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Prologue: The Moss
You remember it in the second person, because the first person was somebody you have spent forty-three years not being.
You walk out onto the moss at the young man’s side in the dark of a October evening, and the going is soft and the sky is enormous, and he talks. That is what you remember first, always: that he talked, easily, warmly, the whole way out the peat road, about Canada, about his sister, about the farm at Greenbrae and the ploys of the bothy, because he trusted you. He has priced his silence like a gentleman, one boat fare and a term’s fees at the agricultural college, payable when it suits, no hurry, Doctor, and he thinks the two of you are walking out by the peat banks at night because you said, and he believed you, that what a man pays in secret he should pay in a secret place, and there was something in the loon that liked the poetry of that, because you put it there. You have been putting poetry into this parish for eleven years. It does what you build it to do.
You carry the money in your left pocket, and it is real money, because everything must be real until it is not: that is a rule you did not know you knew until this evening. In your right hand you carry the spade, and you have an answer ready about the spade, something about a drain at the road end you promised Ritchie you’d look at, and he does not even ask. Why would he ask? You are the doctor.
The moss at night is a black book lying open. Away to the south the lights of the village are a low string, the street a sentence written along the hill’s foot, and every house in the sentence is a house you have sat in, at bedsides, at deathbeds, with your bag and your certainty, and you think, walking, that it is for them: that what is about to happen is an entry made on the village’s behalf, the fee for eleven years of a locked practice and a mended hall and a parish that works, and that a man who would trade all that, the hale black book of a place, against one loon’s laddered arithmetic about a death certificate and a motorcar, would be no doctor at all. First, do no harm. You have weighed the harms. You were always going to be the one who weighed them; that is what a doctor is for; and if the scale has your own name in one pan, well, a physician is part of every parish he serves. You have the sentence ready in the place where you keep sentences.
He stops where you have brought him to stop, at the bank beyond the west drain, out past where the village cuts, and turns, with his hand half out for the envelope, saying something about how his sister will laugh when she hears whaur the handover….
Afterwards, the quiet. You had not planned for the quiet, and it is the only thing in the whole undertaking you had not planned for, and it nearly undoes you: the moss’s silence closing back over the sound the way water closes over a stone, as if the place has simply absorbed the event into its ledger and moved on, one entry among ten thousand years of entries, pollen and ash and rain and now this. You stand in it a long moment, a small man on a great dark page.
Then you dig, because the work is the mercy now, the work is the only door out of the quiet, and you dig wrong. You will not know this for forty-three years. You dig as a gardener digs, neat, vertical, against the grain of the bank, a townsman’s tidy hole in a medium that has its own grammar, and the moss receives your ignorance without comment and files it, black on black, the wrong cut, the wrong depth, the wrong face, a signature you cannot see yourself leaving, in a hand you never learned because you were never a moss man, you were the DOCTOR, and doctors are driven past the peat road, they do not work it.
You put the notebook in with him because you cannot make yourself touch it longer than the putting, and that too the moss receives, and keeps, and will render back, felted and faithful, its last page pressed into the leather like a flower.
You walk home with the spade on your shoulder and the money still in your pocket, and you compose, because it is how you are made, the loon’s eulogy as you go: a warm one, a true one, the best that could be said of him, and you will never deliver it and never destroy it, and finding it, in a spring forty-three years away, a detective with a wax jacket and a deaf ear will sit alone in an interview room and read it twice and put it down and not be able, for some minutes, to go on.
The village lights rise to meet you. At your gate you clean the spade, because you clean your tools, and you stand it in the shed against the wall, and it will stand there, oiled and shortened and re-riveted and kept, through seven prime ministers and two new roofs on the hall and four hundred deliveries and a thousand last visits, because you cannot throw it away: some part of you, the part that files, knows that the spade is the one true page of you, and a man does not burn his own scripture.
Then you go in, and wash your hands, being a doctor.
And the moss, which has all the time there is, settles half an inch over its new entry, and puts the winter over it, and the spring through it, and begins, in its own black patient hand, at a rate of one millimetre a year, to write the report.
Forty-three years later, on a bright cold Tuesday in April, a contractor’s digger cutting a windfarm access road through the west bank strikes something that is not peat, and the operator, who is twenty-six and from Elgin and will never entirely leave this moment behind him, climbs down to look; and the moss, without haste, without malice, in front of witnesses at last, opens its book and gives up the page.
Brass, first. A small square brass buckle, bright as the day it was buried, with a winged lion on it, holding a book of its own.
The lion of St Mark. And under the lion, the words the operator will repeat that evening on the phone to his mother, because they are the only Latin he has ever needed: PAX TIBI. Peace to you.
Chapter One: The Access Road
Detective Inspector Cormac Buchan stood at the edge of the cut on the Wednesday morning with the wind combing the cotton-grass, looked down at what the digger had opened, and said, before anything else, to nobody in particular: ‘My grandfaither’s bank’s three alang. They aye ca’d it Buchan’s bank. I cast peats oot here when I was echt.’
‘Is that gaun in yer notebook, sir?’ Napier said.
‘A’thing gings in the notebook.’ But he stood a moment longer before opening it, an old man at the lip of his own childhood, the moss running west in its long dark swells with the new road driven into it like a rule across a written page, and the turbine sections laid out on their cradles half a mile off, waiting, enormous, like the bones of some other, whiter creature the moss had yet to swallow. Then he went down the boards Elaine Petrie’s crew had laid, and looked at the page the moss had rendered up.
The body lay on its side in the cut face, half in shadow, the peat holding it the way amber holds what it holds. Forty-three years had tanned it the colour of the moss itself, leather-brown, diminished, terrible and strangely tender; the digger had taken the bank cleanly and stopped in time, and what showed was a young man’s shape in a jacket of vanished blue, one boot, a wing of dark hair, and, where the peat had been rinsed gently back by hands that knew their work, the brass buckle with its winged lion, polished by the acid centuries of a single generation, bright as an altar fitting.
‘The archaeologists had it first,’ Elaine said, at his shoulder, in the tone of a woman reporting a border skirmish. ‘Standard procedure wi a bog body: a’body assumes Iron Age, a’body’s excitit, there was a lassie fae Aberdeen here yesterday wi a trowel and a hale THEORY. And syne we cleaned the buckle, and there’s a zip in the jaicket, and the boot’s a Tuf, and the lassie grat, and I dinna blame her: she’d been fower feet fae the find o’ her career for a hale efterneen.’ She crouched, indicating with a gloved finger, touching nothing. ‘Male, young by the bones o’ him. Peat’s keepit him the wye peat dis: skin, hair, claes, a’thing tanned and pressed like flooers in a book. Skull’s got damage at the back that I’m no speculatin aboot the day and Skea will be. And Cormac: he’s cauld. Nae 1950s, nae wartime. There’s a polyester thread in yon jaicket. Says the seeventies at the earliest, mair like the echties.’
‘The echties,’ Buchan said. He looked at the wing of dark hair, and did his minute of stillness, hat off, in the wind, while the crew worked around him and the cotton-grass bowed and rose; and what he read, this time, was not the scene but the ground itself, and it troubled him at a depth he could not yet name, the way a mispronounced word troubles a native speaker before he can say which sound was wrong.
‘Elaine. The cut he’s lyin in. That’s an aul hand-worked bank, this hale west side was cut for generations, my ain fowk cut three banks east o’ here. But look at the wye he’s IN it.’ He crouched, knees complaining, and traced the line with a finger in the air. ‘A moss man cuts alang the face, horizontal, layin his peats as he gings. A grave dug by a moss man wid follow the bank’s grain: intae the face, lang and laich. This hole was dug doon. Vertical. Neat wee vertical sides, see the tool marks the peat’s keepit: a wee roon-moothed blade, a GAIRDEN spade, no a tusker, no a flauchter. And shalla. Ower shalla. Ony man that’s warkit peat kens the moss taks a body doon o’ its ain accord gin ye pit it deep at the face; this laddie was pit doon like a rose bush, by a man that had never cut a peat in his life, in the ae medium in Scotland that keeps tool marks for a thoosan year.’ He straightened. ‘The moss has gien us mair nor a body, Shona. It’s gien us the DIGGER. A toonsman’s hole in a moss man’s country. Wha’s oor man? He’s somebody that was driven PAST this moss a’ his days.’ He looked away south, to where the village lay along its hill, the long straight street, the kirk, the war memorial, the whole quiet sentence of it. ‘And never aince walkit intae it, till the ae nicht he had tae.’
The digger operator was in the contractor’s site cabin, where he had been since the previous afternoon by his own choice, having declined to go back to his digs in Elgin: a big soft-spoken loon of twenty-six named Callum Petrie, no relation, as Elaine announced on the way over with the grimness of a woman who had already had the conversation twice, and Buchan took his tea with him at the cabin’s little table and let him tell it at his own rate, which is the only rate such tellings have.
He had felt it before he saw it, that was the thing he kept returning to: a wrongness in the machine’s hands, a resistance that was not stone and not root, softer than both and somehow worse, and he had stopped the swing on instinct with the bucket half through its bite. ‘My grandfaither cut peats at Dava,’ he said. ‘He aye said the moss talks through the tools. I thocht it was just aul-man’s blether.’ He looked at his own hands around the mug. ‘It’s no. I’ll tell him. He’ll no say I telt ye so, he’s no that kind, but he’ll think it.’ He had climbed down, and looked, and seen the brass shining in the black cut face, and the sleeve, and had not run, which he seemed to feel required explanation: ‘I didna want tae leave him. He’d been his lane oot there that lang. That’s daft.’
‘It’s the least daft thing onybody’s said tae me this year,’ Buchan said. ‘Ye stoppit the machine in time, ye preserved the scene, and ye stood by him. There’s constables wi ten years’ service hae done waur on their first body. Awa hame tae Elgin the nicht, loon, and phone yer grandfaither.’
The archaeologist, the lassie from Aberdeen with the trowel and the theory, had asked to stay on, and Buchan, to the visible surprise of the uniforms, had said aye at once, and formalised it within the week: Dr Fiona Presly, Iron Age wetlands, converted at a stroke from disappointed discoverer to the inquiry’s stratigraphy consultant, because, as Buchan put it to Voss on the phone, ‘she reads grund in layers for a leevin, Karen, and grund in layers is the hale case: I’d raither hae her inside the tape teachin us nor ootside it greetin.’ It was Dr Presly who first walked the cut with him and named aloud, in the language of her own trade, what his knees had known since the first morning: a primary inhumation in a secondary context, an intrusive cut, tool signatures inconsistent with the local extraction tradition. ‘In English, Inspector: somebody buried this man in somebody else’s workings, with the wrong spade, in the wrong direction, at the wrong depth. If I found this in a dig I’d write: the burial party was not local to the practice, but had local knowledge of the LOCATION. They knew this moss existed and that nobody cut here any more. They just didn’t know how it worked.’
‘Kent the map,’ Buchan said. ‘No the grund.’
‘That’s a better sentence than mine,’ said Dr Presly. ‘You can have it for the file if I get it back for the monograph.’
Napier had the practicalities moving already: the road contractor stood down, the archaeologist retained, converted in an afternoon from heartbreak to consultant, and the county’s memory to canvass. ‘Nae misper on file will fit,’ she said, reading ahead in her own actions. ‘If there was, this moss wid hae been walkit in the echties. Naebody was ever socht here. Sae either naebody kent he was awa….’
‘Or a’body kent he was awa,’ Buchan said, ‘and a’body was WRANG aboot whaur.’ He put his hat back on. ‘Awa doon tae the village, quine. New Pitsligo on the map, Cyaak tae its ain fowk, and the auldest continuous institution in it is neither the kirk nor the lace: it’s the moss. Somebody doon there hauds the memory o’ ilka bank on this west side, wha cut whaur, wha’s fee’d man was wha’s. There’ll be a moss bailiff or the like: there aye is.’
There was. The village, consulted through the shop, the bowling green and one telephone call Napier made to a name Buchan half-minded from a Book of the parish, produced him by teatime: the keeper of the common’s cutting rights, holder of the plans, walker of the drains, sixty-eight years old, a man with a face like a kindly split kerb and hands the colour of the material he had worked all his life.
‘Aye,’ he said, at the cordon, cap in his hands, looking a long time at the photograph Elaine’s team had cleared for showing: the buckle, the winged lion, bright on its black ground. And something moved in the split-kerb face, some sediment of four decades shifting, and Buchan, watching, saw a man recognise a thing and decide, in the same second, to say so, and saw also, and remembered it after with the particular grief of hindsight, how much the saying cost him.
‘Aye,’ said Sandy Gauld again. ‘I ken yon buckle. I’ve thocht aboot yon buckle, aff and on, for forty year, the wye ye think aboot a tune ye canna place.’ He put his cap on, squared it, an old man reporting for a duty he had never asked to hold. ‘Ye’d best come doon tae the hoose, Inspector. I’ll mak the tea, and I’ll tell ye aboot the Italian loon fae Greenbrae, that gaed awa tae Canada in the year nineteen echty-sax.’ A pause, and the wind moved the cotton-grass all down the long dark page of the moss. ‘Except it seems he didna.’
Interlude: Cuttings (I)
From the Press & Journal, that April.
* * *
‘BOG BODY’ FOUND AT NEW PITSLIGO WINDFARM SITE
Work on the access road for the Turclossie windfarm was halted this week after contractors uncovered human remains in a peat bank west of New Pitsligo. Experts from Aberdeen attended what was initially believed to be an archaeological discovery, peat bogs having famously preserved bodies for thousands of years elsewhere in Europe.
Police Scotland later confirmed the remains are ‘not of archaeological antiquity’ and that inquiries are ongoing. The site remains closed.
Local historian and moss bailiff Mr Alexander Gauld, 68, who holds the cutting records for the common, told our reporter the west banks had not been worked commercially ‘since the oil cam and the fires gaed electric’, and that the moss ‘keeps a’thing, and aye did: fire and flood is sinners for evidence, but a moss is a session clerk.’
* * *
THE MOSS THAT MINDS: comment, by RHONA GILLAN
Something has surfaced at New Pitsligo besides a body.
Every community keeps two histories. The one in the kirkyard, with names and dates and railings; and the one in the ground and the back of the drawer, the history of what was never registered: the fee’d men and the bothy loons, the seasonal workers who arrived for the hairst and left after it, or seemed to, young men from Ireland and Italy and the Highlands and the next parish, paid in cash and remembered in nicknames, if at all. The first history has a keeper in every parish. The second has nobody, unless you count the moss.
The police will do their work and this column will not run ahead of them. But whoever the man in the peat proves to be, one fact about him is already certain, and the village I walked this week is already sitting with it, quietly, in the way of that place: he lay within sight of the street for the whole of somebody’s marriage, somebody’s ministry, somebody’s retirement. The lights of New Pitsligo were the last thing his burier saw, and the first thing every evening since.
An old woman on the long street, who has made lace there for seventy years and asked for her name back when she heard how I meant to use it, said the thing I brought home: ‘Fowk speak aboot secrets bein buried. Na, na. A secret’s no buried like a kist: it’s buried like a TAP ROOT. It’s aye connectit tae something growin abune.’
The moss has given up its half of the record. The village holds the other half. This paper is confident the two will be reconciled, the ground at New Pitsligo being, as the bailiff says, a session clerk; and session clerks, as all Scotland knows, are patient, thorough, and impossible to bribe.
* * *
FROM THE ARCHIVE: WINDFARM CONSULTATION, three years earlier
Unearthed by the inquiry among the planning papers, and reproduced at the trial for its dates: from the public consultation responses to the Turclossie windfarm application.
Objection 14 (A. Gauld, moss bailiff): I object not to the turbines, which will do the moss less ill than the drainage of my grandfather’s day, but to the access road’s western line, which cuts through the old hand-workings. These banks are the parish’s archive and should be crossed, if crossed they must be, with a watching brief and a light hand. The moss keeps everything, and the diggers will find what the diggers will find.
Response (agent for the applicant): route amended 40m south per objection 14. [The amendment was subsequently reversed at detailed design, the papers show, for drainage reasons; the road returned to its original line; and the diggers found what the diggers found.]
Supporting comment 31 (W. Yule, Dr, retired): I write in SUPPORT of the application, an old man being entitled to surprise his neighbours. The moss has warmed this parish for two centuries; let it light the parish now. As for the objectors who fear disturbing old ground: the west banks have kept their counsel a long while, and will keep it under a road as under heather. Progress and the peat can be friends. Let the work proceed.
Chapter Two: The Italian Loon
Sandy Gauld’s house stood at the moss end of the long street, and its front room was the common’s archive: the cutting plans on rollers, the bank ledgers back to 1911, photographs of squads at the peats between the wars, and a fire, even in April, of the material itself, which Sandy acknowledged with the dry apology of a man burning his own museum: ‘the electric’s dear, and forby, it’s fit the moss is FOR. Ye just want tae ken fit ye’re burnin.’
He made the tea, and told it in order, being a man of ledgers himself.
‘Tomas Vasari. Tam, a’body ca’d him. Fee’d at Greenbrae for the 1986 season, Jimmy Ritchie’s time. His fowk were Fife Italians, Grandtully wye oreeginally, chip shops and cafes; the granda cam ower fae the north o’ Italy atween the wars. Tam was for the agricultural college, he’d nae money, sae he was daein seasons: he’d been a year in the Mearns afore he cam here. Big cheery loon, black heid on him, spoke braid Fife wi his hands gaun like windmills. Guid worker. Awfu guid wi beasts.’ The old man turned his cup. ‘I kent him because he likit the moss. Maist bothy lads niver lookit at it: Tam wid come oot on the Sunday efterneens and walk the banks wi me, speirin. Foo deep, foo auld, fit wye the water lay. He said it mindit him o’ something his granda said aboot the lagoon at hame, that grund and watter could be the same thing in twa moods.’ Sandy looked into the fire. ‘I was thirty year younger nor I am, and I’ll tell ye plain: he was the best company this parish had that summer, and when they said he was awa, the place was dowier for it.’
‘And the buckle?’ Napier said.
‘His granda’s. He wore it ilka day: a wee brass lion wi wings, aff an auld belt fae Venice. He telt me the lion was St Mark and the wirds meant peace be wi ye, and that his granda said a man that cairries peace on his belly canna hae a bad day at his wark.’ The cup went down. ‘When yon photie cam up the day, I didna need the saicont look. I’d taen the FIRST look forty year syne, on a leevin man’s belt, wi him lauchin at me for admirin it.’
The going away he gave them as the village had received it: sudden, at the season’s end, mid October, no farewell round, which had been remarked; Jimmy Ritchie put out about a week’s wages owed and then not owed, the account squared somehow; and the story arriving, rather than being told, that Tam had got word of a berth, a start in Canada, an uncle’s connection, too good to wait. ‘And syne the cairds cam,’ Sandy said, ‘and that was that. Ye canna grieve a man that’s writin hame.’
‘Cairds,’ Buchan said, very quietly.
‘Postcairds. Tae his sister in Fife: Toronto first, I mind fowk speakin o’ it in the shop, and mair efter. Cara, the sister. She was up here the aince, years later, a mairrit wumman by then, Nairn I think: she cam tae see whaur Tam had wrocht his last season in Scotland, and she stood at the Greenbrae road end a whilie, and she cam and shook my hand for bein a freen tae him. She said the cairds had stoppit; that Canada had swallowed him the wye it swallowed fowk; and that her mither had deed still speakin o’ him comin hame.’ Sandy Gauld looked from one detective to the other, and the fire ticked, and out the window the moss lay along the horizon like a closed book. ‘Ye see fit I’m tellin ye. If yon’s Tam in the bank, and I ken it’s Tam, then the cairds is the thing that sud fricht ye. A man in the moss is ae kind o’ evil: sudden, maybe, a fecht, a panic, a hidin. But the CAIRDS, Inspector.’ The old moss man’s voice did not rise; it settled, like the ground he kept. ‘The cairds is years o’ wark. Somebody didna just tak Tam’s life. Somebody wrote his letters efter. Somebody kept him ALIVE on paper, tae keep him deid in fact, and did it that weel his ain mither gaed tae her grave content.’ He stood, and gathered the cups, an old man suddenly older. ‘I’ve been the keeper o’ this moss forty-twa year. I sat on my dyke o’ a simmer’s evenin and lookit west and thocht it was the ae thing in the parish I kent a’thing aboot.’ He said the rest to the window, to the long dark swells. ‘He was in it the hale time. Three banks fae my grandfaither’s cuttin. Man, ye think ye ken a place.’
Before they left, Sandy walked them through the archive, because the archive was how Sandy Gauld processed grief, and the hour became, though none of the three knew it, the old bailiff’s testament. He unrolled the west-side plan of 1948 and showed them the banks by family: the Gaulds’, the Buchans’, ‘aye, YOUR fowk, Inspector, third alang, yer grandfaither cut a bonny straight face, it’s in the ledger: fined tuppence in 1953 for cuttin on the Sabbath, and he peyed it wi a note sayin the Sabbath had come on him sudden’; the drains and their dates; the slow retreat of the cutting as the oil came and the fires went electric, bank after bank abandoned to the heather through the seventies, until by 1986, and his blunt finger circled the ground where a digger would strike brass forty-three years on, ‘this hale west end was DEID grund. Naebody cut here. Naebody walkit here but me, twice a season, for the drains. If ye’d socht a place inside a mile o’ the village whaur a thing wid never be fund, this was the place, and there’s maybe sax fowk leevin that wid hae kent tae choose it.’ He rolled the plan up, and tied it, and said, not looking at them: ‘I’ll mak ye the list o’ the sax. I’ll be on it mysel: that’s foo ye’ll ken the list is honest.’
They left him at his gate. In the car, Napier was already building: the sister in Nairn, dental records through the Fife practice if any survived, the Greenbrae wage books if the Ritchies kept them, and the postcards, the postcards above everything, did the sister keep them, franks and dates and hands.
Buchan drove slow down the long street, the village going by: the shop, the hall with its good roof, the kirk, the surgery with its brass plate gone but its shape unmistakable, a place assembled around its own institutions like text around punctuation. He stopped at the shop for rowies, because a shop is a parliament and the wax jacket needed introducing, and the introduction went as it had gone in two towns before: the shop wife pricing him in one glance, the queue’s talk continuing a half-tone quieter, and, as he counted his change, the first unsolicited testimony of the parish, offered over the counter the way such places offer weather. ‘Ye’ll be up aboot the moss loon. Terrible business. Ye’ll want the doctor.’ Buchan had asked, mildly, fit doctor, and the shop wife had looked at him as at a man who had asked what the sea was. ‘THE doctor. Dr Yule. Retired, like, but he’s the ane that kens a’body, and a’body’s fowk, awa back. Onything or onybody this parish has forgot, the doctor minds. First hoose past the kirk, the ane wi the bonny tubs.’ She had bagged the rowies with a nod that settled the matter. ‘A’body sterts wi the doctor.’
‘A’body sterts wi the doctor,’ Buchan repeated, in the car, to nobody, and wrote it in the notebook; and could not have said, that first afternoon, why his pencil went round it twice.
‘Forty year o’ cairds and quiet,’ he said. ‘Shona, this ane’s different fae oor ither three, and we’d best say it oot loud at the stert. Duguid, Watt, Fenty: we cam tae them inside the year, inside the season. The trail was warm; the warld’s wee books were still bein written. Here, the frost’s forty year thawed, the dew’s forty year dry. A’thing short-leeved that ever kent the truth is deid: memories, meters, papers, fowk.’ He turned at the war memorial, past the names of other young men the parish had lost and recorded, and headed north for the road end. ‘A’ that’s left is the lang books. The moss. The parish register. The banks’ ain ledgers. And ae thing mair, the thing Sandy just handed us wi’oot kennin its wecht.’ He glanced across at her. ‘The postcairds. A forger’s wark disna decay, quine: it PRESERVES. Ilka caird’s a confession sittin in a shoebox, waitin tae be read richt. The man we’re efter spent years makkin evidence against himsel and postin it tae Fife.’ The moss rose ahead of them, black and patient under the huge sky. ‘The moss keepit the body. I’m bettin the faimly keepit the lees. Awa tae Nairn the morn.’
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Beneath the Moss. Thank you for reading.
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