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			One

			Saturday, 1 October

			Cromarty

			Hester

			The grocer’s boy emerged from the back shop bearing the sugar loaf with all the importance of an athlete carrying the caber. Hester smiled as he heaved it towards her.

			‘You’re sure you’ll manage?’ Mr Taylor said. ‘I can easily send it down in the barrow.’

			‘I will manage.’ She shouldered the two-­foot long, fourteen-­pound cone in its bright blue paper wrapping, and the boy hastened to open the door for her, making the little bell above tinkle. Stepping back out onto the street, she paused a moment as two children ran past, waving dandelions at one another and laughing as the wind sent the feathery white seeds dancing in the air.

			The wind. It could not make up its mind which direction to blow from and had her apron flapping about her like a great white bird. Down on the links, golf balls went astray and gentlemen hacked helplessly through marram grass at the shore’s edge, while the ribbons of spectating ladies’ bonnets undid themselves. Hester’s cap, though, stayed firmly on her head. To Hester, who had known the winds of the Caribbean, this was nothing.

			

			She crossed the street and began to make her way back down to the hotel where much work awaited her. Mrs Cameron would have the palette knife ready, and the sugar nippers and mortar and pestle, for her to attack the loaf with. The gentlemen would want sugar for their coffee. Later, there would be other tasks – clarifying, candying, blowing, feathering, crackling and caramelising – all learned from Mrs Cameron, for Hester had arrived in Cromarty almost twelve years ago, quite untaught. Plant. Tend. Harvest. Crush. The workings of a sugar plantation she had understood. Sugar was boiled there too, on the plantation, but not in small copper pans like those that shone so prettily from their hooks in the hotel kitchen, cleaned by the scullery maid with lemon skins dipped in salt and silver sand. The maid grumbled that the copper pans were a lot of work. Hester rubbed at the pale scars on her own arms and told her she had no idea.

			The wind was blowing up Bank Street too, right from the harbour. The town was a triangle, pointed out into the sea. The wind would get you every way. Ahead of her, out in the bay, ships and boats bobbed and swayed. All was activity and a constant toing and froing from the hempworks and the fish-­curing stations to the pier. Bundle upon bundle of Inverness sacking; endless yards of rope, for which there were many uses; numberless barrels of salt herring to be transported over the ocean to feed the people who grew and packed the cotton into the Inverness sacking and those who planted and harvested the sugar that she carried now on her shoulder. Circling above, rising on the wind, the seagulls called and shrieked hysterically. Hester thought they were maybe complaining about the herring. Soon, the anchor would be weighed and the sails unfurled and the loaded ship would set out upon its Atlantic journey, and so the world would turn.

			

			Somewhere behind her, away down Church Street, the bell of the courthouse clock chimed the hour. Up ahead, Hester saw Ludo dart from the door of the bank and then Mr Gilfeather, punctual as ever, emerge and lock the door behind them. The bank manager held onto his hat as he made his way homewards for, she supposed, an early dinner. The meeting of the circulating library was to begin in the hotel coffee room in exactly one hour. He would need to hurry. Hester shifted the sugar loaf onto her other shoulder as the wind made the clock bell chime again – a thin, accidental note. They would all need to hurry.

			Charlotte

			Charlotte Mackenzie looked out over the lawns of Cromarty House. William was there, striding towards the tradesmen’s tunnel that led out onto the main road.

			‘It’s quicker,’ he’d told her when she’d queried it, as if a man in his position had anything to be in a hurry about, and off across the lawns he’d gone, making for the tunnel, like a tradesman. But not so much like a tradesman really. Charlotte knew how a tradesman walked. She had seen how her father had walked, back and forth, behind his draper’s counter. An imperious walk, he’d had, when checking on his apprentices, or presenting himself to view on the High Street of Inverness, but the grander the customer who’d set foot in his shop, the more obsequious that walk had become. On those occasions when some titled person had stepped across the door, Charlotte’s mother had been wont to remark to her that it was a great thing, was it not, how far her father had come in the world?

			

			Charlotte watched her husband. Sir William Mackenzie was no tradesman, after all; he could do what he liked. The second son of a minor laird, he had followed the pattern set out for his kind: a commission in the army, a time in India, an honourable discharge and then to the Caribbean, to see to the family investments before coming home to lease some small estate and acquire a suitable wife. The following of this path had brought him back here to Cromarty, and to Charlotte.

			She turned away from the window. She’d left her embroidery lying on the table by the sofa. Miss Juniper had always said that Charlotte was wasted on embroidery, or that it was wasted on Charlotte. She wished she could remember, that she had understood, then, that a person, a life, could be wasted. She walked past the table and took up the book that her friend Rachel had left with her. As if she had been waiting for that moment, Morag Mackenzie, William’s childhood nurse, their housekeeper, came into the room. Morag’s black eyes darted to the volume in Charlotte’s hand.

			

			‘Adam Blair,’ she said, as though pronouncing a judgement of the kirk session. ‘I would not have thought that suitable reading material for Sir William’s wife.’

			‘And I would not have thought the contents of Mr Lockhart’s book to be something within your ken, Miss Mackenzie,’ retorted Charlotte. She stepped past the woman and, taking with her the story of the widowed minister and his lover, destroyed by desire the pair of them, she retreated up the east stairs to her bedroom.

			Rachel

			Rachel moved aside a chair in order to set the minister’s place at the end of the dining table. The chair was one of eight – painted satinwood, she had learned – with panels showing cupids and flowers, and with cane seats. They were hardly proper things, she thought, to be found in a manse, but it was not her place to say so. They had been here more than twenty years, since a young Reverend Alasdair Mackay had brought home his bride, alongside the furnishings gifted to her by her wealthy family.

			Rachel’s eye was taken by a cobweb, spanning from the corner of the mantelpiece to the wall behind. She huffed a sigh and lifted the corner of her apron to dust it away. The mirror above the mantelpiece showed her the habitual escape had been made by a strand of her hair from its pins beneath her cap. Behind her, also reflected in the mirror, were the creamy cheeks and rose-­kissed lips of Gwendolen Mackay, in their habitual, knowing smile. Leave me alone, thought Rachel, though she did not dare to say it out loud.

			

			The sound of the door opening almost made her jump. It was him. No longer the young minister and bridegroom, but a man well into the middle of life, a man who had grown into his authority. He hadn’t changed so very much, she thought, from the figure she had heard for most of her life declaiming from the pulpit of the parish church, or walking around the classroom of their school, inspecting their writing and testing them on their catechism. He had perhaps broadened a little from the leanness of youth, but only a little. His strong features, still tanned from the long summer just past, were lined, certainly. The hair, kept longer than was nowadays the fashion, was grey at temples and sideburns.

			Rachel became aware of her heart beating, but she didn’t turn around. In the mirror she saw him see her, and begin to come towards her, never glancing behind to where Gwendolen was. Still Rachel didn’t turn around. It was like the first time. When he came upon her like this it was like the first time, and the tension almost stopped her breath. He lifted a hand and touched her neck, long, tanned fingers pushing back the hair that had come loose, then he lowered his mouth and kissed her softly. Once, twice. His hand was on her waist and Rachel turned around and gave herself completely into his embrace.

			

			After a while he stepped back, smiling down at her. ‘So, this is where you’ve been hiding, is it?’

			She laughed and began to tidy her hair. ‘Not hiding, Alasdair, but setting the table for our dinner later.’

			He frowned. ‘Could Mrs Cramond not do that? You’re not a servant in this house, Rachel, nor any other, any more.’

			‘I know that. But if we are to have Sir William and Charlotte tonight, it must be done right.’

			It hung in the air, unsaid, never said, but always there, ‘as she would have done it’.

			‘No one is judging you, Rachel.’

			‘Are they not? A governess, a fatherless girl from amongst their own number, that married their minister, and his first wife a daughter of the gentry! Seven years, and I doubt they will ever forgive me. ’

			He pulled her to him again. ‘What they will never forgive you, my dear, is that you are young and you are bonny.’ Then he laughed, ‘And that you married their minister.’

			John Learmonth

			The schoolmaster’s hair blew about him as he locked the door of the schoolroom. The spirits of the children were always high when the wind was up; they could hardly sit to their lessons, and as soon as they were released they were chasing each other through the streets faster than the leaves swirling about the schoolyard. It was a day to grab hold of the world and set one’s foot upon it and John could almost have run with them into their half-­day’s freedom but, mindful of the eyes of the matrons of the town and of the ears of the elders to whom they were married, he contented himself with a restrained stride as he made his way to his lodging on the Paye. A quarter-­hour would see to a change of clothes and a raid on Mrs Baxter’s kitchen, then off he would be, sketchbook in hand and cold supper in his bag, to Kirkmichael. John Learmonth felt a rush of happiness flare inside him, that for a moment made him forget that he had already run as far as he could. He had even begun to whistle, but at the top of the vennel his tune was brought to an abrupt halt by a near-­collision with the trim form, at least twenty years out of date, of Mr Isaac Fordyce. Mr Fordyce, of a naturally nervous disposition made worse by its own encouragement, started and almost parted company with his monocle.

			

			‘My word, my word,’ the little man blustered, ‘you are surely in a tremendous hurry, Mr Learmonth. An affair of the heart, no doubt?’

			John gave an uneasy laugh. ‘In a manner of speaking, but with little romance to it.’

			The other man’s face fell. ‘Oh. I am sorry to hear it.’ Mr Fordyce had never recovered from his first reading, in its original German, of The Sorrows of Young Werther, and had spent fifty years nursing the broken heart of his own twenty-­year-­old self.

			‘I am going to Kirkmichael,’ explained John, ‘to begin sketching the tombstones and noting the inscriptions.’ He saw from Mr Isaac’s expression that this was no reassurance.

			

			‘But not yet, surely?’

			‘Why not?’ The schoolmaster threw out his arm to indicate the fineness of the day. ‘The autumn gales will be upon us before we know it and after them the dark of winter. You would not have me waste such a day as this?’

			‘But the books,’ urged Mr Isaac. ‘Surely you cannot have forgotten? It is this afternoon that we are to meet in the coffee room and make choice of the books.’

			‘The books . . .’ echoed John, his voice trailing away as it came back to him.

			‘Indeed! For the circulating library! Mr Gilfeather was insistent we should not arrive a minute beyond two, and I for one would not wish to arrive at the coffee room to discover him consulting his pocket watch!’

			John knew it would be in vain to suggest that another – Mr Fordyce himself, perhaps – might give in his choice for him. And in truth, he was in hopes that membership of the library might give him access to works he wished to read but had little possibility of buying. He knew moreover that his invitation to join in the association was something much coveted by others longer domiciled in the town. If he were truly to settle here, he must build around him as strong a carapace as possible. He watched the prospect of his afternoon studying and sketching the ancient graves of Kirkmichael recede into the distance, like a ship passing over the horizon.

			

			Miss Juniper

			Miss Juniper was a small, tidy person. She had never overindulged in the more sensuous pleasures of life and looked a little younger than her seventy-­two years. It was wondered about the town and amongst the society of the Black Isle in general, whether she had ever had a suitor. Speculation ranged from an unfulfilled passion for some past employer in whose family she had been governess, to youthful heartbreak over a young officer, possibly during the American War. Those whose interest was sustained thus far were in the habit of deciding her tender feelings for the tragic officer had not been reciprocated.

			That Miss Juniper had once known better days could be seen from her carefully mended clothes, in fashions more than ten years, perhaps nearer twenty, out of date. The lowered waistline, the tightened corset, sleeves puffed like gigots of lamb – all were unknown in the wardrobe of Miss Juniper, where light muslins and silk still held sway in preference to heavier cottons, and over which a spencer or full-­length pelisse might still be fitted to afford protection against the cold northerly winds. Miss Juniper watched waists tighten, hems widen and sleeves expand so that a woman could barely get through a door, and be hardly fit for much once she did so. She warned her girls against allowing themselves to be trussed and immobilised in such a manner.

			

			Her girls. Only two now, on the brink of womanhood, and lucky she was to have them. Alicia Middleton and Mairead Buchan, the one the daughter of a tenant farmer sliding ever closer to penury, the other that of a widowed half-­pay captain of the Highland Regiment.

			Miss Juniper closed the front door of her cottage and stepped out onto Little Vennel. The fisher­folk of the vennel were kindly enough, and the slight suspicion with which they viewed her was of a different order from that which the better society of the town harboured. The smell of the sea was everywhere in Cromarty, perhaps only a little more pungent here than elsewhere. Besides, Miss Juniper’s was a pretty cottage, with whitewash on the walls and bright blue for door and window frames. The thatch was tidy and her step well-­swept. Marigolds and asters tripped along the front where it met the public path, nudging and bumping each other like excitable schoolgirls. Her own girls, in comparison, were a picture of good deportment as they went up the lane ahead of her, dipping their curtsies to Mr Isaac Fordyce, who was in animated conversation with the schoolmaster. Well, Alicia at least. Mairead did her best, poor child, and certainly she had much improved in her three years under Miss Juniper’s instruction, but the analogy of silk purse and sow’s ear sprang uncomfortably to mind.

			The girls had left the cottage in the highest of spirits for their Saturday’s half-­day holiday, which they were to spend in the company of Rachel Mackay, the minister’s wife, whom they adored. Rachel was one of Miss Juniper’s own former pupils, from better days, and almost her favourite. Almost, but not quite. Rachel would manage life on her own wits and merits, but Miss Juniper had always been more drawn to a challenge. Her favourite had been, would always be, Charlotte.

			

			The girls were greatly relieved to hear the minister was not to be at home, but for different reasons. They discussed the matter with Miss Juniper on the short walk from Little Vennel to the Causeway. It was Mairead who introduced the subject.

			‘Will the minister be there, do you think, Miss Juniper?’

			‘I think not. I believe Mr Mackay will be engaged on matters of the new library.’

			At this the girl puffed her florid cheeks and let out a sigh of relief. ‘Thank goodness! When he leans forward in the pulpit on a Sunday and fixes his eye upon me, I am certain he knows every bad thing I ever did. I cannot believe that Rach— I mean, Mrs Mackay, is not terrified of him.’

			‘He’s not looking at you, silly,’ Alicia said. ‘He has three hundred people at least, who are much, much worse than you, on whom he might fix his eye.’

			‘You are right, Alicia,’ said Miss Juniper. ‘Cromarty is awash with people who have indeed much greater cause to fear the minister’s censure than does Mairead. I can assure you both, however, that Mrs Mackay is not one of them.’

			Mairead pursed her lips and looked steadfastly at her own feet. It was as well Miss Juniper did not know the thoughts that sometimes raced through her head. She was sure that was why her cheeks flamed so much more readily than Alicia’s, why her red hair curled in so unruly a fashion.

			

			After a moment’s silence between the three of them, Alicia spoke again. ‘He is handsome, though, isn’t he?’

			‘Who is, my dear?’

			‘Mr Mackay. I mean, well, if he were not a minister of course, and if he were a great deal younger, one might perhaps think him quite handsome.’

			Such an idea had never entered Mairead’s head, but Miss Juniper seemed to agree. ‘Oh, a great many people did. The first Mrs Mackay was quite a society beauty, you know, and of very good family, but her eyes once set on Alasdair Mackay she would look at no other. Her mother, sensible woman, was very much against the match, but her father was indulgent and . . .’ Here, Miss Juniper’s voice had trailed off, as it always did at this point in the tale. All the girls knew for a certainty was that the first Mrs Mackay had died within four years of her marriage, having produced one son who had been given into the care of her family, and that after a widowhood of a further ten years, the minister had married their own Rachel. ‘There was many a disappointed matron with an unmarried daughter the length and breadth of the Black Isle on that day, you may be assured,’ she said, ‘but having chosen unwisely in his first wife, Mr Mackay made certain not to do so in his second.’

			The girls had seen the portrait of the first Mrs Mackay, of course, hanging in the manse dining room. She had indeed been very beautiful, and it had to be conceded their Rachel would probably not make so fine a portrait, but then, as Alicia had pointed out, a man could hardly be married to a portrait.

			

			At the manse, Miss Juniper refused Rachel’s invitation to join in the afternoon’s picnic on the hill. She had ‘other fish to fry’.

			Rachel raised an admonitory eyebrow. ‘You would not be thinking of taking your tea in the parlour of the Commercial Hotel now, would you, Miss Juniper?’

			Miss Juniper was the personification of innocence. ‘As you know, my dear, I am often in the habit of going there on a Saturday afternoon, to consult the quarterlies and reviews, which Mrs Cameron is good enough to take in. I am sure there is no reason why I should not do so today?’

			Rachel laughed. ‘On, none whatsoever, I am sure.’

			On leaving her charges at the manse, Miss Juniper set off briskly back towards town, and the Commercial Hotel. She had hardly turned the foot of the Causeway when the sound of carriage wheels coming down from Cromarty House made her look back to see Lady Charlotte slow the gig and bring the horse to a halt.

			‘Charlotte. You are going out for a drive.’

			‘It’s such a fine afternoon, I thought I might take a run out along the bay.’ She indicated the small easel and her paintbox on the seat beside her. ‘I thought to paint the thistledown amongst the old walls of Kirkmichael, before it is all blown away.’

			

			‘Kirkmichael? Oh, my dear, I wish you wouldn’t. The place has so many sinister associations.’

			Charlotte leaned down and touched the old lady lightly on the cheek. ‘You must not worry about me, Miss Juniper.’ Then, lifting the reins again, she urged the horse forward at a trot that was really too fast for the cobbled causeys of Cromarty.

			 

			It was not long after the sound of Lady Charlotte’s gig passing had faded into the distance that Miss Juniper’s girls, each now with a basket, left the manse in company with Rachel Mackay. As they turned off the Causeway for the path up Cromarty hill, Alicia asked Mrs Mackay, ‘Are you and the minister to join the library?’

			‘Yes,’ Rachel smiled, ‘we are.’

			‘I am surprised you need to,’ said Mairead. ‘Still less the minister. I am sure he must have read almost every book there is.’

			Rachel laughed. ‘Well, I don’t think even he has read every book there is. Besides, the library is to be a respectable, social association, and so the minister would be expected to form part of it.’

			‘So,’ Mairead continued, choosing her words as carefully as she was able, ‘will he have read Miss Juniper’s book?’

			‘Mairead!’ Alicia said.

			They had just crossed over the burn at the start of the coastal path leading to the hill. Mrs Mackay stopped. ‘Who told you about Miss Juniper’s book, Mairead?’

			

			Mairead felt her cheeks flame and found that her courage failed her. Alicia glanced at her then answered for her. ‘Everyone knows about it. They say it is why Miss Juniper was disgraced, why she had to leave Fortrose, why no one that can afford any better will send their daughters to her . . .’

			Rachel Mackay’s face became stern. ‘I am surprised, given her kindness and care for you both, that you pay any heed to such gossip. There are few girls in Scotland, be their fathers never so rich, who will have as good an education as you will have from Miss Juniper.’ She put down her basket. ‘Come, girls, we’ll sit down over here.’ She led them to a wooden bench at the side of the path. ‘It’s only to be expected that you are curious, and unfair to leave you to imagine the worst. Miss Juniper’s book, as you must know, was an account of her time as a village schoolmistress.’

			The girls nodded. ‘But how could that be so bad?’ asked Alicia. ‘Surely she could not have been a very scandalous person?’

			‘Oh, she wasn’t,’ agreed Mrs Mackay. ‘Her mistake was to tell the truth. She showed her pupils, her neighbours, the great and the good of the society of Fortrose, as they really were, and in doing so she failed to take enough care in disguising the identities of those people about whom she told the truth.’

			Alicia’s eyes widened. ‘She wrote about real people? From Fortrose?’

			Mrs Mackay nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. And some of them were not at all pleased about it.’

			

			Mairead was now agog. ‘But what did she write?’

			The minister’s wife looked as if she might admonish her again, but then she leaned a little closer to them. ‘She wrote about people who were nosy – who spied on their neighbours and crept up to listen at their windows at night.’

			‘She didn’t!’

			‘Oh, but she did. Moreover, she portrayed people who were lazy and slovenly. She took care to give them assumed names – but such was the precision of her descriptions that no one was in any doubt as to whom she was talking about. She took aim at the arrogant, the avaricious, the mean; she exposed duplicity, cruelty, vanity, greed and dishonesty. In short, she described the society around her exactly as she found it, all in her little book.’

			The girls were both now open-­mouthed and waiting to hear more.

			‘Now, as you know, the book is dedicated to Sir Walter Scott himself.’

			The girls knew. There was no figure more greatly venerated in the cottage on Little Vennel than was Sir Walter. The letter from Sir Walter, congratulating Miss Juniper on the publication of her own book, was taken out and read every year, on his birthday. They would have been astonished to learn that her book had been dedicated to anyone else.

			‘Well,’ continued Mrs Mackay, ‘Sir Walter Scott’s is only the first amongst many names of the highest quality on the list of subscribers to the publication of Miss Juniper’s book, from one end of Scotland to the other. In drawing so precisely the society and manners of the town of Fortrose, Miss Juniper made it a national laughing stock. For that she was chased from her position and her home and has sought refuge here.’

			

			‘But why did she come here, where she was known and was bound to be shunned? Why not somewhere far away where she might have started again?’

			Rachel took Mairead’s hand. ‘Because she had nowhere else to go. No home, no money, no relations who might have helped her. She came here because of me, and because of Lady Charlotte – as you know, we had both boarded at her school in Fortrose. We cannot stop the tittle-­tattle, we cannot regain for her what she has lost, but Charlotte is able to see to it that she has a roof over her head and that her hearth is never cold nor her larder empty. That she is welcomed by me at the manse means that others must at least acknowledge her in the street, and that fathers like yours might with propriety leave their daughters in her care.’

			But the girls were no longer following Mrs Mackay. They should have guessed, of course. Where else would the baskets of game, eggs and vegetables that regularly appeared in the cottage kitchen come from, if not the larder and gardens of Cromarty House? Their own meagre fees would not have paid the half of it.

			As they resumed their walk up the hill, each pursued her own thoughts. Alicia, always the romantic, tried to imagine Lady Charlotte as the schoolgirl she must once have been and whether some lost love had interposed itself before she had been condemned to life in the house on the hill, and marriage to Sir William. Mairead, on the other hand, was more interested in the matter of Miss Juniper’s pen, and the story it might write should she decide to turn her attention to the people of Cromarty.

			

			

		

	
		
			Two

			 

			Choice is made of the Books

			James Craig, the clockmaker, looked up from his workbench as his shop door opened to admit Sanders Gilfeather, manager of the Caledonian Bank and session clerk to the kirk of Cromarty. Sanders was still in his banking suit, even though by this time on a Saturday afternoon it was his habit to be in waders and gansey and making his way out to Donal Deacon’s lobster boat.

			‘All is well I hope, Sanders,’ said James, as Gilfeather set on the counter the bracket clock he had had under his arm. It was a fine piece – quality without frippery – and this only the second time Sanders had brought it to him. The first time had been sixteen years since, when the news had come to the town of Cromarty that his son, Ensign Alexander Gilfeather, had fallen at the Battle of Waterloo. Gilfeather had brought it to him then, setting the clock, its well-­made mahogany case, with flawless glass and the maker’s mark of Ritchie of Edinburgh, upon the counter, informing him it had stopped. James had observed the mechanism, moving seamlessly, keeping perfect time. ‘Aye, Sanders,’ he’d said, ‘you’re right enough. It’s stopped.’

			

			‘It’ll not mend right, I don’t think.’

			‘No,’ James had conceded. ‘But we’ll make the best of it.’

			Sixteen years ago, and now here the clock was back on his counter. But this time the thing really was going slow.

			‘You’re not away fishing this afternoon then?’

			‘Chance would be the fine thing,’ said the bank manager. ‘But today the members of the library are to make choice of their books. I’ll bid you good day, James.’

			James recalled the list of the library members Gilfeather had shown to him only a few days beforehand. ‘Good day to you too, Sanders. And good luck.’

			Just then, Stanislas appeared through from the back shop, where he had evidently been hovering. ‘Why is Mr Gilfeather in his business attire? I did not think the bank was open on a Saturday afternoon.’

			‘It isn’t,’ said James. ‘But the great and the good of the town have set themselves up as a circulating library, and they’ve settled on poor Sanders to be their clerk. He’s away to make note of their choice of reading.’

			‘But why are you not there?’

			Despite the young man’s great intelligence, James often had to remind himself that Stanislas had much to learn about life in a Scottish town. He laughed. ‘Me? Because I am neither great nor good. And there are amongst the chosen ones a goodly few whose memories stretch back forty years and are not inclined to forgive what they have been so careful not to forget.’ What they would neither forgive nor forget was James’s youthful enthusiasm for the French and their revolution that had, in his younger days, drawn him to Paris itself.

			

			‘But you have read more than those people. You have read more than anyone in this town.’

			James took out his eyeglass and pointed it at Stanislas. ‘Not quite, Stan. Miller, the stonemason, has read more than anyone else in this town, and I can assure you, they haven’t invited him to join in their number either.’

			‘Then what is the point of their association?’

			‘The point, my lad, is that others might know they are in it.’

			 

			In the small front parlour of the Commercial Hotel, Janet Cameron set down the coffee pot in front of Miss Juniper, who had positioned herself by the window. ‘I’ll have Hester light the fire for you,’ she said.

			‘I am quite comfortable, thank you. The ladies and gentlemen will be wanting it lit though – in the reading room, I suppose?’

			‘The fire there is already lit, though it is only the gentlemen. As the Misses Rose could not attend, being at a cousin’s wedding in Rosemarkie today, it was not thought right that the other ladies should be there either. Now, can I bring you anything else?’

			‘No, thank you. I shall be quite content here with my coffee and the Courier. I am most obliged to you for bringing it through.’

			

			Janet Cameron had known what Miss Juniper was about the minute Hester had hurried through to the kitchen to tell her the schoolmistress was out in the front hall. There would have been nothing unusual in this – Miss Juniper habitually appeared at the Commercial Hotel on a Saturday afternoon, to take her coffee in the coffee room and to peruse the Inverness Courier and the Quarterly Review, but her accustomed time was three o’clock on the dot, not a quarter to two. It was plain that she had got wind, somehow, that the gentlemen of the library were to be gathering there at two, to make choice of the books, and that she was determined to interpose herself in some manner. Mrs Cameron had swiftly told her the reading room was reserved for a private function and deposited her instead in the parlour.

			But despite the crisp sunshine outside, the parlour was chilly, it being now October, and Mrs Cameron rang through for Hester to come and light the fire anyway. She was about to leave when her eye was caught by the article the other woman was now reading, a report of the murder trial just brought to its conclusion in the High Court of Inverness.

			‘Guilty,’ said Miss Juniper. ‘It’s a puzzling thing to me all the same, why a schoolmaster in Assynt should murder a pedlar – all for the sake of thirty pounds.’

			‘Not an insignificant amount of money, though.’

			

			‘No, but a schoolmaster? And for a life?’

			‘I suppose a schoolmaster is a man like any other,’ said Mrs Cameron, straightening the hearth rug. ‘Perhaps he just had it in him.’

			Miss Juniper took a sip of her coffee. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘perhaps he did.’

			 

			Across the hall, Mr Gilfeather opened his leather attaché case and took out the library minute book. Opening it at the correct page, he read:

			 

			List of the Cromarty Citizens who have formed a Circulating Library, Books being Precious, Carriage costly, and Communication slow and expensive.

			 

			Sir William Mackenzie

			Lady Charlotte

			Rev. Dr Micah Fraser

			Rev. Alasdair Mackay

			Mrs Mackay

			Mr Isaac Fordyce

			Miss Elspeth Rose

			Miss Anna Rose

			Mr John Learmonth

			Mrs Cameron

			Mr Ludovic Cameron

			Mr Hossack

			 

			

			That would put Willie Hossack’s nose out of joint, he reflected, to see himself so exactly at the bottom of the list, and not to be able to do a blind thing about it, for there could be little debate about the order of precedence: aside from a brief hesitation over whether Mr Fordyce should indeed come before the Misses Rose, the list had as good as written itself.

			Miss Elspeth Rose, of course, was behind it all. Whatever she might claim, he knew her aim in the establishment of this association was that it should allow her greater oversight of the society of the town. ‘Things are slipping, Mr Gilfeather,’ she had said to him, and who knew but she was not right?

			There had been a great deal said, at that inaugural meeting, and much of it by Miss Elspeth and her sister, about the rules by which the library should be governed, but Mr Gilfeather had used his own common sense and minuted accordingly. He was, nonetheless, ill at ease. For a start, there was Arabella Juniper, just across the hall, in the parlour. There had been some discussion, prior to the first meeting of the members of the library, as to whether Miss Juniper should be invited to become one of their number. The discussion had not taken up a great deal of the committee’s time: the ancient, if somewhat tenuous acquaintance of Miss Juniper with the parents of Sir Walter Scott gave her a claim, of course, to entrance into every literary society. And indeed, her possession of a congratulatory letter from Sir Walter himself on the publication of her own book might in other circumstances have made her the first name on Mr Gilfeather’s list. It was, however, the nature of that very book which made the discussion of her potential membership a matter of such short order. Every one of them had read The Memoirs of a Fortrose Schoolmistress but could scarcely publicly admit the fact. Sir Walter notwithstanding, it had quickly been agreed that Miss Juniper should not be invited.

			

			And then here was Dr Fraser, minister of Resolis, the neighbouring parish and a full six miles away, but here he was, ensconced in Mr Gilfeather’s own preferred chair in the coffee room. Mrs Cameron herself had been put out by it, but it was not the place of either of them to tell a minister to shift. Alasdair Mackay of Cromarty kirk had made no such mistake, of course, and was leaning contentedly at one end of the fireplace, puffing on his pipe while Sir William Mackenzie, scanning The Scotsman for the latest news of the Reform Bill, leant on the other end in an accommodation of Church and State which Mr Gilfeather could not but approve.

			‘What news of the Bill, William?’ asked Mr Mackay.

			Before Sir William could well get his response prepared, Isaac Fordyce had let out a shrill cry. ‘No, minister! I cannot allow it. Surely, it was one of the first rules of our new association that politics should not be discussed?’

			Sir William looked to Mr Gilfeather who consulted in his ledger. ‘Although such an interdict does not constitute one of the actual rules of the library, it was certainly agreed in spirit that discussions of an overtly political nature, and touching on the present times, should be discouraged.’

			

			‘Thank the Good Lord for that,’ drawled Farquhar Hossack. Mr Gilfeather was greatly put out by the presence in the coffee room – or reading room as several of the members had now taken to calling it – of Willie Hossack’s son. Farquhar Hossack was not a member of the library, and on this one occasion Mr Gilfeather was mildly regretful that Miss Elspeth Rose was not here to bother him about regulations. Willie Hossack, proprietor of Cromarty ropeworks, was bad enough, but his son was infinitely worse. Farquhar, Mrs Cameron had confided, had been annoying the maids in the reading room half the morning, and had made no shift to leave as two o’clock approached, despite her best efforts.

			With just a minute wanting of two o’clock, Willie Hossack himself finally arrived. Farquhar accorded his father little more than an uninterested grunt, and Hossack was forced to wedge himself onto the small sofa already occupied by Ludovic Cameron, son and heir to the proprietress of the Commercial Hotel.

			Sir William cleared his throat. ‘Well, we are all assembled. Let us proceed to business. Mr Fordyce, I understand, has been in communication with his cousin in Elgin with regard to the supply of the books.’

			The little man leaned forward. ‘Indeed,’ he said, ‘and you may be assured, my cousin deals only with books of the finest quality, bound to the highest standard.’

			

			Willie Hossack sniffed. ‘Aye, but will he give us as good a price as might be had from Morrison in Inverness?’

			Isaac Fordyce bristled. ‘The goods in Morrison’s establishment have been rifled by a thousand pairs of hands and made the tour of half the Highlands. I for one am more inclined to pay for a volume in mint condition, rather than some cheap edition, no doubt reeking of mutton fat and peat.’

			It was for eventualities such as this that Mr Gilfeather, and he alone, had been approached to fill the position of clerk to the library. All eyes turned to him.

			‘In the matter of cost,’ he began, ‘the question of transportation must also be considered. And I’ll tell you this, there’s a sight more chance of getting a box of books taken cheaply across the firth from Elgin than paying to have them on the Kessock Ferry from Inverness then trundled here in a cart. That is, of course, only my opinion.’

			But that opinion once given, there was no more to be said. Mr Fordyce’s dignity was upheld and no further mention made of booksellers in Inverness. Willie Hossack sat back, ill-­pleased, and Sir William pressed on to the choice of the books. At least the women weren’t here – that would save some time.

			‘I believe you are in receipt of the ladies’ selection, Mr Gilfeather?’

			Mr Gilfeather nodded. He was in receipt of the ladies’ selection, all right. Miss Elspeth Rose had handed it to him in the street, as if presenting him with an overdue butcher’s bill. He proceeded to read aloud the list.

			

			‘Lady Charlotte: De Bourrienne’s Memoirs of Napoleon.’

			Willie Hossack snorted and Mr Gilfeather, while privately deploring anything associated with the Corsican, shot the man a look charged with forty years of contempt. Sir William asked whether he was quite certain that had been his wife’s choice. ‘I wonder whether she did not mean rather to ask for a biography of the Empress Josephine?’

			‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Both title and author are written out quite exactly, and the translation recently brought out by Constable specified.’

			Sir William said something to the effect that he would never quite understand his wife, and the listing of the ladies’ choices continued. Mrs Mackay had requested Sir Walter Scott’s Anne of Geierstein. It was the general apprehension of the community that the minister might not have his young wife entirely under his control. Rachel Mackay had been too clever for a lady’s maid and governess, and she might be too clever for a minister’s wife as well, but Sir Walter Scott could hardly be objected to.

			Next came the choice of Miss Elspeth Rose. There would be no grounds for concern here: if something were to be disapproved of it would be Miss Elspeth who would do the disapproving. Her choice must be therefore, de facto, acceptable to all. ‘Miss Elspeth requests Mrs Hemans’ Records of Woman: with Other Poems.’

			‘Heaven preserve us,’ murmured Farquhar Hossack from behind a copy of the Inverness Journal, ‘poetry! Don’t tell me the old bluestocking has discovered she has a heart. I had half-­expected she would ask for Frankenstein.’

			

			Willie Hossack coughed as if he had a beetle in his throat and Mr Fordyce hastened to fill the moment of awkwardness. ‘Miss Rose has made a fine choice, and I daresay that she has already read Mrs Shelley’s novel in any case.’

			Dr Fraser turned to Farquhar Hossack. ‘No doubt Frankenstein is required reading amongst the anatomy students at Aberdeen, Fachie, if only as a warning against meddling with things that are better left alone.’

			Farquhar lowered his newspaper. ‘You would have us remain in ignorance, sir?’

			‘I would have our kirkyards left unmolested, sir,’ responded the minister.

			No one in the room could have been unaware of what it was that Dr Fraser alluded to. The horrors perpetrated only three years since by William Burke and William Hare in the closes of Edinburgh were still fresh in the minds of everyone. How could they not be? Every week the papers continued to tell of suspected abductions and murders up and down the country, all to meet the insatiable demand for corpses of the anatomy professors that even grave-­robbing could not satisfy.

			The imputation was all too clear to Farquhar, who cast aside his newspaper and stood up. ‘Your kirkyards? It’ll be your pews that are unmolested, if you persist in your slavish devotion to superstition in the place of science.’ Having shocked the room, Fachie left, giving no farewells, even to his stupefied father.

			

			Willie Hossack attempted to bluster something, but Mr Gilfeather ignored him and, as if there had been no unfortunate interruption, passed from the choice of Miss Elspeth Rose to that of her sister Anna, who had requested a copy of Miss Ferrier’s Marriage. The gentle amusement at this settled the company and threatened to start conversations, but Mr Gilfeather hurried on: Donal Deacon’s lobster boat would not wait in the harbour for ever. ‘Finally, we have the choice of Mrs Cameron, who has requested The Youth and Manhood of Cyril Thornton.’

			On hearing his mother’s selection, Ludovic Cameron groaned.

			‘Bear up, Ludo,’ murmured the schoolmaster, from behind the sofa occupied by his friend.

			‘Bear up? Cyril Thornton is a cautionary tale of a young man who, a disappointment to his parents, neglects the studies for which he was sent away and learns some bitter lessons by a career in the army. He returns home, a little too late to be of any great use to those he left behind, but in time to marry the dependable girl he should have married in the first place.’

			‘Perhaps,’ persisted the schoolmaster. ‘But Hamilton writes an excellent comic character. He’ll soon have your good lady mother in fine form.’ The sequence of looks provoked around the room by this remark suggested that the idea of the austere Janet Cameron being elevated to the condition of ‘fine form’ was not one that persuaded anybody.

			

			Sir William hastily suggested moving on to the gentlemen’s choices.

			‘For myself, I should say Croker’s Boswell’s Life of Johnson,’ he began, ‘if only to see whether there is anything in the controversy stirred up amongst the reviewers.’

			‘Ach, they are all so tight in with the booksellers,’ said Dr Fraser. ‘They do nothing but puff their favourites and manufacture controversies. It’s all contrived in order to sell more books.’

			This point conceded, the selections continued. Isaac Fordyce, predictably enough, requested the first two volumes of Moore’s Life of Byron; Dr Fraser, to general surprise, asked for Heber’s Poetical Works. Mr Gilfeather turned now to Ludovic Cameron. His assistant clerk at the bank could be relied upon to be sensible. Ludovic requested Basil Hall.

			‘The Travels in North America?’ queried Willie Hossack, alert that mention was finally made of something he had heard of. How on earth had the fellow got himself in here? Mr Gilfeather wondered. And then Hossack himself was piping up that he would like The Aberdeen Magazine ordered on his behalf. On his behalf! It would be his wife who was after it, thinking no doubt that she might one day read of Fachie’s exploits amongst its pages. As if there weren’t enough periodicals brought into the reading room as it was. Mr Gilfeather did not waste time on quibbling, however, and with a sniff at Willie Hossack’s choice, wrote it down.

			Things were cutting along quite nicely, but then the minister announced he would wish to be purchased James Justinian Morier’s Hajji Baba. Mr Gilfeather stayed his pen. He was not an unreasonable man, but he was an elder of the Kirk.

			

			‘Hajji Baba, minister? You are aware the fellow is an infidel?’

			Alasdair Mackay attempted a conciliatory look. ‘The book is a satire, Sanders, on the Persian society and on our own.’

			Satire! Djinns, and sorcerers and carpets that flew were one thing, but to introduce satire into the society of Cromarty would be to insert the thin end of the wedge. Sanders gave his minister a look to make clear that he inscribed this particular title into the books list of the Cromarty Circulating Library under duress.

			Last to give in his choice was the schoolmaster, Mr Learmonth, who said he thought he would like a look at MacFarlane’s Constantinople in 1828. ‘It is a light thing, I believe,’ he added. ‘Part travel memoir and part novel. Something the ladies might enjoy too.’ Mr Gilfeather wrinkled his nose. This was the start of it, if a schoolmaster barely arrived in Cromarty thought it his place to be suggesting reading matter for the ladies of the town. Good luck to him with that! And then the schoolmaster was on his feet before Mr Gilfeather had set down his pen.

			‘We are keeping you from some engagement, Mr Learmonth?’

			The young man laughed slightly. ‘No engagement, only a visit to Kirkmichael. I believe there is much of interest to be found amongst the gravestones there.’

			

			‘Well,’ said Dr Fraser, at last heaving himself out of Mr Gilfeather’s accustomed chair, ‘as long as what you find isn’t Fachie Hossack, with a shovel.’

			 

			It was several hours later that Charlotte was looking out at her casement as she pulled a brush through her hair. The sea and the sky had both turned to grey on her journey back from Kirkmichael, the one seeming to dissolve and disappear into the other so that soon they would be black. In the cold space of her bedchamber, she felt the chill air on her neck. The fire was unlit. She had told the girl to leave it because she did not have it in her to manage the ten minutes the child would be in the room, lighting the fire, closing the curtain drapes, attempting to talk to her. Not tonight, not with the great dark emptiness of the world outside that made her want to disappear. She could not manage it tonight.

			It would be all she could do to manage the dinner at the manse. The men would talk about the library, and the prospects of the Reform Bill. Someone would say something of the cholera, which had now reached Vienna. Rachel might talk of Miss Juniper’s girls.

			Charlotte put her hand against the windowpane and imagined for a moment what it might be to dissolve, like the light, into darkness. She could hardly make out the sea now. Over the town, lights were appearing at windows. The schoolhouse was there somewhere, past the vennels of Fishertown, down by the shore. She wondered if the schoolmaster was returned yet from Kirkmichael, where he had come upon her this afternoon, ruining her solitude. Perhaps he would reproduce his drawings on the blackboard for his pupils, a little of the arm still tanned from the summer past showing above the wrist where his cuff had begun to fray. He had offered to go, to leave the place to her, but she had demurred and began to gather up her things instead. He had insisted on helping her and as he’d bent to pick up her easel their hands had touched. Those tanned fingers had been on her skin. The rough material of his sleeve had brushed her cheek. A current had gone through her, from him to her and back again. She had stepped back, stunned, and he had turned away, murmuring an apology. He should have been the one to leave.

			

			Charlotte traced her fingers over her own lips then shook herself. Her eyes travelled from the schoolhouse, past the courthouse and the kirk and the grand merchant houses, until her gaze fell upon the manse down below. Rachel would have been back hours since from her picnic on the hill, to give orders for their dinner and to make herself sit and sew or read in Alasdair’s first wife’s parlour. Or perhaps she had waited, winding her hair in anticipation of his return later in the afternoon from the meeting of the library. How was it they could have made such different marriages? Once, when Charlotte had spoken to Rachel about the blessed darkness that enveloped her as William paid her his – thank God – ever less frequent attentions, Rachel had said quietly, her eyes lowered a little, that she liked the afternoons.

			

		

	
		
			Three

			Wednesday Evening

			Supper among friends

			Ludovic Cameron picked his way carefully along the middle of the street and wondered about Boston. ‘The streets of Boston are not paved with gold, Ludovic,’ his mother had only just informed him. Perhaps not, but it would be something if they were paved at all. And lit at night, as the streets of Inverness were lit. Surely he might hope for that? Ahead of him, small creatures scuttled from one alleyway to another while behind him lurked the dark bulk of yet another ship, within its decks a mass of people and all their worldly goods, waiting to be carried westwards, across the ocean. Most of them had had little choice in the matter, forced to the edges and finally the sea by improvements, and sheep. Ludovic, though, would not have to be forced. Ludovic would be off, at the first opportunity. Further out in the bay still, a ship in quarantine, for fear of the cholera that had now crept from the east into Europe. East to west, was that the way the world turned? Ludovic tried to recall his mathematics lectures, from his one year of study at the Marischal College in Aberdeen, but Dr Jamesone had been so constantly befuddled that Ludo had hardly been able to make sense of the old fellow at all. Mrs Cameron, back in Cromarty, had soon seen that her money was wasted in pursuit of her son’s academic deficiencies, and called him home. Five years ago, and Ludo had been intent on getting away ever since. His father had gone westwards to Sir William’s plantation in Demerara many years ago and never come back. Hester had come here instead. James Craig had left many years ago too, for Paris, only to pitch up again one day in Cromarty, where he had started. Ludo was quite determined he would not finish back where he had started.

			

			He was almost at the door of the clockmaker’s when he saw John Learmonth turn the corner at the bottom of the Paye and emerge onto the street ahead of him. He lifted an arm in greeting, but John, in some reverie of graveyards and old memorials, no doubt, didn’t notice. Ludo whistled.

			John looked up and his face brightened. ‘I hadn’t noticed you there.’ They were now at the clockmaker’s door. ‘By the smell of that goulash, I should say we have arrived precisely at the proper time. Come, Ludo, Stan will be dishing up.’ Soon, they had passed through the front shop and workshop, on the trail of aromas of herbs and stewing pork, to the comfortable back room which James Craig shared with his young Polish apprentice. Stanislas was indeed occupied in stirring the contents of a large pot suspended over the fire. He set down his spoon and without any other greeting said, ‘Have you brought it?’

			

			Ludovic held out to him the copy of The Scotsman that had just that day come into the hotel’s reading room, and James lit the lamp above the table. The glow spread to the corners of the small room, illuminating the stack of well-­thumbed books in the corner and the small oil painting of Notre Dame that hung above the hearth, as well as the old terrier dog that lay in front of it.

			‘Page two,’ said Ludovic as Stanislas spread out the newspaper.

			The Pole frantically traced the columns then began to read aloud. ‘From Cracow, on the fifteenth. “It is now certain that the Polish army has not submitted . . .”’ He turned towards his friends with glee and John clapped him on the shoulder.

			‘Go on, go on,’ said Craig.

			‘“. . . has not submitted to the Russians and that the spirit of resistance is still alive in the country.”’ His excitement grew as he read, only to fade again. ‘“Strong hopes are entertained that the severe weather will set in before Paskewitch can reduce the two or three fortresses which the Poles still hold, and that by the independence of the brave people . . .”’ His voice dwindled to nothing and he turned away.

			Ludovic was mystified. ‘But surely, that’s good, Stan, is it not?’

			‘Good? It is hopeless. ‘“two or three fortresses”, and they expect them to hold out until spring? They think Russia will cower before the onslaught of a Polish winter as Napoleon before the gates of Moscow?’ He abandoned his reading of the paper to return to his pot. ‘They know nothing.’

			

			‘But bear up, old fellow,’ said Ludovic, scanning the columns once more. ‘Surely, the mediating powers . . .’

			James shook his head as he laid down a dish of potatoes. ‘All their concern is to prevent the insurrection of their own people.’

			‘The people,’ said Stanislas. ‘The people are so enslaved by their masters they don’t even know what they want. If the people had but risen . . .’

			Stanislas’ father had lost almost all in his resistance to their Russian masters, and with the little that remained to him he had sent his son to the university in Warsaw, where Stanislas had learned to repeat his father’s mistakes. The previous November’s uprising had given the Tsar the excuse he wanted for ordering his armies to crush the Polish revolt. Stanislas’ subsequent adventures, his close encounters with near-­certain death in fleeing before the Russian army, had held them spellbound on many an evening. Their friend had made his way to the Baltic coast, thinking to take ship for England, his experience of having been tutored at home by a young Englishman having led him to hope he might engage the sympathy of like-­minded liberals for the cause of his homeland. He had somehow instead boarded a ship loaded with hemp and bound for Cromarty. What series of accidents had then brought him to the door of the only other inhabitant of this town to have participated in a European revolution was not quite clear to Ludovic, but the upshot was that the highly educated son of a Polish count sat in the back room of a shop in Cromarty on the edge of the North Sea learning how to mend clocks.

			

			John Learmonth put an arm round Stanislas’ drooping shoulders. ‘There is hope, Stan. The piece says Warsaw has not fallen, does it not? There is always hope.’

			As James Craig doled ladlesful of the rich stew into wooden bowls, their talk, the purpose of these evening gatherings, was of the news. The Reform Bill could not be avoided. Craig dismissed it as an irrelevance that would serve only to further enrich the masters and more thoroughly enslave the people on whose labour their wealth was built. What good to enfranchise tenants if they must cast their vote in full sight of their landlord? What of the labourers and artisans who would still have no vote at all? What of the Highlanders in the ropeworks, the slaughtermen and curers and coopers and packers at the piggery, the fishermen risking death every time they took to their boats? Much good the great Reform Bill would do them!

			‘Or us,’ John Learmonth pointed out. ‘Other than Ludo, of course.’ Ludo was the only one of them who could claim a property valued at £10 per annum. Janet Cameron’s saving and determination for as long as Ludovic could remember, to build up the trade and reputation of the Commercial Hotel, would, should the Lords in Westminster be so inclined, give Ludovic, man of property, the vote.

			

			They spoke of the devastation said to have been wrought in the West Indies by the coming of a hurricane. Stanislas asked whether the ‘losses’ reported by the newspaper referred to lives or to profits. John checked again. ‘Both.’ Below the news of the hurricane was printed a letter, from a planter in Demerara, complaining of the effects of the speeches of the abolitionists on the slaves who were thus rendered indolent and hardly to be kept under control. There was talk of the distribution of arms and ammunition amongst the white brethren. Ludo hoped that Hester would not have had time to read the paper yet, for he knew such things upset her.

			They plundered the newspaper for anything that might distract Stanislas’ thoughts from the closing down of his university and the deaths and losses of his friends and family at home, those who had not got away ahead of the inexorable Russian advance on Warsaw.

			At last they spoke about the stew they were eating, and of the pigs from whom the pork had come, until John Learmonth, whose schoolroom lay close to the piggery, begged them to stop.

			‘The pigs have no choice but to be in Cromarty,’ said Ludo, ‘to be reared, slaughtered, salted and sent in barrels to Barbados. You, on the other hand, have a choice. You do not need to be here at all.’

			‘Everyone must be somewhere, Ludo.’

			‘But why here? You are not even from Cromarty! Look, look here.’ He pointed to a column on the front page of the newspaper, filled with the advertisements of Edinburgh writing, arithmetic and music masters. ‘You took your degree in Edinburgh, and might have made your name there, like all these fellows are busy doing. You might have taken rooms in some elegant and respectable New Town address from which to launch yourself upon the world, and yet you banish yourself here. Look’ – again he pointed – ‘“Prizes were awarded to young ladies.” John, your life might have been a delight – you might have attended recitals, the theatre, societies . . .’

			

			‘But here I have the Northern Institution in Inverness, with their many fascinating lectures, and there is the Mechanics’ Institute, which Stan talks of joining . . .’

			Ludovic wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to take this seriously. He often felt, when he was with his friends, John especially, that more was meant by their conversation than he fully understood. That they sought out his company was a matter of some astonishment to him who, until first John Learmonth and then Stanislas Jeszewski had arrived in Cromarty, had had no friends at all. The coincidence of his birth, within a few months and in the same small town with that of Farquhar Hossack, had plagued him his whole life.

			His childhood had been a litany of bruisings, drubbings and humiliations at the hands of a laughing Fachie, the only respite coming in their years at the grammar school of Fortrose, where Fachie’s interests had increasingly turned to menacing the young women of the town. Their simultaneous advancement to the Marischal College in Aberdeen, greeted with relief in Fortrose, made things worse again for Ludo, for Fachie let loose amongst the brothels and gambling dens of Aberdeen had been a nightmare, the responsibility for which was as often as not laid at Ludo’s door, for the mere fact that they had arrived at the college together. Ludo had never told her, of course, but his mother’s summons home following his failure to pass the first year of his courses had come as a blessed relief. Fachie, however, by some miraculous sequence of events beyond Ludo’s comprehension, had passed his courses and was now embarked upon higher studies with a view to entering the medical profession. The only explanation Ludo could think of was in Fachie’s oft-­repeated drunken vow that he ‘would go to Hell before he went to the Cromarty ropeworks’. And so, for at least eight months of the year, Ludo was free to walk the streets of the town without fear of being subjected to the mockery and abuse of Farquhar Hossack. That in itself would have been enough – it had never entered his head that he might one day actually have friends. But friends he now had, and he was determined to keep them. He made a point, every week, of reading the paper from end to end in order that he would know what it was they were alluding to when they began to discuss the news.

			

			Tonight, having again evaded the question of why he had abandoned life in the Athens of the north to languish instead behind a schoolmaster’s desk in Cromarty, John now turned the conversation onto Ludovic himself.

			‘Did you notice the “Letter from Ontario”, Ludo?’

			

			‘I did.’ Now he was on firmer ground.

			‘And?’

			‘It is evidently not Boston.’

			‘They will be as much in need of worthy bankers in Ontario as they are in Boston, I should have thought.’

			‘I have no doubt of it, but at least in Boston a man might hope to make a living as a bank agent without also being expected to milk his own cow!’

			James Craig exploded with laughter. ‘Do you not think Sanders Gilfeather has milked a cow or two in his time?’ Ludovic was head clerk to Mr Gilfeather in the bank, a position which was the delight of his mother’s life.

			Still laughing, James went on. ‘Your mother has made a fine gentleman of you indeed, and I daresay she would run as sound an establishment in Massachusetts as she does in Cromarty.’

			Ludovic felt his shoulders slump. ‘She will never go to America, because of Hester. It’s bad enough here, but she fears that there, even in the northern states, it would be worse.’

			James began to clear away their bowls. ‘I daresay she might be right.’ He brought out the whisky and got down his fiddle from its place on the wall. He was soon playing some of his favourite airs while John sketched him and Stanislas carried on with his translations of some poet from his homeland whose name Ludovic could never remember. ‘I do it so that you might understand,’ Stanislas said. Week after week the son of the Polish count went at those translations, till his volume of his countryman’s poem was in danger of coming away at the spine, but he was never quite satisfied, always promising them that another few days and he was sure he would have it. The more the conclusion was put off, the more Ludovic was coming to think that his translation told Stanislas a story of his homeland somewhat different from the one he wished it to.

			

			 

			The friends having bid their farewells at the end of their evening, John Learmonth watched Ludovic disappear into the darkness. How was it that it was Ludo, good, trusting Ludo, who was the only one saw a chink in the reasoning that had brought him here to Cromarty? The rest of the town was merely grateful that so able a scholar should have come at all, to take charge of their parish school. There was Dr Fraser too, John reminded himself. The Resolis minister had also shown some curiosity as to why John should have chosen to come to this northern outpost, hardly the springboard for a brilliant career. John had cited his interest in natural history and the enticements of the fascinating newspaper columns of the ‘Cromarty Correspondent’ which had found their way beyond the pages of the Inverness Courier to a wider national audience. The minister had seemed almost convinced by this story, and yet some hint of doubt lingered. John had never been an adept liar, and so, in as far as was possible in a place of this sort, he took care to avoid finding himself too often alone in the company of Micah Fraser. As for Ludovic – John could only hope that he would give up asking.

			

		

	
		
			Four

			Sunday Morning

			Sabbath

			Miss Elspeth Rose stood ready at the door of Rose Lodge, the very model of exasperation. ‘The kirk bell has been ringing this quarter-­hour. I shall have a curtain put over that glass if you look in it another half minute!’

			Her sister, already much flustered, became even more so. ‘But, Elspeth, my dear, I cannot get this bow rightly tied, and think should my bonnet blow off amongst the gravestones!’

			‘There would be no one to see it, you silly woman, for every other soul in the town will be in their seats before us.’ Elspeth sniffed and straightened her shoulders in a manner that struck terror into her sister’s heart. Elspeth liked to be in their box ahead of time, that she might have a good view. Miss Anna gave up her attempt to set the bonnet comme il faut and fled out of the door and down the front steps in the wake of her sister. The horror of clattering late and alone, into the family pew in the north loft of the church, for all the world of Cromarty to see, was too much for her.

			

			She need not have concerned herself. Out on the street, the Highlanders were still wending their way towards the Paye and their Gaelic chapel. She sometimes thought she would like to go up the brae with them, just to see. Their Gaelic speech was like music in the ears of Miss Anna Rose, who still held dear to the tales of Ossian, despite her sister’s claims that James Macpherson had made them up. After all, how should Elspeth have any more knowledge of the truth of them than did Anna herself? She thought this often, but never said it.

			People were emerging, too, from the vennels of Fishertown, the women in their shawls and good mutches, the men with their boots cleaned. The poor souls – the fishing had not been good this year. Miss Anna determined to pray for them, once she had got safely into the kirk, and their box. But here were Mrs Cameron and Ludovic and their girl Hester coming. To arrive after Mrs Cameron, who wasted not a minute away from her hotel that she did not have to, would be the end of her as far as Elspeth was concerned. It was with relief that she saw that the gig from Cromarty House was not yet at the churchyard gate – that at least was something.

			There was a press of people at the door to the north loft, where the Roses had long had their box pew. As she emerged at the top of the stair and into the aisle of the loft, she saw below in the church the grey head of the only man whose eye she had ever wished to catch. As if knowing her thought, he looked up and inclined his head to her. So slight was the movement she was certain that none but herself would have seen it. None but herself and Elspeth, of course.

			

			Her sister pursed her lips and nodded a brisk greeting to Hugh Miller, the stonemason, seated with his family across the aisle. The Millers had fallen somewhat in the world through the loss at sea of Hugh’s father at a young age, but they were acknowledged respectable people still and maintained their box. Anna had wondered whether Hugh might be invited to join the library but Elspeth had reminded her that he was the one man in Cromarty not in need of literary guidance. She was probably right.

			‘Is it quite necessary to make such an exhibition of yourself?’ Elspeth asked as Anna arranged her skirts around the wall seat.

			‘But surely I am not late?’ She craned her head over the rail to see round to the laird’s loft. ‘See, Sir William and Lady Charlotte are not yet arrived.’

			‘I am not talking about your tardiness, Anna, but your lack of discretion as concerns the clockmaker.’

			‘The clockmaker . . .?’ Tears pricked Miss Anna’s eyes and she could feel the heat creep into her cheeks. This was too cruel, and unworthy, even of Elspeth. She had not exchanged anything but the most conventional of greetings with James Craig since his return to Cromarty over thirty years ago, when her father had made it plain that the man who had been the beau of her youth was no longer welcome in their house. Her father’s intransigence had not died with him, but been bequeathed to their brother who, on his death, had passed the responsibility for Anna’s unhappiness to Elspeth, who had looked to her duty with unswerving solicitude ever since. And if she might not even be permitted a glimpse . . . But then she saw Elspeth’s mouth tighten, signalling the arrival of the laird of Cromarty and his wife, and she remembered that her sister, too, had had her disappointments.
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