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  Travellin’ Folk










  One




  [image: ]




  THE MAN HAD been looking at her for five minutes or more. At first Mirrin ignored him, but his persistence was so curious that, capitulating, she pushed

  herself away from the cornstore wall and, with hands on hips, stared pointedly back at him.




  He laughed.




  Laughter was the last reaction Mirrin Stalker expected. In spite of her annoyance, she found herself smiling ruefully. That was invitation enough. Sauntering through the ranks from the

  labourers’ benches, the stranger tipped his hat and eased into conversation as if he had known the young woman all his life.




  “Tell me, what does a handsome lass like you hope t’find at Lanark Hiring Fair?”




  “Employment,” Mirrin replied.




  “On the land?”




  “I’ll take what I can get.”




  “Let me guess, then, what you’re best at.”




  “I’m best at fendin’ off the attentions of men like you.”




  “Where’s your common sense?” the stranger demanded.




  “What?”




  “You’ll never get work talkin’ that way. Meekness is a sterling virtue in this market. Aye, you’re too bold for the sleekit wee farmers in this part o’ the world.

  God, their wives would have a fit if they toddled home wi’ you on a string.”




  “I’m an experienced servant,” said Mirrin. “A housekeeper, in fact.”




  “Then try the bureau in Glasgow,” the stranger advised. “This is a bad fair for soft hands.”




   “Call these soft?” Mirrin held out her palms for his inspection.




  “Aye, I have seen softer,” the man admitted.




  “What about you?” Mirrin said. “I haven’t noticed you bein’ plied with offers.”




  “I’ve had my share,” he said. “But, t’tell the truth, my heart’s not in it this time of year. Besides, the gowks round here are wary o’givin’

  papers t’the likes o’me.”




  “What’s wrong with you, then?”




  “They can spot a tinker a mile off.”




  Now that she looked at him more closely, Mirrin could see the strain in him. But there was little physical difference between the gypsy and the short dark-haired men that made up most of the

  population of her village, some twenty miles away to the north. In Blacklaw, Northrigg and even Hamilton, she had encountered many men more obviously robust. This man was only a couple of inches

  taller than she was, though compact, tamped down like a buckram wallet for neatness in the carrying. His hair and eyes were dark brown, and his skin tanned like nutwood.




  “A tink, are you?” Mirrin said. “I should have known by the hat.”




  Tipped raffishly back from his face was a flop-brimmed felt, ornamented with a crop of small coins and medallions stitched to the ribbon. His shirt was cut full, clean patched cream flannel, his

  leather waistcoat shrunk like a bolero. The kerchief around his throat was polka-dot red, matching the handkerchief loosely tucked in the vest pocket. He still seemed to be laughing, though his

  lips were pursed as he studied her in turn.




  She knew how she looked, tired still after the long, hard winter. Her pallor was pasty; any collier in the country would have marked her as a coal-picker at a glance. Even so, though she was no

  more than average vain, she had to admit that she was the most attractive girl in the square, tall and full-figured and not — as the stranger had pointed out — meek.




  On the women’s benches, the other females, even the young ones, waited with hang-dog submissiveness. Their persons were neat but their characters were somehow drab, showing a hopeless,

  almost belligerent, resignation. The next job, they seemed to say, can only be worse than the last. They changed fees as often as their terms allowed. None, however, were true migrants, as the

  tinkers were, or the new breed of manual workers who charged about Scotland and the North of England in search of high wages.




  The hiring fair was for farmers — growers, herders, berry-men, drovers. The work offered was hard and dull, the annual fee small. The stranger was right. Mirrin did not belong here. Though

  some men cast speculative glances in her direction, no one dared approach her. No one responded to her smile and her murmured advertisement, “Servant, sir? Experienced servant? I can cook

  an’ sew. I’m strong and healthy.”




  Those qualities, undiluted, were, she realised, enough to put any traditional farmer off.




  “The name’s Thomas Armstrong. You can call me Tom, if y’like,” the stranger said.




  “What do I call you if I don’t like?” Mirrin asked.




  “I’ve the price o’ two teas an’ a bridie between us.”




  “I told you, I’m not here for a picnic. I’m here for work.”




  “Where are y’from?”




  “Blacklaw.”




  “A dreich hole, that.”




  “It’s my home, Mr. Armstrong?




  “Is Lamont’s pit in full production again?”




  It was not a particularly perceptive question. The Blacklaw mining disaster of 1874 had been the talk of Scotland.




  Mirrin nodded, not willing to be drawn.




  “Did you lose somebody in the explosion?” the man asked.




  Mirrin nodded again.




  “A husband?”




  “Two brothers an’ my father, if y’must know.”




  “Aye, I’m sorry,” the stranger said. She sensed his sincerity. It was not hollow commiseration like that usually offered to the folk of Blacklaw by those who did not understand

  the depth and breadth of the tragedy and imagined that such wounds healed in time. “Was it that drove y’out?”




  “Partly,” Mirrin replied.




  “Are you . . . alone?”




  “I’ve a brother in Edinburgh, an’ my Mam an’ two sisters still live in Blacklaw. No, Mr. Armstrong, I’m not without a place t’go back to, if an’ when I

  choose.”




  Armstrong sighed. “What are you doin’ here?”




  “Escaping, I suppose,” Mirrin said.




  “Had enough of sortin’ black gold, then?”




  “More than enough.”




  “But y’said you were a servant?”




  “Just what is your interest in me, Mr. Armstrong? Have you a contract of hire in your pocket?”




  “No.”




  “Then away back t’your side of the square an’ hope that some blind drover comes along that’s got no aversion t’tinkers.”




  Armstrong shook his head, clapped his hands together and glanced off down the lane that debouched from the square of stores and two-storey cottages. Trees, laden with May blossom, lay very close

  to the small town, and the road dipped and rose again on to the breast of the green, sheep-speckled hill. The spring sky was big with sunlight and the flight of clouds, open and inviting.




  “I’ve no stomach for this county, really,” Armstrong said. “I just dropped by in the hope of seein’ a friendly face or two.”




  “But you didn’t.”




  “Just yours,” Armstrong said. “It’s bonnie, but no’ that friendly. So, I think I’ll toddle on my way again.”




  “Where to?”




  “Ayrshire, like as not.”




  “Good luck t’you, then,” Mirrin said.




  “Listen, it’s too late into the mornin’ for a hire now,” Tom Armstrong said. “In the afternoon, maybe the gentry’ll have a factor or two on the scout for a

  servant. Right now, most landlords are only thinkin’ of dinner an’ a dram.”




  “Tea an’ a bridie will do me fine,” Mirrin said.




  “Half a bridie,” Tom Armstrong said.




  “An’ I’ll pay my share.”




  “I knew it.”




  “Knew what?”




  “That you were a lady at heart.”




  “Aye, that’ll be right,” Mirrin said. “Now where’s the tea-stall. I’m starvin’.”




  “This way,” Tom Armstrong said.










  Two
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  FLORA STALKER PAUSED on her trudge up Blacklaw’s steep main street. The shawl which protected her head and shoulders from

  drizzling rain was beaded with moisture. When she halted a single droplet gathered and splashed, like a tear, to her cheek. Impatiently she brushed it away.




  Before her, jutting on to the pavement which fronted the row of miners’ cottages, a pair of thin legs barred her progress. The legs were humped inside a shiny cotton skirt and presumably

  connected to a trunk, arms and head somewhere within the tiny lobby of the house. As Flora watched, the creature inched backwards like a snail lured from its shell by the smell of rain.




  “Not much of a day, Georgina,” said Flora to the legs. “The start of a wet winter, like as not.”




  Georgina McKenzie’s head appeared, plastered with ragged wisps of hair. “Is it yourself, Flora Stalker?”




  “Aye.”




  Stiffly the woman sat back on her heels, the skirts negligently flopping into the suds that oozed down the worn steps, dabbed her scrubbing brush on to the bar of carbolic and propped it on the

  edge of her bucket.




  Flora sensed what was coming. Georgina was by no means the most malicious woman in Blacklaw, but, this last year, Flora had become fair game for gossipmongers.




  “How’s your lad, then, Mrs. Stalker? Doin’ well at school?”




  Fine well Georgina McKenzie knew that Drew was at Edinburgh University.




  As if by rote, Flora answered, “Drew’s doin’ just grand.”




  “An’ Mirrin: what’s she up to these days?”




  “Domestic service,” Flora intoned.




  She was sorry that she’d stopped for a blether: it was a habit she must learn to break.




  “Oh, a housekeeper again, is it?”




  “Parlour maid,” Flora lied.




  “I heard a rumour she was workin’ on a farm.” Georgina peered like an oracle into the depths of her bucket, not meeting Flora’s eye. “Is it a dairy parlour maid she

  is?”




  “No, it’s a big house in Ayrshire,” Flora said curtly. “She likes it fine.”




  “Aye,” said Georgina in a tone that signified disbeliet. “Hughie — m’son: he’s articled to a very good carpenter, y’know, in Hamilton — Hughie was

  sayin’ there’s been some changes up at Lamont’s place since Mirrin left.”




  “I wouldn’t know anythin’ about Lamont’s,” Flora Stalker retorted.




  She had never had much interest in the coalmaster’s private life or what went on in his mansion. She realised that her daughter, Mirrin, and Houston Lamont had been close, but shut her

  ears to the scandal. Outwith the Ewings and one or two of Alex Stalker’s old cronies, Flora and Kate had no close friends in the village now. Flora wanted her son and daughters to live much

  as she had lived, to grant her the things that a woman of her age had a right to expect, acceptable, unoriginal sources of pride. How could she be proud of her children when she did not know what

  they were doing with their lives?




  Brusquely, she said, “I’ve an appointment, Georgina. I must be on my way.”




  She turned and started uphill again, ignoring the McKenzie woman’s anxious cry, “An appointment, Mrs. Stalker? At the pit, is it?”




  Precious little privacy had been left to Flora; what remained she would protect to the letter. It was none of their business what she did. She would die before confessing that she had no idea

  where Mirrin was, or that she had not had the scrape of a pen from Drew since he’d left Blacklaw in May. Not even today.




  Today was her birthday.




  She hurried on. The familiar landscape of Blacklaw no longer protected her: the graceless sweep of Main Street topped by colliery gates and winding towers and, on a green knoll across the

  shallow valley, the coalmaster’s handsome mansion. Between these poles stood unbroken rows of cottages, a couple of shops, the schoolhouse, the pub, the kirk, and the kirkyard where her

  husband Alex and her sons, James and Douglas, lay buried, together with all the stability which had been blasted away in the black spring of ’74.




  Flora Stalker had lost more than her menfolk in the explosion in the damp-ridden underground seams. One by one, after that, through circumstances she could not fully grasp, she had lost touch

  with all her children, even with the girls who had remained at home.




  Today was Flora’s birthday. She was fifty-two.




  Nobody had remembered.




  Kellock’s Good Bread Bakery stood at the upper end of Main Street, tucked back from the cottage rows and overshadowed by loud tin hoardings on the gable of the

  Lantern. Though Willie Kellock did his best, mere bread could hardly compete with the glamour of Four Crown Whisky and Tencher’s Heavy Beer. Bakehouse and shop shared a shallow yard

  with a rickety shed in which a local cabinetmaker stored timber. Men on ‘change shift’ declared that the scent from Kellock’s ovens was appetising enough to compel you to

  blow a couple of pence on a big paper bag full of piping hot rolls.




  The bun shop was as bright and clean as a Salvation Army cornet, with a wee square window and a deal counter the colour of a crusty brown loaf. One shelved wall led through an arched corridor

  into the bakehouse at the back. In addition to bread and rolls Willie baked and sold parkins, meat pies, bridies, sponge cakes and a black bun so rich that one slice would keep a man nourished for

  a week.




  William Kellock was a kindly widower in his mid-fifties. Under a scant sandy-grey thatch his nose and chin would have done Punch proud. After his wife’s death Willie was faced with the

  choice of shrugging off his dingy memory-haunted house in Polmadie or of hitting the bottle. As boozing had never been his vice, he gathered himself together mentally and physically and sought

  redemption in the hinterlands of Lanarkshire.




  Blacklaw was the fourth of the half dozen sites that Willie had marked as worthy of investigation. Careful survey satisfied him that he need search no further for Nirvana. The bakehouse was

  broad enough to accommodate a couple of ovens and the retail shop — though not large — would suit the scale of enterprise he originally had in mind. Domestic quarters above the shop

  were too large for a single man, but the fact that the courtyard was only a couple of hundred yards from a gate which regularly disgorged three hundred hungry miners was the clincher.




  Business got off to such a flying start, however, that in the first month he had been obliged to hire a laddie to grease the tins and sweep out the shop. Now, in his second month, he felt it

  necessary to relieve himself of selling and concentrate on the baking, which was really where his skill lay. Besides, he had a notion to press the boom in trade while the going was good.




  A brass bell tingled cheerily as Flora Stalker pushed open the door of the shop and stepped hesitantly over the threshold. Brushing raindrops from her face, she carefully folded her shawl and

  primped her hair.




  “Well, well, Mrs. Stalker!”




  In a white apron and striped shirt, the baker appeared out of the brick corridor on a blast of hot air, like one of his own pastries sliding from the oven. His smile and tone were warm,

  conveying the impression that Mrs. Stalker’s presence in his shop was all that he required to fill the day with sunshine.




  “Is this not terrible weather?”




  “Aye, terrible.” Flora kept her large, red-knuckled hands below counter level. “Still, they tell me the harvest’s all in an’ that’s good for the

  farmers.”




  “Good for us all, the Lord be thankit,” said Willie without a trace of piety. “And now, how can I serve you today, Mrs. Stalker? The usual crusty?”




  “Not . . . not today, thanks, Mr. Kellock.”




  “Parkins, then?” asked Willie hopefully. “Light, or well-browned. Take your choice.”




  “No, I . . .” Flora hesitated. “It’s the card in the window.”




  “The card?”




  “In the window, Mr. Kellock. About the job.”




  “That card!” said Willie. “Aye, Mrs. Stalker. What about it? Have you somebody in mind that might suit?”




  “Me, Mr. Kellock.”




  “You, Mrs. Stalker?”




  “I’d like to be considered for the job.”




  Bemused, Willie shook his head. “Oh, no, now, I don’t think that would be right at all. It’s not just for the shop, y’see.”




  “Aye, I know what it’s for.”




  “It’s really for the van. What I’m after’s a big raw laddie, not a . . . a lady like yourself.”




  “Your consideration does you credit, Mr. Kellock, but I need to earn a wage, an’ I’m stronger than I look.”




  “The shop . . . oh, aye, you’d be fine for the shop, Mrs. Stalker. I couldn’t ask for better. But not for the van. An’ I’m fixed on the notion of a van. It’ll

  be out in all weathers, too, without much protection.”




  “I promise I’ll hap up well, Mr. Kellock.”




  The baker bit his lip. “I don’t know. It’s nothin’ personal, Mrs. Stalker, but . . .” A fresh thought occurred to him. “Does Kate know you’re

  here?”




  Flora’s features firmed. If there had been less need for diplomacy she might have snapped out her answer. As it was her tone was barely civil. “No, Mr. Kellock, Kate doesn’t

  know I’m here. It’s what in a younger person you’d call ‘initiative’.”




  Willie stuck his tongue in his cheek and contemplatively tapped his nose with his forefinger, thoughtfully.




  “Please, Mr. Kellock,” said Flora, but not plaintively.




  Throwing up his hands in capitulation, Willie smiled. “Well, why not, Mrs. Stalker? But it’ll be hard work.”




  “The Stalkers aren’t afraid of that, Mr. Kellock.”




  “Six o’clock start, to catch the night-shift coming off, then again at two o’clock, for the . . .”




  “For the day-shift, an’ the back-shift,” Flora said. “An’ then the night shift again.”




  “No, no, I’m no slave driver, Mrs. Stalker. I wouldn’t ask those hours of anybody. I’ll do the final run m’self.”




  Flora said, “As you wish, Mr. Kellock.”




  “The wage as advertised,” Willie said. “Plus, a mixed bag of cakes an’ pies an’ a loaf per day.” Seeing Flora’s eyes harden again, he added hastily.

  “Bakers always do that. It’s tradition, I assure you, not charity.”




  “Thank you, then, Mr. Kellock,” Flora said. “I’ll see you at a quarter to six tomorrow mornin’.”




  “Can you . . . er, drive a van, Mrs. Stalker?”




  “A van?” said Flora, then promptly added. “I can drive anythin’ if I have to.”




  “Good, good.” Willie watched the woman leave the shop, so lost in thought that he neglected to step forward to open the door for her. He wasn’t thinking of the mother, though,

  but of the daughter. He hoped Kate Stalker wouldn’t blame him for what had happened. He wouldn’t want to do anything that would cause him to lose face with Kate.




  Still, he thought, as he returned to his mounds of dough, there might be advantages to both sides in hiring Flora Stalker. He just hoped that Wallace would take to her, that was all.




  The Stalkers’ house was not as it had been when the menfolk were alive. Kate’s return from work at Lamont’s sorting tables and Betsy’s arrival from

  Dalzells’ Emporium in Hamilton did not dispel the hollowness, though on that late-September evening there were diversions to keep depression at bay. Firstly there was Flora’s news that

  she had taken the job advertised in Mr. Kellock’s bakery; then there were presents to open and admire — for the girls had not forgotten her birthday after all. Lastly, and most

  important, Kate had received a letter from Drew. She had collected it from the postie on her way to work and had saved it unopened to add to Mam’s birthday treats.




  The news that Flora had taken work, though, put the letter momentarily out of Kate’s mind.




  Eldest of the family, it seemed that Kate was destined to remain a spinster. In the last year she had become drawn, her gaunt features accented by neatly braided hair. On the other hand, Betsy

  Stalker had blossomed. Her features were refined, her hands delicate, her hair frivolously groomed into loose sausage-shaped ringlets which, bobbing and tossing, drove the impressionable young men

  of Hamilton quite wild. Mirrin was the handsome sister; Kate, the plain; Betsy pretty as a picture in a storybook, and fully aware of the value of such natural endowments.




  Tonight, Betsy suppressed her disdain for the working women. It would only be a matter of time before Drew honoured his promise to introduce her into Edinburgh society. This dream sustained

  Betsy. She had not, however, expected to be informed that her mother would soon be driving a horse and cart round Blacklaw’s streets. Outrage overwhelmed self-control.




  Betsy blurted out, “Well, I think it’s disgraceful, so I do.”




  “Nobody asked you, miss,” Kate warned.




  Potatoes chugged inside the iron pot on the stove. From a smaller pan broth released an appetising steam. None of these creature comforts made the least impression on Betsy. She tried to imagine

  how the changed domestic circumstances would affect her, what village gossips would say about her, how the staff in Dalzells’ would sneer at her if it ever got back to them that her aged

  mother had become a common carter.




  “When they hear of this in the shop,” Betsy cried, “I shouldn’t be surprised if I’m asked to leave.”




  Once, Kate would have humoured her sister. But Kate had no energy left to expend on the spoiled child.




  “Well, if you’re asked to leave,” said Kate, “I dare say I can find you a job at the pit. How would that do?”




  “But my friends . . . !”




  “It isn’t your fine Hamilton friends that put the bread on this table, Betsy,” Kate reminded her.




  Flouncing, Betsy rose to retreat to the sanctuary of the back bedroom. There she would salve her injured pride by brushing her ringlets or experimenting with alluring perfumes from the

  collection of cheap vials which she wheedled from the silly lads who thought themselves madly in love with her.




  “Sit down at that table,” Kate commanded.




  “I’ll . . .”




  “You’ll sit.”




  Biting her lip, Betsy obeyed.




  The birthday treat for Mam had been spoiled now. Hoping to restore some sense of occasion, Kate quickly extracted the letter from her pocket.




  “This arrived today,” she announced.




  Immediately Flora’s eyes lit up. She was seated at the table, the two gifts on the plate — mittens from Kate, a cheap handkerchief from Betsy — forgotten in the excitement of

  hearing at last from one of her prodigals.




  “Is it from Mirrin?”




  “No, I think it’s from Drew.”




  Betsy clapped her hands, squealing, “From Drew!”




  Solemnly, Kate lifted a knife from the table and slit the long envelope. She slid out a sheet of parchment-like paper — appropriate for a budding lawyer — and scanned the manuscript.

  Mastery of copperplate script had been one of Drew’s minor accomplishments during his year of private study with Dominie Guthrie, headmaster of Blacklaw school.




  Betsy cried, “Give it to me, Kate: you read too slow.”




  Still studying the letter, Kate swung it out of Betsy’s reach.




  Pouting, Betsy said, “Well, go on then, read it aloud. What does he say? Does he say anythin’ about me?”




  It was the first communication the family had received since Drew had departed for Edinburgh five months ago. Though Kate tried to convince herself that her brother was simply too occupied with

  his studies to spare time to write home, she felt slighted by his ingratitude. Only Kate’s drive and Mirrin’s sacrifices had enabled Drew to assume his place on the benches of the

  university. But every penny of his fees and livings had had to be earned, scraped out of thin air. Even then it would not have been possible if Mirrin had not obtained a patronage for her brother

  from Houston Lamont. It was Lamont’s twenty pound annuity that had finally given Drew his chance and fulfilled the rash promise that Kate had made to her father just before his death.




  The promise had been kept. But the doing of it had splintered the family. Would it be worth it? Idealism had been Alex Stalker’s motivating force. Opportunism, unadorned, spurred Drew.




  At the back of her mind all that day had been a nagging doubt about the sentiment which had prompted Drew to write on his mother’s birthday. She had forgotten how callous Drew could

  be.




  Tracing the words with her finger, Kate read aloud.




  Though Drew sent stilted greetings to his mother and sisters, he did not mention the birthday. He excused his long silence by explaining that he had been studying very hard to make them proud of

  him. Gow Havershaw, Lamont’s Edinburgh lawyer and Drew’s reluctant mentor had, so Drew said, obtained his pound of flesh by using him during the vacation as a jobbing clerk in the

  offices. Magnanimously, Drew admitted that the experience had been quite valuable. Then, abruptly, as if he had suddenly wearied of the filial charade, he moved to the point of the letter. In spite

  of the flowery phrases Drew’s demand was crystal clear.




  “Notwithstanding that Mr. Havershaw pays my quarterly emolument precisely on time, mainly, I suspect, to avoid antagonising Mr. Lamont, he did not see fit to

  recompense me for the many hours spent jobbing. As I had not anticipated that I would be expected to donate my labour entirely from charity I failed to adjust my five pounds accordingly for the

  period in question and have thus been obliged to borrow from a classmate to purchase food. I fear that, with the onset of winter, lack of nourishment and anxiety incurred by being in

  debt to a fellow, will have an adverse effect upon my concentration and that I may . . .”




  Kate let the letter slide to the table.




  “He wants us t’send him more money,” she said. “That’s why he wrote.”




  Betsy shot to her idol’s defence.




  “You don’t understand him, do you?” she shouted. “None of you have ever understood him. He must get proper feeding or he won’t be able t’study.

  He wouldn’t have written to you if there’d been any other way.”




  “He’ll have no more from us, Betsy,” Kate said. “We don’t have it to give. Let him struggle on his allowance?




  “An’ what about the debt, then?” Betsy said.




  “It’ll only be for a shillin’ or two,” said Kate.




  In fact, the debt disturbed her. Debt was a phantom which haunted all colliers’ families, the desire to keep a ha’penny ahead, secure in the knowledge that nobody could press for

  payment at an awkward time and ruin the flimsy structure of domestic economy.




  “He can work for that, if he’s so worried about it,” Kate added.




  “He must be worried,” Betsy cried, “or he wouldn’t’ve written to you. Send him somethin’, Kate.”




  “You send him somethin’,” Kate snapped. “Stop buying that trash you spray on yourself an’ send your precious brother the savings.”




  Flora Stalker pushed herself from her chair. Her brow was creased and the set of her mouth indicated that she was learning to arbitrate between her two remaining daughers as once Kate had had to

  act as peacemaker between Drew and Mirrin.




  “I’ll have no more of this bickerin’,” Flora said. “Not on my birthday. Kate, how much is in the stone jar?”




  “Six shillings and five pence.”




  “Send six shillings to Drew.”




  “But Mam, we’re saving to buy you a warm coat.”




  “Send that money to Drew, I tell you,” Flora insisted.




  In the past Flora had always deferred to Kate or Mirrin, but tonight she felt unusually confident.




  Startled by their mother’s authority, Kate and Betsy fell silent.




  Flora said, “I’ll make it up out o’my week’s wage.”




  “All right, Mam, if that’s what you want,” Kate said. “But I must make it clear t’him that there’s no more.”




  “You’ll do no such thing,” Flora said, adamantly. “If Drew needs help then he’d best come t’us. We’re still his family, remember?




  Slighted, Kate turned to the stove. Noisily she slid bowls from the rack and ladled broth into them, planting them before her mother and sister. She lifted the potato pot and laid it to simmer

  on the hob. Her hands were ingrained with dirt from the streams of coal that rattled and slurried endlessly down the shutes. Even if she ceased such labour tomorrow, her fingers would never again

  regain their smoothness or mobility. At twenty-six, she was already marked for life. Why should Drew escape? Mirrin had gone, too, taking care of her own destiny, disgracing them in the manner of

  her going. At the time Kate had felt sorry for Mirrin, but that sympathy had dwindled. She envied her sister now.




  Plucking Drew’s letter from the table she tossed it on to the mantel. No doubt Betsy would filch the letter for her tawdry collection of mementoes, to pore over by the light of a tallow

  dip in the safety of her room, feeding her dreams of satin and silk and eligible, wealthy young bachelors that, in her inflamed imagination, made up the citizenry of the capital.




  Deliberately Kate kept her back to the table. She could hear the clink of spoons, the shifting of Betsy’s dress on the chair, the creak of the table, the peevish crackle of dross in the

  chimney’s throat and, faintly, the multitude of sounds that filtered in from the street and the colliery. Each individual sound was identifiable yet so familiar that the ear no longer took

  heed. Poverty and grief were like that, so familiar, so constant, that they dulled the senses and, worst of all, numbed the will.




  Kate was sensitive to the changes in herself but totally unable to counter them, to return to what she had been half a year ago. She had lost contact with an enduring source of strength, the

  struggle of keeping the family secure and intact. In that striving, however hard, there had been life and hope. But what dared she hope for now? Precious little! In a year or two Betsy would fly

  the coop and Drew would have no need of them, not even to borrow money. And Mirrin — Heaven alone could tell where Mirrin was now or where she would wind up. For sure, it would not be

  Blacklaw. So what would happen to her, a useless spinster chained to meaningless habits. She would live on in this cramped house, slave daily at the troughs, pinch to hold soul and body together,

  until Mam died: then she would live on again until some winter the icy wind would spear holes in her lungs and she too would die — here alone.




  Kate performed the routine suppertime chores without conscious thought, feet shuflling her across the room from stove to sink to table, a treadmill in miniature. As she turned, her eye

  involuntarily caught her father’s chair, deep and sagging, larger than the rest of the sorry collection of furniture. Her Mam’s chair now, more comfortable than the others. She would

  inherit it, if she waited long enough; payment for patience and dutiful humility. Beyond the chair was the alcove bed in which her father had died. He had died peacefully in the night, after months

  of pain and struggle. He had died content, soothed by the promise he had extracted from her in his last hour. Kate recalled that burned and ravaged face and heard again the words he had murmured in

  her ear: “It’ll not be easy, nothin’ is ever easy, but you’ll do it, will y’not? You’ll see that it’s done, just as I ask?”




  Now it had been done, her father’s will. Drew had been set on his royal course, equipped to better himself, the lot of the favoured son.




  She had loved her father, yet she found that her love was diluted




  by a kind of hatred, a loathing for the ideal that had robbed them of respect for each other and shown up the family’s loyalty as shallow and fraudulent.




  Aye, she would send Drew his money. She would have sent it anyway. She would not have left him in debt. Debt was a thing she understood.




  She ranged the plates to warm and seated herself to eat her soup. Hunger had gone. She ate listlessly.




  After an awkward pause, Mam said, “Willie Kellock gives his employees a free loaf every day.”




  “That’s nice,” Kate said, flatly.




  “Charity,” Betsy remarked, sipping from the nether edge of her spoon as they did in Hamilton restaurants. “It’s just an act of charity to the poor Stalkers, don’t

  y’see.”




  A violent, seething impulse possessed Kate like a demon. She yielded to it as Mirrin would have done, tempestuously, regardless of consequence.




  Saying not a word, she lifted her hand and smacked it twice across Betsy’s cheek.




  The girl’s astonished wail was deafening, choking into a breathless sob of disbelief. The keening brought Kate sudden, absolute relief and Betsy’s petulant weeping moved her not one

  jot towards contrition. She regretted only that Drew had not been there to receive his share of retribution; and that Mirrin might never know how alike their characters had become, shaped by strife

  and tragedy and change.










  Three




  [image: ]




  THE MEN SQUARED up to the last row in the field. Corn stubble lay clean-scythed behind them, the earth relieved of its burden, ready to be revived again

  by sun and rain before next year’s sowing. There was no need now for the reapers to hone their oak-backed whetstones along the blades. It was no more than a gesture of respect to the

  farm’s last standing stook, a ‘touch wood’ that this profitable hiring might lead to another of the same before the fruitful season waned.




  The summer of 1876 had been late in coming. But slow bloom was best bloom and in the end all Ayrshire’s tillage had run heavy with grain, a grand harvest promising full bins and

  bread-crocks, cheaper meal in markets and corner shops. Prudent farmers like Maclean would hold back enough grain to nourish the tupped ewes to drop sturdy lambs on the snell March pastures. There

  was little work for casual hands at the lambing time, Mirrin Stalker had learned. Few travellin’ folk had much truck with mutton except as a lining for their stomachs. Besides, spring was a

  long haul yet and the harsh winter months had first to be endured.




  Already many families had shifted from the land, drifting away with their packs and cuddy-carts, abandoning cold camps for the pleasures of cheap communal lodgings and rowdy pubs in the cities

  of the central plain. The exodus had become something of a tradition in itself. Nobody thought much of it except die-hards like Mag Marshall who railed against the deserters, called them mongrel

  gorgios and spat contemptuously into the pot fire to flavour her curses.




  Mirrin paid little attention to the matriarch’s rantings. She considered the discomforts of the gypsy life small beer compared to the struggle for existence in a pithead village in the

  sump of Lanarkshire. Never had she looked or felt better. She was slimmer and more lithe and her hair had a sheen to it. Though Betsy would have disapproved of the freckles which sprinkled the

  bridge of her straight Stalker nose, the grime of Blacklaw’s dust had been bussed from her skin by the sea breezes which laved the coast from Ballantrae to Largs.




  Stretching to slacken her shoulders, Mirrin watched the reapers and binders tackle the last of the rigs with superstitious zeal.




  Suddenly an arm slipped about her waist and hoisted her from the ground. Snaring her playfully, Tom Armstrong ignored her struggles.




  “What are you grinnin’ at, m’lad?” Mirrin demanded.




  “Yourself, m’flower,” Tom answered. “You draw breath as if you’d suck in the stooks, the rooks and half the damned firth as well.”




  “God’s good air is free for all, as far as I know,” Mirrin retorted. Contact with Tom’s arm rested her. She leaned back against his chest.




  “Aye, but of highly variable quality,” Tom said. “The sniff here is better by far than the soot where you came from, is it not now, Mirrin?”




  “You make it sound as if I’d sprung through a trap door in the roof of Hades.”




  “I’ll tell you this, Mirrin,” Tom said, “if Auld Nick himself was fashioning an ambassador to tempt a man from the straight and narrow he could do a deal worse than take

  you for a model.”




  Mirrin jabbed her elbow into the man’s midriff and, as he released her, spun round to challenge him. “I think that’s an insult, Tom Armstrong.”




  “I meant it as a compliment, for once.” Tom grinned again, in the arrogant manner Mirrin had come to know well over the past months.




  Over tea at the stall in Lanark back in the spring, Tom had soon persuaded her to try her luck out of the county. They had travelled to Ayr to meet with Mag Marshall’s clan and soon Mirrin

  found herself learning to harrow and hoe and pick over dreels of early spuds shoulder to shoulder with the weatherbeaten tinker women. The life seemed romantic and free. The warm summer weather

  encouraged her to stay.




  Life for Armstrong, however, was a slack tidal process. It was typical of him to assume that she would be content to float with him like flotsam in a backwater until the quickening current of

  opportunity tugged them apart. Mirrin realised that she could not allow herself to drift into a lasting relationship with this man, that common-law marriage was not for her. The hurt of losing

  Houston Lamont was too recent to tempt her into giving away her heart again like a Valentine trinket. To do him credit Tom did not regard her as a casual woman. He showed no signs of seeking to

  cajole her into his bed sack. He treated her as an equal, a fellow spirit, so different from Rob Ewing, the collier who had been daft in love with her. She might have married Rob if he had not been

  so priggish. Tom was different too from her father and brothers, men steeped in the work ethic, however much they rebelled against its obvious injustices. The past rode easy on Tom Armstrong and

  the future was a cuckoo-land behind tomorrow’s hill — or so Mirrin thought at the time.




  “Take a rip at that row with the rest of them, Tom,” Mirrin said. “It’s a luck-bringer, is it not?”




  “Aye, but it’s pagan luck.”




  “Well, since you’re no God-fearin’ Christian, maybe you’d best lay in stock with the other side.”




  “You’re a real adder-tongue, Mirrin.”




  “Are you requirin’ a hand t’lift that blade?” the girl asked sweetly. “It’ll maybe be a wee thing heavy for a skelf like yourself.”




  Stepping to the rig, Tom bullied into the rank, arched his scythe, paused to catch the rhythm and shuffled on with his mates, their blades devouring the last golden swathe.




  No, Mirrin told herself, as she tucked a spray of binding straws into her belt and stooped among the gathering women, Tom Armstrong is not the one for me.




  When the last of the harvest was bound and stacked, the tinks and farm hands wended up the lane above the bay of Creagan. Drystone dykes defined the contour, leading the eyes

  to majestic Arran, whale-backed Kintyre and out to the lonely pyramid of Ailsa Craig, blue and insubstantial on the horizon. The sun was veiled by cloud now and only the gaudy voices of gulls and

  crows and the chittering of sparrow flocks relieved the melancholy. Inland the rowans burned yellow and red-berried in a slant of sunlight, the oaks, elms and beech trees that ringed Lord

  Scales’ estates vivid as braid against the plain brown Holland of the hill, sad too with the soft day’s waning.




  Mirrin and Tom walked side by side, dusty, sticky, and in need of a sluice at the yard pump before they joined the others in the barn for a feed and the ceremony of totting up the wages. Trestle

  tables had been set up, laden with potted meats, huge loaves, butter tubs and a cheese the size of a cartwheel. Kegs of homebrew and gargantuan teapots steaming on hot bricks promised to slake the

  deepest thirst. For all their anticipation, only the youngest children were entirely insensitive to the sadness of the evening and the end of the long summer — the youngest plus Colly, Mag

  Marshall’s daughter.




  Last summer Tom had been indiscreet enough to play the gallant to Colly, and reap the profit of being the apple of Mag’s eye. The heavy Melton jacket which warmed his back on cold nights

  had been the pick of a bundle scrounged in Ayr. All the men in camp had squabbled for it, but it had gone to Tom. The medals and coins which decorated his hat had mostly been presents from old Mag.

  His surrogate mother-in-law fed him the best gobbets of meat from the pot and, when times were lean, sacrificed others’ shares to make sure that her Tom Dandy was fed like a fighting

  cock.




  What the old woman wanted in return for such favours was a husband for Colly, a strong raffish young stallion to breed grandsons out of Colly’s loins, grandsons who would assume the name

  of Marshall and preserve Mag’s very tenuous connection with the famous tinker tribe of Galloway. Tom would be a useful addition to the family in his own right, of course. She would soon mould

  him to her will when she had her claws in him.




  “Tom! Tom!”




  “God!” Tom exclaimed, rolling his eyes heavenward.




  “Tom, it’s me!” Colly insinuated herself between Mirrin and the man, using her plough-handle hips to shove her rival out of step.




  “Are you hungry then. Colly?” Tom asked pleasantly. “Ready for the feed?”




  “I’m takin’ a walk up t’the loch for a dip after supper, Tom,” said Colly directly. “Are y’for comin’?”




  “I’ll see,” Tom said.




  “It’ll be dark b’then, so nobody’ll see,” giggled Colly.




  “It’s dangerous swimmin’ the loch in the dark.”




  “Ach, we’ll not do much swimmin’, if y’know what I mean.”




  “No, Colly,” said Tom, innocently. “What d’you mean?”




  “Y’ken fine, Tom,” said the girl, slyly.




  Pregnancy would be one means of trapping Tom, Mirrin thought. He was probably daft enough to do the honourable thing. After all he was half-tinker and did treat Mag’s ravings with a

  certain respect. Surely he would draw the line at wedding Colly, though. A blind carthorse would draw the line at that.




  Ignoring Mirrin, the tinker girl grabbed Tom’s arm and threaded it through her own. Mirrin dropped back. Tom glanced over his shoulder, a pained expression flitting across his face as he

  gave in to the situation that his own lazy opportunism had helped create. Though Mirrin was unaware of it, there was danger in thwarting Mag Marshall’s plans, in treating Colly as a dolt. Tom

  had often witnessed knife-play in the camps in the past and knew only too well what could happen to an outsider — man or woman — who invoked the anger of the matriarch.




  The barn supper was almost over before Tom had a chance to free himself from Colly’s clutches. Farmer Maclean was doling out the wages, the last act of that year’s harvest: five

  shillings a day for the men, half that for the women, and a sixpence each for children over ten.




  Mirrin knotted her silver coins into a cotton scarf and wedged it into the waistband of her skirt. Four shillings of her hard-earned cash would find its way into Mag’s scuffed satchel in

  camp later that night, the matriarch’s tithing. But there would be quite enough left over. Some to spend, some to jingle, as her Da used to say, though, God knows, there was seldom enough

  left to jingle in the Stalkers’ house. The coins made a lump against her stomach. She would not squander her earnings. She was too much a collier’s daughter to fritter her money away on

  betting or boozing or on buying gaudy scarves and rings.




  She glanced round the barn in search of Tom. As if in answer to her summons, he stole up behind her and gently touched her arm.




  “For God’s sake, Mirrin,” he whispered, “let’s away out of here while that damned girl’s busy countin’ her haul.”




  “Not goin’ for a swim, then?”




  “I’m disinclined t’joke about Colly Marshall,” Tom said. “Listen, we’ll slip away t’the Creagan Inn. It’s only about a mile from here.”




  Conspiratorial glee came over Mirrin. Frustrating Mag and Colly Marshall was just a game to her. She could not take the tinkers seriously. Life was too lax, too rich, too promising to sully with

  quarrels. Colly was a joke, that was all, and Tom the butt of it.




  Ducking behind the ranks still waiting to be paid, she said, “Come on then, m’lad. I’m in the mood t’be plied with gin and lugged home on your shoulder.”




  The expected quip did not come.




  Tom had already slipped out of the barn into the twilit safety of the yard.




  The Creagan Inn was a long, low cottage with a thatched roof. It reminded Mirrin of engravings she’d seen of Robert Burns’ birthplace, though that was in another

  part of the county. The inn squatted on the old highway, the traffic largely gone now, tapped off by the new broad road which followed the coast. From the Inn, though, the view was magnificent, out

  over the raw fields to deep jade waters and the Arran peaks silhouetted by the sun’s loitering reflections on the underbelly of the cloud.




  Mirrin sighed and settled on the bench in the side garden, back to the whitewashed wall, skirts spread, boots unlaced. Life was good here, a far cry from Blacklaw. Here in the benign countryside

  she felt at home. Her mood of depression had passed.




  She sighed again.




  “Is the brew not t’your taste, Mirrin?” Tom asked.




  “The brew’s fine, Tom. In fact, I’m just thinkin’ how good it’s been here in Creagan.”




  “Aye, but we’ll be leavin’ tomorrow — travellin’ south.”




  “I’ve no doubt it’ll be just as much fun elsewhere.”




  “Fun? I’ve heard the rovin’ life called many things but never ‘fun’ before.”




  “It’s fun for me, after what I’ve been used to.”




  “Heartless places, mining towns,” Tom agreed.




  “No, there’s as much heart in Blacklaw as anywhere, maybe more,” Mirrin said. “It’s just the dirt, the sameness of things that makes it ugly.”




  “The sea’s the same the whole way round,” Tom told her, crooningly. “All wet. And farms: there you’re bound by the needs of the beasts and the changes of season and

  the arrival of renting day and the markets an’. . .”




  “You’re not locked in by walls all the time, though.”




  “You know little of life, I’m thinkin’.”




  “I know more of life than you’d credit, Tom.”




  The man shrugged. Clearly he did not believe her.




  “I chose to hitch on with you,” Mirrin said. “I chose t’stick with the Marshall clan an’ I’ll string along only as long as it suits me.




  “Do as you please, y’mean?”




  “Aye, an’ why not?”




  “You’re wide of the mark in judging the rovers. We’re no more free than your colliers. A winter on the road’ll soon show you that, Mirrin. In a twelve-month we’ll

  be back here, harvestin’ for Maclean again. It might be a lean year or a fat one, rain or shine or wind, but that’ll be all the difference. You should be content, Mirrin.”




  “I am: very content.”




  “Aye, but can you be content with insecurity as a way of life? There may seem to you now t’be a wisdom in it, a healing maybe, but that’s an illusion.”




  “For me, or for everyone?”




  Tom did not reply immediately. She studied him by the light of the lantern on its bracket by the inn gable. Inside the public bar a man laughed, a bray as gritty as chaff.




  At length, he answered her question lamely. “I follow the work, that’s all.”




  “An’ I chose the work,” said Mirrin. “Until now I lived my life on a rail between the house, the pit and the kirkyard. Tomorrow I’ll sleep in a fresh

  field.”




  “In the rain, maybe.”




  It had rained before and the huts and tents had remained snug and dry. Mirrin said, “I wonder why you stick with the tribe, Tom, if you feel that way about it?”




  Armstrong shrugged. “It’s only a habit. To tell the truth I’m thinkin’ of changing my style.”




  “How?”




  He shrugged again. “I might go back to sea.”




  “I didn’t know you’d been a sailor.”




  “Just a couple of short jaunts as a deckhand, to Denmark an’ the Low Countries; but enough to whet my appetite for more. My Daddy was a sailor.”




  “I thought he was a gypsy.”




  “He was that too, but there’s no law that says a man must be permanently labelled from birth,” Tom said. “The old man, my Daddy, didn’t take to the road ’til

  after he met my Mam.




  “He wanted her from the moment he clapped eyes on her. At first her family wouldn’t put up with a sailor for a suitor. There was fightin’ and bloodshed — but he got her

  in the end. The tinks have always admired persistence, even in gorgios. Father gave up the sea and took t’the road and became well known among the travellin’ folk.”




  “When did he die?”




  “Nine years ago. I’d just turned seventeen — old enough to look out for myself. Soon after, Mam married a crofter and went t’live on the Isle of Harris where she is

  still, last I heard.”




  “So what do you plan to do with your life, Tom?”




  “Maybe I’ll away t’sea.” Tom sipped his ale. “On the other hand maybe I’ll try for a farm somewhere an’ put down roots. Buy a table t’stick my

  feet under. It depends on you, Mirrin.”




  Startled, Mirrin sat forward. “On me? What have I to do with it?”




  “I’ve already saved a bit,” Tom said. “If the pair of us worked hard for a year or two and salted away our silver we could start out with a patch of ground of our

  own.”




  “We?” said Mirrin. “Are you askin’ me t’live with you?”




  Enigmatic as ever, Tom grinned. “Unless you feel it’d cramp the style of a free woman like yourself.”




  Mirrin shook her head in bewilderment. “You’ll never settle, Tom. Aye, we might go through some sort of tink betrothal, but one day you’d find the pull of the

  road too strong an’ that would be an end of us. You’d be off with a whistle an’ never a glance back.”




  “Don’t you trust me, Mirrin?”




  “Don’t sound so grieved, Tom.”




  “I’m a man o’my word, Mirrin.”




  “Aye, but which word, Tom?” Mirrin said. “Anyhow, if you’re minded t’settle down, the perfect candidate for a mate’s right here in camp.”




  Tom looked blank for a moment, then his eyes widened in horror. “Colly?”




  Mockingly, Mirrin said, “Maybe you’d not get that farm patch, Tom, but you’d have the right t’sling your tent on the driest ground and all the juiciest pickings from the

  pot. You could even invest your savings in a cuddy-cart for the old woman to drive while you sat in the back an’ puffed your pipe like a real tinkie lord.”




  “Don’t jest with me about . . . about Colly Marshall,” Tom said. “God, but there’s a cold streak in you, Mirrin Stalker. I never noticed it ’til

  now.”




  “You’re sayin’ that just because I refused t’share your bed. Have you never been refused before?”




  “I’ve never asked before.”




  “Do you usually just take what you fancy?”




  “Mirrin, I asked you t’share my life, not just my bed,” Tom said.




  He finished his ale and rapped the mug down on the bench. She had insulted him, but did not know if that was perhaps part of a devious plan too. She was sure of nothing at that precise

  moment.




  It was almost full dark. An owl was screeching over the hedgerow quite close at hand and a bat, like a fragment of cloth, was flittering in the boughs of the blackthorn.




  “I can see you’ve been hurt in some way, Mirrin,” Tom said.




  “I told you, I lost my Da and my brothers in . . .”




  “I think you’ve been hurt by a man.”




  “No man you know, Tom Armstrong.”




  The tinker was motionless, hands folded in his lap in an attitude akin to that adopted by the old women of the tribes, patient, perceptive and prepared.




  “So that’s it, you’re runnin’ away from a man,” he murmured.




  “Maybe I am runnin’,” Mirrin said. “But it’s not from a man. No, nor to a man either.”




  Lifting his hat from the bench he shook it to make the coins jingle, studying it and not the girl. He got to his feet.




  “We’d better go back,” he said. “It’ll rain soon.”




  Mirrin rose too.




  “Rain’ll not matter now the harvest’s in.”




  “It matters to us,” Tom said. “You’ll find that out before the year’s end.”




  Lamont’s mansion on the knoll outside Blacklaw had changed hardly at all since the days when Mirrin Stalker had been housekeeper. The rooms were still grand and gloomy,

  heavily varnished like oil-paintings preserved for their heirloom value. In the coalmaster’s study, the tall coffin-shaped clock still ticked sonorously. The desk was littered with papers,

  bills and balanced ledgers, a quarry of facts and figures out of which a cloverleaf of liquor decanters and a coal oil lamp jutted like landmarks.




  The view from the window behind the desk had a more honest aspect of decay. The first autumn storm had stripped down twigs and leaves, leeched green from the grass and irrevocably puckered the

  last of the border blooms. Within the mansion the withering was more subtle and insidious and not confined to any particular season.




  Neglect showed too on the owner of the house who slouched in his leather chair, boots carelessly propped on the debris on the desktop.




  Houston Lamont was handsome in a dark, dour, doomed Scottish manner that hinted at nobility dishonourably mixed with peasant coarseness. Under a hopsack morning coat his shoulders were as

  menacingly broad as a coalheaver’s, though stooped now as if the effort of hauling a hundred thousand measures of coal out of the earth by proxy had finally caught up with him. His features

  were furrowed beyond the point of dignified restraint. It was a visage that would have frightened children with its unyielding introversion. But the solitary child of that household had died many

  years ago, and there would be no others now to rekindle affection and sweeten the bitterness of middle age.




  Even Houston’s sister Dorothy, whom he loved without fault in spite of her feyness, had been transformed into a sinister threat and, in a sense, stolen from him, though she still lived in

  a shuttered room upstairs.




  Lamont sat motionless, head cocked, gaze riveted to the study door, listening.




  The mutter of voices told him that his wife Edith and her housekeeper, Anna Thrush, were hard at work, conspiring. In a minute or so Edith would release Anna to her duties, admit herself

  uninvited to the study and plunge into the topic which had obsessed her for the past four months.




  He held his listening pose until tension prompted him to move. His eyes smarted from the cigar smoke that drooped like withered wreathes within the room. He had not been out of the house in four

  days, had hardly left this room in all that time, sleeping here two nights out of three.




  Rising stiffly he took a few aimless turns around the study, his head pivoting always towards the door, the cigar spilling ash on his jacket lapels and waistcoat beneath. He nursed a kind of

  rage, tamed by indifference to his own selfish suffering, as a zoo-caged bear will adjust to the wild and savage urges which trouble its cramped captivity.




  The women’s voices dwindled, then gradually returned, to end in a duet of polite twittering laughter.




  Lamont returned to his chair and dropped into it just as the door opened and Edith entered the room. He watched her warily.




  Edith’s oval face had become plumper and her body had thickened. In the past months, however, her choice of dress had become less sober and she had even taken to boning to show off her

  bosom to best advantage. The display of cleavage was not for his benefit. He understood, as he was supposed to understand, that it was for another man, any man, an additional personal fillip to the

  power that Edith sought in the arena in which she had finally chosen to make her stand.




  “My goodness, Houston!”




  She held a cambric handkerchief over the lower part of her face and crossed with rapid clipping little steps to the window. She grasped the brass handle, yanked at the sash and eventually raised

  the frame several inches. The cool dampness of the garden seeped into the room gradually dissipating the tobacco smoke. Edith waited, back to her husband, until streamers of blue-grey smoke thinned

  then, forcefully, she pumped the sash shut and seated herself on the hardwood chair opposite him.




  “I confess, Houston, I am at a loss to understand why you behave in such a manner.”




  Lamont crossed his feet at the ankles. His boots were drab and unpolished. One lace was frayed. He studied the woman.




  Time and events had altered Edith too, but the manner of it was different. Burnished: that was what Edith had become. Others suffering damage found the essential part of themselves dulled: not

  so Edith. If anything she would appear to have passed over, rather than through the tragedies of the past eighteen years. Aware of his silent scrutiny, Edith’s eyes narrowed and her fingers

  linked in her lap.




  “I wish to talk with you, Houston.”




  Lamont did not respond. How many hours of conversation would be required to change one iota of the past, to restore one fraction of what had been lost?




  “Donald Wyld called last evening and you refused to see him,” Edith said. “That was hardly the act of a responsible person, Houston. Do you no longer care about what happens at

  the pit?”




  “Donald called here on your instructions, Edith, not on mine. I had nothing to say to him.”




  Edith simpered. “Wyld’s more your man than mine, Houston. He is, I believe, an excellent colliery manager. You have extolled his virtues often enough in the past.”




  Lamont nodded: Wyld was an excellent manager, trained and experienced, seasoned now by the horrors of full-scale disaster and its aftermath.




  “Wyld is fast losing patience, Houston,” Edith said. “He is, after all, only a manager. He needs to be given instructions to function. There are limits to what he can

  take upon himself, particularly in such an erratic climate.”




  “Donald knows what to do.”




  “He has even taken advice from me,” said Edith.




  Six months ago such an admission would have been unthinkable.




  It was true that he had neglected the manager, and the management, of the colliery. In the past months, using the determination and fervour which she had formerly applied to

  social climbing in Edinburgh’s aristocratic monkey-puzzle tree, Edith had acquired considerable knowledge of the economics of colliery administration. In fact it would not be too much to say

  that, recently, she had become almost as much a coalmaster as he was. He regretted, vaguely, the insult to Donald Wyld.




  Collecting his wits, Lamont gave the woman a little more of his attention.




  “I appreciate that it has not been easy for you, Houston,” Edith was saying. “It’s because I care deeply for you and for the colliery that has been your life that I am

  compelled to bring up this matter again.”




  “What matter, Edith?”




  “To implore you to see Sydney Thrush.”




  “I do not require another manager,” said Houston, wearily. “I cannot afford another manager.”




  “Examine the figures, Houston.” The invitation was plangent with irony. “You will find that management of a high order yields high returns. Why, Lord Blaven raised this

  question only last week before the Commission on Mines. The report was in The Times”




  Edith had all the half-baked fanaticism of a convert, seizing on every wayward pronouncement as if it was relative to the stink and filth of the seams. Textbook management must seem simple to

  Edith, stripped of dirt and damp, props, ponies, barrows, engines, cages and, most of all, of men.




  Bluntly, Lamont plucked out the most hypocritical phrase from her talk. He said, “Do you care deeply for me, Edith?”




  “Of course, my dear.”




  “In consequence, you must also care deeply for Dorothy?”




  “I have . . . great sympathy for poor Dorothy.”




  “Enjoying your regard, Edith, is a dangerous habit.”




  After a pause, Edith said, “Not so dangerous as it might have been, my dearest.”




  “Please do go on,” Lamont said, acidly.




  “I could have blackened the Stalker name and have brought scandal not only to that miserable colliers’ family but into our drawing room, into this fine house, the

  ‘mighty’ house of Lamont. But I did not.”




  Smouldering hatred in her husband’s eyes did not halt the flow of recriminations and self-justifications.




  “What cause have you to be bitter?” she continued. “We forged a bargain. I have kept my part of it to the letter. Do you not suppose that the doctor would have been most

  interested in the degeneration of poor Dorothy’s condition? Do you not suppose, Houston, that the medical consultant from Glasgow would have read significance into the fact that Dorothy was

  rescued from an open window only last Friday — rescued by me, I might add — and that it was obviously her intention to . . . I dare hardly say it.”




  “Kill herself?” Lamont snapped. “She sought only to escape from the room. Besides, she didn’t open that window. She hadn’t the strength. That window, that

  second-floor, roof-level window was opened by another hand — deliberately.”




  “Dorothy is stronger than you imagine, Houston,” said Edith. “Anna Thrush carries bruises from struggling with her.”




  Lamont could not ignore the possible truth in Edith’s claims. His sister was a large woman, gaunt but sinewy. He sank back into the chair, cowering from the doubts that Edith had raised.

  At length he said, “What more do you want of me, Edith? You run the mansion as you please. You staff it with pallid little skivvies who scamper through the corridors like frightened mice. You

  entertain such members of society as are prepared to overlook the unrefined source of your capital for the pleasure of helping you spend it and who are polite enough not to raise an eyebrow at my

  non-appearance at the dinner table. You have found a stalwart companion and highly efficient housekeeper in Anna Thrush. You have banished me . . .”




  “No, Houston, I will not allow you to be so hard on yourself. You have chosen this ridiculous housebound exile. I did not foist that upon you.”




  “No matter: no matter,” Lamont said. “Just tell me what you want now?”




  “Interview Sydney Thrush.”




  “God!” Lamont lunged from the chair in irritation. He leaned on his knuckles on the debris on the desk, scowling. Her singlemindedness was intense enough to be classed as a vice.

  Ennui, fostered by will-power, took him again and, fishing a cigar from the box, he sank heavily back into the leather and spent some moments with match and tobacco, concentrating his

  attention on the proper igniting of the cigar. He had hoped, vainly, that Edith would have sense enough to let go. He should have known better.




  As he exhaled a cloud of smoke, Edith sat forward in her chair. “Please, Houston,” she insisted. “See Mr. Thrush. Judge him for yourself. If you find him as praiseworthy as I

  believe you will, then you would do well to engage him.”




  “As what?”




  “As colliery manager.”




  “Over Donald Wyld?”




  Lamont watched Edith’s struggle. Even her superficial examination of the colliery’s financial state must have told her that Wyld would not hold with a down-grading; that if Wyld left

  there would be trouble, trouble more serious than the general dissatisfaction with wages and conditions that had already resulted in many lost hours of work, pithead scuffles and even the

  vandalising of surface gear and offices.




  “Under Wyld, of course,” Edith answered.




  “What makes this Sydney Thrush so extra special?”




  “His experience.”




  “Donald Wyld is experienced enough.”




  “Not in dealing with men.”




  “Hah! Donald is a wizard with the men, a quieting force.”




  “Mr. Thrush has more experience in that area, I assure you.”




  “More?”




  “He was employed by Lord Howden.”




  “Ah!” said Lamont. “You did not include that information in your last anthem to Mr. Thrush.”




  “And by Mr. James Finnie at Barrowgill in Fife.”




  “So — Thrush is a strike-breaker.”




  “He is a rescuer of collieries in trouble.”




  “A strike-maker, and a strike-breaker,” said Lamont. “Where did you acquire the catalogue of his virtues? From Anna?”




  “Partly.”




  “Have you met him?”




  “I . . . I have.”




  “Where?”




  “In Hamilton. I was adequately chaperoned, of course.”




  “Yes, of course,” Lamont said. “He impressed you?”




  “Yes, Houston. Must I tell you a thousand times. Sydney Thrush is the person we need right now. He could forestall a desparate situation. He could be a great boon in the difficult times

  that lie ahead. He would take the weight of responsibility from your shoulders, give you more opportunity to enjoy life.”




  “And if I interview him,” Lamont said, “may I ask him how many heads he has cracked, how many families he has cast into the gutter, how many sick children he has helped to the

  Better Land Beyond?”




  “You are impossible, Houston!” Edith rose to her feet.




  “The pit is not in profit, Edith.”




  “I know that, you fool.”




  “It’s the profit that concerns you, is it not?”




  “The pit is your life, Houston. I am only concerned with saving it.”




  The hypocrisy was smoothly applied, ire and concern whisked into a bland wifely application. Lamont considered the effects of agreeing to Edith’s proposal. He knew that if he interviewed

  Sydney Thrush he would be obliged to engage him. Wyld would chafe against sharing managerial responsibility but perhaps he would not jeopardise his position by threatening to resign. Edith, for her

  part, would keep her sharp eye on everything, her protégé Thrush included. And he, nominal owner of Blacklaw Colliery, would hardly have to stir himself out of his chair, only reach

  for his pen and scribble his signature to the documents that Edith slid before him from time to time.




  “I have no need to interview him, Edith,” he said, evenly. “If you advise Thrush’s employment then I will sanction it. For all it matters to me, you and he and that

  sister of his, can run the house and the pit straight to hell.”




  Edith showed no trace of triumph.




  “But,” he said, thinly, “if Dorothy is harmed in any way — d’you hear me, my dearest? — if Dorothy is harmed, then I will contrive to destroy you and your

  accomplices, aye, and this mansion and all that’s in it.”




  Edith sniffed and lowered her eyelids demurely.




  “Are you stating terms, Houston?”




  “I am.”




  “I will send for Mr. Thrush on Monday.”




  “I have no need to interview him, I tell you.”




  “Come now, Houston. Such formalities are expected of a coalmaster. They are part of my terms.”




  Lamont rose from his chair and walked lumberingly around the desk towards her. For an instant it seemed that he intended to strike her. She did not quail from him, standing by the door, chin

  tilted. In him, however, was no aggression, only fatigue and resignation.




  “Very well, Edith,” he murmured. “On Monday, I will meet with Sydney Thrush.”










  Four
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  NONE OF EDINBURGH’S aromatic flavours escaped Andrew Stalker that summer of ’76. Fascinated by the capital, he

  measured its anomalies subjectively. He balanced George Street’s wealth against the abject poverty of the Royal Mile’s closes, the dignity of kirks and colonnaded banks against the

  ramshackle decrepitude of the Cowgate, Princes Street’s frock coats and pompous toppers against the barefoot tatters of Leith Walk’s scrofulous urchins. With considerable dejection, he

  was finally obliged to place himself in the company of the lesser mortals of this world. Lamont’s annual grant of twenty pounds and tuition, however bountiful it sounded back in Blacklaw,

  lacked elasticity in the city and could not be made to stretch Drew away from the brink of penury. In his more disgruntled moods, Drew debated if Lamont’s parsimony reflected the

  coalmaster’s true regard for Mirrin, and if his passion had, all along, been similarly niggardly.




  Whatever the way of it, on the basis of his background and low financial standing Drew found himself excluded from the company of the elegant, roistering bluebloods whose favour he coveted. He

  was also cold-shouldered by his fellows in poverty, lads quite perceptive enough to sense his disdain and be wary of his ruthless superiority. Every passing day, every perambulation through

  Edinburgh’s genteel streets, every imagined slight or prick of envy, served to stiffen Drew Stalker’s determination not only to merge with the upper classes but to scale to the summit

  of their artificial pyramid, via the stout, well-chiselled blocks of the legal profession.




  Jobbing for Gow Havershaw had given him insight, indicating that beneath the murmurous courtesy of legal affairs were certain exploitable frailties which an astute young gentleman, shielded by

  an established firm, might turn to his personal advantage. He salted away such knowledge as raw material which, when he had mastered his letters and acquired the protection of a degree, he might

  exploit with all the dogged zeal that his father had once applied to pithead politics.




  Even Gow Havershaw’s niggling refusal to fee him for his services only steeled his resolve to wring wealth and respect from the diffident city.




  Gow Havershaw’s musty chambers were well suited to business of shady triviality. Around the walls of the inner sanctum, spilling out into the wedge-shaped tank, records of all the

  Havershaws’ past dealings reposed, machinations mummified in dreich rows of lichen-grey box files and liver-coloured cardboard ‘melodeons’; interminable correspondence, court

  reports, deeds, wills, municipal actions, parchments more ornate than Royal decrees, documents fox-spotted with senility, bills, claims, appeals and muted threats — stuffy lawyers’

  blackmail, twenty thousand tracts on the art of circumlocution. The ceiling friezes were of tartar-yellow plaster, the panelling cracked like dark brown ice-floes, the floorboards warped, the

  clerks’ tall desks stained and upright as town gibbets.




  Havershaw had crouched at his desk, back to the leaded window with its four inset panes of bullseye glass which distorted the view of the sober frontage of Dowdall’s Temperance Hotel, as

  if the lawyer could not bear to donate even that vantage to his clients clear and unimpaired. A circular wooden chair with a leather cushion, like a cow pat, was aligned before the desk.

  Havershaw’s carved oak throne towered over it, a shelter for the man. He had peered out of a lattice of smokey sunlight, out of shadows of the chair’s fretwork and, plucking his lip

  with his thumb, had hummed and hawed his way to an explanation.




  Standing, Drew had not moved a muscle, nor uttered a word in protest. One part of his mind was collecting phrases for the future, another was rioting furiously at the injustice of such legal

  robbery.




  “Ah, Stalker, yes, even during the course of, ah, a single term of instruction, one would have, ah, supposed that you would have, ah, become familiar with the principles attendant on

  jobbing, and, ah, general clerking and would, ah, have appreciated the inestimable value of taproot training in, ah, procedures not in general covered by the, ah, learned professors. The law

  student is, of course, ah, expected to undertake such menial work to inculcate in him a respect for the, ah, minutae of procedures and to, ah, inculcate in him habits of obedience, punctuality and

  neatness and, ah, all the graces, shall we say, of subservience to the needful disciplines of the law, to which we, ah, are all bounden. But, ah, in apprenticing, shall we say, oneself to a placed

  member of the profession, the student, ah, is given benefits far beyond those that could be purchased for a fee. Ah?”




  Gow Havershaw’s eyelids drooped over his pale, sandy eyes as he reclined in the chair and crossed his arms over the lapels of his slope-fronted morning coat. The lawyer’s voice

  reminded Drew of kirk sermons and, by a strange analogy, of port wine and pork with apple sauce.




  “Such opportunities are not, ah, scattered upon the cobbles of the Canongate, young man, as, aha, I’m sure you’ll agree.”




  “Sir,” Drew had said, tightly.




  “Your, ah, patron, Mr. Lamont, will be gratified to learn of your diligence and, ah, co-operation. I shall, as is your due, write him to that effect and assure him that, ah, he is not

  throwing his silver down the, ah, proverbial stank, if you take my, ah, meaning, Stalker.”




  “I am not to be paid.”




  “That is correct.”




  “But, Mr. Havershaw, I did not expect to be paid.”




  “Did you not now?” Havershaw’s intransient smile had indicated that he knew Stalker to be lying. “You have your personal accounting, ah, in good order, Stalker? Is it

  prudently apportioned through the current quarter?”




  “Yes, sir.” Drew had lied again without a blush.




  Drew had hoped that Havershaw would pay him on the last day of the vacation. Indeed, he had counted on it. But he had been quick enough, in the sparring match into which the interview devolved,

  to evade the lawyer’s more cruel jabs and, with that single inspired blow, rob his mentor of much of his advantage.




  The lawyer did not like Drew Stalker. Few folk did, as it happened, but Havershaw’s dislike stemmed from motives that, oddly, Drew would have upheld as right and proper if the shoe had

  been on the other foot. Havershaw disliked Drew because he had marked the boy as a social kangaroo and was, perhaps, a little afraid that he would be clouted by a clumsy foot as the lad

  leapt up the ladder of success.




  “I am, ah, gratified to learn, Stalker, that you are not given to squandering your subsistence on, ah, tobacco, wine and the, aaahhh, pleasures of the flesh.”




  “I have more respect for myself, Mr. Havershaw.”




  “I am, ah, glad to hear it, Stalker.”




  God knows, the wine had been cheap, a penny per quarter bottle; two cheroots for the same sum and, probably, if he had scoured the stews long enough he might have found a woman willing to

  educate him in ‘the pleasures of the flesh’ for the same trifling amount.




  Apparently Havershaw had heard rumours of his fondness for sampling the joys of the bottle and the tobacco jar, indulgences which went hand in glove with manliness through all ranks of society.

  Was the lawyer taking him to task, or merely warning him that such spendthrift ways might mitigate against his success in the years to come? Drew had itched to petition Havershaw for a loan on his

  next quarter’s grant. Logic, and pride, killed the impulse. He had scored well by denying his need for more money. He could not now drop into an unsophisticated stance, even if it meant

  starving for a week or two. That was how his first jobbing vacation had ended, in an armed truce between lawyer and student.




  By the end of September, however, Drew was beginning to regret his rash gesture of pride, to wish that he had a crown in lieu of satisfaction. He had already written home, a hopeful procedure

  now that Mirrin was not on hand in Blacklaw to spread her spiteful poison against him. Kate would see him right. He could depend on the family’s weakness, their loyalty.




  Cheered by his faith in Kate, Drew Stalker saw no reason to economise excessively and, as was his habit, continued to eat his evening meal in the Cockerel tavern — and let October

  take care of itself.




  On the cobbled stoop of the Lawnmarket close to the dive of the West Bow the houses scrambled up in careless tiers like tattie boxes plastered together with pitch and buckram

  and roughly faced with stone. High lofts jutted precariously over the pavements and elongated ochre and coke-black chimney stacks protruded like mitten fingers through the uncertain slates. The

  whole conglomeration of Shannon’s Close was perched on a row of porous wooden posts behind which shops and warehouses cowered in timid self-effacement as if they doubted their ability to

  withstand the tilt and would, some gusty night, shrug off their superstructures to a toss of wind from the Forth. In one of the attic summits Drew Stalker pored over his volumes of Scots Law and,

  occasionally, slept. Comparatively speaking, it was a fairly respectable lodging, though it shared in the general sleaziness which spread round the Castle Rock and the High Kirk of St. Giles.




  A mile downhill towards Holyrood, tucked into Geddes Wynd, Drew had discovered the Cockerel tavern. It was conveniently close to his lodgings, to the Law Courts, and to the

  ‘New’ University on the South Bridge, and to Havershaw’s High Street chambers. Unless the inclination took him, he had no need to travel beyond the confines of the Old Town. But

  the Cockerel had other advantages. Few students patronised it, and it was cheap and strident enough to provide an antidote to the arcadian stuffiness of the university and the isolation of

  his Shannon’s Close attic. Within a month of his arrival, Drew regarded the tavern as his second home.




  The Cockerel’s alcoves were lit by sooty lamps clamped to ham-hooks in the brown brick walls. The uneven flagstones were strewn with butchers’ sawdust. Furnishings

  consisted of solid rectangular tables and priory benches through which blowsy serving girls weaved their hazardous courses. Drew enjoyed the coarse repartee although, tucked away at a small table

  in a draughty nook far from the hearth, he took no part in it. Nursing his supper or tipple of wine, he remained an inconspicuous onlooker. When he became a lawyer no doubt he would have dealings

  with such folk. Studying them now, he tried to fathom motives for behaviour so irrational that no legal system in the world could take account of it.




  Drew had another reason for patronising the ‘cauld corner’ of the Cockerel. Unwittingly he had attracted the attention of an admirer, a useful contact for a young man short of

  the readies.




  The girl’s name was Heather Campbell, a slightly-built Highlander of an age with himself. Heather’s contribution to Drew’s welfare came in the form of double helpings of

  shepherd’s pie, stovies, broth and rice pudding. The high-handedness with which the student treated the serving lass — while graciously accepting her charity — only served to

  strengthen her conviction that Drew was somebody very special who would, some day, rise above squalor. Heather had been orphaned at the age of seven, a ward of the Inverness Parish Council who, in

  their wisdom, had judged her fit to earn her own living at the age of fifteen. As she was a personable, quiet-spoken girl, if not too robust, she had been earmarked for something out of the ruck of

  farm or parish work and duly ‘found’ to act as companion to an elderly lady who had need to make the arduous coach journey from Inverness to Edinburgh. Heather was assured that when she

  reached the capital, if she had performed her duties in a satisfactory manner, she would be given permanent employment as the lady’s companion. It all sounded too good to be true — and

  it was.




  The elderly lady’s indisposition was the result of insatiable thirst. At every stop on the way south Heather had found herself involved in squabbles with the landlords of various inns.

  Once the lady had evaded her guardian completely and had run cackling into the bracken clutching a bottle under each arm. It had taken the entire coachload of passengers, plus crew, to winkle her

  from her lair and drag her, bawling boisterous ditties, back to the carriage. The experience had terminated in Edinburgh. The old lady had been whipped off by her daughter to a Home for Inebriates

  in Liberton, Heather being summarily discharged on the grounds of gross negligence.




  Destitute and homeless, Heather had flinched from throwing herself on the mercy of the parish in this unfamiliar and frightening city. She had no desire to come under the thumb of another

  official body, to be treated like refuse again and swept quickly out of sight. She had been near to starving when she had chanced on the Cockerel and learned that the position of skivvy was,

  not surprisingly, vacant. At least she was assured of three shillings a week, a square meal a day and a mattress in the slum tenement adjacent to Geddes Wynd. She shared a cupboard-sized room on

  the back upper floor with four other working girls and received from them, in short order, a theoretic education in the ways of the world. It was remarkable that, up to the time she met Drew, her

  innocence had remained uncurdled, that she had not followed her companions’ advice to find herself ‘a chap or twa’ to supplement her income.




  It was immediately obvious to Drew that Heather Campbell’s naïvety was mixed with self-pity, a forgivable quality however that had no trace of melodrama to it but rather a weird,

  prophetic, inimitably Celtic melancholy. She was safe enough from the Cockerel’s seducers; too shadowy a presence to excite them, too skinny to appeal to bluff rogues in off the

  streets who preferred a sparkle in a girl’s eye and a broad beam to occupy their knees.




  That Heather liked Drew was patently obvious. He had remarked such behaviour in other girls, coyness and blushing which, in Blacklaw at least, soon had them tumbling into bed, with or without

  the benefit of a wedding ring. Pride had no place in his relationship with the servant. Until that evening, he had never deigned to explain his exact situation to her. As she approached to take his

  order, however, he saw in her a saviour and, for the first time, turned on the poor-lip in the hope of exploiting her sympathies.




  He put a single penny on the board between his half-closed fists and, looking down at it, said, “That’s all I have. What’ll it buy?”




  The frank admission of poverty had its expected effect.
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