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PROLOGUE


The Search


To those who cry out against romance I would say – You yourself are romance. You are the lost prince herding obscurely among the swine. The romance of your spirit is the most wonderful of stories.


A.E. The Candle of Vision




Prologue


I


Spring had jumped straight out of heaven into London. For an eternity coughing, sneezing millions had coughed and sneezed at the centre of a black balloon of fog and dirt, frost and misery. Young and old, rich and poor, fair and ugly, they had all alike choked and shivered and beaten imprisoned hands against that rounded black wall that shut them in. But now, suddenly, between the hours of sunset and sunrise, the miracle had happened. The boy Spring, his arms full of glories stolen from divine treasuries, had strolled to the portal of heaven, had poised tiptoe on the lintel, had spread his wings and jumped. Crash! His feet, pressed together and pointing downwards like a slender arrow, had punctured the black balloon. All that was left of it, from black scarfs of smoke, evil-smelling wraiths of fog, drifted and coiled into the foul, dark corners of London, while the boy, speeding downwards, flung out his arms and sent his treasures sweeping fanwise over the city.


The crash awakened the millions. Running barefoot to their windows they looked out. Beyond the smoke-grimed panes they were aware of a drifting glory and showers of rainbow light. Some of them, throwing up their windows and thrusting tousled heads out, were just in time to hear a rustle of wings and glimpse the downward gleam of arrowy feet, and a few, a very few, as the sun rays slanted across the sky, saw the shadowed sparkle of a boy’s blue eyes behind the curve of golden lashes.


But all of them, those who had heard the rustling of wings and those who had not, heard a singing in their own hearts and felt the surge of returning life in their veins. As they turned from their windows they were smiling idiotically. As they splashed in their baths they sang. Their breakfast eggs seemed good to them and the state of Europe bothered them not at all. They set their affairs in order with jovial ease, they slapped each other on the back, they cast their vapex bottles and umbrellas from them with scorn, they put on their hats and went out.


Into a world washed clean by a dawn shower; a world as airy and light as a rounded bubble, sun-warmed and rainbow-tinted, bouncing and bounding along before a westerly wind and held and protected by a curving, mothering sky.


Eight o’clock in Soho and the silver lamps hung by the rain on the area railings were still twinkling and swinging. Nine o’clock in Harley Street and the brass door-plates were winking at the sun and the front-door steps, freshly scrubbed by singing charladies, were snowy as apple blossom. Ten o’clock in Hyde Park and the crocuses were topaz and amethyst set in jade. Eleven o’clock in Kensington Gardens and the sparrows were mad with ecstasy. Twelve o’clock in Regent Street and the traffic, a river in spate, was banked by all the wealth and beauty of London. Blue and pink and purple were the flower-like dresses of the women, black-topped as bulrushes the slender figures of the men striding beside them. Like dragon-flies the paper boys darted from river to bank and back again. The hoot of the taxis, the rumble of the buses, the laughter and chatter and cries, blended together, made an anthem in praise of Spring as triumphant as the song of robins and wrens in far-away coppices.


As triumphant but not as varied, thought Judy Cameron, strolling discontentedly through the shifting kaleidoscope of colour. There was an appalling sameness about that rumble and jingle and rattle. In the budding coppices the clear bird notes would be rising and falling, pausing, trembling, cascading, as varied as the shifting pattern of leaf and bud and slender twig etched against the wind-swept April sky … An April sky in the country … Great clouds racing their shadows over the tawny downs … Quite suddenly Judy wanted to cry … Ridiculous … She blinked furiously … She despised tears and, anyhow, she had made up her face that morning with more than usual care – she looked such a fright after that horrible flu. She turned into a tea-shop, sat down at a little marble-topped table and ordered coffee with a peremptoriness that sent the waitress skipping … Nothing like coffee to stop you crying … And what in the world, Judy asked herself savagely, had she to cry about?


She was young and healthy and good to look at, she had a large dress allowance and nothing to do all day but enjoy herself, she had a couple of doting parents whom she kept firmly under her right thumb, and a doting fiancé whom she kept firmly under her left thumb, she had a cairn and a persian kitten and a Hillman car and yet she wasn’t happy.


She was fed up. She was more utterly fed up than she could ever remember being before, and that on a day when the world was a rainbow-tinted bubble bouncing before a west wind … The case was serious.


This particular attack of fed-up-ness was taking the curious form of lost identity. It seemed to Judy that there was no such person as Judy Cameron. She was just one of a crowd, one of the peas in Society’s pod, so tediously identical with all the other peas that her loss would simply not be noticed by that blaring merry-go-round, the life of London.


Her mind travelled back to the dance she had been at last night. That had been a merry-go-round, if you like. She saw again herself and all those other girls, exactly alike with their reddened lips and plucked eyebrows and waved hair. Identical. And the men. Each wearing the same black coats and white shirt fronts, with the same fatigued carnation popping up out of their buttonholes, all drawling the same silly talk and eyeing the girls with the same slightly insulting look of patronage. The beautiful familiar scene had suddenly turned Judy sick. Was it a gathering of individual spirits pausing in their individual adventures to greet each other, or was it an auction of painted dolls waiting to be knocked down to the highest bidder? Judy, under the influence of post-influenza depression and an unbecoming frock, had decided that it was an auction. She and the other dolls were not real people at all, they were just the peas on the female side of Society’s pod. What would happen to them? She supposed they would just dance and dance until they were married to the peas on the other side of the pod, and after that both sets of peas, the male and the female, would spend years in performing what was known as social duty, which consisted, as far as Judy could see, in standing about in crushes eating and drinking and talking and longing to sit down … And then they would die … Well, anyway, death would at least permit one to sit down … Something to be said for death after all.


Judy sighed, drank her coffee and took out her powder-puff. She looked at herself in the funny little reducing glass that showed her the whole of her face in miniature … Not bad … A pale, pointed little face beautifully tinted by art. Dark eyes under slender, plucked brows. Dark, curly hair … Not bad, but just like every other girl. No individuality. She snapped her bag shut and scowled at the waitress who brought her her bill … Another doll, by the way, with hair like buttered egg and a mouth like a raspberry.


But Judy wronged herself. Though she could not discover it there was an individuality about her that was arresting. Strength and courage were apparent in her. There were sparks in her dark eyes and the lines of her pointed chin and her delicate lips spoke of determination. She carried her head proudly and the swing of her small, slender body as she walked was the least bit arrogant. Above all she had that vitality that is like a flame burning. She was one of those people whom it is impossible to think of in connection with death.


And yet Judy, as she walked out into the street again, was thinking of death with friendliness … Kind, merciful death, that plucked the marionettes out of the merry-go-round and let them sit down.


‘Good heavens,’ thought Judy, ‘I’ll have to get a tonic,’ and she quickened her pace.


But not for long, for a flower shop rose up out of the pavement and she adored flowers. With a great breath of delight she stood and stared.


Daffodils golden as the sun-kissed limbs of the boy Spring himself, bluebells blue as his eyes, narcissi white as the clouds that raced over far-away downs, fat pink and white and blue hyacinths, like stout little girls in gingham pinafores, wet purple violets, tulips, jonquils and primroses.


Their lovely familiar scents drifted through the open door and assailed Judy’s nose. She sniffed. The scents were all different, all individual, and the flowers that were throwing them to her were as different each from the other as the woods and the clouds and the birds. Each had looked for and found a different perfection. Judy, sniffing, decided suddenly that nature, not man, knew how to live. Man, left to himself, did nothing but glue his nose to his neighbour’s back and play follow-my-leader round and round in circles till he died of exhaustion. But natural things, flowers, grasses, trees, these unfolded each after its own individual pattern, spread their perfection under the sun and rooted in quietness and peace lived out their lives in union with the earth that bore them.


Through individuality to union – was that the way of life? Was unity the final good and individuality the road to it? Must one discover and know one’s individual self before one was fit for union with something else?


A sudden resolve flamed up in Judy. She turned away from the shop window with her lips set in the obstinate line dreaded by her family … She would get out of this … She would break free from this machine-made life that stifled her and somewhere, somehow, she would discover her real self, that Judy who was surely alive deep down within the doll she despised.


Somewhere … But where? … Where could one find oneself? … Surely where the flowers grew, who were so gloriously themselves, and where the earth was old and still and very wise and unpolluted by the foolishness of men … Yes, but where?


And then a curious thing happened to Judy. Walking along the pavement she stopped mechanically in front of a picture shop and stared at a picture there, the picture of a mountain, and the whole of her life was changed.


She had not realised that she was staring at it but quite suddenly Regent Street was gone, the hum of the traffic was gone, everything was gone, nothing was left in the whole world but a great purple-black mountain, its jagged outlines savagely defined against a cold stormy sky and its summit hidden in clouds. In the foreground of the picture was a larch wood and seen through its vivid green branches were the silver waters of a loch. Down the side of the mountain, falling from the smoky grey clouds to the silver loch, tumbled a burn, showing against the rocks and heather like a rent torn in a purple cloak. The scene had a cold and stormy beauty that was a little frightening, but at the same time utterly satisfying, in its sheer perfection. There was something ultimate and final about it. It did not seem like a picture, it seemed like a vision from another world. Judy, staring at it, felt that she was looking through a window. It was as though the comfortable Regent Street world that she had seen a moment ago was nothing but a painted curtain, having the appearance of reality only, and that now hands had torn it aside and she looked beyond it to a reality that was terrifyingly real. And not only her eyes but her whole body were made aware of it. Through the window a cold mountain wind blew upon her. She could feel its icy fingers creeping over her body, touching her, stinging her awake, making her shiver with a fear that was half ecstasy. In her ears was the sound of water falling and the crying of mountain birds. She could smell wet earth and green things growing, and under her feet was the feel of springing turf.


And then, as she stared, the whole of her being gathered up into concentration, she became gradually aware that she herself, that individual spirit that she had thought did not exist, was confronted with a choice the most momentous to her that she would ever have to make. On either side of the picture of the mountain were two other pictures, the one on the right the picture of a glittering London ballroom, the one on the left the picture of an interior, a comfortable country cottage in the shires. Slowly these two pictures came forward from their background and forced themselves on Judy’s attention, changing as they did so from pictures to windows. She found herself looking through three different windows at three different worlds. And she knew what the worlds were and she knew, too, that within the next two minutes she would have to decide which one was to be her home. On the right was the world of brilliance and wealth, into which she had been born and for which she had thought herself destined, and on the left was the world of compromise, that united pleasure with a love of nature and of homely things and achieved a placid comfort, and in the middle — what was she looking at through the middle window? A world of stark and terrible beauty, of sorrow and failure, shorn of wealth and comfort but yet ablaze with joy, the world of the heights of the human spirit. It seemed to Judy that her little shivering self was flitting from side to side, unwilling to choose either of the worlds to left or right, yet cowering back in fear from that terrible middle window. And yet – she had to choose it. It was where she belonged. The courage and strength that were the essence of her drove her on. She took a step forward on the pavement and fixed her eyes on that purple mountain against the stormy sky, and as she moved forward her spirit moved too and was caught and held. She felt the grip as of fire that seized her and the whole world reeled.


II


‘Hullo, Judy.’ A hand gripped her arm and turning she saw Charles, the quite excellent young man to whom she was engaged. She clung to him, thankful for his support while the pavement heaved beneath her and Regent Street swayed as in an earthquake.


‘That picture!’ she gasped, ‘the one like a window – the middle one. Look!’


Charles looked and saw the usual conventional picture of a crude purple Scotch mountain, with larch-trees of a sickly green sprouting in the foreground. It was framed in a particularly loathsome gold frame with knobs on it.


‘Good lord,’ said Charles, ‘what a frightful object.’


‘Frightful?’ said Judy, and looked again. Yes, it was frightful. It was cheap and tawdry and quite small, though a moment before it had been terrifyingly lovely and had filled the whole horizon. What in the world had she been thinking of? What in the world had been happening to her?


‘Charles,’ she said, ‘I feel funny.’


Charles surveyed her. She was very white under her make-up and there were little beads of perspiration on her forehead.


‘That blasted flu,’ said Charles, and putting one arm round her he signalled for a taxi with the other.


‘A cocktail and a spot of lunch is what will meet the situation,’ he told her as he heaved her in. ‘It was that dance last night. I told you not to go. Obstinate young donkey.’


In the taxi she sat with her head against his shoulder and listened while he scolded. Charles, good-tempered as a rabbit and placid as an owl, had a particularly gentle way of scolding that was as soothing as a lullaby. He was really very nice. So nice was he that it is difficult to do him justice. He was fair and rosy and easy-going and kind. He had money and a commission in a crack regiment. He hadn’t many brains but his moustache was perfect and his clothes a dream. He was perhaps a little inclined to embonpoint. He had a roundness of outline and a solidity of substance that hinted at the extremely substantial major he would eventually become. He had never in all his life done an unkind thing or said a sharp word. His thoughts, when he had any, were as a child’s for simplicity. He was an eminently desirable husband. Judy had seen that when she met him first at the age of eight and had immediately appropriated him for that purpose, training him carefully through the intervening years in obedience to her every wish and veneration for her whims.


‘Charles,’ she said, ‘when you get your leave we’ll take mother and father and the car and go to Scotland.’


‘But we were going to Bournemouth,’ objected Charles.


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ said Judy, ‘we are going to Scotland. We ought to go to Scotland. I’ve Scotch blood in me and I’ve never been there. It’s disgraceful.’


Charles sighed. He liked Bournemouth. The food was good and the sun was hot and one could ride in the New Forest. Scotland he did not care for. It was cold and draughty and one felt perpetually clammy, and he had never acquired the meditative habit of a fisherman.


‘Must we?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said Judy, and stuck out her chin.


‘I suppose the Mater and the Old Man will gambol in leading-strings as usual? They’re partial to Bournemouth, you know.’


‘We are going to Scotland,’ said Judy slowly and distinctly. When Judy was slow and distinct there was never any more argument, and Charles capitulated.


III


Everyone capitulated. Charles easily obtained the promise of immense quantities of leave. His regiment expended so much strength on being crack that it had very little left for work, and lengthy periods of recuperation from crackness were considered necessary by authority. He was to come and go throughout the summer, and it would be mostly come.


Sir James and Lady Cameron, Judy’s long-suffering parents, complained bitterly at the loss of Bournemouth, but with firm handling were in time brought to heel.


Judy, who appeared to have gone, temporarily one hoped, quite mad, sent an advertisement to the papers demanding that some human being unknown should let to them, for the space of ten weeks, a house in the Highlands of Scotland which looked out upon a mountain, a loch and a larch wood.


‘It’s an insane advertisement,’ sighed Lady Cameron, ‘and no one would dream of answering it except a madman as crazy as you and it.’


‘If that mountain and that larch wood and that loch exist upon this earth,’ said Judy, ‘that advertisement will be answered.’


‘What mountain and wood and loch?’ asked Lady Cameron, irritably counting linen – they were to let the London flat.


‘I saw them in a picture,’ said Judy, ‘and I’m going to find them or perish in the attempt.’


‘It’s me that’ll perish,’ moaned her mother, ‘all this fuss with the agent and my best pillow-case missing … Go and ask your father if he feels equal to tinned strawberries for lunch or if he’d rather be on the safe side and stick to rhubarb.’


Judy obediently departed and on the way down the passage heard the thud of the second post arriving in the letter-box. She pounced on it … The electric-light bill … A catalogue from Woollands … A gentleman offering to lend them money simply, he assured them, for reasons of benevolence only … And a large blue envelope bearing a Scotch postmark and addressed to Sir James in a queer, neat, angular handwriting.


Judy stood in the middle of the hall, her heart thumping, the letter in her hands. She looked at the hand-writing. It had character. Fierceness in the downstrokes, delicacy in the curves. Something queer and contradictory in it. Individual. It seemed like a voice speaking to her and she ripped open the envelope. It was addressed to her father but it was, she felt, her letter. Inside was a short business note on a half-sheet of paper, headed Glen Suilag and signed I. C. Macdonald. Glen Suilag, it said, was an old house in a lonely part of the Highlands. It looked out on a mountain, a loch and a larch wood, but then, it added with a touch of humour, most Highland houses did. It was to let at a moderate rent. The fishing was good. I. C. Macdonald did not say whether he was a man or a woman, but the entire absence of all necessary information in the letter made it quite clear that he was a man … Besides, the voice that Judy had heard speaking was a man’s voice … She rushed with the letter to her father and never so much as mentioned the rhubarb.


IV


Then followed a period of endless delays that drove Judy nearly frantic. Sir James, who before his retirement had been a barrister of distinction, insisted tiresomely and monotonously upon references. Lady Cameron wrote passionate outpourings to Mr Macdonald on the subject of household supplies and received terse replies commenting on the excellence of the fishing and the beauty of the view and answering none of her questions. Charles wasted days messing about at the Stores with fishing-rods and then went and had jaundice. To crown all, when everything was ready for departure, Sarah, Judy’s black cairn, eloped with the butcher’s boy and was not retrieved for four days.


It was the end of June before they got under way and slid out of London in Judy’s Hillman, on a day of rain and wind and cold as intense as that of March.


Everyone but Judy was perfectly miserable. Charles, seated beside her at the wheel, with his coat collar turned up and the corners of his mouth turned down and his complexion the colour of a rather passé lemon, wondered if perhaps before the matrimonial knot was tied it wouldn’t be as well to take a firm stand with Judy, to indicate gently but firmly that a husband’s position was an authoritative one, and that occasional submission in a woman was desirable. But by the time they reached the suburbs he had decided that he felt unequal to the effort of indicating anything, and as for a firm stand, a soft sit was a lot more in his line at the moment.


As for Sarah, wedged between Judy and Charles, she felt bad. During her sojourn with the butcher’s boy she had eaten lots of things, and it had been nice at the moment, but not afterwards, and the afterwards was lasting longer than the moment had, and she hoped she wasn’t going to be sick in the car because she quite well remembered from past experience that that was never a popular move … She lowered her silky black lids over her lovely, lustrous brown eyes and lolled against Charles, hoping for the best.


Sir James and Lady Cameron, wrapped in rugs in the back seat, were cold and resigned. Sir James was always resigned. He was a kindly, grey-haired man, with an eyeglass and a deprecating manner. In the courts he had been renowned for his decision and his swift vigorous handling of cases, but at home he had always found it best to be meek and quiescent. Lady Cameron was the kind of wife who made a husband find that best. She loved him dearly, but she believed very firmly in the moulding properties of love, and the strong guiding of a woman’s hand … Sometimes when Charles woke up at two in the morning with indigestion, he wondered if Judy would become as strong-minded as her mother, and devoutly hoped not. Somehow, though he was quite used to the spectacle of Judy managing her vigorous mother, it never occurred to him that she was already the stronger character of the two … Judy in her sweet youth was so soft to the touch, soft as velvet, only the discerning felt the full strength of the iron in her.


There was no trace of iron in Judy at this moment, unless it were iron red-hot in the fire. She was ablaze with happiness. Charles, glancing at her, was reminded of all warm and glowing things – orange flames and golden crocuses and red berries and clove carnations. Her golden-brown tweed coat was open at the neck showing the orange scarf twisted round her throat and there was a yellow feather in her little brown cap. Her face was flushed and her eyes sparkling. The dark curls that escaped from under her cap had unexpected glints of gold in them.


‘Are you happy, Judy?’ he asked softly.


‘Yes,’ she breathed, and sighed out of her joy. Her eyes met his for a moment but with a sudden pang he saw that she did not see him … They were becoming separated by something intangible … What? … Charles felt suddenly cold with foreboding and tugged at the collar of his coat.


‘Rotten day,’ he muttered.


‘Deplorable,’ said Lady Cameron’s voice behind him, ‘it’s probably quite sunny at Bournemouth.’


‘I think not, dear,’ said Sir James gently, ‘The Times said a series of complex depressions approaching from Iceland—’


‘Did you remember to bring the vapex off the bathroom shelf?’ interrupted Lady Cameron gloomily, and sneezed.


Judy was oblivious of them all. She was ecstatically happy, with a little thrill of fear at the heart of her happiness that seemed by contrast to intensify it. As the day wore on and they left London further and further behind them she felt that the Hillman was a boat launching out into unknown seas. Where it was taking her she did not know. To the Fortunate Isles – to Utopia – to a Hidden Country – to adventure – to romance – whatever it was she welcomed it. Looking around her at the storm she revelled in the wild beauty of the day. It was in tune with her mood. Warm sunshine and drowsy fields would not have kept pace with the singing in her heart and the pulsing of her blood, but this tossing storm was a rapture and thrumming of savage music, elemental and grand, like the music of the sea.


The world was just like a sea today. The sheeted rain, blown by the wind, was rushing to meet them like waves and the branches of the trees, with their little green leaves clinging desperately to life, were streaming in the wind and the rain like mermaid’s hair floating out on the water. The clouds, driving low over the green earth, were stretched out like racing heroes and every little pond and stream held long lines of wind-blown ripples … Silver and green … Silver and green … A magic sea of romance … The birch-trees passed by with a gleam of silver trunks swaying in silver rain. The blackness of brooding pine woods protected as in a cave the fragile, heart-piercing green of the young bracken. Each hawthorn hedge, cascading with green leaves, sent showers of green foam spurting up into the sky at every gust of wind. Beneath them, nestling as though in the curve of the wave, were the round moon faces of the yellow celandines and now and then, spilled along the ditches and wandering streamlike through meadow grass, were pools and threads of pure gold, the buttercups … Gold … Now the world seemed to Judy made of silver and gold, the precious metals … Not tinsel and gilt, but silver and gold … Real things.


V


It took them five days to reach Glen Suilag, for Lady Cameron got a sore throat and refused to be hurried and Sir James got lumbago and was dug out of bed in the mornings with great difficulty, Charles had a return of jaundice and Sarah was very sick indeed. The weather was atrocious the whole way and the hotel bills came to a lot more than they had expected.


But Judy bore it all with heartless calm. She didn’t care how much the others suffered or how bad tempered they were. She trod on air. She laughed perpetually and her face wore the smug smile of satisfaction which, seen on the faces of those who are not suffering from bad temper, is so irritating to those who are.


Scotland, when they finally reached it, was invisible, hidden in rain and driving clouds and very cold. ‘What,’ asked Lady Cameron, ‘was the good of coming to a country that you couldn’t see when you got there?’ Everyone was gloomily silent except Judy, who sang lustily and irritatingly as she drove. On and on they went, further and further north, driving up steep twisting roads between dripping grey rocks, up and up into the clouds, and then down again between walls of grey mist, accompanied always by the sound of wind and falling water and the crying of the whaups.


But as the afternoon of the fifth day wore on Judy did not sing any more. She could not. Her rapture had become so deep that it was pain. Charles, looking at her, saw that her face was white and set.


‘Judy,’ he said softly, ‘Judy, are you all right?’


She turned towards him and her eyes were quite black, like mountain tarns, with no lights in them.


‘Judy,’ he said sharply.


She did not answer and he did not think that she had heard him … It was queer … He didn’t like it.


‘What’s the time?’ asked Lady Cameron, ‘surely we ought to be nearly there. We must have come the wrong way. What’s the time, Charles?’


‘My watch has stopped,’ said Charles.


‘I’m quite sure we’ve come the wrong way,’ complained poor Lady Cameron, ‘and James has gone to sleep again and Judy isn’t even looking at that route the R.A.C. gave us. She hasn’t looked at it for hours … Judy!’


Judy did not answer and Lady Cameron prodded her in the back. ‘Look at that route, dear, I’m sure we’re all wrong.’


Judy stirred and sighed. ‘No,’ she said, ‘we shall be there in twenty minutes.’ Her voice seemed to come from very far away. ‘We’re just climbing up Ben Caorach. In ten minutes we shall be at the top. Then we shall drop down into Glen Suilag.’


‘Judy!’ exclaimed Charles, ‘how on earth do you know?’


She did not answer. Her ungloved hands were gripping the wheel so tightly that the knuckles were white and her face was shining in a queer way, as though there was a lamp alight in her. She felt as though something was stirring inside her, something imprisoned, with wings, like a bird. Something that wanted to get free, and was longing to speed on ahead of her slow body and be in its nest. Its impatience was a pain at her heart and she cried voicelessly to it, ‘Be quiet a little … We shall be there soon … Soon … Soon …’ But the Hillman was so slow. Grunting and squeaking it toiled up the long, steep mountain road. The mist shut them in like a wall and there was nothing to be seen but the wet pebbles of the road and the tussocks of heather and the turf that edged it … So slow … So slow … ‘It was quicker on horseback,’ said Judy to herself.


And now they were at the top. Driven by an impulse so strong that she could not resist it she jumped out of the car, banged the door shut on her outraged family, and ran off over the grass and the heather to the right, until she was hidden from them by the driving mist. Here she was alone. The muffling mist was like a cloak that shut her away from all sound and sight of her normal world and she was alone with that winged thing within her that was struggling for life. As she stood there she felt as though it were growing, penetrating her whole being with its life, pouring new thoughts into her mind and new loves into her heart, even subtly changing her body. ‘What is it?’ she whispered to herself, ‘is it me myself coming alive? Or is it something else possessing me?’ She felt a thrill of fear and pushed out her hands against the mist, as though to ease the pressure that shut her in so closely and so secretly with that winged and struggling thing. The mist swirled about her just as closely but mentally she was eased and her horizons widened.


She stood and gazed in front of her. She could see nothing but she knew quite well what she would have seen if the mist had lifted and the sun had come out. She would have seen mountains, peak beyond peak and ridge behind ridge, azure and amethyst and topaz, scarred with grey rocks and pierced with silver spears of falling water. She would have looked out and away through miles of limpid air, north, south, east and west, with no barrier to check the outward flight of her mind. Space would have been hers, with the full glory of the sky over her head and the glory of the earth a carpet beneath her feet. And to the west she knew there would be a straight, blue line drawn between earth and heaven, the sea. She knew just how it would look, so cold and far away and lovely, like the slab of sapphire pavement that paved the door to paradise. Though she could not see it she knew that the wind was blowing straight from it, for she could taste salt on her lips. Then, closing her eyes, she stood and listened. There was no sound at all. The tinkle of falling water was far away below her, so muffled by the mist that its faint murmur was only the silence talking. The humming of the wind in her ears was not sound, it was the harp music that her heart gave out as fingers plucked at it, a faint plaintive sound that told how the fingers hurt her … Why was she in such pain and yet so happy? … She realized suddenly that she was lonely, that something vital to her life was missing, that she was hungry for something with a hunger so desperate that she could hardly bear it … Someone should have been here with her, listening with her to the silence talking, someone who was as much a part of herself as her own body, but that someone was no one whom she knew. There was no one to satisfy this terrible ache. She was sobbing a little and her hair and her face were wet with the mist. The heather and grass had drenched her to the knees, but she did not feel wet or cold, she felt nothing but the pain at her heart … A hand seized her arm and she looked round eagerly … It was Charles … The reaction was so great that she almost hated him … Charles! … It was not Charles whom she wanted.


‘Judy, Judy!’ he said, ‘darling Judy, what is it?’


But Judy could not tell him. Something was happening to her that concerned herself only. With every moment that passed she was being carried further and further away from all that she knew and loved, away into a beautiful and dreadful loneliness.


Charles led her back to the car and tenderly mopped up her face with his handkerchief.


‘It’s this mountain,’ he explained to her astonished parents. ‘Mountains make one feel dashed queer. It’s the height, you know. Makes one light-headed … I’ll drive now, Judy.’


‘Yes,’ said Judy, and climbed meekly in beside him.


They slid down the steepest hill ever seen, dropping cautiously foot by foot from the heights to the valley, slipping round corkscrew bends and bumping perilously over stones in the road.


‘What a road! What a road!’ moaned Lady Cameron. ‘Once we’ve got to this horrid place goodness knows how we’re ever going to get out of it again.’


‘Perhaps there’s another road out, dear,’ comforted Sir James.


‘No,’ said Judy.


Charles, clinging wildly to the wheel, was incapable of speech.


As they came lower the mist thinned a little. Judy leant eagerly forward and suddenly she gave a little cry.


‘Look!’ she said. ‘There!’


They were nearly on level ground now and in front of them they could see the loch. It was iron grey, wild and stormy looking, with little rippling waves. It was edged with weed of an indescribable golden colour that was not quite gold and not quite orange, and over it seagulls were wheeling and crying. They were approaching it from the south. Through the mist they could see that on the north and west mountains descended sheer into it, and that the lower slopes of the mountains were dotted with crofts. On the east its shore was edged by a larch wood.


‘I can’t see any house,’ said Lady Cameron. ‘I said all along we’d come to the wrong place.’


‘The house is hidden by the larch wood,’ said Judy softly. ‘It curves round the house and garden on two sides, the south and the west. The road turns to the right, Charles, before you reach the loch.’


Charles swung to the right. In front of them in the glen was a village that only seemed to consist of an inn, a church, a post office and a school. Those chief necessities of life and death, the grocer and the graveyard, were standing in stern isolation up the hill to their right. On their left the larch-trees, vividly green, were rustling and whispering in expectation.


‘Now to your left,’ whispered Judy gently.


An old broken gate in the wall was propped open by a stone. Charles turned through it and they were in the green gloom of the larch wood.


‘Straight on,’ said Judy, ‘and you’ll come to the front door. It’s at the south end of the house.’


‘How in the world do you know?’ asked Charles. Judy was a little puzzled. ‘I don’t know how I know. But I do know.’


The larch-trees thinned and the grass-grown lumpy road, which could be called a drive only by courtesy, brought them into a gravelled sweep completely covered with green moss. In front of them was an old grey house so battered and stained by time and weather that it looked perhaps older than it was, so grown over by creepers that it seemed more like a natural growth than a thing built by man. They stopped and looked at it. It dominated them all, even Lady Cameron, for it had character and charm. It looked solid and strong, built to withstand wild weather, yet it had beauty and dignity, and gave one that sense of depth and space that is so lovely in old houses. There would, Judy knew, be no overcrowding inside it. The rooms would be spacious and the stairs wide and sloping very gently. There would be roomy cupboards and quiet, unexpected corners and everywhere a sense of peace and leisure. It had an air of dreaming, humble withdrawal, as when an old and lovely woman with a gracious gesture of apology draws aside from the hubbub of life to think in peace.


‘A monastery,’ said Charles, and was surprised at himself.


‘A refuge from the pleasures of life,’ said Sir James, and screwed in his eyeglass more firmly.


‘It’s beautiful, but it’ll be damp,’ Lady Cameron warned them.


Judy said nothing. She jumped out of the car, banging the door behind her so that the others were shut in, and ran alone across the moss-grown gravel to the front door. Again there had come upon her the overmastering impulse to get away from her family, to be alone with this place and this country. She must be alone with it. It was hers.


A curved half-moon of shallow steps led up to the front door, protected by a porch supported on slender columns. The door itself had once been painted green by man, but was now painted all colours by the weather, like a lichened stone. It was an eighteenth-century door, tall and wide, with a fanlight over it. It had a brass knocker in the form of a stag’s head with branched antlers.


For a moment Judy stood in front of it, her arms uplifted, her palms laid lovingly against the old wood, then she lifted the knocker and knocked once, loudly and imperatively. Then she listened. She could hear footsteps shuffling across a stone-flagged hall, the footsteps of someone who was very old. A bolt was pulled back, a key was turned and the door swung slowly open.


In front of her stood the queerest old man she had ever seen. His garments, green with age and ornamented with tarnished brass buttons, had perhaps once been a butler’s livery and hung loosely on his shrunken figure. His face and bald head were the colour of old leather, criss-crossed with thousands of fine wrinkles. His nose was very red and protruded bleakly into the world out of a wild thicket of grey beard and whisker. His eyes were a vivid and startling blue, like the eyes of a very young child.


For a full moment they stared at each other, the old man and the young girl, and then the old man smiled. It was a very slow smile, that crept over his dour old face with difficulty, as though it had not been used for years; it almost seemed that his features creaked with the effort.


Then he bowed to her, and spoke:


‘Mistress Judith, ye’ve coom back.’




BOOK ONE


Individuality


The high goal of our great endeavour


is spiritual attainment, individual worth,


at all cost to be sought and at all cost pursued,


to be won at all cost and at all cost assured.


Robert Bridges:


The Testament of Beauty.




Chapter One


They looked at each other with a strange intensity and an instant love that were incomprehensible to Judy. How blue his eyes were, and how young. How strange that so old a man should have the eyes of a young boy. He did not speak again but he stood aside from the door and held it open for her.


Judy hesitated a moment, thrilling with that excitement that seizes every human being standing on the threshold of a strange house … A new world opening its gates to take one in for good or for evil, changing perhaps the whole tenor of life … Yet to Judy this new world did not seem unknown. She had the feeling that she was not stepping forward but back … The old man stretched out a bony hand, seized her arm and pulled her very gently over the threshold. As he did so she was gripped by an extraordinary feeling of finality. The old life was ended and a new life had begun.


She was standing in a dark, cold panelled hall, uncarpeted and smelling of damp and rotting wood. The stairs, wide and shallow, sloped gently away into the shadows. Stags’ heads were round the walls and she could see the branching antlers, like the leafless trees of a forest, spearing the gloom high up over her head. On a table near her stood a bowl of pale pink cabbage roses. Their sweet smell brought a note of tenderness into the cold, grim darkness of the hall and Judy buried her nose in them for a moment and felt reassured.


‘Coom this way,’ said the old man sourly, and turned his back on her. The sudden affection and delight that had lit up his face at the sight of her had vanished and he now looked the crossest old thing possible.


She followed his bent, shambling figure through a door on the left into a large, dim room. It was sparsely furnished and yet Judy, as she came in, had the feeling that it was crowded. But not with furniture. It was thronging with memories. They gathered round her, pressing in on her, and she stood bewildered, uncertain, her conscious mind too confused to gather any impression of tangible things or to lay hold upon any one of the intangible things that overwhelmed her.


There was a commotion in the hall, heralding the arrival of the family, and instantly that mounting wave of intangible things receded. Judy’s mind, untroubled by it, was able to grasp the outward aspect of the room. Facing her were three long, low windows, looking west over a lovely, tangled garden to the larch wood. Through the trees she could see the gleam of the loch and beyond that again a great purple mountain, its sides gashed with a corrie and a tumbling burn and its summit hidden in clouds. To the right of the windows was another door. The room was dim, for the middle window of the three was blocked up … How strange … Why should they have blocked it up? … In front of it, as though shielding it from a too great inquisitiveness, stood an old oak chest. The room was panelled in wood painted a pale and lovely green. At the windows hung very shabby but very beautiful brocade curtains patterned with roses and carnations. To Judy’s right as she faced the windows was a great open fire-place with a chintz-covered sofa beside it. There were a few lovely Sheraton chairs and a little spindly-legged writing-table. To the left was a harpsichord, the old ivory keys yellow as buttercups and the wood of it, that must once have been so bright and shining, dulled and cracked by time. A few framed miniatures hung on the walls. The carpet on the floor was faded and threadbare. The room was like a piece of music, a sad little minuet played very softly. Tears pricked behind Judy’s eyelids and the eruption of Sarah and her parents into the room seemed to her like the sudden blaring of a horrid trumpet, tearing the lilting tune to pieces.


‘Charles is putting the car away,’ said Lady Cameron. ‘What an appalling place!’ She seated herself despairingly on the sofa and sneezed. ‘There! My throat is going up into my head. The damp’s enough to give a mermaid cold.’


Sir James, the Scotchman in him thrilling to the sight and sound of mountain country, was for once oblivious of her sufferings. He strode to the left-hand window.


‘Judy, come and look.’ Judy came to him and looked again.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I feel I’ve come home.’


Unseen by any of them the old man standing in the shadows by the door crept forward a few paces, his eyes fixed on her.


‘That’s the Scotch blood in you,’ said Sir James. ‘There’ll be fish in that loch … By jove, Judy, we’re going to enjoy this holiday!’


‘I’m not,’ snapped his wife. ‘James, ring the bell. I must have a hot bath and go to bed.’


Sir James, once more the dutiful husband, turned from the window with a little sigh.


‘There does not appear to be a bell, dear.’


‘What, no bell?’ Lady Cameron glanced despairingly round the room and her eye fell upon the strange figure of the old man. She erected her lorgnette. She had had the handling of all sorts and conditions of domestics in her day, but never anything like this. She remembered that the Macdonald man had said Angus the butler would be left in charge of the house.


‘Are you the butler?’ she demanded incredulously.


The old man, standing close behind Judy, turned on her with something like fury. It was as though any interruption in his intense preoccupation with Judy was more than he could stand.


‘Hae ye no een i’ yer head?’ He indicated his livery with scorn. ‘Would a mon dress his puir body up i’ ridiculous garments the like o’ these for a joke? Do I look like a mon to waste the wits given him by God Almighty makin’ jokes wi’ ’em?’


Sir James held out a friendly hand. ‘You are Angus? Mr Macdonald told us about you. It’s very good of him to let his house to us.’


Angus reluctantly put his horny hand in Sir James’s. ‘The Laird was aye a fule,’ he growled.


‘I dare say, but go and see about my bath,’ Lady Cameron urged him. ‘Go and tell the housemaid to get it ready.’


‘There’s no’ a bathroom i’ the hoose.’


‘What? … Not even water laid on?’


Angus rubbed his hands together and the pleasure consequent upon annoying someone he disliked was apparent in him.


‘No. The young Laird has bin here but two three year an’ the old Laird, that’s his uncle, no cared for modern contraptions.’


‘One forgets how modern washing is,’ murmured Sir James.


‘The old Laird was of opeenion that those who like to be kep’ awake o’ nights wi’ cisterns gurglin’ ower their heeds could be kep’ awake wi’ cisterns gurglin’ ower their heeds, an’ be damned to ’em, but as for himself he prefairred to sleep sound.’


‘How did he bath then?’ demanded Lady Cameron.


‘He no bathed.’


‘How does the young Laird bath?’


‘I’ the burn.’


There was a moment’s frightful pause.


‘I expect there are hip-baths, dear,’ countered Sir James gently.


‘What’s the good of a hip-bath to a woman of my size?’ demanded Lady Cameron passionately. Sir James and Angus, eyeing her contours, could not tell her and a chill fell on the room.


Judy had not heard a word. She was still standing in the window, leaning forward and looking out. To her left she could see the upper part of the road down which they had come, a white ribbon winding up into the mist. It was, she knew, the only entrance to this little world shut away in the mountains. She realised what that white ribbon must have meant always to the people who lived in this house. It would have been their one connecting link with the world outside. Tidings of joy or pain, or peace or war, would have come to them down it. When they left their valley to join in the tumult of the world beyond they would go up it. When they came home again they would come down it. The people who loved them and waited for them would watch that white ribbon day after day, eagerly, perhaps torn with anxiety because an expected traveller did not come. She almost felt as though she herself were expecting someone. She put up her hand and pushed one of the brocade curtains further back, that she might see better, and as she did so she saw a tiny kilted figure, dwarfed by distance, coming down the road. She looked at him. Even from so far away she could appraise the swinging kilt, the free stride and the tall, lithe figure … A shepherd, perhaps … She took her hand from the curtain and it fell back into place, hiding the figure from her. She saw that where her hand had been there was a worn patch on the curtain and a little thrill went through her … So someone else had stood at that window and watched so often that the roses and carnations of the curtain were all worn away … She drew back a little, awed, and found herself standing in the middle window. She looked up at it, a hand on each of its curtains, deeply resenting the barrier of wood and stone that shut out the air and the light. She heard Angus’s voice crying out warningly to her, ‘Hae a care, Mistress Judith, hae a care!’ and even as he spoke that tide of memory, that had risen a little and then ebbed when she first came in, rushed over her like a terrible, choking flood. It seemed as though it came to her from the middle window, and it was a tide of grief and despair. She started back, crying out and in a moment Angus was by her side, holding her arm, almost as though he had expected this moment and had been watching for it.
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