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Prologue: The Order of the Round
The first thing you learn on a round like mine is not the road. It is the order.
The road you can get out of an atlas. Anybody can learn the road, given a van and a fortnight and a tolerance for gates. What takes longer is the order, which is the sequence in which the doors are visited and the time at which each one gets the van, and which is not written down anywhere, for the plain reason that nobody ever decided it.
Route 4 had an order. It had had it since Wullie Fowlie took the round on in 1991, and he had it from the man before him, who had it from a man before that, as far back as anybody could say and some way further, to a postie on a bicycle with a satchel and a dog that did not like him. The crossroads came early because the shop opened early. Backhill came before the low road because the track at Backhill is a quagmire after noon and a man with a van who wants to get out of it again goes in first thing. Millseat came last because it had always come last, and there is no better reason for anything on a rural round than that, and no worse.
Nobody ever wrote down why. They did not need to. The order was kept, the way a language is kept, by the people who used it.
Here is how it worked, as I came to understand it, at about the rate of one understanding a month for the first two years.
If the van came over the cattle grid at Wellbraes at five past nine, Nettie Gauld put the kettle on at the grid and not before, and she did it on the sound, and she had not owned a watch since 1974 and had never once in her life been late for anything. Charlie Simpson at Braeside came out to the gate at twenty past, having worked out some time in the nineteen-eighties that twenty past was when he had finished the sheds and not yet started on anything else, and everything he said to me after that was said inside a twenty-minute window that I had no idea he had built. The boy at Hillhead stood at the road end in the morning, though his post came at two, because the van went past his road end on the way to somewhere else and he liked to see it go. Raymond Stone at Millseat had his own idea of when I was due and has never shared it, and what he says when I am a minute out either way is “Ye’re early.”
I thought for two years that it was my round. It was not. It was theirs. I was a thing that went past, in a sequence, and the district laid its day alongside me the way you lay a ruler alongside a line, and it did not know it was doing it and I did not either.
You find that out when you change the order. I found it out in the October. Before that I found out something simpler, which is that a round can be made shorter without anybody minding much, so long as it is made shorter all the way along. That had happened in the February before, when the Forglen houses went, and by the June of 2011 the whole of Route 4 had slid forward forty minutes, in order, like a train drawn back in a station, and every door on it had slid with it, and not one of them could have told you when.
That is what a round can bear. It can bear a great deal, if it keeps its shape.
* * *
What it cannot bear is being asked to be somewhere by a time.
I did not know that in the June either. In the June, the only thing on my round that had ever been asked to arrive by a given hour was the Christmas post, and that is a different thing and is not meant. Everybody knows the Christmas post will be late. The Christmas post is a sort of weather.
But there is a product in the Royal Mail, and there has been for a good while, that is not allowed to be late. It is called Special Delivery. It goes in a separate tray. It has a label on it with red on it, and a number, and it is guaranteed, in the language of the label, to arrive by one o’clock, and if it does not then somebody somewhere gets his money back and somebody else gets asked why. It has to be signed for, in ink, with a name printed under the signature in case you cannot read what you have signed. And it does not care, in the least, about the order of anything.
In the whole of my first two years there were, as far as I can reckon, three of them on Route 4. They were carried round in the normal way, which is to say with everything else, in the order, whenever the van got there, and nobody on the round or in the office thought of them as different. One was a driving licence. Two were what I took to be legal papers, and I delivered them at twenty to three to a man in a boiler suit who read the outside of the envelope for some time and put it behind a clock.
That was the arrangement. It worked because nobody had ever looked at it.
In the June of 2011 somebody looked at it.
* * *
A year is not made only of the thing a book is about, and there was a good deal else going on.
The Postal Services Act received its Royal Assent on the Monday that this book opens, the thirteenth of June, and I heard about it on the Wednesday, in the yard, from Norrie Fyffe, who said that it would change everything. It did, in the end, though not in the way that he meant and not for a good while yet, and not before the Specials.
There was a new relief on the frames, nineteen years old, who could not tell me why a gate lifted instead of pushing and who was quite right to ask. There were four fewer houses on my round than there had been in the June before, and forty minutes more of me, and nobody had told me what to do with them.
And at the far end of the far end, in the yard at Millseat, a man was waiting for me at twenty past three on that Monday afternoon, at his usual place by the gate with his hands behind his back, and said, as I got down from the van, “Ye’re early.”
I was not. I have never once been early at Millseat. But that is what he says, and I had a feeling, even then, that the day might come when it would be true.
Chapter 1: Kirsty
Moira Tait came down the office at ten to six on the Monday with the clipboard in one hand and a girl in the other, and I knew before either of them spoke that I was going to be asked to do something with the girl.
She was nineteen. She was small, and quick in the way a thing is quick that has had to be, with her hair scraped back so hard it looked like a decision, and a Royal Mail fleece two sizes too big that somebody had given her out of the cupboard. She had a telephone in her hand. Not in her pocket, in her hand, the way you would hold a small bird you had been told to mind. I had not at that time met a person who held a telephone like that, and I looked at it with the faint suspicion of a man who has just been shown a new kind of gate.
“Douglas,” said Moira. “Kirsty Ritchie. Fraserburgh. She’s three weeks in, she’s been on Seven and on the relief and on the counter at Cuminestown, and she’s fine on a frame.”
“I’m fine on a frame,” said Kirsty Ritchie.
“Ye’re walkin her. Four. Monday tae Thursday.”
“Moira, I’ve got the round.”
“Aye, ye have, and I’ve got a headcount, and there’s naebody else in this office wi the patience.” She said this to the clipboard. It is the nearest thing to a compliment I had had from her since the Christmas before last, and it was delivered in the tone of a woman reading out a fault in a van. “Ye’ll show her the lot. Fit’s the gates, fit’s the dogs, the lot. I want her able tae dae Four on her ain by the middle o July.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re short.”
“I mean why Four,” said the girl. “It’s the longest, is it no? Hamish at Fyvie says it’s the longest in the county.”
“Hamish at Fyvie,” said Moira, “has forty doors and a lot tae say.”
I did not know who Hamish at Fyvie was, except that I did, because there is only one man at Fyvie who could be said to have forty doors, and he was the one who had my four houses, and I felt that small cold drop in the stomach that I always felt when anybody from outwith Turriff said a thing about my round as if it were a fact. But Moira had turned and gone, and the girl was looking at me, quite openly, as if I were the first problem in a long list of problems she had been handed.
“Is it aye this early?” she said.
“Aye.”
“Right.”
She went over to the frames. I had been framing up Route 4 for two years and I did it in fifty minutes, which I had been very pleased about the previous June. Kirsty Ritchie stood at my frame, looked at it for about as long as you would look at a menu, and began.
I watched her hands, which is the one thing nobody can teach you to do, and learned nothing, as I always do. She was done in thirty-four minutes. She did it, from beginning to end, without once looking at what she was holding. She was not showing off. She was simply a person who had never been told that it was hard.
“There’s a lot o Millseat in that,” she said, tying off the last bundle. “Is that a man or a shop?”
“A man.”
“He’s got a lot o parcels for a man.”
“Aye,” I said. “He has.”
* * *
We left the yard at twenty past six, which was where I had always left it, and she sat beside me in the passenger seat of the van with her telephone on her knee and the window down and the whole of the first mile in front of her, and she asked me questions.
I had been warned about this by nobody. I had been prepared for a nineteen-year-old who would not talk, since that is what a nineteen-year-old is. I had not been prepared for a nineteen-year-old who would talk and ask, in a pleasant flat voice with a broad Broch underneath it, one question after another about every single thing on the road, with no malice and no pause. Why was Tillydown first. Why did we do the Delgaty roadside boxes on the way out and not the way back. Why did the pillar box at the crossroads get done before the shop and not after. Why did the shop open at twenty past seven when it said half past on the door. I had answers for none of them, in the sense that I had never once been asked, and I found myself saying “because” in a voice I had last heard from my own father.
“That’s no an answer.”
“It’s the order.”
“Fa said?”
“Naebody said. It’s jist the order.”
She thought about that for the length of a field. Then she wrote something on the back of her left hand with a biro, very small, and went on looking out of the window.
At Auchry I stopped at the top gate, which lifts and does not push, and which had put me nine minutes behind on the second morning of my working life.
I am not proud of what I did. I got down, I stood by the gatepost, and I said nothing. I watched a nineteen-year-old girl who had been three weeks in the job walk up to that gate in the sunshine, take hold of it with one hand and push it, and I watched it stick, and I watched her push harder.
It was not malice. It was two years of being the only man on earth who knew a thing. I had been waiting a very long time for somebody to push that gate, and there is a kind of man, and I am sorry to say I am that kind, who finds when it finally happens that he cannot bring himself to spoil it.
It took her four minutes. She got down on one knee, looked at the hinge, put her shoulder under it and lifted, and it came off the pin and then went back on, and she stood up with an oily hand and a look on her face I have since learned to be careful of.
“It’s a hinge,” she said. “Fit were ye jist standin there for?”
“It lifts.”
“I ken that noo.”
“It’s nine minutes the first time.”
“Is that fit happent tae you?” She wiped her hand down the fleece. “I did it in fower.”
Which was, if I am being exact, true, and which I have never got over.
* * *
Backhill of Cairnie at twenty-five to nine, over the grid, and into the yard, and a collie that was not there.
It is a strange thing to come over a grid every morning for two years with a dog ahead of you and then to come over it without. I had not got used to it in a year and I did not suppose I should. I put the post in my left hand and the girl got out on the other side of the van and walked across the yard with four items and a circular, and Hugh Reith came out of the steading in the bunnet and stood.
She posted them. She was in no hurry. She posted each one separately, as she had been told to by somebody in some other office in some other year, and she turned, and the old man looked at her with the face of a man who has been presented with a calf of a breed he has not had before.
“Ye’ve putten it throwe the wrang box,” said Hugh Reith.
Kirsty Ritchie looked at the door. She looked at the letterbox, which was the only letterbox, in the middle of the only door that anybody used. She looked down at her hand, on the back of which she had written something at the crossroads that I had not been allowed to read.
“It’s the only ane,” she said.
“Aye,” said Hugh. He appeared to consider this. “That’s fit I’m sayin.”
And he went in.
She stood in the yard with her mouth slightly open, and then she came back across the grass, and got into the van, and shut the door, and said nothing at all for two hundred yards.
“Don’t,” I said.
“I wisna gonna.”
“Everyone asks.”
“I wisna gonna ask.” She looked out of the window at the hill. “Is he aye like that?”
“Every morning.”
“Fit’s it aboot?”
I drove another quarter of a mile and I thought of the row of cards on the mantelpiece in the last week of my first July, and the way a man stands at a door. I thought of what I had learned, which was not a thing that could be said in a van to a girl of nineteen at twenty to nine in the morning, and I said, “It’s the letterbox.”
She turned her head and looked at me for a good while.
“Right,” said Kirsty Ritchie. And she wrote something down.
* * *
At Wellbraes the kettle was on at the grid, as it always was, and Nettie Gauld stood at her door, and the collie came out from behind the byre in a long grey curve and stopped dead at the van, and looked at the girl, and walked up to her, and put her nose into the pocket of the fleece.
“She’s never done that tae me,” said Kirsty, delighted.
“She’s right about the pocket.”
“I’ve nae food in it.”
“She’s right about the pocket,” I said, and Kirsty put in her hand and brought out a telephone charger, a Mars bar with a bite out of it, and a pound coin, and Pepper took the Mars bar, very gently, as if she had been asked to, and went and lay down on the step.
“Ye can hae it,” Nettie said to the dog, which was a little late. She looked at the girl. “Broch?”
“Fraserburgh.”
“Aye. I thocht as much. A Broch quine.” She turned, with some satisfaction, and went in, and I understood that the matter had been settled and that nothing I could do or say would have any effect on it. The kettle boiled.
We were in the yard at Turriff at twenty past four, which was half an hour late, and the girl did not seem to mind it. She got down from the van and went in ahead of me, and I saw her go up to Moira at the door of the office and say something short, and Moira look at the clipboard, and look at her, and say something back.
It was Sheila Nicol who told me, later, at the frames, with her back turned. “She’s askit her if it’s aye nine and a half hoors.”
“And fit did Moira say?”
“Aye,” said Sheila.
I went out to the car. She was sitting on the step by the office door with her boots off and her hand flat on her knee, and I looked, which I should not have, at what she had written there at the crossroads, in biro, very small.
It said: AUCHRY TOP. LIFT. (WHY?)
I could not have told her why. I went home and did not try.
Chapter 2: Kettles
By the Thursday Kirsty Ritchie had been in the van for four mornings and had asked, by her own count, which she kept on the back of her other hand, a hundred and sixty-one questions, of which I had answered nineteen.
She was not discouraged. It is the one thing I noticed about her from the first, that being unanswered did nothing to her at all. She would ask, and I would say it was just the way it was, and she would write down the thing in question and take it away to be looked at later, like a piece of cloth she meant to match. By the Wednesday she had a column of them. By the Thursday she had stopped asking about the gates and begun to ask about the people, which is the next stage and more dangerous, and she started it at Auchry at ten to eight with, “Is it true the wumman at the shop disna open till half past?”
“Doreen opens at twenty past seven.”
“Fit does she dae at twenty past?”
“She puts the papers oot.”
“Then why dis it say half seven on the door?”
“Because it used tae,” I said, which was as close to an explanation as I had, and was, as it turned out, entirely true.
We were twelve minutes up. That was the other thing about the Thursday, and I did not notice it at first because I was too pleased with myself about the hinge. The girl framed in thirty-two minutes, which was not much faster than the Monday but was a good deal faster than me, and she had taken it on herself to do mine as well as her own so that we could be out of the yard at ten past six. I had said it was not the way. She had said, “It’s the same lot o letters, is it no?” and I could not tell her it was not. We were out of Turriff at ten past six, ten minutes before anybody on Route 4 had ever seen me leave it, and every door we came to we came to early.
Not by much. Seven minutes at the crossroads, which was nothing, since Doreen was putting the papers out. Nine at Auchry, where nobody was about. Twelve by the time we came down off the shoulder and over the grid at Backhill, where Hugh Reith was at the gate before I had stopped, as he always is, and said what he says, and said it to her this time without a flicker, and she said, “Aye,” quite politely, and he went in and she said nothing at all.
I do not want to give the impression that I had the least idea what was coming. I had two things in my head that morning and neither of them was an order. One was that I was twelve minutes up and could take the long way round the Forglen end and gain myself a cup of tea at Wellbraes. The other, which I would be ashamed to say if I had not decided to say everything, was that I was enjoying being asked.
* * *
The one other thing I will put down from that Thursday is the Forglen road end, because it was the first time I passed it with the girl in the van, and because of what she asked.
You come to it at about twenty to nine, coming down off the shoulder on to the low road under the woods, and there is a place where the road to Forglen goes off to the left through a gap in the beech trees, and has done since the days when there was a smiddy. I used to turn there. For two years I turned there every working morning, up a road with grass in the middle of it, and at the end of the road there was a white house with a beech at the gate.
I did not turn. I have not turned there since the seventh of February, and I did not slow, that Thursday, although it would be a lie to say I did not know where the turning was.
There was a van coming out of it. A red one, the same as mine, rather cleaner, with a man at the wheel who lifted two fingers off the rim as he came out on to the road, in the way you do to somebody whose road you are on, and I lifted two back. It was the first time I had seen him. He had a brown face and a grey moustache and a way of sitting upright, like a man who is afraid of the seat, and the van went by with a rattle that was not the rattle of mine, and was gone.
“Is that him?” said Kirsty.
“That’s Hamish.”
“Is he nice?”
“I’ve never spoken tae him.”
“Hamish at Fyvie says ye used tae dae that road.”
“I did.”
“Fit wis it like?”
I thought about it for the best part of a mile. It was a perfectly fair question and I did not want to give her the answer I had given everybody else in the office, which was “long.”
“It was eleven miles of nothing,” I said, “and then a house.”
“Is that bad?”
“No,” I said. “Naebody said it wis bad.”
She wrote something on her hand, and I let her, because I had nothing to put against it.
* * *
The kettle at Wellbraes was not on at the grid.
I mean that exactly. We came over it at twelve minutes to nine and the whole cattle grid rang like a xylophone in a cupboard, as it does, and Pepper came out from behind the byre, as she does, and the door of the cottage opened. And Nettie Gauld came out on to the step with a tea towel over her arm and looked at the van and looked at me and looked up at the sky, which was empty, and said, “Ye’re seeventeen minutes early.”
“I’m sorry, Nettie.”
“It’s nae a case o sorry.” She looked at the girl. “Is this the Broch ane?”
“Kirsty,” said Kirsty.
“Ye’ll hae tae wait.”
In two years I had never once been early at Wellbraes. I had been late in every way a man can be late, with every excuse that a man can have, and a bad winter, and snow, and a lamb. I had never been early. It had not crossed my mind that it could be a matter of any importance, any more than being early at a funeral would be a matter of importance for the corpse.
“Wait fit for?” said Kirsty.
“For five past,” said Nettie. “The kettle’s nae on.”
“Ye could jist pit it on.”
“I could.” She said it as one might say that a person could jump into a river. “But I pit it on at the grid, an the grid’s at five past, an I wis at the back wi the hens, an I’m nae gaein tae stand here wi the kettle oan for the pair o ye like a wumman at a station.”
Kirsty took out the telephone and held it up. “It’s eight forty-eight,” she said, as a person might say it to a foreigner. “It says it. It’s on the satellite.”
“It disna ken ma kettle,” said Nettie, and went in, and shut the door.
We sat in the van in the sunshine for seventeen minutes and neither of us spoke. It is a particular silence and I know it well: it is the one a man has when he has been refused by an old woman for a reason that is perfectly sound and that he cannot, however he turns it, find a hole in. Pepper came and lay under the van. A hen walked across the yard. At three minutes past nine I heard, from inside the cottage, very faintly, the tap run, and at four minutes past I heard the tap stop, and at five past exactly, by Kirsty’s satellite, the door opened, and Nettie Gauld stood on the step and said, “Aye. That’s mair like,” and held out the cups.
I do not know whether she had been counting the minutes or the tap. It did not occur to me then to ask. I have wondered since whether she ever knew that she was doing it, in the way I did not know I was, and I think the honest answer is that nobody on that round had ever been asked.
Kirsty drank her tea and said nothing for a quarter of an hour, which was the longest she had managed all week.
* * *
We were nine minutes late at Braeside, in the end, which is to say we were on time, since Charlie Simpson had been standing at the gate since ten past and had been, he told me, about to send out a search party.
“I thocht ye’d gone ower the road, Dougie. I said tae Ina, he’s gone ower the road. I said, that’s the sheds done at twenty past nine, an he disna come, an I’ve nae been tae the sheds, because I thocht, Ina, if I go tae the sheds the very meenit I’ll no see him, an then he’ll hae been an gone an I’ll hae missed him, an I said, I’ll jist stand. I’ve stood since ten past.”
“We were early at Wellbraes, Charlie. Nettie made us wait.”
“She made ye wait?” He looked at the girl as at a witness. “Fit for?”
“For the kettle,” said Kirsty.
“The kettle,” said Charlie, in the voice of a man who has been told something he has always suspected. “She’s aye been like that wi the kettle. I said tae Ina in the nineteen-eighties, I said, yon wumman wid sooner be late for her ain funeral than hae the kettle on afore the grid, an Ina said, she’s richt, Charlie, an I said it’s nae a question o richt, an she said fit is it a question o, then, an I’ll tell ye, Dougie, I couldna tell her.”
He gave us twenty-two minutes. I did not look at my watch, and neither, I think, did he. By the time we got out of Braeside it was twenty to ten and everything on the round had come back into line, as though a crease had been ironed out of it, and I thought no more about it than I would about a clock that had been stopped and started again.
Chapter 3: The Long Day
Moira took the girl off me on the Thursday, at the frames, in front of everybody, on the grounds that Seven had lost a man to a hernia and a hernia, in Moira’s view, outranked an education.
“The mornin,” she said. “Ye’ll hae her back Monday.”
“Aye,” I said. I said it without thinking. I had a clear sense, standing there with my hands full of Route 4, that I ought to have made some kind of objection, and a clearer sense that I did not want to, which interested me.
“Is that aa richt?” said the girl, who had come over with her fleece half on.
“It’s a hernia,” I said.
“I ken it’s a hernia.” She looked at the frame she had done for me every morning for eight days and I think, though I would not swear to it, that she was a little put out. “Div ye want me tae dae it afore I go?”
“Go on,” I said. “I can frame my own round.”
I did it in fifty-one minutes, which was a bad time, and I did it with the peculiar loneliness of a man who has had eight days of company and finds the frame quiet. And then I took the van out of the yard at twenty past six, and for the first time since the thirteenth I sat in it by myself, with the window down, on the twenty-third of June, two days past the longest of the year.
It was the kind of day you get in the north-east once or twice a year, when the sun is up before you are and does not go down in any sense that a man could name, and every park on the round has a light on it like the inside of a pear.
I do not know how to put that so that it is any good to you. It is a thing that happens to the whole country for about three weeks, and nobody in a town has any idea.
* * *
The round went the way the round goes. I will not give it you door by door. The pillar box, and Doreen with the papers, who said “Whaur’s the quine?” and was told, and said, “A hernia. I wis feart it wis the ither thing.” Auchry, and the gate, which I lifted without thinking. Backhill, and Hugh, and the wrong box, which I had heard some five hundred times by then and which I had, I noticed, begun to hear differently since a girl from Fraserburgh had looked at me across a yard in a way that said it was not a thing a person could be expected to know. Wellbraes at five past nine on the grid, with the kettle on. Braeside, and Charlie.
There was a good deal in the van. It was the last week of June, which is a quiet week for the ordinary post and not at all a quiet week for the other, and for the first time in my working life I had a back of the van that looked like the stock room of a small shop. A box of bricks. I mean that it was a box, and it had bricks in it, a sample, which had been sent to Techmuiry by a firm that was thinking of selling Sandy Lorimer a wall. A wheelbarrow, boxed flat, for the second Newseat. Two sacks of seed potatoes, which are not allowed in the post and which had been put in it by a woman in Banff who had not been told. Parcelforce, that Thursday, a tailgate for a pick-up. I did not lose any time on any of it. That is the thing about the first few years of a thing like that. Nobody has told you yet that it is going to become the job.
By the time I came to the foot of the Millseat track it was twenty past three and I had done the whole round alone, and the whole round had gone by in a sort of gold fog, and I stopped at the bottom gate with the engine off and the sign on the post that says PLEASE SHUT THE GATE.
I got down. There were six items. Five were boxes and one was a card, and the card I put in my breast pocket and the boxes I stacked on my left arm in the order that makes them stay, which is heaviest first and then the one that rattles. I opened the gate and drove through and got down and shut it.
I have shut that gate every working day for two years and have never once not shut it, and I do not know that a man could say more of himself.
* * *
Raymond was in the yard before I had the van stopped.
There was nothing in the yard to be in front of except a tractor with a tarpaulin on it and a chair by the door of the house. And he was in the middle of it with his hands behind his back and his hat on, looking at the track, as though he had been put there to wait for the van and had never been told of any alternative.
“Ye’re early,” said Raymond Stone.
“I’m no,” I said. “It’s twenty past three.”
“Aye.”
He took the boxes one at a time, from the top, and put them on the bench at the door. He did not look at the labels. He has never looked at a label in my presence in two years, and I have long since given up supposing that he reads them after I have gone.
“There’s a card.”
“Fa fae?”
“Cairo,” I said, because it said Cairo, and he took it, and put it in his shirt, and did not look at it either.
I stood in his yard in the sun. I had a sandwich in the van that I had not eaten, because I had not had the heart, and the whole of the round behind me lay quiet, the way it does at that hour, and I told him about the girl. I told him the lot. I told him about the telephone, and the hinge, and the four minutes, which I admitted to, and the kettle at Wellbraes and the seventeen minutes in the van, and Charlie Simpson and his search party, and the Mars bar, and the thing she had written on her hand. I do not know how long it took. It was a good story and I had been saving it up for ten days with nobody to give it to, and I gave it to Raymond Stone, who stood with his hands behind his back and his hat on and did not move a muscle.
When I had finished he said, “Fower meenits.”
“Aye.”
“I’d hae taen fower an a half.”
I believe that is the only joke I ever heard him make, and I did not know it was one until I was a mile down the track.
“Hoo auld is she?”
“Nineteen.”
“Aye.” He thought. “Is she comin?”
“Here? No. No, it’s Moira’s got her. Seven, the morn. I’ll hae her back on Monday.”
“Aye,” said Raymond. And then, a good deal later, looking down the track at the two empty parks, which had had nothing in them for as long as I had been coming, and which were gold, “Fit’ll ye dae wi it?”
“Wi what?”
“The forty meenits.”
He had not said a word about the revision in a year. He had stood at the end of that track through the whole of it, and listened to every part, and said “Aye” at the right places, and I had supposed that he had not been listening to the half of it. And here he was, in the middle of the longest day, saying it, in four words, and looking at a park.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Aye.”
“I thought I’d be glad.”
“Ye’re early,” said Raymond Stone, and I was, it turned out, for once, though not by much, and he went indoors with the boxes.
* * *
I drove down the track slowly. At the bottom I stopped, and got out, and opened the gate, and drove through, and got out again and shut it. I do all that without thinking and I did it that day without thinking, and then I did a thing I had not done in the whole of two years, which was to get my sandwich out of the van and sit down on the bottom bar of the gate with my back to the post.
It was ten to four in the afternoon. I had nowhere in the world to be.
I do not want to say that it was anything. It was a sandwich in the sun. There was a hare in the first of the parks, sitting up, about forty yards off, with its ears the colour of the grass, and a curlew somewhere that went on and on, and the light on everything, flat and gold and level, the kind of light in which a man can see every single thing there is and none of it needs doing. Cheese and pickle. I ate it slowly. I was forty-nine years old and I had been at work for nine and a half hours, and I sat on a gate and was, for twenty minutes, nothing at all.
I was in the yard at Turriff at ten past four, which was the earliest I had been in it since I started, and there was nobody about but Aileen, who was washing a mug.
“Good day?” she said.
“Aye.”
“Ye’ve a face on ye.”
“It’s the light,” I said.
“Hmm,” said Aileen Cruickshank, and put the mug on the rack, and looked at me for just slightly longer than the light would have accounted for.
Chapter 4: A Notice on the Board
There is a notice board in the Turriff delivery office that is older than anybody who works there, and it has the property, which I have noticed in no other board in my life, of being read by everybody and mentioned by nobody until a thing goes up on it that matters. Then the whole office reads it at once.
I came in on the Friday at twenty-five past five and there were seven people standing in front of it in their fleeces with their backs to the frames. This is never a good sign. The frames are where a postman stands, and a postman who is not at his frame at twenty-five past five has been given a reason, and the reason is usually in a typeface.
“It’s a bad ane,” Norrie Fyffe said, without turning round. He had his reading glasses on, which he never wears in public, and he was holding them at the bridge with one finger. “It’s nae a bad ane. It’s a thing.”
“Fit’s it say?”
“It says Special Delivery.”
I looked over his shoulder. It was a single sheet, stapled, with the head of the area office on it and a number in the corner, and it had been pinned up with four drawing pins, one at each corner, by somebody who had meant it to stay. It was headed NOTICE TO ALL DELIVERY STAFF and underneath that, in capitals, SPECIAL DELIVERY GUARANTEED: HANDLING AT DELIVERY OFFICES. I read it from the top to the bottom, standing, once, with the whole office breathing on the back of my neck, and I have the full text of it, which comes after this chapter and does not repay reading twice.
What it said, in short, was this. From Monday the eleventh of July, any item with a Special Delivery label on it, which is the label with red on it, would be taken out of the ordinary post at the frame as soon as it arrived and delivered ahead of the walk. By the first available vehicle. To the addressee, and signed for, with the name printed and the time of delivery put on the docket. In the order of the addressee’s location, rather than in the order of the duty, wherever the guaranteed time would otherwise be at risk.
“Fit does that mean?” said Ryan Duthie.
“It means a thing gets taen oot first,” Aileen said.
“First afore fit?”
“Afore the walk. Afore ye start. Ye tak it, an then ye start.”
“But if it’s for the crossroads, that’s nae differ.”
“Nae.”
“An if it’s for Millseat?” said Ryan.
There is a kind of quiet in an office that comes down when somebody has asked the thing that everybody had been about to ask and had decided, for various reasons, to let somebody else. It was Ryan Duthie, who is twenty-one and says about eleven things a day, who did it, and I remember that nobody looked at me.
“It’ll nae be for Millseat,” said Gordie Massie. “Naebody sends a Special tae Millseat.”
“It’s for onywhere,” Norrie said. “It says onywhere.”
“Aye, but fa wid?”
“Raymond Stone wid,” said Sheila Nicol, and that was the whole of her contribution, and she went back to her frame.
* * *
Moira came down the office at half past five exactly. She had the clipboard and, for the first time I could remember, she was not holding it in front of her.
She stood in front of the notice and read it, aloud, in the voice she uses for the weights and measures, from top to bottom. And then, because nobody said anything, she read it again.
“I didna write it,” she said at the end of it.
“We ken ye didna.”
“I’m only sayin.”
“It’s got a time on it,” Aileen said.
“It has.”
“A time.”
“It has a time on it, Aileen.” Moira looked at her. I think she was about to say something else, and I think it was in some way of the order of what I should have said, and she did not say it. She said, “I’ve been in this office nine, ten year, and I’ll tell ye fit’s a first. Naebody’s ever askit us for a time.”
There was another quiet. Norrie Fyffe took his glasses off and put them in his pocket.
“I’ll no say onything,” he said. “I’ll jist say, is it in the agreement.”
“It’s an instruction.”
“That’s nae an answer.”
“It’s an instruction, Norrie. It’s fae the area, an it’s fae the area because there wis an audit in the spring, an the audit said there wis a number o offices in the north where Specials hid been late. Which is aye, I’ll admit, the ones wi the long walks.” She said it flat, as a thing she had been told, and I understood that she had said it to herself a good many times over the weekend before saying it to us. “There wis a few Specials late, up the north, in the spring. That’s aa.”
“A few,” said Gordie. “That’s nae a lot.”
“It’s nae a lot.”
“Then fit’s the bother?”
“Fit’s the bother is it’s a few mair than they’ll pit up wi,” said Moira, and went to get her tea.
* * *
Gordie Massie explained it to the room at ten to six.
I should record that I had been dreading this, in the way that you dread weather you have already seen on the radio, and that I stood at my frame and framed and listened to the whole of it with a feeling that was very nearly affection. Gordie Massie has explained everything that has ever happened to the Turriff delivery office, in order, for the past thirty years, and he has been wrong each time with a completeness that I can only describe as a gift.
“It’s the courts,” he said. “It’s the Sheriff Court at Banff. They’ve a rule, it’s in a statute, it’s the Sheriff sits at ane o’clock an everything has tae be in his haun by then. That’s fit the ane o’clock’s for. I hid it fae a man that wis a clerk.”
“A clerk o fit?”
“The Sheriff Court.”
“At Banff?”
“At Banff.”
“Gordie,” said Ryan, “the Sheriff Court at Banff disna sit at ane.”
“It disna noo,” said Gordie, with great patience. “That’s because o the notice.”
Nobody argued. It was not that there was no argument. It was that every man in that office had heard Gordie Massie explain every notice that had ever gone on that board since 1981, and had learned, as you learn it about a dog, that it is not the explanation that matters but the pleasure the man takes in giving it.
Kirsty Ritchie, who had come in for the frames before going to Seven and who had said nothing, stood at the end of the row and wrote something on the back of her hand.
“Fit are ye writin?” said Sheila Nicol.
“Naething. A question.”
“Fit?”
“If a thing’s tae be there by ane,” Kirsty said, “an the man’s at the far end o the round at hauf past three.” She looked at the notice. “Fa’s it that gets there at ane?”
Nobody answered that, and she did not seem to expect it.
* * *
I did the sum on the way out of the yard.
It is not a difficult sum, and I should not like to say how long it took me to see it. Techmuiry at one. Hillhead at two. The Old Schoolhouse at twenty to three, the last road at three, and Millseat at twenty past. If the guarantee was one o’clock then anything for any of those, from the time the notice came in on the eleventh of July, would have to go out at the front of the day and not the end, and I, who had been going to Millseat at the end of the day for two years because that was where it was, would be going to the Old Schoolhouse at ten past seven, with a letter, in the order of its location, before I had done the crossroads.
I did not know what that would look like. I could not see it. It was like being asked to imagine the back of my own head.
I drove out of the yard at twenty past six into the first of the light and did the whole morning in a sort of distraction, so that at Backhill I did not hear what Hugh Reith said until he had gone in, and at Wellbraes I put the kettle on myself, which is something I have never been allowed to do, and which Nettie Gauld observed from the door with her arms folded and said nothing about at all.
What I remember best about the day is not any of the doors. It is what I saw when I came back to the yard at ten past four.
The office was empty. They had all gone. The frames were bare, and the lights were half on, and the board was in the corner by the door where it has always been, and at the foot of it, in her own coat, with her bag over her arm and her car keys in her hand, was Moira Tait, standing still. She was looking at the notice. As I watched, she put out her hand and pressed the top left-hand drawing pin, which had come out a little, back into the board with her thumb, and then the top right-hand one, and the two at the bottom.
They had not been loose. She had done it as a person does it who has been told to look after something.
She did not see me. I went out again the way I had come in, and sat in the van for a minute, and drove round the back of the yard so that the engine would not carry, and went home.
Notice to All Delivery Staff
A single typed sheet, the head of the area office at the top and a reference in the corner, four drawing-pin holes at the corners and a coffee ring that is not mine. Each of us was given a copy to initial and hand back, in the week of the twentieth of June 2011. I kept mine, because nobody asked for it again, and because it was the first piece of paper I had ever been handed at that office with the word “guaranteed” in it.
* * *
NOTICE TO ALL DELIVERY STAFF
SPECIAL DELIVERY GUARANTEED: HANDLING AT DELIVERY OFFICES
Issued Monday 20 June 2011. For implementation Monday 11 July 2011.
Background. An audit of Special Delivery performance in the quarter to March identified a number of delivery offices at which items bearing the Special Delivery label were not delivered by the guaranteed time. In the main these were items addressed to delivery points in the second half of the duty.
Instruction. With effect from the date above, all Special Delivery items received at the delivery office will be separated at the frame on receipt and delivered ahead of the walk, by the first available vehicle, in the order of addressee location rather than duty order where the guaranteed time would otherwise be at risk.
Signature. The signature of the addressee, or of a person authorised by the addressee, will be obtained in all cases. The name will be printed beneath the signature and the time of delivery entered on the docket.
Failed delivery. Where an item cannot be delivered, a card will be left and the item returned to the delivery office. The Delivery Office Manager will be informed at once.
Protecting the walk. Local arrangements to protect the remainder of the duty from the effect of this instruction are a matter for the Delivery Office Manager.
Status of the guaranteed time. Delivery Office Managers will note that the guaranteed time is not a target.
Please initial below to confirm that you have read and understood this notice.
N.F. · G.M. · S.N. · A.C. · R.D. · D.O. · K.R.
* * *
In the margin beside paragraph 6, in pencil, somebody had underlined the word “not”. It was not done as a joke. The line goes straight through the middle of the word and carries on past the end of it, in the way a line does when the pencil has been pressed hard by a person who has not noticed what her hand was doing.
I did not see her do it. There was only the one pencil on that clipboard, and it was Moira’s.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Special Delivery. Thank you for reading.
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