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    Man is born to believe. And if no church comes forward with its title-deeds of truth, sustained by the tradition of sacred ages and by the conviction of countless

    generations to guide him, he will find altars and idols in his own heart and his own imagination.
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  This book, the novel of The Wicker Man,

  the script for which was written by Anthony Shaffer, is a curious artefact. Many films produce literary spin-offs, but more often than not these are hack jobs, souvenirs,

  vestigial remnants of the days before videotape allowed enthusiasts to possess their own personal copies of films. Rarely, if ever, do film novelizations add to or augment our appreciation of the

  film in question. Which is why this book is so unusual. In many ways it extends and amplifies the issues on which the film meditates, fills in the gaps. In the process it creates something that is

  often more compendious, more nuanced, than the film which inspired it.




  The novel’s existence owes much to the savage treatment its cinematic big brother received on its first release. Made as a top-line feature, The Wicker Man ignominiously ended up

  a B-movie, and a poorly distributed one at that. Between being commissioned and finally arriving in cinemas, The Wicker Man suffered a chain of calamity, not least of which was a reshuffle

  at the upper echelon of British Lion films. Peter Snell, the studio’s managing director and The Wicker Man’s greatest supporter, was replaced at the top by one Michael Deeley

  as British Lion prepared itself to be absorbed by the EMI corporation. It is common for incoming studio bosses to treat the output of their predecessors with something less than reverence, and such

  proved the case here, compounded no doubt by the fact that The Wicker Man was a most difficult film to classify in terms of genre. Deeley pronounced the finished product execrable and

  refused it a solo release; after some drastic vivisection in the cutting room, it was paired off with Nic Roeg’s Don’t Look Now and sent on a despondent tour of the

  provinces.




  At this point, most of those involved in any film would be prepared to write the thing off as having been born under a bad sign and leave it there. But Robin Hardy, The Wicker

  Man’s director (previously he had been involved with Anthony Shaffer in Hardy Shaffer Associates, a company which produced television commercials), was reluctant to see the film wither

  on the bough. He had also been involved in researching the pagan legend and lore which adorns Shaffer’s script.




  He eventually had the opportunity to put this learning to constructive use. In 1977, the film was discovered by a pair of New Orleans-based cineastes, who were developing a movie distribution

  venture. The Wicker Man became their pet project; they set about restoring the version which Hardy had made and securing for it high-profile exhibition on the west coast of America. Hardy,

  meanwhile, had added literature to the quiver of his talents, and he set about adapting Shaffer’s script as a novel (Hardy says he had already commenced work on a Wicker Man novel

  prior to the completion of Shaffer’s script). The resultant novel would not only help promote the resurrected film, it would sketch a richer portrait of Summerisle than was allowed in a

  102-minute cinema feature. (The advance funds which Hardy received for the book also came in handy, and were ploughed into various legal skirmishes connected to restoring and re-releasing the

  film.)




  Whatever its genesis, the Wicker Man novel will fascinate all lovers of the film, particularly those whose interest lies in the fact that The Wicker Man was among the first

  mainstream features to use religious faith as subject matter. Indeed, the novel seems to have been written to elaborate on such matters to an extent that would have been impossible in a commercial

  movie. It also has sufficient space to reveal how inspired Shaffer and Hardy were by the same matter as The Golden Bough (subtitle: A Study in Magic and Religion), James

  Frazer’s herculean study of folk mythology that was published in twelve volumes between 1890 and 1936. The children who carry death out of the village; the rites of parthenogenesis practised

  over a blazing fire by Miss Rose’s girls; the foreskins in the chemist’s jar; the frog in Myrtle’s throat; the pregnant women transferring their fertility to the apple blossom

  trees; the checklist of qualities (willing, king-like, virginal and foolish) which make Sergeant Howie ‘the right kind of adult’ to be sacrificed – all of these and many others

  echo the motifs explored in the pages of The Golden Bough. Hardy in the novel also transplants to Summerisle the classic myth which gave Frazer’s book its title. In the sacred grove

  of Diana at Nemi, Italy, a grim figure was seen to patrol night and day. He was a priest and a murderer. To be succeeded he had to be killed, hence his anxious vigil. In this myth are the seeds of

  all Western cultural archetypes. In The Wicker Man, a similar scene is played out in a sacred grove near to Summerisle’s castle.




  Atop the foundations of Shaffer’s script Hardy built a roccoco edifice adorned with religious detail and debate. We discover more about the troubled background of Sergeant Neil Howie. He

  had failed in his attempt to become a priest, daunted by the challenge of preaching his minority faith, Episcopalianism, in the staunchly Presbyterian Highlands of Scotland. We see his broader

  range; Howie as a man and as a partner to the hapless Mary Bannock, and we see him as a figure more rounded, more formidable, than the pious, ramrod-straight cipher familiar from the film.




  His jousting with Summerisle also has more impact than it has in the film, where considerations of audience tolerance limited their exchanges to something only slightly more than bickering. When

  we consider Lord Summerisle here, we might even say the novel is more effective than the film. It had been Shaffer’s intention in writing The Wicker Man to argue that no brand of

  religious faith has a greater claim to authenticity than any other; all religious faiths are merely social constructs – culturally determined ways of living. The corollary of this is that all

  faiths are equal. The battle between Howie and Summerisle should for both men be from a standing start.




  In the film, however, Howie has an added advantage: he isn’t played by Christopher Lee. No audience watching The Wicker Man would be unaware of the baggage Lee brought to his

  role: he had played Dracula, Frankenstein’s Monster and The Mummy. From the outset the assumption would have been that Summerisle was on the side of wrong. So the film

  became unbalanced in favour of the Christian consensus, becomes a conventional battle between good and evil. In the novel, Summerisle is shorn of such associations; the battle is more ambivalent,

  more unsettling – and, in the end, perhaps more in keeping with the treacherous moral landscape Shaffer initially envisioned.
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  Howie watched the bird closely through his binoculars. The eagle rose from her nest with hard strokes from her heavy, damasked wings. The outer, primary

  feathers looked like thrusting fingers as they forced the air downward. Then the whole bird left Howie’s field of vision.




  He saw a single, startled eaglet left in the nest; its sharp, wobbly, little head craning to follow its mother’s ascent. Surprised to see only one chick, he focused hard on the nest,

  looking for any sign of another. Howie was rewarded by being able to glimpse just the upper edge of an egg, half concealed by the eagle’s down its mother had left around it, keeping it

  warm.




  Neil Howie took the binoculars away from his eyes and stared at the mountainside below the eagles’ eyrie. Treeless and bleak, the rolling foothills of gaunt Ben Sluie stretched like an

  ocean swell of purple heather towards the craggy, limestone face of the mountain. Beyond was a strip of indigo sea capped by the fleeced heads of waves, choppy in the easterly wind that blew from

  mainland Scotland, whose hilly coast was the merest smudge on the horizon. Interrupting the gentle undulations of the heathered hills was a single pile of huge, oblong rocks perched on one of their

  summits. They looked like the tumbled pillars of an ancient edifice but seemed, on closer inspection, to be so eccentrically shaped as to have been, quite by hazard, strewn there through some

  geological accident. Here two rare golden eagles had chosen to nest.




  Howie wished, as he vainly searched the landscape for what had startled the brooding mother, that they had chosen a safer place. Yet nothing seemed to be moving in the heather below the nest.

  Saint Ninian’s Isle, in late April, was still fairly free of tourists and the area around Ben Sluie was six roadless miles from the ferry to the mainland. But Howie had been warned. There was

  someone abroad who planned to rob the nest.




  ‘Still can’t see anyone!’ he said to Mary Bannock, his fiancée, who lay beside him in a thick patch of green, spring bracken, a safe distance from the eagles’

  eyrie.




  ‘Will you look at her now, Neil? She’s surely seen something to disturb her!’ Mary’s soft, Highland Scots voice was pitched deliberately low. Neil Howie had taught her,

  when they had started their birdwatching together, that the creatures were less likely to hear a human voice that used a lower register. Just as humans could not hear the higher notes of a songbird

  unless they recorded them mechanically and played them back at a slower speed. The eagle was too far away to hear her, of course, but speaking in low tones was a ‘drill’ they practised

  when out ‘birding’. And birding was one of the activities that Mary and Neil most enjoyed doing together. Lying on the bed of bracken that served them as their own eyrie, they had laid

  out sandwiches and a Thermos. For, today, theirs was a waiting game.




  Howie looked up at the eagle, soaring now on the warm air currents that rose from the earth after a day of sunshine, her head poised watchfully over territory she considered her own. He knew

  that someone must be there. For there was only one predator that could threaten a golden eagle on Saint Ninian’s Isle, and that was ‘man’.




  ‘Aye, I think this is it, Mary,’ agreed Howie slowly. ‘Will you look carefully to the right of the nest there, love. In the heather. Take the foreground first, then

  the middle distance, then the distance . . . working away from the nest, d’you see? I’ll do the same on the other side. And keep your head down, love. If chummy’s out there, I

  don’t want him to see us!’




  ‘Yes, Sergeant!’ she said, and there was the faintest hint of rebellious sarcasm in her voice, but she did as she was bid using the shiny, new binoculars he had given her for her

  birthday. ‘Her Neil’, as she had thought of him since the day they had become engaged, was, after all, a sergeant of the West Highland Constabulary, responsible for one of the largest

  police precincts in Scotland and, in matters such as this, worthy of being obeyed.




  Nor was her pride in him misplaced. At twenty-six his bailiwick consisted of one not-so-small town, Portlochlie, on the mainland, and some nine populated islands stretching westward far out into

  the Atlantic.




  Mary searched the territory she had been allotted carefully, but could see nothing suspicious. The eagle was still hovering watchfully, but now quite high over the nest.




  ‘If there was anyone hiding there in the heather, wouldn’t she dive at him?’ she asked.




  ‘Not dive . . . you say “stoop”,’ corrected Howie without answering her question. He continued his meticulous search of the landscape.




  She sighed. When he was after ‘chummy’, which she knew was police slang for the ‘wanted criminal’, he was as hard to distract as a hunting dog that thinks it has found

  the ‘scent’.




  ‘Maybe she’s just searching for a wee bit o’ food,’ said Mary mischievously, adding, ‘or maybe she’s “searching for haddock’s eyes amongst the

  heather bright . . . To make them into waistcoat buttons in the silent night”?’




  ‘Lewis Carroll,’ he said automatically, participating in another favourite game in which his schoolteacher fiancée won more often than not.




  ‘It’s my teatime, I know that!’ said Mary, and she undid the plastic cup on the Thermos. ‘And I think she’s just after feeding her bairn.’




  ‘No, her mate’s away hunting for food. You’re forgetting him,’ Howie reminded her quietly. He shivered slightly. ‘It’s getting cold. She’ll be wanting

  to get back to brooding that eaglet. You were right first time, love. Something . . . and someone, most like, disturbed her.’




  Mary looked curiously at her Neil as he patiently searched the hills through his binoculars. She allowed herself the luxury, as she sipped some strong, sweet tea, to stare at his profile and

  love it, detail by detail. His tanned outdoorsman’s face had planes and surfaces that reminded her of the physical map in an atlas. Ben Howie she’d nicknamed his rather prominent,

  aquiline nose – ‘Ben’ being Gaelic for mountain. She noticed that his eyes crinkled with the concentration of gazing through the binoculars, but they crinkled, she thought, into

  the same laughter lines that came with his frequent smile. She wanted to put her hand out and feel the soft, brown hair that curled slightly at the nape of his neck. She loved the eagerness and

  passion of her policeman who spoke in such a fatherly, husbandly way of eagles. Yet, it saddened her that they had now been engaged for three years and he had still not asked her to name the day.

  Still had not attempted to make love to her. She longed to ask him why but could never find the words. When it pricked her pride that he might not find her as attractive as she would wish, then she

  reminded herself of his Christian principles. How could she (and why should she), a well-brought-up Presbyterian girl, try to force this good, kind man into sex before marriage? Or so she persuaded

  herself. Even though the ache of this incompleteness in their relationship sometimes seemed intolerable.




  His passionate nature Neil Howie showed her in so many other ways. In his love of birds. In the quiet, but incandescent joy his religion gave him. In the deep involvement with the quality of

  justice that he brought to his police work. Mary knew that these were not really separate facets of her Neil but logically, spiritually linked parts of the whole man. Knowing the law, in Christian

  Scotland, to be based on the teachings of Christ, he saw his work, in the police, as an opportunity to give a practical expression to his faith and convictions. What her Presbyterian church called

  ‘bearing witness’ and what his Episcopalian church called ‘living your life in Christ’. His love of birds, for instance, he expressed practically, not sentimentally, and yet

  he had told Mary that birds, their lives, their beauty, and the many mysteries still attached to them (that baffled scientific explanation), all this was, to him, an endless reminder of the wonder

  of God’s creation. Neil Howie used his knowledge of the creatures, and his power as a policeman, to watch over them and, wherever he lawfully could, to protect their environment.




  He rested his eyes for a moment and took a sip of hot tea while Mary gazed watchfully towards the mountain.




  ‘There’s another bird!’ she cried suddenly, entirely forgetting their voice drill. ‘It’s coming from Ben Sluie. Could it be the male?’




  ‘It won’t be any other bird. Not on an eagle’s territory,’ said Howie, searching the sky where Mary was pointing. Then he found the bird and refocused his

  binoculars fast.




  ‘That’s him all right. Och, will you look at the speed of him, Mary! But he’s still quite high. Wait till you see him stoop. More than a hundred miles an hour they can do when

  they stoop. If chummy’s out there hidden in one of those ravines in the heather, this’ll be a grand way to winkle him out,’ and Howie spoke as if he identified strongly with the

  male eagle about to stoop on the wrongdoer.




  The female eagle was slowly descending towards her nest while her mate slowed his approach and hovered high over the eyrie. Then suddenly he seemed to fall out of the sky, diving tangentially

  towards a fold in the hillside below the pile of rocks and the nest.




  ‘Dear God!’ exclaimed a surprised Howie. ‘The bastard’s only a hundred feet from the nest. He must have . . .’




  Howie had no time to finish his sentence, for a man stood up in the heather pointing a shotgun straight at the diving eagle. The two watchers could see the man’s shoulder take the kick

  from firing the gun before they heard the shot. But the blast echoed all around the hills when the sound came, and it was followed by a second shot an instant later. The stone crags of Ben Sluie

  seemed to answer with a fusillade of echoes.




  Then the diving eagle hit the man, knocking him out of Neil and Mary’s sight.




  ‘Mary, get, as fast as you can, to the telephone at Taskpool!’ said Howie. ‘Call the police station in Portlochlie and tell them I want two officers on the very next ferry.

  Tell them chummy’s armed, right now. They’ll get the magistrate’s permission to use a gun, if we need it.’ He saw her anxious face. ‘But we won’t, we

  won’t! So don’t worry!’ he added urgently.




  Mary hesitated. Howie was already sprinting out of the bracken and across the heather towards the spot where both eagle and man had disappeared. She felt she had to just ‘register’

  his departing body in her mind’s eye. The thick shoulders, tapering waist, and long legs of her Neil in his raw wool sweater and faded jeans. How absurd of him, she thought, to say

  ‘don’t worry’.




  ‘Please take care!’ she called after him and then started running down the long sloping plateau that led back to the ferry at Taskpool, which linked the barren scenic isle of Saint

  Ninian’s to the busy fishing port of Portlochlie. Try as she would she could not stop the tears that kept coming to her eyes. She tried to remind herself that no criminal in his right mind

  risks shooting a policeman in Britain. So universal is public approval of an unarmed police force that the criminal world would nearly always ‘hand over’ a cop killer. The nagging worry

  in the back of Mary’s mind was that the people who rob rare birds of their precious eggs are not normal criminals. Some, she knew, did not even do it for profit (although a golden

  eagle’s egg would be very valuable) but out of a collector’s insatiable acquisitiveness. Such a person might not act as would an everyday criminal. This last thought made her

  run even faster, though her lungs were almost bursting with the effort.




  Howie, meanwhile, was running with a trained athlete’s sense of pacing himself. Although rugby football was his sport, Howie played on the ‘wing’ and was used to a couple of

  hours, at a stretch, of almost incessant running. He watched the place where the man had disappeared but he kept a careful eye on the terrain around him. If the man had killed the eagle, and it was

  almost inconceivable that he hadn’t, why, he wondered, hadn’t he reappeared?




  Then he saw that the female eagle had left her nest again and was hovering above the spot where her mate had stooped. Instants later Howie had reached ground high enough for him to be able to

  see both the man and the male eagle.




  The man had evidently only wounded the bird for he was kneeling on the ground using the butt of the shotgun in a desperate attempt to keep the great, fluttering creature away from him. But the

  eagle kept attacking again and again, his claws and beak outstretched, only to be warded off with another swingeing blow from the gun. He hasn’t had time to reload, thought Howie, calculating

  that around four hundred more yards lay between him and the eagle’s attacker.




  Howie was sickened to see that the man had just broken the great bird’s wing. Gamely, the eagle made another attempt to fly at the man’s head but toppled pathetically sideways

  leaving his enemy a chance, at last, to stand up and fumble hurriedly for cartridges with which to reload his shotgun. He had just broken open the gun and was about to reload, when the female eagle

  stooped on him. She came so fast that only the sound of her wings made him start to raise his head before she had him by the shoulders, exactly as she might have grasped a hare or a lamb, her

  talons sinking straight into his flesh. The man shrieked, dropped his gun, and tried to shield his head against the she-eagle’s hammering beak.




  Howie had about two hundred yards more to go and used the distance to check the terrain ahead of him. He could see now that the bed of a stream had been used by the man to approach the eyrie.

  About a quarter of a mile away the stream disappeared over the hillside. Here, Howie knew, the hill descended steeply for another mile to the coast road that led to the small village of Talleter on

  the west side of the island.




  The man struggling with the eagle had flung himself to the ground, twisting his body to try to make the bird get off his back. It was the right manoeuvre because, after a savage peck at his

  face, the she-eagle soared away heading straight for her nest. The man grabbed his gun, which lay still ‘broken’ but with one cartridge in the breech. He snapped it closed and was

  cocking it when, for the first time, he saw Howie.




  ‘’Ullo there!’ gasped the man in a Londoner’s sharp, nasal whine. ‘That f—g bird f—g near killed me . . . Hey. What the f—!’




  Howie had never paused for an instant in his run. On the contrary he had increased his pace as if he were coming around the goalposts for a touchdown. The man just had time to bring the gun up

  and try to ward him off, or perhaps even to shoot at him, when Howie left the ground in a flying rugby tackle that gripped the man’s thighs just above the knees, and brought him to the ground

  with a bone-jangling crash. Howie had snatched hold of the gun, expelled the cartridge, and hurled the weapon away into the heather before the man could catch his breath. But he had no time to

  utter a word because Howie at once grabbed one of his wrists with both hands and spun him over onto his face, forcing his arm up his back as far as the shoulder blades. He ignored the man’s

  shout of pain and looked over at the still fluttering body of the male eagle. The bird was clearly dead and mercifully so, considering the fearful injuries it had suffered.




  ‘I’m a police officer!’ Howie barked the fact in the man’s ear. ‘I’m charging you with killing a golden eagle and I’m cautioning you that anything you

  say may be taken down and used in evidence. Now get on your feet, man!’




   




  *




  The last ferry left the small township of Taskpool on Saint Ninian’s Isle an hour before sunset that evening.




  Neil Howie and Mary Bannock stood on the tiny upper deck and watched the seabirds. Below, on the vehicle deck, the eagle killer sat in a police car, his head and shoulders bandaged and his

  wrists handcuffed.




  ‘What’ll he get, Neil?’ asked Mary, referring to the prisoner.




  ‘Probably just a fine if it’s a first offence. Which I doubt. I’m sure he’s working for some bloody collector down in London. It sounds daft but the firearm offence could

  be more serious for him if it turns out he hasn’t got a licence. Of course he says he’s lost it but that’s easy to check.’




  ‘What do they give you if you wipe out the last of a species?’ she asked.




  ‘The same!’ answered Howie bitterly. ‘I just thank God that someone in Talleter yesterday tipped us off about that bastard or he might have wiped out the whole nest. Of course,

  they probably didn’t know he’d got a gun with him.’




  Howie sloughed off his anger as he watched the water birds and went on: ‘Och, don’t let’s think about him, Mary. Look at him. He’s early!’ He pointed to a

  bird perched on the big wooden posts which, clad with old car tyres, lined the ferry dock.




  ‘I don’t recognize him,’ admitted Mary.




  ‘A great shearwater, I think,’ said Howie. ‘Early for him to be hereabouts.’




  On the trip across the five-mile strait to Portlochlie they enjoyed themselves identifying four different kinds of gull: the common gull, the blackhead, the greater blackbacked, and the herring

  gull. Although none of these gulls was rare, Howie always recorded the birds he’d seen during the day each evening before he went to bed. He made a point of noting what they’d been

  doing, whether preening, nest building, feeding, migrating, or whatever. It was a discipline that was not dissimilar to the notes he made each night in connection with his police work. He always

  categorized people he’d interviewed in a case. He tried to remember first impressions and record them. The eagle killer would be as dispassionately noted as his victim.




  It was while he and Mary were identifying gulls that Constable McTaggart hurried up and put a letter into Sergeant Howie’s hands. Hugh McTaggart was an unambitious officer who, although

  quite a bit older than Howie, had often been passed over for promotion. Partly, perhaps, because he made no secret of the fact that he preferred fly-fishing to police work.




  ‘It’s an anonymous letter for you, Sergeant,’ said McTaggart. ‘Came this morning. Sorry, I forgot it just now. What with all the excitement of getting chummy patched up.

  D’you know the doc told him he was sorry he could not let him bleed to death after he saw what was left of the eagle.’




  ‘Is it just the usual filth?’ asked the sergeant, wearily taking the letter from McTaggart.




  ‘C’mon, Sergeant. You ken I’d have no bothered you with it if it was not important.’ McTaggart was slightly aggrieved.




  ‘Of course not, Hugh. Sorry,’ said Sergeant Howie who had already started to read the letter attentively.




  

    

      Dear Sergeant Howie,




      None of us have seen May Morrison’s daughter, Rowan, since last year. She is only twelve and has been missing from her home for many months.




      She couldn’t have left the island by herself. She’s too young. Her mother won’t say anything about it. Just to mind my own business. Well, I reckon it’s all our

      business if a kid disappears, that’s why I’m writing you this letter.




      Signed,




      

        

          A child lover on Summerisle.


        


      




      P.S. I enclose a picture of Rowan Morrison.


    


  




   




  He looked at the snapshot of a pretty auburn-haired twelve-year-old girl standing in front of a blossoming apple tree. It was a sunny, smiling face with the fair Scandinavian cast to the

  features that is often found in the outer isles where, in the dark ages, the Vikings raped and pillaged, leaving little but their blondness and a few place names behind. The envelope clearly bore

  the date stamp of Summerisle, the farthest west of the Outer Hebrides group of isles and, although populated, a private island that Sergeant Howie had never previously had reason to visit.




  ‘Can I have a word with you, Sergeant?’ McTaggart seemed not to want to speak what he had on his mind in front of Mary.




  Sergeant Howie nodded and walked with McTaggart to the taffrail overlooking the vehicles in the centre of the vessel.




  ‘Will you be flying there on Monday?’ asked McTaggart, referring to the fact that Sergeant Howie would need to open up an investigation on Summerisle as soon as possible, but that

  the day he usually flew on his visits to the islands, in the police seaplane, was Monday and not, as the constable feared, on the morrow. Sergeant Howie absent on a Sunday invariably meant that

  McTaggart, being the senior constable, had to remain in charge of the Portlochlie police station.




  ‘Monday?’ Howie spoke sharply. ‘The child’s already been missing from her home for some time. It’s an urgent case, man, no doubt about it. I’d go tonight if

  it wasn’t too late already to be flying to the isles before dark. I’m sorry, Hugh, but you’ll have to be on duty again tomorrow. Clock up a little more overtime. Reorganize the

  roster with the other lads till I get back.’




  ‘Oh, bullshit, Sergeant! Lots of kids wander off. She’s maybe fallen down some cliff. Why don’t we radio them?’ McTaggart was angry that the sergeant’s zealousness

  was going to cost him a day’s fishing.




  ‘On Summerisle? You know damn well, Hugh, it’s got no radio. No telephone. Just the packet boat calling once a week.’ Howie spoke with a quiet, firm authority that closed the

  matter.




  ‘What time will you be going?’ asked McTaggart, resigned now.




  ‘After the early service, around eight thirty,’ said Howie, referring to his intention to go to the early Communion service at Saint Andrew’s Episcopal Church. ‘Have you

  ever been to Summerisle?’ the sergeant went on, chatty now that he had quelled McTaggart’s small rebellion.




  ‘No. But I’ve tasted the famous Summerisle apples of course,’ answered McTaggart thoughtfully. ‘But it’s strange, isn’t it? All that fruit.’




  ‘The whole place is a bit strange by all accounts. No licensing laws. Dancing on Sunday. Oh, that’d appeal to a heathen like you, McTaggart.’




  Sergeant Howie laughed as he said this for it was a joke between them that Hugh McTaggart resented all the Presbyterian-inspired Scottish laws relating to the Sabbath, mostly for the extra work

  it involved policing them. Privately, Howie agreed with the older man, but for different reasons. He could not think of the small-minded, mean-spirited horrors of the Scottish Sabbath as God-given.

  But to him the law was the law, however he felt about it.




  McTaggart returned to the police car to keep his eye on chummy, and Howie rejoined Mary to watch the different birds that marked their approach to the mainland. Many were the birds you would

  expect to see around a busy fishing harbour, gulls and other scavengers. But Mary pointed to a kittiwake and reported having seen some eider ducks flying across the marshes to the south of the dock

  at Portlochlie, which they were now approaching. Her Neil politely asked her to describe the colouring of the ducks and then, before she had time to register her indignation at his disbelief, he

  became quite excited to see a bird he was sure could only be a rare ivory gull. It hovered above the ferry’s wake but they could not easily see the underside of its wings. Howie decided to

  list it as a ‘reported’ sighting.




  Meanwhile the ferry made its arrival at Portlochlie, distracting the couple’s attention from the birds. The town lay to the north of the dock, a mixture of the whitewashed, terraced houses

  of the poor and the solid reddish granite buildings of the well-to-do. Howie watched the ferrymen getting the police car off first and saw McTaggart turn on the winking blue light on top of the

  vehicle and speed away to the local hospital to get chummy some further medical attention before locking him up for the night.




  When all the cars had left the ferry, Neil and Mary noticed two cars waiting to come aboard. One of the deckhands went over to the leading car.




  ‘There’s no more tonight!’ he said to the driver who had wound down his window.




  ‘I told you that was the last one!’ said an American woman’s voice from inside the car.




  While the deckhand went to break the bad news to the second car, Howie paused. He subscribed fully to the motto that a policeman is always on duty, but now he could see that he would have to

  perform a rather unpleasant duty that he knew the deckhand had shirked. The latter was already hurrying towards the Admiral Cochrane Public House that quenches the thirst of those who take the

  ferry between Portlochlie and Saint Ninian’s Isle. Except, of course, on the Sabbath when the ferry doesn’t run and all the pubs in Portlochlie are closed in deference to the edict of

  Scotland’s Presbyterian majority.




  ‘Good evening, sir,’ said Sergeant Howie to the driver of the first car, a greying man of about fifty with a pleasant, tanned face. ‘I’m afraid there’ll be no more

  ferries till Monday morning!’




  ‘You’re kidding?’ the American voice expressed disbelief. ‘Forgive me, but why the hell not?’ he added, getting out of his car.




  ‘What’s that he said?’ asked the woman from inside the car. ‘I can’t get a word they say with these accents.’




  ‘Zilch till Monday!’ translated her husband patiently. ‘We’re going to have to shlep back into town here and find a hotel.’




  ‘What?’ came the American lady’s voice pitched several semitones above the shrike in full song. ‘Well you tell him we got reservations over on Saint

  whosit’s island tonight!’




  ‘Yeah, well we missed the last ferry, hon’,’ said the American hopelessly, looking rather appealingly at Neil and Mary as if he hoped they’d be able to produce some

  answer that would save him from his wife’s wrath. But the lady herself was about to take charge of the situation, getting out of the car and staring across at Neil Howie rather

  accusingly.




  ‘You in charge here?’ she asked.




  ‘No, madam!’ said Howie civilly. ‘I’m a police officer, off duty. But if I can help in any way?’




  ‘Okay. How come there’s no ferry till Monday?’ she asked.




  ‘Tomorrow’s the Sabbath, madam!’ said Howie. ‘In Scotland we observe the Sabbath.’ He spoke more like a tourist guide than a reproving Scot.




  At the mention of the Sabbath the lady looked momentarily surprised but then fell silent, suddenly getting back into the car, leaving her husband to cope with the problem. A man and a woman from

  the second car came and joined the American. Both were young and looked English. They had heard the foregoing conversation.




  ‘Know of a nice hotel we might get in?’ asked the English girl of Mary.




  ‘Here in town there’s the Rothsay Arms, but it’s really for “commercials”. It’s not very nice if you’re on holiday,’ said Mary. ‘But

  there’s the Highland Guest House, that’s ten miles down the coast with a beautiful view of the island. They say the food’s very good too.’




  ‘That I’ll believe when I taste it!’ said the American lady from inside the car.




  ‘D’you think they’ll have room for us, too?’ asked the American of Mary.




  ‘Och, at this time of year I’m sure they will,’ said Mary.




  ‘You turn right at the main road,’ said Howie directing them. ‘Then keep going. It’s almost ten miles. On the right-hand side, there’s a big sign.’




  The English couple went back to their car without further ado and drove off, but the American hesitated.




  ‘Thank you for your help,’ he said to Neil and Mary. ‘Just one other thing. D’you think we’ll be able to get a drink there? Our own Sabbath just ended and I

  wouldn’t want to spend the next thirty-six hours without a drink if I can avoid it.’




  ‘You better believe it!’ came his wife’s voice from inside the car. Howie smiled. He rather liked this man and was fascinated to realize that he was probably a Jew. You met

  very few Jews in the Highlands and they intrigued Howie rather as if they were a rare and precious breed of bird.




  ‘The laws of Scotland,’ he said, ‘are particularly kind to bona fide travellers such as yourselves. The Guest House is fully licensed to sell you drink of any kind all day or

  night, even on a Sunday if you want. Let me make a call for you and tell them you’re coming so they’ll keep you some supper. What’s the name?’




  ‘Eisenbaum,’ said the American. ‘Jean and Paul Eisenbaum.’




  Later, after Neil had telephoned the Highland Guest House for the Eisenbaums, from the bar of the Admiral Cochrane, and had a drink with them and seen them on their way, they stayed and ate a

  pub dinner of game pie and pickles, washed down with bitter beer.




  ‘Well, she certainly mellowed a bit after a wee drink,’ said Mary adding, ‘Jewish people fascinate you, don’t they, Neil?’




  ‘Aye. They do,’ he acknowledged. ‘Imagine believing you’re God’s chosen people and there being quite a lot of evidence to support the idea: Abraham, Noah, Moses,

  Jesus, Saint Paul, Karl Marx, Freud, Einstein to name but a few. Imagine having a book that is like a tribal diary trying to trace your ancestry direct to Adam and Eve . . .’




  ‘Hey!’ interrupted Mary laughing. ‘Don’t forget I belong to a fundamentalist religion too. You Episcopalians don’t properly believe in the Good Book!’




  ‘We don’t take the Old Testament literally. But no more do most of you Presbyterians!’ retorted Howie, amused. ‘You all drink like fishes on the Sabbath, behind closed

  doors, and then go right out and vote for dry Sundays.’




  ‘I do not drink like a fish on Sundays,’ laughed Mary. ‘And I voted for wet Sundays! But then I’m not very religious really, as you know. When we’re

  married you’ll have to have all the religion for both of us. Are you ever sorry you gave up the idea of being a priest?’




  ‘No, not really,’ said Neil Howie thoughtfully. ‘But it would have been a challenge, here in Scotland, to be a priest of a minority religion like the Episcopalians. Mary, you

  know I think of the police now as my ministry. It doesn’t rankle any more. That’s the truth!’




  ‘But?’ Mary insisted. She worried that his failure to graduate from the seminary still hurt, even if he himself could believe that it no longer rankled.




  ‘But it was the first, and, I hope, the last time I failed in what I set out to do. Did I ever tell you why I failed?’




  ‘No,’ answered Mary, who had never dared pry into this part of his life. She had sensibly waited till he would tell her about it of his own accord. And she had waited a long time.

  ‘No, you never did,’ she added simply, waiting.




  ‘It was no any academic problem,’ he said, a bit defensively. ‘I did fine in the Latin and the Greek and all that. It was a matter of attitude. I think today . . . if

  I was being interviewed by the bishop today . . . I’d have passed.’




  ‘Things have changed,’ said Mary consolingly.




  ‘Changed?’ Howie was surprised. ‘No, things haven’t changed. I’ve changed. Being in the police has made me more, more . . .’ He searched for

  the word and then he said, sounding still dissatisfied, ‘more flexible.’




  ‘More tolerant?’ Mary suggested as being nearer to what he meant and came directly upon the residual seminarian in her Neil.




  ‘No, you cannot tolerate what is not the truth. Not for yourself anyway. Nor can you really tolerate actions that go directly against God’s word. I can’t do that as a

  person any more than as a police officer I can tolerate people breaking the law of the land!’




  ‘So what has changed in you?’ asked Mary insistently.




  ‘Och, I used to feel very strongly about the proliferation of daft religions here in Scotland. The “wee frees” down in places like Plockton with their three-day Sabbaths. The

  Baptists and your lot, love, who both believe they’re “elect of God”. That they’re justified through faith, which would be fine, except that then they add that they believe

  God handed them out the faith like a club membership. So they’re all members of the Elect Club and close the pubs and stop other people doing a stroke of useful work on Sundays. Daft of

  course. Harmless, you’d say, except that then they look down on everybody else who don’t belong to their Elect Club, just like some people accuse the Jews of doing. But I say if the

  Baptists or your kirk of God had produced one man, let alone the Son of God, who could change the faith and the hope of the world, not to forget the course of history, they might have a reason to

  think of themselves as elect.’




  ‘Was that part of your sermon in front of your bishop?’ hazarded Mary.




  ‘It was,’ said her Neil, smiling ruefully.




  ‘But did he disagree with you?’ she asked gently.




  ‘No. But we live in ecumenical times and he thought I was determined to declare war on the other churches; and so in a way I was.’ Howie laughed out loud remembering what he had

  wanted to preach. ‘Do you want to hear what I selected as the first goal of my ministry?’




  She nodded, smiling her encouragement at him, waiting for it all to come out.




  ‘I was going to preach that Scotland would be a happier place if it delivered itself into the love of God through the love of its fellow men. Simply that! Forgetting the fire and brimstone

  of the Old Testament. Forgetting the nitpicking over whether Jesus turned water into wine or grape juice and all that. What kind of a Redeemer can they be imagining, Mary, when they tell us that He

  came to a wedding where the booze hadn’t arrived so he took the wellwater and turned it into some nutty fruit drink? To tell a tale like that of Him is, surely, blasphemy?’




  ‘You’d have made a lovely preacher, Neil,’ said Mary, ‘but I’m glad you’re a policeman just the same. I don’t think I could have ever lived up to being

  your wife if you’d been a priest. I’d have felt that I had to help carry on the argument by your side. And it’s not that I don’t agree with most of what you say,

  but I know that I could never say it with quite enough conviction to convert anybody else.’




  ‘In that case you’d have made the perfect, average Episcopalian, Mary!’ said ‘her Neil’, aware, even as he said it, that he wished he hadn’t.




  Mary fell into a silence that she knew seemed like a sulk but which she could not help, because she was on the brink of tears. She so wanted to be what he required of her. If only she could

  always know exactly what that was. She didn’t fear that he wanted to change her personality and mould her, although subconsciously she knew it was hard for him to avoid preaching and

  teaching. She had read Germaine Greer and assumed that the goals of her thesis were the future, but was by no means sure that they worked. Not for her, anyway. She had explained

  to Neil that she loved his enthusiasms, that they excited her. She had hardly dared to say to herself, let alone to him, that she, as a woman, waited with increasing impatience for some of his

  passion to be channelled into loving her physically.




  In his car that they had left that morning in the parking lot of the Admiral Cochrane, he now drove her home. She sat beside him remembering the biblical description of how the Virgin Mary

  ‘pondered these things in her heart’. She did likewise.




  The streets through which they drove were newly washed with rain. Worthy shops, selling no-nonsense goods, stood dark and innocent of neon signs along streets that echoed to the footfall of men

  wandering home from pubs. A few noisy youths streamed from the bus station after a trip to watch the home soccer team play away. Women were pulling their curtains, shutting in their aspidistras for

  the night, making private their disrobing themselves of the layers of wool that protected their pale Scots bodies from the uncertain climate. The lights of throbbing downtown Portlochlie were red,

  green, and amber only and presided over precious little traffic at this already ungodly hour.




  He stopped outside her parents’ detached home with its immaculate, rockery garden glinting in the streetlight. The street was entirely deserted except for a lone jogger. Howie noted this

  figure, as he noted anyone or anything remotely unusual that crossed his daily path. The eccentricity that caught his eye, in this case, had more to do with the man’s dress than the fact that

  he should be jogging at all at this late hour of the night. A tall man, he wore a tracksuit, rather garish American-style sneakers, and a woollen balaclava helmet that left only his eyes open to

  the night air. To jog, to run in a woollen mask, the kind that night watchmen used on building sites in winter, was perhaps what really made Howie register the man. The night was cold

  certainly, but not that cold. And the man ran athletically, his long legs scissoring in carefully measured paces, using the balls of his sneakered feet. Didn’t the wool curtail his

  breathing or had it some disguising purpose? Up to no good, Howie thought and realized guiltily that Mary was sitting beside him nursing her hurt at what he had said in the pub, damning her with

  his faint praise that she’d be an ideal, trimming Episcopalian.




  Her home was already dark for her parents always retired after the ten o’clock news on television. He turned and looked at her face, rather pale in the lamplight, and found that she could

  not meet his eyes.




  ‘A penny?’ he asked, making an offering for her thoughts.




  ‘Not worth that much!’ she said in a small timorous voice.




  But now she looked up at him and he recognized in her expression something that he knew to be more than caring and devotion. It was, for him, uncomfortably intense, this look of hers, because he

  understood it to be adoration, no less. He had always hesitated with Mary, pausing at the brink of what he felt. But now, in an instant of self-revelation, that he was sure was God-given, he

  realized how cold and mean and selfish he would be if he did not, at once, welcome all her love; if he did not take from her all that she longed to give and lavish on her all the love he was

  capable of giving. He realized that it was he who was afraid of being inadequate. That this was a kind of cowardice of the soul that he must learn, with her help, to conquer. Neil felt

  enormously contrite, and tender towards her now. To ‘she’ who didn’t think her thoughts were worth a penny to him.




  ‘Och, that’s not true. Is it, Mary? Not true at all?’ he asked gently, and suddenly, too moved for words, he put his arms around her body and his lips to her downy cheek and

  kissed her. To her dismay Mary found she could no longer hold back her tears and sobbed helplessly on his shoulder.
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