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To Claire and Don Guinn



Chapter One


1775

A stone flew past Margaret Knox’s cheek as she turned into the narrow lane from the Sneddon.

Another landed in one of the many puddles that made the lane an obstacle course whatever the weather, causing filthy water to splash over her good skirt.

She stopped short, clutching her small daughter’s hand so tightly that Christian squeaked a protest. Only yards away two bodies were locked in fierce combat, staggering like an ungainly four-legged monster, rebounding from the slimy wall of one building to lurch across the few feet of space and collide with the slimy wall opposite.

Fights were commonplace in Paisley’s slums. As often as not the combatants were clawing, scratching women, as dangerous as any man once they got the blood-lust. But these fighters were mere lads, one in his teens, the other scrawnier and several years younger.

The stones were being hurled by a ragged little girl, her thin face red and puffy with angry tears, her body racked at intervals with bouts of coughing. Although she threw hard her aim was poor. A few people stood at the close-mouths or leaned from windows, watching the struggle with vague interest. Some of the men egged the fighters on, but nobody did a thing to stop them.

Margaret hesitated. Her husband Gavin had warned her often enough to keep out of things that didn’t concern her, but that didn’t deter her, if she thought she could be of some use to someone.

A fight, though, was a different matter. It was a personal thing, an issue that had to be settled by the people concerned. Besides that, Margaret, on her way to one of the slums at the far end of the lane with some food for an old woman who lived alone, had four-year-old Christian to think of.

‘Come home –’ She tugged at her daughter’s hand. ‘We’ll come back another time.’

Christian dragged back on the grip that would have whisked her away from the scene, her hazel eyes wide in her round little face.

‘Leave him alone!’ she screamed raucously as the smaller boy was tripped up and thrown with a teeth-jarring thud to the ground. Another stone sailed dangerously near to Margaret. The girl who had thrown it squatted in the dirt to rummage for more ammunition and, finding a stick, proceeded to beat the older boy about the shoulders whenever she got the chance.

‘Christian –’

Even as Margaret spoke the small hand left hers and Christian sped down the lane to where the older boy was pinning his adversary face-down on the ground, holding him with one hand and both knees. His free hand gripped the neckerchief about the other lad’s throat and began to twist.

The girl dropped her stick and hurled herself onto his back, pummelling at him with her two fists. He shook her off, and she rolled on the ground in a paroxysm of coughing before getting to her knees, ready to throw herself at him again.

Margaret’s heart was in her mouth as she saw her first-born child, her only daughter, advance with determination and pick up the stick that had been dropped. She clutched at it two-handed, waiting her chance to use it.

The thought, ‘What’s Gavin going to say about this?’ flared into Margaret’s mind. He could be disapproving enough about her own refusal to conform to his picture of a surgeon’s wife. He certainly wouldn’t take kindly to the news that his daughter had been allowed to involve herself in a street brawl.

She pushed between two men without ceremony and caught Christian’s arm, pulling her aside, almost tripping over a bundle that lay against a house wall. Just then a newcomer, an older girl with long black hair flying about her head, sped past her and rushed towards the warriors.

She pushed the other child back against the wall beside Margaret and thrust a small parcel into her arms before launching herself onto the older boy’s back, hands locked about his chest in an attempt to throw him off balance.

The young victim had managed to turn his head sideways so that his features were no longer being ground into the mud. But the neckerchief was still biting into his throat, and the part of his face that Margaret could see was purpling, his visible eye bulging. The breath whistled painfully in his throat.

‘Let him go, Walter Shaw!’ the girl panted.

‘I’ll let him go when he begs me to!’

‘He can’t! You’ll kill him!’

He ignored her, giving the scarf another twist, and bringing a horrible choking gurgle from his victim. The younger girl, still clutching the cloth-wrapped bundle that had been pushed into her arms, broke into panic-stricken sobs.

Christian made another bid to hurl herself into the fray, but her mother’s hand caught her and held her back.

‘Do something –’ Margaret appealed to the watchers, but they were too intent on the struggle to want to spoil their own enjoyment.

Little enough happened to brighten their drab lives, and they weren’t about to put a stop to a good fight.

The throttled boy’s hands scrabbled at the ground, his nails scratching audibly on one of the big stones that had once causeyed the lane, but were now few and far between, mere islands in the mud.

The girl dug her knees into the youth’s ribs, releasing her grip round his body so that she could grind the knuckles of her two fists into his ears as hard as she could.

With a yelp of pain he released his victim and spun round like a dog trying to free itself of a stone tied to its tail. The girl was catapulted into the air, landing on a causey-stone that caught her hard between the shoulder blades, forcing the breath from her.

The younger boy, sucking air into his tortured lungs, tried to push himself upright as Margaret reached his side.

‘Leave him be –’ she said crisply as the younger girl, sobbing, ‘Lachie – oh, Lachie –!’ tried to hug him. ‘Let him get some air, lassie!’

She set down the basket she had been carrying, steadied the boy as he swayed on his hands and knees, and gently massaged his heaving chest, noting as she did so that every rib could be easily counted beneath his thin torn shirt.

The terrible whistling sound in his throat eased, and his head came up at last. Margaret left the girl to help him to his feet as she turned her attention to the other two.

The boy had managed to pin the winded girl down. She struggled, but he had captured both her wrists in one large strong hand, forcing them to the ground above her head.

He was sitting back on his heels, grinning triumphantly down at her.

‘Now, Mistress Islay – beg my pardon nicely.’

‘No!’ She kicked out at him, but only succeeded in freeing her legs, shamefully bare for lack of decent undergarments, from the folds of her skirt. He cast a swift look at them, and Margaret saw that his eyes were suddenly hot.

‘Then I’ll claim my forfeit –’ he said, and the watching men sniggered as he moved to kneel astride his new victim, and bent to seek out her mouth with his own.

She struggled like a wildcat, twisting and writhing, trying to eel her way out from under him. Caught off guard, he almost lost his balance, clamping his hands about her shoulders in an effort to force her into submission.

Her head whipped round and her teeth found their mark in the soft mound just below his right thumb.

He howled and released her; then, as she clung to his hand like a terrier holding a rat, his other hand caught her a painful blow across the cheekbone and with a muffled cry of pain she let him go and fell back.

Clearly, someone must do something. Margaret looked about for the stick her daughter had been wielding a few minutes earlier, but before she could reach for it a newcomer forged a way through the watching crowd, tossing people to left and right. Then the youth was plucked from the ground by a hand the size of a leg of mutton hanging in the meat market.

It gripped him painfully by the ear. Its owner, a mountain of a woman with a face that looked as though it had been fashioned from dough and had never been finished off in the oven, shook her captive vigorously, and his howls increased.

‘Brawlin’ in the streets!’ Glasgow Annie, unofficial queen of that part of Paisley’s slums, spoke with the disgust of one easily able to forget her own brawling when it suited her. ‘Brawlin’ wi’ a slip o’ a lass!’

She released him, and he immediately nursed his bitten hand.

‘It’s bleedin’!’ Panic gave a womanly squeak to his voice. ‘Look what she’s done to me!’

‘Look what you near did to our Lachie!’ The girl’s voice shook with rage. ‘He’s just a wee laddie – nothing like as old as you are –’

Even in her distress, her voice was light and musical with tones that sang, rather than spoke, of the mountains and glens of the Highlands.

Paisley was used to such voices these days; they belonged to the displaced clansfolk who had been driven in their thousands from their homes in the thirty years since the great battle at Culloden, forced to leave the land of their birth, the ground that had been theirs by natural right for generations, to make way for the sheep and cattle that were bringing new, undreamed-of prosperity to the landowners.

Walter began to spit out a flood of abuse.

‘That’s enough,’ Glasgow Annie ordered. ‘One o’ these fine days, Walter Shaw, it’s me ye’ll tangle wi’ – no’ a wee bairn or a defenceless lass. An’ when that day comes –’

She moved in on him and he backed away nervously, blood dripping to the ground from his injured hand.

Rumour had it that years before, when she was a young girl in her native city, the slopes and valleys of Glasgow Annie’s body had been a source of infinite pleasure to men. She had earned a fortune by selling her favours. But the fortune had been spent on drink, and the drink had turned sweet curves into unsurpassable mountains, a coquettish smile into a grimace, a saucy nature into a hot, quick temper. Men of courage had been known to flee in terror from Glasgow Annie’s wrath, and Walter was no exception.

‘How – how am I to do my work at the looms with this hand now? Tell me that?’ he whined self-pityingly. ‘She’s taken my livelihood from me, the besom!’

‘Only yer livelihood?’ Glasgow Annie simpered, a terrible sight to behold. ‘Come tae Annie, my darlin’, an’ I’ll relieve ye o’ yer manhood as weel!’

Walter’s face, pale with the shock of finding himself injured, flamed as the watchers gave a roar of delighted laughter.

The boy he had been warring with was still supported by the two girls who had fought so hard to save him. The older girl said something to him in their native Gaelic but he twisted away from her, his face sullen, muttering something in the same tongue.

Scarlet drops showered the girl’s tattered dress as Walter’s bleeding hand was flourished accusingly in her direction. ‘As for you, Mistress Islay McInnes –’ he rolled the title sneeringly on his tongue. ‘I’ll have plenty to tell Mister Todd about you! Give me the pirns I came for and let me out of this place!’

Margaret realised that the bundle she had almost fallen over when she snatched Christian out of danger was a bag of pirns bearing newly-spun yarn for the looms. Walter spotted it and snatched at it, lifting it carelessly, so that the opening hung down.

Islay McInnes cried out in anguished protest as some of the precious reels, the result of hours of labour at a spinning wheel, fell out into the mud.

‘I’ll tell him on you,’ Walter babbled, retreating up the lane backwards, his injured hand pointed accusingly at the girl who had bitten him. ‘He’ll have the militia on the lot of you!’

Grinning, Glasgow Annie spun round, turning her back on him, With a gesture that might have looked coquettish fifteen years before, she flipped up her skirts and waggled her huge buttocks at Walter, who gave up all pretence at further bluster and ran, washed along the lane and around the corner by a wave of laughter.

Islay turned to the younger boy and girl, her face twisted in quick disgust and her arms spread as though trying to protect them from the coarse Lowlanders they were forced to live among.

‘As for you, laddie –’ Annie rounded on Lachie as soon as the older boy disappeared. ‘I’ve telt ye afore – if ye must fight the likes of him, ye’ll have tae learn tae cheat the way he does.’

His hand was still clasped to his sore throat. Above it his dark Highland eyes sparked anger and defiance at her.

Without a word he turned and marched in through the low door leading to one of the single-roomed houses in the street, his thin little back rigid with humiliation.

Islay, suddenly aware that her skirts were still twisted up around her slim bare legs, hurriedly shook the ragged folds into some semblance of decency.

Then she nodded to Margaret before she and the younger girl went into the house together.

The watchers, their entertainment over, began to drift away. Annie turned her attention to Margaret.

‘Good day tae ye, Mistress Knox. Ye’ll be on yer way tae see Granny Ferguson?’ Her doughy face split into an ingratiating, gap-toothed grin, like a parody of a lady greeting visitors in her parlour.

‘What was all that stramash about?’

Annie shrugged, a shrug that set up a corresponding wobble all the way from shoulders to ankles. Christian, fascinated, watched the rippling blouse and skirt.

‘Ach, it’s the Heilanders. They’re too hot-blooded. Thon wee laddie’s like a fightin’ cock – Walter well knows that it takes only a word tae set the wee laddie goin’.’ Annie said casually. Then she peered short-sightedly down over her huge breasts at Christian.

‘Yer bairn’s growin’ fast,’ she boomed.

The little girl stood, feet planted firmly in the mud, and looked up at her, head tilted to one side. Then she said thoughtfully, ‘So are you. You’re awful fat.’

‘Christian Knox!’ Margaret gasped, scandalised. Annie’s face swelled, reddened, then a laugh that started somewhere deep in her massive chest broke forth with a bellow.

‘Ach, away, Mistress Knox, I mind the day ye’d have said somethin’ o’ the same yersel’ as a bairn. An’ I mind the day,’ she added, leering at Christian, ‘When I wis as wee and bonny as you are, my pretty henny.’

‘You must have eaten up all your porridge,’ Christian suggested, and was hustled away by her mother to the accompaniment of another wheezy gobbet of laughter.

It took a lot to embarrass Margaret Knox, but even so her face was burning as she whisked her daughter in through the doorway of the hovel where Granny Ferguson huddled her stiff old bones close to a fire that was so poor it couldn’t have offered warmth to a mouse.

As she put the food she had brought into the empty store cupboard, then sat for a while and let the old woman talk, Margaret’s thoughts were elsewhere.

‘What d’you know of the Highland family down the lane?’ she asked suddenly.

Granny Ferguson, alone in the world since her only son, a weaver who had once worked for Margaret’s father, had died of a lung disease, enjoyed a good gossip. ‘The man’s a sojer, somewhere over the water, and the eldest boy with him. The woman worked herself to death, poor soul, trying to keep the bairns. The older girl’s a relation of theirs, and she does her best to look after the other two now. A kindly neighbour, she is – she looks in on me now and then, and never comes empty-handed, for all they’ve little enough themselves.’

Margaret took in the information thoughtfully. Later, when she and Christian were walking back along the lane, she paused outside the Highland family’s door and rapped on the faded, gapped planks.


Chapter Two

The three people on the other side of the door stared at each other when they heard the summons. Morag’s eyes were round with fear, and Lachie, obviously convinced that his tormentor had come back, began to get up, bristling like a small fighting cock.

Islay pushed him back into his chair. ‘Stay where you are! Morag –’

She held out the rag she had been using to soothe the boy’s sore throat, and her cousin, who had been spreading the muddy pirns over the table, wiped her hands hurriedly on her skirt then took the cloth and dipped it into the bowl of cold water as Islay opened the door.

The well-dressed woman who had helped Lachie stood outside, her little girl by her side.

‘I’ve come to see if the laddie’s recovered.’

Islay hesitated, then stepped back to admit entrance into the room, ‘Will you walk in, mistress?’ She heard the half-challenging note in her own voice. There weren’t many respectable folk in Paisley who would have set foot in Jenny’s Wynd, let alone in one of the houses. They were all afraid of catching some terrible illness, or being robbed. But this visitor only hesitated for a fraction of a second before stepping down into the single tiny room. The child followed, taking a firm fistful of her mother’s figured silk gown.

Islay gave the caller time to accustom her eyes to the gloom and observe the uneven floor of beaten earth, the small glassless window half-covered by a piece of sacking to keep out wind and rain.

The few furnishings in the room consisted of a table, some stools, a couple of low beds and some shelving that had been roughly nailed together out of odds and ends of wood.

The spinning wheel stood by the fireplace, flanked by a basket of flax on one side and a basket of empty pirns, still awaiting the linen yarn the weavers needed for their work, on the other.

As she saw her Lowland home anew through the visitors’ eyes Islay felt deep embarrassment wash over her. Then she lifted her chin high, and consoled herself with the thought that at least the place was as clean and neat as she could make it. It was no shame to her if she and the children were forced to live in conditions that they wouldn’t have wished on their hens or pigs back home.

Courtesy demanded that she ask, ‘Will you take some refreshment?’

Both Lachie and Morag stared, knowing full well that there was nothing to share, apart from water from the street well and the meagre store of day-old bread that Islay had just brought home, having earned it by scrubbing out the bakery.

She ignored them, her eyes on the visitor who said, mercifully, ‘Thank you, but no. We took some tea with Mistress Ferguson.’

To cover her relief Islay took a straw from the hearth and held it to the poor fire; when it blossomed into flame she lit the crusie-lamp on one of the shelves. The flame smoked and flickered; the acrid smell of burning oil caught at the little girl’s snub nose almost immediately, making her sneeze.

Lachie sat at the table, head bowed, one hand still caressing his throat gingerly.

‘Are you all right, laddie?’ the lady asked.

‘I’ll kill him!’ he replied huskily, between gritted teeth.

‘Lachie, that’s not the way to speak before guests,’ Islay reproved him in their own tongue. His dark head came up at once and his eyes blazed at her.

‘Speak English! The Gaelic’s dead to us now!’

His shame at being vanquished by the older boy then rescued by females made her want to cradle him in her arms and comfort him. He was still a child, when all was said and done – a child who had been forced into ill-fitting adulthood before his time, and tried too hard to carry his responsibilities like a man.

But she couldn’t do that. Instead, she joined their visitor, who was examining the muddied pirns on the table.

‘Were many wasted?’

‘Enough.’

‘Sixpence, at least, we’ve lost,’ Morag said drearily, and Islay rounded on her.

‘Hush, Morag!’

‘He said he’d tell Mister Todd,’ Morag went on as though she hadn’t heard. ‘What if –’

She stopped. She and Islay gazed at each other, so closely locked in their shared fear that the others were forgotten for the moment. What if Mister Todd, the weaver who held the purse-strings, decided that he didn’t want the wild, trouble-making Highlanders to spin yarn for his looms any more? How would they survive then?

‘Is it Jamie Todd you spin for?’ the lady asked. ‘I know him well. I’ll tell him what –’

‘We don’t need to ask anyone to fight our battles for us,’ Islay told her sharply, then added in a gentler voice. ‘I’ve seen you in Jenny’s Wynd before. Your man’s Mister Knox, the surgeon, is he not?’

‘My father makes folk well again.’ The child ventured out from behind her mother’s skirts to proffer the news proudly.

Islay swallowed. ‘It’s my place to tell Mister Todd what happened. I’ll go and see him myself, in the morning.’

‘But won’t you let me –’

Islay’s eyes, large with fear and determination, met and held Margaret Knox’s.

‘It’s my place,’ she said.


Chapter Three

Gavin Knox had been in Glasgow from mid-morning. Most of the time since he had kissed his wife good-bye and left his home had been spent amid the gore and noise and suffering of an operating room, and he looked tired and drawn when Margaret herself ran to welcome him in from the rain-swept doorstep.

Her heart turned over at first sight of him, as it always did. The practical side of Margaret’s nature, the side that dominated her life – indeed, the side that she had thought made up her entire life before she met Gavin – was acutely embarrassed by the way she felt about him.

She was a 28-year-old woman, after all; mother to two children, mistress of her own house, and still, on two days of each week, a teacher to the pauper children in the Town House school-room. But just a glance from Gavin’s clear hazel eyes, the touch of his hand, the joy of waking in the mornings and seeing his dark head on the pillow close by hers, made her feel like a girl in one of the romantic stories her lifelong friend Kate Miller enjoyed reading.

It gave her some consolation to know that she was not alone in her foolishness. Gavin, as sensible and level-headed a man as anyone would hope to meet, a surgeon respected the length and breadth of Glasgow as well as in Paisley, was as passionately in love with her as she was with him. Why this should be so, Margaret couldn’t think. But it was, nevertheless, and she was oh, so glad of it!

‘Father!’ Christian, who had scorned their attempts to teach her to say ‘Papa’, came scudding from the kitchen and across the hall, her joyous voice raised so loudly in greeting that Margaret, afraid that small Daniel would be wakened, shushed her vigorously.

Gavin only had time to take his wife into a swift, light embrace before the little girl was upon them, tugging at his wide-skirted coat. With a glance that promised Margaret a more appropriate greeting once they were alone he swung his daughter up into his arms and carried her into the parlour while Margaret went to the kitchen to see if Ellen was managing the evening meal without help.

Gavin was sprawled in his favourite chair when she returned to the parlour. His long legs, still booted, stretched across the rug before the fire. He had unbuttoned his waistcoat, and in his hand, its contents glowing like a precious ruby in the firelight, was a glass of his favourite claret.

Christian squatted on the rug by his feet, her voice running on like one of the burns that rushed down from the braes to join the river that flowed through Paisley.

Her grandfather, Duncan Montgomery, had been known to say more than once that Christian had been born with a busy tongue; she had certainly learned to speak early, while her brother, a more solemn child, had only a fraction of the vocabulary she had possessed at his age.

Margaret looked fondly at the little tableau before her, then realised to her horror that Christian was saying, ‘Then we went to see Granny Ferguson –’

‘It’s time for bed, Christian,’ she interrupted.

Gavin’s eyes were closed; he looked tired. But now his lids lifted and he smiled at his wife. ‘And time, I hope, for supper. What do we eat tonight?’

‘– and there were all these folk in the lane –’ Christian pattered on like the rain that fell steadily outside.

‘Beef, and broth made from the bones.’

Gavin yawned mightily. ‘Good. I’ll swear that the fowl they gave me at the Infirmary had reached its ninetieth year before they took mercy on it and wrung its neck.’

‘Then Glasgow Annie picked him up and –’

‘Daniel was too tired to wait up for you after all. He’s been in his bed this past hour, and asleep almost before the coverlet was over him.’

‘I’ll look in on him and put on some fresh linen before I eat. I feel as though I’ve been wearing these clothes for a week, instead of a day.’ Reluctantly, Gavin set his glass down and got to his feet.

‘Christian, come along to your bed.’ Margaret held out her hand to her daughter. By tomorrow, she thought thankfully, Christian’s tongue would be chattering about some new adventure and she would have forgotten the incident in the lane by the river.

Gavin had reached the door and opened it when Christian asked, her voice clear and bell-like, ‘Why doesn’t Glasgow Annie wear anything underneath her skirts?’

Gavin, on his way out of the door, stopped, pivoted on one heel, and fixed his daughter with a look that would have made anyone else quail. ‘What did you say?’

Christian never quailed. She didn’t know the meaning of fear. ‘Why doesn’t Glasgow Annie wear anything under her skirts?’ she repeated.

Gavin’s face flushed a dusky red. He threw a quick, puzzled look at his wife, read guilt in her blue eyes, and fixed his attention on Christian again.

‘What makes you think that?’ he asked, with deceptive gentleness.

‘After the fight, when she’d pulled the big boy away from the other boy – before I even got a chance to hit him with my stick –’ said Christian, suddenly recalling a grievance ‘– she did this –’

To Margaret’s horror she scrambled to her feet, turned her back on her parents, and whisked the skirt of her warm wool dress up in passable imitation of Annie’s crude sexual gesture to Walter Shaw.

‘– and everyone laughed, and the big boy ran away. And Annie didn’t have anything on under her skirt. She’s awful big. I told her she must have eaten all her porridge.’

‘I think,’ her father said, his voice still mild, but with a cutting edge of cold steel beneath it, ‘that it’s time you were in your bed, my lady.’

*

Supper was a silent affair. As she drew the curtains before sitting down at the table Margaret saw that the rain had gone and the late-summer evening was clear and calm. She took her seat opposite her husband and waited for the domestic storm to break.

Gavin, seemingly lost in thought, ate his way steadily through each course as it was laid before him.

When they went back to the parlour Margaret sat by the fire, her mending in her lap. Gavin paced the floor.

‘You’ve been taking her down to these – these stinking hovels again!’ he said at last. ‘Down by the river, where it’s alive with vermin and filth and disease –’

‘It’s never done me any harm, and I’ve been down there often enough in my life.’

‘You’ve been fortunate. My daughter might not be.’ His voice was low and intense, as it usually was when he was angry. Gavin rarely shouted. ‘I told you before, Margaret, if you must go visiting the folk that live there, then do so alone. God knows I’ve no control whatsoever over your movements. I recognise and freely admit that. But I will not have my children exposed to danger.’

It was her turn to feel anger. She had been in the wrong, taking Christian with her, knowing that Gavin wouldn’t approve. But even so his high-handed attitude incensed her. ‘Gavin, you speak as though you birthed the children entirely on your own. They’re mine as well as yours – perhaps more so, since I carried them and bore them.’

‘All the more reason to cherish them and keep them safe from harm.’

‘Christian’s as strong as a – a horse!’

‘Have you forgotten that we almost lost her to the croup before she completed her first year?’

Could she ever forget that? Margaret recalled, as vividly as though it had happened only a few hours ago, her anguish as she paced the floor with her first-born, watching the flushed little face, listening to the child’s choked, gasping breath, something like the sound the young lad in the lane had made that very day as his tormentor drew the neckcloth tighter.

‘Christian outgrew the croup! There’s not been a thing wrong with her since!’

‘If you must visit the slums, you’re not to take her with you again. I mean it, Margaret. And if you won’t listen to me, then by God,’ said Gavin, his eyes bright with anger, ‘I’ll stop you from going as well, somehow – even if it means locking you into your bed-chamber when I’m not here to watch over you.’

‘We can’t make poverty and suffering stop happening just by turning our backs on them!’

‘I know that,’ he said with a contempt that sent a surge of colour to her face. ‘I’m reminded of it every day I walk the wards in the infirmaries. I don’t spend all my time caring for moneyed folk, you know – only part of it. I don’t turn my back, Margaret. I thank the good Lord every day that I can protect my family from poverty and want and the suffering they bring. But I’ll not have Christian exposed to it in any manner!’

There was a short, angry silence, then, ‘I’m tired,’ Gavin said stiffly. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ll retire.’

She bowed her head in silent, formal assent, biting back the angry words that wanted to pour out.

Alone, she cleared the table, carried the used platters to the kitchen, and sent Ellen off to her bed, refusing the woman’s offer of help. She needed to occupy her hands. That way she could block out the thoughts that seethed in her mind.

But later, as she sat by the parlour fire, with the house silent about her apart from the ticking of the clocks, the needle that was repairing a tear in one of Daniel’s garments with swift, assured efficiency slowed and stopped.

Gavin had the right of it; she was sensible enough to admit that. Christian, despite her sturdy independence, wasn’t much more than a baby. It was foolish to expose her to unnecessary peril. God knows there were dangers enough for her to navigate as she grew without her mother seeking out more.

But deep down in Margaret lay a fear that her children, born to privileges she herself, a weaver’s daughter, had never known, might grow to accept unquestioningly the vast gulf between those with more than enough money and those with none.

Since her marriage she had met many rich people at gatherings and at dinner tables. Most of them displayed such indifference to the misfortunes of their fellow men that it made her skin crawl to be in their company. She couldn’t bear the thought of Christian and Daniel growing up to be like those addle-pated, shallow puppets.

The needle went about its work again, then slowed and stopped as she recalled the other side of the coin – the Highland children in their damp, dark little room near the river. Vividly, she saw again the expression on Islay McInnes’s face as she stared down at the ruined pirns.

The handsome clock in the hall struck the hour and Margaret gathered up her work and put it aside. It was time she was abed.

Contented snoring could be heard faintly from the rear of the house as she started to mount the stairs. Ellen was sound asleep in the little room off the kitchen. The children were also asleep in the room next to their parents’ bedchamber – Christian snug beneath her coverlet, Daniel with arms outflung and hands loosely fisted above his head.

There was no sound from the bed she shared with Gavin. The fringe of light from her candle gave her a glimpse of him, eyes closed, lashes against his cheeks, dark hair tumbled over his forehead.

Margaret stripped her clothes off and put on her night-shift, cool and still smelling pleasantly of the fresh summer’s day when it had been stretched over a bush in the back yard to dry.

She took off her lace cap and let her dark brown hair fall about her shoulders so that she could brush it out.

It vexed her that her hair, which had had a curl to it in childhood, had straightened over the years. Daniel had inherited her blue eyes and her straight, silky hair; fortunately, Christian had her father’s thick tresses, with a vigorous wave in them.

The brush moved from crown to tip with an even, soothing rhythm. The mirror showed her candle-lit face, cloaked in the fall of long hair, as that of a pale, mysterious stranger.

The sight reminded her of a Hallowe’en party that her aunt Mary MacLeod had once held, and a game they had played that night. Each girl had to sit alone before a mirror, eating an apple and combing her hair. The tale was that she would see her future husband’s face reflected in the mirror.

The face Margaret had seen in the glass on that long-ago night had belonged to her childhood friend William Todd, who had crept into the room to speak to her. Gavin had followed hard on William’s heels, but she hadn’t seen his reflection.

Gavin, however, was the man she had married, and William was dead now, drowned in the rain-swollen River Cart.

She missed him sorely. William had been her closest friend, the only person she had been able to confide in. She wished with all her heart that he had lived, instead of dying so young, and so cruelly.

She shivered, laid the brush down, and turned to blow out the candle. Its light picked out the gold flecks in Gavin’s hazel eyes, wide open and studying her.

‘How long have you been awake?’

‘Long enough.’ He pushed the bedclothes back, held out his hand to her. ‘Come to bed, Margaret.’

She blew out the candle and walked bare-footed, with the assurance of one in familiar surroundings, across the night-black room to the bed.

Gavin’s hand closed about her arm, drew her down beside him. He shifted so that she could nestle in the warm hollow his body had vacated, and gently pulled the covers over her.

‘Of all the men you could have bewitched and tormented, Margaret Montgomery,’ he whispered, ‘why did you have to choose me?’

His body was hard and eager against hers. The quarrel was over. There would be others, no doubt – many others. That was part of marriage as far as Margaret and Gavin were concerned.

But always, there was the forgiving, the coming together again, the loving.

And pray God, Margaret thought as she let herself melt against him and felt the hard planes and angles of his face beneath her palm, may there always be the loving.


Chapter Four

Jamie Todd, normally the sunniest of men, was in an irritable mood. His mother, Kirsty Carmichael, had been summoned to the neighbouring town of Barrhead first thing that morning because of some domestic crisis in the home of Jamie’s sister, Kate. Which meant that Jamie and his step-father, Billy Carmichael, had been obliged to make shift for themselves.

Two handless men in the one kitchen, particularly when one of them was old and stiff and clumsy with the rheumatics, and therefore given to dropping things, didn’t make a good start to the day.

Furthermore, Kirsty’s absence meant that she would not be spinning any yarn for the looms that morning.

At a time when work was scarce, Jamie’s reputation was as good as his father’s had been. He had eight looms under his care now, four in the High Street shop his father had worked before him and four in the shop he had taken over in Wellmeadow almost two years earlier.

They all worked on linen cloth, and they needed as much yarn as he could obtain for them. Although the Paisley weavers had built up a very good name for themselves a number of looms in the town were lying idle for lack of orders. Jamie worked his looms in partnership with his close friends Duncan and Robert Montgomery – a partnership that stood all three men in good stead. Even so, Jamie found it hard to keep all his looms employed. The fact of the matter was that in buying over the Wellmeadow shop he had taken on more responsibility than he could comfortably handle. But his nature wouldn’t let him admit that to anybody, and so he worried over his financial obligations in silence.

Then, of course, there was that dolthead Walter Shaw – at the door first thing that morning, with a hangdog look in the grey eyes that couldn’t quite meet Jamie’s, one hand bound in a grimy cloth, and less than the number of pirns he had gone out to collect from the spinsters the day before.

Jamie, his stomach uncomfortable after the makeshift breakfast he and Billy had managed to cook between them, his head buzzing with the list of all that he had to do that day, had boxed the young weaver’s ears there and then on the doorstep, before the interested and amused gaze of the passers-by. Then he brusquely ordered the lad back to the loom shop, where he would have to spend the day making himself useful as best he could, fetching and carrying for the others while his own loom stood idle, the web Jamie had managed to contract for it half-finished.

Walter slouched off. Jamie thumped the door shut and stamped along the passage-way to the weaving shop. He had just reached it when the door-knocker made itself heard.

‘I’ll go,’ one of the other men offered.

‘Stay where you are. There’s no point in bringing all the looms to a standstill. I can see that it’s precious little work I’ll get done this day!’

He tramped back along the passage and threw the door open, almost lifting it from its hinges in his irritation.

Islay had worked for most of the night in the crusie’s flickering light while Lachie and Morag slept curled together in the wall bed. Towards dawn, with enough pirns filled to make up for those spoiled in the mud, she had joined the other two beneath the thin blanket, falling at once into an exhausted sleep haunted by uneasy dreams.

In the morning she carefully dressed herself in the best clothes she had, brushed out her long hair until it shone, and fastened it back beneath a threadbare lacy cap that had once, a long time ago, adorned the head of some well-to-do lady. Then, leaving what remained of the bread to make breakfast for Lachie and Morag, for there wasn’t enough for three, she set off for the High Street with reluctant feet.

Her courage almost failed her when she saw that Jamie Todd himself stood at his street door haranguing Walter Shaw, his rugged face angry beneath the thatch of blazing red hair.

As she watched, the master weaver aimed an open-handed blow at his employee’s head, then stepped back and slammed the door shut.

Passing women and children gawped at the spectacle, then laughed. Walter, shoulders slumped in humiliation, turned away, and came face to face with Islay.

He flushed scarlet at the realisation that she had witnessed his humiliation, and glowered at her.

‘Come to gloat, have you? Pleased with yourself at taking a man’s livelihood from him?’

She glanced down at the bandage on his hand, then back to his face. ‘I’m vexed, Walter. I didn’t mean –’

‘Damned Highlanders! Why did you have to come to Paisley and get under the feet of decent folk?’ asked Walter, pushing roughly past her.

Miserably, she watched him go and then, with every muscle in her body poised to flee for her life if necessary, she rapped on the sturdy wooden door.

All too soon footsteps sounded on the stone passageway within, the door opened, and Jamie Todd was looking down at her.

‘Aye?’

‘Mist – M –’ Her lips fluttered, then firmed. The fingers of her free hand twisted in the ragged folds of her skirt. She made a determined effort at the name, and this time it came out clearly. ‘Mister T – Todd –’

‘Aye, that’s my name, lass. Well, state your business, for I’ve more to do than stand here all day.’

Her lips fluttered again, and were brought under control again. ‘It was me that bit Walter.’

‘Eh?’

‘I b – bit Walter Shaw.’ Then, as he said nothing, but continued to stare with bewildered incomprehension, she fisted her two hands before her over the handle of the basket she carried and said in a rush of outgoing breath. ‘He was fighting with my kinsman Lachie so I bit him to make him let go. It’s my fault he can’t work and the pirns fell in the mire and –’

‘You bit my weaver?’ He seemed to be finding it hard to make sense of the situation.

‘Aye. I’m mortally vexed, Mister Todd. It was wrong of me to injure his hand, and him working on the looms. But I had to make him let Lachie go, for he was throttling the laddie.’

‘Lachie?’

‘My cousin. He’s only twelve, but Walter knows Lachie must fight him, being the man of the house, so he –’

‘What’s your name?’

Her tongue moistened her lips. She was still poised to run. ‘Islay, sir. Islay McInnes.’

She held out the basket and Jamie Todd took it and glanced at its contents then back at her, his blue eyes puzzled.

‘Where did you get them?’

‘I spun them, in place of the ones that got spoiled yes – yesterday.’

‘But – lassie, you must have been working all night!’

‘I had to make up the number of pirns. Mister Todd, you’ll – you’ll not take the work away –?’

His jaw set truculently. ‘I should, for what you’ve done to my weaver. But you can tell your mother that I’ll overlook it this once. Just this once, mind.’

‘My mother’s dead –’ Islay started to say, but to her horror tears of worry and exhaustion suddenly misted her eyes. Her mother had already been ailing when they were put out of their home. She had died soon afterwards, in the dark draughty corner of a barn.
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