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 			 			Introduction

    by Paul Giamatti
 		
    


    Since I was a boy I have had a fascination with Scotland, particularly its literature. Stevenson, Scott and Buchan satisfied my yearning for lochs, castles and lonely outlaw warriors. As I grew up, the misty, Celtic-dream Scotland of my youth, land of mystery, adventure and legend, gave way to a more complex, more real Scotland.


But I am still romantic – or naïve – enough to believe that the instinctive visions of childhood are connected to something essential and primal in us. They are pure in their inarticulate expression of prehistoric, truly existential mystery. The book you have before you, this agonised, funny and terribly sad book, is a mature expression of those childhood instincts. It is a profound exploration of the loneliness, fear and heroism hidden in the ancient heart of Man.


I first read this book twenty-two years ago in Seattle in the Pacific Northwest, another somber landscape of mountains and drizzly lakes. Like many of the books that I have loved in my life, I vividly remember the experience: the queer little warren of a used bookstore that I bought it in, a labyrinth of overstuffed shelves; the squinting and silent old man who sold it to me (he grunted his approval of my purchase). And I remember the soft semi-collapsed armchair I read it in. I went clean through it in one long day’s sitting.


I was trying to be a more mature reader, and I had been lucky: I had just read Lanark by Alasdair Gray, a challenging, astounding book, and I was looking for more of this darker, literary Scotland. I took up this book next. Good heavens, what a duo! I was deeply grieved by The Cone-Gatherers, moved by the simple story and the clean prose that reminded me at times of Joseph Conrad. I remember being struck by the line that ends chapter 13, ‘By being born therefore, or even conceived, one became involved’, a notion Conradian in its concision and sentiment. Re-reading the book now, many years later, it is even greater than I remembered. I am awed by it.


The story is simple: two outsiders – Neil and his younger brother Calum, an angelic hunchbacked dwarf – are hired to gather cones on the soon-to-be deforested estate of Lady Runcie Campbell. Most of the men of the estate have left to fight in the Second World War, leaving only those too old to fight, including the pathological gamekeeper Mr Duror. The story follows the course of his irrational and increasingly violent envy of the cone-gatherers – Calum in particular. Mr Duror resists his own madness, and it makes him as tragic a figure as the cone-gatherers themselves. 


I used the word agonised before, and that calls to mind the ancient Greek concept of the agon and the dire, dramatic struggle at the heart of this book. There is a quality of Greek tragedy here, an elemental drama simply presented: an Arcadian setting, a few characters and a terrifying inevitability. We know from the beginning how this drama is going to end: Calum must die and Duror must kill him. But Robin Jenkins is an artist of such power that he maintains a sense of suspense even in the face of fate. He keeps moments of the tragedy truly obscene, in the original sense of the word, ‘offstage’: we never know what Duror does to his unfortunate wife in front of Lady Runcie Campbell, but it is literally unspeakable, and all the more disturbing for it.


The Cone-Gatherers is Shakespearean in scope, in its tragedy and even in its comedy (the Forest of Arden is our novel’s forest, too). In a masterful stroke near the awful climax of the story, Jenkins stops the drama and sends in the wonderful, sardonic clown Graham, and we suddenly find ourselves in the company of a character not at all unlike the Porter in Macbeth. The horror is deferred and we are offered some small relief before the passion and violence and blood explode. 


The novel is also steeped in Christian imagery, and situated in a Judeo Christian world: we are in Eden, not only Arcadia. It is the tough, fibrous Christianity of Scottish history, of inescapable sin and damnation – Calvinist, I suppose. But I think this remarkable writer is peering more deeply into the history of the human soul, into the pagan and primitive past that is common to us all. 


The source of Duror’s rage and rot lies far back in the blackness of Time; we will never find it. His malice is provoked, in part, by the literal and emotional displacement of the horrifying modern war that provides the backdrop to this tale, but the evil that possesses Duror is unfathomable, ancient and enigmatic. It is the motiveless evil of Iago, the rage of Ajax, the suffering of Philoctetes (another man left out of a war he desperately wanted to fight). He reminds me of the demon-men who materialise in so many works of Scottish literature, in Stevenson and in James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner; the kind of demon-men that haunted even a gentler novelist like Sir Walter Scott. He becomes the devil of folktale, the smooth-faced fellow met in the woods. Like a twisted Green Man, he is both an integral part of nature and horribly apart from it. He leaves his hoof print on a rock; he is a presence that cannot be articulated, a pre-Christian devil. That .Devil. The real one.


Yet perhaps Mr Duror is merely an actor in an extraordinary tragedy, cast in a role he hardly understands, a role he is surprised to find himself playing so comfortably. I don’t think evil wins at the end of this tale. Jenkins is too sophisticated an artist for that. The Christ, The King, Calum, must die, must be sacrificed, but the demon of the tale has the humanity to kill himself, to blow his own face off, to take off his mask. The stage is left to the conflicted, confused and very human Lady. The possible future is in her hands. 


Robin Jenkins was a great artist and a great man, and he has given us a kind of fable: a true fable. It is a dark tale, brutal and truthful, and yet it is also delicate and lovely. It glows darkly. And, after all, it ends mercifully, with these very necessary words: 


Pity, hope, joy and heart.







    
   CHAPTER ONE

 It was a good tree by the sea-loch, with many cones and much sunshine; it was homely too, with rests among its topmost branches as comfortable as chairs.
  For hours the two men had worked in silence there, a hundred feet from the earth, closer, it seemed, to the blue sky round which they had watched the sun slip. Misted in the morning, the loch had gone through many shades of blue and now was mauve, like the low hills on its far side. Seals that had been playing tag in and out of the seaweed under the surface had disappeared round the point, like children gone home for tea. A destroyer had steamed seawards, with a sailor singing cheerfully. More sudden and swifter than hawks, and roaring louder than waterfalls, aeroplanes had shot down from the sky over the wood, whose autumnal colours they seemed to have copied for camouflage. In the silence that had followed gunshots had cracked far off in the wood.
 From the tall larch could be glimpsed, across the various-tinted crowns of the trees, the chimneys of the mansion behind its private fence of giant silver firs. Neil, the elder of the brothers, had often paused, his hand stretched out from its ragged sleeve to pluck the sweet resinous cones, and gazed at the great house with a calm yet bitter intentness and anticipation, as if, having put a spell on it, he was waiting for it to change. He never said what he expected or why he watched; nor did his brother ever ask.
 For Calum the tree-top was interest enough; in it he was as indigenous as squirrel or bird. His black curly hair was speckled with orange needles; his torn jacket was stained green, as was his left knee visible through a hole rubbed in his trousers. Chaffinches fluttered round him, ignoring his brother; now and then one would alight on his head or shoulder. He kept chuckling to them, and his sunburnt face was alert and beautiful with trust. Yet he was a much faster gatherer than his brother, and reached far out to where the brittle branches drooped and creaked under his weight. Neil would sometimes glance across to call out: Careful. It was the only word spoken in the past two hours.
 The time came when, thrilling as a pipe lament across the water, daylight announced it must go: there was a last blaze of light, an uncanny clarity, a splendour and puissance; and then the abdication began. Single stars appeared, glittering in a sky pale and austere. Dusk like a breathing drifted in among the trees and crept over the loch. Slowly the mottled yellow of the chestnuts, the bronze of beech, the saffron of birches, all the magnificent sombre harmonies of decay, became indistinguishable. Owls hooted. A fox barked.
 It was past time to climb down and go home. The path to the earth was unfamiliar; in the dark it might be dangerous. Once safely down, they would have to find their way like ghosts to their hut in the heart of the wood. Yet Neil did not give the word to go down. It was not zeal to fill the bags that made him linger, for he had given up gathering. He just sat, motionless and silent; and his brother, accustomed to these trances, waited in sympathy: he was sure that even at midnight he could climb down any tree, and help Neil to climb down too. He did not know what Neil was thinking, and never asked; even if told he would not understand. It was enough that they were together.
 For about half an hour they sat there, no longer working. The scent of the tree seemed to strengthen with the darkness, until Calum fancied he was resting in the heart of an enormous flower. As he breathed in the fragrance, he stroked the branches, and to his gentle hands they were as soft as petals. More owls cried. Listening, as if he was an owl himself, he saw in imagination the birds huddled on branches far lower than this one on which he sat. He became an owl himself, he rose and fanned his wings, flew close to the ground, and then swooped, to rise again with vole or shrew squeaking in his talons. Part-bird then, part-man, he suffered in the ineluctable predicament of necessary pain and death. The owl could not be blamed; it lived according to its nature; but its victim must be pitied. This was the terrifying mystery, why creatures he loved should kill one another. He had been told that all over the world in the war now being fought men, women, and children were being slaughtered in thousands; cities were being burnt down. He could not understand it, and so he tried, with success, to forget it.
 Well, wed better make for down, said Neil at last, with a heavy sigh.
 I could sit up here all night, Neil, his brother assured him eagerly.
 Neil was angry, though he did not raise his voice. Are you a monkey to want to spend all your life in a tree?
 No, Neil.
 What would you eat up here? The cones?
 Calum laughed. I dont think so, Neil. Theyre not good.
 Dont tell me youve tried them?
 This time Calums laughter was a confession.
 Neil would not see it as a joke.
 No wonder they come and stare up at you, as if you were a monkey, he said.
 Calum knew he was referring to the boy and girl who lived in the big house. They had only come once, and he had not minded their admiration.
 Neil was silent for nearly a minute.
 But why shouldnt we be called monkeys? he muttered. Dont we spend most of our lives in trees? And dont we live in a box fit for monkeys?
 Calum became sad: he liked their tiny hut.
 Yonders a house with fifty rooms, went on Neil, every one of them three times the size of our hut, and nearly all of them empty.
 But we couldnt live in the big house, Neil.
 Why couldnt we? Were human beings just like them. We need space to live and breathe in.
  We get lots of space in the trees, Neil, and on the hills.
 Like birds and animals, you mean?
 Were just simple folk, Neil. I want us just to be simple folk.
 Neil yielded to the appeal in his brothers voice, and also to the uselessness of complaint.
 I ken you do, Calum, he said. And I ken too that, though youre simple, youre better than any of them. Is to be always happy a crime? Is it daft never to be angry or jealous or full of spite? Youre better and wiser than any of them.
 Calum smiled, scarcely knowing what the words meant.
 But it wouldnt have hurt them to let us stay in the summer-house, cried Neil, with another burst of passion, for all the time well be here. No, we would soil it for them; and as soon as the wars over its to be knocked down anyway. It just wouldnt do for us to be using what the grand folk once used.
 He paused, and sighed again.
 Whats the matter with me these days, Calum? he asked. Is it Im getting too old? Am I frightened at something? It just comes over me. Sometimes I think it must be the war. There seems to be death in the air.
 Calum shivered: he knew and feared death.
 This wood, said Neil, its to be cut down in the spring.
 I ken that, whimpered Calum.
 Theres no sense in being sorry for trees, said his brother, when there are more men than trees being struck down. You can make use of a tree, but what use is a dead man? Trees can be replaced in time. Arent we ourselves picking the cones for seed? Can you replace dead men?
 He knew that the answer was: yes, the dead men would be replaced. After a war the population of the world increased. But none would be replaced by him. To look after his brother, he had never got married, though once he had come very near it: that memory often revived to turn his heart melancholy.
  Wed better get down, he muttered. You lead the way, Calum, as usual.
 Sure, Ill lead the way, Neil.
 Delighted to be out of this bondage of talk, Calum set his bag of cones firmly round his shoulders, and with consummate confidence and grace began the descent through the inner night of the great tree. Not once, all the long way down, was he at a loss. He seemed to find holds by instinct, and patiently guided his brothers feet on to them. Alone, Neil would have been in trouble; he was as dependent on his brother as if he was blind; and Calum made no attempt to make his superiority as climber compensate for his inferiority as talker. Every time he caught his brothers foot and set it on a safe branch it was an act of love. Once, when Neil slid down quicker than he meant and stamped on Calums fingers, the latter uttered no complaint but smiled in the dark and sucked the bruise.
 It was different as soon as they were on the ground. Neil immediately strode out, and Calum, hurrying to keep close behind, often stumbled. Gone were the balance and sureness he had shown in the tree. If there was a hollow or a stone or a stick, he would trip over it. He never grumbled at such mishaps, but scrambled up at once, anxious only not to be a hindrance to his brother.
 When they reached the beginning of the ride that divided a cluster of Norway spruces, Neil threw over his shoulder the usual warning: to leave the snares alone, whether there were rabbits in them half throttled or hungry or frantic; and Calum gave the usual sad guilty promise.
 During their very first day in the wood they had got into trouble with the gamekeeper. Calum had released two rabbits from snares. Neil had been angry and had prophesied trouble. It had come next evening when Duror, the big keeper, had been waiting for them outside their hut. His rage had been quiet but intimidating. Neil had said little in reply, but had faced up to the gun raised once or twice to emphasise threats. Calum, demoralised as always by hatred, had cowered against the hut, hiding his face.
  Duror had sworn that he would seize the first chance to hound them out of the wood; they were in it, he said, sore against his wish. Neil therefore had made Calum swear by an oath which he didnt understand but which to Neil was the most sacred on earth: by their dead mother, he had to swear never again to interfere with the snares. He could not remember his mother, who had died soon after he was born.
 Now this evening, as he trotted down the ride, he prayed by a bright star above that there would be no rabbits squealing in pain. If there were, he could not help them; he would have to rush past, tears in his eyes, fingers in his ears.
 Several rabbits were caught, all dead except one; it pounded on the grass and made choking noises. Neil had passed it without noticing. Calum moaned in dismay at this dilemma of either displeasing his brother or forsaking a hurt creature. He remembered his solemn promise; he remembered too the cold hatred of the gamekeeper; he knew that the penalty for interfering might be expulsion from this wood where he loved to work; but above all he shared the suffering of the rabbit.
 When he bent down to rescue it, he had not decided in terms of right and wrong, humanity and cruelty; he had merely yielded to instinct. Accordingly he was baffled when, with one hand firmly but tenderly gripping its ears, he felt with the other to find where the wire noose held it, and discovered that both front paws were not only caught but were also broken. If he freed it, it would not be able to run; it would have to push itself along on its belly, at the mercy of its many enemies. No creature on earth would help it; other rabbits would attack it because it was crippled.
 As he knelt, sobbing in his quandary, the rabbits squeals brought Neil rushing back.
 Are you daft right enough? shouted Neil, dragging him to his feet. His voice, with its anger, sounded forlorn amidst the tall dark trees. Didnt you promise to leave them alone?
 Its just one, Neil. Its legs are broken.
  And what if they are? Are you such a child youre going to cry because a rabbits legs are broken in a snare? Will you never grow up, Calum? Youre a man of thirty-one, not a child of ten.
 Its in pain, Neil.
 Havent I told you, hundreds of times, theres a war? Men and women and children too, at this very minute, are having their legs blown away and their faces burnt off them.
 Calum whimpered.
 I ken you dont like to hear about such things, Calum. Nobody does, but they are happening, and surely theyre more to worry about than a rabbit.
 Put it out of its pain, Neil.
 Am I to kill it? In spite of him, his question was a gibe.
 Calum had not the subtlety to explain why death, dealt in pity, was preferable to suffering and loneliness and ultimately death from foxs teeth or keepers boot.
 Why dont you kill it yourself? persisted Neil.
 I couldnt, Neil.
 Not only love for his brother silenced Neil then: he knew that what Calum represented, pity so meek as to be paralysed by the suffering that provoked it, ought to be regretted perhaps, but never despised.
 Nevertheless he remained thrawn.
 I dont like to do it any more than you do, Calum, he said. Its not my nature to seek to hurt any creature alive.
 I ken that fine, Neil.
 Well just have to leave it for the keeper. Hell kill it soon enough. Its not our business anyway. If he finds weve been interfering again hell tell the lady on us and shell have us sent out of the wood. Not that that would worry me much. I dont like it here as much as you seem to. Id far rather be back at Ardmore, cutting the bracken or clearing the drains.
 But Mr Tulloch wants us to work here, Neil. He says the cones are needed.
 The cones! In anger Neil snatched from his bag a fistful of cones and flung them viciously into the trees. They rattled against the branches and fell to the ground. He hated these cones, which kept them prisoners in this wood just as the snare held the rabbit. Mr Tulloch, the forester at Ardmore, where they worked, had asked them as the men most easily spared to take on this six or seven weeks spell of gathering larch and pine and spruce cones. The seed was necessary, as the usual imports were cut off by the war. Lady Runcie-Campbell had given permission as a patriotic duty. She managed the estate in the absence of Sir Colin, who was in the army. If they offended her so that she insisted on their being removed, Mr Tulloch, for all his kindness, might be so annoyed he would sack them altogether, and they would have to set out again in search of work, shelter, and friendliness. For five years they had been happy at Ardmore, planting trees on remote hills, living in their own cosy bothy, and bothering no one.
 Defeated by the cones, Neil took another handful and flung them, this time feebly.
 Its not the cones fault, he muttered. Im daft to blame them. I dont ken whose fault it is. Come on, wed better get to the hut.
 Calum clutched him.
 What about the rabbit, Neil? he wailed.
 Neil shook off the beseeching grasp.
 Never mind it, he cried, as he strode away. Leave it. Itll die soon enough. Do you want to ruin us just because of a rabbit? Havent I told you a thousand times theres a war in the world? Where will the likes of us ever find anybody as good and fair as Mr Tullochs been? Hell not want to sack us, but there are men above him wholl be furious if they hear weve offended the lady who belongs to this wood.
 While his brother was moving away shouting, Calum was kneeling by the rabbit. He had seen it done before: grip the ears firmly, stretch the neck, and strike with the side of the hand: so simple was death. But as he touched the long ears, and felt them warm and pulsating with a life not his own, he realised he could not do the rabbit this peculiar kindness; he must leave it to the callous hand or boot of the gamekeeper.
 He rose and ran stumbling and whimpering after his brother.
 Hidden among the spruces at the edge of the ride, near enough to catch the smell of larch off the cones and to be struck by some of those thrown, stood Duror the gamekeeper, in an icy sweat of hatred, with his gun aimed all the time at the feebleminded hunchback grovelling over the rabbit. To pull the trigger, requiring far less force than to break a rabbits neck, and then to hear simultaneously the clean report of the gun and the last obscene squeal of the killed dwarf would have been for him, he thought, release too, from the noose of disgust and despair drawn, these past few days, so much tighter.
 He had waited for over an hour there to see them pass. Every minute had been a purgatory of humiliation: it was as if he was in their service, forced to wait upon them as upon his masters. Yet he hated and despised them far more powerfully than ever he had liked and respected Sir Colin and Lady Runcie-Campbell. While waiting, he had imagined them in the darkness missing their footing in the tall tree and coming crashing down through the sea of branches to lie dead on the ground. So passionate had been his visualising of that scene, he seemed himself to be standing on the floor of a fantastic sea, with an owl and a herd of roe-deer flitting by quiet as fish, while the yellow ferns and bronzen brackens at his feet gleamed like seaweed, and the spruce trees swayed above him like submarine monsters.
 He could have named, item by item, leaf and fruit and branch, the overspreading tree of revulsion in him; but he could not tell the force which made it grow, any more than he could have explained the life in himself, or in the dying rabbit, or in any of the trees about him.
 This wood had always been his stronghold and sanctuary; there were many places secret to him where he had been able to fortify his sanity and hope. But now the wood was invaded and defiled; its cleansing and reviving virtues were gone. Into it had crept this hunchback, himself one of natures freaks, whose abject acceptance of nature, like the whining prostrations of a heathen in front of an idol, had made acceptance no longer possible for Duror himself. He was humpbacked, with one shoulder higher than the other; he had no neck, and on the misshapen lump of his body sat a face so beautiful and guileless as to be a diabolical joke. He was now in the wood, protected, not to be driven out or shot at or trapped or trampled on; and with him was his brother, tall, thin, grey-haired, with an appearance of harsh meditation obviously false in a man who read no books and could only spell through a newspaper word by word. They had been brought into the wood: a greasy shed, hardly bigger than a rabbit-hutch, had been knocked together in a couple of hours, and set up in one of Durors haunts, a clearing amongst cypresses, where, in early summer, hyacinths had bloomed in thousands. Already, after only a week, the ground round about was filthy with their refuse and ordure. They were to be allowed to pollute every tree in the wood except the silver firs near the big house.
 Duror was alone in his obsession. No one else found their presence obnoxious; everybody accepted the foresters description of them as shy, honest, hard-working, respectable men. Lady Runcie-Campbell, without seeing them, judging by what she had been told, had said she was sorry for them, and she had issued an order to all her employees that they were to be treated with sympathy. Her fourteen-year-old son Roderick looked on them as heroes because they climbed into the very crests of the trees; even Miss Sheila, sophisticated beyond her twelve years, had gone to admire their climbing. It was true that the children of Lendrick, the village five miles away, where the brothers visited every Saturday, shouted names after them in the street; but they did not shout with the wholehearted cruelty that children could, and their elders, the shopping housewives and the dark-jerseyed fishermen outside the hotel, reproved them instantly and sharply.
 Since childhood Duror had been repelled by anything living that had an imperfection or deformity or lack: a cat with three legs had roused pity in others, in him an ungovernable disgust. Other boys had stripped the wings off flies, he had been compelled to squash the desecrated remnants: often he had been struck for what was considered interference or conceited pity. Nobody had guessed he had been under a compulsion inexplicable then, and now in manhood, after the silent tribulation of the past twenty years, an accumulated horror, which the arrival of these cone-gatherers seemed at last about to let loose.
 When he was sure they were too far in front to hear him he came out from the pines. For a minute or two he stood beside the rabbit, pitying it not for its terror or pain or nearness to death, but for having so recently been the victim of the hunchbacks drivelling sorrow. Anyone seeing him there, so silent and intent, might have thought he was praying, or at any rate making some kind of preparation in his mind for the taking of life. When he did kneel, on one knee, to break the rabbits neck with one blow, it was like an act of sacrifice, so swift, so efficient, and somehow so purposeful. When he arose his fist was clenched, and in the darkness he opened it and held it open, empty, for a few seconds.
 He went along the ride, climbed the fence, and followed the path that led by the side of a stream to the hut. Weeping ashes there gleamed paler than the rushing water. Beside the great cedar of Lebanon, the vastest tree in the wood, he paused for a minute or two, listening to what ought to have been the silence of the night accentuated rather than blemished by such noises as waters gurgle, trees rustle, and a far-off seagulls screaming. But at that high point on the path, beside this gigantic tree whose branches reached as high as the stars, and beyond into the darker haunted night of the Bible remembered from childhood, the light from the cone-gatherers hut could be seen. Therefore what Duror heard was a roaring within him, as if that tree of hatred and revulsion was being tossed by a gale. He was shaken physically by that onslaught and had to rest against the cedar, with his gaze upon that small gleam in the clearing below on the other side of the burn. He knew it would be more sensible and more worthy of himself to turn and go home: here there could be only further degradation and shame, with possible disaster; but in him was a force more powerful than common sense or pride. He could not name it, but it dragged him irresistibly down towards that hut.
 Amidst the bottommost branches of a cypress, curving out like hard green tusks, he stood and once again abandoned himself to that meaningless vigil.
 The hut was lit by oil-lamp. He smelled paraffin as well as woodsmoke. He knew they picked up old cones to kindle the fire, and on Sunday they had worked for hours sawing up blown timber for firewood: they had been given permission to do so. The only window was not in the wall facing him, so that he could not see inside; but he had been in their hut so often, they were in his imagination so vividly, and he was so close every sound they made could be interpreted; therefore it was easy for him to picture them as they went about making their meal. They peeled their potatoes the night before, and left them in a pot of cold water. They did not wash before they started to cook or eat. They did not change their clothes. They had no table; an upturned box did instead, with a newspaper for a cloth; and each sat on his own bed. They seldom spoke. All evening they would be dumb, the taller brooding over a days-old paper, the dwarf carving some animal out of wood: at present he was making a squirrel. Seeing it half finished that afternoon, holding it shudderingly in his hands, Duror had against his will, against indeed the whole frenzied thrust of his being, sensed the kinship between the carver and the creature whose likeness he was carving. When complete, the squirrel would be not only recognisable, it would be almost alive. To Duror it had been the final defeat that such ability should be in a half-man, a freak, an imbecile. He had read that the Germans were putting idiots and cripples to death in gas chambers. Outwardly, as everybody expected, he condemned such barbarity; inwardly, thinking of idiocy and crippledness not as abstractions but as embodied in the crouchbacked cone-gatherer, he had profoundly approved.
  At last he roused himself and moved away. Yet, though he was going home, he felt was leaving behind him in that hut something unresolved, which would never cease to torment him. It was almost as if there were not two brothers, but three; he himself was the third. Once he halted and looked back. His fists tightened on his gun. He saw himself returning, kicking open the door, shouting at them his disgust, and then blasting them both to everlasting perdition. He felt an icy hand on his brow as he imagined that hideous but liberating fratricide. Surely they would lie there unheeded under the cypresses. Surely they were of no more consequence than the frogs which in mating time, with the smaller male on his mates back, crossed the public road and were crushed in their thousands under the wheels of the army trucks. Surely their deaths like the frogs could not be called murder.
 As he went on his way again to reach the road, he thought how incomprehensible and unjust it was that in Europe, in Africa, and in China, many tall, strong, healthy, brave, intelligent men were killing one another, while in that dirty little hut those two sub-humans lived in peace, as if under Gods protection. He could not understand that, and he was sure nobody could.







    
 			CHAPTER TWO

 		Duror had walked about a quarter of a mile along the road when a motor car, with masked headlights, overtook and passed him, hooting peevishly. It drew up a short way in front, with two apologetic and welcoming toots of its horn. When he came nearer he recognised it as Dr Mathesons car, and wished he had waited in the wood a half-hour longer.
 	 The old man grinned at him.
Thought I recognised your stalwart figure, Duror, he chuckled. Youre not frightened, though, strolling along like that in the dark. Country folk these days ought to be supplied with luminous behinds. Been out on the prowl for poachers?
Yes, doctor.
The doctor smacked his lips. Damned if I blame them, he said, with meat as scarce as it is. You know Im partial to a tender haunch of venison myself. Get in. Ill take you as far as the gate.
Duror hesitated: he was in no mood to suffer the doctors inquisitive inanities.
Put your gun at the back. Hope its not loaded. I hate the things. If youd your dogs with you, damned if I would have stopped. Cant abide the brutes in a car. My wife used to have one, a brown spaniel; it would keep licking the back of my neck. She said it was only showing its affection. Queer affection, eh, to tickle me into the front of a bus. Get in, man. What are you waiting for?
Duror climbed in, placing his gun beside the doctors bag on the back seat.
Soon they were moving on again.
Is Black still at Laggan? asked the doctor.
Aye.
Black was the estate forester. He had been loaned by his mistress to the Timber Control Authorities, who were felling a wood at Laggan. He had had to accept the transfer as a national service. In the spring he would return to superintend the cutting down of his own wood.
The doctor was smiling slyly.
So youre the monarch of the woods? he asked.
Duror said nothing.
A nice fellow, Tom Black, said the doctor, but a shade too severe and upright for comfortable Christian intercourse. I understand he believes that every leaf that falls belongs to his master.
So it does.
In theory, certainly. But you and I know, as men of the world, that a wide breathing-space must be allowed between theory and practice; otherwise ordinary mortals like us would be suffocated.
Duror made no comment.
Shoot any deer these days?
Now and again.
The doctor, sniffing hard, was not only in fancy relishing venison; he was also indicating that, in Blacks absence, deer might safely be killed and shared with a friend.
Wolf it all up at the big house, I suppose?
Most of it goes to hospitals.
The doctor was surprised; he was even shocked; he whistled. Is that so? Take care of the sick, and let the healthy pine. Uneasiness entered his laughter as Duror glanced at him. A joke, Duror, he added, clean against all professional ethics. But all the same it is damned scun-nersome, spam, spam, spam, at every meal. One of the pleasures I thought I could look forward to in my old age was that of the palate. They tell me even as a baby in my pram I chose the choicest cherry. Why not? Fine eatings a civilised pastime, and fine drinking too, of course. God, how scarce good whiskys become. Its not to be had for love nor money.
Id have thought a man in your position, doctor, would have a better chance than most any folk.
Meaning what? The doctor was involuntarily peevish: the quest for whisky and palatable food was real, bitter, and ceaseless.
Well, you carry life and death in your bag.
Ho, grunted the old man.
And you attend butchers and grocers and farmers and publicans.
Are you insinuating I use my professional position to extort favours from my patients?
Duror smiled at that haughty senile indignation.
The doctor saw that indignation was a foolish tactic. He began to cackle.
Damn your impudence, Duror, he said. Youre a sleekit one all right. You dont say much, but you think plenty. Well, however I fare in other directions, and Im admitting nothing, I never see any venison. Ive seen it on the hoof all right racing across the hillsides, but its a hell of a long time since I smelled it on my plate. Hows Peggy keeping these days?
It was an astute question. Peggy was Durors wife: for the past twenty years she had lain in bed and grown monstrously obese; her legs were paralysed.
Durors voice was as stripped of emotion as a winter tree.
As well as can be expected, he said.
Like myself, still eating more thans good for her, I suppose? Well, God help us, weve to take our pleasures where we can; and skimpy pleasures they are today. Your Peggys had a raw deal from life, Duror.
Aye.
The doctor, with professional interest, glanced aside at the lean, smooth, handsome, tight-lipped face. For all its composure he suspected a sort of fanaticism lurking in it. God knew how many inhibitions, repressions, and complexes were twisting and coiling there, like the snakes of damnation. God ought to know, for the human mind and its vicissitudes were more His business than a country doctors. Physically Duror was as strong as a bear: a fastidious man too, not any whore would suffice. Well, there used in the palmy days before the war to be a fine selection of maids to choose from in the big house. There were few now: Mars had claimed his nymphs, and paid them well.
And Mrs Lochie?
She never complains.
The doctor was surprised by a sudden pang of pity for his companion. In that conventional answer was concealed the kind of stoicism and irony that he admired. Mrs Lochie was Durors mother-in-law, who kept house for him and nursed his wife. Behind his back she slandered him to everybody, even, it was said, to passing pedlars. What she said to his face in private could be conjectured. Yes, thought the doctor, poor Duror for all his pretence of self-possession and invulnerability had been fighting his own war for years: there must be deep wounds, though they did not show; and there could not be victory.
Unaccountably the doctor laughed: annoyed with himself, he had to lie.
Excuse me, Duror, he said. Something old Maggie McHugh of Fernbrae said. Ive just been having a look at old Rabs leg; he broke it three weeks ago taking a kick at a thrawn cow. Shes a coarse old tinker, yon one, but refreshing. Anyway, I find her refreshing. What she was for doing to Hitler. He laughed again. Well, here we are at the manorial gates.
He stopped the car, and Duror, picking up his gun, got out.
Thanks, doctor, he said, touching his cap.
Dont mention it. This a Home Guard night?
No.
Well, if you should happen to shoot any deer, be sure to tell it I was asking for it.
Ill do that, doctor.
And, Duror  The doctor, wishing out of compassion and duty to say something helpful and comforting, found there was nothing he could think of.
Duror waited.
Weve just got to make the best of things, Duror. I know thats a bloody trite thing to say, and not much help. Good night.
Good night, doctor, replied Duror, smiling, and thanks again for the lift.
As he watched the car move away his smile faded: a profound bleakness took its place.
Greedy old pig, he murmured. So its only venison you lack?
At his usual easy assured pace he walked through the gateway. Passing the gate-house, he remembered young John Farquarson whom he had once seen lying outside it in his pram, and who now was soldiering in Africa. The envy that he felt, corrosive and agonising, was again reduced outwardly to a faint smile. Thus for the past twenty years he had disciplined himself to hide suffering. By everyone, except Mrs Lochie, he was known as a man of restraint, reticence, and gravity; she alone had caught glimpses of him with the iron mask of determination off for a rest. This overwhelming aversion for the insignificant cone-gatherers had taken him unawares; with it had come the imbecile frenzy to drive them out of the wood, the even more imbecile hope that their expulsion would avert the crisis darkening in his mind, and consequently the feeling of dependence upon them. For a long time he had dreaded this loss of control, this pleasing of itself by his tormented mind; now it was happening.
A large elm tree stood outside his house. Many times, just by staring at it, in winter even, his mind had been soothed, his faith in his ability to endure to the end sustained. Here was a work of nature, living in the way ordained, resisting the buffets of tempests and repairing with its own silent strength the damage suffered: at all times simple, adequate, preeminently in its proper place. It had become a habit with him, leaving the house in the morning, returning to it at night, to touch the tree: not to caress it, or press it, or let his hand linger; just lightly to touch it, with no word spoken and no thought formed. Now the bond was broken. He could not bear to look at the tall tree: he was betraying it; he no longer was willing to share with it the burden of endurance.
Like a man to whom time was plentiful, and numerous resources still available, he set his gun neatly in the rack in the porch and hung his cap on its peg. It seemed to be that obvious and commonplace act, the hanging of the old tweed cap on brass peg in the oak panelling of the porch, that deranged his mind so that abruptly it became reluctant or even unable to accept that he was now at home, in his own house, amidst carpets, pictures, and furniture all familiar in themselves and in their tidiness. He saw all these, just as he heard the Scottish dance music from the living-room, and felt the warmth after the chilly evening; yet it was as if, after his long vigil under the cypress tree, he had at last entered the cone-gatherers hut. Hesitating there in the hallway, he felt himself breaking apart: doomed and resigned he was in the house; still yearning after hope, he was in that miserable hut.
He allowed himself no such gestures as putting hand to brow or closing his eyes. Why should he no longer simulate pleasure at being home? What salvation was he seeking in this hut under the cypress?
Is that you, John? called his mother-in-law sharply from the living-room.
Aye, its me, he answered, and went in.
She was seated knitting beside the wireless set. The door to Peggys bedroom was wide open to let her too listen to the cheerful music.
Mrs Lochie was a stout white-haired woman, with an expression of dour resoluteness that she wore always, whether peeling potatoes or feeding hens or as at present knitting a white bedjacket. It was her intimation that never would she allow her daughters misfortune to conquer her, but that also never would she forgive whoever was responsible for that misfortune. Even in sleep her features did not relax, as if God too was a suspect, not to be trusted.
Youre late, she said, as she rose and put down her knitting. It was an accusation. Shes been anxious about you. Ill set out your tea.
Thanks, he said, and stood still.
Arent you going in? she asked. Thats her shouting for you. She came close to him and whispered. Do you think I dont ken what an effort it is for you?
There was no pity in her question, only condemnation; and his very glance towards the bedroom where his wife, with plaintive giggles, kept calling his name proved her right.
Its a pity, isnt it, whispered Mrs Lochie, with a smile, she doesnt die and leave you in peace?
He did not deny her insinuation, nor did he try to explain to her that love itself perhaps could become paralysed.
Take care, though, she muttered, as she went away, you dont let her see it.
With a shudder he walked over and stood in the doorway of the bedroom.
Peggy was propped up on pillows, and was busy chewing. The sweetness of her youth still haunting amidst the great wobbling masses of pallid fat that composed her face added to her grotesqueness a pathos that often had visitors bursting into unexpected tears. She loved children but they were terrified by her; she would for hours dandle a pillow as if it was a baby. Her hair was still wonderfully black and glossy, so that she insisted on wearing it down about her shoulders, bound with red ribbons. White though was her favourite colour. Her nightdresses, with lace at neck and sleeves, were always white and fresh and carefully ironed. When she had been well, in the first two years of their marriage, she had loved to race with him hand-in-hand over moor and field, through whins and briers, up knolls and hills to the clouds: any old skirt and jumper had done then.
Though not capable of conveying it well, either by word or expression, she was pleased and relieved to see him home. Her voice was squeaky with an inveterate petulance, although sometimes, disconcerting everybody who heard it, her old gay laughter could suddenly burst forth, followed by tears of wonder and regret.
He stood by the door.
Am I to get a kiss? she asked.
Ive still to wash, Peggy. Ive been in the wood, handling rabbits.
I dont care. Amnt I a gamekeepers wife? I used to like the smell of rabbits. I want a kiss.
Her wheedling voice reminded him of the hunchbacks. There wouldnt, he thought, be room in the hut for so large a bed. Here too everything was white and immaculate, whereas yonder everything was dull, soiled, and scummy. Yet he could see, almost as plainly as he saw his wife in heart-rending coquettish silly tears, the hunchback carving happily at his wooden squirrel.
It was another fine afternoon, he said.
Fine for some folk, she whimpered.
Didnt you manage to get out into the garden?
You know its too much for my mother to manage by herself. I just had to lie here and watch the tops of the trees. Then her voice brightened. Do you know what I was thinking about, John?
No, Peggy.
I was thinking of a day at Fyneside long ago. It was autumn then too. I think autumns the bonniest season. You put rowan berries in my hair.
The rowans are just about past, he said.
For me theyre past forever, she cried. I used to love the time when the berries were ripe and red.
He saw the appeal in her streaming eyes, but he could not respond to it; once it had sent him away with his own eyes wet.
Red as blood, she sobbed.
Her mother called from the kitchen: Will I put out your tea, John?
In a minute, Mrs Lochie, he shouted back. Id like to wash first. Ill have to go, Peggy. Ill come in later, after Ive had my tea.
Upstairs in the bathroom he was again haunted by that feeling of being in the cone-gatherers hut. Such amenities as toilet soap, a clean towel, and hot water, recalled the bareness and primitiveness there. The flushing of the cistern sent him crouching in the darkness of the cypress. When he stared into the mirror and saw his own face, he was for an instant confused, disappointed, and afraid. He could not say what he had expected or hoped to see.
The table was set for him in the little kitchen. The morning newspaper, which usually arrived in the late afternoon, lay beside his heaped plate of eggs, bacon, and beans. Mrs Lochie was glancing over the table to see that nothing was missing. He never grumbled if anything was, but she always took it as a trick lost.
He thanked her and sat down. He said no grace.
Any news at six? he asked, nodding in the direction of the wireless set.
They listened for a few moments to the sadness of The Rowan Tree played in waltz time. He remembered, with a strange jarring of his mind, his wifes talk of rowans. For an instant he seemed to see a way clear: the tree within was illuminated to its darkest depths. Next moment darkness returned, deeper than ever.
It was about Stalingrad, she said.
Has it fallen yet?
No. Its in the paper.
He glanced at the headlines. Aye, so it is.
Lately she had taken thus to lingering in the kitchen while he ate. Neither of them enjoyed it.
Peggys getting difficult, she said.
It was spoken as if shed been saving it up for months; yet shed already said it that morning.
She laid her hand on her heart. Im finding it beyond my strength to lift and lay her when youre not in.
Theres Mrs Hendry, he murmured.
Mrs Hendry was the wife of the gardener; she lived next door.
Shes not a young woman any longer, and shes never been strong. I dont like to ask her.
Theres Mrs Black.
She was the wife of the forester, as devout as he.
Shes strong enough, he said.
But is she willing?
I would say so. He thought she was jealous of Mrs Black, who was very patient, kind, and capable; besides, Peggy liked her.
Every time shes asked, blurted out Mrs Lochie, she comes running, but theres always a sermon to listen to. My lassie was never wicked. You should ken that, John Duror.
He nodded.
She sniffled grimly. Peggy was not just happy herself, she said. She made other folk happy too.
He had been one of the other folk.
What pleasure is it for me then, she asked fiercely, to listen to Mary Black making out that what happened to Peggy was a punishment.
Youve misunderstood her.
I ken its your opinion, John, that Im just a stupid stubborn old woman; but Im still able to understand what the likes of Mary Black has to say to me. A punishment inflicted by God, she says. And when I ask her to explain what she means, what does she say then? She just shakes her head and smiles and says its not for her, or for me, or for anybody, to question God or find fault with what He thinks fit to do. But I told her Id question God to His very face; Id ask Him what right had even He to punish the innocent.
He had kept on eating. Not even this impiety was original. God had been defied, threatened, denounced, reviled, so many times before.
Why argue with her? he asked. You only vex yourself. Forby, she means well enough.
She pretended to be astonished.
How can she mean well enough, she demanded, when she suggests your wife deserved a punishment worse than any given to bloodstained murderers.
Does she not also say theres to be a reward?
If the punishment is suffered gratefully?
Aye.
After death?
He nodded.
Do you believe that, John?
No.
She glanced away from him. Even if I did, she muttered, even if I had a guarantee in my hand this very minute, saying that Peggy in heaven would have it all made up to her, I still wouldnt be satisfied. It seems to me a shameful thing, to torment the living unjustly and think to remedy it by pampering the dead.
This pampering is supposed to last forever.
She spat out disgust. I have my own religion, she said proudly. I dont think the Lords a wean, to be cruel one minute and all sugary kindness the next.
He wanted the conversation to end, but he could not resist asking, not for the first time: Is there an explanation, in your religion?
Once she had retorted by saying that not Peggys sins were being punished, but his. It had seemed to him a subtle and convincing theology, but she had immediately retracted it: she would not insult God by crediting Him with less decency and intelligence than the creatures He had made.
You ken, she answered, still proudly, I have never found that explanation.
Then they heard Peggy shouting. Instead of the dance music a mans solemn voice issued from the radio: he was talking about the war. Peggy wanted something more cheerful. Would her mother come and switch to another programme?
His mother-in-law hurried away. He went on with his meal, but suddenly he realised that he was envying the tranquillity and peace of mind in the cone-gatherers hut. He paused with his fork at his mouth: that he should envy so misbegotten and godforsaken an imbecile as the hunchback was surely the ultimate horror, madness itself? To hate the hunchback, and therefore to wish to cleanse the wood of his defiling presence, was reasonable; but to wish to change places with him, to covet his hump, his deformed body, his idiots mind, and his face with its hellish beauty, was, in fact, already to have begun the exchange. Was this why the hut fascinated him so much?
A comedian was now joking on the wireless. The studio audience howled with laughter. He heard Peggy joining in.
Mrs Lochie returned to the kitchen.
Did you remember to feed the dogs? he asked.
I remembered.
Thanks. Im sorry I was late.
Are you really sorry, John? Youre late nearly every night now. This is the third time this week.
He thought, afterwards, he would go up the garden to the dogs house. Silence and peace of mind were there too; he wished he could share them. The handsome wise-eyed animals would be eager to welcome him in, but he would not be able to enter. All he would succeed in doing would be to destroy their contentment: they would whine and lick his hands and sorrow because they could not help him.
You think the world of those dogs, she said accusingly.
I need them for my work.
You talk to them oftener than you talk to your wife.
It was true: the bond between him and the dogs still held.
You sit up in that shed for hours with them, she said. Fine I ken why. Its so that you dont have to sit with your wife.
I told Peggy Id be in later.
For five minutes.
He did not speak.
Its what will happen to her when Im gone that worries me, she said. Who will toil after her as I have done? Nobody in this wide empty world.
He let her enjoy her sobs.
I can only hope shes taken before I am, she went on, though she is thirty years younger. If I went it would be an institution for incurables for her. Im not blind. I see the way things are shaping.
Do you really, he thought, see this tree growing and spreading in my mind? And is its fruit madness?
Was there any message for me from the big house? he asked.
Aye. It seems the mistresss brother has arrived for a day or twos leave before he goes overseas. She sounded excited. Hes younger than she is. Anyway, she wants a deer hunt arranged for him tomorrow.
But Ive got no men for a deer drive.
Thats none of my business. Youd better explain it to her when you see her. She wants you to be early: half-past nine. Are you finished here? Have you had enough?
Aye, plenty, thanks. He rose up.
She began to gather the plates and cutlery. Out of the window he caught sight of stars glittering above the dark tops of trees.
Youll be going in to talk to Peggy?
The comedian was still cracking jokes, and the laughter of his audience surged like waves. Peggy would tell him about the jokes he had missed.
Later, he said. I want to have a look at Princes paw. He got a thorn in it yesterday.
I ken a heart with thorns in it.
For a moment he almost gave way and shouted, with fists outstretched towards those stars, that in his heart and brain were thorns bitterer than those that bled the brow of Christ. Instead, he merely nodded.
Ill not be long, he murmured. Im frightened the paw might fester.
Quick though he had been in his restraint, she had caught another glimpse of his torment. It shocked her and yet it satisfied her too: she saw it, clear as the sun in the sky, as divine retribution.
A heart can fester too, John, she said, as he opened the door and went out.
Going up the path to visit the dogs, he loitered and tried to light his pipe. It was such a night as ought to have enticed his head and shoulders amongst the stars. But he could not even enjoy his pipe. When he had it at last lit, after striking eight matches, he found that as usual he had been expecting too much from it; it seemed merely a device to exercise his agitation rather than to allay it.
The air was keen with frost. Tomorrow would be another warm sunny day, ideal for a deer drive. An idea suddenly occurred to him, simple, obvious, likely to be approved by his mistress, yet to him a conscious surrender to evil. It would be easy for him to persuade Lady Runcie-Campbell to telephone Mr Tulloch to ask for the services of his men as beaters for the drive. The forester would not dare refuse. The cone-gatherers would have to obey; and surely the dwarf, who slobbered over a rabbits broken legs, must be driven by the sight of butchered deer into a drivelling obscenity. Lady Runcie-Campbell, in spite of her pity, would be disgusted. She would readily give him permission to dismiss them from the wood. That dismissal might be his own liberation.
All the time that he was ministering to his three golden Labrador dogs, he was perfecting his scheme to ensnare the cone-gatherers: preparing what he would say to Lady Runcie-Campbell to overcome her scruples; planning the positions he would give them during the deer drive; and considering what would be the best setting in which to give them the order to go for ever from the wood.
The dogs were uneasy. Although he spoke to them with more than customary friendliness, and handled them with unwonted gentleness, they still mistrusted him. They nuzzled into his hands, they thrust themselves against his legs, they gazed up at him with affection; but there was always a detectable droop of appeasement, as if they sensed what was in his mind and were afraid that it might at any moment goad him into maltreating them. He was more and more aware of their apprehension, and saw himself, in furious revenge, rising and snatching a switch from the wall and thrashing them till their noses and eyes dripped faithful blood: they would suffer his maddest cruelty without retaliation. But as he saw himself thus berserk he sat on the box and continued to pat the cringing dogs and speak consolingly to them.
Several times his mother-in-law shouted to him from the back door that Peggy was asking where he was and when he was coming to see her. He did not answer, and left the shed only when his wifes light had gone out.
He was going into his own bedroom when Mrs Lochie opened the door of hers. She was in her nightgown.
So youve come in at last, she whispered.
He closed his eyes.
I thought youd like to ken your wife sobbed herself to sleep. I thought if you knew that it might help to soothe you over yourself. I ken you find sleep hard to come by.
He smiled, with his eyes still closed. Several times, desperate in his sleeplessness, he had left the house and wandered in the wood long after midnight.
I think, she whispered, youll never sleep again this side of the grave.
He opened his eyes and looked at her.
And on the other side? he asked, in a voice so mild it disconcerted her.
If you have deserved mercy, John, youll get it, she answered.
Then she closed her door, but not before he had heard her sobbing.
Its too late, he muttered, as he went into his room and stood with his hand on the bed-rail. Its too late. He did not clearly know what it meant, but he recognised the sense of loss that began to possess him, until he felt as terrified and desolate as an infant separated from his mother in a great crowd.
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