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Part 1:

 


Chapter 1

 


‘Is yer mammy
in?’ the big fat man asked.

Lauren had
opened the door despite her mother’s instruction that she
shouldn’t. ‘She’s out,’ Lauren said. She wasn’t scared.

‘I need to
speak to her.’

‘You can’t,
she’s out,’ Lauren repeated. Was he stupid?

‘Would you give
your mammy a message from me?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Tell her that
her wee girl’s got a face as bonny as hers and it would be a real
shame if it was to be scarred, so she’d better pay Mr Gowan the
money she owes him.’

‘It’s a lot to
remember,’ said Lauren.

‘Aye, but the
main bit is that she needs to pay the money – be sure you tell her
that.’

‘Yes.’

‘See, if your
mammy wasne sae proud, if she’d just sell her sweet ass like I’ve
tell’d her, you wouldne be left by yourseln, sweetheart. You’d be
in wan o’ they day-care centres, playin’ in a sandpit wi’ yer
pals.’

Lauren was
beginning to think he wasn’t a nice man, in spite of all his talk
of sandpits.

‘Your mammy
could be rollin’ in it sweetheart, ne’er mind in the red, if only
she’d get her tits out for the punters Mr Gowan’s got lined up for
her. You tell her that.’ He laughed.

He wasn’t nice.
But Lauren wasn’t scared. ‘Bye bye now,’ she said, closing the door
on him.

* * *

‘What
the…’ Ronnie muttered as he entered the mobile classroom and
saw the circle of chairs in the middle of the floor.

‘Come on in;
take a seat,’ Elizabeth called to him, smiling brightly.

Ronnie walked
reluctantly across the room, threw his bag down and flung himself
into a chair, sprawling his lanky legs out into the circular space
before him.

The others
weren’t far behind. ‘Look, George,’ Esther said as she beheld the
circle, ‘this is just like when we had golden time at primary
school. D’you remember?’ Esther smiled at her new teacher. ‘Hullo,’
she said and sat down.

When all the
chairs were occupied, Elizabeth began. ‘Good morning everyone. I’m
Miss Clansham, your English teacher for this year. We’ve got an
awful lot to get through so I’m eager to make a start but, before
we do, I thought it’d be worthwhile us having an icebreaker – hence
the circle.’

‘Oh God,’
Ronnie muttered.

‘The idea is we
go around –let’s go clockwise– introducing ourselves. Who’s brave
enough to begin?’

‘Me,’ George
volunteered, raising his hand.

‘Very good,’
Elizabeth said to the dark-haired boy who wore glasses, ‘off you
go.’

‘Hello
everyone. I’m George. I’m sixteen–’

‘You don’t need
to say your age,’ said Esther, to whom George was absolutely
familiar. He looked just the same as he’d looked when he was seven;
it was the same relationship they had now that they’d had then.

‘Agreed. I’ve
opted for English Higher because I want to go on to study law at
university – also because I have an appreciation of fine
literature.’ He considered what else he should add. ‘My mum, who’s
head of a local primary school–’

‘It’s supposed
to be about you; not your mam,’ Ronnie protested
grumpily.

‘Oh, OK. Other
things about me: well, I’m interested in lots of things but mainly
bird-watching – ornithology–’

Ronnie rolled
his eyes.

‘Over the
summer I watched nesting ospreys for thirty-six hours.’ George was
pleased that Miss Clansham –if nobody else– seemed to appreciate
the significance of the event.

‘Thank you
George,’ Elizabeth said, ‘an excellent start. Who’s next?’

‘I’m Esther,’
said the pretty girl with blonde curls and a naturally smiling
face. ‘I’ve lived here all my life, as most of you know. For those
of you who don’t know me, I like to think I’m approachable and
friendly and reliable–’

George smiled
fondly at her. Ronnie muttered an expletive to himself.

‘I’m doing
English, well, mostly it was my mam’s choice but I do like stories
– though probably films, rather than books. I like soap
operas–’

‘Nothing wrong
with that, Esther,’ Miss Clansham assured her. ‘EastEnders
lift many of their storylines direct from Shakespeare.’

Esther beamed
to receive her teacher’s approval. ‘That’s it, really,’ she said.
‘You’re next Bill.’

‘Hullo,’ the
small, mousy boy began quietly, ‘I’m Bill – William McLeish, son of
Callum–’

‘Notorious
drunk and layabout,’ Dorothy heard Ronnie mutter.

‘I like
reading,’ Bill said.

Dorothy saw
Ronnie sneer.

As far as
Esther was concerned, Bill, more than anybody, seemed like he was
still seven. Bill shouldn’t really be here.

‘Nothing more,
William?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘No,’ Bill
confirmed.

‘OK, so it’s
me. I’m Elizabeth–’

‘Can we call
you that?’ one of the boys asked.

‘I’d prefer
Miss Clansham,’ she replied politely. ‘I’ve been teaching English
–English literature– for, ooh, about sixteen years now. I’ve lived
all my life in London until recently – this is a big
adventure.’

‘Where are you
staying?’ Ronnie asked.

‘Inverray,’
Miss Clansham replied.

‘Nice,’ said
Esther.

‘Yes, it’s
lovely,’ Elizabeth agreed.

‘Who came with
you?’ Esther pursued.

‘Are we allowed
to ask questions?’ George queried.

‘Yes,’ said
Elizabeth. ‘I came alone,’ she added, addressing Esther.

Esther looked
surprised. ‘You’re not married?’

‘No, it’s
Miss Clansham,’ Elizabeth clarified.

Esther felt
instantly protective towards her.

‘You next,’
Elizabeth said, trying to smile at the serious girl who sat beside
her; she was eager to move on.

‘A’m
Dorothy.’

Elizabeth’s
attention was drawn by her broad, Northern English accent.

‘A’m new too,’
the girl continued. ‘A’ve come to live with my uncle–’

‘Who’s her
uncle?’ one of the other girls whispered.

‘Angus MacLeod
– the gamekeeper,’ Elizabeth heard Esther whisper back.

Esther knew
Dorothy better than anybody else did. Dorothy had a mother in
England but she didn’t want her; she couldn’t cope. Angus MacLeod
intended Dorothy to undergo a strict regime of fresh air and
exercise; he maintained this was all that was needed to set her
straight.

Esther
reflected that Dorothy could be quite pretty if she grew her hair
and tried to smile once in a while. When she’d arrived, that first
day of term, her head had practically been shaven.

‘A want to work
with animals,’ Dorothy concluded after a long pause. She wasn’t
keen on people and she wasn’t good with words. She looked blankly
at the boy sitting next to her.

‘God, do I
have to do this?’ Ronnie complained. ‘It’s ridiculous –
everybody knows who I am–’

‘Don’t be so
awkward, Ronnie,’ Esther chided. ‘Miss Clansham and Dorothy don’t
know you.’

‘Ronnie,’ he
began resentfully. ‘Mr Cameron told my mother I should do English
Higher – I don’t know why. Books are boring.’

Esther wondered
how she could fancy somebody so inarticulate and rude. ‘Foreign’
and ‘intriguing’ was the way she liked to think of him when he
wasn’t there (even though she’d known him forever). But when
he was there she had to admit he was just plain obnoxious – love
was, indeed, a very strange emotion.

‘Thank you for
your honesty, Ronnie,’ Elizabeth said diplomatically. ‘What
are you interested in?’

‘Rock music,’
he replied. ‘I’m a drummer in a band that has yet to find the right
name…or the right direction…let alone a manager…or a recording
contract.’

‘Good,’
Elizabeth said glibly.

Esther was
smiling at Miss Clansham, thinking she was nice. Quite posh, very
English but nice. ‘But you must have Scottish ancestry,’
Esther said to her involuntarily.

‘Sorry?’ Miss
Clansham queried.

‘The hair,’
Esther said plainly.

‘Oh no,’
Elizabeth corrected, ‘I’m completely English.’ She would have added
more but found herself unable to. No, she really couldn’t account
for the hair.

When the
introductions were over, Elizabeth decided they might as well stay
seated in this arrangement for the rest of the lesson – it wasn’t
worth moving the tables back into place. ‘As I said before,’ she
explained, ‘we need to get straight down to work.’ She spoke whilst
handing out their books. ‘I thought, since we’ve done lots of
talking already today, we’d spend the rest of the lesson doing some
silent reading.’

‘What’s this?’
Ronnie asked when Miss Clansham offered him his book.

‘This, Ronnie,
is Frankenstein,’ she said, ‘our first novel of the
year.’

Once they’d
started reading, Elizabeth, content they were all doing as she’d
instructed, withdrew to her desk and let her gaze drift out of the
window of the mobile classroom, across the school playing fields,
and up to the high mountain range that loomed above the town. It
was still August but it felt, already, like autumn. Today was dull
–almost dreich– with rain threatening. Elizabeth considered
the many things she had to do at the croft house tonight. It was
almost impossible to prioritise her tasks because there was so
little free floorspace in the small cottage. The fundamental
problem was that she’d too much stuff. She’d brought everything
from London –everything she’d wanted to bring that had belonged in
her father’s house– and now she was paying the price for that
indulgence.

Elizabeth
sighed. Detecting movement, she realised her audible anxiety had
caught someone’s attention. Looking back into the room, Elizabeth
saw Dorothy watching her intently from the far side of the circle.
She tried to smile but the girl’s stare unnerved her. ‘Have you
finished reading the letters, Dorothy?’ she asked.

The girl didn’t
speak but shook her head and looked back down at the page.
Elizabeth found Dorothy’s accent impossible to place – Lancastrian
or Yorkist?

She looked back
out of the window, now spotted with numerous drops of rain. She
really needed to get them to do all necessary reading at home, so
they didn’t have to waste time in class. The whole year was going
to be a push – why couldn’t it be like England? Why couldn’t they
take two years?

If she could
move all the boxes out of the sitting room, she could start to
unpack things in there, so she’d have somewhere to sit. But where
would she move them to? The boxes would have to go in the bedroom
so by the time she needed to go to bed, she’d be unable to get into
the bedroom. She’d have to sleep on the couch. So then the sitting
room would become cluttered with clothes. Unless she stayed up into
the wee small hours and tackled the bedroom as well. But she needed
to be in school again in the morning. Perhaps the place to start
was the bedroom?

‘I’ve finished,
Miss,’ George announced.

‘Good,’
Elizabeth said insincerely.

‘What shall I
do now?’ he asked.

‘Start chapter
one.’

‘OK.’

Elizabeth had
been rocketed into her first term in a manner that was entirely at
odds with the relaxed approach she was now supposed to be taking to
work. She’d intended to move to the Highlands early in the summer
holiday –as soon as term finished in London– so she’d have pretty
much a month to settle into the croft house before the new Scottish
school year commenced. However, the house sales had only completed
at the start of August, with the result that she’d barely arrived
in Scotland in time to unpack before she’d had to start teaching.
The house was in chaos –she was in chaos– the novel was forgotten.
She was infuriated it had all happened like this; the whole point
of coming here was to avoid chaos – avoid chaos and write the
book.

The gothic
choice of Frankenstein had been a desperate attempt to
embrace the chaos. Looking back, at last, from the dismal green
expanse and around her mobile classroom, Elizabeth sensed that
those who’d made a concerted effort with the letters had finished.
‘Anyone still reading?’ she asked.

Ronnie raised a
languid hand.

‘You’re still
reading, Bill,’ Esther said.

‘I’ve nearly
finished,’ Bill replied self-consciously.

Ronnie let out
a snide laugh.

‘You can hardly
talk, Ronnie,’ Elizabeth said involuntarily.

The boy with
fair spiky hair gave her a look of malice; he was definitely the
one to watch.

* * *

Laetitia sat at
a small round table in the window of a Glasgow café-bar. People
passed by on the street outside, hurriedly for the most part as it
was raining heavily. Due to the rain and their umbrellas, Laetitia
could discern little of the detail of most of them; they were just
rushing blobs.

She looked from
the window to the postcard on the table before her – a picture of
Glen Coe. She turned the card over then took a sip from her coffee
cup. Glasgow was never beautiful. In her opinion it was
never beautiful. And she couldn’t remember a worse summer.
‘Weather’s lovely at the moment,’ he said. ‘Your visit is long
overdue.’

She scrutinised
his handwriting; even his erratic scrawl was a source of
disturbance. Could she really withstand the resumption of that
relationship? She turned the card back over, looked out of the
window for an instant, took another drink from her cup and wondered
if she need act. Was this a crisis?

Laetitia looked
at her watch. She should get back to Lauren. (This must be a crisis
because she couldn’t even face her own daughter.) She was an awful
mother. What mother would leave her child at home alone, to go and
sit drinking coffee? She’d come into town with the intention of
doing something about the situation but –as before– she’d
ended up sitting here, doing nothing. Lauren shouldn’t even
be at home – she should be back at school now. And here she was,
wasting money on coffee when she couldn’t even afford a new school
uniform for her daughter.

She hoped
Lauren was alright. Was this a crisis? Would her view of things be
more rational if she had a whisky? Laetitia looked at her watch. It
was three o’clock. She was proposing to have a drink at precisely
the time she should have been picking up her daughter from school.
She was an awful mother. She’d been tempted to use the mortise lock
to imprison the child from outside when she’d left but the risk of
fire or some other impending disaster had prevented her from doing
so. But now the sense of foreboding was overwhelming – as
overwhelming as the temptation to have a whisky.

In a fit of
hopeless guilt, Laetitia, near to tears, rose from her chair,
almost sending it toppling, grabbed her bag and swept out of the
pub. This was a crisis –she was a truly awful mother– but
she couldn’t run to him. She wouldn’t do that.

It was only
when Laetitia reached the tenement block that she realised she’d
left Andrew’s postcard behind on the table in the pub. Another
mistake. She entered the building and climbed the three flights of
stairs to the flat.

On opening the
front door, Laetitia discovered Lauren huddled in a corner of the
hallway. The girl sat on the floor, clutching a blanket and a
rubber rabbit. She looked up. She’d been crying.

‘Chipmunk,’
Laetitia said, darting towards her and stooping in one motion.
‘Whatever’s the matter?’

‘A’m lonely,’
Lauren said blankly.

Laetitia sank
down beside the child and embraced her. ‘I’m sorry, sweetiepie, I
won’t leave you again,’ she promised, beginning to cry into
Lauren’s golden crown of hair. ‘SSsshhhh baby,’ she said as she
kissed her head and stroked her hair. She was an awful
mother.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Mid-morning,
Andrew stood at the window of his spacious, modern kitchen, looking
out, up the driveway and across to Elizabeth Clansham’s hovel of a
house. He was intrigued by his new neighbour. The day after she’d
moved in he’d gone over there saying if there was anything he could
do to help her settle she mustn’t hesitate to ask – it was the done
thing. He’d been surprised how young and attractive he’d found her.
When Kate Wallace had told him the background: unmarried woman
whose father had recently died, using her inheritance to flee the
city, he’d automatically assumed she’d be in her fifties at least.
But she couldn’t have been any older than him.

‘Haughty’ was
the word Kate Wallace had used to describe her; she was a haughty
English teacher of English. But he’d not been so convinced:
insecure, maybe, was what she seemed – yet somehow self-confident.
Did that amount to haughtiness?

Andrew slunk
back from the window – Elizabeth had emerged through the front door
of the croft house and looked directly at him. Had she seen him
watching her?

Within moments
Andrew’s front doorbell was ringing. Was she coming to accuse him
of spying?

‘I’m sorry to
disturb you,’ Elizabeth said as Andrew opened the door.

‘It’s fine,’ he
replied.

‘It’s just, I
was talking to Mrs Wallace, who said you had a basement. I need
somewhere to store some stuff and I was wondering if I could rent
some space in the basement.’ She’d known it wouldn’t come out
coherently.

‘It’s not a
basement; it’s a recording studio,’ Andrew corrected.

‘Oh, Kate
didn’t mention that,’ Elizabeth said.

‘There’s some
space in the garage,’ he offered.

There were
three spare bedrooms too, according to Kate, but he didn’t offer
her any of them. ‘It’s things I want to keep dry, really,’
Elizabeth said anxiously.

‘I’m sorry,’
Andrew replied awkwardly, ‘the garage is the best I can do.’

‘OK, I’ll have
a think.’ Maybe some things could go in there. ‘What would you
charge?’


‘Charge?’

‘For me to hire
some space in the garage?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Thanks,’
Elizabeth said, thinking she’d rather have paid and got some
storage in one of the bedrooms. ‘I might well drop some stuff over
this evening then.’

‘Just stack it
out here by the garage door and I’ll put it in there next time I’m
about,’ Andrew directed nonchalantly.

Elizabeth
looked dubious.

‘Don’t worry,
things don’t get nicked around here,’ Andrew said, adding, ‘this
isn’t England,’ with a hint of sarcasm.

‘They won’t be
valuables.’

Late that
afternoon, Elizabeth surreptitiously deposited a mound of boxes
beside the entrance to Andrew’s garage, before going into school
for her evening class. She wondered whether he’d seen her
struggling to move the boxes, one by one, from the ramshackle croft
house, over to his palatial residence. She fancied he had and had
made absolutely no effort to help. ‘Eligible bachelor,’ had been
Kate Wallace’s label for her new neighbour – no bloody wonder he
was still single at his age – mean-spirited bastard. And what was
all the nonsense about a recording studio? What did he actually
do?

Elizabeth,
standing in the classroom, looking out of the window to the
mountains at dusk, stopped herself. Apart from a fear that she was
becoming vindictive, she had to prepare for the challenge that lay
ahead.

For the
night-school class Elizabeth was granted the luxury of a real
classroom, indoors. Tonight she would be brisk and business-like
without being rude. The first lesson with this lot had been a
shambles; they’d got next to nothing done. They could talk for
Britain but it was largely completely impertinent. She must not let
them side-track her. She’d decided to stir them into action by
making them aware of the opposition.

Within moments,
Elizabeth’s students started to arrive but it took her fifteen
minutes to focus everyone’s attention – unacceptable. She needed to
go straight for the kill. ‘At the end of the evening I’m setting
your first assignment.’ (Elizabeth used ‘assignment’ intentionally;
it sounded more formal than ‘essay.’) ‘I want you to write me a
piece on Frankenstein. To give you a flavour, I’m going to
read you an essay one of my day-students wrote. Now, I don’t want
you to be put off; I’m reading it to you because it is very
good. But William is an exceptionally gifted boy – just to put this
in context.’

That comment
reminded her she still hadn’t asked for the data on William. It had
been missing from the printout she’d been given for the class. She
imagined he must have achieved top grades across the board to write
like he did. It was the clarity of argument that was remarkable –
highly reasoned thought. She read them his essay.

‘I didn’t get
any of that,’ said Shona, mid-twenties, single mother of
three, when Elizabeth had finished.

Others in the
room made noises sympathising with the sentiment expressed.

‘Have you read
the novel?’ Elizabeth asked her.

‘I’ve made a
start…’

‘How far have
you got?’

‘Chapter one,’
Shona admitted. ‘I skipped the letters. It’s difficult with the
kids...’

‘I appreciate
that,’ said Elizabeth, ‘but if you’re going to do this course you
will need to read the texts–’

‘Or watch the
films,’ offered Lena, who worked on the checkout in the supermarket
but aspired to be a psychologist.

‘And
watch the films,’ Elizabeth corrected.

‘Are the films
compulsory?’ asked Jamie, seventeen but out in the world of work
already and studying in the evening. (Poor Jamie – he would have
been so much more at home with Esther and Co. in the day.)
‘I haven’t got the films yet,’ he confessed nervously.

‘Don’t worry,’
said Elizabeth, ‘I can lend you the films at some point; they do
help. But the text is our main point of reference; we’re studying
the texts, not the films.’ She was sure she’d explained all this to
them last week (they’d obviously not been listening).

‘Who d’you say
wrote that essay?’ asked Agnes McGinty (seventy-four), aficionado
of Mills & Boon but no fan, they’d already been categorically
informed, of Mary Shelley.

‘William
McLeish,’ Elizabeth replied.

‘Callum’s lad?’
Agnes queried incredulously.

‘Aye,’
confirmed Shona.

‘He’s a
very able boy,’ Elizabeth asserted.

Agnes raised
her eyebrows and said nothing more. It appeared you really
couldn’t judge a book by its cover.

‘I wasn’t
convinced by the lesbian theory,’ ventured Charles, mature-sixties,
English (or so posh he sounded it), eccentric, landed gentry surely
(why on earth was he here?)

‘Well, yes,
that was one of the more radical ideas advanced in the discussion,’
Elizabeth conceded, ‘but William did substantiate his
arguments by reference to his interpretation of the text.’

‘Hmmm,’ Charles
sounded doubtfully.

‘Imagine the
wee lad, dreaming up all that nonsense while he’s downing Tennent’s
Extra with his pals on the wall outside the tourist information,’
Lena suggested sensationally and they all laughed – except
Elizabeth.

‘He certainly
takes after his father in that respect,’ Agnes remarked, as
an aside.

‘I thought
Mackay had moved them on,’ said Shona.

‘Aye,’ said
Lena, ‘but they’re back again now. See them every night on my way
home from work. And Mackay himself says what else is there for them
to do? Says he’s fed up moving them on when there’s nowhere else
for them to go.’

‘Yes, but it’s
not a good advert for the town, is it? Right outside the tourist
office as well–’ Charles interposed.

‘It’s a true
reflection of the town,’ said Lena, whom Elizabeth suspected to
have some real intelligence about her – if only she would bother to
read the books.

‘I hope you
don’t hang around with that lot,’ Agnes said to Jamie.

‘I haven’t got
time,’ Jamie replied.

‘Good boy,
thinking of your liver,’ Agnes said approvingly.

‘My mam won’t
let me,’ he admitted.

‘Sensible
woman, your mother,’ Agnes said and winked at him.

‘Shall we get
back to the book?’ Elizabeth tried to sound commanding. It had
happened again. Once they got started it was almost impossible to
find a point at which to interrupt their conversation.

‘If we must,’
Agnes muttered under her breath.

Overall, they
seemed to have been neither overly-intimidated nor particularly
impressed by the masterpiece Elizabeth had delivered to them. But
they did make better progress that evening.

At home, after
the class, Elizabeth sat, drinking a small glass of Chartreuse and
staring at the blank page of a Word document on her computer
screen. The removal of the boxes to Andrew’s garage –she noticed
they’d disappeared from outside the garage door on her return from
school, so either he’d put them inside the garage or somebody had
nicked them– had enabled her to free up enough space in the sitting
room to set up her desk and the computer. The rest of the house was
still in chaos but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the book
and for that she needed the computer.

She had once
watched a TV programme about a man who had an ambition to write a
novel. But before he could write the novel he had to move to France
and build himself a house out of bales of hay – an eco-house. At
the time she’d thought, what an idiot; if he wants to write a book,
he should just write a bloody book. She now recognised, topping up
her glass of Chartreuse, that she was at risk of becoming that man.
So the rest of the house and the rest of her life could remain on
hold –in chaos, it didn’t matter– as long as she started the book.
Moreover, she’d told her father she was going to write a book; it
had been a promise.

The book didn’t
have a title yet; it didn’t have a discernible narrative. It was
about a woman who vaguely resembled herself and, of course, there
would have to be a hero.

But it had to
be of worth too; not just entertaining. It had to have social
relevance or say something more profound about the human condition.
And, Elizabeth perceived, it was this very need for it to be and do
so many things that was making it the hardest thing on earth to get
started.

Elizabeth
sighed and looked away from the screen – its brilliance was
beginning to hurt her eyes, already strained from reading
Frankenstein by the glaring strip-lights of the night-time
classroom (preferable, though, to picking her muddy way out to the
portacabin by torchlight). This, she reminded herself, was why she
was here: not to teach literature to shop-girls or to become
embroiled in the politics of small-town life (or to go to war with
her irritating neighbour); she had come here to write a book. And
not just any book – she had come here to write this
book.

She’d been
looking for inspiration and had selected Chartreuse from the box in
the kitchen due to the mental association she made between it and
Absinthe (they were both French, they were both green). So far it
hadn’t worked. She wondered again about the man in France with the
bales of hay. She wondered whether Andrew had built that house. She
imagined him gleefully taking a wrecking ball to some sweet,
ancient little ramshackle dwelling like her own, in order to erect
his shrine to shit rock music –or maybe she meant heavy metal–
although he actually looked quite clean – though not
clean-shaven.

Surely, if she
were a real writer, it wouldn’t be necessary to drink in order to
get started – and furthermore her head wouldn’t be full of so much
crap. Surely, if writing were truly her passion, the words
would just flow out and would have flowed in London just as well as
here. (She was just like the man in France.) But even Alan
Bennett had taken to drink in order to overcome his inhibitions in
the early stages of his writing career. So the Chartreuse was
justified.

Elizabeth
suddenly thought of the Thames: a day on the South Bank with her
father, not long before his death. Looking back, he seemed to have
known he was going – but she hadn’t realised. That day he’d made
her promise to write a book. ‘Not, you understand, because I think
you’ll necessarily be able to write but because unless you
do write you’ll never know,’ he’d said. She’d laughed at his
honesty, which had been so plain as to be painful sometimes. But
now a tear came to her eye with the memory of him. Was that why
she’d come here? To legitimise the loneliness she felt wherever she
was now?

The Chartreuse
was one of many bottles Elizabeth had inherited after her father’s
death. The bottles were among the items she’d transported here at
the start of August and now wished she hadn’t. She’d been tempted
to remove some of the bottles to Andrew’s garage but she’d feared
he’d suspect her of alcoholism.

Pouring some
more Chartreuse, Elizabeth had a vivid flashback to a moment
driving up the M6 through Birmingham, opting for a lane headed ‘The
North,’ when the extremity of what she was doing had suddenly hit
her. To leave friends, what little extended family she had and the
security of the familiarity of the city she’d grown up in, in order
to come here, where she knew no one and recognised nothing. Had
that been folly? Had it really been necessary? Could any of this
possibly help her get started on the book? What did Andrew
do for a living?

 


 



Chapter 3

 


‘Can I go back
to school tomorrow, Mammy?’ Lauren asked Laetitia, over breakfast
on Sunday morning.

‘We haven’t got
your new uniform yet,’ her mother replied.

‘Why haven’t
you got it?’ Lauren asked.

‘Just havne had
the chance, chipmunk,’ said Laetitia.

Lauren had
heard her mother ringing the school and saying she was still
poorly. She wasn’t poorly – she’d never been poorly. ‘When can a go
back then?’ Lauren asked.

‘When we’ve
your uniform,’ her mother said vaguely.

‘I miss ma
pals,’ Lauren said. It wasn’t fair.

‘I know you
do,’ said Laetitia. It wasn’t just the uniform – it wasn’t just the
money –well, it was the money– but Laetitia couldn’t face the other
mothers – she couldn’t face the world.

‘Are you
keeping secrets from me, Mammy?’ Lauren asked sadly.

‘Of course not,
chipmunk. We don’t have secrets, do we? We tell each other
everything.’

* * *

In the
Highlands Dorothy and her uncle Angus were climbing up the hill,
walking Moll, Angus’s gun dog. Dorothy would pretend she didn’t
want to go for a morning walk at the weekend but Angus would insist
and he suspected that in truth she enjoyed the exercise. There was
something Angus had to tell Dorothy but he was finding it hard
because he anticipated what her response would be. If he didn’t
tell her now, though, she’d find out eventually and be even more
annoyed he’d kept it from her.

They reached
the top of the hill and stopped, standing looking out over the
glen, whilst Moll foraged in the scrub. ‘What with things getting
heavier on the estate,’ Angus began awkwardly, ‘I’m going to be
getting an assistant.’

‘Who?’ Dorothy
asked.

‘Don’t know,’
he said. ‘They’re gonna advertise.’

‘Oh,’ she
said.

Angus
waited.

‘You’d best get
someone good,’ Dorothy commented after a while.

‘Aye.’

Dorothy had
thought of Bill but she’d quickly thought again. Their brief
acquaintance had taught her that Bill was bloody useless. He would
just get in the way.

Nothing more
was said of it, to Angus’s amazement. In fact, as was customary
between uncle and niece, very little was said at all. Most of their
talk was directed at Moll or concerned with the land.

Heading back
down the hill, Angus asked, ‘So, things are alright at school now,
are they?’

‘Yeah, they’re
alright,’ Dorothy confirmed.

‘Good,’ said
Angus. He thought he should capitalise on her optimism. ‘I meant
what I said, Dorothy, about you going to university.’

‘Yeah.’

‘The money’s
all there in the bank. It could have no better use than seeing you
through your studies.’

‘Yeah –
thanks,’ she said absently, before running off to find the dog a
stick.

* * *

In Inverray
Elizabeth stood on Andrew’s doorstep. This morning she’d almost
managed to make a start on the novel. However, the cacophony that
had commenced at eleven and was still blasting from the basement of
his house had utterly corrupted her muse.

Having received
no answer to the bell or her knock, Elizabeth banged on Andrew’s
door five times. She heard the nameless dog barking within and
then, at last, he came to open the door.

He greeted her
with a smile until he registered the expression on her face.

‘I’m trying to
work,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry,’ he
replied, confused.

‘That racket
coming from down there.’ She pointed as if into the depths of hell.
‘What is that? Surely you can hear it!’

‘I’m sorry,’ he
repeated. ‘There’s a band in the studio. I told them to keep the
windows closed but they must have opened them – gets pretty stuffy
in there when it’s full of sweaty adolescents. I’ll get them to
close the windows. It should be fine then. It’s soundproofed.’

‘I should think
so,’ Elizabeth observed.

‘I’m sorry if
you’ve been stood here long. I’ve had my earphones on.’ Andrew said
it hoping she’d see the funny side but her look was stony. ‘I could
lend you a pair if that would help – or some ear-plugs–’

‘I shouldn’t
need to wear earphones or ear-plugs; I have a right to peace and
quiet in my own home–’

‘Understood,’
Andrew said. Hound was sitting next to him with his head hanging
dejectedly. Andrew looked down at the dog, knowing just how he
felt. ‘I’ll go and
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