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CHAPTER ONE


The North Quarter


 


It was close to nightfall and the sun, veiled by fast-moving cloud, was already sliding towards the horizon when Fay Ludlow came over the crest of Olaf’s Hill and first looked down on Pennypol. She was so relieved to have arrived at her destination that she felt like weeping. She was not much given to weeping, though, for marriage had taught her that there was no profit in self-pity. If her husband had been with her she would have pursed her lips and dug her fingernails into her palms rather than give him the satisfaction of seeing tears in her eyes. Her husband was not with her, however. He was four hundred miles away in Derbyshire and now that she had finally arrived on the wild west coast of this remote Scottish island she felt sure that she had put herself beyond his reach.


Everything about Scotland was new and unexpected. Until yesterday she had never seen the sea, had never travelled on a railway train, except once when old Mr Musson had been smitten with pleurisy and she had been sent to Buxton to help Josh market the fruit. Buxton was not much more than twenty miles from Fream but it had seemed a long way to her then. She remembered how she had clutched her pennies tight in her handkerchief and had imagined that every man in the market-place was a thief. She had come a far piece from Fream now, though, and the wind from the sea seemed fresher than the breezes that raked the dreary uplands of Derbyshire had ever been.


She knelt by the rocks that marked the end of the ridge and looked down on the derelict farmhouse. A high drystone wall snaked away into a fold of the moor, a stream spilled ferny patterns across the sand and a little stone jetty was tethered to one corner of the bay. An upturned boat no bigger than a broom seed lay close by.


The sheep that skulked among the tussocks were not the rotund white-faced Exmoors that made up Sir Johnny Yeates’s flock or the soft French Merinos that Colonel Liversedge nursed on Fream’s home pastures but tough little Blackface hill ewes. The cattle that browsed above the tide line were dark and scrawny compared with the sleek dairy cows of Fream and Cloudshill. And as she glanced up a raucous accumulation of seabirds wheeled over the ridge and vanished downwind as if to announce her arrival to the folk of the north quarter. Pennypol, Pennymain, Crove and Fetternish: only the names were familiar. In reality she knew little or nothing about this big, awkward island or the people who lived here.


In the lounge of the Grenadier crossing from Oban, for instance, an old woman had addressed her in a language that Fay had never heard before.


‘I’m sorry,’ Fay had said politely, ‘I don’t understand.’


‘So you will not be having the Gaelic, will you not now?’ the old woman had asked in a slow, sing-song voice. ‘Och well, is that not a pity. Where is it you will be going without the Gaelic to help you?’


It had popped out before Fay could help herself. ‘To Fetternish.’


‘To Fetternish, is it? Well now, you will be doing fine without the Gaelic there, I’m thinking. Is it the big house you are bound for?’


‘Yes,’ Fay had answered. ‘Do you know it?’


‘Aye, everyone knows Fetternish House. Are you another of Biddy Baverstock’s relatives come looking for work? Is there no work in England that you have to be coming all the way to Mull in search of it?’


‘I’ve heard that Mull is a peaceful place, and very grand.’


‘Grand enough, I suppose.’ The old woman’s smile had held more than a hint of malice. ‘If it is peace you are after, however, you will not be finding much of that in Biddy Baverstock’s house.’


Nervous at being interrogated, even by a stranger, Fay had retreated from the passenger lounge to watch the mainland dwindle behind the steamer’s wash and to study the map she had purchased in the early light of morning in the railway station in Glasgow. The map had been her lifeline. It had finally set in perspective the landscapes through which she travelled and had focused her aim on the one place in the world where she might find not just allies but friends.


She knelt on the high ground above Pennypol Bay with the map tucked into a pocket of the big canvas sack that she had stolen from the hook behind the door of the cottage on Cloudshill Edge. It was the one thing, apart from a little money, she had taken from him to which she could not fairly lay claim.


It still smelled of sheep smear and black powder and the scales of the trout her husband had caught on the stretch of the Fream where Cloudshill servants were not supposed to fish, but everything would stink of him, no doubt, until the salty winds of Mull washed the bad memories away.


She was unaware that she was crying. She was really overjoyed to be crouched on the barren hillside above the turf-roofed cottage with the waves sweeping the beach and islets, and headlands reaching out to the horizon as far as her eye could see. The fact that her sanctuary was spare and empty did not matter. All that mattered was that she had shaken her husband off at last and that he would never think to look for her here.


Picking up the lambing sack she wiped her eyes on her sleeve and headed, limping, downhill towards the derelict farm.


 


 


It was a day like any other except that no two days were ever quite the same for those who lived on Mull’s north quarter. From the terraces of Fetternish House impressionable strangers could look out upon the ocean’s shades and shifting hues and decide what the weather would be like for the rest of the day. If they happened to be right they would consider themselves wise in country matters and believe, quite wrongly, that all it took to be an islander was a knowledge of winds and weather and tides.


What went unremarked by those who visited Fetternish just for a week or two, however, were the subtle changes that took place in the earth itself, the small miracles and disasters that occurred under the rocks or between the roots across the whole harsh organism of moor and hillside and shore. They did not see the crumbling basaltic shelves off the tide-line’s edge or the rotting carcasses of ancient oaks that Robert Quigley hauled out of the peat bogs, or the rabbit hordes that destroyed the sweet green pastures, or the voles that gnawed away the roots of new tree-plantings, down and down into the kingdom of the tick and the husk worm, the louse, the maggot and the mite.


By God, though, you could drop a Mull man down on the outermost tip of Caliach Point and he would be back home in half an hour and telling you how the mackerel were running and which ewe had a cough or which cow would calve before morning, for if there was one thing that islanders did understand it was how to listen to and interpret the arcane utterances of nature.


It came as no surprise to George Barrett when his third son, Billy, lifted himself from the heather beside the ailing ewe and said, ‘I smell something.’


Barrett – everyone called him Barrett – wafted away the cloud of black flies that hung about his head and sniffed the dank morning air. Beneath his big hands the upturned ewe wriggled and kicked. He held her almost effortlessly, and thought: It’s a sure sign of ageing when the boy can smell something that I cannot.


‘What is it, son?’ he said.


‘Smoke.’


Barrett studied the sky, sniffed and spat. He could smell nothing out of the ordinary, only the ewe’s wet fleece and the stench of suppuration from her rotting hoof. At the ripe old age of thirty-eight were his senses already deserting him? Perhaps he had married too early. Muriel, his bride, had been betrothed to Donald Campbell, one of Vassie’s brood from Pennypol, but Donald had drowned in a storm off Arkle and she had settled for Barrett instead. As far as he could tell she had not so far regretted it. She had presented him with ten healthy children in eighteen years and not one thrown before its time or lost to sickness afterwards. But now the bottom had fallen out of the wool market, employment was drying up and it seemed as if the golden years were over for master and servant alike. Billy’s older brothers had already gone to work in Glasgow and Billy would be next to leave.


Barrett sniffed the air again.


‘Get on with you, son,’ he said. ‘You cannot be smelling anything from a half-mile away, not even with this wind to help you.’


‘I can, Dad. I can. It is the stink from an old hearth.’


‘What old hearth? There are no old hearths here.’


‘There is at Pennypol. That must be where it is coming from.’


Weary of being pinned down, the ewe kicked frantically, broke a bit of wind and uttered a loud baaa-aaah to remind her keepers that her patience was by no means infinite.


Barrett sighed and set about paring the under-run horn on the sheep’s forefoot with his clasp knife. He worked quickly but carefully, for a cut on the sensitive underlying matrix would cripple the ewe completely. He held the beast with his knee and reached out behind him. Billy put an uncorked whisky bottle into his hand. The bottle contained a solution of formalin and copper sulphate mixed to a recipe passed on to Barrett by his father who had been a shepherd on Fetternish long before Austin Baverstock’s widow had inherited the estate. Stooping over the sheep, he sprinkled a generous amount of the solution into the cup of the hoof and squeezed. The ewe bleated plaintively.


‘So there is smoke coming from Pennypol, is there?’ Barrett said. ‘Well, perhaps you would care to turn your nose that way again and tell me who has been lighting a fire in the hearth since nobody ever stops there long.’


‘Why do they not, Dad?’


‘Because it is a place of bad omen.’


‘The woman cannot know that then.’


‘Woman? What woman?’


Innocently, Billy said, ‘The woman who is cooking her breakfast in a black pot on the fire in the old hearth.’


Barrett had already guessed what was going on but he was reluctant to spoil the lad’s fun. ‘Even in my heyday,’ he said, ‘I could not pick up the scent of a female from much more than a quarter of a mile. Can you be telling me what this lady is having for her breakfast, you and that long nose of yours?’


‘Porridge.’ Billy grinned. ‘Mind you, that is by way of being a guess since I did not see her fill the pot with oatmeal, only with water.’


‘So you saw her, did you? And what were you doing at Pennypol?’


‘Looking for the old ewe which, by the by, I did not find.’


‘No, because she was never lost in the first place,’ said Barrett. ‘Is some woman putting up at Pennypol right enough?’


‘Aye,’ the boy answered. ‘A woman I have never seen before.’


‘Old or young?’


‘Older than I am – but not by much.’


‘Did you speak to her?’


‘No, I noticed her from the hill when she was drawing water. I know she had a fire going because there was a deal of smoke, so much smoke I thought she had set the roof alight.’


‘A thunderbolt could not be setting that mouldy old roof alight,’ Barrett said. ‘Even so, I think we should be reporting the matter to Mr Quigley.’


‘She might just be a tinker passing through.’


‘It is too early in the year for tinkers.’


‘Perhaps times are hard for tinkers too,’ Billy said.


‘Times are hard for a lot of people but tinkers are not among them,’ Barrett said. ‘We had better be reporting the matter.’


‘I could go over and see what the woman is doing now, if you like.’


‘Oh, so she’s pretty, is she?’ Barrett said.


Billy blushed. ‘Dad!’


Barrett laughed and got to his feet. He hefted up the ewe and turned her.


As he did so a collie rose like a wisp of black and white smoke from the bracken, long pink tongue hanging out, yellow eyes fierce and attentive.


‘Are you for penning her, Dad? The ewe, I mean.’


‘No. We will be taking a look at her again this afternoon to see if her hoof has improved. Put her down on the flat by the gate for the time being.’


‘Am I not to go over to Pennypol then?’


‘To gawk at this beautiful female?’ Barrett said. ‘No, I will go myself.’


The boy frowned and shook his head, the joke forgotten.


‘She is not beautiful. I think . . .’ Billy hesitated, ‘I think perhaps she has been damaged.’


‘Damaged? What in God’s name do you mean by “damaged”?’


Billy could not bring himself to explain. He shook his head. ‘Go and see for yourself, Dad,’ he said, then with a little whistle to alert the dog, gathered in the limping ewe and strolled her gently towards the gate.


 


 


Innis Tarrant had spent longer than usual at prayers that morning. Some mornings she would kneel before the Blessed Mary only for a minute or two, others she would linger to offer thanks for all the blessings that had been bestowed upon her. Last thing at night, however, her prayers were more concentrated and she would kneel beneath the silver crucifix that Gillies had given her and pray for her sister Biddy, for her daughter Rachel in Glasgow, for her daughter Rebecca who was flighty and stubborn and too full of modern ideas, and, of course, for Gillies Brown, the friend of her heart these many, many years.


Now and then she might also put in a word for her husband and son, that they might find happiness wherever they happened to be. And that morning, with the March wind blustering about the stone-built cottage, she had offered a prayer for her mother’s soul and the soul of her father, both long departed, for in spite of Father O’Donnell’s assurances to the contrary, she had a suspicion that neither Vassie nor Ronan Campbell would be entirely at peace in the mansions of the Lord.


Safely removed from the pernicious influence of crucifixes and painted statues Becky Tarrant slapped the frying pan with beef dripping and clattered it down upon the stove to indicate disapproval of Mam’s devotions, which to her way of thinking were almost as pagan as Auntie Aileen’s communion with the elves and fairies. Rebecca was small-built, not striking like her Aunt Biddy but with more than a share of her grandmother’s sallow, hot-eyed character. She was a tireless worker, attacked all her tasks with determination and even routine chores like feeding hens, lighting fires and cooking breakfast were performed at top speed.


‘Are you not done with your chanting yet, Mam?’ Becky yelled.


She was due at the big house at eight o’clock and Maggie Naismith, the housekeeper, would not tolerate tardiness. It was now a little after seven.


The kitchen was steeped in grey daylight but the coals in the hearth and flickers of flame within the iron cooking stove gave some cheer. Becky had been bustling about for the best part of an hour. Hens had been fed and eggs gathered. The dog – a lively spaniel pup which, much to Becky’s consternation, refused to be regimented – had had a plate of oat mush and mutton scraps thrust under his nose, and the last item on Becky’s agenda was to make sure that her mother consumed an adequate supply of nourishment before she, Becky, left for the half-mile hike to Fetternish House. At one time half a dozen servants had staffed the house but the Baverstock-Quigley fortunes had slumped badly in recent years and Becky was well aware that Aunt Biddy and Quig were sailing close to the wind these days. Becky’s sister and cousins had gone to the mainland to complete their education; if she had complained loudly enough no doubt funds would have materialised from somewhere to send her to college too. Becky, however, had chosen to remain on Mull to look after her mother.


‘I am serving your porridge now, Mam.’ She clacked the ladle on the rim of the pot. ‘I am putting the eggs into the pan, so you had better be saying goodbye to Our Lady if you want your breakfast piping hot.’


Unperturbed by her daughter’s hectoring, Innis emerged from the back bedroom. Becky was so like her grandmother that Innis occasionally wondered if the old woman’s spirit had found refuge in the girl. Becky even looked a little like Vassie but without the harsh lines that hardship and a vicious marriage had imprinted upon her, Innis’s, mother.


‘Do you want to make me late?’ Becky snapped. ‘Do you want me to be told off by Maggie Naismith for the third time this month?’ She ladled porridge into a bowl and placed the bowl on the table which, because the morning was chilly, she had dragged closer to the fire. ‘Now, will you please tidy yourself and sit down.’


To humour her daughter Innis peeped into the mirror that hung on the bedroom door and pretended to primp her hair which she had worn short for a number of years in a style quite tidy enough for a country woman.


‘I don’t know what it is about saying prayers that makes you so untidy,’ Becky went on. ‘Two eggs?’


‘One will do me fine, thank you.’


Becky broke a fresh egg and slid it expertly into the pan.


‘You don’t eat enough to keep a bird alive, if you ask me.’


‘Well, Becky,’ Innis said, ‘that is just how it is with old people.’


‘Are you being sarcastic?’


‘Take it how you will, dearest.’


Becky glanced round. ‘Hoh! I do not know why I put up with you.’


‘I am never too sure myself,’ said Innis.


Becky cracked a third egg, deposited the shell into a wooden bucket in which food scraps were kept, then, after wiping her hands on her apron, pulled out a chair and seated herself at the table. In a matter of seconds her porridge bowl was empty. She returned to the stove and had just lifted the fish slice to bathe the egg with fat when a noise outside made her turn towards the door.


‘What’s that?’ she said.


‘It will just be the dog, I expect,’ said Innis. ‘Did you let him out?’


‘Of course I let him out.’ Becky removed the egg from the pan, put it on a plate and laid the plate on the lid of the stove. ‘If it is Kilty he’s kicking up a fair old fuss. One of Barrett’s ewes must be in the garden again.’


Innis shook her head. ‘The ewes are all in the south-west pasture at this time of the year.’ The spaniel’s frantic yapping roused vague anxiety, remnant of the fear that had troubled her for years. ‘Go and see who it is.’


Becky pulled open the door and admitted a swirl of wind followed immediately by the yapping spaniel. Innis stared at the shape in the doorway and sighed inwardly when she recognised George Barrett.


‘That animal is too far frisky for his own good,’ Barrett said. ‘It is high time you let me teach him a thing or two about obedience.’


‘Is that why you’ve come bothering us at the crack of dawn,’ Becky said, ‘to tell us our dog needs training?’


‘What is it, George?’ Innis said. ‘What brings you here so early?’


‘There is someone camping at Pennypol. Billy spotted them.’


‘Tinkers, it’ll just be the tinkers,’ said Becky.


‘It is not the tinkers,’ Barrett said.


‘Who is it then?’ said Innis.


‘A girl.’


The wind skated into the kitchen and flirted with the thin piece of carpet in front of the hearth and Innis was filled with an unusual foreboding, for, Catholic or not, she had never quite managed to shake off her belief in second sight and for weeks now Aileen had been mumbling and muttering about strangers coming up out of the hill. It was just part of Aileen’s weirdness, however, and no one had paid much attention to the woman’s rantings.


‘What – what sort of a girl?’ Innis said.


‘A cripple by the looks of her,’ Barrett answered.


‘Cripple or not,’ said Becky, ‘you should have shoved her off.’


‘It is not my place to shove her off,’ Barrett said.


‘Don’t tell me you’re too timid to chase away trespassers,’ Becky said. ‘What’s she doing on Pennypol, anyway? There’s nothing there to interest anyone.’


‘By the look of it,’ Barrett said, ‘she’s settling in.’


‘Settling in? Without paying rent?’ Becky declared. ‘Well, Aunt Biddy will soon put a stop to that, won’t she, Mam?’


‘Yes, dear,’ Innis answered warily, ‘I expect she probably will.’


 


 


Two pairs of cotton drawers, stockings, two plain blouses, a patched flannel petticoat and three woollen vests had been stuffed into the lambing sack together with an old skirt and work shirt. She had travelled in her Sunday best but had jettisoned the fancy hat she had bought at the vicarage fête in favour of a stout straw bonnet. And she had left her good shoes behind; the boots that Josh had relined after her accident were much easier to walk in. Her certificates were folded into the Bible that Mrs Musson had given her on her tenth birthday, not the exact day on which she had been born but the anniversary of the day on which her mother had died and she, still an infant, had been taken into the care of the estate. She had never known who her father was: some travelling man she supposed.


The Mussons had no children of their own. They had cared for her well enough and were strict but not cruel. They had even allowed her to attend the day school at Cloudshill until she was strong enough to wheel a barrow and ply a Dutch hoe and could be put to work in the gardens to pay for her keep. She had slept in a cot in the loft of the Mussons’ cottage, which was better than the cubby-hole in the potting-shed that poor Josh had had to put up with when he was fetched from the poorhouse at Medlington. She thought of Josh as she unpacked the little pouches of seed that he had given her before she’d left Fream. They were tokens, good luck charms, of little practical value to a real market gardener. But he had told her that they would spoil for want of air and though she reckoned most seeds were hardier than Josh gave them credit for, nevertheless she placed the pouches on a sagging shelf on the rear wall of the cottage to let them breathe.


She had brought one pot, one that her husband would never miss, and a canister of tea and sugar; which was just as well, for there was nothing in the cottage, not one cracked cup or empty bottle in which she could have carried water from the stream, let alone a kettle in which to boil it up. By any standards the farmhouse at Pennypol was a dismal place. The walls were smeared with bird droppings, the floor crusted with cattle dung, and the hearth was nothing but a primitive circle of stones under a gaping hole in the roof.


She had set a fire of straw and driftwood and coaxed a match flame into the kindling until at last smoke began to coil up through the roof hole. She had gone out into the fine, sifting rain then and followed the path to the stream. She had filled the pot with icy brown water and carried it carefully back to the cottage and set it on the fire to boil which, eventually, it did. Then she had seated herself on the ground with her back against the wall and stretched out her aching leg and cupped the pot in both hands for warmth, and drank tea and ate the remains of the corn loaf she had brought from home and, looking up, had seen the sky through the roof hole and a glimmer of stars among the clouds, the very same stars that looked down on Fream and the limestone ledges above Cloudshill.


She had known then for sure that she had done the right thing in running away from Gavin Tarrant, not to save herself from punishment but to protect the foetus within her, the little swelling seed-thing which, if her reckoning was right, was already three months old.


 


 


It had been almost three years since Innis had last visited Pennypol. The cottage in which she had been born and raised held no pleasant memories. In fact, her childhood had been so scarred by their father’s drunken brutality that she was surprised that Biddy, Aileen and she had survived at all.


She came by the long route round the back of Olaf’s Hill. Although she was fit and healthy – Becky would have added ‘for her age’ – Innis was no longer quite as spry as she had once been and preferred well-worn paths to heather tracks and steep shortcuts. Passing the skirts of the moor, she saw the islets and the bay and the old cottage all slot into view one by one, just as they had always done. Weeds had taken over her mother’s vegetable plots, however, and the patchy little fields where oats and barley had once flourished had been consumed by the insidious growths which if left unchecked would eventually drown not just Pennypol but Pennymain and Fetternish too in a vast sea of bracken.


The wall was still intact, though. The sturdy drystone dike that her sisters, her mother and she had built to keep the Baverstocks’ sheep off the Pennypol grazings was a monument of such art, craft and pointless determination that half a lifetime of equinoctial gales had damaged it hardly at all. The girl crouched in the shadow of the wall. She crabbed along with her chin tucked into her chest and advanced with a dipping motion of the left shoulder and a twist of the right hip that threw her forward only eight or ten inches at a time.


She looked so ugly and defenceless that Innis understood now why Barrett had pleaded urgent business with the flock and had vanished over the ridge at something approaching a gallop. Becky would not have been so gracious. Becky was furious at the very idea of a stranger invading the property and at this moment, Innis reckoned, would be pouring out the news to Biddy and Quig and urging them to take stern action.


When Innis reached the end of the wall, the girl looked up and waved. And Innis realised that she was not deformed at all but had bent over to dig in the thin topsoil and that the crabbing motion indicated nothing more than a slight limp.


‘What are you doing?’ Innis called out.


‘Putting in a few seeds,’ the girl replied. ‘Lupins. I think there are some African marigolds too but I doubt if they will like the cold ground.’


‘Why are you planting flowers here?’


The girl held up a canvas bag no bigger than a tobacco pouch.


‘Josh, my friend, put some seeds in my luggage. I don’t know why, because he’s convinced that flowers won’t grow this far to the north. Are you Mrs Baverstock?’


‘There is no Mrs Baverstock,’ Innis said.


‘Oh, no!’ She was slight of build and had towy fair hair, just a shade darker than Aileen’s. One eye was closed by a puffy swelling that caused her to squint. ‘Oh, dear me! Is Mrs Baverstock dead?’


‘Of course she is not dead,’ Innis said. ‘Mrs Baverstock has married again and become Mrs Quigley, although some folk still do call her Baverstock.’


‘Doesn’t Mr Quigley mind?’


It was just the daft, difficult sort of question that Becky might have asked.


‘It is immaterial whether Mr Quigley minds or not,’ Innis said. ‘Besides, it is none of your business. Why are you scattering flower seeds when you will not be here to see them bloom?’


The girl tucked the spade under her arm. It was a blackened heart-shaped peat-cutter with a broken shaft that Innis dimly remembered having used herself far back in the past. The iron blade was still intact though and the girl had managed to excavate a shallow groove two or three inches deep with it. Innis knew little about flower culture. The border at Pennymain was a riot of colour from mid-May to late September but that had been Michael’s doing and since he had left home she contented herself with just keeping it in order season by season.


The girl shrugged. ‘Even if I’m not here to see them they will make a fine surprise for someone. I’m not so sure about the African marigolds.’ She stuck the blade of the peat-cutter into the ground and looking directly at Innis, said, ‘If you’re not Mrs Baverstock – I mean Mrs Quigley – then who are you?’


‘I am Mrs Tarrant,’ Innis informed her. ‘Bridget Baverstock’s sister.’


‘Ah!’ the girl said. ‘I thought it might be you.’


‘Never mind who I am,’ Innis said. ‘I want to know who you are and what you are doing on our property?’


‘My name’s Tarrant too, although I think I’d prefer to be known as Fay Ludlow, if you’ve no objection.’


Innis drew her shawl tightly about her shoulders. ‘Why should I object? And why do you say that your name is Tarrant?’


Tarrant was her name, her daughters’ name, the family name, the name she had adopted before the altar in the chapel at Glenarray on the day she’d married Michael all those years ago. She had no trouble with names as a rule, no difficulty in keeping track of the Campbells, Baverstocks and Quigleys who were no longer here. She could rhyme off the names of her brother Neil’s children, for instance, and tell you what subjects her nephew Donnie taught in the Glasgow High School and how many children he and his wife Tricia had and what their names were, though this was less surprising, for Donnie and Tricia visited Fetternish every summer. She could even tell you – a feat that amazed her sister – what had become of a few of those ‘cousins’ whom neither she nor Biddy could quite claim as kin since their grandfather, old Evander McIver, had been more scrupulous about keeping up the stud book for Foss bulls than recording his own late-season matings.


She did not know what had become of her husband and son, however, and her first thought was that the girl with the towy hair and damaged eye might be Michael’s most recent conquest or even his bastard child and that he had sent her here to pave the way for his return.


‘Did you not say that your name is Tarrant?’ Innis asked.


‘I’ll be calling myself Ludlow, though, now I’m here.’


‘Yes, yes, you may call yourself what you please,’ Innis said impatiently, ‘but who are you and how do you know who I am?’


‘He told me about you.’


‘He?’


Innis waited for an answer, her heart flapping in her chest.


‘My husband.’


‘Michael?’


‘No,’ the girl said. ‘Gavin.’


‘My Gavin, do you mean?’


‘Yes, Mrs Tarrant.’ The girl nodded. ‘Gavin, your son.’


 


 


‘Oh, dear me, no!’ Biddy said testily. ‘You must not take us for simpletons, Miss Ludlow. If you think you can waltz in here claiming to be my nephew’s wife without one scrap of evidence to prove it then you are very much mistaken.’


‘Biddy . . .’ Robert Quigley murmured.


‘I will handle this matter, Robert, if you please,’ Biddy said.


Quig gave the little bow that he had perfected over the years to indicate not so much submission as acknowledgement that the lady of the house was entitled to first say in all things. Later he would take her to one side, have a few quiet words with her and depend on her good sense to ensure that right decisions were reached; compromise not capitulation had always been a key feature in their relationship.


Age had laid few marks on Robert Quigley. His hair had thinned somewhat and he had developed a certain strictness about the mouth that had not been evident when he had served as Evander McIver’s factotum on Foss, but he was still lean and nimble and if he worried about Biddy and the children and the demise of trade he gave no outward sign of it. Biddy, on the other hand, had changed considerably since her second marriage. She was still striking enough to turn heads in Princes Street on those rare occasions when business summoned her to Edinburgh, but motherhood and maturity had mellowed her conceit and she pretended that she no longer cared what men thought of her. She had grown plump but not portly. Constrained by a bit of boning in formal gowns and day-dresses her figure was set off by a cascade of auburn curls which, with just an occasional application of henna, kept her looking younger than a woman tottering on the verge of fifty.


Sheaves of letters written to and received from lawyers had added an element of continual qualification to Biddy’s conversation. ‘The first question that springs to mind,’ she went on, ‘is why you have chosen to come to Mull to escape Gavin. After all this is – or was – his home. We are – or were – his family. Do you suppose that we will take you in just because you claim to be his wife?’


She stood by the window of the drawing-room with her thumbs tucked into the waistband of her skirt and scrutinised the girl with all the severity of an advocate pleading a capital case. Biddy was backed by old Willy Naismith, gaunt and shrivelled but alarmingly alert, who from a chair near the fireplace weighed up the situation with all the astuteness for which he had once been renowned.


If the girl was intimidated by the grand, shabby drawing-room with its views of the sea, she gave no sign of it. The moment Biddy paused for breath, she said, ‘If you’re asking if I’m legal married to Gavin Tarrant then see, here’s my wedding band.’ She fished in a pocket of her skirt and brought out a cheap enamelled ring which she displayed on the palm of her hand.


‘All I see there,’ said Biddy, ‘is a trinket that could have been purchased at any fairground in the country. A ring is proof of nothing.’


‘Unless,’ Willy Naismith put in, ‘it carries an inscription.’


The girl turned, frowning. ‘An inscription?’


‘Aye, lass,’ Willy said. ‘Writing on the back, linking your name with his.’


‘No, sir, there is no writing on the back. Gavin wouldn’t pay for writing.’


‘Where did you buy it?’ Biddy said.


‘I didn’t buy it. Gavin bought it.’


‘Where did he buy it then?’


‘In Buxton.’


‘Is that where you were married?’


‘It was.’


‘In church?’


‘Before the registrar in the town hall.’


‘Did Gavin have to marry you?’


‘No, he . . .’ Fay hesitated.


Biddy folded her arms across her bosom. ‘What? What reason did he have for marrying you that you haven’t told us about?’


‘He said he loved me,’ Fay answered. ‘But he didn’t love me. He wanted me for other things.’


‘What other things?’ said Biddy.


‘Sir Johnny – Sir John Yeates – wouldn’t make Gavin up to flockmaster or tithe him the cottage on Cloudshill unless he got married. Gavin wanted the post bad and picked me for a wife just because I was handy.’


The swollen eye had begun to water. She wiped it with her sleeve, shaking her head impatiently as if she had been let down by the bruised ducts and broken flesh. She had not been offered a chair and stood crookedly, rocking a little on one heel, dabbing at her eye with her sleeve.


Innis looked away: Quig too.


Willy said, ‘How long was it before he started beating you?’


She sighed, not surprised at being found out so soon. ‘That night.’


‘Your wedding night?’ said Biddy. ‘He struck you on your wedding night?’


Fay hesitated, then said, ‘You see why I had to get away.’


‘When did the marriage take place?’ Quig said. ‘How long ago?’


‘Two years back last harvest.’


Biddy glanced at Innis who continued to stare out of the window. There was no sound in the drawing-room except the squeak of the girl’s heel on the flooring. What, Biddy wondered, was her sister feeling at this moment, what sort of guilt had this pathetic creature roused in her? Did Innis feel responsible for what her son had done and what her son had become? Or was Gavin Tarrant simply the inheritor of all that was bad in the blood of the Campbells? Biddy longed to cry out, ‘Go away. Go away, girl, and leave us in peace,’ but Gavin was not her son and it was not up to her to reject his runaway wife.


Willy leaned forward, fists bunched on the curve of his walking-stick. He smiled at the girl, showing worn brown teeth. ‘Tell me, lass, where were you born?’


‘In Fream, on Sir John Yeates’s estate.’


‘Where are your parents?’


‘My mother died when I was small.’


‘And your father?’


‘I never knew who he was, sir. A travelling man, I think.’


‘You’ve no need call me “sir”, ’ Willy said. ‘I’m nothing special in this household. Fact is, I started out in much the same way as you, as an orphan. Were you put out to a family on the estate?’


‘I was, sir,’ Fay said.


‘Were they kind to you?’


‘Kind enough. They let me go to school.’


‘Good,’ Willy said. ‘That’s good. What then? Work in the kitchens?’


‘In the gardens.’


Willy nodded. ‘After your marriage to Gavin Tarrant you did not work in the gardens any more, though, did you?’


‘No, I was took to live with him in a cottage on the Edge.’


‘What’s the Edge?’ said Biddy.


‘On the Peak, where the sheep are.’


‘There would be no gardens for you to look after on the Edge,’ Willy said.


‘No, sir, none worth the name.’


‘Did you miss the gardens?’


‘I did,’ Fay admitted. ‘It was bleak on the uplands. I saw nobody except the shepherds’ wives, and not much of them. Gavin did not enjoy company.’


‘Is that why you ran away?’ Biddy asked.


Fay shook her head. ‘I ran away because he treated me bad.’


‘What does your husband look like?’ Willy said. ‘Tall and fair, is he?’


‘Oh, no! He is short in height but broad in chest and shoulders. His hair is black and he wears it in a little pigtail.’


‘Do you think that Gavin resembles his father?’ Willy asked.


‘I do not know, sir. I never met his father,’ Fay answered.


‘Perhaps he’s dead. Gavin’s father, I mean?’


‘No, he isn’t dead, sir. There were letters from him, though not many,’ Fay said. ‘Gavin wouldn’t let me read them. He kept them hidden in the box where he kept all his papers.’


‘Are you sure,’ Innis said, ‘that these letters were from Michael – from Gavin’s father and not, say, from a friend?’


‘Gavin has no friends.’


‘And you,’ Willy said, ‘have you no friends?’


‘I had friends, sir,’ Fay said. ‘I had friends when I lived in the gardens. Josh was my friend.’


‘Ah!’ Biddy said. ‘Ah-hah! Now the truth comes out. Was Josh your lover?’


‘Oh no. I never had no lover,’ Fay said. ‘Josh was just – just a friend.’


Innis said, ‘Is Josh the person who gave you the seeds?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are we to take it that Josh knows you’ve come to Mull?’ said Biddy.


‘I told Josh of my intentions, yes,’ Fay said. ‘He even put new leather on my boots, for he said there would be nothing but rocky roads in Scotland.’


‘Who else knows you’re here?’ said Innis.


‘I told nobody except Josh. I didn’t even tell Mr Musson. I decided what had to be done and when Gavin went off to the gathering of the ewes I packed my bag and walked to the railway station and bought a ticket.’


‘With your husband’s money,’ Biddy said.


‘I had some money saved, money of my own,’ said Fay. ‘Seven shillings, that’s all I took from Gavin. Seven shillings from his box.’


‘Is that the truth?’ said Biddy.


‘Yes, Mrs Bav – Mrs Quigley, that’s the truth.’


‘Willy,’ Biddy said, ‘what do you make of it?’


‘Well, it’s a credible tale. She wouldn’t be the first young woman to be tricked into a bad marriage.’


‘I wasn’t tricked into marrying Gavin, sir. I went willing.’


‘Be that as it may, you’ve deserted your husband and Mrs Quigley is entitled to enquire why you’re seeking refuge here,’ Willy said. ‘In fact I’m a wee bit curious myself as to why you picked Fetternish of all places.’


‘Mull’s the last place Gavin will think to look for me,’ Fay said. ‘He will never come here to look for me. Never.’


‘Why is that?’ Willy asked.


‘I don’t know, sir. Something happened here, I think,’ Fay said. ‘Something he never talked about. He told me a little about the island and the cottage where he was born and how green and lovely it all was. He told me that he and his father had tried to purchase a piece of ground to farm for themselves but were denied it.’


‘What did he say about me?’ Biddy asked. ‘About us?’


‘Little enough,’ Fay answered. ‘When he was fuddled with drink he would let things slip, though, and I remembered him mentioning your names.’


‘Drinking!’ Biddy exclaimed. ‘That’s it! God, he’s Dada all over the back.’ She flung up a hand in despair. ‘Are we never going to get rid of that old devil? Is it not enough that we had to suffer him when he was alive and now that he’s dead we’re going to have to go through it all again with his grandson?’


‘Calm yourself, Biddy,’ Quig advised.


‘Calm myself? How can I be calm when we’re discussing Gavin Tarrant who, need I remind you, tried to murder you when he was not much more than a child and for all we know might be planning to come back to finish the job?’ She turned to Fay. ‘Aye, you did not know that, did you, girl? That’s why your husband left Mull and why he dare not return. He shot this man here, Robert Quigley. Pointed a shotgun straight at him and pulled the trigger. That’s why we don’t want Gavin here – no, nor his wife.’


‘I take it, Biddy,’ Willy said, ‘that you don’t doubt the girl?’


‘No, I don’t doubt her,’ Biddy said. ‘I just don’t want her in my house.’


‘I will take her,’ said Innis. ‘I will look after her.’


‘Conscience?’ Biddy snapped. ‘Dear God, Innis, conscience will be the death of you. What if she’s left a trail for Gavin to follow? What if he turns up here to murder us all in our beds?’


‘You forget, dear,’ Quig said, ‘that I wasn’t Gavin’s prime target.’


‘I haven’t forgotten anything,’ Biddy declared. ‘I remember that day as if it were yesterday.’


Time, age, illness and the distractions of holding together a failing estate had not eliminated the memories of that desperate period in her life, for the Campbell inheritance was as chequered as the whole sad history of the island itself.


‘I am not going to turn her away, Biddy,’ Innis said.


‘You’re still hoping that he’ll come back, aren’t you? Sixteen years, sixteen years and you still can’t give him up,’ Biddy said. ‘Are you hoping he’ll finally answer all those letters you posted off into oblivion or that he’ll come trailing after Gavin, if Gavin does come trailing after his wife? Is that why you want to have her in your house? So that Gavin will have to come to you to get her back?’


‘Gavin will not set foot on Mull,’ Fay said. ‘He hates you, all of you.’


‘Why would he hate us?’ Biddy shook her head. ‘What harm did we ever do him?’


‘What we didn’t do was drown him at birth,’ said Willy. ‘I’m thinking that was maybe our first mistake.’


‘It seems that you are not welcome here, Fay,’ Innis said. ‘You may stay with me at Pennymain until you find work and a place of your own.’


‘There is no place for her on Mull,’ Biddy said, ‘and no work for anyone.’


‘Aye, but there is ground,’ said Fay promptly.


‘If you mean land then yes, there’s land,’ Biddy said. ‘But it’s my land and I’ll not be giving away one acre of it, not to you or anyone else that Gavin Tarrant might send to wheedle on his behalf.’


‘Gavin didn’t send me,’ Fay said. ‘I only want a bit of ground for a garden. I’ll even break and dress it from the sod if needs be. I thought perhaps there might be plots going a-begging down by the old cottage.’


‘Nothing will grow on Pennypol.’ Biddy hesitated. ‘However, if you insist on remaining here my husband will find some work to keep you occupied. But I warn you, we can’t afford to offer you regular employment.’


‘Temporary work will suit me fine,’ Fay said. ‘Thank you, Mrs Baverstock.’


‘Quigley,’ Biddy said. ‘My name is Quigley. And from now on, young lady, your name is Ludlow. You will be known as Fay Ludlow, no relative of mine. Do I make myself clear?’


‘As a bell, Mrs Quigley,’ Fay said and with a grateful little bob of the head allowed Innis to lead her from the drawing-room.










CHAPTER TWO


Bread of Angels


 


Long before Gillies Brown had ever set foot on Mull there had been schools all over the island, an assortment of parochial establishments that operated on principles that were, to say the least, rather less than educationally sound. At one time there had even been an Academy of Industry for young females housed in Tobermory jail, which was no reflection on the honesty of local girls but rather on the total absence of a criminal class to provide said jail with the proper sort of inmate or, in fact, any inmates at all. Since then parliamentary acts, revisions of acts, amendments to revisions of acts – the applied wisdom of industrious committee men to whom education mattered more than breath – had increased state regulation and introduced a raft of rules that had robbed Gillies and his daughter Janetta of much of their individual authority.


Each weekday, for instance, the older lads and lassies were whisked off in a horse-drawn omnibus to school in Tobermory where, out of sight of parents and prying neighbours, they learned to smoke tobacco, nip whisky and flirt with each other more or less like their brethren in the big cities: not, it must be said, that Tobermory was a den of vice or that the masters were lax in their duties or, indeed, that Tobermory was so very far removed from the sleepy little village of Crove where Mr Gillies Brown, his daughter Janetta and two ministers of the Gospel guarded the moral and spiritual welfare of the young. None the less, education was on the march if not the rampage, and the eighteen schools that remained on Mull when the twentieth century opened the doors of opportunity were subject to inspection and rules of allocation like schools all over Scotland, and the Browns, father and daughter, were obliged to comply with the laws of the land or to leave the profession to which they had dedicated the best years of their lives.


One benefit of state intervention was that the parish of Crove had received a generous grant of government money with which to erect a new school building to replace the low, two-roomed cottage that had served three generations of little scholars before it had been all but swept away in the great Crove flood of 1899.


The new school was constructed of imported brick, not local stone. It was angular and upright and rather stern, similar, some said, to Miss Brown herself. The spacious, well-lighted classrooms were topped by the headmaster’s apartments which comprised a sitting-room, two bedrooms and a spartan kitchen within which Gillies Brown and his spinster daughter Janetta were obliged to take up residence, thus abandoning the cottages at An Fhearann Cáirdeil that they had rented from Biddy and that had been their home for many happy years.


There were advantages to living in a new house above the school, of course. The building had running water and an indoor lavatory and master and mistress no longer had to face a three-mile hike to and from work every day. The main disadvantage – which Netta felt less keenly than her father – was that Gillies Brown and his dear, close friend Innis Tarrant got to see less of each other. And at last the villagers gave up gossiping about the schoolmaster and the abandoned wife of Pennymain, for it was generally agreed that his prissy daughter Janetta would not permit her father to get away with anything that smacked of hanky-panky.


The Browns’ transfer from An Fhearann Cáirdeil scotched the last flicker of scandal. By 1908, when the first of the strangers turned up in Crove, not a head turned or an eyelid blinked when Innis popped into the Browns’ house above the school or when Gillies borrowed the Reverend Ewing’s little pony-trap to clatter out to Pennymain.


Gillies had been married before, to a Glasgow girl, Clara, and had slaved in the classrooms of that indefensible city. When poor Clara had died, however, Gillies had dragged his young family north to take up a teaching post in Crove and soon thereafter had fallen in love with Innis Tarrant, wife of the Fetternish flockmaster, and she with him. Guilt and excitement had followed in about equal measure as the friendship had blossomed and found strength but now Gillies had reached an age when the future no longer seemed limitless and Innis’s company was no longer enough to keep anxiety at bay. Three of his four children and one of Innis’s daughters had gone off to the mainland, the school’s population was thinning and he feared that before too long there would be no pupils left to teach and that the new school would be forced to close. Sometimes, particularly in the dreary depths of winter, he would glance back at what he had missed and wonder if he had sacrificed just a little too much for Innis’s sake. But then spring would come round again and he would waken in the mornings and turn over in bed and listen to the gulls crying and would think how fine a thing it would be to have Innis all to himself, not here in the schoolhouse but at Pennymain or in the ancient farmstead at An Fhearann Cáirdeil with just the sounds of the sea beating on the grey rocks and the sighing of the wind in the grasses.


‘Daddy, are you awake?’


‘What?’


‘I asked if you were awake?’


‘I am. Yes, I am.’


‘Do you want this tea?’


He struggled reluctantly into consciousness and, out of habit, rubbed his hands over his scalp to restore blood to the few sensible cells that remained.


‘Tea?’


‘In a cup,’ Janetta said, ‘on a saucer.’


‘You spoil me, Netta.’


‘Do you want it or do you not?’


He peered up at her rigid black skirt and starched white blouse. Her only adornment was a silver-plated pocket watch clipped to a buttonhole. She was thin, much thinner than her mother had been even in the final days of her illness, but it was vitality not disease that prevented the flesh from settling on Netta’s bones. She had thick fair hair pinned up in an unflattering ‘cottage-loaf ’ style cribbed from a reproduction of a painting entitled Spartan Women which, for some reason, she had found appealing.


She peered down at him as if he were a grubby schoolboy.


‘Answer me.’


One of the problems of old age – well, not quite old age – was that you could no longer hop enthusiastically from sleep to wakefulness. Gillies tugged at the collar of his night-shirt to hide the mat of white hair that covered his chest and held out both hands for the teacup. He sipped obediently.


‘Lovely, thank you,’ he said.


She continued to watch him, frowning. ‘Have you heard?’


‘Heard what?’


‘She’s taken someone to live with her.’


‘Pardon?’


‘Your friend, she’s taken in a lodger.’


‘My . . . Oh, Innis, you mean?’ He sat up in the narrow bed. ‘When you say Innis has “taken someone in”, do you seek to imply that she has deliberately deceived someone for her own gain or do you wish me to understand that she—’


‘For heaven’s sake, stop playing the fool,’ Janetta said. ‘Innis has taken in a girl, a young woman, a young English woman, I believe, to lodge at Pennymain.’


‘Has she?’ Gillies swallowed a mouthful of tea. He steered the cup on to the saucer, groped on the bedside cabinet for his spectacles and fitted them over his nose. Netta swam swiftly into focus.


‘Did she not tell you?’


‘I saw her last Wednesday and she said nothing to me about expecting a visitor,’ Gillies said. ‘Who told you?’


‘Miss Fergusson.’


‘Who told her?’


‘Muriel Barrett.’


‘What other salient facts did Barrett’s wife impart?’


‘None,’ his daughter said. ‘That is the point.’


‘The point? Oh-hoh, yes, I see,’ Gillies said. ‘You want me to find out what’s going on at Fetternish.’


‘If you will.’


‘If I can.’


‘Of course you can,’ Janetta said. ‘Innis Tarrant has no secrets from you.’


‘Well, a few, perhaps just a few,’ Gillies Brown said. ‘What day is it?’


‘Saturday.’


‘Saturday.’ He nodded. ‘I’m expected at Pennymain for lunch anyway, so satisfying your curiosity should not be too difficult.’


‘I’m not curious personally,’ Janetta Brown said. ‘I’m not much of one for prying, as well you know, but I do feel a certain obligation to find out what I can.’


‘An obligation to whom?’ Normally he would have eased himself into the day by teasing his spinster daughter about her circle of female friends, all of whom were inordinately fond of poking their noses into other people’s business, but Netta’s news had made him uncharacteristically impatient. ‘Never mind.’ He gripped a handful of sheets and blankets. ‘I do believe I’ll be getting up now.’


‘For what?’ said Janetta.


‘To have my breakfast.’


‘And then?’


‘I think I’ll trot over to Pennymain somewhat earlier than planned.’


‘De bonne volonté? ’ Janetta said.


‘Willingly?’ said Gillies. ‘Why, child, of course – willingly.’


‘Why, Daddy, you’re just as nosy as the rest of us,’ Janetta said.


‘Yes, dear,’ said Gillies with a sigh. ‘I confess that in this instance I am.’


 


 


According to Mr Musson it was possible to work some land in any sort of weather and that soil mattered more than climate when it came to selecting vegetables for a profitable crop. In fact Mr Musson had dinned the rudiments of gardening wisdom into her so thoroughly that Fay hardly needed to employ thought at all but could almost rely on instinct to help her reach decisions.


On the bleak uplands high above Cloudshill the lapwings would be diving hither and thither in search of nesting sites, ravens would be mating and hawks plunging down to feed on young rats or the first flush of spring rabbits. In the orchards around Fream the stench of fresh manure would hang over the hedges and Josh would be out with the strawberry pots and old Mr Musson with the grafting-wax to propagate the plum trees. Here on Mull, however, she had no pattern to follow when it came to cultivation, only the screaming of seagulls over brown bracken and grey rock and in the gully behind Pennymain a gush of water from a broken pipe and a tangle of briar, bramble and blackthorn so dense that she did not dare venture down there at all.


Even so the brisk bright breeze and blinks of sunshine brought a lift to your heart whether you were cutting raspberry canes in Derbyshire or scratching in the wrinkled earth of an island on the edge of the Atlantic, and Fay felt decidedly cheerful and optimistic about the future. Becky, her sister-in-law, seemed unaware that this was a day when you just had to be out and about, making ready for the growing season. On that bright, blustery March morning, however, Fay did not much care what Becky Tarrant thought of her; she continued to potter about in Innis’s garden in spite of the fact that she knew that she was being observed and probably criticised.


‘What is she doing now, for heaven’s sake,’ Becky groused, ‘scratching away at the grass like a blessed chicken?’


‘I think,’ Innis answered, ‘she is testing the soil.’


Becky peered from the kitchen window. ‘Haven’t you told her that a few puny wee bags of seed won’t turn Fetternish into the Garden of Eden?’


‘I am sure that she knows that already.’


Becky turned from the window. ‘I should have been consulted, you know. Why didn’t you consult me before you invited a total stranger into our house? It’s my home too, you know.’


‘I thought you believed in charity.’


‘I believe that a community should look after the poor and needy, which,’ Becky said, ‘is quite a different thing from taking in every mongrel who happens to turn up on your doorstep and hand you a hard-luck story. She’s a sponger, Mother, and if there’s one thing I cannot abide—’


‘The one thing that I cannot abide,’ Innis interrupted, ‘is inconsistency. One minute you are down on Fay for working and the next you are condemning her for being a sponger.’


‘Scraping holes among our rose bushes isn’t my idea of work.’


‘Your father planted those rose bushes – and the vegetables too.’


‘So you keep telling me.’


‘If it had not been for his efforts, times we would have had nothing to eat.’


‘Now who’s being inconsistent?’ Becky said. ‘If we’re so hard up, Mother, why have you saddled us with another mouth to feed?’


‘I did not say that we are hard up now.’


‘Yes you did.’


‘We are better off than most folk,’ Innis said. ‘Besides, the girl is a stranger and in need of help. Kindness is the bread of angels, remember.’


‘I’ll bet Dada didn’t tell you that?’


‘No, he didn’t,’ Innis admitted.


‘It would be some cranky old priest like Father Gunnion.’


‘Father O’Donnell as a matter of fact.’


Becky leaned on the draining board and greased the frying pan.


Eggs were set out in a bowl, eggs that the girl had helped gather. Fay Ludlow had been up and about long before she, Becky, had thumped her bare feet to the floor. Such willingness irked Becky. It seemed altogether too ingratiating. She did not like the girl, did not like the look of her, all grubby and scratched, with a kink in her nose and a half-lame leg. She had been utterly flabbergasted when her mother had come down from the drawing-room in the big house with the trespasser clinging to her arm and had introduced her as enthusiastically as if she were a prodigal returned. Indeed, Becky’s first thought had been that the girl was blood kin, one of the illegitimates that Great-Grandfather McIver had sired before he’d popped off and Foss had been abandoned and Quig and Mairi, his mother, had come over to Fetternish to manage the cattle and, soon after, to marry into the family.


She remembered these events only dimly and her great-grandfather not at all. What she had heard of Evander McIver, though, did not make him sound endearing. To her way of thinking he sounded like a selfish and unscrupulous opportunist without an ethical bone in his body, not a legend from a lost age of individualism. Becky had no desire to see the graves of her great-grandparents on the sea-lashed islet beyond the last outpost of civilisation. But if this girl, this Fay Ludlow, with her stunted accent and mysterious bruises really did stem from the lower branches of the family tree why, Becky wondered, was her mother so reluctant to admit it?


‘Very well, Mother,’ she said. ‘Enough nonsense. Why won’t you tell me who Fay Ludlow really is and what she’s doing here?’


Innis lingered in the doorway of the bedroom.


Becky could make out the flickering candle before the Virgin and wondered gloomily what the offering signified since Lent and Easter were weeks away and there was no special saint’s day to celebrate at this time of the year.


‘She is just a poor girl in need of help.’


‘Nonsense!’ Becky exclaimed. ‘Tell me the truth. Is Fay Ludlow my half-sister? Has Dada been sowing his wild oats?’


‘How could she be your half-sister?’ Innis said. ‘She’s too old.’


‘What age is she? Seventeen?’


‘Eighteen, I believe. Too old, you see. Your father was still here with us when Fay was born.’


‘Where are her parents?’


‘She is an orphan.’


‘Oh, dear me!’ said Becky. ‘She really is piling it on.’ She tested the temperature of the stove top with a quick pat of her hand. ‘I find it hard to believe that you would be taken in by a story so patently made up. If Fay isn’t Dada’s daughter then, is she his sweetheart?’


‘Becky! No, she has never met your father.’


‘Is that what she told you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘Why?’ said Innis.


‘If Fay Ludlow’s a casual visitor why would you ask her about Dada?’


‘She came here,’ Innis said, cautiously, ‘because  . . .’


‘Go on.’


‘Because she heard that we might be looking for a gardener.’


‘A gardener? Are we looking for a gardener?’


‘Willy thinks there is too much good ground going to waste on Fetternish, ground that might be earning money for the estate.’


‘I suppose you’ll be telling me next that word of Willy Naismith’s bright idea filtered all the way down to – where is it? – Derbyshire, and that our Miss Ludlow promptly sat up and declared, “Oh, yes, that is for me. I will pack my bag and head for Scotland straight away”? Mother, you are telling me a pack of lies. I assume there’s something about Fay Ludlow you don’t want me to know. Will you at least tell me how long she’s going to be with us?’


‘She has only just arrived.’


‘When does she plan to move on?’


‘I do not know where she would be moving on to,’ Innis said.


‘So we’re stuck with her?’


‘So it would seem,’ said Innis.


 


 


She was relieved to see Gillies striding down the hill, for she was in sore need of a shoulder to lean on. She had expected him about lunch-time but the fact that he had arrived early pleased her; no one else could provide her with the kind of advice and support that she needed at this time, not even Quig.


Quig had taken over management of Fetternish after Hector Thrale, the previous factor, had died. He looked after Pennymain with the same thoroughness as he looked after the other tenanted properties and had always been a tower of strength. For years he had taken care of Aileen and her son Donnie and after Foss had been abandoned to the seals and the gulls marriage to Biddy had seemed like a just reward for his loyalty. Innis respected and trusted him but the unguarded affection that Quig and she had shared when they were young had gone, and for the best part of twenty years it was Gillies Brown who had been her mainstay.


It was about half past ten o’clock when Gillies appeared. Taking advantage of the weather Innis was hanging out sheets and blankets. Becky had flounced off to the big house immediately after breakfast and Fay, with Innis’s permission, had set off for Pennypol. She watched him come through the gate and cross the corner of the drying green. She smiled and offered her cheek for a kiss.


‘You are by way of being early, are you not?’ she said.


‘I am,’ Gillies said. ‘It’s such a grand morning that I couldn’t bring myself to stay indoors a moment longer.’


‘Is that the only reason?’


‘Well, Netta did mention something about a visitor.’ He glanced towards the cottage. ‘Is she here?’


‘She is not a visitor,’ Innis said. ‘She will be staying with us for a time.’


‘What does Becky have to say about that?’


‘Trust you to be getting straight to the point,’ Innis said. ‘Becky does not know who the girl is. If she did she would be even less pleased.’


‘According to word passed down from Barrett the girl is a cripple,’ Gillies said. ‘Is that why you are looking after her?’


‘No.’ Innis paused. ‘I am looking after her because she is Gavin’s wife.’


‘Gavin’s wife!’ Gillies said nothing for a moment then added, ‘Come to you for protection, I take it? Is Gavin in hot pursuit?’


‘She says that he is not.’


‘What about your Michael?’


‘She says that she has never met Michael.’


‘Do you believe her?’


‘Yes, I believe her,’ Innis said. ‘Even so, I’m frightened. Years without a word from either of them, twelve years at least – and now this. Last I heard they were living in the Borders and working sheep on the Ettrick Pen.’


‘You’ve never put them out of your mind, though, have you?’


‘No, not completely,’ Innis admitted. ‘He is my son, after all.’


‘Why did she leave him?’


‘He beat her.’


‘Is that what she told you?’


‘Yes.’


‘I wouldn’t take everything this girl tells you at face value,’ Gillies said. ‘She might be as much at fault as Gavin. Where is he right now?’


‘Shepherding in Derbyshire.’


‘Well, that’s far enough away, thank God. Did the girl travel all the way from Derbyshire just to find you?’


‘She has no one else to turn to.’


‘Hmm,’ said Gillies.


‘You sound sceptical.’


‘Aren’t you?’


‘I like her,’ Innis said.


‘You hardly know her,’ Gillies said. ‘And you must not feel responsible for what’s happened. If she’s had a troubled marriage then that’s her fault, or Gavin’s, not yours. How many other people know who she really is?’


‘Biddy, Quig and Willy, that’s all.’


‘Not Becky?’


‘No, not Becky.’


‘Sooner or later you’ll have to tell Becky the truth.’


‘If I do it will be all over the island before long and all the rumours about Gavin and what he did will start up again, and all the talk about us.’


Gillies put an arm about her. ‘Where is the girl now?’


‘She has gone over to Pennypol.’


‘What for?’


‘To look at the plots. She’s a gardener.’


‘Is she? How odd!’ Gillies said. ‘Well, why don’t we walk over there and let me take a look at her.’


‘Size her up, do you mean?’


‘Something along those lines,’ said Gillies.


 


 


She had no fear of the truculent ewes that had wandered over the brow of the hill to inspect her, nor of the shaggy brown cattle that loped, bellowing, up from the shore. Bullocks, she knew, were more curious than aggressive and she stood her ground in the wreckage of the onion patch and let them charge up to her and dither and prance, snorting, behind the rusty fence until she threw up her arms and shouted, ‘Shoo,’ and sent them stampeding back to the sands.


The boy, though, was just suddenly there. For a moment she thought it might be Gavin slyly observing her as he had observed her from the lee of the potting-shed or the greenhouses. The boy was nothing like Gavin, however. He was slim and spindly in the way that young boys are before they shoot up.


She had spent an hour measuring the ground, pacing it out at eight long strides to the rood, and marking it with small stones: ‘squaring the plot’ Mr Musson called it. When she had finished her rough calculations she rested on the grass at the top of the rows and stared at the sweep of land dipping away from her, down to the lip of the beach and out into the sea.


As soon as she spotted the boy, she scrambled to her feet and waved. ‘I saw you yesterday,’ she called out. ‘Oh, you thought I didn’t see you up there on the hill but I saw you, yes, I did.’ She moved towards him. ‘Tell me your name?’


‘Billy, miss.’


‘Billy Miss?’


‘Billy Barrett, miss.’


‘Don’t go calling me “miss”. My name is Fay. I think it would be quite proper for you to call me Fay.’ He was twelve, perhaps thirteen years old, solemn but not sullen. ‘Don’t you want to know what I’m doing?’


‘I know what you are doing, miss.’


He pressed an arm behind him and flattened his palm against the gable, as if at some point he might need a push for a flying start.


It was not the fact that she was a stranger that bothered him, Fay reckoned, but the fact that she was a girl. She remembered how she’d felt when Josh had first been brought to Fream, how attracted to him she had been because he was older than she was. She remembered the queer sensations that meeting Josh had roused in her, an inexplicable feeling of urgency, of needing to grow up quickly.


‘What am I doing then?’ she asked.


‘You are measuring Vassie’s patch.’


‘That,’ Fay brushed the bridge of Billy’s nose with her forefinger, ‘is exactly it.’ Billy’s cheeks turned dusky pink under his weather tan. She went on, ‘Do you know what I’m measuring it for?’


He let out his breath, and said, ‘I know what it was that Vassie grew.’


‘And what did Vassie grow? Tell me.’


‘Potatoes, leeks, cabbages and onions.’


‘Do you remember old Mrs Campbell?’


‘She was dead before I was born.’


‘How then do you know what she grew here?’


‘Mr Quigley tended the plot for a while, then my dada kept it going until the cattle got on to it and Quig said it was not worth the cost of proper fencing.’


‘Are you the shepherd’s son?’


‘I am.’


‘Are you going to be a shepherd too?’


‘No.’


‘No?’


‘There will be no call for shepherds by the time I am grown up.’


‘Are you not grown up now?’ Fay said.


‘I will be going away to the school in Oban when I am fourteen.’


‘How long will you be schooled at Oban?’


‘For one year,’ the boy answered, ‘then I will be going away to Glasgow.’


‘Is that where they go, all the young men?’ Fay said. ‘To Glasgow?’


‘The most of them.’


‘And the girls, what about the girls?’


‘Those who are for service, it is Edinburgh for them.’


‘Does no one of your age stay on the island?’


‘Only those who do not have money to leave, or those who are willing to settle for the fishing,’ Billy said, ‘or those whose mothers are afraid of what will become of them over on the mainland.’


‘Are you not afraid of what will become of you over on the mainland?’


‘No, miss, I am not afraid of anything.’


Fay sighed. ‘I wish I were more like you, Billy.’


She was tempted to stroke his nose again as if he were a charm that might bring her luck, but she did not wish to embarrass him. He was so different from her husband that he seemed to belong to another species entirely. She found it impossible to believe that Gavin had once stood on this spot and gazed out at the sea as Billy Barrett did now; and she could not imagine Gavin, even at thirteen or fourteen, conversing with a woman as if she were his equal.


‘Are you going to be staying here?’ Billy asked.


‘I hope so.’


‘It is not much of a place to be living in.’


‘No,’ Fay agreed, ‘though I have seen worse.’


‘Is it worse where you come from?’


‘Different,’ Fay said. ‘Where I come from is far from the sea.’


‘Are you a planter?’


‘A planter?’


‘A horticulturalist.’


Fay was surprised that Billy even knew the word. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m a gardener, plain and simple.’


‘Will you be working for Mrs Quigley?’


‘If she will take me on.’


‘My dada says that Mrs Quigley is on her uppers and that if wool prices do not rise soon she will be forced to sell Fetternish and we will all be out of work.’


‘How can Mrs Quigley be short of money when she lives in that fine house?’


‘I do not know,’ Billy said, ‘but my dada says she is.’


‘Doesn’t she have children? I thought she had children?’


‘Two of them, a boy and a girl.’


‘Where are they?’


‘At school.’


‘At school in Oban?’


‘Huh!’ Billy said. ‘No. Miss Brown taught them when they were small but then they went off to school in Edinburgh, even Christina, the girl.’


‘That must be costing Mrs Quigley a pretty penny.’


‘Aye’ – Billy nodded gravely – ‘it must.’


‘I really thought Mrs Quigley was rich?’


‘Everybody thinks she is rich,’ Billy said. ‘Is that why you came to Fetternish, miss, because you heard she was rich?’


‘Oh no,’ Fay said. ‘I came because I heard that the boys on Mull were handsome – and it seems that they are.’


The compliment seemed to skim past him. He leaned against the wall, resting on his hands. ‘Is it a husband you are looking for, miss?’


‘No, Billy, I’m not looking for a husband.’


‘There are few men here. My sisters complain about it, though they are too small to be looking out for husbands yet.’ He hesitated. ‘Was it a man that did that to your eye?’ She had almost forgotten about her eye. Perhaps her bruises and her limp were the reasons why Billy Barrett felt at ease with her. ‘I am sorry, miss. I should not have been asking such a question of a lady.’


‘Do you think that’s what I am, Billy, a lady?’


‘Aye, all girls are ladies when they reach a certain age.’


‘Who told you that?’


‘My father.’


Fay smiled and, stepping back, pointed to the stone markers.


‘I’m going to grow strawberries here,’ she told him. ‘When they’re ripe I’ll let you eat as many as you can carry in your hat.’


‘Strawberries will not grow in this climate.’


‘I’ll make them grow,’ Fay promised. ‘You’ll see. I’ll build a special little wall to gather in the sun. I’ll feed them with good manure to start them off right and I’ll sprinkle them regular to keep them free from yellow-edge.’ She glanced round, grinning. ‘Alpine,’ she said. ‘Small-fruited Alpine. Belle de Mews or Brilliants or Crestas, or all the lot of them. And do you know what, Billy? With any luck we’ll have strawberries for Christmas. How would you like that?’


‘I would like that fine, miss,’ Billy said.


‘Fresh strawberries,’ Fay said. ‘Do you like fresh strawberries, Billy?’


‘I am not sure if I do or not,’ Billy said. ‘I have never tasted one.’


‘Oh, that’s sad,’ Fay said, ‘never to have tasted a strawberry.’


Looking up, she caught sight of Innis Tarrant and a tall middle-aged man coming down the track towards her. Billy saw them too.


‘I had better be making myself scarce,’ he said.


‘Oh! Why?’


‘That’s Mr Brown, the schoolmaster.’


‘I see,’ Fay said. ‘Well, I doubt if he’s hunting for you on a Saturday.’


‘He will have come to look you over,’ Billy said.


‘I hope he likes what he sees,’ said Fay.


‘He would be daft if he did not,’ said Billy and slipped away round the gable before she could thank him for the compliment.










CHAPTER THREE


Scandal and Concern


 


In Harrogate or Bath the influential ladies of the town would probably have met in a tea-shop to discuss the appearance of a female stranger in their midst and to put her, socially speaking, in her place. Crove, however, had no tea-shop and its influential ladies – the schoolteacher, the Quigleys’ housekeeper and the minister’s wife – had no choice but to assemble on the narrow pavement outside Miss Fergusson’s cramped little shop.


Miss Fergusson had been tottering about behind the counter of the general store for ever, it seemed. She was one of several monuments to the changeless quality of village life, along with the parish church, the other church, the Free, the McKinnon Arms, and the Wingard Community Hall which had lately been reroofed in a black Ballachulish slate that seemed more appropriate to covens and conventicles than dances, concerts and ceilidhs. Hens continued to strut about the doorsteps, roosters to chant reveille from the dung-heap behind the livery stable and the pervasive aroma of peat smoke still hung over the whitewashed row of cottages that flanked each side of the main street. The new brick schoolhouse was tucked away behind the cottages, screened by a great emerald-green spruce tree that seemed to have grown inordinately tall in the past few years, which was more than could be said for poor Miss Fergusson who had withered almost to nothing.


Service in the shop had never been swift. Lately it had become so tardy that some villagers preferred to ride the horse-bus into Tobermory than wait for a basket to be filled and a bill added up in Crove’s only store. To most folk, however, Miss Fergusson’s remained a place where you could while away a pleasant hour or two exchanging news and views, or if you were the lady Frances Hollander, Mairi Ewing or plain Janetta Brown, in piloting the local bonnets and shawls through the perilous shoals of gentility.


By rights Biddy should have been part of the charmed circle, for at one stage in her career she had been privileged to hob-nob with the aristocracy. ‘Privileged’ was not a word Biddy would have chosen to describe her experiences with Lord Fennimore’s shooting set, though, and, disillusioned with the upper crust, she had long since abandoned her social aspirations. She was friends with the minister’s wife. Mairi Ewing was, of course, her mother-in-law. It was she who had persuaded Quig to quit Foss for Fetternish and had thereafter set her cap at and duly married the Reverend Tom Ewing. Biddy had never quite forgiven Mairi for stealing away her confidant. In the past few years she had even come to resent the lingering influence that the woman still had over Quig and had deliberately reduced social contacts between the manse and the big house.


She was also friends with the schoolmaster’s daughter but had no time for Frances Hollander who had taken possession of The Ards when the Clarks had finally sold up and whose claim to be ‘a lady’ was, Biddy suspected, little more than an affectation.


Frances Hollander drove into Crove every Saturday afternoon in a well-upholstered four-wheeled vehicle that she insisted on referring to as an American buggy, though everyone knew it was just a fancy version of a pony-trap. Frances seldom travelled with a servant and no male hands were employed at The Ards, not even a farm manager. Rumour had it that Quig might soon take on some of the little estate’s managerial duties – for a fee, of course. It would be no skin off Quig’s nose to do so, for The Ards lay close to Fetternish and Barrett was already tending the handful of sheep that remained from the Clarks’ flock, mainly burned-out rams and cast ewes that Mrs Hollander could not bear to have shot and lugged off to the knackers at five shillings the carcass.


Frances Hollander might have been more readily accepted in the village if she hadn’t insisted on dolling herself up in tailored suits, hobble skirts and huge cartwheel hats that on blustery afternoons required not so much management as taming. The pony, one of Angus Bell’s less recalcitrant beasts, was used to working without a guiding hand. He brought the buggy to the roping-rail at the top of the steps on his own initiative and waited while Frances stepped down: stepping down was not that easy on tiny, highly polished boots with four-inch heels. She hovered in the region of thirty-three or -four but she was so pert and delicate that susceptible males often mistook her for twenty-two or -three. Her eyes were elongated by expert applications of mascara, her hair was blacker than Ballachulish slate, and she spoke with a husky, hesitant lisp that many people, women as well as men, found irresistible.


‘Mairi,’ she crooned. ‘Mairi, my dear, how are you this fine spring day?’


As a rule the minister’s wife bowed to no one but her husband but even she dipped a curtsy to ‘Lady’ Frances Hollander. She still had some respect for style if not for titles. There had been a time when she had thought that her son. Quig, was moving up in the world by marrying Biddy Baverstock. Now, though, she was not so sure; her daughter-in-law’s treatment of her son sometimes seemed so offhand as to be almost cruel and whatever charm Biddy had once possessed had dwindled long ago.


Many years occupancy of the manse had diminished Mairi’s flamboyance but she still managed to sport large silver earrings and a hat so peppered with feathers and cloth flowers that most ministers, let alone their wives, would have condemned it as idolatrous.


‘I am very well, thank you, Frances,’ she replied and then, wasting no time on small talk, added, ‘I take it you have heard that we have a visitor?’


‘Why yes, I did hear something of the sort.’ Frances extended a hand to Maggie Naismith who took the hand in both of hers as if she intended to kiss it. ‘I was rather hoping that Margaret here might be able to provide us with a little more information.’


Maggie said, ‘Well, I have heard that she is planning to stay.’


‘At Fetternish, do you mean, with Bridget?’ Frances said.


‘At Pennymain, with Innis.’


‘Why would she wish to stay with Innis?’ Mairi asked.


‘It is a mystery to me,’ said Maggie.


‘A mystery,’ Frances Hollander said. ‘Oh, I do so love a mystery.’


Frances herself was something of a mystery, a fact of which the ladies present were very well aware. There was quite enough room in their lives for more than one mystery, however, and if one happened to run into another so much the better.


With a little wriggle of the shoulders, Frances turned to Janetta. ‘And you, my dearest, have you heard anything that we should know about?’


‘Not I,’ Janetta said, ungrammatically. ‘However, my father has gone over to Pennymain for his dinner – I mean, of course, his lunch – and I’ll be very surprised if Innis doesn’t take him into her confidence.’


‘Of course, she will. I’m sure she will,’ said Frances. ‘And you will be taken into his confidence, will you not? And you will tell us.’


‘I will prise it out of him, never fear,’ Janetta promised.


Frances’s laughter, like her voice, was breathless and lisping. She reached for Janetta’s arm and hugged it to her breast, a gesture that offended no one except Netta herself, for Netta found it difficult to accept that anyone would dare exhibit so much affection on a public highway. As the oldest child she had been obliged to help her father raise the little ones after her mother’s death. Perhaps the need for discipline had increased her natural reserve. Whatever the reason, she seldom showed tenderness or allowed her iron will to be tarnished by kisses and cuddles, yet when Frances Hollander touched her Netta did not pull away.
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