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  Chapter One




  There is an old graveyard of the Maceacherns between the road and the water where the south shore of the loch runs out in a sort of small headland. All along the rest of the

  shore the road keeps close to the water, but here it cuts the corner, leaving an isolated triangle of land with the road at its base and the water on the other two sides. That is where the

  graveyard is, stuck up among the rocks seven or eight feet above the level of the road. I do not know how they found soil enough to earth their dead in. Perhaps that is why the graves are marked by

  flat slabs sunk in the turf and not standing stones. There are no inscriptions. There is a dry-stone wall all round, growing up out of the rocks for all the world like a miniature Cyclopean

  acropolis. There is a gateway in the wall but no gate.




  I know it is a graveyard of the Maceacherns, because everybody knows that, and it would not be anyone else’s hereabouts. I know little else for certain. It is impossible to date it from

  its appearance, because as I say there are no inscriptions, and the stones are natural stones which were already weathered before they were used. Small graveyards are not uncommon in the Highlands,

  where you had tiny communities scattered over huge areas, and the village churchyard so familiar in the south was no feature of their lives or deaths. One story is that the people buried there are

  the men who died trying to resist a raiding-party of Strachans. The Strachans had come to take a wonderful red-haired woman who lived in a shieling up on the north face above the loch. She had some

  fancy name, I forget what. Another story is that they are the men who resisted the redcoats when they came to burn the place after the Forty-Five and got shot down for their pains. I have also been

  told that the dead were the victims of the great smallpox epidemic of the eighteen-forties, buried here by themselves from some half-digested notion of sanitary isolation. The last explanation,

  being the most practical one and the most reluctantly offered, is the most probable. As in most near-primitive places, romantic happenings are rare in the Highlands, but the romantic imagination

  abounds. The Maceacherns were more likely to succumb to smallpox than to resist the Strachans or the redcoats.




  I used to drive past the place often enough, say once or twice a week, when I went into Kinlocheilean to shop, but I had never thought of stopping and going and looking at it. I stopped that day

  because there was someone there, and I had never seen anyone there before. I stopped partly because in these parts you tend to stop, or at least consider stopping, at the sight of almost anyone,

  and partly because of a feeling, also peculiar to the place, that if there was after all something of interest in the graveyard, I wanted to be in on it too. As it happened, I had cut the engine

  before I came round the bend, because there was a new rattle in the chassis I wanted to identify and could not hear with the engine running. This was pure chance, but turned out to be very

  important. Anyway, I ran up in neutral to a point just under the graveyard, and then I stopped the car and sat there watching the person moving about inside. I could see only her head and

  shoulders. I was fairly certain that it was a girl, because the hair was very fair and cut relatively short. A boy with hair like that would probably have worn it shoulder-length and a beard to go

  with it. And the face looked like a girl’s face. At least there was no beard. After a bit she saw me watching her, and came and leant her elbows on the wall, looking down at me. It was only

  then it occurred to me that I had seen no other car anywhere, and I wondered how she had got there. I was still wondering this when she moved back from the wall, and a moment later she appeared in

  the gateway and began walking down towards me. I opened the car door and got out. I could not just sit there and let her walk all the way down. She came on, still watching me, but without any

  hesitation, and after a moment I started walking up to meet her. We were both serious but ready to be polite. I did not know who she was at all.




  She was a nice-looking girl, not a beauty, but pretty with her fresh colouring, and a good mover in an active, springy sort of way. There were no romantic undertones in the thing at all. So far

  as I was concerned, she was much too young for that. But I liked her before we were anywhere near each other, and I was glad I had stopped. Also, I still wanted to know what she was up to.




  I said, ‘Good morning. Looking at the graveyard?’ The question was as much a formality as the greeting. I knew she had been looking at the graveyard, and she knew I knew it. What I

  wanted to know was why, but I could not ask her that direct. She had as much business there as I had, and for all I knew more. She might be the last of the Maceacherns in search of her

  ancestors.




  She did not sound quite like it when she spoke. Her voice seemed as much southern as mine was, possibly even more, because I had been in the glen some time now, and you need to have a very

  insensitive ear, or a closed mind, not to pick up some shades of the local speech. She said, ‘That’s right. It’s a lonely place, isn’t it? But very peaceful.’ She

  smiled very nicely, but she was looking me over all the time, wondering about me as much as I was wondering about her. She had heard me speak too, and she would know I was not one of the real

  people of the glen. I might be local gentry, because the local gentry do not use the local speech, or not to each other. For the matter of that, so might she be, but I thought if she was, I could

  have placed her by now, and I could not place her at all. And her voice was not quite right for that.




  I said, ‘It can be pretty wild later in the year,’ I said that deliberately, to let her know that I lived here all the time. ‘But they were used to that, presumably,’ I

  said.




  She accepted the information offered, but did not take it up. There was just a faint lift of the eyebrow. I thought she was an intelligent girl, who knew what she was up to, but was not giving

  much away. She said, ‘I suppose so, yes.’




  We had met about ten yards up from the road, but she was not going to stand there and talk. She kept on moving steadily down, and I turned and walked with her. We walked round the front of the

  car, and I watched her eyes and saw them turn for a moment to the number plate. It was an English registration, because I had bought the car before I had come north. I reckoned she would know this,

  because nearly all the Scottish numbers have an S in them. It would fill in her picture a bit, and correctly. She would place me as a southerner, who lived here, but had not been here more than a

  few years. In a place as empty of people and as full of personal curiosity as the Highlands, she had virtually got me identified already. Anyone would tell her. I still knew nothing whatever about

  her, except that she was not one of the people of the glen.




  I looked round vaguely, as if I expected to find her car hidden behind a tree-stump, though of course there was nowhere you could put a car, except on the road, anywhere in sight. I said,

  ‘I don’t know—I’m driving into Kinlocheilean. Can I give you a lift?’




  She was still as smooth as cream and as cool as a cucumber. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said, ‘but don’t bother. I’m not going on just yet.’




  I surrendered, because there was nothing else I could do. ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Well, I’d better be getting on.’ I got into the car, and we said good-bye, and she waved

  pleasantly as I drove off. I got one glimpse of her in the driving mirror, standing all by herself in that vast solitude between the grey sheet of water and the hanging pinewoods of the face. I

  thought that the moment I was out of sight she would go back up to the graveyard. I thought that if she had heard me coming in time, she would have kept down behind the wall, and I should never

  have known she was there. I thought that, once I had seen her, she had, by implication, got me identified and then seen me off in the best possible order. I thought she was a cool one, all right. I

  still liked her, but I was a little piqued. Also I was full of curiosity. I had been in the glen too long to be wholly free of the endemic local disease.




  All the same, I did not ask anyone about her. I did not mention her to anyone. I had a strong instinct not to. This was partly a natural secretiveness, which the intense, perennial scrutiny of

  the glen had if anything intensified. You concealed everything, however unimportant, because as long as there were unimportant things to discover about you, the glen might be slower in discovering

  things you did not want known. But there was more to it than that. I was sure I had been right in thinking that the girl would have kept out of my sight if she could, and that as soon as she knew I

  had seen her, she had come down deliberately to find out who I was. In fact, she had no reason to mind my having seen her, but she did not know this, because she did not know who I was. It seemed

  to follow that there was someone in the glen she did mind seeing her, whether or not she knew them by sight. I had not the faintest idea who they could be, but I knew that if I mentioned the girl

  to anyone, her presence would have been heard of, in various forms, by everyone else in the glen in a matter almost of hours. And the thing was, whatever she was up to, I was on her side. I hope it

  is not necessary to repeat that in this I was not just a middle-aged man being silly about a pretty girl. I had liked her, and indeed admired her, and nothing would persuade me that either my

  liking or my admiration was mistaken. Whatever reasons she had for her secrecy, so far as I was concerned she was welcome to it.




  She was gone by the time I got back from Kinlocheilean. I know, because I stopped the car at the graveyard and walked up to have a look. I did not stay more than a minute, because I was in a

  hurry to be home. I just made sure she was no longer there, and then went back to the car and drove on.




  After that I waited to see if any word of her had got round. If it had, it would have reached me sooner or later. Later rather than sooner, because I was not of the glen, even though I lived in

  it, and things the rest of the glen knew at once could take time to filter through to me. So, as I say, I waited, but I heard nothing at all. The probability therefore was that she had got clean

  away with it. There was one remaining possibility. This was that not only her visit to the graveyard, but my own meeting with her there, had become known. It was a remote possibility in that

  setting, but anything is possible in the Highlands. There are always people around, keepers and stalkers and men with sheep on the hill, whose proper business it is to see any unusual movement on

  the landscape, and who are trained and equipped to do it. If I had been seen with her, and if there was some local mystery about her, then I should be involved in the mystery, and no one would

  mention her to me at all. As I say, it was a very faint possibility, and I hoped it was not true. But the possibility remained.




  In view of what happened later, I must make it clear that I had not at this stage the least reason for supposing that the thing was of any real importance to anyone. All I knew was that, if she

  had been seen, this rather striking visitor to the glen at this time of the year (it was long past the tourist season and already nearly winter) would be the subject of general speculation, and

  that if her visit to the graveyard of the Maceacherns had been known, the speculation would have verged on the feverish. I doubt if anyone ever visited it from one year’s end to another,

  except perhaps the occasional tourist with antiquarian interests or an eye for the picturesque. But I did not suppose that the speculation, even if it existed, would be any more than part of that

  all-embracing interest in other people which is a large and essential part of the glen’s way of thinking.




  Meanwhile I continued to speculate myself. The first conclusion I came to was that, whatever she had been up to, she had probably not been up to it alone. From the graveyard the road ran a good

  seven miles east back to Kinlocheilean, and an almost equal distance to the western end of the loch, where I lived. Southward there was nothing but howling wilderness and ultimately mountains. I

  did not think she could have walked from where I saw her, and certainly if she had walked either way along the road, she would have been seen by someone else. Indeed, I should probably have seen

  her myself on my way back. Excluding such fantasies as helicopters or boats on the loch (almost equally conspicuous at this time of the year), I concluded that at some time after I had left her

  someone had driven along the road and picked her up. The car used must have been locally unremarkable, and must have kept its exotic passenger out of sight until they were well out of the glen. The

  second requirement would be easy enough, but the first raised various interesting possibilities which I did not for the moment explore. Another possibility was that they had simply waited until it

  was dark. The dark came very early at that time of the year, and she would not have had long to wait. I knew she had not stayed in the graveyard, because I had gone up to see. But once she had

  concluded her business there, whatever it was, she could have walked up into the shelter of the forest trees and stayed there, watching the road, until relief arrived. That at least is what I

  should have done myself. It was to be presumed that the driver of the car knew where to stop for her. But the whole thing was pure speculation.




  The other thing I speculated about, naturally, was what there had been in the graveyard to interest her. I had every intention of going and having a proper look at it myself, but I would not let

  myself do it until I was quite sure that no word of her visit had got round. So I waited a week or so, and even then I took fairly elaborate precautions. First I drove past the place, pausing just

  long enough to take a rough cross-bearing between a conspicuous tree on the far side of the loch and a high point on the northern skyline. Then I drove on a mile or so, parked the car at a point

  where I could get it well off the road, and took to the trees on the north face. When I was well up clear of the road, I turned back westwards and made my way parallel with it along the face. I

  could not see my shore of the loch for the trees, but I could see the far side, and could pick up my bearing easily enough when I came to it. It was rough going, and working across a slope is

  always more difficult than working either up or down it, but it did not take me long. When I had my bearing aligned, I turned and went straight downhill to the road. It was perfectly possible that

  nothing had passed on the road since I had parked my car, and in that case the whole manoeuvre had been unnecessary. I could have walked straight back along the road. But it was a risk I could not

  take.




  As a matter of fact, a car did come along almost as I came down to the road, but I heard it coming in time. I dodged back into the trees and watched it pass. I knew who it was. It was Jim

  McDonach, the local builder and joiner, driving his van out west from Kinlocheilean. He had a job on at Kilstruan. I wondered what he had made of my parked car, and whether he had stopped to look

  for me. But at least it had not kept him. He had left it and gone on westwards, and the next time I met him I could if necessary have a story ready to account for my car being where it was. I

  listened carefully, heard no car in either direction and walked straight out of the trees and across the road.




  It was the same grey, chilly weather as it had been when I had seen the girl here. You get a lot of it at this time of the year. It is not yet painfully cold, but it is extraordinarily

  cheerless. A slight breeze blew steadily from the north-west, ruffling the surface of the loch and just stirring the tops of the trees. Those were the only sounds anywhere, the water moving among

  the stones down at my feet and the trees moving behind me. Neither was very loud but neither ever completely stopped. I took one more look along the road and then walked up the slope and, for the

  second time in my life, into the graveyard of the Maceacherns.




  





  Chapter Two




  The walls were higher than I had remembered, and there were stone uprights on each side of the opening. It was just as I was going through them that I was hit by a sudden wave

  of pure horror, totally unexpected in what had been up to then a fairly light-hearted business. I suddenly thought that the girl was there again, but no longer alive. I had a perfectly clear

  picture of her, very small and flat, spreadeagled over one of those grey stones. I do not know why I thought of it, except that it was a perfect place for unobtrusive death. I suppose I checked for

  a moment, and then fairly ran into the gateway, looking wildly to both sides of me.




  She was not there, of course. There was nothing there, only the grey, lichened walls, so closely laid that no chink of light showed through them and the green turf between them. You had to look

  hard even to see the graves. As I have said, the stones on them were laid flat, and the turf was closing over them. There were a few islands of stone still visible among the green, but mostly you

  could only trace the shapes under it, so that you knew the stones were there, but would have to cut into the turf and roll it back to see them. There was no reason why you should, because even the

  stones you could see had no lettering on them. There was nothing anywhere to tell you anything you did not already know. You knew it was a graveyard, and there, presumably, were the graves. That

  was all there was to see.




  Once I had got over that sudden, inexplicable horror, I did not find it an unpleasant place. It was lonely, as the girl had said, but then I have a taste for lonely places, or I should not have

  found myself living where I was. Like so many other places in the Highlands, it could be completely transformed by a change of weather and season. On a fine day in summer, with a blue sky and the

  birches in leaf on the north shore, it would be just the sort of place where your visitor from the packed south thinks he would like to build a bungalow to retire to. Even now it was peaceful

  enough. It did not even have the nagging quality of some holy places. There was nothing particularly holy about it. I suppose some sort of service had been read over the dead at the time of their

  burial, but I doubt if the living had had much truck with divinity there since. And the dead, whether they had been heroes of the resistance or the victims of social deficiency, were too shadowy

  now to make their presence felt. They were less real now than the rocks, and much less enduring.




  The actual structure, like so many of the purely utiliarian structures of unsophisticated man, was beautiful. It was not, as it looked from the road, simply rectangular, but rhomboid, tailored

  to the tapering shape of the tiny headland it stood on. I reckoned they had put their dead in first, and then, where the rocks were already falling away towards the water, contrived this shelter

  for them, bringing up stones from the shore of the loch, and piling them up from the uneven footing of the rocks with the incredibly efficient skill of the dry-stone builder, who uses imperishable

  gravity for mortar instead of using perishable mortar in an attempt to defeat gravity. I did not want to build a bungalow here, but I should not at all have minded being buried here, only I doubted

  from the look of it whether there was room for even one more grave without disturbing one of the existing tenants.




  What the girl had been doing there I had not the faintest idea. She might of course have been merely waiting, but I did not think so. From the moment I saw her, I had had this impression of

  activity. She had been moving about, and purposefully. I even suspected that she had gone back to her activity after she had seen me off with such efficiency and charm. But there was nothing,

  nothing whatever, to show what she had been at. I looked over the whole place carefully, and I could not see any sign of any recent human action. I supposed that the turf could have been cut into

  at some point and then laid back, but you could not tell. I wished now that I had gone right up into the graveyard while she was still there, but I knew she did not want me to, and I had had no

  wish to do anything she did not want. I had the feeling, illogical in view of the impression she had made on me, that she might need help, but even if she did, it would be up to her to ask for it.

  Unless I was wrong, she knew by now where to find me. I could not think why she should come to me for help, except that I was to this very limited extent already in her secret, and she might think,

  from the fact that I had kept it so far, that I was to be trusted with it. I only know that I hoped she would come. I suppose the truth is that, with all my self-sufficiency, I was a little lonely,

  and there had been something in her that had appealed to me very strongly. But for the moment there was nothing I could do for her except go on keeping her secret.




  The gateway was in the wall facing the road, and I was walking towards it when I heard a car coming from the west. What I did was only a logical expression of what was still an almost wholly

  illogical state of mind, but it was in the event decisive. I ducked down behind the wall and crouched on the turf just inside the gateway. That was what I thought the girl would have done if she

  had heard my car coming. She had not heard me coming, and I had seen her. I heard whoever it was coming, and I did not let them see me. It was decisive for both of us.




  The car came on, and I crouched there, feeling the damp of the turf through the knees of my breeches, and waiting for it to pass. It was several seconds before I realised that it was not going

  to pass. It was slowing down, and a moment later it stopped, down there on the road immediately in front of me. I found my mouth was dry and my heart beating furiously. There was nothing there to

  stop for except the graveyard, and if whoever it was had stopped for the graveyard, the chances were that they would come up. And there was no possible way of escape. Of course I could have climbed

  the wall behind me easily enough, but not without being seen. The only thing I could do, if they did come up, was to make a show of not having been keeping out of their sight deliberately, and I

  did not know if I could do that with any sort of conviction. At best, if nothing serious was involved, I ran the risk of looking uncommonly foolish, and in the glen of all places I did not want to

  do that. At worst—but I had no idea at all what the worst might be. I could not at that stage. This was as well, or I should have been a great deal more frightened than I was.




  I heard the car door open, and crawled along the wall to my right, away from the gateway. Partly I wanted to get as far away from the gateway as I could, to prolong my concealment as far as

  possible, and partly I was looking for a chink in the wall, so that I could get a sight of the road. There was no chink anywhere. The old builders had done their work too well for that, and the

  lichen and the accumulated dust of ages had done the rest. A moment later I heard voices. They were local voices, but I did not know whose. I heard them quite clearly in that slightly tempered

  silence. The fact that there were more than one of them made my position worse, but what they were saying gave me at once a gleam of hope.




  One voice said, ‘Och, telling you, there’s nothing there. I looked well.’




  The other voice—they were both men—said, ‘Had we no best go up and take another speir?’




  The first voice sounded angry now. ‘Och, what’s the use?’ it said. ‘We’re wasting our time, I tell you. Do you think I’d no have seen it if it had been

  there?’




  There was a pause then, and a stronger puff of wind from across the loch blew over me in my solitary predicament and the clash of wills down there on the road below me. Whether it was the wind,

  or whether it spoke more quietly, I could not hear what the second voice replied when it did reply. It said something, and a moment later I heard both doors of the car shut, one after the other.

  For another moment the thing hung in the balance, and then I heard the engine start up. I could have cried with relief. But relief or no relief, I moved as soon as the car did. I scuttled back,

  still on all fours, to the gateway and put one eye round the eastern gatepost. It is one of the rules of stalking that you never look over the top of a thing when you can look round it, and even if

  the driver had his eyes on the road, the other might still be looking back. The car was just going round the bend before I got a sight of it, but I saw all I wanted. I knew whose car it was.




  I also knew that the owner of the car would know my car when he came to it. There was not a moment to be lost. As soon as the car was round the bend of the road, I ran out of the gateway and

  down the slope. I took no thought now for anything else there might be on the road. I ran straight across it and up the face under the trees as fast as my legs and breath would take me. I climbed

  to a point where I judged that, with the wind as it was, I could move fast if I had to without being heard from the road. Then I turned eastwards along the face, going slower now, and above all

  making sure that the road was never altogether out of sight. I wanted without fail to see if the car came back. If it did come back, I knew, after what had passed between the driver and his

  companion, that it would mean only one thing. It would mean that they had turned back because they had seen my car. That might indicate either a general suspiciousness or else a more positive

  knowledge that I was in some way involved. Either way I should not like it, but at least I had to know.




  In fact I never did know. As I have said, moving sideways along a face is never easy, especially under trees, and my incessant watch on the road made it worse. I must have been most of the way

  back to the point above my car when I caught my foot in an uncovered root and went sprawling. I did not hurt myself or fall far. I merely came down sideways and rolled a foot or two before I

  fetched up against the nearest tree. But as I lay there, recovering my wits, I heard a car pass on the road below. Of course I did not see it. I could not even be sure which way it was going. I

  just heard the sound of the engine come up through the trees and die away again. All I could swear to was that it did not seem to be going particularly fast. It might be my two coming back for a

  second look, or it might be anybody going about his business along the glen. It might even be Jim McDonach coming back. There was nothing more I could make of it.




  I picked myself up and went on the way I had been going. From that height I could see my car when I came out above it, and for a moment or two I stood there, peering down through the trees,

  trying to see if there was anyone else about. I saw nothing, and started down the face towards it. Time was important now. For better or worse, my car had been seen there, but I did not want to be

  seen with it, still less asked what I was doing there until I had had time to get my explanations right.




  I went as quickly as I could without making too much noise about it until I was ten feet or so above the level of the road and still just under the cover of the trees. Then I stopped,

  motionless, with the broad foot of a tree between me and the road, to spy out the position. My ears strained for any sound of movement or voices on the breeze, and from either side of the trunk I

  looked over the whole ground along the road. This is a regular and almost instinctive part of stalking, this sudden freezing into immobility while your eyes, the only part of you moving, search the

  new stretch of ground ahead to make sure there is nothing there before you move forward into it. I say ‘your eyes’, because the deer are mostly silent beasts, and the insensitive human

  ear has virtually no part to play in finding them on the hill. But now it was not deer I was looking for. Human movements make much more noise than those of the deer, and two men find it very

  difficult to be together for long without saying something. For several seconds I listened and looked over every foot of ground I could see, but I saw and heard no sign of life. That was the best I

  could do, because I had no more time to spare. I must commit myself now. I got up from behind my tree and walked steadily but without any further attempt at concealment down to the car. Nothing

  stirred.




  I unlocked the car and got in. It was facing east, and I did not attempt to turn it. Instead I thought I would drive into Kinlocheilean and make a show of shopping. If the car I had heard had

  been my two coming back, it was behind me now. If it had not, then their car would be away somewhere eastward, wherever it had been heading for when I had last seen it. I drove steadily, making as

  much speed as the narrow winding road allowed. It was the sort of road you had to watch the whole time, especially at the blind bends, because several of the local drivers drove on the assumption

  that they had the road to themselves. Generally they had, but not all the time, and the narrow tarmac did not allow of much last-second manoeuvre. And once you were off it, you were in trouble,

  because what there was on both sides was very rough indeed, and you were fairly certain to break the car up a bit, even if you did not run square into something immovable or find yourself in the

  water. All the same, I drove by reflex action from what I saw ahead. With the main part of my mind I thought, because I had a lot to think about.




  My first need was an explanation for my parked car. This was not as difficult as it sounds, because I was given to leaving it at all sorts of places and making off into the country one way or

  the other, and this was well known. I was a sort of licenced eccentric in the glen, because I did a lot of things for pleasure which most of the inhabitants did not do at all, and those that did

  did only because they had to to earn their living. To start with, I walked. I walked fairly big distances across country, sometimes with some particular objective, sometimes simply for the sake of

  walking, and I did it at all times of the year. I was what used to be called a nature-lover, only nowadays the love of nature, like so many other kinds of love, has become specialised, and you are

  expected, if you are going to be taken seriously, to be a bird-watcher, or a photographer, or a conservationist or something. I had no wish to be taken seriously by anybody, least of all in the

  glen, and I did not push the thing too far. I did watch birds, and I did take photographs, and most of all I watched the deer. But mainly I walked over the country because it was the country I had

  come to live in the glen for. I have not been abroad much, but so far as these islands are concerned, there is nothing in my experience remotely resembling the Highlands, and once they have got

  hold of your mind, the enslavement becomes total. The west coast and the islands are something else again, something much softer and more on-coming, with more than a hint of paradise in it. It is

  the great inland stretch of moor and mountain and glen and fresh-water loch that establishes the mastery, because it offers no sort of compromise. You take it on its own terms or not at all. There

  is no softness here, even in the best of seasons, and for most of the year it is very hard indeed. If you take it on, you take it on as an unaided human animal, and that is where the fascination

  lies. It is one of the few regions left where if you break an ankle at the wrong place and time, you can pretty well count yourself done for. And it offers more ways of breaking an ankle than

  most.
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