                                                                                                 




         


“Love song to the grey seas calling.”





1999, Christmas Day.
Icy water swirled around his ankles, chilling through thin, tough skin to white bone. Frosted volcano shaped seashells clung doggedly to the slick rocks, twinkling like gems in the rising sun of a winter’s dawn. His voice, always a hoarse rasp since the ravages of war, was lost in the vast stillness of the beach which stretched for a mile either side. The sky burned in orange and yellow layers above the horizon. There lay the North Sea, an unforgiving place for many sailors. The final resting place for many some of whom had been his friends. No-one knew where he was. No-one would come. Only memories left as the chill bit deep into his muscles.

1939, November 30th. 
         “Bill. Come away man. Save yourself.”  
        The old girl leaned drunkenly in the sea, groaning in pain as every wave hit, rocking it back and forth. She was doomed, everyone on board knew it. Bill, just seventeen and already staring death down, released poor Davy. The lifeless, broken body slipped down the steel hull through the burning oil into the cold sea. A brief flash and Davy was gone, welcomed into the arms of eternity. Three optimistic shipmates had sailed out of Rosyth, passing under the red bridge, not yet three score years and ten. As they cruised through the grey waters past the Isle of May, heading for the open sea, they were alert for mines which might be drifting or the Junkers 88’s which might swoop in from above the U Boat struck from below. One torpedo directly midships, exploding into the engine room. At first the shipmates fought the flames from bow to stern until the call came, ‘she’s finished.’ Comrades thought to evade oily flames to reach the sea and perhaps the safety of the small island, ancient home to pilgrims, just 1.5km by 0.5 km but out of reach of torpedoes. Until the sea caught fire and not even the cold grey seas could be their saviour. 
Bill Gourlay and Tam Fleming, the last of the trio which had included Davy Inglis, clung frantically to the metal cliff-side. 
“Bill, I’ll save you,” Tam promised. Five foot eight, bottle brush thin, Tam was all wiry muscle. Daunted by nothing and no-one, he reached out to his friend. “Come on.”  
 Terror propelled Bill to lunge forward and grab on to Tam’s waiting handclasp. 
“You look terrible,” Tam screamed through laughter as he pulled his friend up to his side. He pulled a small whisky bottle from his waistband. 
“To the angels.” Tam drank, “May they all be bonnie dancers.” 
“What in the name…? The Captain’s whisky? You’ll be keel-hauled.”  
“Hadn’t ye noticed Bill. We have no keel anymore. No keel and no Captain. Have some.”   
Bill took the bottle. 
“To long life,” he toasted his friend, swallowing deep. 
Eyes locked. Bullets, friendly fire detonated by the flames, whined around their heads. They clasped hands, mouthing silent goodbyes. A second explosion catapulted the friends and bottle into the maelstrom of fire and black smoke. Bill struck water open-mouthed, swallowing brine and fire in equal measure. He prayed, ‘help us.’  



1999, Christmas Day. 
           A sky full of flame. 
Just like 1939. 
Sea water didn’t freeze till minus 2 degrees, but already Bill’s toes were dead, his fingers burning with the pain of freezing cold. A mile away, in the hotel by the railway viaduct, a hundred yards from the sands, his wife Annie would be sleeping. She had danced the night away through Christmas Eve and was unlikely to rise before the smell of sizzling bacon wafted up from the kitchens. Even on Christmas Day. He had crept out early to watch the dawn and had left his mobile phone behind. His daughter had given it as a birthday present and Bill hadn’t yet developed the habit of always carrying it. He laughed through a tear. His daughter would chastise him. This was precisely the reason she had bought it for him. His habit of walking on beaches in the early morning when few other faces were around. 
Angry, frothing waves crashed against rocks, spray striking his face like frozen needles. The grey waters which swirled around him teemed with things that never belonged in the sea. Pressing his face into the brown seaweed he clenched his teeth against the pain. Trapped, helpless, all warmth drawn from his bones. The face of Tam Fleming with a whisky bottle in the flames dissolved into the face of Tam Fleming in his coffin lying in the Funeral Home a few days earlier. Coming back to their childhood home, despite the rigours of a long flight, was a pilgrimage Bill Had been determined to make. For Tam. For friendship. A symbol for all who died that day in the Forth. Tam had lived to die quietly in his bed. Well, not literally in his bed Bill chuckled. According to Tam’s son his dad had been sitting at his front window, conversing politely with a local lady of the night heading home after the night shift. It was his regular thing. Others might look down on the lassie and her chosen profession but not Tam. During that final conversation, a switch had flicked and the mains power within Tam’s body had just switched off. Alive one minute; dead the next. Mary, the lady of the night, said that she had continued speaking for ten minutes before she realised that Bill had zoned out then checked out, for good. 
It was, Bill thought, a good way to die. 
Wishing to remember Tam one last time, Bill had escaped to walk the rocks and 
gaze out over the grey Forth towards the Isle of May, perhaps for the last time. Slipping on seaweed, his foot had slipped into in a crevice and stuck fast. The tide had turned, as it always does, beginning its unstoppable surge towards the beach. 
His new sheepskin coat, Annie’s present opened early, was ruined. She would rage. Another half hour and he would be enveloped. Cold was stealing his reason, his mind wandering like a rudderless boat. Feeling guilty, he apologised. 
	"Oh Annie, I didn’t mean to leave you. Forgive me lass...."  
From childhood, his chilled brain recalled mashed up fragments of lost songs, bits and 
pieces about sailors and islands. 
              “Heel y'ho boys, let her go boys
               bring her head round into the weather
               Bobby Shafto went to sea…….”
	To his amazement a siren voice answered him.
  “With silver buckles at his knee;
  He’ll come back and marry me,
  Pretty Bobby Shafto.”

	The soft voice stilled the beat of his heart. Annie could sing like an angel but hadn’t sung for such a long time. Soft hands touched upon his face, a gentle voice caressing him.
	"Bill, can I not let you out of my sight for a minute?"  
	"Annie? Really?” Disbelieving, he humoured the apparition. 
	"I'm here. See, my nightie under my coat. Your singing roused me from such sweet dreams. Help is coming Bill. Hold on."
	"Too late Annie. The shame that I should abandon ye like this. My coat’s ruined. I've seen Fleming, made my peace with him. Maybe you should have stuck with Tam.”
“I was never Tam’s girl. Always yours. Waiting. True, I often thought I was waiting in vain. Until that day you were brought ashore clutching a whisky bottle.”
	 Bill forced his salted eyelids open to look up into the face of his dear wife, for one last time. Her bright blue fisher lassie's eyes seemed black, as black as the bottom of the sea, her. Her skin glowed an eerie soft grey. 
	Annie kissed his chapped and wrinkled lips, deep and long. His eyes closed.
“The grey seas call to us all Billy dear. They have called to me all my life, but what I feel for you is stronger than even that call. The sea cannot have you yet.”  
A strength passed from her to him; a strength passed to her from the sea. Pulsing in her veins, offering warmth and hope. 
	"Annie ...?"  
	"Wheesht Bill. Help is here."  
	Annie cradled Bill in her arms as he faded. She loved him more than the day she plucked him from the burning sea and bore him to land with an empty whisky bottle in his hand. How furious her dad had been that she had taken his boat; but proud too at her fearlessness. Hearing shouts, she called back. The blue eyes of the fisher lass lit up her face. 
“Oh you saucy sailor boy
Who had travelled near and far,
You asked this maid to be the bride
Of a poor Jack tar.

I was but a poor fisher girl,
So proud to stand by your side;
With a loving look I will answer thus
I'll always be your bride.”
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