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      Chapter One

    


    He’d arrived too late in the day to have any luck. The suspicion along with its accompanying depression had begun to assert itself more than an hour before the train, with himself the solitary passenger in the whole of one coach, had started to slide into the station. He would have liked the train to have rushed in, announcing its arrival with a great gout of fussy steam; to have found the platform thronged with people: people arriving, people greeting, people departing. But this was the rail-head; the destination that of a small Scottish fishing port; and it was Saturday evening. The train rumbled along the platform until with a barely perceptible jolt the engine met the buffers. The only person visible, a lofty porter, stood with arms akimbo looking archly along the length of the train as if challenging it to produce passengers. With a shudder it produced David and also five boiler-suited, cloth-capped, wisecracking railwaymen who spilled out from a compartment close to the engine. There had been plenty of passengers when the train had left the mainline station, mostly housewives who after a speculative glance at the empty seats of his compartment and then a dubious assessment of his scowling face and thick black beard had passed on, leaving him to stretch himself over the waste of seats. David had grinned with satisfaction. Gradually the train had emptied, leaving a trickle of women at each of the tiny country stations. Disinterestedly he had watched them mustering their innumerable parcels and baskets around them on the platform; heard them remonstrating with welcoming offspring and shouting good-humoured farewells to the guard and engine-driver. He had allowed himself to think of them going home to their suppers of goodies from the town shops but the thought of their feasting only made him more aware of his own hunger and he had forced himself to concentrate on other things.


    The porter exchanged a few words of badinage with the railwaymen. The driver, alighting from his engine, added a quip of his own. A derisive shout from the guard at the rear of the train provoked a burst of equally derisive laughter and the group were still flinging nimble-tongued taunts along the length of the platform as they disappeared through the ticket office and out into the grey light beyond.


    As he handed his ticket to the porter the man gave David a nod of attempted recognition.


    ‘So you’re back,’ he said.


    ‘Aye,’ David agreed, appreciating the man’s dilemma. He had no recollection of ever having seen the porter before and he doubted if the man recollected him but he had learned that the Highlander considers it the height of discourtesy to fail to recognise even the most cursory acquaintance. The porter was obviously taking no risks.


    ‘Holiday?’ he queried. It was the beginning of October – too late in the year for a small Scottish fishing port to be much of an attraction for visitors.


    David grinned one-sidedly. ‘You could call it that,’ he said. He didn’t want to tell the porter that he had started his journey in the high hope of joining the Silver Spray this very evening.


    The man’s interest quickened but the thumps of boxes being hurled on to the platform from the rear of the train sent him loping in that direction. With an assumed air of purposefulness David adjusted the straps of his rucksack and followed the path of the railwaymen. The station opened directly on to the pier so that the moment one stepped out one was confronted by the mingled smells and sights and sounds of the sea and its industry. Fish and tar and fuel oil; the swinging network of masts; trucks and trolleys abandoned for the weekend, thousands and thousands of stacked fish boxes; the yodelling and screaming of gulls, the ringing shouts of children. Except for the gulls and about half a dozen children there was little activity on the pier. The gulls, though obviously sated on the refuse of the morning’s catch, still probed with muttered optimism among the debris of the pier for fish that had been pounded into oil by the wheels of heavy lorries. The children picked up dead crabs and lobsters, examined them briefly for signs of life and finding none hurled them into the sea to join the jettisoned fish boxes, newspapers and whole loaves of bread that still floated in the harbour. The rows of boats, their holds empty, jostled one another at their moorings. The offices of the fish buyers were deserted.


    David leaned on the rail, inhaling deep, satisfying breaths of the sea-spiced air; letting the damp wind blow coolly through his thatch of hair; feeling it tautening the skin of his travel-weary face. His questing gaze roamed over the moored boats, seeking anxiously for the familiar white hull and green capping of Donald’s launch and when he could see no sign of her he let his eyes caress the serried ranks of ring-netters with their trim decks and varnished hulls; dark painted drifters, their drabness enlivened by the brightly coloured net floats that were piled in their sterns. There were smaller boats too that interested him: lobster-boats, he surmised; and an in-between-sized boat, green-painted and with a couple of barrels on her deck and her hold covered by a new tarpaulin. A motor yacht with so much white superstructure that she resembled a howdah on an elephant caught his eye but rejecting it disdainfully he turned away and walked down towards the end of the pier to where a large old-fashioned boat, now obviously converted for cargo carrying, lay alongside. The name Spizannah was painted in curly gold lettering across her ample stern. She had apparently finished discharging, for an oilskinned figure was engaged in sweeping down the decks. Suddenly David was aware of an urchin crouching beside him, a large dead crab in his hand. The urchin rose stealthily, flung the crab with an exuberant aim and then crouched again behind a trio of barrels. The crab hit the figure on Spizannah’s deck slap in the back of its sou’westered head, causing it to stumble forward and trip over the brush so that it almost fell headlong. The figure regained its balance, turned, and with a shrill stream of abuse picked up the crab and hurled it at David. The crab fell short so that it hit the pier and went into the sea. The voice, David conjectured, could have been either that of a young boy or of a girl but the inexpertness of the aim made him decide it was exclusively feminine. He found himself hoping it wasn’t a girl. He disapproved of girls using such language as he had just heard.


    Another oilskinned figure was approaching now along the pier – a small wizened male this time who climbed aboard the Spizannah and after a brief exchange of comments the two went below. The urchin, who had been keenly watching events from the safety of his hide, gave David a conspiratorial grin and ran off to join his friends.


    David wandered back along the pier and leaned again on the rail, looking out over the petulant sea to where the deep grey outlines of the islands seemed only emphatic shadows between the grey of sea and sky. He might have been discouraged by the drabness of the scenery had he not known that it was only one of the many moods of this bewildering coast. Tomorrow’s dawn could come like the sudden flicking open of a shabby jewel-case to reveal the untold splendour inside. Tomorrow that sky might be a scudding of white over blue, patching the rumpled islands with moving sunlight and kindling the sea to the iridescence of a peacock’s spread tail. His eye discerned an incisive bow wave white among the grey and his spirits soared as he made out that it was a small motor boat making her way towards the harbour. It was not coming from the direction he would have expected Donald to come in the Silver Spray but then Donald was as unpredictable as the sea itself. He might easily have gone out of his way to pick up a little feminine company for the weekend; or he might just have become so engrossed in a good thriller that he had not paid sufficient attention to the helm. All aspects of the unexpected could happen when Donald was alone in a boat. David stared at the approaching shape fixedly but as it drew closer he realised with growing despondency that it was not the Silver Spray.


    Two young boys, scruffy-suited and ruddy-cheeked, came to lean on the rail beside him, examining him surreptitiously.


    ‘Seen anything of the Silver Spray?’ he asked them, trying to make his voice sound unconcerned.


    The bigger of the two reflected a moment before answering, but the other replied instantly.


    ‘No, I didn’t see her yet.’


    ‘No,’ confirmed the bigger boy. ‘I didn’t see her yet either.’


    ‘You know the one I mean?’ There was a trace of testiness in David’s voice now.


    ‘Surely. She’s Donald Beag’s boat. Him that has the long red hair and is always chasin’ after the girls.’


    David decided they knew Donald perfectly well.


    ‘Was she in last Saturday?’ he asked them.


    ‘Indeed, I don’t remember seein’ her at all. Not for a week or two now.’ Again it was the smaller boy who answered.


    ‘Indeed, I don’t remember seein’ her myself, either,’ corroborated his companion dutifully.


    There were murmurings of panic along with the empty rumblings in David’s stomach. What if Donald had at last carried out his often-expressed threat to sell the boat and have done with the sea. He was foolish not to have thought of it before, he chided himself.


    Satisfied that they had discovered the stranger’s quest, the boys waited only a moment for further questions before darting off to impart the news to the curious.


    Two more boys of a roughly similar size and age appeared pushing a truck loaded with cardboard boxes from the direction of the village and came to a halt at the top of the harbour steps. David moved his position to watch them. They gave him a swift glance of appraisal before starting to lift the first of the boxes from the truck and manoeuvre it down the steps. The box looked heavy, the steps were slimy with tide-washed weed and ingrained oil but sturdy and sure-footed in their sloppy gumboots the boys struggled and heaved it on to the deck of the nearest boat. Not until they had unloaded all the boxes from the truck did they pay any attention to the labels and then, shouting questions and instructions to each other, they worked together on the hazardous task of hauling the boxes from deck to swaying deck.


    ‘Did we get the Catriona’s bread, Tommy?’


    ‘No, we’re to bring it down next time when we bring the stuff for the Virgin.’


    Flinging back hatches they were lowering the boxes into the fo’c’s’les of the boats when another truck arrived, this time in charge of the two boys David had already spoken to. They yelled an impudent question and immediately the outraged face of Tommy appeared above a hatchway. He yelled back vituperatively.


    ‘Leave it alone, you slobs! It’s our job this week. You took your turn last week.’ He spoke down the hatchway. ‘Hamish, come and look what these greedy slobs are at.’


    Tommy’s head gave way to Hamish’s. ‘Get off or I’ll shag ye!’ he shouted.


    The two interlopers, returning the abuse with graphic competence, began to drag the first of their boxes down the steps. Hamish and Tommy came leaping across the decks to defend their rights and there, on the treacherous steps with a few fathoms of water waiting to receive them if they slipped, a scuffle began.


    Christ! David thought, one of them’s bound to go in sooner or later. He was wondering whether they could swim and whether he ought to interfere when there came a stentorian yell from close at hand. He looked round to see a tall figure in blue jeans and speckled fisherman’s sweater striding towards the steps. The boys saw him too and ceased their scuffling. The man roared another threat and with glowering looks and a display of cautious amity the boys then combined to get the second batch of boxes distributed among the various boats.


    The newcomer, dour-faced and grim-mouthed, watched them. There was a rumbling of stomach noises and David, tensing his muscles, realised that they were not from his own. The man gave a long belch and with the relief of wind the dourness of his expression relaxed. He nodded at David.


    ‘There’ll be one or more of ’ em in the harbour if they don’t get sworn at,’ he explained.


    David thought he recognised the man as an erstwhile drinking companion at the local bar when the Silver Spray had been in on one of her Saturday trips.


    ‘They’re tough little blighters,’ he observed. ‘Seem pretty keen on their job, too.’


    ‘Ach, they get paid by the shops for delivering. That’s the reason for the arguing.’ He belched again. ‘Not but what you would be able to keep the kids in this place away from the boats anyway. Look at those little nippers now!’ With a proud grin he indicated a couple of tots who were struggling with a heavy hosepipe intent on washing down the pier as they had seen their fishermen fathers do.


    ‘It’s a wonder there isn’t an accident,’ David said.


    ‘Ach, they’re born to it. Been hanging round the pier since they could walk, most of them. It doesna do to worry in this place.’ He pulled out a packet of cigarettes and held one out to David. ‘Smoke?’ he asked casually.


    David took it, trying not to betray his yearning for it. ‘Aren’t you Noddy, the skipper of the Fair Lassie?’ he ventured.


    The man’s eyes flicked with surprise. ‘Aye, so I am,’ he responded cordially but with dubious recognition. There was half a minute’s pause as they both drew on their cigarettes.


    ‘It’s no’ makin’ such a bad day of it now,’ Noddy said with a companionable glance at the grey clouds that were shredding themselves on the jagged hills. ‘But it was pretty coarse till near six o’clock this morning. We had a fair pastin’ comin’ back to port.’


    David could sense that while Noddy was talking he was straining to recollect where he had seen him before. He waited, a little smugly giving him more time before offering enlightenment. At length he said:


    ‘I was hoping to see the Silver Spray here. She doesn’t seem to be in yet.’


    ‘The Silver Spray!’ Noddy exclaimed, his eyes bright with recognition. ‘Ach, now, that’s where I’ve seen you before.’ He stretched out a strong and ready hand and clasped David’s, exulting that he had at last identified him. ‘You were with Donald in the Spray way back in the spring for a week or two. Isn’t that it?’


    ‘That’s right,’ David replied, reflecting ironically that the ‘week or two’ had in fact stretched to the best part of two months.


    ‘Well, boy, you’re unlucky then,’ Noddy commiserated. ‘Donald’s away to the hospital with his stomach. His boat’s not been in for these three weeks past.’


    ‘Just my bloody luck,’ David said, his stomach hollow with a disappointment that was no doubt aggravated by the fact that his only food during the past forty-eight hours had been a single bar of chocolate. He gazed gloomily into the water of the harbour, cursing his luck and regretting his rashness of not waiting for Donald’s reply to his telegram informing him that he proposed to join him.


    ‘Were you supposed to be meetin’ him here, then?’ Noddy asked. ‘It’s funny nobody let you know.’


    ‘It wasn’t definitely fixed,’ David admitted. It was less than a half-truth. David himself had only become aware of his intention forty-eight hours previously.


    ‘Ach, well. It’s a shame nobody let you know.’


    It was more than a shame. And he didn’t know what he could do about it.


    ‘Maybe one of the boats could drop you off at Donald’s place on Monday when they go out,’ suggested Noddy. ‘There’s sure to be one of them going that way, more than likely.’ He meditated a moment, ‘I daresay I could drop you off myself for the matter of that,’ he offered. ‘It wouldn’t be till we’d finished settin’ the creels but you’d get there sometime. How would that do you?’


    ‘His wife wouldn’t be expecting me,’ David demurred.


    ‘Ach, no matter. She’ll be glad of your company with Donald out of the way.’ He winked suggestively. ‘A well-set-up young man like yourself. It’ll make a nice change for her.’


    David debated the suggestion only for a matter of seconds, envisaging the all-woman household now that Donald was away – Donald’s wife, his shrewish mother, his mentally retarded sister and his undisciplined child. Oh, they’d make him welcome right enough: their hospitality was boundless but it was too easy a solution, too much of an anticlimax to his high-hearted plans. That was not the sort of life he’d burned his boats to achieve.


    ‘Better not,’ he said with a rueful smile.


    ‘Aye, well, it was a thought anyway,’ said Noddy. ‘And if you change your mind you’ll let me know and I’ll get somebody to drop you.’ He threw the butt of his cigarette into the water and took out another. ‘You’ll come up to the bar and have a dram, then?’ he invited. ‘All the boys’ll be there. Maybe you’ll hear somethin’ of Donald himself and when he’ll be comin’ back likely.’


    ‘No, thanks,’ David said. ‘I’m off it.’ It was the only thing he could say. He had one and sixpence in his pocket and the fisherman’s drink, as he well knew, was never less than a double whisky.


    Noddy shot him a probing glance. ‘Never!’ he reprimanded.


    ‘It’s true enough,’ David affirmed with an emphatic raising of his eyebrows. It was no excuse for not standing Noddy a drink though, and he sweated with embarrassment, hating to be thought tight-fisted.


    ‘Aye, well, if you’re not in so much of a hurry for a drink maybe you’d like to come and give me a hand to pump out the old Skart,’ Noddy said. ‘From the look of her she’s badly wantin’ it and if I don’t do it the rest’ll not stir themselves, I doubt.’


    Together they went over to the far side of the pier and on board a neglected-looking boat which lay slackly alongside.


    ‘She doesn’t look as if she gets much use,’ David observed after a brief inspection of her rough decks and flaking paintwork.


    ‘Nor does she,’ admitted Noddy as he worked the pump. ‘The fellow that owns her has gone off this two years back and never taken a look at the boat since. Just left her here to rot to pieces. I’ve seen her with water up to her engine-room sometimes when there’s nobody been near her.’


    ‘He didn’t leave anyone in charge of her?’ David asked incredulously.


    ‘No, he did not then. Just left the poor old boat and went off. Some say he’s in America. Wherever he is, I doubt we’ll ever see him in this port again.’


    ‘She’s been a good boat, too,’ murmured David, eyeing the solidness of her timbers.


    ‘Aye, she’s a good boat yet. Too good for the bastard that had her. He was a man that had no heart in him at all and a fellow like that doesn’t deserve to have a boat. You know these societies they have for prevention of cruelty? Well, I’d like to see one for the prevention of cruelty to boats.’


    ‘You say he was a right bastard but you still pump his boat out for him. Why?’ David pointed out, although he knew what the reply would be before he asked the question.


    He was not prepared however for the flicker of anguish that betrayed itself on Noddy’s face as he spoke: ‘Aye, but it’s more than a man can bear to see a boat suffer so.’


    He gave a final burst of pumping and after a speculative glance that made sure nothing else was in need of urgent attention climbed back on to the pier.


    David spoke. ‘I suppose as there’s no one in charge of her nobody would mind if I bunked aboard her for the weekend, would they?’ It seemed to him to offer a better prospect of comfort than the bench in the station waiting room which appeared to be his only alternative.


    Noddy stopped in his stride, complete comprehension on his face. ‘Why would you want to bunk in a damp cold place like that when there’s a bunk on my own boat to spare,’ he offered. ‘Plenty of room there.’ He pointed towards the Fair Lassie which David saw was the green boat with the tarpaulin covering the hold.


    ‘Thanks, I’ll do that,’ David responded, trying without much success to sound offhand. ‘That’ll do me fine.’ Degrees happier, he turned to scan the jostling of shops and sheds and houses that comprised the village, their arrangement owing nothing to any planning scheme but looking rather as if they might once have been deposited by the tide and gradually become inhabited.


    ‘Will there be a tea place open?’ he asked Noddy.


    ‘Aye, there will be surely. But a good dram would do you better than a cup of tea, boy. Come away with me now. I owe you a drink for getting that box of lobsters for us when we nearly lost it that time. You mind that now?’


    ‘Good Lord!’ David exclaimed, recalling a certain Saturday afternoon when the Silver Spray had been tied up in the harbour waiting for her inebriated skipper to sleep off his excesses. Due to stormy weather in the north some of the boats had been late coming in. David had been watching these boats hurriedly unloading their catches when suddenly there had come a ringing cry from Noddy’s boat where one of the crew, clumsy with haste, had let a precious box of lobsters slide over the side and into the water. The lid of the box had slid from under the rope and in a matter of seconds the live lobsters would have flicked their tails and returned to the sea. David, idly watching from the bows of the Silver Spray, had instantly grabbed a boat-hook and almost before the box had hit the water had its rope securely. With only one lobster having escaped the box was soon back aboard the Fair Lassie and David was glowing under the commendation of the crew. It was a small enough incident but Noddy it seemed had by no means forgotten it.


    ‘Aye, just that,’ he agreed. ‘I promised the boys I’d give you a good dram for it next time I saw you so you’ll not say no to me now?’


    ‘I’d best get a bite to eat first,’ David hedged. ‘I’d sooner not drink on an empty stomach.’


    ‘Right enough, I could do with a bite myself,’ Noddy responded. ‘Come on then, boy. Let’s get to it before the place is shut for the night.’ He indicated David’s rucksack. ‘You may just as well not burden yourself with that,’ he advised. ‘No one’ll touch it if you leave it on top of that pile of boxes.’


    ‘There’s nothing worth pinching in it,’ David told him, as he slid the rucksack off his shoulders. ‘Only a pair of gumboots and a torch with its battery nearly flat.’


    ‘You’ll not need those where you’re goin’,’ Noddy said, urging David to follow him.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Of the pattern of exits that led away from the pier only one by virtue of its width could suitably have been called a road. It was an obedient road that had seeped as if by capillary attraction up the hillside to serve the scattered houses which a newly prospering and clamorous fishing industry had managed to wrest from an indifferent council. On to this road had been grafted half a dozen or so minor tracks which ended, some of them almost before they began, in a cul-de-sac or in the bog and heather of the moors.


    The teashop to which Noddy escorted David offered little in the way of refinements. It was to outward appearance a sweet-and-tobacco shop but one or two plastic-topped tables and varnished wood chairs packed closely together served to justify its claim to be a ‘Tearoom’. Noddy pulled a couple of chairs out to face the counter and leaned his elbow on the table.


    ‘Two cups of tea and a good plate of cookies, Bessie, my lass,’ he commanded in a jestingly stentorian tone as a woman of about fifty or so appeared behind the counter. She had a thin mouth that looked for ever on the point of remonstrance but her eyes appraised David with interest.


    ‘Hi there!’ David said with an impudent grin.


    Her reply was a coy relaxing of the thin lips. She picked up a plate of cookies and shuffled across to their table. She was wearing carpet slippers; her hair was a shoulder-length grey frizz; her large breasts and heavy hips were shrouded in a green wrap-overall which, as she leaned over the table, gave off the mingled smells of milky tea and detergent.


    ‘You’re no’ very busy,’ commented Noddy.


    ‘How would we be busy when the bar’s open?’ she retorted. Her voice was indifferent but the smile she slid at David as she set down a slopping cup of tea in front of him was by no means indifferent. David thought a wink would not be too committal and was amused to see the swift retaliatory droop of an eyelid. As she retreated to the back of the shop she turned and threw him a blatant look over her shoulder.


    Noddy and David exchanged grimaces.


    ‘Aye, she’ll try it on with you, will Bessie,’ confided Noddy in a murmur that was too loud for the small room.


    ‘She’s a bit long in the tooth for a tart, isn’t she?’ David whispered. ‘She ought to be over it by now.’


    ‘She’s a widow,’ explained Noddy. ‘It takes them like that sometimes when they’ve no man. Stands to reason. Some of the men here thinks it’s a sort of obligement on them when a woman’s left on her own. Not serious like. Just an obligement,’ he reiterated. ‘Mind you, Bessie won’t be here much longer, they tell me. She’s supposed to be going back to the east coast next month, where she came from.’ He spooned four heaped teaspoonsful of sugar into his cup, dug through the tea with a spoon and then gulped down a couple of mouthfuls. He then pulled a cookie into two pieces, rammed them into his mouth in quick succession and took a couple more gulps of tea which emptied his cup.


    ‘How’s the fishing?’ David asked.


    ‘No’ bad. No’ bad at all,’ he replied, spitting wet crumbs across the table.


    ‘What are you at yourself? Lobsters?’ The neighbours at home had always maintained that David was a born mimic and now the jargon he had heard so much when he had been with Donald came easily to his tongue.


    ‘Aye, aye, still the lobsters.’ Noddy broke another cookie.


    ‘They’re still around? It’s a bit late in the season, isn’t it? I thought they were usually finished by this time.’


    ‘No, no. They’re scarce right enough but they’re not away altogether. The season might last another three weeks or more, I reckon, depending on the weather.’


    ‘Good prices?’ David enquired.


    ‘Bloody good prices just now.’ Noddy chewed sketchily at his cookie. ‘We were up north last week and brought in twelve boxes.’


    ‘Pretty fair,’ David said, hoping he sounded knowledgeable.


    ‘Aye, fair enough for the time of year,’ agreed Noddy. ‘It’s a wage.’


    ‘How many creels have you out?’ David bit into his second cookie, chewing it slowly and wondering if he was going to have enough money to pay for it.


    ‘Two hundred round about.’ Noddy picked up his cup from the saucer and took it over to the counter, ‘Here, Bessie, give us another cup of tea,’ he instructed and while she was filling his own he snatched David’s cup from under his nose.


    ‘Empty that away and give him some fresh,’ he told her. ‘Cold tea’s no bloody good to anybody.’


    David knew now that he could stop worrying how much the snack was going to cost him. Noddy had chosen this offhand way to show that he had appointed himself host. Hungrily David tucked into his third cookie.


    As soon as he had drunk his second cup of tea Noddy stood up, impatient to be off. He banged some silver on the counter and not asking how much or waiting for change he hurried David outside.


    ‘Okay then. Now I have just to call in at the telephone on our way up to meet the boys.’


    It was dark now as Noddy led the way to a telephone kiosk situated in the angle between two walls. David heard him hunting in his pockets for change; heard him swear and then saw him approaching with enquiry on his face. He’s going to ask me for change, he though despairingly. But Noddy asked: ‘I suppose you wouldn’t know any good messages for a weddin’?’ He creased one eye and looked at David.


    ‘No,’ David replied, puzzled until he remembered the Highlanders’ exuberant habit of sending lewd telegrams whenever there was a wedding.


    ‘One of the lads had gone off and got himself married this afternoon and I’ll need to send him a wire. I’ve been tryin’ to think of a good one but all the ones I can remember have been used up already.’ He wrinkled his brow in a deep frown. ‘The one I was just going to send is a bit tame but I thought maybe you’d know some good ones from where you’ve come from.’


    David forbore telling him that in the small Welsh village he came from the sending of a lewd telegram would almost certainly have brought an official reprimand if not a summons. ‘I don’t know any offhand but I expect we could make one up if we got our heads together,’ he offered.


    ‘Ach, there’s not time,’ replied Noddy forlornly. ‘I do remember Donald sending one once when I was with him,’ David recalled. ‘It was about a dining-room table…’


    ‘Aye, havin’ four legs and no drawers.’ Noddy brightened for an instant. ‘I mind that one but somebody’s already sent it,’ he ended gloomily. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, time’s gettin’ on so I’d best send somethin’.’ He lifted the receiver and shouted at the operator. The message too was shouted so that though David had wandered several yards away he could hear each word distinctly: ‘Tonight she’ll be in your arms, tomorrow she’ll be in your pockets – no, pockets! Pockets!’ There came the noise of coins being inserted, and then the thump of the kiosk door.


    ‘The operator can’t have heard that one before anyway’, said Noddy satisfied. ‘She couldn’t seem to get it. I expect she thought it was too ordinary.’ He sighed. ‘They’ll be disappointed in me when they get it. I can usually think of somethin’ pretty good. Sometimes when we’re quiet in the fo’c’s’le and we’re too tired to read we spend the time makin’ up telegrams to send to the next weddin’. Eggo now, he’s a great lad at them but mostly they’re too bad for the minister to read out. I’ll just have to give more time to them myself,’ he went on. ‘But ach! if a man gave the time and thought to them we used to in the old days he’d never get any sleep there’s that much marryin’ now.’


    The lights of the pub were visible by this time. ‘Come on and we’ll find Brad and Eggo and tell them you’re sleepin’ aboard.’


    David’s tongue was hanging out for a drink and the prospect of the warmth and companionship of the bar was exceedingly attractive, but all the same he hesitated before following Noddy inside.


    ‘I think maybe I’ll take a look round the place first,’ he said.


    Noddy gave him a penetrating look. ‘Are you short of a pound, boy?’ he asked, with a suddenness that startled David into admission.


    ‘It’ll be all right, though,’ he prevaricated. ‘I can get some from the Post Office on Monday. I’ve got my book with me.’


    ‘What I’m wonderin’ is, can you do a bit of nettin’?’ Noddy asked.


    David had learned to net on the Silver Spray and considered himself fairly adept at it.


    ‘You can patch a creel for us?’


    ‘I’m no expert but I patched a few for Donald when I was with him.’


    Noddy seemed satisfied. ‘Aye, well, I daresay you can make yourself useful to us if you like to come out with us next week. Here, take this.’ He pulled a pound note from his wallet and pushed it into David’s hand. ‘You can pay me it back when you get your own.’


    ‘I’ll do that,’ said David, feeling himself grow warm with embarrassment and appreciation.


    ‘Okay then. Come inside. What time you spend outside a pub on a Saturday is wasted time.’


    The bar was seething with men. Elderly men in dungarees, young men in jeans; men wearing cloth caps or the woollen hats that were known locally as ‘Toories’ because it was the tourists coming to the port who had originally brought the fashion. Everyone wore thick knitted sweaters, navy-blue ones mostly or else the speckled grey and white that reminded David of the speckled hens his grandmother had once kept. Although it was only a little after eight o’clock there was the urgency of imminent closing-time about the way everyone called for their drinks and in the chiding of the barman into haste.


    Noddy and David pushed their way to the bar, Noddy waving off offers of drinks and David responding to cautious greetings from those who thought they should know him. The barman pushed a double whisky in front of him and another at Noddy.


    ‘Where’s Brad?’ shouted Noddy above the noise. ‘Can anybody tell me where is Brad?’ To David he added, ‘He’ll have a good drink on him by this time but I’d best tell him what’s happenin’ while he’s still got his senses.’


    ‘Haven’t seen him since he came off the boat.’ A voice from a huddled group supplied the information without identifying itself.


    ‘He’s away down the line.’ A small man with one wall-eye and a florid scar beneath the other detached himself from another group and made his way towards the bar.


    ‘Down the line?’ echoed Noddy disapprovingly.


    ‘Aye, so he is,’ a freckle-faced youth affirmed as he selected a fraction of elbow-room on the counter. ‘I mind seein’ him myself all toffeed up goin’ into the station.’ The youth gulped down most of his glass of whisky. ‘He’s off to his fancy woman,’ he added with a leer.


    ‘I’ll give him fancy woman if he’s not back in time for Monday mornin’,’ threatened Noddy.


    ‘Why wouldn’t he be back?’ demanded the youth. ‘He’ll be right sick of her before it’s Monday.’


    ‘You’d think there’d be enough of his Instant Promise girls here to satisfy him,’ grumbled Noddy.


    ‘Ach, not Brad. He’s been round the lot of them that many times he’s fair scunnered. He’s wantin somethin’ fresh,’ said the man with the wall-eye as he chortled into his whisky.


    ‘I’m thinkin’ his fancy woman’s fresh enough, then.’ The remark came in a placid baritone from a great black-haired bull of a man who stood in the open doorway. Immediately the conversation in the bar was muted.


    ‘You’d know right enough,’ muttered the wall-eyed man in a voice that was undeniably envious.


    The big man came forward, darting him a whimsical glance and then with a smile settling comfortably on the wrinkles of his face he leaned on a portion of the counter which had suddenly become vacant and gave his attention to the rows of bottles behind the bar.


    In common with most people David had a tendency to impose features on characters he had heard described, and during the time he had spent on the Silver Spray the fo’ c’s’le yarnings had included pawky descriptions of almost every inhabitant of the port. ‘Pie’ – pious Willy, ‘terrible wild when he has a good drink on him but when he’s sober he says grace to a cup of tea’; David imagined him to be tall and thin with dark restless eyes. ‘Jim Tarry, that feeble he ruptured himself boiling an egg for his breakfast’ – obviously the concave and pallid type. ‘Tom Canty – that mean he wouldn’t give a worm to a blind hen’; he envisaged him as being small and broad with eyelids like blinkers and a round, puffy face. There was a whole gallery of characters that had stuck in his mind but the one who had struck him with most awe and had remained most vividly in his memory was that of ‘Big Cam’. ‘King Herring’ was another name they had for him and because he so exactly fitted the mental image he had conceived of him and because of the air of tangible authority which now seemed to make itself felt in the bar David guessed that the big man who had just entered was indeed the ‘King’ himself.
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