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Praise for The Sealwoman’s Gift



‘A remarkable feat of imagination’


Guardian


‘An evocative, striking new novel’


The Times


‘Richly imagined and energetically told, The Sealwoman’s Gift is a powerful tale of loss and endurance’


Sunday Times


‘An epic journey in every sense: although it’s historical, it’s incredibly relevant to our world today’


Zoe Ball Book Club


‘A really, really good read’


BBC Radio 2 Book Club


‘A novel that moves gracefully between what is known and what must be imagined’


TLS


‘A rich, captivating work’


Mail on Sunday


‘Engrossing, atmospheric’


Sunday Express


‘Compelling’


Good Housekeeping


‘From the first, it leaps from the page … I enjoyed and admired it in equal measure’


Sarah Perry




To the Reverend Fergus Buchanan
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Sir Walter Scott


To proceed to more modern instances of persons supposed to have fallen under the power of the fairy race, we must not forget the Reverend Robert Kirke, minister of the Gospel, the first translator of the Psalms into Gaelic verse. He was, in the end of the seventeenth century, successively minister of the Highland parishes of Balquhidder and Aberfoyle, lying in the most romantic district of Perthshire and within the Highland line. These beautiful and wild regions, comprehending so many lakes, rocks, sequestered valleys and dim copsewoods, are not even yet quite abandoned by the fairies, who have resolutely maintained secure footing in a region so well suited for their residence. 


Indeed, so much was this the case formerly that Mr Kirke, while in his latter charge of Aberfoyle, found materials for collecting and compiling his Essay on the ‘Subterranean and for the most part Invisible People heretofore going under the name of Elves, Faunes, and Fairies, or the like’ …


It was by no means to be supposed that the elves, so jealous and irritable a race as to be incensed against those who spoke of them under their proper names, should be less than mortally offended at the temerity of the reverend author, who had pried so deeply into their mysteries for the purpose of giving them to the public. Although, therefore, the learned divine’s monument, with his name duly inscribed, is to be seen at the east end of the churchyard at Aberfoyle, yet those acquainted with his real history do not believe that he enjoys the natural repose of the tomb …


It is to be feared that Mr Kirke still ‘drees his weird in Fairyland’.


Sir Walter Scott,


Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft,


Addressed to J. G. Lockhart, Esq, 1830 


She is like the Archangel Michael as he stands upon Saint Angelo at Rome. She has an immense provision of wings, which seem as if they would bear her over earth and heaven; but when she tries to use them, she is petrified into stone, her feet are grown in to the earth, chained to the bronze pedestal.


Florence Nightingale, Cassandra, 1852


It is with no ordinary feelings of pride and satisfaction that we are enabled this day to state to Your Majesty that we have completed one of the most interesting and difficult works of engineering and, at the same time, the largest and most comprehensive scheme for the supply of water which has yet been accomplished in Your Majesty’s dominions.


John Burnet, secretary to


Glasgow Corporation Water Works Commissioners,


14 October 1859




Part One


1856


Nothing ill come near thee


William Shakespeare, Cymbeline
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Alexander should have warned her. Explosions, Issy, he might have said. Puddles, he could have mentioned. Grass of a less manicured variety than the Botanic Gardens, pronounced absence of paths wider than your dress – a hint would have been helpful. 


Had he warned her? This morning’s compliment on the strawberry bonnet had been, on reflection, a shade less than sincere, but no, nothing had been said. She would have paid attention to that much. 


Isabel sank majestically on to a hummock of grass, which is the only way a descent from the upright can be accomplished in a crinoline, and looked around. There were men everywhere: navvies distinguishable by their gay neckerchiefs and hobnail boots sauntering about with armfuls of ironmongery or leading the most enormous horses along the shore; gentlemen guests whooping themselves hoarse around a vast Corporation of Glasgow banner, each boom accompanied by a frenzied waving of hats. By now Alexander would probably be hollering right along with them. 


As the only lady for miles and certainly the only woman braving the wilds today in a hooped lilac gown and a bonnet nodding with silken fruit, Isabel had been attracting so much attention that she barely noticed the other figure staring at her from a clump of bright trees. She might not have registered him at all – black coat, something white at the neck, no hat of any kind – if she had not been so struck by the man’s eyes, which burned through the faint gunpowder haze with a peculiar energy. 


‘Hungry’ is how she would describe the look afterwards. 


‘Poor fellow,’ her husband would murmur. ‘We need to find him work.’ Alexander was not easily engaged with a metaphor.


The man was quickly gone, and Isabel, hot and disgruntled in her billow of skirts, had no more inkling of peril than a twinge of anxiety for her strawberries. There was certainly nothing to alert her that here on the banks of hidden Loch Chon was a beginning. Or that this sunny May morning would ever remain for her a kind of ending, too.
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Out.


Out.


I am out.


The earth erupting in thunder and fire.


Out.


Smoke drifting across the heavens.


Out.


A lady attired in a fine gown and egregiously silly bonnet. 


Aye, I hear you. I see her.


Robert Kirke is out o’ faery – and one glance is enough.
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Just start at the beginning, ye say. Tell it your own way, Kirsty McEchern, and forget who’s listening. But see, beginnings, endings – it’s not always so easy to know which is which. Life’s a circular sort of thing most o’ the time and so’s a story. Those of us at the heart o’ this one would likely all tell ye differently where it began, and as for where it ended, well, is it even finished yet? That’s what I ask myself sometimes. 


It’s a long while since I’ve spoken about Robert Kirke, but maybe it’s time. Maybe it’s time right enough. I’m the one who knew Isabel Aird best in those years, unless you’re counting her husband and there were times I wasna so sure you should. And I’m the one who warned her. ‘Mrs Aird,’ says I, ‘be careful. I’ve got a feeling about this man.’ 


I get these feelings. When you grow up in the Highlands and Islands with Gaelic your first tongue, you come away with an instinct for things that are that bit beyond what you might call the natural, though to us it’s all one. You see what canna exactly be seen in the names our ancestors gave to the hills and the hollows and the brown peat moors and the ancient mounds of the sìthichean – that’s fairies to you. English never quite catches the idea of any of it. Nor, to be honest with you, did Isabel Aird. You have to remember she was a Lowlander, born and bred in a city. What did she know about matters that Highlanders drink in with their mothers’ milk? She thought they were no more than a quaint thing to read about in those fancy books that brought tourists to ooh and aah at the landscape o’ the Trossachs. There she came all innocent, with her parasol a-twirl and a background that had bred her useless. Broken inside, though. Awful broken. A woman like that has no defences. 
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Methought I was come into a battlefield. But after the first explosions I paid no heed to the noise. Only lay on my back, hands folded behind my head, glorying in the sight of the water glinting beyond the trees. A great rush o’ beauty fell upon my starved senses. I was out, and my spirit exulted. 


But there followed thereafter – 


quick thereafter, 


immediately thereafter 


– the knowledge that I am returned a different man. A canker within. A sickness of the soul. Robert Kirke is not who he was.


They spake to me then, filling my head, issuing my commission. A bargain was made. Then I stood up and saw the lady. They told me she was the one. 


And I looked upon her with a huntsman’s eye.
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‘Engineers,’ Isabel had roused herself to protest as the brougham clattered them through the frosty streets of Glasgow that January of 1856. ‘Alex, they’ll all be engineers.’


She frowned through the front glass at the inoffensive back of the driver hunched over the reins for warmth; his dark coat glistened with spent snow. 


At her side Alexander was sitting as stiffly in his black tails as a man will who is more comfortable in a blood-grimed apron with a knife between his teeth; a man, moreover, who is beginning to have doubts about tonight’s plan. 


In truth Isabel’s reluctance to attend Professor Rankine’s supper party had little to do with their host being one of the country’s leading engineers. Nor was it solely because she had never been a natural in any drawing room, although that was part of it. ‘Oh, Isabel, will you not try harder to dazzle?’ her mother had used to plead, palpitating with anxiety that her only daughter’s too easily furrowed brow and barely disguised preference for her own company were never going to snare a husband. It was a fear that had persisted until the day that Mrs Sarah Gillies, hosting a soirée herself of the tepidly polite kind Isabel most disdained, collared from among the guests a cheerful young medical man with distressingly gingery whiskers but good income prospects. ‘Come out from behind the curtain, Isabel, and let me introduce you to the dashing Dr Aird,’ she had commanded, stretching the point: never in her life had Mrs Gillies seen so many freckles. Alexander had winkled Isabel from the window seat, made her laugh with a dry commentary on her cousin Josephine’s erratic interpretation of the ‘Moonlight Sonata’ and then engaged her attention for the rest of the evening with the latest trends in surgery. He had understood Isabel’s social reserve from the first, appreciating the unfocused intelligence underneath it, sensing both an impatience and an insecurity with the subjects a lady was expected to enjoy discussing. He had envisaged a marriage full of lively conversations about the things that mattered to him and a social life in which they would signal their private reactions across the room and chuckle all the way home. 


Alexander cast his wife a sideways glance and blew out his cheeks in a surreptitious sigh. These days Isabel was too listless to want to go anywhere and getting her this far tonight had been a struggle further than he normally ventured. Nor was the subject he intended to air likely to occasion gales of merriment on the journey home. 


‘You will have no need to talk to any engineers,’ he returned with a strained grin. ‘You’ll be whisked away by some matron in black to discuss preserves, while I offer my thoughts on Rankine’s mathematical analysis of the cooling of the earth and take the opportunity of correcting his latest theories on heat and steam.’


Isabel laughed. He could still disarm her. ‘Fraud! You no more understand the action of a piston than I care about the boiling point of jam.’


He smiled more easily and slipped an arm around her. ‘Our host is an excellent fellow, Issy, although his brilliance might trouble me if I thought about it too long. He’s designed harbours, waterworks, railways and heaven knows what else. I’m fairly sure he’s even got a Rankine’s Method to his name – something to do with railway curves. And he composes songs. And plays the cello.’


‘Well, that should enliven the evening at least,’ she said, reflecting that her husband had probably been fretting about this man’s accomplishments longer than he liked to admit. William Macquorn Rankine was in his thirties too.


Alexander looked vaguely out of the window. ‘Anyway, there’s something I want to ask him.’ 


Macquorn Rankine, all amused eyebrows and rioting curls, succeeded in frustrating the worst of Isabel’s expectations by proving to be an entertaining host. He regaled the company with his own ridiculous ditties to such repeated acclaim that Alexander had to wait until he rose from the pianoforte and made for his pipe before waylaying him with the subject on his mind. To his wife’s chagrin the subject on Alexander’s mind proved to be Glasgow’s waterworks project. 


Water. Alex had inveigled her here to talk about water? 


The engineer responded with enthusiasm – indeed with such alarming enthusiasm that Isabel feared they were in for a night of it. He expounded at length on why Loch Katrine was a better solution to Glasgow’s water problem than any competing source, of which, as everyone knew (an expansive flourish of his pipe was kind enough to include Isabel, who nodded as if she did), there had been many. He had tramped the Trossachs area himself, taking measurements to compare Katrine with arch-rival Loch Lubnaig to the east. Both lakes would require extraordinarily difficult tunnelling – ‘Gneiss, Mrs Aird. And mica slate. Both devilish hard’ – but Katrine’s tunnel through a fairly narrow ridge and around Loch Chon would have the merit of being shorter. 


‘Loch What?’ she murmured. Isabel had heard of Loch Katrine – had not every reader in the land? – but here was a new one.


Rankine obliged with a grandiloquent roll of the throat. 


‘Chon, my dear lady. Chon. It’s a Gaelic word, like so many of the place names out there. You aim for Hon with the ch of “loch” and out it comes.’ He repeated the performance of a man attempting to dislodge a fishbone. ‘Dog Loch, in English.’


Isabel smiled her thanks. Why dog? she would have liked to ask. But Rankine was already back on course. 


‘The purity of the water in those parts is quite unparalleled. It’s because the rock is so impenetrable, ye see, and the area so little cultivated. No moss. Traces of potash, soda, some iron. Bit of lead that caused us problems in Parliament right enough, but really you couldn’t find a better source of water.’


It was around this point that it occurred to Isabel that a woman may tire of water. 


Perhaps sensing it, Rankine remembered his manners and turned to Alexander. ‘May I ask why you’re interested, Dr Aird?’ 


Yes, Alex. Pray explain.


Alexander looked quickly at his wife and back again. He should have thought of trying to divert her towards the doughty dowager holding forth on a nearby chaise longue on a subject that sounded as if it might be gloves. Too late. He hesitated a moment. Then, flushing red as his hair, he ploughed on.


‘Because I feel I’m wasting my skills, sir. I have a house in Bath Street – the fashionable end, as my mother-in-law would doubtless have you know – and a decent enough income from phlegm and constipation.’ Isabel registered the querulous note from a man whose exuberance in medical matters had tended to the puppyish when they first met. And what possessed him to bring her mother into this? ‘And my training allows for some dining-table surgery for those who can afford it. But this in a city that had near four thousand perish from cholera last time, and as many the time before.’ 


Isabel stared at her husband with mounting consternation as he warmed to his theme. 


‘And you know where they died, sir? Of course you do. Not all, of course, but most of them were in the stinking wynds that us in this room do our best to keep away from. Does it not shame us that in no other civilised country in the world is so large an amount of filth and misery and disease in one spot as Glasgow?’


Was this what had been preoccupying Alexander behind his newspaper, then? Was it among these hideous places that he walked when he was on his own? Isabel was not sure she had ever been down a wynd, stinking or otherwise, although the streets in their part of town could certainly be better swept: sometimes Annie had to scrub her hem for an hour. She knew about cholera, of course. Panic erupted across the city every few years and last time, now she thought about it, Alex had been miserable at his inability to treat it. But the disease had never arrived at their own front door, and behind it she had been nursing miseries of her own.


‘It’s practically certain,’ he was saying now, ‘that contaminated water plays a part in the progress of cholera.’ 


Isabel tried to remember if he had mentioned such a thing before. There was a time when she would have been the first to hear it from him. There was a time when she would have paid attention. She watched as he leaned earnestly towards the professor, his eyes alight with the old eagerness.


‘You know what it’s like, Rankine. The High Street, the Gallowgate, the Saltmarket – all those thousands of folk crammed into filthy tenements – there are such horrors there as the better off among us never see.’ He shot another glance at his wife. ‘Dunghills that reach as high as some folk’s first-floor windows. Pigs wandering the vennels. Wells taking drinking water from the Clyde where it’s no better than an open sewer.’


Pigs? There were certainly no pigs in Bath Street.


Macquorn Rankine nodded so vigorously that his dark curls shook. ‘Aye, I know, I know. None better. Your husband will have told you that I teach at the university in the High Street, Mrs Aird, amid such sights and smells as would shock you. As soon as another epidemic hoves into view, the newspapers shout blue murder and the orders go out for whitewashing and scrubbing. Down go the dunghills, out with the swine. But once that epidemic is past, what happens? It’s the job of all-merciful Providence to spare everyone another visitation – not the ratepayers. That’s what those of us who wanted to bring pure water from the Highlands were up against. Quite a battle the Glasgow Corporation had of it in Parliament, not to mention those naysayers back home. But the contracts are out now, thank God.’ 


He smiled genially at Alexander. ‘So that’s why you’re interested in the water scheme, is it, Aird?’


Alexander looked uncomfortable. He could sense the irritation radiating at his side. ‘I heard they would be looking for a doctor up there,’ he said.


‘Did you?’ Isabel did actually gasp. 


Alexander avoided her eyes and rubbed his nose, an infallible sign of perplexity and in this case, as she had no doubt, guilt. 


Rankine glanced from one to the other, sucked on his pipe and murmured placatingly, ‘Well, that’s most interesting, Dr Aird. Plenty of work up there for a medical man, I’ll wager. And let’s see if Loch Katrine water can hinder the next epidemic.’ 


Alexander blushed again. ‘Yes, indeed. Exactly. It’s what they’re calling public health. The fight against disease and squalor, as you might say.’ His ears were now also pink. ‘I was thinking I would like to be involved.’


Public health! What about his wife’s private health? Alexander knew fine what she would think of this. 


The atmosphere on the way home was chilly. Isabel turned pointedly towards the window on her left, obliging Alexander to address his apologies to the back of a fox-fur stole.


‘For the tenth time, I never mentioned it because I knew how you would react and I thought we could find out more tonight. I thought … hoped … you’d be interested to hear from a man like Rankine, who was involved from the start. Intrigued, even, as you used to be by new … um …’ 


He trailed off as her shoulders stiffened further. 


‘But I was mistaken. I’m sorry for springing it on you in public like that. There, I’ve said it again. I am sorry.’ 


No movement from the fox-fur. 


Alexander tried a different tack. ‘But are you not just a little curious, Issy? The Trossachs area is quite the tourist draw these days.’ 


Isabel continued to gaze steadfastly out of the black window. Every now and then a streetlamp threw out a pool of yellow light.


‘How does it go now? One burnished sheet of living gold, Loch Katrine lay beneath him rolled. Was The Lady of the Lake not on your dressing table for weeks?’ 


Oh, it was, Alex, it was. Is there anything else to do but read? She had been wallowing in the novels and lengthy narrative poems of the Borders laird Sir Walter Scott for years, while remaining untroubled – as she might have mentioned but could not be bothered – by any inclination to inspect his famous fairy glens personally. She also kept up with the latest blistering caricatures and social satires from the pen of Mr Dickens, although she thought his heroines weak and wished he had a better feel for the inside of a woman’s head. Directing a couple of maids and discussing meals with Cook had proved less fulfilling than billed in seven years of marriage. 


The horses’ hooves skittered on the cobbles. 


‘Rankine says the works are to be inaugurated in May,’ Alexander tried next, reaching, bravely in the circumstances, for her hand. ‘There’s to be some kind of ceremony, he says. Why don’t we go together then and take a look? Just a look, mind.’ 


Isabel went on inspecting the streaks of Glasgow grime on the carriage window, lethargy settling over her like sleep. What did any of this matter?


‘And think, Issy. Moving there for a while would give you something different to do, to think about. You’ve said yourself you have too little to occupy you, after … Well, anyway. I saw you were interested in what Rankine had to say. Admit it.’ 


‘After what, Alex? After losing every child in the making for six years – was that what you were going to say? And you think a trip to the Trossachs will remedy that?’


He stroked her glove with a tentative finger. ‘I only meant it might offer something new for us both. I have wanted to do more with my life.’


‘And I have wanted a life.’


‘Then what harm can come of taking a look?’
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Even as late as May the weather on the Isle of Wight could be chancy, but Albert had long ago ceased pointing out that while breakfasting on the terrace could be pleasant on a fine day, it was less so in a south-westerly straight off the Solent. Victoria’s own constitution seemed not to register the difference. On mornings like this the Prince Consort wondered about the wisdom of having designed Osborne House’s terracing so exactly like a Renaissance palazzo, with every aspect guiding the eye past a fountain or a statue to the sea. If he had foreseen how attached Victoria would become not only to taking breakfast in the open air but to conducting the greater part of their official business out here every morning, he would have built a glasshouse. 


Seated at the table in as many layers as he thought he could get away with, Albert tried to rub some warmth into his cold hands. Victoria complained that he complained about the cold more than was entirely manly – which was possibly true. His spirits plummeted every time he spied her bustling over to a fireplace in pursuit of an unwarranted spark or narrowing her eyes at the wall thermometer (which, again, he had been the one to introduce, so had no one to blame but himself). At night, windows flung open, he had been driven to retiring to sleep in long white drawers with the feet attached, an ensemble that Victoria said made him look like the Easter Bunny. Sometimes he resorted to a wig. It was a matter of regret to Albert that at thirty-six years old he had not retained more of his own hair, which if nothing else might have helped to keep him warm. Gott im Himmel, the balding head and burgeoning paunch in those Punch cartoons! 


Of course Victoria cared not a jot what anyone thought of her appearance. The gossips might as well be rude about the flanks of the Grampians as carp that the Queen was growing stout in her thirties, or that her lips fell short of a rosebud curve, or that she made such little effort to court admiration with her attire. What they always forgot were those pellucid blue eyes and the nose, that adorably neat nose. But in any case Victoria was never, ever anything but herself. Like her beloved Scottish mountains, she simply was. Albert admired her indifference to admiration. He was not particularly vain either – so he assured himself – but he was as punctilious about his appearance as everything else and aware that even the official portraits, in which Victoria assured him he cut an excellent dash, could not conceal the premature toll of overwork, ill health and the strain of keeping his beloved happy. 


This morning Victoria presided over the family’s open-air breakfast in blessedly good humour. Mealtimes attended by the older children could in Albert’s experience be wearing. His wife had a regrettable belief that the role of a loving mother was to be correcting her offspring at all times, ordering them about and generally taking it upon herself to organise the smallest details of their lives. His own view was that it is well-nigh impossible to be on happy terms with people you are always scolding and he was forever sending Victoria earnest notes to this effect, to which she did not, as a rule, respond well.


Nor was she often at her best around the youngest of their brood. The poor Liebchen felt wretched when she was expecting and wretched for what seemed an interminable time afterwards, periods which taken together had covered most of their married life and laid upon Albert more and more of the burdens of state she felt unable to face. He was also under pressure to feel guilty – on behalf, it sometimes felt, of the entire male sex – that it was woman alone who bore the consequences of marital passion and had to spend so much of her time feeling like a cow. Albert considered that he had done his honest best over the years to imagine what a cow went through, and to sympathise, but he did draw the line at conceding that any of this was exclusively his fault. Victoria was as much a force of nature within the bedroom as out of it.


But Albert did feel that their married life had been sailing in less turbulent waters of late. And the reason, it seemed to him, was perfectly obvious: it had been a whole three years and one month since Victoria was last delivered of a child. 


After the breakfast and the children had been cleared away, Victoria summoned the leather despatch box newly arrived from London, and side by side they set to work. Beyond the parkland the sea shifted and a whiff of salt reached them on the strengthening breeze. Albert had an anxious moment envisaging his finely honed epistle to the King of Prussia being whisked towards Calais, but his long experience of judging paperweight deployment in relation to wind velocity stood him in good stead. 


‘Here is the correspondence I drafted for you last night, my dear,’ he said, passing along a sheaf of documents and adjusting the glass weights to secure it. Each bore a royal profile that neither had glimpsed in the mirror for some years. ‘Lese aufmerksam, if you would.’ 


‘Of course I will read carefully.’ Victoria glanced at the papers. ‘But I do hope, Albert, that these letters are resounding enough. You can be rather stilted with the grander emotions.’


‘You need have no fear about the tone. It’s important to be lucid and, as I always like to remind you, diplomatic, but I should hope I know your style by this time. You might run your eyes over the English, though.’


Victoria looked at him with one of the sudden rushes of undisguised affection that never failed to beguile him. When she smiled, her face shed the dourness that people so often criticised and those eyes that looked so well in the island light danced. 


She laid her pen down and breathed deep of the sea air. ‘Oh, Albert, I cannot bear to think of returning to London.’ 


‘Liebchen, you always say that. And then you spoil the remaining days of the holiday for everyone else by reminding us how few of them are left. We’ll take the horses out for a canter soon and you will feel better. And before you know it, off we shall go to Scotland. Really, Victoria, we do quite well for holidays compared with—’


Her attention snapped back. ‘There is no possible life to whom ours can or ought to be compared, Albert.’ He sighed. Must Victoria always sound so peremptory? ‘But my spirit shrinks to think of Buckingham Palace in the summer heat, with the Thames so frightfully unpleasant. It’s like living on the edge of a cesspool.’


Albert replaced his own pen in a straight line beside the Cabinet minutes and gave himself wholly to the pouring of balm. ‘Well, we shall be at Windsor too. You know how pretty you find the walks there, and the flowers will be in bloom.’


‘Gloomy Windsor. Why can’t you design us something nice inside, like some decent plumbing?’


‘Oh, Victoria, I am quite busy enough with Osborne and Balmoral and writing your speeches and responding to your ministers and performing opening ceremonies when you’re indisposed. I must be the possessor of more silver trowels than any man in the world. And you should know that I blame this’ – he patted the straining waistcoat – ‘on all those dinners you refuse to—’


‘You look very fine, Albert,’ she said, regarding him with a hint of the appraising look he remembered from early in their marriage. In those days merely watching him scrape a foamy razor down his cheek had excited her in a frank way immensely flattering to his self-esteem. While shaving did not produce precisely the same effect today, Victoria could still be flirtatious and touchingly loyal when he least expected it. 


He laughed. ‘Now sign this letter to the Prime Minister, while I see what our noble press are complaining about today. And then we shall have that ride.’ 


They read in silence for half an hour. From the shore came the shriek of an oystercatcher. A chaffinch alighted on the patio and was waved off by the nearest footman. The breeze had lessened, although it still brought stray petals of may blossom fluttering past and made careful handling of the newspaper necessary. Reading The Times outdoors in every mood of the British weather was another skill Albert had perfected in sixteen years of marriage.


Without looking up Victoria murmured, ‘Is there anything one ought to know about in there?’


‘Nothing you won’t already have in your box. One thing only, perhaps. I see the works are to begin on a public water supply for Glasgow. The bill took an age to proceed through Parliament, but it seems the construction will start at last.’ 


‘Waterworks, you say? Is this a briefing, Albert, or merely part of your obsession with drains?’


‘It has nothing to do with drains. Except in the sense that the water will run into pipes and ultimately, one hopes, into decent water closets for people – which you are just as much in favour of as I, so don’t pretend otherwise. Especially at Windsor.’ 


She gave no reply, and his mouth twitched. ‘You may also recall, my dear, that you approved the legislation.’


Victoria barely paused in the penning of a V. ‘One approves so very many laws.’ 


He smiled at her bent head. ‘The water is to come from Loch Katrine in the Scottish Highlands. It will go through tunnels and aqueducts for – let me see, wo hab’ ich das gelesen? – twenty-six miles, to a reservoir to be built on the edge of Glasgow. And from there another eight miles into the city. Descending by gravity alone all the way. The engineering challenges quite take one’s breath away.’


‘Ah, Loch Katrine.’ Victoria looked up at last and put down her pen. ‘Such a romantic place. Sir Walter Scott wrote most affectingly about the scenery there. It lies somewhere about Loch Lomond, does it not? Will we pass anywhere near on our way to Balmoral?’


‘I think not, my dear. I cannot imagine it is possible to pass the site of these works on the way to anywhere at all.’
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The Airds set out from Glasgow early in the morning. In the months since Professor Rankine’s supper party Alexander had put some effort into assuring his wife that the spangle of lochs around Loch Katrine popularly known as the Trossachs was not really the Highlands; or at least not much the Highlands; or at the very worst not far into the Highlands. Admittedly it was something of a journey to get there and by all accounts the area was not what you might call civilised: barely populated at all, he did acknowledge. But really when you thought about it, the site of the waterworks was not much more than thirty miles from Glasgow. ‘Nearer than Edinburgh as the crow flies,’ he proclaimed, as if that would settle the matter. Only after she got there would Isabel be in a position to point out that crows were not required to spend hours trailing from carriage to Clyde steamer to train to Loch Lomond steamer, nor to rattle over country tracks that had no business being described as roads while feeling prodigiously sick, nor skirt puddles in enormous petticoats. 


They were travelling as guests of the Corporation of Glasgow, genially led by the city’s former Lord Provost, Robert Stewart. The Airds peered curiously at the portly figure who had led the waterworks campaign and been so monstrously demonised over the last few years that Isabel half expected a pair of cloven feet. Among their group were engineers and local landowners, a few pressmen, an aged kirk minister thin as paper and an extravagantly costumed piper.


Sailing up Loch Lomond, Isabel experienced a moment of anxiety when the smell of bacon assailed her over breakfast, but the waters were calm and the famous banks and braes as bonnie in the sunshine as ever poet claimed. The road between Loch Lomond and Loch Katrine tested everyone’s breakfast, however. The coach had no sooner hauled them uphill from the Inversnaid pier than the horses were on a wild descent, surely out of control and – ‘Isabel, will you stop that squealing!’ – about to topple them into a peat bog. Even Alexander, whose complexion was bleached at the best of times, went pale. When the road straightened out a little, he began exclaiming at how empty and solemn the scenery was, and, look, could she see the peak of Ben Lomond behind them, clear against the sky? All Isabel could think of was making it to their journey’s end with her buttered roll still roughly where it should be.


A glimmer of water appeared ahead. ‘There you are,’ Alexander shouted. ‘Loch Katrine!’ 


It was all they saw of the burnished sheet of living gold. Although the water gleamed tantalisingly close for a while, they lurched to the right before reaching it and set off up (and down and up) a new-made works road. From the direction of the invisible Katrine a cheerful line of flags and banners could be seen descending towards the road through a knotted jumble of summer trees. There was more greenery on this one hill alone than Isabel had seen in her life, or had ever much wished to: Glasgow’s Botanic Gardens had quite enough of it.


‘A lot of grass, would you not say, Issy?’ Alexander teased. 


He was nervous, though. She noticed how he fingered his cravat and kept adjusting the brim of his hat. It reminded her that her husband had no idea what to expect today either.


The carriage swung to the right, bounced a little further and finally halted some way above what appeared to be a different loch, although little could be seen of it from here through the many trees. Alexander leaped out to assist her and Isabel glided down the step in full rigging. On reaching the ground she felt it yield damply beneath her feet. The tip of her parasol disappeared entirely and emerged stained with mud, its tiny bow arrangement flattened. 


It was quickly apparent that the path they were invited to follow had been cut to accommodate the girths of stout men, possibly horses, maybe a wheelbarrow or two, but emphatically not a woman in an inflated lilac dress. Isabel swished through banks of weeds, briars snatching at her gown’s expensively tailored panels. Alexander plunged into the undergrowth to lend an arm, but her ivory kid bootees slipped and scurried on stones shiny with last night’s rain. The ponderously fruited bonnet was making her hot and its ribbon kept chafing the underside of her chin. With reckless disregard for the security of the silken strawberries Isabel untied the bow. Her cheeks flared with effort and rising irritation.


She was feeling unexpectedly exposed here. An eye-catching hat and dress were supposed to bolster her spirits, and in a Glasgow park with nice wide avenues and any growing things safely contained inside a glasshouse, they usually could. Isabel wondered sometimes if clothes were all that kept her afloat these days: a drowning woman clinging to fashion like a spar in a swirling flood. The choosing, the touching, the delicious changing of mind could absorb her for hours. She could while away a whole morning at the Arthur and Fraser’s fabric counter, poring over folds and crinkles, animated by the feel of crisp linen or the floaty airiness of muslin. And after all there was not a handier subject for ladies’ conversation, when required, than the aesthetic merits of a Bertha collar or a Mancheron sleeve – just as long as nobody expected Isabel Aird to sew one. There was even an ambivalent satisfaction, sweet and hollow as a cream puff, in showing off a waist that never took long to return to tight-corseted slenderness and looked so well in a crinoline.


But that was the city. Here the spar felt more precarious. Isabel clutched Alexander’s arm and smouldered silently at him for having badgered her to accompany him where she did not belong. 


The path curved around the hillside and deposited the stream of guests in front of a wide trench of exposed rock, above which the bunting straggled to a halt. Behind the trench an enormous cloth banner bearing the arms of Glasgow was being held steady by four leathery navvies, two to a pole, who beamed affably at the arriving gentry. Then began a modest ceremony to mark the start of what would one day be hailed, not so modestly, as the greatest engineering marvel since the construction of the aqueducts of Rome. 


The flags, it was explained, marked the line on which the first shafts would be sunk to make a tunnel carrying water from Loch Katrine on the other side of the hill, around Loch Chon here and on to Glasgow. All by the force of gravity, declared the chief engineer, a Yorkshireman with exuberant facial hair by the name of Bateman. The water would descend at the rate of ten inches in every mile and the engineering challenges, which involved boring through nearly thirteen miles of hill and some of the hardest rock on earth, would be very toof. The antique minister then invoked divine blessing upon a great number of people involved in the scheme, including the citizens of Glasgow who were to benefit from it, and prayed that the workers might be protected from sickness, fatal injury or serious accident, which, quite unexpectedly, made Alexander’s heart swell.


The former Lord Provost was fervently introduced as the saviour of Glasgow. Robert Stewart’s dome of a forehead glistened as he described the works that would begin today as one of the greatest undertakings Great Britain had ever witnessed, and required further mopping when he touched on the insults and obloquy he had suffered for years from the many vested interests who had tried to stop it. Then he stepped forward with a ceremonial hammer and drill to strike the inaugural blow of the Glasgow waterworks, after which a pair of navvies set about pouring gunpowder into a line of holes already drilled in the rock. 


‘There’s to be a salute to Her Majesty,’ Alexander whispered, laying a hand on Isabel’s arm. ‘Stand back.’


The hillside exploded and they both missed a heartbeat. Shortly afterwards it exploded again. And again. The sky began to dim.


‘You mean there are to be twenty-one of these?’ Isabel yelled. 


After the fifth explosion she had had enough. Skirts seized in one hand, muddy parasol in the other, she gestured to Alexander that she was leaving and stamped off down the hill. Public health? She could no more live here than eat the grass. 


At the moment when Isabel noticed the bare-headed man among the trees, she was sitting on a tussock of grass judged free of insects and had just completed an inspection of the damage to her shoes. He fixed her with his fierce, hungry stare and was quickly gone. Then she saw something else. It was as if, she thought later, the man had whisked aside a curtain, or stepped away from a window, to reveal what she was actually meant to see. Framed by the copse where he had stood lay water: shining water glimpsed through trees. 


Isabel’s breath snagged again. When they arrived she had been facing the other way, up the hill towards the banner and the trench, towards the dignitaries in rhetorical flood. This was her first proper look at Loch Chon. The shore, she saw now, was lightly fringed by more trees, their spindly limbs silvery in the sun. Birches, she supposed. It was all she could have told you then about any kind of tree, that birches were silver. The smoke had not drifted as far as the loch, and the vaulting sky above it remained a peerless blue. On the surface of the water the trees on the far bank met their double. The lake was not still at all, she realised, but shimmered here and there, teasing the reflections. It felt quiet – quiet! she thought, as the gunpowder bellowed – and perhaps even a word like modest. She wrestled to pin the impression. Beside such unshowy beauty the earlier charms of Loch Lomond seemed almost gaudy, a touch too much ankle on display. There was a mind here, a soul, a heart, a spirit – what was it? – communing with hers in the oddest way. It’s only sun on water, she told herself. A few gangly shrubs. There will be smoke along any minute. But still her chest ached with the loveliness of it, the intimacy, the wonder, the solace. It was a joyful, muscular ache, and she had no idea what to do with it. The Botanic Gardens had not had this effect at all. 
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