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CHAPTER I


THE DERELICT BOAT
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As Tormad tried to flick a limpet out of the boiling pot, he burnt his fingers, upset the pot, and spilt the whole contents over the fire, so that there was a sudden hissing with a cloud of ashes and steam. Fortunately the fire was outside, round the back of the cottage, where Catrine boiled clothes on her washing day.


“Did you ever see the beat of that?” he asked, hissing through his teeth and flailing his hand in the air.


It was so like him, and she so loved him, that she turned away.


He kicked the smouldering peats apart and began retrieving the limpets, which, being hot, stung him frequently. Holding one in the corner of his jacket, he gouged out its flesh easily with his thumb-nail. Whole and clean it came, and he cried: “They’re ready!” delighted after all with his judgement. “I’ll put the fire on for you,” he said, “in a whip,” as he scraped limpets and yellow ash together into a small rush basket.


“I don’t need it,” she answered. “Never mind. And what’s the good of blowing the ashes off that, you great fool?”


“Because I always like,” said Tormad, “to leave things neat and tidy.”


As he had probably never left anything neat and tidy in his life, Catrine turned from him towards the house. His lids lowered and his eyes glimmered in a dark humour, as following, he looked at her back and the carry of her fair head. She was very light on the foot always, and could break into a run as quickly as she could laugh. When laughter beset her it doubled her up, but if anyone tried to catch her in the helpless middle of it, she would arch her waist and whirl off with a little abrupt yelp. He knew by the way she walked with her head up exactly how she was feeling. She did not want to break down, to discourage him, but the tears would beat her if they got half a chance. By keeping very busy and leaving the house at once, he would not give them the chance. In his twenty-four years he felt full of a great competence. Catrine was only nineteen.


“Yonder’s Ronnie,” he said, pausing for a moment at the door. “They’ll be waiting for me. Let me see, now. You have the scone and the drop of milk. There’s the net. And here’s the limpets.” He stood looking around their simple living-room, with its fire in the middle of the floor, and added, “Yes, that’s everything. I’ll be going.”


“All right, then,” she said calmly, standing quite straight, her shoulder to him.


He looked at her side face, his eyes going black. If a fly touched his sympathy, he might half-kill a man to save it. “Very well,” he said, “that’s fine.” He slung the net on to his left shoulder and balanced it, then lifted the limpets and the food. “You needn’t come down,” he said. “Don’t you come. There’s no need. Everything’s fine.”


“All right,” she answered.


He should have gone then, but the sympathy in him was his greatest weakness. He stood looking at her.


“Why don’t you go?” she asked sharply, without turning her head.


“Catrine,” he said gently, “why won’t you give me your blessing?”


“Why don’t you go?” she cried.


“Catrine——”


“Go!” she screamed. “Go!”


He took the step between them. “Catrine——”


“Oh, why don’t you go?” He felt her teeth biting at his chest and her fingers digging into his back like little iron claws. The net fell from him and the small rush basket and the pocket of food. Her tears had won against her and were making her savage. Her sobs were tearing gulps.


He soothed her as best he could, and the Gaelic tongue helped him for it is full of the tenderest endearments. “You see,” he whispered in her hair, “it’s all for you—and himself. There’s nothing here, Catrine; nothing in this barren strip of land for us. And the men who are going to the sea are making money. Could I do less than them, when I have the strength in me not to see them in my way? Be reasonable now, Catrine, love of my heart, my little one, my wild, pigeon. Listen now. It’s your help I need….”


Under his talk she was quietening—indeed his words had brought a soft emotion into his own throat—and he thought they had never come so near to a grown-up understanding of life together, when suddenly, her fingers gripping his flesh, she threw her head back and looked right into his eyes. “I’ll never let you go,” she said. “I’ve got you. I’ll never let you go.” He knew her wayward moods. But this was something far beyond. It was hard and challenging, without any warmth. Her eyes were suddenly those of an enemy, deliberately calculating, cold as greed.


He looked away, not wanting to believe it, and said, “Don’t be foolish, Catrine.” Her fingers were hurting him. “Come, now, I’ll have to go.” He tried gently to free himself from her grasp; but she held on the more firmly. Her strength was astonishing. He made to take a step away. She twisted her legs round his legs, so that he staggered and they nearly fell. He appealed to her again, but she only increased her fighting hold, her teeth deep in his clothes. The strangling pressure on his neck was irking him. Impatience beset him. This was too much. He finally set his strength against her and tore her arms from his neck. “Why are you behaving like this?” he cried, crossing her writhing arms against her body. But she struggled like one possessed, in a wild fury, and he was panting when finally he disentangled himself and left her on the clay floor choking with sobs, her face hidden.


Easing his neck, he looked about him and then down at the gathered heap she made. The anger in his mind was baffled and weary. After all he had done; selling his second beast to help buy the old boat and net; tearing the rocks out of the barren land; striving—striving … it was hard on a fellow. He bent down and heaved the net to his shoulder; lifted the limpets; stood for a moment looking at her; then, without a word, turned and walked out.


The ground sloped down to a narrow flatness before it tumbled over a steep face of earth and broken rock to the sea-beach. All that primeval hill-side of heath and whin and moss was slowly being broken-in to thin strips of cultivated land by those who lived in the little cabins of stone and turf dotted here and there with rounded backs like earth-mounds. They had come from beyond the mountain which rose up behind them, from inland valleys and swelling pastures, where they and their people before them had lived from time immemorial. The landlord had driven them from these valleys and pastures, and burned their houses, and set them here against the sea-shore to live if they could and, if not, to die.


The first year had been the worst. Many had died. Many had been carried away in empty lime ships. A great number had perished on the sea. But a greater number, it was believed, were alive in Nova Scotia and elsewhere in Canada and other lands, though fighting against dreadful tribulations and adversities. It had been a bitter and terrible time. Some said it had been brought upon them for their sins, and some said it had been a visitation of the Lord upon the world because of the wicked doings of the anti-Christ, Napoleon. But with Napoleon at last in St. Helena, the burnings and evictions went on; and as for their sins, to many of them, if not to all, it seemed that their lives had been pleasant and inoffensive in their loved inland valleys; and even in an odd year, when harvests had been bad and cattle lean, even now the memory of it seemed lapped around with an increased kindliness of one to another.


Tormad’s heels sank into the earth. He was a heavy broad fellow, a little above the average in height, with black hair that sometimes glistened. His eyes were a very dark blue and had an expression in them exasperated and sad. He knew why his wife hated the sea, but she needn’t have gone to such lengths to show it. That first winter had been a terror. For one long spell, they had had little or nothing to live on but shell-fish and seaweed. Often they ate the wrong thing and colic and dysentery were everywhere. Old men, trying to live on nothing to give the young the better chance, had become unbelievably gaunt, so that children would sometimes run from them, frightened. What had preyed on Catrine’s mind more than anything was the death of her uncle. He had been one of the most heartening men in their little colony—for there were many such colonies along that wild coast—with the gaiety in him that was natural to Catrine herself. He had got nimble at hunting the waves and was daring anyhow. They had cleaned the shore to the lowest edge of the ebb, and one day, following the suction of the receding wave, he slipped, and, before he could get up, the next wave had him and sucked him over a shallow ledge. His arms lathered the water for a moment while horrified eyes watched. Then he sank and did not come up.


Yet it was out of that very sea that hope was now coming to them. The landlord who had burned them out in order to have a suitable desolation for sheep, had set about making a harbour at the mouth of the river, the same river that, with its tributaries, had threaded their inland valleys. Money had been advanced by him (at 6½ per cent. interest) to erect buildings for dealing with fish. All along these coasts—the coasts of the Moray Firth—there was a new stirring of sea life. The people would yet live, the people themselves, for no landlord owned the sea, and what the people caught there would be their own—or very nearly (for landlords over a long period continued to levy tribute on the fish landed). It was the end of the Napoleonic era. For the Moray Firth it was the beginning of the herring fisheries, of a busy, fabulous time among the common people of that weathered northern land.


A foretaste of the adventurous happy years to come was upon Tormad. Round the corner, at the mouth of the river, Helmsdale was getting under way. It was near the end of July and the height of the herring season. Yesterday a boat from the south side of the Firth had had a shot of herring that must have brought in nearly sixteen pounds. Sixteen golden sovereigns for one night’s work. It was a terrible amount of money. Four in the crew made it four pounds a man. Four pounds for one night—out of nothing! It so stirred the imaginations of the people that it seemed to them uncanny; seemed to them at times hardly right, as if some evil chance must be lurking somewhere, ready to pounce.


Old men and women from the gable-ends of their wretched cabins saw Tormad going by with the net on his shoulder. They stood still, silent, but others not so old began to come from their little holdings, and already a group of boys were trotting behind Tormad. His young brother, Norman, who was fifteen, strode by his side with pride. He had secretly made up his mind that next year he was going to sea himself.


When he came to the crest, Tormad saw the three members of his crew round the bow of the boat, keeping her stern in the water. They were learning! Others were on the beach, waiting. He went down the short steep slanting path, and out over the stones to the boat, into which he let the net fall with a thud. “I see you have the two lines,” he said, and laid the basket of bait beside them. “I think that’s everything. Are you ready?”


“Yes,” said Ronnie, a quiet lean fellow, with a sallow face, two years older than Tormad. Ian was a year younger than Tormad; but Torquil was only eighteen, and though he had been able to contribute nothing to the purchase of the boat and gear, he was going with them because they couldn’t keep him back. Tormad was full of business. Bending down he took one or two steps forward to see that no boulder might damage the planking as they pushed off. A small wave splashed over his feet and he pulled them out smartly as if he had been stung, just saving himself from falling on his face by gripping the gunnel. The boys laughed, for this had often happened to themselves and they liked Tormad. His eyes brightened in his flushed face. “That’s the baptism,” he cried back to them comically. They were delighted, and came and put their hands on the boat, touching it as if it were a strange horse. Norman gripped it firmly. Looking up, Tormad saw the people in a line along the edge of the crest. The whole colony was seeing them off. He felt the pressure of eyes and decided it was high time they were away. But suddenly voices cried from the crest. All on the shore looked up, and presently Tormad saw Catrine coming over the crest and down the steep path. His whole face went dark and congested as he moved up the stones to meet her.


“You forgot your food,” she cried, holding the satchel in front of her and stepping lightly on her toes.


“Did I?” He smiled. He did not know what more to say so he pulled open the satchel’s mouth and gazed into it. “That’s fine,” he said, glancing up at her. For one moment her brown eyes—they were her loveliest feature—looked at him, and then they looked away, wild and shy. Altogether she was like something that might fly away, her large mouth smiling and blood-red. There was at times a gay lightness about her, like blown leaves. They could not say anything, because of the eyes around them. And the lids of Catrine’s own eyes were fired a little with the recent weeping. “Well, so long,” he said, with a laugh, raising a hand in homely salute and farewell. As he came back to the boat, the small stones roared from his heels. “Out with her, boys!” As the three clambered aboard, Tormad gave the final push and landed neatly in the bows.


“Hold your oar in, Ian,” he whispered and began to pull with all his strength. They had had some practice with the oars, bringing the boat up from Golspie, and Tormad soon had the bow swinging round to sea. But he kept pulling so strongly that, before Ian could get a proper start, the bow was almost in-shore again. Tormad now held water, exasperated that they were not making a good start before the people. When the bow went seaward, he dug in fiercely. “Keep her like that!” he cried, giving way with all his force.


On the pull of the oar, Ian’s slim body was levered off the seat and writhed like an eel. He had not Tormad’s bull-shoulders, but he had all Tormad’s pride and would sooner that his sinews cracked than that his tongue should cry halt. But the boat was now gathering way, and Ronnie at the tiller began to feel the kick of Tormad’s oar, the excitement in him making his face sallower than usual. His eyes gleamed with the knowledge that he was guiding Tormad’s wild strength and sending the boat straight on her course. “You’re doing fine,” he said quietly. The two oars described a high half-circle, hit the water, and dug in. “Boys, we’re making a good show.”


The exultance in Ronnie’s voice was a great encouragement. Not that Tormad needed any spur, for he could see Catrine standing on the beach where he had left her. His love for her came over him in half-blinding spasms. He could have cracked the oar and the boat and the world. Indeed, if the oar broke in his hands it would be with relief. His mind was mazed with exultation and sorrow, but singing underneath was the song of what he would yet do for her, and knew he would do for her, if God spared him.


That wildness in the house—it was her own wildness, her own mad wildness, to protect him and herself and him to come. He could see her still standing all alone. Extraordinary how out of a man’s greatest strength could mount a softness near to tears.


“Careful, Tormad, or you’ll burst your thole pin,” said Ronnie. “Careful, boy.”


“Not yet,” said Tormad. “Keep her going, Ian.”


“I’ll keep her going till I burst,” said Ian.


The shore receded from them, and soon the folk were moving up the beach, and Tormad lost sight of Catrine. The folk were like small animals, like little dark calves. After a while, Ronnie called a halt. “It’s our turn now.”


They changed places in the boat so warily that she scarcely rocked. Tormad wiped the sweat from his eyes and Ian leaned forward, drawing his shoulders from his sticky vest. Not until that moment did they fully realize that they were by themselves, cut off, on the breast of the ocean.


They had never before been so far from land, and the slow movement of the sea became a living motion under them. It brimmed up against the boat and choked its own mouth, then moved away; and came again and moved away, without end, slow, heedless, and terrible, its power restrained, like the power in some great invisible bull. Fear, feather light, kept them wary, like the expectancy of a blow in a dark place.


“There’s no hurry, boys,” said Tormad quietly. “I’ll be keeping my eyes open now for the signs.”


The old Golspie man, who had been white-fishing half a century before herring-fishing started at Helmsdale, had given Tormad certain land-marks by which he might direct himself to the best grounds. Tormad had tried to memorize these marks as well as he could, but, inclined to be over-sanguine and the whole business of buying the boat exciting him, he had not grasped fully the need for the double bearing to give him his angle. Not that he showed any indecision now. “There’s Brora yonder,” he said. “And that point away far off is Tarbat Ness. Now on this side—will you look?—that’s Berriedale Head. You wouldn’t think it’s six miles off! We have to go three miles out and I shouldn’t think we’re far off that now. Pull away gently for a little yet, boys, and then we’ll try it.” No-one spoke, and after they had pulled out, for what seemed a long time, over a sea that must be getting deeper and deeper, Tormad stopped them. “We’ll try her at that,” he said. Then he gazed around him with what was meant to be a seaman’s eye.


They all gazed around, but what they saw was the land, and with a little cry of surprise Torquil pointed to the ridge of a hill going far inland, over the valley of Kildonan. They knew it like the back of a hand, and their minds filled with pictures, with memories of boyhood and familiar scenes This was the time of year when they would be away from home at the summer shielings with the cattle, the happiest time in all the year, living in turf bothies, with the young girls there and many of the old. “Hand me up that line, Ian,” said Tormad, who had the limpets at his feet.


From the basket he took four limpets and gouged out their flesh with his thumb. The tackle consisted of a short cross-spar of slim hazel with the line tied to the middle of it and a hook on a short horse-hair snood dangling from each end. To the end of the line, which hung a foot or more below the middle of the spar, was tied a heavy sinker. Upon each hook Tormad fixed two limpets, the hard, leathery surfaces to the inside. “That’s the way it’s done,” he explained, and dropped hooks and sinker overboard. They had half a dozen herring with them which might have been better bait, but the Golspie man had been used to mussels and limpets, and Tormad had taken a fancy to the limpets.


As yard after yard of line was unwound from the fork-shaped hazel stick, they had a new way of realizing the sea’s depth. “It’s got no bottom to it, I do believe,” said Tormad humorously. Still the line went out; and out. “It’s not feeling so heavy, I think,” said Tormad, as if listening through his fingers. Clearly he was in doubt. He looked at the amount still wound on the stick, and let out more, and then more. Down went the line, coil after coil, and they were beginning to believe that maybe the sea had, in fact, no bottom, when suddenly the pull ceased and the line went slack. “I’ve got it!” cried Tormad, heaving a breath. They were all relieved, and Tormad went on cheerfully to demonstrate how one must lift the sinker a yard or more off the bottom and then work the line up and down, waiting all the time for the feel of the bite.


They watched him until his mouth fell open. “I think I’ve got something.” He gulped, then pulled—but the line refused to come. It came a little way and then pulled back. “It feels like a whale,” he said, his eyes round, his head cocked. “O God, it’s something heavy indeed!” Excitement got hold of them all strongly. What if it was a whale?


The forked stick was very nearly jerked out of Tormad’s hands. He had to let out more line quickly. Then a little more. Leviathan was moving away from under them!


Their hearts went across them. The boat rose on the heave of the sea. Now that they were clear of the land, a gentle wind darkened the surface of the waters. A small ripple suddenly slapped the clinched planking like a hand slapping a face. The sound startled them. Ronnie looked at the sea. “We’re drifting,” he said. “The oars, boys—quick!” cried Tormad. “Quick, or all the line will be out!” Ronnie and Ian each shoved an oar out, and Ronnie pulled the bow round so smartly towards the wind that Tormad, on his feet, lurched and fell sideways, clutching at the line, which all at once went slack in his hands. On his knees he began hauling in rapidly. The line came to a clean end. Sinker and hooks and cross-spar were gone.


Tormad stared at the frayed end against his palm. No one spoke. Tormad stared at the sea. It came under the boat in a slow heave and passed on.


“When one place is no good, you try another,” he said quietly. “Let us go farther out.”


Ian and Ronnie swung the oars. Torquil was looking a bit grey. He had been underfed for a long time, but the blue of his eyes held an intolerant green.


“I wonder were you stuck in the bottom?” Ronnie asked.


“Himself knows,” said Tormad.


When they stopped, they did not know quite what to do, for they were frightened now to use the second line. There was no sign of gulls about to signify herring. Nothing but this heaving immensity, treacherous and deep as death. That time he had fallen, Tormad remembered the joke against him in Helmsdale: “Between her two skins of tar, she’s rotten.” The old Golspie man was supposed to have fooled them—to his humorous credit, because a boat is there to be examined before it is bought. But Tormad had been shy of asking a Helmsdale man to go with him, not merely because of the long distance in the short busy season but also because he could hardly appear as a real fisherman with only the one old net. So the idea he had put about was that they were going to try for white-fish with the hand-line—to begin with, anyway. Accordingly and naturally they had come to sea before the other boats, which would not put out from the harbour for two or three hours yet, as nets were never shot until the evening. There was also the instinctive desire to keep to themselves until they knew enough not to be laughed at, for the folk from the glens were sensitive and had their own hidden pride.


And now the first hand-line was gone.


“We’re drifting,” said Tormad, who had been staring at the land. Then he noticed Torquil on his knees in the bow, his back to them, his head down.


“What’s wrong with you, Torquil?”


“Nothing!” snapped Torquil.


Ronnie looked over his shoulder, “Feeling sick?” he asked gently.


Torquil’s body gave a convulsive spasm. He retched, but there was nothing in his stomach. “What’s this?” asked Ian, who was next to him, putting his hand on his shoulder.


“Shut up!” said Torquil. He had tied a single hook to the end of the broken line, and a foot or so above the hook had knotted the line about one of the slim stones that were to be used for sinking the net. “Give me the bait!”


His fingers shook as he handled the hook, and the smell and look of the pulpy yellow bait made him retch again. But he baited the hook as Tormad had done and dropped it over the side.


They watched him, fascinated, until Ronnie noticed the increasing slant on the line and put out his oar. Already experience was teaching them that they must “hold up” a boat against the wind-drift. Ian and Ronnie pulled gently as if to make no noise, for they now had a premonition that something strange was going to happen.


As Torquil worked the line up and down they waited. It was the odd thing always that did happen! Then Torquil’s grey face quickened and his eyes flashed. Swiftly he began hauling in the line. In his haste, his hands and arms got meshed in the coils. The rowers forgot their oars. Tormad’s lips came apart.


When Torquil stopped hauling, as if something had hit him, they craned over the edge of the boat and saw a great grey back that frightened them. “Stand away!” screamed Torquil, and catching the line low down he heaved. The hook and line parted company as a huge cod fell thrashing on the bottom boards. Tormad lunged at it as if it were a dangerous beast and tried to throttle it. Finally, he lifted it in his arms and bashed its head against the edge of Ronnie’s seat. From the stretched-out, dead, but still quivering fish, they lifted their eyes and looked at one another.


“Torquil, my hero,” said Tormad softly. He began laughing huskily. They all began to laugh. They swayed and hit one another great friendly thumps.


“We’ll do it yet, boys!” said Ronnie.


They would do it. They would do it, by the sign beneath them. The great slippery belly of the sign made them rock with laughter.


But Torquil had now discovered his hook was gone. When they found it inside the cod’s mouth they could hardly retrieve it for the weakness that mirth had put in their fingers.


But now Tormad was busy with the second line. When, after a shout and much fierce hauling, he produced a single little whiting, he could do no more than nod at the dangling fish with helpless good humour.


They got going in earnest. Whether they caught anything in the net or not, here was enough success already to justify a first venture. And presently when a good-sized haddock appeared, and shortly after that a flat fish with beautiful red spots, and then—of all things—a crab, the excitement in that fourteen-foot boat rose very high. But Ronnie failed to land the crab. Just as he was swinging it into the boat, it let go its hold of the bait, fell on the flat of its back on the narrow gunnel, balanced for an instant and tumbled back into the sea. Tormad dived to the shoulder after it, badly rocking the boat, but fortunately for him did no more than touch one of the great claws as it sank beyond reach. Then he caught his oar just as it was slipping from between the pins. What next? They were all laughing and Torquil’s sickness seemed completely cured. Their eyes were bright and very quick. They cautioned one another not to take liberties with the boat, but whenever two hands began hauling rapidly, four heads tried to see what was coming up. Each passed a line on after a short spell of fishing. Tormad had a dramatic moment when he struck what he felt was a heavy fish. He swore by Donan’s Seat that it was a monster, the biggest yet. His hooks came up as they had gone down, the baits whole. “I don’t care what you say,” declared Tormad, “that fish was three bushels if he was an ounce.” “Do you think perhaps it may have been the bottom?” asked Ian. “No, nor your own bottom,” said Tormad shortly. “Bottom indeed! Didn’t I feel the jag-jag of his mouth to each side? Man, do you think I don’t know the difference between the bottom and a fish’s mouth?” “No, it’s not the bottom,” said Ronnie. “How do you know?” asked Ian. “Because,” said Ronnie, “the bottom here is hard and clean. I let my sinker lie for a little while on it. That’s how I got the crab. Pull just a little more strongly—just a very little. We don’t want to drift off this spot.”


By the time they saw the boats coming out from the harbour mouth they didn’t mind who would inspect their catch. It was a fine evening, with the wind, from the land, inclined to fall. They watched the small fleet with an increase of excitement and a certain self-consciousness, expecting them to pass close by and in a friendly way call a few sarcastic greetings. “We’ll just answer, off-hand, ‘Oh, about a cran or two.’ Like that,” said Tormad. “Leave it to me.”


But the herring boats did not come near them. They watched the oars rising and falling like the legs of great beetles as the small fleet headed south. They were all open boats, one or two of the largest some twenty feet in length. The use of sail on this northern coast was as yet little understood and on this fair evening not one was to be seen.


Tormad began wondering if he had come to the wrong place. They discussed this. “We’re doing fine here,” said Ronnie. “And it’s as well we should have the first night by ourselves.” They all agreed with this in their hearts, but Tormad said he wasn’t so sure. He didn’t see why they shouldn’t go where anyone else went. Success had given a fillip to his adventurous mood. Tormad could be put up or down, and when he was up he could be very high. But in the end he smiled. “Ach well, it’s fine here, boys, by ourselves and we’re doing grand.” Often enough the herring boats caught little or nothing. Perhaps they themselves in this spot might be lucky. It would be a joke if theirs would be the only boat to go into Helmsdale with herring in the morning! They laughed. They had made up their minds to distribute all the white fish they caught among their own folk as a first offering to good luck, and now Ian began to mimic old Morag’s astonishment when he went up and presented her with the cod. He did it very well, hanging to high-pitched vowels and flapping his hands. Life was good, too!


“They’re shooting their nets now,” said Tormad. Some two miles to the south the boats were scattered over the sea. Blue shadows came down the hills. Tormad blew up his big buoy until his eyes disappeared. He had got it from the man in Golspie, and though its skin crackled with age it seemed tight enough. He could hardly blow up the second one for laughing, because it was the bag of an old set of pipes to which they had danced many a time as boys. It had a legendary history, for the old piper, its owner, had been a wild enough lad in his day. When he was driven from his home, he cursed the landlord-woman (who had inherited all that land), her sassenach husband, her factors, in tongues of fire. Then he had broken his pipes, tearing them apart. It had been an impressive, a terrifying scene, and shortly after it he had died.


Well, here was the bag, and perhaps it marked not an end but a beginning! They had had a little superstitious fear about using it. But they couldn’t afford to buy another buoy, and, anyway, they argued, if it brought them luck it would be a revenge over the powers that be. The dead piper wouldn’t be disappointed at that!


The net was made of hemp and, being old, was coarse and stiff, but quite strong. The large buoy, tied to the outer end by a fathom of rope, was first slung overboard; then as Ronnie and Torquil let out the net, with its back-rope and corks, Tormad slipped a flat stone into each noose as it came along on the foot-rope, Ian meantime keeping the boat going ahead for the wind had all but dropped. It took them a long time, for Tormad would insist on hauling at the part of the net already in the sea to make sure that it was going down as straight as a fence. He got wet from hand to neck doing this, without being aware of it. At last he dropped the piper’s bag upon the sea with his blessing, adding, “Now play you the tune of your life, my hero, and let himself smile on us from the green glens of Paradise.” Ian rowed away the three fathoms of rope—all they had—by which they would swing to the net as to an anchor. Tormad made fast. The oars were shipped. And now it was food.


Everything was going better than they had expected. They could easily make hand-line tackle—so long as they had the line. They talked away, full of hope, as they munched their dark-brown bere scones and drank their milk. When they had finished eating, they started at the lines again, and there was a short spell in the half-light when they caught large-sized haddock as quickly as they could haul them in. Then everything went very quiet and the darkness came down—or as much darkness as they would have on that northern summer night. They were tired now, for they hadn’t had much sleep the last two nights, what with going to Golspie and bringing the boat back along the shore and the excitement of the whole strange venture. They would stretch themselves out between the timbers as best they could. This they did, and above them they saw the stars, and under them they felt the sea rise and fall.


“Does it never go quiet at all?” asked Ian.


“Never,” said Tormad.


“A strange thing, that,” said Ronnie. “Never.”


Their voices grew quiet and full of wonder and a warm friendliness. They told one another all the queer things they ever heard about the sea. After a time Ronnie murmured, “I think Torquil has fallen asleep.” Torquil muttered vaguely. They all closed their eyes. It seemed to them that they never really fell asleep, though their thoughts were like dreams going their own way. Every now and again one of them stirred; but for long spells they breathed heavily. The stars were gone, when Ronnie opened his eyes wide, looked about him and sat up. It was chilly and the surface of the water dark in an air of wind, but to the north-east, beyond the distant rim of the sea, was the white light of morning. And then, out from Berriedale Head, he saw a ship with a light, like a small star, over her. The star disappeared as he gazed. He wakened Tormad with his hand.


They all sat up, with little shudders of cold, and looked at the ship. Canvas was now breaking out both behind and in front of her high mast. “She’ll be a merchant ship,” said Tormad, and turned to see what the herring boats were doing. He was surprised to find that already they were beginning to leave the ground. They couldn’t have much herring, surely. Then his face opened in dismay. “The piper’s bag is gone!” he cried. There was no sign of the corks. He stumbled aft and caught the swing-rope. They leaned over the sides. As Tormad hauled strongly, the piper’s bag appeared, bobbing and breaking the surface. And then their eyes widened and their breath stopped. Tormad began appealing softly to the God of their fathers. Then his voice cleared and rose. “It’s herring, boys! Herring! Herring!” The net was so full of herring that it had pulled the floats under the surface, all except the end buoy, which was half submerged.


They forgot all about the ship; they forgot everything, except the herrings, the lithe silver fish, the swift flashing ones, hundreds and thousands of them, the silver darlings. No moment like this had ever come to them in their lives. They were drunk with the excitement and staggered freely about the boat. Tormad took to shouting orders. The wind had changed and, growing steady, was throwing them a little on the net. “Keep her off,” shouted Tormad. “Take the oars, Ian. The foot-rope, Ronnie.” Tormad was now pulling on the back-rope with all his strength, but could only lift the net inch by inch. But already herring were tumbling into the boat, for Torquil was nimble and Ronnie persuasive. “Take it easy,” said Ronnie, seeing the congestion in Tormad’s neck. “Take it easy, or the whole net may tear away. We’ve plenty of time, boys.” “Don’t be losing them,” grunted Tormad, his heel against the stern post. “Take them all. Alie the piper is watching us.” They laughed at that. The piper had done his part, full to overflowing. It was always the way he had done things whatever. No half-measures with Alie.


“The ship is coming this way,” said Ian.


“Let her come,” said Tormad, not even turning his head.


But Ronnie looked over his shoulder. His face brightened. “She’ll be a big schooner come to take the barrels of herring away maybe.”


“Of course,” said Tormad. “What else would she be?” And the vague fear that had touched them at first sight of the ship almost vanished.


“Perhaps she’ll offer to buy our herrings,” suggested Torquil.


“She might easily do that,” Tormad grunted out, the sweat now running. “But if she does—she’ll pay—the full price.”


More than half the net was in and Torquil glittered with scales in the rising sun, when Ian said, “She’s coming very close.”


She crossed their bow at a cable length, and then, slowly running up into the wind until her great sails shook, she came to a standstill so close that they could see the men moving about her decks.


Fear touched them once more, because they had learned that everything that spoke of power and wealth had to be feared.


“Pay no attention,” muttered Tormad. “The sea at least is free.”


A voice as loud as a horn called to them, but they were not sure of the words, for what English they had was strange to them even in their own mouths. So they doggedly hauled away at the net.


“There’s a boat coming,” said Ian.


“Let it come,” said Tormad, giving it a quick glance.


Four oars rose and fell smartly and the ship’s boat drew abreast. Two men sat in the stern, with long-nosed pistols. One man, standing, asked them in a loud voice if they heard the ship’s hail.


“Careful, Torquil,” said Tormad softly. “Don’t lose the darlings.”


Then the man with the loud voice expressed his anger in a terse oath which the four lads didn’t understand, though they gathered its intent. But they did not look at the man; they looked at the net whose back-rope Tormad contrived to haul steadily.


Whereupon in the King’s name the man commanded them to drop the net and come alongside His Majesty’s ship of war and present themselves to the commander, and if they didn’t do this quietly and at once, things would happen to them of a bloody and astonishing nature.


“There’s three crans in this net,” said Tormad to Ronnie, “if there’s a herring.”


An order was whipped out. Smartly the visiting boat closed on Tormad’s bow and in no time a stout rope was passed through the ring-bolt in the stem. “Give way!” The four oars dug in, rose and dug in…. But Tormad, on the back-rope, held both boats stationary. “Let go there!” shouted the voice in stentorian wrath.


Tormad, his face swelling with blood and anger, looked over his shoulder. “Let go yourself!” he cried in his best English.


“Ease away!” As they stood down on the fishing-boat, the two near oars were smartly shipped and direct contact was made by Tormad’s feet. The man who was giving orders held a cutlass. He raised it above his head with intent to sever the back-rope of the net. Tormad dropped the rope and in a twinkling whipped his right fist to the jaw with such force that the man overbalanced against his own gunnel and went head first into the sea. With the lunge of the blow, Tormad’s boat had gone from under his feet and he, too, would have pitched into the sea if he had not grasped the gunnel of the other boat. In this straddled, helpless position, a pistol-stock hit him on the head with so solid a crack that the sound of it touched Torquil’s stomach.


Tormad was pulled into the ship’s boat like a sack. From the sea they hauled a gasping, hawking, purple-faced man who doubled over his own knees in a writhing effort at vomit. In his surprise he had taken the water down both channels. Presently he lifted his head and glared with mouth askew and made the men jump with an ordering sweep of his fist.


But Torquil now had hold of the back-rope.


There was to be no more nonsense, however. When the pistol-point had no power over Torquil, a swipe from it numbed his arms so that he could not even hit the man who, grabbing him by the neck, thrust him against both gunnels, which were grappled.


Ronnie and Ian immediately tried to haul him away, and there was a scuffle in which both of them were belaboured and finally forced back. Threatened by pistol and steel, they were ordered to throw their net overboard; but the voice of authority behind croaked, “Heave the bloody thing over yourselves!”


Two men remained guard over Ronnie and Ian as their boat was taken in tow.


Alongside the sloop, a rope was passed under Tormad’s arms and he was hauled upward, hands dangling, head lolling, with dark blood running down past one ear and under the chin. Torquil was made to climb the rope-ladder, then Ronnie, then Ian.


The commander of the sloop looked over the rail. “Take all the fish and cast her off.”


The little incident had provided an amusing diversion for the ship’s company. Tormad’s senseless body was regarded here and there with a wink and a smile of private satisfaction. He hadn’t done badly, he hadn’t. The leader of the press-gang was not a favourite.


Men jumped to their stations. The bows fell off. The great area of canvas above a fixed bowsprit stayed to the masthead, took the light morning breeze. The boom of the mainsail clacked over. The square topsail was set, and the royal sloop, white ensign over her stern, set a southerly course.


The long suave lines of the hills by Kildonan caught a mist of rose as the sun came up. The little cabins were still as sleep in the chill of the silver morning. The sea glittered from Berridale Head to Loth, vacant in all that space save for one small derelict boat.

















CHAPTER II


HOW THE NEWS AFFECTED CATRINE
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There was great excitement in Helmsdale that day. Most of the small fishing fleet beached on the coast south of the harbour as far as Portgower, their crews taking at once to the hills. The three boats from the south side of the Firth that made the harbour, even though each possessed a “permant” (a costly certificate exempting them from the attentions of the press-gang), tied up in haste, their crews leaping ashore, waking folk up and spreading the news. It was better to be sure than sorry in a matter of this kind. Hurry and scurry, with men of all ages, from boys to grey-beards, taking to the glen and the hills, and women running back and fore like a disturbed beehive. They knew what the press-gang could do. Three years ago, in broad daylight, a party had landed, armed to the teeth, and had impressed several men before the simple folk of the hamlet were aware of what was really happening.


They were not so innocent now. And though those in the settlement of Dale had heard the story, the picture left in their minds was that of armed men, marching on land; men raiding the home and taking whom they wanted. It had not occurred to fellows like Tormad and Ronnie that they might be impressed at sea.


The press-gang was, of course, a legal institution, and throughout past centuries had often been the chief instrument of recruitment for the Navy. A fisherman who had not bought himself out—a privilege allowed only in latter years—could be taken by force without redress, and often that force had been exercised with guile and brutality. In the nature of things, it could hardly be a gentle business.


From the hill-tops men watched the royal cruiser for nearly five hours, until her sails sank below the land behind Tarbat Ness, and then some boys volunteered to keep watch until the darkening. Men returned to their homes, and a crew put off to pick up Tormad’s boat.


Evidence of the struggle in the boat was clear in the remains of herring trodden to pulp. One man pointed to bloodstains on the gunnel. The four faces grew hard, and eyes, casting about the sea, saw the buoy. The net told its story very clearly, for part of it, in a lump, held dead herring, but the end near the big buoy came up with some living fish.


Few words were spoken as if the men were assisting at a funeral, but one black-bearded man, his eyes on Tormad’s boat as she followed dumbly on the tow-rope, said with searing pity, “It’s a pure sin.”


The bringing in of the boat made a deep impression on those gathered at the harbour. By an odd chance, Tormad had struck the herring shoal, and this luck gave to their old tarred craft, with its profusion of scales and solitary net, an air inexpressibly empty and tragic. The absence of the living bodies could be felt, as if their dark shadows still haunted the boat.


What fun and happy sarcasm there would have been had they come in in the ordinary course, with a curer solemnly offering to engage them, complete with net! But now the three curers were grim as the rest. They had no right, one of them said, to take all the men. They should have left at least one man to navigate the vessel to port. It had been high-handed action and against the law in that respect at least, and he would see about it. He would write the Navy Board. He would write to Dunrobin Castle. But old Murray, the best of the fishermen, shook his head. He had belief neither in the Castle nor the Navy Board, and his experience in such matters was longer and more eventful than that of any other of the group at the corner of the store, for he came of a Kildonan family, though he lived now, with many of his compatriots, in Macduff. “I know Tormad,” he said. “If he hit one of the press-gang he hit him hard. It won’t be easy for these lads for many a day. You can’t attack authority in this life and get off with it. It’s sometimes difficult enough to live itself and get off with it.”


Then the Dale men came over. Tormad’s father went to Murray and asked him about the meaning of what had happened in a quiet voice. No anger, no bluster; a nod now and then, and the eyes staring away through grey screens. What he wanted to know was how long they would keep him. “It’s difficult to say,” Murray answered. “But it’ll be a year or two anyway, I’m feared—unless he might not suit.” Murray did not know what to say. “Will it be five years, do you think? I have heard that.” “It might. A lot depends.” “What is the longest time you have known of anyone?” “Oh, I have known men nearly twenty years in it, but they came out at the end well and strong and with a pension. Some men like it. It agrees with them. It has got that side to it. There’s no need to worry in that way. Many men on the south side have joined the Navy of their own free will….” “Twenty years,” repeated Tormad’s father, looking beyond his own death. “Ah, well,” he added quietly, “I’ll be getting back. It’s hard on them at home. He has a young wife.” Then he thanked Murray and departed.


Some of the women-folk appeared at a friend’s house. No-one could speak of anything else. All over the coast the news was known long before the day ended. No boats went to sea, less for fear of a return visit from the warship than in communal acknowledgement of the dread visitation.


But the following evening all the boats went to sea and were fairly well fished. Coopers, gutters, and packers were busy as they liked to be, and life went on in this new exciting game of catching prosperity as it swam past. 


In Dale, however, the gloom did not lift. It settled deep. There was to be no end, it seemed, to destruction and loss. For some inscrutable reason the affairs of this world were so arranged that there could be no relief now for the old, perhaps no relief for all of them, except in death. Whatever was pursuing them, it was after them with bare teeth. Death would be a sleep and a forgetting, and beyond it, in God’s providence, there might be a happy quiet, a pleasant peace. Peace and quiet, and the mind relieved of what gnawed at it.


There was an old way of life behind them that had produced in the centuries proverbial sayings and rhythms of poetry and music. But this did not help many of them now-for when despair found its ultimate rhythm, the eyes in, clined to stare and the hands to fall.




*





Catrine had not gone to bed until midnight. Her action over this time was strangely without any reason. It began with a dream she had three nights before. This dream had nothing to do with the sea, though it had to do with water. The scene of the dream was by the banks of a burn that ran into the Helmsdale River, not far from the Church of Kildonan. She had passed the ancient cross cut on the rock and the wood that in her own tongue was known as “The Wood of the Cell of Mary”, and then she had come on Tormad standing between two birch trees above where the burn falls over a rock into the haunted pool. This was not her own home area so that each little place with its name and legend produced a vivid pause in the imagination. The pool was said to be haunted by the spirit of a young woman who had been deserted by her lover and had died of a broken heart. At certain times—under the waning moon, for example—her voice could be heard moaning or rising out of the harsh throat of the pool in curses upon her faithless lover. In parts here the banks are high, with broken rocks and overhanging rowan trees, and altogether the scene on an early September day of bright sunlight was wild and beautiful. In her dream she saw Tormad’s face as she had seen it that first time, but with so much deeper a penetration that she was aware, as she walked along laughing and excited, neither looking at the other, of every movement, shy or exaggerated, of his body as the clearest expression of the disturbance in his mind. Again her two girl companions must have been with her, for she was conscious of their presence, though actually she did not see them in her dream. Suddenly, then, Tormad and herself were above the haunted pool, and now they were alone, with the pool below them no longer a boiling pot but a calm sheet of water like a loch, a loch that somehow in a moment stretched away from their feet. This was all perfectly natural, as if they knew the place well. But while they stood there, the emotion that held her mind in exquisite expectancy was touched by a thrill of fear and she looked over her right shoulder at a wood a little way off. In this wood, the tallest trees were rowans, heavy with clustered berries of a menacing blood-red, the clusters leaning slightly towards them, as watching faces might lean. As she looked, out of the wood came a black horse, and at once fear got such a hold of her that she gave a sharp cry and clutched Tormad’s arm.


When Tormad saw the horse, he smiled. “That’s my horse,” he said. He was amused at her fear and a little proud of his horse, for it was a finer beast than anyone could hope to see in the valley of Kildonan, with a gloss on its skin and a powerful arch to its neck. As the horse approached, sinking its head and lifting it in a strong graceful way, her fear increased to terror. Tormad soothed her a little but not very much, because he was still amused. “You must have a ride on my horse,” he said. At that her terror got such a hold on her that she gripped Tormad with both hands and buried her face against him in a frenzy. He loosened her hands and looked at her in a strange smiling way as if his mind were now remote from her a little and critical. This look, though in no way unfriendly, left her stricken, unable to move a muscle. Then Tormad turned to the horse, caressed its shoulder lightly with his open hand, and, in a mutual understanding where Catrine was an intruder, leapt lightly on to its back. As the horse pranced and curvetted some yards towards the wood, Tormad looked down on her with the same smile. Then he turned his head away, and at that moment, as though checked by an invisible rein, the horse reared up, swung round, and, forelegs coming down in a thud, galloped straight into the loch. At first the water was lashed to froth, but quickly they were in deep water, where the horse sank out of sight, taking Tormad with it. Tormad slid beneath the surface, leaning back without making any movement, and in an instant the loch was smooth.


She so clutched the Tormad who was sleeping by her side that he muttered, “What’s the matter?” She began to tell him her dream in a terrible urgency. He made one or two vague hushing sounds and patted her. “Yes, yes, go to sleep.” And then again, with protest, “Go to sleep now,” his breath thick. Between each sound he made he fell asleep, and in the morning remembered nothing about it.


And in the morning she did not care to tell him. For though, in her dream, her experience had had a reality vivid beyond anything she had ever known, in the daylight it was, after all, no more than a dream—with all the blessed relief there was in that. Usually any dream she might have vanished shortly after waking, but this one remained complete in every detail. She could even remember—though without being able quite to re-experience it—the vivid compelling quality it had had, the quality of being absolute and inexorable. She wanted to tell Tormad the whole dream in detail, but found she could not. The same reluctance kept her from even mentioning it to anyone else. And she tried to make herself believe that this reluctance sprang from the superstitious folly of the dream itself. For the black horse was no other than, of course, the water kelpie of legend, the supernatural water-horse that lured unsuspecting  humans on to its back in order to rush with them to its lair at the bottom of the loch. Only a few old women still believed the water kelpie existed, and even they were mysterious about it rather than frank, though the old stories repeated round the peat fire at night could make the hair rise on a young head.


All the same, this dream remained with her, and probably it was the strongest element behind her fierce irrational clinging to him before he had left their home to go to sea in his black boat. All that evening she had kept going out and in, looking at the boat which was little more than a black speck on the sea, until at last she lost it in the gathering dark. She did not go to bed until midnight, sitting in the lonely house by herself, for she would have no-one to stay with her. When the silence got too oppressive, she put her head round the partition and spoke to the cow, a friendly old beast that mooed back at her.


This was the first night she had ever been alone in a house, and she became so sensitive to its silence that she heard far-away sounds. Then she took herself in hand and said that this was nonsense, that she was no longer a girl but a grown woman with a child to be born in the new year. She had thought of leaving the fire burning, but now she smoored it as usual, covering the red embers with grey ash so that they would be alive in the morning. She was suddenly very tired, as if some great virtue had been drained out of her, and when she got to bed she fell into a profound sleep.


She awoke with a start, with the awful fear that she was late for—she did not know what. The morning light came in through the tiny window on the edge of the thatch and down through the smoke-hole in the thatched roof. She dressed quickly, combing back her hair with her fingers as she went out at the door. At once her eyes picked up the little black speck, though it had moved some way from where it had been last night. The humped cottages of Dale were all asleep. Everywhere were quietness and peace on a lovely summer morning. But the other boats—where were the other boats? She could not find them. Away, far, far off, she could see a slim thing, straight as a finger, stuck on the sea, but could not recognize it as a full-sailed vessel. If the other boats had come home, why hadn’t Tormad? What was he staying out there for so long? Had he not got fish and did he not like to come home?


She went back into the house, drew the red-embered peats from the ash and, nestling them together, red edges down, blew them into a little flame. Then she leaned back on her knees, lifted her eyes to the small window, and for a long moment, her lips parted, remained still. In the faint gloom of the soundless cottage her face, hearkening for the message of her spirit that had gone beyond her, caught the nameless quality beyond beauty.


Hurrying from herself, she made the bed, tidied the room, put new peats to dry around the fire, then lifting two wooden buckets, set out for the well. It was on the way to the well that she saw the heads and bodies of men moving on the top of the mountain above her. She stared at them with wide-open frightened eyes, slowly turned and looked around her. Over the brow of the ground below and to the right she saw a man coming. He went to the house of Tormad’s father and disappeared inside. She forgot the well and began walking slowly back to her own home, her eyes never leaving the house where the man had entered. She set the buckets down quietly and stood at the door. Her ears caught a woman’s smothered cry, the sharp keening cry, and such a weakness went over her body that she felt her knees give way.


So it had come.


Her breathing grew rapid and a buzzing went into her head. She started to run. Tormad’s mother caught her white face in the doorway and cried. “They’ve taken him! They’ve taken our Tormad!” They were all in the room and the Helmsdale man said once more, “It’s the press-gang. They took the four lads this morning at sea.”


Catrine could not understand, and stared at the Helmsdale man and then at the others. “Of course, they’ll be all right,” said the Helmsdale man gloomily, “They’ll be quite well.”


“They’re gone! We’ll never hear of them!” Tormad’s mother was stout and kind-hearted and warmly emotional. In her grief she was crying out. Her husband was hitching up his trousers. The two girls, in age between Norman and Tormad, stood weeping. Norman’s lips were quivering, but there was anger in his brows against the way his mother was carrying on.


Catrine turned back to her own cottage without saying a word. Her brain had grasped at last what had happened. Of all the many fears she had had, the press-gang had not been one. Men had said that the end of Napoleon was the end of the press-gang.


Something had happened which she had never expected; and what might have happened—Tormad’s death—had not happened. Tormad was taken from her; but he was alive. She sat on the small stool staring into the fire. Then she got up, and looked around, and listened. She did not know what to do. There was nothing to do for anyone. She made to go to the door, but turned back. She walked round the room, stopped and touched things blindly. She kept going. She began to move quickly. She had better go and tell her mother. But she wanted no-one, no-one except Tormad. Dry convulsive sobs caught her breath. She got to the floor and buried her face and bit her wrist. She did not know where she was or what had happened to her, for her mind was not her own. Grief would not properly come. She felt dry and hot as in a fever.


This dry, barren state of the spirit remained with her. If she made weeping, whimpering sounds, they were on the surface. She could not stay long with anyone, and soon folk saw that she was avoiding them. In the evening her mother came to her house, sat down, asked about the cow, and talked quietly of small things—until Catrine saw that she intended to stay the night, to sleep with her in Tormad’s place. At that a feeling of horror went over her in a deadly hush. Out of this hush came fear and cunning. She waited, until at last her mother said it was time they went to bed. “You needn’t stay with me,” said Catrine quietly; “I’m all right.” “No, I’ll stay,” answered her mother. “You should have someone with you.” “I’ll manage fine,” said Catrine, “I would rather be alone.” “That’s not natural,” answered her mother. “It wouldn’t be right.” “I don’t want anyone,” said Catrine. “Either I’ll stay with you here”, answered her mother, “or you’ll come over and stay in your own home.” “This is my home,” said Catrine. The quiet fatal fight between the two women went on until the mother saw she could not break down her daughter’s spirit, and at that point Catrine said, “I would be all right if I had Isebeal with me.” “Very well,” answered her mother. “So long as you have someone.”


Catrine went home with her mother and brought Isebeal back. Isebeal was twelve and came quietly, feeling grown up, though frightened, too. But when Catrine took her hand and pressed it as they walked hurriedly, something of relief and conspiracy came to her from her elder sister and brightened her. Once inside, Catrine shut the door and said in a friendly voice, “Now we’re fine!” She put the peats closer together and made the flames dance up. Then she skimmed a basin of milk and put the cream in two bowls. Over the cream she sprinkled a little dry oatmeal and, sitting by the fire, they supped their bowls.


“Good?” asked Catrine.


“Yes,” answered Isebeal, shyly.


“Will you like staying here with me? I didn’t want mother to stay or anyone big and grown-up. Big people are very sad sometimes.”


“Yes.”


“There’s black marks all round your eyes. You’ve been weeping, too. Are you tired?”


“No,” said Isebeal. Her lips began to tremble. Her eyes grew bright.


Catrine looked away. A few small sobs started. Catrine laid down her bowl. “I shouldn’t have said that. Never mind, Isebeal.” She put her arm round her.


“I don’t—want—to cry,” sobbed Isebeal.


“I know. I know,” said Catrine, taking the bowl from her thin shaking hands. “It comes over you. You can’t help it. Isebeal, my dear, my own little sister, my little darling sister.” Her arms round the trembling body, her chin touching the top of a head as fair as her own, Catrine made soothing sounds, as she stared into the fire.


When Isebeal was quiet, Catrine, still holding her in her arms, said confidingly, “Now I’m going to make a little bed all for yourself on the floor. Won’t that be fine? I would have taken you into my bed, but we might then both be restless, and that would be bad for us, because if a girl doesn’t get sleep she pines away. This will be a little game all to ourselves, you in your bed and me in mine, and we’ll never tell a soul. Will we?”


“No,” said Isebeal. She smiled happily when she was bedded down. In a little while the clicking of Catrine’s needles sent her into a deep sleep.


On the following day, Catrine met Norman, Tormad’s brother, at the well. Norman was embarrassed because he was fond of Catrine and did not know what to say.


“Is your mother feeling better?”


“Yes,” replied Norman.


“There’s no more word of anything?”


“No.”


“What are the men saying in Helmsdale?”


“They’re saying that they put up a good fight anyway,” said Norman, with awkward pride.


“Did they?”


Norman was gratified by the catch in her voice, but did not look at her.


“Yes. Tormad wouldn’t be the one to give in easily, they’re saying.”


“How—do they know?”


“Because of the signs in the boat. The herring were smashed to porridge. You can see the red marks on the gunnel.”


“Red marks?”


Norman nodded. “The press-gang didn’t get it all their own way.”


“Blood?”


Norman looked at her. She was white as a sheet, her eyes staring at him.


“It was just a fight,” he muttered awkwardly.


She kept staring, and then began to sway.


“What’s wrong? Catrine!”


Her lips drew back from her clenched teeth, and he saw the shudder go over her body as she sucked in her breath. Against the weight of his arm, she sat down. After a few seconds, she pointed to the buckets. He began to fill them. When they were full, he looked around. No one had seen them. Her left hand was pressing into her breast.


“Is there anything the matter?” He spoke in a low, frightened voice.


“No, Norman. Just give me a minute.”


He waited, and then carried her pails home. She thanked him at the door, giving him a strange drawn smile. “Don’t tell anyone. It was only a stitch.”


“Are you feeling better now?”


“Yes.”


When she had left him he turned and walked away, tears in his eyes and gnashing his teeth, because of the great fool he was.


That night Isebeal, asleep in her shake-down, was a help to her, for as the dawn came in she was caught by a clear, disembodied feeling, which was rather a lack of any feeling at all. It was like death, with a dull urge in it to get up and go away. Just to get up and go away, away beyond life altogether and never come back. She felt herself walking away, light and cool, over the ground and over precipices.


She got up and began to dress, slowly, like one asleep. Isebeal gave a small whimper, like a puppy in a dream. Catrine looked down at her little sister’s face. In the half-light, it had all the tender purity, the unearthly frailty, of a young angel’s face. Catrine got down on her knees and stared at it until she no longer saw it. Her head drooped; her eyes closed; and for a little while she half slept. But when she got back into bed she was as wide awake as ever.


She hadn’t slept a wink last night. Two or three times she had heard Tormad’s footsteps coming to the door. And more than once his body had formed in the dim room. But to-night he did not come. To-night nothing could come to her because her spirit was dry and arid. Heart and feeling were gone out of her body. She simulated her friendliness to Isebeal. She wanted to be left alone. Her body itself felt like a shell, a husk in its grave-clothes.


This pallor of living began somewhere at the back of her mind to be bloodstained in the next two days. It was as though in dream, in another life, she heard the words: Blood: rowan-red. The words were soundless, a haunted rhythm, but their colour was bright as rowan berries or arterial blood.


She returned now and then to the ordinariness of life with a clutch of fear, followed instantly by the cunning which helped her back to the detached state of being fey. She did her work, attended to the cow, and spoke to people normally, though with reserve.


It was the fifth night after his capture that she saw Tormad again. She lay between sleep and waking, in the bodiless clarity beyond fever, when, without any warning, any dream-scene, he appeared before her. He stood upright, but with his head slightly lowered, looking at her. His features were not clear as in daylight, but shadowed as in sorrow. He did not speak, he could not speak, but stood there mute, asking her forgiveness. And she knew why he asked her forgiveness: not for anything that had happened between them, not for anything in the past, but because he was dead. The power of the emotion in him, its desire to help her without being able to help, its essence of the inmost  man, the soft generous man she knew so well, its appeal to her, with the glimmer in the eyes searching for her understanding, so wrought upon her that her own love mounted through her in a warm flood and she cried to him in a broken cry, and awoke fully, and in the wakened moment saw him fade backward into the far wall.




*





Going about the crofts after that night, Catrine was grave and calm, though sometimes she would smile to Isebeal and talk to a neighbour sensibly and even lightly. But in bed now she would often weep to herself. One night her weeping wakened Isebeal, who started up in fear, crying out aloud. Catrine caught her, took her into bed beside her and put her arms round her, hushing her in a broken voice. “I am just missing Tormad,” she explained, and little Isebeal clung to her in understanding and they wept together. From that night Isebeal slept beside her in Tormad’s place and Catrine never woke her again.


Just as the detached fey feeling had grown into the fatal urge to go away over horizons and precipices, so now this saner mood worked upon her to leave Dale and go away to live in a new place. She began to hate this place into which they had been driven; felt its dumb misery everywhere; but especially she feared and hated the sea. When the sunny weather broke into wet cold days, and the sea grew leaden and angry, the misery crawled along her bones in a way which sometimes, when she was sitting beside the fire, produced involuntary shudders that more than once startled Isebeal.


Then one day, quite suddenly, she decided definitely that she would go, and the following evening she spoke of what was in her mind to her mother, the two of them being alone. Before her marriage, she would often order her mother about with a cheerful affection, and there was indeed between them a strong bond of sympathy. At first her mother was startled, but Catrine had always been a good worker, with clever hands and sound sense behind her high spirits. “I feel I must go away for a time, anyway, and I was thinking I would go to Dunster and stay with Kirsty Mackay. Many a time she asked me. I would like to go.”


“And what will happen to the croft?”


“I thought of giving it over to Angus.” Angus was her elder brother. “He is wanting a place of his own, as you know, because he would like to get married. What else is there for him, with the others growing up? Otherwise you will lose him. Besides, I am hardly fit to break in the ground. Then about Tormad’s share in the boat—nothing is being said about that just now, but it will have to be settled. I would like to give it to Norman, his brother. I can see they would like to get another crew going. You will never stop them, because they must get money and there’s money in it. I have been turning it all over in my mind.”


Her mother was appalled, yet began quietly enough, “But what about yourself and Tormad? It may be some years before he will come back, but, who knows? he may come back soon, any time. And where would you be then? Besides, you could hardly ask Angus to come in here and him perhaps to get married and then one day ask him to go. I know how you feel, and you could go away on a short visit well enough, but you must be sensible. No, no. Even yourself—in the condition you are in—no, no, you must keep your home, for it’s your man’s home, and hold it for him you must. You cannot give away his croft and his boat like that. That’s the one thing a woman can never do on her man—give away what he owns in this world….”


When she had finished, Catrine sat silent. Her mother, whose brown hair was greying and whose features were regular, looked at her sideways with the concentrated assessing look one woman can give another.


“I was thinking,” said Catrine, “if it was a fine day I would go the day after to-morrow.”


“You couldn’t walk it alone, for it’s a long, long way, and the coach is dear.” 


“Oh, I would walk it easily enough. I’ll have a talk with Angus to-morrow. The cow is giving a good drop of milk and that would be something for you.”


“And when would you come back?”


“I could see. There would be no special hurry, if it was convenient to Kirsty.”


“Well, we’ll see. But you won’t say any of the foolishness to Angus or to Norman that you said to me. How you could have had it even in your mind to give away your husband’s croft and boat and them so bitterly come by! It vexes me that you could have thought of it. But I know—I know. It’s been hard on you. Very hard. And maybe the little change will do you good. Things can be very bitter, my dear, and I can see how you have suffered. But—you must keep your heart up. More than ever now, and you as you are. One day Tormad will come back——”


“He will never come back,” said Catrine quietly.


“Catrine!” cried her mother sharply. “What words are these?”


Catrine said nothing, looking into the fire.


“Catrine, what do you mean? Aren’t you afraid of a judgement? Take back these words. Take them back!”


“He will never come back to me in this world,” said Catrine, her features calm and pale.


Her mother’s voice broke into a cry of fear, of dread, for her daughter’s words were a temptation, a mortal sin.


“Don’t weaken me, Mother.”


“My white one, you are overwrought, you don’t know what you’re saying.”


“He came to me,” said Catrine, “when he died.”


There was a stark moment, and her mother’s whisper. Catrine turned to her, drawing a loud breath through her nostrils, and buried her face between her mother’s breasts.


Her mother held her wildly sobbing body, rocking her gently, crooning, “Catrine, my little daughter, my own love, hush, my darling …”, the tears running slowly down her face.

















CHAPTER III


CATRINE GOES INTO A STRANGE COUNTRY
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The morning was fair and the sky clearing into wide blue fields, when Catrine turned her back on her home.


“Come on,” said Angus, for the members of the family were still smiling and he was afraid they would break down and make a scene. Faces were watching them all over the place. “Where are you going?” he asked Isebeal with a frown. Isebeal paused, looking at him from under her brows as if she would cry any moment. Then she backed in behind Catrine and grabbed her skirt. “Go away home this minute,” said Angus to her angrily, and walked on.


Catrine turned and smiled to Isebeal. “You’d better go,” she whispered. But Isebeal merely held hard, trying her best to keep back her sobs.


“Go home, will you!” said Angus in a low furious voice.


“Never mind her,” said Catrine. “She’ll just come a little way.”


It was not the time for argument, and Angus stalked along and up the brae, carrying Catrine’s small bundle.


When they got to the new road, Catrine turned and looked back. The family were waving to her from their home. She saw her mother’s still figure. From every home folk were waving to her, from every little house, except one. The narrow strips of ground were green with grain and with potatoes, and at the top of these strips, where they were trying to tear new soil from the heather and boulders, men rested on their picks and spades, and here and there an arm went up in greeting and farewell. Above them, on the mountain-side, the children who were herding the cattle looked down on the scene.


“Come on,” said Angus and moved off.


Catrine’s eyes went back to the deserted cottage and out to sea. She stood very still for a time, and then for a little while longer, though her sight was blurred, until she had conquered her emotion. Isebeal saw the white teeth bite on the trembling lip as the head turned away, and she followed her sister quietly as her shadow. As if he knew what was happening, Angus never looked back but kept straight on though at a slackened pace.


Nor did he glance at Catrine when he allowed them to overtake him.


“It’s going to be a fine day,” said Catrine in a clear, light voice.


The tone heartened him and he said it had every appearance of being a fine day, “We can go back home now!” and he glanced sharply at Isebeal.


“Ach, never mind her,” said Catrine. “She can come a little way and then you can both go back.”


“There was no need for her to come,” he remarked. “She won’t be able to walk it.”


“Don’t be foolish, Angus. There’s no need for either of you to come far with me.”


“And what would mother say when I went back?”


“How far are you coming?” she asked.


“Most of the way,” he answered.


She stopped. “You’ll do no such thing,” she said firmly. “You’ll come one mile, and then you’ll both go back.”


This was more like the Catrine who had ordered him about many a time. “We’ll see,” he said, but in an easier tone.


He left the road, taking the short cut that went down into a wide gully. Catrine smiled to Isebeal, took her hand, and followed him.


It was steep going up the opposite slopes and more than once Catrine had to stop for a minute to ease the hammering of her heart. She felt weak and a little light-headed, with a small trembling in her flesh at the unaccustomed exercise; but her heart felt lighter than it had done for many a day, as if the sun were brighter here and the air cooler and more friendly. Sometimes Angus was well ahead of them.


When they were going down into the great ravine Catrine asked Angus if they hadn’t come far enough.


“I’m going to see you over the Ord at the very least,” he said, and went plunging down. The Ord had a reputation as a place for robbers in the old days.


They all rested by the little burn at the foot of the ravine, and Angus, with a vague smile, asked them how they were getting on. “Fine. Aren’t we, Isebeal?” “Yes,” answered Isebeal, glancing at her brother.


“You’re a little monkey,” he said.


At-that she smiled shyly to Catrine. Angus got down and took a long drink out of the burn. His hair was much darker than the girls’, and his eyes, in marked contrast to Catrine’s brown ones, were a greeny blue with a sharp light in them under strong but finely-cut eyebrows. “When you’re ready we’ll go,” he said.


After a long climb they came out on top of that world of ravines near the edge of a high precipice. The sea was below them, its great floor rising slowly. Far as the eye could stretch northward the coast line was a wall of rock, ending hazily in a remote headland.


“This is the Ord of Caithness,” said Angus, “and that’s the Caithness coast.”


A coast of precipices and wings and perilous depths. A coast of hard rock and sea. She turned her head to the heather moors that rose slowly inland, with the mountains behind. The mountains and the moors and the warm sun on them, brown and soft and playful. She kept towards the inside of the road, the cliffs and the sea like down-rushing dizzying wings in her breast. 


When the road had left the cliffs and was wandering inland a little, she stopped. “Now you have come far enough,” she said. “I’ll manage fine.”


Angus began to protest, but she paid no attention to him and, taking Isebeal in her arms, kissed her. Isebeal did not cling to her, for she knew the moment had come, and so kept her face as stiff as she could.


“Good-bye, Angus.”


“This is nonsense,” he said in an impatient voice.


But she took the bundle from him, though he was not for giving it up, and shook his dead hand. This seemed to annoy him still more, and saying he would see her as far as Langwell, anyway, he strode on. She caught him at once and held him. For all her strong effort at restraint, Isebeal began to cry. “You’ll go back now,” said Catrine firmly. “I will not,” replied Angus, looking past her, his brows drawn. “Don’t be foolish, Angus,” said Catrine sensibly. “Good-bye. Good-bye, Isebeal. Good-bye.” And Catrine, holding the cloth bundle by its knot, backed from them a yard or two and then turned and walked away At a little distance she swung half round, and waved to them cheerfully. Angus was still standing and looked as if he might come striding after her, so she hurried on.


When she looked back again, they had turned and were going homeward. A little time afterwards, when she looked back, she saw them against the sky, and though they were now much smaller in size, she could see that Angus had Isabeal by the hand. She remained quite still, staring at the two clear-cut figures. As if her thought had overtaken them, they stopped. She felt Angus’s keen hill eyes searching for her. She could not wave or make any sign. His arm went up and then little Isebeal’s. She answered and turned away and went stumbling on stupidly, her sight dimmed.


All her body felt stupid, and her mind, and the only feeling she had was a dumb bitterness.


In the course of time, wearied, she came to a well near the roadside. In these great primeval moors, there was no human habitation, and as she stood for a moment looking around, the desolation touched her with a strange feeling that was not quite fear, as if the brown were the brown of some fox-beast that would not harm her but still was invisibly there. Yet, like the fox, she was a little hidden away herself from all she had been before, and in this lonely weariness she lay down in the heather. From being wide awake she passed in a moment into a sound sleep.


The sky was now a milky blue and the sun warm. The tiny buds on the heather were pink-tipped. The water trickled from the well through a tongue of green grass, and a wild flower here and there drooped suddenly under the weight of a noisy bumble-bee excited by the honey scent that was already stealing over the heath. As she slept, her lips came slightly apart, showing the tips of her teeth. Though her mouth lost its shape a little, it remained generous, the lips rich, delicate and blood-suffused. Near her ear, the skin was pale and fragile as from a long illness, but even here sleep brought a breath-soft warmth. Her hair was fair, of that even fairness that would not draw a second glance. Her nose was not cut finely like her mother’s, neither were her eyebrows, yet now in rest they smoothed down the family chiselling to a simple mould, and in the clearness of her brow was a quality like light. As she slept, her features, fine in the bone, recalled an innocence and smallness of early girlhood.


Her sleep was troubled by a dream in which hundreds of horses’ hooves came thundering down upon her, wild black horses of the Apocalypse, and, opening suddenly, her eyes blazed and the innocence was consumed.


When she saw the stage-coach come rolling down the slight incline, with its four horses crunching the gravel under their galloping hooves, she flattened again like a wild thing, fearful of being seen, and only when it was well past did she lift her head and gaze after it until it disappeared. The carriage road and the stage-coach, newly introduced to these northern wilds, signified to such as Catrine the traffic and pomp of the great world, its ruthless power and speed, its cities and its wealth.


As she sat up and gazed around, the desolate moor came about her in a friendly way. She looked at her right foot and picked a piece of heather from between two toes. Then lifting her bundle, she continued on her way, keeping to the grassy verge of the road that was soft to her feet. Her jacket and skirt were a homespun tweed, crotal-brown in colour, and the cloth she put round her head was green, but now she carried this cloth on top of her brown bundle, for she liked her hair to be free under the sun.


In time she came to a small burn, and feeling somewhat weak from hunger and the exhaustion of many days, she sat down and from her bundle drew out two round bere bannocks stuck solidly together with butter. As she ate, a lightness of happiness blew in upon her mind. Living in Dale had become like a nightmare. And here, at least, was a sunny new world in which she was free, in which she was alone, in which she was glad to be alone—until the thought of her solitude actually touched her. Then, for a little time, she wept freely, even turning over into the heather and gripping it.


But the tears were doing her good, and deep in her mind she knew it, for they were a weakness she would have to get over, but meantime they were an indulgence—and—anyway, life had been hard to her.


Self-pity, however, had not got very far when she felt that the world outside had grown ominously still. Slowly she lifted her head and saw the legs of a man standing beside her. Without raising her eyes farther, her heart in her mouth, she reached for her bundle and, knotting its corners, got up.


As she did so a pleasant voice asked her if there was anything wrong. He was a lusty shepherd of over thirty, with a weathered face, blue eyes, dark brown hair, a crook in his hand and two dogs at his heel.


She did not understand his English, for he spoke in a southern dialect, but she could see that his intention was to be companionable.


A paralysing shyness came over her. After a first glance she looked away and, saying the only words of English she could remember, “No, thank you,” moved on.


He walked by her side, offering to carry her bundle, his voice laughing and adventurous. But when he put a hand on her bundle, she started away and, as he followed, swung round and faced him.


“Ye needna be feared o’ me,” he suggested, with searching merry eyes, inviting eyes.


“Leave me alone,” she said precisely and walked on again.


He laughed, not at all deterred. “Ah, come on,” he said, “be friendly. Ye’re a lang way frae nowhere an’ I’ll see ye there.” He talked on in a wheedling chuckling voice, close by her side. She paid no attention to him. He asked her where she was going, where she had come from, and other questions, but she did not reply. “Ye’re a dour ane,” he said, “and ye sae bonnie. I’m no’ gaen to eat ye.”


She stopped again and faced him. Her quickened expression and blazing eyes made her very attractive. Behind his laughing face she saw excitement concentrate in a green glint, a seeking light. He swallowed and chuckled.


Her terror heightened her angry expression. “Please to leave me,” she said sharply.


“Please to leave me!” His mimicry was meant to compliment her, teasingly. “Now, be sensible——”


“Leave me!” The words were a scream and a lash, and they steadied him. She would fight madly.


“Wha’s touchin’ ye?” His smile grew sardonic. “I was only offering to help.”


She turned abruptly and walked on, head up. He followed, and for a moment she felt blind physical forces balancing behind her. Then he stopped, cried some words she did not understand, and gave vent to his laughter. Something wet touched her bare calf and she leapt, squawking with such terror that the sniffing collie sprang back.


The shepherd whistled his dog and gave her a wave and a last laugh.


She strode on, forcing her knees to their work, trying not to be sick.


There was a long slow slope she had to climb before she could get out of his sight, and she called to her spirit. Half-turning her head at a little distance she saw him out of the corner of her eye coming slowly on. Her fear and horror of him increased. Her breath went in and out in short panting gasps. If she had had the energy she would have lost her head and broken into a wild run; but now it was as much as she could do to keep going, and once or twice as in nightmare she felt her body falling down and screaming like a trapped hare. There was a piercing whistle, and a wild “No! no!” answered in her mind. Into view on her left shot one of the collies and a long way out began rounding up some sheep. He was still coming. Her breath now was sobbing, but her brows were still strong and her eyes had a trace of the intolerance that so often characterized Angus’s. By this last remnant of primeval anger her legs were kept going, and when at last she mounted the low crest and saw on the slopes, rising to the horizon beyond a deep glen, the outlines of cottages, she was so heartened that, out of sight of the shepherd now, she broke into a run. Almost at once she pitched by the shoulder, but she was soon up again, walking and running, caring no more what wild sobbing noises she made.


She was a long way on before she saw the shepherd on the crest behind, against the sky. At once, she walked with decorum. Like an ominous watchman, he remained there darkly on the crest, so that she hardly saw the deep-wooded valley below her.


But when it was clear to her that he was not pursuing her any more, and a dip in the ground hid him finally from her sight, she paused and, her weakness drowning her in a warm flush, fell backward against the heather. Her eyes closed and she breathed open-mouthed, as in a stertorous sleep.


It was a lovely deep glen, with two valleys, each containing its river, coming to a point far below her at a short distance from the sea. The other river was hidden by high rising ground, broad-browed, that lay between the valleys, but this one wound its way by cultivated fields and green pastures up into the hills. When, haunted still by the fear of the man behind her, she sat up and her eyes rested on a large house it suddenly came to her that this must be Langwell.


How often she had heard of it, how often Kirsty Mackay had told her the history of each member of that family from which Mr. Sage, the grand old minister of Kildonan, had taken his second wife. This, then, was the house. If she would go there, mentioning Kildonan and Kirsty’s name, she would surely be welcomed by someone. And how avid Kirsty herself would be for news! She should go, she told herself. But somehow she could not go. She felt shy; and then—they would ask all about her, and … The afternoon was wearing on and she had a long way to go yet.


So she passed Langwell House, crossed both rivers, and climbed the steep mile-long hill with a slow weary mind. But when she came to the cottages of the folk, each on its little croft, and a man or woman by the road called a greeting, she grew heartened, and presently asked an elderly woman if it was far to Dunster.


“It’s far enough and you walking,” answered the woman, looking at her shrewdly. “But the road will take you there. Have you come far?”


“I have come from Helmsdale,” answered Catrine.


“Have you indeed?” said the woman, with proper astonishment. So she took Catrine into her cottage and made her sit by the fire, though it was a warm day, and gave her a bowl of milk and a scone thick with butter and new cream cheese. Then she proceeded to question her politely but firmly.


Catrine gave her parents’ names, the part of Kildonan they had been cleared out of, the number of her brothers and sisters, the size of their new home in Dale, and other and more particular information, and received in return as much as she gave, complete with commentary and judgement and an eye to see that the guest was eating properly. But Catrine did not tell her of Tormad and what had happened to him. “I am on a visit,” she said, “to a friend of my mother who lives in Dunster, and it’s time I was on my way.” “A friend of your mother? Well, now! And she’s living in Dunster? How many have come from the terrible evictions in the glens of Sutherland to this coast and it bare enough. Let me see now: she’ll be Widow Sutherland likely?” “No,” said Catrine, “she’s Kirsty Mackay and she’s a far-out relation of her who was housekeeper to Mr. Sage in the manse of Kildonan before he married again.” “Kirsty Mackay, you’re telling me? Kirsty Mackay?” and raising her eyes to a corner of the ceiling she drummed her knee as if it were her memory. A few more questions left her still baffled, however, muttering, “Kirsty Mackay? Kirsty Mackay?—no, it beats me. But,” and she brought her eyes down, “if you step up with me the length of my good-sister’s, she’ll know surely, for her man, who is my own brother, is at the sea and is in Dunster often enough.” Catrine politely declined this invitation on the plea that she was late as it was and would no doubt readily find out where Kirsty lived when she reached Dunster itself. The woman at last told her how she would know Dunster, and blessed her, and hoped she would find her friends in good health when she arrived.


As Catrine walked away, a smile came into her eyes, for the inquisitive elderly woman is always a source of amusement to the young. This intimate knowledge warmed her pleasantly and she now felt in better heart than at any time during that day. 


From the road the ground sloped gently down to the top of the cliff wall, and as she wandered on past the cottages, each of them standing back a little from the road, she wondered if they had always been here and decided that very likely they had not, for folk of her kindred liked living in sheltered glens, on inland slopes, not on the windy tops of cliffs. Probably more than one of them had come from her own country, for it was years now since the first clearance.


Thus occupied with odd thoughts, and accepting and giving occasional greeting, she came in time to the brow of a broad valley, with a river running through it and little birch woods on the slopes of grassy braes. It was a gentler valley than any she knew in her own country and everywhere she looked it seemed a different shade of green. Nowhere did the slopes tower into mountains, and only when she turned her face inland did she see the familiar eternal dark brown of the moors heaving to long smooth lines against a remote sky. There were croft houses behind her and on the wide slopes beyond the valley that rose so slowly to a distant horizon, but her eye followed the river, whose course was a mass of boulders, for the stream was small, until it ran into the sea where the cliffs had vanished, leaving a stony beach curving round a fairly wide bay. But on each side of that bay the cliffs started again, though she could only see the cliff to her left hand, and it had the abrupt shape of a headland with feet always in deep water.


The shoulder of a green brae shut out the greater part of the foreshore in front of the curving beach, but Catrine saw boats in the river mouth, the coming and going of men, dark patches of nets spread to dry, a great pile of light-coloured barrels and, in a quickening of fear, she began to wonder where Kirsty stayed, hoping with a sudden passionate hope that it was not near that busy cold-green drowning sea.


There was a long house over to her right, and as she went towards it a young man and a grey-haired woman came out. They stopped at sight of her and waited. Catrine addressed her inquiry to the woman.


“Kirsty Mackay? yes, surely,” answered the woman with a pleasant smile. “She lives away up there, towards the moor, though you can’t see her house from here. Are you going there?”


“Yes,” replied Catrine, gladdened that Kirsty’s house was inland.


“By your tongue I can tell you have come from Sutherland. Am I right?”


“Yes. I walked over from Helmsdale to-day.”


“You what?”


But Catrine refused the command to accept hospitality, saying she had been entertained so recently that she could not eat again.


Catrine liked this old woman, who was so gracious in manner that she did not press her invitation. “Well, you tell Kirsty from me that if you refused to cross my doorstep it was not for want of the asking.” Catrine smiled and promised to do so.


“But how can you tell her if you don’t know my name?” asked the old lady as Catrine turned away.


“That will be easy,” replied Catrine, a faint colour coming to her cheeks and a glance of compliment to her eyes.


“Well now, indeed,” remarked the old lady, whose smile brightened her face with intelligence and humour as she turned to the young man beside her, “and sometimes we have criticized the Cattach!” (meaning, the native of Sutherland).


The man gave a small easy laugh. He was twenty-five, fair, with blue eyes and tiny reddish freckles on the backs of his hands and here and there on his face. His expression was pleasant, slightly aloof perhaps and critical, but friendly. He did not speak.


“Wait!” called the old lady. “How do you expect to get there until we tell you the way?”


When Catrine saw that an answer was awaited, she replied  simply, “You said that she lives towards the moor in a house that can’t be seen. I’ll ask when I get there.”


The old woman nodded, satisfied. “I doubt,” she said, “if I am conferring any favour on you by telling Skipper Roddie Sinclair here that, as he is going your way, he may go so far in your company as to point you the very house. And though you needn’t be afraid of him, still a pleasant-looking girl might always be advised not to let any man readily inside her reach.”


“No, no,” said Catrine too quickly. “I’ll manage fine. Thank you very much.” She obviously did not wish company.


The old lady laughed and turned back into the house.


“That’s Granny Gordon,” said Roddie, with complete ease. “She is clever and likes playing with words. I’m going your way, and when we get up the glen a bit I’ll show you your house.” He looked at her bundle and, with a word, took it from her. “You must be pretty tired as it is,” he explained, “after coming all that way.”


“I did feel it once or twice, but I rested, and it’s been a lovely day. You needn’t trouble, please——”


“It’s no trouble. I’m going home in any case. You have never been here before?”


“No.”


“Are they doing well at the fishing in Helmsdale?”


“Yes, I think so,” she said.


But when he began to ask her how many boats were fishing, what was the biggest individual shot, the number of boats from the south side, and similar questions, she was a little sorry to confess that she could not answer him with more precision, because his voice had the simple earnestness it would have talking to a man. Within a minute she was at ease in his company and explained the situation in Dale.


He nodded. “The folk in Dale don’t go to sea, then?”


“Not yet,” she answered.


“They will,” he said simply. “We have made a beginning here. It’s the coming thing. By the way, wasn’t it from Dale that the lads were press-ganged?”


She did not reply and he turned his head frankly and glanced down at her, for he was six feet in height. She was looking in front, a quickening in her face. At once he decided that perhaps some of her own relations had been lifted, and asked lightly, as if he had seen nothing, “But perhaps you don’t care for the sea?”


“Not much,” she murmured.


To ease the moment, he began pointing out where, on the slopes beyond the river, the stage-coach changed horses and indicating other local points of interest, such as the inn, the market hill, a shop, the small thatched cottage that was a school. When they had crossed the bridge they turned sharp left and began following the bank of the river inland.


She liked the scene now very much, with its flat, well-cultivated fields standing back from the stream towards green braes and, on their right hand, a long ridge of grey rock, with low birch woods growing down over its brow. If not so wild and romantic as places she knew in Kildonan strath, still it had a beauty of its own, a quietness and ease like this man’s manners.


“You have good ground here,” she said.


“Yes, this is old fertile ground, but higher up, where you are going, it’s not so good. Did you have to dig it out of the moor at Dale?”


“Yes. They are still digging it out, and sometimes there are boulders as big as rocks. The whin roots themselves can often be tough enough.”


“They can indeed,” he agreed, and went on to tell her of local difficulties encountered in clearing the soil, all in a friendly, informative way. Presently they came to a high stone wall, very thick at the base, and running back from the river to a large knoll on their right. There were other evidences of similar walls about this knoll, as though in times long past it had been a fortress or strongly protected place of some kind now fallen upon ruin. The tumbled stones were a grey-blue softened with lichen. She asked him what it was.


“The old folk call it Chapelhill,” he answered. “It seems there was a church here at one time, though I have heard it said that long, long ago it was a monastery and the name it had was the House of Peace.”


“The House of Peace,” she murmured in a tone of soft wonder.


He gave her a side glance and smiled. “You like that name?”


“Yes,” she answered, confused slightly, for the name had been like a benediction sounded softly in her mind. All in the moment her eyes had brightened and a quickening come to her skin as if the far, soundless echo of peace hadentranced her. They were both aware of what had happened, and if it made Catrine slightly self-conscious, it otherwise did no harm; for Roddie pointed to a round tower, still of some height though in ruins, too, on a tongue of ground that rose between the main stream and its principal tributary which had their confluence in a pool on their left hand. “That’s an old fort, or dun,” he said, “though the professor—that’s the name we give the schoolmaster—calls it a broch. Anyway, it’s so old that no-one knows much about it, for he says it goes back to long before the coming of the Vikings. It has two little rooms, round rooms, built into the wall inside. They could build in any case; I’ll say that.” Then he did a little thing that she was ever after to remember. For a short distance the path was built up with great boulders to protect it from the river floods. “That fellow,” he said, “has been slipping for some time, and if he’s not stopped now he may go.” Thereupon, straddling his legs, he stooped and, getting his hands under the edges of a great thick flagstone, slowly heaved it back into position. She saw his neck and upper arms swell and his face redden in the sustained effort. Then he stood up lightly and dusted his hands, not as any ordinary person might, carelessly palm to palm, but with quick explosive flicks of finger-tips against finger-tips from the distance of an inch or so; and in the couple of steps it took him to regain his balance properly he seemed to walk on the outer edges of his feet, jauntily. “This path is useful,” he explained, “for bringing things up from the shore. Here, when we break in ground, we like to manure it well with seaweed and fish guts. No manure like it for giving ground heart. You wouldn’t do that away up in the strath of Kildonan?”


“No,” she answered, still conscious of his explosive strength, for he was not heavily built.


They crossed the tributary by stepping-stones and proceeded up its right bank through a wide display of wild roses, from snow-white to deep crimson. She exclaimed at the unexpectedness of the pretty sight. There were two long pools beyond, and then the land narrowed upon the small stream in an intimate way that touched her fancy. The banks rose steeply, with faces of rock, grey salleys, small vivid green birches, the drooping fronds of large ferns, foxgloves and other wild flowers, all in a tangle, while the water dropped from little pool to little pool or slid in cool glissades down sloping rocks, slippery with clean green summer slime.


“That’s your place now,” he said, coming to a stop and pointing to a long low house, thatched with rushes, its head much higher than its tail as it lay into the slope of the ground. “And if I’m not mistaken,” he added, “that’s Kirsty herself wondering who in all the world I have with me now.”


His quiet assessing humour brought from Catrine a quick glance and smile. She thanked him and took her bundle. “I go this way,” he said, “and I have to hurry, as I’m late for the sea. Good-bye.” Giving her an easy, friendly smile, he turned and crossed the burn, having asked in all their talk neither her name nor her business. This complete and natural lack of interest in her affairs was so refreshing an experience that she went up the slope towards Kirsty with a deepening smile of expectancy and the stranger’s turmoil in her breast. 


And then Kirsty saw her, and exclaimed, and shook her by the hand, and said that she couldn’t believe her eyes. They were grey, keen, and searching, for Kirsty was a practical woman, given indeed at times to a precision of manner that many thought hard and unsympathetic. Catrine felt the penetration and knew Kirsty was wondering what trouble had brought a young wife, barely four months married, on so long a journey from her husband, and was suddenly disconcerted and touched with dismay. But she smiled and said simply, “I had a longing to come and see you.”


“Indeed, and why wouldn’t you? Come you away in now. And did you walk all the way?”


“Yes.”


Kirsty exclaimed again, and looked more shrewdly than ever at Catrine’s face, then paused near the door to say “There’s the old man himself taking the peats home.”


Catrine saw Kirsty’s father, walking beside a small horse that was dragging a sledge of peats from the moor.


“He’s failing on me,” said Kirsty. “But that’s the way of things. He’s never got used to this place. Sometimes I tell him I think he’s going dottled. Come in. It’s tired you must be. Sit there. And how did you fall in with Roddie Sinclair?”


Catrine explained, and conveyed at the same time Granny Gordon’s greetings.


“You’re making friends early. And there’s nothing wrong with that young man until he takes drink. Well! well! so here you are. And how’s Tormad himself?”


Catrine did not answer.


Kirsty came to a standstill.


“He’s been taken from me,” said Catrine, not looking up.


“From you? Do you mean he’s dead?”


“He was out fishing in a boat and a ship of war caught them and took them away.”


“A ship of war?” 


“The press-gang.”


“The press-gang!” Kirsty sat down abruptly. She stared at Catrine piercingly. Then she said with great force, “The dirty brutes, the coarse, dirty brutes. How long ago?”


Catrine told her. There was something tonic in Kirsty’s wrath. “The place was getting the better of me, so I remembered how you’d asked me to come, and so I thought I’d come for a change.”


“You were right, and I’m glad to see you. We may not have much here, but you’re welcome to what there is. My poor girl, you have had a hard time.” She got up. “It’s terrible news indeed. I wondered when I saw you coming what it was. I thought maybe it was no more than some small trouble that we could put right. You would think poor folk hadn’t enough misery and worry already. If only we could have the law on them! Wait now, till I bring you a little of this night’s milking,” and she left the kitchen.


Catrine got up and looked out of the small window. Dismay came back and quietened her to the stillness of the evening outside. Had she made a mistake in coming, been wrong in thinking there was anywhere in the world she could go or anyone in whom she could find solace? Kirsty seemed harder than she had been, was not so tidy in her person, and somehow there was a faint gloom or misery of poor living in the air.


As she looked out the small window, she had a quite vivid memory of herself as a little girl, being taken by her mother to call on Kirsty or of Kirsty’s coming to their home, and of the invariable question, “Now, are you wondering what it is I have got for you?” Kirsty always had something for her, some little present or maybe just a round hard white sweet from her hidden hoard. But the memory of it was bright and young.


Suddenly Catrine knew that an end had come to the vision of her running childhood that she now saw in her mind as if it were far outside.


Was this the vision she had been hunting, without knowing  it, when she had left Dale? The question hardly formed, for the vision passed like a glimmer of light and, turning, she looked about the kitchen with cold, alien eyes. Age touched her features with a drawn fear and, in the gloom of the interior, her pale face seemed straining upward for flight. Her eardrums became intensely acute and all in a moment she had a wild terror of hearing Kirsty’s footsteps return. Then she heard them coming; footsteps, blind footsteps. Her heart stopped and she all but cried aloud.


She was sitting on a three-legged stool as Kirsty came in. The porridge-pot was bubbling over the fire, suspended from the roof-tree by a heather rope coated round with soot to the thickness of a man’s wrist, and here and there glistening like ebony. The fire stood in the middle of the floor, hedged about with flat stone. The chimney was a hole in the roof, square-boxed with wood. But in the dim light, with the yellow tongues of flame idly flapping over the black peat, the fine display of blue-patterned plates and dishes on Kirsty’s large dresser glimmered cosily enough. Kirsty had many and special household gods, for her father had had a comfortable holding in Sutherland, which he had rented, not like the numerous cottars from year to year, but on lease. When the lease had fallen in, the landlord had refused to renew it. And that was the beginning of the evictions.


The news of what had happened to Catrine had now had time to take complete possession of Kirsty’s mind and gave her an added energy. She spoke continuously, as she moved about getting the simple supper ready, and the drive of her voice and her questions brought Catrine to herself.


Presently Kirsty’s father came in. He was a tall man of seventy with a slight stoop and grey steady eyes. “Look whom I’ve here for you!” called Kirsty. He paused and looked for some time, and then in a voice quietened by surprise, said, “Is it yourself, Catrine?”


“Yes,” she answered, smiling and shaking hands.


He kept looking at her in wonder as if she were herself and something more. “You have grown a big girl,” he said and becoming fully conscious of her hand, gave it a firm shake.


Catrine felt embarrassed and a small lump rose into her throat as she kept glancing from side to side, smiling.


“And have you come on a visit to see us?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“Very good, very good. And how is your father and mother and all of you?”


“They’re all fine, thank you.”


“They’re not all fine,” said Kirsty, putting swirls of air through the peat smoke. “A terrible thing has happened to her. They have taken her man.” Her voice rose, as if her father were dull of hearing. “Tormad, her man. You’ll have forgotten she was married. The press-gang came and took him away. She has no man now. They have taken him away, the coarse, dirty brutes.” She laid a horn spoon on the small deal table with a bang that rattled the four knives in its little drawer. She went on talking while her father regarded Catrine.


“I forgot for the moment you were married,” he said. “Forgive me; you look so young. I’m sorry to hear this.”


“Sit in,” interrupted Kirsty, “and take your porridge. Folk have to eat though the heavens fall. Sit in, I say. This is your place, Catrine. And this table, drat it, if you move it off the one spot you’ll never get it steady.” The floor was of clay and Kirsty had upset the under-pinning of the table’s unsteady leg. But she soon had it fixed firmly again.


“When did this happen?” he asked.


“Be saying the grace,” interrupted Kirsty. “There’s plenty of time for talk. The child is starving.”


He raised his hand to his forehead and reverently repeated the “Grace before Meat” that is to be found in the Shorter Catechism.


When they had eaten and he had got all the news, he fell into an abstraction by the fire. Kirsty gave a sideways, knowing nod to Catrine. “He’s getting like that,” she said, in a private voice with a nonchalant humour. “Never mind him. You must be feeling tired, and it’s your bed you need. We’ll get him to take the Books, and then we’ll pack him off to his own bed. He sleeps next door. The bed here is big enough for both of us and it’s cosy—if you don’t mind sleeping with me, eh?”


“No,” said Catrine.


“You are tired, lassie,” said Kirsty with one of her shrewd looks.


“Yes,” said Catrine, turning away, a strangling in her throat. She did her utmost to fight it down, afraid the terror of the bed would overcome her. She knew that she was unreasonable, that this was her inevitable destiny. She fought hard. “I am—this is—foolish——” The sob came.


“My poor bairn,” said Kirsty, patting her firmly on the back. “There now—don’t give in. You must get used to it.”


From his abstraction, Kirsty’s father roused himself and looked at Catrine.


“We’ll be taking the Books at once,” said Kirsty before he could speak. “The bairn is tired after the long journey.” The peats that stood on edge she shoved closer together, and at once bright flames sprang up, lighting the dying day in the kitchen. The old man took the Gaelic bible and, stooping a little towards the fire said, “We will read in the twenty-third chapter of the Book of Psalms.” He knew it by heart.


At once Catrine lowered her head and in her lap her small hands clenched.




The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He maketb me to lie down in green pastures: be leadetb me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: be leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil….





Catrine could listen no more. It was a cruel irony that had made the old man choose this chapter to read, for it was the last that Tormad and herself had read together, the night before he had gone to sea.


There had been something very intimate in this reading of a chapter of the Bible after they had got married. They had been shy about it at first, smiling like embarrassed children who were playing at the game of being responsible and grown-up, Tormad clearing his throat and being solemn, while she sat upright and still, like the mother of a family of sons. Tormad hadn’t read very loud, as if folk outside might hear, yet had kept his voice steady and had even raised it a bit towards the end. What a lovely experience it had been, warm with the very breath of their love, bringing them together in the ways and traditions of their folk, shyly establishing them in manhood and womanhood, encircling them about with strength and assurance. They thought of the words he read with a certain wonder, as belonging to remote places and remote times, and they hardly dared think of God at all, putting between them and Him the dark veil, with a little fear, a natural humility, thus reserving for themselves the brightness of their human lives, its moments of love and mirth and rapture, this side the veil.


But there was one chapter that all the children knew, and, in its metrical form, a verse or two of it were often recited by them as their private prayer before jumping into bed; for it was familiar in its cadence and full of pleasantness, A curious thing about it, too, was that the words were always drowned in memory except those picturing the green pastures and the still waters. But they remained, shining and green-cool, like a memory of a summer day, spent perhaps up the glen, where no houses are, at a distance from home.


And on that last night, with the childhood cadence in his voice, Tormad had read of the green pastures and the still waters.


Old David and Kirsty got to their knees, and Catrine, following them, buried her face in her palms. She did not hear one word of his prayer, her mind and body blinded, and when they were shuffling to their feet, she had to keep to her knees. They looked at her and turned away, saying no word, and in a few seconds she got up.


At once Kirsty spoke loudly to her father. “Now you’ll away to bed. It’s late it is.”


“Very good,” he said mildly, and turned to Catrine. There was that steady look for a moment, his eyes clear open and yet faintly veiled, almost as if he were looking at her from a distance with the unearthly calm and consideration there might be in the eyes of God.


“Good night, Catrine,” he said. “I hope you will sleep well.”


“Good night,” she answered him.


“Good night, my poor girl.” His voice, gentle and full of profound pity, went with him as he walked away.


In a little while they had done all they had to do before preparing for bed. Kirsty lifted the big peats off the fire and smothered their burning edges in the ash-hole beneath.


Deep gloom invaded the room with the smooring of the fire, and in its partial covering Catrine sat very still.


“Aren’t you getting ready?” Kirsty asked.


“Yes,” Catrine answered, and with slow movements of her limbs, as if her clothes were very heavy, she began to undress.
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