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  Four black toms, spawned from the same fierce queen, huddled by the byre wall, waiting with surly patience for their share of the

  morning’s milk. By comparison the rest of Hazelrig’s cats were brindled slugabeds. Eight or ten would be snuggled in the musty hay-loft and a lucky dozen curled on the rancid sheets of

  Hurley Pritchard’s cot in the bothy by the sheep fank. No matter how cold the night, with the approach of dawn those four satanic males would be crouched against the wall, green eyes glinting

  in the spill of light from the milkhouse door, their hunger never quite sharp enough, though, to tempt them to thieve from the standing dishes. Fleck, the collie, was seldom far from

  Malcolm’s heels, and Fleck was too cantankerous a brute to tolerate the presence of felines, especially on a bitter, tail-nipping January morning.




  Besides, Mirrin thought, as she peered, yawning, from the kitchen window, there would be precious little milk to spare for cats in this season of dry teats. Malcolm, her eldest son, would be

  fortunate to draw more than a gallon or two from the handful of cows that still had a dribble in their bags. Though the beasts seemed content to be tethered indoors, sometimes Mirrin wondered if

  they nurtured a secret longing to feel the sun on their backs and sniff the warm wind, or if animals were blessed with total forgetfulness of the freedom of the high spring pastures.




  In the byre a lantern glimmered.




  Hurley was up and about. That was no surprise. Hurley was invariably first up. He prided himself on always beating the gaffer to the yard. Even Malcolm, full of the sap of youth, could not catch

  the wee man napping. On the rare occasions when Hurley reeled home blotto from the Crosstrees pub and crashed on to his cot like a log, Malcolm would cock his ears and gloat and, next morning,

  would tumble out of bed especially early—only to find Hurley already clanking pails loud enough to waken the dead. And that, Malcolm would declare, just proved that it paid not to have a

  brain in your noddle or a care in the wide world.




  Mirrin yawned again.




  Faintly but clearly the hooter sounded from Blacklaw colliery down in the valley of the Sheenan, four miles to the west. It marked the end of the night’s labours for half Houston

  Lamont’s grimy wage-slaves and the beginning of a long day’s toil for the ‘change shift’. Accustomed to the irony of checking farm routines against the ugly wail of a pit

  klaxon, Mirrin realised that milking would soon be finished and Hurley ready to heave the churns into the dog-cart. By the time Malcolm had skimmed off the unsettled cream, ladled out sufficient

  for the family’s needs and made his usual over-generous libation to the cats, there would hardly be enough milk left to justify a trip into town. But the early-morning ritual, essential in

  summer, had become sacrosanct.




  As the year of 1896 began, Mirrin leaned heavily on Kate, her sister, and an hour’s uninhibited conversation in the bakehouse kitchen in Kellock’s Square off Main Street. In recent

  months, the daily jaunt offered Mirrin respite from the doubts and fears that crowded round Hazelrig like a flock of scolding crows.




  If anything the Stalker family was more close-knit than ever. The sisters were still referred to as Alex Stalker’s lassies, though both were married and their father had been dead these

  twenty years. Blacklaw was much altered since the great pit disaster of 1875, when sudden violent explosions in the seams had wiped out over a hundred men and brought terrible hardship to the

  village. That was just a fragment of history now, the mournful memory dimmed. In a strange way, Blacklaw miners were proud of ‘their’ tragedy, or perhaps, more properly, of having

  survived it.




  Crossing from the window to the iron range, Mirrin lifted the kettle, tipped boiling water into a huge brown teapot, then, warned by a nose that her children claimed could smell burning before

  the fire was lit, shifted the porridge pot back from the cooking lid that flaring new coals had already licked red. She transferred the teapot to the deal table in the centre of the floor and

  covered it with a knitted cosy.




  Bread was cut, butter patted on its board, jars of jam and jelly laid out, a wedge of ripe cheese trapped under an earthenware cover. Lamps on mantlepiece and dresser had been trimmed and, with

  the fire, transformed the big kitchen into a haven of warm yellow patterns and intimate shadows. The familiar room encompassed the woman and, for an instant, stirred again an awareness of a

  cherished security that, inexorably, seemed to be slipping from her grasp.




  The empty kitchen held no threat. The source of her anxiety lurked behind the bedroom door. She glanced at it, almost furtively, knowing that he would have extinguished the lamp and would have

  latched the door from the inside. Shivering, she stepped round the table and crossed to the bedroom door in the alcove under the wedge of the stair.




  “Tom?”




  No answer.




  Mirrin bit her lip. “Tom? Are you awake?”




  Still no answer.




  Tentatively she touched the latch. As she suspected the inside bolt had been shot, evidence of the gnawing influence of disease upon her husband.




  “Your breakfast’s on the table,” Mirrin called.




  Try as she would she could no longer feel pity for him. Turning away from the door, she pulled a shawl from a hook, went back across the kitchen and out through the hall into the yard.




  Arctic morning air gripped her, a bitter invigorating cold. It was still dark, though the moon had not yet set across the copse of hazel and grey alder on the sealskin breast of the hillock

  above the Witchy burn. The roofs of byres and sheds were etched by hoar frost, cobbles silvered, puddles turned to steel. The snout of the yard pump dripped a long stalactite of bubbled ice that

  Hurley, when he came to water the calves, would chop off with an axe. Steam wisped from under the byre door, a welcome softness in the hard-edged morning.




  Down at the end of the yard, the inmates of the stables conversed in an odd whinneying way, each courteously leaving pause for the other. Noss and Eriskay, the Shetland ponies, were perhaps

  speculating on which of them would be privileged to pull the dog-cart that day, the massive, passive dignified plough-hauling Clydesdales, Clay, Pharaoh and Derry, joining in with flurried snorts

  and snufflings. From the roofridge of the two-storey farmhouse, a mad hen and a lunatic duck, boon companions in stupidity, peered down into the yard. A black-back gull, renegade from the distant

  sea, carved circular designs against the cold silken sky above the house’s smoking chimneypot.




  Hazelrig farm was better stocked than most in Lanarkshire, rich by some steadings’ standards. There was money in the bank and more in the chest under the gaffer’s bed. Rent was paid

  in full each and every feein’ day, May and November, counted out from Tom’s green leather wallet in notes and big silver to the Duke’s factor in the estates’ main office in

  Sma’ Hall in Hamilton. Eighteen years of thrift and discipline, of hard cooperative labour by husband and wife, aided in recent years by strong-growing sons, had kept the Armstrongs well fed

  and moderately well protected against the vicissitudes of weather, crop failure, cattle blight, depression, cheap American grain and fluctuating yield prices. Dairying remained Hazelrig’s

  mainstay. Liquid milk, some cheese and salted butter, were all sold through Kate’s husband’s shop in Blacklaw. Thirty head of cows, a good seed bull, thirty-four blackface ewes and a

  sturdy ram, three draught horses and two ponies, a scatter of hens, ducks in the pond of the Witchy burn, the livestock was neatly balanced against the fodder reaped from the well-drained rigs of

  the farm’s one hundred and forty-four acres—fifteen acres hay, twelve acres oats, six acres potatoes, four acres turnips; a garden too, and apple trees, raspberry canes, wild plums and

  gooseberries. Small sweet hazelnuts dropped in October for boys and squirrels to harvest. All told it was a fine fat steading, really, to have built up in a country with a notoriously wet climate,

  starved soil and a centuries-old legacy of over-exploitation and withering decay.




  Eighteen years ago, almost to the day, Mirrin had come riding into Hazelrig on a tinker’s cartie. She had married the tink the following month in a quiet ceremony in Blacklaw kirk, married

  Tom Armstrong, a man she hardly knew. At the time he had seemed right for her. Had she, she wondered now, married the man or the life he’d offered? In eighteen years she had seldom had

  occasion to question her decision. Though her love for him had been dissipated by the arrival of three fine sons and a pretty little daughter, that had always seemed right and proper in the nature

  of things, and she had supposed the marriage deepened, made more satisfying, because of it. In eighteen years, she had never doubted Tom. She had married him for his vision, his patience, his

  humour, his strength, for the fact that he made no pretences. And she had never regretted it—until now.




  The byre door opened. The toms crept forward. Malcolm was framed against the rectangle of amber light. A tapestry of straw, hay and hairy rumps was bound together by the fecund steam of dung

  troughs and cattle breath. He had not noticed her yet. Speculatively, she watched him as he grinned and lowered a battered tin feeding bowl. The cats rushed to it while the young man held Fleck

  back with his left hand, and told the dog to Wheesht. Physically he did not resemble Tom, or her father for that matter. He reminded her most of her brother James who had died in the pit

  disaster and whose widow and son presently lived in a house above the stables in Kellock’s Square.




  “I’m away now, Malcolm,” Mirrin said.




  He looked up, startled. “Before breakfast, Mam?”




  “Ask Hurley t’ load up.”




  “There’s precious little milk for the Blacklaw bairns the day,” the young man said. “I put a half by for us, an’ made the rest up t’ two gallons exact. Old

  Meggie’s near dried out. It’ll be pease brose for our puddin’ come the end o’ the month.”




  He was not usually quite so garrulous at this hour of the morning. Mirrin realised that he was embarrassed by her departure from routine—and aware of the reason for it.




  Gripping the collie by the ruff, Malcolm moved aside to allow his brother Sandy to lug out a dumpy churn. Sandy shouldered it as if it was weightless. He was brown-haired like his brothers, and

  had a frank, open face peppered with permanent freckles that in summer grew so dark that it looked as if a cow had shaken a muddy hoof at him. Already he was tall, springing up to near six feet,

  and without the pubescent stringiness that weakened the younger colliers in the town. He was not as intelligent as Malcolm, but had inherited from his father a strain of quick humour, and his

  mother’s hot temper.




  Malcolm said, “Rope it in quick, Sandy, since Mam wants t’ be off.”




  Mirrin said, “Breakfast’s laid, ready for servin’. See that Davie and Kitten get up right away. Make sure they wash an’ wrap up warm an’ aren’t late

  leavin’ for school.”




  Davie, aged eleven, and Katherine—called Kitten—now approaching her sixth birthday, attended school in Crosstrees, a mile south down the brae. Malcolm and Sandy had received their

  schooling in Blacklaw, but it was no longer the seat of learning it had been in Dominie Guthrie’s day. It was staffed now by a crew of stiff-necked spinsters under the rule of a headmaster

  who believed that the only possible benefit in educating working-class children was to dun them into accepting their humble place in God’s scheme of things.




  Crosstrees was a tiny rural hamlet that, in the past decade, had expanded into a trim village with a kirk, a pub, a new schoolhouse and twenty tithed cottages for workers on the oddly-named

  Neapolitan Horticultural Estate. Most mornings, Mirrin dropped her two youngest off at the road-end, saving them a half mile, but the day was dry if cold and the walk would do them no harm.




  She said, “Sandy, would you bring Noss out, please.”




  Sandy was as good with horses as Malcolm was with cows. Within minutes, he had led the garron from the stable, backed her into the shafts of the dog-cart and hitched the leathers. Mirrin climbed

  up into the cart by the back step and closed the little gate behind her. The single churn took up very little space. In summer, the dog-cart was replaced by a box-cart and both ponies were used so

  laden was it with milk churns and cans.




  Waterbuckets in hand, Hurley appeared at the byre door.




  “Missus, Missus, bring us a ginger cake, eh?” he called, as Mirrin twitched the reins and nosed the pony round and out of the yard.




  “I will, Hurley.”




  “Tottie scones for me,” said Sandy.




  Glancing back, Mirrin glimpsed Tom’s face at the bedroom window sketched by the light of the candle he used in preference to the stronger flame of the oil lamp. He was scowling. She halted

  the pony and gestured to Malcolm, who came across the yard with obedient manly strides, boots ringing on the frosty cobbles.




  “It seems your father’s up,” she said. “See that he eats somethin’.”




  “Aye, Mam,” Malcolm said.




  In her son’s eyes she detected bewildered anxiety, as if he suspected that she might one day ask too much of him.




  If only she could hold on to Hazelrig for another three or four years until Malcolm supplemented his theoretic knowledge of farming with more practical experience. Then what? Mirrin asked

  herself. Will I steal my son’s life from him? Am I that selfish?




  Malcolm patted the garron’s rump. Mirrin snicked the rein, clopping the cart briskly past the window. She did not glance again at the face there, that peering self-pitying image that

  haunted Hazelrig like a phantom.




  Drawing the shawl tighter over her head, she braced herself and rode on past the wall-end into the pale tarnished darkness between the fields. In a half hour or so she would be in the bakehouse

  kitchen and there, for a while, she would be allowed to share her elder sister’s impregnable security.




  If the worst came to the worst, Mirrin thought grimly, there would always be a place for her and her youngest children with Kate and Willie down in the mining town that she had struggled so hard

  to leave, back in Blacklaw where it had all started.
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  They were all there, Kellocks and Stalkers of three generations, packed into the long bustling kitchen that had once been no more than a cubby behind the bakehouse ovens. In 1883 Willie had had

  the kitchen extended so that it jutted out from the end of the yard and offered a panoramic view of the ‘kingdom’ that Willie Kellock, masterbaker, commanded—from stables and

  van-sheds to the apartments on the second floor that he had had converted from haylofts to house Kate’s relatives from Lancashire.




  The kitchen was the hub of the Kellock-Stalker empire, a huge square room, warmed by the ovens through the wall and by a long Dandorelli kitchen stove on which a plentiful supply of hot food

  simmered throughout the day.




  Flora Stalker, Mirrin and Kate’s mother, had her own special parlour but she had long ago forsaken it as being too grand for the likes of her and settled instead for a wooden-armed rocking

  chair by the open grate. Her sewing and knitting baskets were shelved on an ebony chiffonier and a conical oil lamp gave her all the extra light she required for needlework. Approaching seventy,

  Flora had outlived most of her contemporaries. Willie was a year her senior, however, and, by the look of his rubicund cheeks and merry eyes, might well become Blacklaw’s first recorded

  centenarian. Kate Stalker was his second wife. The twenty years age difference between them had not, as had been predicted at the time of their marriage, brought moral ruin and misery to either

  party.




  Lily Dawson Stalker, James’ widow, and her son Edward, were present too. Lily had finally grown tired of living at home in her parents’ boarding-house in England and had returned to

  Blacklaw. For the past fifteen years she had helped in the bakehouse though Willie still insisted that baking was a man’s trade and that no woman, even one as determined as Lily, would ever

  make a go of it.




  Like his father before him, Edward Stalker was a Blacklaw collier, a strapping blue-eyed young man, inseparable from the other young fellow who, that January morning, was seated at the table in

  the Kellocks’ kitchen tucking into a roll and bacon like a starvling.




  Neill Campbell Stalker, almost nineteen years old, was known and accepted as ‘Kate’s lad’. Certainly he bore all the hallmarks of a Stalker grandson—brown hair, a

  straight nose and large chin. But Neill was not Kate’s natural son. The facts of his birth and parentage were known only to his family, a secret that Stalker pride had held close for two

  decades. If Neill’s real father had observed his son that day, still smeared with pit dust and eating in a manner that only uncouth miners would condone, he would have shuddered in disgust

  and told himself how fortunate he was to have got shot of the whole damned lot of them.




  Though he had been informed as to the truth about his father and mother, Neill never raised the subject. From the day of his birth he had been looked after and cared for by Kate. He called her

  Ma, and Willie Kellock Pa, and thought of them in no other way. He was their child—and that was an end of it as far as Neill was concerned.




  In the yard—known now to everyone in Blacklaw as Kellock’s Square—a brightly-painted milkfloat and covered breadvan had been trundled from their stalls by Willie’s

  assistant, a young man named Duncan Lennie. Duncan had been rejected for pit work because of a crippled leg and, like several other lame ducks, had been taken on as Kellock’s

  ‘apprentice’ to tide him over. In the front corner of the yard, the shop was already open. Two girls from large families—in need of extra shillings and the ‘treat’ of

  cheap bread—were serving a crowd of colliers.




  Mirrin slotted the dog-cart out of the way and, leaving Duncan to fetch down the churn, made straight for the door of the two-up, two-down house and the corridor that led into the kitchen.




  Kate was in process of lugging hot water from a huge copper pan out to the tin baths in a side shed in the yard. There, as soon as the meal was over, Edward and Neill would sluice the pit dirt

  from their bodies before wearily making for their beds.




  “Is it that late already?” Kate asked, as Mirrin entered the room.




  “No, love, it’s me that’s early,” Mirrin explained.




  Kate glanced over at Lily who was breaking eggs into a bowl to prepare a batter pudding for that night’s dinner.




  Lily brushed a strand of hair from her pretty face, and said, “You’ll not have had your mornin’ cuppa, then.”




  “I could do with one, right enough,” said Mirrin.




  “And a fresh roll?”




  “Aye, why not,” said Mirrin seating herself at the table opposite her nephews.




  Edward winked. “You’ll be gettin’ fat, Auntie Mirrin.”




  “Not me. Farmers’ wives work too hard for fat t’ stick—not like you idle miners lyin’ on your backs all night long, tap-tappin’ at a wee bit o’ slag now

  and then for the foreman t’hear.”




  “Hoh,” said Neill, reaching for a second roll. “Maybe that’s how it was in your day, Auntie, but if y’don’t fill your darg nowadays, then it’s Lamont

  himsel’ that’ll come down after you an’ hammer your nut on the wall.”




  “Or Thrush,” said Edward. “Man, I’d rather face up t’Lamont than Thrush any day.”




  “An’ when did either of you ever have t’face up t’the owner or the manager?” said Mirrin. “They don’t even know the likes o’you exist.”




  “That’s what you think,” said Edward. “I’m tellin’ you, Auntie, Thrush has a big blackboard in his house wi’ every young collier’s name chalked on

  it, an’ . . .”




  “That story’s so old it’s growin’ whiskers,” Mirrin interrupted.




  “Even your grandpa used t’tell that one,” said Flora Stalker from her rocking chair by the fire. “Only it was a man called Donald Wyld was manager in those

  days.”




  “An’a fine man he was,” said Mirrin. “I’ll grant you that, you pair, when you’re discussin’ how grim things are now—Wyld was ten times more fair

  than your precious Sydney Thrush.”




  “Here we go again,” said Willie Kellock, appearing in the door that led from the bakehouse. “Pits, an’ colliers an’ times gone by. Every mornin’ when you come

  through that door, Mirrin Stalker, it’s a signal for a trip int’ the past.”




  Mirrin laughed. Relaxation was taking hold of her, easing the strain of living with T om, of trying to be kind to a man who had become a stranger to her.




  As if reading her daughter’s thoughts, Flora said, “An’ how’s Tom today, Mirrin?”




  “He’s fine, Mam.”




  “Is there any improvement?”




  “Aye. It seems a bit better with him,” Mirrin lied.




  Willie said, “Has he finished ploughin’ the long field?”




  “The ground’s been too hard,” Mirrin said.




  “Well, there’s time yet, I suppose.” Though he had no farming experience, Willie’s contact with millers and conversations with his brother-in-law had made him an armchair

  expert in steading management. “But I’d have thought the frost would be out o’ the ground by ten these mornin’s for . . .”




  “Willie,” Kate warned, “leave Hazelrig business t’Hazelrig folk.”




  “What? Aye. Oh, aye. Excuse me, Mirrin.”




  “Can Hurley no’ plough?” Neill asked.




  “Hurley’s furrows are as kinked as cats’ tails,” said Mirrin. “But Malcolm’s learnin’ the knack. Perhaps he’ll run over those last rigs today or

  tomorrow.”




  “Farmers,” said Edward again, with mock scorn.




  “What farmers need,” said Neill, ingenuously, “is a more active labour union.”




  “Enough of that kind of talk,” said Kate.




  “What’s wrong wi’ unions?” Neill demanded, compounding his error with bridling persistence.




  “You promised me you’d have nothin’ t’do with Rob Ewing’s daft schemes,” said Kate.




  “Rob Ewing’s no’ the union,” said Edward, reluctantly entering into the developing argument.




  “Anyhow, it’s a miner’s duty t’attend the meetin’s,” said Neill. “An’ Rob’s our unofficial representative on the Miners’ Federation.

  He gets all the reports from England, an’ . . .”




  Mirrin clicked down her teacup. “If ever there’s mischief brewin’ then you can be sure Rob Ewing’s behind it.”




  “He’s the miners’ friend,” said Neill, stoutly. “I mean, Auntie Mirrin, y’can’t sit there an’ tell me that Rob hasn’t done a power

  o’ good for Blacklaw colliers. All he’s feared of is that the present-day miner won’t have the guts o’ the older generation—like my Grandda—an’ that

  they’ll give up the struggle before the battle’s half won.”




  Kate was disturbed by Rob Ewing’s influence on the young men. She had no patience at all with militant union politics that, as always, ran rife in Blacklaw in spite of all that Sydney

  Thrush and Houston Lamont could do to suppress them. Politics were like a species of weed that would not be eradicated, stronger than ever now, much stronger than in Mirrin’s youth when she

  had stood on a box at the street corner and invoked rebellion with all her might. She had not entirely lost sympathy with the ardent enthusiasm, and naivety, of young miners who sought to make the

  world a better place. Twenty years ago it had all been a wee bit of a joke—though the participants took it seriously enough—but now, with organisation and administration, the Movement

  was much more than inflamed rebellion against local injustice promoted by amateurs.




  Though she understood their ardour, she was not prevented from carrying on the argument as vehemently as if she was one of Thrush’s Tory bosses. “Rob Ewing did most of his

  fightin’ in the public house. He was no union hero, I tell you.”




  Kate shook her head. She put down the cauldron of hot water. Her sense of fair play would not let such a calumny pass, not when it affected a long-time neighbour and friend like Rob.




  She said, “I may not agree with him now, Mirrin, but you’ve no right t’condemn Rob for keepin’ in the background. He stood up with the best o’ them when

  anythin’ important was at stake. Besides, he had his plate full with poor Eileen, an’ his Dad and Mam. It was no fun for him t’have t’watch his father, wife an’ mother

  die, like that, one after another.”




  Over the rim of her teacup Flora Stalker studied her eldest daughter intently. Kate never forsook her allegiance to old friends; not like Mirrin who, it seemed, wavered now in her loyalties like

  smoke in the wind.




  Unaware of the harsh, and not altogether accurate, opinion that her mother held of her, Mirrin grudgingly capitulated. “I suppose you’re right. I never envied Rob those miserable

  years nursin’ the dyin’. It’s a pity, in a way, that old Callum never lived t’see his son in such a strong position, or the end of the fight comin’ nearer.”




  “None o’ us will live t’see the end o’ that particular struggle,” said Lily.




  “Maybe we will, Neill an’ me,” said Edward. “Ma, I keep tellin’ you that things’ve changed since the old days. We’re united enough, organised

  enough . . .”




  “An’ ugly enough,” said Mirrin.




  Willie and Flora laughed. It was a deliberate puncture, a quip designed to let the steam out of the conversation. But Edward Stalker frowned and, planting his elbows on the table, wagged a

  buttery knife in his aunt’s direction. “Aye, pass it off wi’ a joke, if y’like. That’s what undermined the miners’ cause in the past—levity an’

  indifference. But . . .”




  Lily’s hands closed on her son’s hair. She had moved stealthily, and nobody had noticed how close she had come to a striking position. She hauled her son from the table and steered

  him through from the kitchen into the yard and the washing shed.




  Everybody grinned at the youngster’s shouts of “Haw, Mammy. Mammy, naw.”




  Neill grinned too, smugly, until he noticed Kate slipping round behind him, then he was up in pretended panic, calling, “I’ll go quiet. I will. Here, Mam, give’s a

  chance.”




  Mirrin swivelled quickly and stuck her legs out between the table and a big pine dresser and refused to let her nephew pass. Willie blocked the other exit, and, within a moment, Neill Campbell

  Stalker was rendered helpless. His ear pinched between Kate’s finger and thumb, he too was dragged, protesting loudly, out to the cold wash shed.




  When the boys had gone and the kitchen had quietened down again, Willie returned to the bakehouse and Lily to her morning’s routine of stocking the breadvan for its rounds, leaving the

  sisters and their mother alone.




  The ebullience that the young men had engendered drained quickly from Mirrin. She no longer felt safe here. There would be questions now, questions that she did not want to have to answer. In a

  vain attempt to forestall Kate’s inquiries, Mirrin hastily gathered the breakfast dishes from the table and carried them to the sink at the back of the kitchen.




  It was Flora, not Kate, who stopped her, staring up from her rocking chair with eagle-like concentration.




  “You’re not yourself, Mirrin,” Flora said. “What’s wrong?”




  “Nothin’.”




  Flora turned in the chair, stout iron springs creaking. Mirrin rattled crockery into the sink and twirled the brass tap that fed a stream of warm water from a small boiler built into a cavity

  behind the cooking range.




  “Did you talk t’Tom again?” Kate asked.




  “Aye,” said Mirrin, curtly.




  “An’ what did he say?”




  “What he always says these days—not a blessed word.”




  “Does he not see . . .?” Flora began, then bit off the sentence, embarrassed by the irony of her choice of phrase.




  “He does not see,” said Mirrin. “He won’t listen t’me. He won’t answer me.”




  Kate put her hand on Mirrin’s shoulder.




  Mirrin brushed the kindly gesture aside. “I’m sick tryin’ to talk t’him. I’m sick of him.”




  “Now, Mirrin, now,” Flora reprimanded. “It must be terrible for an active man like your Tom t’be . . .”




  “I know. I know,” Mirrin clenched her fists. “Don’t think I haven’t tried. Two years I’ve tried. But it’s up t’him now.”




  “What d’you mean?” Kate asked.




  “I appreciate how bad it must be for him. I understand that better than any of you,” Mirrin said, bitterly. “But he won’t fight, won’t try any more.

  He’s lost all hope. All hope.”




  Turning again to the grate, Flora nodded.




  That was the root of it. Kate and she had suspected it. It was an attitude that they could understand. With her patience and infinite capacity for kindness, Kate might have contrived to sustain

  pity for many years. But Mirrin was not like Kate, and Flora, old now as she was, could clearly remember the family’s struggle for survival, and the part that Mirrin had played in it. What

  would have happened to the Stalkers—to Drew and to Betsy, as well as Kate—if Mirrin had meekly accepted the lot that circumstances had dealt to them?




  Flora had never much cared for Tom Armstrong. She had never understood the bond between the tink—she still thought of him as that—and her Mirrin. But she had not shown her mistrust

  in any way at all, disguising it completely over the years.




  Mirrin said, “You understand that, Mam, don’t you?”




  “Aye,” said Flora. “I think I do.”




  “What would you do?” Mirrin asked, not pleading so much as demanding. If was fine for the family to heap pity on her husband—God knows he deserved it—but nobody spared a

  thought for her, for the decisions that she must make, struck off from the man whose strength had been her strength for almost two decades. Their marriage had seemed like a tall strong tree and, in

  her mind, could be as strong again, made stronger still by Tom’s affliction.




  And then she would hear a voice in her that said, “Aye, but you don’t have to live with it.”




  And her own voice answering, “Aye, but I do.”




  She acknowledged that there was no escape for him but, out of desperate selfishness, she blamed him for denying her escape. His silence, his rock-like refusal to redeem what he could from the

  years remaining to him—and they might be many—had alienated her, not only from Tom but from her sons and daughter too. Now, it seemed, the process was eating into her relationship with

  Kate and Mam and all the others whom she cared about and loved. In a strange perverted way, Mirrin imagined that her husband had been waiting for this opportunity throughout their life together,

  waiting for an excuse to rid himself of the hard grind of caring for the land, for his children, for her. Logically of course, she knew that that was a fallacy that her anger had flowered. But it

  was the one dream that she cherished above all others at that fearful period in her life, the belief that he had always been unworthy of her, that her determination and zest had cloaked his

  weakness all along.




  Once more it appeared that Mam had read her mind.




  Flora sighed. “In spite of what you think, Mirrin, Tom still needs you.”




  “Then why, why will he not tell me so?”




  “Because,” Flora said, “he fears so much that you no longer need him.”




  Such sagacity and insight caught Mirrin by surprise. She thought of her mother still as a woman who had failed to cope with the tragedies in her own life, who had gleaned her strength from her

  family. A residue of that arrogance was still in Mirrin, a subtle scorn for a woman who had been beaten down by disaster. Now she saw how wrong she’d been.




  Mirrin leaned against the edge of the sink.




  Kate was close by her, torn between her desire to offer sympathy and the cautious need to avoid meddling. Mirrin wept, not with frustration, not in a great show of troubled conscience letting

  the tears come naturally, as if her conceit had been pricked by that one perceptive sentence. She wept now, without shame, for herself, having no need to pretend that her grief was for Tom and Tom

  alone.




  In her turn, Kate was thinking of her own man, an old man who, though he seemed in the pink, might die this year, or next, just because of his age. Kate had reconciled herself to the passage of

  years and the inevitable shrinking of the future’s bright array. Now she acknowledged that what she had once thought she wanted was what she had, lacking only the impossible assurance that

  life would endure unchanged forever.




  How much harder it must be on Mirrin, who, when young, had loved and been loved by other men, important men, men full of honour, yet passionate in their desire. All wives, at some time, felt

  trapped by their choices, suffered doubt over that dusty, one-summer’s day decision by which they had picked the man for them. It was easier for the rest, Kate told herself, easy to shut out

  grand dreams when all was well and the world comfortable. How much more difficult it must be for Mirrin, though, who was handsome, and still young, and had tasted varieties of joy and sorrow that

  lay far from the hodden-grey experiences that were the lot of most Blacklaw girls, past, present and, probably, future.




  “There, love; there,” Kate said, soothingly.




  Mirrin wiped her nose on the back of her hand—a childish gesture that made her, fleetingly, tomboyish again. She sniffed, tried to grin and seem jaunty. Bravado did not quite come off

  now.




  “Better?” Flora asked.




  “Aye, Mam; better,” Mirrin answered.




  Outside, in the square, the young men had emerged from the wash shed. Their loins were draped in towels, like the slaves in the Egyptian Palace, and their clean muscular bodies steamed in the

  cold winter air as they ran, barefoot, across the cobbles, Edward heading into the jeers of the colliers by the shop door to dive up the outside staircase to his room above the stable, Neill

  barging through the bakehouse hall and on down the corridor into the house proper. Soon, both would be wrapped warm in bed, feet planted against the stone ‘pigs’ that their Mams had put

  in to cosset their lads and spoil them a bit.




  The moon had waned now. The Square had slipped into a pre-dawn darkness that made the shop windows seem yellow as gold and the gas-lamps across the main street like gilded crowns spun with

  silver filigree. The kitchen was full of the smell of the bread that Willie had just taken from the ovens, overlaid by spices and the savoury aroma of bacon fat still sizzling in the pan on the

  hob.




  “Here, Mirrin, I’ll make us a fresh pot o’tea,” Kate said. “Sit yourself down.”




  “No, I’d better get back. I promised Malcolm I wouldn’t be long.”




  After kissing her mother, Mirrin went into the hall, calling out to her nephew, “Sleep tight, Neill, an’ don’t give cheek t’the foreman.” The already-sleepy reply

  floated down to her from an upstairs bedroom, “I’ll do that, Auntie Mirrin.”




  The sound of Neill’s voice made her think of her own sons; how well the whole bunch of Stalker grandchildren had turned out. Malcolm and Sandy were farmer’s lads, as she’d once

  been a collier’s daughter, packed with confidence in their skills, undaunted by the problems that tomorrow might bring.




  Today’s milk churn had been removed from the dog-cart, replaced by yesterday’s empties. Noss had been fed a wee nibble of hay. Mirrin unhitched the rein from the posting rail and

  climbed up into the cart. She waved to Lily who was toting a tray of crusty loaves to the breadvan, then hesitated as Kate came running from the house.




  Kate handed her up a brown paper bag. “Gingerbread an’ tottie scones.”




  “They’d have skinned me back at Hazelrig if I’d forgotten their teabreak,” said Mirrin.




  Kate did not release her just yet. Hand on Mirrin’s arm, she looked up solemnly at her sister. “Mirrin, promise me that you won’t give up on Tom.”




  “No, love, there’s no fear of that.”




  “After all . . .”




  “I know,” said Mirrin, patiently. “After all, he’s near enough blind.”




  “There’s nothin’ you, nor any of us, can really do about it, Mirrin,” said Kate.




  Mirrin’s mouth set into a determined line. “You’re wrong, Kate,” she said, “There is. Something that Tom can do for himself—only he won’t.”




  Bewildered, Kate asked, “What?”




  “Later,” Mirrin said. “I’ll tell you later—or maybe I won’t tell you at all.”




  She touched the tip of the little whip to Noss’s rump and nosed the pony forward, navigated between milk-float and breadvan, out through the wide arched gate past the baker’s

  shop.




  “Ho there, Mirrin,” a collier called jovially, though she could not identify him in the shadow. “How’s it goin’ with you?”




  “It’s goin’ fine,” she shouted and, flicking the whip, trotted Noss into Main Street and set her nose for the Hazelrig road.




  

    [image: ]


  




  The change in Tom Armstrong’s voice, like the deterioration in his appearance, was not wholly attributable to the passage of years. Heavier, thicker in shoulders and neck, with grey

  sprinkled liberally through his dark hair, pain and melancholy had slackened the planes of his face and etched deep furrows down each side of his mouth, cutting away the last traces of his roguish

  smile. Steel-rimmed spectacles, made to special prescription in Glasgow, pinched the bridge of his nose. With the nervous impatience of a man who cannot accept the inadequacy of optical lenses, he

  had developed the habit of punching and worrying the glasses with his forefinger so that the flesh of his nose was calloused and the tiny veins on his cheeks broken, like those of a typical souse.

  Drink was not Tom’s downfall, though. His condition could not be blamed on any avoidable indulgence. It was a stroke of evil luck, haphazard and cruel. His diseased eyes were protected by

  coloured lenses. The laughter-lines that had once webbed the corners had been strained into ugly grooves by peering, to add to the other changes in his compact and graceful appearance. Even his

  gestures had altered; they too seemed clumsy, splenetic and coarsely demanding, like his voice.




  When Mirrin returned, it was daybreak, and Tom had emerged from his self-imposed imprisonment in the chill back bedroom.




  There was no life in the yard, except the ubiquitous cats and a half dozen hens that had wandered through a broken pipe from their run round the back of the byre. The old byre door stood open.

  Mirrin could tell by the pungent odour that Malcolm had broken open the crust of a dungheap and would be out ploughing the stuff into next spring’s oatfield. Though the day had not lived up

  to its promise, and cloud kept out the sun, it was likely that Sandy and Hurley would be up on the end march repairing a hedge that had been damaged in a wild November gale. She put away the pony,

  dragged the light dogcart into its shed, laid the two churns out by the milk-house door and then, carrying the bag of Kellock’s best baking, went into the house.




  It surprised her to find Tom in the kitchen. In the mood he’d been in since Christmas, she might have expected him to take to his heels at the first sound of her arrival, to be immured in

  that gloomy room where, God knows why, he seemed to find himself most comfortable.




  But Tom was up and dressed, though he had not put his boots on. He was lying back in the huge wooden chair with a cushion under his head and his stockinged feet planted on the knob of the drying

  rail at the end of the stove. The empty porridge pot had been pushed to one side. The table was littered with the breakfast dishes.




  Mirrin said nothing.




  Tom did not stir. The position of his head was a telltale, however, and she could feel his listening. In this mixture of lamplight and daylight, like as not he would only be able to see her as a

  blurred shape on the narrow horizon of his vision.




  Noisily she piled the dishes and took them out of the main kitchen into the scullery. The scullery formed a double-wedge with the ‘dunny’, a stone and plaster-lathe glory hole where

  scraps of metal, wire, sound timber and general bric-à-brac were stored. There was no fancy boiler-heated water in Hazelrig, alas, and Mirrin put the dishes and pots into the stone sink and

  then returned to bring the kettle from the hob. The kettle was three parts empty. Just yesterday, she had berated Tom for not at least doing that chore for her. Today she held her tongue.




  She went out into the yard and filled the kettle at the pump, clanking away at the handle as hard as she could. When she got back indoors, her husband had moved nothing but his head. His face

  was turned pointedly from the centre of the room, lifted with haughty aloofness so that his profile made a perfect intaglio in the lamplight and seemed to be nobly cut into the corn-coloured

  material of the cushion.




  For an unguarded moment, Mirrin experienced anger at his posing, then, in the instant following, suffered a heartbreaking memory of Tom as he had been on the day they first met at the Lanark

  Hiring Fair, in his gypsy’s leather waistcoat, cocky and raffish, his flop-brimmed hat trimmed with tinkling coins and small medallions. He did not look at all like one of the

  travellin’ folk now, not even one of the tribes’ elders, more like a conceited clod-farmer nursing a bad hangover.




  In the beginning, Mirrin had agonised over Tom’s failing sight, and been buoyed up by hopes of a complete cure. But months had passed with no improvement under the Hamilton doctor’s

  treatment, and two prolonged stays in the Glasgow Ophthalmic Institution had finally put paid to the optimistic pretence that Tom’s sight might be miraculously restored. Marginal improvements

  had gone, eager questions, minor triumphs of returning vision that had soon proved to be but temporary reversals in a pattern of steady decline.




  At first Tom had made a joke of his failing eyesight. Very quickly, however, the disease had passed beyond that stage. Farm work was affected, then relationships. The children had become cowed

  in his presence as though fearing that their natural good spirits would be an affront to their father’s affliction.




  For a year, including Tom’s two periods in hospital, Malcolm had tended the steading. For a year, Tom had doled out advice, issued commands, become more and more bullying in his attitudes

  until, in the back end of ’95, he had reached a base level of retreat from all involvement that seemed, to him, a suitable life-style for a blind man.




  “What time is it?” he growled.




  “Look at the clock.”




  “Are y’mockin’ me, woman?”




  “Stand up, put your hand on the mantel’s edge, open the clock glass and feel the hands wi’ your fingers.”




  “Bitch.”




  “What time d’you think it is, then?”




  “How would I know?”




  “Go t’the window. You can still make out daylight.”




  “You don’t know what I can make out—or can’t.”




  “I only know what you care t’tell me, Tom—in respect o’your sight, that is.”




  “You’ve been damned quiet this mornin’. Where were you at breakfast, then?”




  “In Blacklaw. I went early.”




  “Gabblin’ t’those idle . . .”




  Mirrin interrupted. She spoke calmly, in a voice low enough to prompt him to sit up and pull his head from the pillow. “When d’you intend t’finish the

  ploughin’?”




  He barked with laughter, a harsh condemnation of her stupidity.




  “So that’s what they were sayin’ in Blacklaw this mornin’, was it? Sayin’ that it’s time the ploughin’ was done. Well, they can take a trot up here any

  time they like an’ get on wi’ it—an’ if they want t’know the secrets o’ the straight furrow, they can sight on the posts.”




  “You’ve a lot t’say for yourself all of a sudden,” Mirrin remarked. “But you’ve said nothin’ yet I want t’hear.”




  “You want t’hear,” he exclaimed. “What about me?”




  “What about you?” said Mirrin.




  “Nobody cares a spit what a blind man says.”




  “Those that love you,” said Mirrin, cautious and seemingly casual, “don’t give a button whether y’can see or not.”




  “Oh, aye, that’s hell of a bloody decent o’them.”




  “It’s got nothin’ t’do with decency. It’s just the way it is.”




  “Make me a fresh pot. The last cup was cold.”




  “Make it yourself.”




  “So that’s the way o’it,” he murmured.




  “That’s the way of it,” Mirrin agreed. “I’m not runnin’ after you, Tom. I’m done wi’ that.”




  “Strikin’ me off—at forty; well, well.”




  “Just lettin’ you strike yourself off, that’s all. It’s clear that’s what y’want. I’ve enough, more than enough, t’keep me busy. I’ve a farm

  t’run—without your help. If y’won’t lift a finger t’help me, or yourself, then . . .”




  Swaying, he leapt to his feet. He steadied himself quickly by bracing his right foot against the side of the hearth.




  “Aye, so the truth’s out at last. You can’t be bothered nursin’ me. Next thing it’ll be another man you’ll be after.”




  “I don’t want another man. I just want the one I had.”




  “Even if he’s blind?”




  “Drownin’ in self-pity may drag you to an early grave, Tom, but I’m damned if you’ll take me with you. Stop thinkin’ what y’can’t do, an’

  start thinkin’ what y’can do. You can walk out that door an’ lead a horse up t’the high field for a start. You can see well enough for that an’ don’t tell

  me y’can’t.”




  “Today, aye, maybe today—but what about next week . . .”




  “I’m not talkin’ about next week.”




  “Damn it, the bloody cuddy can see more’n I can.”




  “Maybe because the cuddy’s got more brains.”




  He crabbed along the front of the range.




  Mirrin watched him intently, muscles tensed to grab for him if he stumbled or put his hands down on the hot parts of the metal. Though his vision was severely restricted, he could still make out

  colour and shape and, when he forgot himself, travelled across the room with assurance. He left the range, got to the window and, stooping, peered out.




  “What time is it?”




  “A quarter t’nine.”




  “Hah.”




  “If the cloud keeps down,” said Mirrin, conversationally, “we might even have a sprinkle o’snow.”




  He did not respond. He put his palm to the glass and rubbed it, peered again, then turned, as Mirrin, carrying the kettle full of hot water, passed him on her way into the scullery.




  “You did this,” he said. “You did it to me.”




  Mirrin stopped in amazement. “What?”




  “It was you kept buildin’ up my hopes. For near on two bloody years. If you left me t’myself I’d have come t’terms with it, learned t’accept it. Aye, but you

  couldn’t leave me be, Mirrin. Doctors, an’ specialists, an’ oculists, an’ infirmaries. An’ you chantin’ away at me that it would be all right. Those soft voices

  tellin’ me, ‘Everything will be perfectly fine, Mr. Armstrong.’ Christ, woman, how can I believe anythin’ after lies o’that magnitude.”




  Mirrin went on into the scullery, stowed the kettle safe at the back of the draining board, then came out again.




  “Where are you?”




  “I’m here, I’m here,” she said.




  He said, “I think y’did it deliberately.”




  “Of course I did it deliberately.”




  “To torment me?” he said. “Or t’give yourself an opportunity t’scout round for another chap?”




  “Tom,” she said, “I’d rather have you wi’ half an eye than the whole of . . . of the damned Northrigg back shift. We need you, me an’ the children.”




  “Aye, t’amuse you. T’laugh at.”




  “To farm Hazelrig,” she said. “If you’d agree to another operation . . .”




  “I won’t do it, Mirrin. Not again. Enough. Oh, Christ, Mirrin, enough.”




  “You’re afraid, Tom, aren’t you?”




  “Aye, I’m scared t’death. Another operation: another failure. Blindness, for bloody sure. Blindness for good an’ all.”




  “Better go through to the bedroom.”




  “This’s my kitchen. I won’t be shut out o’it.”




  “I’ve work t’do. You’ll only be in the way.”




  “Mirrin, what’s this you’re sayin’?”




  ‘I’ll help you, will I? I’ll help y’back t’bed,” she said, unctuously.




  “Mirrin, listen. I’ll not stand for this treatment.”




  “Then go an’ lie down.”




  “Y’heartless bitch.” He aimed a swipe at her with his open fist. She stepped back, caught his wrist and pulled it, drawing him to her. With finger and thumb, she snared

  his spectacles and whipped them from his face. He winced and jerked his head away, not from the light, but from her. There was little enough to see, a receding of the pupils, a certain

  discolouration.




  “You’ll not be needin’ these, Tom—in the dark.”




  “Give them back.”




  “I’ll put them by the bed.”




  “I’m not goin’ t’bed. I’ll decide what I’ll do.”




  “Suit yourself.” Mirrin hooked the spectacles into the pocket of his waistcoat and released him, pushing past him.




  “Where the hell’re you goin’?”




  “T’make the beds.”




  “Mirrin, what . . . what about me?”




  “You decide what you’ll do.”




  She left him, went out of the kitchen and along the narrow corridor and upstairs into Kitten’s room. Closet-like, it was compressed between the larger bedrooms, its attic window facing

  down into the yard not out across the pastures and the Witchy burn. The bed was small and sturdy, yet dainty, like Kitten herself. A ragged doll lay neatly on the pillow, bedclothes pulled up to

  its chin. On the little dresser was a ball of brightly coloured cloth, and two picture books.




  Respectfully Mirrin removed the doll, sat it on the dresser, opened one of the picture books—Bible stories for the very young—and placed it before the doll, so that she might say to

  Kitten, on the child’s return from school, that Dolly Daisy had been very good all day.




  Then she sat on the end of the bed, trembling.




  Below, through the floorboards, she could hear Tom moving, heavy-footed, but not unsure. She could not interpret the sounds. The trembling eased and finally ceased. She heard the yard door clack

  open and click shut again.




  She got up and stood by the window. Leaning on the dresser she looked down into the yard.




  He had his heavy tweed jacket on, a woollen scarf knotted in the collar of his shirt. His boots were laced and tied tightly with a leather knot, ends dangling down his calfs. She watched him

  make his way across the yard, peering through his glasses, hands doggedly clenched by his sides. He reached the stable door, and felt his way along the wall to the bar. He tipped the bar and pulled

  the door open, his leg back and braced to keep the huge Clydesdale—Derry—checked within her stall. He latched the door to its hook, then went in and, a moment later, led out the mare.

  It dwarfed him completely yet he held himself close to her swelling flanks, halter rope, shortened, twisted in his fist. He was gentle enough with the animal, a docile beast, the best of the three

  plough-horses. Holding Derry, he groped for the hook and, without much difficulty, secured the stable door behind him.




  Leading the mare, yet led by her, in curious mutual dependence, he set off out of the yard and down the lane that would take him to the high field, passing quickly out of Mirrin’s

  sight.




  The woman sat on the bed again, hands folded in her lap.




  The victory of her will over his meant nothing.




  She had sacrificed much of her dwindling stock of trust to goad him into action. How much more must she give, at the risk of alienating him forever, to drive him to a decision to agree to one

  last major operation within the gloomy precincts of the Ophthalmic Institution.




  What he had said was true; she had offered him a surfeit of hope. Her optimism had lifted him and spurred him forward—and, in that, she had played him false. But now, this morning,

  he had reacted against the role that he had cast for himself. That initial reaction might auger well for the future.




  Sighing, Mirrin clapped her hands on her thighs and pushed herself to her feet.




  Compared to this present trouble, most past crises now seemed insignificant. But it was not the present, or the uncertain future that held the greatest threat to Mirrin Armstrong’s

  security. Already the seeds of tragedy that would ensnare her before the summer was spent, were germinating, sullen and silent, deep in the buried past.
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  The robing room in Edinburgh’s Parliament House was crowded with advocates preparing themselves for the ten o’clock call to court. Top hats and white ties were de rigueur and

  the steep slopes of the Mound that led up from Princes Street had the appearance of a Greenland icefloe as the throng of legal gentlemen in penguin suits legged it towards the Court of Session,

  Mecca of the Scottish Bar.




  In that era, late in the century, the Court had reached a peak of prosperity and efficiency and Outer and Inner Houses were presided over by a worthy collection of judges. It is true that there

  was some evidence of incompatibility between justice and bickering ambition in the Second Division, but Second Division matters were of little moment now to Mr. Andrew Stalker, Q.C., who had long

  ago shed connection with more lowly orders.




  In the lofty black-beamed hall where Scottish Parliaments had once fretted over the destiny of the nation, counsels, clerks and agents hustled across the warped floorboards and clustered, on

  that cold January day, round the three huge carved fireplaces to warm their hands and haunches and, stealthily forsaking dignity, to lightly toast the chilly parchment of their wigs. It was hardly

  a solemn scene, though the setting, magnificent in its antiquity and embellished by rows of grim portraits and even grimmer statues, still dourly resisted merriment. Camaraderie conquered all,

  however, for the courthouses were like clubrooms to the lawyers who daily met there to argue cases before their lordships.




  On that particular morning more attention than usual was being paid to the entrance hall. A number of young acolytes, those without briefs of their own, and a flock of reporters were eagerly

  awaiting the arrival of the day’s Top o’ the Bill. When Stalker was ‘up’ junior members of the bar invariably packed the reporters’ box to listen and to learn from

  this master of the strategic arts.




  The case before the Inner House had more than academic interest, however. Staggering sums of money and hints of a velvet scandal were involved; divorce settlements between members of the

  nobility were great draws for the public.




  Who better then to conduct the arguments for the Lady Lavinia Torquil than Mr. Andrew Stalker? Who better to represent Sir Ramsay Torquil, than Mr. Hector Mellish, Stalker’s only rival for

  the ex-officio title of Most Brilliant Young Prodigy of the Scots Bar, and his deadly enemy both in and out of court? Who better to occupy the judgment seat than Lord McSherry, that learned

  feudalist whose knowledge of the law was tempered only by his inordinate respect for ‘property’ and a Calvinistic loathing of ‘dalliance, sir, dalliance’?




  In two days of expositions and harangues there had already been several witty exchanges between Bench and Bar. For example, after one lengthy submission, larded with best Latin, concerning

  jus relicti, alimentary life-rents and hairsplitting definitions of Marriage Contract Acquirenda, Lord McSherry had sternly rebuked Advocate Stalker for ‘clouding the issue with an

  excess of clarity’.




  Behind the jural arras, loomed the dangerous and saturnine figure of Frederick Ashpont, ironmaster, Lady Lavinia’s lover. He had his beady eye on the Mineral Lease Rights to the portion of

  the Earl’s West Stirlingshire estates claimed by Lady Lavinia as her due in settlement. Obviously Ashpont hoped to acquire the former by continuing to curry favour with the latter.




  Stalker did his best to keep Ashpont’s name out of discussions. Lest that tactic fail, however, he was prepared to introduce the names of two dainty sprites that Daniel Horn,

  Stalker’s trusted clerk, had wooed out of their provincial retreat. Wispy as chiffon, these two bourgeois chàtelaines, sisters no less, had frequently given succour to the noble Earl

  during the course of his visits to their father’s mansion in Dumbarton. What was more, the young ladies now seemed willing to admit the extent of their mutual indiscretions by means of sworn

  depositions, though what pressure Horn had exerted on the pair to make public confession the lesser of two evils Andrew Stalker did not dare enquire.




  Naturally, nobody had yet been informed of the existence of the Dunbartonshire dollies—excepting Mr. Hector Mellish, Q.C. He could certainly be counted upon to keep the information locked

  under his wig. As Mr. Stalker had privately explained to Mr. Mellish in the precincts of the Advocates’ Convenience, late yesterday evening, it wouldn’t do for the whole sordid

  mess to come to light, would it? Wouldn’t do to make a moral issue out of a clear case of law, would it? Particularly with McSherry sitting up there like the Lord God Almighty

  ready to hand judgment to the least sinful of the parties. Both he and Mr. Mellish knew who that party would be, didn’t they? Two sisters taken at one bedding more than

  equalled ‘dalliance’ with a mere ironmaster in terms of wickedness and eternal damnation, did they not?




  With this assessment, Mr. Mellish angrily concurred. It was therefore tacitly agreed that battle would henceforth be joined on the field of Law, and Law alone. Ashpont would not be mentioned,

  and the Dunbartonshire ‘indiscretions’ would be permitted to retain their public reputations intact.




  On the field of Law, and Law alone, Mr. Stalker could surely be counted upon to outfox Mr. Mellish. By dusk, Lady Lavinia would have won her claim for settlement. In due course, Mr. Ashpont

  would receive his mineral rights at a nominal sum, and, in addition to his provident fee, Mr. Stalker would acquire, through a seedy little agent in a run-down Glasgow office, a block of stock in

  the Ashpont Mining & Smelting Company.




  Though the Torquil case was virtually cut and dried and the macers of the Division might have saved themselves the effort of belling it, Mellish would go through the rigmarole of fighting a

  rearguard action and Stalker would dazzle the occupants of the reporters’ box with his caustic analyses; after all, only the two Advocates knew that the case was over, and they were by

  profession committed to follow through the formal rites of jurisprudence.




  So, the Children of the Bar and newspaper reporters eagerly awaited Stalker’s arrival that morning and cast speculative glances at the big brown leather case that Horn, following

  tradition, had dumped on the seat by the east wall an hour ago. Now Stalker would be pulling up the Mound from his chambers in stately Moray Place, his team of sombre stallions slipping and

  scraping, hauling to Court the handsome old barouche that was the Advocate’s one piece of ostentation.




  Stalker was rich, Stalker was famous, and Stalker—though admired even by his enemies—was not well liked. There was still a sinister mystery to him, not only in the paucity of details

  about his origins and background, but in the rapid manner of his ascent to power. True, he had no wife, no children and no dependent relatives to hamper him. True, his beautiful twin sister

  Elizabeth had married into McAlmond stock. True, Stalker had been shrewd enough to serve his so-called ‘off years’ devilling for Patrick Lauder who was more renowned than Stalker even

  now. And true, he worked harder than any other legal man in Scotland. Even so, intangible and sourceless, the air of mystery remained.




  Somehow, at a mere thirty-six, Stalker seemed to attract only the fattest briefs. He had hewn out no particular area of specialisation and had trained himself to plead all across the board with

  equal assurance. He was thoroughly competent to speak in shipping and commercial matters, in interpretations of wills, property disputes, divorces, patent wrangles, railway rates, land purchase,

  maritime collision cases, conveyancing and trusts. He was also proficient in Criminal Law, having appeared for the defence in seven trials for embezzlement, four for fraud, and three for murder,

  winning the verdict in all fourteen instances.




  All his briefs, including the capital charges, had brought him generous reward. One of the pithy sayings that did the rounds of Edinburgh’s clubs claimed ‘that ne’er a tide

  ebbed in Leith dock but Neptune left a fee for Stalker’. Certainly he performed one feat of legerdemain that gained him his colleagues’ respect. Somehow he managed to sidestep the

  Scottish Rules of Court that stipulated that ‘no advocate without good cause shall refuse to act for any person tendering reasonable fee under pain of deprivation of his office of

  advocate’. Stalker had never yet made plea for a poor man; the betting was that he never would.




  To see Mr. Andrew Stalker, Q.C., step from his barouche, already portly and pompous and aged far beyond his years, no man in the capital, or out of it, would have guessed that the Advocate had

  fathered a son, or that the aforesaid son was, at that very hour, sprawled in bed in Kellock’s Square in the mining town of Blacklaw, Lanarkshire, sleeping off a hard night’s labour in

  the dank, dark seams of a coal pit.




  Apart from the fact that Mr. Andrew Stalker was regarded as rather a ‘neutered Tom’, it was difficult to visualise him taking time off from his relentless pursuit of legal excellence

  and power to woo and win a lady. Arithmetic would have further bewildered interested parties by proving that Mr. Stalker’s one act of folly had occurred so far back into his youth as to make

  him little more than a boy at the time. And the mother? Well, the mother had been a poor serving lass, lost in the city and near starving, and had conveniently died at the birth.




  Nobody, apart from Elizabeth, knew of the intimate connection between Mr. Andrew Stalker, Member of the Faculty, and the grubby face-worker, Neill Campbell Stalker, of Blacklaw. Nobody, apart

  from Elizabeth, even knew that Andrew had relatives still living in Scotland; all contact between the twins and their kinfolk had been broken many years ago. Quite naturally, Elizabeth, wife to

  Fraser McAlmond of the respected firm of solicitors, Sprott, McAlmond and Sprott, mother of McAlmond’s heirs, and darling of the whole McAlmond clan—plus a dozen notorious Edinburgh

  rakes—had no desire to unveil her brother’s secret or admit to the faintest connection with a class that she despised.




  The four-wheeled carriage lurched as Stalker climbed down at the steps of the Parliament House. He was dressed in sober black, a close-nap topper planted square on his sparse and prematurely

  greying hair, a scarf of white cashmere wool wrapped round his jowls, grey gloves covering his hands. His rotund contours carried no impression of well-fed jollity but transmitted a strange aura of

  decay, like certain types of tree fungus, smooth but unhealthy. By rights, Stalker’s life-style should have whittled him to the bone, made him spare and brittle like so many of his brethren.

  In spite of his insatiable capacity for work, however, he abdured all forms of physical exercise and indulged a large, if unselective, appetite. Sacks of fat under his eyes were stained with

  ineradicable fatigue, as if his corpulent body was obliged to absorb all the punishments imposed by his schedule and leave his brain ever quick, alert and incisive.




  It had been said that elevation to the Bench was inevitable, since Stalker already possessed features appropriate to a hanging judge. It had also been said, in the columns of Advocate

  McCrindle’s weekly column in the Scotsman, under the nom-de-plume ‘Mayfly’, that Mr. Andrew Stalker was ‘a pearl dissolved in vinegar’; and a verse in

  the latest collection of Ballads of Bench and Bar immortalised him further, concluding, ‘And he’s the Deil’s braw siller tongue, the Asp out o’ Eden—Stalker,

  Q.C.’




  All of which was true.




  But if you were a plaintiff who could afford his price, then the sight of Andrew Stalker’s stony face and glaucous eye was immensely comforting, and you cared not whether he looked

  thirty-six or fifty-six but thought his appearance ideally suited to such a wily practitioner and were damned glad to have him pleading your case.




  Nipping nimbly out of the far door of the carriage, Daniel Horn, the Advocate’s clerk, reached the Courts’ heavy oak portal before his master was half up the steps. Horn held the

  door open as the Advocate sailed past, then fell in behind.




  Horn was tall and dessicated and haggard of gizzard, but he had a glint in his eye and a crooked smile that still took in the innocent and unwary. Twenty years or more senior to Stalker, he

  moved with a spryness that the master would never be able to emulate. He was subservient without being humble, tactful without being mealymouthed, and as loyal as a tiger fed twice a day. Cruelly,

  and never in print, Horn was referred to by the inner caucus as ‘that old whoremonger’, the reflection on Stalker being quite intentional. Horn had clerked for the Advocate since the

  very first day that Stalker’s brass plaque had appeared on the railings of his old lodgings in Northumberland Street. Without a qualm he had abandoned his first master, the ailing solicitor

  Gow Havershaw, to follow his fortunes with the younger, brighter man. Havershaw had died soon after, quite unmourned. Oddly, the active parts of Havershaw’s business had drifted to Sprott,

  McAlmond and Sprott, a wee bit of extra hand-washing that Horn accomplished without even rolling up his sleeves.




  It was three minutes to ten o’clock when Stalker entered the long hall. Instantly, on his appearance, the law students and reporters rushed for the door to Court Number One. Plucking up

  his brief case as he passed, Stalker sailed directly into the robing room without acknowledging the optimistic ‘Good-mornings’ from the loungers who remained by the fires. His robe and

  wig were out of the stuff bag in a twinkling and he was helped into them by Horn even as he crossed out of the robing room once more and walked the dozen steps to the door of the court. Out of

  nowhere—or so it seemed—Horn had acquired a Pisan tower of mouldy legal tomes, each bristling with paper markers, the volumes having been culled in advance from the Advocates’

  Library and stowed away under the boot-bench in the ante-chamber.




  Stalker had less than sixty seconds to be at the table on the far side of the Bar before Lord McSherry made his grand entrance. It displeased him greatly, then, to be checked in flight by a

  slender youth wrapped, like a miniature guardsman, in a huge royal-blue greatcoat topped off with a gilt-encrusted cap. The youth was not abashed by the Advocate, nor should he be, for the youth

  knew himself to be an emissary of the one person in the city, perhaps in the whole country, that the Advocate feared—Drew’s twin sister, Elizabeth.




  Impudently the youth placed his palm upon the Stalker belly, pressing him back from the door.




  “Here you, boy,” Horn growled, then focused long enough to identify the livery of Elizabeth’s pantry-boy in his more familiar role as messenger-about-town.




  Between gloved finger and thumb the lad held up two identical mauve envelopes.




  “Wath ma lady’s complainants,” he intoned, giving his rote performance, since he had no other. “Fram the Mastrass Elizabeth McAlmond. Ah am anstracted nat ta await a

  ra-ply.”




  Stalker glared at the missives. He sucked in a long shuddering breath then, rudely brushing the boy aside, said, “Take them, Daniel, take them,” and hurried on into court.




  An hour passed before Andrew Stalker had an opportunity to investigate his correspondence, an hour of vigorous cut-and-thrust, not with Mellish but with his Lordship. It seemed that McSherry had

  twigged the Advocates’ barter, and was hell-bent on ‘digging up the bodies’ for himself, presumably to allow an opportunity for delivering one of his droning sermons on moral

  turpitude and the downfall of Christian society. Neither Mellish nor Stalker would permit him ingress, however. Stalker carried the ball for a while until Mellish marshalled a long digression on

  Forfeited Rights Ex Lege and launched himself into it as if it was Sir Ramsay Torquil’s neck and not just his face that he had been commissioned to save.




  With a ruler Stalker slit open the first letter. It was penned in green ink on lavender paper watermarked with the monogram of the Me Almonds of Pearsehill. Like the tarted-up messenger, the

  wording of the missive had a Regency ring to it, a frilly outmoded style that Elizabeth revelled in and that made her brother heartily sick, Andrew being very much a man of his times.




  The letter reminded him—as if he needed reminding—of the dinner party that evening, and claimed that she and Fraser were so much looking forward to having him join them in

  celebration of their twelfth wedding anniversary. It also warned that urgent business would not be accepted as an excuse. Stalker glanced over the letter, grunting. Damn it all, he’d already

  ordered an appropriate present, a pair of silver wine-coolers from Luis of Princes Street, and had no intention of missing the occasion.




  He slit open the second letter.




  In the same breathless sort of prose in which she’d served the reminder, Elizabeth informed her brother that she intended to run away with her lover and spend a whole week in London with

  him, and would he—her own dear kinsman—make an excuse to Fraser to account for her absence.




  Stalker groaned, covered the noise with a cough and, folding the letter passed it to Horn who was sitting attentively behind him.




  Horn scanned it, leaned forward and whispered. “Again?”




  Cupping his hand to his mouth, Stalker leaned back. “It couldn’t be the truth, Daniel, could it?”




  “What d’you think, sir?”




  “I think . . . I think you’d better spot off and pay the bitch a call.”




  “Surely it’s hardly necessary. She’s just inventin’ again, t’keep you dancin’.”




  “This lover . . .?”




  “There is no lover, Drew.”




  “How can you be sure, Daniel?”




  “Take m’word for it, it’s all just foolish womanly nonsense.”




  Stalker tugged his robe around him and sat forward again, leaning his elbow on the table and staring vacantly up at McSherry’s sour face. For once, he did not believe Daniel. He knew his

  sister of old; she was flightly, crafty, irresponsible and fiendishly cunning—a paradox unto herself. He did not understand her motives, and her methods were sleek, bordering on the vicious

  now and then. Besides, he had proof.
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