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    Cloud Howe charts the struggle between private conscience and public belonging, following a woman whose resolve and vulnerabilities are tested by the claims of love, the strictures of faith, and the restless social energies of a small Scottish town in the unsettled years between wars, where weather, landscape, and human voices gather like weather systems around her, pressing, consoling, contesting, and where the pull of the land and the din of the streets measure the price of change, the cost of comfort, and the difficult hope of remaking a life without losing the self that must bear it.

Published in 1933 as the second volume of A Scots Quair, Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Cloud Howe is a work of twentieth-century Scottish fiction rooted in the northeast, set primarily in the fictional town of Segget during the interwar period. Writing under his pen name—James Leslie Mitchell was his given name—Gibbon fuses regional detail with modernist technique. The novel participates in social and psychological realism while adopting stylistic experimentation characteristic of its era. Its appearance deepened the trilogy’s sustained examination of Scotland’s transitions from rural to urban life, placing private experiences against wider historical pressures while maintaining a fierce attention to the cadences of local speech.

At the level of premise, the novel follows Chris Guthrie as she settles in Segget with her husband, a minister, and learns the textures of a community whose loyalties and rivalries are shaped by kirk, kin, work, and habit. The narrative keeps close to Chris’s sensibility while opening, in swift, vivid passages, to the town’s collective voice—street gossip, pulpit exhortation, meeting-room rhetoric—so that one life is continually measured against many. Readers encounter a prose that is lyrical yet unsentimental, alternating quiet, attentive observation with bursts of communal energy. The mood is at once intimate and public, tender, satiric, and alert to consequence.

Cloud Howe considers how institutions claim the heart and mind, and how individuals accommodate or resist those claims. Faith is central—not only as belief, but as habit, ritual, and public performance—and so are the ethical demands of work, kinship, and citizenship in a small town. The novel probes class tensions and the rhetoric of improvement, asking how change is advocated, who pays for it, and what forms of solidarity or exclusion result. It is also a study of gendered expectation, tracing the pressures placed on domesticity, care, and selfhood. Throughout, the surrounding landscape—fields, stone, weather—shapes and echoes human persistence.

Gibbon’s style is distinctive: a supple weave of Scots and English that captures the rhythms of speech without sacrificing clarity, and a narrative method that moves between interior reflection and polyphonic chorus. Refrains, place-names, and weather motifs lend a musical structure, while shifts of register—from lyrical description to pointed irony—keep the social canvas alive. The technique allows satire to coexist with compassion; townspeople are drawn sharply, yet they are not reduced to types. The result is a form that is both rooted and experimental, inviting readers to hear the community thinking aloud even as a single consciousness steadies the book.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s questions remain pressing: How do communities negotiate competing truths? What happens when private needs collide with public duties? Where does moral courage end and zeal harden into coercion? Cloud Howe invites reflection on institutional trust, civic speech, and the costs and consolations of belonging. It engages debates about women’s autonomy and the burdens of care in ways that still resonate, and it illuminates how economic anxieties ripple through families and congregations. By refusing easy heroes or villains, it cultivates an ethical attention that feels current, asking readers to think, listen, and argue along with its characters.

As the middle book of A Scots Quair, Cloud Howe builds upon what precedes it and gestures toward what follows, yet it can be read on its own for the clarity of its setting and the completeness of its emotional arc. Those familiar with Chris’s earlier life will recognize continuities of memory and temperament; newcomers will find a fully realized portrait of place and person. What the novel offers, above all, is immersion: in a town’s speech, in the exact pressures of time and weather, in choices that feel both ordinary and momentous. It rewards slow attention and invites lasting conversation.
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    Cloud Howe, the second novel in Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s A Scots Quair, follows Chris Guthrie into the interwar years of northeast Scotland. Now married to Robert Colquohoun, a Church of Scotland minister, Chris leaves the rural world of her youth for the small town of Segget. The story traces how personal lives intersect with religious, social, and economic pressures in a community poised between tradition and modern change. Through Chris’s daily routines and her husband’s public calling, the novel presents a close portrait of a town’s rhythms, tensions, and hopes, maintaining a measured focus on events rather than judgment or commentary.

Segget is introduced as a place where kirk, manse, mill, fields, and ancient stones share the same horizon. Chris settles into the manse with her young son, Ewan, adapting to new expectations as a minister’s wife. The townspeople include millworkers, shopkeepers, farmers, and the locally powerful, each with distinct interests and loyalties. Rumor and ritual shape public life, and seasonal tasks still mark time. The setting foregrounds continuity and change: the presence of standing stones suggests older layers of belief, while the mill and commerce signal modernity. Within this texture, Chris learns the unspoken rules that govern respectability and belonging.

Robert’s ministry quickly becomes a central force in Segget. He preaches a rigorous social gospel that challenges complacency and calls for justice, unsettling comfortable habits among some elders and town notables. His energy reshapes parish work: the manse becomes a place of counsel, argument, and planning. He urges practical care for the poor and insists that faith speak to work and wages as much as to private piety. Chris supports him with tact and competence, navigating visits, meetings, and expectations. The elders’ kirk politics grow more urgent, as Robert’s stance draws both admiration and resistance, and formal duties begin to collide with wider concerns.

Economic strains sharpen the town’s divisions. Trade falters and employment grows uncertain; strikes and stoppages beyond Segget’s borders unsettle local routines. Robert throws himself into relief efforts, visiting homes, organizing help, and speaking in support of fair conditions. Some parishioners rally to this work, while others object to a minister’s involvement in what they deem politics. Committees multiply and tempers rise. Chris encounters hardship firsthand in her rounds—empty larders, sickrooms, and weary families—while also facing the gossip that shadows public life. Through this tightening pressure, the narrative tracks how personal convictions encounter institutional caution and how charity, pride, and fear jostle in close quarters.

A community pageant becomes a focal point for Segget’s sense of itself. Townspeople collaborate to dramatize their history—from legend and the stones to market days and the rise of mills—hoping to celebrate a shared story. Rehearsals draw unlikely partners together, revealing old rivalries, local humor, and anxieties about who speaks for whom. The pageant’s grand design looks toward unity, yet it also exposes boundaries between classes and congregations. Robert sees an opportunity for common purpose, while critics mutter about propriety and control. As the spectacle unfolds, Chris observes how pride, memory, and ambition mingle, offering a mirror to the town’s character and contradictions.

Alongside public events, the novel follows Chris’s private world. She manages the manse with quiet authority, raises Ewan, and weighs her own attachment to the land she left behind. Motherhood brings tenderness and vigilance as the boy tests himself at school and in the streets, already sensing a wider horizon beyond Segget. Chris’s friendships with parish women provide support and perspective, their conversations ranging from prices and washing to rumor and prayer. Her reflections return to fields and weather, measuring time against the steady turn of seasons. This intimate thread balances the public drama, grounding the larger social questions in household tasks and personal memory.

National currents surge through the town. The rise of labor politics, arguments about ownership, and the echo of the General Strike bring sharper edges to local debate. Meetings, pamphlets, and newspapers ferment opinion; authorities and employers watch closely. Robert’s sermons grow more urgent as he links scripture to present troubles, prompting letters of complaint and uneasy sessions with elders. The strain of the times shows in bodies and voices, in sleepless nights and tense doorsteps. Against this, the landscape remains a constant: the height of Cloud Howe, the sweep of weather over fields and roofs, a reminder of scale beyond the day’s quarrels.

A crisis gathers, testing loyalties and convictions alike. It centers on a public moment when the town must decide what it will accept and whom it will follow, and it converges on the spaces that have carried meaning throughout—kirk, manse, and stones. Robert’s calling meets its hardest trial, and Chris stands within the circle of consequence, witnessing the limits of persuasion and the cost of commitment. The event reshapes the parish and alters the course of the household. Without detailing its outcome, the narrative marks this as a turning point: a close of one pattern of living and the opening of another, less certain, path.

In the aftermath, departures and reorientations follow. Chris looks toward a future that will move beyond Segget, carrying her son and her memories into a changing Scotland. The novel’s concluding movement affirms endurance while acknowledging loss, holding together the pull of land, the demands of conscience, and the realities of modern towns. Cloud Howe thus functions as a bridge between rural rootedness and urban challenge, between inherited belief and active reform. Its message is plain: individuals live within larger tides of history, and hope and hardship often arrive together. The road forward will continue into the closing volume’s new terrain.
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    Cloud Howe is set in the early to mid 1920s in the fictional small burgh of Segget, modelled on the Howe of the Mearns in Kincardineshire, northeast Scotland. The town sits amid mixed farming country but depends on a textile mill and small trades, tying rural rhythms to an industrial wage economy. The period is the tense aftermath of the First World War, when demobilisation, falling prices, and social unrest reshape everyday life. Ecclesiastical authority remains powerful: the parish kirk governs ritual and respectability, while municipal boards control relief and housing. Rail and road links to Montrose, Aberdeen, and Dundee bring national currents—labour politics, church disputes, and economic shocks—directly into Segget’s streets and homes.

The aftermath of the First World War (1914–1918) was marked in Scotland by heavy casualties, demobilisation unrest, and pervasive commemoration. Over 100,000 Scots were killed, and nearly every parish erected a war memorial between 1919 and the early 1920s. Demobilised soldiers returned to tight labour markets and rising prices, while bereaved families struggled with pensions and Poor Law rules. In Cloud Howe, the community’s life is haunted by the war’s losses that carried over from Sunset Song: the silences, memorial services, and the minister’s pastoral duties reflect a Scotland still counting the dead and negotiating the moral claims of sacrifice, duty, and the expectation of a better world that did not arrive.

The agricultural and industrial slump of 1920–1923 struck the Mearns and nearby textile districts hard. The postwar boom collapsed after the Corn Production Act’s guarantees were repealed in 1921, spurring farm rent pressures and wage cuts; commodity prices fell sharply in 1920–1922. In Angus and Dundee, jute and linen contracted as global competition intensified and wartime demand evaporated. Small burghs dependent on a single mill faced layoffs and shortened hours. Cloud Howe mirrors these pressures in Segget’s dependence on its mill owners, whose decisions reverberate through wage packets, church collections, and charity. The novel’s social tensions—town boards, gossip, and hunger—track the deflationary decade’s unforgiving arithmetic.

The 1926 General Strike (4–12 May) was the decade’s pivotal confrontation. It followed years of conflict in the coalfields: after the 1921 miners’ dispute and Black Friday, employers pressed for longer hours and wage reductions. The Samuel Commission reported in March 1926, recommending reorganisation but accepting wage cuts; the Trades Union Congress called out key unions in support of the miners. Across Britain, some 1.7–2 million workers—railwaymen, transport, printers, engineers—stopped. The Conservative government had prepared: emergency regulations, the Organization for the Maintenance of Supplies, and the state-run paper British Gazette maintained essential services and a hard line. After nine days the TUC called off the strike; miners stayed locked out until November 1926 and ultimately returned on bitter terms. In Scotland, coal districts in Fife, Lanarkshire, and Ayrshire were epicentres, with solidarity actions in towns linked by rail and coastal trade. Relief committees, soup kitchens, and parish efforts became lifelines as unemployment insurance lagged. The strike reconfigured local politics, discrediting moderate arbitration and deepening mistrust between labour and employers. Cloud Howe embeds this crisis in Segget: pickets, shuttered shops, and the uneasy choreography of kirk charity expose class hierarchies. Robert Colquohoun’s ministry encounters the moral test of the strike—whether the kirk stands with order or justice—while Chris witnesses how a national industrial dispute fractures a parish’s intimacies. The novel’s depiction of sustained bitterness after the strike echoes the miners’ prolonged lockout and the lingering sense of defeat that shaped the later 1920s.

Red Clydeside and the rise of Labour formed the political backdrop. The Glasgow 40 Hours movement culminated in the George Square confrontation on 31 January 1919, with troops and tanks deployed to deter mass protest. Figures such as John Maclean and James Maxton galvanized radical politics, while the Independent Labour Party influenced Scottish municipalities. Labour’s electoral surge produced 142 seats in 1922 and the first Labour government under Ramsay MacDonald in 1924. Cloud Howe registers these shifts in parish debates, council meetings, and the language of fairness and control. It frames the drift from Liberal paternalism to Labour municipalism, as townspeople contest rates, relief, and the meaning of representation.

Contests within Scottish Presbyterianism culminated in the 1929 union of the Church of Scotland and the United Free Church, reshaping ecclesiastical authority. Earlier, the Church and Nation Committee’s 1923 report, The Menace of the Irish Race to our Scottish Nationality, signalled the kirk’s entanglement with nativist and social questions, while temperance campaigns under the Temperance (Scotland) Act 1913 sustained local veto polls into the 1920s. Cloud Howe’s Segget shows the kirk as moral court and political forum—disciplining conduct, distributing charity, and asserting civic leadership. Robert Colquohoun’s reforming zeal and the congregation’s resistance dramatise a wider struggle over whether the church would fortify the social order or challenge injustice.

Migration, housing, and welfare shaped everyday life. Under the Empire Settlement Act 1922, assisted passages drew Scots overseas; between 1921 and 1931, more than 400,000 left Scotland, with peaks in 1923–1924. Meanwhile the 1919 Housing, Town Planning, etc. Act financed new municipal estates that began to appear in many burghs mid-decade. Expanding unemployment insurance (notably in 1924) coexisted with austere local relief after the 1922 Geddes cuts. In Cloud Howe, talk of leaving Segget, the visibility of new council houses, and the bureaucratic rituals of relief situate characters in this state-managed, precarious modernity. Changes in the franchise in 1918 and 1928 broaden the electorate shaping those municipal choices.

The book functions as a social and political critique by revealing how power operates through respectability, property, and pulpits in a small Scottish town. It scrutinises the complicity between mill owners, municipal boards, and kirk elders, showing charity as a mechanism of control amid unemployment and strikes. Class divides appear in food, housing, and language, while women’s labour and grief are made visible but undervalued. By threading national crises—the strike, church politics, economic contraction—into parish life, Cloud Howe indicts a system that moralises poverty, punishes dissent, and mistakes order for justice, urging readers to measure institutions by the relief they bring to the least secure.
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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[1] 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, 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[2]. 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[4], 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[5] road. 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[6] 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?

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. 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[3], 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, 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[7] 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
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