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Golfer


The barman’s face went white. He recoiled, wide-eyed, when he saw me and cringed back against the wall where he barged into a framed photograph of the Club President and sent it crashing to the floor.


I’m no oil painting, but I’d never produced a reaction like that before. What made it particularly odd was that barmen and especially barmen in charge of the 19th hole of an exclusive Golf Club never, but never, permit themselves to look mildly flustered – let alone panic-stricken.


Perhaps if I had turned and left the clubhouse there and then I might, just might, have avoided getting mixed up with George – but I didn’t – and now I have a tedious and time-consuming accumulation of cups, trophies, silver pots and what-not’s to clean.


The truth is that despite the shiny-metal collection, I’m not a golfer. I never have been, and I don’t want to be one. George on the other hand is a golfing fanatic. Playing golf is, quite literally, the reason for his existence…


The affair started when our Far East contract became due for renewal and the Japanese agent arranged for two of his colleagues (with unpronounceable names) to discuss and renegotiate technical details. Our Managing Director made his first and so far his only, sensible decision when he insisted that I should be present during the talks.


I had been his father’s Works Manager for years, and when the old man died suddenly, a sense of loyalty had made me stay to keep the firm going long enough to give his son the chance to learn something about the business he had inherited.


His progress to date was not encouraging. ‘Junior’ was convinced that business management consisted of taking customers, suppliers, time-wasters, or anyone he could get hold of out to an alcoholic lunch followed by a round of golf. His handicap, as he liked to tell everyone, had recently been reduced to five.


His introduction of ‘The Golf Topic’ was therefore predictable but the debacle might have been avoided if the ‘Financial Jap’ hadn’t responded by saying that he too enjoyed a round. The ‘Technical Jap’ had remained inscrutable but I was sure that, like me, he considered that the time available should be spent in discussing technical details and not in attempting to whack a little white ball in the approximate direction of a hole in the ground.


I had not touched a club for years. I told the MD that when I saw him privately. I laid it on thick and heavy and added, for good measure, that Japs only respected competence. A poor performance anywhere, including the golf course, would ruin our negotiations The MD though, had been too intent on showing off his own golfing prowess to be put off and had drawled in the affected accent that he fondly thought showed a charming air of relaxation.


“Nonsense Mack, I know that every Scotsman plays golf – you chaaaps invented it aaafter awll”.


True perhaps, but I had a pretty shrewd suspicion that playing on the most prestigious course in the district would call for rather more by way of technique than I had acquired by scooping divots out of the tired turf of the municipal links during my schooldays…


He simply hadn’t listened but had carted us off to the course in a fine drizzle of rain and trooped us into the clubroom bar for the ritual of a ‘warm up drink’ (and that extraordinary reaction from the barman)…


I was no happier when I got into full fig and saw my reflection on the full-length mirror on the wall by the locker room door.


The borrowed outfit consisted of white-and-tan shoes at one end and a ditto-coloured cap at the other, with the space between taken up with green waterproof trousers and jacket. It made me look like a golfer all right – but I felt a right git


When I walked to the door, my reflection came towards me, it would do of course, that’s what reflections are expected to do. This time though something distinctly odd seemed to happen. My reflection just kept on coming. There was no bump or anything but the impression that my own image had walked out of the mirror and straight into me, was so strong that I turned round to see where it had gone. Of course there was nothing there. It was daft to imagine a reflection doing something like that.


What really bothered me was when I turned back again was that, not only had my reflection disappeared, so had the mirror. There was only a blank wall by the door. I stood there, trying to work out what was going on and, I don’t mind admitting, feeling a bit rattled, until that is, I remembered the shell-shocked barman. In his state he might well have overdone the brandy proportions of my warm-up drink.


It seemed, at the time, a reasonable explanation; but if the barman’s ministrations had got me into the state of seeing self-propelled reflections in non-existent mirrors, the hope of not making an ass of myself on the course had gone from forlorn to impossible. There was however nothing I could do about it now, so I tailed along behind the others to the first tee in those creaky-new green trousers.


‘Financial Jap’ went first. There was no doubt that he could play. His drive soared away, straight up the fairway. He had not allowed quite enough for the crosswind though and when his ball finally stopped it was slightly off to the left, but still a very good drive.


The MD started to look solemn. From the evidence of that first shot, ‘Financial’ was going to be a formidable opponent and unless ‘Technical Jap’ was a complete duffer we were in for a serious loss-of-face drubbing.


The MD tried too hard. His drive was an almighty slice. Fortunately a sudden strong gust of the same crosswind took the ball at the top of its flight and brought it back to a just-playable position in the rough.


We waited to see what ‘Technical’ would do. I had already judged him to be nobody’s fool and a very competent engineer. I rather suspected his golf would be on par with the rest of his talent. It was. He had evidently assessed the conditions perfectly and his ball stopped bang in the middle of the fairway a good 50 yards ahead of his partner’s.


Now it was my turn, all I could do was to shove the tee in, perch the ball on it, and hope for an obliging earthquake to open up the ground below me. Meantime I looked up the course to gauge the distance of the intermediate marker flag. The wind was blowing mainly from the right but slightly towards us; I would need to avoid too high a shot. If I sighted on the top of that pine the deflection would be about what was needed…


I blinked and shook my head to clear the brandy fumes; marker-flag? range? hard low shot? wind? deflection? Why the blazes was I dreaming about fancy details? My fundamental problem was going to be hitting the ball.


If I had stopped to think, I would have given that first shot a gentle swing to give me a chance of making a respectable contact between club head and ball. As it was though, I put my shoulder muscles and everything else into a stroke that made the driver shaft fairly whoosh down in a full-power swing. There was a loud ringing crack and a tingling pulse up through the club handgrip. The ball had gone – and how! It was on a flat trajectory, fading from white to grey and then to a distant black dot, heading straight for my selected pine top. Then, as the side wind took effect, swinging to the middle before dropping out of sight within a few feet of the intermediate marker flag.


I do not know what my face registered – I can’t see it without a mirror you know – and there was no sign of one on the first tee. I must say though that, if I had not had it drummed into me about Japs being inscrutable, I would have said that the pair of them looked mightily impressed.


I did not see the expression on the MD’s face either. He had his back to me and was gawping away up the fairway to where my ball had landed. A fluke of course, but I suddenly wanted to feel another tingling jolt from the club shaft and see the rear view of a ball curving up and away just as I wanted it to.


My next shot called for a number two iron – why, I didn’t really know – I had never had a choice of irons before. It worked though. The ball landed exactly where I wanted; on a little mound, that angled its bounce over the bunker with exactly the right amount of energy for it to run over the green and stop within a yard of the hole. I thought that three shots for a par-5 hole wasn’t a bad beginning.


Even at the time though, I wondered how I knew what was par for that particular hole. I seemed to know a lot about the course, that little trick with the mound for example…


The rest of the holes were not quite so spectacularly successful. My putting tended to let me down but, even so, I finished the round on four shots under par. The Japs won on the last hole. That was exactly what the MD wanted, or so he had said before the game started. The look on his face though gave me the impression that he was distinctly upset. I rather think that he had intended to impress the Japs with his own standard of play – not mine.


By then though I didn’t care what he thought. I was possessed with the urge to play golf and to pot with him and his firm…


Looking back, I can hardly believe that I was so naive. The only justification I can offer is that nothing in my academic syllabus had covered how to deal with people like George. Even so, the number of strange happenings should have warned me that things weren’t quite normal.


The pin-drop silence when we got back to the Clubhouse bar for example. The members kept staring at us while pretending not to. It was most uncomfortable…


Things got worse when a fellow who exuded a tangible air of suppressed wrath came over and introduced himself as the Club President. It wasn’t my fault that his photo had been broken but that was what his tone of voice seemed to imply when he demanded to know who I was. I told him; there didn’t seem any harm in doing that; but it didn’t satisfy him at all. He went on to ask why someone calling himself Alistair McLeod was upsetting everyone by impersonating the late George Jackson who had been the Club Professional until he had been killed in a car crash a couple of months ago.


My protestations that I did not know anything about George, was not trying anything on, and had not been near a Golf Club for years just made things worse. He had got hold of my score card and was waving it under my nose while he ranted on about how unethical it was for someone who, while claiming to be a novice, had entered a fictitious score; especially an unbelievable one. George, apparently, had been the only person who had ever done the first hole in two under par.


What, he enquired; did I think I was playing at?


“Golf”, I said.


Well, he shouldn’t have asked if he wasn’t going to like the obvious reply.


During his subsequent oration I thought once or twice that he was going to achieve lift-off, but he didn’t quite manage it. It was quite a performance though; especially as he only rarely repeated himself and he managed to get me irritated to the point of being stupid enough to say:


“If you don’t believe I can match that score again come out now and mark my card yourself.”


It was only bravado, but after a row like that which left our Jap guests in a state of cultural shock I wasn’t going to back down…


I played the first hole in exactly the same way as before. This time though it was temper, not desperation that made me really clout that first drive; but it worked just as well. The expression on the Club President’s face when my putt went in at two under par gave me a great deal of satisfaction.


By the time I had got halfway round the course however, I wasn’t feeling so smug. Hitting a ball while you are irritated does wonders for distance shots but is a disastrous frame of mind to be in for accurate putting. It was beginning to look as if this round’s score was going to be below my first performance by a margin that would deny me the pleasure of getting an apology from the Club President.


On the 10th green I over-reacted and putted much too softly and then to my consternation I saw a spectator in a green jacket, just like mine, calmly keeping my ball moving with his foot and popping it neatly into the hole.


I wished I was anywhere but on this blasted golf course. If the President had nearly taken off before; the sight of someone tampering with a ball in play was going to send him into orbit. But he said nothing, and neither did anyone else amongst the camp followers from the club bar. They just stood there waiting for me to walk to the hole and retrieve the ball.


When eventually I did, it was just like a re-run of the locker room incident. The checked-cap green-jacketed fellow who had kicked the ball came straight towards me without the slightest attempt to avoid walking into me, and once again, there was no bump when we met. It was then that I started to have a vague inkling about what might be happening, but a golf course, in the middle of a game, with an irate Club President looking on is no place for stopping to ponder on psychic phenomena so I got on with the round. Seeing me outside myself, so to speak, had a remarkably steadying effect on my putting and I got an apology (of sorts) at the end of the round without having to watch my alter-ego kick the ball again that day…


To give George’s ghost his due, he broke me in to this haunting business gradually – to get me used to the idea I suppose. To begin with he left me to get on with my proper business for a few days, then, especially if the morning was fine, I would wake up with an overpowering compulsion to play golf.


When that happened, George took charge and, as well as controlling my golfing performance, had me sidling up to committee members and suggesting that someone by the name of Alistair McLeod would be a very suitable person for the still vacant post of Club Professional. If they looked as if they were doubtful about the proposition I found myself murmuring oblique references to some incident or other. I have no idea how George got his highly detailed (and usually very embarrassing) information. Perhaps there is some kind of phantom information Internet – but the result of persuasion and downright blackmail made my appointment to George’s old job of ‘club pro’ inevitable.


Don’t believe it about ghosts restricting their haunting to the hours of darkness. George does his haunting during the day to a regular schedule as if I provided him with nine to five office accommodation. Occasionally, during major golf tournaments for example, he extends his lease to include overtime and weekend work. Otherwise he lets me have most evenings and weekends free.


He didn’t even seem to mind when I started to find out how to get rid of unwanted ghosts. Apparently you can serve an exorcism notice (a bit like a bailiff’s warrant) to put a stop to being haunted but I must say that I can foresee problems if I start proceedings to have him evicted.


In the first place, the financial reimbursements for accommodating George are quite substantial George when he really was George, if you take my meaning, had a weakness in putting that kept him from winning major tournaments. Nowadays things are different. The newspapers keep talking about Alistair MacLeod’s supernaturally accurate putting on critical occasions. Well, when you think of all the writing that reporters do in a year, they are bound to hit on the truth by accident now and again. I just hope that someone with ‘the gift’ doesn’t see George (second edition) doing his pat-and-push performance on putting greens whenever he thinks that extra points are needed.


Then there’s Jenny; pert little Jenny who likes golf and appointed herself as my caddy some time ago. You’ve all seen her, suitably dressed for the part, bobbing along under my club bag and, if you don’t know what I mean by bobbing, there’s something the matter with your eyesight.


She says she likes carrying things for me. Any time now she’ll be bobbing upstairs, carrying a couple of bedtime mugs of Horlicks. What game she will be suitably dressed (or undressed) for on this occasion, has nothing to do with you. What is important though is that I can think of very sound reasons for not requesting the professional services of a Reverend bell-book-and-candle bailiff – not yet anyway.




Better Late (or Never)


The ferry rounded the headland and nosed into the bay where wavelets, paved a twinkling pathway to the pier.


But I remembered this bay as it was that winter’s day when the wind rammed in from the sea and drove foam-crested waves far up the sloping shore. For that was the scene on the day my brother and I stood looking out to sea, waiting for our father’s boat to come out of the stinging spray, and bring the lobster creels ashore.


No other boats were out that day, but the weather wasn’t the only reason. Tales had always been told about that bay – tales of the Kelpies and of missing lone fishermen. Our farther though, disdained such talk and brought us up to do the same. He didn’t voice his opinions in public though: for if others chose to believe these fables, so much the better, as that reduced the competition for prime sites.


He might (perhaps) have feared God. But I’m certain he feared neither, man, woman, or devil, and dismissed winter storms as a minor inconvenience when the lobster pots needed lifting.


What happened that day we’ll never know – he had been out many times before in worse weather – but on that dark winter day he vanished. All we found were smashed boat planks amongst the rocks below the headland.


I left the islands after that, but my brother stayed on and took over the family business.


I gathered, from the occasional letters we exchanged, that he did well out of it, but I never saw him again. I was in Australia, and the funeral service was long over when the letter from his widow reached me. One day my brother’s boat had drifted in from the bay, undamaged, but empty. There was no point in going back, especially as she made a point of saying that their teenage son had taken over the family business. It was evident from the way she wrote, that she was proud of the way the lad was coping so I thought my presence would be an embarrassment rather than a help


But now my nephew has disappeared – a bathing accident apparently. He had been swimming in the bay with a group of summer visitors and, though he and a girl had been further out than the main group, no one had thought anything about it as they were both good swimmers and didn’t appear to be in any difficulty. Then it was realised that the two heads could no longer be seen. The island boats searched the bay until dark, but found nothing.


I didn’t see how my coming back would solve anything, but as the nearest male relation, the custom of the islands demanded that I return to deal with the formalities especially since these were likely to be complicated by the fact that my nephew’s companion on that fateful swim had left nothing behind on the beach and couldn’t be identified. No one had been reported missing and, although the others on the beach described her as strikingly good looking with distinctively dyed hair, nobody knew who she was or where she had come from. She hadn’t come on the island ferry – its crew were sure they would have noticed a good-looking woman with green coloured hair. It was almost as if she had appeared from the sea.


When the ferry docked, I saw that, even here, where I used to be so impatient about lack of progress, things had changed. The street still sloped down to the harbour, but the uneven stone cobbles were gone. The road was now tar covered and looked like every other town road, even to the extent of double yellow lines in the main street. Other evidence of progress, of a kind at least, was the press of summer visitors. At least I assumed they were summer visitors. Islanders were unlikely to be meandering round the souvenir shops, with plastic bags and sunglasses. A giggling group of teenage girls with tinted hair do’s, ultra short shorts and sandals made me shudder. I knew it was illogical and that in London, I would hardly have noticed them but, they reminded me that a green-haired women had been seen here and despite my father’s disdainful opinion of the old tales – didn’t Kelpies appear from the sea as beautiful young women with green coloured hair?


Well, I had been young once, and I too had, in my time, rejected the island traditions. I must really be getting old if I felt unsettled when some bright young things chose to flaunt the old conventions. For the present though, there were other, more pressing, matters for me to attend to.


Church Lane is steep, it always was, but it seemed a great deal steeper than it used to and I was thankful that my destination was less than half – way up it. I paused to get my breath back before I knocked at the door of what had once been my home. While I was standing I thought it would be a good idea to turn up the volume control on my hearing aids


I had never met my brother’s widow but knew that she too came from the islands and they all speak so softly!


It was a difficult meeting. I was a stranger in what were once familiar childhood surroundings.


I thought I had changed too and was unprepared to find that some of the old imperatives and long-forgotten priorities were still so strong.


Since the day my father died I hadn’t pulled a lobster creel – or gone near a dinghy – but when I found out that the lobster pots hadn’t been checked since my nephew’s disappearance I was shocked. The ingrained training of childhood took charge, and I knew that I would have to overcome my reluctance and go out into that bay.


I was up early next morning – when the high tide would make it easier to get my nephew’s boat into the water – but I found it a struggle. I told myself that I was out of practice – there’s a knack to using that launching winch – and was very glad when a ferry crew man stopped on his way to work to give me a hand as I was beginning to wonder if the days when I could launch the boat single-handed had irretrievably gone.


Not that mattered much if they had since this was the one, only, and final time I intended to take our lobster boat into the bay. I was here to lift all the creels I could find, bring them ashore, and dispose of the business. Nothing would induce me to go back to this way of life. And yet! On mornings like this it had its attractions!


The intoxicatingly fresh air barely rippled the water so that it mirrored reflections of the town and the hills behind, and the boat itself a felt as familiarly alive as it quivered to the steady throb of the engine.


It was all so quiet – well it would be – my hearing aids were turned off: I wondered what difference turning them on would make, and when I did, the background noises rushed in. They were pleasant ones. Contented creaks from flexing boat timbers, and the splashing chuckle of its bow–wave. There were sea birds calling, even the raucous complaining and swearing of the gulls sounded soothing. Then I heard something else – like a woman singing.


Sound carries a long way over water, but I was surely too far out to hear a land-based voice. As if to confirm my assessment my hearing aid only faintly registered the three short bursts of the powerful ferry siren as it backed from the pier on the start of its daily trip to the mainland. The singing faded away. I decided that I must have imagined it, as only thing I could see in the direction the singing had come from was a freak wave, breaking white in the calm water.


My father had a gift, no, a genius, for locating the underwater areas preferred by lobsters and had trained his sons well so I was fairly confident that I would retrieve most of our creels. Then sure enough, right on the old remembered alignments, I saw the bobbing floats. I slipped into neutral and drifted towards them with the engine barely ticking over.
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