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George Mackay Brown was one of the greatest Scottish writers of the twentieth century. A prolific poet, admired by such fellow poets as Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney, he was also an accomplished novelist and a master of the short story. He died at the age of 74 on 13 April 1996.
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Foreword


Orkney is a small green world in itself. Walk a mile or two and you will see, mixed up with the modern houses of concrete and wood, the ‘old farmhouses sunk in time’; hall and manse from which laird and minister ruled in the eighteenth century; smuggler’s cave, witch’s hovel; stone piers where the whalers and Hudson’s Bay ships tied up; the remains of pre-Reformation chapel and monastery; homesteads of Vikings like Langskaill where Sweyn Asleifson wintered, the last and greatest of them all; the monoliths of pre-history; immense stone-age burial chambers where the Norse Jerusalem-farers broke in and covered the walls with runes.


Dominating all the islands is the rose-red Cathedral of Saint Magnus the Martyr in Kirkwall, called ‘the wonder and glory of all the north’.


This Magnus was a twelfth-century Earl of Orkney, in a time of terrible civil war. One April morning he heard Mass in the small church of Egilsay; then he walked out gaily among the ritual axes and swords. Next winter the poor of the islands broke their bread in peace.


Round that still centre all these stories move.


G.M.B




A Calendar of Love


JANUARY


The fisherman Peter lived in a tarred hut above the rocks with his boat, his creels, his Bible.


Jean Scarth lived with her father (men called him Snipe) in the pub at the end of the village. Snipe lay in bed now all the time. The doctor said he would never see another New Year.


Thorfinn Vik the crofter lived in a new wooden house at the edge of the moor. His father and mother were dead now. His married sister lived in Canada.


Jean opened the pub at six o’clock. Peter was standing outside with three haddocks in his hand. He didn’t come in, he gave Jean the fish and walked off into the darkness. He had his black suit on, the one he wore to the gospel meetings.


Thorfinn came at half past six. His face was gaunt and grey after the New Year drinking. He asked for beer and stood over the counter drinking it. Other men from the hill came in. Seatter of Stark and Eric Weyland came in and began to play draughts. Three tinkers came in.


Jean said to Thorfinn, ‘Peter from the shore was here tonight. He’s a good man, that.’


‘Give me a whisky,’ said Thorfinn. ‘I must keep my strength up for the ploughing.’


‘He had three fish but he never uttered a word,’ said Jean.


The men from the hill went out, then the tinkers. Seatter of Stark and Eric Weyland sat over the draughtboard.


Thorfinn said, ‘The croft’s still empty, up by.’


Jean said, ‘I have a pub to work and a sick man to nurse. I can’t come.’


‘I love thee well,’ said Thorfinn.


‘And I think well of you,’ said Jean. ‘But I think little of your drinking and carry-on.’


Seatter of Stark and Eric Weyland began to grumble at each other over the draughtboard.


‘It’s past nine,’ said Jean. ‘Drink up and go.’


Thorfinn finished his whisky and went out. After a time Jean followed him to the door, The black footprints went off into the snow-brimmed village.


From the door of the Mission Hall opposite Peter stood watching her. The prayer meeting was over. His black Bible was in his hand.


FEBRUARY


After the gale in the second week of February there was much sea for days. Peter sat over his stove with the evangelical magazines. The ten lost tribes of Israel were not lost at all! They were here, in the islands of Britain, and Peter was one of them, Peter was an Israelite! He read on and on.


The van cost Thorfinn fifty pounds second-hand. Now he could go to dances in the farthest parishes and see new women. He had not passed the driving test, he had neither licence nor insurance, but he took the risk, driving at night, with no L-plates.


The old man, who had been so patient and carefree since he took to his bed, now began to summon Jean a hundred times a day. She would have to leave her beer-tap running and go up to him. He had become like a child. He wept and prayed in the darkness … ‘Don’t bury me beside Mary Ann,’ said Snipe, ‘nor yet beside my father and mother. There must be a new grave, and I want a granite stone with an anchor on it.’


Thorfinn was in the bar. ‘A sheep was run over, up for Birsay the way, last night. It was me,’ he said. ‘If the police come, you must say I was here, alone in the parlour, drinking till closing time.’


‘I won’t tell them any such thing,’ said Jean. ‘That would be a lie.’


‘There’s a well-like lass in Birsay,’ said Thorfinn. ‘I saw her last week at the dance. Sadie Flett, that’s her name.’


‘I wish you luck of her,’ said Jean, ‘and would you drink up, for it’s closing time.’


The thin cry came from upstairs: ‘Jean … Jean …’


At midnight the old man was still not sleeping. He was remembering ships and men from sixty years ago, and every memory was a torture.


‘For God’s sake and for God’s sake go to sleep,’ whispered Jean against the wall, ‘for the strength and the patience are nearly out of me.’


There was a gentle knock at the outer door. Peter stood there in the moonlight.


‘I saw the light in your father’s room,’ he said.


‘He’s far from well,’ said Jean. ‘The old bad things are troubling him.’


‘I’ll sit with him till the morning,’ said Peter.


The night passed.


In the morning Jean found them as she had left them at midnight, Peter awake in the chair and Snipe in bed, but sleeping now as quiet as a stone.


‘A morning for haddocks,’ said Peter. ‘I’ll sleep in the afternoon. I’ll watch again tonight … And as for thee,’ he went on, ‘thu must get out in the fresh air. Thu’re as pale as a candle.’


MARCH


‘I love thee,’ said Thorfinn, ‘I love thee well.’


‘I love thee too,’ said Jean.


Through the van window was the island of Gairsay, and birds, and a flowing sea. It was a Sunday evening – the police were presumably all at home.


The last of winter, a hard grey lump of snow, blocked the ditch. Silently, imperceptibly, the little rill of ditch-water unwove the stubborn snow, carried it off, a cold shining music, down to the loch and the swans.


For a long time they did not speak.


‘Throw everything … all thy sins … thy weaknesses … in the arms … of the eternal … the everlasting …’ said Peter earnestly and hopelessly over the shape in the bed.


‘No, but listen,’ said Snipe. ‘It was in Montevideo they all got drunk and the next morning the skipper mustered the crew and eight were missing and the same morning the South American police came aboard and said they had seven of them in jail and to bail them out would cost a hundred and eight quid so the skipper –’


‘Mr Scarth,’ said Peter, ‘O man, you’re dying. Are you not sorry before Almighty God?’


‘– because he had to sail,’ said Snipe, ‘that very day. So he paid up, or rather the consul paid. And it was a month before Jock Slater was dragged out of the harbour. He was the eighth one but they didn’t have to pay a penny for him –’


‘Listen,’ cried Peter, ‘in Revelation it says –’


But soon Snipe was out on his own, in a place beyond scriptures and seaports and bad foreign hooch.


Peter met Jean on the stair, ‘Thy father’s dead,’ he said.


Later, beside the fire, he said, ‘Bury thy father and sell this bad place. I love thee.’


‘You’re a good man, Peter,’ said Jean.


She went once more to look at the dead face. She came back crying. ‘O Thorfinn,’ she said.


‘Thorfinn!’ said Peter. ‘Do you want that badness all over again? Your father died speaking of drink. God help him, that’s the truth. Do you want to go on living that way?’


‘No,’ said Jean, ‘and you’re a good man.’


‘Do you want to go on staying in this place?’ said Peter.


‘No,’ said Jean, and kissed him gently. And again.


He took her in his hard religious arms.


In the grey of morning Peter went out and knocked at the undertaker’s door and went on home.


He went down on his knees among the nets and oars, and prayed.


APRIL


A stone went up in the churchyard:


In memory of


JOHN SCARTH


Inn-Keeper in this Parish


Formerly a Seaman


1880–1962


 


‘May There Be No Moaning Of The Bar
When I Put Out To Sea’


 


Carved anchors, dolphins, waves, sailing ships, tumbled after each other round the edge of the white marble.


‘There should have been barrels of sour beer too, and naked women,’ said Thorfinn.


And later he said, ‘Many a poor bloody drunkard’s last shilling went to pay for that stone.’


And to Jean he said, ‘It’s a credit to you, the stone you put up to Snipe …’


‘Where are you going in the van tonight?’ said Jean.


‘Nowhere,’ said Thorfinn.


‘Tell me,’ said Jean, ‘so I won’t need to hear it from the gossip-mongers.’


‘I’m going to Holm,’ said Thorfinn.


‘To Hazel Groat,’ said Jean.


Thorfinn drank his whisky down and went out.


Peter didn’t come near the village now, not even for the gospel meetings. He bought his provisions from the grocery van.


‘That’s a fine stone they’ve raised for Snipe Scarth in the kirkyard,’ said Josiah of the Shore to Peter across a black stretch of net.


‘I never saw it,’ said Peter.


‘Tell me now,’ said Josiah, ‘would you say Snipe’s in Heaven or in Hell?’


‘It’s not for me to say,’ said Peter.


‘Just so,’ said Josiah. ‘Poor man … And he has a daughter.’


‘He has,’ said Peter.


‘The business is being carried on,’ said Josiah. ‘She has a sharp tongue in her head, that one. She’ll comb the head of some poor man. Ay.’


‘There’s another tear in the net,’ said Peter. ‘What’s needed here is a good woman that knows how to mend things, and to clean and to cook. The price of a good woman is above rubies …’


 


MAY


Jean, dreaming, walked on a green hill. There were swans in the water below her, and clouds like swans in the sky above.


A man walked along the road from the sea. He was all wet from a shipwreck. ‘Gideon’s fleece is not more glorious,’ Peter said (for it was Peter). He was walking not towards her but towards Thorfinn who was having difficulty in ploughing a field with the axle of a car.


Thorfinn turned and hewed at Peter with his plough-axle but it buckled on Peter’s shoulder like cardboard. He touched Thorfinn with his black book. Formally, gently, Thorfinn fell across the furrow.


Jean was carrying a vase. She knelt to put it in a small grave in the corner of the field but a bird looked out of it, a blue bird with sweet frightened eyes. She gathered it in her hands. Its wings were cold. It was a bird of ice.


She was going into a church with a broken arch, where a service was going on. It was night. Her hands were cut and bleeding – inside she would find a cure. O, her hand was a thorn, a flame, such agony! Peter in a black cloak stood at the arch. He looked at her with blank eyes.


Farther in, hidden from her, voices were singing among cold, bright images.


Jean woke with a cry in the dawn.


Peter was walking down the beach, loaded with creels, towards his dinghy. Josiah walked five paces behind him, loaded with creels. It was a good morning for the lobsters.


All that month Thorfinn’s van had been probing in another direction, out towards Orphir. The girl there was called Myra Stanger. After the dance he had made her drunk with gin. She sat in the van beside him now, singing in an ugly slack way. Thorfinn drove fast, to be home before the police were stirring. ‘I love thee,’ he said to Myra.


At Glengoes he stopped the van. He climbed through a fence and came back later with a dead dangling chicken. He threw it in the back of the van. Myra was asleep. He drank some gin. Then he started the engine again and drove on into the growing light.


 


JUNE


Thorfinn said to Jean, ‘Ann Johnston. And Sadie Flett. And Hazel Groat. And Myra Stanger. And Agnes Sinclair … But thee I love.’


Jean said to Peter, ‘So now I see it was only to save the soul of a bad old man you came visiting here.’


Peter said to Thorfinn, ‘Thu’re a thing of lust and drunkenness, and I have a strong inclination to drag thee like a rat through the ditch. I can’t find in my soul one drop of love for thee, not one, God help me.’


Thorfinn said to Peter, ‘I’ll give thee five shillings for that skate, for not only salted does skate put a powerful thirst in the throat, but boiled it sends a man raging after women in the darkness of night, both in dreams and in reality.’


Peter said to Jean, ‘I’m a poor man but strong in my body. I believe my election is sealed. I pray that grace will fall on thee also. I wish to see no woman but thee standing in my door every day when I haul the dinghy ashore after the fishing.’


Jean said to Thorfinn, ‘This is what is wrong with me, this is why I have the darkness under my eyes and my mouth is full of sharp words, that I think I’m … O, go away … It’s closing time!’


 


JULY


On the last day of the Carnival Week in Stromness, Thorfinn drove his unlicensed van past two policemen at the north end of the town and parked it in the square. In the Britannia Bar he drank whisky and beer. There were not many people in the town yet.


That day, Saturday, Peter did not go to the creels. In the afternoon he put on his white shirt and black suit. He took the Bible under his arm. He caught the bus to Stromness at the smithy.


Jean said to James Firth, ‘I’ll give thee a pound to serve at the bar tonight, and thu can have a double whisky before thu opens the door and another when the last customer has gone. Will thu do that? For I must go to Stromness …’ James Firth agreed to do that, on those terms. Jean gave him the key.


Thorfinn left the Britannia Bar and went to the Hamnavoe Bar. He drank whisky. Andrew of Feadale came in. Andrew drank vodka, and stood Thorfinn a glass of vodka too. ‘It has a queer taste, vodka,’ said Thorfinn, ‘like sweet paraffin, and the Russians must be a barbarous bloody nation to drink stuff like that’ … Through the window they could see the parish buses coming in for the Carnival, one after the other.


Peter got off the bus and went to the house of William Simpson the butcher and evangelist. William Simpson did not believe that the British nation comprised the ten lost tribes of Israel. They argued the matter gravely over the ham-and-eggs, quoting texts and authorities. Afterwards they planned the order of the open-air service that was to take place at the Pierhead at seven o’clock, D.V.


Jean got off the bus and went to the doctor’s surgery.


Thorfinn drank another glass of vodka with Andrew. Then he drank a glass of rum by himself, and then some whisky and beer. He bought a half-bottle of whisky and went back to the Britannia. There were many people in the street now. In the Britannia he met Sam of Biggings and Freddy and Jock and Archer and Tom.


Peter said to William Simpson that the New Dispensation of Grace began in the year 1917, on the day General Allenby walked into Jerusalem, as was abundantly proved by certain texts in Daniel and Revelation, namely … At this point, four more evangelists came in carrying Bibles.


Jean stood on one of the stone piers and watched the fishing boats riding at anchor. It was quiet here, and clean. The doctor had uttered six or seven words. It was lonely here. So the hunted animal carries her wound away to a secret water, and waits patiently for death or renewal.


Thorfinn drank whisky with the boys. The pub was so full now they decided to go through to the cocktail bar. The cocktail bar was full too. They stood against the wall and drank whisky. There were many girls in the cocktail bar. Freddy took a bottle of whisky out of his coat and passed it round the boys.


Peter stood with eleven others in a ring beside the fountain. They sang, ‘Count Your Blessings’, ‘There is a Fountain’, ‘The Hallelujah Lifeboat’. Peter read out of Isaiah and Galatians. William Simpson preached. The Carnival – drunkenness, lechery, violence – raged all round that shining circle. Inside was Sion, the promise, the everlasting courts of the King.


The floats went by, one after another, bearing Stone Age men, mermaids, a surgical theatre, a shebeen, a schoolroom, Hell, a Turkish harem, a moon-ship. Then walking clowns, Hawaiian girls, Victorians, Cossacks, Red Indians, Chinamen, Martians. Jean stood in the door of the pharmacy and watched the procession cleaving the crowd, spreading behind a wide wake of cheers, shouts, ribaldry.


‘I’ll buy thee a drink. I love thee,’ said Thorfinn at a table where two girls he didn’t know and two young men were sitting.


‘No,’ said the girl.


Thorfinn fell across their table and slithered on to the floor in a ruin of gin and beer and broken glass.


Then he found himself outside.


He had never seen so many faces.


He fell on the street. Cars hooted all round. A great walking pelican straddled him.


‘Anyone who thinks that is a fool,’ said William Simpson. ‘He is a liar and the truth is not in him.’


‘I think that,’ said Peter.


‘Then,’ said William Simpson severely, ‘if the cap fits, you can wear it.’


They were having black puddings and tea in William Simpson’s parlour after the open-air meeting.


From the street below came Carnival cries, songs, laughter, from the hordes of the lost.


‘You would like to dictate. You think you have the whole truth. In your pride you think you’re God’s chosen man in this island,’ said Peter.


The ten other evangelists listened in a dark silence.


‘If it comes to that,’ said William Simpson with great deliberation, ‘I have never consorted with publicans and sinners’ … He munched at his bread. Three of the evangelists looked at Peter accusingly.
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