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The True Account of
ROBERT SUTHERLAND
concerning
THE HAUNTING OF LEASK HOUSE,
in the County of Caithness



Inverness District Asylum, 1871


When I consider how I came to be here, in this locked cell, it seems as though my whole life has been predestined; the path that led to me sitting at this desk, with my candle, my pen and ink, my sheaf of paper, has been mapped out since the day of my birth. I am, at present, incarcerated in the Inverness District Asylum – God knows I have had trials over these past weeks that would make any man doubt his reason. And yet I am certain that all I have seen and heard is no figment of my imagination, no fantasy or illusion conjured up by a disordered mind.


To prove this to myself, as much as to those who must act as my judge and jury, I have determined to set everything down as it happened. It will be my own testimony, not as it might be recorded by some foolish clerk who omits the half of it, nor by some self-important medical man who has already determined that I have lost my wits.


And so, herewith follows the true account of the haunting at Leask, set down in his own hand by Robert Sutherland, Surveyor for Her Majesty’s Ordnance during the autumn of 1871, lately of Leask in the parish of Wick, Caithness, but formerly of Edinburgh – and I will claim that fair city as my true home and let the Devil take these wild northern lands, for I swear he is here already.


I was – I am – a geographer. A cartographer, as well as a surveyor, a naturalist, and a man of science whose faith in the ground beneath his feet is as unshakeable as the old red sandstone upon which Caithness stands. I am not a military man, though those with whom I lived and worked are military men – Captain Ashton, Lieutenant Jamieson, Sergeant Walker, sappers Campbell, McAndrews and Doyle.


Our work was slow, painstaking, detailed – as was necessary given the task we had, for we are part of a much grander project to map the British Isles. With every river, bridge, tor, sheep cote and house, every fence, farm, mountain and moss noted and named, the six-inch map, once complete, will be a triumph indeed. England was mapped when the fear of Napoleon nipped at our heels. Ireland was mapped to value its land and buildings for the Crown. But Scotland defies them all, its wild north a place of mystery and secrets that even our instruments cannot unmask.


Of course, surveying the far north is an activity regarded by many in London and Edinburgh as a task whose completion is not worth the time and effort of the men who must undertake it. To what end were we mapping so much empty space? they said. What military purpose would such information serve? Far better to leave the place forever uncharted, the marks left upon it by its savage people ignored and forgotten. And, there were times when we agreed. Trudging over bog and muir, the wind tearing at our pencils as if it wanted to write its own story; the snow – even in May – blown horizontal and stinging like cinders, the rain a whip against our skin. Who amongst us would not rather trip across a lowland hillside, or a gentle Perthshire glen? But map the north we must, and although I have the hands and mind of an engineer, I have the heart and soul of a Caithnessian, for when the weather lets up there is, to me, a serene and savage beauty in those wide skies and watery, barren landscape that is unmatched anywhere.


I remember those days fondly, despite everything that has passed. Indeed, I look back on them now with a longing that surprises me. Wrapped in my coat against the cold, with the endless nights of winter approaching, I crave the long golden days of early autumn, when the heather glowed red and purple, the sky overhead an infinite blue arc, threaded here and there with long skeins of greylag geese. I miss the birds and the flowers, the elegant red-throated diver drifting serenely on the dark surface of Loch Watten, the buzzards hovering overhead, the delicate golden petals of the marsh saxifrage that fringe the black peaty pools of the flows. More than anything, I miss the cold bite of my measuring chain in my hand, the feeling that I am contributing to the creation of something that combines beauty and utility in equal measure. As I write out this testimony, I feel the loneliness of my current situation keenly, and with only my nightmares for company, I long for companionship – Lieutenant Jamieson and his bagpipes, Sergeant Walker’s crude humour, Captain Ashton and his brisk certainties.


We had been in the highlands for months, though September had given us the best conditions for our work. The days were still long, the weather settled, and the flies and midges had gone. We had worked our way north and east, triangulating the land, measuring, sketching, plotting, recording. Amongst other things, I was required to find trustworthy local people – landowners, rather than the impoverished crofters who scratched out a living in the waterlogged moss – who might tell us the names of places and buildings, parts of the landscape and its various topographical features. Hills or crofts, for example, or the name of a sheiling, a broch, a burn or a lochan. These I kept in the Names Book, to be recorded along with their exact position, and later transcribed onto the six-inch sheet. Whatever vagaries of spelling and name existed between neighbours were henceforth eradicated, a single swipe of the pen setting them hard and fast on the map.


‘The place is nothing but bog, Sutherland,’ Captain Ashton said, staring out from our tent at the rain-washed peatlands that stretched east and west, north and south. Only if one looked to the horizon, towards the county that shares my name, did the land rise – low hills rather than the sharp curious peaks of the far west. Their names – Scaraben, Meall a’ Bhuiridh, Ben Griam Beg – sounded harsh on my tongue, harsher still on Ashton’s, who made little effort to hide his loathing for the place, and its people. He sighed as he looked at his calendar, wondering, I knew, how much longer our work would take.


‘You’ll be back in Edinburgh by Samhain,’ I said. ‘If we’re lucky.’


He blinked at me. ‘Can’t you speak English, Sutherland? What in God’s name is Samhain?’ He pronounced it Sow-ayn, a rough approximation of my own pronunciation that I did not bother to correct. Criticising Captain Ashton on his denigration of the Gaelic language was a futile undertaking.


‘All Hallows’ eve to you,’ I replied. ‘The thirty-first of October.’


He shook his head. ‘You bloody lot with your made-up words. No wonder this blasted business is taking ten times as long up here, none of the names for anything or anywhere make sense.’ He seized the Names Book and peered at my writing. ‘Look at this place here. Alt Nam Bree-Ack? Sounds like someone sneezing!’


‘Altnabreac,’ I said, pronouncing it correctly. ‘It means the stream of the trout.’


‘Yes, well, you’d need to be a bloody trout in this weather.’ He thrust the Book back into my hands and pulled out his hipflask. ‘At least there’s one thing your lot are good at. Want a tot before we go out?’


I shook my head. It was all very well for Ashton, he wasn’t the one slipping and sliding out on the bog with the tripod and the theodolite.


‘Go on, Sutherland,’ he urged. ‘Go on, ye wee tim’rous beastie.’ He grinned. ‘You see? I’m as Scots as the next man.’ He tossed me his flask. ‘Take a drink. It’ll warm your bones.’


Although I did not generally enjoy the taste of whisky, I admit that the warmth of it on my tongue and the burn and fume of it in my throat were more pleasant than I had expected. I took another, deeper draught, and handed it back. I was to get a taste for it in the days ahead, and I learned to draw comfort from it. But not then.


Caithness is a county of moods and surprises. The landscape may appear bleak and hostile, but one must be forbearing. One must wait for it to reveal its beauty, for it will not reward impatience. I had been watching the sky as the rain fell. A distinct lightening of the air was occurring, the clouds taking on a shimmering pearlescence as the rain grew softer. And then, as I had known it would, the cascade lessened and stopped.


In the silence we could hear only the sound of earth and water – the chattering of a rivulet hidden in the heather, the throaty gurgle of the moss releasing its moisture into the dark peaty pools – the dubh lochs – that blot the landscape. In the sky, a patch of blue showed where brightness lay. The grey clouds, which not ten minutes earlier had seemed as thick as our coarse woollen army blankets, slipped away to the sea. Even Ashton smiled, for all at once the sun was shining in a washed blue sky, the bog shimmering brown, purple and gold, and sprinkled with diamonds. Before us, against the flat grey skies, a rainbow glowed.


‘Won’t last,’ Ashton said, slipping his hipflask into his overcoat pocket. ‘It never does.’


I breathed in the scent of the wet earth, rich and loamy, yet also fresh and invigorating. It was the smell of moss and water, damp peat, and moist heather stems.


‘Tha turadh ann an-dràsta,’ I said, surveying the retreating clouds.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said Ashton.


‘Turadh,’ I said. ‘There is no word for it in English.’


‘Then why use it?’


‘Because it’s beautiful,’ I replied. ‘Gaelic is beautiful. And it’s well suited to these lands. To this place.’


Ashton grunted.


I waited.


‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘What does it mean?’


‘It’s that silent moment when the air is still after the rain has stopped falling, but before it begins again. That is turadh.’


‘Trust the Scots to invent a special word for when it’s not raining yet,’ he said.


We fell silent again. A hollow gurgling came from somewhere deep in the heather, a few feet east–southeast of where we stood.


‘An caochan,’ I said, pointing to the general direction of the sound. ‘Try it. An caochan. You might find it useful.’


‘Ann coor-chan,’ said Ashton. He rarely attempted to copy my pronunciation, and I hardly managed to conceal my surprise. He sighed. ‘Come along then, man, tell me what it is.’


‘An caochan also has no clear direct translation,’ I said. ‘It’s a stream, but one that’s hidden. Perhaps by the heather, or the bracken. You can hear it, but you can’t see it.’


‘Well, there’s certainly plenty of those,’ said Ashton. ‘Bloody ankle-twisting, foot-soaking things.’ But Ashton had clearly had enough of my Gaelic lessons, for he ducked from the tent and motioned to Sergeant Walker to ready the men. ‘We’ve work to do, damn it all, Walker.’ He shouted, as if the fellow had been shirking. ‘Get those sappers out on that bog!’
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I had enrolled with the Ordnance Survey some eighteen months earlier, after a spell teaching geology and natural history at the University of Edinburgh following my graduation. I have always shown a degree of aptitude for understanding the ways in which the natural world could be explained and understood, harnessed for the greater good of mankind. Education has enabled me to become the man I am – logical, rational, and scientific in my approach. To be able to contribute to our knowledge of the world seems to me to be the noblest of undertakings and I have always had a love of the countryside. Growing up in Edinburgh, my guardian, Mr MacKay, had indulged what he termed my ‘newt-collecting pursuits’ – anything that involved being outside, in the Pentland Hills to the south of Edinburgh, or roaming Corstorphine hill to the west. I had spurned Mr MacKay’s dry legal world, though not with any resentment on his part. He had never wanted me for an acolyte, and I was free to choose my own path. So when I told him I was to join the Ordnance Survey and participate in drawing up the six-inch map of Scotland, he nodded and shrugged, barely raising his gaze from his legal papers. ‘As you wish, my boy,’ was all he said. ‘Your life is your own. Your parents always hoped that education would allow you the freedom to choose your own destiny.’


Choose? The word makes me shake my head. For is not our future mapped out for us already, and we are fated to endure it, no matter how we might try to set our own path?


I had thought at first to be sent to Perth and Kinross, counties closer to the Edinburghshire I was used to. But when it came to it, something I could not name pulled me northwards. I chose Caithness, perhaps because it was where my mother had been born and raised. I could remember little about her, and had no recollection at all of my early childhood. No doubt my memories were obliterated by the horror of being sent to an Edinburgh boarding school shortly after her death when I was no more than five years of age. I remember only that I missed her dreadfully, though soon I could no longer recall her face, or her voice. I had but one fragment of her, and I had cultivated it the way one might cultivate a delicate flower, tending it, watching it, frightened in case it died. For she had left me with the memory of her language, her own mother tongue, and when I had first come to Edinburgh I had found solace in being able to recite beneath the bedsheets the Lord’s Prayer in Gaelic, as she had taught me.


When I was aged ten, one of my teachers, a highlander by birth named Mr Oliphant, being from the county of Sutherland himself, had taken a liking to me, and had made it his purpose to school me in the languages of the north. Thus, by the time I matriculated at the University I was passably good at Gaelic and Scots, as well as the Caithnessian dialect itself, something in which Mr Oliphant had a particular interest. I even had a few words and phrases of Norn, the variety of old Norse spoken in the isles of the far north, and once upon a time in Caithness too.


My proficiencies with the languages of Scotland stood me in good stead when surveying the highlands. I could speak to, and understand, anyone. I like to think it gave me a sensitivity for the culture and history of those whose homeland we were recording. And I have never forgotten Mr Oliphant’s version of the Lord’s Prayer in Norn. I can still recite it now, though it no longer brings me the comfort it once did.
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After our Gaelic lesson, under instruction from Captain Ashton I went out on to the flow with five men – Lieutenant Jamieson, Sergeant Walker and three sappers. Other groups of men were spread out at intervals across the landscape, whilst the rest of our company was some two miles further to the west. We had not seen them for two days, though now, with the rain stopped at last and the air clearing, if I held my scope to my eye I could see them, tiny black stickmen moving across the bog with their chains in their hands, their brass theodolites catching the sun in a golden blink.


For five days it had rained without pause, and the land was sodden. Walker and I, with the sappers, made our way out on to the wet moorland. I had already made a note of the land in the Names Book. A crofter from Camster had told me that the area ahead of us was known as the Flows of Leanas, Leanas being a swampy plain, with the area in question a sort of rough green pasture that straddled the parish boundary of Wick and Watten. A large tract of marshy moorland, I had written. Similar in every respect to the dubh lochs in other parts of this district, it is extremely dangerous to cross unless one is acquainted with the nature of the ground. Cattle and sheep are very often lost in these dubh lochs.


The land was indeed treacherous. Walker stepped on ground that appeared firm, and immediately found himself up to the waist in black bog water. We hauled him out, only for me to suffer the same some twenty paces further on: startled by the sudden appearance of an otter at my feet, I lost my balance and plunged, along with my compass, notebook and pencil, into the same black peaty pool. 


I was dragged out by Walker and two of the sappers, Lieutenant Jamieson being face down in the mud some three yards behind us and unable to offer his assistance. I recall lying side-by-side with Walker and Jamieson, sprawled on the sodden moss that grows in abundance in these wet and boggy places, the three of us staring up at the sky. And then the rain began pouring down upon us once more, so that I felt as if I would take root, the moss curling up around me, consuming me the way it consumes everything – rocks, fence posts, walls – until nothing but my face, upturned to the falling rain, was visible.
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Before supper I sat and smoked with Captain Ashton, Lieutenant Jamieson and Sergeant Walker. Fuller, Ashton’s batman, had hung my wet clothes above the stove, and the air was heavy with a steamy miasma of wet tweed, canvas and leather. Out of all of us, Ashton was the only one who had not taken a baptism in the mud that afternoon.


‘You’re too heavy on your feet, gentlemen,’ he said, sitting back and resting his boots upon the stovetop. ‘You see I have dry boots, dry puttees, dry britches. And why do I have these things? Because I watch where I am putting my feet. Have you learned nothing after all these months? You cannot trust what you see, or what you think you see. What looks dry may well be wet. What appears firm will almost certainly be soft. The very land itself is against us, gentlemen.’ He sucked on his pipe and grinned at us through a cloud of blue-grey smoke. ‘And my final piece of advice? Never, ever, trust a pool of black water.’


Walker, Jamieson and I grumbled that we knew all that, that in fact we knew far more about it than he. ‘Besides,’ said Jamieson, ‘I heard you took a full dook only last week. Walker here said he thought you were going for a swim.’


‘Is that stink coming from your socks, Sutherland?’ said Ashton, pointedly changing the subject. He addressed his batman. ‘Fuller, do you have a ripe French cheese in your pocket, or is the smell actually coming from Mr Sutherland’s socks?’


‘It’s the socks, sir,’ said Fuller, his face serious. ‘I don’t think any cheese, even a French one, can hold a candle to Mr Sutherland’s socks.’


‘I imagine the gas they’re giving off might cause an explosion if a candle went anywhere near them,’ retorted Ashton. ‘Good grief, Sutherland, can’t you do something about it? I consider it an honour to share quarters with you, sir, even if they are no more than this squalid tent, but I really can’t say the same about your footwear.’


‘They’ve not been dry for about a month,’ I said. ‘Socks and boots both. I think they’re starting to rot.’ I stared pointedly at Fuller. It was his job to dry my things after a day on the bog, not mine. But the fellow had turned away and pretended not to notice.


The evenings were still light, for it was early in the month of October, and after supper I set out my camera. I had suggested the camera to Captain Ashton when we were in Edinburgh and planning to leave for the north – would it not be useful, I said, where drawing failed, to ensure accuracy and speed up our work? Ashton was happy to approve anything that might hasten our job, and my equipment and I had been loaded on to the train without further question. But the truth of it was that the camera was heavier and bulkier and less useful than I had hoped. Rather than using it to enhance the survey, therefore, I employed it for recreational purposes.


I still have the picture I took that evening, a calotype developed and fixed in my portable dark tent. It shows everyone but myself – I was the one behind the camera – and I have it before me now, as I write. It was the last warm evening of the year, and the men were sated from a supper of salt beef and potatoes, smoking in the evening sun and warmed by the generous ration of whisky that Captain Ashton allowed. There is Walker with his upright posture and walrus moustache. Ashton, tall and slender, his handsome face caught in a rare smile, his stick in one hand, a canteen of whisky in the other. There too is Jamieson, a small man dwarfed by the bagpipes which he insisted on playing whilst I took the picture. The evening light was surprisingly good – a pale gold – and the image came out well. We were up later than usual, for the weather was unseasonably warm, and after so many days of rain we were glad to be able to sit outside. Something unusual occurred that October evening, and I will record it now though I thought nothing of it at the time. One of the sappers, Campbell, returned from the latrine said that he had seen a woman out amongst the dubh lochs. ‘Just standing there, looking over at us.’


‘Probably a crofter’s wife,’ I said, for I had seen a group of crofts far to the north, the smoke from their black houses a faint smudge on the far side of the bog.


‘Probably nothing at all!’ Walker gave a guffaw. ‘That’s how desperate you are, Campbell. Seeing women everywhere you look!’


But Campbell looked serious. ‘She was an old woman, sir,’ he said. ‘With grey hair. Too old to be out in the gloaming in a place like this. When I looked again she’d gone, sir. D’you think she’s fallen in? Should we go and look for her?’


‘The last place you want to be is out on that bog in the half-dark, Campbell,’ said Captain Ashton. ‘It’ll be a crofter woman. The locals know these bogs the way you know the tenement stair back in Leith! Either that or it’ll be that woman you were telling me about yesterday, Sutherland. The mythical hag.’ He laughed.


‘You mean the Cailleach?’ I said. ‘The veiled one?’


The men stared at me. Campbell looked nervous, for the shadows were growing longer and a chill had set in. Behind him, far out on the bog, a pale light quivered. Marsh gas, no doubt. ‘Don’t worry, Campbell,’ I said, ‘the Cailleach doesn’t want the likes of you. Just don’t try to follow her – especially if she transforms herself into a deer.’


‘Why’s that?’ said Campbell, who was forever watching the deer through his spyglass and meditating on the delights of venison.


‘Because she’ll lure you away and you’ll end up drawn down into the underworld, that’s why,’ I said. ‘So the legend says, at any rate.’


‘I know! Why don’t you tell us a little bedtime story, Sutherland?’ said Ashton. ‘Tell us about the Cailleach. The old woman of the hills. It’ll be like being back in the dorm!’


It was evident to me that the sappers had no idea what it might be like ‘in the dorm’, but I proceeded anyway.


My telling was prosaic. I am not a man to embellish, as this account will testify. Besides, my version of it came from Mr Oliphant, and I did not have his gift for narrative.


‘The Cailleach can be many things, Campbell,’ I said, ‘and she changes into a deer only when she is feeling threatened. Usually, she takes the form of a hag of great age, leaning on a stick.’


‘Yes!’ cried Campbell. ‘Yes, that’s exactly what I saw!’


‘As crabbed and bent as a lonely hawthorn on a blasted heath.’


‘Yes!’


‘My dear Campbell,’ I said. ‘You do know that there is a lonely hawthorn on the blasted heath over by the latrine?’


The men laughed. Campbell turned red. He glowered, and muttered, ‘It was not a hawthorn tree that I saw, sir.’


‘Carry on, Mr Sutherland,’ cried Ashton. ‘The crabbed hag on the blasted health luring Campbell into the latrine. Or was it the underworld? Both pretty similar I should think. Tell us who she is.’


‘She was once believed to be a giantess, responsible for the creation of the landscape. The islands to the west are said to be made up of stones she dropped from her giant creel. But she is also the goddess of winter. A storm-raising hag who carries a hammer to shape the hills and a staff to freeze the earth where she walks.’


The men had fallen silent. With so little to do in the evenings, they were easily entertained, and, after so many weeks out in the bleak peatland, some, like Campbell, were rather suggestible. I saw him glance over to the latrine, his face inscrutable in the gloaming. I was glad to see that the marsh gas had disappeared, for the sight of it would only have added to his disquiet.


‘They used to believe that she washed her great plaid skirts in the Corryvreckan whirlpool, out to the west,’ I went on, ‘raising storms that last for days on end. Once she is finished, and the plaid is clean, then the first snows of winter cover the land.’


‘I’ve heard that Corryvreckan means “Cauldron of the plaid”,’ interjected Jamieson.


‘Quite so,’ I said.


‘By George, Sutherland,’ cried Ashton. ‘You hold us in the palm of your hand! Tell us more!’


‘The Cailleach has changed over time,’ I said. ‘Diminished, as the imaginations of men diminish. Now, she is less of a goddess, and more of a spirit. Now, she wanders the hills, or the forests, the moors and the mountains. She is an old woman, small and bent, clad in dark grey with grey hair, like a cloud of mist about her head. Her skin has an eerie blue-grey hue, like old ice. She is the queen of the winter months, ruling the land between the autumn solstice at Samhain on the first day of November, and Bealltainn, on the first of May. At Bealltainn, she transforms into a beautiful young woman. But by the first of November the hag returns, and with her the worst of the year.’


‘There you go, Campbell. You’ve seen the winter storm hag!’ cried Ashton. ‘Mind you, she’s a month early, what? She must be keen!’


Campbell remained silent.


‘Pity you didn’t see the beautiful young woman,’ I said. ‘Might’ve been worth going out on that bog if you had. Or perhaps it was the young one, and she was just trying on her grey dress and wig, to see if she can still frighten a grown man.’ I slapped Campbell on the back. The sappers laughed, their faces rosy in the dying light. I remember laughing too, happy to have entertained them, to have found my limited storytelling was up to the task. It gave me a sense of belonging that was new to me, and it made me feel good.


Early the following morning, I saw Campbell over by the latrine, staring northwards. I joined him, the two of us gazing out at that wide bleak landscape. A mist had arisen during the night, sucked from the wet earth by the warmth of the previous day. It made everything opaque, ethereal, the sun invisible but for a bloody glow over to the east. All at once I had the feeling that we were being watched. There was no sign of anyone nearby, though I could distinguish a hunched form some way ahead, a shadow in the mist. ‘Look,’ I said, pointing, ‘there’s the hawthorn tree.’


Campbell shook his head. I noticed that he refused to look at it. ‘It’s not to be mocked,’ he said. ‘Especially around Samhain.’


‘I had no idea you were so superstitious, Campbell.’ I laughed. He did not.


‘It marks an opening to the spirit world,’ he said. ‘Specially one on its own like that.’ He turned to me, his face expressionless. ‘I’d not go near it.’
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Two days later, despite the clear skies and spell of good weather, I was not feeling my best. The brightness of the day hurt my eyes, my head was pounding and I ached to the very marrow of my bones. I tried to ignore it, slinging the theodolite over my shoulder in its carrying case and striding forward with Sergeant Walker. Behind me, Campbell shouldered the tall mahogany tripod, another sapper carried the ledger, wrapped in oilskin, upon whose pages we would record our data. Two more followed behind, one of them carrying the staffs we would use to plot our course, the last with the surveyor’s brass measuring chains. They rattled in his bag as he moved, a harsh, brittle sound that grated on my nerves.


We worked as we always did in groups of six: thrusting a staff into the ground, placing the theodolite on the tripod at its side, and squinting through the brass eyepiece until the second staff we had positioned some distance away came into view. I read the angle of the sightline using the compass, Walker measured the distance. We noted our readings in the ledger and, as I was by far the best artist, I made a sketch of the land and its topography to accompany our findings. And so it continued, pulling up the first staff, walking forward, positioning the theodolite, sending a sapper out with the second staff, taking readings, measuring, sketching. It was no more than we always did. But that day everything was different.


I recall feeling dizzy, my body fizzing as if I were filled with a swarm of bees. I felt hot, and my skin burned despite the coolness of the day. The sky was both dark and light, as it so often is in Caithness, simultaneously bright with the sun and menacing with dark clouds. I cannot say why but on that occasion the contrast disturbed me. The air was still, and eerily silent. I could hear none of the usual sounds, the skylarks overhead, the high piping call of the meadow pipits or the chatter of running water, so that it was as if my ears had been stoppered.


I saw that Walker had sent the sappers forward across the bog. I made to follow, skirting a wide dubh loch filled with obsidian-coloured water, using my stick to guide my feet to where I was sure the ground was solid. I glanced up, something snagging at the corner of my vision.


And that was when I saw her. A woman, not old as described by Campbell, but young. She was sheathed in what looked like a travelling cloak. Long and black, it hung heavily from her shoulders down to the ground, where it seemed to merge seamlessly with the bog itself. The sun was behind her and I could not see her face, though I swear she was looking directly at me. The impression I had of her was fleeting, however, as at that very moment my stick slipped, plunging me forward. At the same time, as I tried to save myself, my left foot vanished into a fissure in the earth that had hitherto been invisible beneath a tangle of heather. My arms flailed as I looked back, but she had vanished, as if into thin air. My ankle twisted, and I was pitched forward into that dark and silent pool.


The whole thing took no more than a second. One moment I was on my feet, the next I was beneath the water. It was cold, freezing cold against my burning feverish skin, and I gasped, sucking in mouthfuls of icy blackness. My damp clothes drew in the water eagerly, like wads of blotting paper, and the sudden weight pulled me down. My ears filled with mud, and dark peaty ooze surged down the neck of my shirt. I felt something cold and fleshy, like fingers, brush against my throat. Bubbles of air burst from my lips, and I imagined I was surrounded by pale faces, white dead eyes and open leering mouths. I felt hands on my shoulders, and they seemed to pull me this way and that, drawing me away from the light and air. My chest constricted in pain and I knew that I was drowning, the way a sailor knows himself to be drowning, drawn downwards by the hands of dead comrades.


The memory strikes a chill into my bones, even as I sit here with the embers from the fire glowing warm beside me. For although I was beneath the water for seconds only, I remember the terror I felt and the visions that assailed me as if they happened moments ago.


Of course, it turned out that the hands were those of Sergeant Walker. He had plunged in after me, hauling me out, and flinging me on to the bog like a landed pike. The theodolite in its wooden box had sunk without trace, jettisoned from my arms into the water as I fell.


That night the fever came.
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I have no memory of the next three days. I can recall faces – Captain Ashton, one of the sappers – I think it was Campbell. And a man I had never seen before, but whom I now know to be Dr Rosie, hastily summoned from Wick to attend me as the army surgeon was many miles away in Lochinver, far to the west. I recall hands touching my ankle, binding it tightly so that I screamed with the pain. I recall the coarse feel of the woollen blankets on my cot, the burning heat, as if my entire body had been plunged into fire. And the shivering, bone-aching cold as if I would never be warm again. Light hurt my eyes, the pain in my throat, in my chest, in my head, was unbearable, and I would have wept if my eyeballs had not been on fire and my tears like molten lead.


I am a man who has neither dreams nor nightmares, and yet what memory I have of those lost days and nights can be best described in one word: terror. My waking self tells me that it was no more than the effects of the laudanum with which I was supplied by Dr Rosie. Over and again I felt myself being submerged in that bog, its cold black water closing over my head, the mud in my mouth, smooth and peaty, intimate and suffocating. My imaginings were filled with murmuring and chattering, so that I was possessed with a terrible desire to escape and sought to throw off my blankets. Hands wrapped me tighter still. Did I scream? I feel sure that I did, sure that the watery, bubbling cries I could hear were my own.


And yet at the edge of my nightmares, I sensed the presence of reality. Muffled voices seemed to call my name but I did not respond. I felt cool fingers on my brow, against my wrist, hands pressing me back on to the bed. And then the cold touch of the spoon, the bitter taste of laudanum against my tongue. I suppose I must have become used to it, for I know I no longer screamed and thrashed when the nightmare took hold. Lost in my opium dream I could not move or cry out, and instead, the terror that gripped me was like a paralysis, the water, cold, dark and choking, that slick feeling against my throat tighter now, as the mud seeped over my tongue.
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When I awoke, I was surprised to find that I was no longer in the camp, that there was no sign of Ashton or Fuller or Walker. Instead, I was in far more salubrious surroundings. The room I was in was some twenty feet square, the ceiling as lofty as one might find in Edinburgh, white-painted, with an egg-and-dart cornice. I was lying on a hard mattress atop an iron bedstead, beneath a crisp white sheet, woollen blankets and a fringed cotton counterpane.


Two astragal sash windows, one of which had been pulled open a little, let in the light and air. The breeze that whispered against the curtains was cool and fresh. The curtains themselves were partly drawn back, but a sheet had been hung across the window so that the light that entered was soft and gauzy as a dream. Despite the open window, in the hearth opposite a fire smouldered, new kindled. Between the windows stood a desk furnished with inkstand and pen. Beside that was a shelf of books, an ottoman, a chest of drawers, a full-length dressing mirror. Against the far wall, a large wardrobe of dark wood and, closer to the bed where I lay, a washstand with ewer and pitcher.


Upon the washstand stood an array of bottles – one of them was laudanum. I could taste its familiar bitterness on my tongue, and feel its lightness in my head, my limbs heavy and lazy beneath the covers. How long had I been in this place? Where was I? And – I blushed to think of it – who had been caring for me, washing me, changing my nightshirt and bedding?


On the far side of the room, in the corner between the chest of drawers and the wardrobe, I saw my camera – its large mahogany box and stand, the developing tent rolled up in its canvas bag, the box that contained the plates, and the chemicals I used in the developing process. So Ashton had ensured that I had my possessions too. Did he expect me not to recover? Not to re-join him and the others as soon as I was able? I felt a stab of loneliness and disappointment. I had been cast aside. Abandoned. My cumbersome possessions and I discarded at the first opportunity.


I threw back the covers. Sitting on the edge of the bed I looked down at myself. I was dressed in a stranger’s nightshirt. My right foot was as normal as might be expected. The left was red and swollen, mottled with yellow and purple bruises. I tried to stand. My legs felt weak, as if I had lain still for so long that all my strength, strength built up over weeks and months of walking the highland peat bogs, carrying equipment over muir and burn, striding through heather, all of it had leached away.


I stood with my hand on the bedhead, waiting for the room to stop spinning. My ankle began to throb now that it was no longer elevated, and I glanced at the laudanum bottle on the washstand. If I wanted it, I would have to get to it. I was not sure that my ankle could support me. Should I crawl?


One does not crawl, Sutherland. Creatures crawl. If one is a man, one walks. I could hear Ashton’s sarcastic voice in my head, for those were precisely his words to me when we had traversed a’ Mhòr Bheinn in the spring time. I had shown myself to have no head for heights, and had inched along what I considered to be a precipice on my hands and knees, my camera on my back.


I took a breath and put my weight on my left foot, gritting my teeth as I moved forward. A sprain, I said to myself. It is nothing more than a sprain. I reached for the laudanum. Just a little. It would make the pain subside. And the bottle had only a small amount taken from it. Clearly, whatever dose I had been given so far was minimal. I put the bottle to my lips and sipped.


As I reached out to return the laudanum to the washstand, I caught a glance of something in the mirror. It was no more than a movement, a flicker of light and dark, like the reflection of a face that is not one’s own, passing out of view before it has even been glimpsed. It caused me to turn around. Had someone been in the room, standing silently behind me? But there was no one there save me, me and those dark, lumpen pieces of furniture.


I looked again at the glass. A face, pale, with black rings about the eyes, open mouthed, straggling hair as flat as water weed, stared back at me. That must have been all it was: my own face – but now so haggard and gaunt as to be unrecognisable to me. And yet the impression remained, that my first glance in that mirror had shown someone who was me and, yet, was not me. I shook my head. No wonder I was so skittish. I had just recovered from a fever, I was in a strange house, and when I looked at myself I had to admit that the man who stared back was not the man I had expected to see. He was shaved – I put my hand to my cheek to touch my smooth skin – though I had no memory of it. What deft hands had done that intimate work, following the contours of my face and neck with the cutthroat razor? But … how changed I was. My lips were dry, my skin wrinkled and drawn, so that it was as though I had aged ten years in what was surely no more than a week. My neck looked like a pale twisted root. I put my fingers to the loose skin there and I saw that even my hands, my fingers, had a thin, wasted appearance. I touched the white cotton neck of the nightshirt I wore. I had never seen it before. It had a mustiness to it, part lavender, part ancient linens, as if it had been stored for many years in a wooden box, scented against the moths. There was a whiff of mouldering rags to it too that I did not like to think about.


I shuffled over to the window and pulled back the sheet that had been hung across it. It appeared that I was at the back of a large house, white painted, the window I was at pointing south, with the declining sun visible to the west. I saw no driveway, but only gardens, a scrubby lawn blotched with molehills and a cluster of ill-kept flowerbeds. The garden was surrounded by a great number of low-growing trees – beach, rowan, some small oaks, plus ash and hawthorn. It is an unusual sight in this wet, low-lying county, where the wind whips in from the north and east, knife-sharp, blighting anything that dares grow taller than a reed, and I could see that the trees were stunted, some of them disfigured into cruelly twisted shapes. Beyond the trees the endless peatlands of the flow – the flou as the Caithnessians pronounce it – stretched towards the horizon. Its colours – green, red, gold, purple – were clear and brazen beneath lowering grey skies.


The house itself seemed reassuringly familiar, for the light and dimensions of the room I was in reminded me of my guardian Mr MacKay’s house on Great King Street in Edinburgh’s New Town. And yet something told me it was not the first house to have stood on that spot. I am used to looking out at the landscape and noticing evidence of human habitation, even in places that are long abandoned. In the harsh and windswept peatlands of the north all structures are quickly claimed by the bog, or the heather. But I can see things in the landscape that others cannot – the outline of a bothy long since abandoned, or the tumbled stones of an ancient dun. Now, I saw shadows in the grass that spoke of a lost structure, its footprint hidden beneath the warp and weft of the lawn. And over to the south were the stones of an ancient tower, clothed with ivy like the trees that surrounded it.


The laudanum had its desired effect and the pain in my ankle quickly abated. I looked about for my clothes. The last time I had seen them they had been soaked through with bog water, heavy as a clod of earth and smeared brown with peat. Now, I found them laundered, ironed, neatly folded and placed in the top drawer of the chest. I pulled the musty nightshirt over my head, avoiding looking in the dressing mirror at my wasted body with its stick legs and arms, and hastily donned my shirt and britches. They were loose and baggy about me, as if I were a boy trying on his older brother’s clothes. I flattened my hair as best I could, pulled my tweed waistcoat straight, and limped towards the bell pull.


I did not have to wait long, for not a minute later I heard footsteps making their way along a creaking wooden floor. There came a gentle knocking, and the door opened.


The girl wore stout boots, a black woollen dress high at the neck, and an apron of white cotton. Her hair was pulled back and coiled at the nape, parted severely in the middle, her face pale and watchful. She bobbed a curtsey, her stiff boots creaking in the silence, her eyes darting from me to the rumpled bedsheet and back again.


‘Sir,’ she stammered. ‘You’re up. And dressed!’


‘I’m much better,’ I said. ‘Much improved.’ I pointed to the bandage that covered the crook of my right arm. ‘The doctor has been in with his leeches, I take it?’


‘Yes, sir. He’s been in every day.’


‘And is it you who’s been nursing me?’


‘No, sir. Miss Isabel did that, sir.’ She blushed. ‘And Dr Rosie,’ she added quickly.


All at once I felt dizzy. When had I last eaten? I shuffled backwards and sank on to the bed. I did not have to look in the mirror to see how pale I was.


The maid did not step forward, but remained where she was, beside the open door. ‘Miss Isabel did not expect you to be up, sir,’ she said.


‘What place is this?’ I said. ‘How long have I been here?’


‘This is Leask House, sir. You have been here for ten days.’


Ten days lost to a fever? No wonder my legs felt like jelly. ‘Leask?’ I said. The word seemed familiar. ‘In Caithness?’


‘Yes, sir. Not too far from your camp. Dr Rosie brought you, sir.’


‘Yes, I remember something of that,’ I muttered. In fact, I remembered little but my own nightmares, the sensation of movement, a cold salty east wind against my face.


‘He brought you here because the town is too far away. He was worried that you would not … would not live long enough to get to it.’


‘That bad, eh?’ I said. I tried to make light of it, but I felt the skin on my face grow cold as a sheen of sweat broke out all over me. It seemed I had overexerted myself simply by standing up and putting my clothes on.


She looked at me with alarm. ‘Shall I fetch Miss Isabel, sir?’


‘Perhaps the doctor?’ I said. ‘Is he … ?’


‘No, sir,’ she replied. ‘Dr Rosie went back to Wick.’ She pronounced it ‘Week’, as was the Caithness way. I understood their way of speaking to be a legacy of their Nordic past, a remnant of the Norn language that was spoken there for so long. There were words that were unique to these lands, words that I had recorded in the Names Book – I wondered, with some irritation, who had been filling the Names Book in whilst I had been away. Surely not Walker—. It was with some difficulty that I dragged myself out of my reverie. The girl was looking at me strangely.


‘And how many miles away is Wick?’ I said, forcing myself to concentrate on the situation at hand.


‘Five as the crow flies, sir,’ she replied.


‘And given that Dr Rosie is not a crow, how far will he have to come?’


‘Perhaps eight miles by road, sir. But the roads around here are bad, and the journey is not an easy one.’ She looked at me without expression. ‘He’ll be back tomorrow, sir. It’s too late to fetch him today.’


I nodded. ‘Perhaps I will rest a little.’ My head had begun to ache. ‘But if you could tell Miss Isabel that I am … almost recovered?’


‘Of course, sir,’ she said. ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’ The girl seemed desperate to get away. Her gaze flitted anxiously about the room.


‘No – thank you,’ I said. ‘But – your name, perhaps?’


‘Margaret, sir.’


I glanced at the laudanum bottle on the washstand – how much of the stuff had I taken? My head seemed filled with voices and noise, yet the room was surely silent. As soon as the door closed behind her, I crawled back under the bedcovers and closed my eyes.


Once more I dreamed of that dark peaty dubh loch. This time, as I sank into the water, I felt a hand, small, but strong, catch at my foot. I cried out, bubbles of air escaping from my lips, and tried to kick free. But it held on, squeezing as it pulled me down, down into the cold and the dark.


When I awoke I was chilled to the bone. My foot was throbbing, and all my bedclothes had slipped to the floor. The window was open and a breeze was blowing in from across the peatlands. The fire was long dead, the coals mere ash. When I got up to close the window, I saw that the dawn was creeping in from the east, leaching a pale pinkish hue into the fading darkness. From the woods, I heard an owl hoot. I looked out at the garden, over to the trees, and then beyond, out to the bog, that dark endless landscape with its black pools reflecting the rosy dawn like fragments of an ancient mirror.


It was then that I noticed a solitary figure out on the bog. It was a woman – at least I thought it was a woman, though whoever it was they were too far away for me to be certain. She was standing there, unmoving, facing the window where I stood. Something in the way she held herself, leaning forward and slightly to one side, made me think immediately of the woman I thought I had seen on the Flows of Leanas, when I had been out with Walker and the sappers. I could not see her face, and yet I knew she was watching me. I stared. I had the distinct impression that she was moving closer. Coming towards the house. Towards me. And yet she did not flounder, did not stumble or slip. The impression unnerved me. I closed my eyes and opened them again. Still she was there, her face in shadow.


I plunged across the room, hobbling to where my possessions had been stacked against the wall. I dragged out my spyglass and hurried back to the window. I half expected her to have vanished, confirmation that I was still feverish, or perhaps in the grip of a laudanum-induced hallucination. But there she stood, her cloak heavy on her shoulders, her head turned towards me, her face a pale smudge. I put the glass to my eye, sweeping the bog until – there she was!


I stared for a long time, my spyglass to my eye, gazing at a small, crooked, standing stone. Black as the dubh loch at its foot, the ‘face’ I had imagined was no more than a chiaroscuro of shadow and lichen.


I went back to bed, and pulled the cold sheets over my head.
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In the morning I awoke to find the curtains open and the sheet gone from the window. On the bedside table was a small silver tray bearing a fold of paper. Breakfast is at 8 o’clock. Margaret will come for you. The clock on the mantle told me it was half past seven.


Given that I had fallen asleep in my clothes like a drunkard, when I examined myself in the dressing mirror, I did not look as dishevelled as I had expected.


I washed my face. The water in the pitcher was cold and tinged brown with peat, as is all the water in the north of the country, and I was reminded of the bog water Fuller used to draw from the burn for Ashton and me. Perhaps I might re-join them in a week or so, I thought, if my ankle improved.


Beside the dressing mirror someone had left a walking stick. Its silver handle was fashioned into the shape of a dog’s head, the shaft a smooth polished ebony. My hand rested comfortably on creature’s snout, the cold metal warming beneath my fingers. The stick was the perfect height for my frame, and I propelled myself up and down the room with it. How agile it made me! And yet it had not been there the day before.


There came a soft knocking at the door and the girl Margaret entered. It was eight o’clock.


I followed her out of the room and along a corridor lined with paintings – ancient faces from the previous century, hunting scenes and landscapes of Italian vistas and other grand-tour scenery. Each was framed in ornate gilded plaster. The corridor was dim and filled with shadows, illuminated by a pale light that spilled from a cupola in the centre of the house, high above the staircase. The walls were painted a forbidding arsenic green, and here and there the marks of water damage could be seen – streaks of grey and brown, patches of damp peppered with black spores. The place had a moist earthy smell to it that I had not noticed before. Beneath our feet the polished wooden floor was dark and pitted with age, as if the boards had been taken from a much older building. I was reminded of the ruins I had glimpsed amongst the trees, the ghost of an outline I had detected on the lawn from my bedroom window. The carpet runner that covered the boards was worn, almost threadbare in parts, and I had the impression that it had once graced a lower corridor of the house, but had been relocated upstairs when it was no longer fit to be seen by visitors.


The staircase curved down from the top of the house like the coil inside a seashell. The door was wide and surmounted by a fanlight. Tall windows on either side looked out on to the grounds at the front, and I caught a glimpse of the sweep of a gravel drive, and a rough oval of lawn. At the foot of the stairs, a long-cased clock of polished mahogany ticked sedately. Across its silver face sailed a painted ship in full rig, the sun and moon passing overhead in a mechanical approximation of the day- and night-time hours.


‘This way, sir,’ said the girl, shepherding me to the left. I could hear the murmur of voices coming from behind a half-closed door. Catching sight of myself in a spotted gilt-framed mirror, I ran my hand over my hair again. What a scarecrow I had become. Whatever would these people think of me? And then all at once I heard laughter, familiar laughter.


‘Ashton!’ I cried as I entered the breakfast room. I held out my hand as I limped forward, smiling with relief to see a familiar face. ‘Good to see you again, sir!’


I could see from his expression that I was not the Robert Sutherland he had last set eyes on. And yet, as I write those words, I cannot help but wonder what he would say if he could see me now? For whatever hollowed-out ghost he saw that morning is nothing to the wraith I have become. But, we will get to everything in good time, and for the moment I will simply say that Ashton’s appraising glance told me all I needed to know about how weak and pale I was. His eyes took in the stick I was using to propel myself painfully forward, and his face grew serious.


‘Good Lord, Sutherland,’ he said. ‘I would hardly have known you!’ He looked down at my bony fingers. ‘The doctor says we almost lost you.’ He squeezed my hand. ‘Excellent to see you on your feet, sir!’


But there would be more time to speak with Ashton later, for there were two other people in the room with him. He turned to the older of them now.


‘Mrs Sinclair. May I introduce the man you have been caring for under your roof these past ten days or more? This is Robert Sutherland, geographer, surveyor and photographer for Her Majesty’s Ordnance, et cetera et cetera. Sutherland, this is Mrs Sinclair, and it is her gracious hospitality you’ve been so rudely trespassing upon all this time.’


The lady in question was some fifty years of age. She was handsome still, long faced, with greying hair backcombed into a cloud about her head, a style that reminded me of the paintings of Georgian aristocrats that I had seen in the portrait gallery in Edinburgh. She wore a morning dress of dark grey wool. I have observed that none of the women in these northern counties seem to wear anything but wool – no doubt the weather is rarely warm enough for the cotton and muslin favoured further south. She had the look and bearing of someone from thirty years earlier, her hair, the cut of her dress – so revealing at the neck and shoulders – the lace shawl about her bosom, none of those things would be seen in an Edinburgh drawing room these days. Her fingers were long and slender, and almost as white as the starched and sun-bleached linen that covered the breakfast table. From her ears two small pearls dangled, a small cross, also made up of pearls, hung from a black ribbon close at her neck. She held out a hand to me, the rings upon it large and heavy-looking against the pale slenderness of her fingers. Her handshake was cool, and dry, and hard as sticks.


‘Mr Sutherland,’ she said. ‘Welcome to Leask. I’m glad to see you’ve made a recovery.’


I felt my cheeks turn red under her cold blue gaze. I babbled out my thanks, my apologies, my assurances that I would not trespass upon her good nature any longer. She waved a hand.


‘It is no matter to us, Mr Sutherland,’ she said. ‘We have rooms to spare, as you can see. And my daughter Isabel has a soft heart. She could not see you so ill and do nothing to help. I only hope your accommodation is acceptable.’


I nodded, and muttered something about how perfect it was and how kind she had been. In fact, I hardly knew what I said, and I felt myself blushing still further, for out of the corner of my eye I could see another, younger woman.


‘Our family is not what it was, Mr Sutherland,’ said Mrs Sinclair. ‘You find only Isabel and me rattling about at Leask. My son Roderick is in Edinburgh or London, I can never recall which.’


‘Sutherland, if you will permit me,’ said Ashton. ‘May I also introduce Miss Isabel Sinclair, the daughter of Leask.’


I took the other woman’s hand. It was warm, soft and welcoming. So this was the ‘Miss Isabel’ who had nursed me in my fever. Once more I began to babble my apologies, my regrets.


‘Enough of that, Mr Sutherland,’ she said. ‘I looked after my father during his final months, under the instruction of Dr Rosie, obviously, so you need to make no apologies to me.’ Her gentle tone belied her brisk words. Whatever platitudes I had been about to utter died in my throat as she smiled up at me. Her auburn hair was the colour of fire, her skin pale and milky, her waist slender, her eyes with their golden lashes were as green and mysterious as the wild landscape upon which I had spent so many months.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Ashton smile. ‘I was just explaining to Mrs Sinclair about our survey work,’ he said. ‘She is most intrigued.’


‘Oh, yes indeed,’ said Mrs Sinclair. Her voice betrayed neither interest nor disinterest.


I had met women of her class before – clients of Mr MacKay, the parents of my fellow students at the Royal High School and the University in Edinburgh. Was it in their breeding to profess interest but not to show it? ‘It must be such a lonely undertaking out in the wilds.’


‘Not at all, madam,’ said Ashton. ‘Not with the sappers getting under one’s feet all the time.’


Mrs Sinclair looked bemused at the idea of sappers under her feet, but, as if to demonstrate her understanding, she said, ‘Of course.’ Then, after a somewhat awkward pause, she added, ‘Once upon a time this house was full of people, full of noise and activity. The Duke of Sutherland was a regular visitor. He knew my husband, the Maister of Leask, very well. Now, we are much reduced. We rarely go out and visitors are few and far between. Apart from Dr Rosie, who comes up from Wick. A kind and loyal man, but he is hardly what one might term one of the Quality.’


Miss Sinclair looked at her mother. It was a look I could not fathom, though it seemed part reproach, part resentment.


‘Perhaps Mr Sutherland should sit down and take some breakfast,’ she said. ‘Dr Rosie said he needs feeding up.’


Breakfast was, Mrs Sinclair informed me, eggs from the farm at Leask Mains, bacon from the farm at Watten, and kippers brought up from her favourite smokehouse in Wick.


After so long without proper food, it seemed like the most delicious meal I had ever eaten. The bread too – coarse, but warm and crusty – and the thick and creamy butter were better than any I had tasted.


I looked up to see Miss Sinclair watching me. I felt myself blushing once more, and was relieved when Ashton said, ‘So drawing up a map like the six-inch is a slow business, isn’t it, Sutherland? And now you’ve gone and fallen sick it’ll take us even longer. So much for “home by Samhain” or whatever it was you promised me.’


‘You speak Gaelic, Captain Ashton?’ said Mrs Sinclair.


‘No, ma’am. But Sutherland does. He always understands what the locals are talking about, which is more than can be said for me. He even understands the ones this far north, and they seem to have their own special language.’


She turned her expressionless eyes upon me. ‘Do you, Mr Sutherland?’


‘A little,’ I said. And then, sensing her disapproval that anyone of breeding should speak so vulgar a language as Gaelic, and have a comprehension of the Caithnessian dialect into the bargain, I added, ‘But I was brought up in Edinburgh.’


‘And I think you should return there,’ said Ashton. ‘Whilst you recover.’


‘Certainly not,’ I said, ‘I’ll be fit and well in no time. I can come back with you today—’


‘I don’t think so, old chap,’ Ashton cut in. ‘I spoke to Dr Rosie not three days ago. You were still unconscious. He said you were too weak to tramp up and down the countryside, in and out of bogs and so forth. Your health won’t take it. Your lungs won’t take it. And there’s that ankle of yours. What in heaven’s name were you thinking, throwing yourself into the bog like that? Damn nearly broke the theodolite too, chucking it into the middle of that pool. Walker went in after it. He insisted, though the water was so deep and the mud so thick that the fellow almost drowned. Imagine if we’d lost him to the fever too, though the fellow has the constitution of an ox. Anyway, he’s been fiddling with the thing ever since. Practically sleeps with it!’


‘But I feel much better—’


‘Nothing for it, old chap,’ said Ashton. ‘Doctor’s orders. At least a month. You should really go south – or perhaps to some sort of invalids’ watering hole, like Strathpeffer. My mother’s taking the waters there even as we speak. You could keep her company. A couple of weeks’ rest and a few gallons of sulphur water could be just the ticket, ha ha!’


‘I don’t want sulphur water,’ I said, somewhat petulantly. ‘I’ll be better in no time.’


‘Well, you can’t come.’ Ashton’s tone told me he had already made his decision. ‘You’ll hold us back, and I need to get on. We can’t have a fever-ridden cripple in the camp. You’ll be a burden.’ I knew he was right. He must have seen the look of disappointment on my face for his tone softened a little. ‘Look, old chap, you know you can’t come. You’re simply not fit.’


‘I’m not going back to Edinburgh,’ I muttered.


‘Perhaps you can recuperate here, Mr Sutherland,’ said Miss Sinclair.


‘Stay here?’ I said. ‘But it’s too much of an imposition. I could never—’


‘Well, you and I are in agreement there,’ said Ashton.


‘It’s no trouble, Mr Sutherland,’ said Miss Isabel. ‘We would welcome the distraction. Things are so quiet here at Leask.’


I looked at her mother, but the light was behind her, and I could get no sense of her expression. ‘My daughter is insistent, Mr Sutherland,’ she said at last. ‘Unless you would prefer the sulphur water? I believe Strathpeffer is most bracing at this time of year.’ I could not tell whether she was serious, or not.


‘Dr Rosie said he should not really be going anywhere, mother,’ said Miss Isabel. She turned her dark green eyes upon me. They were the colour of the moor at dusk. ‘You would be quite comfortable here. Dr Rosie comes up to see my mother regularly so it would be no inconvenience for him to see you too. It seems to be the most sensible arrangement.’


Thus, the decision was made. Ashton and the men were to continue across the flow, and I was to stay at Leask.


‘But who will keep the Names Book?’ I said. ‘Campbell is practically illiterate, McAndrews is a fool—’


‘Don’t concern yourself with it, Sutherland,’ said Ashton. ‘If they can understand the locals, that’s all that matters.’


‘But they can’t understand the locals,’ I muttered. ‘That’s the problem.’ I knew he would never understand. ‘And who will work with Walker? You know how bad tempered he is with everyone.’ I could not let it lie. I did not want to stay at Leask, I could not explain why. And yet neither did I want to return to Edinburgh.


Ashton clapped me on the shoulder. ‘No one is indispensable, Sutherland, you must know that much, at least! There are at least three men whom I trust to do your work. They may be less efficient, but we will just have to manage.’
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After breakfast, the ladies disappeared. Mrs Sinclair went to her room to attend to her correspondence, Miss Isabel left for her daily meeting with the housekeeper and cook. Ashton vanished from the breakfast room, returning two minutes later wheeling an old wicker bath chair.


‘Miss Sinclair said you can use it,’ he said. ‘It belonged to the late Maister’s father, apparently, but it’s been sitting in an outhouse for years. I got the gardener’s boy to give it a wipe down. Not bad, eh?’


‘I have the stick,’ I said stubbornly. ‘Miss Sinclair gave me this too.’


‘I dare say you’ll find a use for both. How’s about I give you a turn about the grounds in this old tub? Come along, Sutherland, I haven’t got all day.’


Margaret appeared with a blanket, which Ashton was at pains to tuck about my knees. I submitted as graciously as I could, though in my heart I was furious at being so incapacitated. ‘It’s just a chill,’ I grunted. ‘And a sprained ankle.’


Ashton did not reply. He unlatched one of the tall casement windows that opened on to the lawn at the back of the house.


Outside, the air was fresh, a brisk wind blowing in from the sea. He pushed me off, the small front wheel shaking, the back wheels bouncing, the basket I was crushed into creaking and wobbling. I gripped the handles and manoeuvred the thing across the grass as best I could, heading towards a small stone grotto at the end of the garden.


I kept my gaze fixed straight ahead. Behind me, as he shoved the bath chair across the lawn, I heard Ashton’s laboured breathing. ‘Can’t you steer the bloody thing any better, Sutherland?’ He laughed. ‘Just wait till I tell the men I pushed you round the garden like an old maiden aunt!’


We reached the grotto – a curious cave-like structure set into the wall. It was lined with seashells – scallops, oysters, whelks – perhaps collected by Georgian ladies and cemented into position a hundred years earlier when the house was new-built. It fitted neither with the ancient wall of which it formed a part, nor was it in keeping with Leask House, over which it had a commanding view. But it was sheltered from the wind and the sun was warm on our faces. I pulled out my cigarettes and a box of lucifers, and we sat for a while smoking in silence.


Now that I was no longer inside I was able to appraise the building more closely. Leask House was a long, elegant Georgian box, three storeys high. On the top floor, attic windows peeped out from a roof of Caithness stone. Its walls were whitewashed, but badly in need of attention, the whole building streaked with green and black from where the gutters leaked and the window ledges dripped. I picked out my own room, on the first floor at the end, with the open window.


‘It’s rotten bad luck this sickness of yours, Sutherland,’ said Ashton at last. ‘Couldn’t have happened at a worse time, in fact. I’ve had to send MacKenzie and Logan away already – consumption probably. They’re both back in Edinburgh. I’m certainly relieved this Dr Rosie chap says you’ve only had a fever and you’re on the mend. Plus that beastly ankle, of course. But you’ll make a full recovery if you lie low for a while. Can’t be helped. The chaps and I will carry on, of course. You know where to find us. You know where we’ll be, where we are heading and so forth.’


‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


‘At least you’re not too far away, and this place looks as though it’s the best thing for you if you won’t go south and you can’t go to Wick. The family are Sinclairs. Every other person around here seems to be a Sinclair, so it’s nothing unusual. These ones used to be quite well off, but not any more.’


‘Used to be?’ I said.


‘Apparently,’ he replied. ‘Poor cousins to some wealthy fellow up near Thurso. The agricultural chap who brought the sheep in.’ He shrugged. History had little meaning for Captain Ashton. ‘The ones here at Leask were Jacobites, or some such. They’ve not had the best of luck. The Maister of Leask, old Sinclair, he died five years ago. Very highly regarded, so I’m told. The son is a different matter. I believe he’s whoring his way round London or Edinburgh. Not that he has the money to do it. I mean look at the place! It’s practically falling down. Anyway, that just leaves the old woman, and her daughter.’ He lowered his voice. ‘The mother seems a bit of an old stick, all mothballed gowns and brittle manners, but the daughter’s a peach. She’s wasted stuck up here in this place.’


‘They were both perfectly hospitable,’ I said. ‘They didn’t have to take me in.’


‘Old Rosie knows them. He seemed pretty confident that they would look after you. And you were in a very bad way. And the weather! I don’t suppose you remember it. Do you?’ He shook his head. ‘If that’s what the summer’s like in Caithness, I hope I never get stuck here in the winter.’


‘It’s October,’ I said. ‘It’s not been summer for two months. And September was glorious.’


But Ashton wasn’t listening. ‘Very good of them to put you up, as you say. You’ll be right as rain in no time. Looks to me like you’ve landed on your feet. Well, landed on your foot, at least, ha ha! Don’t want to make that ankle worse, do we? A few weeks’ recuperation, or whatever Rosie advises. It’ll be a nice little holiday. Mind you, there’s something about the place that makes me shiver. Can’t quite put my finger on it.’ He slapped me on the shoulder. ‘Rather you than me.’


Ashton did not stay long after that. After he had gone I used the silver-headed walking stick to lever myself out of the bath chair, and went back inside the house. Miss Isabel was waiting for me. ‘I hope you won’t miss your friend too much,’ she said.
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