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To be yersel’s – and to mak that worth bein’, 
Nae harder job to mortals has been gi’en. 

 
A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, Hugh MacDiarmid, 1926 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

 

 

Take a closer look at the skin on the face of a man entering his fourth decade. That stretch of 

epidermis over cheek and nose, bisected and creased by minute crenulations like a stretch of 

landscape is a give-away, a tell-tale indicator of age, years lived, the marks of human history. The 

creases of sun, cold air, warm wind and rain, topography of the highs and lows of life and 

generations of lives; a lattice of cells and follicles, a seamless endlessly flexible crust that stretches 

to keep the personality in and the weather out. Skin is contiguous, super genetic, spans the 

centuries, spans history, crosses continents, so to say the man looks Celtic denotes only that he 

could be western European; French, Breton, Basque, Spanish, Catalan, Irish, Welsh, English or 

Scots. What of the inner man? What does he feel and believe? How similar is he to his ancestors 

a thousand years ago? What is the essence of ourselves? Are our thoughts theirs? Are we better and 

happier than they were, or the same in a modern world? Celtic – a cultural empire in stone and 

skin that has endured and endures -- as monument stones in fields, hieroglyphs on sandstone by 

lochs, treasured artefacts, delicately painted histories – and as us, we, ourselves, the modernised 

Celts who each still bear an imprint of these unexamined pasts where our genetic footprints trod.  

 Stone – like skin – is modern, ancient, elemental, prosaic, intimate. Look at old stone on a 

hillside, feel with your fingers its weathered surface and intuit the centuries, the upheavals, the 

conflicts that have gone into making it, into stranding it there in that particular place, interacting 

with wind and weather, ice and sunshine. Stone endures, the skin touching it is transient, has other 

advantages: skin detects the smallest variations of temperature and wind direction, stone is an icon 

of passivity. Skin is quick, vivid, alive in this typical Celtic landscape, the uplands, with typically 

perfect Celtic rain and glaur and one solitary human figure lost in it. 

 Two-thousand feet up the rock-strewn hill, thirty-year-old Robert Stuart Meldrum was in 

a state of exhilaration; brain exploding into lightness with a growing sense of recognition at what 



he had been missing during years trapped in the metropolis and perhaps he intuited a wider sense 

of this mystical or genetic connection to the land. That the day was sour and partially-lit, grey with 

fog and smirring rain was irrelevant to him. He had even begun to wonder if his enjoyment was 

enhanced by it. There was no sun or glorious vistas to distract him from this long overdue 

immersion in wilderness. And the presence of the sun behind the mist could be imagined anyway 

and sometimes almost glimpsed as if the fog was of varying thickness. He was on home terrain, in 

Scotland, five miles from Killin, Perthshire; alive, healthy and in no danger. Teams of experienced 

mountain rescuers and police and emergency service personnel stood by in a half-dozen locations 

in case he should put a foot wrong and have a fall. He had no intention of troubling them; didn’t 

want to share this glorious day with anyone else. 

 The borrowed boots, a size too large, picked their way between shingle and scree and 

sudden rock formations that emerged out of the fog. He was steering by compass, picking a careful 

path up a coll towards the summit. He was doing what he had longed to do for years and years. 

The Leki aluminium walking pole – shortened for ascent – tested each yard of the barely visible 

track. The borrowed equipment; blue Gore-Tex jacket zipped over red fleece and polycotton 

trousers under black nylon Berghaus over-trousers was another source of wonder. He recalled his 

enthusiasm for hillwalking as a boy, fifteen years ago - equipment now was lightweight and 

comfortable and versatile. And above all, breathable! The concept of a fabric being breathable was 

new to him. No more sweating and being as wet inside as on the outside!   

 He had the hill to himself. No other idiot would be out on such a day. He suddenly burst 

into song … step we gaily on we go… The song had been running inside his head all day… but after 

a few bars he had to give up – short of breath. 

 This is the life! This is it! No more stinking subfusc mealy-mouthed London, no more 

miserable compromises at work, no more Swibert, Attala & MacKendrick. As soon as he recalled 

the name of his employer he felt a stabbing sickness in his guts. He’d have to go back… he’d be 



there again in ten days and all this wonderful mountain solitude and fresh air would be only a 

memory.  

 He stopped to take a compass reading and knew he had reached the wide plateau of Meall 

na Samhna at 2,350 ft. He studied the map in its perspex holder, smearing away raindrops to place 

the compass and line it up. Beyond the edge of his cuffs, his pink hands seemed smoother, more 

magnified by the water. He watched, as each new drop enlarged the creases and tiny veins, the 

contours of the skin molecules on the skin stretched between thumb and finger. Somehow his 

hands had morphed into surgeon’s hands, clean and pink, scrubbed and comfortably numb. They 

were perfect. A drop of rain had found its way behind his collar – because he had decided not to 

pull up the hood, preferring to have all his senses unimpaired – and he rubbed vaguely at it. Rain 

was running off his hair onto his neck and he positively welcomed each and every tiny reminder 

that he was here, on an actual mountain in the rain, moving among rock in the miracle of nature. 

That’s what he thought about it. There was a religious aspect, not that he had ever been religious. 

There must be some kind of God or purpose behind it all. Exhilarating, wonderful, magnificent…  

He had a sudden joyous thought and reached into an inner pocket. Charlie’s hipflask. He 

unscrewed the stopper and took a couple of sips. Glenfiddich, almost neat with the merest 

presence of water. Could life be any more glorious! The smooth dark chocolate single malt slipped 

down his oesophagus bringing fiery rejuvenation. His entire body trembled with joy – joy and the 

perfection of Speyside uisge bheatha. He wanted to sing and jump and shout for sheer glee. Instead 

he concentrated on the compass readings and started off across the plateau towards the spur that 

would take him up to the trig point at the summit of Beinn Bhreac. 

 Any sense of achievement at reaching the summit was going to be reduced by the curdling 

fog. He searched for the cairn following a line of ghostly fence posts, long stripped of wire, which 

protruded at angles at the brink of black cliffs of peat bog and continued up the ridge. It was like 

going over the top at Mons or Ypres. He held the pole ahead of him like a rifle, ready to deal with 

ghosts of the Boche, a soldier like his father, grandfather and great grandfather.  These posts were 



shades of green, atrophied, mossed-over and brittle to the touch. Why anyone would fence the 

upper slopes of a mountain baffled him. Then the posts were replaced by loose piles of stones, 

remnants of a wall and occasional iron stakes bent over and rusted into weird shapes. Once, he 

passed what appeared to be scattered wreckage – whether of farm machinery or an aircraft he 

couldn’t determine due to the thorough rusting – he was still going upwards – but the ground soon 

levelled out. He took another reading. The cairn should be very near. As he studied the map, 

sudden glare across the surface of the perspex surprised him. The fog was thinning, separating 

into clouds and he found he could see water, far away, the western edge of Loch Tay. Hillside, 

rocks, the lower glen, the neighbouring peaks – all began to come into view. The mist was 

diminishing rapidly and quite suddenly trailed off and lifted, disappearing into the blue. It was 

incredible, uncanny. Within a couple of minutes, sunshine scorched the ground. He protected his 

eyes with his hand and felt the sun's immediate warmth on his face. 

 ‘Gordon Bennett!’ he exclaimed. ‘Can you believe this?’ He took off his rucksack to root 

for his sunglasses aware that his over-trousers were steaming. When he looked up again, there was 

no trace of the fog except as a distant low cloud. Steam had spread to the sleeves of his cagoule.  

As he unzipped the jacket he spotted the cairn behind him about a hundred yards away. Using his 

pocket binoculars, he could just make out the top of the glen and houses, he could see the main 

road and the way he had come. Charlie had dropped him at Ledcharrie where he had crossed the 

Dochart to start the walk at Auchlyne then followed the course of the West Burn to the sheilings 

and headed north east.  He could see it all, with the western end of Loch Tay and Ben Lawers to 

the north-east on what was now a beautiful sunny clear day. 

 Robert ate the sandwiches sitting on his polystyrene square – his back against the cairn, 

watching the bobbing head of a ptarmigan barely thirty yards away. Now you see it, now you don’t. 

The bird probably wanted him gone. A butterfly jittered in and he watched its eccentric flight 

pattern. Orange and brown. Once it landed on a rock quite close. He planned to look it up in a 

reference book when he got home, see if it was a 'Painted Lady' as he suspected. 



 The sandwiches Sandra had made for him said a lot about her: they were corned beef. 

Bread, margarine and thick slices of corned beef. He would have liked some Branson pickle or a 

tomato. Up here, he could be amused by it. Up here, cow dung would have tasted okay. Funny 

that Charlie had ended up with Sandra after all. He’d met her at the start of their second year. 

They’d double-dated, him with Sandra’s friend Elise. He recalled those days of Elise as he started 

on the apple, stretching his legs out ever more luxuriously. She’d gone back to France of course 

although they hadn’t been suited at all, had been barely friends, nothing more. He had the thought 

that up at 3,000 feet, the air was thinner or the sun was hotter. Nearer my God to thee! He was 

getting lightheaded, delirious, he decided and laughing aloud to himself was a sure sign. He threw 

the core out of sight over the edge. Organic – not litter – some rodent would welcome it as a tasty 

snack. He took out the map and reckoned all the neighbouring hills: the ridge of Breadalbane hills 

to his north, Ben Lawers to the north east, Ben More to the south west and Ben Chonzie away 

over to the east. He’d do them as well, maybe this week? He had a feeling of pride at his 

achievement. Less than two hours to get to the top. He hadn’t been sure if he would manage it 

after such a long time. When – he began to consider – had he last been on a hill? Twelve years?  

Too long. He had sudden conviction that Scotland was a great place and he belonged here – not 

London. It was as if that was a brand new thought that he had never considered before although 

he knew he had been thinking about it for years, almost since he had first moved there. He frowned 

and tried to banish thoughts of the job and bedsit and the roaring uncaring metropolis he had to 

return to. He breathed long and deep, feeling strength and contentment come to him. He was 

above it all, here. Getting clear, thinking things out. He would come back to Scotland and make a 

successful life, find out at last what he wanted to achieve, make some of his dreams come true. 

And his parents would be happy about it. On a sudden thought, he took out his iPhone and studied 

the screen. There was one bar of signal. He texted Charlie. On top. Top view. It sent. He wondered 

what they were doing now.  



 Later, of course, he had to come down, both from his elevated positon and his high spirits. 

Looking at the map, he decided to extend the return by a detour onto Creag Mhor and have a look 

at a tiny lochan – nan Damh – and then come off the hill into Glen Lochay. It could be easily 

accomplished, walking a short distance round the coll to join another path that meandered over 

into the next glen. He would then walk back along the road to Killin and get the bus back to 

Aberfeldy.  

It didn’t take long to get over onto the other summit. His boots slipped a little among the 

loose rubble but soon he found a steady sheep track and made quicker progress downwards. He 

found the track, a barely discernable line that snaked round and up into a small Pass from where 

he could see over into Glen Lochay.  

 ‘Hope this isn’t too much?’ he muttered aloud. ‘Doesn’t look like more than an hour and 

a half extra.’  He was already anxious about the frequency of buses to Aberfeldy. He wasn’t sure 

how late into the evening they ran, or whether the last one was at 6 p.m. Looking back he could 

see the upper slopes of Beinn Bhreac, the hill he had ascended, now quite distant. It was always 

difficult to judge distances with the eye when you were in the hills. The glen he was now in spread 

away beneath him, narrow and twisted around the nearly hidden river. Large rocks blocked an easy 

route down. 

 ‘Should’ve kept to the path,’ he muttered. ‘Idiot! This’ll take forever to get down. Better 

get going.’  

 It was slow progress, there being no obvious track, even sheep seemed to have avoided 

the narrow glen, though as he descended, the glen began to open out and heather gave way to 

bracken and occasional vivid patches of grass, even some bushes and a stunted tree or two close 

by the water. He had the feeling of being in a place where few people came and yet there were 

stone walls rising and falling up the glen, claiming territory for farmers. The walls he knew must 

be hundreds of years old, perhaps eighteenth century, when more people lived here. There was 

nobody now and no sheep. There must have been sheep at one time here, otherwise why the need 



for walls? It was wilderness, barren but with almost imperceptible clues to previous residents back 

through history. He smiled to recall a line of poetry: “Nothing but heather!” It should be declaimed 

in tones of squeaky Metropolitan outrage. Nothing but heather! This had been the centre of 

empires, land fought over for centuries by peoples he could not visualise who has seen its strategic 

importance, its resources. Where were they now, the descendants of these folk? And bitterly his 

inner voice responded: Ask that in Toronto, Nova Scotia, Philadelphia, Melbourne! He recalled 

his father impressing upon him that at one time half of the population, Gaelic-speaking, had lived 

north of the Tay. But was it natural accidents of history that they had gone and not been replaced, 

or was it a slow-moving genocide by increments, landlord by landlord, glen by glen over centuries? 

Now it was nothing but heather, fit only for the four-by-fours of the gentry and foreign investors 

to roam, shooting everything that moved or flew. With a bitter sense of disgust he stepped up onto 

a boulder, square and as high as himself, and sat looking round as if to see the departing hordes. 

A buzzard lifted above the horizon and he heard its plaintive mew as it slid diagonally across the 

thermals behind the ridge and his good humour returned. 

 ‘Thin pickings here, old boy,’ Robert chuckled. ‘Not many rabbits.’  Somehow the rabbits 

were identified in his mind with the departed populations. He savoured a long sip of the 

Glenfiddich. But it was glorious! He unfolded the map and looked at it, its edges flapping in the 

slightest of breezes. He noticed a small square set in a green patch, denoting a house. There was a 

name; Tigh A’ Gliocas, but no track to it was marked. Probably, a shepherd’s bothy. Funny there 

are not even sheep now, was his recurrent thought. He wanted to see the place so he carried on 

down the broad slope between two lines of alder trees that diverged to follow busy burns into the 

glen. The line on his right developed into an extensive forest but on his left the line of trees skirted 

the remains of a dyke that surrounded the property, then he saw the gable of a stone cottage. There 

was no smoke and as he got nearer, he realised it was a ruin. It was well-sited and entirely 

unobtrusive, on a knoll above a meadow of bracken and thistle. As a place to live it was at the back 

of beyond, miles from anywhere but in the past, he realised, many more had lived in the glens. 



 He had to step carefully across the burn which had spread itself around many rocks and 

became shallow as it slipped over flat rocks like a lazy staircase. ‘Must have been a crossing place 

at one time,’ he muttered, stepping up to the bank, walking across the rough grass and round the 

gable to the front door. There was glass in the windows, although one window frame was open to 

the elements with few jagged shards remaining. There were holes in the roof though the walls 

looked sound. Behind the cottage was a shed or small barn with a rusty orange corrugated iron 

roof. The grass in front of the door was emerald green and cropped short. He puzzled over that 

for a few moments. The door opened easily and he took in the interior. Stepped back hurriedly. 

Was it still occupied? There was a table and a chair and other things… 

 But it couldn’t be. He knew that. So, as a compromise, he knocked on the door. ‘Idiot!’ he 

ridiculed himself. ‘Feared of ghosts. There’s no-one here.’ He glanced around for quick 

reassurance. There was, he felt certain, no-one within two miles. He went in, boots crunching on 

grit. The floor was littered with bird droppings, and mouldering piles of paper but the cottage had 

been in use at some more recent time for although the wooden floorboards were damp and rotting 

where water had poured in from the holes in the roof, some parts of the walls still had discernible 

scraps of wallpaper – patterns of roses and there was a wooden dresser, a table, two chairs, and a 

battered black kettle on a stove. His boots crunched on the bits of plaster as he navigated the floor. 

In the far corner, stood an iron bedstead. In the wall a nail protruded from which a wire coat 

hanger hung. He crunched over to the stove. The kettle was as light as a sheet of paper and made 

a hollow sound as he placed it back on the stove. There had been no water in it for many a long 

year. On a whim, he turned the knob on the cooker ring – and stepped back. The sound of escaping 

gas! He quickly switched it off. He could have a cup of black tea… if he had had any teabags. 

There was a cupboard door which turned out to be a small pantry. Entirely bare of course. He 

noticed there was no electric. Of course not! What did he expect? Central heating? Robert stood 

and observed the peaceful scene out of the broken window, absorbing the tranquillity. He felt sad 

somehow at the thought of the abandoned life, touched by unknown ghosts of the past. The 



silence was frilled at its edges by muted sounds of the stream, the mew of a buzzard over the wood, 

wind in the branches of the nearest trees. Looking round the room, he realised that he was already 

considering how the roof could be fixed, how quickly the room could be tidied up. He was 

imagining himself here in possession, beyond the reach of Swibert, Attala & MacKendrick. 

Independent and free, a simple life, a purer existence, but how would he live? He shook his head 

and scoffed aloud at these thoughts, went outside, carefully closing the door; keep the ghosts in at 

least. There was nothing inside the other building; a bare earth floor, the tin roof, orange with rust, 

was sound and the walls were solid too. It had survived the ravages of weather better than the 

cottage. He found the Calor gas cylinder at the back of the house connected up by a thin metal 

pipe.  

 ‘Wonder how they got that all the way up here?’ he mused.  

 The view from the flagstones at the front door was spectacular, an Alpine vista, 

Norwegian-like with a distant fiord. The cottage commanded the entire glen. He could see a tiny 

patch of Loch Tay above the forests and what appeared to be a huge white-washed Hydro Electric 

sub-station in the distance. On the opposite slope there was a power-station with high glass 

windows. Through the binoculars, it reminded him of the building in the film North by Northwest 

where Cary Grant climbs in through a window. Further down, in trees, the chimneys of a large 

white house could be seen. With a last look around, and a quick snap with his phone, he set off 

down the glen through the thistles and bramble meadow. In five minutes he came down to a gate 

in a copse of trees above the track that joined the road through the glen.  

 His solitude was abruptly ended by a human voice. A man was leaning on the gate poring 

over a map. Robert planned to get past with the minimal greeting but the man had looked up and 

beamed. 

 ‘Well! You’re not Willie McNaughton by any chance? No, of course, you’re too young…’  

     ‘I’m not,’ Robert said abruptly. ‘Nice day.’  He reached for the gate post. 

     ‘Oh, I say, terribly sorry. I’m looking for a dyker. Don’t suppose…?’  



     ‘A what?’ Robert looked back grinning, beginning to regret his abruptness. He turned and 

stepped a few paces towards the man. English, Robert decided, not dressed for the hills; tweed 

jacket, nylon pakamac, brown brogues. Silvery hair pushed back from tanned face, a moustache of 

the same dull colour.  

     ‘I'm sorry I can't help you. I'm a stranger here myself,' Robert said. 

     ‘Sorry if I’ve caused offence,’ the man said, gesturing helplessly at the map. ‘I’m looking 

for a chap who does drystone dyking. Lives in a cottage here somewhere…’  

     ‘Ah,’ Robert said and thought: Drystone dyking?  

     ‘Name of Willie McNaughton, I’d assumed… he, well, he must be in his seventies now. 

At least.’  

     ‘I haven’t seen anybody,’ Robert said, then he considered. ‘I came down off Beinn Bhreac 

up there. There is a cottage but nobody lives in it now.’  

     ‘I was told he lived in the glen but that information must be well out of date. Thank you 

for your advice. I’ve had a wasted journey, it appears.’  

     ‘Looks like it. He might be dead,’ Robert said, ‘if that was his cottage. Abandoned. A dyker 

though?’ Robert smiled. ‘I'm surprised to hear folk still do that. Must be a really laborious job?’   

     The man looked at him wryly. ‘I daresay. Willie McNaughton was one of the best in 

Perthshire. Beautiful work, but it is hard slog. A dying breed though, the dykers. Maybe he is dead.’  

     Robert hesitated. ‘What did you want him for?’  

     ‘Oh, by the way, I’m with the National Trust for Scotland. Mike Cruickshank.’  He held 

out his hand. Robert took it, shook it perfunctorily.  

     ‘Robert Meldrum,’ he grinned and out of devilment, added: ‘Of Swibert, Attala & 

MacKendrick.’    

     The man looked taken aback. ‘Okay. Right. Haven’t heard of them. Well… perhaps I can 

give you a lift? My car’s just out there on the road.’  



     This was the last thing Robert wanted. Company. But what could he do? ‘Well, that’s kind 

of you.’  He glanced at his watch. ‘My bus is at six – I think.’  

     ‘Absolutely – time better spent in the pub.’  

     They began to walk down the track into a little wood. Robert said: ‘So you’re not from 

round here?’  

     ‘Edinburgh. You?’  

     ‘I work in London. More’s the pity.’  

     ‘On holiday?’  

     ‘Yeah. Doing a bit of hillwalking. My parents live in Angus.’ 

     ‘Are you staying at the Hotel?’  

     ‘No. Aberfeldy. Friends of mine live there. Someone I’ve known since University. He’s 

married now, has a family. I’m staying with them for ten days thus taking the opportunity to get 

out on the hills. I will visit my parents too, of course,’ he added. 

     ‘Absolutely. Hillwalking is something I’m always planning to do. My car’s just here.’  

     ‘This is kind of you,’ Robert said. He saw that it was a silver Daimler.  

     ‘Think nothing of it, old boy, I’ll just get turned then you hop in.’  

     Robert waited as the man slowly manoeuvred in a five point turn and came forward onto 

the narrow road.  

     ‘This is good of you,’ Robert said. ‘If you’re going for a pint, I’ll join you if you don’t mind. 

I’ll only have time for one, though,’ he said, checking his watch. ‘I’ve kind of added on an extra 

bit today and it’s made me later than I thought.’  

     ‘You’ll easily make it. But Aberfeldy’s not too far out of my way if you should happen to 

miss the bus.’  

     ‘That’s kind, but there won’t be any need.’ Robert was intrigued by the man’s trip to find 

the dystone dyker. He remembered seeing the walls up the glen and wondered if they were the 

work of Willie McNaughton, if the cottage had been his, a lonely way of life.  



     ‘Yes, the traditional skills of drystone walling are at a premium now,’ Mike Cruickshank 

told him. ‘McNaughton was one of the last men working on his own. Those who possess the skills 

find that they make more money talking about it, or training others – not that there are many 

courses. That kind of skill is in demand. There’s even a Chair of Scottish Dry-Stone Walling at an 

America university, I forget which.’  

     ‘Goodness. Back-breaking work. I can’t imagine it. I’d have thought there’d be more 

modern ways…’  He noted the name of a farm they were passing: Daldravaig. 

     ‘Ah no, walls are still useful as boundaries and for architectural purposes though few 

drystone walls nowadays are built for that. There’s work repairing existing walls of course but not 

many people would want – or… well, there isn’t the demand for new drystone dykes. Far too time 

consuming.’ Cruickshank was in full flow. ‘Labour-intensive, you see, therefore very costly. 

However, there is huge demand for small lengths of traditional stone walls as decorative features. 

I mean… well, that’s why I was tasked with finding Willie McNaughton.’  

     ‘Not sure I follow you.’  

     ‘Well - National Trust Visitor Centres – we want to have proper walls for tourists to see.’  

     ‘Tourists come to see walls?’  

     ‘Goodness yes! In Victoria, Australia, there is a half-mile section of traditional Scottish-

built wall, and it’s in all the tourist guidebooks and there are signs directing you to it from hundreds 

of miles away. It’s an art, a cultural icon…’  

     ‘Really?’ Robert could barely keep the derision out of his voice. ‘A pile of old stones stuck 

on top of each other – a cultural icon?’ Then he had a sudden thought. ‘Maybe McNaughton is in 

Australia building walls?’ 

     Mike Cruickshank laughed. ‘Take it from me, old son. Our colleagues in England – the 

National Trust – have courses in Cumbria to bring on specialist limestone wallers. Different kind 

of wall there, thinner, tighter, still attractive though. We’ve no plans for that sort of thing of course 

but we’re in process of making a list of dykers for prestige tourist-related projects. We had hopes 



for Willie McNaughton – but it appears our information is out of date. By the way, coming up on 

the right now is one of our properties; the Moirlanich Longhouse. See it – there. Dates from the 

mid-19th century. Typical crofter home, animals at one end, family in the other. It’s open two days 

a week, manned by volunteers.’  

     ‘Oh yes.’   

     Robert was remembering the walls around the cottage and felt a growing sense of 

conviction that that was where McNaughton had lived. ‘Maybe he did move away? Even if he 

didn’t go as far as Australia?’ Then he smiled. ‘Or maybe he’s passing on his learning in Cumbria?’  

     The NTS man found this hilarious. ‘Oh, I say, you’re a bit of a card!’  

     The river Lochay could be seen through trees as they passed into woodland and then the 

large electricity substation which he had seen earlier from the cottage.  

 Through touching the stones he could imagine the man handling them; the dyker Willie 

McNaughton and after a moment or two, a voice, or maybe only his imagination:  

‘This was my place. Bided here for near forty year on ma lane. Braw place, sheltered by yon hill, ye get a 

breeze frae the loch, keeps they wee flees awa. Abody kent me, I wis jist Wullie the dyker. Me and the cuddy we 

went all owre whaur the work wis, all owre the place. Maistly it wis fixing dykes ye ken. Nae muckle need fur new 

anes. Grand work, grand tae be oot in the mornin raw, working awa, biggin the dyke, the cuddy nibbling the grass. 

We got tae some fair bonny places. There’s my handiwork a’ ower awa tae Crieff or Tyndrum mebbe up as far’s 

Braemar, I had braw work there ae summer. Guid lodgings tae. Asked fur special-like by the laird.   

 Sterted the work frae ma early twenties, helpin oot Erchie Ballantyne – thon wis a real dyker. Man, I 

learned the trade fae him and we darged thegither fur mony a lang year, workin fur a the big estates. Naethin would 

dae fur them bit Erchie Ballantyne. He wis a real dyker – no the quickest but he had a wey aboot him. I can smell 

the reek o yon pipe of his yet. “There’s aye time for a smoke, Willie,” he’d say, “fetch the kettle doon, lad.”  

 ‘Aye but Erchie went awa tae the war, called up in 19 and 43, never cam back, ye ken. And he’d nae 

need to gang  – he wis fufty. Ower auld but he must hae leeid and gaed oot he wis younger. Aye, syne I went tae the 

war masel. Served oot in the desert, Italy tae. A muckle lang time ago. Well, I cam back and there wis nae work. 



Naethin daein ava, so I went tae work on ferms. Which is whaur I sterted but dyking wis aye ma interest and I 

moved ower here whaur the work wis. They let me keep on the cottage. Man, it was an awfy state but I soon fixed 

it up cosh an cosie. Bided there for near forty year. Maist o that time biggin the dykes aroon. Abody kent me, I wis 

Wullie the dyker. Ay that’s me.’  

     Cruickshank glanced at him. ‘Financial sector, eh? I’ve a cousin in that racket. Bonds and 

stocks and shares etcetera etcetera. What Uni did you go to by the way?’ 

     Robert blinked to focus himself on what the man was saying. ‘Um… Aberdeen.’ 

     ‘I was at Southampton myself. Folks lived down there – live there still. I prefer Edinburgh 

though. There’s the Hotel. What do you drink?’  

     ‘I’ll see what ales they have.’  

     ‘Good idea, the real McCoy.’  

     They were out of the trees on the main road at the edge of the loch by a carpark on the 

gable of the Bridge of Lochay Hotel. Half a dozen cars were parked by the entrance to the 

‘Climbers’ Snug’. The river Lochay swirled round the Hotel in a desperate rush to join the loch. 

     ‘Now for that pint,’ Mike Cruickshank said. ‘This is a good place y'know. An old 1740s 

coaching inn. Splendid public bar.’    

     There were three customers in a gloomy windowless room with rickety wooden chairs and 

stuffed fish in glass cases on the walls. Robert could tell at a glance the three were local ne-er-do-

wells and although they sat spaced out from each other, fiddling with mobile phones, their 

desultory conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Robert and Mike Cruickshank. 

     ‘Oh, I say,’ the National Trust man said, ‘I’m jolly ready for a pint. What’s your poison, 

young man?’  

     The locals snickered and the unwashed man in a holed and over-washed sweatshirt with 

AC/DC on the front mimicked for his pals: ‘jolly ready – oh I say!’  

     Mike wisely ignored the jibe and rapped on the bar with his knuckles. ‘Chap needs a drink 

– urgently!’   



     Robert saw the locals grin at each other and he began to regret the brashness of his 

companion. He checked his watch. The bus was due in ten minutes.  

     ‘Pint of the Caledonian please.’  

     ‘Ah barman, there you are! Pint of Guinness my good man, and a pint of Caledonian for 

my friend.’  

     They sat together on a narrow wooden church pew next to an empty cigarette machine, 

waiting for the frothy heads to settle on the beer. The youths avoided their eye, but Robert could 

tell they were listening. 

     ‘So – more hills tomorrow, Robert?’   

     ‘Definitely. Ben Lawers – if the weather is any good. I’ll get an early start.’  

     ‘Phew, rather you than me. That’s a brute. We’ve a Visitor Centre there of course. Well 

worth visiting. It’s a nature conservation area. Lots of exotic flora and fauna. He suddenly smiled 

and nodded over at the other customers. ‘Native species too.’  

     Robert grinned despite himself. ‘Yes, the walk starts from there. Or at least, I’ll probably 

do it that way, cheat a bit, rather than start from the village of Lawers, if I can get my chum to 

drop me off. Look, my bus is due in a few minutes so if you don’t mind, I’ll just drink up and get 

out there. Sorry to dash off…’  

     ‘That’s no problem. I’ve got to get back too. Newington’s a fair old schlep.’  

     ‘Have you got a card or something?’  

     ‘A card?’  

     ‘In case I find your dyker,’ Robert smiled. 

     ‘Oh, absolutely. Wait a minute, here somewhere… ah. Thank you! Well nice to meet you...’  

     ‘And you. Thanks for the pint.’  

     He waited in front of the Hotel. The bus appeared on time less than a minute later, rolling 

through the birch and rowan trees by the banks of the loch. With the evening sun caught in its 

windows it rolled pleasantly through the natural woodlands and dense planted forests, undulating 



up above the trees then at the lochside again, into the occlusion of the forest, the beer coming up 

not unpleasantly, and his eyes a little affected by the alcohol. The best view of the loch was above 

the farm of Balnearn on ‘the corner’ of the loch looking south-east towards Kenmore. Two ladies 

got off there, and he noticed the B&B sign. Great location. Another five miles later, the bus made 

a brief stop in front of the church at Kenmore, then rolled on to Aberfeldy.    

    Robert got off at the junction with Taybridge Drive and walked down the street towards 

the Wade Bridge. Charlie and Sandra lived at The Lilacs, third from the end. Charlie had inherited 

the large late 19th century four bedroom house from his parents. It had a substantial garden and 

a view of the golf course and the stone bridge. They were putting the twins to bed when he arrived.  

     ‘Hi,’ Charlie called down the stairs. ‘Help yourself to a beer, man. Won’t be a mo.’  

     Later, at the meal on the farmhouse table in the large tiled kitchen dining room, Sandra 

questioned him about his day. He told them about the sun and the rain and the mist and the views 

he had had and his meeting with the NTS man and the ruined cottage. 

 ‘Great place for a puff,’ Charlie said. ‘If we had any.’ 

     Sandra slapped his arm. ‘Isn’t it a bit lonely up there all by yourself, Robert?’  

     ‘That’s absolutely the best thing about it, Sandra.’  

 

 

     

      

  



2 

 

London. Sink of iniquity, cesspit of capitalism, crawling, teeming metropolis of glaring inequalities, 

of crumbling Victorian schools and endless burrowings underground to make million pound 

subterranean swimming pools beneath modern tower blocks for Russian oligarchs. London, the 

money-laundering capital of the world, the playground of depraved Middle-Eastern potentates, 

the nursery of international crime and terrorism. Returning to it was like going through a greasy 

looking glass into a different world. Dingy, self-absorbed, puffed up and self-important, ever more 

remote from the rest of Britain as if there was a physical barrier between them rather than just a 

psychological one. He was always a stranger here, everyone was.  

 Here he was again, walking the greasy pavements of Limehouse heading onto the Isle of 

Dogs. That said it all, really. His life was going to the dogs! Actually, the only good thing about 

work was the walk to and from the Tube station to the office, twenty minutes each way, part of it 

by a small patch of trees and later, by a stretch of the Thames. There were a number of factors 

that came into play that assisted in conditioning him to accept without a qualm the following eight 

hours of tedium. His first sight of the graffiti and spray-painted tags in the underpass near his 

bedsit and the layers upon layers of litter, faintly reeking, in every corner and on every surface. The 

dismal terraced streets, red brick, dust-caked sash windows, some boarded up, front gardens of 

overgrown grass. But property prices had rocketed and before the end of Omdurman Villas, there 

was evidence of a casual prosperity, more cars, tidier gardens, a bohemian air, multi-coloured 

‘Peace’ banners or ‘No Juggernauts’ posters. London was full of peripheral commercial enterprise 

in side streets of bookies, seedy newsagents, a few greengrocers’ stalls, a ‘greasy spoon’ café and 

on the corner, a pub stuck in a time warp. The jostling and ruthless haste needed to get into the 

Tube, the robot-like series of manoeuvres he performed to change line, change platform, get into 

the carriage. The sudden roar of the ring road as he emerged from the underpass, the sense of 



being surrounded, overwhelmed on all sides by senseless, pointless, rushing humanity. The few 

people he saw, youths ignoring him or eyeing him warily like predators. He clenched his fists 

around the heavy key ring and keys inside his jacket pockets and was acutely aware of what was 

happening behind him, alert to sensing any sudden movement. 

  Instinctively, he took deeper breaths when he emerged from the clutter of high rise 

buildings into a road junction, often clogged with heavy lorries and construction vehicles, but there 

was more sky at that point. The entire river bank was being subjected to frenzied renovation, 

destruction, construction, jackhammers pounding night and day, cement mixers rolling around the 

clock as buildings went up higher and others were ripped out at the root. But the river itself flowed 

on, as grey and impenetrable as ever. He tried to imagine fish, healthy vegetation, but it was 

difficult. Eels, yes, corpses, murder weapons, yes. But healthy green weed and bright brown trout? 

Nope. And as he walked, his mind went off on looping tangents, sweeping from idea to idea, 

clouded by anxieties and mental clutter. It was a conditioning process, these first few minutes 

dominated by thoughts of lateness, then the pleasure of being outside no matter the weather, 

soothed him and soon he had almost forgotten about work. Then he reached the dimly-lit 

underpass, scruffy concrete whose steel ribs stuck out, completely covered with colourful graffiti 

– whether authorised or not he didn’t know – and suddenly the same thought struck him: ‘I’m 

nearly there’ and a gloom descended as he walked quickly through under the ring road and the 

railway line out into the dim light between tarpaulin-covered scaffolding, the path narrowing to a 

track between two high mesh fences – the ideal place for rape or murder he often considered – at 

an area of semi-derelict lockups and small garage businesses bordering the river. The area was 

slowly being subsumed by piles of litter and broken glass and there were used condoms 

everywhere. He emerged at the street sign for the coincidentally-named Aberdeen Square, named 

for the silver-bright city where he had been a student for three years. Here he was assailed by 

sudden noise of traffic and bustle of pedestrians, buses, traffic lights and in front rising ahead the 

gigantic fifty floors of Canary Wharf tower, the forty-five floors of Canada Square and behind it 



the Citigroup Centre complex and the sixty floored HSBC building. Crossing under Westferry 

Road he kept on round the side wall past the Royal Mail depot heading for West India Quay and 

got then his first view of the modest twelve storey block of Swibert, Attala & MacKendrick close 

to the riverbank. There was a back way in for staff, from the tiny carpark used only by Directors, 

controlled by an electronic boom, with space for eight cars. The windows on the first three floors 

were opaque and this, added to the grudging metal door with its electronic voice entry system, 

completed the impression of entering a prison. He pressed the intercom and smiled briefly into 

the camera. The door clicked and he was in, facing cedar and steel stairs which led up to the 

vestibule and security desk.  

    His journey to work, the conditioning process, was now complete. The robot was ready 

for a new day. His natural self, alone and unpressured in the flat had to transmute itself into a 

different type of person, hard and enduring. The twenty minute brisk walk was long enough for 

the necessary carapace to fully form.  

    He nodded at the concierge as he passed through the doors into the building. In all the 

years he had been here, he had never bothered to learn their names. They were black or Asian. It 

seemed to him that they changed often, agency workers. There was rarely the same man twice. 

They all looked the same though. If one spoke it was the usual parrot cry: moanin, how ah yew? 

Awwoight? Nevvva bettah. But there was that peculiarly English thing of not wanting to make contact 

with ‘the lower orders’. So he didn’t bother either. Even memos sent around the building referred 

only to ‘security staff’ where all other staff were listed by name.  

 The thing he hated most about arriving at work in the mornings was the sense of being 

excluded by his colleagues. It was a question of whether that was true, or how true it was, of degree 

of exclusion. Perhaps it was all in his mind? Some would say ‘good morning’ others avoided him 

entirely, or looked at him with a cold disinterested glance, barely acknowledged him. He always 

had the same sense of having interrupted a great conversation. He’d thought that the atmosphere 

would improve after a month or two but this was his fifth year and it was still as uncomfortable as 



ever. None of them had become friends though one or two would ask general rhetorical questions 

of him: ‘Do anything interesting at the weekend?’ or ‘how’s things?’ but they never seemed 

particularly interested in the answer. He’d analysed every nuance of the situation time after time 

but it all added up to the same thing: it wasn’t that they didn’t like him, they had no particular 

feelings for him; he wasn’t in any way a part of their lives. They didn’t want to make the effort to 

get to know him. London life, that’s what it came to. They were all like this in the metropolis. 

Minimising contact with other people who might be inferior to you or who might just be passing 

through so it wasn’t worth the effort of getting to know. It was a defensive measure. To keep your 

own self secure, to maintain your own sense of worth, you had to keep everyone else at bay. He’d 

often wondered what they were like out of hours, at home, socialising and over the years he’d had 

some tantalising glimpses of their other selves. So it wasn’t, he knew, that they disliked him. It was 

simply that their work schedule did not allow for going beyond certain limits of intimacy and as 

he was the only male in the office, they were drawn so tightly as to preclude anything that might 

even remotely, or by repute in the eyes of the others, fall into the over-intimacy category. Everyone 

was subconsciously watching everyone else and no-one wanted to feel that they had at any time 

acted inappropriately or given away any small part of themselves in any of their office dealings. 

 He knew all this. He’d learned it the hard way. At first, it seemed that he had scandalised 

them in some way, had broken some taboo, or was so embarrassing that they all hated him. It had 

taken him a long time to work it out. And in a way it was disappointing to realise that he registered 

so little on their radar that no emotions were involved. They were barely aware of him and certainly 

wasted no time in disliking him. It was easier and safer to distance himself. But it hurt and every 

single morning the hurt was renewed and came as a shock. He tried to defeat it, to rise above it, 

maintained a cheery disposition in the face of rejections, blankness, sourness, bad smells even 

(another shock; that girls younger than him would so blatantly let off in his company) and that 

proved their disinterest. He always had this sense that he was interrupting a private conversation, 

or that he had a smell about him of which he was unaware. He worried about his personal hygiene 



– it wasn’t easy being the only one in the office who didn’t wear perfume. Roll-on deodorant 

evaporated quickly in London humidity. Working with men was easier but at his level in Swibert, 

Attala & MacKendrick, men were few and far between. Men were the bosses and women were the 

staff and he was somewhere in no-man’s land, disdained by both. He tried to maintain a cheery 

disposition but his spirits sank into his boots as soon as he approached the office on the third 

floor. He dreaded that moment when he had to open the door and know that all eyes would turn 

to him, judging him, being disappointed it was him and not some glamorous visitor.  

     Coming in to an office in the cool of the 9 a.m. morning when you can tell right away that 

you are not required, that your involvement in the work and social life of the office is, at best, 

peripheral preys on your self-esteem, if you have any to begin with. 

     When he had started in the office he had naively thought it might be possible to make a 

special friend from one or two of the women in the building. Those in the office had, from the 

start, given him a frosty reception but girls in the building elsewhere had seemed friendly enough. 

He had gone out with one or two for a date but mostly these petered out after a week or two. 

There was an atmosphere of transience among the employees, encouraged by the management, a 

pervasive culture of lack of job security, and no-one was prepared to plan even one month ahead 

and in this desultory context nothing could be constructed or depended upon. Both of the women 

he had befriended had since left and were unremembered by the others. 

     ‘Men!’ Justine exclaimed. ‘The brutes!’ 

     ‘Not again?’ 

 With Claire, Justine and Kyra he was summarily dismissed, beneath consideration, 

castrated with a crude word or two but Melissa had a more bitter aspect. Her experience was 

deeper and more cutting. 

     ‘I’m going to be open about it,’ she would say. ‘I think we should be upfront. Men are 

violent – all men – capable of hitting a woman at any time. No – nearly all crimes are committed 

by men. What are women in jail for? I’ll tell you… shoplifting – mostly to feed their children or 



they’re in that cycle of poverty, prostitution and theft usually under the power of some man. Know 

what I think? They should let all the women out of jail and that’d free up cells for more men.’ 

     He couldn’t stop himself and blurted out: ‘But you can’t generalise, condemn a whole 

gender…’ 

     ‘I’m not. I don’t need to. These are the facts. It’s obvious. Men are the criminals, the thugs, 

rapists, murderers, paedophiles. The women’s crimes are petty, minor thefts mainly. Hundred per 

cent of the real crime is done by men…’ 

     ‘Not this man!’ Robert retorted. He would feel himself losing his cool; he had already lost 

the argument.  

     ‘Even you!’ Melissa snorted, turning her face with its blue lashes away from his. After a 

few moments as new conversations took root all around him from the embarrassed silence, he got 

up and took his coffee back to his corner desk and slumped behind his computer and got back to 

work. 

 What made it worse was that men were as described. Mostly insensitive to the deeply-felt 

scorn of young women, oblivious to the omnipresence of male oppression. They crashed about, 

fighting, shouting, breaking things, drunkenly lashing out. They were boys of a variety of ages, 

juveniles right up to pension age, crass and boorish, simple and simplistic, stupid and naïve, selfish, 

over-dominant, bullying, exploitative, thought of themselves as mentally and physically superior 

to females. Despite all evidence to the contrary. For a decade, young women had out-performed 

young men in schools and universities and spread themselves into society. Men still dominated 

society at the top but at the lower and middle ranks they had been replaced and excluded. There 

was a growing no-go area for males. Large sectors of the workforce now had few males. Males still 

worked at the lowest levels but teaching from primary to tertiary was almost a female-only 

preserve, publishing, all office and administrative work was almost exclusively female. The third 

sector was hugely dominated by women. Social work and the statutory authorities claimed special 

problems in recruiting men because of the sensitive nature of the work – men were not sensitive, 



it seemed. In the voluntary sector no-one would employ a man across large swathes of social care 

work. Too much perceived risk of paedophilia. Almost overnight, male volunteers had disappeared 

from thousands of voluntary clubs and sports societies, many Scout groups had had to disband. 

An atmosphere had been created which implied that any man wanting to be a Scout leader was a 

certain paedophile or child molester. Women marched into, and took over, public relations, 

customer care, marketing and retail, hospitality, distribution, the media. Many fields of 

employment were practically a female-only closed shop. Women were unified, united and co-

operative, well-turned out, collaborated closely, men were isolated, cranky, too soft-hearted and 

didn’t share their experiences or their grief – and were picked off one by one. This one was a 

chauvinist, a sexist pig who didn’t project the right image, this one was too old and slow to adopt 

the new ideas and ways of working… Strangely, gay men were largely exempt from criticism and 

in some cases almost collaborators who helped the elimination of straight men from the workforce. 

In other cases, they acted like a fig-leaf to cover what was actually taking place, the ‘gender 

cleansing’ of one company after another. Post by post, sector by sector, almost imperceptibly, 

lower and middle-ranking men were disappearing. And in the financial sector, this was most 

apparent. Long gone were the laddish boys of the 1990s and their mega-buck bonuses, their crimes 

unpunished. In were women – cheaper to employ and happier to have periods of short working. 

Some of the men went willingly, believers in equality.  

     Males were demonstrably the cause of all society’s ills. So Robert had tried to make himself 

inoffensive, a calm, quiet forgettable presence, barely masculine at all – he had removed his beard 

-- and his efforts had been partially successful. He took part sometimes in the gossip jamborees, 

participating almost without being noticed, until it was almost overlooked that he was male, an 

alien in their midst but the strategy was never successful for long. Quite suddenly the tide would 

turn and he would be exposed – fingers pointed. Mostly he was ignored, left alone he would hear 

reports of great parties which they had attended and to which he had not been invited.  



 But Robert was not in any way reconciled to the idea that he was now in his fourth decade. 

It was almost inconceivable. He was the oldest in the office and that was another barrier. 

Moreover, he could give no adequate explanation for his age. His life was merely a series of barely-

remembered moments, disconnected to himself as a younger man. The three years since his 

transfer from Swibert Harding Inc and their smaller office in Shadwell, had evaporated somehow 

without his knowing it. He had felt more comfortable there, in an almost entirely-male team, and 

at lunchtimes, wandered the docks, or sat under a tree in the recreation ground behind the church, 

reading a book. There had been less pressure. And it had been his first job in the metropolis. For 

the first couple of years he had told himself he could easily leave – that it was temporary –  but 

leaving wasn’t easy.  

 His links to Scotland had faded, the ten days in September with Charlie and Sandra and 

the wonderful hills. It didn’t seem appropriate to bring that experience out into the open here, 

where it would be tarnished, denigrated.   

 The daily work was dull and unchallenging. He had access to the database of clients and 

the database of buyers and manipulated deal-making between the two to facilitate a transfer fee 

which was a percentage of future stock value. Rarely did he have to make contact with anyone 

outside the company, because he did not actually make the deals, he merely supervised the transfer 

fee rates to best advantage for the company. His only interface, day in day out and day long, was 

with a computer screen on which software revealed spreadsheet tables. The software tracked the 

deals and offered him only those that required manipulation. He had four separate methods of 

intervening to complete his task. Long experience meant that he now knew at a glance which of 

the four interventions should take place on any given occasion. Essentially, he did one thing all 

day and repeated it several hundred times a day. His job title was ‘Senior Fund Interventions 

Officer’. There was no junior fund interventions officer.   

     His desk was as near the window as he could manage it, although his back was to the view 

of the street. He liked to swivel round when on the phone to gaze out at the buildings across the 



street, and at the tiny square of river visible beyond the gable end of the Hudson Schwabb and 

Canada towers. The desk faced inwards to the open office where twenty-four employees of 

Swibert, Attala & MacKendrick toiled at their screens behind wooden partitions, like rabbits in 

hutches. The desk next to Robert’s had been replaced by a water cooler and spare stock of the 

giant plastic water bottles that fitted on top of the cooler. S.A&MacK put their faith in an employee 

hydration policy, believing that this increased productivity. On the far side of the cooler was the 

office of Marvin MacKendrick, company managing director with a separate reception area and a 

smaller office for his secretary.  

    Robert stopped at the cooler, standing almost blinded in a patch of strong light to fill a 

plastic cup with water. The machine gurgled and bubbled. He liked that sound and the blue 

greenness of the water in the container. He placed the cup on his desk and hazarded a glance 

around the office. As far as he could make out no-one seemed to be gossiping about him. He took 

off his jacket and hung it on the peg next to the window, switched on the monitor and undid his 

shirt cuff buttons and rolled up his sleeves. It was always difficult not to be aware that he was one 

of millions, a teeming army of wage slaves in offices, settling in for another day of pointless and 

obscure industry. And what was worse, there was a meeting in the afternoon to discuss targets and 

projects. It would be excruciating and lengthy and the worst thing would be the way the others 

tried to outdo their colleagues in obsequiousness and sucking up to Marvin’s latest wizard wheeze. 

The iPhone vibrated in his shirt pocket. Messenger: Louise. Can’t make this wknd, out with friends. L 

x. He frowned. Things were cooling off. Was it part of a campaign to get rid of him? He didn’t 

know what he felt about it, or her. 

 

During his September holiday with Charlie and Sandra, Robert had visited his parents at 

Inverkeilor in Angus. Charlie had driven him to Perth where he caught the train to Arbroath. 

 His father was waiting for him in the car outside the red sandstone railway station, listening 

to the news on Radio Scotland, a squat figure in brown leather jerkin stroking his silvery-grey 



goatee beard, his skin looking tanned. Robert put his bag on the back seat and got in the passenger 

door. ‘Thanks for picking me up, dad. I’d have had to get a taxi otherwise.’ 

 ‘Nae bother, son.’ He switched off the radio. ‘Well, Robert, good to see you. A rare 

pleasure these days.’ 

 ‘I phone every week.’ 

 ‘I’m not being critical, honest. Are you staying the night?’ 

 ‘Well, I could…’ 

 ‘You should. Your mum would be made up.’ 

 ‘Still got the old Toyota I see,’ Robert said, as they turned out of the station carpark. 

‘Thought you were getting a new one?’ 

 ‘Oh yes, I am, we are… just haven’t got round to it.’ 

 Robert smiled. ‘Life moves slowly in Angus.’ 

 ‘Ha. Don’t knock it, son. The good life. So you’ve been staying with Charlie and… his 

wife. How old is their wee boy now?’ 

 ‘Boys. Twins, dad.’ 

 ‘Twins. I forgot.’ 

 ‘They’re coming up for three now. Right wee monsters.’ 

 ‘I always liked Charlie. No airs and graces.’ 

 Robert started. ‘What? None of my friends have airs and graces, whatever they are.’ 

 His dad changed the subject. ‘London as frenetic as ever? Still hating it?’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ he said gloomily. Then he brightened. ‘Getting out on the hills has been wonderful. 

I can’t believe how green everything is up here. I’m so used to the big city, everything up here 

seems greener and cleaner. The air is fresher.’ 

 ‘You should just quit. Seriously, son, we’ve plenty of space. Stay with us, get your head 

sorted out. You’ll find something closer to home. Things are on the move.’ 



 Robert frowned. ‘You mean politically, not on the jobs front? I don’t want to end up 

flipping burgers. You still involved with the party?’ 

 ‘Oh aye,’ he chuckled, ‘Constituency organiser now, son. Things are definitely going well 

and there is more jobs up here now. You’d find something. I was thinking, if you came back you 

could have this car. If you want. That’d help.’ 

 ‘Really?’ His father was smiling benignly. He did look well. ‘I’ve no need of a car down 

there.’ 

 ‘Of course not, but you can have first refusal when we get a new yin.’ 

 Robert grinned. ‘That’s like… like blackmail dad, really, this old banger.’ 

 ‘Oi, it’s not an old banger!’ 

 The village of Inverkeilor, about midway between Arbroath and Montrose, was just over 

a mile from the wonderful beach of Lunan Bay, that four mile-long curve of golden – if wind-

blasted – sand from Corbie’s Knowe in the south to Braehead. His parents had moved here in 

2005, the year after he moved to London and had chosen it for its location, so different from the 

terraced house in Dundee, a spacious house with an extensive garden on the edge of farmland. It 

was their retirement home. His mother was fifty-five and his father fifty-eight and he had to admit 

they seemed happier and healthier, his mother pottering about in the garden; she had several large 

netted growing frames for fruit and various vegetable plots and his father busy with his political 

activities. They seemed rejuvenated. Going home was easy, it always had been. They had never 

been critical, always supportive. He sighed deeply. He had to admit it was a nice place. You could 

see the sea from the top of the road. As they arrived, parking on the gravel at the side of the house, 

they were met by the excitable wee dog, Genghis, that his parents had got from the rescue centre 

at Petterden. He had wondered what it would be like. Now it leaped and jumped around them. 

 ‘Hullo, wee chap,’ Robert said, bending down to scratch behind its ears. ‘I’m in your pack 

– don’t worry!’ 



 That his parents had acquired a dog was something of a surprise for Robert. He’d been 

aware of it for a few months since one of his infrequent calls home from his bedsit in Leytonstone.  

 ‘What’s that barking, mum? Is there a dog?’ 

 ‘It’s Genghis. We got a dog.’ 

 ‘What a dreadful name. What kind is he?’ 

 ‘He’s a mongrel, the staff at the rescue said.’ 

 ‘A what?’ 

 ‘You know – a mongrel?’ 

 ‘Sure you don’t mean – a Mongolian?’ 

 ‘Very funny. He’s mostly French bulldog. We didn’t choose the name of course. Beige 

mostly, with grey sticking-up ears, black face, big eyes… he’s cute. We’re training him.’ 

 ‘Training? What, to do the cooking?’ 

 ‘No-ooo! Obedience training. He’s a lovely wee dog. You’ll like him.’ 

 ‘How old is he?’ 

 ‘About two years, they think. At first he was very dependent on us, couldn’t bear to let me 

out of his sight but he’s less nervous now.’ 

 ‘Are you staying for a few days?’ his mother asked now, hugging him in the hallway, as the 

dog made repeated attempts to jump up to their level. Sunlight streamed through stained glass and 

overgrown geraniums on the trellis by the back door onto terracotta floor tiles.  

 ‘He looks like he has a funny downturned Chinese moustache,’ Robert said, ‘look.’ 

 ‘He likes you. Stop it, Genghis. No!’ 

 ‘Just tonight, really,’ he said. ‘I want to get up some bigger hills before I have to go back.’ 

 ‘Do you have to go back?’ she asked brushing a still-blonde strand from her eyes. Her hair 

was mostly white but she wore it long as she had always done. She was looking suntanned from 

gardening, fit and active, in white blouse and tight jeans. 

 He laughed. ‘What do you mean, mum? Of course! I have a job…’ 



 ‘… which you hate.’ 

 ‘I’ve told him,’ his father said, coming in the door. ‘We need young lads to come back and 

help us win independence.’ 

 His mother turned abruptly and went into the sun-bright kitchen. ‘Oh, politics… don’t 

talk to him like he’s… a voter!’ 

 His father grinned at him. ‘Of course not. But he is a voter. And he’s registered here by 

the way. This is still his home even though he lives in London.’ 

 ‘I’m not really sure that’s legal,’ Robert said, ‘I mean after five years?’ 

 ‘Och, nae problem. You can’t be wasting your good Scottish vote down there. Now, listen, 

how’s about we all go for a walk, eh? The dug could do with it. We could go down by Corbie’s 

Knowe. There’s a lot of building going on there, Robert. You know where I mean, the wee shacks 

down by the beach? I’ll see what your mum says.’ 

 But his mum had been willing and they gone, all three, in fleeces and cagoules, with 

Genghis the moustachioed French bulldog on a lead attached to a red harness, on a walk in the 

sun by an old right of way. It led over the railway line and between farms down to a dell in the 

trees at New Mills where there was a ford and a hundred yards further along, they came to the 

settlement known as Corbie’s Knowe, tucked into the narrow space between the high tide on the 

shingle and a rising cliff wall, a straggly line of chalets, static caravans, huts and even a couple of 

what appeared to be proper houses. 

 ‘This is expanding, I think,’ Robert said. ‘Seems to be more huts than I remember last 

time.’ 

 ‘You’re right,’ his dad said. ‘I think the landowner has allowed more people to set up.’ 

 ‘There’s a landowner? I thought this was common land left over from history.’ 

 ‘There is a landowner. There’s that old cottage and I think it’s still lived in.’ 

 ‘Yeah, but… most of this is sea shore. That surely must be owned by the Queen?’ 



 His mother brought up the rear with Genghis pulling her forward. You could tell he was 

eagerly anticipating a scrap with local dogs. She jerked the lead. ‘Stop! He’s practically pulling my 

arm out of its socket.’ 

 ‘I’ll take him, mum,’ Robert offered. He took the lead and the dog looked up at him, giving 

him the evil eye. Stranger in the pack. They stood on deep shingle looking at the ramshackle 

community straggling up the cliff, about twenty homes in all. Some were static homes partially clad 

in wood, a modern small house with solar panels, the dilapidated original stone cottage on an 

elevated pitch and to their right under the rising cliff, holiday chalets with fenced in garden space. 

It was quaint.  

 ‘Look, there’s a bench with a seaview,’ his father pointed. ‘Let’s sit and eat our sandwiches 

there.’ They scrambled up to it, Robert being towed by the dog, and sat marvelling at the view. 

They saw a man in one of the more modern-looking huts under the cliff moving around in his 

little garden, pottering on some garden task. He waved and they waved back. There seemed to be 

no-one else around. Dad took off the daysack and unpacked the picnic. He had brought three 

foldable polystyrene rectangles for them to sit on. Typical organiser. Robert smiled at his attention 

to detail. The dog sat staring unwavering at the food, bright eyes following every movement from 

hand to mouth of each of them.  

 ‘Not for you, doggie,’ Robert told him. You’ll get your biscuit in a minute. The dog’s 

breathing rasped as he waited impatiently. 

 ‘Most of these are holiday homes,’ Athol said. ‘No electricity and only a potholed track to 

link them to the outer world. 

 ‘Wonder if they pay Council Tax?’ Robert mumbled. 

 ‘Eh? Oh, I’m sure they do,’ his father said. ‘They must. Even though it’s hard to see what 

services they actually get. Maybe a bin lorry makes its way down that track. Some feat.’   

 His mother smiled. ‘They wouldn’t have any trouble getting to sleep at night here,’ she 

said. ‘It’s so quiet. And the waves on the shingle. They probably sleep like logs.’ 



 ‘Lot of history too,’ Athol said. ‘The name came from Viking attacks in the tenth or  

eleventh century, though there is no evidence of major invasion. Their leader, Camus, is supposed 

to have planted his standard here, a black raven, or corbie. Later, it was supposed to have been a 

community of witches and in the 1950s became a sort of encampment, later a hippy enclave. This 

community has been going since early times, even if just one or two lived here. It’s a curious place.’ 

 ‘It has an oldness about it,’ Robert said. ‘I’ve always felt that.’  

 ‘Aye, Robert, and, if we follow that track up the cliff it runs down to another small 

community under the cliff; Ethie Haven which was a village of salmon netters and line fisherman. 

The houses now are holiday homes, all properly roofed with slates unlike here. There’s herds of 

Soay sheep – black and white -- very wary of humans. They tend to run down onto the foreshore 

to avoid people. Then there’s a ruined old Chapel dating from medieval times, beside a small loch.’ 

 ‘So Robert, are you still seeing that girl, Louisa, down in London? Is that a steady thing?’ 

 ‘Haven’t seen her for a while now, mum. Ah, cheese and pickle. My favourite.’ 

 ‘I think you’re changing the subject,’ mum said, sighing. 

 ‘It’s his business, Julie, don’t interrogate him.’ 

 Robert mesmerised by the regular lines of waves arising in the bay was off in a reverie 

about previous girlfriends, people he’d known in Dundee when they’d lived in Frederick Street. 

There was Kerry whose family had lived around the corner on Camperdown Road. He’d gone out 

with her for a few months in his sixth year at St John’s. He remembered she was going off to do 

medicine at Edinburgh. He’d lost touch and wondered if she was a doctor now. A lad from his 

class, Stewart Brand, was now the City Councillor for the area. And Greg Murdoch too. He hadn’t 

seen him for years. It would be nice to know what they were all doing, all his old chums and 

classmates. 

 ‘Piece of flapjack, Robert? Home-made.’ 

 ‘Thanks mum. This is a lovely spot. Wish I’d brought my sunglasses.’ 

 ‘Is it hurting your eyes?’ 



 ‘It’s not too bad.’ 

 His dad palmed two dog biscuits to a very eager Genghis, who woofled them down in 

seconds and continued to give them the evil eye, hopeful that a piece of flapjack might fall. 

 ‘He’s a greedy wee tyke,’ Robert remarked. 

 ‘Aye, we’ve to be careful. He would eat until he burst,’ dad said. ‘This species is known for 

it. That’s what they told us at the rescue place.’ 

 ‘Species, singular?’ Robert said. ‘I thought he was a mongrel breed.’ 

 ‘Ha,’ Athol said. ‘You know what I mean. Wasn’t it that writer chap, McIlvanney who 

described Scotland as a “mongrel nation”?’ 

 ‘Yeah, meant it as a compliment. I was surprised you got a dog, though,’ Robert said. ‘You 

were always against it, when I was a kid.’ 

 ‘Ah, well, we’ve the time now. Though your mother is the trainer.’ 

 ‘Huh,’ his mother snorted. ‘I’ve the time for it. He’s always off on his electioneering.’ 

 ‘Democracy before dogs, Julie. I do my bit… well, sometimes. Shall we do that, then? 

What do you think, dear? We could carry on up to Red Head – that’s quite spectacular and come 

inland through Ethie Barns and by a back road home.  That makes a nice loop. About six, maybe 

seven miles in total. Worth it though.’ 

 ‘I’m game,’ mum said. ‘And Genghis looks keen.’ 

 It was true, the two-year old was up on his feet and keen to explore further, panting loudly 

in his eagerness.  

 Later, while his mother cooked the evening meal in the kitchen, Robert lounged in the sofa 

watching the evening news, channel-hopping from BBC to STV. It was different, yet very familiar. 

The regional news had a different focus, different accents, Scottish pre-occupations. Every story 

was about Scotland or something Scottish. He found himself smiling; it was like coming back to 

himself. These people spoke like he did. He wondered if he’d find it parochial, insular after a while? 

The STV news in particular, with its localised bulletin for the Angus area. He was fascinated. And 



was it any more parochial that the London news which seemed to believe London existed in a 

vacuum? He began to consider whether he should move back, a thought that had nagged at him 

ever since he had moved there. Then he could go out on the hills as often as he pleased. After all, 

what did he really have down there? Yes, over the last month there had been Louisa, a phone call 

in mid-week and sometimes a stroll or the cinema on a Saturday, followed by a drink in a pub but 

she had indicated without saying anything that it was a friendship no more than that. He’d had 

short-term relationships with English girls and girls of various nationalities and ethnicity out of a 

curiosity but had never really imagined ‘her’ being a Londoner. This seemed like a new thought, 

something that he had not considered before. It troubled him that it had never occurred to him 

before. Suddenly it became clear why his relationships in the metropolis had been unsuccessful; 

because something within him had unconsciously been preventing him from establishing a 

permanent connection there. Why had he not known that about himself until now? 

 

The day he climbed Ben Lawers turned into a bit of an epic. He’d decided to cheat and got Charlie 

to drive him the two miles up the narrow winding Bridge of Balgie road to the Visitor Centre. The 

car park was busy with families and their children. That took him up to around 500 feet above sea 

level, saving him a bit of time. It looked a lovely day and there were quite a few walkers, most only 

out for a stroll on the nature trail. He felt cheerful and fit, enjoying the sunny views of Loch Tay 

as the path wound up steeply and became difficult footing in places. The numbers thinned before 

the path levelled out on a moor where there had been summer shielings for sheep and began rising 

steeply to the summit of Beinn Ghlas, which was a real mountain in itself. A cold wind had 

developed and worst of all a kind of mist had descended and lay in pockets. He stopped to pull on 

his outer shell and hat and gloves.  

 As he stopped for breath about a third of the way up, an older man in a red Berghaus 

cagoule, carefully picking his way down with two walking poles, greeted him. ‘Think we’ll have 

snow,’ he said. ‘It was nice up top earlier.’ 



 ‘Snow?’ Robert said incredulously. ‘You think?’ 

 ‘Aye. There’s snow on the summit. This mist looks awful like snow cloud to me. You might 

have to give up. Well, ye could see what it’s like. Might be okay. Depends how fast you are.’ 

 Robert laughed. ‘Not as fast as I’d like.’  

 ‘Well, take care, lad.’ 

 It was surprising how cold it can be on a Scottish mountain in late autumn, and this was a 

real mountain, true alpine terrain, only thirteen feet short of four thousand feet above sea-level.  

He resumed his tortuous progress with drifting mists boiling around him. The track got tricky and 

narrow between jagged rocks and then quite suddenly he was on the summit of Beinn Ghlas. There 

was a couple there sharing a flask of hot tea. All around, white clouds of mist boiled. He didn’t 

want to miss the chance to get to the top so he was determined to carry on.  

 Cupping his hands round his mouth he spoke to the couple who had found a nook to sit 

in between boulders. ‘Are you going up, or coming down?’ 

 They looked at him, faces muffled in thick mufflers and colourful parka hoods. ‘Maybe. If 

this mist clears. There will be nothing to see on top.’ 

 ‘True. Still, it’s early.’ 

 ‘You want a cup of tea?’ the girl asked. 

 ‘Oh, that’s kind… I’ve my own,’ he shouted.  

 As they looked in the direction of where Ben Lawers should be, a quirk in the boiling mist 

revealed to them the jagged rocky summit higher than they were but astonishingly near.  

 ‘Wow!’ Robert said. ‘See that!’ 

 ‘There are people there.’ 

 ‘It looks so close,’ Robert said, ‘but it is a mile away and you have to go down and then up 

on a ridge to get there. Oh, it’s gone again. I’m going to try.’ 

 ‘Yes, we might sit to see what the weather will do.’  



 ‘Okay. See you.’ Robert began to pick his way down carefully between rocks on the barely 

perceptible path. It was arduous. This was dangerous, with the visibility so poor, and getting worse. 

He began to feel a sense of foreboding and wished he had set his compass on the map earlier on. 

He could be walking off the edge of a scree slope. The people on the summit would be sitting 

tight. He was only able to go one step at a time. The mists boiled and rolled around him. Down 

to ten feet if that and it was still cold but he had no time to think about it. Every time he placed 

his boots was using all his concentration. But a quick breaking of the mist showed the gritty path 

ahead, yellow gravel winding around huge boulders but unmistakeably going upwards. That was a 

good sign. He must be now ascending the summit of Ben Lawers proper. Patience, he told himself. 

It’s only 3.15 p.m. You’ve plenty of time. Step at a time. He started seeing patches of snow visible 

through the fog, but they looked old, crusted. Didn’t look like a recent snow fall. That man he’d 

talked to earlier was simply trying to give him the willies. It took him forty minutes to get onto the 

narrow summit where he found the mist clearing or moving more quickly over and around them. 

There were at least a dozen hardy souls sitting at the trig point getting occasional glimpses of the 

magnificent twelve mile long loch.  

 ‘You made it,’ someone said. ‘Well done.’ 

 ‘Well, so did you,’ Robert riposted with a grin. He found himself a space, took out his 

polystyrene rectangle and nestled in the rocks. He took out the steel vacuum flask and poured a 

capful of black tea, steaming hot and admired what he could see through the mist looking away 

over east up the loch. His thigh muscles and knees had had a workout but he was okay. Sandra’s 

cheese sandwiches, a small porkpie, a hummus sandwich made of two oatcakes, a KitKat and more 

tea. Gorgeous! He heard the smew-smew call of a buzzard nearby and wondered how it was 

managing to hunt in the mist.  

 As he sat savouring the experience, the mist thinned and disappeared and the entire 

country lay before him, just like it had on the summit of Beinn Bhreag. He could see the village of 

Lawers and in the distance the road to Kenmore. Four miles beyond that was Aberfeldy and 



Charlie and Sandra and the twins in their nice house. He could see another mountain he had 

thought about climbing; Ben Chonzie, which he knew was pronounced like a name, Bennie Hoan, 

but he didn’t know the names of the others. No doubt about it, height is everything he conjectured. 

He felt like a superior being. It was a pity though he had no-one to share it with. It was a thought 

he’d had before. A girl who liked hillwalking, an equal partner of the mountains. And that was 

further off than ever. Louisa in London had more or less suggested they should cut back on their 

dates, if that was what they were. There was no long-term future for them. He wondered if she 

suspected that he’d be heading back to Scotland anyway and that didn’t fit with her ideas of a 

future. She didn’t know much about Scotland and didn’t seem interested in things he told her 

about it or express a wish to go north with him and, for example, meet his parents.  

He realised he was getting a bit cold and decided to go back down. Most folk had already 

gone and no-one else was coming up. His rucksack was lighter. He stood up. It was high and very 

windy looking down. He went over to the cairn and stood up in the wind, experimenting with a 

few selfies of himself, the view of the loch in the background. Everything looked very small and 

ordinary on the pictures. He deleted most of them, kept the best one and sent it to Charlie and 

after a moment or two’s consideration, to Louise. The couple he had talked to must have decided 

to go back. Well, he’d done it and now he’d better get back. He had agreed to walk back to the 

road and get a bus to Aberfeldy to save Charlie coming back from him. He knew the last bus was 

about 6.30 so he’d better get a move on. Within minutes he was back in the gulley between the 

two awesome corries, seeing for the first time, the drop on either side, but the path was visible 

now and easier. In twenty minutes he was back on Beinn Ghlas where he had spoke to the couple 

and soon his knees were hurting from the prolonged steep descent to the moor. The day had 

cleared and brightened up, even the wind had dropped. He had to stop to take of his gloves and 

his outer shell and pack them. He reached the NTS Centre at 6 p.m. and had to walk quickly down 

the road to the A85 at Edramucky. He reached the road with ten minutes to spare. It had turned 

into a glorious evening. He saw the bus coming from miles away and flagged it down. It was half 



full and he found a seat on the loch-side to admire the scenery as it flew past, enjoying the comfort 

and pleasure of stretching out his legs. It had been a wonderful day.      

 


