first, a flood to wash away all the debris, to
| eave only a handful of starry-eyed children and the few
good peopl e who had to exist sonewhere. CGeorge Patterson
woul d have prayed for that, had he still believed in God
Bei ng an unbeliever, he nerely thought about it.
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He sweated his way towards his shaded house and hoped

that the pain in his side would not intensify. He passed the
old mnister, or rather he nade to pass him The minister,
as always, stopped to speak with one of his respected and
respectabl e parishioners. One, adnittedly, who was not seen
at church as regularly as mght have been expected, but who
nevert hel ess showed the true Christian spirit.

"Alovely afternoon, M Patterson. |Is this you just getting
honme for |unch?

Tes, M Davidson, I'mafraid so.' M Patterson |oathed
hinself for his newly arranged snile and sinpering tone. He
came to a halt beside the old man with the cherub's face and
the silver hairs curling fromhis nostrils telling everyone
that he was a man of God but a hard man too, a nman one

could deal with realistically.

"And how is the sugar trade, M Patterson? Are you still
corrupting our youth with your tooth-rot?" There was a smle
on the old man's face, but his gaze was honest enough. M
Patterson | aughed uneasily.

'Everyone has their little sin, M Davidson. |I'm not saying
that sweets aren't bad for you, but there are other pleasures
a lot worse.' The minister |aughed heartily.

"True, very true, but it's a weak defence if defence it is. |
woul d agree that there are degrees of tenptation. | amoften
tenpted by a dram now and then, but would certainly

consider the yielding to such as sonething | ess hei nous than
being tenpted to commit a crine and carrying through the

act. But look at it another way. You are selling sonething
you know to be bad ...’

And so are you, old man, thought M Patterson in an evil
nonent, so are you

' so does that nmamke you the better man?' M Patterson,
lost in his thoughts, had mi ssed sone part of the minister's
argurment vital to its understanding. He smiled and shook

hi s head.

"You' ve got nme beat there, M Davidson. What do you want
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me to do? Sell my Iivelihood? The m ni ster | aughed and shook hi s head.
He t ook George Patterson's hand and patted it lightly. H s clasp was
soft and dry.

"Indeed no, Ceorge, | was only joking with you. You better

away and get your lunch now. Don't be disheartened by the

j abberings of an old man. WIIl we see you in church again
soon?' The nminister's eyes suddenly stopped their survey of

t he houses around them and concentrated thensel ves on

those of M Patterson, who felt the blood tingling responsively
in his cheeks.

*Yes indeed,' he said as keenly as he could, 'probably this
weekend in fact. |'ve been rather busy, you see . . .' This tine
the minister patted his shoul der.

'"No need for excuses, George. Only too glad to have you
come when you can manage. | |l ook forward to seeing you
Maybe |1'Il drop in for sonme of your pandrops sonetine.'

'Pl ease do,' said M Patterson, wal king away. O d bugger

he thought to hinself. He'll want themon the house if he
does. Still, the old mnister wasn't a bad sort. Quite w cked
in his owmn way, always berating people for their occupations
or preoccupations or sins of indulgence. He was in a right
nest of vipers here. Carsden stank of corruption. M

Patterson renmenbered it as it had been, or at |east had
seened, when he had been young. Tines had been hard, yes,

but the peopl e had been honest and generous. People, after
all, were all that towns had going for them M Patterson

had fallen as far as anyone, and further than nmany. No one
knew the sins he had conmtted. People thought himthe

salt of the earth. He smled bitterly as he wal ked the rest of
the way horme. If only he could die. He could not comnit
suicide: he was too much of a coward for that. He wanted needed
- to die naturally, but quickly. Let himdie quickly.

The very next norning, M Patterson |earned fromhis

first custonmer that the old mnister had died in his sleep. He
shook his head in disbelief. So this was the world. The bitter
irony overtook any idea of inmediate nourning. It was as if
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a mal evol ent creator had decided to show hi m sonet hi ng of
its truly inpersonal power. He stood behind the old wooden
counter all day and heard nothing but good spoken of the
man. He di pped his hand into many glass jars of col oured
sweets and guiltily filled nmany paper bags. No one bought
pandrops. Pandrops were for the kirk on a Sunday.

Sandy cane in at four o' clock for a haircut. M Patterson

was silent much of the time, forgetting about the sweets he

had prom sed the boy. He nade a good job of his fringe,

however. Afterwards, Sandy asked for a quarter of pandrops

for his nother. M Patterson stared hard at him It was |ike staring
at hi s own consci ence nagni fi ed many ti nes. He shoul d have sai d sonet hi ng
nore to the old man. Too | ate now, too | ate. He shoul d have sai d much

much nmore to the old minister. He gave Sandy the mints and woul d not
t ake

t he proffered noney.
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For over a week he had not seen her. It was |ike sonething
ghawi ng inside his stomach. He thought that he m ght have

an ul cer or something, but did nothing about it, afraid that it
woul d be true. He sat in his bedroom much of the time and scribbl ed
on pieces of paper and in old jotters. He read a | ot

of books fromthe library. Wien his nother told himoff

mldly for sitting i ndoors when it was so warm outsi de, he
woul d silently pick up his books and switch off his record

pl ayer and trot downstairs. He would sit sullenly on the
doorstep with a book held close to his face while his nother
wat ched his protest in nmounting frustration. He was becom ng

a zonbie to her. She was worried, naturally, but could

think of no way to ask himwhat the trouble was w thout

hi m cl ammi ng up even nore than he already had. She again

wi shed that her nother was alive. She wi shed that she

hersel f had been a stronger nother when Sandy was

growi ng up. She wi shed a lot of things. Then she woul d get

on with her housework.

Sandy sat on the step. He boiled like an egg in a
simrering pan. It was an unpl easant heat. It made him
tired and unable to think. He had to squint at his book
because of the sun, and that gave hima headache. He coul d
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not win. He was reading a quite funny Anerican novel. He
guffawed at a few of the jokes. That was as far as a | augh
could force itself fromhis body. He thought about R an. He
fant asi sed about her, and always in his fantasies she was
not the Ri an he knew but sone wilder, nore aninal figure.
She bit and scratched and conni ved. Robbie | ooked over her
shoul der into Sandy's face as Sandy pulled her to the ground
and she | aughed. These i mages scared him and nade him
uneasy about the true relationship between sister and
brother (he renmenbered the runmours about his own nother

and her brother), but at the sane tine he was gloriously in
love with the new version of Rian, a girl who would know

t hi ngs he needed to know and who woul d teach himthe

rul es of new games. She pulled on his hair as she twisted his
face towards hers. He chanped like a tethered horse to go to
the mansion. H's exans had kept himaway at first, and

then he had been nade to visit an ill and very old grandaunt
in Leven. He m ght have gone today, but sonething

hel d hi m back - the self-inposed tether. Tonorrow he was
going to Kirkcaldy on the expedition planned a few days ago.
He had taken sonme noney out of his small bank account for

t hat .

Hi s not her brought hima glass of |enonade, though he
had not asked for it. She placed it on the doorstep, while his
body tensed.

'There you are,' she said. He stared at his book. He

t hought for a second of ignoring the glass, of not drinking it.
She was al ways doing things like that for him Then he gave

in.

' Thanks, Mum' he said, listening to the ice-cubes tinkling
as he lifted the glass. His nother was smling as she stepped
back into the kitchen. She thought that perhaps a small
victory had been won.

Sandy sipped the sweet drink and felt his teeth going

grainy i mediately. Plaque, that was the eneny. He did not
want false teeth. He tried drinking without letting the liquid
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linger in his nouth, and coughed when sone fizz went up his nose. He
exam ned his breath by breathing out through his nmouth and then in
t hrough his nose very quickly. His breath did not snell too bad. He
had sone spots, though. He would

have to start shaving soon, and then his spots would get

wor se. Thankfully, he did not have any trouble with his hair.

It was dry and thick. It never ran to grease like Colin's or

Belly Martin's, which was a nmiracle considering the anmunt

of chips he ate. He had read in a girls' nagazine at schoo

about the causes of acne: fatty substances, sweets, not

washi ng properly. The same things did for the hair too,

apparently. He washed often, yet whenever he scratched

with his fingernails across his face he would find grey grine
beneath the nails. This he would scrape out with the edge of

a tooth and spit on to the ground. He would | ook in the

mrror. He would | ook sparkling clean. He would scrape his

nose with a fingernail. There would be dirt beneath the nai

again. It astonished him How did R an wash? Did she ever?

She did not snell, except for the sweetish snell of grass, so

he supposed that she did. Perhaps down at the edge of the

river, or fromthe stand-pipe at the golf course. Yes, that

seemed obvious. Then it struck him she must wash either

early in the morning or else late at night so as not to be seen.
Soneone hiding in the gorse could watch her, could neet

her .

Coul d wat ch her washi ng.

Anot her fantasy revolved in the hot sun, and in it R an

was the Rian he hoped for, and Robbi e was nowhere to be
seen. He left his book and his | enonade and returned to his
room

Mary lifted a stool out of the kitchen and on to the doorstep.
She flopped down on it and rai sed her head towards the sun.
She cl osed her eyes and felt the rays on her skin, burning
and tingling and soothing. She opened her eyes and | ooked
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at the garden. It was in need of some work. She woul d ask
Sandy, but not now, would tenpt himwi th a pound. She

used to give himthreepence to go to the corner shop. That

was a while ago now. Her nother had tenpted himwth

bi scuits and bread and butter and gooey strawberry jam

Ti mes changed. It was a phrase overused but true. Tines
changed and peopl e changed with them She could have

done with a man around the place when Sandy was younger,
someone who woul d have taken himfishing or for |ong

wal ks. Too late for that now. Now she needed a nman for

hersel f, alone as she would be in a year or two. It frightened
her, but if Andy stayed it would be fine. It woul d be heaven. Tomwas
right: she needed a good man and she wasn't so ol d. The ol der you got
the nore you needed themin sone

respects. She smiled but the snile quickly disappeared, |ike

a young animal in strange territory. Poor old M Davidson

had di ed, and himsuch a fit-1ooking nan usually. He had

been good to her, had listened to her in the very worst tines.
He had given her the Church as a solid rock of fresh life, and
she had clung to it ever since with the frantic scratching
fingers of one who is near to |osing her balance and falling
off. To hell with the sneering congregation. She spoke to her
God.

The Church mi xed uneasily with sonme of the ideas handed

down to her by her nother and her nother's mother, but she
hel d both sets of beliefs dearly and would part wth neither.
Sandy had no religious sense at all. It saddened her. He had
reneged on going to church when he was twel ve and had not
gone since except to weddi ngs and funerals. Wen Mry

| ooked around her on a Sunday she could see why. The pews
were quarter full, and then with predom nantly elderly
peopl e: the wonen in their ageing Sunday coats and 1950s
hats; the nmen nmouthing the hyms while their w ves sang
shakily. It was a drab spectacle. There were only a few
young peopl e dotted around. The young nen sang lustily.
Their cheeks were ruddy with righteousness. Sone of them
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woul d gl ance at her bitterly. NowM Davi dson was dead. WWho woul d r epl ace
hi n? Sonmeone younger, certainly, and

someone who, being young, woul d please the ol der churchgoers

less. If the congregation grew any smaller it would be
enbar r assi ng.

It was a good day for a wal k, but Mary knew that Sandy

woul d not go with her, and a wal k by herself was a |lonely
thing. Andy had prom sed to drop by in the afternoon, school
drawing to a close for the sumrer, and take her out.

Per haps he coul d be persuaded to go wal ki ng. They woul d

have to drive sone distance fromthe town before it would be
possible for themto wal k together w thout enbarrassnent,

wi t hout the whispers and stares fromthe wonmen in their

| ong ol d-fashi oned coats, bags hanging heavily fromtheir
arms. They would have to drive into the country, way out by
Ki nross. A car made all things possible, even escape. She
woul d take a bath after lunch in case she had been sweati ng.
The lavatory flushed upstairs. The pipes gurgled and the
liquid ran into the underground system of sewers. There

were countries worse than Scotland. If only lives could be
made better through decent plunbing and housing. But life
wasn't quite that sinple, nor was it as concrete. Di g beneath
the surface and you would not find a system of pipes and
taps to be switched on and off; you would find, rather, wld
depths, guilty feelings, an ever-changi ng geography. Mary
shivered a little as a wind bl ew across her fromthe garden.
Goosebunps appeared on her bare arns. She heard Sandy
paddi ng about upstairs and decided to go in herself.

"What do you fancy for lunch, Sandy? There's sonme cold
meat and salad. |Is that okay?' This she shouted fromthe
bottom of the stairwell. She heard his reply fromthe

di stance of his room

"Fine, Mum Whatever you like.' She knew fromthe tone

that he felt she was intruding again, calling on himnerely
as a pretext to find out what he was up to. She did not care
what he was up to.
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"I''"l'l leave everything on the table then, and you can hel p yourself
when you feel hungry.' She waited. 'Okay?'

'"Fine, Mum'

If only she could understand him |f only he would open
hinmself to her. Tomsaid in his letters that it was an
adol escent thing. Everybody went through it. But who was
Tomto know about that? He had never had to bring up a
child.

'Have you witten that letter to Uncle Tomyet, Sandy?

"Not yet,' he answered inpatiently. "I'Il do it this afternoon.’
Sandy

had deci ded that he did not want to go to Canada, not this year. His
not her had been nmildly surprised by his rapid, unshakeabl e deci si on.
' Maybe next year,' he had said at the dinner table that evening. She
had not pressed him

for a reason, but he had given her one anyway. 'My pals,' he

had said, '"this is maybe ny | ast chance to see them before

they all go off to get jobs and get married. They're all talking
about noving away, so |I'd like to spend the sunmer just

seeing them' H s nother had nodded in silence and sipped

her tea. Rian, he had been thinking, |I'mnot giving up Rian.

Not when | can feel that she's so close. Maybe one day he

could take her to Canada. Besides, it was true that he

wanted to see Mark, Cark and Colin as nmuch as possible.

They had been good friends, and they woul d soon be | eaving.

The summer holiday pronmised |ots of adventures together.

Ki rkcal dy. Edi nburgh. Football. Fishing. Rian. It would be a

great summer.

Sandy sat in his bedroom and thought about the mnister

dyi ng and whether there was a God or not. He thought that

it must be good to die believing that there was sonething
after death. To have no belief was as scary a thing as he
could think of. He considered the possibility of an afterlife.
The idea of Heaven, of pearly gates and angels wi th harps,
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was unt hi nkable. But then what if that idea were nerely a
simplification, an anal ogy, because the idea of an afterlife
proper was too difficult to explain? That night make sense.
Sandy did not want to die, but death was around him at

every nonent. A vague friend had died in a car crash ten
nont hs before. Sometinmes his sides ached for no reason and
he lay in bed thinking that he was about to die. He did not
want to go to church and pray and sing hyms, but it would
be good to believe in life after death, Iife of any kind. The old
m ni ster had seened a happy man. He had spoken with

Sandy whenever he had net him He had shaken his hand
inafirm dry grip, had patted his shoul der like M
Patterson and had offered words of advice on things Sandy

at the tinme had thought the man could know nothing of, Iike
growi ng up, and being a scapegoat, and the like. Yet his
smle had al ways been sincere and only a little patronising.
What i f he had known t hi ngs Sandy had not? What i f he knew rather than
simply believed? How could Sandy find

out? There was no way. The old mnister was dead. Then he
had an idea. He knelt beside his bed, having first wedged a
chair agai nst the bedroom door, and began to whi sper.

"Ch Lord, if there is an afterlife, if there is sonething after
we die, then let the nmnister, M Davidson, talk to nme. Let
himcone to me when |'mdreaning, or better still while I'm

wi de awake, and let himshow ne that there's an afterlife. I|f
you do this, God, then | will believe in you and will go to
church with ny nother and suchlike. Amen.' He opened his

eyes. He was a sinner, so nmaybe not hi ng woul d happen. But

t hen, he thought, all the nore reason for God to want to save
hi m

He would not visit Rian that evening and so woul d show

his sincerity to any God that night be around. He reached
under his bed, beneath the carpet, and pulled out one of his
smal | collection of sex magazines. Deliberately, he tore it in
hal f, then in half again. He rose fromhis floor and gazed out
of the window. He saw a car pass. He saw a | anp-post. He
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saw the wastel and that stretched to the site of the old nine.
He saw nothing that resenbl ed God, and nothing that

| ooked as if any hand of God had ever passed over it. He
frowned. Was it all a trick? Should he go to the mansion
anyway? No, he would stay put. He wondered if his nother
would like to go for a walk up Craigie Hill. He left his room
and started downstairs.
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The al arm woke Sandy at seven thirty the next norning. He
thrust a hand from beneath the bedcl ot hes and brought the
clock into bed with him funbling to switch the bl oody thing
off. He stuffed it under his pillowand let it run down to a
mechani cal not hi ngness, then he drifted back into his

dream |t was not a dream about M Davidson. It was a

dream about Rian, a lengthy narrative dream He was

nearly sound asl eep when he realised that this was the day
they were all going to Kirkcaldy. He threw back the covers
and, peeling open his eyes, sw velled out of bed.

Andy Wl |l ace washed his car. Hi s neighbours were just
beginning to | eave their homes for Saturday shopping trips.
The sun was cool, but the sky prom sed a good day. Andy
soaped the car's roof. Blinps of paint showed here and there
where the rust was aching to break through. The car was a
weck, but it was all he could afford. If he coaxed it, and
spoke nicely to it, it usually choked itself into sonme kind of
life. H s next-door neighbour smiled as she passed, an enpty
canvas shopping-bag tied to each of her hands. Her snal

son wal ked di sconsolately a few feet behind her.
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'"But ne want sweeties,' he npaned.

"I know what you'll get,' his nother warned.
Andy studi ed her back. She was young, still in her
twenties, and her body was in good health. But, |ike al

worren in Carsden it seemed, her voice was coarse and she

had no dress sense. Her jeans were tight, but not tight

enough in the right places, and her high-heel ed shoes nade

her wobbl e al ong the pavenent. Her son appeared to be

wearing grubby cast-offs. H's shoes scraped the ground like

flints. Andy watched the boy watching him and turned his
attention back to the car. Her husband was a tel evi si on engi neer. He
was a gruff young man whose voi ce was often rai sed when at hone. Andy
hat ed usi ng hi s own | i vi ng roombecause of t he noi se f romhi s nei ghbours'.
Their tel evision set was kept loud, Iifting any conversationwithit.
The

transi stor radi o, the vacuumcl eaner, the wails of the child.

Andy preferred to use the small spare bedroom which he had

turned into a sort of confortable working office. Alot of his
books were kept there, as were desk, chair, typewiter, and

two extra speakers connected to the stereo in the living

room He was planning to decorate the house during the

I ong holiday. Not that it |ooked bad as it stood, but there was
somet hi ng queasy about living with soneone el se's col our

schene.

The house itself had been a snip at twelve thou, the
buil di ng society pleased to | end himthe necessary noney,
but it had been a mistake. He shoul d have noved sonewhere
with a bit of privacy, somewhere out in the country.

Still, you took jobs where you could find them and ditto
houses. This was the first house that he had actually owned.
During his tine at university he had stayed in rented flats
and bedsits, and in his last school he had lived in a
horrendous bed- and- br eakfast establishment with no freedom
what soever, his | andl ady bei ng one of those Sunday

spi nsters who would be found loitering outside his room and
woul d go into the bathroomafter himto check for any
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m sdemeanour. Andy had often consi dered | eavi ng sonet hing nasty for
her to find, but she had been a good soul i n some respects, al ways gi vi ng
hi ma speci al breakfast, and di d not warrant such m schief. At a party
once, when he had been an under gr aduat e, sone st udent vet s f r omEdi nbur gh
had arrived with a sack. Later, a fenmale screamfromthe

bat hroom had rung out. The stiffened corpse of an Al satian

dog was found sitting in the bath, a cigarette dangling from

its nouth, reeking of fornmal dehyde. It had been a good joke

for those drunk enough to appreciate it at the time, but then

it had not been Andy's bat hroom

Those had been good days, dead dogs aside. Onlythirty now, hewas feeling
that it was downhill all the way

neverthel ess. Mary brightened his life to an extent, but

soneti nes, when soul ful, he would think that he was

getting old and had not hing before himbut the schoolteacher's
life of Sisyphus. He wat ched t he process unfol d before him Wen gi ven
a class of thirteen-year-olds, fresh enough fromprimary school, there
was still a spark there,

both of creative drive and of trust. As the years grew with

them however, the m strust fornmed, the interest died, and

the values - debilitating honely values - of the parents and

el ders took over, dragging themdown into safe mediocrity.

He saw sonme of them occasionally after they had finished

with their schooling. Other teachers, friends, said that it

was the mark of a good teacher that his or her kids kept

com ng back for a chat. If that were true, then he was a good
teacher. He could certainly feel the distaste of sonme of the
school 's ol der, disciplinarian teachers towards him

"It doesn't pay, M Wallace, to becone too famliar with

the children, or at least to be seen to be familiar with them
It causes unrest, a breaking down of the authority by which
we keep themin check.' That fromthe assistant headmaster

a stocky, balding man who had won sone kind of

nedal in the Second Wrld War and wore it to church on
Sundays and who terrorised the children by show ng them
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what he could do with his tawse to a stick of chalk. It was
pathetic. It was worse than that. Authority could have no

hol d over ninety per cent of the kids. Wth the belt now

banned, the disciplinarians saw chaos descendi ng and had

nothing to fall back on, too late to nake friends with their
pupils. The pupils these days were definitely out to break

weak teachers. It was a war, but one which could be won, to a

| arge extent, through arbitration. There had to be tal king. He

was not |ike George McNair, the History naster, who chall enged
unruly pupils to fights after school on the playing field

behi nd the mai n building. That was one way to earn respect, but what
price failure? One day McNai r woul d be beaten i n one of his bouts. Were
woul d he stand then? He had put hinself up against awall in an alley
of his own making.

Andy bent down to wash the hubcaps and felt his stomach
straining over his waistband. He did little exercise, though
he hel ped out during football practice sonetinmes. This
afternoon Mary and he mght go for a drive, then a walk,
dependi ng on the weat her. God, he wanted her. He wanted
her badly. There had not been a woman in his life for many
nmont hs. He needed nore from Mary than her conpany and
conversation. He needed to have her silver-black hair |oose
and hangi ng across his bared chest. He knew that there
were real conplications. It was one thing to see a pupil's
not her, though even that was fraught, but to be her |over
Ah, if only Sandy were |eaving school at sumer. If only
there wasn't the wait till Christmas. Still, now that the boy
had finished with exans there could be no nore accusations
of grade-rigging. At |least no one could threaten Andy's
relationship with Mary via that device. Al the sane, it was
a problemuntil Christnas.

The sun pressed its weight upon him He squinted up into

the sky. It was as blue as a sky could be, bluer than the sea
outside Kirkcaldy. He smiled into it and hoped that it was a
good onen. He straightened up and cracked his spine. He

was way out of condition. He studied the house, his house.

96



There were no chi meys on the houses in this estate. They | ooked Ii ke
rows of Lego buildings. He was cl eaning his car

in Legol and on a sunny Saturday norning. He shook his

head and chuckl ed. He was not going to | et anything get him

down today. Not anything.

When the bus pulled away, its new cargo rattled their way
up the winding stairwell and sauntered to the very back of
t he upper deck. They slunped into their seats and turned
their heads to watch Main Street di sappear behind them

a d peopl e, staggering under the weight of bags, |ooked
distantly at the roaring vehicle. Children stared up at the
upper deck. The boys nmade gestures fromthe wi ndow. They
were going to Kirkcaldy for the day. They were the nost

i mportant people in the world.

Sandy, though he would not let it be known, was not keen

on going upstairs. For one thing, all the snokers were there,
and the snell of cigarettes made hi m queasy. For anot her
thing, he could not be sure what gangs woul d board the bus
bet ween Carsden and Kirkcaldy to challenge his right to be
sitting at the very back of the bus. He kept one hand in the
pocket which contained his nmoney. He exani ned the dying

and unheal thy faces around him faces which stared from

the grimy windows as if fixed to a tel evision screen. These
people were |l ost, as hollow as the nost brittle seashells.
Sandy t hought of days when he had been taken to Kirkcal dy
beach by his grandnother. They might go there today, but it
would be in a different guise. Today he was part of a group, a
gang. He would walk differently and talk differently and act
altogether differently. Walking to the bus stop, they had fed
fromeach other as if studying ol der nen. They aped those
they wi shed to be. They strained towards nmanhood like little
waggy-tail ed dogs towards bigger bitches in heat. Sandy
sm |l ed w ckedly.
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He wanted to escape all of this, yet he did not even know
what 'this' was.

Mark had brought along ten cigarettes. He offered them

round as if they were cigars at his daughter's weddi ng.

Sandy couldn't not take one. He Iit it, but sucked on the
cylinder only feebly, exhaling without really having inhal ed
inthe first place. Still his nouth tasted horrible. His
stomach began to do its little travelling dance. It was al ways
wor st on buses. Wen he was a child his grandnot her used

to stand with himat the door of any bus he travelled on,
telling himthat he would not be sick, and he never was.

He examined the faces along the edge of the bus, studying their
reflections in the glass. The sun streaned in, and the tiny openings
of the wi ndows caused the passengers to broil. One old man | ooked on
to the countryside as if surprised by

it. Hs head shook like a clockwork toy. Sandy thought to

hinsel f that this nman nmust have seen a |ot of things - the

war, the hunger of the Twenties and Thirties, death, decay,

a qui ckly changing world. What good had it done hinf He

| ooked as if he might die at any nonment, not having

conpr ehended hal f of what he had seen in his life. Waste.

That was the keyword. Perhaps Sandy would write a story

about it all when he returned hone. It seened an inportant

enough thing to wite about. He wote a lot of stories and

poens in his room

He tossed the stub of cigarette on to the dirty floor and
crushed it underfoot. The others puffed slowy, drawing in
the snoke as if it were life, holding it until their |ungs
demanded new oxygen, exhaling slowy, their eyes intent on
the stream of blue. They were dragons. That was why they
snoked. Sandy smiled again. Colin's nouth had broken out.
Severe red patches of acne curved around his |ips and chin.
A few of the lunps had yell ow heads. It was disgusting.
Sandy had had the occasional spot, but the lotions his

not her now bought for himensured that he was not, as she
had put it, scarred for life. He fingered his face now. He wet
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the tip of one fingernail and scratched around his nose. He
exam ned the fingernail. Atiny rind of grey was trapped beneath it.
He scooped it out with another nail and flicked it

on to the floor. Cark and Mark, who sat between Colin and
Sandy, discussed records they mght buy. There seened so
many. Mark kept the cigarette packet on his lap, as if
showing it off to anyone who cared to | ook. He shook the
mat chbox agai nst his ear and humrmed a pop song to its
rhythm Sandy | ooked at himand saw that Colin was

| ooking too. They smiled at each other, and Colin put his
finger to his skull. Sandy nodded.

They were enmerging fromthe brief countryside now, and
approachi ng the new housi ng estates which marked the

extent to which Kirkcaldy was growing. In a few years

Sandy saw, Carsden would be nerely a part of Kirkcal dy,

rat her than being, as his Geography teacher had put it, a
dormtory town. The old nan with the noddi ng head | ooked at all the
white houses where fields had once been. His |ips

puckered into a wet, creased O He pointed towards the
houses. He was munbling to hinself, ignored by everyone.
Sandy knew t hat people were naive. They woul d not accept

what was happening in the world. Yet, in a way, they were
responsi ble. No, that was not correct. People el sewhere, far,
far away from Carsden and these new houses, were to

bl ame. They it was who pushed the town's boundary out a

few nore feet. They were to blane, yet Sandy did not know
even who 'they' were.

He nodded his head. He would be old hinself one day, but

he would not be as stupid as the old nman in front of him He
wat ched from his wi ndow as Kirkcal dy grew before him
exhibiting itself to himproudly. It seemed at once nal evol ent
and strange. There were places here in which to get

hopel essly |l ost. There were gangs here nmore vicious than

any in Carsden. There were tower-blocks and a dark,

foam ng sea and thousands of people, people whose hone he

was now i nvadi ng. Havi ng passed the Georgi an houses
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whi ch sat uneasily around the postwar shopping centre,
fromthe top deck of the bus Sandy could see the sea, the
North Sea, in its dark grey covering. Even today, wth

the sun high above it, the sea remained a grizzled col our of
the past. The occupants of the bus were excited now. The old
people fretted to get their bags ready, keen to be seen not to
be dilatory. Young famlies shouted at one another. The
husband woul d clasp his cigarette between his teeth and
wrestle with the youngest child while the nother pushed
around the other children and caused themto scream

harder. Mark and O ark hovered above their seats, squinting
towards the shops and the Saturday crowd.

What's the plan then?' asked Colin, sensibly.

'Record shops,' said d ark.

"And the pub,' said Mark

They all |ooked at Sandy for his suggestion. He was still
horrified by the squabble in front of him The old nan was
tottering towards the stairs. Wiat if the bus toppled over?
Then all these people would fall over one another, snothering
inajellied mass of flailing and crying. Horrible. He

woul d smash the back wi ndow quickly and crawl out. He

woul d bring hel p. He | ooked towards his expectant friends.

"What's it to be then, Sandy?

'The sea,' he said, w ping sweat fromhis forehead. 'The
sea.'

They | aughed and sl apped hi mand thought that he was
j oki ng.

Andy Wal | ace revved the car once, turned off the ignition,

| eapt out, and opened the squeaking gate to Mary Mller's
house. He had brought along a travelling rug, he told her, in
case they took a picnic with them Mary thought it a good

i dea. She found sone neat spread and cheese and nmade up

some sandw ches while Andy fingered the many ornanents

in the living room Mst of these ornanents were either
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Mary's nother's or el se her grandnother's. Wat others there were had
been bought for Mary's birthdays and

Chri stnmases by Sandy when a small boy. Andy | oathed the

tiny ornanments, nostly cheap reproductions, which were to

be found crammed into many of the houses, working-class

and mddle-class, in this part of Fife. He felt they were like
usel ess fancy goods shops - the garish rem nders of holidays
and the stupid little aninals were everywhere. They were

part of the shamlife that had nothing to do with the realities
of the situation. Still, he quite |iked Mary's ornaments: for
one thing they were Mary's, and for another they were

nmostly rare, original pieces (apart from Sandy's additions,
which were easily discerned). They were also tasteful. He

pl ayed with a paperweight. It was heavy, and nade a

satisfying slap in his pal mwhen he tossed it and caught it.
This was his kind of ornanent.

Mary put everything in a cake tin: sandw ches al ready

wr apped, some biscuits, two hard-boil ed eggs, napkins, salt,
pepper, a knife. She filled a flask with coffee and m | k. Andy
came through as she was pouring the water in, thinking to
hersel f of the tinmes when she had, as a youngster, filled her
hot -wat er bottle on cold nights, the task overseen by her

not her. Andy said that he had a bottle of wine in his car.
Mary brought two gl asses out of a cupboard and w ped them
Did he have a corkscrew? He did. She pecked his cheek. He

i nformed her that he also had two crystal glasses in the car.
They both smiled. He continued to snile. After a picnic and
some wine, lying on a tartan rug in sone distant, deserted
field, who could refuse himhis request?

Mark | aughed. He had stol en sone cut-price singles from

the counter of a small record shop and had not been caught.
He fanned them out and | aughed. The others sm |l ed

nervously. Sandy dared to | ook behind them as they wal ked,
just to make sure. They would try to get into the afternoon's
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X-certificate offering at the ABC, but first they would eat pie
and chips froma baker's shop, then would have a quick pint
each at the Harbour Tavern. They were wal ki ng now from

one end of the H gh Street to the other, dodging the frazzled
shoppers. They gl owered at other gangs of four or |ess, who

| ooked just like them They grinned at girls their age in tight
jeans and budding T-shirts. Cark whistled |oudly through

the wi ndow of a shop to the young girl behind the counter
therein. Sandy sang a pop song, allow ng his voice to becone | ouder
t han usual. The shoppers | ooked at hi m askance, and

he hardly even blushed. They were having a good afternoon

It was Saturday. It was being alive.

When they reached the Harbour Tavern, having noisily
consuned their greasy |lunch while taking a slight detour

down to the esplanade, Colin was the brave one who went

t hrough t he chi pped wooden door first and into the snoke

and beer and the noise of the television. Sandy held back. He
had seen sonething. Near the Harbour Tavern, on the other
side of the road, was a snooker hall above an anmusenent
arcade. Robbie was speaking to Rian outside the entrance to
the snooker hall. It was the first tinme, Sandy realised, that
he had seen either of them outside of the grounds of the
mansi on. They | ooked strange, incongruous, as though

sonet hing only dreant had suddenly appeared in real life.
Sandy watched as Robbie entered the hall, cue in a bashed
case tucked beneath his arm Rian |ooked at her feet, then
sat on the front step of the hall. She rested her head on her
hands and wat ched peopl e wal ki ng past eating chips and

ot her vinegary foods. Sandy realised that she was hungry.

He felt guilty. H's heart pounded. The noney felt heavy in
his pocket. Yet he did not want his friends to know about
Rian. Hearing themcall frominside, he pushed open the

door. Rian | ooked across towards him and he quickly closed

t he door behi nd him

Four nen played pool in the mddle of the pub and swore
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at each other. They were vivacious, and they were practically
the only people in the bar. A jukebox fought with the

vol ume of the television, fromwhere a racing conment at or

ti pped his hat towards Sandy and nurnured somet hing

about the afternoon's racing. Sandy |ooked for a clock. It was
one twenty. His friends were being served with beer at the
bar. The barman was courteous, knowi ng that they were all
underage. They wal ked timdly, but pleased, with their

drinks over to a corner table. Colin picked up a newspaper
lying there and began to read nonchal antly. Mark and d ark
gul ped their drinks greedily and | ooked about them exani ning
the bar's interior like pioneers in a new continent.

Sandy, |ast served, was wondering what to do. He had not

seen Rian for sone tine. He wanted to see her, especially
when Robbi e was el sewhere, but how coul d he get away from
his friends? He sat down at the table. It had not been wi ped
recently, if at all in living nenory. Rings cut into nore
rings, the whole becom ng a conplex, interlinked artwork.
Sandy nade several nmore marks with the bottom of his own

gl ass. His nother, when baking, cut out circles of pastry
with the rimof a cup. He ran his finger around the rimof his
cold, wet glass. Mark and Clark spoke in hushed, respectfu
tones. They watched the men pl ayi ng pool, but not too

cl osel y.

'"The filmstarts in twenty mnutes,' said Sandy, having

taken a long draw on his drink and consequently feeling

gassy and sick. 'There's sonething | really have to do before
then. 1'Il leave you here and neet you at the ABC. I|s that
okay?' They | ooked at him

' Scaredy-cat,' said dark

Colin rubbed at his face, touching lightly the | andscape of
acne around his nouth.

"Fine then,' he said, reaching the sanme hand for his drink.
' See you.'

"Who wants this?' said Sandy, pointing to his glass as he
rose. There were three takers. He wal ked back into piercing
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daylight and fresh air. She had flown from her perch. Shit.
He crossed the road quickly, hearing change jangling in his
pocket. Perhaps she had gone off begging for noney for food.
He had noney he could give her. He opened the door of the
snooker hall, clinbed the stairs, and stared through the
glass into the hall itself. There was Robbie, playing by

hi nsel f and cursing a bad shot, then | ooking slyly around at
the other players. There was no sign of Rian. Sandy ran back
down the stairs two at a tine and opened the door. He

| ooked I eft and right. There were so nany people nmlling

around, presenting himwth a constantly slow noving obstacle.

He

wal ked back al ong the H gh Street, | ooking in shops and crossing the
road often to maxi ni se his search. Peopl e were al ready queui ng for the

film He did not have

much tinme. Where was she? He renenbered her kisses. He

could hardly recall her face, but he knew her kisses as he

had once known his nother's nipple. Both were sustaining
forces. He clung to images of Rian and felt his shirt sticking
to his back as he ran.

At the other end of the H gh Street he cursed the

enptiness of his search. He decided to cut down on to the
espl anade. Yes, if she were waiting for Robbie that would be
as nice a place to wait as any. He found a narrow cl ose

bet ween two shops and began to hurry down it, realising

al nost imediately that, as if in a dream R an was wal ki ng
towards himfroma |l ong way away, her eyes on the ground,
her | egs weary. A man was wal ki ng the ot her way, down
towards the esplanade. Sandy stopped. Rian | ooked up. Her
face ;was red, her nmouth redder than the rest. She was
flustered by his sudden appearance, as he was by hers. They
stood sone feet apart, Sandy dripping sweat and breathing
heavil y.

'"Rian?' he said, taking a step closer. Then he | ooked past
her to where the man had been. 'Wat are you doi ng?' She

becane a bad actress.

"Ch, |'ve just been wal king. Waiting for Robbie. He's
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pl ayi ng snooker. Losi ng noney probably. I'mjust...' Shesnmledat him

Her eyes were slightly wet, shell-like, as if

the tide had touched them sone tinme before. 'Let's walk,' she
said, taking his arm 'Wat are you doi ng here? You' ve been
running. Did | see you going into a pub near the snooker
hal 1 ?* She noved himaway with her towards the Hi gh

Street. Sandy panicked. He did not want to go back up there,
back where all the people, all the potential enem es were,
where his friends mght see himwi th her. He tugged her

arm

"No," he said, 'this way,' and she, conpliant, let herself be
taken down to the sea.

They sat on a hillside, sheltered by a boul der which nmade an
excel l ent wi ndbreak, and tal ked and | aughed and ate and
drank. Mary felt happier than she had done in sone tine.

She | ooked at her 'young man', as she called him and was happy.

was the perfect gentleman. He served the wine

and told her funny stories about school. He acted one of
them out for her. She choked on her drink and got hiccups
whi ch took sone tinme to dispel. The wine was finished. He

let her inon alittle secret. He had another bottle in the car.

He wi nked and trotted downhill to fetch it. Mary stifled her
hi ccups and tried to think straight. She was getting drunk.
She focused on the | andscape. From her position on the side
of a sloping hill she could see Loch Leven in the distance.
Tiny boats bobbed on the still surface of the | och, doubtless
fishing. Kinross was even further away. They were going to
Ki nross for an evening neal, though she had said nothing to
Sandy about being back | ate. Andy had told her that she
needed to enjoy herself for a change. Rashly, she had agreed
with him She heard hi msinging as he cl anbered back

towards her, his eyes alight and a bottle sw nging from one
hand.
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They ate bananas and grapes while they sat on the seawall.
The tide was out. An onminous traw er sat a good way out in
the steel-coloured water. Sandy wanted to ask her about the
man, but could not force hinself to speak the words. They
spoke instead of nore banal matters. Her voice was a soft,
living thing, sonething that m ght be found on a beach as
the tide was turning. Sonething no one would take hone

wi th them because to do so would be to destroy it for ever
She spoke to him of her youth and her chil dhood and the few
renenbrances she had of when she had still been a baby.
Sandy coul d renmenber nothing as far back as that. Ah, she
told him it was a special gift. She could renenber her aunt
lifting her to her breast and hol ding her face to that
suffocating dull thing for a long tine, longer than a feeding
time. It mght have been days. Sandy bl ushed at this inmage.
He | ooked at her casually, but her face was innocence. She
spoke on. The first tine she had seen Robbi e drunk. The first
time she had been sent to beg for noney. The tinme they had
nmoved to the mansion. Al the tines. The sun was coning
down | ow over them curving down fromits once great

height until it swathed themin gold. Sandy thought that it
must be getting late. Finally Ri an coughed and said, ' Sandy,
I"ve got to tell you. Prom se you won't say anything

Promi se.' Her insistent eyes made hi mnod his head. She

| onered her eyes then and spoke on, while gulls played on
the seashore and a small boy poked with a stick at shadowy

t hi ngs by the waterline.

"I told you that you must trust ne and not believe

anyt hing Robbie tells you. You've got to believe what |'m
telling you now Robbie is fed up with me. He's fed up of
having to go out begging. He knows that it's me that brings
in the noney anyway. He's started to sell nme, Sandy.' Her
voi ce faded to nothing for a second. She coughed again,

swal | oned, and continued. 'I've got to do things for noney,
you know, with nmen. Nothing really serious. But it's
horrible.' Her voice becane a whisper, like a ghost in his
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burning ear. 'Robbie nakes me give himthe noney. It saves
hi m having to do any work hinself, you see. That man in the
alley ... You alnmobst ... Well, you know.'

| don't really know, Rian, he wanted to say. Tell me. Tell

me. He was ashamed of his grown erection, but there was
disgust in his heart. Beer and pie and fruit churned uneasily
in his stonmach.

"I't's not anything too serious yet, but I'mafraid. W had to
| eave the canp, you know. It was because our Auntie Kitty

wanted to use ne for nuch the same thing, | think. I'm not

sure now. But Robbie still goes to see her. | think she's

poi soned his m nd agai nst me. Ch, Sandy.. .' Tears glinmmered

in her |ashes, but would not fall. "I don't know what to

do. Robbie's all I've got. Don't tell himl told you. Please
don't. But | had to tell you. | had to. | love you, Sandy.' She

| ooked at himand sniffl ed.

Sandy was staring hard at the beach where two gulls

fought over a scrap of food. He was thinking back to his
evenings in the mansion. It did not seemto fit. Hadn't
Robbi e been the one who | ooked scared? Hadn't Ri an seened
the strong one? Robbi e had been quite good to him had said
things. He could not think straight. Sandy thought that it
nmust be after five. The filmwould be conming out. He had to
catch the bus. His nother. His friends. What about Robbie?

'What about Robbi e?' he said.

"What tine is it? she asked. He shrugged his shoul ders.
Easily, she slid fromthe sea-wall and wal ked coyly over to a
strolling man, who told her the tinme with a |leer. Sandy

exam ned her, this girlfriend of his. He realised that he had
not the power to nmake her truly his, that any decision would
be hers and hers al one. He shrugged off the know edge, but
felt wounded by it all the sane.

"It's just five o' clock,' she said. '| suppose | should go and
get Robbie."'

They wal ked al ong the espl anade together, their bodies
about a foot apart, their arns dangling close to each other.
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They spoke little. He I eft her near the snooker hall and wal ked back
al ong the espl anade towards the bus stop. He

went into an anusenent arcade and was asked by the

proprietor if he could prove his age

"I"mjust past eighteen,' he protested.

"Well, you don't look it, son. If you don't have any neans of
provi ng your age then you'll have to go.'

"But | got served at the Harbour Tavern!'

He found hinmsel f astoni shed and back on the pavenent.

Seagul I s | aughed overhead. He glared at them as they

swerved highin their inviolable space. He woul d bui | d wi ngs and swoop
up beside them grabbing with ninble hands and throttling theminto
his sack. Nobody would [ augh at hi mthen.

Colin, dark and Mark were unm st akabl e, even agai nst
the | ow and orange sun. They were coning down fromthe
H gh Street |ike spent gunslingers. Sandy wal ked t owards
t hem

"Hell o, Sandy. What was the filmlike? asked Colin before
Sandy could ask himthe same question. 'Did you get in?" It
took a second for the truth to dawn on Sandy.

'"Of course | did,' he said. 'Were were you |lot?

"W didn't get in. Not old enough,' said Colin, while Mark
and Cl ark asked Sandy for details. The four young boys,
nearly men but not quite accepted as such, wal ked with
hands in pockets towards a revving bus, Sandy lying to his
friends gloriously about a filmhe had just not seen.

"I"'msorry,' said Mary. She was sobbi ng. Her bl ouse was
di sarranged. She plucked fibres of wool out of the travel-rug.
Andy rubbed his hair, scratching at the scal p. He sighed

"No, |I'msorry, Mary,' he said. 'l shouldn't even have tried.
| apologise. | don't know. . . the wine and everything. | just
felt, well, I'"msorry."'



Mary's sobbi ng i ncreased. She shook her head violently.
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"No, no, no,' she said, '"it's not you. It's me. Me. I"'mto blane.
But you've got to listen to ne, Andy. | don't want to talk
about it, but you must listen.'

Andy | ay back. The sun was | ow over the hills. They

seenmed so very far away from everyone and everything. Yet

it had not happened. He had planned it all to perfection, but
Mary had not allowed it to happen. He felt enbarrassnent

nmore than anything el se. He had tined everything so well.

The second bottle of wine had been finished. Mary had been
lying on her back with her eyes closed. A light breeze had
curled around the rock, wafting over her face, drawi ng fine
strands of silver hair across her eyes. Andy had bent | ow
over her and ki ssed her neck, then her chin, then her ready
nmout h. He had slid down beside her and held her in his

arms. Finally, and a long tinme later it was, she had pani cked
and pushed hi m away, gasping. She had sat upright and

rigid. She had begun to weep.

Now she summoned up the courage to speak.

"Andy,' she said, 'lI've not slept with a nman for over sixteen
years.' She was still pulling fibres out of the travel-rug. Andy
wat ched her fingers as they slashed at the wool. 'In fact,

since the night .. . the night Sandy was . . . was conceived

I'"ve slept with no man since that night.' She | ooked up at

him Her eyes were difficult to interpret, nelting yet defiant.
"I"'mfrightened, that's all. | need tine. Please give ne tine.'
These words were evenly spaced by slight pauses, as if she
wer e rehearsing a speech. Andy's eyes were on hers as she
spoke, but she cl osed her eyes suddenly as if fatigued. A
single tear pushed fromher eye like a chick escaping from

its shell and wiggled its way down her cheek.

"Do you want to talk about it?" he asked softly. She shook
her head. He wanted to press the point, but could not. She
lay in his arns and slunbered until the sun fell away from
the earth and the evening grew too cool for human sleep. It
was time to return hone.
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The el derly man, hands dunped in his pockets as if stitched
to the material, spat on to his favourite spot of pavenent
and wat ched the boy through slanted eyes. He had just |eft

t he booknmaker's, having |ost a couple of crucial pounds, and
was now, in his eternal bitterness, confronted by the

menory of his only son's tragic death. He watched cl osely as
the boy jauntily wal ked down fromthe direction of Cardel
towards him He curved his hands into taut fists. He was old
per haps, but there was strength in his heart for hatred, and
hatred was what he felt for the boy and the whore of a witch
who was his nother.

Sandy cane to the | ow wall around one of the elderly
persons' bungal ows. He hoisted hinself on to it and,
dangling his | egs, thought about Ri an and her cryptic words
to him Could he believe her? And if he did, what nore was
she hiding from hinf?

The sun was shining again, and there was even sceptica

talk in the town of a drought. Sandy |ooked across the road
to where the fruit shop sat. He had no nmoney today for fruit.
A small foreign car slowed as it near him It stopped. The

wi ndow was rolled dowmn slowy and a voice called himover

to the car. A bearded but young man craned his head out of
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t he wi ndowas far as his seat-belt would all ow. Hi s bl ue eyes glistened.
Sandy could not neet their intensity. He | ooked

casually off into the distance as he crouched besi de the

yell ow car. He saw an old nan's figure hunched outside the

betting shop. He knew who that man was. H s eyes found

their only shelter on the nottled tarmac of the pavenent.

"Sorry,' the man was saying, 'but I"'mtrying to find St
Cuthbert's Parish Church. | think these instructions nust

be wong.' He rustled a piece of paper on which were drawn
several black lines. H's voice was Scottish, but never Fife.
He was certainly educated. He sounded |ike a television
presenter. 'I've been there before, but I'mafraid ny sense of
direction nust be hopel ess.' Sandy nodded and creased his

br ow

"Well,' he said slowy, 'you've got to go back the way you

just came, but then turn left over the bridge.' The man

nodded. He had cone fromthe right, fromcentral Fife, fromfurther
afield, from Edi nburgh perhaps.

' Thank you very much,' the nman said. 'Il'mto be the new
m ni ster here, God and the people willing. Can | expect to
see you and your parents at church sonme day?

Sandy stared at him The cheek of the man! He was
grinning through his beard, and Sandy creased his own
mouth wyly.

'Some day,' he said. 'Some day.' The mnister |aughed. It
was a great big open natural sound. Sandy |iked the new
mnister so far. The wi ndow was rolled up. The car drew
away, did a quick three-point turn, and, with a toot of its
horn, a toot Sandy acknow edged with a casual wave, nmde
of f. Sandy had decided to ignore the old man. Let himstare.
He had as nuch right to be here as anyone.

Matt Duncan spat again. He had been in this town for

sixty years. Was he not the man to ask directions off? But

no, soneone had stopped and asked the dirty black little
upstart. Well let them and |et everyone forget about his son
Matty. Let the town forget that tragedy; the w ckedness of
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the witch. He would never forget. He forged horseshoes

made of fire in his heart. There could be no forgetting. His
son had died by fire. Now fire burned within the father. Let
themall forget. But before he, Matt Duncan, died, there

woul d be a reckoning. He screwed up his eyes until only a

thin sliver of vision renmained. In this sliver, the boy, seated
again on his wall, becanme a blurred thing, a crouched goblin,
the spawn of a witch, sonething insignificant which Mtt

Duncan woul d have squashed with a hardened and unfeeling
palmas if eradicating a sin.

There were sonme little notebooks in a cupboard, and inside
these discoloured relics, in the tiniest, neatest script, her
grandnot her had witten down recipes for certain herba
curatives. This, to Mary's know edge, was as cl ose as her
grandnot her had ever conme to witchcraft.

She took the biscuit tin full of notebooks to her bedroom

cl osed the door properly, and sank on to the bed. She had | et
hersel f down. If she was frightened by Andy, gentle Andy,
then she was ruined and woul d be better off dead. She did

not seek a poison yet, but was |ooking for some recipe for the
rel axi ng of women under stress. She knew, in her heart of
hearts, that the probl em was deeper than could be cured by
any drug, yet she had to try, had to do sonething. Else she
woul d go of f her head. For Sandy's sake, she could not do
that yet. Sandy. Sandy. He was her life's work, her
everything. If only he was a little older. He seened in a
linbo: still tied to school, and yet not doing anything with
his remaining tine there. He was at an age that was no age.
She wi shed she could help him but then who was she to

hel p anybody? She | eafed through the fragile books, but

found the witing difficult. Photographs showed that her
grandnot her had been a tiny creature with a pointed,

puckered face and chil dish hands. Wiite strands of hair

fl aked | oose from her bun. She | ooked com cal, ancient and
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wi se. Sandy used to marvel that, to an extent, he was her
kin. He woul d study her photographs for hours when a child,
aski ng his nother and grandnot her inpossible questions as
to identities of people and places. The al bum of | oose

phot ographs was now | eft untouched, and only sel dom added
to, such as in the period imediately after she had gi ven
Sandy a canera for his eleventh birthday. Photographs were
menori es of happy tines. Perhaps that was why the al bum
had becone so little used. Ever since . . . Oh, she coul d burst
that know edge from her nouth! It was intolerable. Sandy,
Sandy, Sandy, why have you never asked who your father
was? Why? And why had she kept it bottled up all those
years to have doubt and runour still cast upon her?

She put a notebook to her nose and, sniffing its powerful
snell, closed her eyes to let the weeping begin. She sat
there, convul sed, and allowed her tears to drop noisily into
the biscuit tin, splashing the ancient nmenmentoes within.

The Reverend lain J. M Darroch, MA, BD, |ooked around

his new church. It was a dull, dreary old building, snelling
of polished pews and danmp rafters. The only ornanentation
cane fromthe brass rails, the stained-glass depiction of
Christ, and the enpty vases on the wi ndow sills. He paced

the floor between the aisles. He had been driven here for a
prelimnary | ook at the place a few days before, but had not
really been | ooking at all. He | ooked now, though. A regular
congregation of one hundred and thirty. One hundred

communi cants. It was dreary, but then he liked the prospect
of a challenge, after the stuffiness of the degree itself and
the nightrmare tinme he had spent in the Oxgangs district of

Edi nburgh as an assistant. That had been a terrible year, a
year which had cast doubt on his abilities. But here he was:
his first full parish, if he were accepted. Things could only
get better.

M Ancram the elder he had met on his first visit, cane
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into the church through the small door beside the pulpit. He
greeted the young ninister cordially, apologising for not
havi ng been present on his arrival. Did he wish to go across
to the manse? Did he have his things with hin? lain

Darroch replied that the car was pretty full, and that a
furniture van woul d be bringing the bulk of his possessions
ina few hours' tinme. M Ancram nodded. M Ancram and

two ot her nenbers of the Vacancy Comittee had been to

see the Reverend Darroch preaching at Oxgangs on the
previous Sunday. All three thought that there would be no
probl em regardi ng his acceptance by their congregation. The
m ni ster | ooked around his new church one last time. He
knew that his first sernon would have to be stimulating, or
el se he woul d soon | ose his parishioners and his congregation
They feared young ministers around here, the mnister

of nearby Cardell Parish Church had witten to informhim
He hoped to neet with that mnister, the Reverend Wl ker,
soon. But first he would have to get settled in and finish the
i naugural sernon, which he had been preparing for the past
three days. He woul d | ose no kirkgoer without a fight. And
he woul d succeed, with God's grace.

lain Darroch had been born in the East Neuk of Fife, the

nose of the Scottie dog when Fife is exanined on a map

Crail had been a quiet fishing port, nore a tourist spot than
an actual working harbour, though once it had been

i ndustrious and inmportant. As a child, he had been uninterested
in the quayside, in the |obster creels and their dark

snappi ng catches. He had been a bookworm not enough in

the sun, his parents contended. They m ght well have been
right. He was now pallid and skinny. The beard had been

grown to hide his sallow face, but still it could be seen in his
wat ery eyes. Hi s nother had been proud of his intention to
become a nminister. H s father had been surprised, but had

said little. So, wthout nuch of the congratul ation which the
boy had assuned woul d be his, he had entered the | oca
university of St Andrews, going on to do his Divinity degree
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at Edi nburgh. This was his end. Atown in Fife, nore dead than alive.
Not one of the East Neuk's prosperous and civilised villages, but a
redundant mining town, a town where God was needed, but was perhaps
so seem ngly absent as t o have been rej ected al t ogether by the majority
of the inhabitants. Yet the town boasted two kirks - his own

(his own]) and Reverend WAl ker's. He hoped that there

woul d be no poachi ng, then rebuked hinself to the cloudl ess

sky.

"Couldn't have asked for a nicer day,' said M Ancram

"Very true,' said lain Darroch. He crossed the busy road.
"Where does this road go?' he asked.

"Kirkcaldy that way,' said the elder, '"and Lochgelly the
other. Wiich way did you cone in?

"I think I misread nmy directions. | canme in through
Lochgel |l y, but then ended up com ng through Dundell .’

Tes, that's a long road round all right. Still, it's the only
way to find your way around, isn't it?

"True, very true.' lain Darroch was aware that, in his

attenpt to inpress M Ancram he was sounding boringly
mnisterial, very self-righteous. He sounded like his ninister
at Oxgangs. He rebuked hinself again for that crue

t hought. The Devil was afoot today.

The manse was a snmall detached house. 'Used to belong to

one of the pits,' explained M Ancram 'One of the foremen or
sonmething used to stay in it. Belonged to St Cuthbert's since
about 1965,1 suppose. A nice little place. Maybe a bit roony

for a bachelor. The Reverend Davi dson and his poor wife

liked it well enough.'

Ancram | ooked at him It was the first hint. They |iked
their mnisters to be married, thought Darroch. He said,
"Yes, | saw it when | was here on Mnday. Do you
remenber? Yes, it is a nice house.'

M Ancram opened the door with a snmall batch of keys,
then handed the whole bunch to the mnister. 'Al yours, M
Darroch. You'll find out what they're for.' He sniled. The
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m nister sniled back. He felt thankful for his beard. It could
be used as a defence against the outside world. He hid
behind it now as one woul d have hi dden behind a cl unp of
gorse. He entered his honme, his new hone. It snelled of past
occupants. He blessed it silently when he entered, hoping
that the past occupants woul d take the hint and skedaddl e
with their aronmas of old beds and polished dressers. He
opened the doors and sonme of the w ndows that woul d
actually open. He | ooked in drawers and cupboards and was

pl eased to find that, as prom sed, the house boasted
sufficient Iinen, cutlery and crockery for his immedi ate
needs. He brought in sone of the boxes fromhis car, aided
by M Ancram Fromthe first of these he took an electric
kettle. He let the tap in the kitchen run for a full m nute,
then filled the kettle and plugged it in to a handy socket.
Fromthe same box he took a jar of coffee and a plastic
container of dried mlk. M Ancramcane in fromthe toilet,
shaki ng his hands to show, perhaps, that he had washed

t hem

"A cup of coffee, M Ancranf' asked Darroch, proud of his
efficiency in the matter. M Ancram shook his head, stil
wafting his hands.

"I don't drink the stuff," he informed the mnister. "It is an
irritant.' Darroch | ooked at the man, making a nmental note
that M Ancram had not yet invited the new minister to
address him by his Christian name, whatever that m ght be.

M  Ancram | ooked at his watch. 'Actually, |'d better be off,’'
he said. 'I've to pick up ny wife fromthe supermarket in
Kirkcal dy. She's doing the nonth's shopping.' Darroch

nodded, spooning one of mlk and two of coffee (just to spite
the man) into a cup. 'I'msorry | won't be here to help you
nmove in the rest of your belongings," M Ancram apol ogi sed.
"I''ll drop round |later and see how you're nanagi ng. Bye now.'

' Goodbye, M Ancram' said Darroch, 'and thanks for your

hel p.' He ignored the man's exit and rumraged in anot her,
smal l er box until he found the packet of cream biscuits. He
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smledto hinself. Luxury. He went through to the living roomand sat
inthelargefiresidechair. Awi ndwas bl owi ng t hrough t he open wi ndow.
It was a good breeze. Darroch sat and drank his coffee. It was far too
strong. He considered his

new surroundings. It did not really matter where he was Crail,
Oxgangs, Carsden - the situation and the realities

were the same. The Church was in a state of acute decay,

whi ch seened to run hand in hand with the decay of the

communi ties. Which canme first? Did either? It seened to

himthat a |arger, much nore potent force was at work, and

it was a force of evil. He could not feel God in this town. It
woul d be his job to bring God back to these people, who were

nore wal ki ng shadows than real flesh and bl ood. The

Church had becone | azy. Aching gashes had opened up

whi ch now needed filling. God, et himdo his job wel

enough. He sucked crunbs fromhis fingers and prayed.

Every summer, Andy Wil | ace began readi ng Cervantes' Don

Qui xote, and every sumer he failed to finish it. He saw no
reason why this sumrer should be any different. He had

been readi ng the book for about three hours when he felt his
eyes and his mnd falling fromthe page. He read two pages
nore, but could not, having read them renmenber the

slightest detail of their content. He put the book down and
sat staring into space. He was thinking about Mary. He was

t hi nki ng about the problem he rmust hel p her surnount.

There were sex manuals in his house, little nore than
mast ur bati on fodder, but he had reread them anyway. They
threw little light on the dilemma. He sat in his study, which
had now becore al nbst his whol e exi stence. He had work to

do. Apart fromthe Cervantes book, there were exercises to
be set, essays and exam papers to be nmarked, and the part
conpl et ed novel which had been sitting untouched in a

drawer for three nmonths. It was a bad novel, anateurish

but just to finish it would be achi evenent enough, even if it
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was the worst novel in the world, read by no one save
hinsel f. He had given it none of his tine since he had begun
to see Mary. She was still on his mnd. That Saturday
afternoon on the hillside played again and again like a bad
song on popul ar radi o. He caught its nel ody agai n and
again. There was no escape. Wiat to do about Mary. Mary,
Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow? He shook
his head clear of the reverie and sat down at his desk. He
renoved the lid fromthe typewiter. He began to type his

t houghts down on to the bl ack rubber carriage. He coul d see
the ink wet and bl uey-bl ack against the fainter black. He
pressed his finger to a word and exam ned the inprint.
Mrror witing. He snmudged it, wetted the finger, and the
word vani shed conpletely. It was as easy as that on a
typewiter carriage

Dear Mary,

Yes, it's that tinme again - a letter fromyour ageing
brother. How s tricks? Hows life with old Andy School naster?
I hope he's treating you in the style to which etc

etc. And howis ny little Sandy? Hi s exanms nust be |ong

over by now (?). | hope he's enjoying his vacation. |I'm

pl anni ng on going north to the wilder parts of this fine
country in a few weeks. Tell himthat he doesn't know

what he's mssing, not comng across to see his |ong-I|ost

Unc. | see froma recent correspondence with my bank
manager and yours that you haven't touched the account

yet. Like | said, sis, |'mnot touching it, soit's all yours.
Shoul d you need it. | know that | bring this up every
letter, but it is inportant to me. Ckay? Looks like |'m
being shifted to our Toronto office. | don't know what this
nmeans. | think it probably means that O d Enerson has

got tired of having soneone efficient and trustworthy
around here. Still, joking apart, it nmeans I'min with the
really big boys (oh goody-goody!). I'mearning so nmuch it's
enbarrassing. In fact, I'mearning so much | can afford to

118



take a girl out every nowand again. |'ve been seeing quite afewl adi es
recently, one of whom| can even stand. Maybe things are | ooki ng up.
(There m ght be a bad j oke hi dden i nthere sonewhere, but I' mnot sayi ng
where.)

VWell, Mary, I've not witten a very long letter, but |

know that you will, as always, understand. | get very little
time to nyself these days. It's all conpany this and

company that, not forgetting femal e conpany. God, if | got
the boot from Enerson naybe | could nake it as a

prof essi onal conedi an. What do you say? Listen, tel

Sandy he gets no Christmas pressie this year if he doesn't
put pen to paper pronto and wite to Santa Tom Okay?

The of fice beckons. Och aye the noo. Take best care.

Tom
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She was drowni ng. There were weeds above and around her.
They twi sted thensel ves sinuously around her arnms and

| egs, enbracing her. She could not find the bottom There
was no bottom Bubbles of precious air escaped from her
nostrils. Her lungs ached. Her brain told her one thing, but
her heart was telling her another. Eventually her heart won.
She opened her nouth and felt the water gushing in. The
choki ng comenced. Her eyes began to darken. Then the

pain hit her, centred in her head, right at the scal p. She
began painfully to rise towards what | ooked Iike the surface.
She was a long way beneath the glittering pool of l|ight, but
slowy she floated towards it. She broke the surface with a
choke from her nouth and water dribbling down her chin, as
if she were sone badly fed baby. She roared. The pain was in
her stomach now, as if her belly was distending with sone
qui ckening foetus. She w ped her face and cried out at the
injustice. Andy was there to confort her. Sone of her hair
had cone out at the roots and he wiped it fromhis hands. He
settled her back on the wet grass. Her dress was clinging to
her. She was al nost naked. Her body was clearly visible
through the saturated cotton, as if she were a dancer behind
the silkiest of veils. She lay back to rest, but Andy's fingers
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were touching her. He was towering over her. He was peaking, but the
wat er still rushedinher ears. The word she coul d make out was ' reward' .
He was tugging at her dress, lying across her now All at once she
reali sed what he was about to do. She pushed at him her arnms weak.
She wanted totell hi mthat she was al ready pregnant. Shetriedto shout
but only water gurgled fromher throat. She had

becone afish, flailingonland, thelinestill holdingher. She gurgl ed
in protest. There was a shadowy figure behi nd Andy

now. Then two shadowy figures, watching interestedly, their

hands behind their backs. She beat at Andy with her fists.

She cleared the water from her lungs and screaned .

The pillow was over her head. She shook herself free of it,

drew back the bedcovers, and sat up. She was danp with

sweat. It was light behind the blue curtains. She funbled for
the clock, brought it to her, and found that it was five thirty.
The birds were singing outside. Wiat a nightmare. She

shook her hair, crunpling it into place. Patting the sheets,

she found that she had wet the bed.

She rose quickly, put on her slippers, and stripped off the
sheet. She tucked it under her arm and padded down to the

ki tchen, avoiding the creaky parts of the staircase for fear of
waki ng Sandy. In the kitchen she stuffed the sheet into her
washi ng basket, filled the kettle, plugged it in, and sl unped
on to one of the stools.

She had very occasionally, in the past twenty years,

dream of drowning, of that day in the hot burn, but never

had Andy been a part of the dream before, and never had

she wet the bed. The reason why Andy now entered the

dream was crystal clear to her. She felt like crying, but the
kettle had boiled, so she nade the tea and, feeling that this
was breakfast-tinme, buttered sone bread which she then cut

into half-slice triangles. She stirred a spoonful of sugar into
her tea. She tried to persuade herself that it would take tine, this
curative. Wth Andy's patience she would win

t hrough. She hoped that she would not need to submit
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herself to any specialist. She could not tell anyone her horror
story. Not even Andy? Not yet anyway. She | ooked to the
ceiling. The paint was cracked fromlight fitting to back door.
It had been like that for years. Sandy was asleep just a few
feet above her. She closed her eyes for a nonment. No, she did
not regret it. Regret lay el sewhere. Regret lay in soneone's
shame, in soneone's eternal shane.

She heard the floorboards creak. Sandy wal ked slowy to

the bathroom The toilet flushed. He padded back to bed.

She sat in silence, confortable with the secret that she was
al ready awake and up and listening to him

Sandy, having w ped hinself with toilet paper, returned to
his bed and tried to avoid the chilled, clamy patch on his
sheet. He had not experienced a wet dreamfor a long tine.

He tried to get to sleep again, to perhaps take up the dream
but could not. He listened to the silence of the house.
Someti nes he thought that he could hear his nother's
breat hi ng. He had been dream ng of R an, naturally. She

had been wal ki ng naked t hrough the mansi on, touching

t hi ngs. He had watched her, nothing nore. Just her

nakedness had brought hi mbeyond. The cold patch of wet

had rung like an alarmclock and brought his dreamto an

i nconcl usive end. He could not recall at what point exactly in
the dream he had cone. That was unusual. He wanted R an

nore badly than ever. He wanted to wal k up Main Street

with her, his armover her shoul ders, and show everyone, al

t he gossi py old wonen and the unenpl oyed nen and the

gangs of young boys, that she was his, only his. But these
stories she told: could they be true, and if they were, then
what exactly did she do for these nen? And for Robbie, cone
to that. Sandy knew that he could not beat Robbie in a fair
fight. What he could do was take Ri an away from hi m by
stealth and bring her here to stay with his nother and him
It was the wildest of plans. It was the only plan he had. How
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coul d he ask hi s nother? Wul d she understand? Surely, once he had put
the facts to her, she could not refuse. She, nore than anyone, knew
what it was like to be an outsider, to be cast out and have to depend
on yoursel f. He would put

it to her that Rian was in the sanme situation. Arefugee of sorts. He
woul d ask her, but first he had to see Rian. And he had to find out
the truth, which neant tal king w th Robbie

when Ri an was not present. He had nmuch to do. A trickle of

wat ery senen escaped and ran coolly down his thigh. He

rubbed it dry and hoped that the sheet woul dn't stain.

Mary, tidying his roomlater that day while Sandy was out
(he hated her doing this, feeling that it breached his
privacy), found the hardened patch on the white sheet. She
smled alittle as she tucked in the top sheet and threw the
bl anket over the bed. It was about tine Sandy had a girl of
his own, she thought to herself. He was a bit old now for this
sort of thing. She caught herself - what was she thinking!
The boy was only fifteen, albeit fifteen and ten nonths. She
was his nother after all. The last thing she should want was
for himto get sone girl into trouble. Nocturnal em ssions
did no harm She piled up sonme pop nagazi nes and put

t hem besi de his bed. Then she dusted, spraying polish on to
t he wooden surfaces. The snell was beautiful. Nothing
resenbled it. She put the duster to her nose. Beautiful. She
hunmed a song to herself as she closed the door and went
through to her own room She rarely dusted in the back

room

This afternoon she would visit the grave and tell her

not her about the wonderful weather, the ban on hosepi pes.
Later, Andy was taking her to Kirkcaldy. She had to make

out a shopping list, though he would be disappointed that it
was not to be a pleasure-only trip. She hoped that Sandy
woul d come al ong too. There was a tension between Andy

and her son, quite understandably, but the only way to
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break it was for themto neet often and find out about each
other. She thought of herself as a hunbl e amateur psychol ogi st
and mat chmaker as she sprayed her polish liberally on

to the pre-war dresser. She worked the polish in slowy,
hunmi ng a nonsense tune and smiling. The wood becane

like the surface of a pond and, staring into it, Mary recoiled
fromthe nmenory of her nightmare. She went gi ddy and

gri pped the edge of the dresser until her eyes cleared. She
had to sort things out. She had to. This was sonething she
could not talk to her nother about, not with her father
listening. And she could never be certain that he wasn't.
Especial ly today, when she had Tom s letter to tell them about. Her
father was bound to be there today. Her speech

was nervous when she thought her father night be |istening.
The man who had killed hinself. She was sure it had

been suicide. God save him Dear Lord God save him She

began dusting again. Suicide, because of her.

There was a new mnister in tow, it was said. It had not
taken long. Qut with the old and in with the new, with no
respectful period of nourning. She woul d have expected
better fromthe Church. She would go to kirk this week and
see what he was |ike. She doubted if she would like him
nearly as well as she had |liked the Reverend Davidson. Still
she had to give the man a chance. Everyone warranted a
chance.

And perhaps, just perhaps, she would find that she could
talk to him
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The single bell of St Cuthbert's Parish Church peal ed out
across the sl eeping rooftops of the hungover houses in its

m dst. The Sunday norni ng had begun with the sl uggi sh
nmovenent s of the newspaper boys. A few keeni ng dogs had

been wal ked by their listless owers. Birds feasted up and
down Main Street on the discarded wrappings of fish and

chips fromthe raucous ni ght before. These gouged balls of
paper woul d be blown by the norning' s breeze down Miin

Street and into the churchyard itself, |ying against the dank
wal I's of the church as if listening to a nei ghbour's argunent.
A car would stop occasionally beside the newsagent's for

t he Sunday paper and the day's ration of cigarettes. A pool of
vomt near the door was finally and inexorably trodden into
the shop, nmaking its sticky snell obvious to those who had

so carefully tried to avoid its presence outside. Ad |adies
with old hats pinned to their heads, so |ong unfashionable as
to be nearly fashionable again, would nutter dark utterances
to the bl eary-eyed newsagent before departing with

t heir pandrops towards the church. They would wal k the
slow | ength of Main Street conmenting upon a full week's
gossip, would enter the awkwardly gravelled kirkyard, and
woul d stand outside talking until the chill pushed theminto
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t he doorway, where a trimand proper elder stood sniling,
hands cl asped inportantly in front of him He would offer
them a hymmbook as usual, and they woul d refuse as usual,
havi ng possessed their own (they would i nformhin) since
they had first been able to read, and that wasn't yesterday.
The organi st, ruddy-cheeked, had chosen his piece and

was playing it to the norning chorus of whispers and coughs
as the self-conscious congregation settled into the well-worn,
confortabl e rhythm of Sunday norning. The bell tolled
overhead and around them It was as if the outside world
had never been.

When Mary cane into his roomcarrying a cup of tea and two
gi nger-nuts, Sandy was waki ng from anot her tolerable
dream - though a kind of nightmare - concerning Ri an and
hi nsel f.

They were being chased by a gang, and had clinbed to the

top floor of a block of flats in order to escape. They had found
one flat open and had swept inside, |ocking and bolting the
door behind them It had been a nice flat and Ri an had

i mredi ately made hersel f at hone, trying out the gadgets in
the kitchen and turning on television, radio, stereo. He tried
to nake her see the danger they were in. The door was being
pushed at by some vast, faceless force, but she had ignored
him Look, he said, |'mtrying to save us. Can't you hel p? She
had cone to him snmling, as distant as ever, had kissed him
on the cheek and had placed a bread knife in his hand. Use
this, she had said, and kissed himagain. He | ooked at the
obscenely serrated edge of the knife. The door opened a
fraction, held only by the chain, and a hand craw ed round

its edge, fiddling with the lock, trying to snap the flinsy
chain. Methodically, but hating hinself, he had begun to

slice at the hand, which he wedged with all his might into

the gap in the door so that it could not escape, and suddenly
it was an aninal, its body its own, belonging to nothing
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out si de of the door. Gashes, but no bl ood. Screams, but no mouth. It
had dropped to the floor in snake-1ike agony. Ri an had cone up behind
himwith a cup of tea. She had tapped hi mon the back. A cup of tea,
Sandy, she had said. A cup of tea.

It was his nmother's voice, too sharp to be part of the
dream He blinked open his eyes and brought his head out
frombeneath the sheet. The light bit him The curtains had
been opened and his nother was standing in her dressing
gown with a mug of tea in her hand.

"Cup of tea?" she repeated. He was plunged back into the
dream for a noment, and at the sane tinme was aware of an
erection beneath the bedcl ot hes. He sat up, concentrating on
the tea and the new day, feeling the throb easing.

' Thanks, Mum' he said. She began to | eave the room

"Don't bother going back to sleep now There's new bread
and jam for breakfast. | forgot to get bacon yesterday.'

He could snmell the bread. Hi s erection was dying. Hunger

and the need to pee redirected his thoughts. He swung out of
bed and began to dress, sitting on the bed when finished to
dip the ginger-nuts in the mlky tea and suck the flavour
fromthem He had no plans for today. Unless his nother

had anyt hing arranged, he would go for a walk |ater and see
who was around. Perhaps Colin would be in the park. He
woul d not go to the mansion. He had not the courage yet.

Downstairs, the ritual of Sunday breakfast was waiting

i ke some seldomvisited aunt. On Saturdays he would

usual |y be out of the house before his nother could call him
back to eat something. Saturday was the exciting day of the
week. Everything el se was build-up or anticlinmx, but not a
m nute of Saturday could be wasted. During the weeks prior

to the holidays breakfast had been the rush not to be late for
school, a hurried, near-involuntary thing. He would cram
toast into his nouth while moving fromkitchen to bat hroom
bat hroom to bedroom |Inevitably, along the way his nug of

tea and sone piece of vital witten work would be lost, and a
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trail of minute crunbs would show the steps taken to | ocate
bot h.

Sundays, however, were different. On Sunday there was
nothing to hurry for, no school to be late for. On Sunday
Sandy had to sit through a lengthy interrogation by his

not her while she fed himand poured out mug after nug of

tea. She woul d ask hi mabout his week, and they would

di scuss inportant things |ike potential holidays and tel evision
and work. He woul d answer patiently: she deserved

not hing less. He could see how nmuch these nornings neant

to her. It was as if she were trying to pretend that they were
a normal family, cranming all the nundane details of the
week into one overlong norning. She sel dom conpl ai ned on

t hose odd Sundays when a ganme of football took him
careering out of the house, slaming the door on breakfast
and conversation and her |oneliness. Sonetines when he

| ooked at her across the table he would notice sonething
insignificant in itself such as that her hand shook as she
poured the tea, or that she seened tired, or that she had
blistered the back of her hand on the iron leaving a raw red
scar against the purer white, and on those occasions
sonething would well up in him pity and | ove perhaps, but

t hose words were never adequate.

She was his nother, and one day she would die. It was a
chilling reality. He fended it off with thoughts of Rian.

Per haps they would narry one day. On this particul ar

Sunday norning his nother seened sonbre, and he contenpl at ed
telling her that he had a girlfriend to cheer her up

But having said that, what else could he truthfully tell her?
No, he could not yet bring hinself to share his secret |ove
with anyone - especially a |ove so strange and uncertain and
t he knowl edge of this isolation caused himto fidget in

his chair as his nother |eaned over the table with her plate
of new bread, heat rising fromit even in the warnth of the
kit chen.

"Are you going to church this norning, Mun?' he asked.
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She stopped stirring her tea. She contenpl ated the bread before her.

"I don't know,' she said. *Yes, | thought | m ght go al ong to wel cone

the new minister. And then | thought |I'd go visit your gran.'

'"Ch yes?' he said. 'Gran and Grandad?' He was | osing

hinsel f again, this time to the warm soft wetness of the bread,
saltiness of the butter, the sweetness of the jam

He sucked on the paste in his nouth for a long tine until the
bl end of flavours was only a nenory, then swall owed and

drank sone tea and bit off another piece to repeat the process.

The longer they sat, the brighter Mary becane. Her eyes
at last took on a truly living look. Sandy | ooked at the clock.

"Is it good bread then?' she said. He nodded. She tipped

her head a little in agreenment. There was a short silence, not
unconfortable. 'And are you still intent on not staying on at
school , Sandy?'

H s heart sank.

"It's inmportant,' his nother continued. 'Wth jobs so short
t hese days you' ve got to get as many qualifications as
possible. You listen to some of the nmen down the street.
They' Il tell you. They could kick thensel ves now for not
havi ng stuck in at school. They're all on the mi dden now
that the pits have shut and there's nothing el se around here
except conputers and things that they're not trained for.
Brai ns over brawn, Sandy. That's the way of the world. More
and nore. The world revol ves around intelligence. It's the

only way you'll escape this place. So you stick in, and if you
need any help, well, I'll see what | can do.' She was eating
now.

Tfes, Mum' It was his best defence. After a few nore
m nutes he | ooked neaningfully at the wall clock and she
caught the trick and followed his eyes.

"My God,' she said. 'lI'd better get dressed if |'mgoing to the
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kirk. You finish your breakfast.' He was noddi ng. She rose
fromthe table. 'I'maway upstairs.

Sandy rel axed when she left the kitchen. He coul d hear

the creaking of the floorboards above him locating for him
his nother's exact whereabouts. He could picture her every
action fromthis succession of sounds: she was searching in
her chest of drawers for clean bra, knickers, tights. She was
over by the wardrobe, selecting and taking out her dress,
hanging it up. She was gathering the | ot together and was
wal ki ng across the hall to the bathroom In the bathroom

she | ocked the door for sonme obscure reason of propriety,
then took off her dressing gown and her nightdress. She
squatted to pee, tore off sonme paper with which to w pe
herself, and flushed the toilet. She stood at the small sink
and | ooked in the mrror while running the water, then gave
hersel f a good wash, water splashing the floor and the toilet
seat. She then dressed quickly, zipping things and cli pping
things. Snap, the door was unl ocked and she padded in her
tights to the bedroom She sat down at her dressing table
and again wasted a mnute staring into her mrror. Perhaps
she was exami ning her hair. This she would then brush

usi ng | ong, slow strokes. Perhaps she would dab a little
make-up on to heighten the col our of her face, would spray a
tiny amount of perfume on to her neck and her wists,

shaking the wists to dry the spray, then would pull her
dress on, bring her shoes out from beneath the bed and slip
themon to her feet. Now her feet nmmde great tapping noises
on the floor, like a carpenter at work on a roof. Sandy's eyes
fixed thensel ves on the kitchen ceiling. A nonent of
stillness now fromupstairs, a nonent he coul d never

expl ain, then she was descending with her coat over her

arm He rose fromthe table.

Tour tea's getting cold,' she said. Sandy took her coat

from her and hel ped her into it. She thanked him 'Quite the
gentl eman this norning,' she said, smling, though he did it
every tinme she went to church. 'Not that you're keen to see
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me go or anyt hing.' She checked i n her clutch-purse. ' Right.' Shel ooked
around her. 'I've got nmy key, so if you' re going Qut, |ock the door
And pl ease wash the dishes, all right?" He nodded. 'See you later.'
She bent down and he of fered his cheek to her kiss. Perfunme surrounded
him enbraced him

with its curious strengths. He was sniling all the time. She

| ooked so different when dressed up: so cultured, so otherworldly.
She mi ght be beautiful. Sandy had a guilty peek at

her | egs as she wal ked to the front door. The boys at schoo

had said that she was a bit of a ride, so she night well be

beauti ful too.

lain Darroch stood in his puffed vestnents and wel coned

hi s congregation one by one at the porch. Sone of the ol der
ones | ooked himover obtrusively, as if they were planning to
buy himlike beef at market. Many, indeed, had conme solely
to inspect the new mnister. Sone of the younger women

stood together gossiping in the kirkyard. They | ooked at him
occasional ly, and straightened their backs when doing so. It
was a curious sign, and Darroch, though he had sone

know edge of human behavi our behind him was at a | oss as

to its meaning. He thought perhaps that they were admring
his stature. He was a good inch over six feet, and his chest
and shoul ders seemed broader than usual due to the

unwi el dy armount of cloth over them Hi s stomach sagged

only slightly - unnoticed under the robes in any case.

The little old wonen in their little old hats had trouble
clinmbing the few steep stone steps to the doorway. They

puf fed and croaked then extended greetings to him smling
with rows of stained false teeth. He snmiled back. His teeth
were, excepting two crown fillings, exclusively his own. He
was as afraid of dentists as he was of damation, sonetines
believing themto be one and the same thing. He checked
hinsel f, raised his eyes briefly and, he hoped, piously to
heaven, and begged forgiveness for the flippancy.
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A breeze was bl owi ng cold enough to chill his handshake.
The nmen who shook his hand were nenbers, alnpst to a

man, of the Masonic Lodge. He returned their greetings
cordially. The church was filling. He had spent the norning
goi ng over his notes one last tinme. Today he knew that he
m ght have the synpathy vote behind him The real test
woul d be sustaining the nmonentum over the next few

Sundays. ldeally, he should start off strongly, yet get
stronger in the weeks that foll owed. The butterflies in his
whol e trunk danced a fandango. It was |ike being at the
dentist's.

The single bell was pealing, activated by an ingeni ous
electric system No need for a bell-puller in this day and age,
unfortunately. A tall well-dressed wonan was now treadi ng
carefully over the gravel of the kirkyard in her highish

heel s. Sone of the gossiping parties | ooked at her and then
spoke qui etly anpbng t hensel ves. He was struck by her dark
features, her air of distance fromall around her, her white
hai r bl owi ng out behind her as she noved into the breeze.

She clinbed the steps and took his hand.

"Mary Mller,' she said. 'How do you do. W |ive down by
where the colliery used to be, at the foot of Cardell.'

He | ooked into her eyes. They were hazel, but coul d al nbst
have been bl ack, hidden as they were under a canopy of
dar kest eyel ash and eyebrow.

"I"'mvery pleased to neet you, Ms MIller. My nane's lain
Darroch, newy arrived from Edi nburgh.' He knew t hat she
had a son. The resenbl ance between her and the boy of
whom he had asked directions was stunning: the sane dark
al oof ness, the sane bearing of isolation.

"It's actually Mss MIler, though | don't nuch go in for
titles,' she said, smling. He blinked. Surely he could not be
wong. Discretion was needed here. He bowed his head

slightly, but kept silent, smling also. The striking wonan
noved into the church, her heels resounding until they

reached the carpeted aisle. Having nmet with nost of the
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congregation, lain Darroch slipped around to the back of the church
qui etly, openedalittl edoor there, andpreparedhinsel f for t he service.
dinmbing a few wooden steps, he

woul d come to a snmall door which would take himinto the

church proper and only a few steps away fromhis pulpit. He

woul d wal k solemnly to the base of the pulpit, clinb the

stairs to its small, paunch-high door, push it open, and enter

the lap of the Lord God to preach H's words. Prior to this,

t he session clerk would have placed the |arge, heavy Bible

open on the rimof the pulpit. He was waiting now for the

clerk to come and collect the Bible. God, please be with ne

this day as | face ny trial by jury. Please don't |let nme bungle
anything or seize up. Please, dear Lord, don't let it be like

the dentist's.

"W will now sing hym nunber three-nine-six. Hym three
hundred and ni nety-six. For those of you with the Revised
Hymary, this can be found in the little panphlets on the
pews. Hym three-nine-six,

"The King of G ory standeth

Besi de that heart of sin;

Hi s mighty voice commandeth

The ragi ng waves within;

The floods of deepest anguish

Rol| backwards at His will,

As o'er the stormariseth

Hi s nandate, 'Peace, be still'"...

Hym t hree-nine-six then.' The organi st played the tune
whi |l e the congregation coughed and turned over the pages of
t heir hymmbooks and panphl ets. Now t he organ ceased, and

the congregation quietly rose
The young minister's hearty voice drowned out, to his own
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ears, nuch of the muted singing fromthe pews a dizzy depth
beneath him At the singing of the hymm's second |Iine he
saw a few eyes wander fromtheir books towards the dark
wonman, so erect and contented in her pew. She stood to
Darroch's right, alone in one of the side pews. The eyes of
some of the wonen strayed often towards her, and now nore
than before. The heart of sin. lain Darroch thought that he
knew sonet hi ng now of her son. He knew, noreover, of her

i solation, this woman with the eyes of a wounded but

i ndom table soul. He nearly lost his place in the hym, but
recovered with a quick glance at the next |ine. The poor
woman, and so beautiful. He had wandered into a town of
enmty and spitefulness, into a town of age-long nenories
and the sl owest forgiveness. How could he renedy things?
And dear Lord, should he even try?

""To dwell with thee above."'

The organ ground its way to a stop. The organist, a M

Bogi e, had a painful style and was of linmted resources. Hs
face was ruddy with piety, and his hands gl eaned as though
soaped to perfection. The snmall choir sat down, followed by

the rest of the congregation. lain Darroch began the
intimations. It was a long list. This was the social side of the
Church of Scotland, the side npbst people relished so far as

he could tell. The Church was for coffee nornings and

bazaars and Young Mt hers' groups and whi st drives and

the like. The Church was for a society of coffee-swilling

whi st -pl ayers, no different fromthose portrayed so keenly i n The Rape
of the Lock, one of Darroch's favourite poens. This

was a society, noreover, which held hatred at its core, hate

and bitter hypocrisy. There would be sonme strong sernonising

in the next few weeks. Pity welled up in the young man.

Who coul d he ask about Mary M1l er? Perhaps he had one

ally: the Reverend Wal ker of Cardell Parish Church. He

would invite hinmself to the older nman's nanse. He fini shed

the intinmations.
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"The col l ection,' hesaid, 'will nowbe taken.' The organi st began sone
unassum ng dirge. lain Darroch sat hinmsel f down and di d sone t hi nki ng.

He went all the same, drawn by her irresistible magnet. He
wal ked around the perinmeter of the nmansion, hoping that

she woul d sonmehow sense his presence and cone down from

her high prison to see him He whistled and ki cked sone
stones at imagi nary goal posts on the walls of the house. He
hacked out interm nable thistles with his heel. There was no
sign of life around the mansion, only the distant shouts and
curses fromthe golf course.

He suddenly felt very afraid. Wat was he doing there,
and what could he say to Robbie or R an shoul d he encounter
then? He felt like the dog tied up outside the butcher's shop

He crept away fromthe house and clinbed on to the wal
adjoining the field of barley. He | ooked up at the boarded

wi ndows, behind which might lie either his girlfriend or else
an enpty and noani ng puzzle. His girlfriend? The word

seenmed unfit for their strange, queasy relationship. Internecine
was a word he had found quite recently in a novel. He

had jotted it down in his list of unusual words and had found
its meaning in a dictionary. It seemed to fit his situation.
Internecine. It had a vague sound |ike nectar and intercourse,
and like nectarine. Internectarine. He smiled, still

| ooki ng at the house. He would wite a poemand call it
"Internectarine', and it would be about two |overs and a
peach. He had only the vaguest idea of howto |ink the two
concepts, but then that hardly mattered in poetry.

He slid fromthe wall into the crunbly earth of the field

He worked his way around its edge, stroking his face with a
ri pe and broken beard of barley. He might go to the cafe if it
were open. He had a little noney. He could go to the
newsagent's. He renmenbered with guilt that he had not
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washed the breakfast dishes, such as they were. Hi s nother
woul d be home from church, fresh and humming, in alittle
while. He jogged to the far wall, clinbed over, and ran all the
way hore.
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"Cone in, cone in.'

The Reverend Wl ker was ol der than Darroch had i magi ned.

M ddl e age had waved hi m goodbye and he was

settling into a slow, steady pre-retirenent stage. He gestured
for the young man to go through to the sitting room

then cl osed the front door with a nervous cough.

Darroch disliked people's nervous coughs. They nade him

feel awkward. He studied the elderly man's back. It had

been strong and straight once, perhaps as recently as ten

years ago. Now, however, it was stooped as if in a constant
prayer for forgiveness. Death, Darroch supposed, was a preemn nent
concern of the old. He thought about it hinself

often enough with just the slightest tingling of foreboding.

What price then old age and the clutching of fragile straws?

"Sit yourself down. |I'msorry we've not been able to neet
sooner. |'ve been in hospital for sone tests. Gacious, these
days there's not a part of the body that's left sacrosanct after
a visit to the hospital. These doctors think they know it all.
They think they have sonme kind of divine secular right when

it comes to poking and prodding the flesh.' The old man
scratched at his rich, whitened hair. 'l don't know,' he said.
"W have nmuch to suffer in the ministry in this age. Wuldn't
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you agree?' Darroch nodded. 'We have to explain divinity,
continued the nminister, 'to people who are nore and nore
susceptible to the apparent truths of science. Joseph Conrad
once called science "the sacrosanct fetish". An interesting
juxtaposition, but a wise phrase, and he was talking in the
earliest years of the century. A wi se phrase. Have you read
Conr ad?'

Darroch was all owed the chance of speaking. He nerely
shook hi s head.

"Nor |. I found that quote in a dictionary of quotations.

| ove reading through books like that. It nakes you seem
astoni shingly well read when you neet anyone.' Reverend

Wal ker giggled Iike a child. "I even read dictionaries, you
know, and send the editors |lists of words that have been

m ssed out. You'd be surprised at the words sone dictionaries
omt. | think | have a |list somewhere that |'ve just

finished preparing.' He walked with effort to a witing desk
in one corner of the room It was closed, and when he opened
the lid sheets of foolscap slid gracefully to the floor. Darroch
rushed over to help. The sheets were full of scribbles froma
shaky blue fountain pen: notes for a sermon or sonething
simlar. There were no pagi nations, so Darroch shuffled theminto a
random pil e and placed themon top of the

bureau. The old mnister was still hunting in the desk for
his list. He nunbl ed as he | ooked, peering closely at scraps
of paper before dismssing them He appeared to have
forgotten that Darroch was there, so the young mnister

hands behind his back in a suitable pose, exam ned the glass
bookcases which filled one conplete wall of the room The
books were old, sonme with spines faded to obscurity. He saw
many t heol ogi cal works, of course, but there were al so books
of Scottish and English literature and sone historical works.
He saw two bi g books concerning the history of central Fife.

"No, | can't find the bl essed thing. What a nuisance.' The
Reverend Wl ker cl osed the bureau sharply, catching many

corners of foolscap in the edges of the desk as he did so.
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Darroch snmiled. It was |i ke a scene froman Eal i ng conedy. The ol d nan
peered at him 'Acup of tea? No, sonmethingalittle stronger | think,
in order to celebrate your first parish proper. My goodness, how I
renmenber ny first parish, and that wasn't yesterday.' He shuffled over
to a |l arge cupboard and opened it, producing two crystal gl asses from
within. In

anot her, snaller cupboard he finally found t he whi sky. |Ice and water
woul d not be necessary: he was of the traditional

school. 'Nor the day before,' he said, chuckling as he filled

the gl asses, his hand shaking. He did not spill a drop

Darroch was still standing by the bookcases, hands behind

back, face a blur to the old man. ' Cone away and sit down,'

he said. 'l can't see you over there. Sit here.'

lain Darroch sat on the proffered settee. The Reverend

Wal ker handed him a glass before slunping into an
arnchair, his breath heavy, his tongue glancing around his
pal e lips.

'Ch dear,' he said. He put his glass to his |lips, paused, and
toasted his visitor. 'Slainte.’

Tour very good health, sir,' said Darroch, biting on the
whi sky before it could bite him

There was a reflective silence. It was a good malt. The

aroma of thick peat told Darroch that it came fromthe west
coast, probably one of the Isles, rather than fromthe

Hi ghl and gl ens. There was a good drop still left in his glass,
and the old mnister did not |ook particularly mean. Darroch

t ook anot her sip.

" And how are you enjoying Carsden so far?' asked Reverend
Wal ker. Darroch cleared his throat.

"Very nmuch, sir. Yes, very much. The parishioners seem
nice. A bit dour, perhaps, but | think that has a lot to do with
econom cs.' Reverend Wl ker nodded.

"You are quite right. Econonmics. This used to be a thriving
i ndustrial town. Mners settled here fromthe Lothians and
Lanar kshire when coal was discovered. Villages grew from
not hing. The pit-owners built rows of houses which becane
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m ners' rows. These streets did not have nanes, only
nunbers. There was no room for inagination, you see. |

bel i eve sonme areas of Belfast still operate along the same
lines. | was born.in Thirteenth Street.' The old man spoke as
a schoolnmaster to an intelligent pupil. Tve been com ng back

ever since, watching the village grow, then crunble. Watching
decay set in |like sugar on a tooth. It has not been

pl easant, and the Church has been pretty powerl ess

t hroughout. The best we've managed so far is to wite a

hi story of the parish. That was done by one of my predecessors
at Cardell. |'ve a copy here somewhere. | nmust lend it to

you. It tells how St Cuthbert settled here for a tinme and set
up his church. It should interest you.'

"I"d like very nmuch to read it, Reverend Wl ker.'

"Call ne Alec. Mst people do.'

*Very well. And I'mlain.'

The old man nodded. Well, lain,' he said, '"will you have
anot her ni p?'

Darroch reached his gl ass over towards his new friend

"That's very interesting about St Cuthbert, Al ec'

"Indeed it is. But then Fife, including Carsden, is a very
interesting region. | have several books on the subject.
Really, it's quite a remarkable county. Wre you born here?

"Crail .’

"Ch, a glorious place, a really beautiful place. O course,
the East Neuk of Fife and central Fife are two different
worl ds. I ndustry has scooped the heart out of central Fife.
W are living in an enpty, echoing place. You may have
noticed that?

"I'"ve noticed the looks in the eyes of sone of ny nei ghbours.
In fact, one reason | wanted to see you was to ask you

about one of them'

"Ah yes,' the old man nodded, 'sadness. This was not a sad



pl ace, lain, oh, maybe twenty years ago. But it does not take
long to utterly destroy a sense of conmunity. GCh dear, we're
getting maudlin.'
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Both nen sipped their drinks and snacked their |ips appreciatively.

"This is excell ent whisky, Al ec,' said Darroch, enbarrassed by his own
i ngratiating tone. The Reverend Wal ker nodded.

'The water of life," he said in all seriousness. 'The Church
here, you know, is not what it was. | hope that you may be

able to reverse the trend, but |I quite doubt it, to be honest.
The congregation of St Cuthbert's was once over three

hundred when the popul ati on was consi derably | ower than

it is now M own church has suffered al so. W both know

that it is a general trend, but it is still appalling. | begin to
wonder if this is truly a Godless age. If it is, then we are
fools, are we not?

Darroch reflected upon this. It was an old story, a story
that came with the Ark. The Church was in decay, or at the
very | east relapse. Yet the coffers were full enough in sone
quarters. Churchnmen never went hungry. They were satisfied
with their lot. Perhaps there lay the root of the problem
What if ministers were paid by the nunber of people they
converted per year? The churches would fill, or at |east the
mnistry would try to performits duties rather than

sl uggi shly confornming to a lazy inmtation of them Darroch
quite relished the thought of his reverie turning into reality.
He was guilty of apathy hinself, he realised. But now his
host was speaki ng agai n.

'St Serf turned npost of Fife into a Christian area. Prior to
that Fifers had been picts, heathens. Mich later, Fife was
the home of the Seceders, a movenent influenced by the

t eachi ngs of Knox. There was much religious zeal and

arguing in Fife at that time. More so than in any other
county in Scotland. Coal-nmining, it seens, went hand in

hand with Christianity. The nonks at Newbattle were Fife's
first mners. And then Pope Pius the Second visited Scotl and
in the reign of Janie the Saxt and was anazed to find
beggars at the various churches receiving pieces of black
stone as alns. This was coal, of course. According to records,
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Bowhi Il Colliery used to enploy nore nen than any ot her

Fife colliery. That was at the begi nning of the 1900s, |
believe. Bowhill Colliery used to lie towards Cardell. You' ve
probably passed by it. It is still used for coal -washing, when
there is not a strike on, but nmuch of the original pit has been
demolished. It was a big pit, and the population at that tine
must have been proud of it. They are still proud people, lain,
but they have | ost anything to have a pride in. That's the
crux of what's happening here. In sone ways, however, |'m
glad that we don't depend on mning as nuch as we used to.
Goodness, how this |last strike would have hit us. | can
renmenber the first soup kitchens, back in the days of the
Ceneral Strike. | was little nore than a lad, but it was
devastating, and it has left its indelible mark. There are
nmodern soup kitchens now in places |ike d enrothes and
Cowdenbeath. If we do not realise the full force of nodern

di sputes, then it is because we were in many ways the
forerunner of it. Children here run around in gangs and
vandal i se the shops and paint slogans on the walls. The
adults beat each other up on Saturday night and drink too
much and have bad marriages. It's a ghost town at nights
because there are no anenities.' He sighed and shrugged his
shoul ders. 'There are social problens here that the Church
cannot solve on its own. That's the truth. | apologise for ny
dejected tone, but it is better not to dreamin a place like
this.'

Darroch nodded thoughtfully. He sat with his hands

folded in an imtation of prayer. 'Wuld you say then, Alec,
that the people here are good in their hearts but have been
| et down by outside forces such as politics?

The ol d nan nodded, glass to his lips.

'Then,' continued Darroch, 'could you tell me about the
attitude of these good people towards a wonman called Mary
MIIler?

The old man | ooked at him and his gaze forced Darroch to

| ower his eyes into his own lap. There was a silence so
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powerful that for the first time Darroch could hear the

grandfather clock ticking slowy in the hallway. The old

m ni ster sighed.
"That's a long and conplex story, lain. Should | tell it to

you?'

'She is a nmenber of ny congregation, Alec

' Then shouldn't she be the one to tell you?

"But would she tell ne? Wwuld you rather | got the story

fromsonme biased source?" Darroch had won the point. Alec

WAl ker shrugged his crouched body and settled deep into his

arnchair.
"Very well,' he said, reaching for the bottle. 'Another refil
is needed, | believe. | hope you are a good listener, lain. This

is not the nost pleasant of stories.'
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The di ssol ution was evident in and around Robbie's eyes.
Sandy coul d hardly bear to ook into those watery, red
rinmed pools. It was |ike gazing into a forbidden bedroom at
the termnal patient within. He found a spot on Robbie's
shirt collar where the material was fraying and concentrated
his eyes there instead.

Robbi e was wonderi ng why Sandy had not been up to the
mansi on recently. The boy shrugged his shoul ders and
grunt ed. Robbi e nodded his head but still |ooked at Sandy
for an answer. Sandy shrugged agai n.

'The pressure of life,' he said finally.

"A fucking ot you would know about that, Al exander. A
fucking lot.'

Sandy coul d not get things straight in his mnd. This

sl ouchi ng youth was supposed to be evil, the ogre in the fairy
story. The princess was being forced to slave for him Yet
Robbi e still wore the guise of an innocent. He |ooked like his

sister's keeper, yes, but not her pinp. Sandy was bursting to
ask himoutright about R an's accusations. He bl ushed.

"What pressures of life have you got?' continued Robbie.
"Fuck off, Robbie. Stop talking about it.' This was nman's

talk; R an was not present. Swearing was connon speech
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anong the nen in the town. Sone were known to conmunicate

t hr ough swear - wor ds al one. There were fewwords t hat Sandy di d not know.
He had been readi ng Aneri cancri nme novel s for several years. Evenseri ous
literature in Aneri ca used bad | anguage. He was sure he knewwor ds t hat
no one el se in Carsden knew. Inthe comng term his |ast usel ess term
at school, he was determ ned to use bad | anguage in

his essays for Andy Wallace. He was determ ned to register

a protest about everything.

Tou started it,' Robbie was saying.

"That's hardly fair.' Sandy nmanaged to sound scof fing.
Robbi e shrugged his shoul ders. He gazed at his conpani on,
his eyes nilky but keen.

"Not | ong now,' he said, to keep the conversation turning.
In his |life, Robbie talked to very few people, and fewer
|istened. He enjoyed Sandy's conmpany nore than he could
say, and regarded himas a friend. He could not quite
understand the change that had taken place in Sandy
recently, but he knew that it had something to do with Ri an
He knew that as well as he knew hinsel f. Sandy seened
determ ned not to talk about it for the nonent, but
sonmething in the boy's attitude told Robbie that he would
tal k about it soon enough, and that the conversation then
woul d not be happy.

They wal ked qui ckly, but were held back by the steepness

of The Brae. They were walking to Craigie Hill, just beyond
Cardel |, behind which a quarry was in operation. Craigie
H 1l was sheer at one side and sloping at the other. The

tinkers' encanpnent was at the base of the sheer side.
Sandy expected that one day a bull dozer woul d push the
whol e hillside down on top of the gypsies and their smal
nodern caravans.

He had net Robbi e near the school; a chance neeting.

Previ ously, he had been wary of being seen with him but
the long summer had instilled a sense of carel essness in
him or rather reckl essness, and so he wal ked with Robbie
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along the town's outskirts. Robbie was going to visit his
Aunt Kitty. From her, Sandy hoped he would | earn sone
truth.

Robbi e coughed into his cupped hands, than spat noisily
into the road.

"Do you feel it getting cooler these days?' he asked Sandy.
The boy shook his head.

"Well,' said Sandy, 'the sunmer's not over yet. It's a long
time since there was any rain. | can't say that |'ve noticed it
cold. Are you feeling all right?

"Fine, fine. Just a wee sumer chill, that's all.' Sandy
exam ned Robbi e while he coughed agai n.

"Are you eating enough, Robbie?" he asked, enbarrassed
by the synpathy which was evident in his question

'"Ch aye, we eat well enough. W can't really eat hot food

t hough, unless it's fromthe chip shop. My Aunt Kitty gives
nme a square nmeal whenever | visit. R an's a decent enough
cook, but there isn't the - what-do-you-call-thems? the
facilities -- in the mansion.'

"Aye.' Sandy nodded his head. He had never known

hunger or malnutrition. Hunger to himwas the half-hour
before I unch, soon appeased. Malnutrition was when his

not her forgot the bacon for Sunday breakfast. He was |like a
fattened chick in a warm nest. Robbie, though, was a
scavenger-hunter. He had to nmake kills if he was to eat, and
had to make double the kills in order to feed his young
sister. Was that the truth? Sandy could not see truth
anywhere. He coul d see nothing but appearances. Things

m ght or might not be what they seemed. He had witten a
poem about this problem based upon a record by a rock
group. He hoped to buy the group's new albumwi th the

nmoney he woul d be given on his birthday. Hi s sixteenth
birthday was only two weeks away, a week after schoo
restarted. Sixteen. Some things becanme |egal. He could
marry. That seemed absurd. He still could not go into pubs.
He had prom sed hinself that on his birthday he would go to
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Edi nburgh by hinself on the train. He woul d spend his noney there. It
woul d be an adventure. He had been there with his nother on chil dhood
sightseeingtrips, but thiswouldbequitedifferent. Hewoul d be si xt een.
It seened the

perfect age. He did not think that he would |ike to be any

ol der than sixteen, so long as he were still served in pubs.

Finally, at the top of the hill, they cane to the encanpnent
- four caravans and a couple of cars set on a patch of
derelict ground in the shadow of the sheer rock face. Sandy
knew the spot well. He could see it fromthe playing fields of
his school. He knew that the locals had been trying to evict
t he gypsies ever since they had arrived there sone ten

nmont hs before. He did not know why they had not succeeded,

but he knew that the bad feeling towards these

peopl e had shifted the bal ance of intolerance away fromhis
not her, who might well be a witch in the eyes of the town

but was still local born and bred and of decent parents.
Sandy felt a pang of sadness. Hi s nother's |ife had been one
of peripheral contact, of balancing on a slender edge between
acceptance and outright rejection, never know ng when the
scal es might perilously tip. It was horrible. She had no real
friends. It was worse than having enemies. He felt his own
resentnent towards Andy Wallace lifting. It flewinto the
fine wind that curled around the field. It was scooped up
over Craigie Hll itself and deposited in the growling quarry.
The odds, Sandy knew, were agai nst Andy WAl lace as surely

as they were against his nother. He prayed silently, to a

God he was slowy recognising, that they m ght endure.

"That's ny Aunt Kitty,' Robbie said. He was pointing a
long armtowards a snall, solid woman who energed from
one of the caravans and went behind it. Robbie shouted
towards her, into the w nd.

Her head appeared round the caravan. She waved, then

t he head di sappeared again. She | ooked a bit |ike a rag-dol
to Sandy. Her arm seenmed a bag of stockings. Wen she

came from behind the caravan, tugging at her patterned
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dress, Sandy saw that one sleeve of the dress was fol ded
back and, presumably, tied behind her. The arm she had
raised in wel come was her only arm She chuckl ed now,

di spl ayi ng sone bl ack and crooked teeth. Her hair was tight
with curlers and pins.

' You beast, Robbie, why haven't you been to see your old
auntie before this? | was of a mind to cone and see you

mesel f.' There was no kissing, no handshakes. They stood a
foot or two apart and smiled. Then she ushered them both
towards the caravan. Sandy was havi ng second thoughts. He
recalled fairy stories his grandnother had told him Her
fairy stories could not be found in books. They canme from her
head, as if it were sone great repository of know edge.

Sandy had the feeling that, because she told her stories with
her eyes closed and without the aid of books, his grandnother's
tal es had been real. This had shocked himinto ful
attentiveness as a listener, and he had forgotten few of
them He renmenbered one now. It concerned a young girl

who was taken to a gypsy canp and nade to dance until she

di ed, but when she died her spirit had been strong and she
was able to cure her little sister who had been cri ppl ed.
Sandy knew that in essence the story was concerned wth

not fearing death, but there was sonmething nore to it. Wo
coul d say that he was not wal king into a sacrifice? R an had
told himnever to trust Robbie. Now he was in the hands of
bot h Robbi e and the aunt who, according to Rian, had

wanted to use her cruelly. He had been stupid to cone to
this place.

A large nongrel dog, as if confirm ng his grow ng fears,
barked at himviciously. It was tethered to one of the
caravans, but only by a rope. He backed away fromit, and in
so doi ng edged closer to the old, cackling woman and her
caravan. Robbi e approached the aninmal and stroked it. It

i gnored himand went on barking and baring its teeth at
Sandy.
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' Come on and nake friends,' Robbie calledto him pattingthe snarling
beast .

"Cone inside, dear,' coaxed the old wonan wi th her dark nouth

Sandy tore hinself in two. Part of himran to safety, but
that was his spirit self; his body clinbed the two iron steps
slowy and was inside the caravan.

The woman st ooped | ow over her cooker and ignited the

gas. She pushed a bl ackened kettle on to the ring. Sandy

i nspected the cranped interior. There was nothing romantic
or sensational about it. A small television sat on the only
table, wired to a car battery on the floor. There were two
bench-seats facing into this table, the whole contrivance
becom ng a small doubl e bed when adjusted. Sandy I|iked
caravans. He |iked their clever conpactness, not an inch of
space wasted. He realised that life in the town was a little
like that. He | ooked at the paintings on the walls, crude,
cheap reproductions in plastic franes. There was no toilet.
He renenbered t he worman energi ng from behind the

caravan. He could taste nothballs at the back of his throat.

"Cup of tea, son?

'Please.' The old woman grinned at him again

'Scared of nme, son? People are. People say it's because of
me teeth. They say | should get new ones, but the price of
these things is ridiculous. Besides, these have done ne well
enough over the years. | can still chew nme neat with them
so there you are.’

So there he was. 'Yes,' he managed to reply.

"You a friend of our Robbie's? Robbie's not got many

friends, has he?' She was watching the kettle as it began to
steam She noved to the tiny sink next to the stove and

rinsed three cups in a thin trickle of water fromthe faucet.
"Bit of a loner like. Gypsies have to be, haven't they, son? Not
much el se open to them Still, | wish the townies - no offence
to yourself, son - would stop bothering us.' She glared at him
for a nmonment, so that the point was not lost on him '"It's a
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respectable life that we | ead. Ancient, too. Goes back before
towns was even invented. You look it up in your library, son.
Gypsi es has been here since the country itself.' She
chuckled. It was, Sandy realised, a matronly sound rather
than a wicked one. He could talk.

"My nother's supposed to be a witch,' he said. He
wondered why he had said that. Perhaps, he thought, to
show t hat he under st ood.

"I's she now? Ch yes, | seemto renenber being told about
the town's witch. Ah yes. Cause of bad |uck, wasn't she?

'She's not really a witch.'

"Gracious nme, of course she's not. Wtches never existed,
except in people's mnds. All there was in the ol den days was
wonen and sone nmen who believed in herbal cures and in
folklore and in the wish to fly. Wtches? W're all witches in
one way or another. Wtches was the invention of mankind,

son. W're all witches beneath the skin.' Her words sounded

wi se to Sandy. She poured boiling water into a battered
teapot. He wanted suddenly to be her friend.

"My nane's Sandy,' he said. She smiled and nodded. Hi s
eyes were nesnerised by the |oose fold of material pinned
behind her with a large safety pin.

"You' re wondering about ne arm Sandy,' she said, her

back still towards him He was stunned. It was as if she had
really read his mnd. He remained silent and she turned
towards hi m and chuckl ed again. 'Course you are.' Then she
went to the open door. Sandy noticed that it was grow ng
dark outside, though it was only two o' clock. Cl ouds were
gathering for a storm The drought was about to break.

' Robbi e!' shouted the old woman, 'Tea's up!' The dog barked
keenly as Robbie sprinted to the caravan. There were specks
of water on his shoulders as he entered, stooping.

"That's the rain on,' he said. 'Looks |like a heavy one,
t hough.'

Sandy began, al nost instantly, to hear the raindrops on
the roof, like sharp raps against a drum Carsden had a fine
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pi pe band, but they woul d have been hard-pressed to play the tune that
was soon danci ng on t he caravan's skintight roof. They sipped the tea
around the snall table, Sandy's knees rubbing unconfortably agai nst
those of the wonman. They listened to the rain as if it were nusic.

"That's sumer over,' said Kitty. She wi nked at the boy.
There was a trace of matter in one of her eyes. Sandy
wondered if the eye, like her arm was usel ess.

*You could be right, Kitty,' said Robbie. 'I was telling
Sandy that |1've noticed a cold air this past few days.

"Acold air? Kitty stared hard at her nephew. 'Cold air

not hi ng. Look at you. You've been drinking too much and not

eating athing. You re dying of the wong di et, Robbie. She's to bl are.
You shoul d cone back here where you bel ong.'

"VWhat about Ri an? She bel ongs here too.' Robbie, having
said this, supped his tea and kept his eyes on the table.
There was a silence, broken only by the heavy battering of
the rain upon the roof.

'Leave her to her ruin,' said Kitty, her nouth brushing the
edge of her chipped cup

"I can't do that, Kitty.'

There was a pause, the npost excruciating silence Sandy
had ever heard. The air seemed tense with thunder. The
rai n was easing.

"Don't | bloody know it!' exploded the old woman. She

gl anced at Sandy and cal med down. 'Sorry, son. You

shouldn't have to listen to this. It's the sane every tine
Robbi e coni es back.' She chuckled hollowy. 'WII | make you
sonething to eat?' She rose fromthe table. Sandy | ooked at
Robbi e, who was staring out of the rain-daubed w ndow.

"Any snokes, Kitty?
She runmmaged in the pocket of her dress and threw a

smal | pack of tobacco, a thin roll of papers and a box of
mat ches on to the table.



Ta,' said Robbie. The threat of thunder eased, Sandy
renenbered that rain cones after thunder, not before it. He

153



was sweating. The air was still and thick. The rain would
freshen everything. It was great to wal k about after rain. He
hoped he coul d escape soon.

" Sandy here fancies R an,' said Robbie casually as he
rolled a cigarette. Sandy was startled by his friend' s cruelty.

Is that surprising? nuttered Kitty. She turned towards
them 'Renenber what | said about witches, Sandy? | take it
all back. Wtches do exist, and that bitch is one of them
Steer clear of her. That's ny advice and al ways has been.'

"Full of the nmilk of human ki ndness, that's my Aunt Kitty.'
Robbie lit his cigarette and wi nked at Sandy. Kitty shuffled
over fromthe stove. Her hand snaked out viciously and she
sl apped Robbie so hard that the cigarette flew out of his
mouth and into Sandy's |ap. Sandy picked it up quickly and
held it. There was a long, staring silence before the wonman
shuffl ed back to her stove. Robbie held out his hand for the
cigarette. He puffed on it until it seened to ignite from
not hi ng.

"That girl is nothing but trouble and you know it.'

Sandy wondered if this were an act for his benefit. It did
not seemlike one. So was Rian lying to himthen? Was she
nore than she seenmed? Who could he trust to tell himthe
truth? The answer was sinple - no one.

The sun broke through the fine sheen of rain. Sandy

stared at the snmall wi ndow. Dirt was now visible on the

i nside of the glass. The faint snell of soup touched his
nostrils and pushed further back the tang of nothballs. It
was a good snell; rich like the soup his grandnother had
made, vegetables thick with a hint of stock. Hs stomach felt
suddenly enpty, though he had eaten not two hours before.

The pot was soon steamng. Two plates were placed on the
table, either side of the small television, then two slices of
thin white bread, and two di scol oured spoons. Sandy warily
exam ned the spoon before him He knew that it would taste

of nmetal and the thought nmade hi m shiver.
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"Put out that roll-up while you eat.' It was a soft command.
Robbi e flicked the butt out of the w ndow.

"Satisfied? hesaid. Kittyignoredhi m Sheservedthe soupandsqueezed
in beside Sandy again. He felt his leg tingle as

hers touched it. He drew it away awkwardly, and felt his

ot her | eg brushing agai nst Robbi e.

"Are you still at school, Sandy?' asked Kitty.

"Just until Christmas.' He drank the soup without letting
t he spoon enter his mouth. Kitty was studying him

"And you' ve sat your exans then?

He nodded. 'I got the results this norning.'

Tou never told ne that,' said Robbie, taking big gul ps of
soup.

'"You never asked.

"Were the results good?' asked Kitty. Sandy nodded. Tour
mum nust be pl eased, eh?

' She doesn't know yet. I'mgoing to tell her tonight. It'll be
a surprise for her.'

Kitty chuckl ed again. She was rolling a cigarette of her
own. She did the whole thing expertly with her one hand
and her teeth. Really, it was hard to believe that she had
only one arm Sandy tried not to stare.

Tou know how t his happened?' she said, the cigarette
wagging in her mouth. "I'Il tell you. | was naul ed by a dog
that was set on nme by a farmer up north. Near |nverness,
wasn't it, Robbie? He saw ne com ng up his drive and he set
his bl oody dog on ne, the bastard. | wouldn't see no doctor
afterwards, you see. Then it hurt too rmuch, but by then it
was too |late. They had to anputate it. Robbi e was about
thirteen then, wasn't you?' He nodded, his eyes on the enpty
bow in front of him 'Aye, thirteen he was. You know what
we did? A few of the nenfol k and wee Robbi e here, they
snaked up to the farmone afternoon while the farner was



about his business and they killed the dog.' She chuckl ed
mrthl essly. Her eyes were strong upon Sandy's. Hi s stomach
turned the soup in a slow, sickening revolution. The
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matter in her left eye was like a tiny maggot, alive and
wriggling. 'They stoned it to death and threw it into the
farmhouse. W had to get out of that neck of the country in a
hurry, | can tell you. But it was worth it.' She | aughed this
time. Her nouth was a deep red cavern surrounded by teeth

i ke chippings of coal. Robbie was scraping his spoon across
t he base of his bow.

"I"ve got to go now,' said Sandy. 'Excuse nme. Thank you for
the soup and the tea.' He was aware of his false fornmality,
aware that it showed his weakness. He bl anched. The old
woman slid fromher seat to | et himout.

"I''ll stay on for a bit,' said Robbie. "Aunt Kitty and ne have
things to talk about.' He reached across the table for another
roll-up.

"It was nice seeing you,' Sandy said to Kitty.

"And you, son.' She chuckl ed, knowi ng the truth. 'Cone
and see us any tine.'

He stepped outside and breathed in the grass-heavy air.

The dog stood up and barked again. He ignored it. A nman

wat ched him from the door of one of the other caravans. He

was scratching his grizzled chin as if sizing the boy up for a
potential neal. Sandy, his heart thudding, wal ked smartly
away.

' Sandy!'

He turned and saw Robbi e runni ng awkwardly towards him as if he had
never run in his life. Sandy waited for him

Robbi e wal ked the | ast few yards and puffed on his cigarette.

He stopped beside his friend and stared into the distance.

He munbl ed sonet hing, then | ooked back towards the

car avans.

"Prom se you won't tell Aunt Kitty,' he repeated. 'Pronise
you won't ever tell her or anyone else.' Sandy nodded.

"Pronm se,' said Robbie

"I promse.’



"Ckay.' He took a gulp of air. Hs eyes were like a
nmongrel's. 'Listen then. W never killed the dog. None of us
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had the guts. W sat in the woods for a while, had a snoke, then went
back to the canp and told everyone our story. W said that we'd best
be noving. W noved away so that she

woul dn't find out that we'd not done it. It would have kill ed

her and killed us if we'd confessed. So don't feel bad about it,
okay?' He put a hand gently on Sandy's shoul der. Sandy

nodded. He was about to say sonething, but Robbie was

al ready starting away. 'See you later,' he called back. 'Cone

up to the house.'

"Fine,' yelled Sandy. He wal ked away, sure in his heart

that Rian had been lying to himabout her brother and her

aunt. He did not want to believe it, yet the evidence was
before his eyes like the scenery. He could accept it or not; it
was reality. He frowned. There was sonethi ng he had neant

to ask Aunt Kitty. The meaning of an itchy nose. That was

it: what was the neaning of an itchy nose?
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Ceorge Patterson had | ocked the door, pulled down the

blind, and was busying hinself with the small change at his
till when a sharp rapping on the door told himthat his

friend was waiting to be let in. He cane from behind the
counter, crossed to the door, peered through the glass, and, a
smle settling on his face, drew back the I ock.

"Hell o, George. Busy day?'

'Not bad, Matt. Yoursel f?'

Matt Duncan scratched his cheek. He had not shaved t hat
day and the bristles were iron-grey and hard.

" Doi ng away, George,' he said. 'That's all we can do, eh?
Just doi ng away.'

"Aye, Matt, it's the truth.' Patterson rel ocked the door and
ushered the smaller man through to the back room where

hair was occasionally cut. 'Go on through, Matt,' he said.
Tfou know your way. |I'Il be with you in a mnute.' He went
back to his counting, his fingers springy and agile. He
totall ed the day, scratched with his pen on a piece of paper,
put the paper and the notes in his pocket, closed the till and
| ocked it. Then he wal ked slowy through to the back room
opened another door, and was in a tiny room whi ch was
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confortably furnished. Matt Duncan was opening a can of beer.

"It's grand to have a beer these nights,' he said, handing the can to
Patterson

Ceorge Patterson sat down. He knew that Matt Duncan

was a bit of a rogue, but he was an old friend. Patterson did
not have nmany friends. He rejected invitations the way other
men refused to play with their children. Yet he had known
Matt Duncan, who was five years older than him since his
school days. Only in the past five or so years, however, had

t hey becone good friends. Both had bitter pasts to conplain
about, and both had patient ears as |long as they knew t hat
their own conplaints would be listened to eventually.
Patterson watched the foxy old man sink into an ancient
arnchair. The room contai ned two arnchairs, a small

writing desk, and a fridge. The beer had been kept in the
fridge. It was chilled, and the bubbles caused Patterson to
burp silently and often. It was gassy stuff this; not the sane
as you got in the pub. Eventually they would go out to the
pub, but it was nice to sit and talk together first.

'Weat her turned storny today,' said Matt Duncan.

"Aye,' said Patterson, 'but not before tinme. It's been a good
few weeks since we had sone rain. | could see the paper

bags and rubbi sh bl owi ng about outside, just |ike tunbl eweeds
in a Western.'

They both chuckl ed, sharing as they did a liking for old
cowboy films. Duncan |iked novel s about the West, too, but
CGeorge Patterson found them banal. They did not discuss
these novels in case they should argue. Neither could afford
to lose the other, though neither really knew why.

"It was terrible. | got caught in the rain as | was going
down to the bookie's.'

'"Wn anything today, Matt?
Duncan's face screwed in disgust. 'Not a bloody thing,' he

said. 'But Dod Mathieson, a man that's not needi ng noney,
he won naturally.' His voice was bitter. He hated the man
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who had won. Td like to know how he manages to win so

bl oody much and | lose. | think he's in on some gane with
t he manager of that shop. They're al ways gassing together,
yet the bugger would hardly give ne the tinme of day. Aye
there's sonething funny there all right. You take my word
for it.'

Patterson shook his head in synpathy. Yes, the world

seenmed cruel to Matt Duncan. The grass was al ways

greener. You | ose a son, you |ose your job. You' ve | ost
everything, and you're bitter. Patterson was not hinself a
bitter man, not really. He fed on guilt instead. He was, he
knew, worse off than Matt Duncan, for he could not revea
his guilt, though often he had cone close. Poor Hugh. Wat
good had it all been? He had to feed perpetually on his
shame, with no one knowi ng. Well, hardly anyone.

"M nd you, Matt Duncan's not a man to go telling on

people. If they've got shady dealings, it's up to the shop
owner to find out. He nust be raking it inif he can afford to
ignore a swindle like the nice one they've got going.' The
conspiracy was now an incontrovertible fact for Duncan. He
drank his beer noisily, as if its flavour were the taste of his
rage.

"Are you sure there is a swindle, Matt?' ventured Patterson
hesitantly. 'Couldn't it all be |uck?

"OF course |'msure, George,' snapped back the snall
sharp-faced man. 'Wat do you take nme for? | ken what their
game is. You can't keep anything like that hidden from Matt
Duncan. I'mtoo fly for them you see. They think I'm
dunnert.' His nouth was a savage twi st and his breath cane short and
noisily. Patterson kept quiet and drank his |ager

while the tunult continued. There were a | ot of tw sted nen
i ke Matt Duncan throughout the mning towns of Fife.

Usual ly they were not the best workers, had lived bitter,
ignorant narried lives, and had been brought up in simlar
househol ds. In other words, their hate was handed down to
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themfromtheir parents, handed down through the generations
like a christening shawl. It seened an attitude peculiar

to the working class. Patterson often nused over it. It
appeared to himan easy way out, an excuse for not having

done anything in life. If you succeeded you were 'l ucky5, or a
crook; other factors did not enter intoit. If you failed, you
had never had a chance. Everything had been agai nst you in

the first place. A shiver went through Patterson. He had

been living in this comunity for fifty-five years. Luckily,
his father had been a professional person. That was

regarded as his |ucky beginning. Only once had he felt as
Duncan felt all the time. Just that once. His mind recoil ed
fromthe self-hatred and the grotesque thought of that
isolated time. He shook his can.

"Empty?' asked Duncan

Tes, Matt. Very enpty,' said Patterson thoughtfully. "I'1ll
get ny coat and we can go to the hotel for a proper drink.'

"Fine,' said Duncan, patting his pockets. 'Ach,' he said as
al ways, 'I've forgotten ny wall et again, George, and that
thi ef of a bookmaker cleaned me out. Shall | run up to the
house and fetch it?' Patterson, as always, shook his head.

"No need for that, Matt. No need for that at all.' He even
sml ed.

Hi s nother had invited Andy Wall ace round for an evening
neal . They were planning to go to Kirkcaldy afterwards to
see a film The three of them sat around the sel dom used
dining table and the only sound for a time was that of good
cutl ery agai nst chi na.

"Haven't you had your results yet, Sandy?' said Andy
Wal lace finally.

'"Cot themthis norning,' replied Sandy, toying with a
potato. His mother put down her fork. Her hands |ay agai nst

either side of her plate as if she were about to ask for nore

"Wel | ?' she said.
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'"Five As, a B, and a C

"Wll, well, well." Andy Wallace sat back in his chair
smling, |ooking across at Mary. 'That's a very good perfornmance.
Better than your marks in your prelins.'

Mary Mller tried to squeeze her son's hand, but he slid it
away from her and scratched his nose.

'"Wth results like those,' continued Andy Wall ace, 'you'd
be daft to | eave at Christmas. Wiy not stay on for your
H ghers?’

'Yes, Sandy. Stay on.'

Sandy | ooked at his nother and his English teacher. He

was surprised by the enotion in his nother's voice. Andy
Wal | ace, though trying not to showit, was astonished at
hinself. Alittle while ago he had been hopi ng that Sandy
woul d | eave school at the earliest opportunity. Now here he
was telling the boy to stay on. He was pleased at his
norality; he had the teaching refl ex.

"I''"ll think about it,"' said Sandy.

Tou do that,' said Andy Wallace. Mary smiled at both of

them It was |like being part of a famly. Recently she had
been worryi ng about Andy's attitude towards her. For how

| ong woul d he continue to be so patient? She could not know,
but she sensed his growing frustration. If only she could
make | ove, just the once, then it would be all right. If only.

"You could go to university with marks like that if you

were to stick in," said Andy, anxious not to let the table
recede into another silence. He pronged four peas on to the
end of his fork and grabbed them between his teeth. 'They're
as good as | ever got,' he said.

Sandy, however, had retreated back into his neal. He cut

the neat delicately. He concentrated on his plate. He did not
want this conversation to continue. H s nother's cheeks

were a proud red. She | ooked nore than ever |like a princess
trapped in a tower. Sandy renenbered the poem he had

written about Rian. It could have applied just as well to his



nmot her. Her hair was tied sinply behind her. Silver through
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bl ack. Metal through water. She seenmed to glinmrer in the pale Iight.
Sandy was | ooking forward to having the house to

hinsel f for the evening. He was going to invite Rian round to
visit in his nmother's absence. He smiled at the thought. His

not her noticed his snile and returned it. He had not the

heart to turn away from her in her happiness.

It was quiet at the mansion. A cold breeze ruffled the

anci ent oaks and carried the cries of the golfers towards him
fromthe first tee. He waited until they had noved off across
the fairway before he clinbed the pipe. He was an adventurer
now. Not hing stood in his way. He only hoped Robbie

was still at the caravan. It seermed a forlorn hope, but he
woul d get Ri an away despite any nove nade by her brother.

He had to take her to neutral territory (or, if the bravado
held up, to his hone territory) in order to put certain
guestions to her.

He kicked in the shoddy piece of board, hoisted his |egs
over the sill, and was in. He wal ked quickly through the
shadowy corridor, |ooking neither left nor right, and opened
the door to her room There was nobody there. He wal ked

i nsi de anyway, not believing his bad fortune.

"Ch, it's you.'

H's heart mssed a beat in fright. He turned. She had been
hi di ng behi nd the door.

"I heard the window,' she said. 'It didn't sound |ike Robbie,
so | hid.'" She was facing himnow, close. He took a step
towards her and their lips met, their tongues tw sting |ike
tiny serpents at the nouth of a cave. He held her waist. Her
hair touched the backs of his hands. Wen he opened his

eyes this tine he saw that hers were ecstatically closed. The
black slits of her |ashes gave nore passion to his kiss. She
pul | ed away.

'"We're going out. Ckay?' Sandy's voice, prepared to be
manly, was trenbling and uncertain.

163






"VWhere?' Her eyes were w de. She folded her |ong arns
around hersel f. She was cold. Sandy renenbered that her
skin had been deathly to the touch.

' Somewhere warm' he said. 'l thought you might like to
see where | live. My mumis out with her boyfriend. They
won't be back till midnight. Wuld you like to?" Now he was

t he pl eadi ng school boy with a woul d-be friend. Hi s eyes were
as wide as he could nake them Rian nessed with her hair

"l should wait for Robbie. He's been gone all day.'

'"He's at his Aunt Kitty's.'

"I's he?' She was genuinely surprised. 'That's not where he
sai d he was goi ng. How do you know?' As she noved to the

wi ndow he noticed that her face was puffy fromsleep, as

i nnocent as a new born. She | eaned agai nst the hal f-boarded
Wi ndow.

"I went with himthis afternoon for a little while.' Her eyes
darted to himlike stinging things.

Tou did?' she asked, her voice quivering.

"Yes, to find out the neaning of an itchy nose. You
renenber .

"Ch, but that was a long tinme ago.' She was hesitant. Then
she smled. 'Well, if ny brother can go off to our schening
aunt's without telling me, | can go with nmy friend to his
house. Isn't that right?' She approached himand took his
arm 'Shall we go?' she said. He snmiled, took off his jacket,
and rmade her put it on.

"Ch, Sandy.' Her face was suddenly ill again, only half
alive. 'I'"mscared of what they m ght be planning there. You
know they hate me. Everybody there hates ne. They want to

use ne and hurt ne and .. .' She broke off to cry, her head
bowed to his shoulder. 'Ch, Sandy,' she said again. He lifted
her head, ki ssed her brow perfunctorily, and began to
manoeuvre her towards the corridor. He placed one arm

around her. Her feet slid across the floorboards as if she
were learning to wal k again after an accident. Sandy's groin



pul sed. He could not believe it. He was not even sixteen yet.
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Soon he mght join Colin in know edge. Soon he m ght have
something to tell the gang. He felt strong.

They crossed several fences and trudged through severa
fields to reach the back of his house unseen. |In Carsden,
secrecy was well -nigh inpossible, but Sandy felt that they
had done a good job. Though Ri an conpl ai ned, he did not tel
her the reason for his furtive actions.

In the garden, they scraped nud fromtheir shoes on to

the edge of the path. The garden needed di gging, and he
prom sed hinself silently that he would put sone work into
it at the weekend. He opened the door to the kitchen, with
his own key which had been nade a long tine ago without
his nother's know edge, and, when the door was open, nade
an extravagant gesture towards Ri an. She bowed gracefully
and entered. He closed the door behind them

Now that Rian was in his honme, Sandy felt confused. Her

aroma was everywhere. It nade the house different, nmade it
strange to him He showed her around like a trainee estate
agent. In his room the last to be investigated, he sat
casually on his bed and asked her to sit down. She sat beside
him her hands stretched al ong her | ap. He pecked her

cheek. She smled, but |ooked apprehensive. She was

exam ning the posters on his walls and his two rows of

books.

Tou' ve got a | ot of books,' she said.

H s bravado faded |like a song that had gone on for too

| ong. He suggested that they go back downstairs for a drink
and she readily agreed. As they left the room Sandy patted
his bedspread flat again, erasing the mark of her fromit for
ever. He was flushed and had assunmed a nervous cough.

In the living roomthey watched tel evision and drank a
littl e whisky, not enough to be visibly nmissing fromthe
bottle. R an was entranced by the tel evision screen. She sat
close to it, her face turning the rai nbow col ours of the
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programres as sheflickedfromchannel tochannel. She strokedt he car pet

with her free hand as if it were a

slunmbering cat. Qutside it was raining again. They woul d

get soaked goi ng back through the fields. Sandy had cl osed

the curtains. He had turned off the lights. The tel evision was
their magic lantern. He put on a small electric fire and Ri an
shifted close to it. She had her thumb in her nmouth now that
she had settled on one channel to watch. Sandy sat on the
floor beside her, his feelings for the slender girl junbled
passi onat e.

'"Rian,' he said, but she did not answer. 'Rian.' This tine
she grunted, glanced at him sniled, pecked his cheek, and
turned back to the television. He reached behind his back
towards the wall and silently dislodged the plug of the
television. The picture fizzled and faded fromthe screen.
Only the red of the fire illumnated themin the sudden

si |l ence.

"What's wong with it, Sandy?' Her voice was childlike.
'Have you done sonethi ng? You have, haven't you?

He | ooked aghast. The? |'ve not done anything.' He pushed

a few of the buttons on the television, felt behind the set,
frowned, and finally said, 'It nust be the fuse.' He brought a
screwdriver fromone of the drawers and, pulling the plug
compl etely out of the socket, began to open the casing.
"Listen,' he said. 'Can we tal k about things?" He said this as
he made his thorough inspection of the plug's interior. Rian

| ooked on like a spectator at an operation.

"What things?'" she said slowy, her curiosity shifting.

' That day down at Kirkcal dy. Wat you told ne. What you
said about Robbie. Was that all true? Or were you nmaking it
up?' His eyes were still firmly on the plug. He spoke as if
preoccupi ed. She | ooked on, never glancing at him

"Of course it's true,' she said. 'Wiwy do you say that?
He shrugged. 'Just a feeling, that's all. To tell you the

truth,” now he did |look at her, 'l don't think Robbie would do
that, what you said. That's why |I'm wondering.' He bent to

but
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his work. The screwdriver forced the fuse out fromthe
casing. 'Ah ha,' he said. Her face was crinson beside his, her
cheeks hot fromthe fire. She edged cl oser.

' Sandy,' she said, 'every word was true. | swear to God.'

She nade a crude attenpt at crossing herself. 'Every word.
Robbie is horrible. You can't see that, but he is. He doesn't
et you see himas he really is.' Her words becanme choked
Tears sharpened in her eyes. As on the sea-wall that day,

she did not allowthemto fall. She | ooked at him 'Robbie
tells men about nme. He gets themto give himnoney, then
have to toss them You know what that is, don't you?' He

bl ushed, nodded, continued to exam ne the fuse. Inside he
was a single pulse. '"Or else he tells me to go and find nen for
mysel f, then |'ve to give himthe noney. He hits me if | don't
get any noney. Sonetines | steal so that | don't have to do
it, but that just nakes himthink that |I'mgood at it. Oh,
Sandy.' Al though his head was bowed, she could see that he
was crying. He wept silently, but his shoulders jerked in
spasns. She put her armaround him He did not know why

he was crying - it could even have been jeal ousy. He had not
cried for a long time, perhaps not since his grandnother had
died. He hardly knew the neaning of the thing. Rian saw in
his tears, in the traces streaked down both cheeks, his
humanity. Her own were small things by conparison. 'Oh,
Sandy,' she said. 'Wwy are you crying?

She mght as well have been asking himfor his definition

of love. He shook his head and sniffed. H s nose was runni ng
like a baby's. He felt his cheeks flush in enbarrassnent. So
much for bravado. So nmuch for the great lover. He was still a
fucking virgin baby at heart. He blew his nose angrily. Her
hands were on his face. He put his arns around her and

slowy pulled her to the floor. They lay still together. Sandy
stared at the ceiling while R an stroked his face and his
neck. When she made to sit up he pulled her towards him
agai n and kissed her as forcefully as he could. If he was her
boyfriend, then didn't he deserve it? He drew her in towards
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himlike a twin just before birth. She resisted a little. He
rolled over on top of her and, after a nonent's significant
eye contact, placed his hand on her tiny breast. She closed
her eyes. He noved his hand downwards, watching her face.

H s hand was as sensitive as the nerve in a tooth. He

di scovered every ripple in the material of her skirt. His
fingers touched her knee. He began to slide his hand

upwar ds again. Her eyes opened |like sentries caught

nappi ng. She pushed him rolled away fromhim and stood

up. She was nearly shouting, her voice a trenor.

'"No, Sandy, not with you, Sandy! | won't. | won't.' She
paused, breathing heavily. "You have no right.' She | ooked
away. '| don't nean it like that.'

"I've got some noney upstairs if that's what you nean.' He
t hought that a worthy line, like something a filmactor
woul d have said. She glared at himand started to wal k
towards him He knew, as surely as Robbi e had known in

t he caravan, what was coming. He reeled fromher blow She
| ooked strong now, and vicious. She spat words at him

Tou can't talk Iike that. I won't let you. You're just l|ike
the rest. You're like all of them | hate you.' She turned,
| ooki ng for her coat. She had no coat, only his jacket. She
wal ked to the door. He chased after her.

"Don't go,' he said. She stood at the kitchen door, her back
to him 'l apologise. | didn't know what | was doi ng. Please
wait. |'ve got a present for you. WIIl you wait?' She nodded,
her 1 ong hair waving. 'Ckay,' he said.

He ran up the stairs three at a tine, his speciality, and
went into the cold back bedroom Had it ever been a
bedroonf? Yes, for a short tinme before his grandnother had
died he had slept in it. Perhaps for two years. He could not
remenber. Probably his nother had slept in it too, when
Uncl e Tom had been too big to share with her. But it was a
cold room He renenbered having nightnmares in it. He

pushed open the trunk and sel ected one of the nany wool |l en
articles fromit. It was a beautiful shaw, one of his
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grandnother's creations. He closed the Iid and hurried
downstairs. She had not noved, apparently.

"Here,' he said. Still she would not turn. He placed the

shawl gently around her shoulders. 'A present,' he said. She
seemed to examine its corners. Then she turned. She was
smling. They enbraced. Her hair was clean |like a wet seashore.
He stroked it. They stood like that for a while.

"Listen,' he said, 'I think |I've got an idea.' He spoke in her
ear, his face towards the kitchen. 'Wuld you |ike to come
and live here with us? | could talk to my mum She would
understand. |'m sure she would. She's sort of an outsider

t oo, renenber.’

"Ch, I'd like that | think, Sandy. But | can't |eave Robbie.
He'd, well, | don't know what he'd do w thout ne. But..
Her voice tailed off. He could feel that she was torn between

something like fam lial masochi smand freedom

"But listen,' he said excitedly. 'I'd make sure Robbi e was
all right.’

"How?' Her voice warnmed to him

"What about if | gave hi mnoney, enough to see him
t hrough for a while?

' Money?'

"Li ke buying you fromhim but really buying you your

freedom' H's voice was heated. He felt Iike an old philanthropist.
He was acting out a history |esson.

' Money,"' she whi spered.

*Yes.' He hardly heard her. 'I'd give himsone noney.

"How much?' He smiled at her swift words. He hugged her

to himand his eyes gazed |li ke new stars through the door of

the kitchen, through the back door, right out into space

itself. Anything was possible. Anything.

"Ch, | don't know.'



"Maybe thirty or forty pounds?' she said.

"Forty?' H's voice was unconcer ned.

"But fifty would be better, wouldn't it? He'd take fifty.
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"Fifty?" It seened like a great deal of noney, but it had to
be a bargain.

"But where would you get fifty pounds, Sandy?' Were
i ndeed. Schenmes loomed in his nmind. Anything was possibl e,
but what was probabl e?

"I'"d get it,' he said, feeling heroic. She pulled away from
hima little, saw confidence in his face, gasped, and ki ssed
himthree tinmes quickly.

"Ch, | love you, Sandy. | really think |I do.' She stroked her
shawl . ' And thanks for my present. It's lovely. |'ve never
been given a present before, honest. | really think | |ove you.'

She ki ssed hi magain. He was chuckling now. He shrugged
hi s shoul ders.

"It's an old shaw ,' he said. 'No use here. W' ve got plenty.
It'Il keep you warm at night. W don't want you getting cold.'
He | ooked at his watch. 'My God, it's past el even! Cone on,
I'"ll see you back to the mansion. You look like a lady in that
thing.' He nodded at the shawl as she pulled it around
hersel f. Tou really do.'

He switched off the |lights pensively, hoping he woul d have
enough tine left on his return to clean up before his nother
cane back with Andy Wallace. Fifty pounds. It was the price

of a stereo. The price of ten records. He would get it, but he
could not think of a likely source at the noment. That was

for the future anyway. For the nonent he was happy to be
climbing the fence behind his girlfriend, remenbering her
clinmbing the drainpipe, |leaping into nud and grass, wal ki ng
heavily through the boggy fields and the drizzle to her

castle.
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The air was chilled in the manse. lain Darroch rubbed his
hands together as he entered, letting the books under his
armslip noisily to the floor. He ignored themfor the
monent, switched on the fire in his adequate sitting room
then returned to the hallway, closed the door properly,

pi cked up the books and, his coat still wapped around him
returned to the faint but growing glow of the fire.

Sept enber. The | eaves were turning. The sumer was

over. He | ooked towards the long wi nter ahead with norose
eyes. In winter the sap really was at its | owest ebb,
spiritually as well as physically. He did not relish the
prospect. He nmade sone tea in the clutterless kitchen and
brought it through to the fireside. He sat down on the
sheepskin rug. Sipping the tea, he pulled a book towards
himfromthe small coffee table.

The conversation with Reverend Wal ker had fired sonething

in him sone need to know his parish as one would

know one's ancestors. He had read several books from

Reverend Wl ker's coll ection, and had now brought three

nmore from Kirkcal dy Public Library. Carsden had a strange,
fascinating past. Fife itself was notable as a historic county,
but it was Carsden that really interested him He began
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readi ng. Hs notebook |ay beside him a fountain pen hooked
over its edge. Fife, he had found, was riddled with superstition.
The Church had never been as strong, perhaps, as was

t hought. Wtches had been burned in Fife right up until the
end of the seventeenth century, and those figures canme from

i nconpl ete records. Who could say what m ght have happened
thereafter? Robert Baillie, a Presbyterian mnister of

the time, had recorded that in 1643 thirty w tches had been
burned in Fife in a few nonths. Janes Hogg had witten or
procured a lyric ballad called ' The Wtch of Fife', and there
was al so a well-known poemcalled ' The Wtch of Pittenweeni.
Pittenweem was near to Darroch's birthplace, and

t he whol e East Neuk appeared to be riddled with tales of

wi tchcraft. Darroch found it all fascinating.

The facts had piled up in his notebook randomy at first,

but then nore selectively. He thought he had found a kind of
connection between two aspects of Fife's history. Cromnel |
had sel ected Burntisland as one of the first places to attack (circa
1651?) because of its inportance as a port. An Act of

1842 prohi bited wormen from worki ng underground. Thereafter
sprang up the superstition that it was unlucky for a

worman to venture into a pit. Pit. The very word stirred him
A pit had been opened by the Queen at denrothes in the

late 1950s (?). She inspected it. A few years later it was
forced to close due to flooding. It was seen as part of the
superstitious truth. The Earl of Wnyss had owned many of
the Fife collieries, though not those around Carsden. Some
of these pits were sunk, according to famly records, on the
sites of what had been wi tch-burning places. The peopl e had
been gi ven chunks of coal as alnms. Coal was a nagic rock, a
bl ack di anond, mysterious and I|ife-giving.

Carsden had its own w tch-burning site, not a colliery now

but the local park, which neandered down to a shall ow

river, aptly named the Ore. Suspected (proven?) witches

were placed in a barrel by the good people of the village, and
the barrel was then coated with tar and ignited. Alid was
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nail ed on, and the whole contraption was roll ed down the nmeandering
sl ope where chil dren nowpl ayed and intothe river. The screans carried
downriver, the barrel snouldering and fizzinglike afirework. It was
horrible, and it was

happening in the seventeenth century. Three hundred years

ago. Mary MIller was, in a sense, |ucky.

The random jottings had begun to connect for Darroch.

Mning, it seened to him was a superstitious occupation,

and it had gone hand in hand with the superstitions and

wi t ch-burni ngs of that age. He thought of Mary M Il er. Poor
woman. The superstitions held fast, gripped by the downtrodden
class as a neans of creating scapegoats for their bad
fortune. It was the easy solution. Instead of raging at the

| andowners or | ooking to thenselves, they nerely picked on

an outsider and branded her a witch, blam ng her for any

m sfortune, any hiccup of economics. That nade the villagers
feel better in their hungry bitterness. They fed on it I|ike

a fire feeds on coal. Darroch checked hinmsel f. These were his
pari shioners. He should have patience with them and
Christian tolerance. It was hard, though, with all their
chiselling ways. He read his book again, the fire warm ng

his clothes so that they snelled newy |aundered and ironed.

The very nane of the town worried him Carsden. It was

naned, presumably, after Carsden Wods just outside the

town. The den was a valley near these woods. But what

about the etynology of Carsden itself? There were two
possibilities, one of which seenmed om nous. He had travelled
to Edi nburgh, to the National Library, for these notes. He
had | ooked at Grant's Scottish National Dictionary, Craigie's
A Dictionary of the O der Scottish Tongue, Chambers' Scots

Di ctionary, and Jam eson's Scottish Dictionary. He had

found a kind of consensus. 'Car' neant left or left-handed. It
al so neant (presumably because |eft-handedness was consi dered
om nous by superstitious people) sinister, fatal, or

wong in a noral sense. 'Carlin' (also 'carling', 'carline'
"karlyn', 'karling5) nmeant a witch. This was especially true
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when used in the Lot hians, Ayrshire (another notorious w tch-hunting
area) and Fife. This had | ed Darroch to deduce that Carsden woul d nean
den of the witch. He

researched into other similar place-nanes. Carlops, on the road south
from Edi nburgh to Biggar, was nanmed after its

i mposi ng rock. He found that there were two versions of the

etymol ogy. One stated that it was a place from where

wi tches had flown, originally Carlings-Loups. The ot her

clainmed that the rock was the site fromwhere villagers

woul d hurl suspected wi tches, shouting at themto fly nowif

they could. If Carlops derived its name fromwi tches, then

why not Carsden? In Jamieson's Dictionary, however, he

found that 'car', used as the initial syllable of a place-naneg,
could nean 'fortified place', which would nean that Carsden

had been a fortified den. No history of the area, however,

spoke of fortifications until the tine of St Cuthbert and the
building of the kirk. It was a puzzle. Wckedly, he preferred

to think of the former as the truth.

But no, no 'witches' had ever flown away to safety from
Carlops HlIl. No '"witches' had ever survived the grotesque
drowning ritual in Carsden. There were no witches. Al

there was was superstition. He had entered a comunity

where such beliefs still lived on. The mines had cl osed. \Wo
was to bl ane? Abstracts such as econom cs and i nvestnment?

You coul d not shake your fist at them Better to find a
scapegoat instead. That was what they had done. An
unfortunate accident had marked Mary M1l er physically as

an outsider. Msfortune had dogged her publicly. She had

been the perfect brunt. Darroch grew angry as he pretended

to read. What could he do? He felt like rushing to the
worman' s house and asking for her forgiveness on behal f of

the whole town. He wanted to speak with her, to see her.

She was endurance. She was Christianity. He was a sham

by conparison. He had to tell her these things. He had to tel
her not to be afraid. Her eyebrows were like lines of velvet or
the backs of sleek black cats. Her face was pale but deft. Her
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hair was silver. Silver and black. He had to tell her. He had
to see her.

Reverend Wal ker had told himthat Mary did not work.
Darroch put on his jacket, switched off the fire, and
sl amred shut the front door as he left.

He examined the character of the town as he wal ked. It

was different now, different, certainly, fromthat first day
when he had | ooked over his church with pride and hope.

Rai ndrops dotted his shoul ders, but he paid themlittle heed.
They refreshed him

It was a longish walk, and the wind blew into his face al

the way, as if trying to deter him Pieces of grit were swirled
around Main Street and sone picked at his eyes. He bowed

his head into the gathering wi nd and wal ked on.

The cenmetery stood at the top of a steep hill called The

Brae. Her house was on the other side of the hill. Sweat was

cl oggi ng his back beneath the nylon shirt, the woollen jersey,

the jacket. He stopped for a second at the sumrmit. The cenetery was
qui et except for the cracked voices of the crows at Cardell kirk. He
nm ght pay Reverend WAl ker a visit while he was in the nei ghbourhood.
He caught sight of a figure

tendi ng one of the graves. No, not tending it, but sitting in

front of it on the danp grass. Her hair was unm stakabl e.

He opened the gate to the cenetery and wal ked across the

grass towards her. As he approached, he heard her voice. He
realised that she was speaking to her dead parents. He stood

stock still, nunbed. Her voice was |ow and soft, |ike small

sticks travelling with the river's current. He hung back, not
wanting to eavesdrop so publicly but doing it anyway.

Finally she stood up, turning and seeing him A quick rising

of bl ood nade her cheeks gl ow agai nst her wi nd- pi nched

face.

"Ch,' she said.

He was, however, nore enbarrassed than she. He opened
his arns in contrition. A horn sounded at the gate. She
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| ooked past himand he turned towards the sound. A nan
was waving fromthe car. She waved back

"I must be going,' she said. 'My boyfriend. The car.' She
poi nted, then started off.

"It was nothing,' he said with nock heartiness. '|I was just
passing and thought |.. .' She was wavi ng back at him
smling warily. Then she reached the gates and the car door
opened fromwithin. Darroch let his arns fall, then pushed
his hands safely into his jacket pockets. She would think |ess
of himnow. He had been spying on her. Her graveside. Her
parents. He | ooked at the marble, at the gold lettering. She
had been speaking with them It was the npbst private of
things, and he had blundered in like a ... a ... Her

boyfri end. She had a boyfriend. Perhaps, then, she felt

happi ness too.

So why did lain Darroch feel dejected?

Only two people had seen the boy and the tinker-girl as they

pi cked their way hand in hand through the fields, the rain

like a sheet behind them and the sky the colour of a deep
purpl e bruise. One of these was Matt Duncan. He watched
fromthe country path at the end of his evening wal k, and

his eyes were deeply focused slits. He felt his brain stir with
i ncoherent thoughts. He slouched his hands into his jacket

and cursed.

The other was Ms Fraser, who owned the |ocal grocery

shop. She was on her way hone, having delivered sone
produce to Reverend Wal ker. He had kept her |ate as usual,
tal ki ng about the old days and the new m nister. She had
been wal ki ng horme past the field next to the old hospital
when she had seen the two shadowy figures on the other

side of the wall. They were whi spering together and
giggling. She stood on tiptoe to see thembetter. They were
past her and could not see her, but she saw them well
enough and her nouth opened in a snmall O as she
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recogni sed the boy. She vaguely renenbered havi ng seen

the girl, too, and knew her for what she was. Dear oh dear.
Ms MIller (she called her Ms out of propriety's sake) was a
good custoner. Ms Fraser would have to tell her about her
son's unsavoury friendship. She would tell her first thing in
the nmorning, for Ms MIler was always bright and early in
the grocery so as to avoid the nass of shoppers. A girl from
the gypsy canp. Wll well. Perhaps it was to be expected.

Wait until the town found out.

They ate the evening neal in near silence. Sandy was happy
enough. H's thoughts were on how to broach the subject of
Rian to his nother. Should he play on her synpathy, or
shoul d he conme right out with his request? He was so full of
his own concerns that he did not notice his nmother's anxious
face, the way she glanced at himand only played with her

f ood.

At | ast she rose fromher chair and collected his enpty

pl ate. She wal ked to the sink and began to run the hot tap.
Sandy belched in his seat. He studied his nother's back. Her
hair was tied in a thick bun above the nape of her neck.

Tufts of black ran down either side of her neck and

di sappeared into the shadows of her dress. He wi shed his

own hair was as attractive, but it was beconming slightly
greasy, and he could do nothing with it but let it take its own
shape and its own line. He scratched at his neck.

"What happened to your grandnother's shaw, Sandy?'

She had turned the tap off and was facing him her hands on
the rimof the sink behind her

"What ?' He knew that the red was already rising to his
cheeks. His heart was like a sports car. It had just been |et
| oose along a long, straight road. Cnh shit, he thought. GCh
shit.

'Did you give it to her?

'To who?' His nother's consequent |augh was unpl easant.
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It had the hacking quality of a witch's triunph. She did not
smle.

To the tinker, of course. Your girlfriend.'

'Look, Mum she's .

"I know what she is! Everyone in this town knows what

she is. But they all try to ignore it. It doesn't really concern
them And now you' ve gone and got yourself nixed up with

her. How coul d you be so stupid? The final word was like a
judgenment of fire. Sandy's face burned as brightly as a

tongue of flame. He had never, never seen his nother so

angry and so disgusted by him It was hard to hear out the

rest of her verdict. 'She's just a slut. You' ve been | ucky,
Sandy. You've managed to gain sonme kind of acceptance in

this town. |'ve worked hard for it. It hasn't been easy for you
and it hasn't been easy for nme, and now you're going to
throwit all away because of her. That's stupid. There's

nothing clever init at all. It'll be all round the town by now.'
' So?'
"So? I'Il tell you so. Don't you think it's hard enough for me

as it is without people |aughing at ne because ny son's
going out with a hoor?" There were tears forming in the
corners of her dark eyes, so suddenly alight.

' She's not a hoor!'

'Ch? What is she then? You tell ne.'

"She's ... ' It was inpossible. All his pretty speeches, his
argurments and his statesmanship had flown out of the

wi ndow. Hi s brain was soggy. He was up against a cruel and

pr of essi onal opponent. He felt cut, wi nded, |eaning on the
ropes with nowhere to go but back into the centre of the ring.
'"She's like us,' he nanaged. Hi s nother opened her eyes

wi de in astoni shnent. She | aughed again, cutting him

deeper.

"Li ke us? How dare you. She's a slut. She's not |ike us,
Sandy. '
He wanted to play a cruel trick then, wanted to say ' So



who's ny father?', but he could not make hinmself do it. He
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swal | owed hard. I nthe silence, his thoughts seenmed to have struck hone
anyway. H s nother cane and sat at the table.

"Mum ' he began, his face pleading, 'I want her to come and stay with
us.' He might have been asking to share his
not her's bed. Her eyes only opened wider. 'Listen, | can

explain. R an's not what you think

'"Worse then.'

'"No, better. She's been used, that's all.

"Used? |I'Il say she's been used! And everyone knows it. At

| east she's not fooled you there.' The sarcasmlasted only a
second. She was | ooking at the table, was studying the

texture of the sauce bottle. Her fingers played with the saltcellar.
The tears, their assault having failed, retreated

' Sandy,' she said calmy, taking several breaths of air,

'pl ease pronmise ne that you won't see that girl ever again.

Prom se nme that and things will be all right. You'll see.' He
stared at the false love on her face. It was usel ess. He

needed tine. She wasn't giving himany. He pushed back his

chair, not hearing its horrible scraping across the |inol eum
floor, and left the kitchen, clinbing the stairs as noisily as he
coul d.

In his roomhe lay on his bed, face down, and closed his
eyes on everything: on his nmother, on Rian, and on the
small, tight world into which he had been so nysteriously
bor n.
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On his birthday, as planned, Sandy boarded the early train
to Edi nburgh. His nother had given himfifteen pounds. He
had taken the noney quietly, thanking her as politely as he
woul d have thanked a di stant aunt. She had been quiet, too,
but had refused to weaken during the several fights that
they had had in the past fortnight. He had even said that if
his nother woul d accept Rian into the house, then he woul d
return to school to do his Hi ghers. She had shaken her head.
Bl ackmail, she had truthfully called it. School had started
three days previously. Secretly, Sandy was tenpted by

H ghers. His friends had found nothing waiting for them
out si de school. Whether he liked it or not, he had until
Christnas to decide. He knew that when he joined themit
woul d be to a cold, flat world of quick-setting adult cenent.
Al ready Mark and Clark were bored, and were calling him
"lucky' because he could return to the wonb-Iike warmh of
the school with its ancient radiators and its sarcastic
teachers, teachers |ike Andy Wallace, who had tried talking
to himabout R an and his npother, but who had been a

fl abby, inpotent interrogator.

Now he had nmoney in his pocket and was sitting on the old
train, an engine pulling three carriages of second-cl ass
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compartments. He was not intending to spend nuch of the
nmoney, only enough to satisfy his nother. The rest he was
going to use to tenpt Robbie, for he had not given up his

pl an. Instead he had nodified it slightly: R an and he woul d
| eave Carsden together, or R an woul d hide out sonmewhere

away from her brother and her aunt. The forner was a

drastic neasure. The authorities would seek himout. They
woul d be a wanted couple. He was not sure nowadays that

mel odrama |i ke that could work outside of Hollywood fil ns.
Still, the alternatives were few and unsatisfactory. He

wat ched Carsden swing away fromhimlike a ball on a

rubber string. It was rapidly replaced by spent countryside
and indol ent cows. Electric pylons swept across the | andscape
like giants, and he watched their rhythns fromhis

wi ndow. The train seened to pass a |ot of back yards, as if it
were an inspector of the shabby reality in every town.
Rubbi sh strewn in gardens. Factories and warehouses with
their rusting cast-offs. Earth-noving equi pnent at work

right across Fife, and a petrochenical plant burning in the
pal e, snoky di stance.

He considered the possibility of soneone outside throw ng

a rock at his wi ndow. What woul d he do? He woul d not duck,
just as he had not attenpted to dodge Rian's slap. He would
sit and watch the rock's trajectory cutting towards his
reflection. H's eyes would close over the splinters of gl ass.
Wiy woul d he sit there? To experience, and so that

afterwards he could curse his maker for creating the
incident. He believed in God now, but it was a mal evol ent
thing and he woul d speak of it with a small, vehenment 'g\ He
believed in god. He believed in the cruelty and the inevitability
of suffering. And he believed that he was dooned. As if to
reassure him thundercl ouds gat hered above the Firth of
Forth. The train passed over and through the red structure

of the bridge in a nist that hid fromview the road bridge
and the water. He knew that it was all because of him

Soon enough, Edi nburgh presented itself to himas a grey
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snot hering of tall buildings. He wal ked up the steep incline
fromWaverl ey Station and was confronted by roadworks

and fumes and a slow drizzle. He made towards Princes

Street, one hand in his pocket so as not to lose his tiny roll of
nmoney. The city's col dness was a physical thing. People

brushed past hi mw thout noticing. No one nodded or

acknow edged hi s exi stence. Soon he was soaked. The

drizzle was fine, but the traffic blewit into his face as

t hough he deserved no better.

In a cafe, he was overcharged for a can of |enpbnade. He
clutched his pound notes nore carefully. The |l arge shops
were like nests of vivid ants. The streets were strewn with
litter and curious nmen who asked for noney or slouched on
benches. Tourists wal ked by slowy, seem ng not to see any
of it except what they were there to see. Sandy began to
wonder if it were real at all. He bought two records cheaply
in a shop in South Clerk Street. Everywhere shops were

bei ng cl osed down, redecorated, and opened again. Many of

t he wi ndows were boarded up. FOR SALE signs cluttered

the i mredi ate skyline. He found hinself in a small concrete
square. People sat on the steps around this square and

tal ked. They seenmed quite young, though a few years ol der
than him It was quiet all around. The road curved away
fromthe square at a decent distance. The buildings were a
m xture of the very old and grey and the very new and

white. He ventured into one of the newi sh ones. It had a

gl ass done, beneath which sat a clunp of tropical plants and
trees. Miusic played in a cafe. There was a bank. Two ot her
sorts of shop were closed. By reading various notices dotted
around, Sandy was able to conclude that he was in a part of
Edi nburgh University. He was startled. He | ooked around
furtively, but no one seened about to throw himout. He

wal ked out of the building and crossed the square to

anot her, ol der construction. Inside, it offered much the sane
facilities as the first. They were like small, self-sufficient
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communi ties. For some reason t hey renm nded hi mof Cars- den. He wi shed
that he had brought Rian with him He

wonder ed why he had not thought to ask her. He had not

seen much of her in the past weeks. H s nother had scared

hi moff, but he had not given her up. He had not had enough

nmoney to bring her with him that was all. He needed nore

nmoney. Robbie, he felt, would never agree to let her go for

less than thirty pounds. Sandy had only twenty-seven

pounds fifty, |ess what he would spend today. He squeezed

hi s pocket, w shing the noney woul d grow.

He sat in the building for a long tinme. He ate a sandwi ch
in the enpty cafeteria. It was peaceful in there. He did not
want to | eave but the train hone was in |ess than an hour.
In a good bookshop near the University he bought a book of
poens by Ted Hughes, whom he had studied at school, and a
novel which he had heard about sonewhere. Then he

wal ked down to the station, getting | ost twice and having to
ask directions twice. Once, he could not find anyone who
knew anyt hi ng about Edi nburgh and he ended up asking a
news-vendor, fromwhom he felt obliged to buy an evening
paper, though it cost him another sixteen pence.

The train was crowded with peopl e going home from work.

He had to stand in a snoking conpartment, and began to

feel sweaty and sick fromthe funes. The peopl e seened

used to it all. They read their evening papers or their books
and never tal ked or | ooked at their nei ghbours. Sandy,
clutching his books and his records, could not read. |nstead
he watched froma small piece of avail able wi ndow as the

t hunder cl ouds over Fife churned and churned their way

towards the interior.
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Ceorge Patterson watched the enpty, wi nd-lashed streets

t hrough the griny w ndow of the Soda Fountain. He had

counted the day's taking, a pathetic sum He had been

t hi nki ng of the approaching winter. He could not face

anot her one. He was thinking now of Carsden, of the town it
had once been, of the man he had once thought hinself. He

was inruin, like the town. He had lived a life that had been
not hing less than a direct damation for over sixteen years.
He had sinned grievously. He had |ied, had cheated, had

wat ched his foul ness push its way into the hearts of others
in the deceptive guise of smling acknow edgenent, and he

had detested every minute of it -- wondering when his lies
woul d be reveal ed, hoping and praying that they woul d, but
never having his w shes granted. Wndering when he woul d
crack, when he would reach the final edge of the final pit,
stare deeply into it, and resolve the crisis. That stage had
been reached. He had spent this |ast day ticking off the
tunmours in his life, an act of worthless sel f-excoriation that
he had perforned before, but never with the sane resol ve.

Taki ngs could be no | ower. The sumer was over. His life
coul d be neasured out by the half-enpty jars of sticky,

i ndetermi nate things on his shelves. He was full of self-pity,
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and the only way to end his hypocrisy was the easy way, and
the nost difficult.

He went through to the al cove and swept up the trinmm ngs

of hair fromthe day's two appointnents. He tipped

the lot into a bin and stood the brush against the wall. Then
he went into the tiny back room where a bottle of whisky

was wrapped in thin brown paper on the desk. In a drawer

of the desk sat three small bottles of assorted tablets. These
tabl ets had chall enged himbefore. Now he felt equal to their
chal | enge. He wagered the whi sky against their success. He

sat at the table, took a sheet fromthe drawer, and began to
wite in a childish, antiquated script.

It had rained all day and all of the night before. The river
had burst its banks and flooded the park to a depth of nearly
twel ve inches. Part of the main road to Lochgelly was al so

fl ooded, though not quite inpassable. Water gathered at
roadsi de drains and waited patiently to be consuned. People
were saying that they had never seen rain like it. It had
fallen like a judgenent in sheets of thick silver and bl ack.
Now it lay in the gutters and in pools, and peopl e inspected
it as if seeking the force that had been evident in its falling.
But it was broken now, seeping back into the I and as though
its purpose had been fulfilled.

Broonsti cks might be hanging in the sky. You coul d not
say for sure that they were not. It was certainly dark enough
up there for them

But it was not Hal | owe' en.

There were no whooping children, no turnip |lanterns

reeki ng, no outlandi sh costunmes. Yet Sandy, wal ki ng

silently through the drying streets, was thinking Hall owe' en
t houghts. Chap, chap, chap, we are the guisers. That was

the song for Hallowe'en, the witching time. But this was only
the end of Septenber. Hallowe'en was a | ong way off. He

wal ked nervously past houses where he was known. He
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listened to the blaring tel evisions and argunents in every
house, the argunments reninding himof those he had been
having with his nother. Yet he had signed the options for
H ghers. He had not told her that, but he was sure that
Andy Wl I ace woul d have. Homewor k begged to be done

now, but his mnd was full of Rian.

Today he had stolen a pound fromhis nother's purse.

Three days ago he had done the sane thing. His guilt echoed
in the argunents around him and beyond these sounds

lurked the conspiratorial silence of the distant night air,
nmocki ng him for what he was about to do.

But he would do it, for he needed the noney. He had

stol en, he had scrinped, he had done everything he could

think of. Everything except this. He shivered. It had to be
tonight. Al he needed was confidence. He was wal ki ng

towards Cardell, towards where R an lived. There were new
houses there, inconers who did not know him He was not

the witch's son to them He fingered the tin of boot-polish in
his pocket. The dinmmed |ight from Venetian blinds showed
himhis targets. And suddenly he thought again, |'mtoo old
for this, nuch too old. I"'mtoo old and it's too early and it's
stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He rubbed at his brow as

t hough worryi ng a headache. It was for the noney. He

needed t he noney and he needed it tonight. The noney for

Rian. He was so cl ose now, and yet this gaping distance
confronted him He sighed. For the noney then.

He crouched beside a hedge and took the tin fromhis

pocket. It was half enpty. His nother used it on her bl ack

| eat her boots, he on his school shoes. It snelled of warm
kitchens, of fruit in bows, making himeven nore unconfortable
for some reason. He dabbed his hand into the tin,

snmearing the thick polish over both cheeks and his nose, al

the time forcing hinmself not to think about the minutes to
come. Then, having w ped his hands on the edge of the

pavenent, he took off his jacket and turned it inside out.
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When he put it back on it was orange and furry with arns of
cotton-white. It would have to do.

The house reared in front of him | ooking bigger than ever.
He stood at the gate, feeling sick, feeling his heart pounding
with fear. Then he renenbered that it was only a Hall owe' en
prank after all, and he shuffled up the path towards

t he i nposi ng wood and brass of the door. He stood on the
doorstep for a long tine, not thinking, just standing there.
When soneone finally wal ked through the hallway he

pani cked, thinking that they were com ng out and woul d

find himstanding there suspiciously. He thought that he

had his story ready, so he pushed the bell. The person in the
hal | way st opped, put sonething down on a table, and opened
the front door

It was a man in his early fifties, dressed for an evening in

H's slippers were furry-brown and well used. Hi s cardi gan

hung | cosely about him He wore gl asses and had a silver

nmoust ache. Sandy suddenly renenbered that it was not Hall owe' en and
that he was strange to the man in his strangeness.

"Wl 1 ?' said the man. Sandy was purpl e-faced and hoped

t he polish would disguise the fact. 'Wl1?" Two nugs of coffee
were steaming on a small tel ephone stool behind the man,

and on the wall next to them hung an ornate mirror in which
Sandy caught glinpses of hinself. He | ooked like a tinker
Vel | ?

'"Penny for the Quy,' he stammered. The nan stretched to
| ook outside

"What GQuy exactly?' he asked. Sandy stared stupidly
towards where the man was | ooking. He began to renenber
his story.

"I've not built it yet,' he said. 'That's why | need the
money.' Need the noney for Rian. 'It's going to be the biggest
GQuy inthe village. I'mhaving to start it early, you see. It's
for charity.' The final lie made himlower his eyes guiltily to
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t he doorstep. He had been tal king too quickly, he realised.
The man chuckl ed

"That's fly,' he said. Then: 'Margaret! Conme out here for a
m nut el

There was a tortured, smiling silence until a fat wonan,
knitting in hand, came to the door. Her husband rmade room
for her. Between them hung the mrror.

"Well,' she said, 'soneone to see us.' Her voice and her face
were ripples of condescensi on.

'"He's a guiser,' explained her husband, 'but he doesn't
have a Guy. That's why he needs the noney. That's why he's
nmore than a nonth early in calling. It's for charity, he says.'

Sandy hoped that his own silence would force the noney
fromthem He wanted to run fromtheir doorstep, and was
prevented from doing so only by the thought of their

| aught er.

"And will we see this Guy when it's finished? said the
wormran.

'"Ch yes,' said Sandy. He watched hinself in the mrror. He
| ooked a bit |ike Robbie, though dirtier. The conparison
attracted himfor a nonent until he realised that the
woman had spoken again. 'Pardon?' he said.

'l said can you do sonet hi ng?'

' Do sonet hi ng?

"Aye,' said the woman. ' Sing sonething.'
' Sing sonething? he echoed, |ooking to the nman

'"Is it a boy we've got here, Margaret, or is it a bl oody
parrot?'

They both had a good | augh at that, bending over slightly.
Yes, he looked a little |ike Robbie, hard and unmovi ng.

"l can't sing,' he said.



"Well,' said the woman, 'tell a joke then.'
"You're a bit old for this, son, aren't you?' said the nan
*You nust be able to do a dance at least,' said the wonman,

shaki ng her fleshy bulk like an aunt at a weddi ng recepti on.
"Go on.'
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Sandy stared at his feet. They were nonsters, infected

wi th el ephantiasis. He noved one of themout of curiosity,
then began to do a little shuffle. He gazed at hinself in the
mrror. He saw a scruffy adol escent with jet-black hair and
his coat inside out doing a stupid jerking dance on a strange
doorstep. He forced hinself to think of Rian, but it did not
work. A solidity was gathering in his throat. He thought
again of running, of turning on his heels and flying up into
that beautifully clear night air. H's audience sniled and

cl apped their hands in tinme to his novenents, standing

back a little into their doorway for a better view. The nman
began to whistle. The worman hunmed in a broken-down

voi ce, her hips noving obscenely. Sandy was appal l ed. He
stared at themlike a bear on a chain, and they were

cl appi ng and whistling and tapping their feet and humm ng
along with the rhythm He canme to a furious stop. They

st opped cl appi ng.

The man exam ned Sandy w th sudden dept h.

Tou're not much good at this, are you?' he said. Tou're not
much good.' He chuckled. It was not a kind sound at all
Sandy realised. Children could be heard in the distance. The
t hought of noney was all that held Sandy there, and he
wanted to blurt out the truth to these stupid people, these
warm happy, stupid people. He bit his lip thoughtfully,
hoping it would be interpreted as a sign of stubbornness.
Wien he | ooked into the mirror now he saw a resolute face, a
face anonynous and to be feared. He liked this |ook. He
stared hard at the nman. The worman had st opped humni ng.

She took her coffee uninterestedly fromthe stool. She
clutched her knitting to her bosom

"How rmuch will we give hin?' asked the man, turning to
his wi fe. She shrugged, then | ooked for a second at Sandy.

'"He wasn't worth nmuch,' she said icily. Then: 'The
programme's back on.'

"I was worth much!' Sandy called to her retreating back.

The man attenpted a nore open chuckl e.
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"Aye, you don't do rmuch these days for your noney, do

you? That's the trouble with this country. As little as
possi bl e for as nuch noney, that's the way of it. You're

| earning the ropes fast, son. Not too fast, | hope.' He was
digging into his pocket. His hand cane out in the shape of a
small fist and extended towards Sandy, who opened his own
pal m and recei ved the chinking noney wi thout |ooking at it.

You don't half talk a lot of shite, mster,' he said, turning
to go.

The man chuckl ed agai n. The sound of bats against a
wi ndow pane, of candl es being snuffed.

"Don't go casting spells now,' he called bitterly as he cl osed
the door. Sandy's stomach did a single sonmersault, no nore,
and then he grinned at having forced the feeble old man into
saying that. He took off his jacket and reversed it as he

wal ked. He felt stronger now, different. But he could not go
t hrough that again, not for anything, not even for Rian, his
Rian. He noved further up the hill, away fromthe noises of
the children. He |ifted sone newspaper fromthe ground and
spat on it, scrubbing it against his face. He opened his warm
grubby hand and counted nearly fifty pence. Fifty pennies
only. But he had gained sonething el se, sonething that

oozed from himas he rubbed harder and harder at his

cheeks, enjoying the harsh, bright pain. Fifty bright pennies
for Rian, his Rian.

So he had twenty-four pounds and eighty pence with
which to tenpt the gypsy.

There seened to Darroch sonething religious about Mahler's
Fifth. He listened to it while sipping dry sherry, the

gl ass absurdly small between his fingers -- strong, hair

gl azed fingers. He had finished Sunday's sernon. His
sermons - full of disguised norals, and sone not so

di sqgui sed - had been warmy received by the congregati on,
none of whom however, sought to put theminto practice. He
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felt frustrated. What else could he do? He scribbled in the
margi n of the sernon, which was bal anced on his knees. |f
only he could sumon up the courage to speak with the

woman in some depth, then he could fathomthe extent of

the town's feelings towards her. Yet each tinme he spoke to
her he felt hinself choking back the words and the feelings.
It was absurd. Her eyes made himtotally unable to say

al oud what he felt so intensely. He was beconi ng obsessed

by her. He did not want to think of it as |ove, and deci ded
instead that it would only be cured if he were able to nake
hinmself talk with her about her life in the town. That,
however, only led himback to his initial dilemrma. There was
enotion in Mahler's piece too, and enotion in the warm ng
sherry. He felt themacting on himlike chiding, agreeable
friends. They put their arns around his shoul ders and

whi spered, snake-like, in his ears. The room surrounded
himlike nortality itself: oppressive and inescapable. He
shook hinself free of these growi ng abstractions. It was tine
to be rational and cl ear-headed. He thought of the long walk
to Mary MIller's house, and decided to take his car. The

fl oodi ng between St Cut hbert's and Cardell was not too bad.
He woul d nmanage to get his car through, God willing.

She wept for the first tine in a week. She had resigned
herself to the gulf which had opened out of nowhere between
Sandy and hersel f. She had watched Andy as he had

expl ai ned the reasons why he felt it best that they separate
for a while. She had watched hi m make hi s apol ogi es and

| eave her house, the house of her parents and of her
grandparents. She had felt the world collapsing in on her.

She had wal ked in a dreamto the tel ephone box, but had not
been able to get through to Canada. Now she was in the

dreary graveyard, and, the grass being too wet to sit on - no,

that was not the reason - she stood by the grave of her parents.

formed words in her head. She opened her
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mouth once or twi ce but produced only a dry clucking sound.
Then she wept. She wept and she sniffed back the tears into
her eyes, not wanting to waste a drop, and she wept again.
She stared through the blur at the engravings on the

headst one. She read her father's nane. Hi s age at death.

The tiny sentinment at the bottom Then she started to speak.
She spoke to her nother alone, and the story she told would
make her father disappear fromeverything for ever.

"I"ve lost him Mum He's decided that we should not see
each other for a while. You know what that means. The
coward's brush-off. It wasn't his fault though, Mum No, he
tried. It was ne. | wouldn't have sex with him That was the
problem It's a big problemwith nme, Mum but |'ve never
told you about it, have I? It's enbarrassing, isn't it? But
shall | tell you why? Shall | tell you what | could not bring
myself to tell Andy? Dear Andy. You'll hate ne, Mum You'l
hate nme for eternity.' She blew her nose. The sky around her
was darkeni ng. Streetl anps suddenly canme on outside the
cenmetery. *You al ways thought that it was Tom didn't you,
Mun? It wasn't. People here believe that it was Tomtoo; |
think even Sandy believes it. You know that he has never
asked me seriously who his father was. | would never have
told himanyway. But I'mgoing to tell you, Mum Lord

knows |'ve kept it bottled up for too long."'

She paused again and pulled her coat around her, though

the evening was mlder than the day had been. Sandy had

gi ven one of the shawl s away, one of her nother's shaw s.

She coul d never forgive himfor that. He had given it to that
bitch of a tinker. And after all she had done for him.

' Sandy,' she said. 'Sandy.' Then she collected herself. She
was here to speak with her nother.

*You remenber that day, Mum It was Boxi ng Day. You

were going to Auntie Beth's in Leven. | said that | wasn't
feeling well. Tom and Dad had arranged to nmeet with

friends in the evening. So you went by yourself. | really

t hought that you were |eaving us then, | nean | eaving us for
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good. But you came back. | thought that Dad's drinking and

hi s depr essi ons wer e beconi ng t oo much for you. | know, he wasn't really
to blane. The pits were all closed or closing and he didn't have much
noney | eft, or much of his pride. It was hard for everyone, wasn't it?
There were al ways excuses. But when you cane back, and when | told you
laittt that | was pregnant, you t hought it had happened <wM ) It ni ght.
You were right.'

A car passed on the road outside. It was al
was driving on a night like this.

' Tomwas out nost of the night at ad® M| with that girl he sonetines
sawin her upstairs lying in bed, but dressed. | heard?Patterson cone
in. You renenmber, Mum 1

very friendly. George Pattersonwas withdied. It was sui ci de, you know.
| figured that 4

It was suicide that night, and George Patterson!

guilt all on his own shoul ders ever since. |'ve done 1

renove it. | hope his life's been hell!' Her voice, uncannily calm
had now built towards m nor hysteria.;

tugged at her coat, staring over the wall of the graveyard at the cl ouds

beyond. ' They were drunk and noi sy downstairs. | could hear gl asses
falling, and then a bottle roll ed across the kitchen floor. It's funny
how t hose details stick in ny mnd, but they do. | can renmenber sone

of what they were

shouting, too. Al about the death of the town and the death

of the workers and the death of pride. Hi gh-blown stuff. Self

pity nostly. They shouted and | aughed and grew angry.

They cursed the system and the bureaucrats. They cursed

the NCB. They cursed just about everything but thenselves.

Dad did nost of the shouting, didn't you, Dad? George was

just backing you up. He had little enough to worry about.

H s shop was doingnicely. Howas likeatiny fat kingin asugar pal ace.
But he grew angry with you anyway. | couldn't stand it. By that tine
| really did have a headache. | crept downstairs.
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"When | entered the living roomit was |ike walking into
somewhere for the first tinme. It seened to have changed
utterly. The chairs had been noved, and the settee. Sone

gl asses were on the table, sone others were on the sideboard,
and two were on their sides in the mddle of the room

A cardboard box half filled with cans and bottles of beer was
on the floor. | renmenber it all so clearly. And a bottle of dark
rum st ood besi de anot her of whisky on the mantel pi ece. Dad

had his armround George Patterson. They were swaying in

the mddle of the floor, circling round the box. Dad saw ne
first. His hair was plastered down over his forehead. Sweat

was hanging in the folds of his throat, or it mght have been
tears. His shirt-tail hung out over his trousers. I'd heard him
that drunk before, when | was lying in bed sonetines, but

I'd never seen himthat drunk. Although |I was |ooking at mny
father, | knew that | was dealing with sonmeone el se,

someone with a different voice fromthe person | knew and

with a different ook in his eye. He came up to nme and put an
armaround nmy waist, but it wasn't funny, Mum | sli pped

away from himand went and sat on the settee, arns fol ded

| was scared, yet | wanted to be in on it, do you see? | wanted

to be part of their grown-up, nmen's world. | was fifteen,
remenber. | was already on the edge of that world. So |
acted |ike a grown-up worman. Stupid of ne. | sat on the

settee and scow ed. And Dad sl unped down besi de ne and

asked for a kiss from his daughter. He brought his face near

m ne and kissed ne on the lips. It felt obscene. H's face was
bristly, and it scratched ne. But he held me there for a few
seconds. Then he pulled me to himagain and ki ssed ne

again, not a dad's kisses this time but adult things. He was

tal king too, tal king about the waste he had nmade of his life,
and how | was the only thing he really lived for, how he had

al ways cared nore for ne than Tom He was stroking ny

back, and his breath was rancid. | thought he was all | had. |
t hought you'd run away. | suppose | was a bit sorry for him
but not rmuch. | was sorrier for nyself. He grasped nme hard,
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pulling me towards himall the time. Hs grip was tight, a

real miner's grip, and | fell against him Ch, Mum that was

it, you see. It all happened then, and Patterson was there

too. But Dad was hal f-hearted. No, I'"'mnot telling it right.'

She paused. Her throat was dry. She scooped up sone

water froma puddle and | apped at it like a dog. She felt she

was going too quickly; none of it seenmed plausible.

"I don't really know what |'mtrying to say, Muim It was so
|l ong ago. But |ater, when Dad was sick and had to go to the

bat hroom and col | apsed there, well, Patterson. He did it.
didit. And it was against ny will all right, but |I was
confused. | hit him but he was a big, heavy man. And he
was talking to me, but differently fromDad ... He was

He

trying to talk Iike a boyfriend. It was horrible. Tal ki ng about

maybe getting married. Eventually | ran upstairs and sat

wi th ny body agai nst the bedroom door in case they tried to get in.

I was awake all night while they slept. It was disgusting, Mum but
how could | tell you? How could I? |

don't know why I'mtelling you now.'

She wiped tears fromher face. Her breath was heavy. Her

heart was a slow machine, rusted. She | ooked again at the

ground, at the broken flowers in their jars, at the earth

which held the two corpses.

"Ch, Mum | don't know, | really don't know But that's

why Dad committed suicide. Because . .. |I'mnot even sure if

he knew about Patterson. Probably not. So all the guilt was on him

But now all the guilt is on Patterson, you see. And
though | love Sandy with all my might, still | can't help

feeling sonetinmes that part of himbelongs to soneone el se,

sonmeone | hate. Onh, Jesus, help ne. You see now, Mim
don't you? And | couldn't tell Andy. If only I could tel

Tom had nothing to do with it, you see. Nothing at all. He

was nystified when he found out. He thought it m ght have
been one of his friends. Oh, Jesus, howcan | talk to you
agai n, Mun? How can | nake you listen? I'msorry. But it
wasn't ny fault, Mum It wasn't ny fault.
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She breathed deeply, her face to the cast-iron sky. Rain

was falling sonewhere, and soon would fall here again. She
wal ked quickly fromthe cenetery, her coat around her like a
rough skin. A car had stopped at the gates, but it was not
Andy. There were to be no mracles. It was the mnister. He
wal ked around the car towards her. She was el sewhere, but

he could not see it.

'Mss . .. Ms Mller, eh, | was just comng to see you. |
didn't catch you at your house so I.

'"Go away, Wwill you? Just |eave ne alone!' She began to run
downhill. She did not know where she was goi ng, but she
knew that it had to be sonewhere | onely and sonewhere

uni nvol ved. In the end, she ran towards the fl ooded park

Robbi e was blind drunk. That nmuch Sandy knew by j ust

| ooking at him The young man was sl unped agai nst the
outside wall of the nansion. He cradled a near-enpty bottle
of vodka in his arns and sang to it as if it were his baby
sister.

'"Ch ho,' he said as the boy approached. 'It's Sandy, is it?
WI1l you sit down here and have a drink with ne, Sandy?

He waved the bottle in Sandy's general direction. 'You wll
have a drink, won't you? |I'mhellish |onely these evenings.
You stopped coming to see us. Wat's wong?'

Sandy crouched in front of him Wth one hand he
steadi ed hinself on the ground, while the other hand stayed
in his pocket, where the roll of notes | urked.

"Listen, Robbie,' he began, staring at the bleary slits of the
young gypsy's eyes, watching the eyes thenselves glisten

and roll and pull thenselves into focus, 'I want to speak to
you about Rian.'

"About Rian? Ha! That little bitch? Don't let's speak about

her, Al exander. Let's enjoy ourselves. Here.' He npbtioned
towards Sandy with the bottle. Sandy took it from himand
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gul ped down the vodka. It burned in his throat, but made
himfeel better.

Tea,' he continued, 'about Rian. |'ve got some noney
together, Robbie, and I want to ...' Robbie's head rolled

'Money,' he said, 'nmoney, is it? Ch yes,' he rubbed at his
chin and a little wise old man's face came over him 'the
nmoney. Rian told nme about that. You're supposed to be

getting together some noney. Wat for again? Ch yes, to buy
her fromne. Ha! That's a good one! Buy Rian! As if she could
be bought. She can be bought, nind you, but not l|ike that.

No, not like that at all." It was as if he were talking to
hinself. Hi s eyes stared at the gathering dusk, seeking
answers to unspoken questions, then were dragged towards

the ground by the weight of the alcohol. 'No, Sandy, you can't
buy Rian. It was a trick. She told nme all about it. Told nme to
keep quiet. But you're ne pal, aren't you? I'Il tell you. It was
her idea, Sandy. Nothing to do with nme.' He shook his head
vigorously, but his eyes fixed thenselves on the sky. 'Rain.
Any minute. Anyone can see that. Mre fucking rain. It's

damp in that house. Wy does nobody ever cone to fix the
roof ? The tarpaulin's all torn or worn away or something

The ceiling is rotten. Not fit to live in. Not fit. Ah, but Sandy
me boy, she was taking you for a ride. Not her usual ride,

but a ride all the sanme.' He | aughed at the gods. It was the
sound of drunken jubilation. It would be forgotten by

nor ni ng. Taking you for a ride, ny son. She wanted ne to

grab the noney, then neither of us would have anything to

do with you afterwards. W'd board up the w ndows proper,

or disappear, and never see you again. Wat could you do,

eh?' He shrugged his shoul ders. 'Nothing. Unless you were
prepared to tell people that you had been planning to buy
yoursel f a gyppo girl, and who'd have synpathy for you then,
eh? No-fucki ng-body. Not in this town, Sandy. So you'd be up
the creek, right? Wthout a paddle, right? But never fear

Your old pal has told you. He's saved your fucking neck, so
sit and have a drink with him Sit yourself down.
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He patted t he ground besi de hi m The grass was sodden. Sandy coul d f eel
it underhand. H's heart was racing. He

under stood now, and he believed. It had been stupid al

al ong not to. Robbie, Aunt Kitty, his own not her - they had known, they
had instinctively known the rottenness that

was core deep, for they had lived through it thenselves in

many mani festations. Yet she had been | oving towards him

gentle, fragile. Could it possibly have been nerely a ganme, a
charade for her own benefit? Robbie was speaki ng again.

AYou're awful quiet, Sandy. Did you fall for it then? Did you really
save up all your penni es? So have ot hers before you. You're not al one.
Have you cone here to give all your pennies to Robbie? Do us a favour
and go get another bottle

i nstead. Keep the change. You can have the bitch for free,

but | doubt if you'll be able to take her.' He grew | ess

ani mat ed. ' She nakes good noney sonetinmes, and when she

does she gives ne sone for a little drink. To keep nme quiet, |
suppose, and so I'll look after her and protect her fromthe

big wide world out there. But I'll let you into a secret, Sandy.
I'd |l ook after her anyway, w thout the bribes and the booze.

She's ny sister, you see, and |'ve been | ooking after her since

I was a kid.' He waved his arms in an uncertain sweep. 'How

much did you bring, Sandy? Fifty pounds? She said you'd

manage fifty, said you had sone nice things in your house

Myself, | said | doubted whether you'd get nore than thirty

or thirty-five, but she was adamant that you'd manage fifty

for her. She said you were that much in | ove.

" Shut up!' The final syllable racketed around the garden
and in Sandy's ears. 'Shut the fuck up!'

Robbi e put his hands comically over his ears, grinmacing,
letting the bottle slip to the grass. Sandy renenbered that
he was only a few years younger than the gypsy. He reached
out and sl apped Robbie with his free hand. The feeling was
shocki ng, but satisfying too, as if he had done son®ething
really wi cked against authority: dropping litter or shitting
in the playground. He touched his stinging palmwth his
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fingertips. Robbie rubbed at the spot of red on his grey
cheek. He was not going to retaliate. Sandy wondered if this
were the same strong, cocky person whom he had encountered
in a shadowed roomonly a few nonths previously. It

was |ike watching a cancer victimgrowi ng old too quickly. It
was |ike watching his grandnother as she had wept herself

t owar ds deat h.

"Were is she?' he asked. His voice was firmlike a film
actor's. Robbie shook his head. He was studyi ng Sandy's feet
now.

"Could be two or three places,' he said, still drunk but

trying not to be. 'Could be down by the river in the park, but
it's flooded, isn't it? Sonetinmes she takes themto the back of
the swimmng pool. Gher times it's behind the M ners
Institute.' He shrugged his shoulders. 'It's no use, though.
What could you do? Nothing. Better |eave her al one, Sandy.
You'll only hurt yourself. | don't want my pal hurting

hinsel f. Stay here. Conme on, we'll finish this bottle and get
another. Nothing's to blane really. Just, well, everything.
This fucking town. This fucking country. Anything you want

to blame.' He shook his head wearily. 'Stay here, Sandy. It's
getting cold. W can go inside, if | can get up the bl oody pipe.
You can wait for her inside. Look, look,' he put his hands

out, palns upward, l|ike a slouching Buddha, 'l ook, Sandy,

it's beginning to rain again.'

But when Robbi e | ooked up, Sandy had vani shed. He
peered into the gloom but saw not hing.
' Sandy,' he said. 'Sandy, you'll only . '
down the wall and was asl eep.

Robbi e slid sideways

She was not at the Mners' Institute. He wal ked on, down

the hill towards the swinming pool. It had beenagift tothe town from
the miners, built in the md-1960s when t hi ngs were al ready begi nni ng
toturn sour. It had been popul ar throughout Fife for atine, but then
a much | arger pool had

199






been built in Kirkcal dy, and anot her dream had becone nerely an echo
in the showers. Now it was used by the

town's swinming club and by sonme old people. It was falling

into disrepair. Gangs painted its walls with vaguely sectarian

sl ogans and woul d gat her against its back wall to be

warmed by the hot air ducts there. Sone public conveniences,

much vandal i sed, stood | ocked nearby, and the park was

separated fromthe pool only by the town's bow ing green.

Sandy took a short cut behind the bingo hall, wary of the
shadows. The Cars might not be far away. He could easily
fight themall on a night like this. The slap he had given
Robbi e stung in his nmenory.

The rain hardly touched him and his eyes stared at the

backs of the buildings. It |ooked as though soneone had

broken into the Soda Fountain, but that was of no concern to
him She had been cruel. She had been needl essly cruel.

Every fibre of her was rotten with experience. She m ght

burn in hell, but she would have to face himfirst. H's fingers
tightened into hardening fists.

Mary wal ked by the edge of the flooded park. Her shoes were
sucked at by the sodden grass, but she could not feel the
danpness rising around her. She had stopped crying, and

had set up the necessary barriers between herself and her
grief. She would survive, but she wi shed that the night were
over. She w shed that she could transport herself many

weeks into the future, to a tine when everything had heal ed
and seened to have taken place in an unreal tinme. Either

that or let her fade into the | ong past, beyond the Boxing
Day to a time when the world had prom sed nuch and asked

for little. She stopped to | ook over a railing. The stagnant,
near - dead burn had filled with rain-water. It was as if it had
been revitalised. For a nonent she might have been ten

agai n and watching Tom pl ayi ng football. She remenbered
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that day. The goblins in the burn. Her burning hair. It was
dreani i ke now, as this night would sonetine be ..

Sandy heard the animal sounds and recogni sed them His

stomach |i ke a sea-squall, he turned the corner. She was

against the wall, nmoving with a forced notion up and down

it. A duct hunmed above her and sent a small anmount of

steam curling down over her and the figure which obscenely

wedged her against that rough wall. He knew that figure. It

was the worst thing he could have i magi ned. The grunts

wer e unbear abl e. He watched i n fasci nation as the rhythmpl ayed itself
out. He alnost |aughed. It was banal; |ike adults playing at being
children. Then he wal ked toward! them Her head turned and she saw hi m
approachi ng pushed at Belly Martin, but his wei ght was on heavy w nter
bl ankets. Hi s head rested against 1

eased hinself down towards reality.

The reality was stunning. Sandy pulled him of f!

the hair, lank and greasy, away fromthe unresisting He threw him
grunting, against the wall, turned him and kicked himsolidly in his
absurdly babyli ke genitals. The squeal was satisfying. His fist sank
i nto an unfeeling,

doughy mass. He stood back and kicked again, and Belly

Martin squeal ed again and went down on all fours to be sick

Sandy, breathing lightly, |ooked at her. She had snpot hed
her skirt down and her head was bowed, her lips red and
bat ed.

"Slut,' he said. It was as if he had hit her. She jerked a
little, but kept her eyes on the ground. He saw that she had
t he shawl, grubby now and hangi ng heavy with rain, around
her shoul ders. He did not want to touch it. Suddenly he felt
subdued, tired. His brain was tired and his legs were tired
and he wi shed that it would end. He eased hi nsel f agai nst
the wall beside her and rubbed at his forehead. Boot-polish
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still hung in the air around him the grubbi ness of gypsi es.
She had not noved.

"Sandy . . . ' Her voice was quieter than Belly Martin's
retching. 'Sandy, it was Robbie . . . ' He shook his head in
di sgust .

Belly was cursing himw th what breath he had. Sandy

pushed the obscenity with his foot and watched it roll over.

It curled itself into a foetal, protective position, rather like a
snail, and did not nove.

"Sandy, it's not like you think.'

"No nore tricks, Rian. |'ve been too fucking stupid for too
long.' But then why was he listening to her at all? And why
was his head thunping |ike sone tightened drum skin? He
shoul d | eave now. He shoul d make the best of it. \Wat was
the best of it? He levered hinmself fromthe wall and noved
past her. She put a gentle hand on his back.

*No, Sandy, listen to ne. It's you | want, Sandy. It's you.'

Wien he turned she was right behind him and she stood
forward even then to kiss himon the lips. Her tongue ran
along his teeth, her hand snaking to the back of his neck,
caressing the headache, the tension. He felt her cool saliva.
How nuch of it, he thought wi th sudden revul sion, was

Belly Martin's? He pushed her away, but she fell against the
wal |, steamwafting around her. Graffiti encircled her like
the frame of a painting. Her hands were behi nd her back

and inviting, the whole of her body open to him He faced her
and felt triunphant, a warrior claimng sone prize. But she
was . . . He should . . . There was no sense . . . Her hand
went to his thigh. He was a child again, staring at what he
did not really understand.

Then he heard the scream He had never heard his nother
scream before, and yet he knew that the sound was hers. It

| asted only two seconds, but it was his nother, and he knew
that it was coming fromthe park. He turned away from

those w de, knowi ng arns and began to run.
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It had beWanfracle, as if God had ordained it. Here she

was, delivered unto him at his nmercy. She had had no nmercy, and he
woul d show none. Poor George. What had she

done to hin? She had bewi tched him as she had bewi tched

ot hers. She had destroyed Matty, and now she had

destroyed George. There was no one left in his life. They had

been systematically taken by her. She had put a blight on

the town and on his own |ife. Poor Ceorge.

He had gone to the Soda Fountain late. He had told

Ceorge that he would not be coming at all, but had managed
to anyway. The door was |ocked. It was strange that it

shoul d be |l ocked so early in the evening. He had knocked,

but to no avail. He had wal ked round to the back of the shop,
peering on tiptoe through the small, blackened w ndow into

t he back room George was hunched over his desk as though
writing. He had tapped on the wi ndow, then had knocked

and called out, but nothing had noved inside. Only then had
he seen the bottles. He had put a stone through the w ndow,
had opened the catch and strained towards the bolt on the
door. He had pushed his way inside. H's friend was cool,
growi ng cold. He could not believe it. An envel ope |ay beside
him addressed to Mary Mller. In his stunned grief Matt
Duncan had torn it open. He had unfol ded the note.

Mary, you will never forgive ne, | know, and will feel that,
in sonme ways, |'ve taken the easy way out. | have suffered
all these years, believe ne. | have suffered. Perhaps you

are satisfied. Perhaps satisfaction does not enter into it.
But | hope that you can find it in your heart to forgive ne.
Pl ease forgive nme. Your father's |ast words before he died
were "I |loved her, though," and | believe that he did. W
are not bad nmen, Mary. Only very stupid.

So, she had driven himto his death, the bitch. The witch
He had been infatuated by her. There was evil in her. Evil.
He had called for the doctor and had given a short statenent
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tothelocal policeman, Sergeant Jobson. Then, [ eft aloneto his nisery,
he had wal ked down to the park. And there she
had been, delivered into his hands.

He approached her from behind, his shoes splashing
wat er. She appeared not to hear him Her hair was tied in a
ball behind her. He grabbed for it, trenbling.

"Murderer!' he spat out. 'Bitch. Miurderer.' She screaned

then as he forced her head down, her body foll ow ng,

towards the water. There was a slight splash, as of bathwater,

as her head sank. He pushed her in further, his |egs

beconmi ng wet and his face spattered with rain. She was not

real ly struggling, though. Her hands beat down in the water, but she
was not really trying. He held her strongly,

his face twisted with the effort. He fell on to his knees, stil
hol di ng her down. He felt justified at long last, and rel eased
from his anci ent burden.

Her nout h brushed the grass. Her nose was pressed

pai nful ly agai nst the ground, but that was the only rea

di sconfort. Her eyes opened on darkness, yet just above her
must be dimlight. Her hair stung with the nenory of it, as
if she were only now living out the dream of all those years
ago. The grass was a living thing beside her. It caressed her
and spoke to her in bubbles of enptying air. Her whole front
was saturated - she was becomi ng part of it. She wanted to
rel ease her last breath and finish the act, but sonething
hel d her back. She could not tell what it was, but she knew

that it was working against her will. Her hair flanmed behind
her, each strand calling out for peace. If only Sandy and she
If only .

Then, with a sudden jolt her hair was free and fl oating,

and the pressure on her head and back fell away. She rose
fromthe shallow pool like a fish on a thin, strong line and
saw, through the water stream ng down her face, the old

man hunped like a canel while the young boy played on his
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back. K wH comical for a nonent. Then she realised that

the man had just triedto kill her, and that the boy was her son.

was shouting at the man as he westled with

him Her ears drained and she could hear his cries.

'Leave her al one! Leave ny num al one! Leave us al one!"’

He thunped on the man's silent back and kicked at him

She noticed that he was | ooking very grubby, as though he
had just cone out of the WIderness. She did not understand
what was happeni ng, not exactly, but she saw Sandy's

bright teeth gritted in determ nation, and she knew t hat
what ever he was thinking, it had to do with endurance and
even perhaps, just perhaps, a kind of resurrection.
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