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  The Hermit




  One day a hermit came to live in or rather on the edge of our village. The first we knew about it was when we saw the smoke rising from one of the huts that the RAF had left

  there after the war. (There is a cluster of them just outside the village, tin corrugated huts that had never been pulled down, though the war was long over and their inhabitants had returned to

  their ordinary lives in England and other parts of Scotland.)




  Shortly afterwards, Dougie who owns the only shop in the village told me about the hermit. The shop of course is the usual kind that you’ll find in any village in the Highlands and sells

  anything from paraffin to bread, from newspapers to cheese. Dougie is one of the few people in the village that I visit. He served in Italy in the last war and has strange stories about the

  Italians and the time when he was riding about in tanks. He’s married but drinks quite a lot: he doesn’t have a car but goes to town every Saturday night and enjoys himself in his own

  way. However, he has a cheerful nature and his shop is always full: one might say it is the centre of gossip in the village.




  ‘He’s an odd looking fellow,’ he told me. ‘He wears a long coat which is almost black and there’s a belt of rope around him. You’d think in this warm weather

  that he’d be wearing something lighter. And he rides a bicycle. He sits very upright on his bicycle. His coat comes down practically to his feet. He’s got a very long nose and very

  bright blue eyes. Well, he came into the shop and of course I was at the counter but he didn’t ask for his messages at all. He gave me a piece of paper with the message written on it. I

  thought at first he was dumb – sometimes you get dumb people though I’ve never seen one in the village – but he wasn’t at all dumb for I heard him speaking to himself. But

  he didn’t speak to me. He just gave me the paper with the messages written on it. Cheese, bread, jam and so on but no newspapers. And when he got the messages and paid me he took them and put

  them in a bag and then he put the bag over the handlebars and he went away again. Just like that. It was very funny.




  ‘At first I was offended – why, after all, shouldn’t he speak to me? – but then I thought about it and I considered, Well, as long as he can pay for the messages why

  shouldn’t I give them to him? After all he’s not a Russian spy or a German.’ He laughed. ‘Though for all he said he might as well be. But I don’t think he is. He

  wasn’t at all aggressive or anything like that. In fact I would say he looked a very mild gentle sort of man. The other people in the shop thought he was a bit funny. But I must say that

  after you have travelled you see all sorts of people and you’re not surprised. Still, it was funny him giving me the paper. He wore this long coat almost down to his feet and a piece of rope

  for a belt. I don’t know whether his coat was dirty or not. He looked a very contented sort of man. He didn’t ask for a newspaper at all, or whisky. Some people who are alone are always

  asking for whisky but he didn’t ask for any. All he wanted was the food. He had a purse too and he took the money out of the purse and he gave it to me. And all this time he didn’t say

  anything at all. That has never happened to me before but I wasn’t surprised. No, I’m telling a lie. I was surprised but I wasn’t angry. They say he’s living in one of the

  RAF huts and he doesn’t bother anybody. But it’s strange really. No one knows where he’s come from. And when he had got his messages he got on to this old bicycle and he went away

  again. He sits very upright on his bicycle and he rides along very slowly. I never saw anyone like him before. It’s as if he doesn’t want to speak. No, it’s as if he’s too

  tired or too uninterested to speak. Most people in the shop speak all the time – especially the women – but he wasn’t like that at all. Still if he can pay for his messages he can

  be a Russian for all I care.’ And he laughed again. ‘There are some people in the village who don’t pay for their messages but I can’t say that about him. He paid on the

  nail. And after all, in my opinion, people talk too much anyway.’




  2




  That evening, a warm, fine evening, I was out at a moorland loch with my fishing rod, pretending to fish. I do this quite often, I mean I pretend to fish, so that I can get

  away from the village which I often find claustrophobic. I don’t really like killing things, and all I do is hold the rod in my hand and leave it lying in the water while I think of other

  things and enjoy the evening. Out on the moor it is very quiet and there is a fragrance of plants whose names I do not know. I might mention here that I was once the local headmaster till I retired

  from school a few years ago, and I live alone since my wife died.




  I was born and brought up in the village but in spite of that I sometimes find it, as I have said, claustrophobic and I like to get away from it and fishing is the pretext I use. When people see

  you sitting down dangling a rod in the water they think you are quite respectable and sensible whereas if you sat there and simply thought and brooded they would think you eccentric. It’s

  amazing the difference a long piece of wood makes to your reputation among your fellow-men. After all if I never catch anything they merely think I am a poor fisherman and this is more acceptable

  than to think me silly.




  So I sit there by the loch with the rod dangling from my hand and I watch the sun go down and I smell the fragrance of the plants and flowers and I watch the circles the fish make in the water

  as they plop about the loch. Sometimes if there are midges I am rather uncomfortable but one can’t have everything and quite a lot of the time there are no midges. And I really do like to see

  the sun setting, as the mountains ahead of me become blue and then purple and then quite dark. The sunsets are quite spectacular and probably I am the only person in the village who ever notices

  them.




  So I was sitting by the lochside when I saw the hermit at a good distance away sitting by himself. I knew it was the hermit since there was no loch where he was and no other person from the

  village would sit by himself on the moor staring at nothing as the hermit was doing. He was exactly like a statue – perhaps like Rodin’s ‘Thinker’ – and as Dougie had

  said he looked quite happy. I nearly went over to talk to him but for some reason I didn’t do so. If it had been anyone from the village I would have felt obliged to do so but as I

  didn’t know the hermit I felt it would be all right if I stayed where I was. Sometimes I watched him and sometimes I didn’t. But I noticed that he held the same pose all the time, that

  statue-like pose of which I have just spoken. I myself tend to be a little restless after a while. Sometimes I will get up from the lochside and walk about, and sometimes I will take out a

  cigarette and light it (especially if there are midges), but I don’t have the ability to stay perfectly still for a long period as he obviously had. I envied him for that. And I wondered

  about him. Perhaps he was some kind of monk or religious person. Perhaps he had made a vow of silence which he was strictly adhering to. But at the same time I didn’t think that that was the

  case.




  At any rate I sat there looking at him and sometimes at the loch which bubbled with the rings made by the fish, and I felt about him a queer sense of destiny. It was as if he had always been

  sitting where he was sitting now, as if he was rooted to the moor like one of the Standing Stones behind him whose purpose no one knew and which had been there forever. (There are in fact Standing

  Stones on the moor though no one knows what they signify or where they came from. In the summer time you see tourists standing among them with cameras but it was too late in the evening to see any

  there now.) I thought of what Dougie had said, that the hermit was not in the habit of buying whisky, and I considered this a perceptive observation. After all, lonely people do drink a lot and the

  fact that he didn’t drink showed that he was exceptional in his own way. It might also of course show that he didn’t have much money. Perhaps he was not a monk at all, but a new kind of

  man who was able to live happily on his own without speaking to anyone at all. Like a god, or an animal.




  All the time that I had been looking at him he hadn’t moved. And behind him the sun was setting, large and red. Soon the stars would come out and the pale moon. I wondered how long he

  would stay there. The night certainly was mild enough and he could probably stay out there all night if he wished to. And as he obviously didn’t care for other people’s opinions he

  might very well do that. I on the other hand wasn’t like that. Before I could leave the village and sit out by myself I had to have a fishing rod even though I didn’t fish. And people

  in the village knew very well that I didn’t fish, or at least that I never brought any fish home with me. Still, the charade between me and the villagers had to be played out, a charade that

  he was clearly too inferior or superior to care about. In any case there were no new events happening in the village apart from his arrival there and therefore I thought about him a lot. It was

  almost as if I knew him already though I hadn’t spoken to him. It was as if he were a figment of my imagination that had taken shape in front of me. I even felt emotions about him, a mixture

  of love and hate. I felt these even though I had only seen him once. Which was very odd as I had always thought myself above such petty feelings.




  Sometimes I thought that I would take a book out with me and read it in the clear evening light, but that too would have made me appear odd. Fishing didn’t matter but reading books did, so

  I had never done that. The hermit wasn’t reading a book but I knew that if he had thought about it and were a book reader he would have taken his book out with him and not cared what people

  thought of him. He wasn’t a prisoner of convention. I on the other hand had been a headmaster here and I could only do what I thought they expected of me. So I could dangle a rod uselessly in

  the water – which I thought absurd – and I couldn’t read a book among that fragrance, which was what would have suited me better. After a while – the hermit still sitting

  throughout without moving – I rose, took my rod, and made my way home across the moor which was red with heather.




  When I arrived back at the house Murdo Murray was as usual sitting on a big stone beside the house he was building. He has been building this house for five years and all that he has finished is

  one wall. Day after day he goes out with his barrow to the moor and gathers big solid stones which he lays down beside the partially finished house. As usual too he was wearing his yellow canvas

  jersey.




  ‘Did you catch anything?’ he asked and smiled fatly.




  ‘No,’ I said, ‘nothing.’




  He smiled again. Sometimes I dislike intensely his big red fat face and despise him for his idleness. How could a man start on a project like building a house and take such a long time to do it

  and not even care what people thought of him or what they were saying about him? Did he have no idea what excellence and efficiency were? But no, he lived in a dream of idleness and large stones,

  that was his whole life. Most of the time he sat on a stone and watched the world go by. He would say, ‘One day there will be a bathroom here and a bedroom there,’ and he would point

  lazily at spaces above the ground around him. Then he would sigh, ‘My wife and daughters are always after me, but I can’t do more than it is possible for me to do, isn’t that

  right?’




  After a while he would repeat, ‘No man can do more than it is possible for him to do.’




  As a matter of fact, we often wondered what he would do with himself if he ever finished the house. It looked as if he didn’t want to finish it. The children of the village would often

  gather round him, and help him, and he would tell them stories as he sat on a big stone, large and fat. No, he would never finish the house, that was clear, and for some reason that bothered me. I

  hated to see these big useless stones lying about, as if they were the remnants of some gigantic purpose of the past.




  ‘It’s a fine evening,’ he said.




  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and there are no midges. Why don’t you go out fishing yourself?’ I added.




  ‘Me?’ he said and laughed. ‘I’ve got enough to do without going fishing.’ And he probably believed that too, I thought. He probably believed that he was a very busy

  man with not a minute to himself, living in the middle of a world of demanding stones.




  ‘If you want any help at any time,’ I would say to him, but he would answer, ‘No, I’ll do fine as I am. If I don’t finish the house someone will finish it.’

  And he lived on in that belief. He shifted his big buttocks about on the stone and said, ‘I used to go fishing in a boat as you know but I never fished in the lochs. And that was a long time

  ago. Myself and Donald Macleod. We used to go in the boat but I never fished the lochs.’




  I felt a tired peace creeping over me and I didn’t want to speak. Sometimes it’s impossible to summon up enough energy to talk to people, and I had been growing more and more like

  that recently. I was growing impatient of those long silences when two people would sit beside each other and think their own thought and then finally like a fish surfacing someone would speak, as

  he was doing now, words without meaning or coherence. Why was it necessary to speak at all?




  He was clearly finished for the day, sitting there surrounded by his stones. Perhaps he didn’t want to go into the house in case his wife would nag him for not making quicker progress. Or

  perhaps he was sitting there inert as a mirror on which pictures print themselves. In the late light I thought of him as a man sitting in a cemetery with rough unengraved headstones around him.

  Perhaps that was what our world was like, a world of rough unengraved headstones, lacking the finished marble quality of the world of the Greeks.




  Big rough stones on a moor.




  I left him there and went back to my own house.




  When I entered I felt as I usually did the emptiness and the order. The TV set, the radio and the bookcases were in their places. The mirrors and ornaments and furniture had their own quiet

  world which I sometimes had the eerie feeling excluded me altogether. When my wife was alive the furniture seemed less remote than it seemed to be now. Even the pictures on the walls had withdrawn

  into a world of their own. I often had the crazy feeling that while I was out my furniture was conducting a private life of its own which froze immediately I went in the door and that sometimes I

  would half catch tables and chairs returning hastily to their usual places in the room. It was all very odd, very disquieting.




  I went to the cupboard and poured myself a whisky and then I sat down in my chair after switching on the fire and picking up a book from the bookcase. It was a copy of Browning’s poems.

  Since I retired I had far more time to read books unconnected with my job but I didn’t read as much as I thought I would have done and what I did read was mostly poetry. I would find myself

  falling asleep in the middle of the day and at other times I would pace about the house restlessly as if I were in a cage which I myself had built.




  In the chair opposite me my wife used to sit and she would tell me stories which I hardly ever listened to. ‘Kirsty’s daughter’s gone away to London again. They say that

  she’s walking the streets, did you know?’ And I would raise my head and nod without speaking. And she would go on to something else. But most of the time I wouldn’t say anything.

  It didn’t occur to me that my wife’s remarks required an answer and for a lot of the time I couldn’t think of anything to say anyway. Her voice was like a background of flowing

  water, a natural phenomenon which I had grown accustomed to. Now there was no voice at all in the house except that of the radio or the TV and the only order was that which I imposed on it.




  I sipped my whisky slowly and read my Browning. I drank much more now since my wife had died. Not that I actually loved her, at least I didn’t think I did. It had never been a large

  glowing affair, much more a quieter, more continuous fire. We were companions but we weren’t lovers. But in those days I didn’t drink as much as I do now. I think loneliness and drink

  must go together, as Dougie said. Browning however is another matter. His poetry has a cheerful tone and apparently he was in love with his wife, or at least so we must believe after that dramatic

  elopement. I wondered what people would say of me when one day I died in this house as was inevitable. They might perhaps say, ‘Well, he was a good headmaster. He was interested in the

  children,’ and then dig a hole and leave me there. On a cold rainy day perhaps. And then they would go back to their homes. But they wouldn’t say that I had done much for the village. I

  hadn’t, of course. I had always been a stranger in the village. Just as much as the hermit was. Though I had been born and brought up in it. My thoughts had never been the villagers’

  thoughts, they aspired to be higher and more permanent than the business of the seasons.




  It was strange how quiet I felt the house was, as if I missed that monotonous conversation, as if even yet I could see someone sitting in that chair opposite me. But of course there was no one.

  Mary was rotting away somewhere else, in the damp ground. In spite of Browning. In spite of the illusion of warmth which the whisky momentarily gave me.




  3




  The following day I met Kirsty who was on her way to Murdo’s house with a cup in her hand. An evil Christian woman. She never misses a sermon or Communion, going about in

  her dark clothes, with her thin bitter face and the nose from which there is a continual drip like the drip from a tap which needs a washer and which makes an irritating sound in the sink night and

  day. She has a daughter who appears periodically from London and then goes away again after a stormy period at home. It is said that she works in the streets in Soho but this may be malice since

  anyone as bitterly Christian as Kirsty is must be brought down to the level of common humanity and given at least one cross to bear in this fallen world.




  It wasn’t long before she spoke about the hermit.




  ‘It shouldn’t be allowed,’ she said.




  ‘What shouldn’t?’ I asked.




  ‘That man living in that hut. Why, he might be a murderer or a thief or a gangster. The police might be after him. I wonder if anyone’s thought of that.’




  ‘Oh, I shouldn’t think he is any of these things,’ I said. ‘I’m told he looks very gentle.’




  ‘So do lots of murderers,’ she said sharply.




  I didn’t want to be talking to her. I was listening to the music of the sea which one can hear clearly on a fine summer’s day, as this one was. Sometimes when I hear it I don’t

  want to be talking to people at all. What would we do without this ancient unalterable music which lies below our daily concerns and which at the deepest moments of our lives we hear eternally

  present, with its salty echo?




  ‘And the children,’ she said, ‘go to school past that hut. He might . . . why, he might . . . ’




  ‘He might what?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, you see things like that in the newspapers. People like that. Strangers, lonely people. He might give them sweets and . . . ’




  ‘I don’t think you need to worry about that,’ I said. In the old days I wouldn’t be talking to her at all but now I would talk to anyone. That was the extent of my

  downfall, of my hunger. Would it not be better for me to be like the hermit if I had the strength?




  After a while she said, ‘Some people say that it’s love that sent him here.’




  ‘Love?’ I asked.




  ‘Yes, the women say that. That he was disappointed in love. That is why they say he won’t speak to anyone.’




  I nearly laughed out loud. Why should this woman be talking to anyone about love? This bitter salty woman addicted to Christianity? Why, her greatest love was to shake hands with the

  minister.




  ‘It’s possible,’ I said. ‘It’s possible.’




  ‘Well, why else would he not speak to anyone? Aren’t we good enough for him? I don’t suppose he even goes to church. He has never been, so far. And perhaps where he came from

  he never went to church either. I think the minister should go and speak to him. If he was led into the ways of God he might improve.’




  The music of the sea was growing louder and louder. Why don’t you drown her, I pleaded with it. Why don’t you extend your salt waters as far as her skinny body and drown her? Why do

  you allow her to exist to spoil the harmony of your ancient world? She is the thorn in our side. Her confidence, her silly confidence, is the thorn in our side. Her invincible vanity is

  obscene.




  ‘What does the minister say to that?’ I asked her.




  ‘No one has spoken to him about it,’ she said.




  ‘Well, then, perhaps you should do that,’ I said. ‘Perhaps that is your destiny. To bring his soul to God.’




  ‘More than him need to be brought to God,’ she said with a wicked sidelong glance. I knew she was getting at me, because I never go to church myself.




  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I’m not a hermit. And how’s your daughter?’




  ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh, I was thinking about the hermit,’ I said. I had slid the knife into her for a moment and I was pleased with myself. She had thought I was talking about her daughter haunting the

  streets of Soho in her hunting leathers, though I couldn’t imagine that large gross body exposing itself in a nightclub or walking the yellow streets of London. I almost laughed out loud

  again.




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I think something must be done about him. What does he do with himself anyway? He may be plotting something. For all we know he may be a spy. And the

  children should be protected.’




  ‘From what?’ I said.




  ‘I told you already from what. But you don’t care. Maybe you’re a friend of his. I don’t know why else you’re standing up for him.’




  ‘I’m not standing up for him,’ I said. ‘I’m only saying that he hasn’t bothered anyone.’




  ‘Mm, well, he may do it some day.’ And she closed her bitter lips like a trap. ‘It’s not natural for a man to be going about not speaking to anyone. If a stranger comes

  to the village he should act like the other people in the village. And anyway he’s dirty. Everybody says that. He wears a piece of rope for a belt. And his coat is dirty.’




  I nearly said that we are all dirty but I didn’t. I just wanted her to go away and leave me alone, to leave this day with its flowers growing wild around us and the sun so warm in the sky.

  She disfigured the day in her black clothes. And she disfigured the music of the sea. And anyway it was said that when her own daughter was home there was nothing but quarrels between them, and

  their own house was dirty with half empty coffee cups lying about and her daughter getting up at noon and sometimes later. And sometimes the house was not cleaned for days and weeks. Still one

  couldn’t say these things to her. I wondered how the hermit might have handled her. Perhaps his muteness might have reduced her to an equivalent silence. The triviality of her mind confounded

  me. And all the time I wished to listen to the music of the sea.




  She twisted the cup in her hands and said finally, ‘Well, anyway, that’s what I say, and remember that I said it when what will happen happens. Things that aren’t natural will

  cause trouble, you mark my words. I’m surprised that you, a professional man, should be standing up for him.’




  A few years ago she wouldn’t have said that to me. She wouldn’t have dared to talk to me in that way. Of course a few years ago I wouldn’t have talked to her at all. But now

  she knew I had no power and no position and she thought she could say what she liked to me. Before my retirement she would have been bowing and scraping and speaking only when she was spoken to and

  she would have thought it a great honour that I spoke to her at all.




  ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I’ve got to go to Murdo’s house. I’ve got to borrow a cup of sugar.’




  ‘And you certainly need it,’ I said to myself as she walked away. ‘I know of no one who needs sugar more than you do.’




  Still, one couldn’t live on the music of the sea. That was certain. I couldn’t understand why she was going on about the hermit. She didn’t truly understand as I did the

  spiritual threat he represented. She was only saying what she did because she had to have something to talk about and it was the same with the other women of the village who had concocted a story

  of disappointment in love as the reason for the hermit’s appearance among us. Naturally when confronted by an inexplicable silence they had to explain that silence in their own way, and in a

  way flattering to themselves. It was funny that they should not have thought of him as a monk sworn to silence, they had thought of him as a man condemned to silence by love. What vanity, what

  enormous vanity! As if only women could be responsible for that final silence! Why, I could think of a thousand other things that might have condemned him to silence. He might for instance be a

  poet or physicist whose world had failed him. It seemed to me highly unlikely that his silence came from a failure in love, except perhaps from a failure of love as far as people in general were

  concerned, and not exclusively women. Soon, however, a myth would grow up about him that he had left the world he had lived in simply because he had been jilted and that this had perhaps driven him

  ‘beyond the seas’ and so on. What a trivial explanation! Only I, I was convinced, knew the meaning of his silence for I partially shared silence with him. Only I knew the depth of the

  question that he posed. Only I knew the threat his silence was to us.
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  I was born and brought up in this village and there is nothing about it that I do not know. For me it is a processional play with continually changing actors. Some are playing

  at one time sad parts and then happy ones. There is the tragedy of the Disappearing Daughter, the comedy of the Appearing Son. The young man for some reason puts on the disguise of the middle-aged

  man and the middle-aged man in turn the guise of the old man. The earth flowers with corn and then becomes bare again. The sky at moments is close and then as far away as eternity. I have seen the

  people, as if they belonged to the Old Testament, bring water from the well, and later sit down in front of television. I have sat in a small dark desk in the school and then I have sat in the

  headmaster’s study. I have taught the little children about the thunder and the lightning and the autumn moon.




  When I was seventeen years old I left the village to go to bare beautiful Edinburgh where I attended university in the large shadow of its history. There I read many books and studied many

  subjects. There, I, with others of my generation, wondered what the world means and what its destiny is. I have walked down Princes Street among taxis black as hearses and been entranced by the

  theatrical appearance of the castle where the drama of history repeats itself nightly. That lighting told nothing: it was merely a fairy lighting. In youth one devours everything indiscriminately

  and ideas arrive like revelations. I have walked among the leaves of autumn tormented by desire and nostalgia as if for a world once known that would never return. I have read and debated there,

  but the skies had no answer to give, only the bloody answer of past history. As I listen to the sound of the sea here so I listened to the sound of the traffic there and found it senseless. I read

  whole libraries driven on by my merciless mind and at night I went to plays and to the cinema. One night I met a boy from our village staggering drunkenly about the street but he did not know me.

  The city is a terrible place of stone and mad music, of white-faced clocks and massive buildings. The city has no meaning at all, and its plays are not real plays, they are sensational

  potboilers.




  There one day in the library I met Mary. I took her to the cinema and then back to her house where in the shadow of her garden her face shone with a greenish light, as if she had caught some

  demonic plague. Later she was to become my wife. In those days she used to play the violin and she told me she used to ride on horseback down the leafy avenues of Edinburgh. Together we explored

  the city; much later we married and I brought her to the village. She had no Gaelic and couldn’t understand what people were saying unless they spoke English which some of them couldn’t

  do very well. She did not love the seas and moors as I did. We never returned to Edinburgh, mainly because of her. At the time I did not understand that her reason for not returning there was not

  that she didn’t love it but rather that she loved it too much and she couldn’t bear having to be parted from it a second time. How self-satisfied I was! She stopped playing the violin.

  The two of us would sit in the evenings in our respective chairs staring at TV or at each other after I had finished my schoolwork. My schoolwork was my whole life. The little children came to me

  in all their freshness and were taught. Their sorrows and joys and tendernesses were my own. The secret innermost recesses of their minds were open to me. Life flooded from them to me and daily I

  was renewed. My life had purpose and meaning and desire. But my wife sat alone in the house in a village which she did not understand – not its secret linguistic recesses, its private

  clannish corners – and I did not think of her or if I did I put the thought away from me as if it were an unbearable wound. I did not wish to think of the life she led, of the life that she

  didn’t lead. No concerts, theatre, cinemas. She did not have her orchestra as I had, she didn’t understand the changing drama, closed to her because she could not speak Gaelic. She was

  an unwilling bored spectator all her days in this village. I condemned her to imprisonment. She was as much a prisoner as if I had passed sentence on her like a judge.




  One day I arrived home unexpectedly from school and found her in the kitchen with the violin in her hand. As soon as she saw me she rushed out of the room with it and put it away again in the

  room from which she had taken it. I couldn’t make out whether in fact she played it when I was away at school or not. She could have been a great violinist, they had said that, and I believed

  it. But she had given it up for me. And what had she seen in me after all? Perhaps the fatal attraction of the exotic. What is your island like, she would ask me. And I would say, The people are so

  pleasant and friendly. And then of course there is the sea and the moor. It is always beautiful and always changing. And she had found it boring and uncaring. What was the sea to her? Merely a

  meaningless mass of water. Then later she was seized by cancer, that terrible disease without music or mercy. Maybe I had condemned her to it. Some nights she would scream with pain and I could do

  nothing. The violin lay unused in the unused room. Bare loved Edinburgh with its resounding streets was far away. My wife’s hair had become grey and hung in wisps from her head. She had

  nothing to say to me at all and I nothing to her. She would drink whisky and cradle the bottle absently in her arms as if it were a silent violin. And the village went on with its own concerns.

  What had I done to her? What did life mean after all? Was this what it meant, all it meant? All the books and philosophies, was this what they all came down to after all? All those nights of

  blazing discussion and debate, was this the end of them? Truly, it was. Truly it was a possible ending that had happened.




  5




  The following day I talked to the postman. He had brought me an airmail letter from my brother in New Zealand and a catalogue from Athena. Athena is a firm which sells

  reproductions of paintings by post and I already had quite a lot of these, some by Van Gogh, some by Dali and some by Breughel. My favourite painters are in fact Vermeer and Breughel: I admire

  Vermeer for the cold mathematical clarity of his paintings and Breughel for the strange spawning fertility of his. Sometimes I myself try to paint but the paintings I have done are vicious and

  aggressive and inhabited by small murderous animals in an atmosphere of intense silence as of a desert.




  The postman is called Hunchbacked John and he takes his time delivering the mail, sometimes stopping here and there for a cup of tea and telling everybody who he’s got letters for. He

  knows of course when there is a letter from the Income Tax people but he is also adept at knowing all other official notifications even when there are no clues on the outside of the envelope.

  Season after season: spring, summer, autumn, and winter, Hunchbacked John whose gaze is not much above the level of the ground drives fiercely forward on his errands.




  I accepted the thin blue letter from him and the catalogue and then asked him if he ever delivered any letters to the hermit.




  ‘Not at all,’ he said, ‘he never gets any letters. None. From anywhere.’




  ‘That’s odd,’ I said. Had he seen him?




  ‘Saw him once,’ he said. ‘He was sitting in front of the door mending an old coat.’




  ‘How had he looked?’




  ‘He looked very contented. He didn’t speak to me. I said, “Hello, it’s a fine day”, but he didn’t answer. He just carried on sewing his coat. I think he must

  have been mending it or putting on a button.’




  ‘And he never got any letters?’




  ‘No, none at all. He doesn’t expect any. I can tell. I can tell the ones who get letters. Some people in this village never get any letters, others get a lot of letters. Some people

  don’t expect any letters. The hermit doesn’t. You can see by his eyes.’




  ‘By his eyes?’




  ‘Yes, by his eyes. He’s a man who has given up expecting any letters.’




  For some reason the words so baldly spoken depressed me. What must it be like to expect nothing, not even letters? I myself looked out for the mail every day. Sometimes I would stand at the

  window watching Hunchbacked John making his way along the road and wondering if he was going to come up the path to my house. Other times I would stand at the door of the kitchen and look down the

  lobby. I would wait for the letter box to click and then I would watch the white letter drifting on to the mat, like manna from heaven. I would walk down the lobby watching the letter which might

  after all be an agent for a complete transformation of my life, the letter innocent and packed with joy, or menace. Every day, once a day, I am like a small child waiting to see what Santa Claus

  has placed for him on the Christmas Tree. Maybe somewhere in the vast world a being known or unknown has decided to write to me, to me alone, with news of the greatest importance. This letter has

  perhaps travelled the whole world by boat or plane and then finally arrived on this mat in this particular lobby. What magic has taken place? What news lies inside that white square? How could one

  exist without that opening to the universe? How could one live without that possibility of renewal or resurrection?




  I said to him, ‘Why don’t you . . . ’




  ‘Why don’t I what?’




  ‘Why don’t you pretend you have a letter for him and then you could . . . ’




  ‘Why should I do that?’ he interrupted bluntly before I had finished.




  ‘Well, you could go to the door and you could see inside his house and see what he does with himself.’




  ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that, I couldn’t do that.’ And then for good measure, ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that.’




  His literal mind repeated the phrases as if he were an old rusty bell.




  ‘Of course not,’ I sighed. ‘But think . . . ’




  ‘No, I couldn’t do that.’ And he slowly raised his eyes towards me like a gun being swivelled upwards and a light of intelligence dawned in his eyes as if he were to say,

  ‘Yes, I know you. I understand you completely.’ But he didn’t say anything except, ‘I know the ones who will never get letters. The hermit will never get a letter. He has

  given up. He has given everything up.’ What a desolate phrase. I wondered if Hunchbacked John himself ever got any letters, trudging on as he did through all the seasons of the year

  delivering other people’s mail. Looking down at the ground he would see the stones and the changing seasons but he would never receive a letter of his own. It would be like a bank teller

  perpetually counting other people’s money.




  How strange the world is and how many different kinds of people there are! Before him we had a postman who rode a bicycle. He was a young boy and he was so careless that if no one was at home he

  would place the letter under a stone at the door. Another time, because he hadn’t closed his bag properly, about twenty letters were blown away on the wind, some of them never recovered.

  Another time we had a very religious postman but the less said about him the better.




  ‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘I must be on my way.’ I hadn’t offered him tea though perhaps that was what he wanted. Not that I particularly wanted to read my

  brother’s letter which was usually nothing more than a statement that he was still alive: he never had any news of the slightest interest to me.




  ‘Well, cheerio just now then,’ I said and watched him steadily plodding away with his sturdy limited literal mind and his crooked body. No, of course he wouldn’t have the

  imagination or the daring to do what I had suggested. And yet it would have been interesting. If I had been the postman I would have done it. Such a little white lie. But then much might have been

  discovered.




  Perhaps for instance the hermit’s house was full of books like my own. Or perhaps there was nothing at all there, not even furniture. Just the fire and perhaps one table and one chair like

  those in a meagre painting of Van Gogh’s. He too had been a kind of hermit. That was why I liked his work so much, though not as well as I liked Breughel’s or Vermeer’s. The truth

  was that I too was like the hermit but without his extreme daring. At least I spoke a language and he didn’t. Even that night on the moor I was conscious of the language of the birds which

  they speak among themselves. Perhaps he wasn’t even conscious of that. For everything and everyone has a language except perhaps for the stones which Murdo brings home on his wheelbarrow.

  Even the sea has a language. Even a violin. Everything has a language but only human beings have learned to hide and not reveal their world with their language. But to have a language and choose

  not to use it, what a terrible decision that must be! What a terrible burden that must be, to act like a stone and be a human being! What bitter strength it must take to sustain that. What power or

  immense disgust. Or perhaps what holiness, as if one were talking to God and human language was seen as a slimy repulsiveness, like an old fish quivering in one’s hand, like a rotten old

  jellyfish, phosphorescent and rotting.




  6




  There is in the village a girl called Janet. She is about eighteen years old, with long black hair, a diamond-pale face, and a marvellous bum. Every morning, cool in her

  morning suit, she passes my house on her way to the school where she is some sort of clerk though her spelling, according to the new headmaster, is not so good. But what does she need to be a good

  speller for, with that cool infuriating body, those legs, that bum?




  It was a day of steady rain, drip drip, the hole appeared in the ground. The minister was speaking into the high wind, his cloak flapping about him. I could hear carried on the wind, but

  vaguely, as if they were the last gasps from a dying mouth, words like ‘resurrection’ and ‘eternity’; but I was watching the coffin. We approached after a while that deep

  narrow hole and each took a tassel and lowered the coffin, hexagonal like a bee’s hive, into the earth, into the hole. We lowered it slowly. The wreaths, few and small, were laid near the

  hole.




  And coming home the first person I saw was Janet, her lovely alive body, eel of the day. And it was then that that sickness struck me, ridiculous object of sixty years old. The young girl was a

  banner, unconscious and engraved, against the stupidity of death. In bed at night I thought of her and I dreamed of that hole in the ground and above it, flourishing like a young tree with buds in

  its branches, Janet’s young body, potent with fruit and blossom.




  Every morning she passes my house in the early dew, sometimes wearing her yellow dress with its yellow collar, trim and young and cool. Who cares if she can spell or is educated? I create a

  picture of an Einsteinean mind being put to rout by the movement of a girl’s leg or foot, by the motion of her bum. It is a plague that I suffer from, O I know it, I’m old enough to

  know that, but I’m not old enough to cure myself of it. Where is the remedy for it after all? Mary was never as beautiful as Janet, not even in her youth. Her face always had a serious

  expression as if she were concerned with some deep problem that she could never solve. Janet’s face has no deep problem imprinted on it. It has grown like a blossom, it is itself, it is not

  concerned with the meaning of the universe, it is as natural as a leaf in the sky. Its coolness is that of the diamond, its perfection its own. I know that I am speaking words without meaning but I

  cannot stop myself. Language is running away with me because language cannot explain what I feel, because a young girl’s perfection is beyond language, because her perfume unconscious and

  fertile is what language cannot embrace. There are mornings so perfect that language cannot express their perfection since the mornings are so new and our language is so corrupted by evil and

  distortion and double meanings and used ancient stained blasphemies. To know these mornings is to be young again. O if only I could . . . just once . . . in my youth . . . those legs, those eyes .

  . . that face. The sickness is delirious and intolerable. It can have no cure. It must only be endured. I have often thought of this. Life and mathematics are different from each other. Problems in

  mathematics are soluble since mathematics is only a game after all. Problems are insoluble in life since life is more than a game. One can often find no solution to them. The reason why we look for

  solutions is because we confuse mathematics with life. And that is the worst of all confusions. It is also the confusion that when a problem is spoken it is halfway to being solved. Hermit,

  wherever you are just now, have you solved your problems because you refuse to speak them? No, all you have done is to take all these problems on your back, since you know there is no solution.

  Your silence perhaps is the most honourable stance of all. You at least are not a ridiculous old man writing his silly lyrics to a young girl. At least you have saved yourself from that.
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  The day I came home unexpectedly from school and she was cradling the violin on her breast like a child . . . That is the image I shall always keep with me. For she

  couldn’t speak Gaelic. And people would sometimes come to the house and speak Gaelic and she couldn’t understand them. And her English sounded foreign among all these people. An alien

  with a violin which she couldn’t bring herself to play and which remained silent in that room since no one could appreciate her music. Once a man from the village came to the house and asked

  if she would play the violin at a local dance. He thought he was doing her a favour bringing her into the middle of things. Her violin – at a village dance. I nearly laughed out loud. The

  meeting of two worlds in absurdity. Naturally she wouldn’t play. She was too shy to. And so the whirligig of time brings in its revenges, its mockeries, its echoes. She had no language at all

  to speak to them, not even the language of music. For they were used to the melodeon glittering in the moonlight in the open air at the end of the road not in fact far from the hermit’s home.

  Their music was not the music of excellence and rigour, it was the music of abandoned gaiety, amateurish music. But she had been trained in a harder tougher more silent school, where the music was

  squeezed out of the soul and was not an emanation of the body. And often at night as the sun goes down I hear her voice crying with pain. Sometimes I feel that I am going out of my mind.




  I opened my brother’s letter from New Zealand. He wrote:




  

    

      I hope you are well. We are all well here. I hope you got the photos I sent you recently: Anne in bathing costume with myself and the kids on the beach. Colin is getting to

      be a great rugby player. I could send you some newspapers but I suppose you wouldn’t like them. They are all full of rugby and I don’t think that would interest you. Still, if it

      would, say the word. The weather here is as good as usual. It’s not very unlike the weather in the Old Country. Anne is always asking about you. Do you remember the time we went off

      fishing and left her and Mary together? Ever since then she asks for you a lot. I suppose you are still reading as much as ever. I don’t find much time for reading myself. We are thinking

      of going to Australia for our holiday later on. Why don’t you come out here yourself sometime? You’d be very welcome as you know and we could show you the sights. There’s

      plenty of room in the house. But I suppose you won’t come. The plane wouldn’t take long to bring you out. The children would like to see their uncle of whom we talk so much. Flora

      is doing well at school, you would be proud of her. I think she might end up as a teacher some day. She gets good grades in her subjects and she’s also good at sport. She was chosen for

      her hockey team and she had a part in the school play at the end of term. She reads a lot too, like you. You would like her. Well, if you do want the newspapers let me know. But as I say

      they’re mostly about rugby. And if you want to come out you have only to say the word.


    


  




  Hermit, where are you sleeping tonight. On your stone with your rope about your middle like an ancient monk lying down in the light of the moon?




  And Janet, where are you sleeping? In your murderous innocence, also in the light of the moon, not the marble moon of the Greeks but the moon of romance, a moon that transforms

  you into a princess in a fairy story with a knife between your thighs. Or a poisonous rose.




  While the whole village sleeps, the only sound the barking of a dog; the village with its ills and joys, with its closed rancours and its open happinesses, with its ancient

  sorrows and its lethal struggles, eels everywhere squirming and writhing in that sea of moonlight.




  8




  I determined to do it and I did it. At three in the morning I got up from my bed and set off to the hermit’s hut. Of course I didn’t want anyone to see me and that

  was why I waited till then. The village was not like the city, it would not have people walking about it at that time. People went to bed late – about midnight – but you wouldn’t

  see them again till the late morning. I had never been about at night in the village before, or rather so early in the day. The place was so quiet sleeping under the moonlight. I went along the

  road: once a cat ran from one side to the other but I saw nothing else and all I heard was the sound of the stream which flowed quietly along to the sea. I didn’t know what I was going to

  see; surely the hermit would be asleep. And in any case his door would be locked. I didn’t know why I thought this but I did. I myself have never locked the door but for some reason I was

  sure that he would lock his. At the place where the huts were it was said that there once used to be a ghost. Once a young man from the village was coming home from the town and he said he saw it.

  It was walking towards him and its face was green. He arrived at his parents’ house in a state of shock. He was home on leave at the time. Shortly afterwards he went away and his ship was

  blown up in the Pacific and he was drowned. But I wasn’t afraid of ghosts and have in fact never believed in them. I didn’t even believe in the young man’s story.




  It was strange to be up and about at that hour in the morning. It almost gave one a feeling of power as if one held the destiny of the village in one’s hands, in one’s mind. People

  are so helpless when they are asleep, so defenceless. I felt like a burglar creeping about the night. What treasure was I seeking, what golden hoard? I kept on the grass verge of the road as if it

  was necessary for me to make as little noise as possible. I wondered what I would say if I met anyone. Perhaps I might say that I couldn’t sleep. And that was true. I didn’t sleep well.

  After my wife died I didn’t sleep for a month though I took sleeping pills every night. Still, it was unlikely that I would meet anyone.




  The village itself looked strange in the moonlight as if it had been painted in yellow. I hated yellow. It reminded me of sickness and of old faces and of autumn and of the neon lights of the

  city. I felt as if I myself were coloured a sickly yellow, as if I were suffering from some sickness such as jaundice.




  Eventually I reached the hut and slowly went up to it. As I have said I didn’t know what I was doing. I peered through the window but there was complete darkness. I put my ear to the door

  as if I were a doctor sounding someone’s chest, someone who was dying of an incurable disease. As I did so I saw in the light of the moon that there were names and drawings on the door. The

  drawings were of naked women and of Cupids and hearts with arrows stuck in them. I tried to imagine those airmen going up into the sky in their planes, all rushing out from the hut and setting off

  into the blue sky at the time of the Battle of Britain. Of course none of them had done that at all. I was only remembering old films. And on the door too someone had carved the name of Vera Lynn.

  It was strange to think of the hermit lying in such a hut, as if at any moment he might take wings and set off into the sky, masked and helmeted. Into that freedom, that false freedom. Per

  ardua ad astra. Beyond that hut I could see the Standing Stones shadowy in the moonlight, ancient and undecipherable. The tinny hut looked like an accordion, yellow and black. I wondered

  whether the hermit was lying there asleep in a bed or on the floor in a blanket. I nearly knocked on the door as if I wanted to ask him a question though I didn’t know what I should ask him.

  Perhaps I should ask him, What is the meaning of the world?




  Perhaps in fact he was one of those airmen returned again to the huts out of nostalgia. But I knew this wasn’t true. I knew that he had nothing to do with planes or the war. His war was a

  different one. He had perhaps been wounded in some irretrievable way and that was why he didn’t speak. It would be so easy to take a plane up from that hut and set off into the illimitable

  blue, it would be too easy. All the time I stood there I didn’t hear a sound. For all I knew there was no one there at all. For all I knew the hermit was sleeping outside and watching me at

  that very moment.




  I turned away from the door and made my way home quickly as if someone was after me, as if I was being hunted. I actually began to run, looking behind me to see if anyone was following me, but I

  didn’t see anyone. All there was was the moon high in the sky like a big stone and the shadows and yellowness. When I got to my room I was panting as if I had committed some terrible crime. I

  lay in my bed sleeplessly thinking of him lying in bed, not realising that a stranger had been looking at him through the window, listening at his door. I was ashamed of myself. I was frightened of

  something that was happening to me that I did not understand.




  9




  I don’t think I have yet mentioned Kenneth John, though I did intend to, since he becomes important later. Kenneth John is older than me and has been married in the

  village for many years to a woman he met after he had given up sailing, late in life. He says himself that he has been everywhere, China, Australia, New Zealand, South America. ‘In

  China,’ he once told me, ‘they leave food for the dead people. They think they will rise again and eat it.’ And he looked at me with his small wrinkled face. ‘That’s

  right,’ he would add, ‘they do that. And they leave drink for them as well at the graves. Would you believe that?’ And I would pretend that I hadn’t heard any of this, since

  he clearly enjoyed telling an ‘educated’ man something new.




  ‘Women,’ he would say, ‘they’re no use on board ship. What use are they to any man? Wasn’t it a woman who ate the apple? Doesn’t it say that in the Bible? And

  it was because of them that sin came into the world.’ At other times he would tell me that Edgar Wallace was the best writer in the world. According to him, he had read all his books.




  ‘But there’s nothing in the world like being on a ship on a fine day with the water stretching away from you on all sides, no land to be seen anywhere. In my youth I used to climb up

  into the sails. Up the masts. And I would look up and the sea was miles below. And sometimes you would see porpoises playing in the water.




  ‘Have you noticed,’ he would say earnestly, looking into my face, his thin red nose almost quivering and his teeth, discoloured by tobacco, clearly visible. ‘Have you

  noticed,’ he would say, ‘that women never play? They’re so serious all the time. That’s the thing I have against them. Women,’ and he would spit on the ground,

  ‘what use are they to man or beast?




  ‘When I came home first I wouldn’t have anything to do with the land. I would go up to the town and I would watch the ships coming in and going away. I would stand there for hours

  and think of all the places the ships might be going to. And it took me all my time not to go on board one of them and sail away in it. But I was married then and I couldn’t do

  that.’




  He had pictures of sailing ships in his house and he and his wife would sit by the fire and he would tell me stories and his wife would say nothing much except that at intervals she might sigh

  heavily and murmur, ‘He could have been a captain. He could have been a captain.’ They said that she was very hard on him and made sure that he kept the house clean. One day I went in

  and found that all the pictures of sailing ships had been taken down and new wallpaper put up. I never saw them again. In the East, he would say, the women went about with veils on their faces and

  they would look down at the ground. They would never look up at you at all. They were very obedient in the East. ‘But when I got married first I didn’t want to stay in the house at all.

  I would walk about the village and sometimes I would go out fishing on a boat that I had. But it was like being on a pond and I gave it up. There was no excitement at all, no excitement.




  ‘But I’ll tell you about women. They have no humour in them. The things they worry about, like whether you are wearing a good suit or not, things like that, and whether the floor is

  clean. And one day I broke an ornament and she went on about it for months.




  ‘And why do we settle down? Let me ask you that. You’re an educated man. You tell me that.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ I said.




  ‘Well, I’ll tell you,’ he said, his little rusty moustache quivering. ‘It’s because we’re frightened. That’s the reason. And don’t let anyone tell

  you different. That’s the reason and the only one. There was a boy once who went up to the top of the mast and he started screaming. He was frightened, you see, looking down into the water.

  That’s the way we are. But I was never frightened up in the mast. Never.




  ‘We’re frightened, that’s why we take up with women. I used to go into port and enjoy myself and get drunk. There was a lot of fighting and drinking in those days. But I would

  have ended up as a drunkard, you see. But in those days I didn’t care. And so, I thought to myself, do I want my freedom so that I’ll be a drunkard? And what do you think is the best

  thing?’ he asked.




  ‘To have your freedom and not be a drunkard,’ I said.




  ‘You can’t have the two of them,’ he said. ‘Not at all. You can’t have the two of them. Women. They’ve caused all the trouble in the world. We’re

  frightened and we don’t know what the world is about. That’s the truth. No one knows what’s right and what’s wrong. You read books and you find that out. When I came home

  first I didn’t want to have anything to do with the land. I was like a man in a cage. I used to go up and down the village as if I was on the deck of the ship. Why can’t we have a house

  on water, on the sea? They have that in some countries. That’s what I would like, a house on the sea. They have that in China and some places.’ And he would spit in the fire. And then

  he would say, for his stories were always the same, ‘Do you know the strangest thing that ever happened to me? One night I went into this bar in Australia. Myself and some of the boys from

  the ship. And do you know who I saw there sitting in the bar? It was Squinty. You remember Squinty, he had a squint eye. Well, he saw me and I was going over to speak to him but he turned away from

  me. He wouldn’t even recognise me. He was playing dominoes with some people and he was wearing an old ragged coat. And he came from the same village as me. He didn’t want the people at

  home to know what he had become. He had gone to the dogs, you see. To the dogs. He must have been drinking hard. A lot of these boys never write home, you know. No one hears of them, they go to the

  dogs and they drink. Well, he didn’t speak to me and he had been brought up with me. And he was drinking wine. Imagine. He was like a Frenchman, drinking wine. And he just turned away from

  me. It was a queer thing.




  ‘Well, that night, I went into the lavatory in that pub and I looked in the mirror that was there. I had been drinking, you see, and my face was red and my eyes were red. And I said to

  myself, “Where are you heading for, boy? Where are you sailing your ship?” That was what I said, “Where are you heading for, boy?” And that was why I got married. My wife is

  older than me and she had been looking after her parents, that was why she didn’t marry before. She was very sweet to me at first, she wouldn’t say anything about my suit then. Nothing

  but, “You do what you like, Kenneth John, you always do that anyway.” That’s what she used to say. But then she began to buy things for me, handkerchiefs and things like that.

  Then she would buy shirts and at last she bought me a suit. And ever since then I’ve been in a cage. Women. What can you say about them? They brought sin into the world. The Bible teaches you

  that. But you’ve never seen a woman on board ship, have you? They would be no good. They would be putting on their lipstick while water was coming in in a storm. You have to have some give

  and take on board a ship if you don’t want a fight. That’s what I say.’




  And his wife would murmur, as she sat by the fire, ‘He could have been a captain, you know. He could have been a captain.’
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  On a fine day our village looks very peaceful and lovely. The blue sea is in the distance, with perhaps a ship passing by, smoke coming out of its funnel, and behind us there

  is the moor which is wine-red with heather. In the early morning you can hear cockerels crowing from here and there, their red claws sunk in the earth, their coloured brassy heads extended.

  Sometimes too you hear a dog barking. The Clamhan, in front of the house, may be hammering a post into the ground or mending a net in front of his door. Or at this time of year you may see people

  going down to the corn which is yellow in the sunlight. As the sun comes up, small boys start running about. As the day passes and it gets hotter, you may see them building tents. I don’t

  know why they do it, but on the very hottest days you will find them sitting inside these tents and trying to make fires just like Red Indians.




  And beside me Murdo sits regarding his unfinished house.




  Practically every morning I go over and talk to him after I have got up and have had my breakfast (which usually consists of a cup of tea and a slice of bread). I don’t eat much for

  breakfast. I offer as usual to help him but he says as usual that he doesn’t need any help. His two daughters who have now left school are usually going about the outside of the house with

  pails and pans. They are not pretty, are in fact spotty with very thin legs.




  Today he tells me about a big stone that he has taken home on his barrow the day before.




  ‘There were hundreds of worms below it,’ he tells me. ‘Hundreds of them. All so red. I could have killed them all but I left them for the birds.’




  I thought: the birds will make songs from them. There are in fact few animals to be found around here. No foxes, rabbits, weasels. Hardly any wild life at all. And no trees. I miss the trees.

  That is why I often think of Edinburgh. For some reason I specially associate trees with university days. But this is a bare bleak island especially in winter when it’s wet and misty.




  ‘What are you doing today?’ Murdo asks.




  ‘Oh, I’ve got a few letters to answer,’ I say. I have no croft and this means that time passes very slowly for me. I am driven to reading and writing, since I don’t visit

  many houses in the village apart from Dougie’s. As I’m talking to Murdo the idea comes to me that I could buy milk from Janet’s parents. They sell milk and are one of the few

  families in the village that have a cow. It strikes me as a good idea. In the distance I see a cow eating some clothes on a clothes line at the far end of the village: that was what brought the

  idea into my mind. I can’t make out whether it is Stork’s house or that of the two sisters Maclean, one of whom has been lame all her life, practically, from polio. Sometimes I find the

  mornings here exhilarating and most beautiful; other times I find them boring. There is a rhythm about the place, a slow deep sometimes exasperating rhythm. People talk slowly, chewing every word

  and releasing it as if it were a precious possession whose extinction in air is to be mourned. Language almost becomes like tobacco which is as much chewed as smoked.




  ‘Ah, well,’ says Murdo, ‘it’s going to be another fine day.’ And I say that in my opinion it probably almost certainly will be. And I know that all we are doing is

  making sounds, that silence embarrasses us after a while, and we are not using language at all but making comforting motions. I look down at Murdo as he sits on his stone: there are red hairs in

  his nostrils. He looks like a large plump red animal. He is, as I have said before, like a man surrounded by tombstones. And I try to penetrate his mind but I often feel that he has no mind to

  penetrate. He has never thought about the world, about its meaning. He is, it seems to me, perfectly suited to his environment in a way that I shall never be. His environment makes on him the few

  demands that he can easily cope with. Day after day he rises from his bed and day after day he takes out his barrow and brings his stones home. It is almost as if he has forgotten what the stones

  are for, as if the house itself which is his ultimate aim has receded into the distance and it is only now and again that he recalls that the purpose of gathering the stones is for building the

  house. A slight breeze ruffles his canvas jersey which moves slightly about his big belly.




  After a while he says, ‘Isn’t that Kirsty there setting off to the shop?’ It is indeed. Then he says, ‘I hear that her daughter is in London.’ He looks at me slyly.

  ‘I hear she’s on the streets there. Someone from the village saw her.’




  I was in London myself once. I remember it as a vast place glittering with cinemas and theatres and people with braziers selling nuts late at night on the streets. That was a long time ago when

  I was at a Conference.




  A long time ago too Murdo was in the War, in the Fusiliers he says himself. He says that he didn’t like the French, that they were tricky and lazy, not like the Germans. I can’t

  imagine him ever having done anything that required rapid movement but I suppose that he must have been young once as we all were.




  ‘Well,’ he says at last, ‘this won’t do,’ and he levers himself slowly to his feet and goes to his barrow. His hands must now be cracked and broken with the weight

  of the vast stones that he brings home.




  ‘And I’d better be going too,’ I say. At least he has something definite to do every day: I don’t even have that. He spits on his hands and then takes the handles of the

  barrow and sets off to the moor again. I watch him as he plods steadily along. Then I turn back into the house.




  After a while I take out my writing pad and my pen and write to my brother. The phrases flow easily. They are always the same phrases. My brother is a salesman in New Zealand and I really

  don’t know him very well. Even when we were young I didn’t know him: he was much more active than me and though younger he always beat me in fights. I was amazed at times by his

  aggressiveness and frightened by his mad possessiveness for property. We used to play sometimes in the attic of my parents’ house and he would turn somersaults over the rafters which I

  couldn’t do.




  Now I have little to say to him but I feel a certain obligation to write. ‘Everything here is as usual,’ I write, feeling at the same time that the phrase is perhaps slightly too

  literary, too stilted. I have no gossip to give him. I merely tell him that all is well, that I hope his children and wife are well, that I am sure he is busy and so on. We don’t communicate

  more than I communicate with Murdo and his work appears to me to be precisely as useful as Murdo’s.




  The only event that has happened is the arrival of the hermit but for some reason I don’t tell him about it. I don’t tell him how much I hate that mirror image of myself, which is

  yet stronger than me, at the end of the road. I don’t tell him of my obsession with that being, because I have so little to do. I don’t tell him that the reason I hate the hermit is

  because I am frightened I will become like him, for at the moment at least I still hold on to language, though it is possible that that too may go. I don’t however want the New Zealand

  papers, I tell him. Rugby is the very least of my interests in life, it is certainly far on the periphery.




  My brother was always far better at sport than me. I was never any good at any sport, neither football nor shinty, nor any other game that the boys used to play. I was never any good at rock

  climbing or jumping across streams. Perhaps that is why I became a schoolmaster in the end. I can’t at any rate imagine myself as ever having been a salesman. That would be the final

  indignity of all.




  I seal the letter slowly and after I have done that I turn to one of my paintings. The painting shows a thin Van Gogh-like figure sitting on a thin gaunt chair while above it as if about to jump

  on it a picture of a wild cat. On the wall which is red there is a framed picture of a violin.
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  I went to see Janet’s parents to ask them about the milk. When I went in, the mother and father stood up from the table where they had been eating but Janet remained

  where she was. She continued eating, her head downcast, concentrated on her plate. O, my dear, chewing your bacon and eggs, so shy and sweet. Her father said, ‘Come in, come in. What a

  stranger you are!’ And he held out his hand. His wife, flurried and red-checked, was wiping her hands in her apron.




  It wasn’t often that they saw the ex-headmaster of the school in their house. I didn’t know them very well – they lived at the far end of the village – all I knew was a

  story about her husband who used to go about selling fish that they found him one night drunk in a ditch, his horse and cart at the side of the road, the horse patiently cropping the grass. Now of

  course he had a van.




  ‘Would you like something to eat?’ he asked me.




  ‘Yes, something to eat,’ said the mother, as if she had just thought of it.




  ‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘As a matter of fact I came to ask a favour.’




  All this time Janet was eating her bacon and eggs and drinking her tea. They had put a chair out for me and I sat down and they sat down but of course they wouldn’t continue with their

  food. I shouldn’t have come at that time, I thought, they took their meal later than me.




  ‘And what favour is that?’ said her father. ‘I’m sure if we can help you we will.’




  ‘Surely, surely,’ said his wife, mumbling downwards at the table.




  ‘Well,’ I said, ‘it occurred to me the other night that you sell milk. And I would like to buy some. I’m getting tired of the milk I have. I would like really fresh

  milk.’




  They both smiled now that they knew that the favour didn’t make a great demand on them. Janet looked up at me for the first time, her fork and knife still in her hand. I suppose I thought

  even Juliet had to eat sometimes, while the tragedy raged around her. There was a spot of yellow egg on her lip.




  ‘Oh, I think that could be arranged,’ said her father. ‘I’m sure we could do that. Couldn’t we do that?’ he asked his wife.




  ‘Oh, surely, surely,’ she said. ‘Surely,’ she repeated. She was about the same size as her daughter but her jowls had begun to grow fat and gross and there were lines

  round her eyes.




  ‘I was thinking,’ I said, ‘that Janet could leave the milk at the foot of the path when she was on her way to school.’




  Janet gave me another piercing glance and then looked down at her plate again.




  ‘I’m sure Janet would do that,’ said her father. ‘I don’t see why she shouldn’t do that. She’s passing the house every day anyway. You’ll do that,

  Janet, won’t you?’




  ‘Yes, that will be all right,’ said Janet speaking for the first time.




  ‘Well, that’s fine then,’ said her father. ‘That’s fine.’




  ‘Well then . . . ’ I prepared to get to my feet and leave.




  ‘You can’t go without a wee one, eh?’ he said looking at his wife and then away from her. She pursed her lips but said nothing.




  He poured me out a large dram and one for himself.




  ‘Since you won’t take anything to eat,’ he explained. ‘Your good health then. It’s better than milk anyway.’ His wife glanced at him for a moment and then

  glanced away again.




  ‘Your health,’ I said and drank.




  Janet was still eating, her small composed head with the black hair bent over the plate.




  Her father said laughingly, ‘She’ll bring the milk all right if she can stop thinking of Dolly.’




  ‘Dolly?’ I said.




  ‘Oh, he works on the fishing boats,’ said her father. ‘They’re thinking of getting married. He’s a nice boy.’




  ‘But the young ones nowadays,’ said her mother in a sudden rush of nervous words, ‘look for a house and washing machine and TV straight away.’ It sounded as if she spoke

  that short speech often.




  Dolly, dark and threatening, on the fishing boat.




  ‘That’s right enough,’ said the father as if placating his wife for having taken the whisky. ‘It’s not like in our day. They want everything at once nowadays. And

  they marry so young. Still, maybe it keeps them out of mischief.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure she’ll remember the milk all right,’ I said. Janet looked at me again quickly and directly as if she had discovered some hidden meaning in my words.




  ‘Yes,’ said her mother, ‘that’s what they all do. They marry without thinking. And then they find themselves without a house or furniture. But Dolly is a nice enough

  boy.’




  ‘I’m sure he is,’ I said.




  I put down the glass and got to my feet. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘thank you for the dram. I didn’t expect it and as you say it’s better than the milk. Janet will bring the

  milk then?’




  ‘Oh, you can be sure of that,’ said her father. ‘You can be sure of that.’




  I went out of the house wishing in a way that I hadn’t visited them. But as I had sat there in their kitchen while they ate their food a thought had hovered around the depths of my mind, a

  vague shape, a fish from the shadows, and it had something to do with Janet and her approaching marriage. But I couldn’t think exactly what it was. It was a phantom thought without substance.

  But I felt that I knew Janet. I felt I knew her utterly and completely. And the thought had something to do with that feeling.




  But I had been shaken by the news of her approaching marriage, if it were true, though after all it was natural enough that a girl like her in the ripeness of her youth, a fruit on the tree,

  would soon marry. And Dolly, this boy without a shape or a face, this enemy from the sea, would enjoy her. Well, youth must go its own way though it was bitter to think of it. How bitter it was to

  think of it.




  And her parents looked so ordinary too, so ordinary and covetous. For even I could not miss the fact that they had jumped at the chance of selling the milk to me. And all her mother could think

  about was washing machines, houses and TV sets. Perhaps Janet was like that too. I was sure she was. In the mornings when she got up she probably switched on Radio Luxembourg, listening to the disc

  jockey with his false voice introducing songs about Love to people who lived in streets that he didn’t know but pretended that he cared for. Ah, I thought, the whole world is a cemetery and

  among the gravestones there walk the young ones with their Japanese transistors, small as diamonds, while a voice which could be the voice of anyone tells them that love is a song, that it consists

  of flowers and furs, that disease and cancer are for the old, that the young lovers walk armoured in crystal and carrying boxes of chocolates to the world’s end. And that always waiting for

  the young girls are boys like Dolly, ordinary and loveable and uncomplicated and faithful, thinking only about fish and TV sets, huge dark oceans and washing machines.
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  Shortly after this a strange thing happened. Kenneth John, whom I have already mentioned, left home. It was just before five o’clock in the evening, about the time that

  the bus passes through our part of the village on its way to town that I saw him walking down the path from his house, carrying what I was sure was a kitbag and wearing a dark well-pressed suit and

  a jaunty dark hat. He seemed for the moment much younger and spryer than I had ever seen him. As he walked down the path his wife shouted after him, ‘Come back, Kenneth, come back.’ It

  must have been her voice penetrating my room through the open window that brought me in turn to my own door to find other villagers at their own doors watching. It was an almost Victorian scene,

  for by this time there were two women against whom Kenneth’s wife was leaning in a state of collapse while at the same time she was shouting and crying. I had never seen anything like it in

  the village in my whole life. But the crying and shouting seemed to have no effect upon Kenneth John who proceeded on his way with a youthful jauntiness, without looking back, presenting an

  adamantine back to those behind him involved in the Victorian scene.




  For some reason that I didn’t understand till afterwards I took it on myself to run down to the road to try and reason with him. Perhaps deep in the back of my mind was the envious thought

  that he should not be allowed to leave behind him all that made life precious and poisonous to him, especially at an age when all confidence in himself should have long ago been burned out in the

  ashes of defeat. So I half ran along beside him as he made his way to the bus-stop, trying to keep up with him as in the past I had tried to keep up with bigger boys when we were on our way to

  school. The large red sun was shining dead ahead of us as we walked along, Kenneth John silent, his hat tipped back slightly on his head as in the days of his youth when he had set off for Hong

  Kong, San Francisco and Valparaiso. He didn’t speak to me at all. And behind me his wife was shouting and crying while the two women, one on each side of her, sustained her.




  ‘Where are you going?’ I asked him. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ But he didn’t answer.




  ‘Have you any idea where you’re going?’




  Still he didn’t answer.




  A white handkerchief flowered from the pocket of his jacket and he looked very spruce and composed as if he had come to a definite conclusion about his life.




  ‘You can’t leave your wife like this,’ I insisted. ‘She has always done her best, hasn’t she? She has done what every wife in the village does. She has looked after

  you all these years.’ My voice sounded hollow and false as if I were creating for the moment opportunist reasons for him to return to his world.




  ‘You don’t have anywhere to go,’ I said. ‘You’ll regret it.’ But he remained silent as if he knew he was listening to lies or as if he did not recognise my

  right to speak at all. In a short time the bus would be coming and it would be too late.




  ‘You’re too old,’ I said, ‘you can’t go away now.’ And all the time I was talking to him I was thinking perhaps of myself, that what he was doing was what I

  should have done, and I was afraid that he would succeed in doing what I myself had failed to do. We walked on steadily side by side till finally we reached the bus stop, where we halted. He turned

  away from me and looked back to see if the bus was coming.




  ‘Think what will happen to your wife,’ I continued unashamedly. ‘Think what her life will be like without you. She has always done her best. You can’t deny that.

  It’s an illusion,’ I said, ‘you’re not young any more. San Francisco and Hong Kong are in the past. You can’t go back there. They won’t take you.’




  And as I spoke I heard the bus coming. His wife was now rushing towards us, large and fat. She was standing beside us, tears streaming down her fat decaying face, while she looked at him, spruce

  and jaunty, with longing and amazement. As the bus stopped and the driver leaned down, Kenneth John, still in silence, climbed the steps and walked to the back of the bus and sat down. The driver

  gazed from me to his wife and back again in astonishment and seemed to be about to say something but then he put his foot on the accelerator and drove off leaving the two of us standing in the

  middle of the road watching the bus, red and lumbering, make its way to town. Kenneth John didn’t even look back to wave.




  I helped his wife up the path to her house and left her there with the two women who had been helping her before. Then I returned to my own house as empty-hearted as if I had suffered a defeat.

  For a long time I seemed to hear Kenneth John’s wife crying. She didn’t really understand what had happened. I knew it was the hermit’s fault. I knew that it was his apparently

  free life, brooded upon by Kenneth John, which had caused this dash for an illusory freedom. She didn’t know this because she lived in the flesh but I who lived in the spirit knew what was

  happening. I knew what illusory flag he was following on his way to his youth and Hong Kong. I knew what danger the hermit represented to the village. That poor penniless man would find himself

  haunting the shops and streets of the town as well as the quays and the ships, and would discover to his cost that he was now not a figure of the future but rather a figure of comedy and pathos in

  a world which had left him behind.




  And the poor woman he had abandoned didn’t even know what had happened to her. She didn’t know the true significance of the event. Soon she would waken up and find herself alone by

  the fireside and as if stunned would mope and moan, comforted by women who were secretly laughing at her. In fact the whole village would turn on her a face of apparently comprehending sorrow while

  there would be another face beneath that one, of revengeful laughter. A Janus Hallowe’en mask.




  And yet I couldn’t help admiring Kenneth John, if he was in his right mind and not sleepwalking into the past. But perhaps he hadn’t been in his right mind. Perhaps his apparent

  composure, his hat set at a cocky angle, his spotless suit, were all disguises for a final desperation which was almost suicidal in its deeper meaning. He had stepped out of the village into

  nothingness. He was hanging over the water, high in the swaying mast.
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  After some time the Clamhan who stays opposite me came up to the house. Most of the time he sits at the door wearing spectacles and mending a green net so that he looks like a

  spider intently weaving, his spectacles glittering.




  ‘What did you think of that, eh? Eh?’ he said.




  ‘I don’t know what to think of it,’ I said.




  ‘No,’ he said, ‘no.’ And then, ‘He was never interested in the land, you know. Never. Or in the peats. He didn’t care for them. Imagine him going away like

  that though. He had some spunk, eh? Some spunk.’ As if pleased with the word, like a girl with a new necklace, he repeated it. As if he had found a new shining word. And this was not my

  imagination, for the Clamhan was the local bard who composed songs about any event, unusual or comic, that happened in the village. Such as, for instance, his song about the cart that had fallen

  down, loaded with peats, while the horse broke one of its legs. Perhaps he was thinking of composing a song now. Perhaps this was what he did, immersed in his green net all day.




  His small eyes peered at me.




  ‘Nothing’s gone right since that hermit came,’ he said. ‘I wonder what he does with himself all day. Do you know anything about him?’




  ‘No,’ I said.




  ‘I wonder what he eats. Do you think he’s got the Pension? They say that he goes to the well for water since there is no water in the house. And there’s Murdo. He’ll

  never finish his house.’ And he glanced over at the pile of chaotic stones. ‘He was in the army with me, you know. Always idle. He never finished anything. And what do you think of

  Kenneth John, eh? Who would have believed it?’ His little eyes darted about all the time, as if he were a bird perched on an invisible twig.




  ‘What is happening to the village at all?’ he said. No one was coming out of Kenneth John’s house. Already it had taken on the appearance of a grave.




  ‘I’ll tell you something,’ he said. ‘She had him on a tether. Maybe I would have left her as well.’ His own wife was large and heavy and submissive.

  ‘Maybe,’ he repeated, ‘I would have left her years ago. But I don’t know. I don’t know if I would have the courage. The strength. I don’t know.’ And he

  gazed down at the ground and following his eyes I too gazed down at the ground to see his large shapeless boots with the dust of the road on them.




  ‘He mentioned the hermit to me, you know,’ he said. ‘He mentioned him to me once. He said that he would like to stay in the house by himself just like that. He never settled

  down, you know. He always wanted to be sailing. He had no time for the land. I don’t understand that. I don’t understand that at all. Still,’ he said, ‘I was never away from

  the island like him. The ones who were away from the island never settled down. Think of Kirsty’s daughter. She never settles down.’ And he looked at me askance with his small

  glittering eyes.




  And I was thinking, I never ran away. In spite of everything I never ran away: that must count for something surely. In our mortal accounts that must count for something. Perhaps what lay

  between us was love after all, in spite of the cancer, in spite of the pain.




  ‘Did he say anything to you while you were talking to him?’ he asked.




  I looked up startled, as if I had forgotten that he was still there. ‘No,’ I said, ‘he didn’t say anything. Nothing at all.’




  ‘That’s funny,’ he said, ‘that he shouldn’t have said anything. It’s funny, that. You would think he would have said something.’




  ‘What should he have said?’ I asked.




  ‘I don’t know,’ he repeated. ‘You would think he would have said something.’




  ‘Well,’ I said decisively and almost angrily, ‘you can take it from me that he didn’t say anything.’




  What are you angling for, I was thinking. Are you trying to get hold of some saying that you can use for your poem when you can get round to composing it? His small bald head glittered in the

  light, like a small round stone.




  ‘I just thought,’ he said, ‘that he might have said something.’ I was too tired to repeat what I had already said and anyway we both stopped talking as we saw Kenneth

  John’s wife making her way to the peatstack. Her body was bent as if under a great weight. She stood for a moment at the peatstack as if wondering why she was there. Then she put out her hand

  slowly as if in a dream, and withdrew two peats. She stared down at them for a while and then still very slowly and with bent back she made her way back to the house. His gluttonous quick eyes

  followed her movements.




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘well . . . ’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I have to leave you now. I have things to do.’




  ‘Of course, of course,’ he said. ‘Of course.’ I went into the house without looking at him and I poured out a very large whisky and drank it in one gulp. It was very

  bitter and raw. When I was finished I could have smashed the glass against the wall. For a long time I stood there thinking of many things. Then I went up to the room where the violin was and I got

  it down. I played a little, with joy and sorrow. I drew the bow rapidly across the strings and it was as if new confident feelings sprang up in me. I played as I watched the Clamhan make his way

  down to his house and his eternal green net. Then I laid the violin down on the table – heart-shaped, coffin-shaped violin – and I almost wept for us all, for our strange hectic

  appalling lives. For poor Kenneth John’s wife who at that very moment was probably sitting next door staring into the fire which she had composed from her black peats.
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  The following morning as usual I went down to the foot of the path to collect the milk from Janet. She was as usual cool and lovely, wearing yellow, her black hair contrasting

  strongly with her dress. I held the bottle of milk in my hand as I said, ‘Another fine morning.’ She said it was.




  I continued, ‘I’ve been thinking about what your mother said when I was at your house.’




  She looked at me without speaking.




  ‘About marriage and so on,’ I said. ‘It’s true that people need money before they marry nowadays.’ I just wanted to talk to her and didn’t really know what I

  was talking about. Cool mornings, how I love you before the sun rises demanding decisions. ‘One needs a house,’ I went on. ‘It must be even worse now, more expensive. Furniture

  and so on. When are you thinking of getting married?’




  ‘I don’t know yet,’ she said. ‘We aren’t even engaged.’




  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I thought . . . But still, it won’t be long, a girl like you.’ I thought I could see the cool wheels of her mind turning in the still early morning.

  After what seemed a long while she suddenly said in a hard cold voice, ‘There’s a suite I saw in the town. It’s a red suite. Two chairs and a sofa. I’ve never seen one like

  it anywhere. That’s what I would like to get.’




  ‘A suite,’ I said.




  ‘I saw it in the window of a shop in the town,’ she said. Dead ahead of her the sun was red and strong in the sky. A suite of clouds overhead.




  ‘How much does it cost?’ I asked.




  ‘Two hundred pounds,’ she said. And then she added, ‘I must be going or I’ll be late.’ And she set off at her brisk pace, her lovely cool body moving so freely. In

  the early cool morning. Towards the red sun. A suite at two hundred pounds. Why had she mentioned that? I considered it and as I was considering it the hermit rode past on his bicycle on his way to

  the shop for his messages. At least that was what I assumed. It was the first time I had seen him close to. He rode past me, his eyes fixed straight ahead, looking neither to right nor to left.

  Janet had turned her head to look at him but he hadn’t looked at her. He was sitting upright on his bicycle, the belt of rope around him. Coming out of the red sun he looked like Death in his

  dark dirty clothes. His face looked tanned and unlined. Was the brown complexion from the sun or was it that he was naturally dark-skinned? He was like a man I had once seen who cleaned chimneys

  and had a small black dog running after him as he rode along on his bicycle. And he looked so contented, so silent, so harmonious. As if he was happy enough to rest in his silence. His coat was

  very long, almost touching his shoes. ‘How do you live?’ I spoke to him in a whisper. He never bought whisky or beer, just bread and cheese and butter and so on. Maybe he was a monk or

  a holy man. He hadn’t looked at Janet at all. He was much stronger than me.




  I returned slowly to my house, the bottle of milk in my hand, thinking about the red suite which Janet had seen in the shop window and whose like was not to be found anywhere. Her voice had

  sounded hard and greedy as she spoke. Even in the dew of the early morning which hung on flowers with its silver bells wobbling there was greed and hardness.




  The hermit passed out of my sight on his way to the shop with his piece of paper in his pocket.
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  On the Friday night I went to visit Dougie as I often did. Sometimes we played chess and sometimes we just sat and talked. I had forgotten that his brother and wife were home

  on their annual summer holiday from Edinburgh but when I did go in, there they both were.




  ‘Come in, come in,’ said Dougie. His house is the largest in the village and with its large windows gives a wide panoramic view of the sea. His brother Edward and his sister-in-law

  Lorna got to their feet from the sofa on which they had been sitting as I entered. Edward is a commander of some sort in the Navy and is a silent perceptive tall darkish man who bears about with

  him the easy manner that is common to successful people. His wife on the other hand looks a bit neurotic and stringy and restless. She drinks vodka. After the usual greetings, I was given a

  drink.




  ‘And how are you enjoying your holiday?’ I asked them.




  ‘Oh, fine,’ said Lorna. ‘We were out fishing in a boat today.’




  ‘We didn’t catch anything,’ said Edward.




  ‘Like me,’ I said. ‘I fish in the loch but I never catch anything either.’




  I like sitting in the evening with professional people, preferably ones who have come from outside the village and are there only for a short time. I should have preferred to talk about books,

  art, music and even philosophy but one can’t have everything. Lorna pretends she’s cultured but she isn’t, though she goes to the theatre quite a bit as her husband is often away

  from home. She told me that Edinburgh is as beautiful as ever and just as cold.




  Dougie said to her, ‘Of course you know that Charles’s wife came from Edinburgh, but she settled here quite happily.’ I was surprised that his own wife wasn’t in the room

  till I remembered that there was an evening service on in church. He looked flushed as if he had been drinking rather heavily before I had come in. We talked about Edinburgh for a while, Edward

  silent as usual.




  ‘I go to quite a lot of things at the Festival,’ said Lorna. ‘But there’s so much. It’s impossible to see it all.’




  I envied her for that. To be able to see all the drama that one wanted to watch, to hear all the music that one wished to hear, and to see films and read books, that would have been my ideal

  life. But of course it was impossible.




  ‘It’s quite often the case,’ she said, ‘that people who come from the city settle down happily in the country.’ She was referring to my wife.




  ‘Yes,’ said Dougie, ‘she settled down happily here. I don’t know whether she missed Edinburgh at all.’




  ‘A little,’ I said. ‘She missed it a little. Especially in the spring.’




  ‘I should like to stay here all the time,’ said Lorna sipping her vodka.




  I discounted what she said. They all spoke like this when they came home for their annual holiday but they would have been driven out of their minds by boredom if they stayed for more than a

  month and especially if they remained during the winter.




  So much of language is lying, polite lying but still lying. The difference between men and animals is that men lie, animals don’t. This thought came to me quite clearly as I listened to

  her bubbling on.




  There were so many definitions about the difference between men and animals but this one came to me quite effortlessly. Man is the animal who lies. I sipped my whisky meditatively till Dougie

  suddenly said, ‘The hermit was in today. He was getting his provisions.’




  ‘Hermit?’ said Lorna looking up.




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Dougie, ‘didn’t I tell you we have a hermit? No one speaks of anything else here these days.’




  He went over and refilled our glasses, all except Edward’s, who said that he was quite happy. One could never tell what he was thinking. He let his wife do all the talking and sat quietly

  listening. One couldn’t imagine him saying or doing anything rash. One could however quite easily imagine him in a coldly computerised ship absorbed in instruments.




  ‘Isn’t that interesting?’ Lorna said to him. ‘A hermit. Imagine that. And, tell me, does he stay entirely by himself?’




  ‘He does,’ said Dougie, ‘in one of those huts the RAF used to have. And he doesn’t speak to anyone. He had the same routine today,’ he said, turning to me.

  ‘He took a piece of paper out of his pocket with the messages written on it but he didn’t speak. Funny thing, the people are turning against him. The children were shouting after him

  after he got on his bicycle.’ As he was speaking Dougie’s voice was becoming slurred and lazy.




  ‘I can imagine it,’ I said.




  ‘And another odd thing. Stork’s wife went in front of him in the queue, though she had no right to. But you know her. And he just accepted it. I wondered what he would do. He just

  smiled but didn’t say anything.’




  ‘Is he dumb or something that he doesn’t speak?’ Lorna asked.




  ‘Not at all,’ said Dougie. ‘He’s not at all dumb. He just doesn’t want to speak at all.’




  ‘That’s really odd, isn’t it, Edward,’ said Lorna. One couldn’t imagine her not speaking.




  ‘It is,’ said Edward.




  ‘Still,’ said Dougie, ‘if he’s got the money I’m not going to refuse him his provisions.’




  ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I suppose you’re right.’




  ‘How do you mean?’ said Dougie, as if he had detected some hint of argumentativeness in my voice.




  ‘It’s just,’ I said, ‘that he doesn’t seem to care for the village. He belongs to it and he doesn’t belong to it. He’s a villager and he

  isn’t.’




  ‘Well,’ Dougie answered, ‘he’s a man anyway. He’s a human being.’




  ‘I suppose,’ I said, ‘it depends on how you define a man.’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ said Dougie again.




  ‘Well,’ I persisted, as if driven by an inner compulsion, ‘a man is someone who lives in society. He can’t be said to live in society.’




  ‘That’s true in a way,’ said Lorna as if thinking deeply and trying to follow what we were saying. Her husband was taking it all in, his hand round his glass which had still

  quite a lot of whisky in it.




  ‘Yes,’ said Dougie, ‘but you’re not going to say that because he doesn’t bother with the village I shouldn’t sell him provisions.’




  ‘And there’s another thing,’ I said. And I told them about Kenneth John and what the Clamhan had told me.




  Lorna looked at me in astonishment or pretended astonishment. ‘Well, there seems to be goings on without doubt. And where is he now?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ I said and then speaking to Edward, ‘He used to be in the Merchant Navy, you know, in his youth. He was all over the world. Hong Kong, Valparaiso, the

  lot. He’s well over seventy now and he just went and left his wife like that. He took the bus and he wouldn’t speak to anyone and he went off to town and no one’s heard of him

  since.’




  ‘Isn’t that extraordinary?’ said Lorna, finishing her vodka. ‘Isn’t that quite extraordinary?’ Her husband agreed that it was.




  ‘You say he was over seventy?’ he said.




  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and he left his wife. He had apparently been saying that he should be like the hermit, fancy free. Of course he never really settled down.’




  ‘More of us should do that,’ said Dougie jokingly as he refilled the glasses again, including mine. ‘More of us should do that. Leave our wives, I mean. A lot of people want to

  do that.’




  ‘Do you want to do that?’ said Lorna to her husband.




  ‘No, I’m quite happy. In any case, I’m in the Navy already.’




  ‘I’ll tell you something though,’ said Dougie whose voice was becoming even more slurred and his face redder. ‘It’s a question of principle, isn’t it? I mean

  if the hermit – whoever he is – wants provisions from me I’m bound to sell them to him. Else why was I fighting the Germans, tell me that.’




  ‘That’s a point,’ said Lorna brightly, looking from me to him as if she were watching a tennis match.




  Dougie repeated what he had said.




  ‘After all, we’re living in a democracy, aren’t we? At least, that’s what they call it.’




  Democracy, I thought. Is cancer a democracy? Cancer is what destroys the unity of the cells, the Greek polis. Maybe the hermit was a cancer. Was that what he was?




  ‘Still,’ I said, ‘if a lot of people start to leave their wives because of him that will be something else again. You won’t find the women talking about

  democracy.’




  Dougie was about to say something, I felt sure, about women not being democratic anyway but then looking at Lorna he stopped himself in time and merely remarked, ‘Well, all I can say is

  what did I fight the Germans for? I’ll tell you,’ he went on forcefully, ‘I fought the Germans so that hermits can buy their groceries at my shop even if they don’t want to

  speak to me. That’s why I fought the Germans.’




  ‘And quite right too,’ said Lorna as if to a child. ‘Quite right too. Though on the other hand Charles has some right on his side as well. Still it was odd about that old

  man.’




  ‘It was,’ I agreed. ‘It was very odd.’




  I was looking out of the window at the moon which was rising bright and stunningly clear above the sea. Pure lovely moon, pure merciless moon. There was a long pause in the conversation which no

  one seemed to wish to break. I felt comfortable and yet at the same time I was restless. Soon I would have to leave. That is what is so odd about lonely people, they want to be alone and yet they

  do not want to be alone. There were times when I needed solitude like food and drink and other times when I couldn’t bear it.




  The fact was I didn’t particularly care for Lorna or Edward. They seemed to me to be artificial superficial people who could not see and did not wish to see anything profound. They were

  made uncomfortable by deep discussion. I was much more interested in Dougie than I was in them, though he was being rather incoherent about the Germans.




  Suddenly he said, looking at me in what he imagined must be an affectionate roguish manner, ‘I hear that you’re getting your milk every morning.’




  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that’s true. I thought I’d buy fresh milk every morning.’




  ‘And very nice too,’ said Dougie as if he were back in his wartime barracks again and using the sort of language he might have spoken then. ‘I wouldn’t mind getting her

  in the corn,’ he said. ‘Still, every man to his own taste.’




  ‘And who is this?’ said Lorna, looking at me almost roguishly. ‘I detect something.’




  ‘Oh, you can detect something all right,’ said Dougie. ‘She’s a stunner. Mind you, she’s pretty young.’ And he laughed. I was angry but remained smooth on the

  surface.




  ‘There is nothing in it,’ I said, ‘but a pure business transaction.’




  ‘Ah, you old rogue,’ said Dougie again. ‘There’s depths to Charles that you wouldn’t believe,’ he told the others, going over to pour himself another whisky.

  ‘She’s a stunner. A real hum-dinger.’




  This went on for some time till finally around eleven o’clock I said I would have to go.




  ‘You don’t have to go yet,’ said Dougie. ‘The night’s still young.’ In the old days I would have left even earlier when my wife was alive and in fact there

  was really no reason why I should be leaving at eleven o’clock as I could stay in bed as long as I wished. Nevertheless I wanted to leave. The pressure of words without meaning was beginning

  to tire me. And also I was wondering if other people were saying or hinting what Dougie was saying and hinting. With him it was just words and not for a moment did he believe that there was any

  truth in what he was saying but other people in the village might be less charitable. The trouble was that though as far as I was concerned nothing had happened, the desire was there, and this was

  what prevented me from being angrier.




  The moon above the sea which I could see so clearly through the large window reminded me of her, the circles of light on the water. Great white breast of the moon, lovely unattainable Diana,

  stunningly lovely.




  I insisted on leaving. At the door Dougie said that I must not be offended by his chatter as it was all a joke. He seemed suddenly drunk and pathetic while behind him stood his brother so cool

  and remote and collected.




  Perhaps, I thought, the village does this to us. It doesn’t present us with enough challenges, it allows us to run to seed.




  Astoundingly, Lorna put her face up to be kissed and as my eyes approached it, it looked grained and rutted like a close-up picture of the moon. There was a smell of stale perfume from her and

  altogether she reminded me of a string bag such as one might carry home from a shop. Edward’s clasp was cool and faint. They were still standing at the door when I left. I wondered what they

  would say about me in my absence. Poor Charles, Dougie might say, he’s getting old and narrow-minded. Imagine saying all that about the hermit! But I knew that Dougie was serious about

  democracy and the Germans, he was fair and straight and kind. Maybe, I thought vaguely, I shall come up against him. Perhaps he too is my enemy. Or rather perhaps I am his enemy. I waved and then

  they went into the house and the square of light closed.




  And I began my walk home.




  As I walked along I thought of myself as a tramp without destiny, without purpose. I had worn my best suit to visit Dougie as I always did on a Friday but nevertheless I thought of myself as a

  tramp. The fact was that since my wife died I had had trouble even with maintaining my clothes in a reasonable condition, quite apart from my trouble with cooking. I couldn’t be bothered with

  darning my socks and often I just threw them away when they were holed and bought new ones. A lot of my jackets had buttons missing and I couldn’t be bothered sewing new ones on. And this was

  really absurd since I had all the time in the world but at the same time I couldn’t spare the time to sew buttons on jackets or darn my socks. I could hardly be bothered making food for

  myself.




  As I walked along I could see the hermit’s hut in the distance. Perhaps he was now sleeping quietly and peacefully while I was walking along the road to my lonely house, restless, yet not

  wishing to go back to it. The sky above was bright with moonlight. Even the Greeks, it occurred to me, must have had trouble with their cooking and their clothes. But of course nothing of that was

  mentioned in their philosophy. They seemed so wholly concerned with the merciless mind, like the moon that raced between the clouds, remote and hard, and so goldenly unlike the stones which Murdo

  took home for his house. Imagine what it must be like to compose a house of moons.




  And as I walked along thinking of the hermit and his hut and the planes rising from it into the night sky on their unimaginable missions, black planes headed for their destiny of dumbness and

  silence, I heard above the noise of the running stream another sound. It was the sound of dancing. I halted and listened. Every Friday night the young people would dance to the music of the

  accordion at the end of the road. They had been doing this for generation after generation – at first it had been the melodeon – and they were doing it tonight. The wheel circled, night

  was an affair of whiteness and perfume, the ring of erotic flesh. And I myself in the past had sometimes joined in the dance. And many of the girls with whom I had danced had now become old and

  flabby and fat and had varicose veins. But now if I were to enter that circle they would all withdraw from me as if I were a ghost and the accordion player would stop playing and there would be a

  dead silence. But in the old days it hadn’t been like that. In the light of the autumn moon the world appeared brave and brilliant, the future lay before us all, our feet derived strength

  from the earth as we danced and we were young. There was no disease in the world, no sorrow, nothing but certainty. The dance was the symbol of eternity which repeated itself endlessly. Now it was

  merely a nostalgic charm. But perhaps that was the image I should have been seeking for, the image of the dance, not the image of silence and dumbness. If only one could live forever in the world

  of the dance, if only we had the luck. But, no, I didn’t even dance very well and now I wouldn’t be able to dance at all. Time had slowed me down, made my body stiff. I would find it

  undignified to dance. I would be too aware of those forces which were like a high wind trying to break up the dance. How could one be so innocent again? How could one have the fierce animal eye

  that gazed at the moon and tried to stare it down?




  And as I walked along I thought that if I had a bomb I would destroy this village where my idealism had died. Here my heart which had burned with fervour had turned to ashes. It was all the

  fault of the village and its people. They too easily had lost their vision of the dance and because of that I had lost it too. The dance to them was frivolous, it was a stage in their lives which

  had to be transcended so that they could settle down and raise families and cultivate their land. But what, I thought, if the dance itself is the centre of the world? For in the dance we do not

  consider what other people may be thinking about us, we are not looking for hidden meanings in their conversations. In the dance we put out our hand and we grasp another hand and the two hands are

  mortal and warm. We are all together in the dance creating together whatever our souls and minds are like, an image of harmony. In the centre of the dance there is no fear, no horror. There are no

  skulls staring at us from the centre of the dance and no cries of pain are heard.




  And these thoughts and wishes brought me to the house and to my own door. I have to say at this point, if I have not said it already, that when I go out I always leave the door unlocked: there

  is no history of stealing in the village. I switched on the light and there sitting in my chair was my wife. She had always sat there and for a moment in my slightly drunk state I didn’t find

  it wholly odd that she should be there. She always used to sit by the fire knitting or sewing in that very chair with the blue cover on it.




  Then the whole world turned over again and it wasn’t my wife, it was Janet.




  I looked at her in amazement, almost buckling at the knees. She had clearly been waiting there patiently for me in the chair by the unlit fire, her legs crossed perhaps as they were now.




  ‘My parents think I’m at the dance,’ she said.




  I looked from her to the window and then I walked over and drew the curtains. What would happen to me if anyone saw her there. She was wearing a white dress and her long black hair flowed down

  behind her back.




  ‘I haven’t much time,’ she said.




  I went over to the cupboard and poured myself a whisky.




  ‘Would you like one?’ I asked.




  ‘No thanks,’ she said.




  I now knew why she had come. With my whisky in my hand I walked over to the bureau in the corner of the room and took out my money. I didn’t care how much I was giving her and I poured the

  notes in her lap. It was the two hundred pounds for the red suite, that was what she wanted. She counted the money carefully and put it in her handbag which lay on the floor beside the chair.




  I drank the whisky quickly and she said: ‘Where do we go?’




  I put the glass down on the table, my lips dry. It was impossible that she should be there and yet she was there in her white dress with the pure glow of youth on her face.




  I went into the bedroom and she followed me, shining palely in the darkness. I drew the curtains in this room too, shutting out the light of the moon, though I could still hear the dancing.




  I undressed and climbed into bed. My legs seemed scrawnier than usual, my skin unhealthy looking. She stood over at the dressing table looking briefly in the mirror in front of which my wife had

  used to sit in the mornings and at night. This was the bed the two of us had shared for so many years.




  She climbed into bed and her flesh felt cool and marbly. I put my arms around her in the darkness. The desert had blossomed with water.




  ‘I haven’t got much time,’ she whispered again.




  She had come out of the darkness for two hundred pounds for a red suite, for its cheap rays. I had plenty of money. I didn’t grudge that. I grudged the torment of my soul that had led to

  this.




  It took only fifteen minutes, that was all. When it was over she got up and dressed again in front of the mirror. There was a comb there which she used: in it were still a few grey hairs. I

  looked at her while she was dressing. She was like a fish, lively and cool. She seemed to have forgotten about me. After a while she was completely dressed again, this child, this cool child.




  ‘Shall I close the door after me?’ she asked as I lay there.




  ‘Yes,’ I said.




  She pulled the door behind her and then I heard the main door close.




  I felt corrupted and yet light as if some great weight had been lifted from me. Forgive us our sins . . . I imagined her making her way home like a thief through the night while the dance

  continued. I nearly got up to take some more whisky but after the door had closed I stayed where I was. I knew that would be the last time, the only time, that she would never come again, but my

  heart was humming with joy. After a while I fell asleep still hearing, before I dropped off, the music of the accordion and the sound of the dancers’ feet.
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  The following evening Kenneth John came back to the village on the bus.




  I didn’t talk to him that night but the following day I was able to. He was sitting in front of his house on a chair which his wife had set out for him and he looked diminished and shorn

  as if some vital part had been removed from him. As I came over his wife looked at me and for the first time I realised that she didn’t like me very much. There was a hard hostile gleam in

  her eye which however she masked immediately. She brought me out a chair as well and I sat beside Kenneth John: she had given him a pillow to lean against but hadn’t brought one for me. After

  a long while he began to talk, at first almost to himself and then later to me.




  ‘I tried to get a job on a ship but I couldn’t get one. I went down to the quay and there were some men there but when I told them what I wanted they just laughed. I told them I had

  been to Hong Kong and Valparaiso and that I had been on the big sailing ships up in the rigging. They said that they didn’t have sails on ships nowadays. They called me “old man”

  and told me that I should go home. And I’m sure none of them had ever been to Australia or New Zealand or any of those places. “You can’t go to Valparaiso, old man,” they

  said, “you’re too old.” They didn’t realise,’ he said, turning to me at last, ‘the thirst I felt. The day we went to San Francisco, years ago, I saw the bridge

  shining in the sun and I couldn’t believe that the world could be so beautiful. There was a slight haze too, a slight blue haze. But the bridge was shining. They didn’t understand the

  thirst I had to see that place again. And every day I saw them and they said the same thing. They used to call me Valparaiso Jim. And I used to see them loading and unloading the ship and in the

  evening I would see it setting out. It was so big and white. But they just laughed at me.




  ‘At first I walked about the town but I didn’t see anybody I knew. Nobody at all. It was like being in a new country. People just going to the shops and walking along the pavements

  and their eyes looking into themselves and they were all so gloomy.




  ‘And I stayed in this house run by a Mrs Malloy, a small greedy woman. She wouldn’t even let me watch the TV. And the house inside was all dark and there was a smell of polish and

  cabbage. And there were pots with shiny plants in them and big leaves. I used to sit in my room every night and watch the walls, there was nothing else to do. And I’m sure she didn’t

  clean the dishes properly. I’m sure the dishes were dirty. She wouldn’t even wash my clothes unless I gave her extra money. I just had forty pounds altogether, I didn’t have much

  money. It was funny, wasn’t it, after leaving here, I ended up in a room watching the walls. On the wall there was a painting showing three deer on a mountain side and it looked like a

  painting I had seen on a train a long time ago. I think she must have stolen it from the train, that’s what I thought. She was a small sour-looking woman and I didn’t like her at all.

  The furniture was very dark and the house was dark. She didn’t seem to draw the curtains aside and there was a smell of cooking. She wouldn’t even darn my socks for me. I didn’t

  like her at all. Not at all. And there was no one in the town I knew. I was used to a hot water bottle every night and she wouldn’t even let me put the fire on. She said I could go to the

  lounge but there was no one in the lounge and it was full of old furniture.




  ‘And, in the mornings, I would go down to the quay. The weather was so beautiful, there’s never been a summer like it, and there were boats in the bay and I would ask these people if

  I could get a job. In the early morning I was full of hope. But they still laughed at me. And they told others about me and they laughed at me as well. Valparaiso Jim they called me. They had no

  pity for me at all. I said I didn’t want any pay while I was on the ship. All I wanted was bed and board but they had no pity on me at all. I thought that everybody had been at San Francisco

  at some time or another. But no, they hadn’t, not one of them had been, and it didn’t worry them. They were happy where they were and all they thought about was making their money for

  the day and then going home at night. They said I should go home and put my feet up at the fire. You’re too old, they said. You’re too old for San Francisco. But one of them seemed to

  understand and he took me in for coffee one day and he said that he had a family and three children. You should go home, he told me. Look at me, he said, I’ve never been to San Francisco, not

  even once. And you’re better off than me. You’ve been at least once. And that was true too. I hadn’t thought of that before. What he said was right enough. But I still had this

  thirst. That’s what they don’t understand, the thirst. I didn’t want to lie down and die and that’s what they wanted me to do. But they didn’t have any pity.




  ‘And when I went back to the house at night there was no TV and there was no fire and this woman wouldn’t even wash my clothes. And sometimes in the morning there would be a queue at

  the bathroom. And there was a man who never spoke to me, he read the paper all the time, even at his breakfast. And there was a smell from the house, a smell of polish and cabbages and some other

  smell that I have never smelt before. It was an old smell, it almost made me sick.




  ‘And at night I used to look at the picture with the three deer on it. They were green deer and they were on this brown mountain and there was an old gold frame to the picture. And in the

  lounge there was an old piano and no one ever played it. You had to be at your breakfast at a certain time and if you weren’t there you didn’t get any. I didn’t like the place at

  all and I didn’t like the woman. She also asked me for my money in advance. I couldn’t help thinking of the old days when you had somewhere to go. When you’re young there’s

  always somewhere to go. I didn’t have anywhere to go there, I couldn’t even walk the street because I didn’t know anybody. I never met anybody all the time I was in town, nobody

  at all. They were all strangers and they were looking ahead of them and they looked so worried and so old. It wasn’t like that in San Francisco.




  ‘You know, I always thought that everybody had been in San Francisco at some time or another and there were these people and they hadn’t been and they didn’t want to go.




  ‘So one morning I got up and I looked out the window at the bay where the ships were and I knew that I would never get to San Francisco again. I would never be on board a ship again. So I

  put all my clothes in my case and I told the woman I was leaving and I left the house and I went down to the bus. I didn’t even go to the quay in case I changed my mind when I saw the

  ships.




  ‘So I came back home and I knew all the time as I was sitting in the bus that I would never leave the village again. But I’ll tell you something, I can get a hot water bottle now and

  I can watch the TV and I don’t have to sit in a lounge. It’s funny how those things mean so much to you. I knew that I was old and that all my youth had gone. Sometimes you don’t

  realise that till it’s very late in life. I’ve realised it now.’




  He turned and looked me full in the face. ‘I’m home now,’ he said, ‘for the last time.’ A wisp of sand blew about us and I thought of the little girl who had come

  from school and said that she had gone to the window of the hermit’s hut and she had heard him singing.




  He was altering things because he was there, his existence was an affront.




  ‘I’m sure you did the right thing,’ I told Kenneth John. ‘I’m sure you did the right thing.’ But my heart felt empty as I said it. How could the knowledge of

  the right thing make one feel so shorn and diminished, so totally void?
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  When the minister, the Rev. Murdo Mackenzie, came to see me I thought at first that he was looking for money. I never of course go to church and haven’t done so for many

  years now. The minister is a very thin man with a cadaverous face, one of those faces that Highland ministers have, grained and deeply trenched so that they look like portraits of Dante in his old

  age. When he came in I asked him to sit down but he gazed vacantly at the chair and didn’t sit on it. He paced about the room nervously, sometimes passing his hand across his eyes as if he

  were dazzled by an enormous problem.




  ‘I suppose you are wondering why I came to see you,’ he said at last. For one frightening moment I thought it might have something to do with Janet and that he was going to warn me

  about the terrible moral consequences my sin might involve me in. But it wasn’t about that at all. As a matter of fact I had nothing against this particular minister. He had never pestered me

  to come to church as some of them do and as far as I knew he was a very competent minister, visiting the sick regularly and making no distinction between the rich and the poor.




  ‘As a matter of fact,’ he said, ‘I came to you simply because you do not attend church. I couldn’t tell my congregation or my elders because they wouldn’t

  understand.’ He paused for a long moment staring into vacancy then sat down in a chair and almost immediately got up again.




  ‘It’s difficult to tell you this,’ he said. ‘Very difficult. I don’t know where to begin. It’s so strange. So strange. Nothing like it has ever happened to me

  before.’




  I waited patiently. I knew now that whatever it was it had nothing to do with Janet or me. I wondered, if he had known about that, whether he would have come to consult me. Almost certainly

  not.




  ‘Well,’ he said at last, as if preparing to take the brunt of a large cold wave, ‘I suppose I’d better tell you. You’ll probably think I’m mad, utterly mad,

  and perhaps I am. You see, I always prepare my sermons in advance of the Sunday. I like writing them out, I get a great amount of pleasure out of my little efforts. I feel that I am creating

  something, you understand.’ I nodded. I was sure he must feel like that about his trivial orations.




  ‘I spend quite a lot of time preparing them,’ he continued. ‘I write them down in longhand and sometimes after that if I have time I type them. I don’t just use headings

  for my sermons. No, I write the whole sermon out. The sermon I was preparing this week was on God and His gift of His son to us and how, sinful though we are, God has thought it expedient to save

  us out of His great mercy. There is nothing unusual about the sermon. In fact I have often used a similar kind of sermon before. O I believe in God and in Christ. When I was in the pulpit the words

  would pour out of me like a fountain. For what after all is a minister unless he has the gift of words? I don’t mean the gift of language, for few have that, but the gift of eloquence, the

  gift of words. It would certainly be odd if you had a minister who couldn’t speak, who couldn’t use words. A minister needs words and he needs hope. What would his congregation think of

  him if he had no hope and he couldn’t preach? He would be like a thorn without sap, he would be a useless plant in the desert. He would be nothing.’ He looked at me keenly and I thought

  I knew what had happened. He had lost his faith. I had often wondered what would happen to a minister if he lost his faith. Most of us at some time or another lose our faith in what we do, we find

  our work absurd, we feel that our motions and operations in the world are meaningless and dispensable. But what if this happened to a minister whose business after all is faith, and who must rest

  in it or be without function?




  ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said. ‘You’re thinking that I’ve lost my faith. It’s not as simple as that. For, as I said, what is a minister without

  a voice, without words? If silence descended on a minister what would he be? Nothing. Nothing at all. Do you understand?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ I said.




  ‘Well, I’ll tell you what happened,’ he said. ‘I wrote my sermon and then I tried to speak it. Aloud in my room, standing up, as if I were talking to the congregation. I

  was talking about God and Christ and the fact that the Son of Man was born in a stable. Well,’ he said looking at me with horror, ‘I tried to speak the words and no words would come out

  of my mouth. It was as if I had gone dumb. I thought at first that I was suffering from some sickness, some disease, but no, for I am speaking to you now, am I not? And I could speak to my wife and

  children. But whenever I tried to speak the words of that sermon it was as if I had gone dumb.’




  ‘This sermon about God and Christ?’ I said.




  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘about the blessings of God.’




  ‘And did you mention in it,’ I asked ironically, ‘the blessing of pain which has been granted to us?’




  ‘No,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mention that.’




  I was silent for a long time. The stable and the hut. The dumbness and the hermit.




  The wings ascending to the sky.




  The words written on paper.




  Was I going out of my mind? The minister paced about my house like an animal in a cage. Understanding nothing.




  First there was Kenneth John and now there was the minister.




  It was like a plague, a language dying.




  The big stones in the mouth.




  ‘Well,’ I said, ‘you should tell the congregation that you’ve got a cold, that you’re hoarse, and maybe the words will come back to you later.’




  ‘But it might happen to me again,’ he said.




  ‘It won’t,’ I said. ‘It won’t. You just tell them that you’re hoarse.’




  The soul of the village dying. Not that I cared about the minister but it was as if I owed a debt to the village. Truth moving restlessly about my room, dumb.




  The white Greek moon in the sky like a stone screaming. And its dumbness lying on the earth. The veins and tentacles dead and finished.




  ‘Everything will be all right,’ I said. ‘It’s just a momentary crisis. It happens to all of us at some time or another. Sometimes when I was teaching I felt the same, as

  if I didn’t want to say anything, as if for that time I had nothing to say.’




  His eyes pleaded with me.




  ‘Is that true?’ he asked.




  ‘Of course it’s true,’ I said. ‘It happens to all of us at some time or another. The dark night of the soul.’




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I feel much better. I’m glad I came.’




  ‘That’s because you talked about it,’ I said. From the closed grave the soul rose fluttering. When the stone moved.




  After some time he left looking much happier. But he left me thinking hard.




  The hermit would have to leave the village, that was certain. I would have to save the village. And no one else could save it except me. No one else knew the extent of the threat, the potential

  damage. It wasn’t that I was concerned with the minister. Much of what he said seemed to me false and irrelevant. But what if this happened to others? If the silence of the dead descended on

  the village? If people grew too tired even to speak to each other, if language, that necessity of the human being, failed? No village, no society, could survive that. I didn’t need the

  minister but others did. His words for them were significant and important. And what if they failed? It was as if the influence of the hermit extended outwards like a cold ray without his knowing

  it. Or perhaps he did know it.




  Truth lay perhaps in silence but it was not a human truth. Human truth lay in lying speech. And who in the village knew this except me? Who would be able to deal with this but me? Only I saw

  what was happening because it was what I mistakenly wished to happen. Dougie didn’t understand it with his talk about democracy. This had nothing to do with democracy, this was a fight to the

  death. The silence of death. Snow falling over the village dulling its traffic. The roads that joined us together slowly being throttled.




  After the minister had gone I sat for a long time thinking. I couldn’t think what to do but I knew that something must be done. And I would have to do it myself. Even if I passed the

  limits of morality, even if I struck deep at my own image. The monster of silence would have to be driven out of the village, even by corrupt means. Later perhaps someone might understand why it

  had been necessary but more probably no one would: there would be no biographer to tell of my achievement since the people for whom I was acting as benefactor didn’t themselves understand the

  problem. This was a metaphysical question, and they lived in the physical world of stone and corn and hay and houses.




  But no solution came to me. The hermit had apparently harmed no one. I couldn’t hire the policeman to drive out a metaphysical criminal. I thought of that opening chapter in Frazer’s

  book where one prince hunts another one in the dark wood, the new god taking over from the old, while the moon poured down its equal rays.




  But I felt so tired. And there was no one I could talk to. Not to Murdo, not to Kenneth John, not to Dougie. Not even to Kirsty. Her narrow brutal mind would be of no use here. This needed much

  greater fineness, much deeper cunning.




  And I thought too, Why shouldn’t I leave him where he was? After all when he left what would I have to think of? That black silence of his, so attractive to me, would perish with his

  disappearance and I would be alone. The moon was now rising in the sky. O my Greek volumes, why don’t you bring me an answer to this unanswerable question, with your brimming knowledge, your

  endless fertility? Why don’t you bring me your manifold gifts? But this question went beyond those texts. There was a deep loch and there was a thought which needed to take the bait but the

  thought wasn’t rising to the surface clear and strong. Still, it might come to the surface eventually.




  It would have to. I stared directly into the face of the moon which was as pure and direct and strong as Janet’s face and that was the last vision I had before I fell asleep, still

  searching for that thought, that solution which would permit me to rid the village of the hermit who was to a great extent myself, and yet more dangerous and much stronger than me.
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  And as I slept I dreamed of my childhood. It returned to me in all its clarity and fullness. I saw again my father and my mother, my father so silent and large and my mother so

  quick and busy and demanding. She seemed always to be running about the house with a duster, or washing, or drying dishes, or sweeping the floor. A vivid insect presence in her blue gown with the

  white flowers printed on it. And always saying to me, Keep at your books. You have to get on in the world. What is there here for you? Look at all those other boys. What are they doing but wasting

  their lives fishing and crofting? You keep at your books.




  While my father, slow and silent, said nothing and did nothing to protect me from this quick demanding presence which wouldn’t leave me alone, which would not let me ripen in my own

  darkness but was always shining its sharp little torch on me. Always without cease. And my father was so slow and heavy and perhaps lazy and silent. It seemed to be an effort for him to speak, as

  if he had allowed my mother to speak for both of them. It was she who was proud and small and quick, who was alert to insults, even imagined ones, from the villagers who didn’t like her

  because of her ambition. He on the other hand seemed to have no sense of honour but he got on better with them than she did. In a way he was like Murdo Murray but deeper, more vulnerable. He

  wasn’t at ease in his environment but perhaps more so than she was. She saw her environment as something hostile, she confronted it with her quick agile mind and her quick body: she was

  always improving it, cleaning it up, tidying it. And my father would sit by the fireside reading the paper and he didn’t protect me at all. He would hardly touch me except that now and again

  he might lay his hand on my head absently in passing, but he would say nothing.




  Eventually he withdrew to a shed where he kept his loom and there he would play his ancient dark music among a smell of oil, his feet on the treadles, his hands busy. He was like a big composer

  in the half darkness, a sort of Beethoven, heavy and silent and dull. I would go there and watch him and marvel at his quick skill as he made the cloth, but in the house he was so quiet.




  And my mother would say, Keep at your books. And I wasn’t allowed out at night hardly at all in those years. All the other boys of the village including my brother whom she had given up as

  far as education was concerned would play football and shinty and go bird nesting but I stayed in the house reading and writing. She didn’t understand what I was studying but had a

  superstitious reverence for it all and made sure that I kept at it. And all the time my father would sit by the fireside sometimes sleeping, sometimes looking at a newspaper, or at other times he

  would be down at the shed or sometimes he would stand at the door gazing outwards perhaps at the sky, perhaps at some imagined land of his own. And this quick insect hummed about me and would not

  let me alone. It cleaned everything up and tidied my life and kept it on course. And I brought home all the prizes from school and she would place the cups on the sideboard and show them to

  visitors till I grew tired of her as they did too. They disliked her for her ambition, they much preferred my father, he was much more like themselves than she was. She was like a sliver of wood in

  a fingernail, never resting. And my father would play the music of his loom, dark and silent and dull, till one day he had a heart attack while he was in the shed. His body toppled off his seat and

  he lay under it, his eyes sightless and gazing upwards and it was I who found him. And I remember the humming of the large black flies about the shed on that summer day with the door open to the

  fragrance of flowers outside.




  He was buried, and I was left to the mercies of my mother who became very religious. She would even look in the Bible for texts which would prove to me that study was important. It was as if my

  father had never been, as if that dark music was buried forever in the dark earth.




  And the world passed me by with its perfume for others but for me nothing but books. My mother’s small sharp beak was always probing at me. Till one day she also died. Before she died I

  used to sit at her bedside listening to the business of her breath which was like an accelerating train. She was very brave. Even then she told me to keep at my books lest, I suppose, she should

  feel betrayed in eternity. She told me that death dues were in a drawer in a dressing table and that there was money there for her coffin as well. She wasn’t afraid to die, she thought that

  she had done her work in the world by bringing me up to study books which she did not understand, though her faith was great. ‘I am going to that place where there is rest and calm,’

  she said.
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