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    Between inherited custom and the pressure of change, Cloud Howe turns private belief and public life into a searching study of what a community asks of the individual.

Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Cloud Howe is a Scottish novel and the second volume of the trilogy A Scots Quair, first published in the early 1930s. Set in the northeast of Scotland, it continues the life of Chris Guthrie after the events of the earlier book while standing as a distinct work in its own right. The novel belongs to the tradition of serious social fiction, yet its scale is both intimate and communal, moving between domestic experience, local institutions, and the shifting values of a rural society under strain.

At its outset, the book follows Chris into a new phase of life shaped by marriage, household responsibilities, and the demanding moral atmosphere of a small town. From this premise, Gibbon builds a narrative attentive not only to events but also to the pressures of expectation, faith, class, and reputation that structure everyday existence. The story unfolds without haste, allowing relationships, routines, and conflicts to gather weight gradually. Readers are drawn less by sensational incident than by the steady deepening of character and the accumulating force of social observation.

One of the novel’s most remarkable achievements is its voice. Gibbon writes in a flexible prose that blends English with the rhythms and inflections of Scots speech, producing a texture that can feel at once lyrical, colloquial, and sharply exact. The effect is not decorative but organic: language becomes a way of registering place, memory, and collective habit. For many readers, the style is central to the experience of the book, asking for attention while rewarding it with unusual immediacy, musicality, and emotional precision.

The tone of Cloud Howe is serious, compassionate, and often quietly unsparing. Gibbon neither idealizes rural life nor dismisses it; instead, he reveals its solidarities and cruelties in the same patient gaze. Religious feeling, civic respectability, gendered duty, and communal judgment all receive careful scrutiny. The novel can be deeply moving because it understands how large historical and moral pressures are felt through ordinary routines, spoken exchanges, and the inner effort required simply to endure, adapt, and remain answerable to oneself.

Among its central themes are the conflict between personal freedom and social conformity, the place of women within structures of authority, the burden and consolation of belief, and the relationship between inner life and public identity. The novel also examines how communities define decency and belonging, often at significant personal cost. Because Gibbon attends so closely to work, speech, and local ritual, these themes never remain abstract. They emerge through lived experience, giving the book both intellectual force and a rare density of human reality.

Cloud Howe still matters because it speaks with unusual clarity to questions that remain unsettled: how to live honestly within institutions, how communities protect and wound at the same time, and how language itself carries histories of power, intimacy, and resistance. Contemporary readers may also find in it a compelling account of social change seen from the ground level of daily life. As a work of Scottish literature, it endures not only for its historical significance but for its formal vitality, moral seriousness, and profound sympathy for difficult human choices.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Cloud Howe, the second novel in the A Scots Quair sequence, returns to the life of Chris Guthrie after the upheavals that shaped the earlier book. The story shifts from the farming world of Kinraddie to the small town of Segget, where Chris, now remarried, must adapt to a different social order. Her husband, Robert Colquhoun, is the minister of the local kirk, and their household becomes a point where private feeling, public expectation, and communal judgment meet. From the outset, the novel presents a woman negotiating memory, desire, and duty in a setting governed by strict moral codes.

paragraphs continue as Chris enters the rhythms of a minister’s domestic life, surrounded by parish routines and the watchful habits of a close-knit town. Segget is not simply a backdrop but a moral atmosphere, shaped by religion, respectability, and everyday scrutiny. Chris’s intelligence and independence remain central, yet these qualities are tested by the role she is expected to play as a minister’s wife. The novel follows her efforts to reconcile her earlier self with this new identity, while showing how institutions and local customs can press inward on the most intimate parts of life.

The marriage at the center of the book is portrayed with sympathy but also with increasing strain. Robert is earnest and serious, committed to his calling and to ideals of spiritual discipline, and his convictions affect both the household and his bond with Chris. Their relationship reveals a widening gap between emotional need and religious certainty, between human warmth and doctrinal restraint. Gibbon traces these tensions through domestic scenes, conversations, and moments of misunderstanding, allowing broader questions about faith, authority, and companionship to emerge through the daily life of two people trying to live honorably.

Around this private conflict, the town itself becomes a chorus of pressures and judgments. Parishioners, neighbors, and local figures embody competing responses to piety, class, reputation, and change. The novel observes how communal life can offer support while also enforcing conformity, especially upon women. Chris remains acutely aware of how she is seen, and this awareness deepens the book’s interest in the gap between inner experience and outward role. Through Segget’s gossip, loyalties, and tensions, Gibbon presents a society in which personal freedom is always entangled with collective expectation.

Cloud Howe also widens its frame beyond household and kirk to register the unsettled social atmosphere of its period. The legacy of war, the pressures of economic insecurity, and the stirrings of political unrest all touch the world Chris inhabits. These forces do not replace the novel’s intimate focus; rather, they sharpen it, showing how large historical movements enter ordinary lives. Gibbon links the strictness of religious authority with broader structures of power and obedience, suggesting that the conflicts within marriage, community, and conscience belong to a changing Scotland wrestling with old allegiances and new possibilities.

As the narrative develops, Chris faces a series of emotional and moral tests that expose the fragility of the ordered life around her. The novel deepens its examination of loneliness, resilience, and the cost of maintaining appearances when sympathy and understanding fail. Gibbon does not treat Chris simply as a symbol of rebellion or submission; instead, he follows the complexity of her responses as she weighs memory, responsibility, and the claims of the self. This sustained inward attention gives the book much of its power, while the plot advances through accumulating pressures rather than sensational revelation.

In the end, Cloud Howe stands as a searching study of womanhood, marriage, religion, and community in interwar Scotland. It continues Chris Guthrie’s story without reducing her to a fixed meaning, and it enlarges the social world around her with sharp observation and historical awareness. The novel’s enduring force lies in the way it joins local speech, public life, and private consciousness to ask how a person might remain inwardly alive within constraining institutions. For that reason, it remains a significant work of Scottish literature, resonant far beyond its specific setting and time.
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    Published in 1933, Cloud Howe is the second novel in Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s A Scots Quair trilogy, following Sunset Song (1932) and preceding Grey Granite (1934). Gibbon was the pen name of James Leslie Mitchell, born in 1901 in rural Aberdeenshire, a background that decisively shaped his fiction. The novel is set chiefly in the fictional Scottish community of Segget, but its social world closely reflects the northeast and east-central Lowlands in the early twentieth century. Its context is the transition from agrarian village life to a more modern, politically unsettled Scotland marked by changing religious authority, class relations, and gender expectations.

The period informing the novel stretches from the years before the First World War into the interwar era. Scotland at that time remained part of the United Kingdom, with political life shaped by Westminster, the Liberal decline, the growth of Labour, and the continuing significance of Unionist and church institutions. In many rural and small-town districts, social influence still rested heavily with ministers, elders, schoolteachers, landholders, and local businessmen. Presbyterianism, especially the Church of Scotland and related traditions, provided not only doctrine but also social discipline, moral vocabulary, and communal identity, all of which strongly structure the tensions represented in the novel.

A major institutional background to Cloud Howe is Scottish Presbyterian religion. Since the nineteenth century, Scotland had experienced repeated ecclesiastical divisions, most notably the Disruption of 1843, when many ministers left the established Church of Scotland to form the Free Church. Although later unions altered denominational lines, the legacy of schism remained powerful in many communities, encouraging intense theological debate, congregational rivalry, and moral scrutiny. Ministers occupied a prominent public role beyond worship, often speaking on poverty, education, temperance, and civic order. Gibbon’s novel draws on this culture of sermons, kirk sessions, and doctrinal seriousness to portray religion as both a source of social cohesion and a mechanism of pressure.

The work also belongs to the history of rural change in Scotland. From the late nineteenth century into the interwar years, farming underwent commercialization, mechanization, and shifts in labor patterns. Small communities increasingly felt the pull of nearby towns, improved communications, and wage labor beyond agriculture. Traditional bonds of deference weakened unevenly, while migration, especially of younger people, altered village demographics. In northeast and Lowland Scotland, memory of older agricultural rhythms remained vivid even as those rhythms were eroding. Cloud Howe reflects this transitional world, where inherited custom persists but is challenged by modernization, literacy, political awareness, and more individual forms of aspiration.

Class conflict and labor politics are another essential context. Industrial unrest grew across Britain before 1914, and Scotland was a notable center of radical activity during and after the war. The period known as Red Clydeside, especially between 1915 and 1919, saw major agitation over rents, wages, wartime controls, and political representation, centered in Glasgow but influential far beyond it. Trade unionism and socialism gained broader legitimacy, while Labour increasingly emerged as the political voice of working-class communities. Even in places distant from heavy industry, these debates penetrated public life through newspapers, meetings, and ministers’ responses. Gibbon situates local experience within this widening horizon of social criticism.

The First World War forms a crucial historical backdrop. Scotland contributed disproportionately high numbers of recruits relative to population, and wartime losses affected towns, villages, and parishes across the country. The conflict intensified existing strains: separation of families, pressures on clergy and local leaders, expanded state authority, and arguments over patriotism, sacrifice, and social justice. After 1918, grief, disillusionment, and the challenge of memorializing the dead became part of everyday communal life. The war also accelerated demands for reform by exposing inequality and by broadening expectations among returning soldiers and civilians alike. These realities inform the emotional and ideological atmosphere surrounding the novel’s public and private conflicts.

Questions of women’s roles also shape the historical setting. By the early twentieth century, Scottish women were active in churches, households, farms, schools, and reform movements, though public authority remained limited. The women’s suffrage campaign transformed political debate, and the Representation of the People Act 1918 enfranchised many women, with equal voting rights with men established in 1928. At the same time, social convention continued to prize female respectability, domestic labor, and restraint, particularly in small communities. Gibbon’s broader trilogy is notable for taking women’s experience seriously within Scottish history, and Cloud Howe reflects the tensions between prescribed duty, personal autonomy, and communal judgment in this period.

Cloud Howe appeared during the Scottish Literary Renaissance, a movement of the 1920s and 1930s associated with figures such as Hugh MacDiarmid who sought to revitalize Scottish literature, language, and national self-understanding. Gibbon’s contribution was distinctive: he fused English narration with Scots rhythms and speech, presenting ordinary Scottish lives as historically significant. The novel’s historical context therefore includes not only the world it depicts but also the moment of its composition, amid economic depression and renewed cultural debate about Scotland’s identity. It reflects its era by scrutinizing religion, class, war, and gender with sympathy yet skepticism, revealing how communal ideals can sustain people while also constraining them.
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The borough of Segget stands under the Mounth, on the southern side, in the Mearns Howe, Fordoun lies near and Drumlithie nearer, you can see the Laurencekirk lights of a night glimmer and glow as the mists come down. If you climb the foothills to the ruined Kaimes, that was builded when Segget was no more than a place where the folk of old time had raised up a camp with earthen walls and with freestone dykes, and had died and had left their camp to wither under the spread of the grass and the whins--if you climbed up the Kaimes of a winter morn and looked to the east and you held your breath, you would maybe hear the sough of the sea, sighing and listening up through the dawn, or see a shower of sparks as a train came skirling through the woods from Stonehaven, stopping seldom enough at Segget, the drivers would clear their throats and would spit, and the guards would grin: as though 'twere a joke.

But God alone knows what you'd want on the Kaimes, others had been there and had dug for treasure, nothing they'd found but some rusted swords, tint most like in the wars once waged in the days when the wife of the Sheriff of Mearns, Finella she was, laid trap for the King, King Kenneth the Third, as he came on a hunting jaunt through the land. For Kenneth had done her own son to death, and she swore that she'd even that score up yet; and he hunted slow through the forested Howe, it was winter, they tell, and in that far time the roads were winding puddles of glaur, the horses splashed to their long-tailed rumps. And the men of Finella heard of his coming, as that dreich clerk Wyntoun has told in his tale:


As through the Mernys on a day

    The kyng was rydand hys hey way

    Off hys awyne curt al suddanly

    Agayne hym ras a cumpany

    In to the towne of Fethyrkerne

    To fecht wyth hym thai ware sa yherne

    And he agayne thame faucht sa fast,

    Bot he thare slayne was at the last.



So Kenneth was dead and there followed wars, Finella's carles builded the Kaimes, a long line of battlements under the hills, midway a tower that was older still, a broch from the days of the Pictish men; there they lay and long months withstood the folk that came to avenge the death of Kenneth; and the darkness comes down on their waiting and fighting and all the ill things that they suffered and did.

The Kaimes was left bare and ruined with walls, as Iohannes de Fordun tells in his time, a Fourdoun childe him and had he had sense he'd have hidden the fact, not spread it abroad. Some kind of a cleric he was in those days, just after the Bruce drove out the English, maybe Fordoun then had less of a smell ere Iohannes tacked on the toun to his name. Well, the Kaimes lay there in Iohannes' time, he tells that the Scots folk halted there going north one night to the battle of Bara; and one man with the Scots, a Lombard he was, looked out that morn as the army roused and the bugles blew out under the hills, and he saw the mists that went sailing by below his feet, the sun came quick down either slope of a brae to a place where a streamlet ran by a ruined camp. And it moved his heart, and he thought it an omen, in his own far land there were camps like that; and he swore that if he should survive the battle he'd come back to this place and claim grant of its land.

Hew Monte Alto was the Lombard's name and he fought right well at the Bara fight, and when it was over and the Bruce made King, he asked of the Bruce the lands that lay under the Kaimes in the windy Howe. These lands had been held by the Mathers folk, but they had made peace with Edward the First and given him shelter and welcome the night he halted in Mearns as he toured the north. So the Bruce he took their lands from the Mathers and gave them to Hew, that was well content, though vexed that he came of no gentle blood. So he sent a carle to the Mathers lord to ask if he had a daughter of age for wedding and bedding; and he sent an old carle that he well could spare, in case the Mathers should flay him alive.

For the Mathers were proud as though God had made their flesh of another manure from men; but by then they had come to a right sore pass in the mouldering old castle by Fettercairn, where hung the helmet of good King Grig, who first had 'stablished the Mathers there, and made of the first of them Merniae Decurio, Captain-chief of the Mearns lands. So the old lord left Hew's carle unskinned, and sent back the message he had more than one daughter, and the Lombard could come and choose which he liked. And Hew rode there and he made his choice, and was wedded and bedded to a Mathers quean.

But short was the time that he had for his pleasure, the English again had come north to war. The Scots men gathered under the Bruce at a narrow place where a black burn ran, the pass of the Bannock burn it was. And Hew was a well-skinned man in the wars, he rode his horse lathered into the camp, and King Robert called him to make the pits and set the spiked calthrops covered with earth, traps for the charge of the English horse. So he did, and the next day came, and the English, they charged right brave and were whelmed in the pits. But Hew was slain by an English arrow as he rode unhelmed to peer at his pits.

Before he rode south he had builded a castle within the walls of the old-time Kaimes, and brought far off from his Lombard land a pickle of weavers, folk of his blood. They builded their houses down under the Kaimes in the green-walled circle of the ancient camp, they tore down the walls of that heathen place, and set their streets by the Segget burn, and drove their looms, and were well-content, though foreign and foolish and but ill-received by the dour, dark Pictish folk of the Mearns. Yet that passed in time, as the breeds grew mixed, and the toun called Segget was made a borough for sake of the Hew that fell at the Burn.

So the Monte Altos came to be Mowat, and interbred with the Mathers folk, and the next of whom any story is told is he who befriended the Mathers who joined with other three lairds against the Lord Melville. For he pressed them right sore, the Sheriff of Mearns, and the four complained and complained to the King; and the King was right vexed, and he pulled at his beard--Sorrow gin the Sheriff were sodden--sodden and supped in his brew! He said the words in a moment of rage, unthinking, and then they passed from his mind; but the lairds remembered, and took horse for the Howe.

There, as they'd planned, the four of them did, the Sheriff went hunting with the four fierce lairds, Arbuthnott, Pitarrow, Lauriston, Mathers; and they took him and bound him and carried him up Garvock, between two stones a great cauldron was hung; and they stripped him bare and threw him within, in the water that was just beginning to boil; and they watched while he slowly ceased to scraich, he howled like a wolf in the warming water, then like a bairn smored in plague, and his body bloated red as the clay, till the flesh loosed off from his seething bones; and the four lairds took their horn spoons from their belts and supped the broth that the Sheriff made, and fulfilled the words that the King had said.

They were hunted sore by the law and the kirk, the Mathers fled to the Kaimes to hide, his kinsman Mowat closed up the gates and defied the men of the King that came. So they laid a siege to the castle of Kaimes; but the burghers of Segget sent meat to the castle by a secret way that led round the hills; and a pardon came for the Mathers at last, the army withdrew and the Mathers came out, and he swore if ever again in his life he supped of broth or lodged between walls, so might any man do to himself as he had done to the Sheriff Melville.

And for long the tale of Segget grows dim till there came the years of the Killing Time[1], and the Burneses, James and Peter they were--were taken to Edinburgh and put to the question that they might forswear the Covenant and God. And Peter was old, in the torment he weakened, and by him his son James lay on the rack, and even when the thummikins bit right sore and Peter opened his mouth to forswear, his son was before him singing a psalm so loud that he drowned the voice of Peter; and the old man died, but James was more slow, they threw him into a cell at last, his body broken in many places, the rats ate him there while he still was alive; and maybe there were better folk far in Segget, but few enough with smeddum like his.

His son was no more than a loon when he died, he'd a little farm on the Mowat's land. But he moved to Glenbervie and there took a place, and his folk had the ups and downs of all flesh till the father of Robert Burnes grew up, and grew sick of the place, and went off to Ayr; and there the poet Robert was born, him that lay with nearly as many women as Solomon did, though not all at one time.

But some of the Burneses still bade in Segget. In the first few years of King William's reign it was one of them, Simon, that led the feud the folk of Segget had with the Mowats. For they still owned most of Segget, the Mowats, a thrawn old wife the lady was then, her sons all dead in the wars with the French; and her wits were half gone, it was seldom she washed, she was mean as dirt and she smelt to match. And Simon Burnes and the Segget minister, they prigged on the folk of Segget against her, the weaver folk wouldn't pay their rent, they made no bow when they met the old dame ride out in her carriage with her long Mowat nose.

And at last one night folk far from Segget saw a sudden light spring up in the hills; it waved and shook there all through the dark, and from far and near as the dawn drew nigh, there were parties of folk set out on the roads to see what their fairely was in the hills. And the thing they saw was the smoking Kaimes, a great bit fire had risen in the night and burned the old castle down to its roots, of the stones there stood hardly one on the other, the Segget folk swore they'd all slept so sound the thing was over afore they awoke. And that might be so, but for many a year, before the Old Queen was took to her end and the weaving entirely ceased to pay and folk went drifting away from the Mearns, there were miekle great clocks in this house and that, great coverlets on beds that lay neist the floor; and the bell that rung the weavers awake had once been a great handbell from the hall of the Mowats up on the Kaimes high hill.

A Mowat cousin was the heritor of Kaimes, he looked at the ruin and saw it was done, and left it there to the wind and the rain; and builded a house lower down the slope, Segget below, yew-trees about, and had bloodhounds brought to roam the purviews, he took no chances of innocent sparks floating up in the night from Segget. But the weavers were turning to other things now, smithying and joinering and keeping wee shops for the folk of the farms that lay round about. And the Mowats looked at the Segget burn, washing west to the Bervie flow, and were ill-content that it should go waste.

But it didn't for long, the jute trade boomed, the railway came, the two jute mills came, standing out from the station a bit, south of the toun, with the burn for power. The Segget folk wouldn't look at things, the Mowats had to go to Bervie for spinners, and a tink-like lot of creatures came and crowded the place, and danced and fought, raised hell's delight, and Segget looked on as a man would look on a swarm of lice; and folk of the olden breed moved out, and builded them houses up and down the East Wynd, and called it New Toun and spoke of the dirt that swarmed in Old Toun, round about the West Wynd.

The spinners' coming brought trade to the toun, but the rest of Segget still tried to make out that the spinners were only there by their leave, the ill-spoken tinks, with their mufflers and shawls; the women were as bad as the men, if not worse, with their jeering and fleering in Segget Square; and if they should meet with a farmer's bit wife as she drove into Segget to go to the shops, and looked neat and trig and maybe a bit proud, they'd scraich Away home, you country cow!

But the Mowats were making money like dirt. They built a new kirk when the old one fell, sonsy and broad, though it hadn't a steeple; and they lived and they died and they went to their place; and you'd hear the pound of the mills at work down through the years that brought the Great War; and that went by and still Segget endured, outlasting all in spite of the rhyme that some coarse-like tink of a spinner had made:


Oh, Segget it's a dirty hole,

    A kirk without a steeple,

    A midden-heap at ilka door,

    And damned uncivil people.
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Segget was wakening as Chris Colquohoun came down the shingle path from the Manse. Here the yews stood thick, in a starlings' murmur, a drowsy cheep on the edge of the dawn; but down the dark, as you reached the door, you saw already lights twink here and there, in the houses of Segget, the spinners' wynds, a smell in the air of hippens and porridge. But she'd little heed for these, had Chris, she went quick as she looked at the eastern sky, the May air warm in her face as she turned, north, and went up the Meiklebogs road[2]. So rutted it was and sossed with the carts that there was a saying in Segget toun: There's a road to heaven and a road to hell, but damn the road to the Meiklebogs[1q].

But that didn't matter, she wasn't going there, in a while she turned by a path that wound, dark, a burn was hidden in the grass, over a stile to the hills beyond. And now, as she climbed swift up the slope, queer and sudden a memory took her--of the hills above the farm in Kinraddie, how sometimes she'd climb to the old Druid stones and stand and remember the world below, and the things that were done and the days put by, the fun and fear of the days put by. Was that why the Kaimes[3] had so filled her sky the twenty-four hours she had been in Segget?

Now she was up on the lowermost ledge, it lay dark about, the old castle of Kaimes, no more than a litter of ruined walls, the earth piled high up over the stones that once were halls and men-shielded rooms. There were yews growing low in a corner outbye, they waved and moved as they heard Chris come. But she wasn't feared, she was country-bred, she wandered a little, disappointed, then laughed, at herself, to herself, and the place grew still. Maybe it thought, as did Robert Colquohoun, that her laugh was a thing worth listening for.

She felt her face redden, faint, at that, and she thought how over her face the slow blood would now be creeping, she'd once or twice watched it, bronzed and high in the cheek-bones her face, and a kindly smoulder of grey-gold eyes, she minded how once she had wished they were blue! She put up her hand to her hair, it was wet, with the dew she supposed from the dark Manse trees, it was coiled over either ear in the way she had worn it now for over two years.

She turned round then and looked down at Segget, pricked in the paraffin lights of dawn. They were going out one by one as the east grew wanly blind in the van of the sun, behind, in the hills, a curlew shrilled--dreaming up here while the world woke, Robert turning in his bed down there in the Manse, and maybe out-reaching a hand to touch her as he'd done that first morning two years ago, it had felt as though he wakened her up from the dead . . .

So strange it had seemed a long minute she'd lain, half feared, with his hand that touched her so. Then he'd moved, quick breathing, deep in his sleep, and the hand went away, she reached out in the dark and sought it again and held to it, shy. It was winter that morning, they both had slept late from their marriage night; and, as the winter light seeped grey into the best bedroom of Kinraddie Manse, Chris Colquohoun, who had once been married to Ewan, and before that time was Chris Guthrie, just, had lain and thought and straightened things out, like a bairn rubbing its eyes from sleep. . . . This was new, she had finished with that life that had been, all the love she had given to her Ewan, dead, lost and forgotten far off in France: her father out in the old kirkyard: that wild, strange happening that had come to her the last Harvest but one there was of the War, when she and another--but she'd not think of that, part of the old, sad dream that was done. Had that other remembered the happening at all, his last hour of all in a Flanders trench[4]?

And she thought that maybe he had not at all, you did this and that and you went down in hell to bring the fruit of your body to birth, it was nothing to the child that came from your womb, you gave to men the love of your heart, and they'd wring it dry to the last red drop, kind, dreadful and dear, and deep in their souls, whatever the pretence they played with you, they knew it a play and Life waiting outbye.

So she lay and thought, and then wriggled a little--to think these things on her marriage-morn, the hand she held now never held so before! And she peered in his face in the light that came, his hair lay fair on the pillow's fringe, fair almost to whiteness, his skin ivory-white, she saw his brows set dark in a dream, and the mouth came set in a straight line below, she liked his mouth and his chin as well, and his ears that were small and lay flat back, so, and the hand that had tightened again in his sleep--oh! more than that, you liked all of him well, with his kisses in the night that had only just gone, his kisses, the twinkle-scowl in his eyes: And now it's to bed, but I don't think to sleep[2q]. She had laughed as well, feeling only half-shy. An awful speak, Robert, for Kinraddie's minister! and he said Don't ministers do things like that? and she'd looked at him swift, and looked quick away. Maybe, we'll see; and so they had seen.

She stretched then, softly, remembering that, warm under the quilt her own body felt queer, strange and alive as though newly blessed, and she smiled at that thought, in a way it had been, one flesh she was made with a kirk minister! Funny to think she had married a minister, that this was the Manse, that she was its mistress--oh! life was a flurry like a hen-roost at night, the doors were banging, you flew here and there, were your portion the ree or the corner of a midden you could not foretell from one night to the next.

She got from bed then and into her clothes, agile and quick, and not looking back, if ministers ate as well as they loved, Robert would be hungry enough when he woke. Down in the kitchen she came on Else Queen, ganting as wide as a stable-door, she stopped from that, the Manse's new maid, a handsome quean, and she said Hello! Chris felt the blood in the tips of her ears, she saw plain the thing in the great lump's mind. You call me Mrs. Colquohoun, you know, Else. And you get up smart in the morning as well, else we'll need another maid at the Manse.

Else went dirt-white and closed up her mouth. Yes--Mem, I'm sorry, and Chris felt a fool, but she didn't show it, and this kind of thing had just to be settled one way or the other. My name's not Mem, it's just Mrs. Colquohoun. Get the water boiling and we'll make the breakfast. What kind of a range is this that we've got?

That was that, and she had no trouble at all with meikle Else Queen in Kinraddie Manse, though the speak went out and about the parish that Chris Tavendale, the new minister's new wife, had grown that proud that she made her maid cry Mem! every time they met on the stairs, a fair dog's life had that poor Else Queen, it just showed you the kind of thing that happened when a creature got up a bit step in the world. And who was she to put on her airs--the daughter of a little bit farmer, just, and the wife of another, killed in the War. Ay, them that were fond of their men didn't marry as close as that on the death of the first, the Manse and the minister's silver the things that the new Mrs. Colquohoun had had in her mind.

Chris heard those stories in the weeks that went, if you bade in Kinraddie and any ill tale were told about you--and you fair had to be an angel in breeks if that weren't done and even then, faith! they'd have said there were unco things under your breeks--the very trees rose and sniggered it to you, the kye lowed the news from every bit gate. But she paid no heed, she was blithe and glad, happed in her Robert and the nearness of him, young Ewan as well, a third by the fire as they sat of a night and the storms came malagarousing the trees down the length and breadth of the shrilling Howe. Behind and far up you would hear the hills quake, Robert would raise up his head and laugh, the twinkle-scowl in his deep-set eyes--The feet of the Lord on the hills, Christine[3q]!

Ewan would look up, staring and still, Who's the Lord? and Robert would drop his great book and stare in the fire, That's a tough one, Ewan. But He's Something and sure, our Father and Mother, our End and Beginning.

Ewan's eyes would open wider at that. My mother's here and my father's dead. Robert would laugh and upset his chair. A natural sceptic--come out of that chair, there's over many of your kind already squatting their hams in the thrones of the mighty!

So the two of them would crawl round the floor and would growl, play tigers and beasts of like gurring breeds, Ewan with his coolness and graveness forgot, Robert worse than a bairn, Chris sitting and watching, a book in her hand or darning and knitting, but not often those. Robert got angered when she sat and darned. What, waste your life when you'll soon be dead? You're not going to slave for me, my girl! And she'd say But you won't like holes in your socks? and he'd laugh When they're holed we'll buy a new pair. Come out for a tramp, the storm's gone down.

And out they would tramp, young Ewan in bed, the night black under their feet as cold pitch, about them the whistle and moan of the trees till they cleared the Manse and went up by the Mains[5], with the smell of the dung from its hot cattle-court, and the smell of the burning wood in its lums. You'd see and hear little about you by then, just the two of you swinging up the hill in the dark, till the blow of the wind would catch in your throats as you gained by the cambered edge of the brae.

Around them, dry, the whistle of the whins, strange shapes that rose and were lost in the dark, Robert would stop and would fuss at her collar, pretending he did it to keep out the cold. But she'd grown to know him, the thing that he'd want, she'd put up her arms round close by his throat, and hug him, half-shy, she was still half-shy. He'd told her that once and Chris had been vexed, lying in his arms, for a sudden moment she had touched him with lips fierce and sudden with a flame that came up out of her heart, up out of the years when she still was unwed: and he'd gasped, and she'd laughed Do you call that shy? Then she'd been half-ashamed and yet glad as well, and fell fast asleep till the morning came, and they both woke up and looked at each other, and he said that she blushed and she hid her face and said that one or the other was a fool.

But best she minded of those night-time walks the first that took them up to the hills, a rousting night in December's close. They came at last on Blawearie's brae, and panting, looked down on the windy Mearns, the lights of Bervie a lowe in the east, the Laurencekirk gleams like a scattering of faggots, Segget's that shone as the blurring of stars, these were the lights of the jute mills there. So they stood a long while and looked down the brae, Kinraddie below them happed in its sleep; and Robert fell into a dreaming muse, as he often did, with his mind far off. Chris said nothing, content though she froze, after one peek at his stillness beside her. Queer with himhere on Blawearie brae, that once was hers, if they walked down over that shoulder there they'd come to the loch and the Standing Stones to which she had fled for safety, compassion, so often and oft when she was a quean. . . .

She could smell the winter smell of the land and the sheep they pastured now on Blawearie, in the parks that once came rich with corn that Ewan had sown and they both had reaped, where the horses had pastured, their kye and their stock. And she minded the nights in the years of the War, nights such as this when she'd lain in her bed and thought of the times that would come yet again--Ewan come back and things as before, how they'd work for young Ewan and grow old together, and buy Blawearie and be happy forever.

And now she stood by a stranger's side, she slept in his bed, he loved her, she him, nearer to his mind than ever she had been to that of the body that lay mouldering in France, quiet and unmoving that had moved to her kisses, that had stirred and been glad in her arms, in her sight, that had known the stinging of rain in his face as he ploughed the steep rigs of Blawearie brae, and come striding from his work with that smile on his face, and his clumsy hands and his tongue that was shy of the things that his eyes could whisper so blithe. Dead, still and quiet, not even a body, powder and dust he with whom she had planned her life and her days in the times to be.

In a ten years' time what things might have been? She might stand on this hill, she might rot in a grave, it would matter nothing, the world would go on, young Ewan dead as his father was dead, or hither and borne, far from Kinraddie: oh, once she had seen in these parks, she remembered, the truth, and the only truth that there was, that only the sky and the seasons endured, slow in their change, the cry of the rain, the whistle of the whins on a winter night under the sailing edge of the moon--

And suddenly, daft-like, she found herself weep, quiet, she thought that she made no noise, but Robert knew, and his arm came round her.

It was Ewan? Oh, Chris, he won't grudge you me!

Ewan? It was Time himself she had seen, haunting their tracks with unstaying feet.

But the Spring was coming. You looked from the Manse at the hills as they moved and changed with each day, the glaur and the winter dark near gone, the green came quick and far on the peaks, the blink of the white snow-bonnets grew less, swallows were wheeling about the Manse trees, down in the fields of the Mains you could hear the click and spit of a tractor at work, far up by Upperhill parks rise the baa of the sheep they pastured now at Bridge End. It seemed to Chris when those first days came that she'd weary to death with a house and naught else, not to have fields that awaited her help, help in the seeding, the spreading of dung, the turning out of the kye at dawn, hens chirawking mad for their meat, the bustle and hurry of Blawearie's close. But now as she looked on the land so strange, with its tractors and sheep, she half-longed to be gone. It had finished with her, that life that had been, and this was her's now: books, and her Robert, young Ewan to teach, and set a smooth cloth on the Manse's table, hide in the little back room at the top and darn his socks when Robert didn't see.

He was out and about on the work of the parish, marrying this soul and burying that, christening the hopeful souls new-come to pass in their time to marriage and burial. He'd come back dead tired from a day of his work, Chris would hear him fling his stick in the hall and cry out Else, will you run me a bath? And because of those strange, dark moods she had met, Chris seldom met him now on the stairs, she'd wait till he changed and was Robert again, he'd come searching her out and tell her the news, and snatch the book from young Ewan's hand as Ewan squatted in the window-seat, reading. A prig, a bookworm! Robert would cry as he flung the book the other side of the room; and Ewan would smile in his slow, dark way, and then give a yell and they'd scuffle a while, while Chris went down and brought up the tea.

From that room you could see all Kinraddie by day and the lights of Kinraddie shine as night came, Robert would heave a great sigh as he sat and looked from Chris to Kinraddie below.Wearied? she'd ask, and he'd say, Lord, yes, and frown and then laugh: Looks everywhere that would sour the milk! But my job's to minister and minister I will though Kinraddie's kirk grows toom as its head. And would think a while, It's near that already.

Faith! so it was, nothing unco in that, there was hardly a kirk in the Mearns that wasn't, the War had finished your fondness for kirks, you knew as much as any minister. Why the hell should you waste your time in a kirk when you were young, you were young only once, there was the cinema down in Dundon, or a dance or so, or this racket or that; and your quean to meet and hear her complain she's not been ta'en to the Fordoun ball. You'd chirk to your horses and give a bit smile as you saw the minister swoop by on his bike, with his coat-tails flying and his wee, flat hat; and at night in the bothy some billy or other would mock the way that he spoke or moved. To hell with ministers and toffs of his kind, they were aye the friends of the farmers, you knew.

All the farmers now of Kinraddie were big, but they had as little liking as the bothy for the Reverend Colquohoun and the things he said, Would a man go up to the kirk of a Sabbath to sit down and hear himself insulted? You went to kirk to hear a bit sermon about Paul and the things he wrote the Corinthians, all of them folk that were safely dead; but Kinraddie's minister would try to make out that you yourself, that was born in Fordoun of honest folk, were a kind of Corinthian, oppressing the needy, he meant those lazy muckers the ploughmen. No, no, you were hardly so daft as take that, you would take the mistress a jaunt instead, next Sunday like or maybe the next, up the Howe to her cousin in Brechin that hadn't yet seen the new car you had bought; or maybe you'd just lie happed in your bed, and have breakfast, and read all about the divorces the English had from their wives--damn't, man! they fair had a time, those English tinks! You wouldn't bother your head on the kirk, to hell with ministers of the kind of Colquohoun, they were aye the friends of the ploughmen, you knew.

And Chris would stand in the choir and sing, and sometimes look at the page in her hand and think of the days when she at Blawearie had never thought of the kirk at all, over-busied living the life that was now to bother at all on the life to come. Others of the choir that had missed a service would say to her with a shy-like smile, I'm so sorry, Mrs. Colquohoun, I was late; and Chris would say that they needn't fash, if she said it in Scots the woman would think, Isn't that a common-like bitch at the Manse? If she said it in English the speak would spread round the minister's wife was putting on airs.
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