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We are, I am, you are

by cowardice or courage

the one who find our way

back to this scene

‘Diving into the Wreck’, Adrienne Rich




For Esther




1. The General Synopsis (prologue)

Sometimes it’s a man, sometimes a woman, both from a school of unflappable pronunciation, soothing and sure, as if permanently stationed, permanently on the lookout. The Coastal Stations at 0500, regular as clockwork, a ritual against ill fortune: falling more slowly, now rising. Falling more slowly. Rising slowly. Channel light vessel automatic. I am curled up in bed, and the stopping places register down the curve of my spine – Berwick upon Tweed to Whitby, Whitby to Gibraltar Point – until the names recede in the lapping of oars: Fog patches, occasionally poor later. Rain or showers. Good, occasionally poor at first. Rain or showers, perhaps thundery. Showers then occasional rain. Moderate or good. There’s never a panic in the voice, that good, a press of reassurance, the blessing of a hand on top of the head. Loch Foil to Carlingford Loch, Mull of Galloway to Mull of Kintyre – the places come into focus again with a quickening of the heart – Mull of Kintyre to Ardnamurchan Point. Stop: here in the throat. And as night follows day: Ardnamurchan Point to Cape Wrath.

Argyll, Easter, 2019

Portbeag is at the end of the road. The drop into the hamlet is steep and I have to stop twice to consult the instructions that will lead us to a Tupperware box on the doorstep where the key to the bothy has been stowed. As I come back to the car, a man appears waving to show us where we can pull in to park. He’s in long shorts and boots: just back from a walk, he says. ‘I’ll give you a hand with your bags, if you like?’ There are no shops, and we have supplies for the week. ‘Mother and daughter?’ he asks, and it pleases me that he sees it.

‘It’s a bit of a way,’ he says, cheerfully, taking the heavier suitcase from Shirin and a couple of bags of shopping from the boot. He has an Edinburgh accent: ‘Across the stream,’ he says, raising the hand with the bags to indicate, ‘up through those trees, along the cliff path.’

As we set off after him, I tell him about the car hire: what a rip-off it was, how stupid I was to book online; that it turned out, with the insurance, to be three times the cost.

He listens patiently. ‘It can be a minefield,’ he agrees, clambering up around the rocks on the track. ‘Have you been to these parts before?’

Shirin’s granny, I explain, her paternal grandmother, lives around the corner at Sonnadh. But I haven’t been back for years.

‘I come up in the summer holidays,’ Shirin tells him.

‘You’re on your holidays now?’

‘Working holiday,’ I say. ‘I’ve got work, Shirin’s got a dissertation to write.’

‘Perfect place, I’d have thought,’ he says. ‘Plenty of peace and quiet.’ He is friendly, guileless. ‘I doubt you’ll find much changed,’ he says to me. ‘My family have a house. We’ve been coming here since I was six years old.’

From the cliff path, we dip down through a gate and swing around the side of a low stone building built into the rocky cove. There’s a plastic chain to ward off walkers, which he unlatches, and I wonder for an instant what a life would have been like with a steady man like this.

He stands back to let me turn the big key in the door and I push inside. ‘Cosy,’ he says, as he stoops. He’s been curious to see how they’ve done the bothy up, heads straight for the window. ‘Fantastic view you’ve got,’ he says, peering out.

There’s a sofa bed with a tartan rug, a kitchen sink, and a wood burner in the corner by the window.

‘Well,’ he says, straightening up. ‘I’ll leave you to your peace.’

‘Wasn’t he nice?’ I say as soon as he’s gone. I’ve never thought of the place as belonging to anyone but Ardu, which is why it’s taken me so long to come back.

The big window frames a view across the sea to Rum, two hills turned by their proximity to water into mountains. The afternoon is extraordinarily clear. It’s as if we’re watching from the inside of an old television set. Everything outside is bigger and vaster and brighter than I remember.

‘Which way are you going?’ Ardu was bound to ask. He’d rung before we set off.

‘Whichever way the satnav takes us,’ I say.

‘You don’t want to bother with that.’ He reels off the names: ‘Stirling, Callander, Tyndrum.’

‘Okay,’ because it’s easier to agree.

Soon there’ll be no reason for us to speak at all: Shirin will be finished at university and off into her own life.

‘Did I tell you, I won’t be up there ’til you’re gone?’ he says.

The whole point of Shirin coming up with me is for her to see him. ‘Why?’

‘Things to do,’ he says.

‘Like what?’

The click of a vape against his teeth. ‘Nothing to stop her staying with Mother,’ he says, ‘when you two fall out.’

‘What things?’ I ask. Though I’m cross on Shirin’s account, I, too, had counted on his being there. It’s fifteen years since I last clapped eyes on him, and though he doesn’t know it, I’m writing about it, writing at last about him. Seeing him: this is how I imagined finding an end, picturing – what? – not reconciliation exactly, but some kind of undoing, an untying of the knot.

‘There’s no signal and no Wi-Fi,’ Shirin says, holding out her phone.

‘It’ll be good for us,’ I say, pulling the duvet from where it’s been hung over a beam to air. ‘I didn’t realize there’d only be one bed,’ I say. ‘Sorry.’

She opens a door, peers inside. ‘At least there’s a shower,’ she says. ‘And a loo.’ In the kitchen area she begins unloading shopping from the bags, cramming cartons of milk and yoghurt into the small box of the fridge.

‘I can’t believe we’re both here,’ I say, lying back to rest my eyes: the last time, when I carried you in my belly, dragging myself from the sofa to the beach to breathe in the sea air, and you inside like Jonah, tapping your radar. How lovely it will be, I’d have told you, when you can run over the sand with your bucket and spade, your sandy knickers. I imagined this for you then, your growing-up, the matter of this place lacing your blood, your bones: yours in a way that it could never be mine.

We sit with mugs of tea at the picnic table outside. If we smoked – or could admit to each other that we smoked – we’d have lit cigarettes, something to attach us to the landscape, which vibrates but is impervious.

‘When was the last time you were here?’ she asks.

‘I was pregnant with you. It was our honeymoon.’

‘Honeymoon?’ she says, disbelieving. (And she’s right: my word, not his.)

‘What was it like?’ she asks.

‘I was always trying to make it romantic. We stopped at the lighthouse on the way, and when I climbed over the rocks to watch the sunset, he refused to get out of the car.’ I catch her eye: she is the only one who can understand exactly how it goes. ‘There was another time,’ I say, remembering. ‘It was a beautiful clear night: full moon, and we’d come out to the beach. The water was so still I took off my boots and my jeans and waded in up to my thighs— Don’t you think anyone else might have followed me in?’

‘Was it ever nice?’ she asks, not expecting an answer. ‘I don’t know why you put up with it.’ The water laps lazily in the bay, the air around us moving with the same currents.

‘Do you think we’d have got on, if we’d met when you were my age?’ she asks.

Even the way she sits, the extension of her neck, is far more poised and assured than I ever was. ‘I wasn’t very cool,’ I say.

‘But you knew Dad?’

‘I was eighteen and knew nothing. He was in the third year. I didn’t believe anything could happen.’

‘Why not?’

It takes no effort to picture the way he was, the voice, the sheer bulk of him that made the rest of them look like little boys. ‘He was far more glamorous and clever than I was—’

‘It’s weird to think that you came here,’ she says, ‘with him. And I’ve been here with him, and now we’re here together.’

I raise my mug to hers. We sit as the few remaining clouds are swept to a heap over the islands and the sky becomes translucent, aquamarine, and then one cloud is gently released from the others, floating adrift, glowing like a Chinese lantern in the setting sun.

‘You snore,’ she says. ‘It’s horrible.’

‘You talk in your sleep.’

‘What do I say?’

‘Oh, mutter, mutter – lovely mother – mutter.’

‘Really what do I say?’ she asks, as if, suddenly, I’m withholding vital information.

The visitor book is full of messages about wildlife. Seals, otters, pine martens. The signatures are all from couples, whose eyes have been eagerly pressed into the two pairs of binoculars kept on the window ledge. I suggest that one day Shirin might come back with someone else: it’s made for a couple in love, we agree, the only morning warm enough to eat our porridge outside on the bench. ‘We’ll have to visit your granny,’ I say, ‘let her know you’ve arrived.’

The man was right, little has changed but the odd nip and tuck where a footpath has been tidied, a signpost that points the way to the beach. We take the coast path down from the bothy, over the stepping-stones of a stream and up through sparsely planted trees until the climb becomes so steep, I have to stop to catch my breath. From the top of the hill you can see round the coast to the half dozen cottages at Sonnadh scattered like toys. His mother’s is the bungalow beyond the car park, above the incongruous red streak of the public phone box. The sea shifts below in emeralds and blues; it doesn’t take long to get down to the beach, its pristine oyster-shell sand; ours, the only footsteps to disturb it.

The tide is out. We follow the rocks round into the next bay where there’s a channel running between banks of sand. Shirin climbs up. ‘Dad used to bring me here,’ she says. ‘We used to play lifts.’ She demonstrates, jumping. ‘Going down!’ She lands and some of the bank crumples with her. ‘We did it for hours.’

It’s like watching a film in Super 8, playing over and over, flickering and spotted with sunlight: all the times I wasn’t there.

On the dunes the marram grass is long and bleached to straw. ‘Machair, it’s called,’ I tell her. ‘Your dad told me that.’ It’s harder going, the squelch of moss underfoot. We climb a stile, work our way between long-abandoned bothies, their gap-toothed windows and doors. It must be possible now to see us coming. I’m careful to keep abreast of her: I don’t want it to look as if we’re in any way disconnected.

As we approach the porch, there’s movement from the dark window, a call, ‘Hallooo.’ Shirin pushes open the porch door; there’s a buffer of coats as there always was, a radio, the singsong of a local wavelength. ‘Hello, Granny!’ she calls, and by the time I follow her inside, she is hugging the figure who is seated at a table by the window. The table is piled with papers; there’s a vase of yellow chrysanthemums, a cigarette in a saucer smoking unattended. As Shirin moves aside, Pauline lifts her face to greet me. It’s a shock, the time-lapse waterfall of all the years. She’s an old lady, the starkness of her skull, big bleary eyes, hair loose about her head and white as dandelion fluff. ‘Hallooo.’ She reaches her arms like a child to be picked up from its cot. ‘You’re here,’ she says.

‘We arrived last night,’ Shirin says.

‘Nothing’s secret,’ Pauline says, cheerily. ‘My carer works for the letting company.’ She turns off the radio, puts her hands together decisively. ‘Would you like a drink? Shirin, there’s a bottle of gin on the side for you. Anything to eat?’

We’ve had our breakfast, we say, thank you.

‘But have a drink?’ she says. ‘Whatever you like. There’s wine? A cup of tea, Jane?’

‘I’ll make it, Granny.’ Shirin goes off into the kitchen, part of a new extension built long after my time.

‘Did you have a good journey?’ Pauline asks.

Before I know it, I’m telling her about the car hire company, knowing it will only get back to Ardu, who’ll tell her how typical it is of me to get ripped off.

‘Your dad’s been on the phone,’ she says to Shirin as she comes back with the tea. ‘He says to say hello, and to say that now I’ve the extra room, why don’t you come and stay with me? Save you from getting on top of one another.’

I tell her we’ll be fine. ‘Won’t we?’ I ask Shirin.

‘I know you’ve got exams, Shirin. If you want somewhere to work,’ Pauline says, ‘somewhere quiet?’

His control is like a high-pitched radio signal.

‘When did you have the extension done?’ I ask.

‘That’s right,’ she says, ‘you won’t have seen it? Room for all the family.’

I am not family and yet I’m here, the raised ghost of the person I once was.

When she gets to her feet, she’s bent double, in the same skinny black leggings she always wore. She shuffles towards a sideboard. ‘Shirin, would you do me a favour?’ she asks, producing a key from a dish and handing it over. ‘Could you fetch me four bottles of white wine in from the shed?’

On the fridge there are print-outs of photographs stuck with Tam-o’-Shanter fridge magnets, among them a photo of Shirin and her dad. She must be about eleven years old, and they are standing side by side with the tan and white terrier at their feet.

Shirin is in the kitchen; she sets down a bag that clinks.

‘Thank you, Shirin,’ Pauline calls.

‘I heard about Whisky,’ Shirin says, coming through.

‘Poor Whisky.’

‘What happened?’

‘She died last week, Jane. She was sixteen, old for a dog. I had the vet out three or four times.’ She reaches for a card. ‘I’m sat here waiting for the bill.’ On the card: a puppy holding a love-heart, and inside, in deepest sympathy. ‘It’s from the vet,’ Pauline says, her grouty laugh, ‘buttering me up!’

I sip at the tea, which is dark from the teabag floating in it. ‘How do you manage with your shopping?’ I ask, abandoning the mug to the table.

‘Donna, my carer, she’s the driver round here. She takes me to shop in the week.’ Pauline sips from a glass that is dark and cloudy, chuckles. ‘She’s a terrible driver,’ she says. ‘You have to close your eyes and hope for the best. You’re going along, and Donna is saying, fuckin’ Japanese, fuckin’ English—’ We laugh, but it gives me a jolt: she’d never have sworn out loud when Faether was alive.

‘Ach,’ she says to Shirin, ‘it’s a shame you’ll miss your dad. He’s up here next week to look after the place when I’m on my cruise.’

‘Where are you going, Granny?’

‘It’s a Med-iter-ranean cruise,’ she says, carefully, as if reading from a brochure. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’

Pauline moved up to the bungalow when her husband died. It had something to do with probate originally, Ardu staying on in the family house. But he’s been there years, and now his siblings want to sell up and have their share of the proceeds.

‘Is the house on the market?’ I ask.

‘The house? Any moment, Jane. It’s a slow business as you can imagine.’

‘Shirin says Ardu’s found a flat in Stirling?’

‘That’s right. Has he shown you the pictures, Shirin?’

Shirin hasn’t seen pictures yet. She asks about walking boots because she’s forgotten to bring anything but sandals, and Pauline sends her back to look in the shed. When she’s gone, Pauline takes a drag from her cigarette, the room gauzy with smoke.

‘What are you writing about now, Jane?’ she asks, tapping the ashtray.

I hadn’t anticipated this level of interest, or that she’d have remembered that I wrote at all. ‘About where I live,’ I say, faltering. ‘Country things,’ feeling the lie as if I’ve swallowed it.

‘Ach, lovely,’ she says.

How treacherous I am, stewing as we wait.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a drink, Jane? There’s wine in the fridge?’

Shirin returns with a pair of grubby trainers.

‘Check for mouse droppings,’ Pauline says, and I catch the dismay on Shirin’s face.

‘What time will you leave on Saturday?’ she asks.

‘Early,’ I say, ‘the car hire’ll be wanting an excuse to charge me extra.’

‘What about Friday, then? Jazmine’s coming up for the weekend. I’m sure she’d like to see you. Will you come for a drink? Early evening? And remember,’ she says to Shirin, ‘there’s plenty of room, there’s always a bed for you here.’

The air when we get out is a shock, the light so violet and gold we have to squint. My head is jangling with the suggestion that Shirin will elect not to stay with me and prove them all right: it was me all along, there was never anything wrong with him.

We move until we’re safely out of earshot and Shirin sits on the tarmac to change her shoes.

‘I didn’t know you drank gin?’ I say.

She bashes the trainers upside-down on the ground. ‘I don’t,’ she says.

Jazmine is Ardu’s younger sister. The last time I was in touch with her – twenty years ago it must be – she’d refused to listen. ‘You knew what he was like,’ she’d said. ‘You knew what you were taking on,’ and put the phone down on me.

I follow Shirin, heavy with his propaganda which is everywhere – in the craggy outlines of rock, in the stubborn tussocks of long grass – thinking it was a stupid idea to have come.

She stops and waits for me to catch up. ‘You all right?’ she asks.

I’m no good at disguising it. ‘I hate the way they assume we can’t be in the same place together.’ My chest hurts.

‘I know,’ she says, lightly, reaching to take the bag with her shoes from me. ‘It’s fine, Mum. We can.’

It’s all it takes. A breeze carries the train of the sun, which flips and lifts. We stick to the narrow sheep path, straight into a bog. We are as bad as each other, helpless, cracking up; it’s like walking in toffee. Shirin is out of it first, up on the rocks and laughing because I’m stuck fast, wobbling with my arms out like blind man’s buff. When I catch up with her, she’s already on her haunches, raking through the pearly-grain sand of the beach.

‘I found one,’ she says, gleefully, and holds it out in her hand. Her eyes are sharper than mine. They’re not like other shells, smaller than I expect, but perfect little jewels, the serration of their lips curled in on themselves, and we will be here for hours, collecting, happy as we’ve ever been, the slow, sedimentary build-up of our pockets.

‘Why’s he moving to Stirling?’ I ask. We’re clambering over rocks towards Seal Point. ‘I always thought he’d end up here.’

‘The flat was cheap,’ she shrugs, making a leap between two stacks that I have no courage for. ‘It’s above a Chinese take-away,’ she says.

I have climbed down and have to shout to reach her. ‘Has he cleaned up the house yet?’

‘How would I know?’

‘They’ll never sell it if it’s as bad as you say.’

I catch her up only in time to see a dozen or so seals slide from the rocks and flump into the water. ‘Look at them!’ I say, and for a while the sea is bobbing with their heads until, almost simultaneously, they disappear and there are none.

‘There’s a military thing called SEAL training,’ I tell her. ‘I read about it. They’re like the SAS – the Navy version. They train recruits by tying up their ankles and wrists and throwing them into a swimming pool. The trick is not to struggle. Remember that. Though all your instincts are to fight, if you let yourself sink, the air in your lungs will naturally lift you back up again. That’s the theory.’

The surface of the water where the seals have disappeared is choppy with interference. She has her back to me, and I can’t tell if she’s listening.

‘Perhaps these are the ones that got away,’ I say. ‘What d’you think?’

She doesn’t turn around. ‘Is that going in your book?’ she says. I recognize the pressure in her voice. She sets off, climbing up, performing a tightrope along the rocks.

I let her go, take my time following her back. When I reach the bothy, there’s no sign of her. I come out again thinking to collect wood for the stove, dipping down to the copse beyond the stream. It’s not a serious expedition: the pickings are poor, mostly too damp and rotten to bother with.

‘Mum!’ The shouting comes from above and is urgent. ‘Mum, where are you?’

‘What?’ I shout in the direction of the voice.

‘Mum!’ as if I’ve been lost, and she is lost too.

‘I’m here,’ I shout. She’s zigzagging down the hill.

When we meet, she says, angrily, ‘I don’t want you to be angry.’

‘I’m not angry,’ I say.

‘Where did you go, then?’

‘Nowhere.’

Her face is set. ‘You need to remember when you talk about him that you’re talking about my dad.’

There is no give in her. ‘I know, I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘I don’t think you realize how ill he is,’ she says. ‘When he moves, he shakes.’ She glares at the skinny stick in my hand. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Collecting wood.’

‘I’m going to the beach,’ she says, and though she doesn’t wait for me, it’s understood that I will follow. She stops for a moment at the top of the hill. ‘Your book,’ she says, as if she’s thought about it long and hard. ‘It’s a way of carrying on being obsessed. I don’t think you realize that.’ There’s a hopping energy in her as she takes up the path again, down the rocky bed of the old stream. I am more careful going down, far less adept than she is. On the beach, there’s no one else. She stands holding her elbows, waiting, and what she has to say comes out in a stream:

‘You’re never going to understand him. You can’t presume to understand him.’ She scuffs at the sand, then flicks her eyes straight at me. ‘You’ve got to be more self-aware. You can’t use a book to get back at people. You’re not a victim. It isn’t about him, it’s about you.’

The sand is pale gold. The sea is blue, the waves feathery. Across the way are the islands, Rum, Eigg, Muck. Do they wonder at the child sprung from my rib? Listen to her. She is your voice, yelling in the whale, except she is not inside you any more, she has broken loose.
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