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Prologue

I was standing at the foot of the open grave when a shadow nudged into my peripheral vision. At first, I thought it was a raptor, and I squinted at it eagerly, hoping for a visitation from something rare or meaningful, a sympathetic act from the residents of these peat-layered hills of whom I knew so little. A longer look revealed the commonplace yellow beak, grey wings and reptilian glare of a herring gull. It was too busy gripping the wind to meet my gaze.

Beside me, figures zipped up against the February weather kept their eyes on the ground, their faces washed in horizontal rain. One mourner recited a well-known poem about a kaleyard and the eternal cycle of life and death, the lines ‘aye some een dead, aye some een born’  crumbling into the wind.

The same scene had been enacted by generations before us: a long line of wet faces, muddy feet and tight throats, stretching far back into the history of these islands to a time before the value of the sea and land was measured on a ledger. Along the shore, the tide ground the detritus of thousands of iterations of human life into the silt: ceramic cup handles, rusted nails, scraps of nylon fishing net. Beneath the undulations of grass and peat bog, ancient tree roots lay as a reminder of what this earth once was.

As we shivered between the gravestones, accompanied by the ghosts of our dead relatives, I considered the contrast of my own life with theirs: a childhood safe within the predictable perimeters of a large and pleasant city, never knowing the terror of a suddenly swelling sea, never experiencing belly-scraping hunger. I wondered what my ancestors would have thought of such an existence, and whether our shared bloodline was enough for me to claim a place by their side. 

On the surrounding hills more spectres lurked. Some were little more than tussocky lumps in the nettles, while others retained the ragged remnants of a tarred roof clinging to the rafters. These were the skeletons of crofts, small rented farms of a few acres, typical of the north and west of Scotland, and the isles. The way of life for the residents of these stone shells was tough, with crofters living hand to mouth, growing crops like oats or kale and keeping a cow to survive. In solid contrast to these disintegrating structural remains, a grand building stood at the end of the bay, its many windows glinting blankly against the dull light. Voe House with its seven bedrooms and large walled garden was part of the visual language of historic inequality. As well as relying on the varying moods of the weather, and the productivity of the soil, the crofting residents were also dependent on the whims of the landlords who owned mansions like these. The landowning class could (and often did) evict tenants at short notice to make way for more profitable sheep farms, or demand a cow for the loss of a fishing boat, even if the men on board had drowned.

These were days of starvation and emigration. Eventually, legislation would introduce security of tenure, fair rents and heritable rights. Decades later, my great grandparents used this right to buy the croft they were renting – a two-room, one-storey building near the foot of a hill called Sneugie. They laid the foundations for a new chapter in the fortune of the Browns – for my grandfather, and eventually my father, to build homes on the land, both just about visible from the patch of grass I now stood upon next to their graves.

Other lives had passed too. The clouds of birds that once followed the fishing boats to the herring station, or the whaling vessels that would empty their cargo near the mouth of the bay. Now the empty seas mirror the empty skies, and the empty crofts return their heavy stones to the hills. But as things die, some are born. Just over the hill lay Sullom Voe, Europe’s largest oil terminal, the existence of which helped rank Britain in the top ten oil producers of the world in the year I was born.[1]

Although the country had slipped in these rankings over the intervening decades, the global production and consumption of oil was hotter than ever, releasing into the atmosphere dangerous levels of greenhouse gases. The terrifying consequences of burning more oil had led to another phase in energy exploitation: one that would once again sculpt the landscape of mainland Shetland. It had been looming on the horizon for a long time – discussed among collections of relatives while I sat wedged in a sofa during one of my rare visits, attempting to catch up on several years’ worth of news at once – but it was the kind of story I had always been too busy to engage with. But what had once been a vague possibility was soon to become very real. Like the herring, the whales and the oil, this latest industry was another pattern sewn into the Shetland identity: contrasting threads of killing to sustain life. In a few years’ time up to 37 monuments to a different energy era would be visible from the churchyard just a kilometre away: the top of what would be one of the country’s largest onshore wind farms.

On that rainy afternoon on 22nd February 2020, I had very little notion of these layers of connection – past, present and future – or how I would become woven into them. At the time I was too concerned that as my relative completed his eulogy, I might slip on the wet, clay-rich ground and follow my recently deceased father into the angular hole.

The poetry of being buried in Voe clay would not have been lost on Dad, who was a highly respected potter and teacher. Despite having spent most of his professional adulthood working in Glasgow, he was also a Shetlander. Just a few years earlier, he had returned home to live – the first time since leaving as a teenager. He built a house and a pottery on the land once worked by his forebears. He reforested the slopes around his house with saplings – hazel, rowan, whitebeam and blackthorn, shields of white plastic protecting them from hungry rabbits. He hacked a tattie patch out of the dull green hillside and filled the grey ruins of the original building with pink-tipped Shetland kale and the saw-edged leaves of strawberries. Under the wide-open sky, he dug clay out of the ground to make pots inspired by local wildlife, history and the Shetland way of life. If my eye drifted past the bird above my head, I would be able to see the shapes of all the new life he had seeded.

A year after finishing the house, Dad died there.

In the isles, a herring gull is a ‘maa’, a word which in a Shetland accent starts with a kiss and ends with a sigh, unlike the wheedling cry of the creatures themselves. Even in the most putrid rubbish tip, the bird always carries the aspirated sounds of the sea. Dad had a soft spot for these charmingly charmless birds, the European herring gull being among the most common species on the isles. One of his last designs was a white serving jug with panels of grey, white and red, so cunningly placed on the lip and side of the vessel that they gave a clear impression of wings and beak. At local exhibitions he would carefully display these around one of his other popular creations – a plate with an image of chips on it. Perhaps he saw something of himself in these birds, in their shared ability both to live a rural, coastal life and to survive in the clatter and clamour of the big smoke. Also, perhaps, a shared taste for salty foods.

During Christmas 2019, the first and last that I remember spending with him, Dad recalled the story of Sam the herring gull. Sam was well known in Aberdeen in the late noughties for swaggering into a newsagents and shoplifting packets of tangy cheese Doritos. (Apparently he tried and didn’t like the spicy flavour.) The bird would do this regularly and was even caught on camera, the clip making the national news.

Dad’s sense of humour was something that we had in common. Our nuclear family divided when I was two, and after that my childhood relationship with him was mostly strung together with weekend visits, sleepovers and annual trips to his native islands to visit relatives. I didn’t remember his presence at birthdays or Easter or Christmas. The lack of effort I perceived in his actions solidified into a sense of rejection I would carry with me throughout adulthood. But as the Voe churchyard could also testify, views change. It was only after his death that I would consider our relationship differently.

The intensity of the gull’s battle with the wind had captured my gaze: the stasis between wind and animal, indifferent witnesses to the human ritual enacted below. There was something in their turbulent embrace that felt familiar. Recognition is the passage from ignorance to knowledge, Amitav Ghosh writes in The Great Derangement. But to recognise is to be cognisant of something you knew already but had forgotten. ‘The knowledge that results from recognition, then, is not the same kind as the discovery of something new: it arises rather from a renewed reckoning with a potentiality that lies within oneself.’ Poised on the lip of the grave, I was at the edge of that recognition.

Sometimes in hot weather, the difference in temperature between the warmer ground and cooler air above distorts the passage of light. That is why, when driving along a road on a hot day, you might see at its furthest point a shimmering reflection of the sky: an optical illusion. My relationship with Dad was like that, simultaneously present and absent, always suggesting something that it would never deliver. There was another similarity too; the word mirage has its roots in the French verb mirer, meaning mirror. While I resented his inattention, I also saw in him glimpses of myself.

At last it was time to throw a handful of earth on the coffin, and when I looked up again, the herring gull was wheeling away, propelled inland by the coastal wind. As we tugged our shoes out of the mud on the way back to the car, darkness was closing in. It was the 2 p.m. onset of evening, but there was something else, too. We didn’t know it at the time, but a virus was spreading across the world towards us with every infected sneeze, cough and exhaled breath. For many it would mean death. For me it would mean confinement in a land that claimed half my genealogy, a history and culture of which I knew next to nothing about.

Beyond the bay, on the line between bog and sky, another story was beginning: a plan for a giant onshore wind farm. Many warned it would pollute water, disrupt birdlife, and damage peatlands; others welcomed it as part of an urgent transition to green energy amid an accelerating climate crisis. There was a slippery path ahead, and not just the one leading to the wake at the village hall.

As we filed away from the grave I was, unknowingly, starting out on a new road of my own, one which would redefine ‘home’ and alter the course of my future.

No raptor could have been so portentous. A group of gulls, after all, is called a squabble.




Part One: Separation
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The Call

I stopped the trike against the front door and patted my pockets for the keys. Esme was still singing the Forest School song: ‘Forest School is lots of fun, playing in the rain and sun.’ Before I was able to turn the key, Josh opened it from the inside. He had a received a phone call, he said, his eyes wide. I wrestled with the handlebars, postponing the moment I would have to meet his gaze again and hear the news.

‘Building dens and climbing trees, watching flowers and smelling bees.’

Esme was still singing away cheerily at my feet. The trike was always such a pest to get through the door frame.

‘Your Dad died.’

*

Theseus hears the story of the Minotaur and decides to go to Crete.

A frog offers to return a princess her golden ball.

Gandalf instructs Frodo to leave the Shire with the Ring.

These moments are what Joseph Campbell describes as a ‘call to adventure’, an opening stage in the Hero’s Journey, an archetypal storyline structure found across human history from ancient myths to Hollywood films. In Campbell’s template, ‘destiny has summoned the hero and transferred his spiritual centre of gravity from within the pale of his society to a zone unknown’.[2] I had received my call. The news of Dad’s death had ruptured my familiar world and sent me in the direction of a land that while not unknown, felt to me unknowable.

In one of those tricks of memory, the rest of that day has slid out of focus, but occasional details spring out crisp and clear, as if the result of adjusting the focal point of a camera lens. The slippery surface of the seat in the airport departure lounge; kind text messages from colleagues; coffee that tasted of blisters. Then I was in the air, pulling away from the ‘improved’ green fields of the Devon countryside, squares of monotone ryegrass which would sprout with the occasional buttercup, dock and thistle as spring set in. Back home in our blue-and-white terraced house in a small town west of Exeter, Josh and Esme were probably in the middle of their usual Monday afternoon tug-of-war as he attempted to drag her away from her drawing and dolls’ house to the fresh air of the play park. I had decided to travel north as quickly as possible to help organise the funeral. It would be a week before I saw them again.

‘Grey today, isn’t it?’

I had only been vaguely aware of the man sitting next to me until he spoke.

‘It is,’ I replied. ‘Dreich.’

He was folding away a newspaper. The headline said something about a new virus spreading from China. Usually, I would have taken note of which newspaper before adjusting my chat appropriately, but my tools for talking to strangers, acquired during years as a reporter, were not to hand.

‘Are you going to the isles on holiday?’ he asked.

His voice had the firm rising intonation of the west coast of Scotland rather than the light crispness of the Shetland dialect. He was another Scottish southerner with local connections, although my accent was of the flatter, more generic east coast variety.

‘No, I have family in Shetland.’

He hummed approvingly.

He said something about his business and how it took him to the isles every now and again, but the details washed over me. I was nodding and smiling.

‘Yourself?’ he enquired. 

I told him where I lived and how I only managed to visit every year or so.

‘Can I give you a lift to Lerwick?’ he asked.

‘No, it’s OK, someone is meeting me.’

I wondered briefly if he imagined my ties with the isles were a lot deeper than they really were, rather than my fleeting visits as an adult, or distant memories of school holidays visiting my grannie and other relatives. I wanted to tell him I didn’t usually fly because of the carbon emissions, but I was too tired.

‘What brings you here now?’ he asked after a pause.

I cleared my throat. ‘A funeral.’

‘Oh, sorry to hear that.’

‘It’s OK’, I mumbled and turned away.

He seemed to understand my body language and asked me no more questions. I looked at the clouds outside the window, the puffs of vapour that look so solid until you pass through them. Dad had been my tie to these islands, pulling me back only to fulfil a disassociated sense of filial duty. Even when he was alive, this was an unstable connection, eaten away by resentment and a fragile desire to please. Now he was gone, I could feel my Edinburgh identity, formed in the dominant setting of my childhood, closing around the gaps. How would these islands welcome me now, imbued as they were with the memories of countless generations along my patrilineal line, now that line was severed?

Below us the grey sea heaved relentlessly, the occasional gull skimming over the edge of the waves. Perhaps at some point one of them turned its beak up from the swell to see the scar across the sky as we cruised thousands of feet above.

Soon we would be landing.
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A Road Through Time

Sumburgh Airport is in the south of the Mainland, an island shaped like a sword hilt which gave the archipelago its name ‘Hjaltland’ in Old Norse.[3] Here grassland is hemmed by dark cliffs dividing the North Sea and the Atlantic. A relative had come to pick me up, making the forty-mile trip down from the village of Voe, where Dad’s house was. We drove back, the windscreen wipers squeaking against the smirr. Through the driver’s window on the right, the runway stretched across a flat pea-coloured landscape, which on my side ended abruptly at the water.

The airport was a different entry point to the islands than the one I had been used to as a child. After Dad left, there was a period during which he would bring me to Shetland for a few weeks every summer holiday to visit relatives. We would always arrive at the ferry terminal in Lerwick still feeling the violent rise and fall of the sea even as we walked ashore. The fourteen-hour boat journey was ameliorated by the excitement of pick-n-mix supermarket salad and powdery hot chocolate from a vending machine. I never thought of the airport, apart from a story about an accident that took place before I was born. A plane full of oil workers failed to take off and pummelled straight into the freezing water, drowning seventeen people.

It seemed appropriate that I was now entering the isles by a different route – through the air rather than over the sea. I did not feel like the same person. I was in pieces, like Frankenstein’s monster, sewn together from different experiences, different lives, making a way through a fractured landscape of low pasture, hag-ragged peat bog and the encroaching ocean. The road itself was well trodden. It was the fast and furious A970, a single carriageway that pumped a constant flow of traffic from Sumburgh through Lerwick and up to the top of the mainland in North Roe. Fuelled by the substantial oil fund, the smooth, well-maintained tarmac of Shetland’s public roads gleamed in comparison with the potholes of cash-strapped Devon.

As the edge of the North Sea winked at me through the windscreen, I thought about the last time I had travelled this way. I was sitting in the back of the car, my hand curled around the front passenger seat as I leant forward to speak to Dad.

‘It’s only just dawn and it’s ten o’clock!’ I remarked, like a tourist.

Dad didn’t respond and I thought I’d caused offence. I always worried about everything I said to him, turning the words over in my mind afterwards like pebbles. Had I said something stupid or something funny? Was he interested or was his mind elsewhere? It was his lack of reaction that always concerned me most. Thinking back on it, he was probably just exhausted, too ill and tired to pick me up from the ferry terminal and relying instead on someone else to give him a lift. I had been shocked at how thin he had become, his giant frame sunken and hunched, and his once strong, long stride reduced to a painful shuffle.

Here we were, three months later, the rain stopped and the brief February sun already dimming. As we skirted the hills around Lerwick, the spectral forms of small wind turbines spun their pale fingers languidly through the thickening dusk.

The valley opened out on either side of us, and we passed a lonely building I’d always noted when taking this route, its rather grim outlook onto the A970 never failing to inspire a sigh of pity. The name of the dwelling, ‘Halfway Hoose’, was a nod to its previous incarnation as an inn. It wasn’t so long ago that folk would have gone overland by foot if the sea was too rough – boats were the most common means of travel up until the last century. I often imagine travellers catching sight of the whitewashed walls and glowing lights of the inn, amid the endless browns and greys, and hastening towards it. At a distance of seventeen miles between Voe and Lerwick, it would have taken at least half a day to walk, and twice that to Sumburgh. Making the journey on weary feet, bellies empty, and shouldering whatever burdens they had to carry, the road must have seemed endless. Perhaps, in the layers of peat, there still exist the imprints of their soles. It was another reminder that this journey wasn’t just mine. Countless others had made it too, over the centuries.

*

The man lifts the spade a few inches from the ground and drops it again. The sharp edge bounces off a stone. He wipes his damp forehead with the back of his hand. His face is stretched too tight over the skull, the bones on his arms too prominent through the skin. He can barely stand, but he can’t stop. He must lift the spade, drop the spade, lift the spade and drop it again. He must build this road or his family will have no food tonight. When he closes his eyes, he sees them: his wife, his eight children, crying with hunger. Their potatoes lie rotting in the fields. Even if they had the money, there is no grain to buy. So he does the only thing he can: he lifts the spade, drops the spade. If he stops they will eat nothing again tonight.

*

Not that long ago, only around 150 years, there were very few roads in Shetland.[4] The change began with disaster. In the middle of the nineteenth century, wet, cold weather across the Highlands and Islands brought crop failure and meagre fishing. The devastating blight that afflicted Irish potatoes was also heading east. Men, women and children, already only just surviving, were starving to death. Destitution boards were set up, through which the poor were provided with oatmeal or low wages in exchange for labour to build roads. The work was tough to ensure only the really desperate would apply. Eight hours a day, six days a week, hacking stone and earth using crowbars, hammers and spades. One account of road-building on the island of Yell describes an emaciated man attempting to chip away at the rocks but too weak to do much; he hadn’t eaten the previous day. When paid at the end of his shift in coins, he told the official in charge: ‘We canna aet money.’ 

As ever, tenants were at the mercy of the landowning class. Some landlords gave more meal, some none at all. Some sought only to improve the value of their land; others embarked on a genuine effort to help their tenants survive the times. One theory suggests the programme might have been part of a wider effort to steer the local economy away from an unofficial bartering system known as ‘truck’ by encouraging the use of money in exchange for goods and labour. In this way, the ‘gruelling work’,[5] was an inroad for capitalism as it forced the population closer to a state of proletarianisation. Whatever the rationale, it transformed the landscape. Between 1849 and 1851, some of the isles’ most desperate residents built 188 kilometres of these ‘meal roads’ across the islands.

In some places it is still possible to catch a view of one of the old tracks, soggy and narrow, lying parallel to the A970 – a shadow of a not so prosperous past. Over the years, more branches appeared, a network which was greatly improved following the oil boom of the 1970s.

Sometimes the road itself is the story.

Thanks to the extraction of crude oil, the processing of fuel, and money to construct sturdy infrastructure, the trip from the airport to Dad’s would take around fifty minutes. With a terminally empty house waiting for me at the end, I was not looking forward to reaching the door.
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Kleber

‘Since returning to live and work in Shetland, I have been exploring the possibilities of making things using locally sourced materials such as clay and kleber (soapstone), as well as looking to our own past traditions of making, our stories, culture and environment as sources of ideas.’

Bill Brown, 2018

In the weeks before we buried Dad, relatives would drop by Kirkhoose to say hello. Someone had picked up a jigsaw puzzle at a charity shop and left it on the kitchen table. In the quiet moments between bursts of small talk, folk would often drift over to the table and slot pieces of the puzzle together. First the coastline, then the landmarks and finally the sea: it was a picture of the British Isles. During these strange dreamlike days, we sorted through the death admin, a novel task I found surprisingly laborious. Shortly before the funeral, Josh and Esme arrived from Devon, taking the ten-hour train journey from Exeter to Aberdeen followed by a night on the ferry. 

 We ordered the cakes, the casket, the death notice, the obituary, then the day arrived. Pictures of him were perched on the edge of the stage, fragments of his life captured and framed: pulling a mackerel out of the sea on a fishing line; sitting at a potter’s wheel; reading to his grandchildren. I did not have many photos of my own to contribute. Esme was pleased with the black-and-green tartan dress I had bought her from a high street shop in Lerwick. Despite the gold-coloured thread, it felt suitably dour for the occasion. 

Soon the rows of fold-up chairs were filled with bodies – old school friends, neighbours, relatives, local artists – and messages were read out from former students and fellow ceramicists all over the world with admiring words about the man they had known and loved. I sat on the front row as people came up to share their tributes. One story in particular hooked my attention. It was by a man called Callum Moncrieff, an old friend of Dad’s. It was strange to hear of their friendship and how much my relatives knew and liked him. I couldn’t remember having heard his name before. Callum spoke in Shaetlan, the dialect which weaves together Scots, English and Old Norse. I didn’t understand many of the words so I concentrated on the sounds and the humour. Instead of being a passive listener, I imagined myself there, wandering invisible alongside the two men as if I were the ghost and not Dad.

*

It is a fine summer’s day as Bill and Callum, a potter and a sculptor in the sunset years of their lives, rustle through the cotton-grass on their way to Gossa Water on the outskirts of Lerwick. The treasure they are searching for is something that they both need in order to mould their thoughts into the material form through which they can interact with the world.

Clay.

Clutching a rucksack and fending off the black clouds of midges with the reek of his pipe, Bill strides with the energy of a clear purpose. The clay he seeks is very particular, durable and strong enough to hold together the potter’s ‘holy grail’, a heat-resistant cultural jewel known as ‘kleber’. Kleber mixed with clay can, as Callum says, ‘deliver an alchemy, a hybrid dat wid suture vision, form, an da midder tongue’.

The plan had been laid through chance conversations snatched on the ferry from Lerwick to Aberdeen and back again as they crossed paths over the years. The greying pair know from having studied geological maps that what they are looking for lies nearby in a vein beneath their feet.

From the start, they tread in the footsteps of dead soldiers, starting at Sandy Loch reservoir and following Cunningham Way, a road which carries the name of an army officer detailed there during the Second World War. In their parents’ time, these hills were a line of defence for the isles against their enemies. Still the bones remain: a spotting tower, trenches, bunkers and barbed-wire pickets.

Today it is peaceful.

The path takes them to the smaller loch of Gossa Water, which feeds a feisty stream and waterfall. It is a ‘trowie place’ where unseen things can infect the imagination. They have been walking some way, a line of muddy water soaked up into the hems of their trousers, when they come upon strange shapes in the soggy ground: a collection of metre-high concrete pyramids. What are these strange-looking structures that stand out from the landscape, scattered like a giant’s toys: the remains of alien spaceships, or artefacts from another geological era?

The two men know what they are. These are dragon’s teeth, tank traps, left on the edge of this lochan. Reinforced concrete designed to stop the approach of oncoming vehicles so their occupants would be within the exact range of the gun battery, to be shattered to bits – here in this quiet place.

In the end there was no land invasion, no lethal strategizing. Their only use was for the raingoose, measuring the length of water for takeoff before hunting fish in the sea, or the bonxie eyeing a sick lamb for the kill.

The men press on and at last find themselves at the edge of the cold, clear water. From his bag, Bill pulls out a folded-up shovel which, after some required assembly involving wing nuts (Callum is very impressed ‘ta say da least’), Bill plunges into the wet ground. It sticks. Bill heaves. He heaves again. He heaves again, not realising that all the energy he is transferring into the shovel is about to return to him with some force. The shovel comes out of the ground with a great thop and Bill finds himself flying backwards about to meet the squelch of wet clay . . . only to be saved by Callum’s outstretched arms. They take a minute to recover from this sudden embrace and near-wet experience and Bill picks up the crumpled remains of the shovel.

‘A lotta damned guid dat wis,’ he says, and tosses it into the water.

The waders flap from their hiding places, and perhaps a trowie hand, the skin green as moss, closes over a boulder as the pair ripple the stillness with their laughter. Not entirely thwarted, they roll up their sleeves and fling handfuls of the sticky clay into plastic bags to take home, promising to return another time with a pair of old trousers, tied up at the legs, which they would fill with more clay and leave to drain. It would have been quite a sight for a passing walker to come across, a pair of disembodied breeks left lounging on a rock, the moulded material inside creating a disconcerting animacy. It might even have become the source of legend.

They thought they would have time to come back, but they never did.

‘Some day aa’ll geeng auld breeks in hand an secure a guid skelp o yun slester fae Gossa Water,’ Callum says to a hall filled with folk saying goodbye to Bill. ‘Aan da memory o dat boy’s adventure will sustain me till I bring some hame.’

*

After delivering Dad’s coffin to his ancestors in the graveyard, we returned to the hall to chat and eat the food close family had helped prepare earlier in the day: egg sandwiches on white bread cut up into triangles, bannocks with ‘reestit mutton’,[6]  cream cakes and iced buns from the local bakery. We drank tea and coffee from industrial urns, poured semi-skimmed milk from metal jugs, filled glasses from boxes of wine and plastic cups with blackcurrant squash. Piling our plates with shameless volumes of food, we walked around an exhibition of Dad’s work spanning fifty years, carefully curated by my eldest cousin, who had made a call-out to relatives to select the most representative and meaningful pieces. It was a relief that the weeks of organising were over at last.

A red-striped tea-cake stand dominated the display on one of the many fold-up tables that we’d arranged in a corner of the village hall. Dad had made it when he worked in Glasgow, ‘the cultural home of Tunnock’s tea cakes’ – those chocolate-covered marshmallow ‘biscuits’ that are mostly just a bite of sugar that seems to evaporate in the heat of your mouth like a cloud. Each level was shaped to mimic the form of the iconic wrapper and at the top, a small ceramic tea cake gleamed under the strip lighting. It looked good enough to eat.

‘If you were asked to design an item of confectionery that would chime perfectly with the Scottish psyche, you could hardly do better than come up with the tea cake,’ Dad had written. ‘This piece was inspired by the challenge of straightening out the thin foil wrapper without tearing it – and who hasn’t tried that? Having eventually succeeded, it seemed a natural progression to scan the wrapper, turn it into a silkscreen print and use it to make this cake stand in celebration of a cultural icon.’ I could all but hear his voice when I looked at it.

Funerals are a good way to get to know the recently deceased, to celebrate the connections you already have and to discover new ones. When philosopher Julian Baggini attended his own father’s funeral, the church was packed: ‘It was not that he had dozens and dozens of very close friends,’ he wrote. ‘It was that, over the course of his life, he had become part of the lives of many people in his village, usually in small ways that were nonetheless significant enough to motivate them to come out to remember him. This community had lost a part of itself, and they were grieving for that.’ In this way also the small village of Voe on the Mainland of Shetland mourned the loss of Bill Brown.

Another plate, this one like a slice of salami, red clay shot through with chunks of soapstone. It was disconcerting to see his fingerprints still visible, fired into the matte surface of the piece, while his hands grew cold in the graveyard down the road. It was Shetland clay, and I wondered if he had collected it out on the hills around the house, or if it had been the clay he collected with Callum out on Gossa Water. Clay strong enough to hold kleber.

Kleber has been called Shetland’s oldest industry. A metamorphic rock, made mostly of talc, it is almost greasy and so soft you can scrape shapes in it with your fingernail. It became coveted for use in cosmetics, industrial lubricants and for its resistance to high temperatures, hardening when placed in a fire – handy for making crockery a thousand years ago. People call it steatite, soapstone, and ‘kleber’ in Shetland, a word with roots in old Norse. Though soapstone items such as armlets, amulets and beads made in the Bronze Age have been unearthed across Shetland, it was the Vikings who excelled in kleber-craft. Familiar with this material in Norway, the Vikings chiselled circular chunks out of it, shaping them into a tactile smoothness to form fishing weights, moulds and, of course, plates.

A millennia after the Vikings, another craftsman took his daughters to an archeological site in Cunningsburgh, in the south of the Mainland, to gaze at a cliff wall with round shapes chipped out of it by hands so long dead they were now mingled with the dust of ancient volcanoes and plankton in the tracks of our boots. We stared in awe at the metre-wide rings carved into the stone like a trow’s doodles – the remains of a Viking kleber quarry. I remember losing interest long before Dad did.

*

It was the day after the funeral that we began to realise how serious the situation was. News of the spread of a novel coronavirus had been trickling through the radio, but we had been too distracted to really listen to it. In the lull after Dad’s burial, however, we found ourselves paying closer attention to what was happening. Italy had just imposed a lockdown to stop the virus spreading. Cases were being reported across Europe and people in the UK had started to die.

We didn’t know yet just how infectious it was – could you catch it from a cough, a sneeze, or a hug? From touching the same door handle or brushing past someone on an escalator? The thought of the long journey back to Devon with our four-year-old daughter seemed foolish – but what about our clothes, toys and books? We’d packed thinking we’d only be staying a few weeks, maybe a month at most. What about our friends, our house and jobs? Despite all of this, I couldn’t take such a risk with Esme’s health. Josh worked from home, and as the editor of a small environmental magazine I was mostly desk-based anyway. We’d have to leave our friends, but we had my family in the near vicinity and somewhere we could stay. We decided just in time.

‘Let me be blunt,’ we heard Scotland’s First Minister Nicola Sturgeon say on the radio: ‘The stringent restrictions on our normal day-to-day lives that I’m about to set out are difficult and they are unprecedented. They amount effectively to what has been described as a lockdown.’

Across the country, people would only be allowed to go outside to buy food, exercise once a day or go to work if they could not do so from home. We would face the UK’s first lockdown in Kirkhoose, the home Dad had built overlooking the ruins of his grandparents’ croft, across the road from the house of his childhood, a home his own father had built. At meal times we would look out at the view of the inlet from the dining table and see the graveyard where his body lay. We would cook in his kitchen, sleep in his bedroom, wash in his shower, water his houseplants and never get around to tiling his bathroom.

*

Sitting in the office chair, I swivelled slowly from side to side. Now it was just the three of us: Josh preparing dinner in the next room and Esme playing with the hats and scarves Dad kept in a large bowl in the hall. To my right, shelves were stacked with more papers, more ceramics, boxes of belongings Dad never had a chance to sort through following his return to Shetland. Folded in a corner were his pyjamas. Old bank statements and invoices covered the desk, some dating back to the 1980s. I had been attempting to organise them, but after a very short time had lost the will for it and was instead staring through the curtainless window to the darkening landscape beyond. There would be plenty of time to sort out the documents. Too much time.

In the spotlight of an anglepoise lamp, I looked at Dad’s things gathering dust. For the first time in my life, he was everywhere, not only in the photos and plates on the walls around me but outside in the moss, the stream and the rocks. He was scattered across the landscape like jigsaw pieces. I would have to find out where they fitted before I could understand my place in the puzzle.

A squawking noise snapped me out of my dwam and the door fell open. Esme tumbled inside, her grin two rows of neat little baby teeth. She flapped her arms up and down and shuffled across the wooden floor. ‘Look at me, Mumma, I’m a bird.’ She did indeed look disconcertingly avian and it took me a moment to understand why. I spotted what was on her feet: long floppy black fingers. A pair of Dad’s woollen gloves.
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