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‘A real cold-lovers tour of the waters of Scotland, from the Highlands and Islands to the central belt. It will make you want to get out your maps, pack up your swimming kit, fill your flask and make plans.’

POLLY ATKIN, AUTHOR OF SWIMMING THE SEASONS

‘Brigid’s words will carry you until you are surrounded by dramatic Scottish landscapes and feeling the freezing water on your skin . . . Allow Shiver to show you how Scotland and its lochs can heal our deepest emotional wounds.’

CHARLIE BINGHAM, AUTHOR OF THE LIFE-AFFIRMING MAGIC OF BIRDS

‘Immersive, insightful and beautifully written. Shiver is a story of resilience, belonging and quiet devotion. Brigid Lowe invites us to reclaim our adventurous spirit and find rootedness in the natural world.’

ELIZABETH SULIS KIM, AUTHOR OF THE BOOK OF BEASTS: RECLAIMING ANIMAL WISDOM

‘Brigid Lowe writes about Scotland’s lochs as places of pause – and in doing so, offers readers one too.’

FREYA BROMLEY, AUTHOR OF THE TIDAL YEAR

‘Written with grace and quiet courage, Shiver invites us to loosen our grip on who we have been, and to find our way home to ourselves. It is a gentle reminder that we do not need to control the water around us, only rediscover our capacity to move with strength and beauty within it.’

VICTORIA BENNETT, AUTHOR OF THE APOTHECARY BY THE SEA

‘In her brave and often peril-laden accounts of journeys both actual and metaphysical, Brigid Lowe inspires us by piercing observation and with the indomitability of her spirit.’

ESTHER WOOLFSON, AUTHOR OF CORVUS

‘A beautiful exploration of both familiar and hidden waters, and the natural world . . . A wonderfully evocative and passionate book.’

ANNIE WORSLEY, AUTHOR OF WINDSWEPT
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To Caledonia and the Old North
A hard land, soft to me
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I
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ENTRY POINT




COLD CURE

‘Are you . . . OK?’

‘Uh . . . mmm . . . Yes.’

Did I not seem OK? This concerned stranger must be asking because he saw me reach out so suddenly to steady my coffee. I had thought for a moment that the saucer would be swamped by the ripple that had seemed to pass through the marble tabletop. But the crest of the wavelet had only kissed the saucer’s lip before sucking away again, my cup lifting and falling but floating on, the foam inside unruffled and keeping on its level. Until spilt by my own shaking hand. The rounded saucer, and the cup too, seemed to bob like buoys on liquid stone.

Was I OK? I should try to drink the rest of the coffee; then I had to get hold of the waitress; then I could consider this more carefully. Outside, terns were writing all over the sky. I could definitely see rosy flames flickering inside their down-moulded porcelain bellies. They left after-trails, orange loops and dashes across the blue, as sparklers do across the black. These persisted, if not quite long enough for me to read their words. As each sea swallow got to the full stop at the end of its sentence, it turned into a knife and dropped blade-first into the sea.

But I must concentrate on the waitress. This was hard. I looked down at my hands. They were pale and transparent like primrose petals, too violently agitated by the wind to stay curled around my cup.

I looked up and there she was, like magic. She must have bobbed up through the floor tiles, right on that spot.

‘Could I just have a teapot of hot water, please?’

Taking a hard hold of my own shuddering from within, half-mastering it for a moment, I carefully put my empty cup back on its floating saucer.

Now. Was I OK? It was good that I hadn’t tried to go home on my own. If I passed out or did something crazy here, an ambulance would be called and I’d probably be fine. I didn’t think I would lose it though. Not if the waitress brought me my hot water and I could drink some and hold the rest in my lap without spilling it and scalding myself through my tremors.

I tried to look beyond the scribbling terns and raining knives, and up into the lift of the sky, where the clouds were hurrying on from some original A to some indefinitely receding B as if nothing had happened. I took in all the horizon at once. It was as far off as it should have been, its shimmering plot line riffling evenly between the front cover of the coast on one side and the end board of hills on the other, coasts haze-veiled but not unrecognisably lost. Was I OK? Should I be concerned, for example, that I’d acted in a way that left me sitting in a coffee shop not absolutely certain that I’d make it out alive?

I thanked the waitress for the teapot, which she seemed to float expertly on the table, and poured a havering stream of hot water into my coffee cup – a fair proportion of which, all things considered, landed inside. I then clutched the pot to the muscles of my abdomen, while I bent my head to slurp the stained, foammarbled water from the cup, which rose on another gentle swell to meet my mouth.

The best part of an hour in water in single-figures centigrade might be expected to produce a bit of hypothermia and some mild hallucinations. But what else could work as well? What else could help me stay afloat? Any effective remedy carries some small risk of overdose. Too much of a good thing is always possible. And there could be no doubt that this was working. Soon I’d be better. Perhaps even better than before it happened.

And I was sure, actually, that I was going to be OK. The back of my neck was in a prickling sweat. That was supposed to be a bad sign. But I was still shivering, and I was beginning to feel the cold again. This was a good sign.




STAYING POWER

I slip quietly into a loch, as if the slowly parting ripples are heavy doors skirted in felt. And all I want is to be here. To take in this place and be taken in by it. To float suspended in the water and the moment. A long, long moment – measured out exactly for me by the finite thermogenic potential of my body. A candle or a stick of incense burning down. Counted beads slipping through my fingers.

Beneath me, stony vaults hold silently the liquid shade and flowing light. The mind is not lifted up, not encouraged to aspire, but rather to plunge deep, and settle down. Once I’m in the water, there is nowhere to go, nothing to do. There is no goal. I have arrived.

This is not so much a book about swimming. It is, rather, about immersion and staying power. About being, in an absolute sense, precisely where you are. As I swim, my limbs and skin and breasts fall to the loch’s temperature. My sensing self is flooded with it. With nowhere to go, I look around, spun slowly by the finny pulsing of my hands and feet. It brings before my eyes the roll of the hills and the plunge of the cliffs and the tiered fall of all the trees drawn down towards the water. I take them in, and turn again – knowing them, the second time around – knowing them better on the third – a matter not of seeing, but of re-seeing.

I must always look first in the direction from which the light streams – whether through clear air or a haze of water droplets. With a twist like a kaleidoscope’s, the muscles of my irises tighten – sluices to guard those dark pools inside my head from bursting with too strong a gush of light. In the water, my body wants to turn away from the sun, as it just now shrank from the cold. But my eyes long to look towards its full strength, even if it is too much for me. I take as much of it in as I can bear, and then turn slowly aside, my pupils gaping wider. I find the light is still before me though – as lovely as ever, perhaps more lovely – reflected from the water, and brightening the shore.

Meanwhile, the cold twists around my mind like Delphic mineral vapours: it pours a white cascade of noradrenaline across my brain, swelling a trickle into a torrent. As well as tightening my blood vessels to slow my cooling, this neurotransmitter increases alertness and arousal and floats my mood. My neurones bathe in five times more of it than before I entered the water, while dopamine is turned up two hundred and fifty per cent, driving pleasure and reward, fine-tuning learning and cognition. My attention is sharpened to a needle, cutting the moment and the place into the waxy film of my mind. The chemical bath is like a mordant, etching memories deep along attention’s lines. It’s as though I have just taken a wrap of speed. But because I am used to the cold, my pulse barely quickens and my breathing is controlled.

And afterwards, I feel I have the place. I can call up the view at every point of the compass, smell the smell that this loch has like no other, hear the particular tune of the movement of the water, feel the flow of it, and the rocks or pebbles or weed around its margins. And all this sensation is centred in me. It was the lenses of my eyes that focused the wide loch and high ranged mountains into an image smaller than a postage stamp. It was my nostrils that drew together the scents of that streaming depth of weed, that mist-hung forest of twisting pines, those dark-mirrored, moth-haunted water lilies. It was in my brain that dangling roots sucked up those smells into bulbs, watered with memory and emotion, to sprout a new hybrid bloom, exotic, outlandish and mine. The tinkle and plash, lap and gurgle, played out on the drum of my ear. My skin it was that weighed that water, coaxed out its softness, gave it its sting. I am newly aware of my body and mind – the entry points, the inward currents and calms, and the chasms plunging down beyond the light.

When I emerge, I am stronger for the depth and the still and the adamantine cold I’ve built into me.
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Roger Deakin, the father of wild swimming, speaks of his dips as a break-out – his relationship having ended and his son having left home, he finds himself ‘free’. What he wants is a ‘journey’ that will carry him away from the safe moat where he swims in circles around his home, though he expects, like Odysseus, to return at last. For this reason, most of his swims, and most of the ones that make the deepest impression, take place in rivers – rain’s escape-paths – or fast-moving sea.

The occasion of my swimming has something in common with his, but in this, as in other ways, I find myself conscious of the differences. I am not free to go where I will. Nor, when the story began, did I have a safe home, let alone a moated one, to which to return. I can’t take for granted either movement or stillness, action or calm. Perhaps for this reason, each of these opposites, but especially the tension between them, feeds my swimming and my imagination.

A river is water in un-checked movement, and the open sea is its ultimate, permanent, grand and stately home. I can claim neither. And so I am taken by moments and places where the water – slippery, elusive, fugitive as it is, by nature – makes a provisional pause. It always finds its level, we know, and yet a fresh-water loch is a place where, in passive resistance to this onward imperative, it rests a little while. In river pools, it hesitates, as if to catch its breath, before its onward precipitous descent. And in sea lochs it finds a sheltering niche, from which it blooms with every tide, only to gather itself back again within a sand and sea-cliff calyx.

It is mostly women in the water at Edinburgh’s city beach, which sits to the east of the city on the great sea loch of the Firth of Forth. At dawn, there are many of us. Sometimes a man will plough past, crawling across the crawling grey waves, getting groyne after groyne under his belt. The women, like me, are largely content just to get in, face down the sea until it chills them to the bone, and then get out again. We are generally as silent as seals as we bob in the waves, smiling at each other when the swell lifts us within each other’s sight line. We share the fact that we have braved the cold to be here, that we are still braving the gnawing of water below ten degrees on our bodies. There is a special kind of solidarity in this: we all know that we have pulled through, and that’s what this is about. There’s a consciousness that most of us have something to heal. And sometimes when the sea is loud, we can be too – and the gist of the shouts has a particular theme. ‘Come on! How much you got! Bring it on! I’m here!’

We endure – ‘thole’ in Scots – the cold and the power of the water, and emerge not only uncrushed but stronger. We aren’t heirs of Leander or Lord Byron, whose dashes across the Hellespont are claimed as the first examples of wild swimming. The point is not to get anything done that no one has done before, but to be still, and still be.

In reward, the water offers a strange comfort, something like companionship. Around high and low water, the movement of the sea that makes up the ebb and the flow of the tides ceases, and the water rests. This slack tide is my favourite time for sea swimming. The mass of the water is literally unstressed, and sits against the sand like an enormous bath, ready drawn. If the swell or the wind makes any waves, they unfurl up the beach in creamy, curling ripples. Water and land stroke each other gently. Thigh-deep, I lean forward towards the sea, sure that if I widen my eyes and look steadily enough, or listen intently, I might detect the idling pulse of the depths. When I sink at last into the water, I still don’t feel it – but only, it seems, because my own beats in time.




BEACHED

Perhaps before telling more about how I found a home in and through water, I should explain why I was seeking one at all. This book was written – on the path, I was going to say, but there absolutely wasn’t a path – rather, on the overrun, brambled, raptor-haunted rough between one life and a completely different one. I had stayed on the old track until it inevitably, but still unexpectedly, ran out – in the middle of a suburb tucked between a hospital and some urban wasteland. Human lives run along on deep-laid plans, with the engine of future orientation pulling the carriages of our daily business behind. There is no reverse gear. And so if you go to the very end of the track, you can stay there on the buffers and start the slow process of rusting away. Or you can look for some means of winching up and moving the whole engine onto a line that goes somewhere new. This process is difficult, makeshift, half-arsed, stressful and dangerous for everyone involved, unlikely to work, and so site-specific and infrequently undertaken that no one seems to have any good advice.

I did nothing to mark my fortieth birthday. By that time, I spoke to no one but the kids most days and spent more than half my hours in a cold sweat of clinical anxiety. I had one friend, who I had an excuse to see because she was the mother of my children’s friends and we all hung out together. I saw her about four times a year, pretending it was more. I had given up all thought of productive or creative work. For years on end, I never once did a normal thing, like go for a walk because I wanted to, or listen to music. I never went to the cinema or for a drink or a meal or bought anything for myself except herbal anxiolytics and tranquillisers. I never went to the hairdresser or the spa or even the dentist. I ate as little as possible, preferably only the scraps left on my children’s plates. I had categorised every action that wasn’t done directly for the good of someone else as unforgivably selfish.

Looking back, I can now plot on a psychological map the route that had beached me there. I had a properly Edenic early childhood: safe, loving, and glowing with what felt like a visionary imaginative connection with the natural world, which was always close around me. The second decade of my life was – both by comparison and absolutely – terrified, chaotic, disordered, and damaging. In some ways it was a quintessential late Gen X youth. Far too much sex, drugs and rock and roll from pre-teens onwards, no established social codes or rules, absolutely no one looking out for you once you were away from home, except bullies and predators of one kind or another. If you want an explanation for the helicopter parenting and neurotic risk-aversion that have made some of generations Z and Alpha so sheltered and fragile, look no further than their parents’ exactly opposite experience.

By the start of my twenties, I had long been desperate to recreate the pastoral idyll of my childhood. I married a loving, gentle, modest older man I had known for two months. From that stable base, early career success in academia came easily, but I was careful never to let that, or anything else, feed my ego. We started trying for a family before we could afford it. After a struggle with fertility, which made me feel all the more how desperate I was for children, by the end of my twenties the second child was on its way and I was thinking of quitting my increasingly neglected career at Cambridge to devote everything to making the perfect home.

We moved to a converted barn, attached to a larger house in Cheshire which my parents had bought. With only one bedroom and no proper kitchen, it obviously wasn’t big enough, but it was the only way for us all to be together. Space didn’t matter. Friends didn’t matter: we didn’t have any. Plans didn’t matter: we didn’t have any. Money didn’t matter, until it did. On one very modest salary we had too little to go around without arduous scrimping, worrying and web-searching whenever anything needed to be bought. ‘Self-fulfilment’ – whatever that late-capitalist piece of individualist ideology might really stand for – certainly didn’t matter. Nothing but family, and altruistic love unpolluted by the rough world, counted for anything.

But that family was gradually falling apart. My husband, with burdens of his own, slept separately from the time my first child was a few months old. She was too disruptive to his sleep and made it impossible for him to work the next day in a job that placed exorbitant demands on his time. I could hardly object, but I was sad. My imagination had been caught by the Japanese idea of parents and babies sleeping together ‘like a river’ – a rich metaphor that alludes to the shape of the Japanese character for river, 川, to the sense of parents as secure banks, but also to the notion of children as a source of energy and refreshment. In this configuration, all participants are part of an onward-rushing journey that unites rather than sets them apart.

I had read about the wondrous benign, bonding, relaxing, joyous effects of the hippy hormones, prolactin and oxytocin, with which my body was now flooded. At first I enjoyed them, even more so because they seemed such proof of nature’s benignity. What a lovely literalisation of that rushing, protected river. But oxytocin can act like a switch. It supports bonding when the going is good but can create caution and defence if things don’t seem right. And it increases social salience too, making mothers more attuned to both positive and negative social cues. The higher the oxytocin levels in a mother, the greater the potential vigilance and stress.

Children were not drawing us closer. After an idyllic first year they were, increasingly, my domain. By now, my anxiety was escalating day by day, and I trusted no one enough to tell them how I felt. All my exuberant mental energies were turned to constructing demons, and doing my best for my children.

It was hard for me to change course because I still believed in the choices I had made. The sheltered warmth of my early childhood seemed premised on my mother’s sacrifice of her own career and independent relationships. I thought mothers attempting to juggle full-time work with children had an almost impossible task. I thought the children in families in which both parents worked the very long hours typical of many professions were also being short-changed. In the early days my choices had been vindicated: I was not only happy, but far more fulfilled than I had ever been, even in high-status, intellectually demanding paid work. Getting to know my daughter and finding out how to be a mother posed every kind of mental and physical challenge, dramatically broadening my emotional experience. It was, as I had always suspected, a piece of capitalist propaganda to suggest that creativity and self-worth can be found only in waged productive work, and never in unpaid care. But as I became increasingly desperate for my husband to see more of the children, I felt the only way to create any kind of space was by giving more and more myself.

Though anxiety had almost entirely filled the place that joy had occupied, I reached the middle of my thirties still loyal to my deeply felt, anti-individualist, anti-materialist values. I doubled down on the hope of love in a cottage: we tried, once and successfully, for the bonus third child. An act of faith if ever there was one. After all, my parents were close at hand. But then one night soon after my third child was born, my dad – the hale, hearty, and always helpful benevolent patriarch – suddenly and mysteriously died. My mum had been selflessly devoted to him since her own teens, and I won’t attempt to convey or even pretend to fully understand the effect on her.

Now, in our closed little anti-Eden, we were always together, and always alone. The very sight of me and my broken family became a source of pain to my mum. My obsessive, compulsive tendencies – which focused on a creepily rational and encyclopaedic awareness of the complete range of mortal hazards that threaten very young children – struck her, I think, as emotional distance. My increasingly neurotic efforts not to impinge made me tense, stilted and cold. My children, increasingly scruffy and boisterous, scratched the furniture. My husband’s study door rarely opened. I tried to fix things by giving more and taking less – less space, less food, less time for anything except cooking cheaper and more nutritious family meals, and scraping extra funds together by selling things on the internet. For six years after my dad died, I went on like this, without any thought of finding a way out.

But then, suddenly, came the first change. Maybe I had pushed things so far that I had at last proved something to myself. Or maybe, as my littlest one finally outgrew the ‘Age 2 Years’ dungarees – the knees worn so thin by the three of them that even loosening the straps and turning them into shorts couldn’t make them useful to a fiveyear-old – the hormonally enhanced vigilance of early motherhood at long last faded. Whatever the cause, it was like a folk tale in which a magic mist that has made the land seem barren, wasted and empty lifts all at once. One morning, as the sun rose, I suddenly saw in my mind a land beyond the garden walls, and I wanted it.

Covid, which brought others confinement, brought the outside closer to my reach. I felt able to write to old friends from whom ordinary time and distance seemed to have divided me forever. I felt flickers of forgotten desires I hadn’t even believed were any longer possible for me, let alone actually felt, for two decades. I began to dream, never of ending my marriage, but of finding some space for myself and maybe of doing something in the world again. My sense of responsibility was altered all at once: I saw that the best I could do, and had done for so many years, to put others first and myself last, was only harming those I loved most. It was the very love and responsibility we felt for each other that was making life unbearable.

At last I decided, in a dramatic reversal of years of passivity, that I would move, or partially move, with the children to Scotland. There, I would find a home and a way of making money that would exercise my talents. Why Scotland I’ll come back to soon, but at that time, such a move had the extra incidental advantage of exaggerated decisiveness. It would clarify my choices, and force others to choose too: we had all become terribly unused to decision. If my husband wanted, he could partially follow us: his work gave him the flexibility to be there for long stretches. I suppose I didn’t fully expect that he would. That decision would become his choice, and not my responsibility.




HOLY WATER

I am a fanatic. I swim outside now most days. When I am away from the water, I worry about what might become of me. But at first it was an idle notion – one I never anticipated carrying through to the extreme lengths that I would go to when there was suddenly more at stake. To begin with it was all about belonging, and something of a watery fall-back plan.

In Edinburgh’s royal park – which, if you don’t know it, is the size of a small forgotten alpine nation state, and as mountainous – there were once seven holy wells. Could I drink from all seven? Magnificent, indivisible seven seemed the perfect number. Sins, ages, seas, days of the week, rainbow colours, continents.

But the news was not quenching. Though the wells were once fluent enough to encourage the building of many breweries around the park, all but two of the springs had long ago dried up. I found that St Margaret’s Well has been moved to the park from Restalrig. I wasn’t immediately clear how a spring could be moved across town. But it’s a mashup of at least two previously recognised holy wells – the bricks brought from St Margaret’s, and the waters still flowing from the Holy Spring of King David I.

The story goes that the king was off chasing deer when he should have been chasing salvation at church, and got what was coming to him when a white hart, relaxing beside a spring, leaped up to charge and gore him. Just as it was rearranging his insides with its antlers, the form of the cross appeared to David among their branches. He grasped the cross, and the hart’s attitude suddenly improved. It kindly led him to the spring, where a single draft healed his wounds. He founded Holyrood Abbey in gratitude.

Today, however, should you happen to be mortally gored when crossing Hunter’s Bog, best head straight for A&E, for you will find the healing draft locked away behind bars. Tourists still throw wishing pennies into the pool behind the grating. But that was never going to be enough for me.

Only one candidate remained: St Anthony’s, a spring so holy that a chapel and hermitage were built to guard it. In contrast with the neatly reconstructed walls of St Margaret’s, here a rock with a scoop in it is capped with a giant gob of stone that looks like it’s just rolled down the hill. Tourists and Edinburghers on weekend walks pass right by without taking any notice, but it was once a focus of city life:


On May-Day, in a fairy ring,

We’ve seen them round St. Anton’s spring,

Frae grass the caller dew-drops wring,

To weet their een,

And water clear as crystal spring,

To synd them clean.



Archaeological and anthropologic interest has been heightened by the alternative name of the hill on which the spring (and, I delightedly reflected, the tower-block flat I had set my heart on) sits: Fairies’ Knowe. But the spring, though it flowed in living memory, ran dry decades ago.

Despite all the signs, there was to be no draft of initiation for me within the park. I could not drink up Edinburgh and come to belong to it that way. I needed another sacrament to tie me to this old, new land.

[image: illustration]

There is one particularly salient taxonomy of souls these days, split between those people who feel themselves citizens of somewhere specific, and those who would say they’re citizens of the world. Others demand the right to claim both at once.

But a large minority of people never have that choice. You can’t simply go somewhere and belong. You can’t even, necessarily, be born somewhere and belong to it. You can’t claim belonging as a right, as you can the protection of a state, or gain it through technicality, or sheer force of will. And once you give it up, you have no automatic way to claim it back.

My parents were first-generation immigrants, though as they were white and English-speaking and had only travelled a narrow if exceptionally wild strip of Atlantic from Ireland, I never really thought of them as such. But I always felt our status as outsiders.

Of course, the speakers of English are in an exceptional position in this regard – English gives you a ticket to anywhere. On the other hand, it guarantees belonging nowhere. Anyone might be able to speak English, for any number of reasons.

I grew up in Wales. Moving there, immigrants may learn Welsh. In token of their humility and commitment they may masochistically struggle with language noises shared only with ancient Hebrew, the (not made up) language of Tsez, and some African and Native American dialects, which a tongue must learn in infancy to manage without humiliation.

The gesture is offhandedly appreciated, but it never felt quite enough. My tongue curled itself around the cunning Welsh U at nursery school, and to a non-native I’m natively fluent; I can dream in Welsh. But even so, it seemed to me, and to others too, that I still didn’t quite belong. If I made friends through Welsh, and later happened to reveal through some passing linguistic solecism the fact that Welsh was my second language, my new friends would be visibly taken aback and mildly (but not that mildly) derisive. There are issues of privilege here: the speakers of English were never made to wear boards around their necks as humiliation in the course of the suppression of their native language. Even though my Irish peasant ancestors were neither complicit in this practice, nor exactly having a grand time in the middle of the nineteenth century when the ‘Welsh Not’ was common, that particular oppression was not part of my direct heritage. I didn’t feel I had a right to resent some resentment of my seeming appropriation, and borderline deception. Precisely because my Welsh was almost perfect, speaking Welsh always made me feel like an imposter getting away with it.

My nearest town adopted me, as small towns generously will if you do the right thing. There’s a formula: hours spent standing on the terraces at the local football ground × millimetres of rain + number of awaydays × nauseous circuity of the minibus journey out and home. Provided your score is higher than the cumulative season goal deficit and you’re still either smiling or swearing, you’re allowed in with a welcome, and it’s warm. The people who leave these places looking for work don’t necessarily do so because they wish to become ‘citizens of nowhere’.

To be authentic, however, belonging feels as though it ought to be something that just happens. But I’d reached the middle of my life, and it hadn’t. The consequence, I realised, was that my children also belonged nowhere in particular. I could have tried Ireland, but that would presume far too much on the strength of a single claim – in this case family heritage. I visited rarely as a child. When we did, my cousin Sinead would always wink at me and growl, in her lovely husky voice, ‘Let’s get out o’ here!’ . . . and take me off to the place to be, and make sure I belonged with my dozen cousins. But I still blush to remember a time at a wedding when I was enthusing to a relative by marriage about an arcane bit of Irish folk music and he suddenly asked me, tersely, ‘But why are you into all that? Isn’t that a bit random?’ I was so intimately disarmed that I didn’t point out that appreciating Irish folk, far from being random, is pretty natural for anyone with ears. Instead I wanted to plead the songs my da had sung to me as a tiny child, about the old woman and the bold Fenian men, that his mammy had sung to him – but fortunately copped myself on in time to avoid a horrible death by Celtic cliché. There were only a couple of songs, anyway. So Ireland – no. Such belonging as there is in that place only makes the belonging that isn’t hurt the more.

Some affluent part of England, sucking people in from everywhere, would have had me. My accent is neutral English; no one would ever think of me as an outsider there. Except, of course, me. You just can’t tell someone from the Celtic periphery to feel English. It’s like asking 1 to define itself as 0. In so far as I’ve any Welsh or Irish identity at all, not-English is its groundwork.

I needed, I decided, my fresh start to be built on that not-English groundwork. To single out somewhere with which I powerfully identified, but to make my belonging there explicitly a matter of time, understanding and personal commitment. It must be somewhere that I, and in time my children, could find work, but I would not go there just because of work. It would be a choice in the truest sense.

To put it absolutely, cringefully simply – and, by all the saints (particularly David, Patrick and Andrew), these subjects are cringe – I love Scotland so much I could write a book about it. Sometimes you fall in love with a place, and it’s as mysterious as any falling in love, built as much on enigma as on admiration and affinity. I’d had prior infatuations with Dublin, and with Andalucía: that feeling that, yes, we really had a big connection. But the necessity of circumstance made those long-distance relationships feel harder and perhaps, deep down, I knew the difference between love and infatuation. Perhaps I wasn’t ready back then to tie the knot.

But now I was. And the necessity not just for this love affair, but for this dedication, was sudden and urgent. For beneath that glassy surface of not choosing even the smallest things for myself for years, I could finally see the life to be grasped – deep-rooted weed, shoals of minnows chased by pike, plummeting darkness. And knowing life was there, I found myself at last not merely daunted but also buoyed up, able to float with my face towards the sky, even when a hard storm came. Came, as all storms do, without my choosing.

So: how might I come to belong in this place, having made the decision? A tartan scarf wasn’t going to cover it. I was prepared to put in the time, the interest and the social investment, the paid taxes. Yet still, I wanted something a little more ritualistic to mark my vow. I thought about bagging Munros. But besides the fact I’d never get the kids up there and wouldn’t want always to leave them, there was an implicit suggestion of masculine conquest in the climbing which wasn’t the spirit I was looking for at all. And yet – the effort, and the managed risk, the acceptance of discomforts, the thorough learning of a landscape – these were all part of the recipe for devotion I held in mind.

There was a more immersive way to seal my vow – a way closer to the baptismal. I could swim.




PORTY

Portobello, Edinburgh’s seaside suburb, lives up to all the unselfconscious, warmly imaginative connotations of its name. It was at first fashionable and exclusive, and then, with the arrival of the railway, the most popular resort in Scotland. The nineteenth-century promenade and villas behind are covered with pretty ornamental flourishes: towers and round bay windows, white-frilled-bonneted gables, cockle patterns and stretches of ornamental cobbles, all built in a mixture of gold-and copper-flushed stone, which creates warmth even on cold days. The place is jolly and miscellaneous – there are tourist bagel joints and local pubs, a Greggs and several delis, betting shops and florists. The brick forms of Scotland’s last remaining bottle kilns chime with, and gently send up, already not-entirely-serious Scots baronial pepper-pot turrets and folly towers. Brickmaking and other industries overlapped here with the birth of a Regency spa resort, and bathing machines once jostled with drilling troops of cavalry. There was a pier, though it fell down, and now on the seafront there are arcades and busy cafes, and a view across the Forth to other working towns.

Portobello, more even than other seaside resorts, is a place of dreams. I love that the chill of the sea did not freeze up the flow of romance here. The police station looks more like an alpine palace than a council office. There is a huge jutting central bay window on the first floor, a giant clock set in a crow-stepped gable, the whole thing crowned with an elaborate spiky-lacy cast-iron balcony, like a coronet, and a fancy weathervane. The building called The Tower is a folly built in the eighteenth century out of a mix of brick and stone, but looks as though it was made out of shells and pebbles by a child. The walls contain medieval carvings and seventeenthcentury architectural fragments unconscionably appropriated from Edinburgh’s Mercat Cross. The amusements strip is decorated with giant murals of jousting knights. The Episcopal church casually recalls Rome’s Tempietto. A group of elaborately decorated pillars attached to nothing, of which no one can give any account, look as new as the day they were made by an eighteenth-century feminist who had invented a kind of golden artificial stone. The Catholic church is a frankly eccentric ice-cream sundae of Gothic, Arts and Crafts, and expressionist elements, topped by a cluster of what might be chocolate and vanilla wafer tubes.

Inchkeith, an island in a promising position offshore, may derive its name (as I am pleased to hear) from the Welsh word for woods, but there is nothing bosky about it now. It has been used for everything. A quarantine island for sufferers of syphilis and later the plague, a site of ethically hair-raising developmental experiments on children, a place for testing and storing munitions. Scottish biographer James Boswell visited it with his subject, the giant of English eighteenth-century letters Samuel Johnson, making particular note – interested, as well as derisive – of the density of thistles and nettles. These are plants that mark dense human activity. Johnson thought it would make a good investment, and the owner of Kwik-Fit belatedly followed his tip-off, buying the deserted island – its lighthouse automated, its herd of black cattle long gone – and doing nothing special with it to this day. The whole island is contoured by centuries of fortifications and random explosions, and even through the most atmospheric of shifting North Sea haar, this is apparent. Looking at it is an exercise in growing to love the beauty of scars, which I now enjoyed from the sea, and sometimes from what would eventually be my own bedroom window.

To search for a job in Edinburgh without a proper base would take time and money I didn’t have. My dream, then, was somehow to afford a place where my daughter and I could have bedrooms of our own, and my sons a room to share, near enough to the things I loved about the city that I would not slip back into isolation. I also knew that tourists would pay princely sums to stay in locations like this. So I calculated that I could make much more than I was likely to earn in any second-starter job by letting a flat on an online platform during school holidays and weekends for the first six months, servicing it myself. A flat I could love was just within my reach, assuming the move, renovation and furnishing could all be done by me on a shoestring.

With that achieved, I planned to take the children off wild camping in the Highlands while there were guests in the flat. During shorter lets they could stay with their father and I would sleep in the car in the city, on the streets of Portobello or other nearby seaside towns, ready to return to the flat to clean in the morning. I had never been parted from the children for a single night and hardly a single day before. I was so wracked with worry and guilt alongside my plans and hopes and excitement, and so busy from dawn to dusk, that I had no room to care about the discomfort as I crawled under the little awning I had made in the boot of the Astra to hide me from morning light and night-time eyes. Now I was by turns a tourist, a responsible suburban mother decorating my children’s new bedrooms and a lonely vagrant, eating cold food out of tins on a bench in the park. I spent days in libraries and pubs and any building open and warm. I made new friends for the first time in decades, earned extra money in all kinds of ways and learned to be by myself again. I took risks – and didn’t always get away with it. The increasingly familiar beach was always mine, always open to me even when the flat was not. There I did not feel like a furtive itinerant, as I sometimes did on the streets, and the cold sea washed away every kind of taint. Over those first few weeks of spring, swimming moored me.

Swimming at Portobello is as social as you want it to be. There is always someone else out there, sharing mildly insalubrious efforts to balance bags and clothes on the soggy bird-splashed wooden beams that stretch into the sea. This is the very opposite of swimming on, say, the Cote d’Azur . . . The swimming costumes are functional, the ethos wholly unselfconscious, and any interaction structured around struggles with damp robes and desperate shivering efforts through hops and twists and bizarre spasmodic arm movements to get warm again.

The choice place to swim, I had discovered, is groyne number two. The beach only keeps hold of its sand, which would otherwise be swept away sideways by the action of the tide, with rows of wooden groynes, which I at first found quite as ugly to look at as the word is to write down. This is not a wild beach. But the sea is always wild. And though it can take longer to know this at a city beach, it can come home to you so abruptly it lifts you clean off your feet.

The tide was in, this Monday morning – a good thing here, where it can take a long wade over exceptionally crab-ridden sand to get your depth at low tide. There was no wind, and the sea might have been glassy calm but that there was a mighty, heaving, lowamplitude swell – from a movement of vast currents or a storm that likely happened hundreds of miles away, and days ago. The clouds were parting over the firth – a stronger, warmer blue flushing downwards into a lower sky, still pale and yellow from the dawn. But the sea was a colour of its own, glowing violet within a shifting silver web stretched over the moving but unbreaking surge.

The waves were coming slowly. After each, the sea took a long breath to gather strength, the water almost still – waiting. Then steadily, almost imperceptibly, the waves swelled, gathered, grew from out of peace, rose beyond all reasonable expectation. They were sheer lilac amplitude, gauged in stretching rhombuses of gleaming liquid mesh that seemed to hold and smooth the surface of the sea. But high on the sloping beach, the net burst, and the water smashed out of geometry – no longer one violet form but scattered foam, shards, multitudes – like the sparkling weight of thrashing fish spilling onto the deck of a thousand trawlers. Calm strength exploded into wrath, all in a moment.

To reach the calm, that frothing outburst had to be crossed. I walked out slowly, stopping in my track to let each wave go by, as I might have stood aside for a person storming down a corridor. I couldn’t walk boldly through them. The first came well over my knees in a rush of white cold. I pressed on. The second sent flecks of foam flying about my waist, which was hardly yet ready to be so gripped. But I wouldn’t turn back. By the time the third moved towards me, I couldn’t help flinching to see it coming on, even though I wasn’t yet thigh-deep between the swells, and threw up my hands in something like mollification. Still, the water came over my chest and sent spray over my head and into my eyes. I pressed on. The next wave lifted me off my feet, only to set me down again in water still well below my hips. I started to swim, seeing now the rolling calm within my reach.

And there I was. I had crossed – or uncrossed – a line, and the sea was patient with me. The waves came on, and rose, and rose, and rose higher still, but never broke. Between the swells the water only reached my breast, but each lifted me far, far off my feet – perhaps my own height again – heavy depths between my dangling toes and the sand. In my mind’s eye I could see my tiny legs, hanging down from the height of the swell. For a while I had to keep checking, at the valley of each wave, that the bottom was still there – that the strength of the sea had not swallowed it away. But the swell did not suck either the sand or me into its heart, or move me along. It showed its strength by lifting me, and then . . . put me back down.

And so I trusted it, and swam out further, beyond my depth, watching the swell come on, and on. Long hills rushed – no, there was no rush at all – ranged-out hills flowed steadily, calmly, implacably on towards me, rising higher and higher until I was looking down the sweep of their far side. The silver mesh might have been iridescent scales now, and the swell the stirring limbs of something bigger than titanic. I let this thing raise me, and rock me.

I longed so much to swim far, far out, too far, over the rolling silver-violet knowes and glens. And yet I was cautious. The will of the sea did not seem against me, but if it should turn it was apparent how useless any effort on my part might be. I could not bear to take my eyes off the on-rolling swell. I faced out to sea still and fanned the water forwards with my arms as I hung and waited to be lifted back, letting each roll carry me a little further in towards my depth again.

I’d never found it so hard to leave the water – I wanted to watch, once more, how high and full the swell might rise – and it was always fuller than I thought. Once more, once more . . . I cursed to feel the shivers creeping up within my core, as steady and inevitable as the swell. Each wave I stayed for, I knew, rolled death by cold a little nearer. And so, reluctantly, I turned my back, and walked to shore again through the breakers, looking down at their tetchy froth.

Is moving to a great city something like this? The feeling of resistance, discomfort, friction, as you try to find your feet, fit your broken scraps of understanding to the voices and streets and local ways? But once you’re in, you’re in, and the energy of the city rolls under you, lifting you up, so that you feel its strength but not its temper.

I was back in the sea again the next day. It was hazy, and the sea was pale looking north and soft dove-grey looking south. I was startled by the black of a cormorant’s neck, snaking out of the ripples just ahead of me, so much clearer-cut than anything across the wide horizon. I could just make out the lighthouse on Inchkeith to the west, and the unlikely pyramid of Berwick Law to the east (‘law’ is the Scots word for a salient hill – the landscape demands one). Another woman swimmer was in before me, and we smiled at each other far across the water. Swimmers’ smiles of greeting are easy to make out here, except when the fog is very dense, and even then you know they’re there. The heaving of the sea was gentle now – just enough of it to remind me what it had been yesterday. Today its pull on my attention was less masterful, and I looked back towards the strand.

The reflection of Portobello glimmered at me in the water – rich-coloured and rare – as though the stones of its miscellaneous facades were a handful of underwater pebbles. Yet the picture was shifting and alive, with the movement of water and bustling people both, and marked with white windows and bright-coloured doors. Rising behind the folly tower on the strand I could see Fairies’ Knowe, where my just-now-vacated flat, and a hot shower, were waiting. I took one more turn out, to follow the cormorant as far as it would let me. Then swam back towards groyne number two where my clothes were almost warmed by a soft beam, and another swimmer was struggling out of a fleece, to go and do just as I had done. This was perhaps the twentieth time I had swum here, and I knew now: I loved Porty; this was home.
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