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  THE RED DOOR


  Iain Crichton Smith was born in Glasgow in 1928 and raised by his widowed mother on the Isle of Lewis before going to Aberdeen to attend university. As a sensitive and complex
  poet in both English and Gaelic, he published more than twenty-five books of verse, from The Long River in 1955 to A Country for Old Men, posthumously published in 2000. In his
  1986 collection, A Life, the poet looked back over his time in Lewis and Aberdeen, recalling a spell of National Service in the fifties, and then his years as an English teacher, working
  first in Clydebank and Dumbarton and then at Oban High School, where he taught until his retirement in 1977. Shortly afterwards he married, and lived contentedly with his wife, Donalda, in Taynuilt
  until his death in 1998. Crichton Smith was the recipient of many literary prizes, including Saltire and Scottish Arts Council Awards and fellowships, the Queen’s Jubilee Medal and, in 1980,
  an OBE.


  As well as a number of plays and stories in Gaelic, Iain Crichton Smith published several novels, including Consider the Lilies (1968), In the Middle of the Wood (1987) and
  An Honourable Death (1992). In total, he produced ten collections of stories, all of which feature in this two-volume collection, except the Murdo stories, which appear in a separate
  volume, Murdo: The Life and Works (2001).


  Kevin MacNeil was born and raised on the Isle of Lewis and educated at the Nicolson Institute and the University of Edinburgh. A widely published writer of poetry, prose and
  drama, his Gaelic and English works have been translated into eleven languages. His books include Love and Zen in the Outer Hebrides (which won the prestigious Tivoli Europa Giovani
  International Poetry Prize), Be Wise Be Otherwise, Wish I Was Here and Baile Beag Gun Chrìochan. He was the first recipient of the Iain Crichton Smith Writing
  Fellowship (1999–2002).
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  Editor’s Acknowledgements


  First of all, I would like to thank Donalda Smith, whose support during my period of tenure as inaugural Iain Crichton Smith Writing Fellow has given me some idea as to why she
  was such an inspiration to her late husband.


  I want to express my most sincere thanks to the following for their many, many efforts on behalf of this book: Neville Moir, Stewart Conn, Helen Templeton, Andrew Simmons, Hugh Andrew, Gavin
  Wallace, David Linton, David McClymont and Morna Maclaren.


  Grant F. Wilson’s A Bibliography of Iain Crichton Smith has been indispensable.


  I must also thank the staff of the National Museum of Scotland (Edinburgh), the Mitchell Library (Glasgow), and the Scottish Poetry Library (Edinburgh) for their helpfulness.


  Every effort has been made to track down all of Iain Crichton Smith’s English-language stories, but, given how phenomenally prolific Iain was, I must accept the possibility that these
  volumes are not quite complete. If any reader knows of a story by Iain Crichton Smith that is not included in these volumes (other than those stories in Stewart Conn’s recent edition of
  Murdo: the Life and Works) I would be most grateful if they would get in touch with me via the publisher, in order that any such story might be included in future editions.


  Finally, I want to acknowledge that working on these volumes has been a genuine labour of love and I wish to dedicate my own efforts to the late Iain Crichton Smith.





  Introduction


  Iain Crichton Smith (1928–1998) was one of Scotland’s greatest literary phenomena. A voracious reader and a tremendously prolific writer of English and Gaelic
  poems, plays, novels, short stories, essays and reviews, he was legitimately described by Sorley Maclean as ‘one whose imaginative and creative fertility and energy were to become the wonder
  of literary Scotland.’ His success was not – and ought never to be – confined to literary Scotland; for a writer of Crichton Smith’s imagination, intelligence, and humanity
  demands a readership that is as wide-ranging as his work.


  It is perhaps inevitable that some misconceptions should arise concerning a writer whose work harnesses a great many seemingly contradictory impulses. Iain’s writings are by turns
  confrontational and subtle, crafted and spontaneous, irreverant and thought-provoking, darkly ambiguous and redemptive. The very titles of many of his works suggest opposites.


  One misconception – sustained by some of his editors, publishers, and readers alike – is that Iain was born on the Isle of Lewis. In fact, as he pointed out in the elegy You
  lived in Glasgow, he was born in that city, albeit to a mother and father who were from Lewis, the island on which Iain was subsequently raised:


  
    
      
        
          
            I left you, Glasgow, at the age of two


            and so you are my birthplace just the same.

          

        

      

    

  


  However, Iain, a Leòdhasach through and through, was to say that during his childhood Glasgow ‘was as distant to me as the moon’. By contrast, he said in an interview
  for The Scotsman in 1985 that Lewis ‘follows me around wherever I go, a sort of question mark at the back of my life’.


  His father having succumbed to tuberculosis, Iain was raised along with his two brothers on Lewis by a mother who, like the island itself, is a profound and dominating presence in his
  writing.


  Like his peers, Iain spoke Gaelic as a child (except, of course, in the classroom). A bookish boy, keen on football but given to reverie, he was often kept off school by his protective mother,
  prone as he was to attacks – and suspected attacks – of asthma and bronchitis. The village in which they lived, Bayble, on the Point peninsula, was home to a small, close-knit, and
  tightly Presbyterian community, aspects of which can be traced in many of Iain’s writings.


  At eleven years of age Iain won a scholarship to study at the island’s principal high school, the Nicolson Institute, Stornoway. This set an attitudinal as well as an actual distance
  between Iain and his fellow villagers:


  
    
      
        
          
            When I left the village community in order to attend the secondary school in Stornoway I felt as if I was abandoning the community. There was a subtle alteration to me
            in the attitude of my contemporaries who were not taking the road of education but would work on the land or on the fishing boats.

          

        

      

    

  


  A sense of abandonment (of abdication, of exile, of being different) recurs throughout Iain’s work.


  The classes he took at the Nicolson and the teachers who taught him there were to influence Iain greatly, not least of all by instilling in him a love of the Classics. He was also to write a
  number of Nicolson Institute characters and incidents into his stories many years later. He whiled away his lunchtimes in the local library, poring over magazines that described a world entirely
  different to that of his village. Iain’s mind was already assimilating the necessity of duality: between Gaelic and English, between rural and ‘downtown’, between the insular and
  the cosmopolitan, between the suffocating restrictions of dogma and the multifarious freedoms of art.


  Apprehensive but excited, Iain made his way to the University of Aberdeen and an environment that afforded him greater freedom (and therefore a greater breadth of experience). The city of
  Aberdeen appears often in Iain’s poems and short stories, a glittering place of new learnings, of lodgings, cinemas, students, pubs and beggars. In a celebrated essay ‘Real People in a
  Real Place’, Iain writes:


  
    
      
        
          
            It is far more difficult to live in a community than to live in a city, for in a community one must have an awareness of the parameters beyond which one cannot go . .
            . One of my clearest memories is at the age of seventeen arriving at Aberdeen Railway Station and finding sitting there a beggar in black glasses with a cap in front of him on the
            pavement and in it a few pennies. Such a sight would have been unheard of in an island community. The beggar’s blatant economic demand and his overt helplessness, this individual
            throwing himself on the mercy of chance, would have been a contradiction of everything that the community represented. The shame of dropping out of the community to become pure
            individuality in a void would not be a concept that a community could sustain.

          

        

      

    

  


  This compassionate attempt to understand one who is different, this fascination with the individual, the outsider, is a typical theme in many of Crichton Smith’s stories. Of his own sense
  of alienation, Iain would say: ‘I have made the choice, I have forsaken the [island] community in order to individualise myself.’


  Aberdeen granted him the space to discover – and individualise – himself. He immersed himself in poetry (Auden and Eliot being influential favourites) and philosophy
  (Aberdeen’s light was so clear that he ‘could see for miles as if it were into the essence of existentialism’). Nonetheless he enjoyed the social aspects of student life. The
  anonymity – the freedom – of Aberdeen contrasted sharply, excitingly, with the curtain-twitching claustrophobia of a small island village. In his droll, perceptive, and self-deprecating
  Life of Murdo, Iain (writing of himself in the third person) says:


  
    
      
        
          
            He [Murdo, i.e. Iain] thanks Aberdeen for giving him these days after his unhappy childhood of poverty and salt herring. His mother stern and loved and at times wild
            loomed over the Minch. But Aberdeen was inhabited by many characters, whom he recalls with affection, even the shrivelled ones, the city itself a cage of light.

          

        

      

    

  


  Iain also mentions that Murdo, his autobiographical alter-ego, ‘had the nerve to write for the University magazine Alma Mater’. As if taking the second word of the
  magazine’s title as a cue, Iain’s earliest published story in this volume, ‘Mother and Son’, deals with a central Crichton Smith character type: the domineering, principled,
  powerfully magnetic but wholly demanding mother figure. ‘Mother and Son’ – while far indeed from being one of Iain’s best stories - is interesting in that even at this young
  age he was considering the influence a mother can have on the mind of a sensitive son, an influence of which Iain was to say near the end of his own life:


  
    
      
        
          
            This complication and intricacy of emotional attachment [between ‘Murdo’ and his mother] Murdo has studied and it appears in one or two of his poems. He
            was much closer to his mother than boys normally are.

          

        

      

    

  


  The sense of a young man at university finding himself, and therefore finding himself loosening his ties with both island and mother, is well evoked in the secular epistles of ‘The Black
  and The Red’.


  After university, Iain lived with his mother and younger brother in a tenement flat in Dumbarton, and he would regularly visit Helensburgh to be near the sea. ‘The sea, monster and
  creator,’ he would later write, ‘has remained with me as a well of fertile symbolism. I think of the many dead – some I have known – drifting about in it, being refined
  there forever.’ He attended Jordanhill College to do his teacher training (‘Murdo cannot convey the death to the spirit which is to be found in a Teachers’ Training College . . .
  ’).


  Iain was no happier during his period of National Service. Never regarding himself as a man of solid practical skills and easy conformity, he felt that the world of the army was entirely alien
  to him. Musing on his army days, he writes with a mixture of honesty and tongue-in-cheek self-scrutiny:


  
    
      
        
          
            O how clumsy Murdo was. He could not fit into that social organism. He heard his boots on the square with trepidation. He taught himself to iron but at great expense
            of spirit. He broke like others the ice on the surface of the water buckets in winter in order to shave. He polished his cap brooch and his belt buckle. But Murdo was not a soldier nor a
            phantasm thereof.

          

        

      

    

  


  Iain nonetheless was promoted to sergeant in the Education Corps, and his duties now included lecturing (on NATO, on the UN) and teaching (for the Forces Prelim and other exams). A diligent
  teacher, he found himself unexpectedly enjoying teaching Maths, a subject that had eluded him in his own youth. However the rigidity, the ‘mad logic’ of the army did not suit him and
  this was an uncharacteristically fallow period in his development as a writer:


  
    
      
        
          
            Murdo felt that Virgil was being squeezed out of him so that many men might become one man. Murdo was afraid. He couldn’t write nor did he read. He was too busy
            suffering punishments. He was too busy aligning his knife and fork correctly on top of his bed for inspection.

          

        

      

    

  


  In 1952, after completing his National Service, he moved to a new flat in Dumbarton with his mother and younger brother. He got a job teaching at Clydebank High School and was to remain there
  until 1955. He was not entirely happy, as he found that teaching academic (rather than non-academic) pupils was his forte, and it was generally the less academic classes that he, as a new teacher,
  was delegated.


  While his mother was happy in Dumbarton (she had the Free Church and a circle of friends), Iain himself did not feel at home there, considering the town ‘ugly and anonymous’. He
  missed the sea and the beauty of the Highlands and felt that his writing was suffering because of this.


  Iain moved to Oban in 1955, where he ‘felt instantly at home’. He took up a teaching post at the high school there, a job he would retain until his early retirement twenty-two years
  later. Iain’s writing prospered in Oban. He wrote his best-known novel in just eleven days during an Easter break, the modern Scottish classic Consider the Lilies (known in America
  by its alternative and less suitable title The Alien Light). Certainly one of the best works of fiction concerned with the sorely inequitable Highland Clearances, Consider the
  Lilies has been widely and deservedly praised, despite anachronisms that would no doubt constitute wincing blunders in a lesser work. It is a measure of Iain’s writing skills that the
  presence of postmen, dungarees, grandfather clocks and melodeons at a time when these did not exist in the Highlands in no way detracts from the power of the novel. In an interview for Books in
  Scotland some years later he was to dismiss any criticisms regarding historical inaccuracies: ‘I think the anachronisms are trivial. They don’t really affect what I was trying to
  do . . . There are a lot of anachronisms in Shakespeare and in other writers.’


  As well as teaching and writing, Iain’s energies were also directed towards domestic matters. His mother had come to live with him in his Oban flat in the early 1960s:


  
    
      
        
          
            This as it turned out was not a good idea though many people were very kind to her. It was not a good idea for Murdo either: he would no longer be able to go out
            drinking. Indeed he spent practically all his nights in the house. This had one good result, that he wrote an enormous amount, of stories and poems in both English and Gaelic.

          

        

      

    

  


  Indeed, he was prolific – arguably too prolific. Perhaps it is inevitable that a degree of inconsistency should creep into the writings of one who produced such an abundance of material.
  This is true of Crichton Smith’s stories, as it is of his poetry. In an interview for the Glasgow Herald in 1988 he said:


  
    
      
        
          
            One thing I do regret when I was teaching and writing was that I didn’t revise things as much as I would have liked to have done. I don’t just mean
            revision; I also mean having the courage to wait, maybe for a year or two, rather than doing it very quickly.

          

        

      

    

  


  Crichton Smith admired the restraint of writers who focused resolutely on quality rather than quantity, people such as the world-class Gaelic poet Sorley Maclean (brother of Oban High
  School’s rector, Iain’s friend John Maclean, famous himself in Highland literary circles for producing a Gaelic translation of Homer’s Odyssey).


  The balance between compulsive, honest, lyrical spontaneity and injudicious haste is a precarious one, sometimes realised in Iain’s writing as an agreeable, smooth, uninhibited and wholly
  natural fluidity, but other times realised as a rashness suggestive of fingers flurrying across the typewriter at almost quicker-than-thought speed. Nonetheless it is the sign of an agile creative
  mind, muscular, efficient, and concentrated, that such spontaneous literary writings can stand up to scrutiny.


  Iain’s mother, a returning presence in his work, exerted a great influence on his mind. Writing about her towards the end of his own life, Iain Crichton Smith described the ‘intense
  pity’ he felt for her. Her life had been a difficult one, not least of all because, widowed at a young age, she was left to bring up three sons in economically challenged circumstances (often
  swallowing her ‘stubborn pride’ to borrow money ‘from villagers whom essentially she was not in tune with.’) She was very protective of Iain when he was young and he made a
  number of sacrifices to look after her as she grew older: ‘There came a time when she would not leave the house, was indeed frightened to do so. Murdo therefore remained in the house as well:
  thus he had very little opportunity to enjoy himself in any way.’


  Iain’s mother passed away in 1969 and this had a profound effect on the writer who, four years prior to her death, had said:


  
    
      
        
          
            I myself am fascinated with old people on the verge of leaving life. It links with my obsession with death, which really is the extreme situation. How you face it is
            the test of all you are. Lawrence said every writer has to conquer death in some way before he can write or live.

          

        

      

    

  


  After his mother’s death, however, it seemed that death might conquer him . . .


  
    
      
        
          
            His mother had died. He went to the hospital and saw her dead face which seemed to have become stern and Roman. He felt as if ice surrounded him and he was trembling
            all the time. He felt as if he was in outer space. It was actually the first dead person he had seen. At this point and for a long time his whole personality disintegrated. He would not
            go to school. He felt as if death had destroyed his writing.

          

        

      

    

  


  Feeling isolated, guilty, pained, Iain’s torment was no doubt exacerbated by overwork. He sought solace and diversion by visiting writer friends such as Norman MacCaig in Edinburgh and
  George Mackay Brown in Orkney. It is clear that his mother’s death was a devastation from which the writer took some time to recover.


  Iain’s recuperation, largely instigated by one woman, was actually the start of a period of personal and creative rejuvenation. He had begun to meet with Donalda a year or so before his
  mother’s death. Eleven years younger than him, Donalda had at one time been a pupil of his at Oban High School. Now working as a nurse, she had been considering a switch to primary teaching
  and had sought Iain’s help in securing her Higher English.


  His relationship with Donalda developed, heralding a new period of happiness in Iain’s life:


  
    
      
        
          
            Donalda and Murdo used to go for dinner every Saturday night to a different hotel in Argyll. Sometimes in the autumn they used to pick brambles. Murdo gradually
            recovered from the death of his mother, for which he had suffered guilt and genuine grief.

          

        

      

    

  


  In Donalda’s company, Iain began to think of Argyll as ‘the loveliest area he had ever been in’. He describes waiting for Donalda to visit his flat with a joyfully simple and
  affecting beauty:


  
    
      
        
          
            In his flat in Combie St, he would listen for Donalda’s footsteps on the stone stairs. In her yellow dress she was like an actual physical ray of sunshine
            entering his house.

          

        

      

    

  


  Indeed, Iain fully recognised how important Donalda was to his well-being, how centrally important she had become to his happiness.


  Having long understood that meeting Donalda was ‘a turning point’ in his life, he married her in July 1977, a month after he had retired from teaching. (Crichton Smith had actually
  tried to leave teaching on two previous occasions, ‘but had lost his nerve’). Donalda and the two boys, Peter and Alasdair, moved in to the flat. Iain settled in to a routine of writing
  in the morning, preparing the boys’ lunches, then writing again in the afternoon, still driven, as he had always been, by a very Leòdhasach Protestant work ethic.


  Crichton Smith’s marriage precipitated a new joy in his work – an energetic delight at the spontaneous beauties of nature, for example, although his writings have always had an
  undercurrent of darkness, sometimes nudging at the reader’s mind and sometimes quite overwhelming it. One of his best novels, In the Middle of the Wood, charts the breakdown of a
  married writer whose paranoia necessitates a spell in a psychiatric hospital. If the novel’s tone seems disturbingly autobiographical, there is a good reason for that, as Edwin Morgan has
  pointed out:


  
    
      
        
          
            Smith has said that the whole story is true, and if this is so, it is a most remarkable example of how an artist will use the material of his life, no matter how
            terrible it may be, and perhaps achieve the double function of exorcising some of his demons and presenting his readers with a highly dramatic story.

          

        

      

    

  


  Thankfully, Iain recovered from the breakdown and went on to write some of his greatest work.


  By the time of his death in 1998, Iain Crichton Smith had become one of Scotland’s best-known and best-loved writers. His rich ouevre won him a great many accolades and honorary
  degrees. He was awarded the OBE in 1980.


  There is no doubt, therefore, that Iain is a major Scottish writer. But it is at this pertinent juncture that I wish to raise –and subsequently attempt to demolish – another popular
  misconception: that Iain Crichton Smith was a great poet who ‘also wrote prose’. Undeniably, close scrutiny reveals a degree of inconsistency in his stories (just as in his poetry), but
  I wish to argue that Iain was, on balance, a much better short story writer than he is usually given credit for. Indeed, some of his stories are so tightly charged with evocative imagery and
  intensely appropriate wording that they constitute prose-poems.


  Sorley Maclean’s comments are representative of a general attitude that has arisen among some critics with regard to Crichton Smith’s writings:


  
    
      
        
          
            In spite of at least one most moving novel, Consider the Lilies, several generally fine volumes of short stories like Trial without Error [sic], many
            brilliant plays both in English and in Gaelic and much reviewing and lecturing, Iain Crichton Smith is primarily a poet even if he spends more time at the other literary work than at
            poetry.

          

        

      

    

  


  Crichton Smith confessed in an interview for Books in Scotland that he did not think of himself as a novelist, saying: ‘I am not a novelist, but I like challenges in that
  form.’ He also said, revealing just how important the short story form was to him, ‘What I really see myself as is more a short story writer and a poet.’


  In ‘The Necessity of Accident’, an excellent, insightful essay appraising Crichton Smith’s English-language fiction, Cairns Craig writes:


  
    
      
        
          
            [It is]tempting to look upon Crichton Smith’s prose writing as the workshop of his poetic imagination – an outlet for a creativity which cannot cease from
            generating words rather than the mode in which his imagination truly seeks its expression – the hobby of an obsessive wordsmith rather than his vocation . . . But to treat the prose
            fiction as subsidiary – either to earlier models of Scottish fiction or to Crichton Smith’s own poetic creations – is to miss the intensity of his commitment to the
            medium and the significance of his achievement in it.

          

        

      

    

  


  Indeed, we do a great disservice to Iain Crichton Smith’s memory by misunderstanding, or downplaying, the role of short stories in his contribution to literature.


  Survival without Error and other stories (1970) was not Iain’s first short story collection to be published, but it was his first English-language short story
  collection. He had won himself considerable recognition in the field of Gaelic literature since the publication of Bùrn is Aran (‘Water and Bread’, 1960), a book that,
  in its first edition at least, contained both short stories and poems (an indication, perhaps, of the paucity of Gaelic publishing opportunities). He had also published the story collection An
  Dubh is an Gorm (‘The Black and the Blue’, 1963), two English-language novels (Consider the Lilies, 1968, and the underrated The Last Summer, 1969), plus a number
  of poetry collections.


  Iain wrote far more material in English than he did in Gaelic, but his Gaelic short stories were – and are – held in high esteem and, in contrast with critical responses to his
  English-language work, his Gaelic prose is generally viewed among Gaelic speakers at least as favourably as his Gaelic poetry.


  Survival without Error contains fourteen stories, many of them set in Scotland, and many of them concerned with the ways in which diverse people manage to find their way through
  life’s day-to-day impositions and demands, individuals consciously trying to cause but the minimum of fuss and controversy while negotiating the varying weathers of desire and injustice. In
  negotiating life this way, the individual often compromises him- or herself to the extent that they are personally diminished, sometimes almost drained of authenticity and true identity.
  Survival without Error is partly an examination of bourgeois values and mores – surviving ‘without error’ seems to be an impossibility – but this fine
  collection feeds off fighting tensions that are often characteristically and tantalisingly ambiguous.


  The Black and the Red (1973) is a more diverse short story collection than its predecessor, with stories taking place in, for example, hotels, universities, and World War II trenches.
  Certain themes do emerge, however, especially alienation and separation. Characters, as is often the case in Iain’s stories, tend to be somewhat physically passive, though very active
  mentally. They seem to be observers, not always fully engaged with their surroundings – attempting to understand, rather than change, the world.


  It is a wonderful collection, and contains some of Crichton Smith’s classic short stories, such as ‘The Dying’, ‘The Telegram’, and the title story. The twenty-one
  stories focus primarily, though not exclusively, on themes of identity, exile, and human interaction. The narratives are mediated through a voice that is sometimes realistic and sometimes surreal,
  but always recognisably Crichton Smith’s.


  It is a pleasure to make available again the stories from Iain’s subsequent collection, The Village (1976). The Village partially shares its title with The Village
  and other poems, one of his finest poetry collections, though it seems, unfairly, to have had little of the latter’s recognition.


  The Village comprises a series of interlinked tales set in a single Scottish – and, it must be admitted, darkly Lewis-like – community. That the village changes size and
  appearance from time to time in no way detracts from the collection. The stories here are concerned with many aspects of insular Scottish life: the personal tensions simmering beneath a social
  veneer, the claustrophobia, the routine, the gossip, the emptiness, the conformity, the paranoia, and the paralysis.


  The Village is a marvellous achievement, breathing slow-measured life into a community that is, behind the images of stasis and decay, alive with tensions, inner voices, and stark
  truths. The stories have a great deal about individual and community-wide identity within the Highlands, often creating drama out of the smallest occurrence. ‘The Red Door’ is a fine
  example of the way in which Crichton Smith can make a story of human insight and development out of an apparent triviality, in this case a mysteriously painted door. Murdo awakens one day to find
  that his door is no longer green but has been ‘painted very lovingly’ red. It is now the only red door in the village. This simple act changes Murdo’s life, endows him with a new
  sense of self and of self-belief. The door evinces in him ‘admiration’ and ‘a certain childlikeness’. It leads him away from easy conformity to a new and purposeful door.
  This story is simple, beautiful, and profound and is one of the quiet gems to be discovered in the secluded treasures of The Village.


  Like The Village, The Hermit and other stories (1977) is a rather serious collection, free of Crichton Smith’s irreverent, disarming, and punchy humour; nonetheless it features
  some of his best stories. ‘The Hermit’ itself is a long story based upon a novella that Iain wrote in Gaelic – An t-Aonaran (Glasgow University Press, 1976). The story is
  essentially the same in English as in Gaelic, though certain details and linguistic nuances vary. In fact a number of Iain’s stories have bilingual versions, which are best appreciated by the
  bilingual reader as being parallel versions of each other – neither identical nor fundamentally different.


  Murdo and other stories (1981) was legitimately praised on its release, critics admiring its intensity and its defiance of easy categorisation. Norman Shrapnel, reviewing it in The
  Guardian, applauded its ‘ . . . distinguished though elusive stories . . . He treads precarious frontiers – between prose and poetry, between poetry and dementia . . . ’


  The ‘Murdo’ stories are available in Murdo: The Life and Works (Birlinn, 2001) and are therefore not included in these volumes.


  Mr Trill in Hades (1984) is one of Crichton Smith’s strongest and most unified collections. Although the stories all centre around educational institutions and teaching staff,
  their diversity is great. These stories are compassionate and grim and funny and tragic: their combined effect is to create a rich and penetrating view of human life (and afterlife).


  Selected Stories (1990) represented Iain’s own choice of his best material and is naturally an extremely strong – and typically varied – collection (as indeed was
  Douglas Gifford’s selection, Listen to the Voice (Canongate Books, 1993)).


  Many of the previously uncollected stories published now in The Red Door and The Black Halo are as good as those stories which did make it into the collections, and I suspect
  many of them were omitted from the published collections for thematic reasons or because of lack of available space. They examine familiar themes but do so with a freshness that awakens alternative
  perspectives and ideas, often with the full power, intense imagery and sheer verbal energy that are characteristic of the short story collections in general. They allow the reader for the first
  time comprehensively to appraise Crichton Smith’s achievements as short story writer, to piece together this quite central part of his varied literary jigsaw.


  It is impossible, given the limitations of space here, to give an exhaustive critique of the themes, techniques, ideas and potential interpretations of Crichton Smith’s
  stories. Iain often explored and re-explored specific themes in his work that were not only important to him personally, but central to his literature, his very dialogue with humanity.


  One of the most prominent of these is often, appropriately, evoked quite surreptitiously: the theme of communication (more accurately, miscommunication or a lack of communication). Many of his
  stories are populated by couples who are – or have become – awkwardly but inseparably incompatible. A gulf of incommunicable difference has opened wistfully between them. Delusion and
  pathos are frequent undercurrents in such stories. ‘The Ships’, for example, is situated in a typically (Oban-esque?) Scottish village and is a powerful, though often subtle,
  examination of small-town ennui, loneliness, and dissemination. The narrator, Harry, limping through the latter stages of his life, has found himself in an unexceptional marriage, questioning the
  meaning of his existence. He is pitiful. His children appear to have forgotten him, his wife knows all too well the kind of man he is: a liar. Perhaps his exaggerations (deliciously and skilfully
  portrayed) are partly a poor man’s attempt to defeat the mundane through sheer creative invention. Bitterness, duplicity and untrustworthiness are dominant emotions in a story that
  nonetheless concludes with the realisation of some sharp home truths.


  ‘On the Road’ also features an unhappy couple who are, naturally, out of harmony with each other:


  
    
      
        
          
            He couldn’t understand how her mind worked at all. For two years now he had tried to understand her but couldn’t. His own mind he felt was clear and
            logical but hers was devious and odd. It jumped from one thing to another like . . .

          

        

      

    

  


  Like a rabbit, perhaps? The story is tightly written, the images densely interwoven. Correspondences, as is often the case in these stories, shine seductively somewhere just above the lucid
  communicative level of logic, hinting at something sinister and ineluctably superior. The ending to this story is compellingly irate, indignant, and resentful:


  
    
      
        
          
            The moon, white as a pearl, looked in on them through the windscreen with a huge peering power, a complete presence. It was frightening. Why the hell, he almost
            shouted, weren’t you shining before, why didn’t you show me the rabbit earlier?

          

        

      

    

  


  Perhaps the supreme example of a sustained investigation of communication is ‘The Hermit’, which tells the story of a loner’s arrival in a ‘bare bleak island’
  village. His silent, passive, self-contained manner, far from catalysing his endearing integration into the village, leads to an agitated and quietly explosive period of unease within the (too)
  tightly-knit community. While various individuals – the narrator included – empathise in various ways with the loner, they seem to see themselves in an unappealingly clear light. The
  hermit, ultimately, is a scapegoat. Surely his obliquely absent presence implies he deserves much better treatment than the villagers give him, but the locals do not understand his silences, and
  they read their own bigotries into his lack of communication. The story is propelled by narrow gossip and by the nagging imposition of claustrophobic convention. As in The Village, routine
  is all:


  
    
      
        
          
            For me it [the community] is a processional play with continually changing actors . . . 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.

          

        

      

    

  


  ‘The Hermit’ is, like Nabokov’s Lolita, more than it seems to be: it, too, is a meditation upon language. There are a great many references to language and the nature
  of communication stated – and buried – within this most densely revealing of texts. One of the story’s greatest successes is to pitch the unknown, the unsaid (the hermit)
  against the familiar, i.e. that which has been said so often it has become routinely acceptable and ultimately meaningless: ‘Language almost becomes like tobacco which is as much chewed as
  smoked . . . So much of language is lying, polite lying but still lying.’


  Crichton Smith’s stories often triumph by communicating to the reader that which is, to the characters at least, incommunicable. But, furthermore, some of his stories communicate something
  that seems to be, paradoxically, above verbal understanding: and the fluid, surreal images of many of Iain Crichton Smith’s stories, reminiscent of actual dreams, are one of their most
  recognisable features


  Daydreams, night-dreams and literary dreams are surely the inspired cinema screens that brought to light many of the images and stories contained within these volumes. ‘On the
  Train’, ‘The Survivor’, and ‘The Maze’ are supremely Kafkaesque, while nonetheless being Crichton Smithesque at the same time. A number of Crichton Smith’s
  stories take place in a kind of Twilight Zone of shifting perceptions, a world that is recognisably ours, but one that is filtered through a sinisterly dreamlike atmosphere of paranoia,
  implication, pessimism, and an inability to control one’s destiny. These surreal vignettes burn themselves into the mind like ultra-vivid paintings, fugitive in meaning but unforgettable as
  works of art. Sometimes their concluding ambiguities offer a measure of solace:


  
    
      
        
          
            Slowly the sun disappeared over the horizon and darkness fell and he felt the pressure of the maze relaxing, as if in a dream of happiness he understood that the roads
            were infinite, always fresh, always new, and that the ones who stood beside him were deeper than friends, they were bone of his bone, they were flesh of his disappearing flesh.


            (from ‘The Maze’)

          

        

      

    

  


  As with much of Crichton Smith’s work, a sinister intellect hovers about these stories. Many of these pieces are as unshakeable as the grip of a vivid dream that haunts without necessarily
  yielding its meaning. Images shift and coalesce according, it seems, to their own secret agenda.


  ‘Through the Desert’ is dreamy as a Dali painting and is a very fine example of this kind of surrealistic writing, despite a deficient ending. Its tremendous energy, its vivid
  movement, its colour and its life, are admirable. Images somersault across the page and land on the right side of disorientated sense, quirkily standing up to sympathetic scrutiny:


  
    
      
        
          
            ‘ . . . it was always day and there were no clouds, only a sun which hammered on a steel anvil like a giant at the opening of a film.’


            ‘ . . . a river with dark water which made the sound of crossed telephone conversations.’

          

        

      

    

  


  ‘Getting Married’ has the feel of an experimentally surreal piece – nicely written, and ‘The Little People’, too, is an unusual story, like a nebulous fairy tale.
  Its engaging mixture of realism and absurdity is both alluring and discomforting.


  I feel that many of these surrealist stories seem to prefigure, describe, or subsequently attempt to understand Crichton Smith’s own breakdown. In a later work, ‘In the
  Asylum’, reality bends ‘like plasticine’ as the author struggles with his place in the world: ‘I do not feel authentic.’ Undeniably, however, much of the nightmareish
  imagery Iain utilised throughout his career feels both authentic and convincing.


  Surrealism is actually evident, in varying degrees, throughout his oeuvre. ‘Goodbye John Summers’ is pure Iain Crichton Smith, a story that enigmatically ponders the thorny
  issue of how well we can actually know a person (and, in this case, a person who seems undistinguished almost to the point of invisibility). Like many of his stories, this meditation on
  death, Christianity, ambiguity, and communication is shot through with strange and imaginative (dream-like but graspable) images and ideas: ‘It was a fine bright glittery day when they buried
  him. I stood at the graveside and stared at the coffin as if I wished to make it transparent, but I was confronted by an opaque yellow hexagon.’


  While some of these narratives interweave realism and surrealism, others move inexorably from one to the other. ‘In the School’ is hellish and yet magnificently minimalist. Its
  characters are delineated with little decoration – like fine fingerprints they are tidy and self-explanatory. The story glides from dark realism to dark surrealism with an accomplished
  register. Its imagery revolves around cinders, sparks, fire, ideas of power and leadership and mental health.


  Sometimes the departure from strict realism manifests itself as an irruption of the supernatural into the everyday world. ‘The Brothers’ was initially published in an anthology of
  literary ghost stories. It is a moving – and chilling – insight into the mind of a writer who has shunned a significant part of his linguistic and cultural heritage. The narrator is a
  writer from the Highlands who has moved to Edinburgh to write his (English-language) stories and novels. ‘The Brothers’ feeds off many of the tensions Iain himself explored in his
  fabulous version of the Old Testament story of Joseph. (And yet it is not without its humour, for surely its mentioning the ghostly but more accurate typing implies a tongue-in-cheek reference to
  Iain’s own typescripts, which were legendarily erratic). The story is propelled by a terrifying and insightful imagination:


  
    
      
        
          
            My eyes pierced the door which was like skin and on the other side I saw my brothers broken by defeat and starvation but still human and rustic and brave. It was to
            them that I must offer myself, not to the alien kings and an alien land.

          

        

      

    

  


  The ending seems happy, though it is tempered by the notion that yellow often signifies a kind of sickness in Crichton Smith’s work: ‘I sat in my yellow robe at my yellow typewriter
  in the yellow room. And I was happy. I overflowed with the most holy joy.’


  Crichton Smith’s huge mind also bred story after story concerning exile, an understandably common theme in Highland literature. ‘The Exiles’ features a disapproving, religious
  cailleach, a familiar character-type in his work. This story is not, however, predictable. The old lady has a refreshingly unsentimental view of her native Highlands. As jaded and
  unenlightened-to-the-point-of-racism as she seems, the relationship that develops between her and the Pakistani salesman/student is touching and plausible.


  ‘An American Sky’ is a longer story, concerned with another popular Iain Crichton Smith character-type: the returning exile. This story carefully considers the issues that assail the
  return of a long-exiled Lewisman – the ‘implicit interrogations’, the hard realities of homeland change. John Macleod, like many before him, comes to understand ‘One always
  brings back a judgement to one’s home’. He decides to return to urban America, or, in Crichton Smith’s remarkable and characteristic phrasing, suggesting rapid change and a lack
  of adequate communication, ‘the shifting world of neon, the flashing broken signals of the city’.


  The semi-autobiographical ‘The Black and the Red’ is a story to which many islanders, in particular, relate, concerned as it is with the transition from closeted (or at least
  insular) life to greater maturity and freedom. Kenneth, writing letters to his mother, reveals how much of university learning occurs outwith the university itself, as he loosens the ties between
  himself and an oppressive, overbearing mother (and island):


  
    
      
        
          
            I think it’s time you went out amongst people more. I think it is time you depended less on me, although I shall never abandon you. It is time you looked at the
            facts. I do not want this burden of guilt. It is time we laughed more – high time.

          

        

      

    

  


  Ultimately, Kenneth even comes to the realisation that his illnesses have been to some extent psychosomatic: ‘I mean that: I’m not going to be sick again.’ He is still his
  mother’s loving son, but he is an individual now, aware of his potential and his freedoms.


  One of the most appealing features of Iain Crichton Smith’s stories are those occasional and cherished instants of intelligent, lyrical, unforgettable epiphany, usually at a story’s
  conclusion. Such moments of epiphany, knitting agreeable, legitimate, and meaningful correspondences together, make for supremely pleasurable reading, no matter that the perceived message behind
  the images might be shadowy or negative.


  ‘Moments’, for example, is an eloquent analysis of those instants of clarity triggered when seemingly unrelated events appear to reveal an unguessed-at synchronous relation in a
  profoundly meaningful way. A quotation from the episode about the second ‘moment’ may well apply to the endings of some of Crichton Smith’s own stories: ‘And that is the
  thing with “moments”. They illuminate but at the same time they don’t necessarily lead to what you call understanding. And in any case one man’s “moment” is
  different from another man’s.’


  A number of the stories end on a note of admirably equivocal epiphany – ambiguity is a common feature. For example, nothing seems clear-cut in ‘The Exorcism’, a story that
  hinges upon interpretations of Kierkegaard’s philosophy, on which Crichton Smith dwells frequently in his stories and poems. (He was attracted to him partly because Kierkegaard was a poet as
  well as a philosopher). Ideas and opinions in this story form a spectrum of merging colours – hues and tones that themselves often change as they are being regarded. Devils and saints,
  realists and fantasists, the possessed and the overpowering encircle each other . . . and the result of the exorcism is satisfactorily problematic:


  
    
      
        I looked at him for a long time knowing that the agony was over. It was a victory but an empty victory. And even in the midst of victory how could I be sure that this was
        not indeed a second Kierkegaard, how could I be sure that I had not destroyed a genius? How could I be sure that my own harmonious jealous biography had not been superimposed upon his life,
        as one writing upon another, in that wood where the birds sang with such sweetness defending their territory? I looked down at him white and exhausted. The exorcism was over. He would now
        follow his unexceptional destiny.

      

    

  


  Some of the stories (such as ‘The Angel of Mons’) employ experimental narratorial devices. Because Crichton Smith’s stories rarely offer neat conclusions, preferring instead to
  scrutinise the world through highly subjective spectra, these devices often tend to be appropriate and satisfying.


  ‘The Ghost’ (from Selected Stories – not the same ghost that appears in The Village!) throws a shifting light on the ambivalence, the ambiguity, that can
  underpin inherent inex-plicabilities of human existence – and the different ambiguities that can remain after an explanation has been offered, while the final story in The Village
  ends strongly but ambiguously: ‘After a while our ambitions, thank God, grow less.’ The implication is that the villagers are limited, kept in their place; and their place is, simply,
  the village.


  Some of these stories also explore an inherent duality in the human mind reminiscent of Jekyll and Hyde – for example ‘Mac an t-Sronaich’, the title of which refers to
  a Lewis bogey-man, a dreaded character based upon a real-life murderer who stalked the moors of Lewis at one time and stalked the imaginations of storytellers and children just as effectively
  thereafter.


  ‘The Old Woman, the Baby and Terry’ harks back to the theme of ambiguous survival, with an undertow of selfishness running strongly throughout. Even the baby in the womb has an
  implied sense of innate manipulation: ‘The baby moved blindly in her womb, instinctively, strategically.’


  Love is imperative: ‘ “I love you,” she said. “There’s nothing else for it.” ’ It is a source of their strength that many of Iain Crichton Smith’s
  stories conclude with a unification of seemingly irreconcilable opposites in a single (and sometimes wholly enigmatic) dualism.


  Naturally, one of the most pressing themes in the stories is that of education: the nature of education and of the institutions and individuals who decide what and how to teach. ‘Murder
  without pain’ introduces us to Mr Trill, a name Crichton Smith calls upon in a number of stories and poems. Indeed, Trill represents an archetypal Crichton Smith figure: the principled
  bachelor, a man so dedicated to routine his life seems to have shrunk all about him.


  Trill is a devotee of the Roman intellect. He is such an admirer of the Classical contribution to culture that the reader feels he is almost out of place in the modern world. Disciplined, cool,
  patient, respectful of that which he deems worthy of his respect, he feels threatened as his world-view is challenged by events at his school. The ending of this story – sometimes dismissed
  as melodramatic – is confessedly and classically dramatic, as Trill decides to execute a form of justice that is ‘Greek to its very essence’.


  ‘The Ring’ is based upon an actual event that Iain witnessed during his own schooldays. It is told from the point of view of a pupil, but with the later revelation that the pupil
  grew up to become a teacher. It is enticingly narrated and is, I think, one of Crichton Smith’s finest stories. The pupil’s attitude is clear: ‘After all, teachers were invincible
  beings who appeared at the beginning of a period and left at the end of it . . . they were not human beings . . . like the rest of us.’ The adult’s subsequent attitude towards teaching
  is clear, too, if more cynical:


  
    
      
        
          
            It seemed to me that the best thing about geometry was it never lied to you, which is why I myself am a mathematics teacher as well. It has nothing to do with pain or
            loss. Its refuge is always secure and without mythology.

          

        

      

    

  


  ‘The Play’ is an excellent and hugely engaging story that is also based upon a real event, this time when he was teaching at Oban High School. The girls in the class have ‘. .
  . a fixed antipathy to the written word’. The teacher decides that if they will not read or write (‘Shakespeare is not necessary for hairdressing’ as he wryly concedes) then the
  girls can involve themselves by acting out dramas. The story is an uplifting and a memorable one. Crichton Smith’s responsibility is to the human – not to the régime – to
  individuality and not to conformity. The real-life drama of the original incident that inspired the story resulted in an astonished and pleased school inspector: meanwhile we empathise with the
  teacher completely as he broods upon Miss Stewart’s snobbish dismissal of the pupils’ (and teacher’s) achievements:


  
    
      
        
          
            You stupid bitch, he muttered under his breath, you Observer-Magazine-reading bitch who never liked anything in your life till some critic made it
            respectable, who wouldn’t recognise a good line of poetry or prose till sanctified by the voice of London, who would never have arrived at Shakespeare on your own till you were
            given the crutches.

          

        

      

    

  


  This story of triumph is a triumph.


  The Black and the Red collection modulates into a new key with the masterful final story, ‘The Professor and the Comics’, an excellent narrative that melds the serious and
  the humorous to great effect. The aptly named Professor Black’s comment that ‘Everything is different in spring . . . except history’ is dry and thought-flipping, like a Wildean
  phrase.


  The sinister shadows that lurk around many of Crichton Smith’s stories are often tempered by a humour that is clever, offbeat, punny or satirical. ‘By their Fruits’ runs in
  parallel with Iain’s (posthumously published) narrative poem, ‘My Canadian Uncle’ and draws inspiration from a trip Iain and Donalda made to White Rock (Canada) to meet
  Iain’s uncle, Torquil Campbell. It brings together a number of very Highland themes – exile, religion, and humour. It is both thought-provoking, subtle, and witty


  Many examples of Iain’s gleefully absurd or knowingly sharp humour can be found in these volumes:


  
    
      
        
          
            ‘I thought that if the poet who had climbed the lamp-post had fallen down we might have had our first concrete poet.’


            ‘She was an incomer from another village and had only been in this one for thirty years or so.’

          

        

      

    

  


  Sometimes the humour relies less on punch lines than on wider social observations. ‘The Travelling Poet’ is a wickedly funny portrayal of the egotism and the artistry involved in
  being a poet and there are flashes of great wit and insight in this marvellous tale. ‘Mr Heine’, too, is winningly sardonic, his tone of voice almost simultaneously gratifying and
  sarcastic.


  ‘A Night With Kant’ returns us to Crichton Smith’s infatuation with philosophy, but it is also very witty. When a prostitute offers to show Kant ‘a very good time’,
  his reply is amusing: ‘ “The time is seven o’ clock,” said Kant mildly. “It is neither better nor worse.” ’ As she ‘totters’ away, Kant is
  ‘stirred by a regretful desire’: ‘And at that moment the Categorical Imperative was very distant indeed.’


  These stories have not generally received the recognition they deserve and it is impossible to give a complete and fair critique of them in the limited space afforded by an
  introduction. In any case the most convincing demonstration of their quality is to be found within the stories themselves.


  Read these stories because they deserve wider critical and general appreciation than they have hitherto been granted. Read these stories because they greatly help us understand why Iain Crichton
  Smith was not only one of twentieth-century Scotland’s best but also one of her most important writers.


  Read these stories because some of them offer ideas for surviving a world that can be more powerful and sinister than one might reasonably have expected. Some explore the interaction between the
  mind and the shared world of ‘reality’. Some face squarely, questioningly, the connections between the causal and the casual, revealing how identity, contingency and synchronicity
  impinge upon life. Some teach us valuable lessons about the human condition, about our lives, or about the lives of people we have met (albeit met, perhaps, in a dream). And if some of these
  stories leave you with no more certainty, clues, or logic than a dream might, then this is because life, surely, is not always clear-cut, and circumstances will sometimes hint at significances
  touched upon but not grasped (just as the significance of these stories has not previously been grasped).


  Read these stories because they are stylistically diverse – variously realistic and hallucinatory, humorous and philosophical, formally complex and naturally, unadornedly simple.


  Read these stories because they were created by one of the most humane, eloquent, humorous, productive, scrupulous, lyrical, and uniquely imaginative literary minds of our times.
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  SURVIVAL WITHOUT ERROR


  and other stories





  The Ships


  The grey ships on the far horizon loomed out of the early morning haze, bastions of our lost Empire, the aircraft carrier pregnant with missiles, the other lesser ships
  receding from her towards the open sea. The foreshore was deserted except for one man who was making little forays into the water, salvaging planks and broken boxes, and stacking them carefully
  against the sea wall which edged the long strip of green where, later on, the wasp-coloured deck-chairs would be set. Now and again he would stop and look out towards the massive ships whose
  combined destructive power could blast the small town out of existence in one blistering microsecond.


  As he walked, one could see that he was lame in the right leg and, when he bent down, the stiffness of his body was evident. He had rolled his trousers up to his knees which gave him the look of
  a small boy hunting for crabs or fish. But he moved very warily, stretching out his hands towards the dripping wood, sometimes using a grappling iron which he had with him.


  It was not the best time of year for wood. Better would be the winter, when the storm had lashed the foreshore, ascending in white spray and hitting the glass doors and windows of the shops,
  when the waves were slate grey and looked as dense as geological strata, and the stubby trawlers puffed out thick black smoke as they drove onward into the crashing water.


  There was not much wood that morning, and eventually he sat down against the sea wall and took out his pipe. He cut up a piece of small black twist, placed it in the pipe, took out a match and,
  after some time, succeeded in striking it and lighting the tobacco. He puffed steadily, looking out towards the ships. They were too far out for him to see their names, but their shapes looked
  formidable, high in the water.


  Above him, another oldish man passed, a tall man with a stick and white hair on his face.


  ‘Not much wood today, Harry,’ he shouted down.


  Harry laughed, exposing slightly yellow teeth between thick lips.


  ‘Didn’t expect much, Sonny,’ he answered. ‘Not with this weather. You’re early up.’


  ‘My daughter’s coming today,’ said Sonny proudly. ‘With her man. He’s a manager in the SCWS. Mind I telt you of him. Coming up for the day they are. In the
  car.’


  He stood there above Harry on the pavement, looking military in a phantasmal and rather decrepit way with his stick and his white hair.


  ‘Ay. Good for you,’ said Harry. ‘You’ll be going out to dinner with them, shouldn’t wonder.’


  Sonny gazed unfathomably out to sea. ‘Shouldn’t wonder,’ he agreed.


  ‘Last time it was the Grant. Though it’s gone down. Do a lot of fish now. Wee bits of fish.’


  Harry’s mouth watered. ‘And you’ll have trifle and the wee oranges. Mandarins. Mind you watch the trifles. Ask for them fresh. They keep them overnight sometimes.’


  ‘You should know, Harry. You were a cook, weren’t you?’


  ‘Ay,’ sighing, ‘I was that. Shouldn’t wonder if you get braised steak. And a fag after it. Take a fag after it. With your coffee in the wee cups. Make sure you get the
  coffee in the wee cups and the brown sugar. The brown sugar’s for coffee. White’s for tea. Is it a big branch he’s manager of?’


  ‘George Street branch,’ said Sonny with vague pride, confronting the haze.


  ‘They look big, don’t they?’


  ‘Ay, the ships. I was on one of they.’


  ‘Yes, Harry.’


  Harry climbed up with the wood in his arms, taking his time, very careful. Puffing. His pipe back in his pocket. ‘God dammit,’ he said, ‘getting steeper every month.’


  ‘Ay, a big one she was. In the war, you know.’


  ‘Yes, Harry.’


  ‘You should have seen the food on you. Used to throw it over the side. Buckets of it. Swill. In the Med. it was.’


  ‘I’m sure, Harry.’


  Harry put down the wood carefully and leaned down stiffly to unroll his trouser legs. Sonny gazed outwards, posed on his stick, thinking of his daughter and his son-in-law. It would make his
  day. One up for him. Talk about it later in the shelter when they were watching the pipe band, the old men.


  ‘They were in Italy,’ he offered.


  ‘Who, Sonny?’ looking up.


  ‘My daughter and her man. For their holidays, you know. They took the car. Wrote us postcards.’


  ‘Is that right, Sonny? Which part?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘What part? Italy’s a big place, you know, Sonny. There’s Venice. And Rome. Where they Catholic bastards hang out. Went on leave there once. Bologna, it was.’


  ‘No, it wasn’t any o’ they. Posh place it was. It had towers, see. Castles.’ The air began to grow warm, and the ships came clearer out of the water. So huge they were,
  massive. With steel grey sides.


  ‘Got to go now, Harry. They’ll be along any minute, and I’ve got to change my clothes, the wife says.’ He pointed to his red bow-tie. ‘Got to take this off.
  There’ll be the nipper as well.’


  ‘Have a good time, Sonny,’ said Harry watching his stiff back receding. ‘Stuck up bastard. Anyone would think he was an exmajor. Manager of the Co-op! Have a good time,’
  he shouted bitterly.


  He picked up his armful of wood, limping, grinning with his teeth bared.


  He walked slowly along the pavement waiting to cross. The shop opposite sold morning rolls and he smelt them in the clear briny air.


  ‘Could you tell me the way to Smith Street?’ said an earnest, bespectacled little man who was carrying a copy of Time Magazine under his right arm.


  ‘Smith Street?’ said Harry. ‘You see that newsagent? There, beside the barber’s pole? You go up the street there. At the corner. That’s Smith Street.’


  ‘Thank you. Thank you very much,’ said the little man gently, looking at the wood cradled in Harry’s arms.


  ‘I was just speaking to a friend of mine,’ said Harry. ‘His son-in-law is manager of the Co-op.’


  ‘Oh? That’s interesting. Of the Co-op?’ said the little man quickly before darting across the road just in front of a big red bus.


  Harry waited and finally crossed, the wood in his arms, not going as far as the zebra crossing which was down the road a bit.


  ‘Getting old,’ he thought. ‘Not as supple as I used to be. Not so many out yet.’


  He walked along the pavement. ‘Fine day,’ he offered the local bank manager who was staring seawards, his black hair carefully combed into shining black waves.


  ‘What? Yes, isn’t it?’ said the bank manager withdrawing his small eyes from immense distances.


  A shopkeeper was bending over a crate of oranges, revealing a large bottom. ‘Fine day,’ said Harry.


  ‘Ay, it’s that,’ said the shopkeeper, laughing. ‘Ay, it’s that.’


  Harry looked at the box of oranges as if he knew about oranges.


  ‘Fine crop,’ he conceded.


  ‘Yes, Harry, aren’t they?’ said the shopkeeper, going into the shop with the box.


  Harry’s thick lips came together, and he looked into the shop for a moment before turning the corner up to his house.


  ‘Hi, Harry,’ said a boy going past on a bicycle and waving one hand while keeping a grip on the handle-bars.


  ‘Hi, son,’ said Harry to the disappearing whirring wheels and the diminishing whistle.


  ‘Not much wood,’ he said, coming into the kitchen.


  ‘Your breakfast’s on the table,’ said Sarah, lips pursed, flicking at something on the table-cloth.


  He eased himself slowly into the leather chair. ‘Any mail?’


  ‘The electric.’


  ‘How much?’


  ‘Two pounds and sixpence.’ She sat down opposite him and poured out the tea from a teapot cocooned in a red woollen cosy.


  He crammed soft white bread into his mouth.


  ‘I wish you wouldn’t do that, Harry.’ Her voice had a gravelly whine.


  ‘Wha?’ mouth full.


  ‘Stuff your mouth with bread. I wish you wouldn’t do it, Harry.’


  He decapitated an egg with his knife.


  ‘Nothing from them, then?’ he asked slowly and almost shyly.


  ‘No, and you know as well as I do that there won’t be. They’ve forgotten us. Our children have forgotten us.’


  ‘Mm,’ chewing.


  ‘Saw Sonny this morning.’


  No answer.


  ‘Said his son-in-law was coming. Manager of the Co-op, he said, in Glasgow.’


  Snort.


  ‘Paper come?’


  Nod.


  He dried the yellow of the egg with his bread, gulping, chewing. She looked down at her plate.


  God, how ugly she was getting with that white hair, grumpy stony face, the dry waspish eyes behind the glasses.


  ‘Going to the Fête today?’ He pronounced it as if it rhymed with ‘set’.


  ‘You know very well I am, Harry.’


  ‘Only asked. Think Mr Milne will be there?’


  No answer.


  ‘He should be there. He’s the Tory MP isn’t he?’


  No answer.


  ‘When are you going?’


  ‘Twelve o’clock. I’ll leave your dinner for you. I’ll have lunch with the girls.’


  ‘Where?’ picking his teeth.


  ‘Clark’s. Or the Grant.’


  ‘Upstairs?’


  ‘Where else. They don’t do lunches downstairs. You know that, Harry.’


  Yes, he knew that.


  ‘Who’s paying?’


  ‘Miss Melon will be there.’


  ‘That the schoolteacher?’


  No answer.


  He buttered his fourth piece of bread, his red cheeks bulging.


  ‘How’s your leg today?’


  ‘The same.’


  ‘Going about like a tramp. That wood will finish you.’


  ‘Someone might as well take it. It’d be left there else.’


  Grunt.


  He wiped his mouth, sat back, reached for the paper.


  The phone rang. He went to it, but it wasn’t for him.


  ‘Be for me I expect,’ she said.


  He lifted it. ‘Harry Millar here. Who? Oh. For you, Sarah.’ His mouth puckered and he sat down to read the paper, half listening.


  ‘You don’t say? She’s going to be there herself?’


  He put on his glasses and read, moving his lips slightly, pouting.


  ‘Hey, Sarah,’ he said. She hushed him furiously with her hand.


  ‘Yes, of course, bring your friend. What did you say she did? I know it’s the vacation. Yes, of course . . . ’


  Imagine that. A big fire in Clarewood’s. He studied the photographs – the ladders, the window marked with a cross, the two policemen standing talking, hands behind their backs. What
  had started the fire? His blubbery lips moved.


  The receiver was replaced. ‘She’s bringing a friend. A friend! Why she couldn’t have told me before! School-teachers!’


  ‘You’ve got one in the family yourself,’ pacifically.


  ‘Have we? Have we, Harry?’


  ‘Big fire in Clarewood’s, Sarah. Three dead.’


  ‘Wish they’d tell you these things beforehand,’ she complained, sweeping plates on to a tray.


  ‘They wouldn’t know, Sarah. It was a surprise.’ He laughed, showing his teeth.


  She put the dishes in the sink, running water over the tinny interior through the red rubbery tube. A little water got on to the formica. She wiped it dry.


  ‘There’s a photo, Sarah.’


  She didn’t want to look at it.


  ‘How old do you think I am, Harry? I’m an old woman. I’ve got to take my time. I can’t do everything at once. I’m an old woman, Harry.’


  ‘Just showing you the photo, Sarah, that was all.’


  ‘I haven’t got time, Harry.’


  ‘Oh, all right, I’ll go into the other room, Sarah.’


  He rose and, limping, went.


  He sat down in a chair beside the piano with the photographs on top, Helen’s photograph and Robin’s. His daughter and his son. No letters from them today either. Music on top of the
  piano, ‘The Rowan Tree’.


  He sat down in the sun that was shining through the window. Fancy the fire at Clarewood’s. Used to live there when we were young, he thought, that area. When we were just married. In a
  room and kitchen, with a window overlooking the back. Used to be washing hung out there at the back: they called it the green. Just after the war it was. In those days they had the trams. They had
  to take six wall-papers off the walls when they went in, because the previous tenant had been an old woman who had lived by herself. The two of them used to dance in there, the room still bare,
  when they worked on it till midnight and after. Sundays, they’d go for a walk by the river, hand in hand. Lie down on the grass and look across the river, shining it was, and the cranes very
  tall above the water. Always liked a bit of country. Had a moustache too in those days, you could see it in the army picture with the boys all in it. Turning a bit brown now.


  To be young . . . Then he had his job at the shipyard, clocked in with his lunch in his tin box. Tin Box Harry. Just a labourer, of course, though he could have been a foreman if he’d
  wanted. Could’ve. Sundays, her brother and family would come over from Greendale. Great fun, lots of laughter and jollity. Come to think of it, his brother worked in the Co-op too. Something
  to do with the bottle department. High up in bottles. Very complicated it was, you wouldn’t think there’d be much to bottles, but the way he spoke it was a very responsible job. Pity
  about Clarewood’s.


  ‘How are you, Harry?’ That was Ronny, her brother.


  ‘Brought some fish and chips. Thought you’d be hungry, you newly weds.’ Wolfish smile, slap on the back, smell of stew. ‘And a bottle of beer, Harry. Couldn’t
  afford the champagne. Said in our family we stick to beer. Beer runs in our family. How’s that, Harry? “Beer runs in our family”.’ Roar. Everybody sweaty, full of food,
  happy. Appetite never so good as in those days.


  ‘And I’ve got a screwtap, Harry. All the home comforts. A screwtap and fish and chips. On top of the world, eh, Harry? Everyone’s got a job. Everyone happy. Eh, Sarah?’
  And Sarah beginning to smile mirthlessly, beginning to get a little grim. Well, he did have a job, didn’t he? But Sarah a bit mirthless just the same.


  Ronny flicking his hands at the papers. ‘The ruinators after us again, Harry. Mark my words, they’ll get us yet. Less we stand up for ourselves. Ach, to hell, let’s have some
  beer.’


  Ronny, big, fat, moving out of the door now, to his grave.


  ‘Harry, have you seen my brooch?’ He jerked his head to attention: Sarah was ready to go out. ‘The one in the shape of an eagle, Harry. Have you seen it?’


  No, he hadn’t seen it. What had she said about the electric? Two pounds and sixpence. And they hardly used any in summer either.


  After she’d gone out, he sat in the room for a while. His eyes wandered over the photographs, the one of Helen, now in Canada, and the one of Robin, in Africa. Sometimes they’d send
  a postcard. The one from Cape Town, where Robin was on holiday with his English wife, said, ‘Wish you were here’ (among tall affluent skyscrapers) and then a lot of Xs from the unseen
  children.


  He sat down at the piano for a bit, but he couldn’t play. Only Helen and Sarah could play, and Sarah never played now. In the old days she used to play when the house seemed full of
  children. There was one called ‘The Anniversary Waltz’ and another called ‘Apple Blossom Time’. Robin wasn’t interested in music, he was more practical.


  Harry decided he wouldn’t have any dinner, he’d go out instead. He looked at what was in the oven. Mince pie. He took it out. Perhaps later on tonight he might cook it. No use
  wasting electricity till then, if he felt hungry then. He turned out his pockets and found he had exactly fifteen shillings left over from the pension. He would go down and have a look at these
  ships through the shore telescope for a start: his own field-glasses were broken. If he could only get out to the ships and see them close to, that would be something he could tell the boys!


  He went over to the phone and looked up a number. It was that of a lawyer’s office. He dialled and heard a girl’s cool voice like waterdrops saying,


  ‘Who’s speaking?’


  ‘Mr Outerson in?’


  ‘Who’s speaking, please?’


  ‘Just a matter of business I had with him. I just came in on the plane today. Is he in?’


  ‘No, he’s out at the moment. I’m sorry. He’s gone to the bank. Who’s speaking, please?’


  ‘Tell him Mr Clifton-Baddeley called. From Zurich.’


  There was a long respectful silence. He said,


  ‘Which bank is he in?’


  ‘The Bank of Scotland, sir. I’ll make a note of the name. Shall I tell him you’re calling back?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ve only a quarter of an hour or so. Sorry I missed him.’


  ‘We could always go and get him for you.’


  ‘No, no, don’t bother. It can’t be helped,’ said Harry charitably. ‘I can wait.’


  He replaced the receiver, thanking her. So Mr Outerson was in the Bank of Scotland. He clocked the time. Interesting the bits of information you could pick up by using the telephone.


  He went out, making sure that he had his Yale key tied round his neck as usual. The house seemed too empty to stay in on such a sunny day. He had a look in the woodshed on the way out, noting
  that the stool he was making was coming along nicely. He made his way out on to the dazzling street. It was really going to be a fine day, a good day for Sonny to feed on his wee mandarin oranges.
  His son-in-law might even run to a cigar for him. That would be a blow to the rest of them if he brought a cigar along.


  He might drop in for a pint soon, but you couldn’t get a good pint for less than two and sixpence. And that would be the price of two loaves. Or a pound of rhubarb, more than a pound of
  rhubarb, depending where you bought it.


  As he came out on to the street he saw that there was a large shining blue car there, like a piece of sky that had dropped to earth. He thought at first it might be Robin come home as a surprise
  till he saw the naval officer emerge from it. And ‘emerge’ was the right word, like a god in his blue and yellow, a commodore at least, a golden man.


  Probably off that ship, one of the ships anyway, must be off the aircraft carrier at least.


  ‘Could I help you, sir?’ he said, almost standing at attention.


  ‘I’m looking for the Commodore Hotel. Could you direct me?’


  ‘Certainly, sir. You go back down on to the main street and then you turn left. It’s along the front. You can’t miss it. It’s got a lot of glass windows. I used to be in
  the Navy myself,’ he said, almost in an undertone.


  ‘What did you say?’


  ‘I said my son was in the Navy during the war. He was a first lieutenant, and he would have been a lieutenant commander, only the war stopped too soon.’


  ‘Oh? Thank you very much indeed,’ said the commodore who seemed confused for such an important man. He hastily got back into the car, which accelerated from a standing start and
  drove away so beautifully its motion almost brought tears to Harry’s eyes. He gazed after it, was part of it, then, sighing, made his way to the shore, which was now crowded with people of
  all shapes and sizes, lying, sprawling, sitting, letting the sun unravel them again.


  He headed straight for the telescope but saw that it was being used by a small boy hoisted in the arms of his mother.


  He waited, looking out towards the sea which sparkled and sparkled. The haze had cleared now and he could see the ships very clearly.


  ‘I can’t see anything,’ the small boy screamed.


  ‘Of course you can’t, dear. You’ve used up your three minutes,’ said the mother. ‘Come on and let the gentleman look.’ The little boy regarded Harry with
  naked hatred, but allowed himself to be led away.


  Harry put a sixpence in the slot and manoeuvred the telescope so that he could focus on the ships, swinging it past the lighthouse and the tower on the opposite side of the firth. Eventually he
  could see men in white walking about the decks. He could even make out the ships’ names. The aircraft carrier was the Redoubtable; there were also a few destroyers and some frigates. The
  Royal Yacht would be coming that night to call on them, and the bay would be all lit up. No use trying to climb the sides of these ships, they were so sheer. And walking about the decks were the
  men in white, whom he was so secretly watching, unaware of his scrutiny. As he gazed, he saw a launch foaming through the water, the prow rising high, one rating standing at the stern and another
  at the bow.


  He swivelled the telescope round to the far end of the line where there was a frigate. Just behind her he could see an oil tanker with strange funnels. God, how powerful they looked! The British
  Navy! And he felt a sob in his throat to think of it. Though there weren’t really all these many ships after all, not all that many when you considered them. Still, they should be able to put
  paid to Indonesia or France or any of the small countries who were always pushing us around. There was a click and the images disappeared. He let the telescope drop and walked off. Standing on the
  green by herself was a tall thin woman in black with a lorgnette, staring out at the ships. A leash hung over her left arm and a little dog was looking up at her.


  He crossed the green and sat down in a shelter.


  The only other person there was a woman in rather old brown furs, who was wearing gloves though the sun was blazing down. She leaned forward delicately as he sat down and said,


  ‘Have you a match, please?’ She took out a cigarette, holding it carefully between finger and thumb. He thought it was a Woodbine; she didn’t offer him one. He held out the
  match for her and she inhaled deeply.


  ‘Exciting, isn’t it?’ she said.


  ‘The ships?’


  ‘Yes, of course. To see our own Navy there. It gives one a lift. I suppose you were in the Navy yourself?’


  He stared at her and saw the water turn a pale gold. Guns were firing, and a U-boat was surfaced beside the ship. The sun struck rays across the water towards them. Men were getting off the ship
  quite calmly. In a short while the U-boat would fire its last torpedo. Meanwhile, it would let them get into the boats.


  Later there was the raft. Once he woke up turning a page of music as he sat on the piano stool. Strange that, out in the middle of the Pacific and the water swaying round a blue piano.


  ‘Yes, I was in the Navy, madam.’ He said ‘madam’ because she looked as if she had been a lady, though she hadn’t offered him a cigarette.


  ‘I suppose they come here every Saturday,’ she said, pointing to the women lying on the grass, the boys in their bathing suits, and the little dogs running about.


  ‘Ay, they do, every Saturday. And do you come here often yourself?’


  ‘For the air,’ she said, ‘for the air. I come from Edinburgh actually.’


  She smoked fastidiously, looking at him over the ruff at her neck.


  ‘But it’s changing now,’ she added. ‘Skyscrapers. And the music isn’t the same as it was. Not the same quality. We used to go to the Usher Hall when we were girls.
  Have you ever been to the Usher Hall?’


  ‘No, can’t say I’ve been to the Usher Hall.’


  ‘I must say that the tickets are getting very expensive,’ she said. ‘Why, I was over in America with my daughter some years ago, and tickets are no more expensive than here.
  And that was in New York.’


  If you were in New York, he thought, what are you doing here in this shelter wearing a fur coat in the middle of July? He noticed beside her an umbrella with a gold knob; it looked like a
  king’s sceptre.


  ‘My own daughter’s in Canada,’ he said. ‘She was good at the piano. She got lessons, you know. You should have heard her playing “The Anniversary
  Waltz”.’


  ‘You mean they didn’t teach her Bach? But, of course, Stravinsky is all the rage now, though I don’t understand him. Don’t you think these Socialist people are ruining
  the country?’ she said, flicking her ash on to the stone below. ‘Why, it’s disgraceful the prices of things. Ten cigarettes more than two shillings. Scandalous. And that
  Wilson’s such an uncultured man.’


  ‘Couldn’t agree with you more,’ said Harry, narrowing his eyes against the sun.


  ‘And what do you do yourself, if I may ask?’ she pursued.


  ‘Oh, I’m retired now, madam. I used to be in business.’


  ‘Oh, how interesting. Doing what, may I ask?’


  ‘Selling jewellery. Upper class stuff, of course. I had a shop here till some years ago. Presley’s.’


  ‘I know Presley’s. Did you run Presley’s? Fancy that. The jewellery business must have been very interesting.’


  ‘Yes, madam. Watches we did. And rings. One day a couple came in for a ring. A sailor he was, and his girlfriend. I remember they were very shy, especially the girl. Slip of a thing, she
  looked lovely. They asked for one of the rings in the window. It cost a hundred pounds but we didn’t have a price tag on it. So I said thirty pounds, seeing they were so young and the girl
  was so pretty. Mind you, I wouldn’t have done that for everybody. Only there was something about them, and they looked so young. The sailor didn’t have much money, I could
  tell.’


  ‘Go on,’ she breathed, pointing her cigarette at him.


  ‘I’d be as likely to overcharge if I saw someone I didn’t like,’ said Harry, adding wistfully. ‘It was the emeralds I liked best of all. There’s something
  about them.’


  ‘Remind you of the sea, perhaps.’


  ‘Perhaps. But my son didn’t follow me into the jewellery business. That’s why I gave up. He’s in Africa, a surveyor. He’s got a big business over there. In
  Bulawayo. He comes home quite a lot. Do you know Bulawayo?’


  ‘No, I can’t say that I know Bulawayo. Though I’ve a Boxer which I got from an African friend. I mean he’s really European of course. The way they’re treating Ian
  Smith is scandalous, don’t you think? These blacks should be shut up somewhere. They’re not fit for human consumption.’


  ‘My son has three servants in Africa,’ said Harry. ‘They cost five shillings a week. All they want is bicycles, that’s all they want. Do you know what he said to me once?
  He said one day he decided to raise the salaries of the Africans, and the Africans walked out. The whole lot of them. Do you know why?’


  ‘I can’t imagine.’


  ‘Well, I’ll tell you. They said that if they were worth that money they should have got it in the first place. What do you think of that?’ His lips pursed angrily.
  ‘They’re not like us at all. They’re not reasonable.’


  ‘Imagine that! Of course, I quite agree with you. Where are you going now? Home for your dinner?’


  ‘Pleased to have met you,’ he said, without answering her question. What a glorious day it was! Oh, to be young again and sailing the Seven Seas, away from women with dogs and
  lorgnettes, and fat little boys running about with big balloons! For a moment he was stabbed by an incredible pain.


  ‘We will meet again no doubt,’ she said, avidly watching a little bald man who was making his way delicately across the sleeping bodies with which the strip was littered.


  Harry headed for the pub.


  ‘Hi, Harry,’ said the barman who was a tall, skeletal and tough man, able by use of ju-jitsu to throw out on to the road the biggest bruisers of the town. He had a very small head
  set on a spindly body, and he was wearing a black jacket and a violet, if slightly stained, bow tie.


  ‘How’s things, Harry?’


  ‘Oh, not so bad,’ said Harry, grinning broadly.


  ‘Got a car yet, Harry?’


  ‘Not yet. Looking around, you know.’


  ‘You do that, Harry, take your time. Reason I asked was you mentioned it. You should get a Cortina.’


  Harry sat down in the corner seat which was upholstered in red leather. The place was a bit crowded with boys playing darts and gulping pies in between throws. They were in their shirt sleeves
  and had the clicking scoreboard working. Students some of them, perhaps, like Robin had been. It was true he once had a shop, but it was a newsagent’s not a jeweller’s. Sarah was happy
  in those days because she was kept busy, and there were always people to talk to. Also, people would look up to you if you had a shop. Only it had lasted for no more than three years and then it
  had gone the way of so many other shops when the big firms and the supermarkets came in. Anyway, he had never been a bookseller and he didn’t know much about books. Robin used to work there
  during the vacation though he was a bit ashamed of it. He had tried to get better books in and that had been the start of the trouble. In Harry’s experience most people wanted to buy westerns
  and romances (especially about nurses and doctors). But, no, Robin had brought in the heavy books, and they lay on his hands. These students reminded him of Robin. In those days they had a car as
  well. The barman was new, otherwise he would have known about that. But he had so many insults to put up with now: everyone thought they could say what they liked to him.


  As he drank some beer a young naval rating came and sat down beside him, carefully placing his white cap on the table. He took out a copy of the Evening Times and turned to the sports
  page. Harry thought he looked very young with his close-cropped blond hair.


  ‘Fine day,’ said Harry, after a decent while.


  ‘It is that,’ said the rating putting down his paper. He seemed lonely.


  ‘Nice little town you have here,’ he said politely.


  ‘Yes. Not been here before?’


  ‘No, can’t say I have. Come from England myself.’


  ‘Do you know Portsmouth?’ said Harry eagerly.


  ‘Do I know Portsmouth? Yes, I’ve been in Portsmouth a lot of times.’


  ‘Good Naafi there,’ said Harry. ‘Big place. Was there during the war, you know.’


  ‘Oh, you were in the war, sir?’ Very polite, these ratings, Harry thought.


  ‘I was. In a cruiser. You wouldn’t know it, I suppose. It was called the Indomitable. We were after the . . . ’ He was going to say Bismarck but stopped
  himself in time. ‘We were in the Atlantic most of the time.’


  ‘Good for you,’ said the rating, looking out of the window as he licked the foam from his lips.


  ‘I suppose things have changed a lot since then,’ said Harry, taking another swig. ‘I mean, in the ships.’


  ‘I suppose so,’ said the rating. ‘Not having been in the old ones, I wouldn’t know.’


  ‘You’ve got rockets now,’ said Harry.


  ‘Yes, we have.’


  ‘Never thought of that in the old days. Just guns we had. I was a gunner myself. Used to get hot on your hands, they did.’


  ‘I suppose they would.’ This rating sounded a bit educated, Harry thought. Not like us.


  ‘A sight for sore eyes they are,’ said Harry, pointing vaguely out to sea.


  ‘You mean the Navy? Oh, it’s all right I suppose. Not really much in comparison with the Americans though we wouldn’t say that to them. They’ve got a lot of aircraft
  carriers. We’ve only got two.’


  ‘I was torpedoed once,’ said Harry.


  ‘Is that right? Well, I expect you’d have been picked up pretty rapid now. All sorts of new equipment. You live here?’


  ‘Yes. Not all my days though,’ said Harry quickly. ‘I’ve been around. I was in the First World War and then I was in the second one too. That’s where I got my leg
  from.’


  ‘What? Oh, I see. Mean you were wounded?’


  ‘When we ran into the spot of trouble I was. And my right arm isn’t too good either.’


  The rating finished his beer and was about to get up.


  ‘I’ll get you one,’ said Harry expansively, coming to a decision. ‘Must look after our Navy boys, you know.’ He signalled to the barman to come over.


  ‘Another pint for my friend here,’ he said.


  As the barman was bending down to take their glasses he said,


  ‘What rank is he this time, Harry? Admiral?’


  ‘What did he say?’ said the rating after the barman had gone.


  ‘Oh, nothing. He was only joking. They all know me.’


  The barman returned with their beers, and Harry watched the rating drink. Very nice boy he looked, with direct, candid blue eyes.


  ‘When are you leaving?’ he asked.


  ‘Not allowed to say that,’ said the rating. ‘But we shouldn’t be here long. There’s a visit tonight. The Prince himself, you know. The good old prince. All the
  trimmings. We’re going back about five o’clock. Everyone’s got to be back there by five o’clock. No shore leave tomorrow. Worse luck.’


  He reminds me of Robin, thought Harry. The same clean-cut student look. He looked down at his drink.


  ‘You liked the Navy, sir?’


  ‘Yes, I did.’


  ‘And what are you doing now, sir?’


  ‘I’m retired. My son’s in Africa, you know. He’s an administrator. He’s got a top job there. He was in university, you know.’


  The rating looked out of the window and drank quickly.


  ‘There are some people going out to the ships, you know. We’re running boats out tonight. You could come if you wanted to.’


  ‘I could do that,’ said Harry. The rating looked over Harry’s head, his eyes focusing on the street outside as if he had an appointment.


  ‘Tell you what,’ he said, looking at a watch with a black leather strap on it, ‘I’ve got to go now, but I’ll be back here at five and you could come out with us
  then. Why don’t you do that? Why don’t you? Otherwise it’ll cost you five bob.’ He drank the rest of his beer, looking at Harry with blue, candid eyes.


  ‘Can I get you something else before you go?’ said Harry. ‘Another pint.’


  ‘Well, I really haven’t got time. There’s someone out there. But I’ll be here at five o’clock.’


  ‘You’ll have time for a whisky,’ Harry insisted. Without waiting for an answer, he went over to the bar. ‘A whisky for my friend,’ he told the barman.
  ‘He’s in a hurry. He’s got an appointment. He’s got to get ready for Prince Philip.’


  ‘Right, Harry.’ The barman poured out the whisky quickly, and Harry took it over to the table. The rating drank it quickly. ‘This is good of you,’ he said.


  ‘Think nothing of it,’ said Harry, nursing his beer. ‘I shall expect you then at five.’


  ‘Yes, that will be all right. I’ve got some shopping to do. What’s your name by the way?’


  ‘Harry Millar. Everyone in town knows me. Used to have a big business here. I’ve done a lot of trade with them in the past.’


  ‘Yes. No point in you paying five shillings really.’ He rushed out as if he had seen someone whom he wanted to meet.


  The barman came over.


  ‘What are you up to now, Harry?’


  ‘It was the commodore’s chauffeur,’ said Harry. ‘I’m going out with him in the ship’s boat at five o’clock. He said I’d have a grandstand view
  when they switch on the lights.’


  ‘Good for you, Harry. I heard people were being taken out. Nice-looking fellow.’


  ‘Yes, we Navy boys are like that,’ said Harry. He sipped his beer, thinking that he had about eight shillings left.


  When he left the pub at three o’clock, he decided he’d go up to the house and leave a note for Sarah, telling her that he might be late. It was a strange experience. He hadn’t
  been out past nine o’clock at night for ages, and he knew that he might be a bit later than that coming back. He felt rather frightened informing her of this in cold print, but a lot depended
  on what mood she was in. It reminded him of the old days when he used to go out for a Saturday night drink with the boys.


  He sat down at the table and wrote: ‘I have been given an invitation to go out to see the Fleet. The son of an old friend. He’s a sub-lieutenant.’ He signed it
  ‘Henry’ instead of ‘Harry’. The room seemed to get on his nerves when he was in it alone; its emptiness appeared menacing and dull. It was the absence of Sarah’s
  nagging that did it; by God, she was a missile for the Fleet all right! He put the note in an envelope and placed it on the mantelpiece so that she would see it immediately she came in.


  As he was descending the stair he met his next-door neighbour who was mowing the lawn.


  ‘Off again, Harry?’


  ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. I have been suddenly invited out, to see the Fleet. An old family friend. He’s a lieutenant in the Navy.’


  The man looked at him seriously through thick glasses, grunted, then bent down to do something to a rose.


  Harry limped on to the level and returned to the shore. He sat in a shelter looking out at the brilliant sea, watching the ships which he would soon see close to.


  A fat woman sat at the far end of the shelter. She said,


  ‘It’s a grand sight, isn’t it?’


  ‘A grand sight,’ Harry agreed, and then added, ‘I know one of the lieutenants on board.’


  ‘My son’s a priest, you know,’ she said, ‘across the water.’


  He didn’t know at first whether she meant that her son was aboard or in a parish on the other side of the firth. She continued,


  ‘But we Scots have a soft spot for the Navy, don’t we?’ She seemed to have a compulsion to talk.


  ‘I come here every day,’ she said. ‘Every day. I used to be a conductress in my younger days. I remember the days when the trams had no roofs on them. People used to grab at
  the branches of the trees as we went past. That was at the time of the fair, you understand. My niece now, she’s a student teacher. Wouldn’t look at the pay of a conductress. But is she
  any happier, is she? Do you think they’re any happier?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Harry. ‘I suppose they’re not.’


  ‘I used to scrub floors before that,’ she said, ‘and after that, too, during the Depression. We had seven of a family. The poorest of the poor, you could say. But my niece will
  take me to a hotel now, and they charge you for rubbish. I know what they do. I said to one of the waitresses, “You bring me more beef than that.” And my niece was red in the face, but
  I got it. They think if they stick a piece of cardboard in the middle of the table that they can charge you double. No honesty in anybody these days. No honesty. My son, the priest, he’s as
  honest as the day is long. You should see what he’s done for the boys.’


  ‘What boys?’ said Harry.


  ‘The hooligans. The juvenile delinquents. He works with them, you know. And they think the world of him. Mind you, he doesn’t get much money, but he’s happy. And that’s
  the main thing, I think.’ She added, ‘Look at the poor sailors, there.’ And true enough, there they were parading up and down in pairs following the giggling girls.


  In the distance, Harry saw Sonny walking along with his stick. The fool. He should have stayed at home instead of showing that all he had been saying about his son-in-law was a lie. But no! He
  saw that Sonny had stopped at a café and was talking to a little bald man and a harassed looking woman who was probably his wife. A boy with a lollipop in his hand was dancing up and down
  between the two of them. So they had come to see Sonny after all. But then again, perhaps they hadn’t gone to the hotel for their dinner, perhaps they had only been to the café, for
  sausages and chips, tea, and pieces of stale soggy bread. And he was glad again till he saw them going into a small green car which was parked just in front of the café. So Sonny had been
  telling the truth: he felt desolated.


  ‘I was saying that priests nowadays don’t get the respect they deserve,’ said the woman, ‘nor teachers either. My niece was telling me the other day about this little boy
  who spat at her. Imagine it. He just spat at her. The wee hooligan.’


  Harry got up, and, excusing himself, limped down to the shore. There was no wood to be seen, just waves coming in across wiry seaweed. A little dog panted for a ball which his master held in his
  right hand.


  Harry made his way along to the café and ordered a cup of coffee. There was a play on the TV set, but he couldn’t hear a word, he could just see figures gesticulating. It seemed to
  be a western, set in a sandy desert. He toyed with his coffee for a long time, and nibbled a Blue Riband when he caught the waitress looking at him. Who was she anyway? This was his town, he had
  lived here much longer than she had. He felt the anger rising in him as he looked at the café owner, that greasy Italian. Why was he making money hand over hand while he, Harry, a native of
  this place, was destitute? After fifteen minutes he went into the lavatory and sat down.


  ‘Good afternoon, Mr Capaldi,’ he said as he was going out, but the florid proprietor, who was engaged in composing a slider, didn’t answer: perhaps he hadn’t heard. In
  the far corner the coffee machine was hammering away.


  It was now quarter to five. He walked down slowly to the pub, making his way along the crowded pavement. He bought an evening paper at the corner from a man with a green bag, and opened it out.
  The headlines were still about the fire, though it mentioned the visit of the Prince to the Fleet. It now looked as if some people had been burned in the fire; the shop was about three hundred
  yards from where they used to live. He remembered going past it often when Sarah was in hospital having Helen. As he stood there among the drifting crowd studying the photographs, the area they
  represented seemed to be more real to him than the town in which he was staying now. It symbolised his youth when he was whole both in body and mind.


  At five o’clock the rating rushed up. He had a girl with him; he had picked her up somewhere. She wore thick violet lipstick and smoked glasses, and she went careering on, giggling,
  hanging on to his hand.


  ‘Will you slow doon?’ she shouted in a young gale of laughter.


  ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘I promised this gentleman we’d take him out to the ship. What time is it? Is that clock slow?’ he asked Harry.


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Harry.


  ‘Have you got a watch?’


  ‘No, I’m sorry . . . ’ He wished he had more time to invent an explanation as to why he had no watch, but the rating was already in motion.


  He rushed them down to the pier. They had to cross the road, and there was a big traffic jam with a policeman, in white gloves, standing there directing operations. Car after car passed, loaded
  to the gunwales with luggage or trailing caravans.


  ‘It’s always like this,’ said Harry.


  The girl regarded him curiously though he couldn’t see her eyes because of the glasses. Her face was very white and she was wearing a necklace of big stones shaped like miniature
  loaves.


  ‘Could we no get across noo?’ she said. The rating looked down at her as if not understanding what she was saying, but then tightened his grip as if in compensation. They got across
  and rushed down to the wooden pier where the boat was lying. Her heels made a staccato beat on the wood as she went flying along, clinging to the sailor’s hand, Harry panting gamely behind
  the two of them. They passed the lavatories and reached the end of the pier. The launch was just about ready to go.


  ‘Thank God,’ thought Harry. ‘Thank God we’re here in time.’ The girl stood at the edge of the pier, looking down at her shiny black shoes; she seemed like a
  figurehead staring out across the glittering water.


  from the boat below they heard a voice: ‘Where the f—— hell do you think you’ve been, Green?’


  ‘I’m sorry, Petty Officer, there’s something wrong with that clock.’


  ‘Come on then. Hurry up.’


  The rating looked at the two of them, swallowed, and said,


  ‘He seems to be in a bad mood today. It doesn’t look as if . . . ’


  ‘Who are these people, Green? You’re not going off to Vietnam you know. Get a f —— move on.’


  Green looked at the two of them and then at the boat, and then said,


  ‘Sorry, I’m afraid it’s no go.’ Then he was gone, dwindling down the ladder, leaving the girl in the smoked glasses and Harry staring after him.


  The girl leaned over the edge, tottering slightly, and said,


  ‘You bastard,’ watching behind her smoked glasses her spit floating towards him.


  Then she turned away and said to Harry,


  ‘The bastard. I was in the flicks with him all afternoon, and he was all over me, and he promised that he’d take me out to the ship. The bastard.’ Her heels clicked decisively
  back down the wooden pier. Harry saw the people at the pier staring at him, and he waved feebly out to sea.


  Then he trudged away from the pier towards home.


  At eight o’clock, three hours or so after he had destroyed the note, Sarah came back. She laid her bag down on the table in the hall and went into the room, collapsing in a chair and
  passing her hand over her brow.


  ‘Made any tea?’ she said at last.


  ‘Yes, I’ve made tea.’ She looked at him, sensing something in his voice, but then swept on. ‘The day I’ve had. Have you been telephoning again?’


  ‘No, not today.’


  ‘I should hope not. The bill will be coming soon. That Fête. So many people. And there was nothing one could buy. Even if I had the money. Just mouldy old stuff.’


  He put the cups down on the table quietly, almost said something but then didn’t. He lay in the chair like an exhausted boxer.


  ‘Was Milne there?’ he asked in the same chastened voice.


  ‘Yes. And his wife too. Wearing lemon.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘Let me tell you. First of all I met Miss Melon and her friend. This was a big bony woman. By the way, all the people at the Fête were asking for you. They were all saying,
  “Where’s Harry?”, and asking about Helen, of course, and Robin. I couldn’t very well tell them that we didn’t know, that we never heard from them. Once I was standing
  there looking at a book and this snooty woman came round and said, “That’s my book, you know. Do you mind? I’ve just bought it.” So I gave her a piece of my mind. Anyway, I
  went for lunch with Miss Melon and her friend, and Miss Melon was talking about Robin and how clever he was with his job in Africa an’ all. And we had lunch. We had chicken soup and braised
  steak and trifle and coffee with Danish cheese. And by the way, Sonny was in, with a wee woman and a bald man and a very badly behaved child. They had a look at the menu, and then they went out
  again. Perhaps the place was too crowded or perhaps the food was too expensive.’ By this time she had removed her stockings, and he had handed her the cup of tea. She looked very old and
  tired by the fire, wearing her glasses with the blue demon frames.


  ‘And, Harry, that Miss Melon, she was called out. It was a phone call. And so I was left with that big-boned woman who hardly spoke all the time we were there. As well as being a teacher,
  she owns a block of tenements, you know. And the long and the short of it was that I had to pay for the whole dinner. Two pounds, ten shillings and sixpence. This woman, Harry, she had eyes like
  stones, and what she was doing at a Conservative fête I don’t know, what with her tenements and all. She looked half Russian and the only thing she bought all day was a bunch of
  violets. Anyway, I had to pay for everything. And Miss Melon came back full of apologies, and she kept on talking about Robin. She set my teeth on edge. So I just left them there. I couldn’t
  stand them talking about Robin.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Why not, Harry, why not? That’s all Robin’s been to us, an expense. And Helen too. We brought them up and they forgot us. They don’t think about us any more. It’s
  high time we thought about that, it’s high time we realised it, Harry. And Helen’s just as bad as Robin. She’s probably as bad as that slab-faced woman now. She never was a
  beauty. I saw someone like Robin today. He was walking along with Milne, he had bright eyes and glasses that glitter, and he was talking to people but he wasn’t really listening. I’ve
  seen that with Robin too. I’ve seen the day I would talk to Robin and he would bend down, but he wasn’t really listening. I’ve seen it, Harry.’
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