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One

Slowly the night shadow passed from the island and the Sound. In the village of Greenvoe lights burned in the windows of three fishermen’s cottages above the pier.

A small dark knotted man came out of one of the doors. He picked up a half-dozen lobster creels from the white wall and carried them across to the pier and down a few stone steps. A motor-boat called the Ellen was tied up there. Bert Kerston stowed his creels on board. He untied the Ellen and pushed off. He swung the starting handle. The Ellen kicked and coughed into life. Her bow tore the quiet water apart.

From the second open door came a mild chant. Samuel Whaness the fisherman was reading scripture with his wife Rachel. ‘He maketh the deep to boil as a pot: he maketh the sea like a pot of ointment. He maketh a path to shine after him; one would think the deep to be hoary. Upon earth there is not his like, who is made without fear. He beholdeth all high things: he is a king over all the children of pride’ … They knelt down together. ‘Lord,’ said Samuel Whaness earnestly, ‘protect us in our goings this day and always, and be thou merciful unto us. Amen.’

‘Amen,’ said Rachel.

Samuel Whaness stood at the door in a thick grey jersey and rubber boots. Gravely he and Rachel saluted each other, their necks intersecting, a Hebraic farewell. Then he crossed over to the pier, went down the stone steps, rowed out in his dinghy to the moored motor-boat, started up the engine, and steered the Siloam the opposite way to the Ellen, into the open Atlantic.

There was a stirring in the third fisherman’s house. The door opened very slowly. A thin face with huge glinting rounds in it peered out. A long finger was licked and held up to the sky. The head shook. ‘No,’ said The Skarf, ‘not this morning. I was out all Saturday for one lobster and two crabs. I might make a start on the history. Joseph Evie will sign the unemployment paper. Anyway, I haven’t got any petrol.’ He closed his door. Smoke rose presently from his chimney. Anyone looking in through his webbed window could see The Skarf moving between boxes of books and a table covered with writing paraphernalia. He read all morning from a spread of books on the table; his face hopped from one to the other like a bird. Occasionally he would make a note in an old cash-book that Joseph Evie the merchant had thrown out and that Timmy Folster the beachcomber had found on the shore. At his desk he still wore his oilskin and thigh-boots.

A door in a small cottage at the other end of the village opened. Isabella Budge threw oats and bits of bread from the bowl she carried to a white flurry of chickens. ‘Cluck cluck cluck,’ said the old woman. ‘Kitty kitty kitty. Kitty cluck kit.’

‘Bella,’ shouted a voice from inside. It was not entirely a local voice; it was the voice of an old seaman who had been sailing all his life; it was seasoned with Geordie and Scouse and Cockney and Clydeside; a voice that belonged to the brotherhood of the sea.

‘What ails thee, Ben?’ said Bella. ‘Cluck kit.’

‘Make less goddam noise,’ roared Ben. ‘You make more row than the Calcutta bazaar.’

‘Kitty cluck. Kitty cluck,’ said Bella among the chickens.

‘Bella,’ shouted Ben.

‘Kitty,’ whispered Bella.

‘Come in and light the fire,’ said Ben. ‘It’s cold. I want my goddam breakfast.’

Mr Joseph Evie, postmaster, merchant, county councillor, justice of the peace, took the wooden shutters from the window of his general merchant’s store. The first bluebottles rose from the slices of melon and boxes of liquorice-allsorts inside. They bounced and droned on the pane. Mrs Olive Evie stood in the door that led from kitchen to shop; her eyes took in the wakening village in one caustic probe. Ivan Westray the ferryman was the first customer. He wanted his can filled with petrol. Mr Joseph Evie went out to the tank to fill the can.

‘Twenty Woodbines,’ said Ivan Westray to Mrs Olive Evie.

‘She’s a well-like lass,’ said Mrs Olive Evie.

‘Who?’ said Ivan Westray.

‘Miss Inverary the new school-teacher,’ said Mrs Olive Evie.

‘Is she?’ said Ivan Westray.

‘Who’s crossing over today?’ said Mrs Olive Evie. ‘The ferry’s early.’

‘President Nixon and Mao Tse-tung,’ said Ivan Westray. He paid for his cigarettes, then went out to get his can of petrol from Mr Joseph Evie at the pump.

Bella Budge came into the shop for a quarter-pound of bacon for Ben’s breakfast.

‘What way is your brother?’ said Mrs Olive Evie.

‘Lean bacon,’ said Bella. ‘The last bacon was nothing but fat. He’s fine.’

‘Watch him,’ said Mrs Olive Evie. ‘Watch an old man when he starts to shout for food. They get ravenous in the end. The death hunger.’

‘My brother Benjamin Andrew James is quite well,’ said Bella. ‘A writing pad with lines. After he gets his breakfast he’s going to write a letter to Tom in Canada, our nephew. Tom has a very good job in Vancouver, B.C. A box of matches.’

Mr Joseph Evie came back into the shop, smelling of petrol.

Bella gathered her errands under her shawl and slipped out past him.

The sun was brimming all the eastern windows of Greenvoe now with cold fire.

‘You know this, Mr Evie,’ said Mrs Olive Evie to her husband. ‘You know why Ivan Westray’s up so early. The laird’s granddaughter is coming for the summer. From that boarding-school in England. She’ll have been biding in a hotel in Kirkwall all night. So she’s crossing over to Hellya today. That’s what it is, Dear me. A young girl like her won’t find much to set her up in Greenvoe. That Voar woman with a new illegitimate bairn. Scorradale the publican open every weekend till four in the morning. The Skarf preaching socialism and atheism to all the young folk as hard as he can. Some place to come to!’

‘It is a lovely morning, Mrs Evie,’ said Mr Joseph Evie.

‘There’s something not right going on up at the manse,’ said Mrs Olive Evie. ‘I didn’t see the minister’s old mother all day yesterday. There’s something very queer about that woman, more queer even than ever I thought.’

‘The lupins are up early,’ said Mr Joseph Evie.

‘That new school-teacher would give anything for a man,’ said Mrs Olive Evie.

‘We’re out of fisherman’s stockings, I see,’ said Mr Joseph Evie.

Miss Margaret Inverary appeared at the school door and agitated a handbell. The clangour rolled from end to end of the village. From the Kerston door Tom and Ernie and Judy ran to school. A dozen children from the farms and crofts of Hellya ran helter-skelter down the brae. From the house of Alice Voar at the back of the village five children straggled, some of them cramming their mouths with bread and jam and dry cornflakes. The youngest one had nothing on but a vest.

‘Run, Sidney,’ cried Alice Voar, herding them along the road. ‘Sophie, you’ll be late. Now, Sander, hurry. The clever peedie Shirley, on with you. Sam, the teacher has a strap. No, peedie Skarf, you can’t go to the school till you’re a big boy – run in, see if the bairn’s sleeping, Skarf … The learning’s a grand thing,’ Alice Voar remarked through the shop door to Mr Joseph Evie and Mrs Olive Evie; then she took peedie Skarf by the hand and led him back to the cottage and put his trousers on at the doorstep.

‘Seven children,’ said Mrs Olive Evie, ‘all to different fathers. Fancy.’

‘I think we will have a week of fine weather,’ said Mr Joseph Evie.

The Skarf, in his oilskin and sea-boots, pushed the door of the shop open.

‘You’re not at the fishing today, I see,’ said Mrs Olive Evie. ‘That was the worst thing you ever did, Skarf, going to work with your old uncle at the lobsters. You with all that brains. You should have gone on to the school, then the university. There were plenty of bursaries going, goodness knows. You’d have been a high-up man now, a professor maybe.’

‘The Lord works in a mysterious way, his wonders to perform,’ said The Skarf.

‘Morning,’ said Mr Joseph Evie to The Skarf, not cordially.

‘Loaf, gallon of paraffin, four candles, half pound margarine, two clothes pegs, a black ball-point,’ said The Skarf. ‘I’ll pay on Saturday. And I need my unemployment paper signed.’

Mr Joseph Evie took a ledger from his desk. He opened it and ran his finger down the items. ‘I find you owe three pounds eight and threepence,’ he said.

‘All will be paid,’ said The Skarf patiently.

‘I can’t extend credit indefinitely,’ said Mr Joseph Evie.

‘No,’ said The Skarf, ‘and the hawks don’t fly south in the winter either. I’ll take the ninepenny biro now.’

A singing lesson was proceeding in the school. Miss Inverary thumped the piano. A score of faces had lost all human expression and were caught up in one cold seraphic trance. The mouths opened and shut.


Speed, bonny boat, like a bird on the wing

‘Onward,’ the sailors cry.

‘Carry the lad that’s born to be king

Over the sea to Skye.’



‘That was nice,’ said Miss Inverary. ‘Ernie Kerston, take your finger out of your nose. Now I’m going to write the next verse on the blackboard. Those who can write, copy it down in your exercise books, neatly. Now tell me, who has a boat like the boat in the song? Think hard. Hands up.’

‘My dad,’ said Ernie Kerston, and drew a long pale worm out of his left nostril with the nail of his right forefinger.

‘No, Ernie,’ said Miss Inverary, ‘your father has a fishing boat, but it isn’t exactly like a bird on the wing, is it? Think hard.’

‘Ivan Westray,’ said a boy from the farms whose jacket smelt of peats.

‘Very good, John Corrigall,’ said Miss Inverary.

There was one cottage in Greenove that had a charred façade, as if it had been built on the lip of a volcano. There was nothing quite so terrible in its situation. But three years before, the occupant, Timmy Folster, had overset the primus stove when he was frying onions for his supper. The curtain had never been renewed – a scorched rag still hung at the window. The fire had burst out three panes, which had been replaced with cardboard squares. In place of the door was a sheet of corrugated iron held in place with a huge stone at the base and two crossed slats of wood higher up. Timmy Folster emerged, as he always did since the burning, through the window. He ambled towards the pier. He bent down and picked up a cigarette end that Ivan Westray had dropped and put it in his pocket. He sat down ona soap box outside the general store and poked the tobacco from three cigarette ends into a pipe. He spoke to himself amiably all the time. ‘Timmy’s a good boy. Timmy never did harm to a living soul. They can’t put Timmy in the poorhouse. Timmy can look after himself. Timmy’s no fool. Timmy knows a thing or two. He does so.’

He took his national assistance order book carefully from his inside pocket. He studied the amount due, and his signature. He went into the shop.

‘Well, Timmy,’ said Mr Joseph Evie.

‘National assistance day, Mr Evie,’ said Timmy. ‘I see this is the last order in the book. I hope you have a new book for me.’

Mr Joseph Evie stamped the order book and opened the tin box where he kept the Post Office money. ‘Four pounds six shillings and sixpence, Timmy,’ he said.

‘Timmy requires a loaf and a pound pot of raspberry jam, a half pound of margarine, three tins cat food, a bottle of methylated spirits.’

‘Now, Timmy, I’m going to speak seriously to you,’ said Mr Joseph Evie. ‘You always sign a declaration in my book that the meth you buy is for your primus stove.’

‘And my tilley lamp,’ said Timmy.

‘Well, Timmy, now,’ said Mr Joseph Evie, ‘see that you use it for that purpose only.’

‘Of course, Mr Evie,’ said Timmy. ‘What else?’

Greenvoe was suddenly shaken out of its dream. People appeared at every door. A car coughed and rattled at the end of the village. It approached in a cloud of dust and fumes. It entered the village and stopped at the pier, shuddering. It was a very old car with a canvas hood and brass headlamps belted on to it. Colonel Fortin-Bell the laird got out and opened the other door for his niece, Miss Agatha Fortin-Bell.

‘A simply lovely morning,’ announced Miss Fortin-Bell. ‘She’s coming. That must be her now.’ She spoke as if she were shouting into a gale. (The islanders could never understand why the gentry spoke in such heroic voices – their own speech was slow and wondering, like water lapping among stones.) Miss Fortin-Bell faced seawards. The ferry-boat Skua entered the bay in a wide curve and glided towards the pier with shut-off engine. Ivan Westray stood at the wheel. A young girl waved from the stern, a little white flutter of hand, and smiled, and stroked down her dark wind-blown hair. ‘Welcome to the island, darling,’ shouted Miss Fortin-Bell. ‘Isn’t this lovely, all the village has come out to welcome you …’

Ivan Westray leapt ashore and handed Miss Inga Fortin-Bell on to the steps.

The village watched with sardonic awe as the grand folk greeted each other with shouts and kisses. (Their own greeting, even after a decade of absence, was a murmur and a dropping of eyes.)

Ivan Westray passed from boat to pier Inga’s trunk and cases and coat; a flaccid mail-bag; a box marked School Books – With Care; and a tea-box full of new loaves from the town, a faint incense wafting from it.

‘Fifteen bob,’ said Ivan Westray to Inga.

Inga laid down her paperback copy of Women in Love on the sea wall and took her purse out of her skirt pocket.

‘You must be utterly worn out, you poor darling,’ shouted Miss Fortin-Bell. Then she turned to the villagers. ‘Thank you, one and all, for turning out to welcome Inga. It was jolly nice.’

The school rushed out for dinner with a medley of cries. Then the children were suddenly silent. They stood around the gentry like pigeons round a crushed cake, making little astonished noises and silences through rounded lips.

‘Bloody parasites,’ said The Skarf, and went back to his desk.

‘Thank you very much, boatman,’ said Inga. Ivan Westray looked at the small sweet hidden curves under her sweater, and nodded. She smiled back at him. He nodded again, unsmiling.

Miss Fortin-Bell pushed the girl into the back of the car. Mr Joseph Evie stowed the trunk and cases on to the back rack and lashed them down with a piece of rope from the store. Colonel Fortin-Bell flung the handle round and the car racketed and shuddered. The colonel got back in. The car jerked forward. A dozen hands fluttered. Inga looked back at Ivan Westray until the car turned the corner of the general store.

Mr Joseph Evie picked up the mail and took it into the shop.

Timmy Folster went into the stone latrine. He took the blue bottle out of his coat pocket and uncorked it. Then he remembered Mr Joseph Evie’s stern warning. He corked the bottle again. He put it back in his pocket. ‘Timmy must try to be good,’ he said. ‘They’ll stop his money if he isn’t. They will.’

Alice Voar’s children and Ellen Kerston’s drifted indoors for their dinner. The children from the farms ate their pieces sitting on the sea wall. Gino Manson ate a scone by himself, on Bella Budge’s doorstep.

The excitement was over.

The laird’s car stuttered distantly among the hills of Hellya.

In the following silence Miss Inverary crossed the road from the schoolhouse and entered the shop. She rapped on the counter. Mrs Olive Evie appeared at the between-door with a steaming soup ladle in her hand. Miss Inverary asked Mrs Evie for a pound of eating apples. Mrs Evie selected the best apples from a hoard that was beginning to fester slowly in the barrel, and said, ‘The Westrays were never right in the head. Clever but tainted. His uncle and grandfather died in the Edinburgh asylum. Evelyn Westray committed suicide in the quarry, a girl of seventeen. She was his cousin …’ Miss Inverary stroked the black cat that was curled on top of the counter.

Afternoon was always the quietest time in the village. The fishermen were still at sea. The crofters had not yet unyoked. There was little sound in Greenvoe on a summer afternoon but the murmur of multiplication tables through the tall school window, and the drone of bluebottles among Mr Joseph Evie’s confectionery, and the lapping of water against the pier.

In the manse parlour old Mrs McKee knew without a shadow of a doubt that with her it was once more the season of assize. On every bright and dark wind they came, her accusers, four times a year; they gathered in the manse of Hellya to inquire into certain hidden events of her life. The assize lasted for many days and generally covered the same ground, though occasionally new material would be led that she had entirely forgotten about. All the counts in the indictment had to be answered in some way or other. This was the summer assize; it was a shame that all these beautiful days (not that she ever went out much to enjoy the weather) must be wasted with charge and objection and cross-examination. Moreover, the tribunal was secret; nobody in the village or island knew about it but herself, not even her son Simon who was the parish minister; though Simon shrewdly guessed, she felt sure, that something preoccupied his mother sorely on such occasions; and moreover – this was very strange – the assize usually assembled when Simon was bearing or was about to bear his own little private cross. For a few days, sometimes for as long as a week, the manse was an abode of secret suffering. It should not be supposed, though, that for the prisoner it was all unmitigated pain. In a strange way Mrs Elizabeth McKee actually looked forward to her sequence of trials; she enjoyed the vivid resurrection of the past, however painful. There was a whole team of accusers, and it gave her pleasure to recognize their distinctive turns of phrase and the rhythms of their speaking (though some of them no doubt were very unpleasant dangerous persons indeed). It was all too plain what their purpose was: they wished to nip her as soon as possible from the tree of living, to gather her for good and all among ancient shadows and memories; and she was equally determined not to go until such time as the finger of God stroked her leaf from the branch. Beyond tacitly recognizing that she was their prisoner she refused to have any part in their proceedings; would not say she was guilty or not guilty; would not even start to her feet when some damnable untruth was being uttered concerning her. She knew this: as soon as she involved herself actively in the series of trials that was mounted against her again and again, that would be the hour of her shame, she would be exposed to the whole world as a wicked woman. Then her substance would crumble into shadow; but not like those dear dead ones, a fragrant shadow; no, a cursed shadow that could only be lifted from the gates with the candles and waters of exorcism.

Mrs McKee sat in the parlour rocking chair that was now, for a week or so, to be her prisoner’s dock. The curtained room was all a crepitation: whispering, rustling of papers, shuffle of feet. Who would today’s prosecutor be? She waited. A voice at the edge of the shadows began to speak. It was the advocate with the thin precise gnat-like voice who invariably dealt with her financial and other material misdemeanours. She did not like him, he was mean and trivial. She prepared herself for a rather wearisome afternoon.

‘I think it might be interesting,’ said the voice, ‘if we were to consider this afternoon a china teapot with a willow pattern design in blue upon it. Mrs Elizabeth McKee, or Alder, keeps it at present on the top shelf of her china cabinet, in quite a prominent position. As I hope to show you, that teapot belonged originally to Mrs McKee’s aunt, a Miss Annabella Chisholm, who at the time of her decease resided in the town of Perth, Scotland. By the terms of Miss Chisholm’s will (which I intend to read to you presently) all her moveable possessions – I repeat, all of them – were bequeathed to Mrs McKee’s younger sister Flora – Miss Flora Alder, lately resident at number two Marchmont Square, Edinburgh, Scotland. Mrs McKee was remembered financially, in a modest way, in the same will. Now, then …’

The tribunal was well and truly in session. The thin voice scratched on and on as if it scurried over a disc of worn ancient wax. Mrs McKee turned round once and looked in the direction of the china cabinet. Yes, there it stood, Flora’s china teapot that had somehow got mixed up with her own furniture the time they moved north four years ago. It was a beautiful object, but now it began to glow like a lamp of evil in the shadows. (She had always thought somehow that Flora had given her the teapot.) It was the first time it had ever been brought up in the tribunal. It might prove to be a rather interesting afternoon.

Ben Budge sat at the scrubbed table and wrote on a blue-lined writing pad with a stub of pencil: ‘The Biggings, Greenvoe, Isle of Hellya, Orkney. Monday. Dear Tom, I take pen in hand to acquaint you with our news. Here we are much as usual. Not a thing happens in this place. Your aunt and I are as well as can be expected considering our age. We would like it if you came home for a spell. You aunt is worried about you. Eddie Ainslie from Quoylay came back from a Pacific trip last week and he blazed it all over Greenvoe that you are down and out in Vancouver, B.C. A real wharf-side bum, that’s what he called you – Tom Groat is walking on his uppers, he said to everybody in the pub. It soon came round to your Aunt Bella’s ears, she hears every cat’s fart of news. Now, Tom, we know Eddie Ainslie is if not a liar exactly, a gross exaggerator, but there’s no smoke without fire and it could be that you are hard up and out of work for the time being. Just write and let us know. Your Aunt Bella and I are not bare-handed, we could send you your passage money, we get the pension every week and we put it by as our needs are not great and we can live fine off the egg money and as you know all we have will be yours after we are gone. Now for the village news. The laird’s granddaughter came on holiday today from England where she is at school. She doesn’t usually come till the middle of August to be in time for the regatta and agricultural show. Miss Fortin-Bell, old Horse Face, likes us more than ever. She was gushing all over the village like a broken jar of syrup. A new school-teacher came at the beginning of May, a Miss Inverary from Edinburgh, a prim prissy bit of a thing but Ivan Westray the ferryman is casting his eyes on her and if he does to her what he did to the croft lasses at the other end of the island I guess we’ll soon stand in need of a new school-mistress. Timmy Folster has been off the meth for a week or two, I hope he keeps that way, the poor thing that he is. I reckon old Evie in the store knows Timmy drinks the meth he supplies, a bloody shame, and Evie a kirk elder too. Ellen Kerston is expecting her sixth any day now. Maybe you don’t know her, a Quoylay girl, she’s married to Bert Kerston the fisherman, a little runt of a man, a damned awkward thing in drink, you wouldn’t think he had it in him. Well, Tom, that’s all for today. I am feeling a bit tired. I’ll write with more news tomorrow. The rain came pissing down at the weekend and our thatch is leaking.’

‘I’m not writing any goddam more today, Bella,’ said Ben. ‘My wrist is sore and the goddam words are swimming in front of my eyes. What about some dinner?’

‘My, you write a good letter, Ben,’ said Bella.

An immense woman crossed over from the Kerston house to the shop.

‘A pound of raisins when you’re ready,’ she said to Mrs Olive Evie, ‘and twenty Woodbines for Bert Kerston.’

Mrs Olive Evie paid no attention to Ellen Kerston until she had finished telling Rachel Whaness, who was already in the shop, that it was high time Timmy Folster was put in the County Home for good and all, she had seen a louse crawling up his coat when he was in for his assistance money.

Alice Voar came in with young Skarf clutching her apron and whining for sweeties like a sick dove.

‘Rachel,’ said Ellen.

‘Ellen,’ said Rachel.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ellen, ‘for what Bert Kerston called you and Samuel on Saturday night when he was drunk.’

‘It’s all right, Ellen,’ said Rachel.

‘“Whited sepulchres”,’ said Ellen. ‘He was drunk at the time!’

‘Never mind, Ellen,’ said Rachel.

‘It was the drink speaking,’ said Ellen. ‘You’re not a whited sepulchre anyway, Rachel.’

‘Don’t worry about it, Ellen,’ said Rachel.

‘I just thought I would apologize,’ said Ellen. ‘He doesn’t know what he says when he has a fill of drink. Whited sepulchres – I gave him whited sepulchres when he got home.’

‘He called me a whore the same night,’ said Alice Voar mildly. ‘I never took a ha’penny from a man in my life.’

‘I’m sorry, Alice,’ said Ellen.

‘When is your time?’ said Mrs Olive Evie to Ellen Kerston. ‘It’s not good for you, having all them bairns. One every year. It’ll kill you. I’m telling you that as a medical woman. I was a nurse and a midwife before I married Mr Evie. What is it you want?’

‘Peedie Skarfie wants a liquorice strap,’ said Alice Voar, ‘when you’re ready. Serve Ellen first.’

Mr Joseph Evie sorted the mail at his desk: a new national assistance book for Timothy John Folster; British Weekly for Rev. Simon McKee; a long plain sealed envelope for Ivan Westray; four letters for Colonel Fortin-Bell, also Punch and Illustrated London News; a brewer’s account for Mr William Scorradale; a letter from Edinburgh for Miss Margaret Inverary; New Prophecy for Mr Samuel Whaness; a parcel of books from the County Library for Jeremias Jonathan Skarf, Esq.

‘What’s in the mail?’ said Mrs Olive Evie when the shop was empty once more.

Mr Joseph Evie put the mail inside his desk. ‘Nothing,’ he said.

The school came out at four o’clock. The pupils whirled like a flock of starlings round Miss Inverary and then darted in every direction across the playground. They yelled and screamed. They jostled at the gate of the playground. Judy Kerston was crying. Sander Voar fell. Charlie Brown from the Glebe hit Johnny Corrigall from Skaill on the cheekbone, and Johnny Corrigall looked back at him with quivering lips, then laughed uncertainly. Simon Anderson from The Bu studied a scraped bleeding knee. At the blank wall of the shop Sophie Voar and Shirley Voar and Ola Corrigall from Skaill lined up and held their clenched fists straight out in front of them. Maggie-Ann Anderson from The Bu faced them; she used her two fists like hammers and knocked their fists down, chanting ritually:


Ickle ockle black bottle

Ickle ockle out

Tea and sugar is my delight

And O–U–T spells out.



At every chanted syllable she struck down a fist with her own fist. Ola Corrigall’s left fist was the last fist to be struck down. The final blow, the last chanted syllable, ennobled her. At once she was invested as queen, but queen of a rebellious and broken kingdom. Her faithless handmaidens led her to the wall and left her there with her face hidden on her forearm, a grieving statue. Yet the lips fluttered, they began to count rapidly and secretly up to a hundred, as if she was summoning her scattered troops to restore order and harmony. Shirley and Sophie and Maggie-Ann ran and hid themselves. Other children joined in the game. They scattered silently in all directions. They melted like shadows. They hid under boats, in Timmy Folster’s tin door, in the long grass of the manse garden, behind the latrine, and in the many windows of the hotel. Ola Corrigall breathed the magic number from the wall; then ‘Leave-o’ she shouted, turning round swiftly. The clarion call was a proclamation, a summons, a warning. She began cautiously to hunt them down, taking care to stand between the hidden traitorous ones and the wall, lest one rush past her and touch the sacred stone and so gain his freedom.

Only Gino Manson, who was simple-minded, took no part in the game. He played with the Kerston dog, Laddie, in the middle of the road. The dog barked and leapt up at him. Gino kissed him on his cold nose. The dog and the boy laughed together.

Ivan Westray set down the box of books on the parlour floor of the schoolhouse. ‘Three shillings,’ he said.

‘The Education Committee pays,’ said Miss Margaret Inverary. ‘I’ve just put on a pot of coffee. I’ll set out another cup. Sit over beside the fire.’

‘I’d rather have a dram,’ said Ivan Westray.

She brought out the whisky decanter and a heavy crystal glass.

‘Well then,’ said Ivan Westray. ‘Have you thought about it? Have you made up your mind?’

The bowl on the sideboard was loaded with apples. One had a wrinkled yellow skin, one had a patch of softness on it. They glowed in the stillness. They tumbled inexorably and silently out of the region of ripeness. They shone and rotted slowly.

Miss Inverary said nothing.

‘Because I’m not going to hang on for ever,’ said Ivan Westray. ‘What do you take me for? Some bloody kind of a statue?’

Miss Inverary stirred her coffee slowly.

‘When was it we first met?’ said Ivan Westray. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘It was at the dance in the community centre,’ said Miss Inverary. She smiled. ‘It was the second Friday in May. It was just after I came to the island.’

‘A long time,’ said Ivan Westray. ‘Seven weeks. I have this hurt and this hunger inside me. You put it there.’

Her silver spoon chinked in the china saucer.

‘I want to know,’ said Ivan Westray, ‘what are you going to do about it?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Miss Inverary.

Ivan Westray put down the empty whisky glass and stood up.

‘I’m truly sorry,’ she said.

Ivan Westray stood in the door, a flushed statue.

‘Light that green lamp and set it in your window upstairs at ten o’clock,’ said Ivan Westray. ‘Then I’ll know I can come. That was the arrangement.’

He put his seaman’s cap on in the door.

‘Good-bye for now,’ she said.

He left without another word. He closed the front door so hard that the top apple trembled in the bowl.

Miss Inverary sat down again and poured herself another cup of coffee.

There was a gentle tap on the door.

It was Johnny Corrigall from Skaill. ‘Please, miss,’ he said, ‘Charlie Brown struck me in the playground.’

‘Did he now?’ said Miss Inverary. ‘Everybody gets hurt one time or another. We must just be patient. I’ll speak to Charles Brown in the morning.’

She gave Johnny Corrigall a yellow apple from the bowl on the sideboard.

The bar of the Greenvoe Hotel only opened in the evenings. Four generations of country mud had been beaten on to the original flagstones of the floor. The single window was never cleaned but by rain; the drinkers moved about like ghosts in a meagre light. On the gantry stood a bottle of whisky and a bottle of rum. Beer snorted and spat and vomited out of the barrel whenever the wooden tap was turned. The dominant colours were grey and brown, a dingy dapple that met and merged and disagreed everywhere. The landlord fitted well into the setting; Mr William Scorradale was like a toby jug came to life. The prime piece in his livery was a leather apron that gleamed like a dark mirror with a lifetime of grease and unction.

Beyond the bar was the billiard-room. No one had played billiards there within living memory. Occasionally the agricultural society met there in winter, or the district council. Mr Joseph Evie would put his head round the bar door three or four times a year. ‘A fire tonight, if you please, William.’ This meant that the district council would require the billiard-room for a meeting.

Upstairs were half a dozen guest rooms. People had been known to stay there for one night – bird watchers, American tourists, folklorists – but never for more than one night. Bill Scorradale was very pleased and self-important whenever he had a guest. ‘Just be quiet tonight,’ he would say to the silent draughts-players. ‘Tone it down, no singing, no shouting. There’s a guest upstairs.’ Bill Scorradale, besides being the host, was cook, porter, chamber-maid, and waiter to the guests. One rather busy summer nine years ago he had employed Alice Voar.

It was now seven o’clock and the only drinker at the bar was Ivan Westray. Passing six, Bert Kerston the fisherman carrying a live lobster had attempted to gain entry but had been intercepted at the porch by Ellen Kerston. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ said Ellen Kerston.

‘Bill Scorradale wants to buy a lobster,’ said Bert Kerston. ‘He has a guest coming to the hotel tomorrow.’

‘Does he?’ said Ellen Kerston. ‘Is there? Mr Scorradale can buy his lobsters from the Fishermen’s Society in the ordinary way of business. I’ll tell you exactly what you’re going to do, Bert Kerston. You’re coming with me to the phone box and you’re going to phone the Fishermen’s Society stating that you have five two-pounders – no, six, take that other one out of your oilskin pocket – and you’ll ask what the current price is. And tell them to address their cheque to Mistress Helen Kerston, enemy of ale-houses, Greenvoe, Hellya, Orkney.’

Ivan Westray stood in the door with his pint, watching the Kerstons in the phone box.

‘Did you ever see an elephant and a mouse caught in a red trap?’ he said.

The Skarf came into the pub, carrying his manuscript book.

Samuel Whaness laid a basket of haddocks at his threshold.

‘The Lord has blessed us with beautiful fish today, Rachel,’ he said.

‘Praise be, Samuel,’ said Rachel.

Rachel laid four haddocks on the outside wall and strung the jaws of three together. Samuel sat in the doorstep and gravely removed his rubber boots.

Rachel returned from putting a haddock through Timmy Folster’s window.

Samuel dipped his hands into the water bowl as though it was a sacramental act.

Rachel stood in Alice Voar’s open door. ‘A haddock for the bairns’ supper,’ she said.

‘Very kind of you, Rachel,’ said Alice Voar, and held the bunch of three up by the string. The glancing underwater quicksilver was leaving them; they were touched with the tarnish of death; soon they would be grey stiff headless gutted shapes on a big blue plate. ‘You’re kind, Rachel,’ said Alice Voar.

‘No,’ said Rachel, ‘for we own nothing, do we? The Lord gives us this and that, but then we must imitate him and divide out what’s left among other folk, so there’s nobody that won’t have a little.’

Samuel was laying salt in their own split gutted haddocks when Rachel came back.

‘That isn’t business, Rachel,’ he said in a tone of mild reproach, ‘giving our hard-earned goods away to the idle and the improvident.’

‘The miracle of the loaves and fishes is never finished, Samuel,’ said Rachel.

The Skarf, perched on the high stool in the corner of the bar with a half-pint on the counter in front of him, was reading aloud from his manuscript:

‘Darkness and silence, darkness and silence. The light of the intellect had not yet touched the island. From the summit of Korsfea to the sea-banks of the Taing a weave of dense heather. But the animals abounded, the animals and the birds and the fish, they were everywhere, they made their swift instinctive circuits and died, and again and again with the renewing sun the hills and waters of the island swarmed. Instinctive thrusts at the light, withdrawals into darkness. Hawk fell on rabbit. Whale sieved plankton, millions by millions, through the combs of his teeth. Vole nibbled quick roots. Yet all was a ritual of darkness. The bone of the whale lay high on the beaches that knew as yet no footprint of man.

‘Darkness over all; these gleams of instinct are not light, the quick thrustings at the sun; the sun itself is a darkness until the mind of man is there to take cognizance. For a million years there was no man to observe, there was darkness, the islands lay on the water like black lumps, the wind was darkness, the blind sun rose and set in a blank sky.

‘Somewhere, somehow, sometime, a boat blundered on the beach at Keelyfaa, a frail skin boat; men stepped on to the rock, creatures clothed in the brightness and sweetness of flesh. Light came to the island, but a feeble glow-worm light, for they were children of darkness, these first-corners; the grave was their kingdom. How did they live? How did they speak? How did they think? No one can tell. But in what manner they were borne into the kingdom of death, that we know well; for to the kingdom of death they paid mighty rents, there they lavished much wealth and skill. In the meadow of the farm of Isbister, three summers ago, a cow put her hoof through a hole in the ground. For five weeks the spades of archaeologists deepened and widened the hole, scraped against stonework, discovered the shape of a wall, a chamber, a long barrow corbelled with some skill that opened out into minor chambers on each side, a dozen of them, radiating from the central barrow like rays of a dark sun. The spades of the excavators were bright with their probing. And found what? Bones; in every little chamber skeletons laid out in the triumph and finality of death. Skeletons of two old men, their finger-bones contorted with arthritis; a skeleton of a young man with a smashed rib where the spear had gone into his heart; three skeletons of women (the neck-bones of the two young women were wrenched as though they had been ritually strangled, but beside the old woman was a thick red jar). The remaining six skeletons were of children ranging in age from two to twelve, the manner of their death uncertain, but beside the twelve-year-old were skeletons of a young horse and a hound and many bone beads (no doubt but death had untimely come to the young son of a chieftain).

‘And this is all we know about the first dwellers in the island: the solemn state in which they passed into the kingdom of death, as if life was a shadow and death the hard reality. Of the villages where they passed their days nothing remains.

‘A merry race came, after thousands of years – a merry bustling aggressive race. From the Mediterranean coasts they set out in their wooden ships, men and women and dogs and horses and children and (very precious – guard it, watchman, with your life, for it is life and the promise of life) the jar of seed corn. Away it sallied, from a coast grown eroded or effete or anarchic or pestilential, out first to the fruitful Atlantic coasts of France; but could not long bide there, for hunger and lust are not welcome at ordered tables and lawful bedchambers, and there were spear-showers in the harbours. An urge, a powerful thrust, took them west and north, past Scilly and Anglesea and Man. In Jura a great stag stood on the horizon. Not here, not here the place, among rock and marsh, but steer always northwards, into the growing light of summer. They found one morning the place, a cluster of islands in the opening oyster of dawn. Carefully they carried ashore the cow, and cheerfully the sheep, and with gaiety the horse, and with gaiety and lewd whispers the nubile girl, and with reverence the jar of seed corn (the most powerful swimmer bore it on his shoulder). And finally the men of the tribe, the seamen, the adventurers, the fighters, themselves stood on the beach at Keelyfaa, glistening with sea-water from throat to ankle.

‘They drove the people of the dark kingdom from their little pastures and fishing grounds, they scattered them among the barren hillsides and the interior marshes. And they piled together mounds of building stone from the beach, and tore away the tough skin of heather, and dug flagstones and sandstone out of new quarries. They prepared to build. Not perpetual cities of death under the hill. They built near their landfall a thick high fort, a keep, a primitive castle with a moat. And a great width of marshland was drained round about, and the ox was yoked, and the wooden plough stottered after it through tough fibred virgin soil. The cow, the butterkirn, the cheese-press, the beef board, made one circle of life. The sheep, the spinning wheel, the harmonious loom, the mutton trencher, made a circle of life for these gay people. The boat, the net, the fish, the bone needle, the oil lamp, made a third circle of life. The ox, the plough, the seedjar, the harrow, the sickle, the flail, the quern, the oven, made a great circle of fruition, as if the round life-giving sun had smitten the earth with its own burgeoning image.

‘But the keep, the fort, the “broch” (as we call it) – what does it signify, standing above the seabanks? It is the guardian of the tribe. At night the dark death-people come out of the bog and hill with their nooses and their stone knives, and they kill the new lambs and put torches into the haystack. But that is nothing; that can be contained. There are other hungry restless tribes on the sea, thrusting northwards, their own cousins, and these wayfarers must be given a hard door. There are three ships on the horizon. Into the round open courtyard of the broch with everything: women, children, cattle, pigs, sheep, nets, chattels, bread, beer, the sacred seed-jar. The last man slid the bolt in the single low narrow door. The broch was impregnable then. Everywhere it presented a high blank circular wall. The men climbed up the interior spiral stairway that knit the double walls together, up and up to the battlement, with their huge stones and their arrows and their torches greased for flame. “Come, cousins from the south coast, you are very welcome. We trust your health will benefit from the clear air. We have nothing to give you, not an acre, our barley and our beef will see us through the coming winter, no more. If you come too close, if you make scratches on our wall, we have some fire that we can let you have, also some rib-cracking boulders. You are our cousins from Corsica and Biscay and Brittany, so we’ll tell you a thing to your advantage: to the north are other islands, Shetland, Faroe, Iceland.”

‘After a hungry impotent day or two, the besiegers sailed on north. And the cheerful tribe, the light-worshippers, emerged from the narrow circle of their broch to resume the wide fecund cycles of their existence.

‘The Broch of Ingarth is still there, though the wave of time has gone over it and drowned it utterly. All that is left is a green mound, a few stumps and stobs of stone.

‘They vanished in their turn, the broch-builders.

‘Came from east-over-sea, from Norway, a tall blond people, in beautiful curving ships with dragon-prows. Across an empty sea they sailed, into the sunset. Two days out at sea they took a starved raven out of its cage. The raven stood above the mast, and stepped higher, and swung its eye round the horizon, and mounted again till it was only a quivering black dot and then it fell suddenly into the west; for from its sky tower it had seen (what they could not see) land in the west, the Orkneys. Two days still they sailed, through drenches of spindrift, following the vanished raven. They landed, ship after ship after ship, on the unsuspecting islands. They took their axes from their belts.

‘In all the confusion of anabasis, domination, settlement that followed, only one clear fact is stated concerning Hellya. It is recorded in the saga: “Sigurd the first earl of the Orkneys gave the island of Hellya to Thorvald Gormson, who was usually at home in Hardanger. He was a good farmer and he was given the name Thorvald Harvest-Happy out west in Orkney” …’

The Skarf closed his manuscript book and took a long meditative sip at his beer.

‘Well now,’ said Bill Scorradale, ‘I had no idea all them things happened here in Hellya.’

‘Give The Skarf a pint,’ said Ivan Westray. He moved over to the pub door and looked up at the schoolhouse. There was no lamp in the high window.

‘It’s ten o’clock,’ said Bill Scorradale. ‘Closing time.’

Ivan Westray wandered back into the bar.

‘All the best,’ said The Skarf. ‘Skol.’ He put the new pint to his lips and slowly raised it till it was at right angles to his recumbent labouring throat.

‘It’s after closing time,’ said Bill Scorradale. ‘Will you drink up, please, gentlemen. Oh, and Ivan, I’m expecting a guest tomorrow. He’ll be taking your boat from the town. I want you boys to try and make less noise than usual while the guest is in residence. Come on now, drink up.’

‘I’ll have a double whisky,’ said Ivan Westray. ‘Give the historian another pint.’

At midnight they were still drinking.

The lights went out in the Kerston house, then in Alice Voar’s house. The lights had been out for some time in the manse and in the Whaness house. The light had never been on in Timmy Folster’s. One by one the lights went out in the room above the store and in the Biggings and in the schoolhouse kitchen. Greenvoe was wrapped in night and silence. About half-past eleven, Timmy Folster began to sing under the pile of coats that was his bed.


Romona, I hear the mission bells above.

Romona, they’re pealing out our song of love.



Bert Kerston opened his bedroom window and shouted, ‘Be quiet, you bloody weed! I have to be at the creels in an hour.’

Timmy Folster sank into a blue sleep again. One of Alice Voar’s little ones whimpered in its cradle. Then the village was silent again.

Inside the stable of The Bu farm three miles away, Tammag Brown of the Glebe and Leonard Isbister of Isbister pushed the great door shut and bolted it. Dod Corrigall of Skaill and Andrew Hoy of Rossiter were helping young Hector Anderson off with his jacket. ‘I bet,’ said Dod Corrigall of Skaill, ‘thu would rather be having a bonny lass to take thee claes off.’ Andrew Hoy laughed. Sandy Manson of Blinkbonny opened a battered brown suitcase and took out a parchment, a horse-shoe, a black blindfold, a lantern, a half-dozen sackcloth sashes and a long apron. He hung the horse-shoe on a nail at the east wall of the barn.

Tammag of the Glebe slid a half-bottle of whisky out of his hip pocket and uncorked it. ‘Put that away!’ cried old Mansie Anderson of The Bu. ‘Hide it out of sight. There’ll be no drink taken this night or any night till the ceremony’s finished. If thu’d so much as put it to thee mouth, thu’d have spoiled everything. I’m surprised at thee, Tammag Broon.’

Tammag flushed and put the flask back in his pocket.

‘I’ll thank you all,’ said the old man, ‘to behave as solemn as if you were in a kirk.’ He spread over a stall the master’s regalia – an apron crudely stitched with yellow wool in the form of a blazing sun. The other men put their sashes on; a more modest decoration, plough and sickle and quern stitched with black and grey wool. The boy stood in trousers and grey shirt, sweating slightly. ‘It’s all right,’ whispered Leonard Isbister to him, ‘nothing’ll come at thee.’

Tammag of the Glebe struck a match and lit the candle in the stable lantern. Old Mansie took up the parchment. He was now the Lord of the Harvest. He kissed the horse-shoe nailed to the wall.

The first of six initiation rites into the Ancient Mystery of The Horsemen began.

LORD OF THE HARVEST: Here is the first station, THE PLOUGH. What are you seeking here, man, among the master horsemen?

NOVICE: A kingdom.

THE HARVEST LORD: The lad that mucks out stable and byre – that’s what you are – what kens he of any kingdom?

NOVICE: Once I lived there. Now I’m an outcast. I desire to return.

THE HARVEST LORD: What hinders you from the place? (One of the Master Horsemen extinguishes the lantern.)

NOVICE: Darkness.

THE HARVEST LORD: In a deeper darkness you must seek it again. (One of the Master Horsemen blindfolds him.) There are many stopping places along the road. What estate do you first desire to enter?

NOVICE: The ploughman’s estate.

THE HARVEST LORD: Are you prepared therefore to undergo a terrible thing, the three-fold darkness, to arrive at this state?

The Novice does not answer.

THE MASTER HORSEMEN (together): Answer. Answer.

NOVICE: I am willing.

THE HARVEST LORD: Kneel down.

The Novice kneels on the floor, or rather, he is ritually thrust to his knees by the Master Horsemen. The horse-shoe is taken from the wall and put into his hand.

THE HARVEST LORD: Take the sign of the horse with thee in all thy goings. Here is the door. Knock, Ploughman.

The Novice knocks on the floor with the horse-shoe three times. The Master Horsemen raise a flagstone. The Novice hangs over a dark opening.


Two

In the endless bestiary of the weather the unicorns of cloud are littered far west in the Atlantic; the sun their sire, the sea their dame. Swiftly they hatch and flourish. They travel eastwards, a grey silent stampeding herd. Their shining hooves beat over the Orkneys and on out into the North Sea. Sometimes it takes days for that migration to pass. But many are torn on the crags and hills, and spill their precious ichor on the farm-lands. Crofters wake to cornfields and pastures extravagantly jewelled.

Bert Kerston was awakened by a steady tap on the ben window. He rose at once and pulled on his trousers. He left the warm snoring hulk at his side. He groped his way through a scatter of sweetly breathing cribs and cradles. He took a black oilskin from the hook on the wall and put it on. His thigh-boots stood in the corner, long collapsed tubes; he eased his legs into them.

Bert Kerston boiled the kettle on the primus stove and made himself a pot of tea. The rain lashed against the window. He spread a barley scone first with butter and then with rhubarb jam. The tea in the pint mug was too hot; he slopped some over into a saucer. Tom turned over in his bed and threw his arm over Ernie and sighed once and breathed regularly and slowly again. Bert Kerston sucked the last drops of tea out of his moustache. He passed out into the pouring morning.

Samuel Whaness in his oilskin passed, going down to the Siloam. The two fishermen met outside Timmy Folster’s burnt window. ‘To think,’ said Bert Kerston to Samuel Whaness, ‘that we have to slave our guts out in every kind of weather, and pay national insurance, to keep bloody scum like that! I could hardly get a wink of sleep for him all night.’
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