
Adrift

His fingernails have been cracked at the cuticles for as long as he can remember. There's salt in the 

creases of his palms. He could wash them all day and still taste it when the skin touches his tongue. 

He examines his hands while his porridge is cooking. He eats porridge with brown sugar 

every morning and drinks tea brewed in the same teapot his wife bought twenty years earlier. 

Margaret would always spill some as she moved it from the counter to the table and every afternoon 

he wiped up the stain that only grew with time. She drank chamomile at night. He hated the smell 

but in bed, on her, it was sweeter.

After breakfast he puts on the same jumper he wears every day. He knows it’s old and 

threadbare but it's moulded to his muscles, the muscles that seem to shrink every year, and the 

armpits have stretched enough that he can pull his arms inside to keep warm when he's out on the 

water. The Seiko on his wrist stopped a long time ago but he doesn't need it. He knows the time by 

the tides. By the marriage of light and waves on the horizon.

After he washes up his porridge bowl and replaces it in the cupboard he leaves the cottage 

and heads down to the harbour and his little boat. On a day like today when the water is flat he only 

has to row for thirty minutes, a distance he used to complete without pause. Now, at 58, his stamina 

isn’t what it used to be. Once he reaches the buoys he drops anchor and pulls the lobster pots up, 

one blistered salt-caked hand over the other. Today there's a lobster snapping and sliding against the 

net of each pot. He wrestles them out and into a bucket between his feet. They throw themselves 

against the sides and each other like enough violence will free them. He re-baits his pots, heaves 
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them over the edge of the dinghy and lets the rope slither between his palms. When they hit the 

bottom he taps the buoy for luck, raises anchor and takes up the oars with shoulders that ache just a 

little more than they did the day before.

Today is a Sunday, which differs from every other day in only one respect; when he returns 

from the boat he eschews his usual early night and instead packs his pipe with blueberry tobacco, 

pours himself a sherry and settles in on his front porch to watch the walkers and beach combers 

pass his cottage on their way to the water. If the weather is bad, as it often is, he stokes the fire in 

the lounge and reads an old copy of National Geographic. He’ll usually fall asleep there and start 

awake around midnight with his back in knots, eyes gummed and tired, the fire dead at his feet.

His world is porridge, sweater, boat, lobster pots, bath, smoke, sherry and a small cold bed.  

He can't stretch his legs without feeling the end of the mattress and it must have been even smaller 

when Margaret was in it with him. He can't sleep anyway. He listens to the shipping news, A Book 

At Bedtime, the rain against his single-pane windows.

He is dozing in his chair, the fire smouldering at the soles of his slippers, when he hears a knocking. 

He nearly overturns the sherry glass clutched between his knees and it takes him a second to 

remember where he is. The knocking is like a chime. He wants to ignore it but there's a rhythm he 

recognises. The kitchen when he enters is cold and the back door shivers with the force of the 

knocks. He can smell seaweed and the remnants of egg from his supper. He puts his hand to the 

latch and turns.

His daughter is wrapped in a black coat and woollen scarf and has a cardboard box under 

her arm. Her eyes peek out at him under a frown.

'Moira,' he says softly.

‘Let me in, will you?’

2



When he steps aside she comes in a rush. He closes the door but the chill from outside has 

already sucked the last warmth from his skin. She fights with the scarf around her face and bit by 

bit her long, russet hair is untangled and falls about her elbows.

'I’ve been calling you.' She looks at him for a long time out of blue eyes like his.

‘Sorry love. Been a bit busy.'

'With what?'

‘The pots.’ 

She raises her eyebrows. 'It's cold in here.'

'I’ve been in by the fire.' He looks back at her and gestures.

'I know the way.' She walks into the lounge without taking off her boots and he doesn't say 

anything. She looks about the room when she first enters and he sees her hesitate at the faded 

square on the wall amongst the family photos. She puts the box on the floor by the fire, takes the 

tongs and starts poking at one of the logs in the flames. He lets her do it, remembering how she 

insisted on building their cooking fires when they camped on Loch Lomond. He crosses to the 

cabinet under the window and picks up another sherry glass.

'Do you want one?' he asks, holding it up.

'No, best not.'

He pours a second dram for himself and puts it on the coffee table by his two-seater. She 

straightens from the fire and looks for a long time at the oil painting hanging above the mantel – 

something Margaret had picked up at a boot sale. He sits in his armchair, studiously ignoring the 

box.

'It’s late for a house call, wouldn’t you say?'

'You didn't give me any choice. I told you, I tried to ring. I was getting worried.'

He snorts. 'Don’t be daft. If I need you I know how to get to St Andrews right enough.'

'Have you been eating enough?'

3



'The old biddies in the village are still bringing round casseroles and cakes, don’t worry 

about that.'

'It’s nice that they care.'

He closes his eyes and listens to the breathy whistle of the wind at the top of the chimney. 

He would do this when Margaret was upstairs coughing. If he closed his eyes for long enough, 

sometimes the coughing would disappear completely and all he could hear was the movement of 

air.

'I came round yesterday afternoon,' Moira says. ‘I waited for a while.’

'I was in the boat.'

'You shouldn't still be doing that.'

He opens his eyes and turns in his armchair to fix her with a stare. 'You want to tell me what 

I should be doing?'

'Someone should. I said I'd help you with bills.'

'I don't need your money, love. The boat's what I've done all my life. I don't know any 

different.'

She doesn't reply and he turns back to the fire again. He hasn’t seen her since the funeral 

and in those three weeks her face has filled out, the colour bright on her cheeks.

'Mum wouldn't like to think of you still out there,' Moira says after a long time.

He feels a prickle behind his eyes and suddenly she is at his elbow, touching his shoulder. 

She squeezes it, then moves in front of him and sits on the floor. Her hair is still as red as it was 

when she was a child.

‘I was thinking about what you said at the service. It was a beautiful speech, Dad.’

He smiles and takes a mouthful of sherry, rolling it round his tongue. ‘Thanks love.’

‘I never knew Mum and Uncle Craig were so close.’

‘Aye,’ he says. ‘When we first met it was my brother she used to come round to see. Her and 

Craig were sweethearts when they were sixteen, maybe seventeen.'
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'No one ever told me.'

'Didn't last long, that's why. After he left to go to Edinburgh he didn't want to come back to 

a quiet village. Ended up working in a bank with a new girlfriend but Margaret kept on coming 

round to see our mum. They were close by then and because I was still there we got to chatting.' He 

stops and remembers for a moment a young Margaret perched on the edge of his kitchen counter 

telling him about the books she wanted to read. 'She was whip smart. Knew more about the world 

than anyone I’d ever met. Married down with me, she did. We all used to say it.'

'I’m sure she didn’t think that.'

'Who could say.' 

Moira shifts on the floor and leans towards him. 'When did you decide to get married?'

'Two years. We talked about it for a bit, made sense seeing as she wanted to stay in Crail as 

well. We just went to the office in St Andrews. Twenty minutes it took. She looked a picture.'

'What was it like, when you first had Connor?'

There it is, he thinks. He’d felt it coming from the moment she walked in the door. 

‘I don’t want to talk about him, Moira.’

She reaches out for his wrist and he pulls away, nearly spilling his sherry. Moira sits back 

and lays a hand on the box beside her.

'She didn't blame you, Dad. None of us did.'

'You don't know what you're talking about.'

‘That might be true sometimes, but not now.’ She eases the box open and takes out a 

familiar looking jumper. ‘I’ve had his things for weeks. I wanted to give them to Mum but she was 

in hospital already, I didn’t want to upset her.’ She puts the back of her hand to her eyes and sighs. 

‘I should have done it. Now she’ll never see them again.’ She holds out Connor’s jumper and he 

shakes his head like a dog with a bad ear.

‘No, no no. Take it away, I don’t want it here.’

‘Dad, come on.’
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‘It's all pain, what you're after. He’s gone.'

‘Don’t you remember what Mum said? “You do him a disservice, not speaking of him”.'

'Speaking about him is what put your mum in the ground,' he says. 'He broke her heart. She 

could never let it go and her so sick already.’ He tries to take a mouthful of sherry but his hand is 

shaking so badly he spills it down his front. ‘I’m telling you Moira, I don’t want to talk about him.’

‘It wasn’t his fault, Dad.’ She says it softly but he still flinches in his chair.

‘Was there anything else you were wanting?’

She closes her eyes and when she looks back at him he is struck again by how little she 

resembles Margaret. She looks like his own mother with her high cheekbones and disappointed 

eyes. She stands and walks towards the kitchen but before she leaves the room she stops and turns.

'You stay like this Dad, you’ll end up old and mean.' 

He doesn't answer and in a moment hears the squeal of a chair leg on the kitchen floor and 

the click of the door latch. The box stares at him from its spot by the fire, the jumper spilling out. 

When he picks it up the material is warm. He can smell Connor and it’s all he can do not to press it 

to his face until it hurts.

She’s there when he opens the front door in the morning, sitting on the bench where he likes to 

smoke on sunny afternoons. He sighs as he locks up.

‘How long have you been out here?’

She shrugs and looks up at the sky. ‘I like early mornings.’

‘I’ve got to tend to the pots now.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘I don’t need any help.’

‘I know you don’t, I just fancy it.’ She has a steely look in her eye and he knows better than 

to argue. They fall into step and head along the small path next to his cottage and towards the steep 

stairs down to the harbour. 
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His boat is tied up on the far side, its red oars visible from a distance. The pots are all out in 

the sea while his tools and replacement ropes and wood are locked in a plastic bin by the sea wall. 

When they reach the boat he pulls it close to the pier and holds his hand out to Moira. She barely 

touches his fingers as she steps on board and he waits for her to sit before lowering himself down 

beside her. He retrieves a bag of chum out of his moleskin pocket and drops it into the bucket 

which, with any luck, will be full of lobsters when they return.

Moira takes one of the oars and looks at him expectantly.

‘It’d be easier if I did it myself,’ he says.

She sighs and moves to the other end of the boat, leaving him free to take up his usual seat 

and press his hands against the worn grooves in the oars. He manoeuvres between other boats, some 

with dinghies bobbing behind, out of the safety of the harbour and into the sea. His pots are set by 

a rocky area a mile south and as he turns the boat in their direction a light wind licks at their backs 

and ruffles Moira’s hair around her face. They don’t speak for a long time and he almost forgets 

she’s there at all.

‘Did Mum ever come out with you like this?’ she finally asks.

‘Once or twice. Didn’t seem her thing really.’

‘I loved that boat you had when we were little. What was it called, Regal Rogue?’

He notes her use of “we” and feels himself tense. ‘Aye. She was a beauty.’

‘Connor told the kids at school that you’d bought it from a gangster in Glasgow.’

He is so surprised by this that he laughs. ‘Cheeky sod.’

She watches him row for a minute, then leans forward. ‘I’ve got some news, Dad.’

‘Go on then.’

‘I’m having a baby.’

He stops rowing and blinks. ‘A baby? With your man Robert?’

‘Of course Robert.’
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He doesn’t know what to say and after a long pause she raises her palms. ‘It’s happy news, 

Dad. You can be happy for me.’ 

‘I’m happy if you are, love.’

She scoffs quietly. ‘Well it’s due November and we found out last week that it’s a boy. I 

want...’ She looks away over the water, then down at her hands. ‘I want to call him Connor.’

He takes up the oars again without replying and starts rowing a little faster than before. 

‘What do you think?’

‘You can do what you like, I guess.’

‘It’s important to me, Dad. I want him to be remembered.’

‘If I were you, Moira, I’d leave all that behind. Give the poor bairn a name of his own.’

She lets out a funny noise and bends double until her forehead is pressed against her knees. 

When she looks up again her face is red, eyes wet.

‘You’ve never let me grieve for him,’ she says. ‘Not once. From the second we found out 

you’ve been telling me to move past it, stop thinking about it. To forget about him. How can you?’ 

She rubs her face hard with her palms. ‘You’re ashamed of him when you should be ashamed of 

yourself.’

‘That’s enough, Moira.’

‘Don’t you miss him?’

He points a finger at her and raises his voice for the first time. 'Do you think you’re the only 

one he left?’

‘No of course not.’

‘You’ve no idea what it was like. Watching what it did to your mum.’

‘It wasn’t his fault. You never let him talk about how he was feeling. You told him we had to 

focus on Mum.’                                                                                 

‘That was the right thing to do at the time.’

‘He needed more than that, Dad. And he deserves more now.’
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They come to his spot and when the red dome of the first buoy knocks against the boat he 

drops anchor and reaches down into the water for the rope. Moira watches him pull the pot up into 

the boat and they both look at its empty insides. He rebaits it with fresh chum and replaces it before 

moving on to the next. One by one he pulls up empty pots and he feels the colour rising in his 

cheeks. He has six pots in the water and when the fifth comes up empty he throws it back in with a 

wild shout and stares at it spiralling back down to the sea floor. Moira moves to sit beside him and 

rests her head on his shoulder.

 ‘Maybe they’ve found somewhere else to live,’ she says.

‘I’ll have to move the pots.’

‘Change can be a good thing.’

He smiles and puts an arm around her back. They stay this way for a minute, then Moira 

nudges him out of the way, pulls the anchor clear, rows to the final buoy and starts heaving up the 

pot. He can see the lobster before the pot is out of the water and when he reaches in to pick it up it 

raises its claws as though in supplication. He places it in the bucket and it lies motionless.

‘It’s kind of small,’ Moira says.

‘Aye. It’s a young one.’

They both consider it for another second before he picks it up and gently slides it back into 

the sea.

‘Let’s give him another chance, shall we?'

She nods and wipes her eyes with her fingertips. He takes her hand and kisses it.

‘Do you want to help me row back?’

‘Yeah.’

Shoulder to shoulder they start to row, their strokes falling into a soft rhythm. 

‘Connor is a fine name,’ he says. ‘I always thought so.’ He glances at her and sees her smile 

before pressing into him and setting her eyes on the horizon.
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