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PART 1

 

ST. MATTHEWS




1.

 

 

Dearest Gladys,

 

I got the job! The official in charge, a skinny guy, called Donal MacLachlan, offered it to me after a long time of back and forth, after he had been hesitant at first. When I told him about you and your circumstances, he showed himself to be human after all. He said that we war-scarred people must also be able to see a silver lining on the horizon. He congratulated us and sent you, dearest Gladys, congratulations and best wishes for your forthcoming birth. To be honest, I must confess that at first, I was deeply disgusted by this little man with his round glasses and his delicate, almost feminine hands. You know my aversion to desk jockeys, and this MacLachlan was the personification of all that. Nevertheless, I may and must show myself grateful for the offer and, apart from the distance that is brought between us because of it, I am nonetheless pleased to a considerable degree to be allowed to take on the task of keeper of the St Matthews Lighthouse. So pleased, in fact, that I forgive MacLachlan that my first task is an errand that any postman could (and probably should, since according to MacLachlan, the letter I am to deliver is of the utmost importance). I am to travel tomorrow to the neighbouring village of Port Lock, a small harbour town - which is only the darkest and most deserted recesses the Scottish coast can produce - and locate a Father Callahan there, to whom I am then to deliver the entrusted letter. It's a pity it's sealed (with a peculiar seal, it doesn't show a coat of arms or initials, but a strange sequence of lines). Otherwise, I might have glanced at the text because I can't shake away the feeling that I am part of the contents of this letter.

Be that as it may. Perhaps I am also a mistrustful soldier who senses a trap and a betrayal behind every look and every action, as you often - and often rightly! - accuse me of.

I'm writing this letter on a stained wooden table in Hedwig's Inn, a rundown and soothing joint in a narrow lane in Corleigh. You would like it here. The mood is rough, the music (great musicians they have here!) loud, the beer is strong. Maybe I'll have another glass of Lock Whisky, a brand distilled in a distillery not far from here (if the brochure lying on the table, greasy and bloated with moisture, is to be believed). When this is all over, Gladys, we'll afford trips to places like this.

From the bottom of my heart, I am convinced that this will do us good, Gladys. You, me, and also the little life that thrives under your breast. I actually see a silver lining for us. The dark hours are over not only for Europe and the world, but also for us. We will get through these months of separation, and then - God willing - we will be able to fall into each other's arms in the spring and start anew. I am looking forward to life as a shepherd in our little cottage.

It's going to be beautiful.

With deepest love,

Philipp




2.

 

 

Dearest Gladys,

 

I am writing to you for the last time from the mainland before I leave for St Matthews. I arrived here in Port Lock last night. An old, rattling bus, which would have belonged in the scrapyard before the war, took me from Corleigh along narrow bends and steep slopes along the coast to this little town. You know how much I love seaside towns, but Port Lock is definitely not a place where we should spend a romantic summer holiday. Even from afar, you can see the dark smoke billowing from the chimneys of factories and homes, covering the place like a large dirty blanket. When you arrive, you are virtually immersed in this fog and feel as if you have been transported back a few decades in time. Unfortunately, not to a lovely time; more like a time during the war where all we could see were dark smoke from heavy weapons. The warped and unkempt houses are battered and warped by wind, weather, and spray, and the harsh gusts of wind that tear at the wood and the meagre undergrowth make for a nasty climate. Suppose I hadn't encountered a few grim-faced fishermen and grumpy women now and then or a few rickety cars chugging through the streets sinking into the mud. One could have mistaken this hole smelling of fish and decay for a ghost town.

I found said Father Callahan at the church, which is the only building in the place that exudes a certain dignity. It is not a magnificent building by any means, but one to which at least some care is taken. It stands in the middle of a circular square, where a few abandoned market stalls are also waiting to be filled and manned. I moved on, wondering why the stalls were abandoned. There is a penetrating stench of salt and fish over everything here. So strong that it even makes me uncomfortable. In the church, on the other hand, the acrid, spicy smell of incense makes you cough. Father Callahan is an old, dignified clergyman of tall stature and pale skin. His eyes are as grey as the hair at his temples. Despite his clerical office, he exudes the sublime sternness of a battle-hardened general. The left sleeve of his cassock is empty and buttoned up in the middle towards the shoulder. Missing limbs are not unknown to me, not even among clergymen. As you know, brave soldiers not infrequently find comfort in the arms of God after wars. Nevertheless, something aroused unease in me at the sight of this man. I introduced myself to the man as the new warden of St Matthews and handed him the letter MacLachlan had given me the day before. Father Callahan thanked me in a raspy voice and wished me well in my work out on the island. He pointed out to me that the boatman Benjamin Cuttler would take care of my passage as well as my weekly deliveries later on. We said goodbye with a firm handshake. One last time I glanced at the priest's empty sleeve and his heavy eyes.

"We have all made our sacrifices, Mr Hawkins," the clergyman finally said and left me standing.

My accommodation was a modest little guesthouse with a sea view. The owner was cranky, taciturn but not rude. Nevertheless, I found no peace here because the factory next to my bedroom produces canned fish and accordingly exudes a foul smell - rattles and rumbles around the clock, the foreman yells orders at his employees in a rough voice and foul language over the noise of the machines. An unpleasant contemporary. How lucky I am to be able to do my work in peace and seclusion, even if it means being separated from you for months, dearest Gladys. Our last embrace, our goodbye kiss, was only six days ago, and yet my whole body longs for you. My heart grows heavy at the thought of not being able to see you for three months. But I will write to you every chance I get, and I will have plenty of those at St Matthew's, despite all the work.

I can see him from my room, by the way! Out there in the distance, in the middle of the ocean, he stands on his rocky throne and shines his spinning lantern into my room every so often. I'm looking forward to soon being able to call this little island with its lighthouse my home. Firstly, I will be able to leave this dreadful place, and secondly, every day I spend on St. Matthews will bring me closer to you. I am writing this in the light of dusk, and I think I will have a little supper, although I dread having to taste the local cuisine before I go to bed. Tomorrow morning, when the tide is out and the water is calmer, I will be taken to St Matthew's, God willing.

Take care of yourself and give Popsy a few cuddles in my name.

With love,

 

Your Philipp




3.

 

 

Dearest Gladys,

 

Now that I have settled in a little on St Matthews, I finally find the time to write to you. You can hardly imagine this spot of earth. This barren rocky island with its half-weathered lighthouse looks like a picturesque nightmare, a motif that could have inspired the painter Caspar David Friedrich to create another masterpiece. Standing on the steep coast and looking south over the rolling sea, I feel like the wanderer above the fog myself. Don't get me wrong; I like it here. It's an entirely new experience for me, so different from the other lighthouses I managed in the years before the war. St. Matthews is impossible to reach at high tide, the waves – as if trying to devour - crashing on all sides against the sheer cliffs that rise a good twenty metres out of the water. The drive here alone was adventurous. Cuttler, a local fisherman from Port Lock, brought me over in his untrustworthy fishing boat. The engine sputtered so much several times that I feared I would have to swim the rest of the way to the island. Do you remember our trip to Podwick Lake? Do you also remember how we laughed ourselves almost senseless when a greasy scoundrel tried to sell us his leaky rowing boat for a nostalgic-romantic sea trip? Good. Now imagine that boat, put it in corrosive acid for another two years or so, and then you'll have the sorry excuse of a means of transport that got me here. Cuttler, on the other hand, is of a very different stamp from his boat. A roughneck, no doubt, like most seamen, but I liked his direct and honest manner. He asked me what had brought me here and then revealed of his own accord that he himself had washed up here rather involuntarily. He earns a bit of money here with fishing and in the factory, and as soon as he has saved up enough coins, he will leave the Hebrides and look for a place to stay on the mainland. A nice bothy with a garden and a little pond and maybe some sheep or cattle to go with it. Isn't that what we all want, Gladys? Isn't that my reason for this self-imposed isolation? Money beckons, duty calls, the heart bleeds, my love. So now here I am on the island, facing work everywhere I look. Cuttler told me that the tower and grounds were to be completely renovated after my season, though I secretly doubt they will even stand that long. The tower itself is in acceptable condition - inside and out. The extension is a house with a gable roof whose best days must have been around the turn of the century. Now the weather and the sea have left their visible traces. A staircase carved into the rock leads up from the jetty. Halfway up, a small trail leads away to a small plain where some grass and scrub even dare to grow. On it, nestled against the steeply rising rock face, is the ruin of a hut, which I will explore in more detail when I get the chance. This crumbling dwelling is probably a prophetic glimpse into the future of this entire island.

Be that as it may, I will do my best to do my duty and keep the island and the buildings in good repair so that the freighters have safe passage. According to MacLachlan, there is mainly one ship that passes through this treacherous passage several times a week on its way to Corleigh, Skye, Stornoway, and Mull. Currently, it is a British cargo ship that ships its cargo across the North-South Passage. Shoals, strong currents, and unpredictable swells have apparently caused many a ship to run aground here. But I don't want to bore you with that, because I know exactly what your interests are. And I can tell you that you would really enjoy this place. Your morbid mind would feel more at home here than a maggot in bacon. Up on the plain, where the tower and the lean-to stand, grow shaggy grass, sickly pale and whipped by the wind.

The black, innocent rocks all around are stained with bird droppings, and a smell of rust, salt, and rot waft all over the island. From morning to night, seagulls circle above the tower like vultures searching for prey, screeching their songs of hunger and thirst for flesh. The tower itself is an estimated ten metres high and stands sturdily on a concrete foundation. The extension, which almost resembles a church with St Matthews as its tower, has a weathered roof and weather-beaten walls. The whiteness underneath has long been stained and chased away by the soldiers of time and harsh weather. On the east side, where Port Lock lies behind a wall of mist some three kilometres away, a few stubborn clumps of ivy even climb up. Let them enjoy the view before I pull them out in the coming days. The windows were properly barred with wooden flaps to protect against wind and weather. On the west side of the island, there is a rickety contraption on the cliff that can be used to crank fish traps into the sea using a rusty winch. The sound of the rattling chains blends harmoniously into the eerie atmosphere.

I would now like to tell you something about the inside before I sit down with a book next to the lantern above and start my first vigil. The extension is in better condition inside than outside but still pitiful. The impression of a church is reinforced, for the barricaded high windows, as well as a raised altar area on the tower-side wall, give the impression that services were held here quite a while ago. For a reason I can't quite explain, the glass panes are tinted green, casting a sickly light inside through the weather-beaten shutters. The room is mostly empty. A few wooden crates stand in the corners. The sheets stretched over them are stiff and stained with moss and mould. Nature has reclaimed parts of this room. Nature has replaced the once solidly tiled and grouted floor with overgrown moss and lichen. The tiles themselves are cracked and brittle. God knows how many weeds are proliferating under these floors, just waiting to attack and devour the plant. They might as well have brought a gardener to the island. The tower itself is in decent condition. Worse than Dörlitz back in the North Sea, but better than Faupassè in Brittany. There is a smell of sea air and machine oil throughout the tower, a combination that I defiantly missed, which gave me a comforting feeling of familiarity. The circular staircase is old but well maintained. It leads upwards in steep, curved metal steps. Each step echoes heavily under my feet, alerting every element of my presence. The walls are appropriately painted white, and in some places, my predecessors have hung small framed pictures. They show the usual motifs: ships, bothies, landscapes, and - I hope you can overlook this - women in provocative poses. Two floors reach down into the interior of the island to the basement, where storage rooms and sanitary facilities are located. On the first floor is a work area with a radio. The connection is atrocious! When I called into Port Lock, the resident radio operator was barely understandable, and I wouldn't be surprised if the connection went down altogether during heavy thunderstorms. In fact, I'm convinced of it and am already bracing myself for contactless times. Luckily you packed me some thick books.

On the second floor is the engine room with the generator, which shows a well-functioning heartbeat with its steady hum. One floor further up is the common room with kitchen, which is about half the size of our parlour at home, where you will be sitting right now, with Popsy in the corner on the warm stove, reading this letter. Nevertheless, the room has everything I need: a working cooker, a small table, three chairs, a few shelves and cupboards and a window with a sea view - which is, of course, nothing special about a lighthouse. At the very top, before you reach the lantern, is the sleeping chamber. Here there are four sleeping places in total - two bunk beds on each wall. Here, too, daylight falls in through a window. The beds should be more than adequate for my small stature, but I will probably find the nights very lonely. The smell of old smoke, tobacco, and machine oil still live within the blankets. I will have to get used to it.

The heart of St. Matthew's - and in fact every other lighthouse - remains the lantern. Here, a classic Fresnel lens is installed, which is illuminated inside by an incandescent lamp. According to the maintenance report, the light reaches a distance of about ten nautical miles on clear nights. On cloudy nights, up to about five nautical miles.

The view is breathtaking despite the fog. On a clear day, you can probably see as far as Port Lock and the steep coastal slopes with the willows swaying in the wind. Up here, the air is also fresh and free of stench. I can enjoy the familiar and beloved scent of the ocean, listen to the sounds of the sea, admire the barren, desolate but to me so beloved solitude of nature. Up here, in the mechanical heartbeat of the lighthouse. Up here, I almost feel at home.

With these words, I close this letter and hope that Cuttler, who brings a load of provisions and other goods once a week, usually every Tuesday, will also have a letter from you. Until then, I visit you in my dreams and wish you only the very best.

 

With love,

 

Philipp
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