The Wall

The road up the scarp was every bit as steep as she had described. Twice, in spectacular
hairpin bends, the single track doubled back upon itself in its efforts to scramble to the top.
Then, as if elated by its success, it galloped away southwards, daringly close to the cliff edge,
hurrying him past the first houses he’d seen for several miles, until it brought him to the
village centre, no more than two shops, a garage and an hotel set around a green shaded by
mature oaks. There he slowed, allowing his attention to wander to his right, over the land he
had traversed, until the road turned and the view was blocked by a low, dry-stone wall.

Although remembered from many years before, the detail of everything Eilidh had
said about the place remained remarkably clear in his mind. He knew to park on the dirt
verge where their cars were already drawn up. When he climbed out and closed the door he
caught himself turning to lock it: she’d suggested it would be better if they didn’t know he
was a city dweller, so he buried the key in his pocket before he crossed the road. He stopped
at the wrought iron gate. She had described the church vividly. It lay slightly below him to
his left, a compact, granite-walled structure with a slate roof and wooden bell tower. The
dense foliage of a grove of Scots Pine draped protectively across the building, shielding it
from the exposed south-west, yet the low angle of the late afternoon sun caught one of the
windows so sharply he had to squint against the glare.

When he pushed through the gate its hinges squeaked, jarring the silence and
attracting the attention of a knot of men standing around the entrance porch. Almost as one,
they turned towards him and, as quickly, looked away.

He closed the gate carefully and followed the gravel path down, then cut across the
mown grass, threading between gravestones to the back of the group. One or two of the men
nodded as he approached but were careful not to hold his eye. He positioned himself close to
another dry-stone wall on the far side of the churchyard. He could just see the backs of the

crowd standing in the gloom inside the porch. For a few moments he closed his eyes while he






