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‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Gaddy.

But it did matter.

Coll searched her face with such hurt in his eyes, not physical pain but a terrible biting loneliness, that Gaddy hoisted Elspeth on to her shoulder and turned the child away from the sight of it.

Coll had no need to say more. There would be no merriment and no love at Dyers’ Dyke that day, or any day. Coll was not the prisoner of random misfortune. He was shackled to a wife who despised him and had caused him to build walls around their barren relationship. But Coll had been reminded, if he had ever forgotten, that outside the walls of his marriage there was wildness still, a romanticism of the blood, earth and instinct . . .



No man knows

Through what wild centuries

Roves back the rose.

Sir David Lindsay




PART ONE

Gaddy



ONE


Guarded Pastures


Raised by an icy wind that whipped through gaps in the bramble hedge a flurry of leaves danced before her into the tunnel beneath the oaks. Stirred by the blast, the trees flexed their boughs and, it seemed to Gaddy in her nervous mood, intended to bar the road against her. She was a strong handsome woman, no longer a slender slip of a girl, but the force of the wind shook her powerfully and made her blue eyes water and she lowered her body along the mare’s back and clung with both fists to its tangled mane as she peered along the track.


She had heard how Pictish warriors, the true folk of the north, had forged this track long centuries ago when they stole south to storm the Roman forts in the hills above the Clyde. Since then many another highlander, some hardly less barbarous, had followed the route from the glens, driving cattle down from the wild free mountains into the lowlands’ guarded pastures. Donald and she were part of that tradition. They had come into Stirlingshire out of remote Argyll every autumn for twenty-two unbroken years. Gaddy had no reason to suppose that the year of 1791 would be different, that on that November night her life would be turned upon itself forever.


For Gaddy Patterson and Donald McIver, the drove was one of many that patterned the seasons. In all they would travel near three hundred miles before the winter snows chased them home to the crofts of Ardelve on the bare backside of Ben Cruachan. In November, though, it wasn’t black cattle they rattled before them. In November they laboured for personal profit not as hirelings of Lorne’s wee lairdies or for penny fees from local cattlemen. The annual horse fair at the Thorn of Cadder on Glasgow’s boundary was the magnet.


The Cadder fair was a modest tryst compared to Rutherglen or the swarming activity of Falkirk’s marts where fifty thousand head would change hands in three days’ trading. But Cadder was best for a man with healthy highland garrons to shift, those sturdy ponies which were the blood and bone of Scottish agriculture and the carting trades. After the fair, with the garrons sold, Donald and she would push on to other business, no less important. They would head down the valley of the Clyde towards Dumbarton, leading the mare, a bold-striding draught-horse, and her two-year-old colt, already strong enough to tip over a haystook with a flick of his tail. By long-standing agreement the mare would be covered by one of the Flemish stallions on the Edderly Estate where Donald’s uncle was head horseman. The colt would be sold to the Edderly for seven pounds, the balance of its worth being taken for the stallion’s services, an arrangement that had worked well for many years.


The mare was named Bracken, the colt Gallant. He pranced skittishly behind his dam, as if he sensed Gaddy’s apprehension at turning on to private land.


“Damn you to hell, woman,” Donald shouted. “Bring them on.”


Possessed by doubt, Gaddy continued to hold rein.


Once they trotted the garrons down the track and on to the hill pasture they would be foul of the law. From Perth, through Crieff and Stirling, public roads and attendant lands were considered to be the property of parishes and the lairds who owned the parishes. Fees were due, though to whom and in what score Gaddy had no notion. Donald had never paid for grazings and claimed he had no intention of starting now, law or no damned law.


“Gaddy, do you not hear me?”


The brooding hump of the moor was burled by whirling sleet which obliterated the village’s outlying cottages. Tenants and labourers would be snug indoors. At the big house of Ottershaw only the horsemen would be out, grooming their charges in the sheltered stable-yard. Gaddy felt perilously alone. Tonight she pined for a family of her own. Donald might share her bed but he was no husband to her. Still, she was used to desolate nights and to loneliness. Why should this one disturb her? Her mother, long since dead, had been blessed with second sight. Though Gaddy could not claim to spy visions in fire flame or hear voices in sea waves, a premonitory warning sang in her head like a note drawn from a taut fiddle string.


“Come on, damn you, woman,” Donald raged.


Still she could not bring herself to enter the enclosed track. Seated high on the mare’s back, blanket and canvas for saddle, she clung bare-legged to its wet flanks. Her shawl clouted about her ears and the threatening wind straggled her hair. She was a tall, strong-boned woman of thirty-eight, with large hands and a shape of face that the herders in Ardelve called “chuffit-cheeked”. She took the weather well, though in cold months she wrapped her legs in woollen strips to prevent chafing for she sat astride the mare as a man does, except in towns.


Donald lost patience.


“Bracken,” he bellowed. “Here t’me, Bracken lass.”


What was it? Had there been a witch coven on the nearby hill? Did the stink of the unholy revel linger five days after All Hallows? Was that the source of her fear? Daft, Gaddy, the woman told herself. Stir yourself or Donald will whack you blue and black with the switch. She touched her heels to the mare’s flanks and the animal dawdled forward.


The wind unleashed a fresh torrent of leaves and flung the oak boughs about Gaddy’s head as she stooped under them. Bracken broke into a loping trot, the colt legging behind. She nosed for the open gate and surged up the muddy ramp. Gallant caught up with her. Donald jumped and quickly closed and roped the gate. They were in now, on Bontine’s land, in Bontine’s enclosure. Nervously Gaddy peered around.


Ewes sheltered under the branches which caverned the hedge. They rose with the garrons’ arrival, blethered, and shifted away into the teeth of the wind. Bullocks were visible against the skyline before they kicked and thundered away over the fall of the hill.


The grazing was rough pasture, part of the shoulder of the hill of Drumglass. Its slope plunged steeply from a conical summit down across the track, down across the Glasgow turnpike and through the gates of the Ottershaw parks right up to Sir Gilbert Bontine’s front door.


Gaddy had laid eyes on Ottershaw House only once. Seven years ago Donald, the worse for drink, had tried to sell ponies there. He had been chased away by a couple of ploughmen. She knew of the Bontine family in the manner in which she knew of most landowners along the road, from tattle picked up around fairs and camp fires where drovers and packmen met. In the general opinion Bontine was no tyrant. He would not shoot you or toss you into a cellar for his smith to whip or even drag you up before the sheriff’s man, unless for stealing. But Donald McIver had the unhappy knack of rubbing lairds the wrong way since he would not doff his bonnet to any man, even for the show of it. If they were caught it would mean trouble and loss of the sale at the Thorn of Cadder.


In the field, tussocks of coarse grass and thistle stalks stood out blind-white with sleet. There was a burn ahead, where tiny streamlets gathered off the hillside, and a bowl-like pool where the ponies could be watered. But there was precious little in the pasture worth paying fee for and there would be no justice in a charge of grass-stealing or hardly of trespass, though trespass it undoubtedly was.


Bracken followed the garrons along the hedge then upward across the slope of the hill, away from the belt of forest which sheltered the pasture. Gaddy could make out the garrons well enough and Donald’s two dogs hugged low against the turf, silently snapping at the ponies’ hoofs to keep them together.


Three hundred yards above the track were the remains of a wall and a hut of sorts. It had once been the home of an auld wife who had earned pick by scaring hares from the grazings before guns came into fashion, but she was long dead and the hut had no purpose but to shelter ewes. Even so, Gaddy would be glad to tuck herself inside tonight out of the cruel wind and away from disturbing fancies. It would cheer her to hear Donald ranting against the lairds, after they were settled and she had kindled a fire and boiled the pots. She would do the housekeeping while Donald tended the garrons and fed the horses from the meal sack. She would use some of her precious supply of tea tonight. Tea was Gaddy’s only indulgence. She could not abide sma’ beer, ale or spirits, though the drinking of “the lady’s drink” was considered an affectation by the Ardelve crofters.


The garrons had found a chew of weeds along the exposed side of the wall and had strung out there, tails fluttering like pennants. Donald left them to it and went through the gap in the wall, preceded by the dogs. Gaddy let the mare follow, stepping daintily over half-buried stones. She reined the animal by the lee of the hut and Donald took the colt off the rope.


As he passed her, Donald muttered, “God, what ails you tonight, Gaddy Patterson?”


He did not expect a reply.


Gaddy slid to the ground. The wind plastered her skirts to her thighs and cloaked the shawl about her head. The pack-pony loitered close by, patient as a monument. Shivering and panting, the dogs waited too. Donald had not dismissed them. Dogs and horses were obedient to the highlander. He treated them well, better, oft-times, than he treated his woman. Gaddy approached the door of the hut enshrouded by a strange mingling of fear and excitement.


The hut had a rank sheep smell to it, dank as a sea-cave and pitch black within. But it wasn’t the stench that appalled her. Lug and Birkie, brave full-grown mongrels and wise as sin, had backed away from the place, showing white teeth above curled muzzles, ears flattened and ruffs bristling.


Gaddy signalled, saying, “G’in Luggie. G’in, Birkie. Ga’ awa’ in.” The dogs would not obey. Trembling, they remained pressed to the grass.


The mare snickered and stamped her hoof uncertainly. Big as he was the colt moved closer to his dam, rubbing his neck along her shoulder.


Gaddy said, “Donald?”


The man could not hear her. He had gone behind the wall to count the garrons while they cropped.


Gaddy took a deep breath and stepped forward.


Senses sharpened she detected a shape within the darkness of the hut, a pale, elongated shape which at first seemed to hang in the space above the dimpled black mud. It would be nothing terrible, of course; a flour sack, a scare-rag that a bairn had left. If she cried to Donald, he would stride past her and kick the thing and jeer at her imaginings.


Gaddy turned to the pack-pony and groped among the bundles wrapped to its back. She found the lantern in its oilcloth bag and the smaller bag that contained tinder and flint. Kneeling beside the wall, sheltering the box with her skirts, she struck a spark from the bluestone. She made flame in the teaze of wool and wood shavings in the tin. With a straw taper she transferred the flame to the tallow within the lantern, closed and latched it, and approached the doorway once more.


Cracked and slimy with moss, the lintel was hardly taller than her head. She stood beneath it and extended the lantern to arm’s length.


It was no scare-rag after all.


Gaddy uttered a cry of horror.


A woman was sprawled across the floor of the hut, skirts screwed around bare, stick-thin thighs. Gaddy could see how she had pitched across the threshold and crawled into the shelter on her stomach. Spittled with sleet and mud, her fair hair stuck out like moulting feathers. She looked, Gaddy thought, like a young heron with its neck thrawn.


“Donald?” Gaddy whispered.


Birkie had trailed Gaddy into the hut and sniffed curiously around the stoup. The highland woman kicked out at the dog lest it defile the corpse.


“Donald, come quick.”


Lug barked, relaying her command, but Donald cursed it and told it to hold its damned noise.


Gaddy inched forward, letting the puddle of light from the lantern settle on the dead woman.


She was hardly a woman at all when you looked close, hardly more than a girl, tall and angular with arms as thin as willow wands. Her right arm was crooked under her breast, a pillow for her cheek.


“Donald?”


Perhaps it was Gaddy’s shout which induced response, a tiny plaintive mouse-squeak too faint and weak to be called a cry.


Gaddy fell to her knees, propped the lantern by the wall and drew back the girl’s shoulder. The neck was limber and the head flopped. Sightless eyes stared into Gaddy’s. She was fifteen or sixteen years old at most and, even with sunken cheeks and colour gone, pretty.


Gaddy swallowed the lump of pity in her throat. Gently she pushed the shoulder again. The body uncoiled and rolled on to its back.


There, pressed smothering tight against the girl’s breast, was a baby.


“Oh, God! Oh, God!” murmured Gaddy Patterson and reached to gather the infant into her arms.


The Reverend William Leggat first came to Balnesmoor in 1772. The Duke of Montrose issued the presentation in his favour and he was ordained on the 9th day of June. Fifth son of a tenant farmer in Franklin, near Dunblane, he had attended school in Stirling and later the University of Glasgow. For three years after his graduation he served as tutor to the family of Mr Arbuthnot of Croal, near Perth. There he fell head over buckles for the daughter of the house, a haughty bitch named Isobella who clearly had her sights set on marrying nobility but, out of malice, almost drove the young minister mad with her strutting and teasing. So relieved was Mr Leggat to be free of the witch that he knelt before the altar of Balnesmoor old kirk on the eve of his ordination and took a private vow that he would journey no further in search of advancement and would be content with his lot as it had fallen him. He also vowed that he would not marry. The quest for a suitable wife might unwittingly lead him within range of another crocodile like Miss Arbuthnot and he did not think he would be able to survive such a trial of the flesh a second time. Celibacy, however, was a condition more easily promised than endured. By inclination, Mr Leggat was a loving man, though not particularly carnal, and his natural vigour soon found other outlets. No zealot, he avoided involvement in the quarrels which split the presbyterian churches. He based his ministry on sound doctrine, the teaching of the Catechism and the singing of metrical psalms. He was not without fervour as a preacher but he personified the new tolerance that had crept into the Church. He was, in general, liked for his moderation. By the time he had reached his prime he was much respected in the parish, not least for the size and abundance of his vegetable crops.


Some mean-spirited people muttered as how the Reverend seemed to spend more time labouring in the manse garden than he did in the vineyards of the Lord. But even the least magnanimous villager was forced to admit that he had done wonders with the ill bit ground that sloped away behind the manse, a plot once so peeled of feal and divot that not even thistles would grow there. Such profusion of fruit, flower and vegetable raised by a minister, folk said, surely attested to the Glory of God, and the value of regular dressings of manure.


The manse lay four hundred yards from the church in a cul-de-sac known as the Bonnywell, though the well itself was dry now and water was obtained from the west pump close to the Ramshead Inn. The front of the manse was screened by shrubs and an ivy-covered wall. It was a two-storey sandstone building with a slated roof and an ornamental brick chimney. Though the Bonnywell was at the quiet end of the village it also contained two lime-washed cottages, Bontine feus, which were leased from the laird by Mr James Simpson Moodie, handloom weaver and parish clerk.


James Moodie had two spinster sisters and a widowed mother to support, though with three pairs of female hands to “do” for him many a lad in Balnesmoor might have settled for a life of ease. Not Jamie Moodie; he took his responsibilities seriously. The family lived in one cottage and worked in the other, spinning wool and weaving it into cloth. It was a tidy, well-packaged business which young James had inherited from his thrifty father. The loom was bolted to the floor close to the cottage’s front window, ostensibly situated to provide light but also to furnish an unimpeded view of the manse.


It was close to six of the clock that Tuesday evening when the clatter of hoofs brought Jamie leaping from the loom board to the window. He peered apprehensively through the pane, wiped it with his sleeve and peered again.


Mother and sisters had heard the noise too and came running to Jamie’s side.


“What is it? What’s happenin’?” the elder girl demanded.


“Wait, wait ‘til I see.”


A rough-looking scoundrel in tattered clothing swung from off a garron’s back. He flung open the manse gate and, hauling the pony behind him, stalked up the path between the trim little holly trees.


“Jamie, is it a robber, d’ye think?”


“The bearer o’ ill tidings,” said Mother Moodie profoundly. “I can tell.”


“Do not judge, lest ye be judged,” Jamie snapped.


Moments later came the faint echo of a fist pounding on the manse door.


“Watch. Watch close,” said James Moodie. “See if she lets him in.”


The housekeeper’s lamp glimmered like an elf-light for half a minute then went out as the door closed.


“She did. She let him right in.”


“Maybe he’s a messenger wi’ a letter,” said the younger sister.


“Or a seedsman callin’ for an order,” said the elder.


“No seedsman would ride at such indecent speed,” James Moodie said.


“Son, it bodes ill for somebody, I’m thinkin’.”


“You’re right, Mother,” growled the weaver.


“Aye, but for who?” Mother Moodie said.


Curiosity burned like dry straw, not only in the women but in the weaver too. He was taut with frustration and anxiety. He kneaded his fists together, glancing from the window to the loom, then at his mother.


“I’ll . . . I’ll away over,” said James Moodie. “I’ll need t’ see what’s occurred.”


“You canna go in your apron,” Mother Moodie said.


“Lizzie, fetch my Sabbath breeks, and be slippy about it.”


In fact the stranger had not been admitted to the manse by the elderly housekeeper, rather she had been brushed to one side by his haste. Now the old woman, gruff as a terrier, was threatening to send for aid if the stranger did not stand and explain himself. But the stranger had no intention of explaining himself to a servant. He had already stalked uninvited into the dining-room, drawn by the lamplight.


Mr Leggat had had a busy day. He had visited two aged worthies before dinner at midday and had spent the afternoon drilling bean rows in the dry ground by the north-west wall of the garden. Washed and groomed, the minister was seated at the supper table with a glass of loganberry wine, a copy of Young’s Farmers’ Kalendar open before him, when the drover burst in.


“Are you the minister?” the stranger demanded.


“Indeed. I am Mr Leggat.”


“There’s a woman dead.”


Leggat was thin and fit, with soft, reddish hair and brown eyes, his hands as calloused and sinewy as a thatcher’s.


Bristling with anger and injured pride, Mrs Sprott came into the dining-room. Mr Leggat held up a hand to her. “I will attend to it, Mrs Sprott, thank you.” He addressed the stranger. “Where?”


“Up by the burn, on the Drumglass grazings.”


“Who, may I enquire, are you?”


“McIver’s the name. Donald McIver.”


Mr Leggat had seen many of like type. He recognised the “regality of the road” in the grey wool bonnet, duffle coat, cord knee-breeks and thick rig-and-fur stockings ventilated by a number of holes.


“Are you, by chance, a cattle drover, Mr McIver?”


“That’s what I am, sir. But it’s garrons I have on this trip.”


“Are you heading for Cadder?”


“I was, until we found the dead woman.”


Mr Leggat’s gentle manners hid a high degree of acumen. “Drumglass is part of Sir Gilbert Bontine’s estate, McIver, as I’m sure you are aware. Why have you brought this sad information to me and not to the laird?”


“She . . . my . . . the woman told me t’ find the minister.”


“Would you have ridden on?”


The perspicacity of the question caught McIver by surprise. He gave a lopsided grin. “Aye, maybe I would. But there’s a bairn too, an’ the bairn’s still breathin’.”


“A bairn?”


“A suckler.”


Mr Leggat got to his feet. “Mrs Sprott, hasten across the road and fetch Mr Moodie. Tell him to come at once. Oh, and where are my riding boots?”


“In the cupboard by the stairs. Are you ga’n oot with this ruffian? It’ll all be a pack o’ lies.”


“It’s no lie, mistress. I wisht it was,” said McIver.


Before Mrs Sprott could move to do the minister’s bidding there was a rap upon the manse’s front door.


Mr Leggat grunted wryly. “Unless I am much mistaken, that will be Mr Moodie. Do let him in.”


Minister and drover followed the old woman into the hallway and watched as she unlatched the door once more. Leaves rustled on the stone step and wafted into the hall, less deferential than the elder who, with neck craned and eyes popping, awaited an invitation.


“In ye come,” said Mrs Sprott. “I was on my way for you. He’ll have need of your protection, I’m thinkin’.”


“Protection?” said Mr Moodie. “From what?”


In spite of his exalted position in kirk and community, James Simpson Moodie was short of thirty years old. He had whisked through boyhood and youth, however, and affected the air of a much older man. He dressed more like an Edinburgh lawyer than a country weaver and spoke in a “grand style” when he addressed the minister. He was shorter by a head than either the Reverend or the drover but thick-muscled and powerful.


“Excellently well-timed, Mr Moodie,” said Leggat. “We must brave the elements, you and I. Be kind enough to fetch the horses from the livery and bring them to the gate. Also, if you will, call in at Mr Rankellor’s house and see if he has returned from Stirling. If so, inform him that I would be obliged if he would rendezvous with me in the yard of the Ramshead as soon as possible.”


Mr Moodie glowered at the drover, his curiosity not appeased. “What are you needin’ the doctor for, Mr Leggat?”


“To attend a foundling.”


“Would Mrs Campbell not do as well as the doctor?” said Moodie. “I could ride to Harlwood for her.”


“A midwife would hardly serve our purpose or that of the poor infant – who is already born.”


“Mrs Campbell comes cheaper than Mr Rankellor, much cheaper.”


Mr Leggat sighed. “We’ll discuss the payment of the doctor’s bill later, Mr Moodie. As it happens I also wish Doctor Rankellor to be present in his capacity as sheriff-substitute. Now please do as I ask.”


“I will, Mr Leggat. I will.”


The elder turned and hurried out of the door and down the path.


The speed of his passage caused McIver’s garron, which was tied to a little hazel tree, to whicker and stamp its hoofs all over the flower beds. Mr Leggat sighed again, seated himself on the stairs and pulled on his riding boots, which Mrs Sprott had drawn from the cupboard. She had also brought out a heavy wool coat, a knitted scarf, mittens and his travelling hat, all necessary to protect the cleric from the foul November air.


“Him – Rankellor – is he the sheriff’s man?” asked Donald McIver.


“He is. By fortunate coincidence he resides in this parish.”


“What are we needin’ him for?”


“To settle the matter of responsibility,” said Mr Leggat.


“Responsibility? We only went up there for water, damn it.”


“Responsibility for the welfare of the infant.”


Donald was not appeased. He fidgeted nervously while the minister made himself ready. He wondered what calamities Gaddy had called down upon him, what with ministers and elders and sheriff’s men all dancing to her beck. Was it too late to cut and run from the ominous shadows of kirk justice and the law, to abandon his ponies, his horses and his mistress for the sake of freedom and a quiet life?


After all, Donald McIver reminded himself, he owed Gaddy Patterson nothing – and the poor pewling babe even less since it was like to die anyway, if not tonight, tomorrow.


“Come,” said Mr Leggat, rising.


As if guessing what might be hovering in the drover’s mind, he took a firm grip on the highlander’s arm and led McIver from the manse.


Gaddy heard them swing out of the trackway into the field. Lug and Birkie, settled in a corner of the hut close to the fire, pricked up their ears and grumbled in their throats at the approach of strange horses.


Gaddy said, “Wheesh, wheesh, the pair of you,” though the child in her arms seemed oblivious to the dogs or the looming presence of mare and colt by the door, where Gaddy had scattered oats to keep them quiet.


Where the garrons had strayed to Gaddy did not care. Her concern was for the morsel of existence which cuddled against her breast, too weak to grope in search of a teat and a taste of mother’s milk.


Gaddy knew little of babies, except that they often died. In Ardelve, for instance, four out of every six did not survive a year, but were carried back to their Maker by croup, convulsions, or the flux. But Gaddy had delivered and nursed many calves and foals and was not entirely lost when it came to nurturing a young thing, though she was afraid for it, heartbreakingly afraid.


When found, the infant had been barefoot and bareheaded, wrapped in filthy swaddles of cotton stuff and knitted wool which had absorbed the wetness of the sleet. Straight away Gaddy had stripped the child to the skin. Donald had obeyed her instruction to fill a pot from the burn and light the bunch of dry kindling they had brought with them.


“It’s a girl, Donald.”


“Aye, it would be,” Donald had retorted.


“Go now an’ fetch the minister.”


Donald McIver might be selfish but he was not altogether a brute. Besides, he had been quick to take Gaddy’s point about the bother they would be in if they stole the child and were caught. Justice was still rough in Stirlingshire but on occasions the authorities could be uncommon thorough. They did not know to whom the child belonged or from what family the girl might be descended. So Donald drew the cadaver against the wall and covered it with the saddle blanket then took the pack from the garron, mounted up and rode back into the village to find the cleric.


The dry kindling did not last long and did not warm the pot much. Soon after Donald’s departure, Gaddy was obliged to wrap the baby in a shawl and big blanket and lay it down while she went out and into the trees to rummage in the dark for dry sticks. Expert in foraging, she found them without straying far and was back in the hut within minutes. She broke and fed the sticks into the smoke then opened up the pack, found sugar and oatmeal and set them by, along with a wooden cog and a nice silver tea-spoon Donald had bought her from a pedlar once in a rare fit of generosity.


It was impossible to guess the baby’s age. She was shrivelled and puny like a skinned leveret, lacking in vital energy. Under a cap of fine fair hair, her scalp was crusted. Her eyes exuded a yellow pus. She had no fever, though the cold was slow to come out of her. Gaddy hugged and gently rubbed her while waiting for the pot to steam. Age was important. If the bairn was very young then her stomach would reject anything except milk and Gaddy had no milk to hand. The baby had to be fed, and fed right soon. Gaddy prayed that the mite had tasted weaning saps and that her swollen belly would be able to digest oat gruel.


The burn water gurgled in the pot. Gaddy laid the baby down again, measured oatmeal with the tea-spoon, pinched in sugar from the canister and stirred the mixture until it thickened. She unearthed a clean kerchief and laid it over the wooden cog and poured the gruel through it, bagging the cloth and crushing it so that a milky substance dripped through to give body to the liquid.


All the while the baby lay motionless without a whimper, and the wind bellowed and brayed about the broken thatch and sleet refined itself into snow. Bracken and Gallant had come close to the doorway, huge against the speckled snow-light. Lug was on his feet, sniffing and whimpering at the smell of the mash. To keep the dogs quiet Gaddy made a slosh of meal for them and tipped it, steaming warm, into their pan. Tails slapping, the dogs fell on it hungrily. Gaddy hoped that the baby would eat with as little coaxing. Cradling the infant against her shoulder, she took a dab of sweet gruel on the tip of her little finger and brushed it against the lips. There was no response. The bairn’s eyes remained shut, not in sleep but in swoon.


Gaddy tried again. With the ball of her thumb she lifted the upper lip and touched the substance to gums and tongue. For a long moment it seemed that the child’s natural instincts had ceased to function, then, to her enormous relief, Gaddy felt the little tongue stir and the gums close on her pinkie. The baby girned. It was the first sound she had uttered since the squeak an hour ago. When Gaddy removed her finger there was more girning, suitably petulant. Tiny fists closed on Gaddy’s hair until the finger, larded with gruel, was reinserted. It was sucked clean very swiftly. Aye, Gaddy thought, she’s thirsty as well as hungry. But she’ll feed now and if her belly will hold and digest, she’ll not starve, whatever else.


Gaddy was still patiently finger-feeding the baby when the thud of the approaching horses caused her to raise her head. She heard a man’s voice, another answering. She was as dirty and ill-kempt as a bale of winter straw. But she would not disturb the baby’s feeding to satisfy vanity.


“Through the gap, sir,” she heard Donald shout. “There’s the hut, see, wi’ the bit light in it.”


Disturbed by the arrival of strange animals, Bracken and Gallant thundered away. Donald would have a job catching them, though they might lure back later if he scattered more grain. Lug and Birkie had shaken off drowsiness and were bristling and snapping. Donald had sense to come first into the hut, grab the dogs and lead them out by their ruffs.


“Who’s with you, Donald?”


“Men o’ God, as your ladyship requested,” Donald McIver grumbled. “Aye, an’ a sheriff’s aide.”


If it had not been for the presence of parish luminaries, Donald would have welted her for putting him to so much trouble. He did not, Gaddy noticed, enquire after the baby’s health.


She felt disappointed in her man, though he had never promised much and they had rubbed along fairly well for twenty years. But suddenly she saw Donald as a threat. She drew the baby against her, canting her shoulder to protect it until Donald went out and a stranger entered the hut, preceded by a big, bright oil-lamp.


“What’s your name, woman?”


“Gaddy Patterson, sir.”


“You’re a highlander, are you not?”


“From Lorne, sir.”


The stranger squinted at the baby. “Is the child taking sup?”


“She is, sir.”


“What’s in that cog?”


“Sweet oatmeal.”


“Made with milk?”


“Only water, sir.”


“Boiled water?”


“Aye, sir.”


The man nodded and turned his attention to the dead girl under the blanket, swinging the lamp away with him.


The man with the lamp was broad-shouldered, of short stature, of an age with Donald. He had swart, sardonic features. He wore an old powdered wig with a cocky little queue jutting out at the back, a thick, greasy-looking topcoat with many epaulettes, and high, untanned riding boots. He reminded Gaddy of a coachman or, more like, a highwayman. The man did not deign to introduce himself but she gathered that he was the doctor and sheriff-substitute and that his name was Rankellor. Gaddy was fully aware of the power that Rankellor held, vested in him by the High Sheriff of the county. To hold office as a sheriff-substitute required no formal qualification, though the person must be “respectable” and willing to perform irksome and sometimes arduous duties. Doctors made good judge-substitutes, it was claimed, for they could dispense justice and medicine alike by the troy weight and, if necessary, purge the truth out of witnesses.


Two other men crowded into the hut. The taller had reddish hair and a mild voice and manner. He came at once to Gaddy and, with hands on his knees, bent to inspect the baby.


“Is it a girl?”


“Aye, sir.”


“Good. Good. Is she eating at all?”


“Aye, sir.”


“Good. Good. By the by, I’m the minister. Mr Leggat.”


“I’m Gaddy Patterson, Minister.”


The Reverend Leggat gestured vaguely over his shoulder. “This gentleman is my parish clerk. Mr Moodie.”


Gaddy nodded but the elder did not return her greeting, and instead glowered, sullen and silent, at the pewling bundle in her arms. Gaddy could sense his hostility. She did not need to earn it. It was enough that she travelled with a hire-drover. Moodie would be a settled worker. He would despise those who plied the road trades, with their fairs and trysts, inns and encampments. Mr Moodie peered past the minister for a moment, then grunted and stepped away to watch the doctor examine the corpse. The Reverend Leggat, drawn more to life than to death, got down on one knee beside Gaddy and asked if he might have a closer look at the foundling.


Gaddy opened the blanket and folded back the shawl.


“My, my! She is a poor mite.”


“She has no fever, though,” said Gaddy.


“How old is she, would you say?”


“I canna rightly tell, sir. Old enough to be half weaned.”


“Ten months, perhaps?”


“No, sir. Six or seven would be my guess.”


“I wonder if she has been baptised.”


“I couldn’t say, Minister.”


“Was there no paper, no message in her clothes?”


“No, Minister.”


Gaddy answered the minister’s questions without guile or hesitation. She sensed that this man would do the baby no harm.


“Her eyes look so sore. Hasn’t she opened them?”


“She’ll open them when she’s ready, sir. When I stop pokin’ food into her mouth, most like.”


“Try it,” said Mr Leggat conspiratorially.


Gaddy withdrew her pinkie from the baby’s lips and held it away. The baby grizzled in her throat then, like a nestling, opened her mouth wide. There was movement in her legs now as well as her arms, a gratifying strength of will that raised the girning into a yell.


The doctor turned from his grisly task across the hut.


Mr Leggat said, “Do you hear that, Harry? A joyful noise, is it not?”


“Too damned joyful,” said Harry Rankellor. “There’s not much amiss with her lungs, whatever else.”


“Look, sir,” said Gaddy.


“Ah-hah!” said Mr Leggat. “The windows of the soul. What a pretty blue.”


The expression was hardly accurate for the baby’s eyes were still gummed with pus but at least the glint of the pupils could be seen.


“Feed her again, do,” said Mr Leggat.


Gaddy inserted the last of the gruel on her fingertip and the baby’s eager lips closed on it, lids fluttering.


“You see,” went on Mr Leggat, “if the child has been baptised into the Church, there will be a record of it and we may be fortunate enough to trace relatives.”


“What if she’s not traced?” Gaddy asked.


“She’ll become a ward of the parish.”


“What’ll that mean, sir?”


“She’ll be found a place within the parish.”


“A place?”


“With a Christian family,” said Mr Leggat.


“What if nobody’ll have her?”


Mr Leggat pushed himself to his feet. “I’m sure someone will.”


“But if they won’t?” Gaddy persisted.


“She’ll be cared for, never fear.”


“Where, Minister?”


“Perhaps,” the minister avoided an answer, “the mother has relatives who would be willing –”


“Where, sir?”


“Asylum will be found.”


“The poorhouse?” said Gaddy.


“Yes,” Mr Leggat nodded. “Yes, the poorhouse.”


“I’ll take her,” said Gaddy.


“That may not be possible,” said Mr Leggat.


“I’ll take her,” the highland woman repeated. “I’ll look after her like she was my own.”


“No doubt. But –”


Doctor Rankellor appeared like a shadow, interrupting the conversation at a fortunate juncture for Mr Leggat.


“What did you find, Harry?” the minister asked.


“No need to toll the bell, William,” said Harry Rankellor. “There’s no contagion that I can trace.”


“God be thanked.”


“Not a sign of typhus, cholera, pox,” said the doctor, “nor of brutality or mortal injury.”


“Did you locate the manner of her dying?”


“Without a cutting, William, I cannot. But I have no need to cut to give you a reasonable judgement. She died of starvation and exhaustion born of starvation.”


“Was she with milk?”


“She was dry, or nearly so.”


Mr Moodie had decently covered the corpse again and came now and stood with doctor and minister close to the small fire. Rankellor had placed the lantern upon the ground and its upward beam lighted the three men queerly, giving them a menace which the wisps of smoke accentuated. They looked, Gaddy thought, like warlocks.


Involuntarily she drew backward into the corner of the hut, the baby in her arms. She had been filled with dismay at the words the minister had uttered. Poorhouse. Workhouse. She had met too many starved and battered bairns upon the road, slaves of cruel masters, to put faith in parish charity. The kirk might “settle” the baby but it would be left to other less Christian hands to rule her future. She would be “sold”, what other word was there? as soon as she could toddle. Sold into the coal-pits to push a barrow or hoist baskets or tug-tug-tug upon the rope of a trap until strain or dust or damp destroyed her.


Gaddy was only too well aware that children, however young, had to work for their bread. From an early age she had milked and carded, tramped wool, fed hens, lugged water and grain. But it was varied labour and never more than she could cope with according to her strength. And if sometimes there was not enough to eat, it was the same for all in Ardelve. But pauper girls and boys were no better than slaves, sold to the system as soon as they could toddle. She listened again, lips pursed. Crouched out of sight at the door Donald would be listening too. She knew only too well what Donald would say, how he would side.


“Can ye not deduce anythin’ about her origins, Doctor Rankellor?” James Moodie asked. “I mean, it’s not possible t’ do that, is it?”


“Oh, I can make a stab at it, Moodie,” said Rankellor.


“Where . . . where she came from?”


“Hardly that,” said Rankellor. “She’s about sixteen years of age, I’d guess, and she wasn’t of the labouring class. Her fingers aren’t calloused and her linen, though patched, is of the kind town servants wear.”


“A runaway,” said Leggat. “I wonder what she sought in Balnesmoor.”


“She’ll be a damned outcast,” growled Moodie. “Runnin’ away from her master an’ not carin’ where.”


“I can say, with a degree of certainty, that she’s been long upon her travels,” said Rankellor. “See how her feet are torn and bleeding.”


“Aye, so she’s come far, from a far distance,” said Moodie.


“Today,” said Rankellor, “she came down from the moor.”


“She wears no wedding band,” said Mr Leggat.


“She’ll have been thrown out when it was discovered she was with child,” said Rankellor. “God knows how the poor creature survived at all.”


“Are there no doubtful circumstances, Harry?” the minister asked.


“None, except that she was deserted by the man who put the baby in her.”


“I fear he will never know how much she suffered,” said Mr Leggat.


“Be that as it may, William, I suggest you have her interred without delay.”


“Perhaps we can find a record of her somewhere,” said Mr Leggat. “Will you write to the parishes tonight, Mr Moodie?”


“I will,” said the weaver, thinly.


“In the meanwhile, let me examine the infant,” said Rankellor. “She of the mighty bellow.”


The infant made no fuss while the doctor palpated her limbs and studied her eyes and gums. “She’s sound enough for somebody who has been deprived of nourishment. She’s got several teeth already. Laudanum has been given her, fortunately in no great quantity. Perhaps it’s as well that money ran out as well as milk or she might have been poisoned by ignorance.”


“What can I do?” asked Gaddy.


“Leave matters t’ your betters,” snapped James Moodie.


Rankellor patted the woman’s arm. “A teaspoonful of castor in a cup of penny-royal tea should speed the expulsion of poison and hasten the cure. I imagine she may be old enough to wean but a portion of milk must be included in her diet for a while yet.”


Gaddy could smell the doctor, a dry odour, acrid as snuff, spiced with rum.


“But the bairn’s not hers t’ tend,” said Moodie.


“Who better to tend it?” said Rankellor.


“The bairn’s a foundlin’ an’ belongs to the parish.”


“And what, may I ask, will the parish do with her?” said the doctor.


Agitatedly Moodie plunged into a reply, though the doctor’s question had been rhetorical. “She’ll be keppit until such times as the parishes to whose clerks I’ll write on the matter declare they have ‘no register’, which should take two weeks t’ be done.”


“If nobody claims her, what then?”


“She’ll be taken t’ the orphans’ chamber at the house at Judgehead.”


“And you’ll be rid of her?” said Rankellor.


“She’s not my responsibility,” shouted James Moodie. “I’m not t’ blame for the system, Doctor.”


“Might she not be put to a Christian family?” said Rankellor.


“Aye, but . . .”


“Why don’t you take her in, Elder Moodie?” said Rankellor.


“Me? Why should it be me? I’ve no room. Besides, I canna . . .”


“In that case I respectfully suggest you find another home for her?” said Rankellor.


As Parish Clerk, Moodie must know how difficult it was to foster out orphans, particularly when there was no enticement, no charitable fee paid by the parish towards their keep. The poorhouse at Judgehead was the county’s only institute for paupers, a dismal jail-like building run on a niggardly budget. There were more defectors from its gates than there were applicants for sanctuary; yet it was the place appointed for those snared by misfortune or born into sin, those who did not have the sense to lie down in a ditch and die. Rankellor had heard Moodie’s advocacy of the principles of harsh charity in the past. But the elder seemed hesitant and spoke his piece without conviction.


“At Judgehead the child will be fed, clothed an’ taught her prayers. That’s all that any child needs.”


“It’s a living death, and you know it, Mr Moodie,” said Rankellor.


“Don’t send her there,” Gaddy cried. “I’ll take her and tend her, I promise.”


“Better Judgehead than a drover’s whore,” said Moodie.


“Mr Moodie,” intervened the minister, “that’s quite enough, please.”


“I must know the infant’s safe,” James Moodie said.


“May I remind you that the infant is not yours to dispose of,” said Mr Leggat.


Moodie was immediately contrite. “Aye, sir. I spoke without due thought. The disposition is a matter for discussion.”


Gaddy turned to the minister. “Give her to me, I beg you. I’ll bring her up like my own.”


“Have you children already?”


“God hasn’t seen fit t’ bless me with bairns.”


“Harry,” said the minister, “what do you say?”


“It’s hardly a matter of the woman’s fitness, moral or substantial,” said Rankellor, after thought. “Fine it would suit us all to let her adopt the child. Indeed, if the girl was older – six years, say – I’d have little hesitation in putting her into the care of a drover. It’s a reasonable trade, and healthy.”


“Please, sir. Please.”


“But I must consider the tender age of the orphan.”


Gaddy glanced past the doctor. She could see Donald looming in the narrow doorway, bonnet rimed with sleet, his bushy brows freckled. Hands on his hips and coat-tails thrust back, he was like a fighting cock taunted into temper and ready to rake with its spurs.


“Are you sayin’ I’m not worthy an’ God-fearin’ enough to look after a bairn?” Donald rumbled.


“I’m telling you my opinion, according to precedent,” said Harry Rankellor. “What’s more, drover, I’ll make no damned apology to you for upholding the law. Consider yourself fortunate not to be marched to Ottershaw and locked up. Sir Gilbert takes a dim view of trespassers.”


“Take the baby, then,” said Donald. “Take it and let us be on our way.”


“No,” Gaddy cried.


She sat down, sudden and heavy, in the corner of the hut, her arms wrapped around the infant. All of the men recognised that female implacability which each related to some girl or woman in their own lives, and which Elder Moodie multiplied by three.


“I’ll go wi’out you,” Donald threatened.


“Go, then.”


“I’ll leave you here.”


“Then it’s here I’ll stay.”


Donald said, “Twenty-two years, Gaddy. Have you not been happy wi’ me?”


“Half a wife, Donald, an’ half a life?”


“What does she mean?” murmured Elder Moodie. “Half a wife?”


Neither Rankellor nor the minister answered him.


Gaddy said, “I always wanted a bairn. I never could have one. You told me, Donald, you wanted a child by me. Now God’s given us what we asked for.”


“Ach!” said the drover in disgust. “A damned foundlin’. Some other man’s mistake. It’s not what I was meanin’, woman, an’ damned well you know it.”


“I want this bairn.”


“It’s her or it’s me,” said Donald McIver. “Choose.”


“I’ll bid you goodbye.”


Donald McIver did not appear particularly dismayed.


“So that’s the way of it?”


“That’s the way of it,” Gaddy snapped.


“Wait, wait.” Elder Moodie tried to catch the drover by the arm but McIver was too quick and too strong. Tearing himself from the elder’s grasp, Donald stalked out of the hut into the wild, white night.


“Rash,” said Rankellor. “Very rash.”


Donald, it seemed, was already dismissed from Gaddy’s thoughts. “If there are no other claimants, no family, will you put the baby into my keepin’, sir?”


Rankellor sighed. “How will you support her?”


“By work.”


“There’s precious little work in these parts for an unwed woman with a baby,” said Rankellor.


Mr Leggat said, “On the other hand, Harry, provided the child remains within the boundary of the parish . . .”


“It was meant, sir. Do you not see it was intended by Providence how I should be the one to come here tonight, to find the wee lassie before she died too?”


“Perhaps the woman’s right,” said Mr Leggat. “The ways of the Lord are, indeed, beyond our understanding.”


From outside, in faint dwindling echoes, came the sounds of the highland drover angrily gathering the herd. He would drive the garrons and horses hard through the pitch dark and put over in one of the stances adjacent to the Thorn of Gadder. It would be an unlucky man, though, who would call Donald down to pay a road toll, though it would cost for grazing at the tryst, and no avoiding it.


Rankellor had no truck with those who saw the travelling kind as romantic adventurers. They came and went without consideration and hardly a mark of their passing, like the wind on the hill, like the wind that had blown the dead girl here, a ragged leaf plucked willy-nilly from the tree of life.


“Has he truly abandoned you?” the Reverend Leggat asked.


Gaddy smiled. “Not him. Donald’ll be back wi’ his tail between his legs ere a fortnight’s out.”


“What will you do until then?” said Rankellor.


“I’ll bed right here,” said Gaddy Patterson. “Me an’ my new bairn.”


The doctor snorted at the woman’s naïve belief that love alone would succour the child. But he did not say her nay and gave her, thus, a chance to prove him wrong – together with a shilling to buy milk as soon as it was light.




TWO


Bread-and-Cheese and Kisses


In many parts of Scotland, high and low, sheep were already cast as enemies of the common man. Innocent though the beasts were they had become associated with beasts a damned sight less innocent, namely, absentee landlords. These grand gentlemen resided in London and conducted their Scottish affairs through stewards and agents. Dampened by Crown and law courts, the private wards of the noblemen were a thing of the past and a tail of loyal tenants was no longer an asset to a laird. In addition, rented tillage and the old run-rig system of farming were going out of vogue. Only high market prices had retarded the inexorable process of clearing and enclosing the land for sheep. In Balnesmoor, however, mixed farming and the enclosing of fields were established facts. There was no need for ministers to preach eviction as part of God’s punishment for sin and claim that opposition to Divine decree was unpardonable sacrilege – not that Mr Leggat would have been party to such crass hypocrisy even if it had been the wish of the local nobility. Mr Leggat was sparing of the brimstone and averse to the Kirk meddling in politics. Besides, dyke-breaking and riots were unknown in the district. Even in Fintry, where folk were usually keen for a bit jab at the lairds and could foment a rebellion as fast as they could down a dram, there was no trouble at that time. Nonetheless, news of the happenings in France had disturbed Stirlingshire’s ruling class and, however remote a citizens’ revolt seemed from carse and strath, home-grown lairds were careful to preserve the status quo, a simple enough matter since sheep were already installed as natural fitments.


Sir Gilbert Bontine, for instance, was near as fond of sheep as he was of horses and would have increased the size of his flocks by several hundred head if it could have been done without more dyking. He was, however, a perfect type of the old noblesse to whom patience was not so much a virtue as a trait of character acquired through breeding. He could afford to wait. After all, in this quiet corner of Stirlingshire the family had lived for generations, enjoying the easy bovine life of small country lairds. The lands of Ottershaw and Balnesmoor had first been feued by a Marquis of Montrose in the early seventeenth century, and added to since. Now Bontine policies consisted of 2,200 acres of which 700 were in Ottershaw and the rest in Balnesmoor, 300 acres of the latter disposition given over to common grazing for the benefit of parishioners. The village, of course, belonged in toto to the Bontines, right down to the pig mews along the back of the Black Bull, a scurrilous howff which watered its ale and sold whisky which was run out of stills hidden in the backwoods of Aberfoyle, a spirit so coarse and fiery you could pick the bark out of it with your fingers and find your nails burnt brown in the process.


The mansion-house of Ottershaw had been erected in 1670. What remained of the original building was buried under an agglutination of wings and storeys staked on the west frontage by a handsome square tower. The main entrance, a circular-headed doorway, lay at the base of this tower. Above it, jutting towards the mountains of Loch Lomond and the home parks, was an oriel window of leaded glass. Behind this casement stretched a long, oak-panelled chamber, the so-called library. In this room Sir Gilbert sought refuge from the trials and tribulations of being father to eleven children, eight delivered by a first wife, now deceased, and three by a second wife who was very much alive. Sir Gilbert ate breakfast in the library every morning without fail and, if he was not riding abroad in the fields, took his noon dinner there too. Much of the business of the estate was conducted from the room, though it was no real sanctuary. Sir Gilbert was indulgent with his offspring, and children of various ages were forever barging in and out, like stirks on the rampage, chased by nurses and serving-maids. On that November morning, though, the laird was alone, for it was early.


The swirling wind of the previous night had dropped away and dawn was calm. A static, almost frosty mist blanketed the hills. Here and there sleet had banked and lain and the parchment leaves of the sycamores were varnished with wetness. Four roe deer grazed in the distance, smudges of rust on grey drapery. Pheasants strutted, stupid and arrogant, pecking the beech mast and venturing in scuttering little sallies among the ewes. It was the ewes that Sir Gilbert fondly studied as he supped his porridge and chewed his hot mutton ham. Sixty large Cheviots had been bought at less than a year from Tweeddale. Heavy, contented creatures compared with the tough Linton Black-faces, they were reputed to be less hardy, which was reason enough for holding them in parkland, protected from the worst of the weather. He would keep them there the winter through and not put them up to the high ground until spring was well advanced. No labourers’ cottages sullied the laird’s view, no untidy farm buildings. Stables, coach-houses, dairy were all at the rear of the mansion. The home farm, where Sinclair the grieve held sway, was a quarter-mile away on a raised shelf of alluvial soil above the flood mark of the Lightwater, screened, all but its chimney smoke, by firs and beeches.


At first Sir Gilbert could not make out what it was that disturbed the shy roe deer and made them bound away into the willows on the river shore. He put down his fork and spoon and rose, rubbed the window glass with his coat sleeve, peered out into the mist. A sawing crake from a pheasant alerted him and the attention the sheep gave to a corner of the twenty-acre stretch. He peered with more concentration, wondering which of his servants had strayed off the path, or if Sinclair was abroad on some early bit of business. It was no man, though, who emerged from the trees. Sir Gilbert shoved up the lever and thrust open the casement. Cold wafted in on him, made the crackling fire in the hearth at the far end of the room seem brighter. But the laird, having been born to it, thought nothing of early-morning chill. He leaned his elbows on the sill and craned out.


The woman was walking straight towards the mansion. She had the cut of a highlander. The plaid she wore was not caught by the corners in lowland style but swagged about her like a sash. Her skirts were kirtled up almost to the knee. Barefoot, she swished through the dew-frost as if it was new milk. Her shoes swung from a thong at her belt but she had no other pack or bundle, except the one she carried in her arms. Sir Gilbert did not have to strain his eyes to recognise that it was a babby.


If his eldest son, Randall, had been lolling round Balnesmoor as he used to do, then the laird might have suspected that the woman was about to lay a bastard grandson on his stoop. But Randall, a born reprobate, had been exiled to his Uncle Alexander’s house at Marinwood in Kerry this past three years and Sir Gilbert doubted if the woman had walked across the Irish Sea to fetch trouble home to roost.


He shouted, “You there. Where do you suppose you’re going?”


“To the farm, sir.”


“This is private parkland, don’t you know.”


“I’m lookin’ for the laird’s man.”


“Are you, indeed? What’s your business?”


“I’m needin’ to buy milk.” The woman kept walking during the shouted conversation and was soon on the lawn between the narrow line of privet hedge and the steps up on to the terrace of flagstones directly beneath the window.


“What did you say?”


“Milk, sir. For the bairn.”


“The dairy will sell you milk. Why do you require my man?”


“Are you the laird, sir?”


“Of course I’m the laird.”


“I want a wee pick of land, sir, to rent.”


“Land, you say?” Sir Gilbert scratched his earlobe. “Wait there. Advance no further. I’m coming down.”


He put his feet into his shoes and snatched his feathered hat from the little table by the door and, leaving half his breakfast uneaten, galloped down the side stairs into the hallway where his head servant, Hunter, only half awake, was directing maids to various fireplaces and there was a general air of activity.


“Good morning, maister.”


“There’s a woman outside, Hunter.”


“A woman, maister?”


Hunter had enough bother with the women under his charge within the house; nine in all, discounting the cook, who was answerable to nobody. Years of servitude had honed his instincts and he knew at once that he was not fairly to be held responsible for the woman outside, any more than he could be held responsible for tree-blight or bottle-fly or staggers in ewes. With a shrug, he opened the big main door and let the laird out, the cock-feather on his hat nodding fussily. The head servant followed to the door, though, and peeped out in time to see the laird going down the steps on to the lawn.


Hunter snapped his fingers. “Betty, tell wee Dougie to run an’ fetch Mr Sinclair.”


Betty went off to find the kitchen lad and deliver Mr Hunter’s message and spread the word throughout the rambling corridors of the servants’ hall that something out of the ordinary was happening.


Meanwhile Sir Gilbert and the woman met.


She did not quail from him, but highlanders quailed from nobody, though sometimes they were sly. This woman seemed the very antithesis of sly, however. She was frank and upright and met the laird’s eye without the cold glint of hostility or cunning found in most vagabonds.


“Where’s your husband?” said the laird. “If you wish to discuss a lease – and there is none vacant of this quarter, I might add – then you must discuss it with your husband.” He paused. “I mean, of course, I must discuss it with your husband. You’re not the one to discuss it with your husband. Or with me.” He paused again. “Though your husband should be present.”


“I have no husband, Laird.”


“Oh-ho! So, to whom does the child belong? Your daughter, perhaps? You, I mean, aren’t mother of the babby but you are mother to your daughter.” He hesitated. “Grandmother to the babby.”


“The baby’s a foundling. Discovered last night up by the burn on Drumglass, in the old hut, sir. Mr Leggat and Doctor Rankellor attended.”


“Did they? Did they attend, do you mean, the birth?”


“No, Laird.” The woman glanced at the mansion, at the man keeking out of the door. “The mother was dead, the bairn alive. Doctor Rankellor was sent for.”


“Who sent for Harry Rankellor?”


“The minister did.”


“Who sent for the minister?”


“I did, sir.”


“Why did nobody deem it wise to send for the laird?”


“It was late after dark, sir, an’ there was nothin’ to disturb the laird for.”


“Quite right. The laird could not have done much that Mr Leggat and the sheriff’s substitute could not cope with, though I would have thought common courtesy demanded we inform the laird. They inform me. I am owner of the hut on Drumglass.”


The woman suddenly offered out the bundle. “Do you want to see her, Laird?”


“See her? Why should I want to see her?”


“She was found on your land, sir.”


“Is there something wrong with her?”


“No, sir. She’s fine.”


“How did her mother die?”


“Hunger, sir, of hunger.”


“She wasn’t one of mine,” said Sir Gilbert, “was she?”


“I don’t understand, sir.”


“One of my parishioners.”


“The minister didn’t recognise her,” said the woman. “Would you not be wantin’ a wee look at the baby?”


Sir Gilbert was by no means averse to children. On the contrary, he had taken his turn at nursing his own infants and had sat up at nights fretting over their health many a time. He lifted the swaddled bundle from the highland woman’s arms and looked down at the face.


“Seems sturdy enough,” he said, instinctively rocking. “Has she a name?”


“I’ll be callin’ her Elspeth, sir.”


“Elspeth. I was nursed by a woman called Elspeth, from the Isle of Mull,” said the laird. “You’re not of that family, by chance?”


“I come from Ardelve, sir.”


“On Cruachan?” said Sir Gilbert. “You’re a long way from home.”


“I came down with a drover. He went on to Cadder.”


“Oh-ho!” said Gilbert Bontine. “Stealing my grass, eh?”


“Aye, sir.”


“All the same, you highland drovers. No respect for the law. Do you have any conception of what it costs to grow grass? If I herded my sheep on to your croft and let them eat your barleymeal or the oats off your plate, you’d make a great fuss, wouldn’t you?” He rocked the baby, the feather in his hat jigging. “Milk. Yes. She must have milk. But what’s this about renting land?”


“I want to settle in the parish since Elspeth is the parish’s ward.”


“You’ll run off, won’t you? Back to your deplorable glen, after you have possession of her.”


“This is a better place for her to be reared, sir.”


“Well, certainly better than the inhospitable heights of Cruachan. But I have no vacant rents to offer.”


The laird was still holding the infant, still casually nursing her.


Sir Gilbert had reached that vulnerable stage, with his fifty-fifth year fast approaching, when he would spawn no more. He was eager for grandchildren. Young Gilbert and Randall were the only two of an age to give them to him and neither of his sons, so far, had shown signs of wishing to wed. His daughter Sarah would soon be of an age to put on the marriage market, though, and the feel and smell of the babby in his arms stimulated his anticipation of coming events, of the sense of completeness he would attain when third-generation heirs started popping into the world. He would have aided this woman to obtain custody of the poor foundling if it had been possible. But he had spoken the truth. There were no available roofs to let at that period and he had no need of servants, the house and the estate being flooded with them.


“There’s the hut, sir,” said the woman.


“Hut? What hut? Auld Dame Peevie’s hut? It isn’t fit for pigs, woman.”


“I’d make it fit, sir.”


“What would you thrive on? You can’t live on grass and water. There’s precious little work to be found, with winter barking.”


“I have four pounds an’ eight shillings, sir, to see me through ‘til the spring.”


“Four pounds and eight shillings? How did you lay hands on such a sum?”


“I earned it honestly, sir. Saved it, over many years.”


Though occasionally confused in the formation of sentences, Sir Gilbert was possessed of a Chinese mind when it came to calculating. He could add, subtract, divide and multiply with amazing rapidity and without the need to resort to counting stones or chalk on slate. He handed the baby back to the woman and stroked his chin with his forefinger.


“Bread at fourpence per pound weight, oatmeal at tuppence. Potatoes, cheap at sevenpence per stone weight, sugar at sixpence and milk various.” He spoke at a gallop. “Average wages for a female hirer, one shilling and sixpence in the work week, or tenpence each day for an able-bodied labourer to keep his family. If we divide the difference between a labourer’s wage and that of female hirer – three shillings – it gives you twenty-nine weeks, and a balance of one shilling.”


“Aye, sir,” said the woman, bamboozled.


“I suppose you’ll offer me the shilling for rent?”


“What would the rent be, Laird?” the woman asked.


“How will you earn it,” said the laird, “whatever it is?”


“By plantin’ and sowin’.”


“Seeds cost money.”


“Three acres of the hill, sir, an’ the hut.”


“You’ll be after my water, to lay claim to the burn.”


“Behind the hut, sir, though I would want the drawin’ privilege on the burn.”


“How do you know the burn doesn’t dry up, tell me that?”


“You would be unlike to have stock on a burn that dried, sir.”


The laird was enjoying his conversation with the highland woman. It also occurred to him that he might profit by the woman’s need. The parcel of land in which she had declared an interest was poor grazing and hard till and the hut itself was worthless.


Sir Gilbert said, “If you are willing to rent as stands, not to sting me for repairs, I might consider discussing a rent of the hut.”


“How much would it be, Sir Gilbert?”


That she was taking on the burden of a lease for the sake of the babby was all too apparent. If he yielded to her request, if he made it possible for her to become a tenant in Balnesmoor, he would have little enough to lose if she failed.


“Arable or grazing?” Sir Gilbert said.


“Both.”


“Both? Have you stock, then?”


“None yet, sir.”


“Is it your intention to buy?”


“Aye, sir, in time. A cow an’ some sheep.”


“Sheep. I’m not having blight and blisters carried into my fields,” said the laird. “It would be a condition of rental that all stock was inspected and approved by my grieve before you purchased it.”


“I would agree to that, sir. What would the price be?”


“Three acres upwards from the rear of the wall at the hut?” said the laird.


“Aye, sir.”


Sir Gilbert said, “Martinmas is next week. Most half-yearly rents fall due then. But some pay at Whit Sunday, in the May month. Some at Martinmas only, those who send fat lambs to market in the back end. If you occupy at Martinmas and pay at Whit, you’ll have no spike above the ground, no payment in from whatever you can reek up out of yonder site, which will be deuced little. Are you still set on settling as a tenant in Balnesmoor?”


“Aye, sir, I am.”


“Two pounds down,” said Sir Gilbert as Sinclair appeared on the cinder path at the house side. “I’ll let stand as fore-rent the balance, which is three pounds, all to be paid in one year’s time, at the Martinmas following this one.”


“How much would that be, sir, next November?”


“Eight pounds, of course.”


“And the length of the lease?”


“I won’t saddle you with the burden of nineteen years,” said the laird. “I will allow five. Nine, if you wish.”


“Nine, sir.”


“It’s a great bargain, you have my assurance. In the vicinity of a village as prosperous as Balnesmoor, the accepted rental is from forty to seventy-five shillings each acre.”


“But not for rough till, sir, surely?”


“Perhaps, perhaps not.”


“Thirty-three shillings each acre for one year seems fair, sir,” said Gaddy, turning as Sinclair approached.


Sinclair was a handsome man, tall, straight-backed, dark-haired. He could have had his pick of the girls of the parish but he had chosen to remain faithful to his tiny, shrew-like wife, Aileen, who had given him three brawny babies in as many years. Sinclair’s father and grandfather had been grieves to the Bontine family and Lachlan had been bred into the job.


“Is it agreed, then?” said Sir Gilbert hastily.


“Aye, sir. It’s agreed,” said the woman.


The laird grinned and turned to his grieve who had paused deferentially within a yard of the couple. Sinclair’s lean features were, as always, watchful.


He said, “Is there something the laird requires?”


“I’ve settled a lease, the rent of a field, Lachlan.”


“Which field is that, Sir Gilbert?”


“On the side of Drumglass, east and north-east of the Nettleburn, with a rent of the old hut too, Dame Peevie’s place.”


“How many acres, Sir Gilbert?”


“Three; the woman requires a patch, no more.”


“Is the woman alone?”


The laird took his grieve aside, whispered discreetly in his ear for a minute. Sinclair gave no opinion of the business that the laird had concluded. What the laird had done, though, was typical of small-minded, retrogressive, paternalistic landowners who cared little for modern developments in farming and never showed their nebs at the Harlwood Agricultural Improvement Society meetings, a body of which Sinclair was chairman. Privately, Lachlan Sinclair did not approve of the leasing-out of pockets of property, of carving up an estate. But he would utter no word of criticism against his master’s decision, not even to his wife, who shared his confidence in most things.


When Sir Gilbert had finished giving instructions, Sinclair beckoned to the woman. “Come with me.”


She glanced at the laird, less afraid of the landowner than of the grieve.


“Go with Mr Sinclair. He’ll see to it that a paper is signed. We believe in putting things in writing at Ottershaw. He’ll also give you a quart of milk for the babby.”


The woman gave Sir Gilbert an awkward bow. “Thank you, sir.”


“If you can’t sign your name, make your mark,” said the laird, “and have Mr Sinclair read the document to you first.”


“Aye, sir.”


“And have that infant properly baptised,” the laird added, doing his duty by God and Kirk.


Then, with a wave of the hand, Sir Gilbert Bontine went back into the mansion to finish his breakfast.


In girlhood Gaddy had acquired many useful skills, a variety which had become alien to the run of folk in Balnesmoor where divisions of labour were well defined and a man or woman did only that which habit required of them. The close-knit members of a farming community tended to be jealous of the ruts which they and their forebears had carved, like the circular troughs worn into mill floors by the hoofs of wheel-donkeys. If you were born lowly then lowly you must remain. For the bedmate of a droving tink to aspire to the tenancy of Bontine property was an unthinkable affront to decency.


Gaddy was soon known in Balnesmoor. She did not skulk like a hermit in her ramshackle hut for, via the sheep-walk round by Coll Cochran’s place, it was only a couple of miles to the main street and a quarter-mile more to the kirk. She would come, walking too fast for an honest buddy, the bairn fastened in a plaid on her back, her shoes bobbing on a thong at the broad, unfeminine belt she wore at her waist. It was soon learned that she was on the look-out for bargains, common things, old farm implements, rope and twine, sacks and boxes, anything she could scrounge, though she had the bawbees to pay for them and would not take charity. Though the good folk of Balnesmoor might give her short shrift along the road, they were, nonetheless, quite willing to relieve Gaddy of her money.
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