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She could write. She could count. She could think. She could parse a Latin sentence and decline a Latin noun. She could hear melodies in the white wind and the restive waters and the pulse of rain on leaf, and make songs of them in Gaelic and English. She knew that people condoned inhumane practices and that words could persuade them to recognise it. She was Jamesina Ross.










Part I 


The Kitchen Bed


Late evening


Wednesday, 23 July 1884
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There he goes, giving the embers in the range a last stir, which is a thing he does every night. To keep the warmth going, he says, though they could do without it this time of year. On hot nights this bed is a cauldron. Cold nights too, come to that, now that her body has started firing up for no reason at all, which, heaven knows, she could have done without too. He’ll be getting soot over the place if he’s not careful, though he usually is, right enough, being in most respects a careful man, tidy and precise. She liked that about him from the start. Those long, deft fingers whisking his tools away, arranging his pelts and his felts – 


pelts felts, 


felts pelts – 


his movements quick and neat. 


Just let the ashes be, she has told him more than once, but where’s the point? He’ll get his own way, as he always does. Comes across so mild and compliant, but the next thing you know he’ll be doing whatever it is you said not to and your head will be birling at how he has managed it. That’s how they ended up in a train last week, wheeching up to the Highlands before she had time to catch her breath, the hills getting higher and balder, sunlight on the great firths, lagoons of wren’s-egg blue in the firmament, which is just the kind of word Mr Aird would have used. She had made it plain as plain that she did not want to be dragged back to Strathcarron. Not the slightest interest did she have in peering at glens with their souls ripped out and wailing over the field she was carried from on a litter thirty years ago. ‘Come on,’ says he. ‘It will do us good to go back.’ Well, maybe it did (and this is the trouble she’s got here, because he was right in the end that good came from it), though she’ll likely not get a wink’s sleep thinking about everything that visit has left in her mind. They got back to Anne Street, yesterday was it? and they’ve been quiet with one another since, their minds full and their hearts too. He was affected by that trip more than he thought he would be. Said it made him feel as if he had been leading his life backwards since the day he knocked at her door nine months ago.


But this knack he has of getting his own way. Not an inkling of that wily determination did she get when he turned up on her doorstep out of the blue last Halloween, doing that apologetic wee stroke to his lip that she recognised right away. She had him down then for being diffident, shy even, which was all to the good. He would not be the kind of lodger to push himself forward and get in her way, but could be relied on to wipe his shoes on the mat, make his bed and keep himself to himself. Now look at him. He went off and bought those rail tickets without so much as a by-your-leave, and that was that: they were off the next day, she in her wedding hat and a bad temper. It’s infuriating (in plus furia, into fury) to have to go round wondering what he is going to produce next that you have explicitly told him you want nothing to do with. A mirror, for instance. He’s been on about putting one up since the day they were wed, which was how many weeks ago? not many. He could do with one for trimming his moustache, he said. Dear lord, that moustache. Started mentioning how nicely it would fit over the mantelpiece in the parlour. 


‘Do you think I want to see this?’ she had demanded, jabbing a finger at the broken cheek. ‘Or this?’, slapping at the cavity in her forehead with the heel of her palm.


‘I don’t see why not,’ he said, calm as you like. 


Well, if he ever does bring a mirror into this house, she will smash it. She’ll hurl one of his precious shoes at it, toss it out the window with her eyes shut if she has to. And maybe he knows it, because he hasn’t smuggled one in yet, although he does make an unnecessary exhibition of standing in front of the kitchen window when the sun is slanting in just so, jutting his chin from side to side and making an awful palaver about locating his lip in the glass.


She watches him bending over the fire, noting the way his hair has started to creep over the collar of his nightshirt. Still plenty of black in it, curtain-straight. He was taken once for an Algonquian Indian, so he says. Algonquian: now there’s a word. Urchin hair is what she used to think. She’ll get the scissors to it in the morning. 


To be truthful, he’s quite a bonnie figure to look at in this light. Which she will certainly not be telling him, since he is not as far removed from vanity as he likes to think he is. He’s lean and graceful as he rises to his feet there, his face just that bit mysterious and unknowable. Mind you, everything is beautiful and mysterious in this light. Look at the way it has softened the edges of the room and draped all her ordinary bits and pieces in dove-grey shadows. It wouldn’t take much to imagine that table ready for a banquet, never mind that not so long ago they were eating a couple of haddock fillets off it, Brodie’s best, and a switched egg. A starched cloth is upon it in her mind’s eye, freshened in an orchard breeze and perfumed with, let’s say, soap. Oh, and apples. Candles on their way, tall, white candles, not the old stub she keeps on a chair by the bed in case anyone, usually her, is taken short in the night.


Where was she? A banquet. A feast of meat and sweet wine. That’s from The Odyssey. The fruit of the lotus, whatever that is, did she ever know? but it gives her a sleepy feeling yet. Honeyed Migdale sunshine pouring through the manse window and over the pages of Mr Aird’s book. The long walk home with the sun drooping into the Strathcarron hills, storming her mind with poetry. 


Evening light. 


Vespera lux. 


Funny to have Latin words and ancient stories popping out without even trying. Mr Aird would be proud of her: the Reverend Gustavus Aird, who has also come back this evening exactly as he used to be, trotting beside her on his pony or pushing books under her nose in his bright study. Words and scenes and stories, clear as a rinsed morning. And yet was she not in and out of Brodie’s twice this morning before she remembered she was there for haddock? How do you explain that? How do you explain why it’s so hard to think about some things and not others? One minute she can be remembering with such clarity; and not just remembering but thinking through and working out; not just having a thought but analysing it along the way. She can revel then, just revel, in the words arranging themselves in her head. She can observe her mind as if she is outside it, rejoicing in the poetry of silent sound, the beautiful mystery of meaning.


The next minute hour day week it’s different. She tried explaining this to the old doctor. Sometimes it’s like being inside a bad colour, she told him. Or maybe she didn’t. Maybe she is just telling him now. My mind struggles sometimes, Doctor, to get out of this colour. What colour, my dear? An off shade of white mostly, but it could be any colour that shouldn’t be there. Nothing with a dazzle, Doctor – that’s the main thing to understand. It’s not a pure white like fresh snow in the sunlight, or a bleached sheet, or the rim of an egg fried just right. More like a stained handkerchief you can hardly bear to wash, knowing who’s had a nose to it. And right enough he did seem to understand, that doctor, if she could remember his name. 


Damage, he said. There is ancient damage.


A tweak to the curtains now, same as always. It never makes the slightest difference how much tweaking he does, because the evening light leaks right through them at this time of year and that’s that, but he does it every night anyway: a tug to each side, a wee pat, a quick eyeing of the hem which he likely thinks he could have sewn better himself. He’s light on his feet too – 


evening light, foot light,


that’s a pun – 


and on the slight side for a man in his forties. Slight, light. Light, slight. Something feline in his grace. 


Feles. A cat. 


Felicity. Happiness.


Mr Aird glancing down from his pony. A pearly morning sky. Brambles draped in spider gauze. Autumn berries bright as blood. 


‘What has happiness to do with cats, sir?’


‘Not a thing,’ Mr Aird said, and his eyes creased that way they used to when he was pleased. She liked to please the minister.


‘The English word felicity – take note of this, Jamesina; I shall ask you next time – is from the Latin felicitas, which is derived in its turn from felix, which means “happy”. Feles, a cat. Felix, happy. You have it?’


She had it. She skipped after him as the beast picked a nimble path among the stones along the water’s edge. 


Felix, felicitas, she sang to herself. 


It’s as if a cupboard in her mind has been yanked open, memories spilling everywhere. Or maybe not a cupboard. ‘Construct your metaphors with exactitude, Jamesina.’ Might be a drawer, a chest, trunk, jar, box. Pandora’s box. Might be a barrel. Barrel of fun, barrel of memories. Or a bunker, like the one under the dresser there that you can’t let the coalman fill too high or there will be an almighty mess. A mess of memories gleaming black over her clean floor. 


When the knock came last year, she thought it was bairns wanting something for their Halloween. She always had something in for the guisers when they chapped her door, even if it was just the wee ones up the stair hopping around in an old sheet. She liked to reward their thin voices and tell them it was good to know poems, good to sing songs. But not a thing did she have in for them that night. 


She was sitting by the kitchen range with her back to the bed, usual position, so she could pretend to herself that Archie was still in it, right there behind her if she only chose to look, sleeping soft and gentle with the fever gone and the tight, violet skin beneath his eyes fair again and smooth. She was feeling angry with herself for not having an apple in the house to give those bairns when she had meant to get a bag of them in that afternoon. She sat on. The bairns would take themselves off soon enough.


But no, the knocking came again. And then again, bolder this time, cheeky besoms. They’d be scuffing her good step. So she took herself off to answer the door. 


Slim-built man standing there, dark hair greying in places, neatly dressed if a mite threadbare about the seams. Polite. Introduced himself in an American accent by a name she had not heard in years and years and years. 


At first she thought, who’s to say it’s him? There are Munros all over Scotland and there must be plenty gone overseas as well. Nothing to say that some stray shoemaker at her door with a name anybody could have was going to be one of the Strathcarron boys. 


She knew, though. There was a lot that was different, right enough – dear heavens, the moustache – but there was a moment when he did that patting thing to his lip, that flick of a forefinger to one side then the other, that she knew. Scales fell from her eyes, as Mr Aird would say, like Paul, or was it Saul, in Damascus, and what were scales doing there anyway, because it sounded awful sore. 


Eye scales 


skin scales


fish scales 


leaf scales


music scales 


kettle scales 


tooth scales 


justice scales


Brodie’s scales


Pinkerton’s scales


MacPhail’s scales.


Anyway, she knew who he was. In that moment she knew exactly who he used to be. 
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He likes to see her wrapped like this in drowsy shadow. Darkness takes hours to claim the room at this time of year, especially with the kitchen curtains being so thin and inclined to meet more hesitantly in the middle than a stickler for straight lines and neat stitching generally likes to see. But there is something severely hopeful about Scotland’s summer light that he deeply appreciates. Even so far south of the place he first encountered it, even in a town of smoking chimneys, there is a bracing northern quality to it. It feels to him now as if he has missed this light, although if he is honest he never gave it a thought before. The skies over the Passaic river were filled with storm light, golden light, brown industrial light, hazy yellow heat light, but there were never skies like these. 


He enjoys feeling her eyes on him from the bed as he goes round making the room ready for sleep, straightening the breadbin as he passes the dresser, checking the latch on the door through to the lobby. There is safety in detail, safety in order. ‘Do you always do that?’ she asked on their wedding night, a shade querulously. He had smiled at that. ‘Well, there wasn’t much to check on when I was sleeping in the parlour,’ he said.


He slides into bed and stretches on his side to face her, head propped on one arm. Leaning closer, he rakes his fingers through the wiry waves that are escaping her nightcap in the usual fashion. Why does she insist on wearing this abomination when there is always more hair out than in? 


Smoothing a few strands aside, he puts his thumb to her forehead, pressing gently in the hollow of the old injury, stroking her warm skin. She likes him to do this, although he took his life in his hands the first time, oh boy he did, and if not his life, his tenancy for sure. Sometimes it still strikes him as extraordinary that he is here in her bed at all.


Her hands are clasped across the front of her nightgown like a plaster-cast saint in some dusty cathedral. The saint in question has also begun fanning her face with small but ostentatious blowing motions, which is not encouraging either. 


He places a light hand on one breast, the degree of lightness precisely calculated to leave the impression of a chance alighting. Should retreat become advisable, the hand can be just as casually removed and forces reassembled. It depends on how the marital wind is blowing on any given night and in particular on whether Jamesina has unaccountably, and in the space of about three seconds, become too hot. In the latter event he has been known to murmur, ‘In that case let’s get this nightgown off you then.’ An eminently practical solution, as anyone would agree. But, ‘No, that won’t help!’ she is liable to snap back. Experience suggests that the demure approach is the wiser one. 


Cupping her breast a fraction more purposefully, he sets about the gentle squeezing which experience assures him is the place to start when approaching a garment so formidably impenetrable, so determinedly tied at the neck, so snugly shrouding the feet. Whether his hand can proceed further, on a cautiously judged path southwards towards an ankle and then up the more hazardous route of the inside leg, remains to be seen. 


He might try singing as he goes. She likes that sometimes.











Part II


The Shoemaker


Autumn 1883
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He arrived in October, making his way curiously along the snaking length of Rutherglen’s Anne Street between two rows of tall stone buildings, each joined to the next. The thoroughfare was nowhere near as wide as the Main Street he had walked along to reach it, which could give Newark’s Broad Street a run for its money, but this was no slum alleyway of the kind the word tenement had led him to fear either. Copious autumn light reached the cobbles from a sky less thickly clogged with smoke than many he had known, and there was a decent expanse of sidewalk, for which he offered up a small prayer of thanks on behalf of his laboriously patterned brogues. 


The buildings were four storeys high, made higher still by a crown of tall chimneys. Along one side of the street the tenements curved outwards in a series of rather striking bay windows. Number 13, its soot-stained frontage disappointingly blank, was on the other. This was the house that a friendly woman on the omnibus from Glasgow had suggested he try for lodgings: ‘If I’m no’ mistaken, the Widow Bain has a room to let. First floor, turn left.’


The soles of his shoes sent echoes of his arrival up the spiralled steps that led off the stone passageway of the tenement close. Someone had drawn a border of chalky patterning along one edge of the passage and up the stairs. It was scuffed in places, but pretty all the same. He followed a swirl of leaves and trailing petals to the first landing and straight to the left-hand door at which, checking the name BAIN on the plate, he knocked.


There was no reply.


‘She’ll be out with the laundry,’ a blowsy woman with untidy hair shouted down to him from above. A row of small children gazed at him through the railings. 


‘I’m told she’s looking for a lodger,’ he called up. 


‘Aye, so I hear,’ the woman bawled back, launching herself and her small flotilla down the stairs to join him. The children pummelled each other languidly while their mother inspected the stranger with the keenest interest.


‘Aye, she’ll have plenty of room in there now, poor wifie. Mind, she’s a fiercesome character when she feels like it, I’ll be warning you, and daft as they come other times. If I have to go traipsing after her for that wash house key one more time—’ 


An arm swung back to make contact with a small ear behind her left thigh, while her eyes continued to travel up and down the stranger. ‘Did I not tell you to stop that, Kenny!’


‘Well, I’m grateful to you for the warning, ma’am.’ He doffed his cap, winked at the diminutive Kenny, now working up a theatrical whine, and turned to go. The movement disturbed the veins of a leaf design at his feet. A cloud of white particles rose in the dim air and settled on his polished toe.


He whiled away the rest of the afternoon in one of the public houses with which the Main Street was abundantly speckled. There he received instruction from a group of devoted drinkers on the unarguable superiority of the Scottish town in which, thanks to Mr John Wilson, formerly of J. C. Wilson Boots and Shoes, Broad Street, Newark, he found himself opening a workshop. 


First and foremost, the patrons of White’s public house insisted that he would be wise to remember that Rutherglen was far older than Glasgow, its upstart neighbour across the Clyde. Rutherglen had been a settlement of medieval trading importance when Glasgow was still in nappies. It remained a matter of solemn grievance that over subsequent centuries Glasgow should not only have outgrown Rutherglen in a showy fashion quite uncalled for, but had had the cheek to commandeer the lower reaches of their very own River Clyde for its ships and, even more gallingly, go on to become the second merchandising city of the British empire after London. Rutherglen had found itself left behind, a village of country weavers in whitewashed cottages.


‘But look at us now,’ one rheumy old chap confided. ‘Folk can’t wait to get out o’ Glasgow and flit here. We’ve got posh houses and fancy new tenements and our very ain shipyard making ferry boats. And we’ve got plenty o’ factories’ – moist-eyed, he sat back to deliver the clinching argument – ‘that smell just as bad as theirs.’ 


As it happened, the stranger knew a thing or two about factories. When they asked where he had got himself an accent like that, he could have spun them a tale till closing time. But he was never a man to talk much, and the answer to where he came from was complicated.


By the time he left the tavern, gaggles of waifs in fancy dress were roaming the dark streets. He had forgotten it was Halloween. The gaslights along Anne Street shone on sallow faces plastered in chalk, small heads in scarves and oversized flat caps, flaps of bed-sheet above baggy shorts, scrappy skirts over insect legs and shoeless feet. Not so fancy dress really, and not a patch on the ghoulish cavalcades of his own youth. 


Up the stairs at Number 13 nobody answered his knock this time either. Noticing a line of light beneath the door, he tried again. No sound from within. One more sharp rap. Perhaps the Widow Bain was deaf.


The door was wrenched open. ‘Would you sto—’


The woman sucked in an exasperated breath. ‘Yes?’


Greying hair combed high off an oddly shaped forehead. Startlingly lopsided face. Eyes raking him from head to immaculate foot.


He swept off his cap. ‘I beg your pardon, ma’am. I believe you have a room for rent?’


He watched her assessing him and immediately felt rumpled. True enough, his coat and trousers had seen better days. But then, judging from that face, so had she. 


‘Who are you?’ she demanded without civility.


Newly arrived in the country, he blurted, and wondered why he was talking so fast. Shoemaker by trade. Workshop on Stonelaw Road. In need of lodgings. Had been given her address. 


The woman’s eyes narrowed. He touched his moustache with his forefinger and delivered a reassuring pat to one side, then the other. He only did this when he was nervous. He was hardly ever nervous.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


He told her. She stared longer, too long for politeness. Then she turned and stalked back inside, leaving him to follow if he would. 


‘Close the door if you’re staying,’ she said over her shoulder.
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He followed the Widow Bain into a small lobby. A long black coat and a shapeless black hat (made, as he could not help noticing, of inferior felt) hung from a wooden stand. A furled black umbrella stood to attention beneath. From the lobby he pursued her through one of two doors into the kitchen, a square, high-ceilinged room plainly also serving as the main living quarters. It was rank with the smell of some nameless boiled vegetable. That pot should have been off the hob ten minutes ago, he thought. 


The black range on which the pot was bubbling with such ardour took up most of one wall. There was an oven inside the range, a kettle resting on top and a fire slumbering in the middle. Three irons rested in their cradles. From a drying pulley above hung an assortment of female garments from which he hastily averted his eyes, although not before observing a prodigious array of lace, ruffles and frills. He shot a curious look at the woman in her dowdy apron. She was explaining in brusque tones that the house consisted of a front room and a kitchen. The kitchen here was where she slept – she nodded to a set-in bed in a recess along the back wall – and she would thank him not to go thinking he could wander in and out whenever he felt like it. 


Across from the bed was a high sash window. In the night-blackened glass he caught the image of her figure standing next to his: the piled hair raising her height to just above his shoulder, the distorted slope of cheekbone mirrored back as grey shadow. When she saw him looking, she marched over and tugged the curtains shut. 


He noted a sink under the window, a dresser of dark wood thinly arrayed with plates, saucers and cups, a shelf above with milk jug, sugar bowl, teapot and a serving dish or two. The modest accoutrements of a small life, he thought, with a sideways glance at the woman, whose demeanour, all spikes and elbows, suggested she knew exactly what he was thinking and dared him to say it. 


On the surface of the dresser stood a large jug brimming with scarlet berries in a spray of foliage. 


‘Hawthorn,’ she said, acknowledging his glance. ‘There’s a hedge of them in—’ The sentence drifted away. 


In the centre of the room a slender wooden table was set for a meal for one. Knife, fork, plate, cup and saucer. He wondered what she would be dining on tonight, or what he, heaven help him, would be dining on tomorrow if he stayed. The reeking vegetable had yet to be put out of its misery. Perhaps she had a pie in the oven. 


She led him back across the lobby and into a much chillier room, meagrely furnished, which she designated the parlour. The gaslight on Anne Street cast a dull glow through another dark window. The fireplace grate was empty.


‘You can have this room,’ the Widow Bain said, snatching the curtain across. ‘It’s not been used in a while, but you’ll not find cleaner.’


She looked at him in that appraising way again, amused, he might have reckoned, if such a humourless face could be said to manifest amusement. What had she seen? He stole a glance downwards: coat buttoned correctly, shoes clean. 


I need to go somewhere else, he thought. I’ll not be able to stand this. Thought next, I’m too tired to go anywhere. 


He gave another quick pat to his moustache, this side, that side, as he debated what to do. Months later Jamesina told him that this was the moment she knew for sure.


‘I had an idea you were a guiser,’ the woman said suddenly, still studying him with disconcerting attention. ‘That’s why I didn’t answer the door.’


‘Well, there are a lot of ghosts out tonight, ma’am,’ he said, emboldened to risk a tame joke. ‘But I’m not one of them.’ 


Another long stare. 


He tried again. ‘You find it a nuisance, then, having kids come to your door like that?’


‘A nuisance? No. They’re good bairns up the stair. I usually have something in for them – apples, sometimes some nuts – but this time I didn’t.’ She added vaguely, ‘I don’t know why I haven’t got anything in for Halloween.’


He made to speak, but she had already collected herself and the brusqueness was back. If he was minded to stay, she would thank him to remember a few things. There was a bed in the closet, where he would be fine and comfortable. She had slept there herself while her son was in the kitchen bed. (He opened his mouth to ask a question, but she held up a peremptory palm.) She was not in the habit of receiving visitors, so the parlour was never used for entertaining. (Just as well, he thought, with a glance at the sole chair before the fire.) She would bring him a jug of warm water and a bowl for washing when required. She would not tolerate drunkenness: she had had enough of that in her time and would smell his breath halfway up Anne Street if he ever tried it. (He eased his upper body back a fraction.) However, she did keep a tot for medicinal purposes, if applied for in a proper manner. Breakfast and a knife-and-fork tea would be provided. (The murdered vegetable rose to mind and he nodded carefully.) He could get his dinner here at the weekend. Rent to be paid promptly one week in advance. He would have to see to it that she was well up and about before he came through to the kitchen for his breakfast. He would find a privy downstairs in the back court and the whole stair using it, and if he felt like complaining he could try his luck in the new tenements across the road and pay the difference. And he’d better make sure he emptied his own chamber pot while he was at it down there, because she wasn’t his servant to do it for him, nor his wife either. 


The speech was delivered with a concentrated belligerence which rocked him somewhat, although the note of effort in it was interesting. So was the pleasant, musical lilt to her voice, which also had the effect of undermining her manner. Since docking in Glasgow he had heard this accent already in the conversations of strangers on the street or the omnibus. The city seemed to be full of migrant Highlanders who had lived there long enough to speak their English with the idioms of the Lowland Scot but laced with the intonation of their native Gaelic. Every time he heard this accent he had strained to listen, because in it was something of his mother. 


He thanked the woman. He was working up to asking if she would be so kind as to make up the parlour fire, so that he could take his coat off. 


‘That’s where you’ll be sleeping,’ she said, indicating a door at the back of the room. ‘You’ll find plenty of space underneath the bed for your things.’


Opening the door with some misgivings, he found himself at the mouth of a high-ceilinged closet entirely filled by a narrow bed. Thank God, it did look long enough to sleep a man in comfort. He felt her eyes on him as he peered in. Such a craving he had to crawl into this cupboard and fling himself down. The sheets smelled faintly of lavender.


He turned to her, struck by a thought. ‘Did you make the patterns on the stairs, Mrs Bain?’ 


Her eyebrows snapped together. They were long and thick, and darker than her hair, which was well threaded with white. Although so industriously engaged in scowling at him, these brows intrigued him. It was not that he recognised them – not the slightest notion came to him that he might know this woman – but there was a prickle of familiarity all the same. The eyes beneath were harder to look at. Handsome eyes in a ravaged face. They made him think of broken glass. They made him want to look away. They made him want to look again.


‘Was it you that scuffed them?’ she was saying. ‘The alder leaves along the landing?’


He gathered himself hurriedly. ‘Well, not deliberately, Mrs Bain. I guess I’ll take more care in future.’


‘Well, if you’re to bide here, don’t you go bringing the pipe-clay in on your feet.’


‘No, ma’am. I won’t.’ 


So he was staying, was he? When did he make that decision? 


‘But I wonder, Mrs Bain, if I might prevail on you to let me carry through some coal to get a fire going in here?’


Later, when she had retired to the kitchen, he put his travelling bag on the bed and flicked open the clasps. He took out three shirts, neatly folded, one brown waistcoat, four pairs of socks, a few undergarments packed around a china shaving mug, one shaving brush, one razor folded inside its handle and secreted for further safety within another pair of socks, one leather strop for sharpening it, one partly used bar of soap, one towel and two slim books. His tools were stowed at the workshop. 


And whose life, the Widow Bain might be entitled to enquire of him, did he think he was calling small?


It was unlike him to be gloomy, but tonight had been unsettling. What kind of landlady had he fetched up with here? What was going on behind the hectoring? And that disfigured face: he hoped he had not gawped too rudely. Ah, but her voice. Those sh sounds, like the wind on the moors, reminding him so powerfully of his mother speaking English in America, although naturally hers had borne no hint of Glasgow and she never did manage to say much anyway, which was hardly to be wondered at in a woman who had to be carried on to American soil on his brother’s back and pushed down the eastern seaboard in a wheelbarrow. 


In the slightly damp, sweet-smelling bed in which his landlady had unbent far enough to deposit a porcelain bed-warmer, he lay listening to Anne Street settling for the night. Stones skittered about the pavement below as an irritated stick stumped past: tap, tap, whack; tap, tap, whack. Further along, a merry fellow in full voice was taking an inordinate time to locate either his note or his front door. Every now and then a barrage of shouts descended from above, where young Kenny seemed to be in trouble again. 


Nearest of all, from the recessed bed in the kitchen, directly through the wall from his own, there came a sound like a muffled howl.
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She is getting hot. Insects of heat are creeping across her chest, her arms, and there goes her neck now. What does a woman do to deserve this on top of everything else? Oh, to plunge into ice, call on the four winds of Strathcarron to blow on her body, throw every stitch off – which, right enough, is the one thing she could actually do, but that will just give him ideas, and she doesn’t want him having ideas because, because, well, because it’s such an effort, everything’s such an effort, he’s such an effort, except he’s not, not always, only think what she felt the time he asked her to, the night she said she would. That fugitive shock of desire. The joy of it. The joy of him. Gone fugitive again. (Fugere, to flee.) A man in your bed is just a trouble when your body is burning up for no good reason and your head is full to bursting with where you’ve been these last few days and all you want is a bit of peace.


That’s him started singing now. It’s quiet enough to make it sound as if he is just having an innocent sing to himself while he gets on with a bit of fondling, but she knows fine what he’s up to. He’s hoping that she will sing along too, because it’s what he is always on at her to do. It gives her a reeled-in feeling when he does this, like the perch he caught on the river in New Jersey with the Indian name that she liked when he told her because it meant ‘peaceful valley’. She said she was glad somebody’s valley was peaceful, and he said it probably didn’t stay peaceful very long after the settlers moved in, and that gave her a damp feeling because there is not a new experience under the sun. 


How deep his voice is, though. Even now she gets a wee tremor about the throat when it rumbles into a silence like this, the air empty but for a last sigh from the range fire and a giggle outside the window from some lassie doing what she shouldn’t in the back court. Maybe the surprise is that such a neat and slender man has not got a lighter voice. Maybe it’s that he is a man at all.


‘Don’t sing that, would you.’ 


‘Why not?’ he says. ‘I like it. It’s been in my head since we got back.’ 


And off he goes again. ‘Glencalvie, my Glencalvie, that the people left.’


‘Well, I don’t. Jingly thing. I never liked it.’


And that is true. The making of that song was hard and she never got it right. Mining words out of feelings was hard, especially English words, and they needed to be English because she wanted others to understand them, those folk beyond the Highlands who had let Glencalvie’s tragedy happen. She wanted a melody that would make people cry, and make them remember, and she had thought maybe a chorus would do it. He cannot see how troubling it is to hear it sung, so much in the song and so little, the rhythm too pat.


‘But you composed it,’ he is saying. ‘And I took it away with me, which makes it mine too in a way, don’t you think? We sang it in the factory and Michael Reilly – you recall I told you about Michael Reilly? – he cried every single time.’


He’s away again. ‘Glencalvie, oh, Glencalvie, where the waters meet.’


‘I’m telling you I don’t like it.’ 


All right, that was a bit sharp. Now he is not saying anything. Sometimes he doesn’t say anything because he has not got anything to say, and sometimes it’s because he has and he’s trying to stop himself saying it, which she can tell by a sort of quiver in his jaw. And that was one there. 


‘All right, then, what is it? Why do I have to like my own song?’


He still won’t say anything. Just lies there, eyes gleaming like lamps. He’s always at his most irritating when he does his speaking in silence. 


‘It’s sad,’ she says at last. ‘I think that’s what’s wrong. The song is too sad.’


And Glencalvie wasn’t sad, was it? It wasn’t a sad place for a bairn to grow up. Not until the very end. Not until the folk were lying cold in the graveyard beside their colder ancestors under a sky the blue-black colour of Mr Aird’s ink. No, Glencalvie is new words and childish poems in the making. Glencalvie is her grandfather, dry-spoken and courteous, a gaunt figure parcelled by the fire. Glencalvie is the water and the cloud-shadowed hill, the homely place they shared with the wood thrush and the mountain thrush, the green linnet, the kite, the silver salmon flopping up the falls in July, the hooded crow that was still patrolling the bare trees in December, screeching into the morning’s quiet. 


In the 1840s it was one of three townships inhabiting the broad valley of Strathcarron in Ross-shire. There was Glencalvie at the western end, the small settlement of Amatnatua between, and as you walked eastwards you came to Greenyards, the largest, which sprawled along both sides of the Carron river until the valley tapered towards the village of Ardgay and the river neared the sea. 


Strathcarron was so remote a Highland glen that the government had paid for a church to be built near Glencalvie, to make certain that its people would hear the preaching of the Word and get their sins attended to. Remoteness is only a matter of perspective, though. The folk living there did not feel themselves remote at all, but exactly in the middle of what mattered to them in a township bounded by water, bountifully bounded by water (that’s assonance) and full of the bounteous bounty they were not supposed to enjoy but did anyway when the gamekeeper’s back was turned, because a fat salmon leaping home under God’s sky from God’s own sea was surely meant for all of God’s people. Inverness was remote, Glasgow and Edinburgh were remote, and London, where the laws were made that ruled them, was the most remote of the lot. 


Glencalvie, oh Glencalvie, where the waters meet. See, this is how he gets her. The words start running through her head and the song gets tasted before she can stop it, melody entangling itself in thought, the words shaping themselves into memories whether she likes it or not. 


Here is the Water of Calvie pottering past her house. Afterwards it gathers enough force to crash into the River Carron in a frenzy of froth. And here comes the Carron itself, scooping up the Black Water next and chivvying both tributaries through glistening ravines and lumpy moorland and on between the cultivated rigs of Greenyards to the firth. All along the strath houses are hummocked into the lee of the braes. In the brown seasons they breathe with the moor itself and when the winter snows come they slouch into the tufted white slopes like sheltering beasts. 


She can see herself in the doorway, watching the Calvie dawdle into dark pools and around shallow islets of stone where the alders have taken root, those spreading trees where honey bees seek out catkins to load up with early pollen when the winter is hardly gone, and the moths spin their haze of white silk when summer is nearly past. 


‘Never let anyone disparage the turf-house,’ Mr Aird said to her once. It was a shivery day at Glencalvie: weak sky, wet air, the clouds plumped with rain. She squinted the question up at him.


‘Disparage. To represent the way your people live as being of little worth. Your grandfather’s hearth, let me tell you, child, is of more worth to me on a February afternoon than that mausoleum of a manse. Your house, Jamesina, while a trifle eye-watering as to smoke and its egress, is designed exactly to its purpose.’ He winked. ‘And is of especial worth if the fire should chance to contain a potato or two, which your mother can usually be relied on to invite me to partake of if I present to her my most boyish smile.’


‘Disparage, sir?’ Never mind the minister’s boyish smile. He could not have been thirty yet in those days, but he was an antique figure to her already in his voluminous black cloak, the effect enhanced by the ornate English he insisted on addressing her in. For the good of her education, he said, although the Gaelic came to him just as easy.


‘Ah yes. Disparage. The idea behind the word is a breaking asunder of respect for what makes one person equal to another. Remember par is Latin for “equal” and dis the prefix that expresses a negative. We have spoken about prefixes before, have we not?’


Disguise, 


distress, 


dispossess, 


dismember, 


disremember, 


misremember, 


unremember. 


Remembering this. The wind blustering down the strath until it exhausted itself over the Dornoch Firth. Mr Aird asking, ‘What does that wind sound like?’ 
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