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Prologue
Bastille Day
On the morning of my sixtieth birthday, I intend not to go to work.
This is neither revolutionary nor especially French. It is simply a habit. For a number of years now I have taken Bastille Day off, partly because it is my birthday and partly because saying “Bastille Day” makes the arrangement sound more decisive than “Tuesday in July, if nothing catches fire”. A day taken on purpose has a different texture from a weekend. It does not have to earn its keep.
By July 2027 I will have had sixty birthdays, and I will have retired. I am writing this in the spring before it, with the notice handed in and the date already in the calendar, which is the only way I have ever been able to look forward to anything.
That is a number with the unnerving quality of a roundabout seen from too close. You know perfectly well that you can drive round it, and that everybody else has done so, but the exits have started to acquire labels. Childhood. School. The first machine that made sense. Edinburgh. Work. The sea at Cruden Bay. Aberdeenshire. Retirement. Things that did not make sense until much later, if at all.
The temptation at sixty is to stand at the highest available point and make a speech about the view. I have never been good at that kind of speech. I prefer a list, a calendar, a route that can be followed in both directions. The trouble is that a life is not organised for the convenience of its future archivist. It is full of missing receipts, conversations remembered in the wrong room, and feelings that took years to acquire their proper names.
So this is not an argument that everything happened for a reason. It is an attempt to notice what happened, and what it did.
I began life in 1967 in a manner that would later make a certain kind of medical anecdote available at parties: septicaemia, a transfusion, adults worrying over a very small person who had not yet developed the manners to be grateful. I do not remember any of it, and I will come to what that means in its place.
The first things I can call mine are later, in Livingston, and they are not grand things. A school. A library. A walk. The sensation of being present in a place and not, somehow, being received by it. Then a computer, which is where the route begins to look less like a route and more like a line drawn under a calculation.
This book follows sixty birthday-days and the spaces between them. It does not pretend those spaces are empty. They are where most of the living goes on.
Part One
Before the Machine
Before I found a computer, I had already found systems. I just did not know that was what I was looking at.
A town can be a system. So can a school year, a bus timetable, a dog’s opinion of the front door. The first fourteen of these days are spent among rules that nobody wrote down and everybody else appeared to have been issued with in advance.
Chapter 1
1967: Day One
The first of the sixty days is the one I know least about, which is an awkward start for a book that proposes to count them.
I was born on 14 July 1967, in West Lothian, to parents who had not chosen the date and could not reasonably have been expected to see the joke in it. Bastille Day. The storming of a prison that turned out to hold seven prisoners, four of them forgers. A revolution begun on a technicality and finished in earnest. I have made more of this over the years than the facts can bear, but a man is entitled to one piece of decoration on the front of his life, and I have chosen that one.
What happened next belongs to the record rather than to recollection. I developed septicaemia. There was a transfusion. Somebody’s blood, given on some earlier and entirely ordinary day by a person who will never learn what it was spent on, went into a very small body in a hospital in the middle of Scotland and did what was asked of it.
I want to be careful here, because this is where the temptation is strongest. It would be easy to say that I began my life being rescued by a stranger operating within a well designed system, and that this explains everything about the man who later spent forty years building systems for strangers. It is a tidy sentence. It has the shape of a thesis. It is also unfalsifiable, which ought to be enough to disqualify it.
So I will say only what is true. I nearly did not manage the first week. Other people managed it on my behalf. I have no memory of any of it, and that is not a failure of memory: a newborn is not equipped to keep minutes. The fear in that room was real, and it was theirs, not mine. I inherited the outcome without inheriting the experience, which is, I have come to think, the standard arrangement between a child and its parents. You get the result. They keep the night.
There is one thing I did about it, and I should declare it here, because it is the sort of fact a careful reader will otherwise find later and hold against me. In my first term at Napier, in 1985, a van from the transfusion service parked outside Merchiston with a sign in the window, and I went in, on my own, without telling anybody, and gave a pint. I have given about sixty since, in vans and church halls and a room above a bank in Ellon, roughly twice a year for thirty years and more, until a question on the form, about a tablet I had started taking, retired me before the health board did. I have never told anybody why. I have never been entirely sure myself whether it was gratitude or bookkeeping. I suspect that in me those are the same impulse, and that the impulse is simply to close an open item. Somebody put a pint into the account in 1967. It seemed wrong to leave the balance where it stood. The nurses in the vans always asked whether it was my first time, and after about the tenth pint I stopped telling them it was not, because it made the conversation shorter, and because in a sense it was always the first time. Every pint went to somebody I would never meet, on a day I would never know about, and I found that I liked that arrangement very much.
My brother was nine that summer, and nine is an interesting age at which to have your household rearranged without consultation. He was old enough to be told something and young enough to be told it badly. I have never asked him what he was told, which is a strange omission for a man who asks questions for a living, and I notice that I have written that sentence twice now and deleted it once. He was at an age where the news would have arrived as an absence: his mother not in the house, his father in and out of it at odd hours, somebody else’s grandmother making the tea and getting it wrong.
Nine years is a substantial gap. It is not a sibling gap at all, really. It is closer to a change of government. By the time I was capable of holding a conversation he was capable of not wanting one, and by the time I might have been useful to him he was away. We were raised in the same house at different times, the way two tenants can occupy the same flat and never meet.
The rest of that fortnight I know in the form in which family facts are usually held, which is to say as a single sentence, repeated at intervals over decades, worn smooth by handling. You were very poorly when you were born. That was it. That was the whole record. There was no folder. There was no photograph of the ward, because in 1967 nobody photographed a ward; a camera was a thing you got out for a wedding and used up over four months. There was no leaflet explaining what had happened, no follow up appointment to discuss how the family was coping, no word like trauma applied to any of it. There was a woman who had nearly lost a baby, a man who went back to his work, a boy of nine who was told to be good, and a sentence to be used later.
People are inclined to call that a harder time. I am not sure that is right. It was a thinner time. Less was recorded, so less could be revisited, so less could be argued about afterwards. Whether that was a mercy or a theft depends entirely on which of the two things you needed, and you rarely get to choose.
Outwith the hospital, the summer was busy having opinions about itself. They have called it the Summer of Love ever since, on the strength of events in California and a number of records, and I have no doubt that somewhere a young person in a field was having the time of their life. Armadale was not in the field. Armadale had been a mining town and was in the process of discovering what a town does after its reason for existing has been closed and capped. The pits had gone. The brickworks were going. What remained was a long main street, a great deal of weather, and a bus service to somewhere with work.
That was the country I arrived in. Not the one on the album covers. A small burgh in West Lothian in the middle of a decade that was being much more interesting somewhere else.
I have only one more thing to say about the first day, and it is the reason I have given it a chapter of its own rather than folding it into a paragraph at the start of the second.
Every one of the fifty nine days that follow is a day I was present for. I may have been asleep, or eight, or wrong about what was happening, but I was there. This one I attended without attending. It is the only day of my life that is purely other people’s account of me, and for that reason it is the only one I cannot check.
I have spent a career being suspicious of undocumented inputs. It seems fair to admit that I am one.
Chapter 2
1968: The Thin Record
There is nothing to report about my first birthday, and I propose to report it anyway, because the nothing is the point.
On 14 July 1968 I turned one, in Armadale, and became a different sort of problem. A baby who has survived a bad start is watched. A one year old who is plainly going to keep going is merely expensive. Somewhere in that year the household stopped holding its breath, and nobody will have noticed the day it happened, because that is not the kind of thing that gets a day.
I have gone looking, in the way you do at this end of a life, for what survives of that year. The answer is: one photograph, a small number of sentences, and an object.
The photograph is black and white, taken indoors, and badly. I am on a rug, propped rather than sitting, in the doubtful manner of a child who has recently learned that the floor is negotiable. The flash has removed most of the room. You can make out a fireplace, a corner of something upholstered, and a bit of my brother, who is ten and has been asked to be in the picture and has agreed to about sixty per cent of it. He is at the edge of the frame with his head turned, as if leaving.
I have looked at that photograph many times over the years, and what I see in it, honestly, is a boy of ten who would rather be out. It is not a photograph about me at all. I am the pretext.
The sentences are the usual ones. You were a good baby. You slept. You were happy enough as long as you were left alone. That last one has had a long career. It was offered to me as a compliment for about thirty years and then, quite abruptly, in a different decade and a different conversation, it stopped being a compliment and became evidence. Nobody changed the words. The words had been sitting there the whole time, patient as a fossil, waiting for somebody to bring the right lens.
I know exactly when the lens arrived, as it happens, because I watched it happen. In the autumn of 2026, in a room in Aberdeen that I will come to in its place, a psychologist asked me what my family had said about me as a baby, and I gave her the sentence, word for word, as I had heard it all my life. You were happy enough as long as you were left alone. She wrote it down. I watched her do it. I watched the sentence go from my mother’s kitchen in 1968 into a notebook in 2026 without a single word of it changing, and I understood that it had been evidence the whole time, and that the only thing missing for fifty eight years had been somebody whose job it was to write it down.
The object is a mug. It is not from 1968, I should say at once; it is from later, and it belongs to a chapter nine years along. I mention it now only because when I went looking for 1968 I found a mug from 1977 and almost nothing else, and that seemed worth recording. The archive of a life is not organised by the archivist’s intentions. It is organised by what happened to survive being moved house.
This is the difficulty with the early days, and I would rather face it here, in the second chapter, than pretend my way through four of them. I have undertaken to give every year of my life a day and an account. For the first four or five years I have no account. I was there, continuously, for every one of them, and I can produce almost nothing. I cannot tell you a single thing that I know I remember from 1968 as opposed to things I have been told, or inferred, or assembled from a photograph and a smell.
A memoirist is allowed to solve this by writing beautifully about a rug. I have read those books. Some of them are very good and I do not believe a word of them.
What I can do instead is describe the shape of the container, since the contents are gone.
In 1968 my parents were in their thirties, living in a rented house in a town that had lost its industry and had not yet been told what it was for. My father was at the Bathgate plant, five miles away, where they built trucks and tractors and where a great many West Lothian men were employed in the business of making large metal objects for a company that would spend the next eighteen years running out of reasons to exist. It was good money and it was shift work, and the second of those facts shaped my childhood far more than the first. A house with shift work in it is a house with rules about noise. You learn early that quiet is not a mood but a schedule.
My mother was at home, with a baby and a ten year old and a house, in an era that had a lot to say about what she should be finding fulfilling. There were no nursery places to speak of. There was no health visitor arriving to ask how she was in herself. There was a pram, and a street, and other women with prams in the same street, and that was the support network: unsalaried, unrecorded, and by every account I have ever heard of it, better than what replaced it.
I have tried to find that street. I drove through Armadale in 2021 with the dog in the back and went up and down three streets that might have been it, and I could not tell which, and there was nobody to ask. The houses were still there. The prams were not. The women who had pushed them would be in their eighties and nineties now, or gone, and the only record of that support network is a sentence my mother said about it once, at her kitchen table, in about 2013: we just helped each other, there was nobody else.
That is the thin record. A rented house, a shift pattern, a pram in a street, a boy of ten heading for the edge of the frame.
I said the nothing was the point, and here it is. In 1968 nobody was assessing me. Nobody had cause to. A quiet child who ate and slept and did not greet was, in the West Lothian of that year, simply a quiet child, and quiet was a virtue with a market value. There was no word waiting for me anywhere in that house or that town, not because people were unkind, but because the word had not yet been issued to anybody outwith a small number of clinics in other countries.
I am not going to pretend that this was a tragedy. A great deal of my life went well. But I do want to set the meter correctly at the start, because the reader will otherwise spend the next fifty eight chapters waiting for somebody to notice, and I would rather say now that, for most of them, nobody does.
The first four birthdays, then, are a wall with nothing written on it. I have decided to give them their days anyway. If I skipped them I would be doing the same arithmetic everybody else did: counting only the years that produced an anecdote.
They all count. That was rather the plan.
Chapter 3
1969: The Week of the Moon
Six days after my second birthday, a man climbed down a ladder onto the moon, and I have no opinion about it whatsoever.
This is my favourite fact about myself, and I offer it early so that nobody is under any illusion about the kind of witness they have got. On 14 July 1969 I turned two. On the night of 20 July, going into the small hours of the 21st in our time, a quarter of a million miles away and live on the television, the most extraordinary thing our species has done was done, and I was in a cot in West Lothian, asleep, or possibly awake and annoyed, contributing nothing.
My mother watched it. That much is established. She watched it in a room with the lights off because the picture was better that way, and she was interrupted, because she was almost always interrupted that summer, by a very new baby.
My sister had arrived. That is the other thing about 1969, and it is the thing that actually altered my life, which tells you something about the relative importance of events and their coverage.
Two years and a bit is a good gap. It is close enough to be shared and far enough to be survivable. Where nine years had produced a brother who was essentially a visiting adult, two years produced something I did not have a word for and would not have liked if I had: a peer. Somebody occupying my floor. Somebody with an equal claim on the same adults’ attention, and a far better instinct for how to collect it.
Here is something I have taken about fifty years to be able to say plainly, and I will try to say it without turning it into a grievance, because it is not one.
My sister was easy. I do not mean that she was better behaved, because by all accounts she was a great deal worse. I mean that she was legible. She wanted things visibly. She cried and it meant a thing and the thing could be supplied. She looked at faces and her own face did something back, automatically, at the correct speed, in the correct proportion, without anybody teaching her. She was, from the beginning, running the protocol that everybody else in the house was running, and so the house and she understood each other, and the understanding cost nobody anything.
I was not difficult. I have checked. Every version of the family account agrees that I was no trouble at all. But I was quiet in a way that offered no purchase, and I did not come when a face was held out to me, and the automatic small exchanges that make a family feel like a family were, in my case, not automatic. They had to be done deliberately, by me, slightly late, and with an effort that was invisible from outside.
Nobody noticed, because from outside a deliberate thing done well and an automatic thing done well produce the same photograph.
My sister grew up to be a nurse, which surprised nobody, because she had been reading faces professionally since before she could walk. She told me once, in her fifties, on the phone, that she thought I had spent the whole of our childhood watching her. Not in a strange way, she said. The way you would watch somebody do a job you were going to have to do yourself. She said she used to catch me at it, at the table, at Christmas, in the back of the car, and she had thought for years that I disapproved of her, and it was only much later that she understood I had been taking notes.
She was right. I was taking notes. She was the best available textbook in the house, and I read her for eighteen years, and I have never told her how much of what I know about how people work I learned from watching a girl two years younger than me get what she wanted by simply asking for it.
So in 1969 the household acquired its final shape, and that shape lasted the whole of my childhood: a brother of eleven halfway out the door, a baby who was a natural, and me in the middle, quiet, no trouble, easily satisfied, and steadily working out by observation a set of rules that the other three had apparently been born knowing.
I want to be fair to my parents here, and I am going to keep having to say this, so let me establish the standard now. They were not neglectful. The house was warm and the meals were on time and nobody was ever frightened of anybody. They were two people in their thirties in a small Scottish town, doing shift work and raising three children on one wage, without a single hour of anything that a later century would call support. Whatever else can be said, they were present, and being present for eighteen years is not nothing. It is most of it.
What they did not have was any reason to imagine that one of their children was doing a job the other two were not doing. Nothing in 1969 would have suggested it. There was no article in the paper. There was no teacher trained to spot it. The word existed, technically, in some journals, and it described something else entirely at the time: it described children far more visibly apart from the world than I was, and it came with an accusation attached about their mothers that I am glad my mother was never in the room to hear.
So the machinery that might have noticed me did not exist in West Lothian in 1969, and I have never been able to get properly angry at an absence of that size. You cannot be failed by an institution that has not been invented.
Back to the moon, because I want to end on it.
The thing that strikes me now, from this end, is how much of that night was shared. The whole street watched it. Not the whole street in the sense of everyone in their own houses, which is what we would mean now, but literally: people went into other people’s living rooms because those houses had the better set, and sat on other people’s floors, and the children who were old enough were woken up on purpose and carried down to see, because it was understood that this was a thing you would want to have been in the room for.
Nobody filmed the room. Nobody had the means, and it would not have occurred to them if they had. The whole value of that night was in being in it, and when it ended, it ended, and everyone went home, and all that survived was the fact that they had been there.
I have spent my working life adding to the amount that is recorded. I am not apologising for it. But I do notice that the most significant night of that decade exists, for my family, entirely as a sentence: your mother had you both in the room and you slept through it.
That is the thinnest possible record. It is also, I think, the correct one. They were there. I was there. The moon was there. Nothing needed saving.
Chapter 4
1970: Two Households
By my third birthday there were five of us in the house, and I have come to think of it as two households sharing an address.
There was the household of my brother, who was twelve, and there was the household of the small ones, which was my sister and me. My parents commuted between the two, which is what parents with a nine year spread actually do, whatever they tell you about family time. The two households had different bedtimes, different food, different rules about the volume of the television and different permitted distances from the front door. They overlapped at meals and at Christmas and in the back of the car.
I do not want this to sound cold. It was not cold. It was arithmetic. A boy of twelve wants a bike and a pal and a Saturday with nobody watching him; a boy of three wants to be carried and to have the same book again. There is no arrangement in which those two are in the same room happily for long, and anybody who tells you their family managed it is remembering the four good afternoons and discarding the eleven hundred ordinary ones.
The effect on me was straightforward, and I have only understood it lately. I grew up with an older brother in the way you grow up near a main road. He was a fact of the landscape. He had presence, noise, direction and a schedule of his own, and he was not, in any usable sense, available. By the time I was old enough to be interesting he was fifteen and had discovered that the world contained girls and motorbikes and Bathgate. By the time I was old enough to hold up my end of a conversation he had left.
We are fine, he and I. That is worth saying. There is no rupture in this book, no scene on a doorstep, nothing dramatic to be uncovered in a later chapter. We are two men with the best part of a hundred and thirty years between us who phone each other about four times a year and get on perfectly well for the duration of the call. We simply never did the thing that brothers are supposed to do, which is to be young at the same time.
We did find another way, much later, and I should say so here so that nobody reads this paragraph as the whole of it. It did not involve being young at the same time, or talking, or anything a family therapist would recognise. It involved a helicopter, a list and a text message of two words, and it lasted thirteen years, and I will come to it in its place. I mention it now only because it would be dishonest to describe the main road without saying that, eventually, somebody built a footbridge.
What I want to record about 1970 is how it looked from the carpet. My brother came and went. He came in at the back door and went out at the front, and the house changed state when he did, the way it changed state when the boots came off, and I learned his noises before I learned his face. The particular way he took the stairs two at a time. The door of his room, which had a catch that clicked. The record player, later, through the wall. I could have told you where he was in the house at any moment of the day, by sound, from the age of about three, and I could not have told you a single thing he thought.
1970, then. I can produce my first candidate memory, and I want to submit it with all its paperwork attached, because I am not going to be the kind of narrator who presents a reconstruction as a recovery.
It is this. I am on the floor in the front room in Armadale and the light is coming in low and yellow across the carpet, and there is a pattern in the carpet, and I am moving my hand along the pattern, following one line of it from one end to the other, and it is entirely satisfying. That is the whole memory. There is no incident. Nobody says anything. It is a fragment about ten seconds long consisting of a carpet, a stripe of light, and a feeling of things being exactly right.
Here is the paperwork. I cannot prove that the memory is from 1970 rather than 1971 or 1972. I cannot prove that the carpet I am seeing is the Armadale carpet rather than the Livingston one, because I have been told what the Armadale carpet looked like and my brain is not above helping. And I cannot prove that the feeling I attach to it now is the feeling I had then, because I have had fifty seven years to decide what it meant.
What I am reasonably sure of is the following. The earliest thing I can find in myself is not a face. It is a pattern, and the pleasure of following it, and the sense of correctness that came from getting to the end of the line without losing my place.
I have turned that over a great deal. I am aware that it is exactly the sort of detail a man in his fifties reaches for once he has acquired a diagnosis and a narrative to hang on it. I have tried, in fairness, to remember an early face instead, and I cannot. I can remember my mother’s hands, and the sound of my father’s boots being taken off at the back door, which was the sound of the shift ending and the house changing state. Hands and boots and a carpet. No faces at all.
Other people’s earliest memories, when I have asked, are almost always a person. Somebody’s face at a cot side. A grandmother. A sibling doing something appalling. The people arrive first and the world assembles itself around them.
Mine came the other way round. The world arrived first, in some detail, and the people were added later, and I am not sure I ever got them fully installed.
I have tested this, in a small way, since. When I was in my fifties my niece, who is a scientist and does not let anything go, asked me to write down the first ten things I could remember, in whatever order they came, without stopping to think. I did it at her kitchen table. She read the list and laughed, not unkindly, and turned it round to show me. Carpet. Light. Boots. Hands. The dog. The footpath under the road. A drawer of candles. A burn. A library ticket. The cupboard. Ten items, and the first living thing on the list was a collie, at number five, and a whole human being, as opposed to a pair of hands or a pair of boots, was nowhere on it at all.
She said she had done the same exercise herself, and that hers had been almost identical, except that her dog was a different dog.
That is not a complaint. There were compensations, and I will get to them. A child who finds a carpet sufficient is a child who is rarely bored, and I have not, in fifty nine years, been bored more than a handful of times. That is a real advantage and nobody ever writes it down.
But it does explain the shape of what came next, when we left Armadale, and I discovered that the whole town we were moving to was a pattern somebody had drawn on purpose, and that you could follow its lines from one end to the other without losing your place.
Chapter 5
1971: New Money, and Laddie
Two things happened in the year I turned four. The country changed its money, and we got a dog. I was aware of one of them.
Decimal Day was the fifteenth of February 1971. Overnight, by government instruction, the currency of a nation stopped being twelve pennies to a shilling and twenty shillings to a pound and became one hundred pence to a pound, which is what it should have been all along and what every other serious country had worked out some time previously.
I have a vested interest in this, so I will try to be measured.
The old system was not a system. It was a sediment. It had accumulated. It contained a coin worth three pence and another worth two and a half shillings and it expected a person buying a loaf to hold all of this in their head at once and make change under time pressure. Adults defended it fiercely, on the grounds that they had learned it, which is the only argument anybody has ever made for it.
And then it went, and I have been told, many times and with feeling, how hard it was. Older people in our street found it genuinely distressing. My grandmother converted prices back into old money for the rest of her life, out loud, in shops, as a running commentary and an accusation. Things that had cost a shilling now cost five pence and were therefore, by an argument I have never been able to reconstruct, more expensive.
I was three and a half and I had learned nothing, and so I got the new one for free.
I have thought about this more than is reasonable for a monetary reform I did not live through in any meaningful sense. The lesson available in it is one I have never seen anybody draw, so I will draw it here: the cost of a better system is paid almost entirely by the people who mastered the worse one. That is not an argument against better systems. It is an argument for being honest about who is being asked to pay, and for not calling them stupid while they do it. I have watched that mistake made in every office I have ever worked in, by people who were right about the system and wrong about everybody in it.
But 1971 is not really the year of the money. It is the year of the dog.
Laddie arrived, as dogs did then, without ceremony or paperwork, from somebody who knew somebody. He was a collie of the approximate and unofficial kind that West Lothian produced in quantity: mostly black, with a white bib and one white foot, a face that looked as though it was about to apologise, and an intelligence that I would rate, on the evidence of the next ten years, as roughly equal to that of the average committee.
Nobody in the house consulted me about the dog and nobody needed to. He was a fact, like the carpet and the boots, and within a fortnight he was the fact I liked best. I could not have told you then what a favourite was. I only knew which way I turned when I came into a room.
I am going to try to say why without making it a sad thing, because at four it was not sad at all. It was simply easy.
Laddie did not require me to look at his face at the right moment and produce an expression. He did not ask a question whose actual meaning was a different question. He did not say a thing and mean the opposite of the thing as a joke, and then look hurt when I took it at face value, and then explain the joke in a tone that made it clear the explaining was itself a further comment on me. He had about six states, all of them broadcast at full volume with his whole body, and he was completely consistent about which situations produced which state. You could learn him in a week and be right about him for a decade.
I did not think any of this at four. At four I simply found that there was now something in the house that I never got wrong.
That is the thing I would say to anybody who is inclined to be sentimental about a boy and his dog and who thinks they know the shape of this story. It was not that he loved me unconditionally, although I dare say he did. It was that he was legible. In a house of four people running a protocol I had to decode by hand, one of us came with documentation.
I kept, in my head, from about that summer, a complete table of him. I did not know that was what I was doing. I would not have called it a table. But I could have told you, by the time I was five, what every one of his noises meant and what had caused it. The short bark at the door, which was the post. The long one, which was a stranger. The whine at the back step, which was the cat from two doors down, and which he never once in ten years did anything about except whine. The sigh when he lay down, which meant he had given up on whatever it was. The thump of his tail on the floor when he heard my name, which he could pick out of any sentence spoken anywhere in the house. Six states. A dozen triggers. No exceptions.
I have built a great many tables since, for employers, of systems that were supposed to be predictable and were not. None of them was as reliable as that one. None of them wagged, either, though one or two of the people who used them came close, on the day a fix went in.
He slept at the bottom of my bed from the first week, which was not allowed, and which was permitted, in the way that most rules in a family are eventually permitted by the simple method of everybody deciding not to have the argument.
And he attached himself to me specifically. I have never fully understood that and I am not going to pretend a dog’s reasons are knowable. My sister was two and adored him loudly. My brother was thirteen and threw a ball for him, which by any objective measure is the more entertaining offer. He chose me, and he chose me in the totalising way that collies choose, which is less a friendship than an assignment. I was his work. Wherever I was in the house, he was in the doorway of it, facing out, on duty.
For the ten years he lived he never once revised that decision, and it made him, by some distance, the most reliable relationship of my childhood.
I know how that sentence reads. I am going to leave it in.
He was four months old in the summer of 1971 and I was four years old, and neither of us knew that within twelve months we would be leaving Armadale for a town that did not fully exist yet, where the roads were finished before the houses and the houses were finished before anybody had decided what the place was for.
He handled the move considerably better than I did. But that is the next day.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of 60 Days in the Year of a Life. Thank you for reading.
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