



  [image: cover]






  




  

    HEARTS OF GOLD


  




  According to Matt, Anna was a witch who had led him a destructive dance. It was undeniable that she had seduced Randall Bontine and had bedded with the man. But Sandy managed

  to put all that to one side. Anna was so damned pretty that he could not resist falling in love with her. He was hard-pressed to smother his desire to take her in his arms, kiss her lips and

  squeeze her against his chest.




  Of course, he kept his feelings to himself. His father, mother and sister Catriona would have fits if he so much as hinted that Anna attracted him as a woman is supposed to attract a man. But he

  would do anything for her – anything that would not give her too much power over him . . .
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            The poor labour under a natural stigma; they are naturally despised.


          


        


      


    




    William Hazlitt
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  PART ONE










  ONE




  The Runaway Wife




  The winter of 1814 was reluctant to give way to spring. In March its icy trademarks remained stamped upon the hills and the squalls that snaked across the river, broad as a

  lake below the Kincardine crossings, were of sleet not rain. Between flurries, however, the sky cleared to a huge, washed-blue sheet that stretched taut as gauze above the distant estuary and made

  the lands that penned the Forth seem hard and new and clean.




  Elspeth Patterson no longer cared where she was. She had no notion where the cart would finally trundle to a halt, in which hamlet on which headland she would be obliged to spend the night, to

  find food and shelter for herself and her child. She knew only that she was travelling again, moving on again, riding further and further from the place that she had once called home.




  She was worried about Mary Jean. During a night in the open the baby had caught a cold and mewed and snuffled fretfully in the shawl in Elspeth’s arms. She was worried too about the cost

  of the ride for every mile that the cart travelled cost another penny from her purse. But she did not have the courage to call to the carrier to set her down. Each mile that rolled away took her

  further from Balnesmoor, from James Moodie, her husband, her father.




  She had fled his house in the autumn, had foolishly supposed that, once settled in the city, she would be lost among its citizens and safe from pursuit. She had reckoned without James’s

  ingenuity and perseverance. He had distributed handbills describing her, offering reward for news of her whereabouts, and there were plenty of sharp-eyed opportunists in the weaving trades, women

  and men who would sell their own mothers for a crown. Three times she had been recognised. Three times she had been challenged and handled, and had escaped. In hindsight Elspeth realised that she

  had betrayed herself. She had refused to jettison all of her past. She had retained the name that her foster-mother, Gaddy Patterson, had given her, and that was a grave mistake. Everything that

  connected her with Balnesmoor and James Simpson Moodie should have been left behind in the ruins of her marriage. From the first she had compromised and the compromises, one by one, had brought her

  down.




  The cart was a long four-wheeled affair drawn by a pair of burly Clevelands. Given rein the horses could have pulled it along at a tidy lick but its cargo was apparently too valuable to risk at

  speed. Ten large glass bottles, bedded in straw, gave off a stench of corrosive chemicals. Exactly what the bottles contained and where they were being taken were questions that Elspeth did not

  dare ask, for the carrier was a wet-mouthed, slovenly old man who would give her no answer but a snarl. However, she had been lucky with her other rides that day. Only this last slow cart would

  cost her precious pence since the others out from Stirling had been driven by cheerful, charitable men who had waived passenger charges for a pretty young woman with a bairn in arms.




  All day long she had trundled along the hem of three shires. She had eaten nothing since dawn. Now her head swam and her muscles ached. She drowsed in the twilight and might have fallen asleep

  if it had not been for the clanking carboys and the baby’s coughing. Jerked awake, Elspeth would peer at the broad-running river and gigantic sky, and wonder if she had at last passed out of

  James Moodie’s reach.




  “Whoa-whoah!”




  Abruptly the horses came to a halt. The carboys lurched and gurgled menacingly.




  Bolt upright, Elspeth clutched Mary Jean protectively to her breast.




  “What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”




  “Get down,” the carrier growled.




  “But – but where are we?”




  “We’ve come as far as I’ll tak’ ye. Get down when you’re told.”




  There was nothing to be seen but flat shore and, above the road, a bank of leafless trees.




  Elspeth had no strength left to challenge the man. Meekly she hoisted Mary Jean into the crook of one arm. She reached for the oat sack, her bundle, which contained all her belongings. The

  carrier would have none of it. Perhaps he thought that she might skip into the trees and cheat him of payment. He craned over the board and tapped her wrist with his willow switch.




  “Ye can have that after I’ve been paid.”




  Elspeth climbed over the side of the cart and, using the wheel as a ladder, clambered stiffly to the ground. She walked to the driver’s step and fumbled in the waist of her skirt for the

  leather purse in which she kept her travelling money, three shillings and some coppers. Four one-guinea banknotes and two half-crowns, the last of her funds, were tucked into the toe of a shoe in

  the oat sack.




  She untied the purse string with her teeth.




  “How much do I owe you?”




  “Fifteen pence,” said the carrier.




  “What? We haven’t made fifteen miles.”




  “I say we have.”




  “No, it’s eight at most.”




  “How would you know since you sleppit most o’ the way? It’s fifteen mile at a penny a mile. Pay me, damn you.”




  Elspeth bit her lip, shook a shilling and coppers from the purse into the palm of her hand, then tipped out the rest of the silver and showed it to the carrier.




  “See, I can pay for more miles. Will you not take us on to a town?” she pleaded.




  The carrier squinted from under bushy brows.




  Elsepth had no warning as to his intention.




  Suddenly he lashed her arm with the willow switch. Coins, the purse too, leapt from her grasp into the well of the cart. Elspeth cried out and darted forward. But the carrier cracked the reins

  and cried the horses into motion and Elspeth had to step back, swinging Mary Jean away, or she would have been crushed beneath the wheels.




  The old man stood upright and slashed at the Clevelands. They surged forward and the cart was off and away, carboys clanking. Clasping the baby, Elspeth ran frantically after it.




  “Thief,” she screamed. “You thief. Stop, you thief.”




  The carrier no longer cared about the fragility of his cargo. The cart clashed on, dipping down the slope of a little hill out of Elspeth’s sight.




  She ran after it for thirty or forty yards, then realised that it was hopeless. She stood stock-still watching the cart appear briefly a quarter of a mile away then vanish around a turn in the

  road.




  Rocking the wailing child against her body, Elspeth stumbled to the verge. She was numb with exhaustion and, trembling, seated herself on the grass, aghast at what had occurred. She had been

  abandoned in an unknown part of the country without so much as a penny to buy bread, and neither she nor Mary Jean would survive unscathed another night in the open.




  She sat there for some time, crooning to and soothing Mary Jean until the baby quieted.




  It was late now, almost dusk. The lavender sky had cooled to pale yellow. Long feathers of cloud, stained rust and rose, soared across the estuary. Rooks cawed in distant trees and a solitary

  gull flapped overhead, solid and unhurried against the night’s first stars. The river no longer reflected the colours of the sky but ran heavy and cold as mercury.




  If, at that moment, James had come riding out of the gloom Elspeth might have been tempted to surrender to him, to return to Balnesmoor and pretend to be ‘his wife’. It would cost no

  more than the price of a lie, public acknowledgement that Mary Jean was his daughter. James knew that it could not be so, for he had never lain with her. He had married her not out of incestuous

  passion but only to possess her, to own her under law.




  Elspeth stared into the gloom. How could she burden Mary Jean with her father’s guilt? Did her father truly believe that he could wipe away his shame by compounding it, that, in course of

  time, pretence would become reality and that the past would somehow be altered and renewed?




  She wiped Mary Jean’s face, dried her own eyes. She could not sit here for ever. She must do something. The night was growing colder by the minute and the forlorn shore of the Forth was no

  place to rest for long. She must not give in to despair. She had arrived at a crucial moment in her life when nothing but determination would sustain her, when she must prove herself to be Gaddy

  Patterson’s daughter in spirit as well as law.




  Elspeth pushed herself to her feet. She turned her face from the direction of Stirling and set off along the shore road, heading east, Mary Jean against her shoulder.




  As she walked, unsteadily at first, she could hear Gaddy’s voice jogging and cajoling her along.




  “Come along, m’luckie,” Gaddy would say. “Step it out. You’re well rid o’ that oat sack. It was naught but a burden to a traveller. Come on now, ’Pet,

  step it out. There will soon be a light t’ guide you.”




  She had gone no more than a mile before a light did come into view, the glimmer of a lantern in the gloaming. She caught too the sound of voices on the wind. Quickening, she rounded a dog-leg in

  the road and saw the lights of a village on the hillside above her. Relieved, she hurried on towards a humpback bridge that led up the hill to the dwellings.




  The cottages had lime-washed walls. The steeple of a kirk was visible against the afterglow. From that angle the village appeared neat and self-possessed. She had run into company too. Along the

  shore road came men, women and children, quite a procession. They threaded their way across the bridge and into the cobbled lane that led to the heart of the village.




  Although the landscape did not remind Elspeth of Balnesmoor, the community seemed homely. She noticed that the girls wore gaudy ribbons and bright clothes. Some sported snow-white pantaloons

  under knee-length skirts. Only a few of the younger ones were barefoot. The menfolk too were trim in dress, not slouched and ill-kempt. They strolled along in threes and fours with their hands in

  their pockets, jabbering and laughing as men will, separate from the women and girls.




  Elspeth did not head directly into the village. She hesitated on the road at the bridge-end. Common sense told her that a penniless stranger would hardly be welcome. She was wary lest she had

  stumbled into a mill-town where James might have contacts and connections. She glanced down the shore road. Peculiar shapes loomed in the fields that curved towards the headland, indistinct in the

  dusk. What held the folk here? she wondered. She was sure that it was not a farming community. Uncertain as to what to do next, she loitered, watching.




  The man was about forty years of age and he walked apart from the other men. By the hand he held a girl of ten or eleven and was preceded by a younger girl and a boy. It was the young girl, no

  older than eight, whose quick, assessing gaze first fixed on Elspeth, who gave her brother, for so the boy appeared to be, a nudge with her elbow.




  “I wonder, sir,” Elspeth stepped forward and addressed herself to the father of the family, “if you would tell me the name of this place. I’m a stranger to these

  parts.”




  He wore tweed and moleskins and a hat dyed azure blue. A cotton scarf was knotted in the gullet of his shirt and his half-length boots, Elspeth noted, were of calf leather not cheap hessian.




  The girl who clung to her father’s hand was tiny. She rubbed herself daintily against his flank and stared up at him to see what her response to the stranger should be.




  It was, however, the youngest child who gave Elspeth an answer.




  “This is Placket.”




  The man admonished her without anger. “Sarah, hold your damned tongue.”




  “Aye, Daddy.”




  He studied Elspeth carefully then nodded at Mary Jean.




  “She’s not sick wi’ the contagion, is she?”




  “No, sir, it’s only a cold.”




  “Is that the God’s truth?”




  “I’ve no reason to lie.”




  The man nodded. “This is Placket, as she says.”




  The girl-child by his side giggled.




  “Are you – are you weavers here?” said Elspeth.




  The man tipped back his head and bellowed with laughter. The sound of his mirth attracted the attention of four men who hung about the bridge on the far side.




  “What’s all your roarin’ for, Jock Bennet?” one enquired.




  “Hear this, this lassie takes us for weavers.”




  “Weavers, b’God. She’d as well tak’ us for dancin’-masters.”




  “By the look o’ her, Jock, she might be worth weavin’ with, eh?”




  Sarah, the solemn child, explained. “Placket belongs to the pit.”




  “What pit?” said Elspeth.




  “Mr Bolderon’s pit. The Abbeyfield,” Sarah answered.




  “The best damned pit in Christ’s own kingdom,” the boy put in. His father did not chide him for the blasphemy. “Where have you come from that’s never heard o’

  Placket or the Abbeyfield?”




  Elspeth had learned not to give direct answers to questions about her place of origin.




  She said, “I’m here in search of work.”




  The man, Jock Bennet, suddenly lost interest in the banter of his friends. He snapped his head round and scrutinised Elspeth with a frown, as if he found some puzzle in her.




  “Davy,” he said, “take Sarah up t’ Mr Nicol’s an’ wait inside until I come.”




  “But, Da—”




  “Go on wi’ ye.”




  Sarah turned on her heel and walked, prim and obedient, away across the bridge. Davy, grumbling, trailed her. The elder girl seemed favoured. She was not dismissed. To secure her position she

  scrambled on to the bridge post and transferred herself to her father’s shoulders. Arms about his neck, she clung to him. He ignored her.




  “Work?” he said. “So you’re in search o’ work, are ye? And what sort o’ work are you fit to do?”




  “I can tend cattle, milk, thresh, plant—”




  “Nah, nah, lass. Nothin’ grows on the Abbeyfield.”




  “I can also cook. Plain fare. I can sew.”




  “Where’s your man?”




  “I have no man.”




  “What about the bairn? Has she no father?”




  “Her father’s dead.”




  “Dead – or run off?”




  “Dead, a full year ago.”




  “Was he a weaver?” Jock Bennet asked.




  “He was – a drover.”




  “Aye, so you’re a drover’s wife?”




  “I was.”




  “Drovers are a hardy breed.”




  “Hardy enough,” said Elspeth, guardedly.




  “Step closer to me, girl,” Jock Bennet said.




  She came forward a step or two, enduring his close inspection.




  The years with James Moodie, as mistress of Moss House, had softened and refined her and, even after months of hardship, much of that refinement remained. But Elspeth had the woman’s

  instinct that told her that the pitman was not interested in her looks, that, whatever else he might have in mind, it was not his intention to wheedle her instantly into his bed.




  “Can ye cook good meat?” he asked.




  “Meat of all sorts,” Elspeth replied.




  “We eat meat in our family. Ham and mutton. On Sundays, prime beef,” Jock Bennet said. “No skink for coal-hewers.” He paused. “Look, I’ve a corner in my

  cottage if ye want it. There’s a hot fire in the grate an’ food on the table. As you can see I’ve three livin’ children who need tended.”




  “But no wife?” said Elspeth.




  “I buried her two years since. Aye, an’ one before her.”




  Elspeth could not afford to hesitate.




  “I’ll tend for you,” she said. “In return I ask only food and shelter for me an’ my child.”




  “I see you’ve no baggage.”




  “You see right, sir.”




  “Is it only work you’re anxious for?” Jock Bennet said.




  “What do you mean?”




  “It’s not a place in a man’s bed, is it?”




  “If that’s your offer, sir, I’ll thank you an’ be on my way.”




  “Nah, nah,” said the pitman. “That’s not part of it. I want it clear from the start I’m lookin’ for neither wife nor strife.”




  “An’ I’m not after a husband,” said Elspeth.




  The girl-child hitched herself up on her father’s back. She leaned her chin against his cheek and scowled at Elspeth.




  “She’s no’ comin’ home wi’ us, is she?”




  “Would ye not like that, Mousie?” the man said.




  “We’re no’ needin’ her, Daddy.”




  The pitman did not argue with his clinging daughter. Ignoring her complaint he peeped into the folds of the shawl at Mary Jean, who had fallen into a light, wheezing sleep.




  “I hope she’s not a bawler,” he said.




  “Not when she’s warm and fed.”




  “How old is she, pray?”




  “Twelve months.” Elspeth lied to save further explanation. “My husband never looked upon her face. He was gone before she was born.”




  She told only half a lie. Mary Jean’s father had died before her birth. But he had not been a drover and he had not been her husband. She seldom thought of Michael Blaven now. He belonged

  to an unclouded past, like a dream only dimly remembered.




  Jock Bennet shrugged, unimpressed by such ordinary tragedy.




  “Well, girl, if you’ve a mind to accept my offer,” he said, “I’ll give you room in my cottage in exchange for fair work.”




  “Daddy, we’re no’ needin’ the likes o’ her,” the girl-child protested. “Sarah looks after us fine.”




  “Mousie, hold your damned tongue.”




  Elspeth said, “I’ll accept, sir, an’ gladly.”




  “Very well,” said Jock Bennet. “Come wi’ me.”




  “Where are we going?”




  “To Nicol’s, to the grocery shop.”




  Without another word the pitman stalked across the bridge, his daughter still clinging like a jackanapes to his back. He paused at the bridge-end just long enough to allow the group of miners an

  opportunity to admire his new acquisition.




  “By God, Jock, ye’ve found a fair treasure there.”




  “She’s too bloody good for a crabbit old devil like you.”




  “Man, I’d steal her for m’self – if it wasn’t for the wife.”




  “Well, she’s exactly what I’ve been lookin’ for,” Jock Bennet declared and, dismissing with a wave of his hand the great hoot of ribald laughter that went up from

  the men, strode on into the lane.




  Trustingly Elspeth followed him into Placket which, in that raw March gloaming, seemed so warm and welcoming, and hid its pain so well.




  From time to time Anna Sinclair might pretend that she was wasting away from unrequited love but the truth was that ‘the arrangement’ at Strachan Castle suited her

  down to the ground. Never before had she possessed the right to have things all her own way. The shape and proceeding of her life to that point, which seemed so strange to outsiders, was to Anna

  quite plain and simple.




  She had been born to Gaddy Patterson and Coll Cochran, was sister of sorts to Elspeth, had been forced into marriage with Matt Sinclair, had become the mistress of the laird of Ottershaw, had

  conceived a child and, when her husband had finally shown his true colours and become an outlaw sought by the law officers, she had been absorbed into the Sinclair family and moved with them from

  Ottershaw to Strachan Castle as part of the domestic staff of the laird’s brother, Gilbert.




  It was – all that – no more than the drift of circumstances, and Anna did not question it or relate it to the outlandish things that had happened to her sister, Elspeth, who, in

  Anna’s candid opinion, deserved all the trouble that she had brought upon herself.




  The birth of her son gave Anna even more power. She fell to manipulating those around her secure in the knowledge that she would not be flung out, that because Gibbie was answerable to Randall

  and Randall, laird of Ottershaw, would never let her down, her place in the servants’ hall was as safe as the Bank of England.




  Gilbert Bontine had acquired the lease of the ramshackle little castle soon after Randall limped home from the war to claim the ancestral estates of Ottershaw for his own exclusive use. But a

  bargain had been struck between the brothers. Gibbie had been given Lachlan Sinclair, the grieve of Ottershaw, to aid him in developing the land around Strachan, in exchange for which favour he had

  agreed to tend the welfare of Randall’s mistress, Anna, and the child that she would bear.




  The beauty of it all, as far as Anna was concerned, was that nobody was quite sure which of the two men who had loved her had fathered the child, whether indeed she had given birth to a

  ‘genuine’ Sinclair or to a bastard son of Ottershaw. Anna was perfectly willing to let Bontines and Sinclairs fret over the mystery of her son’s paternity. She firmly believed

  that he had been conceived during a matching with Randall Bontine for, if passion was a proper criterion for conception, little Robert Cochran Sinclair was most certainly the laird’s natural

  son, whatever the parish register showed to the contrary.




  In February, when it came time for the baby to be formally christened in the dismal kirk at Rothwell, Anna steadfastly refused to consider any name that might tip the delicate balance of

  uncertainty. She picked the nice unaffiliated name of Robert, added to it her father’s surname, Cochran, to make the weight, and thus revealed no prejudice. To the Sinclairs, however, she

  confided her belief that Robert was really the son of Matt, her husband, while to Mr Gilbert she hinted that the blood of the Bontines flowed in the little chap’s veins.




  There were folk in Balnesmoor and Ottershaw who gleefully declared that Anna had been abandoned by the laird of Ottershaw and sent to stay with Gibbie at Strachan as a punishment for her sins.

  Anna did not see it in that light. Her days in the sun had been fleeting but Strachan was no jail and she was no more confined there than she had been in the hut on the hill of Drumglass or,

  indeed, in the cottage in the pine wood that she had shared with Matt. She still had her dreams and fantasies and being drawn into the bosom of a family as tightly knit as that of the Sinclairs,

  under the protection of the vague but benevolent Gilbert Bontine, allowed her to cherish the illusion that, one day, Sir Randall would send for her, marry her, make her into a fine lady with

  servants and carriages and closets full of silken gowns. To the realisation of that end Anna regarded her son, Robert Cochran Sinclair, as essential.




  Over and above his value as a bargaining pawn, however, Anna adored Robbie for his own sake. She could not deny her feelings for her son and was surprised that motherhood had so swept her away.

  Though she did not plan that particular manipulation it was her honest worship of the child that gradually turned the Sinclairs’ resentment into toleration and, in time, into guarded

  affection. The menfolk, in particular, were willing to forgive her anything for, in contrast to Aileen and Catriona Sinclair, Anna was quick-witted, bold and lively, and had the knack of warming

  men with her attentions.




  Lachlan Sinclair had now faced up to the fact that his elder son had behaved foolishly and he was inclined to regard Anna as a victim of that foolish behaviour and not a partner in it. Besides,

  Lachlan badly needed a place to put his pride and a grandson was an ideal repository, and in the grieve Anna found an ally.




  Strachan Castle, however, did at times seem very far away from Ottershaw, though it was no more than seven miles on dry roads, and there were moments when Anna felt herself to be under siege

  there, haunted by the past and its uncertainties and by things that she did not quite understand about the workings of her destiny and its connection with Elspeth.




  In flickering winter nights, in the melancholy mists of dreary winter dawns, in the shadowless twilight of short winter afternoons, Anna sometimes imagined the lurking shades of retribution, saw

  Matt and Elspeth, Elspeth and Matt, twined, not like lovers but like wraiths.




  The servants’ hall at Strachan did not have the rigid demarcations of authority that were to be found in the halls of other grand mansions. The Bontines were an incongruous mixture of

  extravagance and parsimony and, in spite of Mistress Alicia’s ambition to raise the castle to the equal of Ottershaw in Lennox society, the manning of the estate showed up the niggardly

  aspect.




  Lachlan Sinclair was certainly in charge of all groundsmen, a group that consisted mainly of day-labourers hired by the piece from farms round about. Aileen had charge of the house, under

  Alicia’s command, of course, and also attended to the cooking. Catriona was both day maid and nursery helper, though a poor wight, Edith Simmons, was employed to keep the Bontine brood from

  wreaking too much havoc about the place.




  Anna’s tasks were varied. She milked a bit in the evening, collected laundry for the boiling-tubs, trimmed candles and filled oil lamps and acted as a ‘spider-chaser’ when

  nothing else offered itself. She was also expected to ‘assist’ her father-in-law in the fields when he required it of her, though the long winter season had thrown up little work that a

  woman could do since the breaking of the ground was considered too heavy for a female.




  Even so, Anna used this appointment to take time out of doors where Aileen could not drop a broom or duster into her hand and steer her towards the dining-room or the downstairs parlour or even

  into the ‘long hall’ which had the proportions of a byre and was impossible to keep clean.




  The Bontines lived in the ‘east wing’, which meant a warren of small apartments beyond the hall. The resident servants, that is the Sinclairs, had beds in neuks and presses about the

  kitchen, warm and snug enough in that well-fired region of the house. In fact the Sinclairs had the best foothold in the castle, with ready access to the yard’s log and coal cellars, the

  water-pump and a privy fashioned out of stone and which flushed by a tug on a handle and was certainly the most modern appurtenance on the estate.




  It was about ten of the clock of a crisp March morning when Anna, with Robbie slung in a shawl at her hip, popped out of the laundry door and headed in the direction of the privy. She did not

  visit there, however, but darted round the corner out of sight of the castle’s windows, went on over the bridge that straddled the stream into the ten-acre field. Here a handful of cattle

  grazed on tumbledown grass and her father-in-law, quite alone, was pacing out a rectangular area which would be fenced for ploughing-out and re-seeding, come spring.




  Though Lachlan never said as much, Anna suspected that he was not sorry to be back with his feet in the muck, an earth-labourer instead of a supervisor. He had left much of his dignity behind at

  Ottershaw, though he still held his shoulders square and had that stern solemn gaze to him. He had been handsome once, Anna supposed. He was handsome enough now for an old man of fifty-three or

  four. She could see traces of that handsomeness in Sandy, though, at eighteen, with his growth full, Sandy was not so tall as his father and not so broad in chest and shoulder as his brother Matt

  had been.




  The baby bounced quiet and happy by Anna’s hip. She hardly noticed the weight of him, though his limbs fleshed out more every day and his infant features had character and his hair was

  coming in thicker and darker in hue. She grinned and clucked at him as she opened the wicket gate into the field.




  The ground underfoot was lumpy, cut up by cattle, but the frost had not come out of it yet and the sharp morning had laid a fine white fur upon the tussocks and coarse leys. Arm wrapped about

  Robbie, Anna trod carefully across the field.




  Mr Sinclair, intent upon his calculations, did not notice the young woman at first. He wore a knee-length coat of brown whipcord and a fan-brimmed hat that had faded with weather from black to

  slate grey. The coat flapped about his shanks as he paced out the distance from one marker to the next. In both hands, like an offering, he carried a large white stone, the size and shape of a

  quartern loaf, and his breath made little white puffs in the cold clean air as he audibly counted out his steps.




  Anna waited until he had reached the point of the rectangle, until he stooped and placed the stone upon the grass. He straightened, a mite stiffly, drew a long billet of paper from his pocket

  and, with a pencil from behind his ear, still muttering, jotted down yardage and made a calculation.




  “Mr Sinclair.” She still called him that, in spite of their intimacy. “Mr Sinclair, see who’s here.”




  Cattle in a corner by the willows lifted their heads and blinked as if she had asked the question of them. Lachlan Sinclair turned. The muttering ceased immediately. He stuffed the paper away

  and hastened towards her.




  Anna lifted the baby, shawl-wrapped, from her hip and held him up, a form of handling to which Robbie did not seem to object in the slightest. There was little enough of him exposed. In the

  swaddle of soft wools, only his eyes and the tip of his nose could be seen, but when he caught sight of his grandpa he became animated and excited, struggled, girned angrily, and craned out from

  Anna to greet the man.




  “It’s as well if you take him, Mr Sinclair,” said Anna. “He’ll not be content wi’ me when he can have you to hold him.”




  Flattered, Sinclair untied the knot of the shawl at Anna’s shoulder and swung the baby-bundle into his arms. Robbie blew a bubble, gave a milky hiccup then kicked his legs within the

  bindings to show his grandpa how he would pace a field in a year or two.




  Mr Sinclair’s cheeks creased; a smile.




  “Have you started the wash?” he asked.




  Anna answered, “I’ve built an’ lit the fire an’ filled the tub to the brim. The water’ll take a while to boil on a cold day like this, though.”




  “Aye, but if it stays dry Mrs Sinclair will be anxious to see the spring wash begun.”




  It was as close as the formidable Sinclair dared come to a reprimand.




  Anna knew all about the importance of the spring wash. God knows, there was hardly a clean kerchief left in cupboards and chests. Even her own bedding, in the boxed bed tucked between kitchen

  and stillroom, had a stale odour to it and, she suspected, might even harbour a flea or two.




  March and early April, given dry days, would see a flowering of cloths and clothing on every lawn, hedge and bush. Even the autocratic Bontine children would be press-ganged into lugging baskets

  of laundry hither and thither and the evenings would be hot with the smell of flat-irons and smoothing stones. Anna, however, would limit her involvement as much as possible, except when it came to

  the ironing which was one domestic occupation that gave her pleasure.




  “Robbie wanted to see his grandpa,” Anna said, in a tone of sweet apology, as if household commands were miraculously issued by her son. “I’ll go back in five minutes, I

  promise, Mr Sinclair.”




  Sinclair grunted then adjusted the baby against his shoulder while he did a shuffling dance and sang a snatch of a psalm tune to entertain him. Robbie hiccuped again, unimpressed.




  “When will the strip be ready for the ploughin’?” Anna asked.




  Sinclair broke off his song. “When the frost comes out.”




  “Are there strong horses t’rent hereabouts?”




  Strachan did not possess one let alone a pair of the draught-horses that were needed for heavy ploughing. The work could be done with ponies but a light blade would not penetrate far into the

  soil and the resulting grass layer, however well sown, would not smother the weeds that lay hidden below.




  So intent was he on romping about with Robbie that Mr Sinclair hardly heard Anna’s question. In a year or so, when the wee chap was toddling, old Lachlan might get no work done at all.




  Anna was not sure that it would matter if the fields remained untended, as they had been for decades. Mr Gilbert did not seem to need the revenue that the acres would bring in. He had departed

  from the age-old Bontine tradition of transforming property into pounds and had gone into banking.




  Strachan had no rent book to speak of, four cottages, and a flour-mill hardly bigger than a toadstool, and a grazing-patch between the low road and the river which was leased for sheep, at a

  peppercorn rent, to one of the local tenants. Everybody knew, though, that Mr Gibbie had had his fair share of old Sir Gilbert’s legacies and none of the servants doubted that they would be

  secure under Young Gibbie’s protection for the rest of their lives.




  “Robert,” Lachlan Sinclair was saying to his grandson, “Robert was the name of a king of the Scots. He fought a great battle against the English, not ten miles from here.

  An’ he beat them hollow, so he did. Will you be a brave warrior when you’re grown, m’ lad?”




  The menfolk of Ottershaw, over whom Sinclair had ruled with rod of iron for so many years, would have been amazed at the change in the man, would have thought that grief instead of

  grandfatherhood had stolen his reason.




  “He’s a prince, Anna, is he not?”




  “He is indeed, Mr Sinclair.”




  “I wonder if his father will ever see him?”




  Anna’s enjoyment of the morning diminished instantly. Lachlan’s reference to his outlawed son – who dared not return home at peril of his life – had come unexpectedly.

  The grieve seldom mentioned Matt’s name. Even Aileen had given up snivelling in corners at the thought of her lad driven out of Scotland into lifelong exile.




  “He – he might,” said Anna lamely.




  “It would be a fine thing for us all to be together,” said Mr Sinclair with a sigh.




  “Aye,” Anna diplomatically agreed. “Aye, it would.”




  Mercifully Robbie took a hand in the conversation and gave out that champing sound which meant he wanted all the attention and not just a part of it. Mr Sinclair discarded wishful thinking and

  bucked off like a thoroughbred to give the bairn a ride down to look at the cattle.




  Anna did not follow him.




  She watched, half smiling, and stretched her arms above her head and breathed deeply of the milder air that the sun had brought with it. She smelled the unthawing and, she thought, the first

  faint sappiness of the spring season unlocked after the long dour winter; then she turned her head and saw it.




  The thing was black, glinting black, like a coffin carved from ebony, an image that rose in Anna’s mind the moment she caught sight of it above the hedges that separated the low road from

  the field. It seemed hideously out of place in the bright, white morning. Its menace, and the fact that she did not know what it was or what its appearance signified, made her cry out under her

  breath and crouch down slightly as if to hide.




  Sinclair had also stopped some fifty yards away, half-way between the thing and Anna. He too must have been startled by the carriage’s abrupt appearance. He lowered Robbie against his

  chest and wrapped both arms about the baby in a gesture of protection.




  Neither the grieve nor his daughter-in-law had heard the carriage approach, and the horses, high and handsome though they were, were hidden by the hedge. Only the raised, black-painted hood of

  the cabriolet was visible above the thorn. So out of place did that unique Frenchified vehicle seem on the low road that Anna, even as she recognised it, could not believe the evidence of her own

  eyes. The jingle of harness trappings came to her, the whinny of one of the horses, and then she saw a figure she could identify – Tom Tolland, James Simpson Moodie’s steward and, this

  past six months or so, his keeper and his nurse.




  Anna moved forward over the rutted ground until she stood behind her father-in-law who, having recognised Tolland too, did not hasten to greet the man, though grieve and steward had been

  acquaintances for many years.




  “What – what can he want with us?” Anna whispered.




  “Perhaps he brings us news of Matt.”




  “Of Matt?” said Anna, thinking that it was more likely to be news of Elspeth.




  Once it became clear that James Moodie’s story that his wife had been sent away to spend time with his sister was naught but a face-saving lie, there had been much speculation in

  Balnesmoor. Some claimed that Elspeth had gone chasing after Matt Sinclair. Anna did not subscribe to that calumny. Elspeth’s childish infatuation with Matt had been long ago dispelled.




  Anna could not understand why Elspeth had fled from Moss House where she had had everything that a woman could desire: servants, fine clothes, carriages and the devotion of a wealthy husband;

  yet Elspeth had torn herself from James Moodie, and from Balnesmoor, without a word to anyone. Moodie had gone quite mad with grief at the loss of his beloved wife and baby daughter. The grim,

  resolute, pragmatic Moodie had been turned by love into a pathetic idiot. Hard to swallow – yet true, as every gossip in the district could attest.




  Now the cabriolet, which had been seen not at all upon the roads since autumn, had appeared on a string road below Strachan, and Tom Tolland, in his rusty black suit and Sabbath hat, was

  climbing down from it. It could only mean that an event of some magnitude had taken place, and Tolland brought news of it. Logically Anna thought of her sister, Mr Sinclair thought of his lost son

  – and both were afraid.




  “Sinclair, do you not recognise me?” Tolland called out, taking off his hat and waving it.




  “I see you, Tom Tolland. What brings you here?”




  Bobbing behind the thorn, Tolland cried, “How do I get through this cursed hedge?”




  Sinclair and Anna remained rooted in the centre of the field while the cattle, startled by the sound of a strange voice, louped away in a straggling line to the far side of the pasture where

  they congregated and swung round as if to make a stand against an unseen threat.




  “Walk down a piece,” Mr Sinclair called. “There’s a stile of sorts yonder.”




  The hedge had been spread by the insertion of two stout posts with turves ramped against them on the lane side and a crossbar roped across their tops.




  While Tolland waddled down the road in search of the entrance Mr Sinclair handed the baby back to his daughter-in-law and told her to return to the house.




  “No, I will not,” Anna retorted.




  “It is not your business, Anna.”




  “How do you know it’s not?”




  Tolland had found the stile and was cautiously mounting it, the round black hat tipped to the back of his head.




  Mr Sinclair frowned.




  “It – it may be nothin’,” he said, “but a sociable call.”




  “In which case there’ll be no harm in me stayin’.”




  Robbie had fallen silent inside the swaddle. It was almost as if he was listening to the argument and had determined to take no part in it.




  “Come, man, give me a hand,” Tolland shouted.




  Lachlan Sinclair, who was normally courteous, hurried off to extricate the plump steward from the thorns.




  Anna followed. She could see the shape of the cabriolet and the horses through the hedge now and thought that she could even make out another person within the carriage. She lifted herself on

  tiptoe but had no clearer view and had to wait until Tolland was hoisted into the field and the grieve and the old steward picked over the grass to her.




  Tolland had aged. He wore no wig under the hat and his sparse hair was snow-white. Though he was still on the round side, his features had sagged, and hung pale as dough upon the bones, his eyes

  circled with grey, as if he had not slept much all that long winter season.




  Impetuously, Anna blurted out, “Who’s that with you, Mr Tolland?”




  The steward did not answer. He had never approved of Anna Sinclair, thought her a wild, dark-haired slut and no fit relative for the former mistress of Moss House.




  Softly, sadly, Mr Sinclair said, “It’s not about Matt, Anna.”




  Anna let out her breath but put no second question to the visitor from Balnesmoor. It was obvious by his manner, though, that Tolland had questions for her.




  Wasting no time in asking politely after the health of the ‘new arrival’ or to peep into the shawl at the baby, Tolland said, “Have you heard word from her?”




  “If you mean my sister,” said Anna, “no, I have heard nothin’.”




  “Have you heard from your husband then?”




  “He would not dare even t’ send a letter,” said Anna, “in case the Excise officers found it.”




  “Why do you ask these questions, Tom?” said Sinclair.




  “Because I am instructit so to do.”




  “By your master?” said Sinclair.




  “Aye.”




  “Is he himself again?” said Sinclair.




  “He will never be himself again.”




  “But is he still as – as distressed as he was?” said Anna.




  The last time she had clapped eyes on James Simpson Moodie he had been wandering about the roads like a lunatic, wailing and crying across the empty fields for Elspeth to return to him. He had

  been knocked off his mental pedestal by the shock of her departure and, Anna suspected, by the skein of events that had tangled murder to Moodie’s weaving-mill at Kennart. Since then she had

  heard occasional news from the big houses of Balnesmoor and Ottershaw – though she was much more interested in the doings of the laird than the weaver – for Sandy made trips back to the

  villages when Mr Gilbert required a driver. But James Moodie had become reclusive and had not been seen about the mill or the parish these many months.




  “No, he is better,” said Tolland curtly.




  It was known that most of the servants of Moss House had deserted the weaver mannie. Kerr was gone, and Betty. Even the cook had found another post, with Mr Eshner in the manse. Only Tolland had

  remained, loyal through the time of trial – and what Tolland knew of the truth he was not telling, not even to the Sinclairs.




  “How is he better?” said Anna.




  Mr Sinclair might chide her for her sharpness but she did not care. She could not forget how high-handed Tolland had been with her when Elspeth had been his mistress and she had been nothing but

  a humble dairy lass on Ottershaw. Now that the authority of James Moodie had been undermined, now that she was mother to a natural son of Ottershaw, she felt herself to be Tolland’s

  equal.




  “Tell us, Tom,” Sinclair urged. “Whatever passes between us will not become gossip, I promise you.”




  “He has heard that she’s in Stirling.”




  “Stirling!” Anna exclaimed. “What’s she doin’ there, so close to home?”




  “Apparently she was employed in the bleachfields.”




  “I thought Elspeth had more sense,” said Anna.




  “Mr Moodie issued handbills invitin’ information,” said Tolland. “This is a result.”




  “It would be your idea, Tom, was it not?”




  “What if it was? We’ve paid out many guineas to charlatans and frauds; also to some honest folk who did bring us word of the mistress.”




  “We knew nothin’ of this,” said Anna. “Why did you not tell us?”




  “Why should you be told?” Tolland snapped.




  “Because I’m her sister, her kin.”




  The sneer on Tolland’s lips informed Anna that nothing had changed. The pompous steward still regarded her as inferior to her righteous sister. The knowledge rankled sore. What did she

  care where Elspeth had gone to? She, Anna, was the last person in the world that Elspeth would come to in time of trouble.




  Tolland said, “I’m here under instruction. It’s not my wish to involve you, Mistress Cochran.”




  “Sinclair. My name is Sinclair.”




  “Aye, whatever your name may be, madam—”




  Lachlan Sinclair intervened. “Come, Tom, do not be so sharp wi’ the lass. She has lost a husband as well as a sister.”




  Tolland sniffed, screwed the scorn off his face with an effort and pressed on. “Since the mistress has never been far awa’ from us, since she has been seen in Glasgow as well as

  Stirling, Mr Moodie believes she’s bein’ keepit away by persuasion.”




  “By persuasion?” said Sinclair. “By whom?”




  “By your son.”




  Sinclair’s nostrils flared. For an instant Anna thought that he might boil over with temper and run the steward off Strachan land.




  “My son’s sought by the law for a crime that would mean his neck in a noose,” said Sinclair thinly. “Tell your master, Mr Tolland, that my Matt’s not stupid enough

  to tarry in Glasgow or in Stirling just for the sake of a pretty face. No, they are not together.”




  “Can you be sure? Have you heard as much?”




  “Damn you, Tom Tolland, fine well you know I’ve heard not a word from Matt. He’s gone far away. Surely you canna believe that he would do otherwise?”




  Stepping closer, Tom Tolland said, “It’s not me, Lachlan. It’s Mr Moodie. He’s not sound in his faculties. He has it fixed in his head that Matt an’ his wife are in

  hidin’ together.”




  “That is, indeed, madness.”




  “It is, it is,” Tolland agreed. “But it’s a reasonable sort of madness. Better than the lunacy of the autumn months when I feared he would do himself an injury. At least

  he has hopes now.” The steward placed a hand on the grieve’s arm. “I tell you this, though, Lachlan, if the mistress does not return soon it’ll be the death of him an’

  no mistake.”




  “Is he so far gone, Tom?”




  “The apartments in Moss House have all been sealed. He gave me rantin’ orders just before Christmas, orders which I was compelled to obey. If he takes it into his noddle to dismiss

  me, he’ll be left quite alone. Do ye see?”




  Sinclair nodded sympathetically.




  Tolland went on, “He has shrunk back into the wee room behind the stairs. He spends his days there, an’ his nights. He sleeps in a cot not fit for a stable boy. Sups his food there

  too, though he hardly pecks enough to keep a sparrow alive.”




  “An’ drinks his brandy, I’ll warrant.”




  “Aye, in quantity,” Tolland confessed. “I tried to bring in a doctor but he would have none of it. Besides, what good would a sawbones do him? It’s obvious he is deranged

  in his wits.”




  “Can he not be repaired?”




  “How can you repair a broken heart?” said Tom Tolland.




  Anna spoke up. “What does it have to do wi’ us, Mr Tolland? We can no more cure the weaver Moodie than you can.”




  “Have you no idea where she might be?”




  “None,” said Anna. “She has no kinfolk to run to.”




  “What of Coll Cochran’s other children?”




  “Elspeth never met them. I doubt if she even knows they exist.”




  Sinclair said, “What of the mill, Tom?”




  “The business ticks over,” Tolland answered. “Mr Rudge an’ Scarf manage it between them. Some other enterprises too. I took the liberty of makin’ an approach to

  them to do so.”




  “Do they know the true state of affairs?”




  “You can keep nothin’ from Rudge,” said Tolland. “He’ll have his skin off the top of the profits; Scarf too. But they buy an’ sell an’ scratch out

  markets.”




  “An’ the sheep? The Cheviots?”




  “The Macfarlanes look after them well enough.”




  “How long can it go on thus?”




  Tolland shrugged. “Until Elspeth returns.”




  “What if she never returns?”




  “Until Mr Moodie dies.”




  It was Anna who put the question. The words were out of her mouth before she even realised that she had formed the thought. “If the weaver dies who’ll inherit his wealth?”




  Tolland seemed taken aback by the question, Lachlan Sinclair dismayed by the girl’s mendacity.




  “His sisters, I suppose,” Tolland said.




  “Not Elspeth?”




  “Not if she canna be found,” said Tolland.




  Embarrassed by the turn of the conversation and its implications, Lachlan Sinclair took the steward by the arm and guided him towards the stile once more, saying, “If you’ve come

  down from Balnesmoor just for this, Tom, it’s been a fruitless journey. Will you have a taste o’ something in the kitchens before you return home?”




  Tolland said, “He is with me.”




  Sinclair glanced towards the cabriolet. “Is he? He’s given no sign of his presence.”




  “Nor will he,” said Tom Tolland.




  “Can he not speak?”




  “He’s ashamed,” Tom Tolland said. “Shame keeps him silent, I think.”




  The men strolled out of earshot. Anna did not follow. She had heard enough to set her imagination spinning like a teetotum.




  Robbie girned in her arms for attention but for once Anna was not all devoted to pleasing her infant. Abstractedly she wheeshed him, knotted the shawl ends at her shoulder and lowered the

  baby to her side. She turned and walked up the sweep of the field, abreast of the cattle herd, until she could see over the hedge to the narrow road and make out the weaver. He was hunched within

  the shelter of the carriage hood, haggard, unshaven and as shabby as an old tinker. He did not seem to notice her there on the slope. He crouched over, hands clasped in his lap as if he was

  praying, praying for a miracle, for Elspeth to materialise before him, all loving and forgiving.




  Sinclair and Tolland still chatted by the stile. Anna eyed them with vague concern. Were they talking of money? Were they too speculating on what might happen if the weaver mannie died without a

  notorised will? Anna could not grasp the value of paper holdings. But she could clearly visualise the mill at Kennart, the mansion of Moss House and, being a drover’s daughter, the fat flocks

  that roamed the three-hundred acres of hill land that ran west from Dyers’ Dyke.




  Land, property, grazing stock: James Moodie was near as rich as Randall Bontine. If he died before his enterprises could be ruined by pilfering and neglect the inheritor would be fabulously

  wealthy. If he died before Elspeth could be traced, however, it would all vanish in the stroke of a pen, would be gone to sisters who had abandoned Balnesmoor and their brother years and years

  ago.




  The prospect of such injustice hallowed Anna’s greed. It made her fantasy seem righteous, brought sudden ghastly concern for Elspeth’s welfare. Somehow her sister must be run to

  earth, persuaded to return to claim her inheritance and, out of respect for the family tie, to hoist Anna out of humble service and lift her and her son on to a plane equal to that of the laird of

  Ottershaw.




  Wherever her sister had gone to ground, Anna told herself, as she walked back towards the castle with Robbie at her hip, she must be found.




  On that March morning Elspeth’s loss had become Anna’s loss too.




  The courtship – the seduction – began within a week of Elspeth’s arrival in Jock Bennet’s humble cottage.




  The Bennets’ house stood apart from the torn canvas shacks of the out-workers and the rows of permanent stone-built dwellings of the other coal-hewers. It had a little patch of its own on

  the west side of the Rutherford burn, a tidal channel five or six feet wide which served as a communal sewer. At one time, so Jock Bennet told her, it had been an oversman’s house and they

  were lucky to get it. Mr Hector Fotheringham, owner of the lands of Placket, had acquired the accommodations several years ago when the Preston Island pit closed down.




  Regardless of the size of the dwelling or how many people crowded into it, rent of a shilling a week was charged. The sum was deducted from the fortnightly wage by ‘Snippets’ Smith,

  the Abbeyfield’s paymaster. That, however, was the only piece of money taken at source, for the manager of the Abbeyfield, Mr Keir Bolderon, was vehemently opposed to truck systems of any

  kind and adhered to the philosophy that a man got in his hand what he had earned on his knees.




  Jock Bennet also informed Elspeth, on more than one occasion, that wages on the Abbeyfield were the highest in the kingdom, at least for deep-seam men, and that a collier could do no better in

  hard cash anywhere. Such ‘lectures’ on the benefits of labour were part of Jock Bennet’s wooing of the pretty stranger, though Elspeth did not realise what the collier intended

  until his persuasion had taken effect.




  Living cheek by jowl with a parcel of strangers was, initially, difficult for Elspeth. The cottage was no smaller than the sheep hut on the Nettleburn where she had been born and brought up but

  the Bennet children were lively and quarrelsome and there was a general air of confusion which made the place seem, at times, as cramped as a cattle pen.




  Elspeth and Mary Jean were allocated a corner. A canvas curtain draped from a rope provided a modicum of privacy. Elspeth’s bed was on the floor. Mary Jean slept in a wooden cot which had

  served the Bennet children until each in turn outgrew it. Pegs in the wall held clothing and, as soon as she acquired a little money of her own, Elspeth intended to buy a tin box to hold her small

  belongings. The trouble was that she had no belongings now. The black-hearted carrier had stolen them and she and Mary Jean had nothing to call their own except the clothes on their backs.




  No cheat, Jock Bennet lived up to his part of the bargain. He fed Elspeth and her baby, gave them shelter and a place by his hearth. But he did not dole out one farthing in cold cash for that

  had not been part of their ‘contract’. Sarah was charitable enough to unearth some soft cloths which Elspeth boiled and trimmed to make napkins for her daughter but, that apart, nothing

  was brought forth to make her existence more comfortable. In her desperation it had not occurred to Elspeth that once she had secured shelter and nourishment the absence of any sort of income, no

  matter how meagre, would accentuate the fact that she had passed down into poverty.




  To rub it in – though Elspeth was not sufficiently cynical to read Jock Bennet’s motive – every other Sunday the collier paid out ‘wages’ to his son and daughters

  around the communal table. It was quite a ceremony. The children gave no sign that the ritual was new to them and not a normal thing for Daddy to do. Elspeth was obliged to watch and, in spite of

  herself, coveted the children’s shillings.




  From the purse in his trousers Jock Bennet would tip out a heap of silver coins, would announce with pride that he and Mouse had hauled that money from the bowels of the earth in the course of

  ten shifts.




  “Fifty-two shillin’s,” he would declare, stirring the pile with his fingers. The children would sit forward in their chairs like orphans waiting to be fed. “An’

  Davy’s twelve. Amazin’ how it mounts up, eh? Sixty-four shillin’s.”




  Elspeth would pretend that she was impervious to the sight of the money spread out among the crocks. But she could not keep her eyes off it, transforming it mentally into new boots and a new

  light dress for Mary Jean, a little lace bonnet, and a pair of underdrawers to replace the patched and scratchy items she wore now.




  “Two shillin’s for you, Davy.”




  “Thank ye, Daddy.”




  “Four for Mousie.”




  “I’m goin’ to buy ribbon an’ a pie,” Mouse would declare smugly. “An’ put the rest away for rainy days.”




  “An’ for my wee Sarah, a shillin’ to spend how she likes.”




  The performance was skilled enough to have been rehearsed.




  Elspeth saw with her own eyes where the money went. It rankled her that Mouse would fritter so much on geegaws and cheap trinkets or that Davy would succumb to outrageous gluttony and fill a

  whole bag with sticky cakes and sweetmeats up at Nicol’s shop and, in an orgy of stuffing, would devour the lot in one sitting.




  Elspeth was, of course, given money. Jock would press the big, solid, silver coins into her hand, pat her on the shoulder and tell her what he fancied to eat, admonish her not to be rash in her

  purchases but to shop wisely – and to return to him any money that was left over.




  In the confusion of Mr Nicol’s shop in Placket Elspeth was tempted to skin from the housekeeping a penny or two for herself. She resisted. She was fearful that Mr Bennet’s trust was

  naught but a test of her honesty, that if she succumbed to pilfering he would throw her back on the open road.




  The only crumbs that fell from the table of the Bennets’ apparent affluence came the way of Mary Jean. Sarah would share her sweet things with the baby throughout the week and seemed,

  indeed, to budget for such acts of charity. To Elspeth came nothing that would stick to her fingers, nothing that could be secretly accumulated and put to use to replenish worn-out clothes or

  provide the basis of another ‘travelling fund’.




  “By God, Mousie, we did well this fortnight, did we not?”




  “Aye, Daddy, so we did.”




  “Sixty-eight shillin’s we took.”




  “I’m buyin’ beads an’ almond cake, an’ yon pretty pink lace hankie in Mr Nicol’s box.”




  “Well, ye’ll be needin’ some extra,” Jock Bennet would say magnanimously. He would select a shiny shilling from the heap and hold it up for Mouse to snap away with her

  tiny fingers. “You workit hard for that, Mousie. An’ ye deserve it.”




  March passed into April, April into a warm and windy May. Pay-night succeeded pay-night. The pattern of days was pegged to the Abbeyfield’s shifts, an hour before dawn until dusk, with the

  notorious ‘Saturday shift’ to end the working week.




  Elspeth was not idle. She worked hard to make herself needed by the Bennet family. She spent all day on chores. Twice in the week she cleared out the furniture and scrubbed the cottage from

  corner to corner. She wrestled with the quantity of soiled clothes that seemed to accumulate in direct proportion to her ability to keep them clean. She devoted hours to preparing evening meals, a

  hot dish supplemented with the products of griddle and baking-oven. Her efforts were appreciated, but not applauded. So weary were Mouse, Davy and the father of the flock on their return from the

  pit that it hardly seemed to matter what they stuffed into their mouths or that their blankets were clean and fresh-smelling and the cottage was whisked free of that clinging grit which found its

  way into everything. Jock Bennet preferred ale to soup. Mouse complained that the bread tasted too much of soda and was not as ‘stiff’, whatever that meant, as the loaves sold by Mr

  Nicol. Davy ate what was put before him, every dish drenched in either vinegar or warm treacle.




  With solemn little Sarah to assist her, Elspeth could wade through a day’s work in five or six hours. If she had not been beset by anxiety about her continued penury and a lingering fear

  that, even here, James might track her down, she might have settled to enjoy her periods of leisure, particularly in the balmy days of young summer. Settle, however, she could not. She was obsessed

  by the need to justify herself to Jock Bennet, to win his respect for her qualities as a servant. She remained oblivious to the fact that Jock Bennet needed and wanted no servant, that the hearth

  and the table were not the hub of his existence and that, to the pitman, all that mattered was the daily haul.




  All along, from the moment of first meeting, Jock Bennet had wanted her as a stable-mate for Mouse. He might have taken Sarah below ground with him; it was not decency or conscience that

  prevented him. She was old enough, was Sarah, to earn a shilling or two. But Jock Bennet wanted more than a pennyweight. He needed a strong, sensible woman to haul out for him. Elspeth Patterson

  was perfect for the job.




  “Fifty-four shillin’s. Plus twelve from Davy.”




  By now Elspeth had forgotten that her father, James Simpson Moodie, would spend that much on a vest or a cravat or a pair of silver-buckled shoes without turning a hair; that such a sum would

  hardly buy one of the Cheviot rams that cropped the pastures along the ridge ofDrumglass. Wealth had become relative: a shilling was a fortune; a half-crown a king’s ransom.




  “Mr Bennet?”




  “What is it, girl?”




  “I – I need – I need somethin’ of my own.”




  “What’s this?”




  “Sixpence. Sixpence each week will do.”




  Arms square upon the table, making a little fortress about his hard-earned cash, the pitman stared incredulously at Elspeth.




  “Somethin’ of your own?”




  “I must buy – things. To wear.”




  “Did Sarah not lend you thread?”




  “I’ve nothin’, Mr Bennet.”




  “You had nothin’ when I took you on, Patterson. Now you have a roof, a warm bed, food in your belly. Both you an’ the bairn.”




  “I’m grateful, Mr Bennet, believe me. But I need—”




  “Tell me, Patterson, d’you think ye earn it?”




  “I do what’s required.”




  Mouse gave a squeak of derision. “Sarah can do all that, so she can.”




  “Are you askin’ me for a wage as well as keep?” said Mr Bennet.




  “If I had anythin’, I would not ask. But—”




  “Aye, the money has turned you, has it?” Jock Bennet said. “You suppose it’s easy come by because I’m generous wi’ it.”




  “Easy come by!” Mouse squeaked again.




  “No, no. I know how hard it’s come by. But what more can I do?” said Elspeth. “I need a few pence, that’s all.”




  “Work for it, then.”




  “I do work for it.”




  “Och, you’re no idler,” said Jock Bennet, “an’ you’re worth the price o’ feed t’ me. But you’re not worth more.”




  “How can I earn—”




  Suddenly, shockingly, she saw what he had led her to.




  She stepped back from the table and glanced at Mary Jean who was crawling about, quite happily, in a pile of blankets under the dresser, playing with a broken string of wooden beads that she had

  found under Mouse’s pillow.




  “I’ll take ye below,” Jock Bennet said.




  He did not meet her eye. None of them did, not even Mouse.




  “Below?”




  “Into the seams. I can use another pair o’ arms t’ haul for me, since you press for it.”




  Jock Bennet was beginning to make it sound as if she, Elspeth, had suggested that he find work for her in the depths of the pit, almost as if she had begged him to take her below ground.




  “What about Mary Jean?” she protested. “I canna take her down with me.”




  “Sarah will tend her,” Jock Bennet said. “Sarah’s a sensible lassie.”




  Elspeth could not deny that, young though she might be, Sarah was the ‘sanest’ of all the Bennets and had a certain affection for little Mary Jean which was returned in kind by her

  daughter.




  “Who’ll keep the house clean?”




  “Sarah kept it fine,” Mouse put in, “afore you came.”




  In her weeks on the edge of the Abbeyfield Elspeth had observed much but had learned surprisingly little about the nature of the underground labour. She realised, of course, that it was bullying

  work, physically demanding and very punishing to the weak. She had a sketchy idea of its routines, acquired from conversations between Mouse and her father and from Davy’s complaints about

  the grinding monotony of tugging a rope on a ventilator flap for twelve hours each day.




  Among the women who crowded Mr Nicol’s shop there was evidence of the cost of such labour: chronic coughs, rheumatic spines and gout-swollen hands and feet, wounds healed and unhealed,

  scars and deformities hidden under stoicism and by gaudy scarves and skirts and shawls. Every trade had its ‘warpings’, though, and Elspeth had paid no particular heed to details of the

  colliers’ craft since she did not remotely associate herself with it.




  Money, the fortnightly yield, glinted on the table.




  She could associate herself with that, however, with colliers’ pay, the rake, the take, the haul: present comfort and future security.




  “I – I know nothing of diggin’ coal,” she said.




  “Diggin’ coal,” Davy hooted. “Women dinna dig. Men dig.”




  “Women haul,” said Mouse.




  “Haul?”




  “Bring out the coals the hewer cuts. In basket loads, on sleds,” Jock Bennet explained.




  He fixed his eyes on Elspeth, in contrast to his previous shyness. He sensed that she was interested, that, like a river fish, she was nosing at the bait.




  Capitulation was swift. The pitman would never know what, apart from the sight of the money, swayed her.




  “How much would I be paid?” said Elspeth.




  “One tenth o’ my take.”




  “How much would that amount to?”




  “With two haulers,” Jock Bennet said, “I can bring out eighty shillin’s in the fortnight.”




  “Eight would be my share then?”




  “Sometimes more.”




  Eight shillings for herself. Eight shillings to spend on clothes for Mary Jean. Eight shillings to divide up, to budget, to save and to spend. First she would buy a cotton dress, then stout new

  boots, then new underdrawers; then she would begin to put away, say, four shillings every week, and in a year would have a fat nest-egg of a hundred shillings or more, a ‘travelling

  fund’ worth the name.




  “One tenth of the take, an’ my keep?” Elspeth said.




  “By God, lady, you’re the sharp one.”




  “You said I was just what you were lookin’ for, remember?”




  The pitman grinned. “Food but not clothes.”




  “I’ll clothe from my own earnin’.”




  “You’ll have to work hard.”




  “I’m not shy o’ hard work, Mr Bennet.”




  He hesitated then reached across the money pile and offered Elspeth his hand. She shook it, sealing the bargain.




  “Done?” she said.




  “Done,” Jock Bennet said.




  And Elspeth Patterson Moodie, mistress of Moss House and wife of the wealthiest weaver in the Lennox, became that day a collier’s mate.










  TWO




  A Word to the Wise




  Whatever it was that Keir Bolderon believed in, apart from the value of capital investment, he would not at that time have subscribed to the theory that he was being guided

  along life’s highway by anything as intransigent as fate.




  Manager of the coal-pit on the Abbeyfield Mr Bolderon might be but he was not yet master of his destiny. Chance had long ago inaugurated a shaping process and, whether he knew it or not, Keir

  Bolderon’s future had been cast in the melting-pot and, by the spring of 1816, two years after Elspeth Patterson first wandered into Placket, had at last begun to assume what would become its

  final, irrevocable form.




  None of this mystical nonsense mattered a hoot to Mr Bolderon. Indeed, if Nemesis had writ the names of her protagonists in fiery letters in the sky, most of them would have meant nothing to the

  mining engineer. He was concerned with policy and practice, with squaring a situation which, not for the first time, seemed to be all at sixes and sevens and left him precariously dependent upon

  another man’s whim. The ‘other man’ was Mr Hector Fotheringham, heritor of the lands of Placket, owner of the mineral rights to the Abbeyfield, and partner in the business of

  digging and marketing coal.




  Keir Bolderon heartily detested Mr Fotheringham. He suspected that the antipathy was mutual. Both Bolderon and Fotheringham were, however, gentlemen, though of markedly different stamp, and hid

  their true feelings well, particularly as each remained in need of the other to help wrest profits from the haggard shore of the Forth. Restraint had led to reticence and, during their infrequent

  meetings to discuss matters of business, conversation hardly rose above a murmur. Only Margaret Fotheringham, Hector’s saintly wife, showed any animation over the supper table, and the men

  were content to let her prattle on inconsequentially until the stroke of ten signalled her bedtime.




  Margaret, who longed to please, bade her guest goodnight, curtsied to her husband and retired to her bedchamber where, she claimed, she would ‘meditate’ for half an hour upon

  Christian Truths, a recent work by Ebenezer M’Gilp, the Edinburgh divine. Bolderon could well imagine that a half-hour spent with a theological book would be the high-water mark of

  Margaret’s day.




  Margaret Fotheringham was a woman of exquisite beauty, with hair like spun gold and skin like alabaster, yet Keir Bolderon, who normally enjoyed the company of ladies, had never experienced the

  slightest twinge of desire for her. Her beauty, like her piety, seemed bloodless. Three children indicated that Margaret and Hector had on occasion put chastity in the closet, though Keir Bolderon

  preferred to believe that the little heirs of Placket had been found among bulrushes or delivered in napkins dangling from the beaks of swans; the mating habits of such ethereal panjandrums as the

  Fotheringhams were beyond the scope of his imagination.




  At thirty-eight Keir Bolderon was a fine specimen of manhood. He had thick dark brown hair which needed no tongs to enhance it and dark brown eyes which, if not perplexed by some problem or

  other, had just a hint of roguishness in them and certainly a glint of humour. His features were broad and regular and, to go by the lore of tavern and croft, the cleft in the middle of his chin

  hinted that he was unusually virile. On the whole, Mr Bolderon had little to complain about when he squinted into the looking-glass on top of his dressing-table. But Keir Bolderon paled in

  comparison with Mr Hector Fotheringham whose chiselled features and unblemished brow elevated him to a realm of male beauty that most women found irresistible and that most men, Bolderon among

  them, found repulsive.




  Such an ideal couple as the Fotheringhams required an ideal receptacle, and Monksfoot Priory was all of that. Sheltered by sycamores and stately elms it nestled on a promontory east of St

  Austin’s Bay and provided uncluttered views across the river to the parklands of the Grange, the saltpans of Bo’ness and the dim, blue, dimpled hills of the Pentlands dipping towards

  Edinburgh.




  From the lawn below the south façade Mr Fotheringham could enjoy the sight of keel-boats and collier brigs plying the trade that nicely topped up his income from rents and leases. Now and

  again he was treated to a glimpse of a spanking-new steamship from the yard at Kincardine, the Morning Star, say, as it puttered between Alloa and Leith. Though he professed otherwise,

  Hector Fotheringham did not understand the basic mechanical principles by which steamships were propelled. In them, however, he recognised a future in which he must have a share.




  If the prospect of river traffic stimulated the gentleman of Monksfoot he was careful to ensure that his domestic estate was not tainted by too close a contact with the trappings of

  commercialism. Piers and lading quays were not permitted on the peninsula and diligent planting of shrubs screened out the grubby cottages that marred the half-moon curve of the bay. Nonetheless,

  from one shady corner of the garden, close by the old sundial, Mr Fotheringham could not help but see something of commercial import, a sight that made his heart shrink within his breast –

  the ruins of the pit that had once graced Preston Island.




  Silhouetted against the fish-skin shimmer of the tidal flats, the ruins served to remind Mr Fotheringham that clay and water could devour money faster than even steamboats could haul it in, that

  mineral speculation could bring a fellow to ruin faster than whisky, politics or the gaming tables.




  Keir Bolderon, manager and partner, did not share the landowner’s caution. He was brimful of promises and blandishments, siren songs to which Mr Fotheringham tried to turn a deaf ear.




  Anyone who branded Keir Bolderon a mere prattling fool, however, was much mistaken. Bolderon had taken on operation of the Abbeyfield in the middle of a lease period after the previous

  appointee, a slack and scurrilous rogue named Agnew, had all but brought it to ruin. Agnew had finally absconded by dead of night, taking all the ready cash, including the fortnight’s wage

  packet, with him. For the sake of putting the pit immediately into production Mr Fotheringham had been forced to find a substitute for Agnew rather quickly, and Keir Bolderon had been on his

  doorstep, so to speak, almost before Agnew had ridden over the hill.




  Bolderon was available. Bolderon had letters of recommendation as to his ability and his honesty from no less a personage than Lord Mulgrew. Bolderon was on the spot and, then as now, full of

  extravagant promises. He had driven a hard bargain, though, by demanding not salary or fee for his services but a share of the pit’s net monthly profits. Mr Fotheringham had reluctantly

  agreed to Bolderon’s demands. But the heritor of Placket had a memory that would shame an elephant and had not forgotten the man’s impertinence, even if the transaction had proved to be

  of benefit in the long run.




  Monksfoot’s dining-room was situated in the basement. The vaulted cellar was almost all that remained of the original priory for three generations of Fotheringhams had modified and

  ‘improved’ the building to conform with the popular view of antiquity. Even the cellar had been tampered with, the fireplace embellished with facings of new Italian marble carved with

  plump cherubim whose bottoms blushed in the glow of the good Scotch coals that growled in the hearth below.




  The supper, though, had been no better than adequate and the wine was an inferior claret fished from a tub in the back of the butler’s pantry.




  As soon as the butler had supervised the clearing of the table – a massive piece of Elizabethan oak – Keir Bolderon braced himself and got down to business.




  “I trust, sir, you’ll not think it premature,” he began, “if I enquire as to your intention in respect of the Abbeyfield?”




  “Oh, I have no intention, as you put it, Bolderon, no intention at all.”




  Keir Bolderon was used to the heritor’s slippery ways. He pressed on undaunted. “Coal digging is a sluggish process and I feel it’s incumbent upon me to remind you, Mr

  Fotheringham, that the lease runs out next year.”




  “I am aware of that fact, Mr Bolderon.”




  “Boring operations must be put under way soon, if—”




  “What operations?”




  Fotheringham was being deliberately obtuse. Bolderon had submitted several reports on his plan to discover fresh seams and to expand the line of existing ones.




  “To chart new seams,” Keir Bolderon said patiently.




  “The Abbeyfield is a veritable warren of seams.”




  “Only down to twenty-six fathoms, sir.”




  “Is that not deep enough for you, Bolderon?”




  “The seams are almost worked out. They’ll yield great coal only for a limited period.”




  “What evidence do you have that there is coal below that depth?” said Hector Fotheringham.




  “None. But my instinct tells me that we have not had the best out of the bearing strata.”




  “Thomas Rance’s ‘instinct’ tells him that the site is finished,” said Hector Fotheringham.




  Thomas Rance was the Abbeyfield’s oversman. He had been found and hired by Keir Bolderon who could not disparage Rance’s judgement without bringing his own into question.

  Fotheringham had snared him rather cleverly. Bolderon hesitated. He had to tread with care. He did not wish to antagonise the heritor of Placket at this early stage in negotiations. It galled him,

  though, that he had to tackle the fellow as if he was an opponent and not a partner.




  Seven years ago Keir Bolderon had been so desperate to obtain a piece of the lease that he had not given due regard to the small clauses in the document. He had sunk his own savings into the pit

  to make it yield profitably on the assumption that Mr Fotheringham would retain him as manager and sharing partner at the end of the seven-year period. Now it was beginning to seem as if the

  heritor might discard him.




  “Thomas Rance is not a manager. He’s not paid to take responsibility for expansion schemes,” said Bolderon.




  “Is Rance not a sound and experienced man?”




  “Indeed, indeed he is. But what he has given you, sir, is only an opinion.”




  “And what is it that you have given me, Bolderon?”




  It was he, not Fotheringham, who had organised river transport to tap the Edinburgh markets. It was he, not Fotheringham, who had drummed up the capital vitally required to repair the vents and

  drainage systems and to replenish the stock of dray-horses. To accomplish all of this in short order Keir Bolderon had pledged away percentages of his share of the profits. Did bloody Fotheringham

  now expect him to finance exploration without the assurance of a new contract at the end of it?




  Keir Bolderon said, “I’m suggesting, sir, that the modest cost of exploration might repay itself tenfold if bearing seams can be accurately charted.”




  “Good Lord, Bolderon! Surely you cannot expect me to throw money into expensive schemes on nothing more substantial than your instinct.” Fotheringham shook his head. “My

  father, God rest him, had the best out of the Abbeyfield. He extracted only what could be readily redeemed, lightly hauled and sold in Alloa, without all this unseemly clamour for a city market and

  carping for costly machinery.”




  “Your father, sir, with all due respect, had miners bonded to his service,” Keir Bolderon said. “Slaves, in other words.”




  “Idle blackguards they were too.”




  “They are not idle now, sir, I assure you.”




  “Indeed they are not, not at the wages you see fit to pay them. Highest rate in all the land, so I’m informed.”




  “Highest rate for the finest colliers.”




  “Balderdash!” Fotheringham exclaimed. “I do not believe the myth that claims coal-hewing is a trade into which a man must be born. In my book colliers are not special

  people.”




  It was all Keir Bolderon could do to keep his temper. What did this pampered provincial lairdie know of the brutal labour of the pits, of labour of any kind? To Bolderon’s knowledge he had

  never set foot below ground.




  Bristling, Keir Bolderon said, “My colliers are special people, Mr Fotheringham. Few men not born to it would dare work the base seams of the Abbeyfield. Why, most of the

  colliery owners in Scotland would poach our crews if they could.”




  “In which case, may I ask, why do the crews stay?”




  “Because they are loyal, sir.”




  “And grossly overpaid?”




  Never before had Keir Bolderon heard Fotheringham express such candid opinions. In evading the issue of the new lease Hector Fotheringham had revealed himself with startling clarity. There was

  no enlightenment in Monksfoot, it seemed, Christian or otherwise.




  Keir Bolderon said, “I came to talk of new winnings, Mr Fotheringham, not of old scores.”




  “What exactly do you want of me, Bolderon?”




  “Permission to employ a company of master borers.”




  “What would these so-called ‘master’ borers do – apart from soaking me for money in fees?”




  “Sink a line of holes to discover the depth and direction of new seams of coal,” Keir Bolderon answered.




  “Can you not podge up a crew to undertake the work?”




  “No, Mr Fotheringham. I do not have the equipment or the expertise.”




  “If coal is discovered, I suppose that will mean the expense of digging new shafts?”




  “Not necessarily,” said Keir Bolderon. “We might be able to reach the new seams through existing tunnels. In addition there is the old, closed shaft – the Dead Man

  – which might, by modest repairs, be restored to use.”




  “It all sounds so terribly – fraught, Bolderon.”




  “Fraught?”




  “Expensive.”




  Keir Bolderon bit his lip. It infuriated him not to be able to tell if the heritor of Placket really understood the principles of coal-mining or if his indifference was calculated to throw the

  new lease into confusion.




  “I must know soon, sir, if the work is to be costed.”




  Smiling, Hector Fotheringham said, “Mining has been done here for three hundred years, since first the abbots put spade to turf I do not think, Bolderon, that we need rush headlong into

  wild speculations. Let us proceed circumspectly.”




  “Boring is best done in summer.”




  “Each year brings a summer.”




  Mr Fotheringham got to his feet. The meeting was over. Nothing had been decided. No positive conclusion had been reached. Keir Bolderon was not one step further forward. He too rose from his

  chair, fingers clenched by his sides lest he succumb to the temptation to take the beautiful Hector Fotheringham by his beautiful white neck and shake sense into him.




  As Fotheringham escorted the manager towards the steps that led from the cellar to the ground-floor hallway, the heritor said casually, “Of course, it might spur me somewhat if there was

  evidence.”




  “Evidence?”




  “That these fat new seams exist.”




  Keir Bolderon hesitated, a foot on the bottom step. He was shorter in stature than the heritor of Placket and he lifted himself deliberately on to the step so that, for once, he would not have

  to look up to the man.




  “What if I find evidence?” Bolderon said. “What if I discover a layer of new coal? Will you then invest in the cost of line boring?”




  “I might very well do so, yes.”




  “So, sir, you are not against boring in principle?”




  “Find coal how you will, Bolderon.”




  “Providing the finding does not cost you money?”




  The remark was tart enough to sting Fotheringham. For a fleeting moment there was anger in his hazy blue eyes and a dusky flush marred the purity of his complexion. He regained control of

  himself swiftly, however, and placed an affable hand on Bolderon’s shoulder.




  “Rest assured, Mr Bolderon, that I will not let your enterprise go to waste.”




  The promise was riddled with ambiguities, but Keir Bolderon did not press for clarification. He had the feeling that he would wring no more change from Hector Fotheringham that night.




  Servants were all decently abed, for the hour was late, and the heritor of Placket opened the front door for his guest with his own fair hand but, after bidding the manager a good night, closed

  it again rapidly to prevent vapours from the workings from stealing into his house.




  Keir Bolderon stood on the stoup for a minute or so listening to the rattle of bolts and chains as Fotheringham made his place secure, then, with a shrug, he filled his lungs with sweet fresh

  air.




  He was relieved to be out of the stuffy basement chamber and felt weary with the effort of badgering the elusive Fotheringham into making decisions. He trudged around the gravel path as if he

  was emerging from a back-breaking shift in the seams and not from supper with a gentleman. Sometimes he wondered if the hard but simple life of a working collier would not be preferable to what he

  did now. Sometimes he wondered if the ungrateful devils who toiled in the tunnels ever spared a thought for the tribulations of their manager. He doubted it greatly. Colliers spared no thought for

  anyone but themselves. They lived from week to week, from pay-night to pay-night, with no regard for what tomorrow might bring or for the efforts that he and his kind put into securing their future

  employments.




  The grooms had left a lighted lantern by the stable door and by its glow Keir Bolderon untethered his horse and led it along the path that backed the Priory and on to the track that wound away

  through the shrubbery to the road. Once the road was reached Keir Bolderon mounted and set the horse to a walk. He was in no hurry to be home; he enjoyed the fresh March night and wished to clear

  his head of the abysmal fumes of Fotheringham’s cheap claret.




  Riding on the east wind Mr Bolderon fancied he could hear the shriek of the winding-rope and the suspirations of the vent-shaft’s furnace. He loved the sounds of industry. He could

  visualise the activity of the Saturday shift in the tunnels below ground, the burrowing and the hammering, the hauling and the heaving and the flap-flap-flap of the ventilator doors sending breath

  down into the lungs of the earth.




  In the darkness of the young spring night Keir Bolderon experienced a dour sort of affection for the broad busy river and its black-faced shore, for all the men and women who laboured under it,

  under his protection. What would he do without them? What, in turn, would they do without him, at the mercy of fellows like Hector Fotheringham who would wreck the continuity of their labour just

  to save a few miserable pounds?




  Keir Bolderon spurred his horse to a trot and soon his mind was engaged in plotting his next move in his bid to secure the Abbeyfield’s future, and his own, for another fifteen or twenty

  years.




  Tomorrow he had engagements in Leith and in Edinburgh. He must rise with the lark if he was to catch one of Neil McNeil’s keel-boats down river, for the keels would be loading by

  torchlight and would be gunnelled down early to seize advantage of wind and tide. He could not be caught napping if he was to satisfy his passion to share in the coalfield’s future, to have

  his mess of profit as well as power.




  For a full, assured partnership in the Abbeyfield, signed, sealed and delivered, Keir Bolderon would sell his soul to the devil, in Hell, in Hanover Street, or wherever the devil was to be

  found.




  Where the coal seam narrowed and bent beneath a ledge of sandstone little Allison Bennet stopped and sat back on her heels. She fumbled with the handle of the sled and,

  encumbered by heavy skirts and calico pantaloons, manoeuvred the rope between her thighs and gave it a tentative tug.




  Obediently the sled grated along the floor behind her, its iron runners emitting a high-pitched skree that, even after twenty-two months as Jock Bennet’s hauler, still set

  Elspeth’s teeth on edge.




  Taller by a head than her tiny companion, Elspeth could not move freely in the tunnel that breasted the 30-inch seam. She was obliged to crouch on all fours, chin tucked to her chest. In her

  time below ground, however, she had learned a trick or two to allay cramp and acute discomfort. She arched her back and pressed the crown of her head, protected by a canvas hood, against the tunnel

  roof, squeezed firmly until the ache in her shoulder-blades eased and the bones of her spine clicked and sent tingling warmth into the nape of her neck. Elspeth groaned with pleasurable relief. She

  stretched her arms out in front of her like a cat to coax the stiffness out of her hips then she too groped for the sled-rope, nuzzled the handle against her belly and made ready for the final,

  breathless crawl down to Jock Bennet’s room.




  It was the twenty-first trip back from ladder level. Return journeys were less arduous, of course, than hauls from the face when laden sleds scraped the walls as if the coal was reluctant to be

  drawn from the bosom of the earth. Even so, the rigours of the night-long Saturday shift were beginning to take their toll.




  At this depth the slopes were more taxing than on the upper levels where most main roads had been widened and shored to accommodate the huge, box-sided hods that were dragged along by women

  shackled in leather harnesses. There were no auld wives at this depth, for a woman had to be supple to negotiate the twists and corkscrew turns of the base seams. Besides, the Abbeyfield’s

  upper levels were all but burned out and provided work mainly for folk who were not willing or able to earn big money hewing and hauling ‘by the piece’ but had to settle for payment of

  a fixed wage. This past two years the take of great coal had dwindled and the upper rooms yielded only ‘chows’, small, drossy coals for which there was little demand on the lucrative

  domestic markets.




  Certain hewers, Jock Bennet among them, would not squander sweat on cutting chows. Jock had been born and bred to difficulty and risk. He had served his time in the foul wet seams of the

  Calderhead, had survived the gases of Braemore and been lured away from the Crabbe pit near Alloa, which he claimed was too tame for him, by Mr Bolderon’s promise of big money for dangerous

  digging. He had been brought here to scour the seams at the roots of the Abbeyfield, seams that wandered far below the boulder-clays of St Austin’s Bay and out under the river, and he loved

  it.




  Jock Bennet vowed that he would have none of snug working, not for himself, not for his servant and certainly not for his children. Jock’s bond was to the pit and their bond was to Daddy

  – and Daddy made them like it whether they willed or not.




  Elspeth crept forward. “What is it, Mouse? What’s wrong?”




  Mouse shook her head in perplexity. “I canna hear anythin’.”




  Crawling over the sleds Elspeth rested her chin against Mouse’s back and listened intently. It was true; no sound at all filtered out of the tunnel ahead of them.




  “God save us!” Mouse hissed. “Where’s Daddy gone?”




  Silence below ground was nerve-racking. Usually the workings were alive with noises. Old pillars creaked under the weight of the overlay. Roof timbers groaned pitifully. Water guddled in the

  drainage channels and, in the echoing shafts, falling stones gave out fierce, heart-stopping whistles and loads shed from broken creels would rumble like thunder down and down the ladder holes.




  Mouse whimpered, “Where’s m’ Daddy?”




  “He’ll just be restin’,” Elspeth said.




  The tunnel’s remoteness and the awkward dimensions of the room in which Jock Bennet cut coal combined to magnify every tiny sound, even the intimate, unwitting grunts and wheezes that the

  hewer uttered as he wriggled under the live black shelf. Elspeth was too experienced to ignore the possibility that, in the twenty-minute period since their last trip to the room, Jock Bennet had

  met with an accident.




  “He isn’t even breathin’,” Mouse cried.




  There were only two rooms in the low seam. The Ogilvie family worked the other, seven or eight minutes back towards the ladder bottom. Elspeth strained her ears. She could just discern the

  chak-chak of Willie Ogilvie’s pick but no mutter of voices to suggest that Jock Bennet had left his place and gone down to converse with his neighbour. Besides, they had come past the

  mouth of Willie Ogilvie’s dig and would surely have noticed if Mr Bennet had been there.




  “Give him a wee shout, Mouse,” Elspeth suggested.




  “Da? Are ye there, Daddy?”




  No answer came from the tunnel.




  Mouse’s agitation increased. She had been employed in pit work since she was eight years old, half her life, in fact, and experience told her to look for certain signs and signals that

  might indicate the nature of disaster.




  She inspected the candle flame, its hue and shape. Sudden changes in colour or a rainbow mist about the wick would mean a concentration of water vapours in the air. But the flame rose wan and

  steady, smoke melting into the soot stain on the wall.




  “Would you like me to go in first?” said Elspeth.




  “Aye.”




  Unhitching herself from the sled, Elspeth crawled over Mouse and, on hands and knees, peered with trepidation into the narrowing. A single tallow, stuck in a tin cup at the corner of the room,

  glimmered wanly but cast no shadows and gave no suggestion of movement.




  “Mr Bennet, are you there?”




  By now she expected no reply.




  She sucked in a deep breath, bent her head and pushed herself under the rock ledge into the narrow tunnel.




  Mouse continued to whimper. It was no mystery as to why the girl was so desperately afraid. If Jock Bennet died the family would be left at the mercy of circumstances. In Bolderon’s pit

  there were no ‘societies’ or institutions to dole out bread to orphans or attend the welfare of the sick. It was the harsh law of this big-money mine that you fended for yourself or you

  did not fend at all.




  Elspeth wormed down the tunnel as quickly as she dared, her hood brushing on the roof, her breath, shortening in the scarce air, coming in curt panting grunts.




  She felt slag prick and jab at her knees, debris pushed out of the cutting. At this depth a hewer had no ‘sweepers’ to do the chores for him and an hour of every shift was wasted on

  clearing the work space. The room was hardly more than a tuck in the coal seam, like a fold in brocade. And it was empty.




  The slanted stool was still in place under the cut but Jock Bennet’s spade and wooden wedges were strewn on the floor as if he had flung them aside in a fit of temper. His clothing curled

  in a corner like a shed snakeskin.




  “Is he dead, is he?”




  Mouse had crept along the tunnel hard on Elspeth’s heels. She thrust her face under Elspeth’s arm and stared into the room and, seeing that it was indeed empty, wailed

  hysterically.




  “Allison, stop it. Stop your noise this minute.”




  Whatever had taken Jock Bennet might be lurking nearby.




  Elspeth shook her head to be shot of such silly thoughts. She was no superstitious colliery lass. She must be practical, positive, must find an explanation for the occurrence.




  “Willie Ogilvie might know what’s happened,” she said.




  Mouse sobbed and clung to the young woman in despair.




  Elspeth twisted round and put an arm about her, to offer comfort. Poor Mouse: she was neither ugly nor pretty. Plain was the only word to describe her, yet she had a certain appealing daintiness

  that the callous labour of the pit had not yet managed to erase.
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