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THE REVEREND PETER MURCHISON peered into the mirror and thought, “It is true. I am going to die. My face is thinner than it was a week ago. I feel lighter and more frail. It is not that I’m afraid of dying, it is rather that I’ve lost my faith. Not only that. But I feel that I’ve not lived, I do not understand the world.” And he was filled as he so often was these days with a deep and bitter melancholy and a sense of obscure injustice, as if fate had in some way played a trick on him. Nor did the Bible help him in any way so that when he climbed into the pulpit it was as if he was climbing a ladder into a high wind, and when he arrived there he found it difficult to speak. What should he, the wounded healer, say to them since he himself did not know what comfort to give? The words of the Bible lay dead before him on the page: they had lost their resonance and their power to move him, it was as if he had become too familiar with them. In fact he had retreated from the Bible and now more and more read the poems which belonged to that Saxon period when endurance was everything and hope was scarce. Thus he would chant the lines from ‘The Seafarer’ and ‘The Battle of Maldon’ over and over, having been led to them purely by accident, having found them in a corner of the manse library which he had not hitherto explored. Their world became more real to him than that of the Bible partly because it was a world of ice and snow, of deprivation and loss, of courage in the face of despair, of a sea which stretched towards an iron horizon, of the return of the double-voiced cuckoo from the locked graves of winter, of armour worn without hope, of an infinitely overcast sky.


It seemed to him more and more that his life had been lived on the surface of things, that he was ignorant of the agony and grief which many people suffered, and that when he preached he was not speaking to anyone in particular but only sharpening literary phrases: and this though he was married and had two children now grown up and departed from home. I have lived my life, he thought, in the pleasant places, I haven’t suffered enough, I haven’t the right to speak.


And now as the crab clawed at him he felt more and more soured as if someone somewhere had prevented him from coming to grips, as Beowulf had done, with the monster of the deeps.


As he looked into the mirror he said to himself, “You have, I would say, another year at most.”


Dr Stewart had wanted him to go into hospital but he had said, “No, I have something to do. I can’t afford to go to hospital now. Give me some drugs to keep me going.”


Stewart had raised his head absently from the table at which he had been writing and had stated simply, “Whatever you like.”


Stewart of course was very young and it was with difficulty that the minister had stopped himself from saying, “Why do you keep on doing what you are doing? What are you trying to save them for? If there is no meaning in it all why should you bother?”


But he knew that Stewart had never asked himself such questions, though the time might come, and he had after all decided not to embarrass him. He realised that the doctor was staring at him when he left the surgery, but by that time he was thinking about something else.


“I feel,” he thought, “as if I should go on a pilgrimage.”


But he knew that that was not possible. After all he had a wife (though his children were away from home—one a lawyer and one an accountant) who had helped him a great deal in his work, was popular with the congregation, and quite a lot younger than him. He himself was fifty-nine, she was forty-five.


But the idea of a pilgrimage haunted him. He imagined an autumn through which he could travel forever among the acorns and the fallen apples, among the trees which were losing their crowns and abdicating, among skies which were clear and pure and simple. He imagined houses nestled in the middle of woods, with red roofs, and men and women sitting outside their doors as in pictures. He imagined a paradise of the fulfilled season. But he knew that he would never go on a pilgrimage, and, even as he thought that, he heard his wife driving across the gravel in her busy red Mini.


She came in rapidly carrying her bag with the messages from the local shop. As usual she was brisk and lively, continually in motion, with stories from the village which she had culled like a bee.


“Morag Bheag was in the shop,” she told him. “She bought a big cake. Her son George is home from the army. Did you know that he was in Northern Ireland?”


“No,” said the minister, “I imagine the army will make him cut his hair.”


Some years ago he had trouble with him at Sunday School but all that was forgotten now. No one wanted to have a son in Ireland.


“And,” said his wife, “the saga of Chrissie and her boy friend continues. Everyone is trying to find out where exactly they went to but nobody knows. Did you know that all she took away with her when she left was a transistor radio?”


“Isn’t that odd?” the minister thought. She had made that break into the blue leaving behind her her husband and her two little girls and all she had taken with her was a radio. He imagined her playing it in a field outside a city where the smoke flowered into the air. What courage it had taken, what irresponsibility, what, perhaps, love! And yet he liked her husband, John Murray, who was a joiner. There was something deeply symptomatic about the girl disappearing into the south with her radio, something gaunt and brave, like a swallow departing.


Mary took the messages out of her bag and laid them on the table. “I love you,” he thought. “We have travelled this world together and I love you. What would I have done without you?”


It astonished him that his wife was so continuously in a good humour as if the furniture of the world sufficed for her and she did not want any more than she already had.


“Apples, oranges, and bread,” she was saying to herself as she placed the messages on the table. “Milk. How are you feeling today?”


“Better,” he replied, though he wasn’t. His wife didn’t know that the crab was busily eating him and he hadn’t told her. She suspected naturally that there was something wrong but not that it was so serious. She glanced at him quickly and then said, “Would you like to go for a walk?”


“No,” he said, “not just now. Perhaps later on.”


“I had a look at the gift shop,” she said. “There’s nothing in it. Not really. I can’t imagine who will buy the bits and pieces that they have.”


“The tourists, I expect.”


“Maybe but there’s nothing there. Really. I was also speaking to Annie at the butcher’s. She has the Jehovah’s Witnesses at her house all the time.”


“Good,” he said. He had visited her a few times and once he had tried to make sausages for her and the kettle had boiled over while he was looking for the milk. She had told the whole village that he might be good in a pulpit but he couldn’t boil a kettle and that was a fact. He smiled briefly and almost with affection.


“How about a cup of coffee,” his wife asked him and he said, “That would be fine, Mary.”


He only called her Mary when he wished to be close to her, and she smiled again, knowing this. He found her movements so exact and harmonious that he would have been quite happy to sit and watch her. Sometimes at certain times of the month she would flare with sudden lightnings and angers, but these would soon pass and she was herself again.


She poured the coffee into the cups and, as he watched her doing so, he thought again of the transistor set playing in a field by itself, or projecting its bright notes from a cemetery as if it were a small gossipy gravestone.
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MRS BERRY BENT down to touch the petals of a rose in her garden, the gate of which was flanked by two stone lions set in the posts. Her blue-veined hands were encased in gloves. She had been alone now since her husband had died but she had not allowed herself to become sad and mournful. She had her own routine which she cultivated assiduously, the garden, her grandchildren, her housework. Sometimes she thought of the days when she had been a nurse in Edinburgh, cycling through the city (because of course she could not afford to buy a car), taking down interminable notes from lecturers. How windy and fresh life had been in those days, how full of promise, and in fact hadn’t she had a good innings? She remembered, smiling, the day the Jehovah’s Witnesses had come to the door quoting their texts and she had stood there and told them,


“Do you see that hill up there?” The two of them had turned and looked at it.


“Well,” she had said, “many people can climb that hill. Some may take one way and some another but they all reach their destination at the end.” That had shut them up and she had turned away. She was quite proud of that metaphor.


She also remembered incidents from her early days such as when they had an old woman come into the hospital in Edinburgh and she had wakened up and asked her, “Where am I, dear? Can you tell me where I am?” and she had told her (oh, how mischievous she had been), “You’re in heaven, my dear,” and the old woman had said, “Well, then, can I get a cup of tea?”


She was slim and fit yet, she had a good few years to live. Her mind was keen and fastened on the world around her. She liked bending down in the early morning and putting the small blocks of coal (much of it stone nowadays) into the bucket. She wasn’t frightened of death, not at all. Let whoever was there come and take her any time, she wasn’t worried. She would meet Angus, her policeman husband, when the time came for her to do so. In his latter years he had grown very stout and she had made him do physical exercises, certainly not as hard as the ones she had made him do when they were young and she had given him the scythe into his hand and said, “Get that flesh off you and do some work at the same time.” He had been much more placid than she ever was but well able to deal with the mischievous boys from the village who stole apples or knocked on windows at night. She raised her head and looked down at the railway line. There was a train passing and Lachlan waving to her again. He did this every morning and had done so to her children and now to her grandchildren. On a fine misty morning it was good to see the train sliding along the rusty rails, while beyond them she could see the cattle grazing in the fields and behind them again the hill.


She heard her two grandchildren racing towards the house. Peter, the younger, had said to her one night, “Granny, why does Rhoda have whiskers?” (This was a lady who worked in one of the local shops.) She had almost died laughing for Rhoda had a slight moustache, right enough. The things they came out with.


Peter stopped and looked at the gnome in the garden among the leaves.


“Has he got a letter today?” he asked. She often put a card in with the gnome and read it seriously to him. “It says,” she said, “Peter has to be a good boy and I will visit him at New Year.”


“Is that right, granny?” he asked, dancing up and down and looking at her with grave unhaunted eyes.


“That’s what Mr Gnome says,” she answered. Sometimes she saw in Peter a shadow of what her own husband had been, as he stood there so solidly in the sunlight gazing at her with such an unclouded stare. The girl was older, more private, more poetic, and she was called after her mother. Not her own mother who had died of a heart attack at the age of ninety and whose back had been so upright, she who had gone to the lawyer about the croft and had said to him, “I don’t want to see any of your letters which I don’t understand anyway. Tell me face to face what you are doing about the croft.” And she had stood there in the lawyer’s office with her hands resting on the knob of her stick. That was the story which had justified the saying, “Touch the flag and hurt the nation”, a precept by which to a great extent she had lived.


Peter said, “Do you want to hear my song, granny?” And so he sang in front of her a verse from ‘Old Macdonald had a Farm’ while his sister Helen giggled as she listened and she herself heard in the accents of the boy the voice of her own son who had left long ago and was now in Africa. Finally Helen couldn’t stand it any longer. “Not like that,” she said and she herself began to sing, and Mrs Berry knew perfectly well that they were trying to outdo each other, as her own children had also done, that they were striving for her attention.


“That’s very good,” she said. “That’s very good. Both of you,” she added carefully.


A thought suddenly landed on the branch of her mind. It belonged to her school-days. She could see Malcolm Currie standing up in his desk with his red knobbly knees, and the schoolmaster, brisk and fiery, was saying to him, “Say ‘is’. The third person singular of the present tense of the verb ‘to be’. Say ‘is’ .”


And poor Malcolm had repeated after him “Say ‘is’ “ instead of saying “is” on its own while the other boys and girls sniggered uncontrollably and the teacher had flown into a furious rage so that his cinders fell among them. She could see them all so clearly sitting in their desks in that small school-room, in their pigtails and clean flowery dresses while their schoolbags sat at their sides on the floor. And then they had left the school-room shouting “Say ‘is’ “ and they were running down the white road among the larks and the linnets and the clouds turned over and over in the sky, and the trees, loaded with berries, stood burningly by the side of the road along which later her husband would drive his newly bought car, a banger which they had got for practically nothing. And in what a stately manner they had driven along the road, while he stood upright in the seat, and they had sat behind him, herself and her son and her daughters, all away from home now except for Patricia whose children she was now talking to.


“Does the sun wear pyjamas when he goes to bed?” Peter had once asked her seriously. Of course he does, she had said, of course he does. And she had told them a story about a white horse which they would meet only when they went to sleep and dreamed.


“Only then will you see the white horse,” she had told them.


And then for no reason that she could think of she remembered Chrissie who had run away with her radio. What a fool she had been! What a silly fool! She could have told anyone that Chrissie would come to that, ever since she had first seen her going on the train to Glasgow with that scandalously short skirt she wore. Leaving her husband there, and carrying a radio! What a ridiculous thing to do. The girl must be insane. Why, she wouldn’t have left Angus for a million pounds.


“I’ll help you,” Peter was shouting as he ran after her who was carrying the bucket in her hand.


There was nothing like little children. They kept you alive, there was no doubt about it. She waved to Mr Drummond who was passing and who was an elder of the church, upright as ever but some said … Well, what didn’t they say? And the minister wasn’t looking too well, and that was a fact.


She washed the cup and saucer, and threw the water from the basin in an almost transparent curve over the grass. The food she had put out for the birds had been eaten by the seagulls again. She must break it up into smaller pieces.


The train was turning back now and she could see Peter and Helen shouting excitedly as the driver waved to them. The world was good, it was a fine morning, the haze would soon lift.
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DAVID COLLINS SAID, “And an ounce of tobacco, please.”


“That’s right,” said Kate who served in the local tobacco and sweet shop.


The old man thought for a moment that she seemed to be talking to him as if he were a child but decided not to make an issue of it. After all, Kate was always bright and kind which was not invariably the case especially with those girls you got nowadays in supermarkets and who were always sitting clicking their machines, and handed you a long strip of paper when they were finished, all the time staring past you to the next person in the queue.


They reminded him of … No, better not think about it.


All those sweets that he could eat but didn’t have the money to buy. The black balls, the wine gums, the liquorice all-sorts, above all the liquorice all-sorts. His mouth brimmed with saliva.


Kate was so like her mother, the same black hair, the same red cheeks, but that had been so long ago before she married Andrew Lang, the farmer. Why, at the dances she had been the most lively of the bunch, with her head held high, her slim waist, always throwing her legs into the air, while the moon shone down on the corn which was yellow and ripe. And now she had the rheumatics like everyone else and walked with a stick.


And Kate herself was married to a Catholic, wasn’t that right, and the priest had come along and told her that she must raise her children in the Catholic faith. Who would have thought that the priest could be so adamant, considering how good he always was to the old folk, always stopping and giving them lifts. But you never knew anyone till he was put to the test and that was a fact.


He placed the change carefully in his purse and tilted his cap as he always did, as he had always done in the past. Be polite, salute, where necessary: after all, there are degrees in this world, not everyone is equal to everyone else.


He left the shop and stood for a moment looking along the little street. Calum, the butcher, was standing outside his shop in his smock striped in white and blue with blood on it. His large red face turned towards David and he nodded.


“A fine day,” he said.


“It is that,” said David.


Now there was a man who was making a lot of money, who had started off as a gamekeeper on the big estate. A fine poacher more than likely. But there was always a demand for a good cut of meat, not that the sausages you got nowadays were as good as the ones he had eaten when he was growing up. And then, all those days he had spent as a shepherd before retiring, how long ago was it now? Fourteen years. Was it as long as that? His wife had always complained that there was never enough money to buy all the comforts that they needed. How often they had stood outside the window of a shop gazing in while his wife had sighed and he himself had gritted his teeth but said nothing. There must be no more quarrels, there must be no more. Still there had always been the fine spring days when the lambs had whitened the hills, when there was a green freshness in the air, when the skies were so blue that one could lie on the ground and stare into them forever. He had walked about the land like a man from the Bible with his staff in his hand.


“If the lamb is facing you,” his wife had said, “if the first lamb that you see is facing you then it will be good luck for the rest of the year.”


In those days it seemed that he was a giant who would never be slowed by old age or anything else. And now his son was in New South Wales in Australia and he had married an Australian woman and when he had been home, which was once only, he had looked at his father’s sheep as if they were midgets and at his field as if it were a pocket handkerchief.


He turned away towards his house, hearing again, as he so often did, the words ‘Quick March’ and seeing again that RSM—what had been his name again? Marshall? No, that had been the sergeant, he would get his name yet—that bull-necked RSM and the square on which they had marched with so many others. Then there was the front, the trenches, the wire, the frozen mud, the leap into the blinding sun, the shrapnel exploding around him, the grey shapes appearing in front of him. The straw German swung like a scarecrow when he jabbed at it.


“Harder, man, harder,” shouted RSM Morrison, yes, that was his name. “Harder. What would your dolly think of that?” Oh, he had been a foul-mouthed fellow right enough, that RSM.


And then Mons, that day never to be forgotten. What had they seen? The angels with their kindly faces blessing them, bending downwards out of the sun. Matthews was weeping beside him, the others were standing stockstill in amazement. The angels were winged like the Hosts of God. And then it seemed that the guns hit the angels themselves and blew them out of the sky.


Was that place better than where he was now? Better than this lovely village? The thought eeled among the dark stones of his mind.


He opened the door. The cat, grey and fat, came slowly to meet him, arching itself luxuriously round his legs.


Dammit, he thought, I should have got milk. I knew there was something. I’m getting awfully forgetful. And something will have to be done about that window before the winter comes.


He sat in his chair stretching out his legs. Would Murdo come over? He sometimes wished that he would stay away but when he did stay away he felt lonely and sad.


And then there’s another thing, he told himself. My son in Australia isn’t getting this house. I’ll give it to Elizabeth. She is always visiting me, she is always bringing me scones, she is always tidying the house, she is like a daughter to me. And she’s only twenty-one, spending the rest of the time working in the bank since her mother died.


I’ll give her the house and by God they’d better like it. He stroked the cat which hummed on his lap.


“We could have done with you in the trenches,” he thought, “we could have done with you, old lad.”


His sharp shaved grey face relaxed again as he thought of Kate’s mother. He had kissed her once behind the privy when they were in school together. He might have married her too if he had had the money. But, no, he had done what was right, money wasn’t everything even if some people thought that nowadays. He took his ribbons from the drawer and stared at them again. They reminded him of liquorice. By God, he thought, I could show them something yet. I’m not like those old age pensioners you see on TV on Remembrance Day. What did they know of it? And those poppies streaming down from the roof like rain, what were they trying to prove with them? Once again he heard the pipes playing, saw the RSM with his big red face, a cockerel on a dung hill. And heard a knock at the door. Would that be Murdo or Elizabeth? And Kate’s mother faded away from the cornfields of his imagination and waved to him as she went out the door, the stick in her hand pointed at him like a rifle.
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ANNIE, WHO WAS eighty years old but still alert, stood in front of the man from the Jehovah’s Witnesses, dressed in her long khaki-coloured coat which she wore at all times. She said,


“I should like you to tell me what is meant by the following passage from Revelations. I shall read it to you.


“‘There in heaven stood a throne and on the throne sat one whose appearance was like the gleam of jasper and cornelian: and round the throne were twenty-four other thrones and on them sat twenty-four elders robed in white and wearing crowns of gold. From the throne went out flashes of lightning and peals of thunder. Burning before the throne were seven flaming torches, the seven spirits of God, and in front of it stretched what seemed a sea of glass like a sheet of ice.


“‘In the centre round the throne itself were four living creatures covered with eyes, in front and behind. The first creature was like a lion, the second like an ox, the third had a human face, the fourth was like an eagle in flight.’


“Now,” she said, “tell me about that.”


“Well,” said Mr Wilson, peering at her earnestly through his pebbly glasses, “we are told that the Book of Revelations is the most difficult book in the Bible. We are told that this book is called the Apocalypse, which means ‘an unveiling’.”


“I know that,” said Annie. “What do you think I am? You are not talking to an ignorant child, you know. What I want you to tell me, first of all, is the meaning of jasper and cornelian.” She stared penetratingly at Mr Wilson who took off his glasses and wiped them with a red handkerchief which had white spots on it. For some reason Annie thought of her long-dead husband and the day he had bought her the ring which she was now wearing on her finger. It had been in Glasgow he had bought her the ring after she had spent an hour or so searching through the shop. Norman had worked on the railway and she had always despised his mentality. “No brain,” she would say to the other villagers, “absolutely no brain. How he can understand the signals is a mystery to me.” Her husband had been an extraordinarily quiet man who used to leave home and sit in other people’s houses for hours in a sort of stunned silence as if he were seeking refuge there.


“Tell me,” she would say to the villagers, “if Norman had been alive during the time of the Christians would they have crucified him? He has done more to deserve crucifixion than Jesus did. And so has everyone in this village.”


“Jasper and cornelian,” she asked Mr Wilson again. “Do you know what they look like? Could you please tell me what they look like.”


“Well,” said Mr Wilson slowly, “as I was saying they are kinds of precious stones.”


“I know that they are kinds of precious stones,” said Annie contemptuously, at the same time watching through the window a rabbit racing around the grass. She thought, “If I had a gun I would shoot him and have him for my tea. Rabbits are pests, though I don’t believe in myxomatosis. The children like rabbits, they will run after them for hours, spoiling my good grass.” Mr Wilson had deceived her, she could see that clearly now. She could see that he was a petty ignorant man with a very low-class handkerchief. He didn’t have the faintest idea what cornelian was. He was a fake, she would be better with Buddhism. The idea had come to her recently when he had considered trying to get in touch with Norman who was probably holding up a red flag on a celestial platform in some insignificant corner of hell. “And another thing,” she persisted, “what about the twenty-four elders? I shall have to speak to Mr Murchison about it. I’m sure he doesn’t know. Why doesn’t he have twenty-four elders in his church? It says twenty-four elders clearly in Revelations. There is such a lot of ignorance about it all.” She thought that Mr Wilson probably had a wife who wore pebbly glasses, and innumerable pebbly-glassed children as well.


“And what,” she asked him, “is the meaning of the lion and the ox? Is the ox connected with the Nativity and the stable?”


Mr Wilson said, “We know that the Jews divided the world into this Present Age which is bad and the Age to Come which is good.” His stomach rumbled and he felt embarrassed: his wife had told him that his breath was rotten.


“The Beast in Revelation,” he continued, “stands for the worship of Caesar.” She looked at him with blazing contemptuous eyes. What a strange woman she was! How had she managed to retain her questioning nature for so long and why did she always wear a khaki coat? What submerged army did she belong to? Perhaps she was some kind of a witch?


“I think that will be enough,” said Annie. “It’s clear that you don’t know any of the answers to my questions. You won’t need to come any more.” She talked to him as if she were a teacher dismissing a dim-witted pupil. “I shall have to turn to the East after all,” she said. Mr Wilson had an uncharacteristic thought. Why, he asked himself, doesn’t this woman drop dead? It was such a terrifying thought that his face paled, and anguished sweat beaded his brow. What is happening to me, he thought, that was an awful thing to think of. On the other hand she showed such ingratitude, and her contempt was so obvious. I am trying to do my best, he defended himself, I really am. But how can anyone answer the questions she asks? No one had ever asked him before about jasper and cornelian, such questions were not in his opinion theological ones, they were concerned with matters of fact which could be learned at a jeweller’s.


He rose, brief-case in hand, which he was sure was shaking. There was a photograph of a man on the mantelpiece and it showed a face which was cowed and intimidated, capable only of a fixed smile which was like a grimace of pain. It was as if the man had been staring at Annie while the photograph was being taken, like a rabbit at a dancing stoat.


“Only from the East will I learn anything,” said Annie expansively. How did she have the knowledge that she had an endless time to live? Mr Wilson often felt that he himself didn’t have very long to live, what with three children and his wife and the mortgage on the house. And, another thing, he never sang in the bathroom as he had used to. When was the last time that he had shouted out Halleluiah? He had failed again. How did he know that he had failed and this woman didn’t know that she had failed? It was a frightening enigma. Whenever he looked at her he had to drop his eyes immediately: he walked about the world with his eyes turned earthward. He belonged to the meek, and that was true. But this woman had an almost dictatorial self-confidence.
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