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  The Wind From The Hills




  It lifted Biddy’s spirits to come down the slope towards the shrouded glen and glimpse smoke rising from the chimney of her sister’s house, to see the neat hedges

  that Michael had planted, the wooden shed where the hens roosted and, straggling off on the seaward side, the peak stack and the drying-green with washing flapping like bunting on the sagging

  ropes. She could smell sheep and whiffs of peat smoke, and cooking. And she could hear, among the bleating from the pastures, the cries of her two little nieces, Rachel and Rebecca, as they played

  about the yard.




  The little girls, aged four and six, called her Auntie Bridget. Innis, of course, still called her Biddy but to Michael and the boy she was always Mistress Baverstock or now and then, when

  something displeased them, they would address her, straightfaced and straight to her face as ‘your ladyship’, as if to exaggerate the distinctions that lay between them . . .
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  BOOK ONE




  BIDDY




  





  ONE




  The Barren Hind




  In the long summer of 1891 there was hardly a man came to Fetternish who did not have his way with Mrs Bridget Baverstock: that, at least, was how

  the stories went. But you know what stories and islanders are like, how if you put one with the other you can wind up with a fact that’s as far from the truth as Land’s End is from John

  o’ Groat’s.




  Indeed, some imaginative scandalmongers even suggested that Willy Naismith was closer to his mistress than a house servant had any right to be; that the widow of Fetternish now and then borrowed

  him from his good wife not so much to share her bed as to fertilise it, not to scatter his seed, of which by then there was a great deal less than there used to be, but to put a kind of charm on

  the sheets so that the select band of suitors who were invited to warm the widow’s four-poster might be endowed with uncommon potency and with a single cast of the rod, as it were, land

  Fetternish an heir.




  It was all nonsense, of course, pure fancy, a skein of lies spun by folk who envied Biddy Baverstock her wealth and still resented the fact that a fisherman’s daughter had inherited the

  estates of Fetternish without doing a stroke to deserve them; as if it were her fault that her poor, love-struck husband had dropped dead only six weeks after taking her to be his bride.




  However you chose to interpret her behaviour you could not dispute that Biddy Baverstock was just the sort of woman whose dash and daring encouraged such scurrilous tales, a woman to whom men

  were drawn like moths to candle flame, not only for her beauty – sea-green eyes, auburn hair, a face and figure that would have tempted an anchorite – but also for her determination to

  prove herself as good, if not better, than any other landowner on Mull.




  So far even the most spiteful gossips would have to admit that she had used her talents and advantages well. In the dozen years since her husband’s death she had resisted several underhand

  attempts by her husband’s family to wrest Fetternish back from her and had defied the temperamental climate and impoverished soil that had sent previous owners of Fetternish skulking back to

  the mainland vowing never to set foot on the island again.




  Unlike them, of course, she thoroughly understood Mull’s quirky character. She had been raised on the cattle croft of Pennypol, less than two miles from the great, handsome house on the

  cliff that, together with all its shaggy acres, she managed with the assurance of someone who had never been afraid to look a gift horse in the mouth, even to the extent of prising its jaws apart

  and totalling up its teeth. She had gradually cultivated and fructified most of the glens and headlands of the north quarter, had brought them under her sway and made them yield profit, just as she

  brought everything under her sway and made it yield profit.




  Even Nature, it seemed, could not stand up to Biddy Baverstock; except that Nature, reluctant to be outfoxed, had pulled one grim little trick by way of revenge and had so far denied her that

  which she most wanted in life – a child of her own, an heir to Fetternish. By any reasonable standards Biddy was not old. But she lived in a community where women tended to marry early and

  expend what there was of their youth on bearing and rearing children, so that the schoolhouse in Dervaig was crammed to capacity and the fields about Crove contained almost as many toddlers as

  sheep. Or so it seemed to Biddy who, entering her thirty-third year, had abruptly woken up to the fact that she was half-way to being left on the shelf and that the best of her breeding years might

  already be behind her.




  You would never have guessed to look at her that she was, or could possibly imagine herself to be, a dried-up old husk. She was tall and broad-shouldered and if not wide at least not narrow at

  the hips. She glowed with robust good health. She was out and about in all weathers and had recently developed quite a passion for outdoor sports; so much so that even with the aid of the latest

  cold-creams and complexion lotions and dust-storms of French powder she could not disguise her naturally high colour or cool her propensity to perspire when taking any sort of exercise.




  ‘Radiant,’ the shooting gentlemen would declare, without a hint of criticism. ‘By God, Bridget, you look positively radiant today.’ By which, Biddy imagined, they were

  politely informing her that she looked no better than a boiled beetroot.




  Although she was still arrogant she had shed much of her conceit. These days she did not have time to mope at her dressing-table and now and then would experience a wave of revulsion at the

  battery of jars and pots that she had accumulated and would instruct Margaret, who deputised as a lady’s-maid when she wasn’t too busy elsewhere, to sweep the lot out of sight so that

  the temptation to paint herself up like some haggard Edinburgh dowager would be temporarily removed. What she did not tell Margaret to do, though, was to wheel away the cheval-glass that stood in a

  corner of the dressing-room. In the slanted glass Biddy would examine herself whenever the mood stole over her and the faint wistful longings that had troubled her in the early years of her widow

  hood flared up into something very close to panic.




  She did not strut before the glass, did not exhibit herself for her own pleasure or to rehearse the pleasure she might give to the favoured few who were admitted to her bedroom. In those private

  moments of contemplation she did not dwell on thoughts of marriage but, rather, on its consequence, on the eighth or ninth month of pregnancy when she would be lovely and swollen with a child of

  her own. Then, back arched, belly thrust out, she would realise just how false her posing was and what it signified and would pivot and pad away, cursing her foolishness and trying desperately to

  staunch the tears that trickled from the corners of her eyes.




  So, while many women envied Mrs Baverstock there were many women whom Mrs Baverstock envied, not for the simplicity of their lives, not for the tasks at which they toiled, of which she had done

  more than her fair share, not for the smoky cottages in which they dwelled nor the plain fare on their tables, but for their babies, their children, the girls and boys with which the island was

  seeded now that burnings and land evictions were things of the past and the economy more settled. It was, Biddy thought, Mull’s growing season, a time of sprouting, when the next generation

  would take root in ground of good heart.




  And there were children, children everywhere.




  And not one of them hers.




  

    Of the eight children to whom Biddy was related the ones that she loved and coveted most were the three that her sister Innis had borne to Michael Tarrant who, a long, long

    time ago, had been Biddy’s first lover and who, if he had not been a Roman Catholic and she had not been so infected by her father’s prejudices, she might have married in preference

    to Austin Baverstock.


  




  The Tarrants seldom came to the big house and were never invited to any of the grand parties that marked the social season. Even so, Biddy visited them almost daily, walking the mile to

  Pennymain cottage over the narrow wooden bridge she’d had built across the glen at the rear of their holding, over the lush, watery ravine that was called in Gaelic Nah-Vaignich which,

  roughly translated, meant ‘The Solitudes’. When Michael had first lived there alone, and Biddy had crept into his bed in dead of night, the name had seemed appropriate to the isolation

  of the place. Now it had changed, had become a hub of liveliness, with dogs, hens and children darting about, so that its only stillness, its only sullen centre was Michael himself, more dour and

  silent than he had ever been, as if marriage and fatherhood had not cured his loneliness but had in some way exacerbated it.




  It lifted Biddy’s spirits to come down the slope towards the shrouded glen and glimpse smoke rising from the chimney of her sister’s house, to see the neat hedges that Michael had

  planted, the wooden shed where the hens roosted and, straggling off on the seaward side, the peat stack and the drying-green with washing flapping like bunting on the sagging ropes. She could smell

  sheep and whiffs of peat smoke, and cooking. And she could hear, among the bleating from the pastures, the cries of her two little nieces, Rachel and Rebecca, as they played about the yard. From

  her Tarrant nephew Gavin, though, she heard nothing, for even at the age of ten he was silent and guarded, like his father.




  The little girls, aged four and six, called her Auntie Bridget. Innis, of course, still called her Biddy but to Michael and the boy she was always Mistress Baverstock or now and then, when

  something displeased them, they would address her, straight-faced and straight to her face, as ‘your ladyship’, as if to exaggerate the distinctions that lay between them.




  Biddy’s nieces and nephew were by no means the only youngsters to inhabit the quiet back roads of Fetternish. In fact the only dwelling on the estate, apart from Fetternish House itself,

  that did not contain new life lay beyond Pennymain in the crook of the arm of Pennypol bay, the broad, well-watered acres that had once belonged to Biddy’s mother, where Vassie and Ronan

  Campbell still lived. There was no smoke, or precious little, hovering above the Campbells’ turf-roofed cottage, no cats or hens skittering about in the shadow of the high drystone wall that

  Vassie had once built to keep the Baverstocks’ sheep off her property. There were dogs, though, a pair of yellow-eyed, skulking mongrels that, when not working the herd, were kept locked up

  in what had once been the byre; fierce cattle dogs that answered to no one except Vassie and would, at the first sniff of an intruder, snarl so savagely that not even brave, dour little Gavin dared

  come near them.




  It wasn’t the dogs or the big-horned cattle that roamed along the foreshore that made Pennypol seem inhospitable, however, so much as Vassie herself, Vassie and her drunken husband.




  Even Biddy and Innis preferred not to pass too close to the house, for they were disgusted by the sight of their father sprawled on the doorstep, a whisky bottle hugged to his chest like a

  cherished child, motionless as granite or, rather, some soft and crumbling substance like lignite or grey lava. They of all people knew that it wasn’t drink but brute pride that had torn him

  down, that had soured his marriage and turned family love to family loathing. And there were secrets too, dreadful, whispered secrets that Vassie still kept to herself while she patiently watched

  him shrivel and decay before her vengeful eyes.




  On paper Vassie Campbell still owned Pennypol, including water rights and rights of access but many years ago she had leased it out to Fetternish, an arrangement that Biddy had augmented by

  taking the sheep off the low grazings and purchasing enough cattle to establish a small, high-quality herd over which her mother had sole charge. Now there were cows to be milked once again, calves

  in the calf park, bullocks braying along the foreshore and Vassie restored to her natural element. Except that her children were gone and would never return to live with her in Pennypol. And the

  moor had been closed off with stobs. And the dike at the top of the calf park had been rebuilt, the old jetty repaired and the fish-shed, Ronan’s last sanctuary, had been torn down and

  replaced by a fine new slate-roofed byre. Improvements, expensive improvements that Biddy had commissioned and paid for and whose benefits Mam did not acknowledge, not even grudgingly, as if she

  somehow still blamed Biddy for all that had gone wrong, for all that had been irretrievably lost.




  No one stepped uninvited on to Vassie’s patch, not Biddy, not Innis, not Hector Thrale, the factor, not even amiable Willy Naismith who was friend to everyone on the estate. Nobody came

  closer than the end of the wall for if they did then the dogs would bark and Ronan would stir and roll his head and moan, uttering those unintelligible sounds that only Vassie seemed able to

  interpret. And she would come whisking out of the cottage or out of the byre waving a stick in her fist and would shout, ‘Who is it? What do you want with us?’ and all along the

  foreshore the cattle would lift their snouts and roar too as if she was not just their keeper but their leader, as dangerous and unpredictable as they were, only female.




  ‘Mam, it is me. It is Innis.’




  ‘I cannot see you.’




  ‘I am here, by the new gate.’




  ‘Who is it that you have with you?’




  ‘I have brought Gavin to see you, and Rachel.’




  The stick would be lowered but not discarded. Vassie would abandon the protection of the cottage and scuttle, crab-like, along the path by the wall. Her skin-and-bone build and leathery

  complexion made her appear ancient but her restless energy remained inexhaustible. She wore a greasy black cotton dress with a canvas apron tied around her waist and a ragged shawl knotted at her

  breast in traditional style. Now that her sons and daughters had gone she neglected herself and her home shamefully and the cottage had deteriorated into something not much better than a hovel.

  Only her fondness for the cattle, which she never neglected or ignored, seemed to be keeping her sane.




  She peered at everyone with such suspicion that her brown eyes appeared to have receded into her head and left nothing but empty sockets under the fringe of hair that cut across her brow. There

  was nothing wrong with her eyesight – she could still spot an ailing calf at three hundred paces – but there were many things she chose not to see, visitors to Pennypol among them.




  ‘Where is the little one? Where is Rebecca?’




  ‘She is asleep at home.’




  ‘Do you tell me that you have left her alone?’




  ‘Biddy is with her and will stay until I return.’




  ‘Why have you come here, bothering me? Have you no work of your own to be doing?’ Vassie would say but not snappishly, not now that she had come close to her little girl grandchild

  and to the boy, the boy so solemn and watchful that she could not even begin to guess what he thought of her. ‘And you, Gavin, is there no school for you to be going to today?’




  She addressed him in Gaelic, knowing that he would only answer in English, for teaching in the day school in Dervaig was mostly done in the modern tongue. He could understand the old language of

  the islands well enough but he would not deign to have it on his lips. He was his father’s son through and through, Vassie thought, more Lowlander than Highlander, with a sallow, clear-eyed

  handsomeness that would give him the air of a saint or a martyr once his growth had come upon him.




  She longed to brush the curl of hair that licked his forehead but she had practised the role of hostile old wife for so long that even Gavin, brave as he was, would surely flinch if she

  stretched her hand towards him. He was polite though, well-mannered enough to answer, ‘I have no school today because our master has had to go home to Oban where his father is

  unwell.’




  Vassie leaned on the stick, claw-like hands folded on top, elbows cocked. ‘Is there no other teacher to be giving you your lessons?’




  ‘There is one lady but she is only there for the children.’




  ‘I see, I see,’ said Vassie. ‘Do you mean for the babbies?’




  ‘Aye,’ her ten-year-old grandson answered. ‘For the babbies.’




  Rachel was quite unafraid of Vassie and, unlike her brother, did not appear to disapprove of the old woman. She was, however, bashful. She clung to her mother’s skirts and peeked up at her

  grandmother in a way that reminded Vassie of her youngest, of Aileen, in the days before anyone had realised that she was fey. There was a sweetness in Rachel, a generosity that Vassie failed to

  recognise as a quality that she herself had once possessed, long, long ago now, before she had sacrificed her father’s love for love of a worthless man.




  Innis indicated the wicker basket at her feet. ‘I have brought you some eggs and a jug of stock for broth and a loaf or two from yesterday’s baking.’




  Vassie grunted; the most Innis could expect by way of gratitude.




  The Campbells were by no means poor. On the contrary: income from the hirings was more than enough to keep them on easy street. But there was no will now, no urge or purpose in Vassie, nothing

  she seemed to want. Ronan, of course, was too far gone to care about anything but whisky. In fact, it was considered a miracle that he was still alive at all.




  ‘Bread, Gran,’ Rachel said. ‘Mammy bakit it.’




  Innis was the good wife that she, Vassie, had once supposed herself to be. Only Innis was more loving, more expert and efficient; a better cook, a better baker, better with sewing-needles and

  knitting-pins, better too in her management of time. When Vassie contemplated her middle daughter she sometimes wondered how she could have produced such a paragon of virtue – or if it was

  Innis’s conversion to Catholicism that had mysteriously endowed her with all these skills.




  No matter how empty her heart, how steely her determination to keep her daughters at arm’s length – for their benefit, not her own – Vassie could not help but soften to the

  girls and half-grown boy who, poor souls, had flowered from the fruit of her loins. She smiled at Rachel in spite of herself, let her face tighten, so that the mass of fine wrinkles that mapped her

  cheeks was smoothed away and she looked no longer fierce like an old witch woman but just enough like Mammy or Auntie Biddy to reassure her grandchildren that she would never do them harm. She

  said, ‘And did you help your Mam with the baking, dearest?’




  ‘I mix it the flour,’ Rachel answered, her fist, like a cat’s paw, kneading her mother’s skirts, while her brother stared gravely down at her. ‘I mix it the flour,

  Gran, and I ated the butter.’




  ‘You should not be eating the butter,’ Gavin said.




  ‘In spite of the butter,’ Innis said, ‘she is a grand help to me in the kitchen. I can get through a baking in twice the time when I have Rachel’s assistance.’ She

  winked at Vassie who, though she well understood the joke, did not respond.




  Gavin, though, uttered a tiny priggish sound, a huh of disapproval, and without warning separated himself from the group and walked away, hands behind his back, as if he was too sensible to

  associate with the silly females for one minute longer.




  

    He moved towards the crest of the track where it spilled in streaks of sand and crushed shell towards the steepest corner of the calf park. His eyes, like his brain, were

    quick-focused. He noticed rabbits nibbling in the shadow of the edge of the bracken, the dense almost impenetrable wave of fern that swarmed against the fence and broke against the escarpment of

    clean grey rock that marked the end of Olaf’s Ridge. He was looking, at first, for his father. For he should have been with his father. Except that he had his duty to do, his manly duty to

    visit the ugly old woman of Pennypol, to be seen by her, admired by her, not for what he could do – snare rabbits, shoot pigeons, catch and pin down a struggling ewe – but only for

    how he looked; which sort of attention, being merely a boy, both flattered and embarrassed him.


  




  In August sunlight Pennypol’s pastures seemed so lush, so fertile that he could feel their weight within him, the colour of it all, the iridescent haze of insects, the fur-feel of the

  rabbits, the flat, spectacular expanse of the horizon that he, in an instant, blotted out. He had no liking for the sea, no curiosity about it. It just lay there doing nothing, or roared in at him,

  a nuisance, a waste, unconnected, Gavin felt, to ground that would feed sheep.




  He frowned, creating a tiny blemish on his silky, implacable brow. He experienced a sting of anger at the sight of so many pestilential rabbits consuming good grazing grass on land that his

  father had informed him would one day belong to him – not rented, but owned – when the ugly old woman and the smelly bundle of rags that was his grandfather finally withered to dust

  and, like puffballs, were blown away by the wind.




  He frowned at the rabbits, the nibbling rabbits, seeing nothing else now, all focused and concentrated, the voices of his mother and the ugly old woman, the stupid giggles that his sister

  emitted, fading off, fading out, until all he could hear was a clicking little pulse inside his head, like the sneck of rabbits’ teeth; and he raised his arms and took aim with an imaginary

  rifle – like Mr McCallum’s, big and heavy and satisfying – and fired, and whispered under his breath, ‘Bam, bam, bam. Die. Die. Die.’




  

    Biddy recalled that one of the signs of Aileen’s mental disorder had been an inclination to sleep more than was natural, to sidle away from field work and crumple up in

    the lee of a stook or on the bare, cattle-splattered track, to stick her thumb in her mouth and be unconscious within seconds. It worried Biddy that the deficiency that had affected

    Aileen’s brain might have been handed down to the next generation and she was unduly concerned that her sister’s youngest still seemed to require an afternoon nap.


  




  When Biddy thought of herself as a romping child she thought of pace, of whirl, of action, of the need to throw herself about, to trail after Dada or Mam or their old dog Fingal, who been a pup

  in those days but had been dead now for eight or nine years, to run towards the vastness that was the shore or the greater, frightening vastness that was the sea. And how much she had hated it when

  her brother Neil had come along and then Innis who, Biddy had imagined in shrieking panic, was trying to eat Mam’s udder.




  Nevertheless, she was delighted to be left in charge of Rebecca for an hour or so. To sit in the doorway of Innis’s cool, scrubbed, neat-as-ninepence kitchen with the little girl asleep

  beside her in the boxed cot that Michael had hammered together, Rebecca snoring softly under the cool net-lace coverlet in the shadow of the doorpost. She would peep frequently into the cot, see

  the rosy blush on the sleeping cheek that hinted that little Becky might be abashed by her innocent dreams or even by her own fairness. And she would rearrange the net-lace with the tip of her

  pinkie or gently dab perspiration from the child’s upper lip and wish with a fierce, almost frightening longing that the little girl belonged to her.




  Biddy sat on a three-legged nursing stool in the open doorway and looked out at the garden and the flank of Olaf’s Hill and wished rather that she might be here in Innis’s stead when

  Michael came home. He would not come home, though, if he even suspected that she might be there. Michael avoided her with an ingenuity that in another employee would have struck her as

  churlish.




  She still wore her fancy hat – the cock’s feather amused Becky and Rachel – and a short skirt and jacket and a silk blouse that maintained an air of authority without fuss. She

  preferred blouses and short skirts to the heavyweight evening gowns or frilly tea-dresses that her social position often required her to wear. Best of all she liked the sporting, figure-hugging

  light tweed coats, knickers and leggings that gave her a feeling of freedom without being too mannish.




  In a month or so she would be free to wear what she liked, for she would no longer be plain Biddy, no longer Becky’s aunt or Innis’s sister; she would be Mistress Bridget Campbell

  Baverstock, guest of Lord Fennimore at Coilichan Lodge in the deep dark glen of the Tormont deer forest. She would consort on equal terms with other land-owning gentlemen and their ladies,

  fanatical shots who, at this very hour, were gathered on a Sutherland grouse moor banging away at the birds. She could have been with them; Iain Carbery had invited her by personal letter. She had

  refused though, not because she was coy but because she was still first and foremost a farmer and the early August month was busy with harvests and sales. She was also still a Campbell as much as a

  Baverstock and as happy to be here on the stoup of Pennymain cottage as anywhere.




  Innis and Rachel appeared at the wicket gate by the side of the garden. There was a general springing about of cats and a clucking of hens and a yapping from the pet spaniel, Fruarch, who

  regarded himself as part of the family and probably not a dog at all. Fortunately Michael had taken the sheepdog, Roy, with him for Roy had no patience with the inquisitive, undisciplined little

  pup and would roll him over with his nose to teach the youngster who was boss. Roused by the hubbub Rebecca wakened with a little yawn and a stretch, then sat upright, shedding the net-lace

  coverlet like gossamer. Though she was no longer a baby Biddy picked her up and carried her out into the sunlight to greet the arrivals.




  ‘I did not see you come over the Ridge,’ Biddy said.




  ‘We came along by the shore path,’ Innis said.




  She steered Rachel before her through the gate then released the little girl who, with the spaniel weaving and bounding playfully about her legs, went off into the leek beds with a handful of

  scallop shells to add to the decorative border.




  ‘How is she?’ Biddy said. ‘Mother, I mean?’




  ‘Much the same as always.’




  Rebecca showed no signs of wishing to be put down. She had hooked a chubby leg around her aunt’s waist and draped an arm around her shoulder and, with the cock’s feather tickling her

  nose, peered down at her mother from lofty heights.




  ‘Did you see Dada?’ Biddy enquired.




  ‘No.’




  ‘He would be there all the same.’




  ‘Oh, yes,’ said Innis, shrugging. ‘Where else would he be?’




  Biddy put her niece down, watched the little girl trot forward and throw herself affectionately against Innis’s skirts. Becky would surely grow up to be Innis’s double. Already she

  had her mother’s oval shape of face and straight, rather severe brows, together with an observant demeanour that suggested that she too might turn out to be a cottage scholar. Although Biddy

  loved the girls dearly there were times when she could not help but feel alienated from them. Raised in the Catholic faith they were already familiar with rituals that she had been taught to regard

  as idolatrous, rituals that seemed to have given Innis a dimension to which she, Biddy, for all her wealth, could never hope to aspire.




  Touched by a guilt that was never far beneath the surface, Biddy said, ‘You know that I would take Mam to live with me, if I could.’




  ‘I know it,’ Innis said.




  ‘But not him, not after what he did to us.’




  ‘I know it,’ Innis said again. ‘You must not be thinking, Biddy, that I blame you for what has happened.’




  ‘Happened? What do you mean?’




  ‘To Mam.’




  ‘What of Michael; does he blame me?’




  ‘Michael?’ Innis said, surprised. ‘I do not believe he even thinks of these things. He has never – never that I have heard – said a word against you.’




  ‘Because I pay his wages and he knows better.’




  ‘Biddy,’ said Innis with the faint ring of chastisement that Biddy had always found patronising, ‘what is wrong with you these days? You have not been at all yourself this past

  half year or so.’




  ‘Nothing is wrong with me,’ Biddy said. ‘I am perfectly well.’




  ‘Yes, may be, but you do not seem,’ Innis paused, ‘content.’




  ‘I am as content as any farmer ever is,’ Biddy said. ‘I would be even more content if the market for beef was not so depressed and if the dealers in Oban did not have teeth

  like sharks.’




  ‘I thought you were transporting mutton directly to Glasgow, now that the railway has been extended to Oban?’




  Relieved that the conversation had veered away from her peculiar, and obviously noticeable, restlessness, Biddy said, ‘Has Michael not told you what it costs to ship live meat by

  rail?’




  ‘Michael seldom talks to me about his work.’




  ‘Does he talk to you at all?’




  ‘Biddy!’ another soft, chiding exclamation.




  Biddy said, ‘If he does talk to you, you’re fortunate. He throws hardly a word in my direction. He sends Barrett as his emissary instead.’




  ‘Well. . .’ Innis glanced towards the garden where Becky had joined forces with her sister and, hunkered on the dirt path, was planting the afternoon crop of scallop shells along the

  border of the rows.




  ‘Well what, Innis?’




  Innis shook her head. ‘I promised I would not say anything to you.’




  ‘About what? About me?’




  ‘It is not you. It is . . .’




  ‘For God’s sake, out with it.’




  ‘It is about the men who visit you.’




  ‘Hoh!’ said Biddy, pursing her lips. ‘So that’s it. I’m to be condemned just because I entertain gentlemen at my house. Is that what Michael has been telling you?

  Who does Michael think he is? My keeper? I do not have to answer to your husband – or to you, for that matter – for having guests at Fetternish.’




  ‘It is not that, not that at all.’




  ‘What is it then?’




  ‘It is who they are.’




  ‘Damn it, Innis, it’s no business of yours who my friends are.’




  ‘Michael is not the only one who is concerned.’




  ‘Is he not? I suppose they are all burning with curiosity. Well, damn them! I do not have to explain myself to servants.’




  ‘They are concerned in case you marry the wrong sort of man.’




  ‘What?’ Biddy shouted, loudly enough to startle her nieces. ‘How dare they! How dare they tell me who and who not I can marry. I suppose they will be wanting me to ask their

  permission before I invite somebody to stay?’




  ‘Biddy, the children . . .’




  Biddy caught herself just in time. When she had been younger her temper had been her downfall, a furious red mist that had smothered her common sense and almost blotted out her reason. She had

  thought that she had outgrown tantrums now that she had matured or, at worst, had reduced them to a necessary firmness. It had been years – well, months – since she had yelled at any of

  the house staff, though just last week she had been forced to give Angus Bell a tongue-lashing for carelessly crippling one of the breeding ponies.




  With Innis, though, it was different. Innis had seen her in fits often enough to know what to expect. Even so, she sucked in a deep breath, gained control of herself, and said, ‘Do you

  suppose that if I were to marry – and nobody has asked me yet – that I would give up running Fetternish?’




  ‘Give up the sheep, perhaps?’ Innis suggested.




  Biddy shook her head. ‘If you mean would I be tempted to turn Fetternish into a shooting estate like Tormont – never.’




  ‘Is that not what your Mr Carbery would like you to do?’




  ‘He is not my Mr Carbery,’ said Biddy, coldly. ‘Even if he were, I would not be inclined to let a husband tell me how to manage my property. No, Innis, you can assure your

  husband that his job is safe, at least while I’m still breathing – which, God willing, will be for a long while yet.’




  Innis said, ‘I did not mean to offend you.’




  ‘I am not offended,’ Biddy lied. ‘I understand Michael’s anxiety. Do you remember how Mam used to fret everytime Fetternish changed hands? It is a natural thing in us to

  worry over every little shift in the wind.’




  ‘But Mr Carbery . . .’




  ‘Is a friend. I shoot with him, that’s all.’




  ‘And Captain Galbraith?’




  ‘Same thing,’ said Biddy. ‘And Mr Parker. And Mr Poole.’




  ‘You do seem to have an awful lot of gentlemen friends.’




  ‘Would you rather I had no friends at all?’ Biddy was fidgeting to be on her way. What had started out as a pleasant enough conversation had somehow deteriorated into an argument.

  ‘I must go now. I have a very great deal to do.’




  Knowing that she had upset her sister, Innis walked with her through the gate and out on to the sward behind the house that dipped into the gloomy gash of the glen. There appeared to be no

  breeze at all, yet the mass of shrubs that clung to the wall of the glen stirred as if they were being shaken not from above but from below. In the quiet of the afternoon the sisters could hear the

  snarking of rooks, the squeal of gulls, ewes baaing in the pastures, the beat of the sea like a distant pulse, and they paused, Innis’s hand upon Biddy’s sleeve, faces turned towards

  the glen which seemed to suck all other sounds down into it.




  Innis said, softly, ‘Is it true, Biddy?’




  ‘Is what true?’




  ‘That nobody has asked you to marry them?’




  Biddy snorted. ‘Nobody that I would have in a gift.’




  ‘I’m – I am sorry.’




  ‘For what? For me?’ Biddy gave herself a shake, almost a shiver, and quickly withdrew her arm. ‘I am not in need of your pity, Innis. There are more things to be doing with

  one’s life than throwing it away on some man or other.’




  ‘And children?’




  ‘Children?’




  ‘Are you not wanting children, Biddy, children of your own?’




  ‘Whatever gave you that idea?’




  ‘I have seen how much you love the girls. I just thought . . .’




  It was all Biddy could do to contain herself, not to let Innis see how accurate the observation had been and how much it had hurt her. She could hear the rooks mocking from the trees in the glen

  and the spaniel pup yapping in the garden. She drew herself up again, took another deep, controlled breath and said, ‘I would be obliged if you would keep your nose out of my affairs, Innis,

  you and your husband both. What I do and what I want are not matters that need concern you. If and when I do choose to marry it will not be to please my servants and employees – not even

  you.’




  ‘I am sorry, Biddy,’ said Innis again. ‘I did not mean to offend you.’




  ‘I am not offended,’ Biddy said. ‘I’m busy. Now – goodbye to you.’




  ‘Goodbye, dear,’ said Innis with that patronising air that sent Biddy off with anger in her heart, anger and frustration and, for some reason that she could not explain, remorse.

  ‘Will we be seeing you tomorrow?’




  ‘Hah!’ Biddy exclaimed and, without turning, plunged down towards the narrow wooden bridge that hid itself among the trees.




  

    As usual Willy was waiting for her. He seldom accompanied Biddy when she called upon her kinfolk. He was fond of Innis and the children and would meander down there on his own

    account, with hidden in his pocket a square of sugar tablet that Queenie the cook had made or an orange or banana that he had snaffled from the fruit bowl; something a wee bit out of the ordinary

    that would appeal to children so that Innis Tarrant’s bairns, even po-faced Gavin, would look forward to his appearances and give him a welcome he did not otherwise deserve. When Biddy went

    walking in the south-west quarter, however, Willy stayed home, for visiting her relatives was something that his mistress preferred to do alone.


  




  Besides, Michael Tarrant was a blasted pain in the neck and Willy couldn’t stand to see how Biddy looked at the shepherd, not with love but with a cold kind of longing as if she both hated

  and desired him at one and the same time. Neither did he go with her on her rare visits to Pennypol, because the sight of the ramshackle cottage and the whisky-sodden wreck that had once been Ronan

  Campbell – in whose downfall he, Willy, had played a small but significant part – made him feel guilty and disgruntled.




  When Biddy returned from her filial visitations, however, Willy would always be waiting on the doorstep to greet her, waiting as attentively as he had ever done for Austin and Walter Baverstock.

  He treated Biddy exactly as he had treated his masters all those years ago. Met her on the front doorstep, took her hat and handed her a clean linen cloth with which to wipe the perspiration from

  her brow or, if the weather was unkind, the raindrops. Sat her down on the bench in the front porch and removed her boots, not stiff, clumsy riding-boots but light, laced things that fitted snugly

  about a lady’s ankles. He would grasp Biddy’s calf, plant the half-boot in his lap, unpick the lace and ease her foot out as gently as he might slide an oyster from its shell.




  It was not the sort of attention that male servants usually accorded their mistresses and, indeed, there were precious few mistresses who would condone such familiarity; but the bond between Mrs

  Bridget Baverstock and Mr William Naismith was unusually close, for no one, not even her sister, understood Biddy quite as well as he did.




  At sixty-one he was easily old enough to be her father. His trim beard and thick-curled hair were snow-white now but there was still a glimmer in his eye and, Biddy suspected, enough of a glow

  in the coals of the hearth to satisfy his second wife, Maggie, the household’s third resident servant.




  ‘Shy Margaret,’ as she had once been known, was shy no more. Anyone who had shared Willy Naismith’s bed for a dozen years couldn’t possibly remain inhibited. It was not

  that Willy was coarse or rambunctious. Far from it. He was a model of courtesy and discretion, except when a certain tactful informality was called for. Then he could still reveal a glimpse of the

  wild, romanticising rover that he had been in his younger days in Sangster when he’d slept with everyone and anyone, including Agnes Baverstock Paul, and had fathered umpteen bairns, in and

  out of wedlock, all of whom he had seen settled before he had left with his masters for Edinburgh and, later, for Mull.




  No other man would have dared offer headstrong Biddy so much sound advice. He was her protector, her grand vizier, her champion. She trusted him not only to know his place but to know her place

  too and to keep her to it, to ensure that her impetuosity was held in check and that her temper did not land her in too much hot water. She was also well aware that Willy admired her as a woman

  but, unfortunately, age and a happy marriage had put him beyond her reach, just as her position as the female laird of Fetternish had put her beyond his.




  Willy said, ‘Was it your sister Innis you were visiting?’




  ‘It was.’




  ‘Is she well?’




  ‘She is seldom anything else.’




  ‘Aye, you’re hardy examples of a hardy race, Mrs Baverstock.’




  ‘Are you mocking me, William?’




  ‘Certainly not,’ Willy said. ‘I just wish I had a pair of feet like yours.’




  He sensed her dispiritedness. It was not unusual for her to return from Pennymain unsettled and ‘down’. He clasped her heel with his left hand and stroked his right downward over her

  toes.




  She gave a little groan as her tension eased, and said, not sharply, ‘And what’s wrong with my feet, pray?’




  ‘Not a thing, Madam,’ Willy answered, without looking up. ‘Perfect, they are, even if they could do with a wash.’




  She laughed. ‘It’s a warm day.’




  ‘It is, indeed.’




  ‘Have Maggie draw me a bath.’




  ‘Already being done.’




  ‘I will be changing for dinner, of course. Has Maggie . . .’




  ‘The light grey silk, I think.’




  ‘Good.’




  He eased on her kid-skin slippers and, though she was young and flexible, offered her his arm. She took it because it was her due, hoisted herself upright and wafted through the open door of the

  hall.




  Willy followed on behind.




  The hall was cool, the coolest place in the house, with the exception of the larders, on stuffy summer afternoons and in winter, the warmest. No large windows, only two small square

  ‘spy-holes’ flanked the main door. From the gravel drive outside the ground-floor aspect of Fetternish House was less imposing than stolid, as if it had been fortified not against

  marauding Vikings but against hordes of discontented tenants trooping up from Crove. Nobody could quite decide which was the front of the house and which the rear. All the elegant and magnificent

  architecture was concentrated on the seaward aspect where the huge windows of drawing and dining-rooms gazed over tiered grass terraces to the distant isles and peninsulas and the eternally

  changing sea. Willy, a self-taught scholar, thought of the views as Homeric but even he had to admit that during equinoctial gales, when the house shook and trembled, the only places to be were

  plastered against the stove in the kitchen or here in the great hall which was as snug as snug could be.




  There was no more than a wisp of smoke in the massive fireplace this afternoon, though, and the doors to drawing and dining-rooms had been left open and the tops of the windows lowered so that

  the lazy breeze that came up from the sea could find its way into and through the big house and take away its stuffiness. Water was running in the bathroom upstairs, a pleasant trickling sound

  accompanied by knocking in the copper pipes, for pressure was not all it should be and there were no plumbers on Mull who could fix such advanced examples of indoor sanitation.




  Biddy slipped out of her jacket and passed it to Willy who folded it carefully across his arm before he stepped to the oak table and poured a glass of gin and water from the jug there. He

  freshened it with lemon juice, a sprig of mint and a handful of the crushed ice that had been coaxed from the infernal machine in the cellar, and gave her the glass.




  Biddy drank thirstily while she sorted through the letters and packets that Willy had spread out upon the oblong table.




  ‘When did the post arrive?’ Biddy asked.




  ‘About half an hour ago. Barrett brought it up from the village.’




  Bills from seed merchants, catalogues from sellers of horse rakes and prize cultivators, a day-old edition of the Scotsman, a copy of a garish sporting magazine to which Biddy subscribed.

  Letters: one from her brother Neil in Glasgow, another from Captain Galbraith, a young military gentleman who thought that he might be in love with her, and the last from Iain Carbery, bearing,

  ominously, an Oban postal mark.




  Biddy pressed the rim of the glass against her under lip and nibbled on a sprig of mint, moving it from side to side with her strong white teeth.




  Willy watched his mistress carefully from the corner of his eye.




  Iain Carbery was much given to ostentation and despatched his correspondence in huge tusk-coloured envelopes almost as thick as cardboard. Embossed insignia decorated both front and back and the

  address was scripted in black Indian ink in deep, slashing strokes, as if the writer had used a sabre in preference to a pen.




  ‘Ah!’ Biddy said.




  ‘Hmmm?’ Willy said.




  ‘I do believe Mr Carbery has found time to write to me.’




  She put down the glass, lifted the tusk-coloured envelope and tapped it thoughtfully against her lips. It smelled not of violets or lavender but, albeit faintly, of black powder, as if Iain had

  written it in the butts, which, knowing Carbery, was not beyond the bounds of possibility.




  ‘Are you not going to open it?’ Willy asked.




  ‘I will read it later, at leisure.’




  Willy hesitated. ‘Perhaps Madam should open it now.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘In case madam has failed to notice,’ Willy said, ‘I do believe it’s stamped with an Oban postal mark.’




  ‘Is it?’ Biddy studied the envelope. ‘So it is.’




  ‘I was under the impression that Mr Carbery was in Sutherland?’




  ‘He was,’ Biddy said, frowning. ‘At least I thought he was.’




  Willy removed a brass letter-opener from a hanging drawer and slid it along the woodwork. Biddy fielded the dagger, slit open the envelope, unfolded the letter and scanned it hastily.




  ‘He is coming here,’ Biddy said.




  ‘I thought that might be the case,’ Willy said. ‘When’s he due?’




  ‘Tonight.’




  ‘Tonight?’




  ‘On the evening boat. Will we pick him up at Tobermory?’




  ‘I’ll send Angus down with the dogcart – or would you rather I went personally?’




  ‘No, Angus will do it. Meanwhile, will you . . .’




  ‘Make ready the guest room?’




  ‘Yes – and do we have beef, good beef in the larder?’




  Biddy was flushed but not flustered.




  There was no apparent reason for Iain Carbery to visit Fetternish at the start of the grouse-shooting season. He was an apparently well-to-do sportsman whose itinerary was governed by whatever

  there was to shoot at. Between times he would indulge in a spot of salmon fishing or ride with one of the Border packs. Biddy had not expected to see him before the beginning of September.




  ‘Aye, we have a whole side of beef in the larder,’ Willy answered.




  ‘He’ll be here by six. I must hurry.’




  ‘If I might enquire, Madam,’ Willy said, in the dry voice he used when pretending to be a proper butler, or when something got under his skin, ‘why is Mr Carbery visitin’

  us on short notice?’




  ‘I have no notion, William,’ Biddy lied.




  ‘Is there nothing in the letter to indicate his purpose?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘He’s after something, if you ask me.’




  ‘After something? After what?’




  Willy opened his mouth to blurt out ‘You’ – then thought better of it.




  Soberly, he said, ‘Dinner at eight then, Mrs Baverstock?’




  ‘Yes, William, dinner at eight,’ Biddy answered and, wheeling, headed for the main staircase at something approaching a gallop.




  

    The water in the big box-sided bath was peaty brown. Some visitors regarded it as dirty, especially after heavy rain turned it the colour of beef broth, and insisted on it

    being ‘purified’ with handfuls of soda crystals but there were no such indulgences for Biddy and, fortunately, none for Mr Carbery.


  




  In fact, Iain Carbery was not much given to horizontal bathing. He preferred to lope down to the sea in his maroon-and-black striped bathing costume and plunge straight into the briny. If the

  sea wasn’t available in the vicinity of his temporary accommodation then he would cheerfully wade into a loch or river or, failing that, stand out on somebody’s lawn clad in nothing but

  a towel while ghillies and servants, working a chain, flung buckets of cold water upon him as if he was in imminent danger of bursting into flames like an old hayrick.




  When Biddy thought of Iain Carbery – which she did quite often – it was that image of him that she held in mind. Hardly a locket portrait. Certainly not one Iain would have chosen

  for himself for there was something comical about his great shivering shouts of enjoyment, his hearty towelling-downs, the liquorice-striped woollen costume clinging to his not inconsiderable parts

  like a clootie dumpling drawn dripping from the pot.




  There was also a kind of mortification in Carbery’s demonstrations, as if he was whipping his body in punishment for unspecified sins. Bathing outdoors in all weathers was also part of a

  more general assertiveness, however, for Iain always had to be last out of the saddle, last in from the river, last down off the hill. And if any man dared challenge his right to be so then, by

  God, he would outlast them too, come hell or high water. What Iain was intent on proving, of course, was an ability to outlast all other males anywhere and illustrate to any woman who agreed to

  mate with him that she would become the receptacle not only of prolonged pleasure but of a substance so strong and powerful that her babies would come whirring from the womb like driven grouse or

  leaping out like fresh-run salmon.




  Biddy had to admit that she found this aspect of Iain Carbery attractive; together with his size. He was almost as tall and broad-shouldered as her grandfather, Evander McIver, and he

  undoubtedly emanated potency; a river, a veritable flood of vitality that might cause the dainty ladies of Edinburgh to tremble and even swoon but that gained him nothing but admiration from the

  hard-drinking, hard-riding men and women with whom he usually associated. As to the view that he cherished of her, it was probably not of Biddy Baverstock sprawled on a tartan plaid in the heather

  above the Coilichan or even as she was now, bobbing, sleek as a seal, in the peaty waters of her bath – yes, he had been here and seen that too – but groaning in child-bed, for, Biddy

  suspected, Iain Carbery regarded her not as one of his conquests but as one of his failures.




  Seven times they had joined in illicit union. Seven times Iain Carbery had given of his best. Seven times the widow of Fetternish had responded as only a woman of her passionate nature could,

  with, in fact, an enthusiasm that had left Mr Carbery gasping and exhausted. And still there was nothing to show for it, not a hint or sign that a single arm our-plated Carbery tadpole had found

  its way upstream to surprise the slumbering ovum that nestled in Biddy’s insides.




  As she lay in the bath and studied her limbs through the pale brown water Biddy had no doubt as to why Mr Carbery had abandoned the grouse moors of Sutherland and hastened south and west to Oban

  and hence, by one of MacBrayne’s steamers, across the Firth of Lorne. It was too early in the season for deer stalking. The attraction, therefore, must be game of another sort. Namely, and

  unashamedly, herself. Obviously she presented a more rewarding challenge to Iain’s sporting instincts than any of the creatures of moor and mountain. Obviously he had been unable to resist

  the prospect that, with August waning, she might come late into season and be there for the taking.




  Certainly she was there for the taking. These days she was always there for the taking. In that assessment at least the gossips were accurate. Iain Carbery was not her first or only lover.

  She’d had several transient affairs in the past half dozen years, liaisons that had given her pleasure but that had not, alas, led to courtship and marriage, even although the gentlemen had

  all been eligible bachelors and had declared themselves madly in love with her and ready to throw up everything to help her manage Fetternish. She did not require an estate manager, however –

  Hector Thrale still performed that function very well – but only someone to father her child and who, when that momentous event was confirmed, would whisk her to the altar double quick to

  provide the child, her child, with a name.




  In exchange for the service, for, you might say, being willing to put the cart before the horse, the fortunate fellow would receive a fair share of all that Fetternish had to offer; a table to

  put his feet under, a pillow upon which to rest his head, a bed to lie down on and a handsome wife to keep him warm on cold winter nights.




  Bearing this in mind Biddy was careful only to entertain men who were free to marry and with whom she felt she could cobble up some sort of friendly relationship. But as the summer of her

  thirtieth year wore on and nothing happened, not even with virile Mr Carbery, her desperation increased to the point where she began to feel that her inability to conceive might be some sort of

  divine punishment, that she might after all be compelled to take on a husband and trust to God, fate, luck or whatever factor controlled such things to ensure that she would do within wedlock that

  which she could not do out of it, namely, conceive and carry a child.




  She soaped her breasts, trickled warm water on to her belly, lifted one long, smooth, muscular leg and studied it. She waggled her toes. Every visible part of her seemed to be in perfect working

  order, ready for the fray, ready and eager to be fructified.




  She sighed and leaned back, resting her hair on a damp towel, and thought of Iain Carbery poised on the deck of the Dalriada, ploughing up past Duart Point and Fishnish Bay, past Salen and round

  Calve Island, his bushy hair fluttering in the salt sea breeze, his great, bushy, buffalo-horn moustaches twitching as he sniffed the wind, scenting her, perhaps, across all the miles of moor and

  shore, scenting her eagerness, her readiness, thinking, as she was, Now is the time. Tonight, tonight. Now is the time, tonight.




  Biddy rose abruptly from the peat-brown water.




  ‘Maggie,’ she called. ‘I’m coming out.’




  





  TWO




  A Family Man




  It seemed to Innis that Michael was just the same as he had always been, that he had not changed one iota since that afternoon thirteen years ago

  when he had come straggling down the moor track behind Pennypol in the wake of the Baverstocks’ first flock, those big, soft-looking Cheviots that nobody had thought would survive the

  intemperate climate but that had thrived and multiplied under the care that Michael had lavished upon them in return for his wage and allowances.




  Mrs Baverstock was a generous employer, not just to her kinfolk but to all her tenants and servants; a fact of which Michael was well aware.




  No matter how intimate Biddy and he had been in the past, though, he would not permit her to favour him over his fellow workers when it came to cash. He was not so proud and stubborn, however,

  that he refused the little extras that Biddy put in his or, rather, in Innis’s, way; an extensive garden, a potato patch, repairs to the cottage roof, additional outbuildings, a substantial

  allowance of peat and coal and other small benefits, like the free use of a dogcart or trap to take the family to chapel in Glenarray one Sunday in the month.




  Thrifty and industrious, God-fearing, abstemious, skilled in sheep-rearing, Michael Tarrant was a man much respected but not much liked, for he kept himself to himself both on the estate and off

  it and had no truck with the villagers at all. He had, after all, a wife and children to provide him with company and whatever else you might say about him you could not deny that he was first and

  foremost a family man.




  That August afternoon he arrived home late, so late that the first hint of gloaming had gathered in the glens and, out to sea, the sun floated in strands of velvet cloud like a blow-fish, so

  lazy-looking that it seemed that it might slip no further and might elect not to set at all.




  In spite of what Innis thought, Michael Tarrant had changed. He was still neat and well-scrubbed but so spare now that he appeared almost emaciated, as if he was being eaten away by a wasting

  disease, which, of course, he was not. Still, there was nothing of him, no pick of flesh on ribs or belly, only sinew and bone and flat muscle. His hands and arms, face and neck and the hairless

  vee of his chest were stained brown by wind and weather but the rest of him was so pale that when he stripped to wash he seemed almost skewbald, like some strange half-camouflaged animal. Gavin was

  rounder and smoother in limbs and belly, his complexion pink where his father’s was brown. Otherwise he was a fair copy of Michael, except that his black hair had no little flecks of silver

  above the ears.




  Father and son arrived together. They were always together, communicating, for the most part, not by word or gesture but by an invisible link, like the submarine cables that carried the

  telegraph, so that each seemed to know just what the other was thinking without a sound being uttered.




  Haddock pie in the oven, a soup pot bubbling on the iron stove, an enormous kettle of warm water steaming on its hook over the fire in the brick-lined hearth; the kitchen was stifling, Innis and

  the girls red-faced.




  Innis pulled a tin bath from the corner and propped it on trestles by the open door. She hoisted the kettle, disengaged it from its hook, carried it to the bath and emptied out its contents. She

  placed a bar of soap and two towels on the end of the trestle then went out into the open yard at the rear of the cottage to refill the kettle from the pump that brought water up from the glen.




  By the time she returned to the kitchen Michael and Gavin were towelling themselves dry and the girls, Becky and Rachel, had taken up their customary positions, crouched on the stone flagged

  floor. They looked up at the menfolk with awe, not expectation, for they knew that they would not be given sweetmeats or a coloured pebble or something, anything, that Daddy had found for them that

  afternoon. They waited only for a word of recognition, a sign that Daddy had noticed them at all.




  Michael put on the clean flannel shirt that Innis had laid out and turning his back on the girls tucked the tail into his breeks, cinched the narrow leather belt about his waist and jerked it

  tight.




  Then he said, ‘Gavin tells me your sister was here this afternoon?’




  The girls were still, very still, crouched on their heels, Rachel’s arm draped over Rebecca’s shoulder. Grunting, Innis took all the weight of the kettle on one arm, swung the

  blackened hook through the blackened handle and released the vessel over the peat fire. A small pot of tea water was already boiling on the top of the iron stove. Innis wiped her hands on her

  apron, stepped from hearth to stove and carefully scalded the earthenware teapot. She was not put out by Michael’s undemonstrative tone, the Lowland accent that made questions and answers and

  statements all sound exactly the same. Her only concession to years of taciturnity was not to answer at once, for she knew that few of his utterances were ever expanded into full conversation.




  ‘Yes, she was,’ Innis said, at length.




  ‘Gavin tells me you went to Pennypol?’




  ‘I took over some baking.’




  ‘I ated the butter, Daddy,’ Rachel whispered, rocking on her bare heels. ‘I told Gran I ated the . . .’




  ‘Gavin says you left Becky with her,’ Michael went on.




  ‘She was asleep. Becky, I mean.’




  He nodded. ‘I thought I told you I didn’t approve of your sister being left alone with the children.’




  ‘Aye,’ Innis said, ‘but you have never told me why.’




  Michael drew out a chair and seated himself at the table. Gavin followed his father’s lead, then the girls scrambled from the floor and climbed on to their stools while Innis ladled soup

  from the pot, placed a bowl before each of them and, standing motionless by the table, bowed her head. Michael muttered Grace. They all, even Becky, added ‘Amen’. Innis seated herself

  and lifted her spoon.




  She said, ‘You have never told me why, Michael.’




  ‘I do not have to give you a reason.’




  ‘Do you think that she will steal them?’




  He paused, said, ‘She’s not a good influence.’




  ‘Oh, is that it?’ Innis said. ‘When did this become apparent to you?’




  He paused again. ‘She has another one – no: the same one – staying with her tonight.’




  ‘She said nothing to me about visitors,’ Innis said.




  ‘She is too ashamed to talk of it, no doubt.’




  ‘Which one is it?’




  ‘Carbery.’




  ‘Is he not residing at Coilichan Lodge?’




  ‘I tell you, he’s staying at Fetternish.’




  ‘Is this the only reason why you do not want Biddy to . . .’ Innis glanced at her daughters and bit her lip. ‘That is no reason at all, Michael.’




  ‘He is not her husband.’




  ‘Not yet at any rate,’ Innis agreed. ‘But he is her friend and there is no reason why he should not be lodging at Fetternish. It is what people like Biddy do – they share

  hospitality with others of their kind.’




  ‘Aye, and what else do they share, I wonder?’




  Even when they were alone, without Gavin’s censorious eye upon them, Michael seldom strung so many words together. She knew what was troubling him, of course. It was not the everyday fact

  of Highland hospitality that irritated him. Biddy might have any man she chose to stay at Fetternish, a whole battalion of them. Provided they were not eligible bachelors. Innis well understood the

  anxiety of the Fetternish workers, their concern that they might soon have a master as well as a mistress and that the new master might sweep all before him, including Biddy, and that they would

  find themselves unemployed because of it. If there was more to Michael’s irritation than that, something darker and less petty, then Innis ignored it and adopted an innocence to which she was

  not strictly entitled, a mildness at odds with her intelligence.




  She said, ‘I still do not understand what it has to do with our children.’




  Michael pushed away the empty soup bowl. ‘Biddy is morally tainted.’




  Taken aback by the ridiculous statement, Innis said, ‘In the eyes of God are we not all morally tainted?’




  ‘I’m not starting to argue with you about religion,’ Michael said. ‘Is there no more for my supper than soup?’




  ‘There is fish pie,’ Innis told him. ‘Are you ready for it now?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Her mother would have flayed Michael for his peevishness, delivered sarcasm so caustic and obvious that even Michael would be forced to take notice. But Innis lacked her mother’s

  bitterness, the resentment that found its release in scathing irony. Even in his cups, her father would quail before Vassie’s scolding and, pushed far enough, would discard all self-control

  and lash out, not with his tongue but his fists. At least Michael had never struck her which, Innis believed, meant that he still cared for her.




  Quickly she dished out the pie, scraping the ashet onto her husband’s plate. She put a bowl of boiled potatoes on the table and told Gavin to serve his sisters which, precisely as

  instructed, he did.




  Seated once more, Innis said, ‘How is it that you know that Mr Carbery is staying at Fetternish?’




  ‘Angus Bell has gone with the trap to meet him at Tobermory pier.’




  ‘Do you think,’ Innis said, teasing a little, ‘that Mr Carbery may have arrived without warning because he intends to ask for Biddy’s hand in marriage and he is hoping to

  be catching her off guard?’




  Michael uttered a muffled huh. ‘He is after Fetternish, that’s all.’




  ‘How is it that you can be so sure?’




  Staring straight ahead of him, Michael ate in sullen silence.




  ‘Perhaps he might be in love with her,’ Innis suggested.




  ‘He has no money.’




  ‘Who told you that?’




  Again no answer.




  Innis longed to lead him back to the subject of morality, to invite him to define precisely what he meant by ‘tainted’ and to explain why her sister’s courtships – for

  that is how Innis chose to see them – should be regarded as different from the wooings that went on in the back rooms of cottages, behind byres or out among the heather. Courtship was the way

  of the world, not of itself a wickedness. And if Michael still felt guilty over what he had done with Biddy all those years ago then surely he had amply compensated for it by becoming a loyal and

  loving family man.




  ‘Michael, who told you?’




  ‘Thrale.’




  ‘Perhaps it is not money that Biddy is looking for.’




  ‘I’m sure it’s not.’




  ‘Why are you so set against her all of a sudden? Are you fretting in case she takes a husband who will change the way the estate is run?’




  Michael turned his head and stared at Innis as if he was seeing her for the first time that evening. He said, ‘If she has a child . . .’ That was all. The sentence trailed away and

  yet somehow it sounded complete, as if all his apprehension and disapproval were contained in those five simple words.




  He put down his fork and knife and got to his feet.




  ‘I have work to do,’ he said. ‘In the hut.’




  ‘What about your tea?’




  ‘I will get it later.’




  When his father moved towards the door, Gavin spooned the last of the pie into his mouth and leapt to his feet. Cheeks bulging he looked, for once, not just boyish but childish.




  ‘Daddy,’ the little girl murmured, ‘I bakit the bread we took to Gran.’




  ‘Yes, Rachel,’ Michael said. ‘Gavin told me,’ then, with his son dogging his heels, he threw open the cottage door and vanished into the dusk.




  * * *




  The fears that Biddy’s servants harboured in respect of Iain Carbery’s motives were by no means groundless. He was after money, a soft billet, and Fetternish,

  he’d decided, would provide him with one.




  Fetternish was not a sporting estate, however, and never would be. Its lochans teamed with small brown trout and the sea-fishing from the rocks of its sundry headlands provided mild

  entertainment. But it had no mighty salmon rivers running through it and its moorland ridges had long ago been cleared of primitive red deer and given over first to cattle and then to sheep so that

  game of any size, any challenge, was scarce compared to what could be found in the mountainous country around Ben More and in the black gash of the Horsa.




  The house and its occupant more than compensated for the lack of game and Iain had to admit that more profit could be made from cattle, sheep and pony breeding than from hiring out shootings

  that were hardly worth hiring out at all. Even so, he had persuaded Biddy to employ a gamekeeper, Mr McCallum, who had done a good job of ridding the estate of its vermin and had begun to rear

  pheasants and attend the welfare of the grouse that fed on the heather where the moor rolled away towards the Dervaig road.




  Iain had all this in mind, and a lot more besides, when he bade farewell to Lord Fennimore and abandoned Sutherland for Mull. There was a drawing power to Mull, to Fetternish, that Iain found

  hard to resist. He wondered sometimes if Bridget’s ill-famed sister Aileen, whom had never met, had conjured up a love spell specifically to lure him back to the Hebrides. He travelled, as

  always, without a servant and arrived at Fetternish bearing no more than he could carry on his broad shoulders: one Anson shotgun, one greenheart fishing rod, a bulging oilskin dunnage bag, a brace

  of pheasants and two bottles of Ferntosh whisky to present to Bridget Baverstock, the light of his life and his hope for the future.




  ‘Bridget!’




  ‘Iain!’




  They embraced on the gravel drive like long-lost lovers.




  Angus Bell witnessed it. Angus Bell was shocked.




  ‘Terrible, it was, terrible,’ he would tell his father, a man so narrow in his views that Calvin seemed libertine by comparison. ‘Never have I been seeing such a display of

  bridleless passion. It is painful for me to be telling you, Da.’




  ‘No, son, it is better if you are rid of it so that it will not curdle in your memory and drive you to the taking of the drink.’




  ‘Drink? Why the drink?’




  ‘Never you be troubling yourself about why the drink, just go on and tell me what it was that she did to him.’




  ‘She kissed him.’




  ‘On the mouth!’




  ‘Right on the mouth, Da.’




  ‘And did she open her lips?’




  ‘I will swear that she did.’




  ‘Did he put his hands . . .’




  ‘Aye, around her back.’




  ‘Low on her back?’




  ‘Very low, Da, very, very low.’




  ‘There will be a judgement on that shameless woman one of these days, mark you. I do not know how our Maggie can be putting up with it and her so pure and modest in her ways. What would

  they be doing to each other next?’




  ‘He gave her a nice brace of pheasants. She put her arm about his waist and they sauntered into the house by the front door.’




  ‘Willy, where was Willy all this while?’




  ‘At the door, waiting to attend to the luggage.’




  ‘What did Willy make of it, do you think?’




  ‘I canna say, Da, but he was smiling.’




  Indeed, Willy had been smiling.




  Willy did not entirely disapprove of Iain Carbery. Of all the suitors who braved the ocean to bend the knee before his mistress, Carbery was probably the least objectionable. He was, of course,

  an obvious scoundrel and far too callow to be devious. Willy, in fact, had Carbery pegged as a man who would take what he wanted not by strategy and scheming but by sheer persistence. But at least,

  Willy thought, you knew where you stood with a fellow like Carbery or, in Biddy’s case, where you lay.




  They met. They kissed. They sauntered into the great hall arm-in-arm and, before Willy and Angus could even fetch the luggage in from the trap, they had gone upstairs, probably to put in a wee

  bit of practice before dinner.




  

    It had not occurred to Biddy just how much she had missed love-making, divorced from any happy consequence that might result, until Iain had her on the bed with his trousers

    about his ankles and her skirts thrown up.


  




  There was nothing romantic about it, nothing romantic at all, yet his haste expressed a strange kind of poetry; the poetry of greed, of uncultivated longing, coupled with a complete lack of

  pretence. It was as if he had travelled half-way across Scotland driven by sheer need of her. And Biddy, dispensing with all the falderals, all the hop-skip, fan-fluttering nonsense of genteel and

  hypocritical courtship, was just as eager as Iain was to get on with it. It was, after all, her house and her body. She was at liberty to do as she wished with them, while the servants – not

  even tutting – kept an inquisitive world at bay.




  ‘Biddy, Bridget, Biddy, Bridget . . . ah-hah, ah!’




  She wrapped her arms and knees about him and locked him fast.




  He was not large in that part but he was strong. If she had been a less liberated sort of woman or lacking experience of the male then his ardour might have seemed frightening, even cruel.

  Recalling Austin, though, and, more recently, dainty Captain Galbraith, she revelled in and responded to Iain’s onslaughts without fear that he would be offended because she was enjoying

  herself too. When it was over and she lay back, panting, she experienced no revulsion or regret, only gratitude and an almost majestic rapport with the brute who lay upon her, still snorting like a

  grampus.




  ‘God,’ Iain said, hoarsely. ‘God, but that was . . .’




  ‘Good?’




  ‘Excellent,’ Iain Carbery said. ‘I mean – most excellent.’




  He rolled on to his elbow and looked down at her. He still wore his lined tweed waistcoat and flannel shirt, the collar jutting out behind his ear. His face was sleek with perspiration and he

  smelled, Biddy thought, faintly fishy as if he had been too close to the Dalriada’s kipper boxes. She did not mind, not at all, for under the fishy smell, she thought, lay the powerful odour

  of black powder and that other indefinable fragrance which had to do with maleness, with endowment.




  She sat up and smoothed down her skirts. Her stockings were wrinkled about her knees but she would attend to them shortly. She would not bathe before dinner, however, for later that night Iain

  would take her again and, like Eve and Adam, she would be naked and he would be naked and neither of them would give a fig how they smelled while their essences mixed and mingled.




  Iain drew in a deep breath and, tilting his hips, eased his parts back behind the lug of his lambswool combinations.




  He settled his hand on Bridget’s waist and asked, seriously, ‘What d’you think, sweetheart?’




  ‘I think we must wait and see.’




  ‘And try again?’




  ‘Of course,’ Biddy said, without blushing. ‘And try again.’




  

    Commercial intercourse between Scottish Border towns and the markets of America had been hard hit by the imposition of stiff trading tariffs and the profits of the

    tweed-manufacturing firm of Baverstock, Baverstock & Paul had slipped considerably in recent years. With the French also threatening to erect protective barriers Willy Naismith feared that

    his old masters, the Baverstocks, and his present mistress, Biddy, might soon find themselves in queer street.


  




  Willy was privy to all Biddy’s financial secrets. He had even taught her how to read a balance sheet and how to interpret the ebb and flow of international trade from share prices

  published in The Times. Fortunately Willy had been raised with the Baverstocks and knew a thing or two about investment. During his years of service in Edinburgh he had even been incorporated into

  a caucus of highly-placed house servants who exchanged confidential information on money and markets and some of them – not Willy, alas – had built up healthy portfolios of their

  own.




  For sometime now Willy had suspected that the source of the capital that Biddy used to improve her island kingdom was in danger of drying up. He had written on the q.t. to his eldest daughter in

  Sangster to learn just what, if anything, Walter Baverstock and Agnes Paul planned to do about the slump in trade, for if the foreign markets went west then demand for sheared wool would also fall

  and the golden years, such as they were, would be over.




  To an outsider, though, everything on Fetternish seemed tickety-boo. Willy doubted if Mr Carbery had a clue as to what he might be letting himself in for by pursuing the widow of Fetternish and

  just what might be required of him, apart from fathering sons, if and when he managed to drag Biddy to the altar. It was not dislike of Carbery, then, or even serious doubts about his intentions

  that brought Willy out at the ungodly hour of half-past six o’clock on a misty August morning, with the hounds, Odin and Thor, snuffling down the path before him, the sea calm as a pond and

  not a sound to be heard except the odd gull cry and Carbery’s muffled yodelling as he vigorously towelled himself down after an early-morning plunge.




  For once Carbery had elected not to trot back to the house in a wet bathing costume and Willy, quite unintentionally, came upon him as he was peeling himself out of the clinging woollen

  garment.




  ‘Ah, Naismith! Thought I heard the dogs.’ Iain massaged his hair with a sodden towel. ‘Is this your usual?’




  ‘Usual?’ said Willy.




  ‘Beat – for a constitutional, I mean.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Willy, to avoid explanations. ‘How was the water, sir? Cold?’




  ‘Not in the slightest. Very pleasant, very refreshing. You don’t . . .’




  ‘No. I don’t,’ said Willy, whose antipathy to salt water was legendary.




  He watched the gentleman unconsciously display himself, turning this way and that as he wriggled the towel between his legs and down over his calves. Willy found not the slightest appeal in the

  sight of a nude male body but he was nonetheless gratified to note that the outlandishly well-muscled curves of Carbery’s buttocks were not matched by anything out of the ordinary on the port

  side. Odin, the bolder of the two ageing hounds, came sniffing about the stranger and Carbery, still naked, crouched and clasped the animal by the ears and hugged and petted him for a moment while

  Odin yawned and yielded without so much as a growl of protest.




  After a minute or so of play Carbery got to his feet, plucked up his shirt and pulled it over his head. ‘I take it that Mrs Baverstock is still asleep?’




  ‘She is,’ said Willy. ‘At least, she hasn’t put in an appearance. It’s a wee bit on the early side for the mistress.’ He paused. ‘May I enquire, Mr

  Carbery, how long you’ll be stayin’ with us this time?’




  ‘That depends.’




  ‘On anything in particular, sir?’




  ‘Does it matter to you, William, how long I stay?’




  ‘Not in the least, sir.’




  ‘Are you expecting – I mean, is Mrs Baverstock expecting other guests?’




  ‘None that I know of,’ Willy said.




  He had had no face-to-face confrontations with Iain Carbery before now. Although he knew that he had the measure of Carbery he was not at all sure that Carbery had bothered to take his measure

  yet. It was to rectify this omission that Willy had sought the man out.




  ‘In that case,’ Iain Carbery said, buttoning his trousers, ‘I will be here as long as Mrs Baverstock cares to put up with me.’




  Odin had joined Thor and the pair were intent on exploring the roots of a gorse bush. Those rabbits that McCallum had not yet shot or trapped would be well away, leaving nothing to intrigue the

  hounds but lingering scents and occasional droppings. Willy glanced towards the haze from which the skerries were beginning to emerge like clumps of horsehair. As casually as possible, he said,

  ‘I take it, Mr Carbery, you’re aware what Mrs Baverstock requires of any man who may have ambitions to become her husband?’




  ‘I don’t see what business . . .’




  Willy interrupted. ‘The truth is, I’m what Mrs Baverstock has instead of a guardian.’




  ‘Are you threatening me, by any chance?’




  ‘It’s not my place to threaten the mistress’s guests.’




  ‘What then? A warning?’




  ‘Advice, Mr Carbery, that’s what I was hoping to offer you.’




  ‘I do not require advice from a – a steward.’




  ‘In that case,’ Willy said, ‘I’ll apologise for having interrupted your ablution and will be on my way.’




  ‘Wait.’ Iain Carbery draped the towel around his neck and spread his bare feet like a pugilist. ‘Tell me, Naismith, did Mrs Baverstock send you out here to find me? Is there

  something she wishes you to tell me that she’s too modest to say to my face?’




  The notion of his mistress as modest brought a smile to Willy’s lips. He was tempted to say, No, Mr Carbery, I’m no white-haired Cupid. Instead he hid his amusement by stroking his

  beard and said, ‘Mrs Baverstock does not know I’m here, nor did she send me. However, you have my assurance that she wouldn’t be unduly disturbed to learn that we’d had a

  conversation of sorts.’




  Carbery performed a little shuffle and waggled his bottom impatiently.




  ‘Come to the point, Naismith, if you please.’




  ‘The point, Mr Carbery, is that Fetternish is not a gold mine.’




  Iain Carbery’s brows shot up and the buffalo-horn moustaches, glossy with salt water, twitched. ‘Ah! Ah–hah!’




  ‘The wool market . . .’




  ‘Do not talk to me about the state of the market,’ Iain Carbery blurted out. ‘I’ve suffered more than anyone from the ups-and-downs of trade, particularly trade with the

  damned Americans with their mania for ad valorem duty. Protectionism? A plague on poxy Yankee protectionism, if you ask me.’




  Willy hesitated, then said, ‘Am I to take it, Mr Carbery, that you’re an investor in woollen goods?’




  ‘’Course I am.’




  ‘May I ask, sir, in which particular commodities?’




  ‘Wherever there is money to be made or, should I say, was money to be made. Ladies’ dress goods, for instance, had a twenty-thousand turnover last year. This year, two thousand so

  far. Oh, high-class American tailors will still pay the price for a fetching novelty but no one can survive on that.’




  ‘Does Mrs Baverstock know what you do?’




  ‘Come now, Naismith, a gentleman doesn’t discuss his business with a beautiful woman, or with any sort of woman, come to think of it.’




  Somehow Willy had assumed that Carbery was a dunderhead whose conversation was limited to occasional cries of ‘Shoot, boy, shoot!’ He had also assumed that Carbery had some sort of

  private income but had imagined that it would take the form of a parental remittance. Mention of wool caused Willy’s ears to prick up, for while he might not know the first thing about

  shearing a sheep, he knew a great deal about how to fleece a wool-grower.




  He looked out to sea again and selected one single question from the host that clamoured in his mind.




  ‘Ever been to Sangster, Mr Carbery?’ he asked.




  ‘Sangster?’ said Carbery, quickly. ‘Where’s that?’




  ‘In the Border country,’ Willy said.




  ‘Ah, yes, I believe I have heard of it,’ Iain Carbery said. ‘Never set foot in the place, though. Sorry.’ And Willy thought, You damned liar!, and wondered why the

  Baverstocks, Walter and Agnes, had picked such a transparent idiot to do their dirty work.




  

    Innis had raised her son and daughters with a healthy respect for the faith that had claimed her. She had taught them that they were different, not necessarily better, than

    other little boys and girls for Innis did not doubt that her children would soon encounter prejudice. There was too much evidence of it, in small ways if not large, to sustain a belief that Mull

    folk were tolerant in matters of creed. The handful of Catholics on the island were scattered far and wide and hardly ever came together. Even the most holy days were celebrated in sparse huddles

    with Father Gunnion trotting from one mass to another before collapsing into bed in the back room of the Inglis sisters’ run-down boarding-house in the lane behind the Mishnish Hotel in

    Tobermory.


  




  Innis chose to make the cross-country haul to Glenarray to attend mass in the isolated community hall in which she had first received instruction and within whose walls she had married Michael.

  On one Sunday in the month she would settle her children in the cart that Biddy loaned them and would drive through the hills, sometimes with, but more often without, Michael at her side.




  Innis had a warm affection for Father Gunnion and in turn Father Gunnion had a special affection for Innis Tarrant and her children. She was his only island convert and in his opinion –

  which he kept to himself, of course – the better half of the marriage, for she had fulfilled all the vows that the ordinances had required of her and grown more loving in the Lord as the

  years went by. Of Innis’s husband the priest was less sure. Tarrant was a dour soul, aloof and sullen, who made his rare appearances at mass as if he was conferring a favour on the

  Church.




  Pennymain cottage contained only a few indications of the household’s religious persuasion. A small, rather plain crucifix rested on the shelf by Innis’s bed, an ebony-framed

  depiction of the Blessed Mother on a shelf above the children’s cots. And that was all. Now and then, when she had the cottage to herself, Innis would light a candle before the Blessed

  Mother’s picture and would offer up special prayers for those she loved and she never failed to commemorate that winter’s day when, a dozen years ago, her brother Donald had drowned in

  Arkle bay.
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