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  THE WORKHOUSE GIRL




  

    Some weeks it was almost impossible to scratch five shillings from an uncompromising world. Some weeks, too many to count in fact, Nancy could not afford to put a roof over

    her own head or food in her belly.


  




  On several occasions she had been so weak and sick that she had been tempted to steal to make up the shortfall. She was not by inclination a thief, though. She lacked the unscrupulous disregard

  for others that thieves must possess. She had taken on work, bits of work, any sort of work, to earn a shilling or two and when there was no work to be had she had slunk out on to the streets after

  dark and looked for earnings there.




  Her days had become one long accounting, a balancing of nourishment against energy enough to do her work, to fetch in enough money to present to saintly Madame Daltry and to keep Daisy safe and

  secure and as far from the workhouse as it was possible to be.
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  The actions of human beings are not invariably governed by the laws of pure reason. We are by no means always in the habit of bestowing our love on the

  objects which are most deserving of it.




  Wilkie Collins: The Law and the Lady




  







  BOOK ONE




  The Courtship




  







  One




  From the moment Cassie clapped eyes on Robert Montague she sensed that there was something different about him. It was not just that he had power and authority, though that was

  certainly true, or that he had the most commanding voice she had ever heard. What she found unsettling was that at certain moments during the course of the sermon his eyes would flick towards and

  hold upon her, not long enough to seem to be a stare, certainly not long enough to be considered ill-mannered, but with just that degree of concentration which an inexperienced girl of seventeen

  might construe as more than casual interest.




  At first Cassie responded as any well-brought-up young lady would under the circumstances. She lowered her head, picked at the stitching of her glove and showed the preacher the brim of her best

  bonnet as if his exposition on the nature of original sin and the corruption of the flesh had touched a nerve in her and brought a flush of remorse to her pale cheeks – which, of course, was

  quite ridiculous. Cassie Armitage had no more notion of what the Reverend Montague meant by original sin than had the pigeons in the belfry or the gulls that shrieked on the church roof.




  Every minister who occupied the pulpit of Ravenshill church suffered competition from the gulls. Robert Montague was no exception. Unlike some preachers, however, he did not tut and raise

  his eyes impatiently to heaven or introduce into his sermon witty references to ‘our feathered friends’. Reverend Montague seemed willing to shout the creatures down or even, so Cassie

  thought, to let their demonic cries augment his remarks as if he and the herring-gulls were equally intransigent.




  It was an airy day in June in the year of 1858. Sunlight outlined the pulpit, lightened the oppressive gloom of the kirk and released in Cassie a strange feeling of expectation, as if air and

  sunlight were her natural habitat and flirtation not anathema to a well-bred young lady raised south of the River Clyde. For that reason she neglected to lower her eyes when next Mr Montague

  glanced in her direction. She cocked her head, tilted her chin and stared straight back at him, bold – Cassie thought – as brass. She had never flirted with a grown man before, let

  alone a minister, and she was intimidated by her own temerity and, to say the least of it, alarmed by its effect.




  Sullen and stolid in a black Geneva gown, Reverend Montague – who had rowed for an Oxford college, fought in several wars, travelled far and wide and published four or five books on

  learned subjects – was completely caught off guard. To Cassie Armitage’s astonishment, he lost the thread of his dissertation, stammered and almost stopped, while she sat rigid in the

  family pew and waited for retribution to descend from on high. With an effort of will the minister finally tore his attention away from her, shuffled papers on the lectern, cleared his throat and

  recommenced his harangue with no less commitment than before, except that he was smiling now, his thin upper lip curved and a tiny curlicue of flesh puckering his smooth cheek like a scar.




  Cassie’s little sister Pippa whispered, ‘Well, did you ever see the like of that?’




  Cassie bowed her head. Blood rushed upward from her bosom and coloured her throat, neck and ears. Tingling with embarrassment, she had the dreadful feeling that everyone in church had noticed

  the exchange, that everyone was staring at her, from house-servants in the gallery down to Mr Grimmond, the elderly pew-opener. Possibly even Sir Andrew Flail himself, though how that could be when

  Sir Andrew and his wife had their backs to her was beyond rational explanation.




  Pippa’s sharp little elbow nudged Cassie again. The upright pew protected the sisters from observation. Only their bonnets were visible above the sides of the seats where the noble folk of

  the parish displayed themselves like pheasants in a basket.




  ‘Did you, Cass?’ Pippa whispered. ‘Did you see how he looked at me?’




  ‘You?’ Cassie exploded. ‘He wasn’t looking at you.’




  Papa’s hand appeared over the pew back and tapped her shoulder.




  ‘Sssshhh,’ Cuthbert Armitage hissed.




  Cassie sank down, her summer-weight mantle slithering against the polished oak. Only the dusty cushion under her thighs kept her from sliding into an unladylike crouch. To hide her trembling,

  she tucked her hands into her bell sleeves and sat very still in the hope that Reverend Montague would forget that she had dared to meet his eye. When she risked raising her eyes to the pulpit

  again she was, however, disappointed to discover that her wish had been granted and that the handsome preacher had apparently lost all interest in her and had transferred his attention to the

  labourers who occupied the unprotected benches. Indeed he was giving them such mighty licks that even burly ironworkers clung to their seats as if the minister’s voice had the force of a

  westerly gale and they were in danger of being whirled up and blown away by it.




  ‘And the seas shall open and consume the lands round about,’ Robert Montague thundered. ‘And the dead and the living will be mingled one with the other. And the God of Abraham

  and of Isaac will pluck you up like little fishes to see if He finds your flesh sweet or corrupt. Those who are sweet and clean in the flesh He will admit to His presence to rejoice there with the

  saints and angels. But those whom He finds wanting He will cast down to rot, days without number, in the sediment and slime of the great heaving sea of sinfulness.’




  Cassie watched in fascination but listened with only half an ear. The minister’s voice was so sensuous that it hardly mattered what message it delivered. She watched him weave and sway,

  arm erect, fist closed, the sunlight shrinking from him. He was dark-browed, dark-eyed, hawkish and handsome and she longed for him to let his glance linger on her just once more.




  Under cover of the pew lid Pippa’s hand brushed Cassie’s knee. Pippa’s forefinger pointed upward in the minister’s direction then turned and tapped her, Pippa’s,

  breast.




  ‘Me,’ Pippa mouthed. ‘He smiled at me.’




  Primly, Cassie compressed her lips and said nothing. She mustn’t rise to the bait. She must set a decorous example to her diminutive sister who had somehow – goodness knows how

  – acquired a knowingness far beyond her fifteen years; yet the temptation to point out that ministers of the Gospel were far too serious and sober to make sheep’s eyes at mere children

  was almost overwhelming.




  ‘Me, me, me,’ Pippa mouthed again, digging away with her elbow.




  ‘Oh, be quiet,’ Cassie snapped, rather too loudly. Not you – me.’




  In the sudden silence her declaration seemed to echo round the kirk, accompanied only by the jeering of the herring-gulls and by Robert Montague quietly pronouncing, ‘Amen.’




  There was, of course, an afternoon preaching and another at six o’clock. Cubby Armitage’s daughters were not expected to attend the additional services. In fact,

  they were discouraged from doing so. The presentation of the living of Ravenshill parish was about to be settled that fine June day and that was hardly a matter that concerned young women.




  Although Cassie knew little about the procedures of the Church of Scotland she appreciated the gravity of the affair and identified a certain smugness in Papa that the best man had won out in

  the end. The fact that Reverend Montague had had no competitor in the ‘race’ for the vacancy did not detract from her father’s satisfaction. Montague had been put up by Sir Andrew

  Flail and any involvement the congregation thought it had had in making a decision stemmed only from Sir Andrew’s skill in bending lesser mortals to his will.




  Creed and dogma were less important to the heritor of Ravenshill than class and style which, by Sir Andrew’s lights, meant finding a clergyman who was willing to keep the lower orders

  firmly in place and who was able to intimidate neighbouring gentry with a knowledge of Greek and Latin. Robert Montague filled the bill on both counts. It was virtually assured that Montague would

  gain the pulpit of Ravenshill kirk and that any upstart who tried to exercise the power of veto would have to answer to a body much more fearsome than the local Presbytery, for here on the long

  alluvial plains that bordered the south bank of the Clyde the Flails’ word was law.




  The Flails had owned the lands of Ravenshill for going on three centuries. Sir Andrew’s grandfather had paid for the building of the church, had established the first ironworks and had

  laid down the first wagon ways. Sir Andrew’s father had commissioned the building of a quay, had brought the railway to the parish and had erected the first tenements. Sir Andrew had done

  better than any of his forefathers, however, for he had acquired property across the river in the city of Glasgow and cut quite a famous figure in the Merchant House for his wealth, swagger and

  ambition.




  Robert Montague might be Flail’s choice for Ravenshill but he was not, and never would be, Flail’s man. He had an obdurate streak which, it seemed, would not yield to flattery. Nor

  had he need of the living. Apparently Reverend Montague was well enough heeled to dismiss as irrelevant the meagre stipend which the post offered and what had prompted him to apply for the

  ministerial commission of the sprawling riverside parish was a mystery which even his sponsors had so far failed to unravel.




  Perhaps the manse appealed to him, a huge, remote old house which stood on a hill a quarter of a mile above the rural hamlet of Bramwell. Farmlands undulated away to the south and west, ground

  upon which masons and contractors had not yet laid hands. To the north was the Clyde and the funnels of steamers moving over the level of the intervening fields and, morning and evening, a distant

  glimpse of the ‘black squad’ trudging to and from work at the shipbuilding yards further down river.




  The manse was decently removed from the reek of the ironworks and the bustle of the quays that marred the bulk of Ravenshill and only Flail House, a massive red-stone edifice, half home farm,

  half baronial manor, had a better situation. For a gentleman with an adventurous past and an urge to settle down, the gaunt three-storey building might represent a haven of peace and tranquillity

  On the other hand, there was vigour in the nearby town and a rich intellectual community centred around the Glasgow colleges only four or five miles away. Sir Andrew could not be sure which aspect

  of Ravenshill most appealed to Robert Montague, for, although he had been thorough in examining Montague’s credentials, he had not enquired too deeply into the minister’s motives for

  returning to Scotland.




  Mr Cuthbert Armitage was even more inclined to accept Robert Montague at face value. Like almost everyone in Ravenshill, Cubby was dazzled by Montague’s reputation. He welcomed him with

  all the obsequiousness he could muster when he was chosen to provide Sabbath afternoon hospitality and the Reverend Montague, still sweating from his post meridian exertions, invited himself

  to tea at the Armitage residence in Normandy Road between afternoon and evening services.




  Cubby Armitage might believe in the sanctity of the home and the purity of women but he was pompous enough to make sure that everyone who was anyone in Ravenshill saw him walking arm-in-arm down

  Main Street with the parish’s next incumbent. Cubby would have loitered to point out the sights, to sing the praises of the ironworks, extol the convenience of the railway and brag about the

  depth of the new dock. But Robert Montague, hot and thirsty, was in sore need of a dish of tea and a buttered scone, and, with another session in the pulpit still to come, lacked the inclination to

  play the sightseeing game. Instead, he studied Cuthbert Armitage as if the little Scottish stockbroker were wonder enough to be going on with.




  ‘Tell me, sir,’ Robert Montague said, ‘how long have you lived here?’




  ‘All of my life, sir,’ Cubby answered. ‘Forty years, and more.’




  ‘In which time you must have witnessed many changes?’




  ‘Indeed, indeed I have.’




  Cubby raised his arm to point towards the gigantic crane that towered over the stacks of Flail’s ‘Blazes’. But Robert Montague gave him no opportunity to expand on the theme of

  progress.




  ‘Have you always been employed by Sir Andrew?’




  ‘Indeed not,’ Cubby answered. ‘I’m not, strictly speaking, employed by him at all.’




  ‘I was under the impression that you brokered for the Flails.’




  ‘I do, of course. That’s why I have my office in Glasgow close to the Exchange,’ Cubby explained. ‘But I’m also a broker in my own right.’




  ‘You must then be a man of the world; by which I mean you must travel extensively in connection with your correspondents?’




  ‘Not at all, sir. I travel as little as possible. I have no taste for it. I leave all the foreign travel to my partner, Charles Smalls. My business is here in Glasgow which is the centre

  of the iron trade, at least for those who require pig.’




  ‘Pig?’




  ‘Pig-iron, the product of the furnace.’




  ‘Is there money to be made from trading in pig?’




  ‘Indeed there is, much money. And in all iron products.’




  Reverend Montague’s frown was one of concentration, not disapproval.




  ‘What of the rest of it?’ he said. ‘Your business, I mean. Share dealing, perhaps?’




  ‘Oh, share dealing, yes.’




  ‘On whose account, may I ask?’




  ‘On account of anyone who requests the service.’




  ‘And on your own account?’ said the minister, lightly.




  ‘Certainly, certainly. I’m not without – what shall we say – substance.’




  ‘I trust you do not think me excessively curious, Mr Armitage?’




  ‘Not at all, sir, not at all,’ said Cubby. ‘Perhaps you will have some wee pieces of business to put my way when the time comes.’




  ‘Perhaps I shall,’ the minister said. Is this your house?’




  ‘It is, sir, it is.’




  ‘A very handsome house, if I may say so.’




  ‘My father, rest his soul, purchased the lease from Sir Andrew’s grandfather many years ago.’ Cubby opened the iron gate and ushered the minister before him on to the garden

  path. ‘You are most welcome to enter it, sir.’




  ‘How kind of you, Mr Armitage.’ The minister nodded in the direction of a figure that stood in the wrought-iron pergola that occupied the side lawn. ‘Is that your wife, by any

  chance?’




  ‘No, my daughter, sir. One of them, one of a pair.’




  ‘Which one is she, Mr Armitage?’




  ‘Her name is Cassandra.’




  ‘After the Greek, no doubt?’




  ‘Oh, aye,’ Cubby Armitage agreed. ‘After the Greek.’




  

    * * *


  




  When Papa ushered Robert Montague into the garden Cassie’s first impulse was to gather up her skirts and run for cover. It was not that she wanted to avoid meeting the

  great man – on the contrary – but she knew that she had transgressed one of the rules of conduct which her father had laid down for the household. This, after all, was the Lord’s

  Day when, according to her father, respectable ladies didn’t flaunt themselves upon the lawns or luxuriate under the wisteria that draped the iron pergola.




  Cassie’s mother was already ensconced in the drawing-room. A silver teapot would be warming on the candle-stand and butter cooling in the water-dish. Pippa was also hidden within the

  house, most likely sulking in the back parlour.




  The sisters had quarrelled throughout luncheon and had bickered away the afternoon until, with more jibes in her than Saint Sebastian had arrows, Cassie had flounced out to hide her suffering in

  the forbidden sanctuary of the garden.




  Why Pippa’s sarcasm had affected her so adversely, why she felt so weak and vulnerable were questions without answers, until, that is, her father appeared at the garden gate with the

  Reverend Montague. The moment Cassie set eyes on the minister the source of her restlessness became plain. She could not define it precisely, could not give it a proper name. Nevertheless as soon

  as she saw Robert Montague again her irritation vanished. She had no doubt at all that the minister had come to call upon her and that whatever excuse he offered for the visit he too had felt a

  magnetism between them.




  ‘Cassandra?’




  ‘Yes, Papa.’




  ‘Do not run away, girl. Reverend Montague wishes to meet you.’




  She waited, motionless, under trailing fronds of honeysuckle, her gloved hand upon the iron rail.




  He approached across the grass, his eyes fastened upon her.




  It was as it had been in church only now there was less need for pretence. She felt his gaze penetrate her, thin, sharp and painless, like a steel pin through the body of a butterfly.




  ‘Miss Armitage?’




  ‘Reverend Montague.’




  ‘How pleasant it is to see you again so soon.’




  ‘Thank you, sir,’ Cassie said. ‘Have – have you come to take tea with us?’




  ‘I have.’




  ‘Then Papa will show you to the drawing-room.’




  ‘Do you not take tea in the garden?’ the minister said.




  ‘Not on the Sabbath, sir,’ her father chipped in.




  ‘Why not?’




  Cassie heard herself say, ‘Because a Christian home is the tabernacle of the Lord and bread must be broken only under its roof.’




  ‘Ah!’ the minister said. ‘Obviously I’ve much to learn about observance.’ She had expected him to be more severe. The vitality he had displayed in the pulpit was

  manifest now as a suave, almost sinister intimacy.




  ‘Aye, this, sir, is a very devout household, though I say so myself,’ Cassie’s father declared, and, laying a hand on the minister’s elbow, made to steer him towards the

  front door of the house.




  The movement was too slight to be offensive. It might even have been accidental. Robert Montague lifted his arm and adjusted the cuff of his morning coat. When he lowered his arm again, the

  elbow was slanted towards Cassie.




  ‘With your permission, Mr Armitage,’ he said, ‘perhaps your charming daughter would be good enough to show me the way.’




  Cassie did not wait for sanction. She stepped from the ledge of the pergola and took Robert Montague’s arm. To her surprise she could smell sweat from him, an odour like that of warm fur,

  dry and musky, mingled with a touch of lavender and the faint, dusty undertow of oakwood from the kirk. She leaned into him, skirts brushing against his thigh, slippers sliding on the soft, warm

  grass. He felt solid beside her, solid and vibrant.




  Suddenly everything in and around her was vibrant, from dappled sunlight on the house walls to the scut of white cloud that floated overhead.




  Best of all, though, was the satisfaction that trickled through her when she noticed Pippa outlined in the window that overlooked the garden; Pippa, who thought that Robert Montague was far too

  grand to pay court to a girl from the backwaters of Ravenshill; Pippa who, without logic or reason, wanted the new minister for herself.




  







  Two




  In August the wealthy burghers of Glasgow abandoned the Merchant House and the floor of the Exchange and headed off by rail and steamer to holiday in their houses by the sea.

  The exodus was particular, not general, for only a very special few could afford the upkeep of an out-of-town residence.




  The Armitages did not holiday by the sea. The Armitages did not holiday at all. Cubby was old-fashioned enough to believe that if God had wanted man to vacate his native environment from time to

  time then God would have designed man with iron wheels instead of feet. The extent of Cubby Armitage’s voyaging was to travel the four miles to his office in the city each and every day and

  the little stockbroker was, in fact, somewhat irked that so many of his acquaintances were absent in the August month and that he was considered a stick-in-the-mud for not rushing off to join them

  on holiday.




  Naturally this view was shared by Cubby Armitage’s daughters. Every July the girls embarked on a wheedling campaign to persuade Papa to take them out of Ravenshill and spare them the

  suffocating tedium of another summer stuck at home. However much Mr Armitage valued education, though, he was not about to yield to the female argument that travel broadened the mind or to the

  suggestion that the only way his daughters were going to find husbands was to net one on a beach somewhere, as if husband-hunting were as simple a sport as shrimping.




  That summer neither Cassie nor her sister set up their customary cry to be transported to a fashionable seaside resort and the silence worried Cubby a whole lot more than their whining had ever

  done.




  ‘What’s wrong with them, Norah?’ he enquired of his wife one evening when the girls had gone early upstairs. ‘Are they sulking?’




  At the best of times Norah Armitage was a woman of remarkably few words. She answered, ‘Not sulking.’




  ‘What is it then? An ailment?’




  ‘No ailment.’




  Norah Armitage cupped the buns of grey hair that protruded from the sides of her lace bonnet and gave them a little shake as if they were directly connected to a source of inspiration.




  At length, she said, ‘Love.’




  ‘Love?’ Cubby shouted.




  ‘Infatuation.’




  ‘What? With whom?’




  ‘Reverend Montague.’




  ‘What’s Montague been up to?’ said Cubby in alarm. ‘I mean, what’s the fellow done to turn their silly heads?’




  ‘Montague doesn’t know,’ Norah said.




  Norah Armitage was angular and tall, so much taller than her rotund little mate that Cubby had developed a habit of looking up at her even when they were both sitting down. The transformation

  that marriage had wrought on the lively young governess whom he had met at Bible Assembly in the late Mr Calderon’s house almost twenty years ago had taken place so gradually that Cubby was

  unaware of it. He sincerely believed that Norah had always been as stiff and reticent as she was now.




  ‘Doesn’t know?’ said Cubby. ‘Doesn’t know what?’




  ‘How much he has affected them.’




  ‘Of course he does. He must.’




  Norah said nothing. Not for the first time Cubby Armitage was tempted to grasp those solid buns of hair and shake them to expedite communication.




  ‘Has he not encouraged them, Norah? Is that what you’re telling me?’




  ‘He doesn’t have to encourage them.’




  ‘They’re young, so young. Pippa, at least,’ Cubby said.




  ‘You married me at seventeen.’




  ‘That was different. You had – em – no one else to look out for you.’




  Norah Armitage did not contradict him.




  She sat, as she always did, absolutely upright, straight and stiff as a ramrod. The old-fashioned day-dress with its draped bodice and plump sleeves hung from her shoulders like leathers on a

  drying-rack. She had become so desiccated, so bony that Cubby wondered if she were harbouring a wasting disease; yet she’d never had a day’s illness in her life apart from a few

  unfortunate months all too soon after their wedding.




  Cubby cleared his throat. ‘Are they ready for marriage?’




  ‘They’re ready.’




  ‘But they’re so young, Norah.’ Cubby sat up and planted an elbow on the table’s edge. Montague, you say?’




  ‘Infatuation,’ his wife repeated, adding, ‘it may come to nothing.’




  ‘Well, it’s a beginning, I suppose,’ Cubby said. ‘But Montague must have some inkling how they feel about him. I assume that a man of his calibre attracts female admirers

  by the score. How may we discover if he’s – what? – aware of our daughters?’




  ‘Ask him.’




  ‘What do I ask him?’




  ‘If he’s in search of a wife.’




  ‘Oh, come now, Norah, that isn’t a topic I can raise without embarrassment. After all, he’s a clergyman. And he’s – what? – twenty years older than the girls.

  Then there’s the matter of a dowry. He’s bound to require portion to go with a wife. I’m not sure I can scrape up the sort of sum he’ll expect.’




  ‘One thousand pounds.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘The sum your father invested in trust for each of the girls.’




  ‘It was nothing like a thousand.’




  ‘Seventeen years of accrued interest, Cuthbert,’ Norah stated. ‘If it isn’t a thousand pounds by now then you haven’t been doing your job.’




  ‘It’s – em – all tied up in stock,’ Cubby mumbled.




  ‘Then untie it,’ Norah said. ‘With Scotch pig selling at seventy-two shillings per ton you would be obliged to shed a mere three hundred tons at most.’




  ‘That isn’t how it’s done, Norah.’




  Cubby opened his mouth to embark on an explanation of the intricacies of market trading then he thought better of it. He had always made a point of keeping his professional and domestic lives

  separate and distinct.




  He hemmed and hawed for a moment then said, ‘Even if Cassie does come generously endowed surely Robert Montague is well out of our reach?’




  ‘He’ll take her if he wants her badly enough.’




  ‘But they hardly know each other.’




  ‘Throw them together.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘Invite him to dinner.’




  The frown vanished from Cubby Armitage’s brow.




  ‘Are you – I mean, do the girls like him?’ he said.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Very well. In that case I will extend an invitation to the gentleman just as soon as he’s settled,’ Cubby said, then, frowning again, asked, ‘By the way, which one do

  you think is right for him?’




  ‘Cassie,’ Norah Armitage replied and, to her husband’s surprise, added on an emphatic little nod and the whisper of a smile.




  

    * * *


  




  In Cubby’s opinion the problem with the doing of good works was that it inevitably involved contact with undesirable characters.




  However much he browsed through texts on the meaning of charity, however much he sympathised in principle with the poor and needy, Cuthbert Armitage could not quite shake the feeling that the

  poor and needy were essentially responsible for their own condition and should be encouraged to develop fortitude and self-reliance and not be given food, coals, clothing and an allocation of that

  most valuable commodity, consideration.




  He was emphatically in favour of mission work in the town’s mean back streets and applauded the efforts of lay preachers, such as Albert Lassiter, to provide succour for the town’s

  down-and-outs. But he was not moved to visit the Lassiters’ mission and felt no compulsion to involve himself in ‘that sort of thing’. So shy was he of association with those who

  were down on their luck that he had forbidden Norah and the girls from visiting the poorhouse orphans, even on Christmas Day and would have no truck with the beggars who occasionally came knocking

  at the kitchen door.




  As a result of Papa’s prejudice, the Armitage girls grew up in an environment that was not only sheltered but seemed almost detached from reality After the boys and girls with whom they

  had attended dame-school went off to college, their lives became increasingly narrow. This situation had been bearable when Ravenshill had been a village but as the girls grew older and the town

  expanded the house in Normandy Road became less like a home than a prison and even Cubby’s friends considered his children oppressed beyond anything that social grace demanded.




  Cubby had his work in Glasgow and his kirk meetings to keep him occupied. His wife and daughters had nothing with which to divert themselves except what Cubby chose to allow them.




  Norah’s domestic burdens were lightened by an elderly cook, Mrs McFarlane, and a succession of young girls hired from the workhouse to act as maids until marriage broke the chains of one

  sort of servitude and carried them off into servitude of another kind.




  For entertainment the Armitage ladies were permitted to call upon old Mrs Pitt, an eighty-year-old widow, Mrs Calderon, widow of the previous minister, old Miss Penrose, Miss McClean and the

  spinster sisters Isa and Bella Coulter; a visiting list so hoary that Norah and her daughters felt as if they had been condemned to haunt these frowzy parlours as a punishment for unspecified

  sins.




  Even before the advent of Robert Montague there had been a few diversions to add lustre to the girls’ conversations and lead them to speculate on just what they were missing. Most

  diverting of all had been the employment of Nancy Winfield, a lively young scullery maid whom Cubby had been persuaded to bring in from the workhouse. From Nancy the girls had learned of drunken

  brawls between ironworkers and navvies, of unwanted babies and clandestine marriages between unsuitable partners and Nancy, an outspoken girl, might have carried into the Armitage house even more

  instructive gossip if she had not been suddenly dismissed for reasons that Cubby had refused to explain.




  The Armitage girls still missed Nancy’s cheerful company. Now and then they asked Cook for news of her but Mrs McFarlane professed to know nothing of the girl’s whereabouts.




  By the summer of 1858, however, Nancy Winfield’s fate was the last thing on their minds, for conversations between Cassie and Pippa were devoted exclusively to the Reverend Robert

  Montague’s impending arrival at their dinner table.




  Robert – yes, he was Robert to them now – was all they talked about, indulging in speculation and mad little fancies which, like infants with a box of shells, they tumbled out and

  rearranged endlessly.




  ‘What did it feel like?’ Pippa would ask. ‘His arm, I mean.’




  ‘Wonderful. Like a piece of wrought iron.’




  ‘Do you think he’ll take your arm again?’




  ‘I do hope so.’




  ‘Perhaps he’ll take mine too?’




  ‘No, you’re too young for him.’




  ‘I am not. In my blue dress, with my hair up a little, I look as old as you do.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ Cassie would say. ‘You’ve no figure at all.’




  ‘I have.’ Pippa would look down at her bosom with a frown. ‘I’m just naturally petite. Perhaps Robert prefers petite ladies.’




  ‘It was my arm he took.’




  ‘I gave him sugar, remember? He asked me for sugar.’




  ‘Only because you were nearest the dish.’




  ‘No, I was not.’




  ‘Yes, you were.’




  Indoors and out, upstairs and down, as soon as the sisters were out of earshot of Mama and Papa on they would go, mulching the memory of that June afternoon as if there were no other topics in

  the wide world to engage them.




  However she might behave in Pippa’s company, though, Cassie was intelligent enough to realise that behind their wistful longings was a man who had a character and a history about which

  they knew nothing.




  She could not forget the way his eyes had alighted on her, not just in church but later too, in the garden and at the tea-table, how he had held her glance as he took his farewells that Sabbath

  afternoon. She had also remarked Robert’s indulgent attitude towards Pippa. It was as if he considered her eagerness entertaining but essentially frivolous, like that of a persistent little

  kitten; not at all like his manner towards her, Cassie thought, which was altogether more serious and mature and, because of that, more disturbing.




  She kept these observations to herself, however.




  If she antagonised Pippa and sent her into a sulk then she would have no one with whom to share the excitement of a summer in which everything had to be reviewed in the light shed by Robert

  Montague’s arrival in Ravenshill.




  The induction of the Reverend Montague took place on the last Thursday in August. The occasion was marked by much celebration, for the congregation of Ravenshill church had

  been without a minister since the death of Mr Calderon in May and the lack of a proper pastor was sorely felt in the parish.




  Robert Montague was introduced to the flock by no less a personage than Professor Matthew Salmond who held the chair of Old Testament Theology at the University of Glasgow and was reputed to be

  a friend and colleague of Mr Montague’s father who nursed a rural pulpit in the Highlands.




  Cassie and Pippa were crammed into a pew to the left of the pulpit. Papa was on one side, Mama on the other and a brace of Sir Andrew’s out-of-town cousins were breathing down their necks.

  The odour of serge and flannel and damp fustian was overpowering, for the evening was marred by a miserable drizzle which dampened everything except the congregation’s enthusiasm in welcoming

  its new minister.




  When the service was over night was well down and the rain had increased. Cassie and Pippa hurried outside in the hope of catching a glimpse of their hero but Robert was lost to view among the

  glossy horseflesh and black-lacquered hoods, the top hats and three-tiered skirts.




  Sunday was more rewarding. The weather was fine for one thing and even in a crowded kirk Robert managed to catch Cassie’s eye and accept the prim little smile which she had rehearsed into

  her hand mirror in the privacy of the first-landing water-closet. Even Pippa recovered her optimism on Sunday and with restless gestures attracted Robert’s attention long enough to beam and

  dimple and despatch some sort of message with her brows.




  If Sunday was rewarding, the minister’s first Bible Assembly on Thursday was truly fulfilling. At its conclusion Robert managed to disengage himself from a gaggle of admiring females, come

  to the Armitage ladies, bow and make himself pleasant, so pleasant, in fact, that it was all Cassie could do not to call him ‘Robert’ to his face.




  On the following evening, prompt at half past six o’clock, Robert Montague arrived at the front door of the villa on Normandy Street to dine en famille with the Armitages.




  New-fangled gas cooking-stoves were not for Mrs McFarlane. She had perfected a dozen dishes over the years and served them in strict rotation. Mrs McFarlane had learned the

  value of adding alcohol to gravies and sauces, not to mention soups, puddings and pies. Unfortunately she had learned how to apply alcohol in a more conventional way and would often prepare dinner

  in a state of unnatural merriment, a slap-dash enthusiasm that somehow found its way into the pot and, like an extra ingredient, resulted in an entrée or dessert that could only be described

  as par excellence.




  Those, in fact, were the very words used by Robert Montague in respect of the oxtail soup, liberally flavoured with sherry, with which Friday night’s dinner began. He used the same phrase

  again, embellished with several appreciative ummms, as he dug half a lamb’s kidney out of an ocean of red wine gravy and bit into it with relish.




  Cassie was used to Papa shifting vast quantities of meat but he ate neatly and without haste, in a manner that suggested asceticism. Mama, on the other hand, professed no fondness for any

  particular dish except pickled red cabbage which, it seemed, she could not resist.




  Apparently Robert liked red cabbage too and consumed it mouthful by mouthful in competition with his hostess so that even before the rum and raisin pudding made an appearance he was sufficiently

  relaxed to lift a corner of the veil that obscured his past and, like Salome, waft it about a bit.




  ‘Women,’ he said, without warning, ‘women in Ottoman countries won’t touch cabbage, you know. It is just the opposite in Russia and, as one may imagine, in

  Syria.’




  Silence around the table. Cubby Armitage stopped chewing. With a crumb of pastry clinging to the fringe of his moustache, he cleared his throat and opened his mouth but couldn’t seem to

  find anything intelligent to say in response to Mr Montague’s information.




  Pippa was quick into the gap. ‘Why, sir, must we imagine that it is the opposite in Russia?’




  ‘And Syria?’ Norah Armitage added.




  ‘Because it is the case. Syrian women will eat absolutely anything.’




  ‘Have you been to Syria, then?’ Cubby finally managed to get out.




  ‘Oh, yes.’




  ‘And to Russia?’ Cassie asked.




  ‘I haven’t travelled in that country, no,’ Robert Montague admitted, ‘but I have had some connection with its inhabitants.’




  ‘Soldiers?’ said Cassie.




  ‘Soldiers, and travellers.’




  ‘And women?’ said Pippa.




  Before Cubby could reprimand the girl for impropriety Robert Montague’s answer was upon them. ‘Contrary to popular perception,’ he said, ‘the Russian wife is a very

  cleanly animal, at least in my experience.’




  ‘What,’ said Norah, ‘does this have to do with McFarlane’s cabbage?’




  Robert Montague laughed. ‘Not much, I confess. Regrettably I appear to have reached a stage in my life when the smallest sensations in the present unite me with larger recollections of the

  past.’




  ‘Just like the Coulter sisters,’ Pippa put in.




  For a moment Robert’s expression was flinty, as if he disliked being teased, then he shook his head. ‘I’ve met the Coulter sisters, you know.’




  Pippa was undaunted. ‘All they talk about is how it used to be in Bramwell when the cows came down to drink at the water’s edge and they flirted with the salmon-fishers at the ford

  by the whinfield.’




  ‘Obviously they did not flirt successfully,’ said Robert.




  ‘Or they were too ugly for even salmon-fishers to bother with,’ said Pippa.




  ‘Pippa!’




  ‘Yes, I’m sorry,’ Pippa apologised instantly. ‘I should not be uncharitable. It’s just that the Coulter sisters are so frightfully boring.’




  Cassie swallowed a piece of mutton and, in the hope of protecting her sister from further gaffes, said, ‘How long did you serve in the army, Mr Montague?’




  ‘I was not strictly speaking in the army at all.’ Robert turned towards her and placed his fork upon his plate with a little click. ‘I take it that you have not read the

  printed account of my travels?’




  ‘I regret that I have not,’ said Cassie.




  Cubby wiped his moustache with his fingertip and said, ‘Hardly suitable reading matter for a girl of tender years, Mr Montague.’




  ‘Certainly not,’ Robert agreed. ‘But you, sir, have read it, have you not?’




  ‘In part, yes. I found it – em – rather distressing.’




  ‘Which part affected you most? My account of the massacre at Kabul?’




  ‘Certainly, certainly. Quite horrible.’




  ‘The attack on the Residency?’




  ‘Very distressing. Very distressing, indeed.’




  ‘Inkerman? The siege of Sebastopol?’




  ‘Yes. Yes.’




  ‘You fought in the Crimea?’ Pippa put in, no longer inclined to tease.




  ‘I was a chaplain, not a conscripted officer,’ Robert said. ‘I tended to be embroiled with the civilian staff rather than the military, especially in the embassy at

  Constantinople. I did, however, act as agent to Sir Henry Curran in several active campaigns.’




  ‘Agent?’ said Pippa. ‘What’s an agent?’




  ‘Rather like a secretary,’ Robert explained.




  ‘Or a spy,’ said Norah.




  Robert hesitated. Again Cassie detected that hard, flinty look in his eyes.




  ‘Ah, madam,’ he said. ‘I see you have my measure. Secretary, spy, spiritual comforter? I confess to having been a little of each in my time.’




  Until that moment Cassie had been under the impression that Robert Montague had served his country as a harum-scarum youth. Clearly this was not the case. It startled her to realise that Robert

  had been a participant in the Crimean campaign, news of which had managed to penetrate even the sheltered villa in Normandy Road.




  She said, ‘Why did you come back to Scotland?’




  ‘I had had enough of foreign places and foreign parts.’




  ‘Why here, to Ravenshill?’




  ‘Cassie, don’t be impertinent,’ Papa told her.




  ‘The young lady has every right to ask, Mr Armitage, though I fear my answer may not be entirely satisfactory.’ Robert inclined himself towards Cassie once more. ‘I came home

  to Scotland to find a charge, to marry and settle down.’




  ‘The call, sir, you received the call to serve the Lord,’ Cubby suggested.




  ‘I did, Mr Armitage,’ Robert replied. ‘Loud and very clear.’




  ‘How dramatic,’ said Pippa.




  ‘Not at all,’ Robert said. ‘There was nothing sudden or glorious about it. It did not come upon me abruptly as it did to Saint Paul. It arose, rather, out of weariness and

  disappointment.’




  ‘Is this your first charge then?’ Norah enquired.




  ‘I was attached for a brief period to the Scottish Mission in Jerusalem.’




  ‘Jerusalem,’ Cubby Armitage sighed. ‘Ah, Jerusalem.’




  ‘And now,’ Pippa said, ‘you’ve come home to marry?’




  ‘If I can find anyone who’ll have me,’ Robert said.




  Pippa opened her mouth but Mama was there before her.




  ‘I’m sure that will not be difficult,’ Norah said and, before her youngest could rush headlong into another indiscretion, rang the handbell to summon up the maid.




  The Beast of Bengal Street appeared early that night. She thanked her lucky stars she had come out early too or she might have missed him and gone home not only hungry but

  penniless.




  She crouched beneath the cellar steps and listened to him beat upon the door and roar threats at the man who protected the women sprawled within the cellar. If the Beast was drunk this early,

  she thought, she would have no trouble taking him. She had taken him once before, when she was desperate. She had been too sick to couple with him that night but fortunately he had been too drunk

  to realise he had had his pocket picked.




  Afterwards, so frightened was she by what she had done that it had taken her all her time to scuttle back through the lanes and across the waste ground to her bed below the embankment. At that,

  she had been too late to secure her bed space for the others knew she was sick and refused to let her in. They were afraid of the cholera coming back, though there had been no sign of it in

  Ravenshill for seven or eight years.




  She had tried to persuade Mr Sinclair to let her sleep in the taproom but, even although he liked her well enough, he would have none of it, not at that late hour, not with her being sick. In

  the end she had been forced to crawl under the tarpaulins that covered the stones by the wall of the new harbour in the hope that she would survive the cold of the night and not die with the money

  in her purse to pay the bill for Daisy.




  Since then she had returned to the neighbourhood of Bengal Street a dozen times or more to couple with the big, brown-skinned man who never seemed to remember her one time to the next and had

  never even asked her for her name. She could have rifled his pockets near every time and got away with it but she was ashamed of what she had done that one time and had vowed she would never stoop

  to thieving again.




  She still believed that if the Beast ever caught her with her hand in his pocket he would kill her. If she turned up dead in the river there would be few to grieve. There would be nobody to put

  a name to her white face, except Mr Sinclair or Madame Daltry. Even they might never know what had happened to her since they were hardly likely to frequent the morgue, and the police constables

  would not waste much time asking questions just to put a name to another dead puss. What would happen to Daisy, though, if she was not there to see to her welfare was the thing that really worried

  her and it was for Daisy’s sake more than anything that she struggled to keep herself alive.




  Nobody in the back end of Ravenshill knew who she was, for she did not commune with the street whores or the men who protected the street whores. She did not think of herself as a puss and she

  certainly wanted no protector who would force her to lay out for him time and time again and take most of her money for himself. She went with men only when there was no other paying work to be

  found, which was why she took on the man they called the Beast, because he paid her price, no questions asked.




  She had a notion that the Beast’s name was Brownlee. She preferred to think of him by the handle that the women had given him. They called him the Beast because of his brown skin and

  shaggy hair, because of his huge size and his reputation for violent temper. Also, perhaps, because he had worked the middens and cesspits for years without ever falling sick and only a beast, they

  reckoned, would be so ignorant as to stick with that job when there was work to be had in the ironworks just for the asking.




  Some things they said about him were true, some not. His hands and arms were scarred with rat bites. His bristling beard was matted. Sometimes, though not always, he smelled bad. It was to her

  advantage that everyone was afraid of him. None of the publicans or dramshop owners, none of the keepers of women would have anything to do with him. They refused to let him drink at their tables,

  sit on their benches or sprawl on their damp earth floors. They sold him whisky through doorways or brought a jar out to the close-mouth, though, for they were not the sort of men to turn down

  ready cash. But they would not let their women go with him under any circumstances for fear that in his passion he might kill one of them and bring the constables nosing into the lanes and

  alleyways where the law, as a rule, never came.




  Now she had grown used to him she did not mind being with the Beast. She was not as afraid of him as she had been at first, for at least one of the things the women had said about him was a lie.

  He was dependable. He never refused her. He was honest. He paid before they began. He had his own room too, a foothold in an old tenement in the neighbourhood where Ravenshill spilled into the

  Barony of Gorbals and the towns and villages, old and new, met and mingled all higgledy-piggledy among the warehouses where sugar was once kept and where stocks of pig-iron were kept now ready for

  shipping away on the boats. And she still reckoned that being alone with a man in a room was better than writhing on a mattress in a cellar while other men and women watched.




  She crouched under the arch, waiting for the Beast to emerge from the close that led down into the dramshop.




  She was relieved that she had come early that Friday, for she was short on the week and he was her best hope of earning what she needed. If she had missed him she did not know what she would

  have to do, for navvies or sailors off the bum boats paid her next to nothing since she’d next to nothing to offer them, her figure being slight.




  Rain poured from the eaves and splashed against her knees. She could feel wetness against her thighs through her skirts. It had started as she came round the back of the embankment and by the

  time she had reached the tenements the gutters were running wet and the brick walls were slick and the lantern that hung over the Bengal Street lane shone fuzzy and yellow in the heavy drizzle. She

  could hear the rain hissing over the rooftops and splattering on the cobbles and she cowered deeper in under the worn stone steps to keep herself dry while the Beast roared at the dramshop keeper

  because the man would not let him shelter inside where it was dry and warm.




  Seconds later he came lurching out of the close with a black bottle held in one hand, mumbling to himself, still angry. He wore a heavy canvas jacket and a wrinkled canvas vest, moleskin breeks

  and big, iron-capped boots, and a battered brown felt hat clung to his greying hair. He paused, glowering, held up the bottle, pulled the cork with his teeth and drank from the neck. No matter how

  brutal he seemed, at times like this she knew that he was a slave too, a slave to rum and rotten whisky, to work and weather like so many of them.




  Pressed against the wall she waited until he had taken a long suck from the bottle and had pulled it from his mouth. Then she called out to him, ‘Mister, mister,’ in a voice as soft

  as she could make it and still be heard.




  Bewildered, he turned this way and that.




  She tucked her rat-tails away under the brim of the old straw bonnet that was all that was left of her servant days and pinched her cheekbones hard to give them colour, and showed herself. She

  could smell the drink clean, the body dirty, the dampness over all. She was wary because he had not had as much to drink as was usual for a Friday night. She wondered if he might even remember her

  from the time before. Because it was early he would also have money in his pocket, money he had not yet had time to spend.




  She tried not to think about that.




  ‘Don’t you remember me?’ she asked.




  He shook his head.




  ‘Have you got a bed?’ she said.




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘Do you want t’ take me t’ your bed?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘It’ll cost you a shillin’.’




  ‘Aye.’




  Shocked, she realised that he was hardly drunk at all. She had never seen him so sober before and felt fear in case he recognised her for a thief. She leaned meekly on the step and waited for

  him to strike her.




  ‘You’re no’ much t’ look at, are you?’ he said.




  She knew how bad she looked, slight and pale and flat-chested.




  ‘Good enough for the likes o’ you,’ she said.




  ‘Aye, that wouldna be hard, would it?’




  He put the cork in the bottle, slipped the bottle into his pocket, put both hands about her waist and lifted her up and set her down on the step above him as easily as he might have a doll.




  ‘I’ve a doss in Bengal Street,’ he said.




  She bit her lip and said nothing.




  Sober, he seemed threatening again, his massive chest and shoulders thrust out and his bear-paw hands around her waist. She remembered how he seemed to fill the narrow room on the top floor of

  the tenement, how the floorboards groaned and the iron bedstead flexed under his weight. She was frightened that next time he picked her up he might remember her. She did not want him to remember

  her in case he suddenly realised what she had done to him.




  He nudged her up the steps ahead of him. ‘Ga’n then.’




  She pulled herself up into the lane. He came after her.




  By the corner of the lane, near the old pump, three street women loitered. Further on, where the warehouses sloped towards the river, four or five men lounged by the door of the wine vaults.

  Beyond that again, in neuks and crannies a tribe of street urchins played some vicious game. She felt tiny beside him as they walked towards the women.




  If the women recognised her they gave no sign. He was recognised, though, and when he came abreast of them the women shrieked and cried out things she had never heard put into words before. The

  Beast walked on as if he were deaf and dumb, holding her by the waist, his head up and chest thrust out.




  Then he said, ‘Have I seen you before?’




  ‘I’ve been with you before,’ she told him.




  The men were too cowardly to jeer but they smirked and eyed her up in the blue light of the wine vault door. Loungers and cadgers, men who had never done an honest day’s labour in their

  lives. She resented their ridicule and slid closer to the Beast and slipped her thin arm about his waist.




  ‘D’ you know what they call me?’ he said.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Todd Brownlee’s my name. What do they cry you?’




  On impulse she told him the truth.




  ‘Nancy. Nancy Winfield,’ she said.




  The stimulation of entertaining Mr Montague had made sleep impossible for the Armitage girls. Clad in nightgowns, their hair down, the sisters lay side by side across

  Pippa’s bed, kicking their legs and rolling about like foals in a meadow.




  Pippa’s gestures were sudden and theatrical. She was a dramatic sort of person, for ever posing and pirouetting and tossing back her ash-blonde hair with such force that it seemed as if

  her slender neck would snap.




  One disadvantage of leading a sheltered life was that Cassie’s moods were constantly being imposed upon by those of her sister and every change in the Armitage girls’ circumstances

  had been paced to accord with Pippa’s needs.




  She was, she knew, more intelligent than her sister. She had taken more learning than Pippa ever had from the various God-fearing instructors whom Papa had employed to round out his

  daughters’ education. Even so, Cassie remained enslaved by her sister’s vivacity, by that childish energy which had no consistency to it but gushed and bubbled like an unchannelled

  spring.




  She lay on the bed tummy down and listened with mounting bewilderment while Pippa sang the minister’s praises and engaged in speculations so wild that Cassie could hardly follow them,

  particularly as neither she nor Pippa could do much to make themselves attractive to a man who had lived as Robert had done and who, at thirty-eight, was so much older than they were.




  ‘What would you do,’ Pippa whispered, ‘if he came to us now? I mean, if he climbed up the ivy, knocked upon the window and implored us to let him in?’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s raining.’




  Cassie glanced at the lead-paned window. The half-length floral curtains had not been closed. Pippa liked the view of the riding lights of cargo vessels out there on the river. The glow of the

  oil lamp was reflected in the window glass and the image of bedsheets and plump pillows seemed to hang in darkness beyond the ribbons of rain that weaved over Normandy Road. She and Pippa were out

  there too, robed in white cambric, hovering in space like wingless angels.




  ‘If he did, though,’ Pippa whispered, ‘what would you do?’




  ‘I – I don’t know.’




  ‘You’d let him in, wouldn’t you?’ said Pippa, slyly. ‘I know I would. I’d fling open the window and invite him to join us.’




  ‘Mr Montague would never do such a thing.’




  ‘He might,’ Pippa said, ‘if he were driven by passion.’




  The meaningless word chimed in Cassie’s head. She could not imagine Robert Montague clinging to wet ivy below their window, not for any reason. Instead she conjured up a vague image of

  Robert kneeling on the ground, like Jesus, hands clasped and face raised to heaven, mimicking the passion that the preachers talked about.




  ‘I’d give him – what did Nancy call it? – a proper eyeful.’




  ‘Oh, stop it,’ Cassie snapped.




  She had been listening to Pippa’s prattle for so long that it had become not merely monotonous but offensive.




  ‘I really think it’s time we went to bed,’ Cassie said. ‘I’m beginning to find this conversation very tiresome.’




  ‘You sound just like Papa when you put on that voice,’ Pippa said. ‘What’s wrong with you? Don’t you think Robert’s interested in how we look?’

  She knelt upright and stretched her arms high above her head. ‘I wonder how many Russian ladies he saw in their nightclothes.’




  Cassie rolled away and flung herself to her feet. Pippa’s teasing bothered her more than she cared to admit. She preferred to think of Robert as he was now, not as he had been in time

  past.




  ‘Oh, she is in love,’ Pippa chanted softly. ‘Our Cassie’s in looove.’




  ‘What if I am?’ Cassie snapped. ‘It’s got nothing to do with you.’




  Pippa giggled again and let herself topple on to the quilt. She lay on her back, exposing her legs.




  ‘If you wait too long,’ Pippa said, ‘it will have.’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘Robert would be a good catch for any girl,’ Pippa said. ‘I’m not sure I’d want to live in the manse, though. It seems such a gloomy place.’




  ‘That’s only because the Calderons did nothing to it.’




  ‘I wonder what Robert will do to it?’




  ‘Brighten it up, I expect,’ said Cassie, relieved that Pippa had turned away from teasing. ‘He’s waiting for furniture arriving from England.’




  ‘Is he really? When did he tell you that?’




  ‘When you were out of the room.’




  Pippa digested the information. She was calmer now. The lace around the collar of her nightgown rose evenly in rhythm with her breathing.




  She said, ‘If you did marry Robert, he’d be my brother-in-law.’




  ‘Of course he would.’




  ‘That might be rather nice,’ said Pippa.




  ‘On the other hand,’ Cassie said, ‘Mr Montague may have someone else in mind altogether.’




  ‘For instance?’ said Pippa.




  Cassie hesitated and then said, ‘Bella Coulter, perhaps.’




  ‘Oh, Lord, yes. Bella Coulter. How absolutely awful and how absolutely perfect.’ She laughed and Cassie laughed too. ‘You wouldn’t wish that fate on poor Robert,

  surely?’




  ‘No,’ Cassie said. ‘I most certainly would not.’




  Pippa turned on to her elbow and seriously and solemnly said, ‘I think it must be one of us, dear, don’t you?’




  And Cassie, equally seriously, answered, ‘I do.’




  







  Three




  The shipping agents who unloaded Reverend Montague’s possessions from the lighters at Ravenshill’s quay were unable to determine from whence the consignments had

  originated, for everything was packed in wooden crates so stoutly secured with nails and rope even the most determined carrier was unable to prise up the boards to nose about inside.




  The cost of packing, let alone shipping, indicated that Robert Montague was no pauper and that whatever plans he had for refurbishing the manse would surely enhance its appearance and bring

  credit to the parish. A fact less reassuring to the conventional members of the minister’s flock was that he chose to live alone. He imported no manservant, hired no cook or housekeeper and,

  apart from retaining the Caiderons’ gardener, seemed unwilling to staff the house at all.




  The subject of the minister’s ‘domestic arrangements’ was tactfully raised at the first Session meeting of the new term and Mr Montague indicated that he was perfectly able to

  look after himself, at least for the time being. Having been a soldier of sorts for many years he declared that he was not lacking in the skills of bed-making, cooking, and washing his own shirts;

  a radical announcement that brought sniffs of disapproval from those elders who were shocked by the very idea of doing anything that smacked of woman’s work. The majority, however, professed

  themselves admiring of the minister’s self-reliance and put it down as idiosyncratic but not reprehensible.




  Cubby Armitage had more information than most as to what was going on at the manse. He made a point of visiting the house one quiet afternoon on the pretext of calling upon the minister.




  ‘Painters,’ he told Norah, later. ‘Painters and varnishers. Carpenters and joiners. Cabinet-makers and paper-hangers due to arrive from Glasgow any day now, at Montague’s

  expense, I gather.’




  ‘Settling in,’ Norah stated.




  ‘And I have never seen so much foreign furniture,’ said Cubby.




  ‘German?’




  ‘Worse.’




  ‘Not French?’




  ‘I don’t know what fashion it is, my dear,’ Cubby said. ‘Oh, I recognise bookcases when I see them, and andirons and rugs, but, grand though it appears, it isn’t a

  house I would want to live in.’




  ‘No servants yet?’




  ‘None that I could see.’




  ‘Servants first,’ said Norah, sagely, ‘then a wife.’




  ‘Do you think so?’




  ‘In that order,’ Norah Armitage said.




  What Robert Montague did with his leisure time was less of a mystery. He was here and there and everywhere, sampling the pleasures of tables and cellars in and around the parish. Sir Andrew had

  him to dine at Flail House. Ewan Flail took him riding in the parks and shooting by the loch. But there were no young Flails currently on the marriage market to catch the minister’s eye and

  the aristocratic gap was rapidly filled by members of the local bourgeoisie who considered Mr Montague quite the best catch ever to enter the Ravenshill pond.




  All this information came to Cassie and Pippa via their visits to the old women who were prime sources of parish gossip and could tell you who had bought a new gown, who had hired a hairdresser

  and which past-her-prime spinster had suddenly taken to using face enamel and hair dye. It was said – by old Mrs Calderon, of all people – that you could hardly breathe in the kirk

  these days for the pong of Rose en tasse.




  The Armitage girls were undaunted by such acerbic observations and by the time that the big moons of the harvest month had waned and the leaves came falling thick and fast, it was obvious to

  everyone, not least Cassie herself, that her dream of marrying the new minister was in danger of becoming a reality. While the Reverend Montague might sup with other parishioners, the Reverend

  Montague was no longer surveying the field.




  Cubby was anxious to impress the minister with his worth and to discover by exchange of confidences just how well off Robert Montague might be and what he, Montague, might expect to take

  Cubby’s elder daughter off his hands. On such delicate matters Robert Montague would not be drawn, though. He was too much the sponge, too much the clam. He sucked in all the information that

  Cubby chose to impart and gave out nothing that Cubby could confidently carry back to his wife.




  The other side of Robert’s courtship of Miss Cassie Armitage was more easily accomplished. Now that she had accepted she was not for him, Pippa had become a little zealot in the cause of

  love and would carry secret notes from Robert to Cassie and ask no reward but a share in the reading of them. They were, disappointingly, hardly love letters at all and began with Scriptural

  quotations and ended with blessings. Between the professional niceties Robert did manage to insert a tender line or two, expressing not love but fondness and giving no hint as to the true tenor of

  his desire.




  For Cassie and Pippa it was enough to pore over the sentiments which, they both agreed, were devout and devoted and much more sincere than the gushings of some young fool with more heart than

  head.




  What Cassie did not share with her sister were the unsatisfactory feelings that came over her whenever Robert laid his hand upon her shoulder or stroked the side of her neck. His attentions were

  never insistent, the contact never prolonged but the effect of his touch was mesmerising and not entirely pleasant. Cassie did not dare mention her doubts to Mama, for Mama would have been angered

  to learn that Robert had abused the trust that had been placed in him by touching her at all.




  Cassie, therefore, kept her apprehension to herself and consoled herself with the thought that after marriage, when she had become Robert’s wife, he would somehow make everything

  right.




  On the twenty-third day of October, after dinner with the family, Robert requested that Cassie be allowed to walk with him as far as the garden gate.




  Lights from the parlour window and the open door outlined the gravel and the row of painted stones that marked the border of the lawn. There was a piece of moon among scudding cloud and a strong

  wind blowing off the north and the garden rustled with fallen leaves and the boughs of the oaks creaked.




  Cassie, with a shawl about her shoulders, clung to Roberts arm with one hand and kept her bonnet in place with the other. Robert wore a long, loose overcoat and a silk half-topper with the bands

  tied under his chin; minister’s sober garb, but with the wind flapping his coat skirts somehow dashing and distinctive. His hair, longer than was fashionable, whipped about his brow and he

  slipped a hand discreetly around Cassie’s waist to protect her from the buffeting.




  Mama would be watching from the window, Papa lurking in the hall, as if she were a valuable possession, like an Old Testament wife; something that did not seem to trouble Robert at all.




  One moment she was walking on the path, the next she was standing on the grass as if she had been carried there by the wind. The evergreens swayed all about her and she could hear the massy

  sighs of the dense little trees.




  Robert put both hands about her waist and kissed her urgently on the mouth. His ardour needed no interpretation. Even so, when he kissed her once more Cassie did not understand the significance

  of what was taking place between them or what Robert intended by it. Fear of disappointing him prevented her from pushing him away and when he slipped a hand beneath her shawl and caressed her

  throat, she instinctively cocked her head as if to offer the length of her neck to his fingers.




  ‘Oh, yes, Cassie,’ he said. ‘Yes, you will make me a good wife.’




  She felt a shrinking within her, a kind of revulsion.




  ‘I’d dearly like to marry you,’ Robert murmured. ‘Would you like that, my darling? Would you enjoy being my wife?’




  ‘My father, my papa . . .’




  ‘In two weeks, or three, when the manse is ready,’ Robert told her, ‘I will ask him for your hand. Meanwhile, between you and me, all other things being equal, would you agree

  to become my wife?’




  ‘Is this – are you . . . ?’




  ‘I am.’




  He had made no mention of love. She wondered if a touch, a rapacious kiss were what men substituted for soft words, if men preferred to demonstrate rather than explain what they found

  desirable.




  She said, ‘Do you wish me to answer you now?’




  ‘Most certainly. I need to know where I stand.’




  ‘Do you not require me to love you?’




  ‘Love me?’ he said, taken aback. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘To cherish you with all my heart.’




  ‘Ah!’ he said. ‘Yes.’ He paused, not touching any part of her. ‘And don’t you – cherish me with all your heart?’




  ‘I do not know whether you love me – or not?’




  ‘Of course I love you. Good Lord, girl, do you think I would put myself in this position if I did not love you? I have no doubts about you. If you don’t hold me in the same high

  esteem as I hold you then say so, and I’ll take myself off and you will not be bothered by my attentions again.’




  ‘I did not mean . . .’




  ‘What do you mean, Cassie?’




  She could taste the air on her tongue, the cold air from far away.




  Panic left a nebulous trail of doubt in its wake. The marriage proposal was not as she had thought it would be. But then life so far had been nothing but a series of expectations and

  disappointments and she had no reason to suppose that courtship and marriage were not links in the same chain.




  ‘If you ask me properly, Robert,’ Cassie said, ‘I will give you an answer.’




  ‘Now, do you mean, right now?’




  ‘Yes, right now.’




  ‘Cassie, will you marry me?’




  ‘Yes, Robert,’ she heard herself say. ‘I will.’




  Todd Brownlee would have had her stay with him, if only to save her the cost of her room in the Arms. When he was sober, which was most of the time now, he was as smart as the

  next man and, in matters of money, smarter than most. Nancy was tempted to tell him the truth about her lodgings and if it hadn’t been for Daisy she might have done so.




  She would lie with him in the old iron bed in the fourth-floor room, feel the warmth and size of him and and think how nice it would be to stay here, at least until he got tired of her and went

  back on the bottle, beat her or threw her out.




  So far, though, she had seen no evidence of his violent temper. In fact, Ravenshill’s dramshops were packed with men much worse than Todd Brownlee. He had a steady job. He paid his rent

  regularly every Saturday, cooked his own meat, washed his own clothes and, to her surprise, bathed at the stone sink on the second landing when there was nobody around to see him. It did not take

  Nancy long to realise that Todd Brownlee was nothing more alarming than a solitary man getting on with the business of living. Perhaps that was why the fancy women and layabouts despised him,

  because his industry and self-reliance challenged their laziness.




  Fondness for drink seemed to be the Beast’s only weakness. In spite of it he did not seem to be short of shillings. He was proud of the fact that he had never missed a shift, neither day

  nor night, and got on well with Mr Dunlop, master of the firm for which he worked. He told Nancy that Mr Dunlop had tendered for the work of clearing middens and cesspits thirty years ago and had

  kept the contract even after the law changed and the removal of night-soil was restricted by the council to the hours between midnight and five in the morning. He told Nancy that out of the twenty

  men that Mr Dunlop employed he was the only one who would undertake double shifts, working days on the dust-cart and nights on the sewage tubs, three or four nights in every week.




  He also confided in Nancy that he had been raised in the old foundlings’ ward on Gracefield Street before they knocked the building down. He did not seem shy about his origins and Nancy

  was tempted to tell him that she too had come up through the charity system as a workhouse girl. But she was still ashamed to admit that she had been discovered naked under a whin bush near

  Bramwell eighteen years ago and that if it had not been a warm summer night she would have died soon after she had been born.




  She visited Todd every day that work allowed, every day except Sunday. She would wait for him in the early morning, before daylight. He would come around the corner from Rathbone Street with his

  canvas jacket buttoned tight, his hat pulled down, reeking with the sweetish odour of the pits he had been paid to clean. He would grin when he saw her and his broad shoulders would lose their

  stoop. ‘Aye, lass,’ he would say, ‘I’m fair pleased to see you but we’ll need t’ be quick for I’m off on the midden cart at eight o’clock

  sharp.’




  Quick she was too, so brisk that by the time Todd had washed himself in the sink on the second landing, she had sawed up a bread loaf and fried it in slices, had broken eggs and fried them too

  and had breakfast ready, sizzling, on a tin plate. And he would come in, half naked, with a towel around his shoulders and his soiled clothes cradled in the crook of his arm.




  There was precious little in the room, only a fireplace, a cupboard, two chairs and a table, the bed, a pineboard dresser and a kerosene stove. The box-shaped stove gave warmth on cold mornings

  and upon it Todd fried his meat. Before eating he would take a bottle from the cupboard, pull the cork with his teeth, and would drink from the neck. He would hold the spirits in his mouth and let

  them trickle down his gullet to loosen the taste of the night work or the dust of the work of the day and when he had finished his breakfast he would turn and put out his hand in a manner she

  always thought princely and let her lead him to bed.




  It did not seem to matter to the dustman that she had rough cheeks and a nose bent a wee bit out of shape. Todd himself was no oil painting. She reckoned him to be about fifty years old. He

  carried not one ounce of fat on his body, though the hair on his chest was whiter than the hair on his head. His hands and arms were latticed with scars, some small and delicate, others long and

  deep, like knife wounds. She did not dare ask him how he got those scars. She had troubles enough of her own without taking on Todd Brownlee’s burdens.




  It was October before things changed.




  They were lying under the blankets. It was cold in the room, the smell of kerosene strong, the room lit by the stove’s blue-edge flame and a faint gaseous glow in the sky above the

  ironworks which silhouetted Todd’s vest and shirt and woollen combinations, wafting on a drying-line at the window.




  Nancy was sleepy, thinking of nothing, when, without warning, Todd said, ‘Where is it you come from, Nancy?’




  ‘Not so far away’




  ‘Across the bridge?’




  ‘Aye, across the bridge.’




  ‘Was it somebody there done for your nose?’




  She slipped her arm from about his chest and cupped her hand over her face to hide the blemish. ‘Nothin’ wrong wi’ my nose.’




  ‘Except,’ Todd said, ‘it’s been broke.’




  ‘It happened a long time ago.’




  ‘Who broke it?’ Todd said. ‘Was it one o’ the sailors?’




  Nancy sat up. She leaned into him, her small, cone-shaped breasts pressing against his ribs. ‘The what?’




  ‘You know what I mean,’ Todd said. ‘One o’ your men.’




  ‘Do you think I’m just a puss that takes on anyone?’




  ‘You took me on quick enough,’ he said.




  ‘I took you on when you were so rotten drunk you couldn’t even remember who I was from one time to the next.’




  ‘It wasna me broke your nose.’ He hesitated. ‘Was it?’




  ‘Don’t be so bloody daft.’




  She suddenly realised that she wasn’t afraid of Todd Brownlee and that she was at liberty to give him an earful now and then.




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I was thinkin’ – I mean, if it was a man done in your nose–’




  ‘None o’ your business how I got my nose,’ Nancy interrupted.




  ‘I’d do the same for him.’




  ‘You’d what?’




  ‘Point him out to me, lass, an’, by God, I’ll make sure he rues the day he ever laid hands on you.’




  Nancy hoisted herself on to her knees and peered into Todd’s face. She saw that he was serious, that he meant what he said. ‘You’d do that for me?’




  She could see his teeth, white in his swarthy face. She understood now why they called him the Beast, not for his manner or habits but for the look of him, more dangerous at rest than in

  motion.




  ‘Aye,’ Todd said. ‘I would.’




  ‘What,’ Nancy said, ‘would you do to him?’




  ‘Do y’ know who he is, then?’




  ‘I didn’t say that. I asked what you’d do to him.’




  He glanced at her slyly. She glimpsed something in his eyes which she had never seen there before, something to which she could not give a name.




  ‘Whatever you wanted done,’ he said.




  ‘Would you – would you murder him?’ she said, half joking.




  ‘If you asked me to, aye.’




  She placed her hands on each side of his jaw and held him so that he could not look away. ‘Have you murdered a man before, Todd Brownlee?’




  ‘I’m not sayin’ I have, I’m not sayin’ I haven’t.’




  ‘Would you really do a murder just for my sake?’




  ‘Who is he?’ Todd said. ‘Just tell me his name.’




  ‘His name,’ Nancy said, ‘was Ferris.’




  ‘Where can I find him?’




  ‘It’s too late. He died o’ the influenza two winters ago.’




  ‘Who was he then?’




  Nancy covered her face with her hands and wept.




  Cautiously Todd reached out to her, put an arm around her waist and drew her to him. She felt his fingers in her hair, his hand encompassing her skull as easily as if it were a round Dutch

  cheese. He patted her awkwardly and made noises in his throat as if he were weeping too.




  ‘Tell me,’ Todd said, ‘what happened?’




  ‘Ferris took me,’ Nancy sobbed. ‘He took me before I was a woman. When I wouldn’t do what he wanted, he slapped me. When I screamed he hit me wi’ his fist.

  Wi’ the blood still flowin’ down my face he forced me.’




  ‘Where did this happen, lass?’




  ‘In the Ravenshill workhouse.’




  Her cheeks were streaked with tears. Her nose ran, as if confession, her first confession, had wrung blood from the damaged tissues. She shrank from Todd Brownlee before he could shrink from

  her. He did not thrust her away, however, but continued to hold her firmly in his arms.




  ‘My God,’ he said, ‘so you’re a workhouse girl.’




  ‘See,’ she said, ‘I’m no better than you are.’




  ‘Aye, an’ no worse,’ Todd said. Ferris was what? A governor?’




  ‘Superintendent.’




  ‘He was never caught, never reported?’




  ‘Not him,’ said Nancy. ‘Who’d dare clipe on a superintendent?’




  ‘It’s different now,’ Todd said. ‘There’s the Poor Law . . .’




  ‘What law?’ said Nancy. ‘There’s just the same old law, as far as I can see: take what you want if you think you can get away wi’ it.’
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