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‘People and things pass away, but not places.’

Daphne du Maurier

‘And fuck.’

Ivor Punch


Prologue

2009

Jake sat down in the sand and breathed in the familiar sweet, heavy air. The next day he would return to London, but tonight he was here, and he held his uncle Ivor’s letter in his hand. He could see the pale blanket of the Atlantic Ocean in the distance. It was getting late and the sun was falling off the horizon, its destination the sea. Here, on this island, on the west coast of Scotland, he was Jake Punch. There was no getting away from it. But strangely, he had no desire to. Only the swarms of thirsty midges could threaten his sanctuary. He had forgotten how persistent they could be.

It was late summer in the year 2009, but in his mind, as the night fell around him, it was 1978. It was the summer of 1978. It was seven years before his birth. He looked out as far across the land as dusk would allow him, to the attendant trees, the purple heather-strewn hills and, more immediately, to the flat familiar turf. It stretched out before him like a beautiful green sea below the lingering hills. Jake knew he was alone. Invisible.

He ran his hand through his jet-black hair and itched his sallow skin. Then he raked his fingers slowly through the sandpit. This was his second visit to the Games field that evening. It was here on this very spot, in that summer of 1978, that the father he never really knew leapt like an angel with wings into the local record books. That was before the bomb that killed his father. Before there was a him. Jake had never really thought much about the bomb. He had considered the plane, the fallen, even the point of explosion, but he had never imagined the finer details, the ingenuity of the technology required to bring down the plane.

He was now four years older than his father had been when he jumped. This was the first time he had been to this spot as a man older than his father. As Jake looked from the island to the darkening surrounds below the reddening sky, he took some comfort in the fact that this land, this Games field, this island, had existed not only before he had, but also before his father, before there were bombs, and planes. Jake had posted all of Ivor’s letters tonight, except this one, the one addressed to no one. ‘Dear …’ it read. But Jake knew whom it was intended for. It was for his father. He of no fixed address. He of no physical grave, which rendered his father in a way un-bombed. Jake could only hope he was still floating in the sky, in the ether, careering through space, still jumping, his arms outstretched, his legs reaching for eternity as though a magnet were pulling him towards the ocean. This, Jake had heard, was the illusion his father created at this sandpit. If he were on the ocean, Jake imagined his father as a floating straw. Or was it, even then, to the sky that his father was being summoned? Jake opened Ivor’s letter, reawakened his phone for light, and began to read.

 

Dear …

Well tonight the tubes finally unblocked. I haven’t been able to shit for a week it seems, but the Gods have answered my prayers. Far from whistling as it came out, the damn thing near recited the alphabet. Anyway, despite this success, the body is breaking down. And fuck. You probably don’t need to know any of this, but at least you never had to experience the humbling of the body’s gradual decline. No. Small graces. And fuck. There is a rattle in my chest again; each cough is like the rattling of my soul. If I have a soul. If it wasn’t stolen a long time ago by my father. Really, he and his fucking dovecote stole my childhood. I never talked to you much about that either. You were too young.

I can’t make it far beyond the front door these days. You would hardly recognise me. I looked out of the window to the sea today. I’ve been looking every day of course, but not really seeing it. Since you were taken I have instead been more preoccupied with the sky. But this looking to the Atlantic got me thinking back to my time whaling on it. And you know – despite the extremities of its fury, I did also experience its calmness. And, as a result, I always viewed it as very definitely one thing, like a person, like an island. Like a son. And fuck. I see in the newspaper that today’s quotation is from the man Benjamin Franklin. ‘There never was a good war or a bad peace.’ Well he should be alive now to have a word with my chickens. And fuck. They don’t know when a battle is won or a victory lost. At least I learned that as I neared retirement or, really, after I lost you. That is what you gave me, a relocation of my anger, because I couldn’t blame my father any more. You gave me something else to blame. A plane falling out of the sky was my transformation. There have been times when I’m ashamed to say I could almost have thanked you. But maybe that is not what old Benjamin was alluding to. And fuck.

You never got to see this new President of America. A fine man. He’ll have some trouble making this world a village, as is his desire. I’ve told him so. Maybe a better place to start is an island. It still chews me up not knowing if you ever reached your prime. You never saw this decade or the one that came before, maybe just as well. You see – the plane is in the news again and this President is on the side of you and me – he is trying to stop the release of your bomber. I thought you should know. Yes Obama and Scotland are fighting over the fate of the Libyan culprit. The cunt.

The past is catching up on me, and the anger stirring. And I promised myself you wouldn’t see that. I don’t know my reasoning for putting this pen to paper. Maybe it is because if I speak it aloud, well, only Gorbachev the chick will hear me. And he’s a long way from giving me a conversation, let alone an egg. Or maybe that is just the vanity of an old man alone, stripped of his authority. But I am thinking back to that day, back when I could still piss in a straight line. It was just about the perfect moment. Your record long jump. And fuck. It was. It was one man’s answer to the question posed, one man’s conversation with the Gods. And the world knew it. And this land, and these trees, and that ocean, and this man, still does.

I must drop the pen. I am tired. I have gripped the hand of the past too tightly tonight. It has its effects. And fuck. My poor boy. I say goodnight to you. Sleep well.

Ivor

 

Jake looked across the ever-darkening turf and could almost see his silhouetted younger self, having taken leave of his violin and placed it safely to one side, attempting to re-enact his father’s feat on this playing field. On those days and nights he would make sure his only audience was the midges, then lunge in wonderment, trying to replicate the jump he had heard so much about, to form his father’s elegance, his body shape, to fashion the 1970s hairstyle, to suspend himself in air. Then he would top off the whole charade by imagining himself holding aloft the golden Games trophy that bore his father’s name. And all, he now recalled, to the unlikely soundtrack of Sibelius’s ‘The Swan of Tuonela’ on his walkman.

As Jake watched the film in his mind unspool, he smiled, his eyes filling up, and then he rolled to the side to prevent the boy landing on top of him. With this sudden movement Jake came to and shook his head free of the past. He looked around, slightly embarrassed, and then mildly spooked. He thought of the Headless Horseman, who was believed to lurk deep within the nearby woods, how it might be present. He was struck not only by how many times as a child he had tried to reproduce his father’s jump, but also by how many times in adulthood he had willed the plane not to fall. He was struck too by how often he had willed his father to return from, what was it – the ether? And now he knew that Ivor had too. He brushed sand off the letter. As unlikely as it seemed, now he had written proof that Ivor shared some of his emotion. Jake looked in anticipation to the sky, to the amalgam of crimson, purple, yellow and green; it was as though the playing field and all his surrounds were reflected above.

He thought back to 1994, and that December evening which marked the sixth anniversary of the plane going down. He had been taken against his will on the Christmas fir tree hunt with Ivor and his friend Randy, and they had encountered a dead horse. All these years on and still Jake could feel the texture of the horse’s skin, the firmness of the beast’s dead muscle echoing through his hands, and the foul smell of the men’s cigarettes and boozy breath. Fifteen years on, whenever Jake thought about Ivor, an act of regression occurred. He was once again ‘the boy’. He guessed he had known nothing at the age of nine, or maybe, he thought now, he had known everything.

He patted the sand off his clothes and took another long intake of breath; the same smell of the land, freshly cut. He would need to bottle it in his lungs, this peat-scented air, for transporting to the mainland, to the metropolis. He looked to the black outlines of galloping hills and into the darkness where the Atlantic Ocean rested. The view was the same, the smells and still of the evening familiar, the grains of sand beneath him unchanged. But the twenty-first-century world in which he sat, in which he had blossomed away from the island, was very different. He turned off his phone, took the fleece out of his backpack and smiled at the significant sky above, watching it move like lava. He buried the letter inside his fleece, lay back in the sandpit and let sleep overtake him. He was home. He was in the perfect moment, in the symphony of the unborn.
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Out Stealing Firs

1994

Ivor Punch stopped in his tracks and dropped the rope that was dragging the fir trees.

‘What the fuck is that?’ asked his friend Randy, coming to an abrupt halt and looking ahead through the dusk. He tapped Ivor on the arm with his can of beer, having turned to make sure they were not being watched by the boy trailing them. Ivor shifted, as though the charade was unnecessary.

‘A horse? Well … well … what the fuck’s it doing lying alongside this track in the forest?’ Randy’s voice was more high-pitched than usual; he was doing his best to appear shocked. He took a gulp from his can.

‘Fucked if I know,’ Ivor said wearily, but stooped closer.

‘Looks like it was hit square on the front,’ Randy said, screwing up his face, warming to the charade and peering more closely at the animal. ‘Reminds me of the wife.’

‘But with a cock …’ Ivor wheezed, crouching to investigate the remains.

But with a cock, the boy replayed in his head.

Ivor shook off the cold by flailing his arms. He was known on the island as ‘The Clock’, because he had one arm noticeably shorter than the other. The boy knew that nobody dared call his uncle that to his face.

‘It must have belonged to the Headless Horseman right enough, Ivor?’ Randy croaked.

‘And fuck,’ Ivor confirmed, concluding his investigation. ‘It won’t win the Grand fucking National any time soon.’

It was becoming dark. Like everyone in their town on the island the boy had heard of the Headless Horseman, but had never seen him. He could hear his own breath quickening. He looked towards the rest of the world across the blackening waters of the Atlantic Ocean. ‘The other world,’ his grandmother called it.

‘This’ll do.’ Ivor looked around and up to the sky. It was the 21st of December, but surprisingly mild in the woods. It was because they lived in something called the Gulf Stream, the boy’s grandmother had told him. The men settled and the boy realised that was them for the night.

We’re sleeping here – by the horse? the boy wanted to ask. The thing lay so still and hopeless it didn’t seem like a horse at all.

‘A dead horse? Here? What are the chances?’ marvelled Randy.

‘Fuck,’ Ivor said, irritated by Randy’s over-acting, ‘whatever it was, the thing’s taken a fair hit, the teeth are nearly up its arse. Okay.’ Ivor got up off his lopsided haunches, in so doing taking hold of the night.

The sky was giving way to a black blanket and the boy looked up to the relieved, remaining trees, which had evaded capture by Ivor and Randy. There, in the hills, he and his friend had once seen what they believed was the Headless Horseman. He had never come so far through the peat bogs and forest since.

‘As good a time as any for a draw,’ said Ivor, bending to lay out two cigarette papers on the side of the horse. He began rolling them and then looked at the boy through a drink-fuelled haze. ‘You’re my brother’s kid,’ he croaked. ‘Despite the influence of Mozart and his pals, we’ll make an officer of you yet.’ The boy knew his uncle would give him this same talk again on Christmas Day; it had been the same each year since his mother and father died. ‘And fuck, he’s a quiet one. Did you get yourself a ride in the school yet?’

‘Ivor! Come on, he’s what, eight? He’s only just off the tit,’ Randy chuckled.

Nine.

‘Old enough,’ Ivor choked, gesturing to the boy. ‘The bugger would sooner sleep with his violin. I curse the day he ever received it.’ He sniffed. ‘Whoever it was that sent it to the lad … And fuck. What a racket he makes. It’s no wonder the house is surrounded by cats’ shit.’ Ivor paused. ‘Fucking Syphilis or whoever it is …’ he added, causing Randy to itch his groin.

Sibelius.

They rolled out their blankets and Ivor threw the boy an extra one; the men were now only distinguishable by their roving cigarette tips. It gave the boy the impression that their arms were moving like the orchestra conductors he had seen on TV. He liked the look of these people playing instruments in suits, the way they merged into one. There was something about their remoteness that drew him in and made him want to become one of them. The music, coming from a place called the Royal Albert Hall, seemed to speak only to him. And it was then, as he listened to that music, that he realised he was different from Ivor. He could smell the dead animal even more now the daylight had fully disappeared.

Randy switched on the torch. As he staggered, the light roamed like a lighthouse beam intermittently revealing the horse’s coat, and the boy caught sight of the mane. Randy tied the torch to a tree.

The boy swigged on an old Sprite bottle that his grandmother had given him, which she refilled endlessly with water from the tap. She hadn’t wanted him to go out, but his uncle Ivor had forced the issue. ‘Anniversary,’ Ivor had said through a whisky glass.

Ivor sucked hands-free on his roll-up; it died on him so he lit a match and reformed that protective lattice of fingers to provide shelter. The boy watched as his uncle’s smoke drifted towards what Ivor called ‘the inferior mainland’ – these parts of his uncle escaping, leaving the island behind.

Randy looked to the boy. He leaned his mass of bushy hair into the light and his face became ghoul-like. ‘They say the Horseman once knocked out a horse with his fist …’ he whispered. ‘Christ, maybe he does the same from a stable in heaven—’

‘You have no idea of heaven, none of us do,’ Ivor interrupted, and then choked on the thought. The boy looked up to his uncle and then to the stars, which twinkled like cats’ eyes.

Heaven is where Gran says Mum and Dad are.

Randy jabbed the boy, making him his audience; his ash fell like glitter and his breath smelled of beer. ‘The horseman’s knuckles still held a big tooth; his fist could smile,’ said Randy, wide-eyed. ‘They say he’s your ancestor, the same dark skin and black hair. “Duncan Punch” they called him. That’s why you’re all called “Punch”. But I’ve no idea how he lost his head.’

‘Enough,’ instructed Ivor. ‘We all know the story. And fuck. He’s dead anyhow, just like … well.’ He looked to the boy then took a dislike to the brief eye contact.

The boy noticed his uncle’s eyebrows met at the middle. Then he saw an image of the plane’s battered remains behind his closed eyelids. Flight 103.

Ivor looked to the healthy pile of fir trees they had stolen earlier from the Estate further out near Bloody Bay. He and Randy would sell them in the town. ‘We’ve enough there to keep Father fucking Christmas going till Easter, the bastard.’ He drained another can and rubbed his eyes.

‘Can’t say I feel much like one of Santa’s little elves, right enough,’ said Randy.

Each year the boy watched his grandmother cursing the needles that fell on the carpet in their front room, until January came and the space where the Christmas tree had stood returned to being worn carpet. Something was there and then all trace of it was gone, like his father and mother. To him it was always odd to see such a wild thing as a tree dressed and domesticated; it was a bit like seeing Ivor at the breakfast table, dwarfing the salt and pepper pots.

‘We’re late with them this year, some fuckers will already have a tree.’ Randy lit a match and made the most of small piles of sticks placed within last year’s circle of stones.

‘Here, get this down you,’ Ivor said, throwing a can of beer towards the boy. It rolled to his foot. The boy flinched but hoped the darkness had saved him. ‘I had my first can when I was your age,’ Ivor added, reaching for one of the fir trees and dragging it free from the rope and onto the fire. ‘We can lose one,’ he said, ‘it’s useless anyway, covered in lightning scars. Call yourself a forestry man, Randy.’

The boy winced. His father was a memory, less than a flame. His mother too, and he knew even less about her. Nobody seemed to really know where she had come from or anything about her family, even after the bomb. He smelled the dense aroma of resin as it arrested the evening air, spreading as though a reminder that they were there, the trees, living things after all. He opened the can and sipped it. Ivor smiled at him, his rotten teeth flashing like crooked piano keys.

‘Poor kid,’ Randy said, more solemnly, swigging from his hip flask and looking over his shoulder to where the boy sat. ‘Your old man loved the Christmas tree run.’

‘Err, aye,’ Ivor countered, clearing his throat. ‘Enough. I said enough.’ The boy had never heard his uncle Ivor mention the plane that fell from the sky.

‘Can you drink that fucking can or not?’ asked Ivor.

‘Leave him alone,’ Randy said.

‘I’ll do what I like. The boy’s my blood. All I have left.’ Ivor gulped. ‘And fuck. He’ll know that in the years to come. He’ll know …’

The boy’s my blood.

Randy winked to the boy and then turned to Ivor’s silhouette with a smile. ‘I don’t know the time but it must be late. If you’d stretch out your arms you could show us yourself Ivor! Go on – give us a chime!’

Ivor ignored the goading. ‘I’m hungry,’ he said. The smoke from the fire was now sky. The boy watched his uncle pull two knives from his bag.

‘Let’s eat,’ Ivor decided, crisscrossing the blades. He motioned the handle of the knife towards the boy. ‘Here, you make the first cut.’

Me?

‘Come on. It won’t carve itself.’

‘Are you sure he’s ready, Ivor?’

‘Is there another way to find out?’

‘Your father was a bloody good hunter, son, the best. I mean, especially for a man with brains,’ Randy said. ‘And he was a fine fucking athlete. He could jump over this horse where it stood – the cunt had springs, not legs. So you’ll be fine, just fine.’

‘How will that help him now?’ asked Ivor. He looked to the boy, his voice breaking. ‘I’d start above the thigh. Good meat there. I’ll get the china set up.’ Ivor pulled a newspaper from his bag and scrunched the pages into plates. ‘You’ll need this.’ He handed his nephew the other blade.

The boy considered how different from his father Ivor sounded. He took a sip from the can and held one of the blades more tightly; he looked at the other on the ground beside him.

‘Maybe he’s not—’ Randy started.

‘He’s ready!’

The boy realised he had never cut into anything, apart from the time he had made a little slice in his forefinger when pressing too firmly on his violin’s rough strings. Even then, he had hated the sight of the blood. The thought occurred to him now that the plane must have been full of blood.

‘You’ll be okay, son. Just … here, let me help.’ Randy slid closer to the boy and took the can from him. ‘Bring the knife up and come down hard into it, with both hands.’ Randy lifted the boy up onto his knees. He held one of the blades above the boy’s head. Ivor busied himself at the fire. The boy’s arms were static in the air, his eyes closed. There was a pause and then the blades came down with all the weight he could muster into a surface that felt like the earth. There was a sound unlike anything he had heard. When he opened his eyes he saw blood. Randy slumped down on his backside.

‘You fucking helped him!’ Ivor shouted.

‘I did not!’

The boy’s hands were still attached to the knives, and the horse.

‘Well … what are we waiting for – a fucking napkin?’ Ivor motioned to the big blades. ‘Here, hand me the cutlery and I’ll cut us some dinner.’

The boy was woken by hunger and cold. A sweet smell came from the last cuts of peat on the fire. His head hurt and the air felt heavy, like part of him that he couldn’t shake off. He could see his uncle Ivor was sitting up, his back straight, his thighs at his chest; his shorter arm was more noticeable now. He had never seen Ivor so peaceful and he kept silent to enjoy that for a bit. Randy was lying motionless on his back, his eyes closed, his big, square head resting on his forearm, a can of beer still clutched in his hand. And beyond Randy the boy could see the missing chunks of land that had fed the fire. The land now looked like a carcass too, like it did in the photographs he had seen of the blue and white nose of the plane in the field.

‘Are … are you okay Uncle?’ the boy asked, getting onto his elbows. ‘Is everything okay?’ In the half-light he thought he could see a secret door to where he imagined the Headless Horseman might live. The soft wind rattled the trees as though there were other voices out here whose language he didn’t speak – could Ivor be one of them? Maybe his uncle was now a ghost, like his father and mother.

‘I’ve never liked that bastard.’ Ivor nodded in the direction of where Randy lay. ‘Uncouth. He’d stick his dick in that fire if it would make him come. And fuck. I have seven years on him and you wouldn’t know it. Look at the silly big skull he has. It’s a wonder we ever see the fucking sun.’

‘Or the moon,’ attempted the boy.

‘Can you believe he’s just about to start a job driving the island’s bank van?’ asked Ivor.

‘Is he?’ The boy looked to Randy’s greying blond hair.

‘Aye, the bugger’s fifty,’ continued Ivor, ‘clearly the Forestry Commission is not good enough for him now. And fuck. That’s how he knows all the nooks and crannies out here. He’s trading in his steel toecaps for brogues. You know his real name is Archibald? Thick as a tree trunk. Not like your dad.’

The boy remembered now that last night the men had cooked and then actually eaten part of the horse. He had wanted to be sick.

‘I had a dream,’ Ivor said. ‘It woke me; the fucker.’ He moved to flick off the torchlight and rubbed at his thin, greying beard which, despite its fragility, always managed to join up his ears, nose and Adam’s apple. The boy looked to the big bones in the fire.

‘I dreamed I was with Pavarotti,’ Ivor said. ‘And we were walking around a supermarket.’ He shook his head.

‘Pava-ro-tee?’

‘But,’ Ivor straightened his back, ‘we don’t even have a supermarket?’

‘Who is Pav—?’

‘He’s a singer, fat like the Pier Master.’

‘Oh,’ said the boy.

‘Your grandmother likes his voice. Not the Pier Master’s.’

‘Does she?’ the boy asked.

‘Just one Cornetto, or some fucking thing. Bastard ate a few anyway …’ Ivor looked, frustrated, to his nephew. ‘You don’t remember the World Cup? Italia ’90? Gazza crying? Ah, you’re too young.’ He turned away in disbelief. ‘Four years is clearly a long time.’

But it had been six, since the plane.

‘And fuck. I just don’t understand it,’ Ivor went on, reaching for an abandoned can.

‘I never understand my dreams,’ the boy said. ‘I had one about my dad.’

‘No, well …’ said Ivor, now sobering up and ignoring the reference made. ‘But, I mean … I’ve never even met the man?’

‘Gazza?’

‘No!’ Ivor tossed the can away. ‘Pavarotti!’

‘Oh?’ The boy looked to the ever-lightening sky. ‘So have you met Gazza?’

‘Eh? No. No.’

‘I never met my dad really, did I?’ asked the boy.

‘So where the fuck did that come from? Pavarotti?’ Ivor shook his head.

‘Or my mum.’

‘Italian he is … right enough. Can hold a tune.’

‘Maybe you were still hungry, and that’s why you dreamed of a supermarket?’ the boy offered. ‘Was my dad there, in the supermarket?’

‘What? Hungry? No chance, I ate enough of that horse to give me a fucking gallop this morning,’ Ivor said. The boy laughed. ‘No,’ repeated Ivor. ‘And shush. You’ll wake that cunt.’ Ivor looked down towards his best friend whom, the boy realised, his uncle didn’t even like. ‘More chance of getting a sentence out of the horse right enough. Although, a sentence is just what Randy fucking needs.’

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Well, I’m awake now, might as well,’ replied Ivor, looking around to survey the early hour. His eyes settled on the carcass. ‘You should have tried it you know. Tasty. Like venison but tougher.’

‘Uncle Ivor, how can you wear the police uniform on nights like this?’

‘Eh?’

‘Don’t you feel, eh, funny about it?’

‘Call me Sergeant when I’m in uniform – okay?’

‘Yes, Sergeant. But—’

‘Look, you can go back home if you want. And fuck. You’re starting to sound like your father … I recognise his conscience.’

‘What d’you mean?’

Ivor looked to the piles of captive trees and sighed. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have brought you. I was going to put a stop to the tree scavenging, but well. That bastard who runs the Estate – he’s away. I should fucking arrest him for being a curmudgeon alone. Owns the land all the way from here up to Bloody Bay, the fucker.’

Ivor coughed again. ‘This fucking chest of mine,’ he said, ‘it’ll get me in the end. Well, it wasn’t like any supermarket I’ve ever heard of. Not that I’ve ever been in one, mind. I’m not sure there was even such a thing when I was last off the island. No, I’m just fine with the produce from my chickens. That is, when the little fuckers behave.’ Ivor produced a roll-up as if from nowhere, lit it and took a long draw. He looked to the boy. ‘I should never have let him go. I remember the day he left for the business college,’ said Ivor, ‘a Punch going to college, Christ … And it was the first time he’d ever been off the island. And fuck. Looking back at us, at my father and mother – your grandmother and grandfather – you know, he told me we were just dots on the pier.’

The boy wondered if this was how astronauts saw the earth, morphed into something so small they could cup their hands around it.

‘Don’t you stay,’ Ivor said, with a pained smile. He worked the horsemeat from his teeth with his tongue, his sallow skin turning grey. ‘Other than a bit of training for the force I only ever really left the island to hunt whales. And then I found what I considered a more honest profession. Or so they tell you. I’ve hunted all my life, one thing or another. Mammals in the form of whales, disguised as drunks. And now Christmas trees.’

The boy looked at Randy’s body. He still hadn’t moved.

‘Uncle Ivor – is he … dead?’

Ivor sat forward again; he was looking to the ground. He spoke more slowly: ‘Aye, he’s dead lad.’

‘What d’you mean! Have you killed him?’ The boy jumped to his feet. Randy stirred. ‘Bloody hell!’ The boy moved to the side.

‘No! No. I thought, I thought, you meant your father … Sit down will you lad. And fuck.’ Ivor shook his head towards Randy’s body, which was still once again. ‘What a bloody commotion over a drunkard. No, he’s fine. He has more lives than a cat’s litter. Just ask the bank.’ Ivor looked away for several seconds and then he croaked, ‘I’m worried it has come for me.’

‘What?’

‘Pavarotti. Death. Fuck knows …’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ve stayed the same too long. At least your father upped and left … and well, he was on his way to … America – do you know? And with your mother, too. Poor lass.’

‘Yes,’ nodded Jake, ‘Gran told me, and I saw then on the news.’

‘He was handsome, and surprisingly good with his brain. Although he didn’t always like to show it. But he was clever. That’s what got him into trouble. Otherwise he wouldn’t have been bothering New York for a work trip. And the woman your mother with him! And fuck, it was Christmas in only a few days, just as it will be now. She was an American. They would have been back on Christmas Eve – to our little island. Bloody New York! For just two days! Christ!’ Ivor shouted. ‘Cagney and fucking Lacey.’

‘Who?’

‘He said one thing to me,’ Ivor went on, ‘your father … the last time I spoke to him, back when you all still lived in Glasgow.’

‘What? What did he say Uncle Ivor?’

‘He said, “Get me a good fir.” A good fir! What do you think he meant by that?’

‘Maybe he wanted you to know he would be alright? And that he wanted a Christmas tree, for us.’

‘And fuck. He was the best athlete I ever saw, better than any of us. You know that?’ Ivor flinched, as though he was catching up with the past travelling through his body and flashing behind his narrowed eyes.

‘Yes. That’s what everyone says.’ The boy smiled. ‘Did you see his record long jump?’

‘See it? I fucking nearly arrested him for it! In those amateur conditions it was, it was beyond human. Beyond …’ Ivor rubbed his eyes.

Randy groaned and turned over. The boy was startled to see that Randy’s ankles were handcuffed.

‘You know I often wonder what the pilot of the plane must have been thinking … one minute flying through a beautiful sky, the next up in smoke. And your dad …’ Ivor’s voice failed him; he looked away. ‘They say one of the passengers hung from the gable end of a house in the town, you know, still strapped in her seat.’ He recovered. ‘She was hanging like a headless angel or some mad fucking Christmas decoration!’ Ivor looked to the boy, his eyes widened, his expression more desperate. ‘Headless!’

‘Uncle Ivor, did you know my mother?’

Ivor shook his head. ‘No lad. We didn’t really know anything of her. What a cunt of a thing.’

‘Do you miss him?’ the boy asked. He watched the shape of his breath stay out in front of him; he wondered if his father could still dream.

‘Call me Sergeant when I’m in uniform, what did I just tell you?’ Ivor sniffed heavily and then shook his head from the past.

‘What did Randy do, Sergeant?’

Ivor’s voice was now more assured, he sat straight up and looked down to the body beside them. ‘Randy was talking about going back to steal another horse from the Estate. I had to arrest him for his own good. Not to mention the horse’s.’

‘Uncle Ivor – did Randy kill this horse?’

‘Aye. Randy shot it the other day and we had to come out and kick it in the face to make it look like a car had done it, in case anyone came along and wanted to make a fuss. You never know out here. And fuck. It’s not often you get a chance of some decent meat … but one horse was enough. I was so deep in my thoughts last night I’d forgotten all about the thing till we stumbled on it.’ He looked to the boy. ‘Good powers of deduction, lad. Must be in the blood.’

‘Why did he …?’

‘… He sells the meat to the factory ships. Foreign fuckers love the stuff. Even though I’ve warned him against it. Better that we spoiled it, to keep the silly fucker out of jail. Otherwise he’d be back out here tomorrow with his frying pan faster than Delia fucking Smith.’ Ivor looked to the coast and now the boy could hear waves.

‘The Atlantic’s waking,’ Ivor said. He saw the look on his nephew’s face. ‘Here,’ he tossed the boy his coat, ‘put this on. I don’t want grief from your grandmother. And anyway … it’s only death; as my father used to say: “mortal as a heartbeat, but fearless, like the sea”. Despite the fact he was a shit, it can’t be denied he was good with a word. Aye he was good with a word. I took that from him.’

The boy saw more clearly the pile of trees, and his uncle’s glistening badge. ‘Are we criminals?’ he asked.

‘I prefer to think of us as tree scavengers.’

‘Santa’s helpers?’

‘Aye,’ said Ivor, standing up. ‘Something like that.’ He lowered the trousers of his uniform and began to piss on the carcass. ‘I better spoil the fucker good and proper. In case Randy wakes up and requests seconds; or thinks about selling the stuff from the bank van.’ He sighed with relief. ‘Ahh … see if I can get the badness out.’

The boy shuffled backwards. ‘What’s going to happen to Randy?’

‘Anyone asks, then you weren’t here – okay?’

‘Yes, Sergeant.’ The boy smiled.

‘You’re a good lad Jake,’ Ivor said. The boy had never before heard his uncle utter such a thing. Ivor zipped up his fly, sat down and, in the absence of speech, shuffled his bum cheeks close to his nephew. He placed a hand on top of Jake’s and the boy felt the fish-scale roughness of his uncle’s skin. Ivor let go and opened a final beer. Jake watched the can become a spiritual thing as it caught the shards of winter light; he wondered who it was that had just taken his uncle’s place. You’re a good lad, his uncle had said; and the fish-scale lumpy palm, which Jake knew had once held the measuring tape at the end of a record-breaking long jump, had held his own. Even at this age, Jake was certain this moment could never be taken away from him.

‘Now sleep a bit more,’ said Ivor, smiling to his nephew. ‘We’ll need all the strength we can muster to drag that bastard thing further into the woods. And I don’t mean Randy.’
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