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For a whole week before he made his final decision Martin was unable to speak; he completely lost his voice. It was quite extraordinary, nothing like it had happened to him before. It forced him to study the world around him in a quite new way. He would have to point to objects instead of casually mentioning them. Instead of shouting to Jean from one room to another he would have to leave the room he was in and communicate his message visually.


But the oddest thing was that objects began to overwhelm him. He would stare at a vase or a yellow bedspread and see them as they were without a name. And because they had no names which he could communicate they were much more themselves than they ordinarily were: they were more present, more urgent. It was as if the very function of language, by labelling the objects, could make them less important; one could easily pass them by like long familiar members of a family. But to imagine them struggling into language, to see them as shapeless and diffuse, was a different thing altogether.


Even Jean became more present to him, not simply as a name, but as a being. Her dark hair, her slightly rounded face, her legs which were more muscular than she liked – these impinged on him in a new way. Her quick, busy walk became even more urgent. It was as if he were looking at someone who, though not exactly strange, had clicked into focus in a startlingly novel illumination, which brought her into close-up.


It was, he found, eerie to be walking about or sitting in that silence. The TV, when it was on, seemed louder, its diurnal and nocturnal chatter more irrelevant. Jean’s movements became like those of an actress in a silent film. The noises of the city outside were louder, more magnified, more enigmatic. He became more and more conscious of language itself, of the many languages going on around him. It was as if he was at bay in a silent castle of his own.


He wanted to tell Jean this but couldn’t, precisely because he couldn’t speak. And then again she didn’t arrive home till after five and for most of the day he was alone since there was no point in going to the university. The silence of the house was oppressive. In it he could hear the click made occasionally by the refrigerator, or the noises made by the walls themselves. He would walk about the rooms touching the furniture as if to say, You at least are here. I love your continuity, I can depend on you.


Sometimes, if he concentrated, he could hear a kind of roar all about him, as if things were desperately trying to attain language and therefore individuality; as if a huge wardrobe were thrusting its gigantic mahogany towards him for attention. (It was a wardrobe he had inherited from his old home on the island, and, though Jean didn’t like it, he wished to keep it, and against her protests had done so.)


But oh, that silence, how it troubled him. He would clear his throat now and again to see if his voice had returned to him. And even the attempt was in itself an intrusion upon the silence around him. He would gargle, drink coffee – as if perhaps he thought that the warmth would help him to speak again. But all that week it was as if he had determined to be silent. And from the streets outside the cries of children floated in through the open window. The curtains billowed like ghosts into the air. Various smells entered. But still he was alone in a more real sense than he had been before. Once or twice he had the idea that Jean would not return from her work, and he would rush to the phone to talk to her only to realise speech was impossible. He imagined her telling a customer about Austria, about Switzerland, opening a brochure, pointing to a timetable, a map, and then he felt absolutely desolated and helpless.


He also had nightmares. Normally he could never remember his dreams when he woke in the clear light of morning, but one in particular he recalled vividly. He was rowing across a dark stream to the further bank. When he arrived people were there, but he found that he couldn’t speak to them. There was something he wished to say to them, some message he had to give them, but he couldn’t tell them what it was, for no matter how volubly he spoke they didn’t seem to understand. After a while, he stared down at his clothes and saw spots of red appearing on them. The natives, for such they appeared to be, gabbled furiously at each other, now and again pointing to the blood and then discussing him among themselves, glancing sideways at him with secret, almost mocking looks. The message, whatever it was, seemed urgent, but he could never transmit it and this made him angrier and angrier and more despairing. He woke from these dreams sweating and silent, unable to tell Jean about them – Jean who sat up startled in the bed in her white nightgown, like a ghost.


‘I think’, he said to Jean, when he had his voice back again, ‘I shall go back to the island.’


It came as a tremendous shock to her. She turned on him furiously, ‘What?’


‘I’ve been thinking about it,’ he said. ‘The fact is, my life at the moment is a contradiction.’


‘Go on.’


‘Well, look at it,’ he went on. ‘Here I am in the middle of Glasgow teaching Gaelic when the language itself is dying on the islands. Can’t you see it’s a contradiction?’


‘Let it die,’ she said, in the same furious, venomous voice.


‘You mean you don’t care?’


‘No, I don’t care.’ Her lips trembled as if she were about to cry.


‘But can’t you see the position I’m in? Here I am researching Gaelic in the middle of a city which on the whole doesn’t know any. It’s like …’ He paused. ‘It’s completely nonsensical, absurd. It’s like a barber having a shop among a lot of bald people.’


She glanced at his balding pate and smiled a little.


‘If the language is going to be saved it must be saved at the source. I’ve given it a lot of thought. I want to give up my lectureship and take a teaching job on the island.’


‘And lose pay?’


‘Yes, I would lose pay. I can’t deny that.’


‘We don’t have any children,’ she said, with apparent irrelevance.


‘No, we don’t. Will you come with me?’ he said tenderly.


‘No.’


It was only at that moment that he realised his decision had a finality which perhaps he hadn’t quite bargained for. She was, he could now see, absolutely determined not to return to the island. If he had ever thought that she had got over all that, he could now disillusion himself.


‘I think,’ she said, standing up, ‘that I’ll go for a walk.’


‘Now? It’s seven o’clock.’


‘It doesn’t matter. It’s safe enough, though people say it isn’t. I’ve never seen any violence here.’


‘If that’s what you want.’


‘No, it’s not what I want,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you something. Things haven’t been well between us for a long time. You know that.’


He was stunned. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I really don’t.’ But then women, as much as the island, had always puzzled him.


‘Think about it,’ she said.


When Nina, their neighbour, heard that he hadn’t been well, she called on them. She lived next door – had left the island many years before – but her husband who had been a policeman had died and now she only went there on holidays.


At a certain stage in the evening she became maudlin and reminiscent. Sitting up on the green sofa she said, ‘I would go back tomorrow if I could. But of course we don’t even have a croft there now. What is there for me in Glasgow? I sit for hours at the window.’


‘But you go to the ceilidhs,’ said Jean, who was sitting on a chair near the fire, her legs crossed.


‘I know that, but that’s only in the winter-time. I miss John. I miss him all the time.’


John had been a big, red-necked, slow-pacing policeman who had never been promoted but had been popular.


She sipped her vodka. ‘The days of our youth,’ she said. ‘The open doors. Do you remember, Martin? They never locked the doors. There was never any stealing.’


Martin didn’t like that kind of talk. It made the islanders out to be exceptional, which they weren’t. They were like other human beings, except that they had a language of their own. He drank his whisky morosely and listened, watching her face reddening with nostalgia and drink in the reflection from the firelight.


‘When I go back now it’s all different,’ she said. Jean glanced at Martin as if to say, I told you so. He avoided her eye. ‘The people are different,’ she said. ‘Even in the shops the girls are rude. They have no time to talk to you. People don’t cut the peats. And it’s all TV, just as here. At one time there was the community, you see.’


Any moment now she might sing, ‘Nuair a Bha Sinn Og’ (‘When We Were Young’).


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I came with John to the big city when I was young. It nearly broke my heart. But I like the Glasgow people now.’


Jean waited for Martin to speak, but he didn’t say anything. He let Nina run on like a river, which she was willing to do: her visit was really an excuse to reminisce and drink vodka. The slight moustache above her lips seemed to quiver with a life of its own. She seemed to him to be a caricature of all that he despised about the islanders’ love of their past. God, he thought, how complicated everything is, this snake winding around me. Sometimes I feel that I cannot speak at all, that there is nothing I can say.


‘It’s like going back to a strange place,’ she continued. ‘It’s not like home any longer. I don’t know anyone. There’s a coldness. And do you know this, hardly any of the young ones speak the language? If you speak to them in Gaelic they answer in English.’


She turned her blind red sad face towards him. He remembered a poem which compared such a face to a stopped clock.


‘Did you hear that, Martin?’ said Jean. She had been drinking more than usual, he could see. Normally she hardly drank at all.


‘I heard,’ he said. ‘That’s precisely one more reason why …’ And he stopped. He hated himself for using the word ‘precisely’. It was a lecturer’s word, and he had almost ceased to think of himself as a lecturer.


Nina continued, ignoring the two of them. ‘They don’t even have their own cows now. They get their milk from the mainland.’


And, at that moment, Martin saw again the vague blue hills, the cows coming heavily home in the twilight, and himself drinking the warm milk.


‘Imagine that,’ said Nina. ‘Just imagine it. And no horses either. In the old days we cut the peats as a community, everybody helped everybody else, no money changed hands. Now they have the electricity and coal just like ourselves.’ She shook her head despairingly.


And why not? thought Martin. Why shouldn’t they have coal and electricity ‘just like ourselves’? Why should they cut peat if they didn’t want to? In order to give Nina her dreams?


And why weren’t the three of them speaking Gaelic to each other in this room? Jean, of course, wouldn’t speak Gaelic to him. She had condemned the island to silence. There like a triangle, it stood in the middle of the sea, finished with – a geometrical figure. Why wasn’t Nina speaking Gaelic then? Was it because she thought of him as a lecturer and therefore her social superior? He smiled.


Sure enough, Nina was singing to herself,




‘Feasgar agus ceò ann


‘s mi Steòrnabhagh nan sràd …’*





He despised that sort of song. It was pop, that was all it was. There were certain Gaelic songs and singers he despised tremendously.


Jean defiantly poured herself another glass of wine. He knew that she would be sick later, she couldn’t take much drink. He drank his own whisky neat.


Let me look into that island as into a mirror. What can I see? The lochs of my childhood, the midges hovering about them, the trout, the purple hills in the background, the heather …


Why wouldn’t the woman go? But Nina sat there mistily in her vague nostalgia as if she would never leave. There was no reason why she couldn’t sell her house and return to the island if she wanted to. But deep down she didn’t want to, it was as simple as that. And she blamed the island for changing, and not herself. So many excuses …


But she did eventually go, clasping the two of them in her arms at the door and singing, ‘Goodbye and a good night to you,’ as they did at the end of ceilidhs. They watched her walk slightly unsteadily down their path and turn right in the Glasgow night into her own house. Jean was sick, as he had expected: her bile was as green as the water round the shore of the island. She clasped herself round him as they lay in bed. In her sleep she kept saying, ‘Don’t go, don’t go.’


The fact was that Jean thought of Martin’s returning to the island as a sort of divorce. It was as if she considered the island as a woman able to corrupt and entice him. The island was her rival. Martin couldn’t understand why she thought like that since he had never been unfaithful to her. He had always loved her. But her thoughts were not like his; they were rooted in a different consciousness. He couldn’t explain to her the deadness that came over him during his lectures, the feeling that he was a hypocrite, that somehow or other he was not living an authentic life. What was the point of teaching Old Irish and Welsh, when his own language was dying at home?


‘You don’t care about people,’ she would say to him. ‘All you care about is your language.’


She was better with people than he was, much better. Perhaps that came from working in the travel agency where she consulted brochures and directed customers to Australia, Canada, Hawaii, and many other places. There were five of them in the office altogether, four girls and a man – Smith his name was. Martin had seen him once or twice; he was quite young and shy.


Jean would come home with little stories from the office. She told him of the couple who came back from a London tour on which an American had said, after the guide had informed him that the Magna Carta had been signed in 1015, ‘Gosh, we’re fifteen minutes late.’ And other tales of this kind, nearly all about Americans in Italy, or Greece, or London.


When she first started work in the office she had been very naïve having travelled hardly anywhere except Aberdeen. Her innocence was a delight to him, as were her anecdotes. Now, however, she was much more sophisticated; perhaps his scholarly silences had infected her. Before they were married they had chattered to each other a great deal (in cars, hotels, restaurants, cinemas) but after marriage the silences had become lengthy. Sometimes, he could not think of anything to talk to her about since she was not particularly interested in the Gaelic poets he studied. (Why should she be?) It was as if he had frozen a babbling childish brook, and nevertheless he expected it to be what it had always been. On the other hand, when she turned to a newspaper and was silent in her turn, he resented it.


And had he frozen her? Did he think that his studies were so important? – that he was dealing with men of talent, scrutinising their utterances, analysing their poetic devices, comparing them with each other with greater exactness than she compared various butters, cheeses, steaks in the supermarket?


But at least she had her own work. She sat in her office and sent people to all corners of the world; told them of prices, routes, coinage, cities, foods, climates and so on, expected them to enjoy themselves, to be changed, was glad to be helping them, advising them. Sent them to countries which had different languages – languages they couldn’t understand though they could make themselves understood. Bravely they went into that ignorance, bravely they searched among the strange words, and bravely enjoyed themselves. The glamour of Hong Kong, Indonesia, India, the lights of green and red, the curious fish caught in the warm seas, the mysterious Orient.


She got on well with everybody really. With her workmates in the office, to whom she talked about babies, nights out, romances, straying husbands, houses, gardens … in other words, that was her language.


She lived in the centre of an enchanted web of journeys, voyages, maps, charts, seas, while beside her and around her she was anchored to the reality of Glasgow, its diurnal affairs.


The dream, thought Martin, here they are searching for the dream. The audience is dreaming its communal dream in the middle of Glasgow in a building which stands beside an Indian restaurant called the Eastern Star, while the big red buses splash past with their transparent cages of people. They’re dreaming of the Isle of Skye, Tiree, Mull – the jewels in the sea, dim and sonorous, which sound behind their lives even in the city. The ceilidh is a method of stabilising time, of freezing it, of returning to the ideal dream of childhood when the moons shone over the autumn cornfields, over the ghostly stooks. The dream is what makes the city bearable.


There are two thousand people here. They sit quietly in their seats as the chairman in his kilt and black velvet jacket stands up, says a few words in Gaelic and then continues in English, surrounded by his platform party all of them in tartan.


And now here, as singer after singer stands up and sings verse after verse of an anglified song, dressed in long tartan skirt or kilt, he is astounded. How different from the ceilidhs of the past when a house in the village was chosen and people sat around the fire telling stories of the day or of the past, singing songs in an intimate atmosphere, not on a platform, not fixed in this artificial format, so formal and ludicrous.




‘… where I was reared when young


where there are the peatstacks …’





sang the singer. What is the meaning of this? thought Martin, glancing around him at the captivated audience. Here are those who have their work in Glasgow, who every morning stream to their offices on the underground, on buses, in cars, sinuous as a snake; here they are lost in the dream of the imagination, refreshed at those waterholes, sleeping the sleep of the exile, and yet apparently awake with their handbags in their hands, their half-bottles in their hip-pockets, in the middle of the swarming city, the still threatening city, children again.


And what is this doing for the language? he thought, as he had so often before. What is this sleep doing for the language which needs to be alive, to be searching out new roads, new paths, new strategies? What are these garishly dressed rainbow people doing for the language?




‘… the isle of Scalpay, of Harris,


the beautiful isle of my love …’





sang the singer. The words bathed the audience in a world that was long past; they recalled the lark singing in the morning, the wells from which they drew the water before pipes were laid down, the walks in the purple evening, the moon ‘of the ripening of the barley’, the dancing at the corner of the road in the open air to the music of the melodeon.


At the interval Martin went outside for a breath of fresh air. The buses swayed past him, the lights from the Indian restaurant, green and red, glittered in the pools of water. The lights themselves were a pulsing, active language – the language of the city; the lights above the cinema two doors away announced the arrival of E.T. from outer space.


A drunk young man came up to him and spoke in Gaelic. Martin answered in Gaelic. The young man offered him a swig from a half-bottle he was carrying, and Martin accepted it. The young man put his arms around him and began to sing. He told him that he was in the Merchant Navy and in port for a few days. He had been to New Zealand on his latest voyage.


‘It’s a great thing to hear the Gaelic,’ he said. He sang, his arms around Martin,




‘When I climb to her masts


I cannot see the hills of Lewis …’





There were tears in his eyes; he swayed, carrying Martin with him through the pools where the lights from the Indian restaurant were reflected and together they composed a drunken, wavering dance.




‘Sweetheart, do you remember


the night before I sailed …’





Martin could have sworn that he saw the letters E.T. reflected in the coloured water. The young man, whose name turned out to be Angus, swayed happily. He loved Martin, Martin was his friend. Martin should have been with him in Auckland, there was no place better than Auckland. If he chose a place other than his island in which to settle down it would be Auckland; he had nearly jumped the ship in New Zealand. He had met John Macdonald there – did Martin know John Macdonald? – John Macdonald hadn’t written home for years, he had met him in a pub at the docks, he and John Macdonald had a great night together, talking of the old days. John Macdonald …


Did Martin want to go back to the hall? Why didn’t they go to a pub together and have a singsong? He knew a good pub, he always went to it whenever he came to Glasgow …




‘… Whenever I go to Jamaica Street


there will be a man and a woman on each corner …’





Martin had a dream as they swayed together in their drunken, chained dance. The lights in the pool were a Celtic script; he was reading Gaelic poems as red as blood. A police car passed with its blue light pulsing, followed by an ambulance. An accident somewhere, said a part of his mind …


The young drunken man didn’t want to stay in Glasgow; he would return to his island, he would take over the croft if it hadn’t been sold, he would marry. He hadn’t married yet – how could he marry? How could he support a wife and children on the island? Especially now with the fishing the way it was, the trawlers overfishing the grounds, and he didn’t want an office job, that was for sure. What did Martin think? and he raised a blubbery face towards him. Martin didn’t know. Go on, he thought, sail the seven seas, that at least would be better than sitting in this dream: it would be better to see New Zealand than an Isle of Mull that never existed.


The drunk young man was now muttering to himself, lost in a dream of melancholia, speaking words that Martin couldn’t hear, half-words such as he saw on a shop in front of him where some of the letters were missing from a name and composed a word which might have been Hungarian or Polish.


He managed to disengage himself from the drunk and strode briskly through the Glasgow night in which a thin rain was falling.


Jean wouldn’t have his mother down with them when she was dying.


‘No,’ she said, ‘she wouldn’t be happy here. And I’m working and you’re working. Do you want me to give up my job?’


‘I wouldn’t want that,’ said Martin.


‘Well, then.’


And so his mother had to go into hospital and he imagined her thinking, Look at all I’ve done for him and this is what happens.


Yet wasn’t Jean right? Her own mother had died when young, and as for her aunt who had brought her up, she too had died of cancer (not that Jean was sorry about that).


‘The fact is there comes a point when you have to lead your own life,’ said Jean. ‘Anything else is sentiment.’


It was true of course. If his mother had come to live with them, then Jean would have to give up her job. And then his mother might have died in a month, a year, and it wouldn’t be easy for Jean to get another job. When you looked at it like that, it was manifestly logical. And yet …


After all, his mother had been very kind to him. He remembered her standing in the kitchen baking, flour on her hands, in a kitchen much smaller than the one he and Jean had in Glasgow where there were labelled jars for tea, coffee, sugar, cinnamon, rice and so on. The kitchen was the biggest room in the house.


But on the island there had been an oilcloth on the table and in the early years a Tilley lamp casting its globe of light. At that kitchen table he had studied when he was in secondary school, secure while his mother was sewing or knitting. She never read; he was the one who did the reading. How proud she had been when he had become a lecturer.


And there she was in the hospital wondering why he hadn’t taken her to the security of his own home. But Jean wouldn’t hear of it.


‘It’s common sense,’ she said. ‘She’s hardly ever left the island. She would hate Glasgow. Even in the hospital there will be people she knows, nurses, patients.’


But … the still, small voice spoke to Martin.


His mother’s flowery dress, like a summer pasture, billowed out of the past. He hadn’t even been there when she died, six months exactly after she had been taken to the hospital. And now his older brother, still unmarried, had the croft.


His grief had been tremendous. He had shouted at Jean in a fever of guilt and conscience. And Jean had stood strongly out against him.


‘It was necessary,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t have worked. Anyway, she never liked me, you know that. She hated me for taking her “boy” away from her. Perhaps she wanted you to be unmarried as well?’


And he had got drunk and staggered through the streets of Glasgow, seeing in front of him her flowered dress in the yellow light, as if she were a phantom that he was pursuing, his youth, his precious youth.


‘She had so little,’ he said to Jean, blubbering. ‘Her husband died before her. We were never rich. So little. And look at all we have.’ And he had smashed some of the earthenware jars against the wall, shouting, ‘Look at this kitchen. It is as big as a tomb.’


But still Jean stood out against him, and in spite of himself he admired her for her strength as she picked up the fragments of jars, as if from an archaeology expedition that had just passed.


‘It was her or me,’ she said. ‘That is the fact. She would have tried to split us up, I know it. It would have been natural. And, another thing, she would have insisted on speaking Gaelic and you know I don’t like the language. Little things she would have done.’


Next day she had replaced the earthenware jars: Martin found them ranged as before when he returned from the funeral. The coffin had been taken to the cemetery near the sea. It had been a lovely day with the grass shifting slightly in the wind, the waves glittering in the bay. No one had said anything about his inhumanity, his lack of filial care, but he had felt a disapproval. Everyone had been kind to him as the coffin was lowered into the hole in the sandy earth. His hair had risen slightly like the grass, there were shadows dancing on the tombstones which leaned away from the self-delighting sea. He had shaken his brother’s hand, taken the plane back, tied the belt around himself, and watched the white clouds through the window like a downy pillow on which he might rest, like the flour which had mapped her dress. Jean had been waiting for him at the airport. She looked composed, solid yet pale. She was his only comfort now. His mother would fade and change but Jean would remain his wife, whom he had taken in sickness and in health.


‘I have no regrets,’ she said, ‘and you should have none either. You used to send her money. She would have split us up. She would have done terrible harm,’ she said, as she swerved to avoid a big van that towered almost on top of them, loaded with wood. ‘When you think about it you’ll know I was right.’


I sit or sometimes perch on a desk in this lecture room and I talk to them about Irish mythology, about grammar, about words. Cuchulain I tell them about, Naoise and Deirdre, the Book of Deer, the book of the Dean of Lismore, the poems which the monks wrote sitting in their gardens with the plants blossoming and the birds twittering, and I tell them about the Book of Kells with its enamelled designs. The P people and the Q people I tell them about, the Brythonic and the Goidelic. And they sit and listen and take notes. And what will happen to them? Will they go back like missionaries to the islands, will there be jobs for them? And all the time I am telling them this, the language on the islands is dying, the well is drying up. And what am I doing here, this walking, sitting paradox that I am?


Some of the other lecturers do not notice this; they are quite happy to be studying genealogies, philology, to be adding a footnote to a poem or a piece of prose, to be unearthing a letter that a poet wrote to his tailor a hundred years ago, to be translating, comparing. Yet far from here the language is dying.


And he would perch like a bird on the edge of a desk and listen to the noise of the city. I am tired of genealogies, of grammar, of philology. I have been doing it too long; I ache for the sound of real talk, of language as it is lived, of some reality that I am missing. My mind is here, but where is the rest of me? My mind sees the P and Q people streaming in from Europe, alighting in Wales, in the Highlands, in Ireland, in Cornwall, talking in their sodden huts, but where is that passion, that emotion I should be feeling? I am a head with roots in it. I am like a turnip in the middle of the city, glaring and blue and phantasmal. And to this city my people came many years ago, to its clocks, to its new urgent rhythms, in their new clothes, to their factories, to their gas-lit stairs. It was to this city, not to philologies, not to roots, but to shipyards, to dim, damp closes, to factories.


And on one girl he gazed while she bent over her notebook, her fine, fair hair shining in the light, one who was older than the others, one who wished to go to teach in the islands when she had finished her university studies, one who sat like a nun in front of him, studious, shy, who herself wrote some poems which she had shown him, distant, aloof, attractive like the island itself.


Her name was Gloria Summers.


This is the story of Jean.


When her mother was nineteen years old she went to a dance which was held after a football match. There she met a footballer who was playing in one of the teams while home on leave from the navy. Let it be imagined that she drank more than she was accustomed to, that he was intense and demanding because of his fear and his glory (since he had scored one of the most important goals that had given victory to his team), that he was importunate and passionate and that she loved him for his glory and pitied him for the possible death that he might suffer. Imagine that he was also more experienced and older than she, that it was a summer night with the fragrance and wandering mysteries of June, and that she surrendered herself like a white fish to his net (actually he was to drown in the Atlantic and be devoured by fishes four months later). And that she became pregnant, to deliver her child when the father was dead; she never told anyone who he was. And though he promised to write to her he never did. So the baby milked her and the father drowned in a sea he hardly knew. And all the time she was carrying the baby she was frightened and alone; she became paler and paler, she would weep for no reason. Her parents would ask her what was wrong, and when the baby came they turned away from her towards their church and the house became a marble house, for they were religious people, and she forgot the glory and majesty of summer and thought of that night as the point where she was impaled on death, though the baby was healthy and cried lustily.


In those days the island was besieged by tuberculosis. Patients were hiding shamefully in houses, not wishing to go to the sanatorium where so many died since there was no cure. They spat out their milky spittle, and faded away like candles from which the wax falls. And the shame of TB and the shame of the illegitimate child came together and she contracted the disease herself, as if she wanted to expiate her sin. She lay in the sanatorium whitening and thinning and coughing, while the sister who was the true flower of her religious parents looked after the child – not to be taken to the sanatorium in case it too contracted the tubercular germ, for TB was a plague that stalked the islands and in its thin hooded face there was no mercy.


And so she died, still young, and the child grew up with the aunt who never knew that the lover was lolling about in the Atlantic, though the child did discover later from a neighbour that it might have been such and such, the famous footballer, as the neighbour herself had been at that summer dance years ago. But the child grew up, twice doomed, first because of her illegitimacy and second because of the sin that stalked the island.


She was told about her illegitimacy: no, it was not kept from her, and her mother was hardly ever mentioned in the house, for not even her sacrificial death had saved her. Oh, how she had to kneel in the evenings against the sofa to listen to her aunt or her uncle reading a passage from the Bible preceded by a psalm and followed by a prayer. How around her on the wall were photographs of ministers like film stars. How she had to attend Sunday school neatly dressed. How she was called in on a Sunday if she tried to play. How she sought private solace for herself in that house over which the wings of sin hovered.


She crept about since she was not a real person. She was told of the deceit of men, of the terrible lies that passion generated, she was shown the emotions as her enemies. And even her sudden impulses of joy, so natural to childhood, her spurts towards love, were repelled as if they were infections which had to be guarded against at all costs.


Her aunt wore black, sat upright at the table, and told her stories about hell, about what happened to those who strayed from the correct road, brought her up as best she could in the ‘true ways’.


And in spite of that the child rebelled. She would shout and scream, she would beat with her buckled shoe on the floor, she would fight this dreadful blackness as if she were being slowly drowned and was beating with all her strength against the sea, and sometimes in her hysterical rages not even the aunt would be able to control her. Sometimes she would shout at her, ‘I hate you, I hate you,’ and once tried to run away, only to be brought back by a neighbour from a haystack where she had been sheltering from the pouring rain.


And at night in her bed she would weep and devise ways of killing her aunt with phantom knives, since she recognised that in spite of her protestations of help she was her enemy, her true enemy, the witch who tormented her.


And there came a time in her teens when she said that there was no God, and was belted mercilessly by her uncle who was calm and slow and methodical in his punishment. And though she didn’t believe in God she believed in Christ, for at least there were lambs she could cuddle and protect, and Christ himself was said to have been a lamb.


Hell however poured towards her in eternal fire; she had nightmares, she would wake from her bed screaming, she would wet her bed and be punished for it. She was no one, being illegitimate. She had to learn that her aunt had done everything for her, that her mother had been a fallen woman. There were no photographs of her in the house; she had been wiped away much as a dictatorial regime wipes out photographs of political heretics.


Though clever, she did not work at school. She would stare for hours out at the sea, as if in search of that elusive father whom she had been told about by her neighbour. Underneath the waves somewhere he was, fined down to bones, the man who had made her, the lover of her pale, doomed mother. So she would not listen to the teacher, would only attend really if he was talking about geography, but not about any other subject. And though he punished her she would not obey.


Nor did she make friends. Even in her play she had been set apart. If no slights were available she would look for some. She would fight the other girls who shouted names at her. She saw nothing beautiful in the island, but only felt pain, pain. Even the magnificent flowering of spring she did not feel in her heart and was more at home with the gauntness, the wintriness.


When there were visitors in the house she stayed in her own room and that was what her aunt wanted – for wasn’t she a stigma, a mark of shame? She would strain at the keyhole to hear what they were saying about her, but she could only hear a susurrus of voices like the rustlings of leaves and could not make out the conversation. So for her there were two languages, the open one which was spoken around her and the other sniggering one which she could hardly ever distinguish.


And of course when she became a teenager there were no dances for her, oh, certainly not. How could she go to a dance? Wasn’t that where her own mother had been corrupted? Weren’t the voices of boys, urgent and pleading, the double voices of Satan himself? And when they spoke didn’t they tell lies? Didn’t they, in the interests of the flesh, make promises which would never be kept? And so on autumn nights she would lie in the house and listen to the beat of boots on the stone, and the music of the melodeon, while the moon was red in the skies and the fragrances swam about her, and her aunt knitted perpetually with pursed lips.


How lonely she was in those days; she had no friends, for even girls had the lusts of the flesh. She was like a prisoner despised for her very existence. She was given her jail food and nothing else. And only once had she broken down and wept in front of a young woman teacher who had gone to see her aunt and had been driven from the house for being no better than she should have been, since she had been at a dance when she should have been attending to her pupils and their homework.


Her mother she couldn’t remember at all. Not at all. Nor of course her father, who wandered about the sea and might now be drifting outside Hong Kong or Valparaiso.


She had once written an essay in which she had said that her father was a sea captain, gruff and strong against storm and tempest, and the man teacher had glanced at her curiously before handing it back. And of course she played with the dolls her other aunt had given her (for the religious one didn’t believe in dolls). These dolls were her love. She would be rescued in her little theatre by a man who came from the sea, water streaming down his beard, and she and her mother would live with him for ever. But generally she wasn’t allowed to play much with her dolls.


She hated her aunt. She hated her with an inflexible hatred. Her self-righteousness appalled her. For she would never admit that she was wrong. Not even in the smallest things. For instance, if her aunt couldn’t find her knitting needles she would say that Jean had deliberately hidden them, and when later she would find them fallen down inside the sofa she wouldn’t apologise.


‘Why, why, did you take me to live with you at all?’ Jean had once shouted at her.


And her aunt had said quite calmly, looking up from her knitting, ‘It was my duty of course.’


My duty, my duty, my duty. Duty was everything. There was no love, only this inflexible duty. It ruled people’s lives. It made them unlovable. It made her say later to her husband, ‘It’s only out of a sense of duty you want your mother in Glasgow, that’s all it is, if you examine it.’ Duty was a terrible thing. It was death itself. It was the shadow that hung over the island.


I do not belong here, I do not belong anywhere. She hated the big mahogany wardrobes, the big mahogany sideboards; she craved lighter furniture, lightness of whatever kind. But there was no lightness. One night she woke up screaming, almost choking, clutching at her throat. She felt as if she was being strangled to death, while through the window the indifferent moon peered at her.


She would sometimes sit on a headland and gaze out at the sea, at the blue hills of the mainland seen in the distance. She would hear, carried on the breeze, the voices of the exiles, of the dead. And far below, she would watch the ducks skimming over the water and in the air distant smoke rising from ships’ funnels. I must be dependent on myself, she thought. I must meet my aunt with silence, that is my strongest weapon, and the weapon my aunt hates the most.


For the aunt believed that she was being good and kind to her, and that the fault lay in Jean, that she was showing no gratitude. Why, where would she be now if the aunt hadn’t taken her in? A tramp on the streets most likely, or even dead, and yet did she thank her at any time? Not at all. Did she show respect, even? Why, not at all. What therefore was she but a recalcitrant stubborn mule? That impudent look of hers, how could anyone bear it? And why did she want to know about her father, that trash, whoever he was?


No, she had done her best for her and when the time came she would wash her hands of her – in fact, the sooner she was out of the house the better. There would be peace and stillness, not this eternal tension. Why, one night, the child in a terrible temper, had threatened that she would set the house on fire. Her sister had certainly brought a brat into the world, but what could you expect from a child conceived in sin? And even in church she sniggered, from her very earliest days, calling the minister a funny bald man. Surely there was a devil in her?


There came the day when she left the island and never went back.


But before that, let it be said that her aunt had partially accomplished her work in spite of Jean’s antagonism. Let it be said that Jean did learn to believe that men were treacherous, that she was a pariah, that she had to make her own life as best she could, that her mother had been deceived by a man who floated in the water somewhere where no one could ever find him now or hold him responsible for his actions, far from courts of justice. It was a flawed girl who set off for her first job, saying a cold goodbye to her aunt, and holding her case as she stepped on to the bus, turning her inflexible face on the island and on that loveless woman who thought that she had done her duty by her. In a cold, clear voice she said, ‘I shall never see you again. I shall send you money to pay for my past lodgings.’ The last look she had of her aunt was her standing there in black, outlined against the wandering sea, her grey hair blowing in the wind. She bought her ticket and sat quietly at the back of the bus. She had no regrets at all about leaving. Her farewell words had been spoken to her aunt in English. Gaelic was too intimate for the distance she felt from her. She hadn’t kissed her.
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