PAuL BROWNSEY

An Episode of Rural Depopulation

E TROUBLE BEGAN WHERE Glen Buchan meets the outside

world, where the hilly arms that embrace it descend and curve round
and almost touch. That was a long way from Jack and me, for our house
stands a the head of the glen. It is a castl, actually, a sixteenth-century
tower house thar we have lovingly restored. 1 like to think that cementing
the stones has cemented us, too.

‘The castle has no entry at ground level. The door is high in the un-
harled wall and was originally reached only by a ladder that was pulled up.
This was for defensive purposes. It made me anxious when the auth
made us build a suircase up to the door. Someone might get in.

Tshall not describe Jack. He plays no part in this story. He s simply
the pesson you love, if any. Anyway, 1 know no more about him than you
do,seting aside irtclevan things like what he looks like naked and habits
ofthe leaving-the-toothpaste-cap-off kind.

Our tower, from which we often fly a flag bearing our entwined ini-
b, sands on thecrown o il To north and south of usthe hill throws

! st k f unknown farml:
cach ridge s graced by three special her with our tower,
areknown as the Higher Houses. I liked to think thar this was because they
ited by brave and loving couples. It was nice to know they were
there,the other couples. Their inevitable happiness sustained Jack and me.
some trick of the Aberdeenshire light we could see clearly each of the
Higher Houses and it distant couple, even the ones far away towards

feel blessed, as though immortals were conferring immortality:
Down below, the pattern of the fields, with litle farmhouses placed
them like promiscs, had a beauty that 1 liked to think was nature’
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sympathetic relection of the love that made couples of all s couples. This
beauty could sometimes make you feel there was nothing to dread.
As I said, the trouble entered at the glen mouth. Tn the old stone
Gate House to the estate lived what looked the ideal young couple (IYC)
you e in photographsin an estate agent’s window. He was stll boyish, but
his chin and buttocks assured you he was ready for a man's responsibility:
She was golden-haired and eager, absolutcly free from any idea of there be-
ingarole or 2 woman o il Through windows you would glimpse tem
plastering, They laboursand
open champagne, sitting nm-leged a....d the loving disorder, toasting
cach other and the brightness of an IYCs future, exchanging kisses, eyes
shining, charmingly barcfoor.
Ao e glen o B o, o e i s, e
h to have been y White-

haired Amabel l‘-rf
“You would not beleve the :du]mry she would cry but | would.

il onl”

she would say in a rising shour.
“They could be widows and widowers,” I would sy, aspel o vard
off cvil, or, “Today lots of wives kecp their own names.”

Still, T was glad when the hotel filed. Buchan House became the
home of the Loadsas, as we called them after they lef. He had made money
in transport during the oil boom, and his burly body stil looked eramped
from the cab of a lorry. His face was mean looking, but actually he wasni
mean, for he carried banknotes in fat rolls and gave them away frecly. A
farmchild, shyly asking to be backed in a sponsored silence to raise money
for computersa the school to which she was bussed daily, couldn't beliere
his putting down for £250 an hour. When we feared that the nearest shop!
and post office, which was in a village seven miles away, was going to shut
e bought it and kepr it going—at a huge loss, so Amabel reported.

he got it for them cheap.

Thin Mrs. Loadsa always scemed dressed for the directors’ bl
the company dinner dance. Her claborate hairstyles and extremely
heeled shoes did not lat long in the winds and rain and mud of the
When standing next to her husband she tended to look away:

Mr. Loadsa took to going across to the Gate House about the
and then one day he and the female halfof the IYC were scen kissing
the pile ofit. Afterwards you noriced when you peeped in that the
tions were no further advanced and no one lived there. Amabel
that the male half was living with his parcnts
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“Nodenof thei duy thes young ons” Amabel i s bape
pincss they're affe
"Hzpylnm' My doctor had pronounced the C-word.
Lstammered, “Itsal igh, they couldn't rally have loved cach other,
for they werent married.” The lump’s probably just 3, you know, swollen

"Soon Buchan House fel empty,too. “Divorced him!” Amabel cried
in a voice that, had God been sitring on the clouds above Glen Buchan,
would have lefi Him in no doubt just how wicked divorces are. | made
the best T could of the divorce, Some peaple said the thing with the female
halfof the IYC was the last straw afier a long stream of infideliies (a girl in
every truck stop), but I liked to think it was his only lapse and Mrs.
divorced Mr. because she was  dedicated soldier in the sume cause as Jack
and 1, orat least I, waging total war against the enemy, even at the cost of
herown happiness. Her persistence with her high hecls and claborate hair-
syles in the face of the glen weather had been of a picce with this.

I took comfort, too, in Darby and Joan, i.c., Roddy and Amabel.

\ e whi d tog like sh

Amabel looked like a dancing old peasant woman in a Breughel painting,
dnmgh uimuue without the air af heing reidy for debauch:ry. Dupu:

ldRoddy havin riscn fom the P Theyd spent all rhur
builton the southy
toe g oronld i

i Thzyw:m

! m me and Jack,
e, 2 if we lived net door to a police-station. Raddy, whioe haired like
et had a la weather-reddencd face still redder from bashfulness. When
he ok, which was not often, you expected the mystic deliverances of
Highland sccond sight but what you heard, in a hurried yelp, was that he

had 4 nice egg for breakfast, something like thar. Their fifty years of
ied lfe were a healthy counterweight to the Loadsa divorce.
“True, without Mr. Loadsd's money the shop and post office shut
and the nearest was now thirtcen miles away, but that was the neces-
price like slaughtering badgers to prevent bovine TB.
R ineed h oo Th

b e

) Roberts, Rob and Bob. This gay couple inhabited the Old Kirk, which
P Jan h ith it k

pen-p
dining and sleeping. Through a lancet window you looked straight
their very large bed. Each had curly black hair and the soft confiding
a creature made to be kept as a pet. You would sce them dawdling
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together on the hillsides, shirdess in fine weather, giving cach other shy
smiles but speaking rarely, as if specch were needless for happincss. Both
worked in an advertising agency in Aberdeen and somehow did nor look
quite right in their suits as you saw them driving off in the morning side
by side in their BMW.

There came the day when Rob banged on our door and as I let him
into the kitchen, snug despite the raw stone walls, his lips pulled themselves
back into an uncontrollable grimace. I stared at his teeth, so abandoned
and vulnerable. Through sobs he wailed, “Bob is screwing around.”

Even more alarmingly, Bob had donc it right under Rob's nose, trips
our of the office “to sce a client” being in fact visics to the Marine Club
Sauna, Aberdeen.

“Jack was out somewhere.

“Iwon't put up with it. He says ie's just sex, but sex is never just sex.
Bob and I are finished.”

“Quite right,” [ said.

“Tll burn the ficking place down.”

Tsaid, “You do thar.

1 said, “How did you find out?”

“I'met him in there.” He burst into new tears that invited a consol-
ing arm around his shoulders.

There was asudden apping on the dovr. | prayed it was Bob, Boh
pursuing, B Bob wit
happencd fmm istory and reinstae their exemplary, idylic it mgﬂher

But it was Amabel breathless, Amabel vigorous. “He’s fallen,” she
yelled, and we all, Rob and I and old Amabel, sprinted dovn the shoulder
of the hill to where Roddy had fallen from a ladder while cleaning gutters.
Our good-hearted unanimity of concern for Roddy was such a restorative.
after Robs depressing ncws.

And 50 was Amabels behaviour afierwards. Roddy had to go per-
manently into a care home ar Banff where medical attention was always
at hand. But three times a week Amabel walked the six-mile length of the
glen to get the thrice-weekly bus past the glen mouth that would take her
0 visit him, and then in the evening walked the six miles back up the glen.
“Wife's duty,” she barked. More than ever, Amabel and Roddy became our
beacon.In herdear famliar ey  lked to detcce the devotion and greaness
of heart that come e y\)um old.

And

i for a woman in her
seventics Amabel kept up her housckeepnjob a he Shooting Lodge, for

she needed the money.
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“The Shooting Lodge was surplus to requirements now that the
wealthy foreign shooters were transported in from ity hotels by fas cars.
OF the couple who bough it, you saw Hugh ac windows, staring out,
bulky and unidy but always with a bow-tic, which allowed you to think
hewas basically cheerful about things. He was said to be preoccupied with
the Picts. It was Marianne, as plump and placid as a successful marriage,
her hair in burnished braids around her head, who impressed herself upon
you. All alone in her quilted jacker, she walked the footpaths she knew so
well as though exploring them. Her serene smile was a descent of grace,
an authoritative assurance that you and the life you lived were admirable.
Duting her long periods away, Amabel strode back and forth along the
e o housckeep for poor Huy\

1 dus £
£
hem Hugh dscended offthe balcony of the Shooring Lodge and smashed
hishead and dicd.
“Not an accident,” said Amabel.

*Oh, but you said he dranls, all the empies you had to take out, thac
was the inquest verdict, Accident, we mustn't doubr the public authori-
o

“He gave her warning,” she cried from the ridge above the innocent
beauty of fields and farms, “that he would throw himsclf to his death the
very neaxt time she went away to—"

“An clderly relation, I've always thought.”

“—herlover!” With pride pi iy bavled the completion
ofher sentence o the winds. “That is what she called it

Alfer the long drive from the crematorium the remaining inhabic-

s i) et Shooin s, ok edily

bring consolarion and, yes, | could fecl Hugh had done me service, for (a)

‘hecould be secn as  hero of passive resstance, a Buddhist monk burning

himself o death while the oceupying forces strut in triumphal procession,

(e b his hrowing himself from his balcony somchow pre-empted my

myself from our tower, should Jack cver leave me. By now we all

that Marianne, quicrly moving among us with sherry, had told Hugh

their marriage that she would spend half the year with a man who ran
i Obas. Froom the blinked e i bl

i you would have thought y
icf incarnate—a valuable lesson in how the Devil disguises himself.
pointedly, “Has anyone el noticed through the lancet window that
Old d s cullgued sincs de o "

judgement on apen-plan livi
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Professor Lickleyhead murmured, “I¢s sound evolutionary strategy
for a woman to have two mates. More variation in the offspring, more
support for the offspring, therefore more chance of the offspring surviving
and therefore of her genes surviving.”

So nature, 00, was engaged in the conspiracy to undermine the
most precious thing in the world or out of it. I looked through the French
windows at the heather just coming into bloom, and knew that this year it
would not strike me, as it usually strikes people, as more purple than ever
before.

“But she hasn't got any children,” was the best protest I could man-
- y ; and herenbancii
smiles.

Professor Lickleyhead, who had dashing sideburns, lived in the Old
Manse. His wife, a precty il , had been h d scill was,
in 2 way. He was bony and tall, and his trousers were never long enough:
You would see him putting rubbish into the bin furtively, as though this
were not to be counted as part of the life of Professor Lickleyhead.

He and I had strolled out through the French windows o a lide
stone seatin a shelter that had a canopy of antlers. He sat down and parted
the scat for me to join him, and when I did, the hand that had patted the
scat squeezed my crotch.

1 said, “Is this sound evolutionary strategy, too?”

His eyes surveyed next year's research budget or the audience ara
learned conference, *There is 1 good deal of support for the kin-selccrion
hypothesis, according to which that part of the population with a disposi-
tion towards sexual acts with those of the same gender tends to contribute
resources to the offspring of its siblings, with whom, of course, i shares

y
have reached him as consent,for as he spoke he squeezed and stroked
systematically

“But this is infidelity. I¢s no right.”

*Infdlity? Right” 1 wasJane Goodal, perverselyaibuting

hi (not, alas, instea scient
reports to their overt behaviour.

“I¢s only gay;” he snapped, his face wearing its taking-out
rubbish look, as I ran indoors for refuge with Jack. Over the glen
dark clouds rolled in like a long-fated invasion, and great gusts
aindrops. Jack and I began the drive back to our tower through a
maelstrom that made the whole glen a place of horror and desolation.
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But nature had its poetic revenge on one who had conscripted it
t0 undermine love. 1 learned the next day that the storm blew down an
ancient Scots pine onto the Old Manse, causing masonry to kill Professor
Lickleyhead as he lay in his bed. When Amabel told me that his wife, whom
we saw o more (for she had no one in the glen to be secretary to), survived.
because they slept in separate rooms, | was warmed by an even stronger
sense of an upholding plan.

Andso yes Ieft i the Higher Houses, justJack and | plus Amab,

y dy
home bymb..h..cg for weekends. In some ways these were ot had years.

(1) Jack and I were no longer surrounded by couples whose richness of
connection made us fecl as though a secret was being withheld from us. (2)
Hughis death (Id been sure before that it had done me a serviee) activated
a sectet sel-healing mechanism that disinfected Glen Buchan by causing
Marianne to move to Florida. She fled her husbands ashes, which, from
below, we had watched her scatter into the rhododendrons from his faral
i stensing Esvouts: sha e shelieiod %

whom 1 liked to think of as suffeing all the horrible pangs Id suffer if ack
left me, for he had been complicit in adultery: (3) Amabel’ continuing
devotion to Roddy was a continuing inspiration. (4) There was cheering
news i the Press and fournalthat the Marine Club had burned down. The
teport of Rob's tral sated that he smuggled in paraffin, just another person
carrying a plastic mineral water borelc. The bodies of six naked men were
found in the ruins. All these signs encouraged confidence that our love
would survive.

Then on one of his weekend visits home Roddy crawled the mile

o il Solirony e
vas dead.
She wasnit, but she'd had a stroke. Roddy was whisked back to his
are home and a social worker, who was young and sweer-faced and called
peopl by their Christian names, came to arrange for Amabel to follow:
- Amabels specch, because of the stroke, was incomprehensible to her, so 1
interpreted.

“Gurgh uum ac yooyeem gurgh shyash toep newerth ecarghy.”
“So long as I can be with him, thars all that marters to me.”
IFT reported thar as what shetd intended to bark, who would be the

Amabel, yes, bue she had no mouthpiece but me.
Her eyes were just orbs with colour and mobiliy.
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‘e voice inkled, “Did you catch what Amabel sid
Terrance?”

Istared at the lurid orange and yellow sworls of Amabel's carpet and
heard myself say, “What Mrs. Fyfe said, Ms. Puttock, is, Tve done my duty
to him. Send me to Perth, I've my sister lives there.””

Why, oh why, did I say it? In a rush of selfjustification I allowed
mad maxims like Honesty is the best policy and The truth shall make you free
to rartle in my mind, but actually I was an ccological eriminal, Id made a
vast hole in the ozone layer that protects Glen Buchan.

Amabel nodded with her old vigour and was put down for a care
home near Perth, one hundred miles from her Roddy. I comforced my
guilty conscience by reflecting that she might have been able to contradict
me by writing down her evil wish.

s saw the swee aced social worke out he singsong voie deliv-
md the final blow: “I¢sa vali  Terrance,

choose as regards the care accommaodation options as regards rhumdvu
and their husbands.”

inscus, Jack and me. Fi d
of the glen we look out upon the ruins of the other Higher Houses, and |
struggle o realise that Jack is actually holding my hand. I recall the couples
we once waved o, and I shiver a the huge disiguring sripes spreadis

the hillsin a variety of greens, as ifthey are the visible m:

and mouth discase encircling an uninfected enclave that must incvitably
succumb, though 1 know they are only caused by controlled burnings, in
different years, for the sake of the game birds. The farmlands below are no
longer in their beaury an outward expression of our love but a glimpse of
another world, perfect, unattainable, where unknown people are happy.
But we do our best, Jack and I: we ignore the evidence, as we have done
for thirty years, and we fly our brave flag with our inirials cntwined.
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