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‘Wildfire at midnight. In this heedless fury
He may show violence to cross himself.
I’ll follow the event.’


Tournier: The Revenger’s Tragedy







 


There is no hotel at Camasunary, nor is there a practicable road across the hills from Strathaird to this wild and lovely bay. I hope I shall be forgiven for having taken a few liberties with the geography of the place: if I have driven a gully or so through the flanks of Blaven, and raised a buttress here and there, I doubt if Blaven will mind.


And I make no apology for tampering with the weather. Those who remember Skye on Coronation Day will admit that here, at any rate, I could do no other than improve on Nature.


M. S.
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The Misty Island


In the first place, I suppose, it was my parents’ fault for giving me a silly name like Gianetta. It is a pretty enough name in itself, but it conjures up pictures of delectable and slightly overblown ladies in Titian’s less respectable canvases, and, though I admit I have the sort of colouring that might have interested that Venetian master, I happen to be the rather inhibited product of an English country rectory. And if there is anything further removed than that from the bagnio Venuses of Titian’s middle period, I don’t know what it is.


To do my parents justice, I must confess straight away that the bagnio touch was there in the family – nicely in the past, of course, but known nevertheless to be there. And my mother is just sufficiently vague, artistic, and sentimental to see nothing against calling a red-haired daughter after the Vixen Venus, the lovely red-headed Gianetta Fox, who was once the rage of London, and a Beauty in the days when beauties had a capital B, and were moreover apt to regard beauty and capital as one and the same thing. She was a nobody, the lovely Gianetta; her mother, I believe, was half Italian, and if she knew who her father was, she never admitted to him. She simply appeared, Venus rising from the scum of Victorian Whitechapel, and hit London for six in the spring of 1858. She was just seventeen. By the time she was twenty she had been painted by every painter who mattered (Landseer was the only abstainer), in every conceivable allegorical pose, and had also, it was said, been the mistress of every one of them in turn – I should be inclined here, too, to give Landseer the benefit of the doubt. And in 1861 she reaped the due reward of her peculiar virtues and married a baronet. He managed to keep her long enough to beget two children of her before she left him – for a very ‘modern’ painter of the French school who specialized in nudes. She left her son and daughter behind in Sir Charles’s scandalized care; the former was to be my maternal grandfather.


So my nice, vague, artistic mother, who spends her time in our Cotswold rectory making dear little pots and bowls and baking them in a kiln at the bottom of the garden, called me after my disreputable (and famous) great-grandmother, without a thought about the possible consequences to me when I hit London in my turn, in 1945.


I was nineteen, had left school a short eight months before, and now, fresh from a West End training course for mannequins, was ingenuously setting out on a glamorous career with a fashion-house, modelling clothes. I had a share in a bed-sitting-room, a small banking-account (gift from Father), two hand-thrown pots and an ashtray (gift from Mother), and an engagement diary (gift from my brother Lucius). I was on top of the world.


I was still on top of the world when the Morelli Gallery acquired the Zollner canvas called My Lady Greensleeves, and Marco Morelli – the Marco Morelli – decided to make a splash with it. You remember the fuss, perhaps? Morelli’s idea was, I think, to stage a sort of come-back of art after the austerities and deprivations of the war. He could hardly have chosen a more appropriate picture to do it with. My Lady Greensleeves has all the rioting bravura of Zollner’s 1860 period: the gorgeous lady who languishes, life-size, in the centre of the canvas is the focus of a complicated shimmer of jewels and feathers and embroidered silk – I doubt if any material has ever been more miraculously painted than the coruscating damask of the big green sleeves. As an antidote to austerity it was certainly telling. And even Zollner’s peacock riot of colour could not defeat his model’s triumphant vitality, or drain the fire from that flaming hair. It was Gianetta Fox’s last full-dress appearance in canvas, and she had all the air of making the most of it.


So had Morelli, and his cousin Hugo Montefior, the dress-designer, who happened to be my employer. And there really was nothing against the idea that Montefior should re-create the dress with the lovely green sleeves, and that I should wear it at the showing, and that there should be a Sensation in the right circles, thereby doing the cousins a lot of good. And, possibly, me too, though this honestly didn’t occur to me when Hugo put his idea in front of me. I was merely flattered, excited, and terribly nervous.


So I wore the Greensleeves gown at the show, and Morelli got his Sensation, and I was so scared of the fashionable crowd that when I spoke at all, it was in a tight, flat little voice that must have sounded the last word in bored brittle sophistication. I must have looked and sounded, in fact, like a pale copy of that arrogant worldling behind me in Zollner’s canvas, for that is what Nicholas Drury undoubtedly took me for, when at length he elbowed his way through the crowds and introduced himself. I had heard of him, of course, and this in no way increased my self-confidence: he had at that time – he was twenty-nine – three terrifyingly good novels to his credit, as well as a reputation for a scarifying tongue. I, for one, was so thoroughly scarified that I froze into complete stupidity, and under his sardonic look stammered some meaningless schoolgirl rubbish that, God help us both, he took for coquetry. We were married three months later.


I have no wish to dwell on the three years that followed. I was wildly, madly, dumbly in love with him, of course, a silly little star-dazzled adolescent, plunged into a life completely strange and rather terrifying. And Nicholas, it became very quickly apparent, wasn’t on his own ground either. What he had meant to marry was a modern Gianetta Fox, a composed young sophisticate who could hold her own in the fast-moving society to which he was accustomed; what he’d actually got was only Gianetta Brooke, not long out of school, whose poise was a technique very recently acquired in Montefior’s salons and the Mayfair mannequin factory.


Not that this initial miscasting was the cause of our little tragedy; love is a great builder of bridges, and it did seem at first as though what was between us could have spanned any gap. And Nicholas tried as hard as I: looking back now I can see that; if I did achieve sophistication, and a little wisdom, Nicholas struggled to rediscover tenderness. But it was too late; already, when we met, it was too late. The times were out of joint for us, the gap too wide – not the ten-years’ gap between our ages, rather, the thousand-year-long stretch of a world war that to me was only an adolescent memory hardly denting the surface of my life, but to Nicholas was a still-recurring nightmare agony leaving scars on the mind which were then only precariously skinning over. How was I, untouched nineteen, to apprehend the sort of stresses that drove Nicholas? And how was he to guess that, deep down under my precarious self-confidence, lurked the destroying germs of insecurity and fear?


Whatever the causes, the break came soon enough. In two years the marriage was as good as over. When Nicholas travelled, as he often did, in search of material for his books, he more and more frequently found reasons for not taking me with him, and when at length I found he was not travelling alone, I felt no surprise, but I was hurt and humiliated, and so – I have red hair, after all – blazingly outspoken.


If I had wanted to keep Nicholas, I should have done better to have held my tongue. I was no match for him on a battlefield where love had become a weakness and pride the only defence against a cynicism both brutal and unanswerable. He won very easily, and he cannot have known how cruelly . . .


We were divorced in 1949. For the sake of my mother, who is so High Church as to be verging (according to Father), on Popish Practices, I kept Nicholas’ name, and I still wore my wedding ring. I even, after a time, went back to London and to Hugo Montefior, who was angelically kind to me, worked me to death, and never once mentioned Nicholas. Nor did anyone else, except Mother, who occasionally asked after him in her letters, and even, on two occasions, wondered if we were thinking of starting a family . . . After a year or so I even managed to find this amusing, except when I was run down and tired, and then the gentle timelessness of Mother and Tench Abbas Rectory became more than I could bear.


So in mid-May 1953, when London had been packed to suffocation for weeks with the Coronation crowds already massing for the great day, and Hugo Montefior one morning took a long look at my face, took another, and promptly told me to go away for a fortnight, I rang up Tench Abbas, and got Mother.


‘A holiday?’ said Mother. ‘The beginning of June? How lovely, darling. Are you coming down here, or will Nicholas find it too dull?’


‘Mother, I—’


‘Of course we haven’t got television,’ said Mother proudly, ‘but we can listen to the whole thing on the wireless . . .’


I spared a glance for Montefior’s salon windows, which have a grandstand view of Regent Street. ‘That would be lovely,’ I said. ‘But Mother dearest, would you mind if I went somewhere else for a bit first? Somewhere away from everything . . . you know, just hills and water and birds, and things. I’d thought of the Lake District.’


‘Not far enough,’ said Mother promptly. ‘Skye.’


Knowing Mother, I thought for one wild moment that she was recommending Heaven as suitably remote. But then she added: ‘Your father was talking about it at the Dunhills’ garden-party the other day. It rained all the time, you know, and so we had to be indoors – you know it always rains for the Dunhills’ garden-party, darling? – well, it did so remind Maisie Dunhill. They were there a fortnight once, and it rained every day.’


‘Oh,’ I said, as light dawned. ‘Skye.’


‘And,’ said Mother, clinching it, ‘there’s no television.’


‘It sounds the very place,’ I said, without irony. ‘Did Mrs. D. give you an address?’


‘There are the pips,’ said Mother distractedly. ‘We can’t have had three minutes, and they know how it puts me off. What was – oh, yes, the Dunhills . . . do you know, darling, they’ve bought a new car, a huge thing, called a Jackal or a Jaeger or something, and—’


‘Jaguar, Mother. But you were going to give me the address of the hotel where the Dunhills stayed.’


‘Oh yes, that was it. But you know Colonel Dunhill never drives at more than thirty-five miles an hour, and your father says – what, dear?’


I heard Father’s voice speaking indistinguishably somewhere beyond her. Then she said: ‘Your father has it, dear, written down. I don’t quite know how . . . well, here it is. The Camas Fhionnaridh Hotel—’


‘The what hotel, Mother?’


‘Camas – I’ll spell it.’ She did. ‘I really don’t think – I don’t remember – but this must be the one. What did you say, dear?’ This to Father again, as she turned away from the receiver, leaving me listening in some apprehension for the pips, which always reduce Mother from her normal pleasant abstraction to a state of gibbering incoherence. ‘Your father says it’s Gaelic and pronounced Camasunary,’ said Mother, ‘and it’s at the back of beyond, so you go there, darling, and have a lovely time with the birds and the – the water, or whatever you said you wanted.’


I sat clutching the receiver, perched there above the roar of Regent Street. Before my mind’s eye rose, cool and remote, a vision of rain-washed mountains.


‘D’you know,’ I said slowly, ‘I think I will.’


‘Then that’s settled,’ said Mother comfortably. ‘It sounds the very thing, darling. So handy having that address. It’s as if it were meant.’


I am glad to think that Mother will never appreciate the full irony of that remark.


So it came about that, in the late afternoon of Saturday, May 30th, 1953, I found myself setting out on the last stage of my journey to Camas Fhionnaridh in the Isle of Skye. Mother, I found, had been right enough about the back of beyond: the last stage had to be undertaken by boat, there being only a rough cart-road overland from Strathaird to Camas Fhionnaridh, which the solitary local bus would not tackle. This same bus had brought me as far as Elgol, on the east side of Loch Scavaig, and had more or less dumped me and my cases on the shore. And presently a boatman, rather more ceremoniously, dumped me into his boat, and set out with me, my cases, and one other passenger, across the shining sea-loch towards the distant bay of Camasunary.


Nothing could have been more peaceful. The sea-loch itself was one huge bay, an inlet of the Atlantic, cradled in the crescent of the mountains. The fishing-village of Elgol, backed by its own heather-hills, was within one tip of the crescent; from the other soared sheer from the sea a jagged wall of mountains, purple against the sunset sky. The Cuillin, the giants of the Isle of Mist.


And, locked in the great arms of the mountains, the water lay quiet as a burnished shield, reflecting in deeper blue and deeper gold the pageantry of hill and sky. One thin gleaming line, bright as a rapier, quivered between the world of reality and the water-world below. Our boat edged its way, with drowsily purring engine, along the near shore of the loch. Water lipped softly under the bows and whispered along her sides. The tide was at half-ebb, its gentle washes dwindling, one after one, among the sea-tangle at its edge. The sea-weeds, black and rose-red and olive-green, rocked as the salt swell took them, and the smell of the sea drifted up, sharp and exciting. The shore slid past; scree and heather, overhung with summer clouds of birch, flowed by us, and our wake arrowed the silk-smooth water into ripples of copper and indigo.


And now ahead of us, in the centre of the mountain-crescent, I could see the dip of a bay, where a green valley cut through the hills to the sea’s edge. Higher up this valley, as I knew, was a loch, where the hills crowded in and cradled the water into a deep and narrow basin. Out of this the river flowed; I could see the gleam of it, and just discernible at that distance, a white building set among a mist of birch trees where the glittering shallows fanned out to meet the sea. The boat throbbed steadily closer. Now I could see the smoke from the hotel chimneys, a faint pencilling against the darker blue of the hills. Then the glitter of water vanished as the sun slipped lower, and the enormous shadow of the Cuillin strode across the little valley. One arrogant wing of rock, thrusting itself across the sun, flung a diagonal of shadow over half the bay.


‘Garsven,’ said the other passenger, at my elbow. I jumped. Such had been my absorption in the scene, so great the sense of solitude imposed by these awful hills, that I had forgotten I was not alone.


‘I beg your pardon?’


He smiled. I saw now that he was a pleasant-looking man of perhaps thirty, with hair of an unusual dark gold colour, and very blue eyes. He was tall and lightly built, but he looked strong and wiry, and his face was tanned as if he spent most of his time in the open. He was wearing an ancient ulster over what had, once, been very good tweeds. ‘This must be your first visit,’ he said.


‘It is. It’s a little – overpowering, wouldn’t you say?’


He laughed. ‘Decidedly. I know the district like the back of my hand, but they still take my breath away, every time.’


‘They?’


‘The Cuillin.’ He gave the word what I imagined must be its local pronunciation. His gaze had moved beyond me, and I turned to follow it. ‘Garsven,’ he said again. ‘That’s the one at the end that sweeps straight up out of the sea at that impossible angle.’ His hand came over my shoulder, pointing. ‘And that’s Sgurr nan Eag; then the big one blotting out the sun – that’s the Pointed Peak, Sgurr Biorach.’


‘You mean Sgurr Alasdair,’ put in the boatman unexpectedly from behind us. He was a sturdy Skye man with a dark square face and the soft voice of the Islands. He steered the boat nonchalantly, and now and then spat to leeward. ‘Sgurr Alasdair,’ he said again.


The fair man grinned, and said something in Gaelic which brought an answering grin to the boatman’s face. Then he said to me: ‘Murdo’s right, of course. It’s Alasdair on the maps – it was re-christened after some mountaineer or other; but I like the old names best. Sgurr Biorach it is, and that next to it is Sgurr Dearg, the Red Peak.’ His pointing finger swung towards the last towering pinnacle, black against the sunset. ‘Sgurr nan Gillean.’ He dropped his hand and gave me the sort of smile that holds the hint of an apology – the Britisher’s regret for having displayed an emotion. He said lightly: ‘And you couldn’t have had your first sight of them under better conditions. Sunset and evening star – all the works, in fact, in glorious Technicolor.’


‘You must be a mountaineer,’ I said.


‘A climber? Yes, of a sort.’


‘He’s a good man on the hill, is Mr. Grant,’ said Murdo.


Grant took out cigarettes, offered them to me and Murdo, then spun a spent match into the water. He said to me: ‘Have you come for long?’


‘A week or ten days. It depends on the weather. If it stays like this, it’ll be heaven.’


‘It won’t,’ he said confidently. ‘What d’you say, Murdo?’


The boatman cast a dubious eye at the south-west, where the Atlantic merged its long and glimmering reaches into a deep blue sky. He jerked a thumb in that direction, and spoke briefly and to the point. ‘Rain,’ he said.


‘Oh dear.’ I was dismayed. This golden prospect seemed, now that I was here, to be infinitely more desirable than the rain-washed hills of my dreams.


‘Never mind,’ said Mr. Grant cheerfully, ‘it’ll improve the fishing.’ I must have looked blank, because he added: ‘You do fish, of course?’


‘Oh no.’ To my own surprise I sounded apologetic. ‘But I – I could learn.’


His interest quickened. ‘You climb, then?’


‘No.’ I felt suddenly very urban and tripperish. ‘Actually I came for a – a rest, and quiet. That’s all.’


His eye fell on my cases. ‘London?’ He grinned. ‘Well, you’ve certainly come to the right place if you want to get out of the crowds. You’ll have no neighbours except the Black Cuillin, and the nearest of them is—’ He stopped abruptly.


‘Nearest?’ I glanced at the hotel, much closer now, islanded in its green valley, dwarfed and overborne by one great solitary mountain to the east. ‘That mountain? Is that one of them too? You didn’t speak of it before. What’s it called?’


He hesitated perceptibly. ‘That’s Blaven.’


The boatman took his cigarette from his mouth, and spat into the water. ‘Blah-ven,’ he repeated, in his soft Highland voice. ‘Mmph – mm . . .’


‘The Blue Mountain . . .’ said Grant in a voice that was almost abstracted. Then he pitched his cigarette into the water, and said abruptly: ‘Was London so very crowded?’


‘Oh yes. It’s been steadily filling up with people and excitement for months. Now it’s like a great pot slowly simmering to boiling-point.’


Murdo turned the boat’s nose neatly towards the river mouth. ‘London, is it?’ His voice held a naïve note of wonder. ‘Did ye not want to stay and see the Coronation, mistress?’


‘In a way, I did. But I – I’ve been a bit overworked, so I thought a holiday was a better idea after all.’


‘What made you come here?’ asked Grant. His eye were still on the Blue Mountain.


‘To Skye? Oh, I don’t know – everybody wants to visit Skye at some time or other, don’t they? And I wanted quiet and a complete change. I shall go for long walks in the hills.’


‘Alone?’ There was something in Murdo’s expression that made me stare at him.


‘Why, yes,’ I said in surprise.


I saw his eyes meet Grant’s for a moment, then slide away to watch the approaching jetty. I laughed. ‘I shan’t get lost,’ I said. ‘The walks won’t be long enough for that – don’t forget I’m a city-bird. I don’t suppose I’ll get further than the loch, or the lower slopes of – Blaven, was it? Nothing much can happen to me there!’ I turned to Mr. Grant. ‘Does Murdo think I’ll go astray in the mist, or run off with a water-kelpie?’ Then I stopped. His eyes meeting mine, held some indefinable expression, the merest shadow, no more, but I hesitated, aware of some obscure uneasiness.


The blue eyes dropped. ‘I imagine Murdo means—’


But Murdo cut the engine, and the sudden silence interrupted as effectively as an explosion. ‘London . . .’ said Murdo meditatively into the bowels of his engine. ‘That’s a long way now! A long way, indeed, to come . . .’ The guileless wonder was back in his voice, but I got the embarrassing impression that he was talking entirely at random. And, moreover, that his air of Highland simplicity was a trifle overdone; he had, I judged, a reasonably sophisticated eye. ‘A very fine city, so they say. Westminster Abbey, Piccadilly Circus, the Zoo. I have seen pictures—’


‘Murdo,’ I said suspiciously, as we bumped gently alongside a jetty, and made fast. ‘When did you last see London?’


He met my eye with a limpid gaze as he handed me out of the boat. ‘Eight years ago, mistress,’ he said in his soft voice, ‘on my way back frae Burma and points East . . .’


The man called Grant had picked up my cases and had started walking up the path to the hotel. As I followed him I was conscious of Murdo staring after us for a long moment, before he turned back to his boat. That simple Skyeman act had been – what? Some kind of smoke-screen? But what had there been to hide? Why had he been so anxious to change the conversation?


The path skirted the hotel to the front door, which faced the valley. As I followed my guide round the corner of the building my eye was once again, irresistibly, drawn to the great lonely bulk of the mountain in the east, stooping over the valley like a hawk.


Blaven? The Blue Mountain?


I turned my back on it and went into the hotel.
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Back of Beyond


It was an hour later. I had washed, brushed the railway smoke out of my hair, and changed. I sat in the hotel lounge, enjoying a moment of solitude before the other guests assembled for dinner. I was sipping an excellent sherry, my feet were in front of a pleasant fire, and on three sides of the lounge the tremendous mountain scenery was mine for the gazing. I felt good.


The door of the hotel porch swung and clashed, and presently, through the glass of the lounge doors, I saw two women come into the hall and cross it towards the stairs. One I judged to be about my own age; she was shortish, dark, thickset, with her hair cropped straight and mannishly, and the climber’s uniform of slacks, boots, and heavy jersey exaggerated her masculine appearance. The other was a girl of about twenty, very young-looking, with bright red cheeks and straight black hair. She did not, I thought, look particularly happy, and her shoulders strained forward under her rucksack as if she were tired. The pair of them stumped up the first flight of the stairs and round the corner.


In a minute or so they were followed by an elderly couple, both tall, thin, and a little stooping, with gentle well-bred faces and deplorable hats. They solemnly carried an empty fishing-creel between them up the stairs, and on their heels another woman trudged, hands thrust deep into the pockets of an ulster. I couldn’t see her face, but her hunched shoulders and lifeless step told their own story of depression or weariness.


I yawned and stretched a toe to the blaze, and drank some more sherry. Idly I turned the pages of an old Society weekly which lay at my elbow. The usual flashlighted faces, cruelly caught at Hunt suppers and charity balls, gaped from the glossy pages . . . beautiful horses, plain women, well-dressed men . . . the London Telephone Directory, I thought, would be far more interesting. I flicked the pages. There was the usual photograph of me, this time poised against an Adam mantelpiece, in one of Hugo Montefior’s most inspired evening gowns . . . I remembered it well, a lovely frock. Here was the theatre page – Alec Guinness in an improbable beard, Vivien Leigh making every other woman within reach look plain, Marcia Maling giving the camera the famous three-cornered smile, staring at vacancy with those amazing eyes . . .


The lounge door swung open and whooshed shut with a breathless little noise. Marcia Maling came in, sat down opposite me, and rang for a drink.


I blinked at her. There was no mistake. That smooth honey-gold hair, the wide lovely eyes, the patrician little nose, and the by-no-means patrician mouth – this was certainly the star of that string of romantic successes that had filled one of London’s biggest theatres from the first years of the war, and was still packing it today.


The drink came. Marcia Maling took it, tasted it, met my eyes across it, and smiled, perfunctorily. Then the smile slid into a stare.


‘Forgive me’ – it was the familiar husky voice – ‘but haven’t we met? I know you, surely?’


I smiled. ‘It’s very brave of you to say so, Miss Maling. I imagine you usually have to dodge people who claim they’ve met you. But no, we’ve never met.’


‘I’ve seen you before, I’m sure.’


I flicked the pages of the magazine with a finger-nail.


‘Probably. I model clothes.’


Recognition dawned. ‘So you do! Then that’s where! You model for Montefior, don’t you?’


‘More often than not – though I do a bit of freelancing too. My name’s Drury. Gianetta Drury. I know yours, of course. And of course I saw your show, and the one before, and the one before that—’


‘Back to the dawn of time, my dear. I know. But how nice of you. You must have been in pigtails when we did Wild Belles.’


I laughed. ‘I cut them off early. I had a living to earn.’


‘And how.’ Marcia drank gin, considering me. ‘But I remember where I saw you now. It wasn’t in a photograph: it was at Leducq’s winter show last year. I bought that divine cocktail frock—’


‘The topaz velvet. I remember it. It was a heavenly dress.’


She made a face over her glass. ‘I suppose so. But a mistake for all that. You know as well as I do that it wasn’t built for a blonde.’


‘You weren’t a blonde when you bought it,’ I said, fairly, before I thought. ‘Sorry,’ I added hastily, ‘I—’


But she laughed, a lovely joyous gurgle of sound. ‘Neither I was. I’d forgotten. I’d gone auburn for Mitzi. It didn’t suit me, and Mitzi was a flop anyway.’ She stretched her exquisite legs in front of her and gave me the famous three-cornered smile. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come. I’ve only been here three days and I’m homesick already for town. This is the first time since I left that I’ve been able to think about civilized things like clothes, and I do so adore them, don’t you?’


‘Of course. But as they’re my job—’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘But nobody here talks about anything but fishing or climbing, and I think they’re too utterly dreary.’


‘Then what on earth are you doing here?’ The question was involuntary, and too abrupt for politeness, but she answered without resentment.


‘My dear. Resting.’


‘Oh, I see.’ I tried to sound noncommittal, but Marcia Maling lifted an eyebrow at me and laughed again.


‘No,’ she said, ‘I mean it; really resting – not just out of a job. The show came off a week ago. Adrian said I positively must vegetate, and I had just read a divine book on Skye, so here I am.’


‘And doesn’t Skye come up to the book?’


‘In a way. The hills are quite terribly pretty and all that, and I saw some deer yesterday with the cutest baby, but the trouble is you can’t really get around. Do you like walking – rough walking?’


‘I do, rather.’


‘Well, I don’t. And Fergus just simply refuses to take the car over some of these roads.’


‘Fergus? You’re here with your husband, then?’ I tried vainly to remember who was Marcia Maling’s current man.


‘My dear! I’m not married at all, just now. Isn’t it heaven, for a change?’ She gave a delicious little chuckle over her pink gin, and I found myself smiling back. Her charm was a tangible thing, something radiant and richly alive, investing her silliest clichés and her out-dated extravagances of speech with a heart-warming quality that was as real as the blazing fire between us. ‘No. Fergus is my chauffeur.’


‘Marcia!’ The name was out before I realized it; the fact that I used it was, in a way, a tribute to that charm. ‘You haven’t brought a car and chauffeur here? Is that what you call vegetating?’


‘Well, I hate walking,’ she said reasonably, ‘and anyway, we’re not staying here all the time. I’m on a sort of tour of the Highlands and Islands. Let’s have another drink. No, really, it’s on me.’ She reached out and pressed the bell. ‘In a way, we came here because of Fergus. He was born here. Not that he cares much for auld lang syne and all that, but it seemed as good a place as any to come to.’


I stared at her. I couldn’t help it. ‘You’re very – considerate,’ I said. ‘Your employees—’


She looked at me. This time the famous smile was definitely the one from that very naughty show Yes, My Darling. ‘Aren’t I just? But Fergus – oh, a dry sherry, isn’t it? And another pink gin.’ She gave the order and turned back to me. ‘D’you know, if I talked like this to anyone else in the hotel they’d freeze like – like stuffed trout.’


‘Who else is in the hotel?’


‘Well, let’s see . . . There’s Colonel and Mrs. Cowdray-Simpson. They’re dim, but rather sweet. They fish all the time, day and night, and have never, to my certain knowledge, caught anything at all.’


‘I think I saw them come in. Elderly, with an empty creel?’


‘That’s them all right. Then, still talking of fish, there’s Mr. and Mrs. Corrigan and Mr. Braine.’


‘Not Alastair Braine, by any odd chance?’


‘I believe that is his name.’ Her glance was speculative. ‘A friend of yours?’


‘I’ve met him. He’s in advertising.’


‘Well, he’s with this Corrigan couple. And,’ added Marcia meditatively, ‘if ever I could find it in me to pity a woman who’s married to a man as good-looking as Hartley Corrigan, I’d pity that one.’


‘Why?’ I asked, amused. Marcia Maling’s views on marriage, delivered personally, ought to be worth listening to.


‘Fish,’ she said, simply.


‘Fish? Oh, I get it. You mean fish?’


‘Exactly. He and Alastair Braine, they’re just like the Cowdray-Simpsons. Morning, noon, and night. Fish. And she does nothing – nothing – to fight it, though she’s obviously having an utterly foul time, and has been for weeks. She moons miserably about alone with her hands in her pockets.’


I remembered the depressed-looking woman who had trudged upstairs in the wake of the Cowdray-Simpsons. ‘I think I’ve seen her. She didn’t look too happy, I agree. But I doubt,’ I said thoughtfully, ‘if there’s a woman living who could compete with fish, once they’ve really got hold of a man.’


Marcia Maling wriggled her lovely body deeper into her chair, and said: ‘No?’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘You, possibly. Or Rita Hayworth. But no lesser woman.’


‘But she doesn’t even try!’ said Marcia indignantly. ‘And he – oh well, who else?’


‘I saw two women—’ I began.


‘Oh yes, the – what’s the word? – schwärmerinen,’ said Marcia, in her lovely, carrying voice. ‘They—’


‘Marcia, no! You really mustn’t!’


But the crusading spirit seemed to be unexpectedly strong in Miss Maling. Her fine eyes flashed. ‘That child!’ she exclaimed. ‘Nineteen if she’s a day, and dragged everywhere by that impossible female with the moustache! My dear, she bullies her, positively!’


‘If she didn’t like the female,’ I said reasonably, ‘why would she come with her?’


‘I told you. They’re—’


‘No, Marcia. It’s slander, or something. Do remember this is a Scottish fishing-hotel, not a theatre cocktail-party.’


‘I suppose you’re right.’ She sighed. ‘Actually, they come from the same school, or something. The little one’s just started teaching there, and the other one takes P.K. or R.T. or something. I heard her actually admitting it.’


‘Admitting what?’ I asked, startled.


‘Teaching this R.T. or whatever it is. What is it?’


‘Muscular Christianity, I should think.’


‘Well, there you are,’ said Marcia gloomily.


‘Who else is there? I met a man in the boat coming over from Elgol—’


‘That would be Roderick Grant. He practically lives here, I believe. Tallish, nice-looking, with rather gorgeous hair?’


‘That’s the one. Blue eyes.’


‘And how,’ said Marcia, with feeling. ‘He’s definitely interesting, that is, if it wasn’t for—’ She broke off and drank some gin.


Conscious of a steadily mounting curiosity to see Fergus, I said merely: ‘I gathered that this Roderick Grant was a fisherman too.’


‘What? Oh, yes, they all are,’ said Marcia bitterly. ‘But I must say, he’s only spasmodic about it. Most of the time he walks, or something. He’s never in the hotel.’


‘He’s a climber,’ I said, amused.


‘Probably. There’s another climber chap called Beagle.’


‘Ronald Beagle?’


‘I believe so. Another friend of yours?’
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