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Prologue: Harbour Light
The kettle clicks off and Duncan Ross doesn’t move.
He is standing at the kitchen window of the cottage on the Dunnottar road, a mile outside Stonehaven, looking down at the slate roofs of the town and at the harbour beyond them where the winter light has begun to thin. He has been standing there, he realises, for some time. The mug in his hand is still empty. The tea bag is still in its small square packet on the counter. On the radio a woman is talking about something that happened in London. She speaks brightly, as though the news were a weather report for a country he doesn’t live in.
Duncan is seventy-one. He has lived in this cottage on his own for twenty-eight years. There is a photograph of his mother on the mantelpiece, and a photograph of a fishing boat at Gourdon taken by a colleague long since retired, and no photograph of any person who knew him well enough to phone when the weather was bad. There is a calendar from the chemist on the wall beside the door, and today, Thursday, has nothing written on it. Tomorrow has nothing written on it. The only marks in the small white squares of January are the doctor’s appointment on the ninth and, when he turns the pages ahead, three months on, the word Rhona written very lightly in pencil beside the twenty-eighth of April, a birthday of a woman who is not his daughter, has not been his anything for a very long time, and will not know that he remembered.
It is a house that keeps itself. That is the phrase he would use if anyone asked him, and nobody does. The dishes are done as they are used. The bed is made by twenty past seven. There is a place on the hook by the door where the keys go, and the keys are on it, and have been on it every night for forty-four years, and the day the keys are not on it will be a day worth taking notice of. A man on his own either keeps a house or is kept by it, and Duncan has always been on the keeping side, has held the line of small order the way a man bales a boat, steadily, without drama, understanding perfectly well what is on the other side of stopping.
Out on the harbour wall a boy is walking.
Duncan sees him from the window. A boy of perhaps ten, in a red waterproof, holding a fishing rod too large for him by the middle. There is nobody with him. The tide is going out. The gulls are turning above his head in their slow, unconcerned circles.
Duncan watches for a long time. The boy walks to the end of the wall, to where the lamp post leans slightly to the north, and looks out to sea, and then turns and comes back, and then walks out again. He is looking for something. He is waiting for something. He is not there. Not really; Duncan knows perfectly well he is not there, he is on another harbour entirely, in a year that was not given, in a life that did not happen; but he is also, in the particular way these things can be true, entirely there, in the red jacket, with the rod he cannot quite hold, on the harbour wall below the cottage on the Dunnottar road.
There is a word for this. Duncan has read enough, in the winters, to know that there is a word for it, and that the word is not a kind one, and that a doctor with a clipboard would write it down without ill will and it would nonetheless be the wrong word, or at any rate not the whole word; because the boy on the wall is not a symptom, and Duncan has been putting him there, deliberately, with both hands, for a very long time, since long before there was anything the matter with his memory at all. A man may be losing his mind and still be the author of what is in it. Those are two different questions. Nobody, he has noticed, ever asks the second one.
The kettle has gone cold. Duncan puts the mug down.
“Callum,” he says, very quietly, into the kitchen where there is no one to hear him. “Come away in. Your tea’s ready.”
The boy on the harbour wall does not turn. It is not yet time for him to turn. Duncan knows this as he knows the shape of his own hand.
He knows a great many things as he knows the shape of his own hand, and this is a trouble to him lately, because the shape of his own hand is one of the things he has begun, on certain mornings, to find surprising. He has stood at this window and looked down at the fingers on the sill and thought, with a kind of polite interest, whose are those, then. It passes. It passes in a second or two, and he has told nobody about it, and he will tell nobody about it, and there is a reason for that which he could explain if he were the explaining sort, and it is this: that a man who has spent fifty years arranging never to be a trouble to anybody does not, at seventy-one, hand over his own falling apart to be carried by the neighbours.
Down on the wall the boy stops at the leaning lamp post, and shifts the rod in his hands, and settles himself, and waits.
He is very good at waiting. He has had, after all, an excellent teacher.
It is only the beginning.
Part One: What Was Given
1954 to 1988
A man is given a certain number of things in a life, and is not consulted about the order they arrive in, or the length of the loan.
Chapter 1: The Boy Who Could Not Hear the Music
Long before there was a word for it, long before the word reached him at any rate, in the particular way that words about himself had always reached him last, and from a great distance, and seemingly addressed to someone else, Duncan Ross knew that he had been built wrong for people and right for nearly everything else.
He had grown up in Livingston, one of the raw new towns flung up west of Edinburgh in those years, all roundabouts and right angles and grass that had not yet quite decided to grow. The family had come out from Gorgie in 1959, when he was five, into a house that smelled of new plaster and had a bathroom in it, which his mother could not stop mentioning for about a year and a half, and a strip of clay at the back which the plan called a garden and which for three winters was simply a place where water stood. There were no old people in Livingston then. That was the thing about it he understood only much later, looking back: a town built all at once has no grandmothers in it, no one sitting at a window who has seen it before, nobody in the street who can tell you what a thing means, and so a child growing up there grows up in a place with no past to fall back on, in which every rule has to be worked out fresh, by children, from scratch, which is a thing children are extremely bad at and extremely cruel about.
He was the younger child, and effectively an only one. His sister Ishbel was so many years his senior that she was gone from the house before he was well out of the infants: a big, laughing, capable girl who married a joiner from Fort William at twenty and went north with him and was, for the rest of Duncan’s childhood, a Christmas card and a voice on the telephone at New Year and, once a summer, a visit that made the house louder and better for four days and then stopped.
His father worked at the rubber works at Newbridge and had a hard hand and a harder eye. He was not, Duncan came to understand in adulthood, a monster; he was something more common and in some ways worse, which was a disappointed man with no vocabulary for disappointment, who came home at six with a day’s frustration in him and no place to set it down, and who found in his silent, watchful, unsatisfactory son a surface that gave back nothing and could therefore be struck without the complication of an answer. He mistook the boy’s stillness for insolence and his silences for sulking. Look at me when I’m speaking to you. That was the sentence of Duncan’s childhood, said several thousand times in a kitchen in West Lothian, and it was the one instruction in the whole of his father’s repertoire that Duncan physically could not carry out, because to look at his father’s face while his father’s voice was coming at him was to be given two enormous incompatible pieces of information at once and to lose both, and so he looked at the table, or at the man’s collar, or at the pattern in the lino, and was hit for it, and looked at the lino again next time, because there was nothing else in him to do.
His mother loved him, he thought, but warily, at arm’s length, the way you love a weather you cannot predict. She was a small, anxious, decent woman who had been frightened for so long that the fright had settled into her like damp into a wall, and her way of managing the house was to manage the temperature of it, to run about ahead of her husband’s moods with a cloth and a plate and a soft word, smoothing, apologising, heading things off. Don’t set him off, Duncan. She said that a great deal too. She meant it kindly. She was doing the only thing she knew how to do, which was to buy peace at retail, hour by hour, out of her own pocket; and what her son learned from watching her do it, learned so young and so thoroughly that he never afterwards saw it as a lesson at all but only as the plain shape of the world, was that a household is a thing held together by one person’s ceaseless invisible labour, and that the person doing it is not thanked, and that the correct response to another human being is to make yourself as small and as smooth and as little trouble as it is possible for a person to be.
He would come to spend fifty years being the best in Scotland at that. It would cost him a marriage. He would not identify it as a thing he had been taught until he was sixty-two, standing at a graveside in Inverness in the rain.
Duncan did not cry when the other children cried, and cried, bewilderingly, at things no one else could see the harm in: a changed route home, a seam in a sock turned the wrong way, the particular pitch of the school bell. The bell at Craigshill was a hand bell in his first year and an electric one thereafter, and the electric one had a fault in it, a small ugly overtone about a third above the note, and it went through Duncan like a wire through cheese, and he could not say so, and did not know that other people were not feeling it, and so simply understood himself, at six, to be a boy who went white and rigid twice a day for no reason.
He could not do the thing the other children did, the effortless thing, the reading of a face, the catching of a joke on the wing, the knowing without being told where the edges of things were and when a game had turned. He watched them do it the way a deaf man watches dancers: he could see that there was music, he could see them all moving to it together, and he could not hear a single note.
It was not that he had no friends. He had a few. A small steady handful who came up with him all the way from the primary into the secondary: Eck Mathieson, and the Dallas twins, and a mild slow boy called Peem Chisholm who collected bus tickets, boys who had decided, early and without fuss, in the unexamined way of children, that Duncan was simply Duncan and need not be anything else. That he would not look at you while he talked, and would tell you to the minute how late the bus was, and would go silent and far off now and then for reasons nobody chased, and that this was the weather of him and you took it as it came. He was grateful to them the whole of his life, those few, though he saw the last of most of them on the day the school doors shut behind the lot of them for good.
But around the friendship, and underneath it, there was always the other thing, the thing none of them had a name for, and neither did he: a sense, plain to everyone and explained by no one, that Duncan was different in some way the times simply did not have the words to hold. Not slow; the reverse of slow. Not simple. Not anything the teachers’ reports could pin, though they circled it year upon year in the same baffled phrases: does not mix; does not volunteer; a solitary boy; marks excellent. There was no word for it then, not one that had reached Livingston at any rate, and there would be no word for it in his own mouth for fifty years; and so the difference simply sat there in the middle of his childhood, unnamed, like a heavy piece of furniture in a dark room that everyone learns to walk around and nobody thinks to switch on the light and look at.
And for a few bad years around the age of eleven, the ones who were not his friends found that difference, as children will, and found it worth hurting.
He did not, afterwards, tell the story of those years, not to Morag, not to anybody, and there is not a great deal to tell that is not the same in every school in the world. There was a boy called Tam Kirkwood who had worked out, with the horrible practical genius that such boys have, that Duncan could be reduced to helplessness not by being hit but by being touched unexpectedly on the back of the neck, and who therefore did that, in corridors, for two years, for nothing, for the small pleasure of watching a bigger boy go rigid. There was a period of some months during which Duncan’s schoolbag was taken from him every Tuesday and Thursday and thrown up onto the flat roof of the annexe, and he did not report it, because reporting it would have required him to stand in front of an adult and describe a thing, and he had learned at home that describing a thing to an adult was how you got hit; and so he simply arrived at the janitor’s door twice a week for the better part of a term with the same request, and the janitor, a decent man called Mr Nairn who never once asked him a question about it, got the ladder out twice a week for the better part of a term and said nothing, and Duncan thought about Mr Nairn for the rest of his life and never told him so.
And he learned, in a cold school in a cold new town, the lesson that was to organise the whole of the rest of his life, which was that the safest thing a boy like him can be is useful and silent. That if you say little, and need nothing, and are reliably good at the things that can be checked, the world will mostly leave you be. And that being left be was, in those years, very nearly the most that Duncan knew to hope for.
Chapter 2: A Country With the Rules Written Down
What saved him was that the things that can be checked turned out to be the things he was made for.
Numbers did not change their meaning when you weren’t looking. A proof did not say one thing and intend another. The cold clean relief of mathematics, that here, at last, was a country with the rules written down, where a thing was true or it was false and no amount of charm or cruelty could make it otherwise, came to him at fourteen like water to a man who had not known he was dying of thirst, and he drank, and never really stopped.
It came, specifically, in a double period on a Wednesday afternoon in the February of 1969, from a teacher called Mrs Iris Pettigrew, who was sixty and near the end of it and had no patience left for anybody, and who put a construction on the board, the one about the angle in a semicircle, and took the class through it, and then said, in a voice of enormous weariness, and that is true for every circle that has ever existed and every circle that ever will, in this room and in Australia and on the moon, and there is nothing any of you can do about it. The rest of the class copied it down. Duncan sat absolutely still with the top of his head coming off.
Because there it was. Somewhere outside the reach of his father and his father’s mood, outside the reach of Tam Kirkwood and the flat roof of the annexe, outside even the reach of the bell, there was a thing that was simply so, that had been so before any of them and would be so after, that did not care what you thought about it, that could not be talked round or charmed or bullied, and that would be exactly as true tomorrow as it was today. He had not known such a thing existed. He had assumed the whole world ran on the other principle, the one operating in his kitchen, where what was true was whatever the largest person in the room had decided this evening. And here was a country where that did not apply.
He was never afterwards able to explain to anybody, in a way that did not make him sound faintly ridiculous, that a boy could be rescued by geometry. He tried it once on Morag, in the second year of their marriage, and she had listened the whole way through in the way she listened, with her chin down, not interrupting, and then she had said, aye, I see it, it’s the same as our Kirsty and the horses, and he had thought about that for a week and concluded she was right, and that she had understood in nine seconds a thing it had taken him thirty years to be able to say.
He was good at it. That was the other part, and it had consequences, because a boy who is bad at people and good at the things that can be checked is a boy about whom the school forms a view. He came top in the mathematics and top in the physics and top in a chemistry he did not much care for, and stood, at prize-giving, three times, in front of six hundred people, which was three of the worst afternoons of his adolescence, and was afterwards resented for it in the ordinary way, and did not mind that especially, because being resented for being good at something was, he found, an enormous improvement on being hurt for being nothing in particular. It gave the difference a shape. It gave the other children a category for him, and the category was swot, and swot was survivable. He would take it. He took, in those years, whatever was survivable.
And then there was Brian Considine.
Brian was a year above him. A cheerful, ordinary, well-liked boy, no scholar, who had somehow got himself a place on the very first computing class the county ever ran: an after-hours affair conducted once a week down a teleprinter line to a machine in Edinburgh that none of them was ever allowed to see. There were nine boys in it and one girl, and they had been chosen, so far as anybody could establish, by a process involving their fathers’ opinions and the alphabet.
Brian could not, in truth, make much of it. He found it dry, and a little frightening, and stuck at it mostly because his father held that it had a future. But he liked Duncan, in the offhand way of an older boy, and on the walk home of a Thursday he would recite, half complaining, whatever they had been made to learn that week: how you wrote an instruction so exact that a machine would obey it, how you broke a problem into steps so small and so certain that a thing with no mind in it at all could be marched through them and come out the far end with the right answer.
They walked, that winter, from the school to the roundabout at the top of Craigshill in the dark, four times a week and Thursdays for the computing, past the shuttered shops and the long grass verges with the frost on them, Brian doing all of the talking and most of the grumbling. And Duncan, walking the customary half step behind, his eyes on the pavement, would listen; and somewhere in the second or third week of it he understood, with a quiet interior click that he never afterward forgot, that he already knew this. That it was not a thing he was learning but a thing he was recognising, the native grammar of his own head set down at last, in front of him, in another boy’s reluctant words.
He began to correct Brian, gently, without meaning to. No, that step willnae work, you’ve to set the count back to nothing first, or it’ll run away with itself. And Brian, who was being taught it and could not do it, would look at Duncan, who was not being taught it and could, with a faintly affronted respect, and say, how in the name of God do you know that, and Duncan would not have an answer, because the honest answer was that it was obvious, and he had learned by then never to say that a thing was obvious.
Once, in the March, Brian brought him a sheet of the teleprinter paper, folded in four, with a program on it, and said, here, do it right and I’ll copy it off you, which was not, strictly, permitted, and Duncan took the sheet home and sat with it at the kitchen table after his father had gone up, and worked it through by the light over the cooker, and found four things wrong with it, and wrote them out in the margin in his small square hand, and then sat for a long time simply looking at the page: at the instructions in their column, at the certainty of them, at the fact that somewhere in Edinburgh there was a machine that would do exactly and only what this piece of paper told it to do, and would not sulk about it, and would not require to be looked at while it was being spoken to.
That was the small dry seed from which the whole of the rest of Duncan’s working life would slowly grow. A borrowed lesson on a Thursday pavement, recited by a boy who did not want it to a boy who was not allowed it.
Brian Considine left school that summer and went into insurance in Falkirk and Duncan never saw him again after the August of 1970. He looked him up once, decades later, in the way a man does at two in the morning with a computer on his knee, and found a death notice from 2004 and a photograph of a heavy cheerful man at somebody’s wedding, and sat with it a while, and then wrote, in the notebook, to a son who did not exist: There was a boy called Brian Considine who gave me my whole life on a walk home and never knew it, and I never told him, and he is dead now, and that is the way of most of the important business between people. Tell folk. It costs nothing and you may not get the second chance.
Chapter 3: A Mind With the Cruelty Taken Out
He came to the University of Edinburgh in the autumn of 1971, at seventeen. It was, in the end, only fifteen miles down the road, but it was the first clean escape his young life had managed: the first of anyone in his family ever to go, to read the new discipline they were then calling Computer Science.
His father’s response to the letter of acceptance was to look at it for some time and then put it down on the table and say, aye, well, they’ll find you out, and go through to watch the television. It was the last thing of any substance the man ever said to him. He died in 1977 of a heart attack on a bus, and Duncan went to the funeral and stood at the back and felt, chiefly, a vast and shameful lightening, as of a low ceiling being taken off a room; and his mother lived on another nine years in the house at Craigshill, growing softer and vaguer and more talkative with every year of her widowhood, as though a hand had been lifted off her too and she had begun, very late, at sixty, to unfold; and Duncan drove out to see her every second Sunday for those nine years and they got on better in that time than they ever had before, and neither of them once mentioned the man, and that was, he supposed, its own kind of eulogy.
But in the autumn of 1971 all that was ahead of him, and there was only the bus into town with a case, and a room in Marchmont with a gas fire that ate shillings, and a low building full of softly humming machines; and there, at long last, Duncan Ross came home.
For a computer, he found, was a mind with the cruelty taken out.
It did exactly what you told it, no more and no less. It never meant a second thing beneath the first. It did not sulk, or imply, or punish you for failing to read a meaning that had not been stated. And when it would not do what you wanted, the fault was always findable, always there: a missed semicolon, a wrong assumption, a flaw in the logic and never a flaw in your soul. To debug a program was to be shown, patiently and exactly, where you had gone wrong, and to be given, every single time, the clean chance to put it right.
No one had ever done that for Duncan in his life. The machine did it all day long.
He loved it the way you love the first thing that is ever simply, dependably patient with you. He would come in at eight in the morning when the building was empty and the machines were still cold and there was that smell they had, warm dust and something faintly electrical, and he would sit down and not look up until the light outside had gone, and it was the happiest he had been in eighteen years. He learned to sleep badly and to eat what was nearest. He was thin as a rake all through his twenties. He was also, his lecturers quickly saw, unusually, almost unnervingly, good at it: could hold whole architectures entire in his head, could feel a fault in a system the way other men feel a change in the weather, in an old joint, before there is anything in the sky to show it.
There was a Professor Aitchison who took him aside in the second year, a dry, terrifying man with an enormous head, and said, without preamble, Ross, you are going to be offered a great many jobs by a great many people who will want to make you into a manager of other people, and I am telling you now, once, and I will not tell you again: don’t. You are a rare thing and they will spend you on committees. Stay near the machine. And Duncan, who had not known that any adult had ever looked at him closely enough to form an opinion, went away and thought about it for a fortnight and then, essentially, obeyed it for forty years, and never regretted the obedience, and thought of Aitchison with gratitude every time he turned down a promotion, which was five times, over three decades, and which the firm eventually stopped offering.
There was the machine, and there was the work, and there was, in those first two years, almost nothing else. He went to no clubs. He joined no societies. He walked, at night, a great deal, the long circuits round the Meadows and up over the Bridges and down the Cowgate and back, because walking was a thing a person could do alone at midnight in a city without anybody thinking it strange, and it used up the part of the evening he did not know what else to do with.
And it was at Edinburgh, improbably, against all the evidence of the cold years, that Duncan acquired the one thing the cold years had taught him never to expect: a place among people.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Boy at the Shore. Thank you for reading.
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