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      Lillian Beckwith

    


    Lillian Comber wrote fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children under the pseudonym Lillian Beckwith. She is best known for her series of comic novels based on her time living on a croft in the Scottish Hebrides.


    Beckwith was born in Ellesmere Port, Cheshire, in 1916, where her father ran a grocery shop. The shop provided the background for her memoir About My Father’s Business, a child’s eye view of a 1920s family. She moved to the Isle of Skye with her husband in 1942, and began writing fiction after moving to the Isle of Man with her family twenty years later. She also completed a cookery book, Secrets from a Crofter’s Kitchen (Arrow, 1976).


    Since her death, Beckwith’s novel A Shine of Rainbows has been made into a film starring Aidan Quinn and Connie Nielsen, which in 2009 won ‘Best Feature’ awards at the Heartland and Chicago Children’s Film Festivals.
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      Vocabulary

    


    Cailleach — Old woman
Bodach — Old man
Mo ghaoil — My dear
Strupak — A cup of tea and a bite to eat
Crack — A gossipy chat
Ealasaid — Elizabeth
He breeah! — It is fine!
Ceilidh — A meeting for gossip and song


  

    

      Johnny Comic

    


    The storm-force wind was blasting squalls of incredibly wet and heavy rain across the loch, blotting out the hills and the sky and flaying the rusty grass of the crofts until it cringed back into the ground from which it had sprung so ebulliently only a few short months earlier. All day there had been semi-dusk and when I had returned soaked and shivering from the moors that morning after a long hunt to give Bonny her morning hay, I had promised myself I would do nothing but change into dry clothes, put some food on a tray and then sit by the fire with a book. Nothing, that is, until it was time for me to don my sticky oilskins and my coldly damp sou’wester, strain on wet gumboots and go seeking Bonny again with her evening feed.


    There was no doubt Bruach cows were hardy creatures and it took hardy humans to live up to them. Left to roam the treeless, craggy moors for nine months of the year the cattle had to seek shelter where they could from the fierce winds, lashing hail, rain and even snow which beset the Hebrides from about September onwards. The cows, being wise creatures, could be relied upon to find it. The humans, being not so wise, were not nearly so reliable. So, with a milk pail in one hand, a stick in the other, a sack of hay roped to our backs, we plodded the thousands of acres of moor, more often than not in combat with a gale-force wind that hurled stinging rain into our faces. Panting and praying, we climbed up rocks with the intention of gaining a better view; dejected and swearing, we wallowed in bogs with no intention at all.


    I use the plural pronoun because on the surface this was what we all appeared to do, but I suspect privately that I, being an acolyte, was the only one who was really exasperated by the weather, by the cantankerousness of the cows or by the time it all took. The rest of the crofters knew their weather better, they knew their moors better and, in the short days of winter, time to them was only a hiatus between getting up and the evening ceilidh and they had no particular preference as to how they helped it along.


    ‘But why don’t you put bells on the cattle like they do in Switzerland?’ asked a woman tourist to whom I once described our sufferings. It was easy to discern that she was dreaming pleasant dreams of ‘a little cottage in the Highlands and a cow for milk’ when she retired. It was then an evening of summer calm when the protesting cry of a disturbed heron seemed to stab the night with its volume and one could almost hear the whisper of gulls’ wings as they dawdled homeward.


    ‘It wouldn’t work here,’ I told her. ‘The wind’s far too strong in winter. You wouldn’t be able to hear a peal of church bells in a good gale.’


    ‘But surely if you had a telescope you could just climb the highest hill and then you could see all round.’


    She made it all sound so easy and I tried to explain to her how impossible it would be for anyone, burdened with hay, to climb the highest hill and then hold a telescope in the teeth of a gale and that even a telescope won’t bend and look into innumerable secret corries.


    I recognised in her remarks the suspicion a stranger is so apt to form on first acquaintance with the Hebrides—that the crofter prefers to make life difficult for himself and that he has a built-in resistance to progress. But experience had taught me there was no other way to keep a self-willed Highland cow in a village where crofts were traditionally unfenced, hay was as traditionally scarce and where the cows themselves were as suspicious of a bowl of concentrates as they might be of a bowl of hot cinders. The majority of them tolerated only three additions to their heather and hay diet: a ‘potach’, which is scalded oatmeal pressed into a ball; a bowl of boiled potatoes dried off with oatmeal; or a bowl of boiled seaweed mashed up with salt herring and dried off with oatmeal. As you could always smell out the kitchen of a crofter who fed his cows on this last delicacy Bonny never got the chance to try it. I had once tried to ingratiate myself with her by buying a bag of turnips and offering them to her at first whole, then chopped up in a bowl and sprinkled with oatmeal, and then, desperately, piece by piece in my fingers. She merely blew her nose over them and me and I formed the opinion then that there can be few creatures in the world that can express disdain so sublimely as a Highland cow. I offered the remaining turnips round the village but neither the cows nor the humans evinced any interest whatever.


    ‘Not even that queer beastie of Kirsty’s will so much as look at them,’ reported Morag, ‘an’ yon’s the one will eat chocolate cake and jam sandwiches and oranges if she’ll get the chance.’


    Morag and I shared the rest of the turnips between us and ate them ourselves.


    I was thinking of these things at I put on dry clothes, poured out a plate of soup, drew my chair close to the fire and put my book in readiness on the table. As I turned to sit down my eye caught an unexpected flicker of movement through the salt-encrusted window, and dreading that it was part of the byre roof or hen house blowing away I hurried to peer out.


    ‘Oh blast!’ I exclaimed as the movement resolved itself into the wind-flapped edge of a man’s overcoat. I had lulled myself into thinking that the malevolence of the day would have ensured for me an afternoon of complete privacy but I had forgotten that there was one man who was completely undeterred from his ramblings whatever the weather. ‘Oh well,’ I thought resignedly, ‘better him than to see the byre roof taking off, I suppose.’


    Johnny Comic came in through the gate and turned to shut it, patting it tenderly as though telling it, as he would a dog, to stay there quietly until he returned. This curious tenderness for everything, animate or inanimate, was typical of Johnny and he would no more have dreamed of hurting the feelings of a gate by rushing through it and slamming it after him than he would have of hurting the feelings of a friend by refusing to acknowledge a greeting. He was a strange-looking man, so oddly shaped it looked as if his mother might have made him herself from a ‘do-it-yourself’ kit and that he had then blundered rather than grown into manhood. He was slightly built, his legs being disproportionately long and hampered with large feet like road shovels; one leg was longer than the other so that it dragged as he walked. His arms were short, while great hands with thick fingers hung from them like bunches of bananas. His eyes were the guileless blue of childhood; his skin pale and smooth as a woman’s, and the grey curls around his head were soft and fine as the seed-head of a dandelion. Indeed, one felt one needed only to puff once, twice, perhaps three times, to disperse them all.


    I opened the door to him and he stood on the threshold smiling broadly, confident of his welcome, while the kitchen door slammed with a vehemence that juddered all the china on the dresser.


    ‘My, but it’s coarse, coarse weather,’ he paused to say politely before he stepped inside, despite the fact that the rain was sluicing in through the open door and the wind whipped the hall pictures into a frenzy of swinging and was now wrapping the wet doormat around my legs.


    ‘Go in to the fire quickly, Johnny,’ I urged, smoothering my exasperation as I leaned hard on the door to shut it against the bullying rush of the wind.


    He writhed out of his top layer of clothing, which comprised various pieces of oilskin of assorted shapes, and threw them down on the stairs. Still murmuring faint comments on the weather he wandered into the kitchen, pulled my chair away from the fire where I had placed it and sat himself down.


    ‘I’ll make a wee strupak as soon as I’ve had my soup,’ I told him, and sat down opposite him. It was no use offering Johnny soup, that I knew, for his diet was restricted to a plate of porridge and three hard-boiled eggs. For each one of his three meals, every day, it was the same, varying only when he took a ‘wee strupak’ with neighbours, when he would permit himself a piece of girdle scone with jam. He ate neither meat nor vegetables, nor even bread and butter. I was staggered when he had first told me and had sought confirmation from others who knew him.


    ‘Aye, and it’s right enough,’ they told me. ‘Ever since he was old enough to take it that’s all he’s lived on.’ Which made me suspect that death for Johnny, like Peter Pan, ‘Would be an awfully great adventure.’


    As I ate my soup I watched Johnny, who had extracted a piece of wood from deep in his pocket and was whittling away at it inexpertly with a knife that I knew from experience was as blunt as a stick of rhubarb, and pondered on why he, specifically, had been dubbed ‘Comic’, a label which I felt could have been much more aptly bestowed on so many other inhabitants of the village. No one seemed to know how he had come by it. Old men, drawing the ‘pension’, recalled that even in his schooldays he had been ‘Johnnie Comic’ to schoolmaster and scholars alike.


    ‘He was always the clown, was Johnny,’ they invariably added, ‘and he took in no learning save what the schoolmaster leathered in through the seat of his breeks.’


    I had first met Johnny the day I moved into my own cottage in Bruach when, as soon as the furniture had been carried in and the willing helpers had left to attend to their cattle, he had suddenly appeared outside the window, where he had settled himself, elbows resting comfortably on the sill, and had subjected me to an embarrassing mute scrutiny as I wrestled with a reluctant stove and endeavoured in the midst of chaos to cook myself a meal. When I appeared to be looking for something he would peer anxiously into the room, pressing his face against the glass. When I seemed to have found whatever I was looking for he would grin and nod with satisfaction. He did not live in the village and I had never seen him before but eventually for both our sakes I called him to come inside; for a moment his expression was one of horror and then he almost fell in his anxiety to get away from the window. By the time I had reached the door he was hurrying across the moor as fast as he could go.


    ‘Ach, but mo ghaoil, he’ll not be knowin’ you and he’d be frightened likely that you’d seduct him. The lads tease him, the wretches,’ Morag explained when I told her of the incident.


    Once I was settled in my cottage Johnny, apparently having no more fear of or less aversion to losing his pudicity, got over his mistrust of me and became a regular visitor. Every couple of weeks he would walk to Bruach over the moor, his awkward shambling gait seeming to carry him rapidly across country in all kinds of weather without any sign of distress. He came, as he explained, because he thought I’d like a ceilidh, but his real reason for visiting me, though it was never allowed to emerge until towards the end of his stay, was to sell me some article he had made and thereby earn a few coppers for ‘wootpines’, for he loved a clandestine smoke and his sister Kirsty, with whom he lived, appropriated all his pension. Sometimes it would be a small model boat made from driftwood, sometimes a glass netfloat in a piece of herring net, but more often than not it would be a heather besom. The frequency with which he offered me these indeed suggested that he himself had little faith in the lasting quality of his handiwork; if he ever noticed the ingenious windbreak I contrived of upended besoms he never commented on it.


    I brewed tea, spread some pieces of scone with jam and put them beside him on the table. Then I made some excuse to go upstairs. My first attempts to entertain Johnny had been embarrassing for both of us. I had poured out a cup of tea and placed it beside him along with a plate of scones. He had sugared the tea and stirred it, wiping the spoon carefully on his coat sleeve before replacing it in the basin. All the time I was drinking my own tea he had talked politely, never so much as glancing at his own cup so that it had got quite cold. I had offered to empty his cup and refill it with hot tea and he had accepted with alacrity. Once again he had repeated the ritual of sugaring it and wiping the spoon, but despite my urgings he had again left it to go cold, and still had not touched the scones. Feeling a little piqued I had filled his cup yet again with hot tea and then quite without design I had gone to get something from the shed. When I returned after only a very brief, interval the tea had disappeared and so had all the scones. The next time he came much the same thing had happened but by the time he paid his third visit I knew what was expected of me and obliged accordingly.


    When I came downstairs after a discreetly judged interval Johnny had finished his strupak and was leaning back in the chair.


    ‘More tea or scone, Johnny?’ I offered.


    ‘No, thank you, I’ve done lovely,’ he replied, lifting one of his large hands in a gesture of repression. He waited expectantly until from the dresser I reached down a jar of baking-soda and a spoon which I kept especially for Johnny. Avidly he dug in the spoon and with obvious relish swallowed three or four heaped spoonfuls of the powder, spilling it down his jersey in his eagerness to get the spoon into his mouth. Then he replaced the jar on the table, dusted down the front of his jersey and leaned back in his chair to stare tranquilly at the ceiling and to remain splendidly indifferent to his own loud and fulsome belchings which when I had first heard them had filled me with consternation but which now I accepted with only slight uneasiness. Once, thinking I was doing Johnny a good turn, I had refused the baking-soda, but when I had returned to the kitchen the trail of white powder from the dresser to Johnny’s chair had told its own tale and I was so ashamed of myself for causing the look of guilt on Johnny’s normally ingenuous face that I never had the heart to refuse again.


    The belchings diminished in volume and I started to move about the kitchen, wishing that Johnny would realise that it would soon be dusk and that I had yet to go and milk my cow. It was unthinkable that the solicitous ‘Ach, but I’m keeping you back’, which is the polite Bruach way of telling a stranger it is high time he went, should be used by an English woman to a Gael. I groped for an alternative. On the dresser was a bowl of peanuts still in their shells which had been sent to me from England. Taking a good handful I put them into a bag and offered them to Johnny.


    ‘Take these home to Kirsty,’ I said.


    Johnny turned them over suspiciously. ‘Which is these?’ he asked me.


    ‘They’re peanuts,’ I told him. ‘Very good to eat.’


    He still continued to turn them between his large fingers.


    ‘I’m taking some with me to chew while I’m looking for the cow.’


    ‘Aye?’ he agreed uncertainly. He put them in his pocket and went through into the hall where I heard him struggling into his jigsaw of oilskins. I rushed out of the back door to get meal for Bonny’s potach and to collect the milk pail. When I came back into the kitchen Johnny met me with an approving smile.


    ‘Them things is good, good,’ he asserted.


    ‘What things?’ I asked stupidly, my mind on the task ahead.


    ‘Them nuts, you say. They’re good I’m tellin’ you.’


    ‘Oh, have you eaten some? I thought you’d like them,’ I said. ‘Here take some more to eat on your way home.’ I took another handful from the bowl. ‘Give me your bag and I’ll fill it up,’ I said, anxious to hurry him on his way so that I might look for Bonny without the dubious assistance of a torch. He proffered me an empty bag. ‘Have you eaten them all, Johnny?’ I asked, mildly astonished.


    ‘Aye, an’ they was good I’m sayin’.’


    I dribbled more nuts into his bag. ‘You’d better give me the shells and I’ll throw them into the fire,’ I said. ‘Otherwise Kirsty will be complaining that I encourage you to fill your pockets with rubbish.’


    ‘Shells?’ he repeated vaguely.


    ‘Yes, the shells off the peanuts. Have you thrown them away, thee?’ I glanced down at the floor hoping he had not scattered them at random as he did his wood chippings.


    ‘These has shells?’ he demanded, taking one from the bag and holding it up.


    ‘Why, yes, of course,’ I began to explain. ‘Look’, and then I broke off to stare at him with mounting concern. ‘Johnny, you didn’t eat the shells too,’ I accused.


    ‘I eat them,’ retorted Johnny proudly. ‘I eat all of them an’ they’re good, I’m tellin’ you.’ With great bravado he popped a couple of nuts into his mouth and chewed them noisily.


    ‘But, Johnny,’ I remonstrated, ‘you mustn’t eat the shells. They’ll give you terrible indigestion!’


    Completely unperturbed he continued to pop nuts into his mouth, still chewing with gusto. ‘Never have indigestion in my life,’ he assured me happily.


    ‘Never had indigestion!’ I exclaimed. ‘Then why on earth do you take all that baking-soda?’


    For a moment he looked vaguely perplexed, and then, wagging a finger at me, he recommended: ‘Take plenty bakin’ sody and never no indigestion. Just plenty sody.’


    I opened the door and the wind charged in. Johnny met it with a magnificent belch which had such a repelling effect that in the brief respite I managed to slam the door behind him.


    ‘Thank you for that, Johnny,’ I murmured with a smile and went to the task of getting into my gumboots and oilskins once again.


  

    

      Matters Marine

    


    Hector had decided to sell his boat Wayfarer so that he could buy a bigger one with more accommodation for passengers, for Bruach was being discovered by a steadily increasing number of campers and coach tourists and the crofters were confidently predicting that the coming season would be a bumper one. Some days after his advertisement had appeared in a Highland paper Hector turned up at my cottage with a sheaf of letters he had received in reply.


    ‘It’s a grand day,’ he proffered with beguilement in his blue eyes and a diffidence in his voice that was no doubt induced by the fact that it was at least six weeks since our last meeting and that I had, on that occasion, soundly upbraided him for daring to borrow my one and only toothbrush. He had been bewildered and hurt by my attack and had been quick to assure me that he had put the brush back most carefully in its tumbler beside the water bucket where it was always kept. What he hadn’t been able to reassure me about was why, when I came to use the toothbrush, its bristles should have been fuzzy with black hair that was exactly the same shade and texture as his own.


    ‘Why, Hector!’ I greeted him now with genuine cordiality, for no one could help loving him whatever he did, ‘where on earth have you been all this time? I don’t seem to have seen you for ages.’


    ‘Ach, I’m just where the tide left me when last you saw me,’ he said with a gloomy smile. I told him to sit down but he remained standing, shuffling from one foot to another and gnawing along the length of a grubby forefinger.


    ‘Behag was tellin’ me,’ he began, and then pushing up his peaked cap he rubbed an exploratory hand among the sparse hair it constrained. ‘I was wonderin’,’ he started again, this time pulling at his ear, ‘maybe would you do me a few wee letters on tsat machine you have? I’m tsinkin’ it would be quicker.’


    I looked up from the sewing machine on which I was running up a pair of gay new curtains. ‘Of course I’ll do them,’ I agreed. ‘Do you want them right away?’


    ‘Ach, no.’ With renewed confidence he drew up a chair and sat down beside me. ‘You can finish what you’re doin’ first,’ he told me magnanimously.


    I turned back to the machine.


    ‘Will I work the handle for you,’ he offered when he had watched me long enough to be sure the task required very little exertion. I said that I would prefer to do it myself and while I put on a new reel of cotton and re-threaded the needle he toyed delightedly with the material, rubbing it between his stained fingers and examining the bright red peonies with which it was patterned. ‘Tsese is nice flowers,’ he confided, ‘I mind they used to call tsem “chrissie-annies” in Glasgow when I was tsere.’


    When I commenced sewing again Hector bent over me anxiously. Now despite the fact that I need to wear spectacles for close work I flatter myself that I can run up a straight seam as neatly as anyone, but Hector, who admittedly had perfect eyesight, was so dubious of my skill that every few inches if he considered there was the slightest deviation he would give an audible ‘tech’ of concern and an enthusiastic twitch at the material, which resulted in the sewing of a pronounced ‘V’. I must confess I was too amused to curb his enthusiasm though by the time I had reached the end of the seam the stitching resembled a wavering flight of birds. I thought it might be more satisfactory if I finished the curtains when I was alone but he was insistent that the work should not be put aside just for his ‘few wee letters’. I suspected that he was thoroughly enjoying guiding what he no doubt believed to be my very erratic hand, and he seemed greatly disappointed when we had finished and I announced that I must press the curtains before they were hung so that he would have to wait until his next visit before he could admire the full effect of his collaboration.


    I put away the sewing machine and brought out the typewriter. ‘Now,’ I invited, when there was a sheet of paper in the machine, ‘tell me what you want to say.’


    He began to chew his finger again. ‘Well, what will I tell tsem?’ he demanded perplexedly.


    ‘What do you want to tell them?’ I retaliated.


    He put the letters down on the table beside me. ‘Well, tsat one wants to know is tse engine forrard or aft. You could tell him it’s aft.’ He brought up one of his knees and attempted to rub his chin on it. ‘Tsere’s anusser wants to know where is tse wheelhouse. You can tell tsem it’s aft too.’ He sat back limp and exhausted.


    I glanced quickly through the letters. ‘They all want to know the price you’re asking. You’ll need to give them an idea of that,’ I told him.


    Hector looked momentarily discomfited. He did not want me or anyone else in the village to know the price he had set on Wayfarer. ‘Well, now, I’ll not be knowin’ what to ask for her,’ he prevaricated. ‘Behag’s sayin’ one tsing and tse cailleach’s sayin’ anusser.’


    ‘We’ll leave that blank then, and you can fill it in when you and Behag have decided,’ I suggested.


    ‘Aye, aye. Tsat’ll be tse way of it.’ He cheered up instantly.


    I drew up a list of questions and asked Hector for the answers. ‘Now,’ I told him. ‘We’ll just set down all this information in each letter and then they’ll know as much about the boat as you can tell them. Is that all right?’


    ‘Tsat’s fine,’ said Hector.


    ‘Shall I just begin, “Dear Sir, In reply to your letter of such and such a date, here is the information you ask for.…”?’


    ‘We cannot say “Dear Sir”,’ cut in Hector with shocked disapproval. ‘Not when you’re writin’ to folks about a boat.’


    ‘Why not?’ I asked with surprise. ‘You don’t know these people, so you should begin with “Dear Sir”.’


    ‘It’s no’ friendly,’ he argued.


    ‘It’s perfectly correct,’ I insisted.


    ‘Ach, no,’ he said, fidgeting with embarrassment at having to argue with me. ‘As like as not tsey won’t even read it if you say tsat.’


    ‘Why ever shouldn’t they, Hector?’ I demanded, my voice edged with asperity.


    Hector frowned. ‘Well, if ever I get a letter and it begins with “Dear Sir” then I throw it straightway into the fire because I know it’ll be a nasty one,’ he explained.


    Together we pondered the assortment of letters, deciphering names and addressing them in as friendly a manner as Hector wished and also, at his insistence, we informed the prospective buyers chattily that in Bruach it had been a very coarse winter; that the potatoes would surely be very late going into the ground this year and that the Department of Agriculture bull had arrived earlier than expected. Hector then professed himself completely satisfied. ‘I’ll put a P.S. at tse end tellin’ tsem tse price,’ he said with true Gaelic finesse.


    A month went by; a month of exhilarating dawns which heralded days that stretched themselves to hold more and more hours of gentle sunshine. The seared wintry grass of the crofts took on a more comely appearance and wherever one’s glance rested there were bursting buds and courting birds and all the lovely lilting things of spring. Old men in creased dark clothes cams out of their winter hiding places and leaned against the walls of the houses, sampling the quality of the sunlight and pronouncing upon the condition of the cattle, upon the prospects of the fishing, or, if encouraged, upon the fate of the world. The children left off their tackety boots and thick hand-knit socks and skipped to school barefooted with the same friskiness as the young lambs bleating on the hills, while on the dry, heathery moors the local incendiarists, with whom every village in the Islands seems to be afflicted, wantonly satisfied their urges so that there was rarely a day when one did not see the spreading blue tendrils of heather smoke creeping steadily or tillering and racing menacingly according to the whim of the wind.


    For all of us the days were full of the outdoors: cutting peats, turning them, lifting and finally stacking them; burning the unruly patches of sedge that no scythe could master; gathering up the stones which always seemed to stray on to the crofts during the winter of neglect; teaching new calves to drink from a pail while one stroked the sun-warmed curls of its back and endured the caress of a milky tongue. For the women there was in addition the annual blanket washing, perhaps in a zinc bath of water carried laboriously pailful by pailful from the well, perhaps in a cauldron over a wood fire beside the burn. We worked dedicatedly, cramming the days with toil, and when dusk approached and we could feel we had earned a respite we walked to our homes with the clean cool wind from the hill fanning our glowing faces and our bodies heavy with that good weariness that comes from physical labour in the open air.


    It was after just such a day that I went out to my last chore of the evening. The sun had not long set in a splendour of vermilion and turquoise and the sky was still streaked as though it had been clawed by grey fingernails. Busy ripples flecked with silver raced across the loch and tumbled with Dresden tinkles on to the pebbles of the shore. The hills looked smug and withdrawn behind a faint veil of mist while across the water the brightest of the lighthouses was already beginning to show as a dim spark on the horizon. My line of newly washed blankets, now dry and wind softened, stirred lazily and as I unpegged each one I did it lingeringly and with a feeling of I ecstasy as though I might be dipping a flag in salute to the glory of the night.


    ‘Here! Come an’ get me a drink of water. My hands is all sticky!’ Erchy’s voice, uneasy with authority, came from the direction of the house. Obediently, I gathered up the blankets and went indoors. Erchy was holding a large brush in front of him, its bristles sticky with glistening tar. His hands too were liberally coated. ‘I’m that thirsty I’m like to faint,’ he told me.


    I dumped the blankets on the table well out of his way and poured out a large mug of water. He drank it with audible relish but when I offered to make tea for him he declined it.


    ‘I didn’t take my dinner yet,’ he explained. (In Bruach one always ‘took’ one’s meals.)


    ‘Then you must be hungry. Let me give you a scone or something.’


    ‘I daren’t wait,’ he insisted. ‘See, I promised the cailleach I’d see to the cow for her tonight as she’s goin’ ceilidhin’ over with Katy. She’ll be makin’ a swear at me already for bein’ as late as I am.’ He leaned his elbow on the dresser. ‘She wasn’t for lettin’ me come down here today at all but I told her I’d get the boat tarred while she was good and dry.’


    ‘Tar!’ I repeated with a grimace of disgust. ‘Why is it you always put so much tar on your boats? Why don’t you paint them in nice bright colours instead of just slathering them with dirty black tar?’


    Erchy appeared slightly outraged. ‘Tar keeps out the water better than paint,’ he defended. ‘Any splits in the planks or any places where she might be takin’ in the water, once they’re filled with tar they’ll keep out the sea for as long as the season lasts,’ he explained.


    ‘I’d like to think there was something more than a gob of tar between me and the sea,’ I murmured.


    ‘Ach!’ snorted Erchy.


    ‘Anyway it doesn’t alter the fact that it’s unsightly stuff,’ I told him.


    ‘Damty sure it is,’ agreed Erchy amiably. ‘Here,’ he demanded. ‘D’you mind Tarry Ruari?’


    I shook my head. ‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’ve seen the house where he lived but he was dead when I came here.’


    ‘You’ve seen his house? Then you’ll know the way it’s tarred all over—the roof and the walls—all black?’


    I remembered Ruari’s house as a stained hovel of a place near a boggy slope of the burn and recalled Morag describing it as being ‘very delaborated’.


    ‘Yes,’ I admitted, ‘it did look as if it might have been tarred.’


    ‘Now that’s a man went mad with tar,’ said Erchy with complete seriousness. ‘He tarred his wee boat inside and out over and over again until she was that heavy he could hardly pull her up the beach. Then he started tarring his house—outside at first and then on the inside. He even tarred the furniture. By God! but you never saw such a place in your life. Folks here just used to laugh at him at first but then the nurse went there one day and found he’d tarred the blankets on his bed. They came and took him away then.’


    ‘Good gracious!’ I ejaculated. ‘Was he married?’


    ‘Oh, no,’ explained Erchy simply. ‘Just daft.’


    He moved vaguely towards the door. ‘I’d best be goin’,’ he said. ‘Thanks for the drink. I was badly needin’ it.’


    ‘I’m sorry it wasn’t something more sustaining,’ I told him with spurious apology.


    Erchy turned quickly. ‘Indeed but I wouldn’t have thanked you for it just now, then.’


    ‘No?’ I mocked.


    ‘Damty sure I wouldn’t. If you’d handed me a bottle of whisky I would have given it back to you without a thought for it.’


    ‘I’d like to see you refuse whisky,’ I said.


    ‘Well, you will someday at that.’


    I smiled disbelievingly.


    ‘You know,’ he went on, ‘I reckon that’s the reason folks like me don’t go bad with the drink like they do in Glasgow and them places. You see what I mean?’


    I waited, not at all sure that I did.


    ‘What I’m sayin’ is, take me at the cattle sale. I’ve plenty of money on me so I get drunk as hell on it for maybe two or three days. Well, then I come to the end of it and I don’t want anything but to get out on to the hill. I make an excuse to go after the sheep and I’m away first light without my breakfast and only a wee potach in my pocket. When I get thirsty I put my head down into one of the burns—the colder the better—and I can tell you it’s sweet! When I’ve had one drink I’m lookin forward to tastin’ the water in the next place and the next. By the time I come back again I feel as though I never want to take a drop of whisky again in my life.’


    ‘But it doesn’t last?’ I queried.


    ‘No, thank God,’ said Erchy fervently. He appeared to muse for a few moments before he spoke again. ‘Did I tell you I’m a big sheep man now?’ he asked, changing the subject completely.


    ‘No,’ I said. ‘Since when?’


    ‘I found them up on the hill one time when I was away like I’ve been tellin’ you.’


    ‘Found them?’ I echoed.


    ‘Aye, as true as I’m here.’


    ‘How long have they been lost?’


    ‘Well, it was about five years ago now that I was takin’ some old ewes that I had to the sale and one of them went lame on the way so I drove her off to the side of the road and left her there. There was no sign of her by the time I got back so I never gave her another thought except that she’d probably go off somewhere quiet and die. The beast was only worth a few bob then, anyway. Well, like I was sayin’, I was up there on the hill and in a wee corrie all by themselves I came on an old ewe and a ram, two sheep and three young lambs. I caught the ewe first an’ there was my markings on her. I had the dog with me so I caught the rest of them an’ they had no markings on them at all so I knew they must be mine. She would have been in lamb when I left her,’ he explained, ‘an’ it must have been a ram lamb.’


    ‘It’s strange no one has noticed them before,’ I said.


    ‘Ach, no, not where they was,’ he told me. ‘Nobody goes much round the back of the Beinn there, an’ the corrie they was in you wouldn’t see from the path. That old ewe’s a hardy, though,’ he muttered appreciatively, ‘she hadn’t as much fleece left on her as you’d need to bait a hook.’ He made another vague move towards the door but in his reminiscent mood I knew he would linger for another half-hour at least before he finally detached himself from the cottage, so I began preparing my evening meal.


    ‘It must be very pleasant to come across a flock of sheep you didn’t know you had,’ I remarked as I grated cheese into a basin.


    Erchy watched me curiously. ‘Aye,’ he admitted. He came back to the table. ‘What’s that you’re makin’?’


    ‘Oh, just a cheese sauce,’ I told him.


    ‘I mind fine when my sister was at home—she’s a cook in Edinburgh, you know, and she has to make these fancy things there—she found some cheese in the cupboard that had gone dry. Ach, I can eat the stuff in the winter all right but not in the summer when there’s plenty of crowdie,’ he explained hurriedly. ‘She handed me one of those grater things and told me to get on and grate it for her. Hell, by the time I’d finished all my fingernails had gone into the basin, too. When I showed her she was mad at me so I told her she wasn’t to make me do it for her again,’ he finished with remembered triumph. I opened a bottle and poured a little of its contents into the pan. Erchy sniffed.


    ‘That’s beer!’ he accused. ‘I thought you didn’t like it?’


    ‘I don’t like to drink it,’ I said. ‘But I do sometimes use it in sauces.’


    ‘I wouldn’t fancy beer like that,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Now if it was whisky …’


    ‘There you go again,’ I taunted. ‘You’re obsessed with whisky.’


    ‘No, not me,’ he denied. ‘I like to have a good drink when I have one but that’s only when I have the money. I’m not like these folks from Rudha that has a bottle sent out on the bus two or three times every week.’


    ‘Tell me, Erchy,’ I asked, for he had touched on a subject that had been puzzling me for a long time, ‘how do they manage to afford bottles of whisky two or three times a week? They’re only crofters and some of them even draw Public Assistance, yet they seem to be able to buy drink and cigarettes as much as ever they want to. They don’t seem to go short of anything.’


    ‘No, an’ I’m damty sure they never will,’ said Erchy, looking mysterious.


    ‘What’s their secret?’ I cajoled.


    ‘Well, it was durin’ the war,’ Erchy began. ‘There must have been a big wreck some place out here an’ there was lots of stuff came ashore one night. The Rudha folks got word of it an’ they was all waitin’ to grab it. Trunks packed with money, folks say there was, an’ they hid it all away. There was plenty of corpses too, scattered all over the shore, so when they’d taken as much stuff as they wanted for themselves the Rudha people told us an’ then they told the pollis. Ach, it was a dirty trick,’ said Erchy with disgust creeping into his tones. ‘Anyway, the pollis didn’t come out straight away so as soon as it got dark me an’ Tearlach went over there to see would we find anythin’. All we found was bolls of flour, plenty of them, and corpses, dozens of them too, all over the shore. An’ the moon was shinin’ on them so that they gleamed an’ the tide was washin’ round some of them makin’ their limbs move so that you’d think they were tryin’ to get up. God! We got that scared we just lifted a boll of flour on to each other’s back an’ we ran home with it as fast as we could go. Indeed I don’t believe we stopped for breath until we got to within sight of Anna’s house, an’ we never went back there neither.’


    The path to Rudha was four miles of narrow sheep track along the shoulder of the hill, below which the land slid steeply to the jagged rocks of the shore. Even in broad daylight the uninitiated take one look and either turn back or tackle it quakingly on all fours.
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