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  Preface




  Scotland was a rough and violent place in the seventeenth century. In the north, the Highland clans were at each other’s throats. In the

  southern Lowlands, fiery Protestants had swept away the old Catholic religion and created their own Presbyterian Church.




  These Presbyterians were filled with enthusiasm and a sense of their own rightness. They didn’t want anyone else to appoint their ministers or interpret the Bible for them. They wanted to

  pray and run their Church in their own way.




  Four hundred miles away, down in London, King Charles II and his government felt threatened. They saw the Presbyterians’ spirit of independence as a rebellion. The King decided to choose

  bishops to rule the Church in Scotland so that he could control the turbulent Scots through them.




  The Presbyterians were infuriated. The King had no right, they said, to interfere with their religion. The most determined of them banded together and signed documents called

  ‘Covenants’, in which they promised to remain true to their Church and resist the King. These men and women were called ‘Covenanters’.




  The government in London decided to crush these rebellious people. As the years passed, and the Covenanters continued to reject the King’s bishops, Charles’s soldiers hunted them

  down with increasing cruelty. The Covenanters resisted, slipping out into the hills to worship in the open air in their own way. Those who were caught were imprisoned, fined and sometimes even

  executed. This tragic period in Scottish history is known as the Killing Times.




  Several of my own ancestors were Covenanters, and three of them feature as characters in this novel. Their names were John Laird, Stephen Barbour and Hugh Blair. Of them all, most is known about

  Hugh Blair, who lived on a farm called Ladymuir near Kilmacolm in Renfrewshire. Most of what I’ve written about Hugh Blair happened to the real Hugh Blair.




  When I visited the Riis family, who now live at Ladymuir farm, they showed me round their land and took me to see a hollow by the stream. It was here that the famous Covenanter preacher, James

  Renwick, came to speak one day in 1684 to a crowd of brave people who risked everything to hear him, even as the dragoons scoured the hills all around, their muskets primed to shoot.




  The religion of both Catholics and Protestants in those days was harsh rather than consoling. Being in the right and doing one’s duty were seen as more important than showing love and

  mercy to others. Religious men and women believed that the Devil was a real presence, stalking the world, seeking to tempt people away from the truth, and that those who sinned in thought or deed

  would be sure to go to Hell and burn in everlasting fire.




  At the same time that the King was pursuing the Presbyterian rebels with merciless violence, there was a fever of witch-hunting in Scotland. Scared by the violent forces at work in society,

  people turned on each other. Those most commonly accused of being witches were elderly women. Many were arrested, tried for the crime of witchcraft and strangled, after which their bodies

  were burned at the stake.




  In my family there was a woman called Margaret Laird who was accused of being a witch in 1698. The records of the parish of Kilmacolm describe the fits and fainting spells she suffered.

  In those excitable times, that was probably enough to make people suspicious of her. Though the accusations came to nothing, it was the thought of her, and what she had suffered, that helped me to

  create my own Maggie in this book.


  

  









  Chapter One




  I was the first one to see the whale lying dead on the sand at Scalpsie Bay. It must have been washed up in the night. I could imagine it, flopping

  out of the sea, thrashing its tail and opening and shutting the cavern of its mouth. It was huge and shapeless, a horrible dead thing, and it looked as if it would feel slimy if you dared to touch

  it. I crept up to it cautiously. There were monsters in the deep, I knew, and a great one, the Leviathan, which the Lord had made to be the terror of fishermen. Was this one of them? Would it come

  to life, and devour me?




  The sand was ridged into ripples by the outgoing tide, which had left the usual orange lines of seaweed and bright white stripes of shells. The tide had scooped out little pools around the dead

  beast’s sides and crabs were already scuttling there, as curious as me.




  It was a cold day in December, the sun barely risen, and I’d pulled my shawl tightly round my head and shoulders, but it wasn’t only the chill of the wet sand beneath my bare feet

  that made me shiver. There was a strangeness in the air. The early mist was clearing. Across the water I could already make out the Isle of Arran, rearing up out of the sea, the tops of its

  mountains hidden as usual in a crown of clouds. I’d seen Arran a dozen times a day, every day of my life, each time I’d stepped out of the door of my grandmother’s cottage. I knew

  it so well that I hardly ever noticed it.




  But today, as I looked up at the mountains from the dead whale in front of me, the island seemed to shift, and for a moment I thought it was moving towards me, creeping across the water, coming

  for me, wanting to swallow me up, along with the beach, and Granny’s cottage, and Scalpsie Bay, and the whole of the Isle of Bute.




  And then beyond Arran, out there in the sea, a shaft of sunlight pierced through the clouds and laid a golden path across the grey water, tingeing the dead whale with brilliant light. The clouds

  were dazzled with glory and I was struck with a terror so great that my legs stiffened and I couldn’t move.




  ‘It’s the Lord Jesus,’ I whispered. ‘He’s coming now, to judge the living and the dead.’




  I waited, my hands clamped together in a petrified clasp, expecting to see Christ walk down the sunbeam and across the water, angels flying on gleaming wings around him. There would be trumpets,

  the minister had said, as the saved rose up in the air like flocks of giant birds to meet the Lord, but down here on the ground there would be wailing and gnashing of teeth as the damned were

  sucked down into Hell by the Evil One.




  ‘Am I saved, Lord Jesus? Will you take me?’ I cried out loud. ‘And Granny too?’




  The clouds were moving further apart and the golden path was widening, making the white crests on the little waves sparkle like the clothes of the Seraphim.




  I was certain of it then. I wasn’t one of the Chosen to rise with Jesus in glory. I was one of the damned, and Granny was too.




  ‘No!’ I shrieked. ‘Not yet! Give me another chance, Lord Jesus!’




  And then I must have fallen down because the next thing I remember was Granny saying, ‘She’s taken a fit, the silly wee thing. Pick her up, can’t you?’




  I was only half conscious again, but I knew it was Mr Macbean’s rough hands painfully holding my arms, and the gruff voice of Samuel Kirby complaining as he held my legs.




  ‘What are you doing, you dafties?’ Granny shouted in the rough, angry voice I dreaded. ‘Letting her head fall back like that! Trying to break her neck, are you? Think

  she’s a sack of oatmeal?’




  Behind me, above the crunch of many feet following us up the beach towards our cottage, I could hear anxious murmurs.




  ‘The creature’s the size of a kirk! And the tail on it, did you see? It’ll stink when it rots. Infect the air for weeks, so it will.’




  And the sniping tongues were busy as usual.




  ‘Hark at Elspeth! Shouting like that. Evil old woman. Why does she want to be so sharp? They should drop the girl and let the old body carry her home herself.’




  Then came the sound of our own door creaking back on its leather hinge, and the smell of peat smoke, and the soft tail of Sheba the cat brushing against my dangling hand.




  They dropped me down on the pile of straw in the corner that I used as a bed, and a moment later Granny had shooed them out of the cottage. I was quite back in my wits by then, and I started to

  sit up.




  ‘Stay there,’ commanded Granny.




  She was standing over me, frowning as she stared at me. Her mouth was pulled down hard at the corners, and the stiff black hairs on her chin were quivering. They were sharp, those bristles, but

  not as sharp as the bristles in her soul.




  ‘Now then, Maggie. What was all that for? Why did you faint? What did you see?’




  ‘Nothing, Granny. The whale . . .’




  She shook her head impatiently.




  ‘Never mind the whale. While you were away, in the faint. Was there a vision?’




  ‘No. I just – everything was black. Before that I thought I saw . . .’




  ‘What? What did you see? Do I have to pull it out of you?’




  ‘The sky looked strange, and there was the whale – it scared me – and I thought that Jesus was coming. Down from the sky. I thought it was the Last Day.’




  She stared at me a moment longer. There wasn’t much light in the cottage, only a square of brightness that came through the open door, and a faint glow from the peats burning in the middle

  of the room, but I could see her eyes glittering.




  ‘The whale’s an omen. It means no good. It didn’t speak to you?’




  ‘No! It was dead. I thought the Lord Jesus was coming, that’s all.’




  ‘Hmph.’ She turned away and pulled on the chain that hung from the rafter, holding the cauldron in place over the fire. ‘That’s nothing but kirk talk. You’re a

  disappointment to me, Maggie. Your mother had it, the gift of far-seeing, but you’ve nothing more in your head than what’s been put there by the minister. You’re your father over

  again, stubborn and blind and selfish. My Mary gave you nothing of herself at all. If I hadn’t delivered you into this world with my own hands, I’d have thought you were changed at

  birth.’




  Granny knew where to plunge her dagger, and twist it for good measure. There was no point in answering her. I bit my lip, stood up and shook the straws off the rough wool of my skirt.




  ‘Shall I milk Blackie now?’




  ‘After you’ve touched a dead whale? You’ll pass on the bad luck and dry her milk up for good. You’re more trouble than you’re worth, Maggie. Always were, always

  will be.’




  ‘I didn’t touch the whale. I only—’




  She raised a hand and I ducked.




  ‘Get away up the hill and cut a sack of peats. The stack’s low already, or had you been too full of yourself to notice?’




  Cutting peats and lugging them home was the hardest work of all, and most times I hated it, but today, in spite of the rain that was now sweeping in from the sea, I was glad to get out of the

  cottage and run away up the glen. I usually went the long way round, up the firm path that went round and about before it reached the peat cuttings, but today I plunged straight on through the bog,

  trampling furiously through the mass of reeds and flags and the treacherous bright grass that hid the pools of water, not hearing the suck of the mud as I pulled my feet out, not feeling the

  wetness that was seeping up the bottom of my gown, not even noticing the scratches from the prickly gorse as it tore at my arms.




  ‘An evil old woman. They were right down there. That’s what you are.’ Away from Granny, I felt brave enough to answer back. ‘I am like my mam. I’ve the same

  curly hair, so Tam says.’




  Most people called old Tam a rogue, a thief, a lying, drunken rascal, living in his tumbledown shack like a pig in a sty. But he was none of those things to me. He’d known my mother and I

  knew he’d never lie about her to me.




  I don’t remember my mother. She was Granny’s only child and she died of a fever, when I was a very little girl. I just about remember my father – he was a big man, not given to

  talking much. He was a rover by nature, Tam said. He came to the Isle of Bute from the mainland to fetch the Laird of Keames’s cattle and drive them east across the hills to sell in Glasgow.

  He was only meant to stay on Bute for a week or two, while the cattle were rounded up for him, but he chanced on my mother as she walked down the lane to the field to milk Blackie one warm June

  evening. The honeysuckle was in flower, and the wild roses too, and it was all over with him at once, so Tam said.




  ‘Never a love like it, Maidie,’ he told me. ‘Don’t you listen to your granny. A child born of love you are, given to love, made for love, and you’ll not rest till

  you find it for yourself.’




  ‘Granny said the sea took my father,’ I asked Tam once. ‘What did she mean?’




  I’d imagined a great wave curling up the beach, twining round my father’s legs and sucking him back into the depths.




  ‘An accident, Maidie. Nothing more.’ Tam heaved a sigh. ‘Your father was taking the cattle to the mainland up by Colintraive, making them swim across the narrows there.

  He’d done it a dozen times before. The beasts weren’t easy – lively young steers they were – and one of them was thrashing about in the water as if a demon was possessing

  it. Perhaps a demon was, for the steer caught your father on the head with its horn, and it went right through his temple. He went down under the water, and when he was washed up a week later,

  there was a wound from his eyebrow to the line of his hair deep enough to put your hand inside.’




  There’s nothing like hard work in the cold of a wet December day for cooling your temper, and by the time I got home I was more miserable than angry. My arms were aching

  from the weight of the sack. I was wet through. The mud on my hem slapped clammily against my ankles, and I wished I’d been sensible instead of running through the bog.




  I was expecting another scold from Granny as soon as she saw the state of my clothes, and the rips in my shawl, and my face all streaked with peat and rain and tears, but she only said,

  ‘Oh, so it’s you come home again, and a fine sight you are too. Running through the bog like a mad child – I saw you.’




  She took my wooden bowl down from the shelf, ladled some hot porridge into it from the cauldron and put it into my hands.




  ‘Take off that soaking shawl and put it to dry, and your gown too.’




  It wasn’t an apology exactly, but it was all I’d get. I could see that she was sorry for what she’d said by the way she set a stool and told me to sit down by the fire of peats

  that were smouldering on the hearthstone in the middle of the room. I was feeling chilled now, shivering, and I crouched low over the weak flames, never minding the thick smoke that curled up into

  my face, grateful for Sheba, who jumped up into my lap and let me warm my hands in her soft black fur.




  The days are short in December. It was soon time to fetch Blackie in for the night and shut her into her byre, which was no more than a room beside the kitchen. For once, Granny went out to find

  her herself, and to milk her too. As she came back towards the cottage I could hear her talking to someone, and laughing. There was only one person who could draw such a happy sound from her.




  Tam, I thought, jumping up with delight.




  Blackie’s hoofs clopped on the stone threshold of her byre, and then came a thud against the thin wooden partition at the end of the kitchen as she butted at her manger with her head. The

  kitchen door opened, and Granny and Tam came in.




  Tam’s shirt was dark with sweat, his short breeks were ragged at the ankles and torn at the knees and the plaid he wore wrapped round himself was so dirty and stained that the wool’s

  once-bright colours had gone for good. But that meant nothing to me. His front teeth were as few as the posts of a rotten fence, his face was pitted and scarred with the smallpox, his long, tall

  body was as thin as a stick and the hair under his blue bonnet had mostly fallen out, but there was no one who cared for me as Tam did, and no one else that I loved.




  ‘Look at the girl now,’ he said, setting a black bottle down on the table. ‘She summons monsters from the sea with the power of her beautiful eyes. It was you who sang to the

  poor whale, was it, Maidie, and lured it up to its death on the beach?’




  ‘I did not.’




  For once, I didn’t like Tam’s teasing. The whale had been too grand and strange for jokes.




  Granny had gone outside again to fetch water from the burn.




  ‘Why do you always call me Maidie?’ I asked Tam. I’d meant to ask him often but never dared while Granny was around.




  He looked over his shoulder but Granny was still filling the bucket.




  ‘You know why, my pretty one.’ He pinched my chin. ‘It was what I always called your mother. Mary her name was to everyone else, but Maidie she was to me. And you are just like

  her. Even prettier, maybe.’




  ‘But she had the gift, didn’t she? Granny said so. The second sight. She was far seeing.’




  ‘Oh, that.’ He shook his head. ‘You shouldn’t mind your granny, Maidie. She speaks sharply, and who wouldn’t, with the troubles life has brought her? She loves you

  in her heart.’




  I shook my head and looked away from him, down into the red caves the fire had made in the burning peats.




  ‘Anyway, be thankful that your mother didn’t pass the gift on to you. It’s not a comfortable thing, to foresee the future and know beforehand the manner of a person’s

  death.’




  Granny came back then, a heavy bucket in each hand, and Tam set about fetching down the beakers and pouring out the whisky, a good long slug for the two of them and a little drop for me. Then he

  put his hand inside his shirt, and with a flourish he pulled out a duck, holding it up by its webbed feet so that its bright feathered head hung down, its eyes dead and glazed.




  ‘Will you look at this. A king’s feast, that’s what we’ll have tonight. You’ll want to save the feathers, Elspeth. Where shall I pluck the wee fellow?’




  Oh, it was good, that night. The duck’s feathers flew and the pot simmered and the whisky sank in the bottle. And Tam, as he always did, started on the old stories. They

  were stories of the sea, put into his head by the whale. He told my favourite, the one about the seal who shed her skin and became a beautiful woman, and married a fisherman. Her children were as

  pretty as she was, and she loved them, I suppose, but one night she found her old sealskin and put it on, and a longing for the sea overcame her. Back she went under the waves, a seal once more,

  and her children never saw her again.




  Like I never saw my mam again, I thought.




  Tam went on to tell tales of mermaids and sea horses and a monster that lived in a loch along with the hero who killed it. But what with the purring of Sheba on my lap, and the good food in my

  stomach, and the peat smoke in my eyes, and the whisky in my head, and the tiredness in my arms and legs, I couldn’t stay awake.




  ‘No, no, Elspeth.’ I heard Tam say. ‘It was Canola who invented the harp. She heard the wind blow through the sinews that clung to the ribs of a rotting dead whale, and it gave

  her the idea.’




  Whales again, I thought. I was so sleepy I almost fell off my stool. Tam saw me nod, and laughed.




  ‘Away to your bed, Maidie, and dream sweetly all night long.’




  







  Chapter Two




  I think I did have happy dreams that night, but they floated away like wisps of mist, and I couldn’t remember what they were. My sleep

  wasn’t long anyway, because before dawn there came a battering on the door, startling me awake so suddenly that I shot up out of the straw like a hunted hare.




  ‘Elspeth! You’re to come quickly! My Jeanie’s got her pains!’




  It was Mr Macbean, and I knew what he wanted. Granny was a famed midwife, and if his wife’s time had come he’d need her to bring the baby safely into the world.




  It was pitch dark in the house so I kicked at the peats. A little flame flared up, giving enough light for me to see Granny lying dead asleep on the floor, her empty beaker of whisky by her

  hand. Tam had gone.




  ‘Wait a minute, Mr Macbean,’ I called out. ‘I’ll wake her up.’




  ‘Is that you, Maggie?’ the voice outside the door was hoarse with anxiety. ‘Get her up quick, for the Lord’s sake. Jeanie’s pains are bad.’




  Granny’s snores were as loud as the snorts of Mr Macbean’s bull in a rage, and I had to shake and shake her before she’d stir. When she did wake, she only pushed me off and

  tried to roll over.




  ‘No, Granny! You must get up. Mr Macbean’s here, and the baby’s on its way.’




  She opened one eye and glared at me, and even by the dying flame I could see that the drink was still on her. My heart sank.




  ‘Get up, Granny. You have to.’




  The hammering on the door started again.




  Granny lurched to her feet, took a deep swallow of water from the pail of water and splashed her face.




  ‘My shawl, Maggie,’ she croaked, and staggered to the door.




  She was in no fit state, I could see that. I fetched my own shawl, still damp from yesterday, and followed her outside. She’d need me to bring her safe home.




  Mr Macbean was the one man in Scalpsie Bay rich enough to own a horse, and he had ridden it to our cottage. There was only a faint glimmer of light outside from the quarter-moon, but he could

  see how far gone Granny was.




  ‘Look at the state of her. Drunk,’ he said with disgust. ‘Tonight of all nights.’




  Without waiting for a word from Granny, he picked her up and heaved her on to the horse, then set off at a smart run up the lane, with me trotting along behind.




  The cold night air, the jolting ride and the water she’d drunk seemed to sober Granny up, because she was looking sharper when we reached the Macbean farm. It was the biggest holding for

  miles around, standing proud in its own land. Mrs Macbean’s serving girl, Annie, was standing outside the farmhouse door, twisting her apron round in her hands.




  ‘Oh, it’s you, Maggie,’ she said, pursing her mouth in the irritating way she put on whenever she saw me. ‘I thought it was a wild animal creeping up like

  that.’




  There was a hiss from Granny, who had heard her, and Annie shrivelled up like a leaf held to a flame. I couldn’t help grinning. Annie was only a servant but she gave herself more airs than

  the Lady of Keames Castle herself.




  Mr Macbean had plucked Granny off the horse and she was already at the farmhouse door.




  ‘Where is she?’ Granny demanded, and I heard with relief that her voice was firm and clear.




  Mr Macbean led the way into the farm kitchen and beyond it to the inner room. There was a lamp burning in there, and looking in I saw a proper bedstead, with sheets of linen and all, and a

  ceiling hiding the rafters, and a chest of carved wood. I was so impressed I barely noticed Mrs Macbean, who was lying with her back arched and her face red and wet with sweat.




  Then Granny said, ‘Where’s that Annie girl? Fetch water, can’t you? And the rest of you, give a body room to breathe.’




  By that time, the three older Macbean children were crowding round the door beside me, along with the manservant and Mr Macbean himself, but Granny shut the door in our faces, and we were left

  standing in the kitchen.




  I don’t remember how long we waited, listening to the poor woman crying out in pain, but I do remember the faces of the little Macbeans, their eyes round with fear, huddling close

  together. I liked to be with children. I didn’t often get the chance. I felt sorry for them anyway, so I knelt beside them and said, ‘Your mammie’s going to be fine, you’ll

  see. While we’re waiting, why don’t I tell you a story?’




  They nodded, and the smallest one, Robbie, put his thumb in his mouth.




  ‘A while ago, not far from here,’ I began, ‘there was a seal who came out of the sea and took off her skin and turned herself into a beautiful—’




  Mr Macbean came in from stabling the horse.




  ‘No more of that,’ he said roughly. ‘If it’s stories you want, read them true ones from the Good Book. I won’t have their heads filled with fairies and magic and

  the works of the Devil.’




  He took a Bible down from a shelf and put it into my hands. It was so heavy I had to rest it on my knees. I’d never seen such a big Bible outside the kirk before. Granny couldn’t

  read and there were no books in our house.




  ‘Open it,’ Mr Macbean said unpleasantly. ‘Read a story.’




  ‘I – I can’t read,’ I said, lifting it back up to him.




  ‘No, Maggie, you can’t, but it’s time you learned. You should study the Scripture and follow the path of righteousness before that grandmother of yours leads you to Hell and

  destruction.’




  I didn’t know what to say. Little Robbie had crept close and laid his head down on my lap. I knelt there, stroking his hair and staring up at Mr Macbean.




  ‘Well,’ he said, in a kinder tone, ‘you’re a good lass, Maggie, after all. Mind now, that you don’t take on the infection of wickedness from Elspeth.

  She—’




  Then came the sounds from the next room we had been waiting for – a final loud cry from Mrs Macbean and a thin wail from the new baby. Mr Macbean’s face cracked open in a great smile

  and I saw a glimpse of something in him that could be good and loving. I’m glad I did, because later all that came from him to us was hatred and cruelty.




  The door of the next room opened and Granny came out with the new baby in her arms. The children jumped up and ran to look, but she kicked out at them to shoo them away.




  ‘Elspeth,’ came a weak voice from the bed behind her, ‘you’re a good soul, whatever they say, and you’ve saved us both. I can never thank you . . .’




  ‘The basket,’ Granny said. ‘The bread and cheese. It won’t work without them.’




  She was looking at Annie, who was standing sulkily by the corner shelf – jealous, I think, of the way the children had taken to me. Annie picked up the basket beside her, putting into it a

  loaf and a round cheese from the shelf. Impatiently, Granny grabbed it from her, planted the baby on top of the food, and stamping across to the hearth in the middle of the room, she began to swing

  the basket round and round on the iron hook from which the cauldron usually hung. She was singing something under her breath. The peat fire had died down and the only light came from a small flame

  guttering in the oil lamp by the door. It cast Granny’s shadow so monstrously on the wall behind her that even I was frightened.




  Mr Macbean darted forward.




  ‘Stop that! How dare you? I won’t have devilish practices, not in my house!’




  Granny stopped muttering, and jerked the basket to a standstill. The baby inside it set up a wail again. I could see that Granny was tired, and her head was aching, and the anger that always

  simmered inside her was ready to break out. Her eyes, red from the drink and lack of sleep, narrowed, and she thrust the basket into Mr Macbean’s hands.




  ‘Take him, then. It was a favour I was doing you, to protect him from evil. You’d best christen him quickly, for by the look of him he’ll not be here long.’




  Mr Macbean put the basket gently down on the ground and bent to lift his son out of it. As he held him close to his chest, the three other children clustered round him. They looked afraid.




  ‘John, what are you doing? Bring him back to me!’ came Mrs Macbean’s weak voice from the next room. ‘Elspeth, are you still there?’




  Granny, ignoring her, picked up her shawl, and flung it over her wild grey hair.




  ‘I wish you joy of him, while he lives,’ she spat out, and without a glance at me flung out of the house into the cold night.




  It wasn’t until we had stumbled halfway home, and the moon, coming suddenly out from behind the clouds, shone a sliver of light over the water of Scalpsie Bay, that I remembered the end of

  the seal story and was glad after all that Mr Macbean had stopped me from finishing it. The seal mother goes away and never comes back. It would have been a hard thing for wee Robbie to hear just

  then.




  Perhaps it was the Devil that put the story into my head, to torment those poor children, I thought with a shudder. And to be on the safe side, I chanted to myself, ‘Deliver us from

  evil, deliver us from evil,’ all the way home.




  Dawn was on its way by then, and a grey wet dawn it was too. It didn’t break, as the saying goes, but slithered up upon the land and sea in a misty, ghostly way.




  I was ahead of Granny as we reached the cottage, and I jumped with fright because the door of Blackie’s byre swung slowly open. Then Tam stumbled out. He was covered in wisps of straw and

  clots of dried dung stuck to his hair. Granny burst into a cackle of laughter.




  ‘Old fool! Too blootered to find your way home, were you? You never slept the night in the byre with the cow?’




  Tam mumbled something then turned away, fumbling with his breeches to relieve himself. He was doing it too close to the house for my liking.




  I went inside quickly. I was afraid that other feelings for Tam would push their way in and spoil the love I felt for him. I didn’t want to see weakness and silliness and the blur of drink

  in his eyes. I didn’t want to feel pity or contempt.




  The fire was nearly out and it took a while to coax it back to life. The floor needed sweeping, Blackie needed milking, and the porridge had to be cooked. Granny, who had shooed Tam away from

  our door with a shake of her broom as if he was a stray dog, kept me at it all morning.




  The lane running along the head of Scalpsie Bay goes directly past our cottage and anyone coming or going to the Macbean farm has to pass right by us. It annoyed Mr Macbean, as I knew well, to

  see the good land of our small field and kail-yard, which took a bite out of his big farm. He was envious of the stream running so close to the cottage, and the treasures of the beach being ours

  for the first taking. He’d long wanted to gobble our place up and take it into his own holding.




  Later that morning he rode by with a sack of oatmeal as payment for Granny’s services, and his eyes wandered possessively past me towards the cottage. I flushed with annoyance at the sneer

  in his voice when he spoke. ‘When was it you last put fresh turf on your roof? You must be flooded through those holes every time it rains.’




  ‘It’s dry enough,’ I said stiffly.




  He pretended to look sympathetic.




  ‘It’s too much for you though, this place, isn’t it, Maggie? An old woman and a young girl! I wonder you don’t give it up and move somewhere more fitting. Elspeth could

  find a place in Rothesay, couldn’t she? And you could go to be a serving girl like our Annie.’




  I had to bite my lip to stop my anger bursting out, but I wasn’t like Granny. I could always hold it in. I stared back at him coolly and said, ‘I hope the baby’s well, and Mrs

  Macbean. Have you chosen a name for him? When is the christening to be?’




  He looked embarrassed.




  ‘The christening will be soon enough. We’ll see. He’s to be named Ebenezer.’




  He mounted his horse and rode off.




  ‘Ebenezer!’ snorted Granny, who had come out of the cottage in time to see Mr Macbean disappear over the rise towards Rothesay. ‘What kind of fool name is that? Not that the

  child will bear it for long. The mark of death is on him.’




  







  Chapter Three




  The gossips of Scalpsie Bay had been right. The whale stank as it rotted. Foulness hung in the air and even the seagulls, which had feasted on the

  flesh at first, would not tear at the carcass any more.




  The other news was that a new minister had come to the church at Kingarth. His name was Mr Robertson.




  ‘A busybody, by the look of him,’ Granny said sourly, watching the man’s lean, black-coated figure stride energetically up the lane towards Macbean’s. ‘He’ll

  be after us to go to the kirk every week, so he can insult us from his pulpit. They’re all the same. Crows in black suits.’




  I watched for the minister coming back so that I could take a peep at him. There were hardly ever strangers in Scalpsie Bay, and a new face was always a wonder. I hid behind the hedge and looked

  through a gap. Just as he came into view, a swan flew overhead. The minister took off his round, broad-brimmed black hat and looked up at it, letting me get a good view of him.




  Mr Robertson was a young man, lean and pale. His hair fell in thin, fair wisps to his shoulders. His skin was pink, not reddened or tanned by the wind and sun, as everyone else’s was in

  Scalpsie Bay. He looked clean all over. There were no smears on his face or hands, and no specks on the black cloth of his coat.




  I had thought that all ministers were like the last one had been – red-faced, old, stout and angry. I thought they would all have a loud, booming voice and a frowning face. I was so

  surprised at the sight of this earnest, nervous-looking young man that I craned forward clumsily and set the hawthorn twigs rattling. He picked the sound up at once, and came right up to the hedge,

  then bent down and stared through it, so that his eyes and mine were no more than a foot’s length apart.




  He started with surprise when he saw me and straightened up. I had to stand up too, and face him, though I was so embarrassed I wanted only to bolt into the cottage. He settled his hat back on

  his head and pulled at the two white bands that fell from his collar over his black-clad chest. He was trying to look dignified, I could tell.




  ‘You’ll be Maggie Blair,’ he said. ‘And yours is a face I’ve yet to see in the kirk on the Sabbath Day.’




  He was trying to sound severe, but spoilt the effect by giving a gigantic sneeze which made his pale eyes water.




  ‘H-how did you know my name?’ I stammered.




  ‘I know the name of every soul in my parish.’ He wiped his nose on a snowy kerchief which he folded carefully and tucked inside his sleeve. His earnest eyes rested on me again.

  ‘And I’m discovering things about some of them that sadden me. You live here with your grandmother, Mistress Elspeth Wylie, isn’t that so?’




  I nodded warily. In my experience, mention of Granny usually involved severe disapproval.




  ‘When was the last time that Mistress Elspeth brought you to the kirk, Maggie, to hear the word of the Lord?’




  I looked down. In truth, it had been more than a year since Granny and I had tramped the four miles to the kirk and back again. Once the old minister’s coughing had started, he had been

  like a fire damped down. He’d lost the strength to chase after his lost flock, and Granny was certainly not going to go to him of her own accord. Luckily, I thought of a way to change the

  subject.




  ‘When’s the baby to be christened, Mr Robertson?’ I asked.




  He looked harassed.




  ‘What baby would that be? There’s one by every hearth hereabouts.’




  There was only one baby in my world.




  ‘Ebenezer Macbean,’ I said.




  Mr Robertson raised his thin eyebrows.




  ‘Tomorrow! Didn’t you know? The whole parish seems to have been summoned to the . . .’




  He broke off, his eyes fixed on something behind me. I turned to see Granny appear at the cottage door. She was holding a bucket of water. I knew she’d seen the minister, but she slung its

  dirty contents in our direction anyway, making him jump backwards. Then she set it down and marched towards me, her arms crossed on her chest. I couldn’t look at her. I was ashamed of her

  dirty clothes, wild hair and blackened teeth. Beside the minister, so neat and scrubbed, she looked like a straw man set up in the fields to scare birds.




  ‘Who’s this keeping the girl from her work?’ she demanded, pretending not to know Mr Robertson. ‘Oh, it’s you, Minister.’




  ‘And good morning to you, Mistress Elspeth,’ said Mr Robertson gravely. I glanced at him sharply, but he looked more alarmed than mocking. He coughed awkwardly. ‘I’m glad

  of the chance to speak with you. I’ve been at my parish three months already and I haven’t seen you or your granddaughter on one Sabbath Day.’




  Granny’s bare, hard-soled feet were planted firmly apart on the rough ground, but now she bent one knee and slapped a beefy hand down on to her hip.




  ‘Pain in my joints,’ she said. ‘Ill health. A recurring fever. I’d never be able to walk such a distance.’




  Mr Robertson pursed his lips.




  ‘Oh now, I saw you in Rothesay not one week ago, and it’s a full two miles further to walk.’




  ‘I know that fine, Minister.’ Granny’s head was thrown back and she was staring down her nose at him. ‘Crawled all the way, didn’t I, on my hands and knees. The

  pain – you can’t imagine.’




  Knowing how fast Granny strode along the lanes, covering the miles at a steady trot, I had to stifle a giggle.




  A pink flush of irritation was colouring Mr Robertson’s cheeks.




  ‘Mistress Elspeth, I have to remind you that it is your duty, both by earthly and heavenly law, to attend divine service at your parish kirk on the Lord’s Day. If you fail to do so,

  you will incur a fine. Do you understand?’




  Granny pretended to cringe in fear.




  ‘A fine!’ she whined. ‘Oh sir, don’t take from a poor old widow woman the little she has and leave her destitute!’




  Mr Robertson held up his hands, as if defeated, and began to back away.




  ‘Hear the psalmist’s words, Mistress Elspeth, and if you won’t hear me, hear him.’ And he began to intone, in a surprisingly strong voice, ‘Enter His gates and

  courts with praise, to thank Him go ye thither . . .’ but before he could finish a gust of wind snatched off his hat and sent it rolling down the lane. He ran after it, with

  Granny’s mocking laughter following him.




  ‘The wind heard you, Mr Minister, blowing the empty air out of your mouth and it couldn’t help joining in!’ she said, a little too loudly.




  Then, turning back towards the cottage she let out a shriek. Blackie had wandered in from her pasture and was tearing at the shaggy thatch and turf that hung low off the cottage roof.




  ‘You Devil’s bit! You creature of Satan!’ she screeched, beating Blackie away from the roof with her fists. The wind must have carried her words along the lane because I saw

  the minister stop in his tracks with shock, then bend over and hurry on, one hand clamping his hat to his head.




  Annie appeared that afternoon. She came tripping down from the farm, her shawl pinned under her chin just loosely enough to let the curls escape from it to frame her face. I

  suppose she thought it pretty that way. I thought her plain silly. She carried a basket on her arm and I guessed she was on her way to ask for contributions from the neighbouring farms for the

  christening feast.




  The christening feast. It occurred to me, as I saw Annie, how odd it was that no news of it had come to us. I remembered too that in the past few days Mr Macbean had spurred his horse to go

  faster as he passed our cottage. The truth hit me as sharp as a blow.




  We’ve not been invited. I’ll not get the chance to hold baby Ebenezer. Everyone else is to go, but not Granny and me.




  I was desperate not to believe it. I put up a hand to smooth back my hair, made myself smile and called out, ‘Hello, Annie. Where are you away to? How’s the baby, anyway?’




  She raised her eyebrows when she saw me, in the sneering way she had.




  ‘Eb-en-e-zer’s just fine.’ She separated out the sounds to make the long name seem even grander. ‘And I’m fetching eggs from the folks at Ambrismore for the

  christening.’




  My fingers curled tightly into my palms.




  ‘The christening, eh? When’s that to be?’




  ‘Tomorrow of course. Everyone knows—’




  She pretended she had made a mistake and clapped her hand over her mouth but above her twitching fingers her eyes were dark with malice.




  ‘We couldn’t have come anyway,’ I said, as carelessly as I could. ‘Granny’s not well.’




  I couldn’t help looking down towards the beach where Granny was bent over, vigorously pulling something out of a clump of seaweed. Luckily, Annie didn’t notice.




  An idea hit me.




  ‘I’ve three eggs to spare. I’ll give them to you if you like. For the christening.’




  Three eggs. They were a treasure to us. They’d be enough, surely, to buy us an invitation.




  Annie nodded without answering and I opened the little gate into our yard for her. She was right behind me as I went into the cottage, and turning round I caught a curiously greedy expression on

  her face.




  She thinks it’ll be all dirty and messy in here, I thought with disgust, and she wants to spread stories about us.




  I was glad that I’d swept the floor that morning, and washed the table, and arranged the dishes neatly on the shelf.




  ‘I see you’re not fussy about spiders then,’ she said at last, pointing triumphantly at the tangle of webs in the corner where the roof beam came down to meet the stone

  wall.




  ‘Annie, you’d never clear away the spiders’ webs?’ I was genuinely shocked. ‘Not when there’s a baby in the house?’




  ‘And why wouldn’t I? Dirty, creepy things.’




  I was amazed at her ignorance.




  ‘Don’t you know that they’re lucky? Don’t you know that the spiders spun their webs around the Baby Jesus to keep him hidden from the soldiers?’




  She looked confused for a moment, then frowned suspiciously.




  ‘Did you read that in the Bible? Oh, I forgot. You can’t read, can you?’




  ‘No but it’ll be there.’ I spoke with a confidence I didn’t feel. ‘It must be. Lucky spiders? Everyone knows.’




  Her eyes were sweeping the cottage again. They rested disdainfully on Sheba, who was staring at her unblinkingly, lashing her tail from side to side.




  ‘Get me those eggs, Maggie. I’ve to get on or Mrs Macbean will be after me.’




  I was regretting my offer now, but there was no going back on it. I went to the corner of the room by the chest, where it was quite dark, and put my hand into the crock where I’d placed

  the eggs that morning. I could feel them, round and smooth, under my fingers. Three eggs! And all for nothing. Annie wouldn’t even tell Mrs Macbean that I’d given them. There’d be

  no invitation, however many eggs I handed over.




  ‘Oh,’ I said, trying to sound surprised, and hoping that the darkness of the corner would hide my lying blush. ‘There’s only one here, after all.’




  As I turned, with the egg in my hand, I saw Annie move quickly away from beside the shelf where she’d been standing. She was settling her shawl again, tight under her chin.




  ‘I’ll be off then,’ she said, putting the egg in the basket, and without a word of thanks, without even looking at me, she scuttled out of the cottage as if the Devil was after

  her.




  Something woke me in the middle of the night. I don’t know what it was, but I knew at once that I was alone. Granny had gone.




  She had taken the news of the christening more quietly than I’d expected, though I saw the flesh round her mouth whiten as she clamped her lips tightly together. When she had finally

  spoken, she’d sounded more contemptuous than angry.




  ‘They’d not have dared in your grandad’s day. Mucky midden-crawlers! My man once cleared a room of the likes of them with one swing of his axe.’ Then, to my surprise, she

  noticed the tears drying on my cheeks and put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Don’t think of them, Maggie. There’s better company to be had than cold-hearted psalm singers like

  Macbean.’




  Better company! Her words came back to me as I lay with my eyes open, looking up into the pitch-dark cottage room.




  Tam, I thought. She’ll have gone to Tam.




  I sat up, woken properly by a surge of fury.




  They don’t want us at Macbean’s, and she didn’t even ask me to come to Tam’s. Well, I’m going anyway.




  I went to the door and looked out. The night was mild for December, the moon full and shining dully through thin low cloud. There was no rain in the air, and enough light to see my way to

  Tam’s old shack.




  I was going back inside to fetch my shawl when I heard from some way off the heart-lifting, spirit-dancing skirl of the pipes. The sound wasn’t coming from Tam’s tumbledown hovel

  under the hillside, but from up near Loch Quien, the little loch which lies half a mile or so between the hills behind the beach. I was running up the lane, called by the music, before I knew what

  I was doing.




  The piping stopped on a half-note and its enchantment vanished in a second. Thicker cloud had crossed the sky, shutting out the moon’s thin light. I shivered.




  This is daft. I must go home.




  As I turned, a flicker caught my eye. A fire was burning up on the knoll at Ambrisbeg, halfway along the edge of the loch.




  That’s where they’ll be.




  It was a hard business finding my way up there in the dark, working round thickets of gorse, squelching through bog and stumbling against stones. I ended up in a dip with the firelight out of

  sight, and I’d have given up and gone home if the piping hadn’t started again. I could hear voices too – whoops and shrieks of laughter. I was closer than I thought.




  Something held me back from running into the circle of firelight to join the revelry. I suppose it was the thought of Granny’s certain rage. At any rate, I wanted to stay hidden and watch.

  I knelt behind a boulder and peeped over it, almost sure the tree above me would shelter me from view.




  They had lit a fire in the centre of a circle of stones and by its light I could see eight or ten people. Apart from Granny and Tam there were a couple of soldiers back from the wars who spent

  the winters lying in barns or ditches, begging for food, and Daft Effie from the Butts, whom the farm boys teased, and Peter the serving man from Ardnahoe. I suppose there were two or three more

  whom I didn’t recognize.




  A cloth had been laid on the ground and there were some oatcakes on it, and bones stripped of meat. Tam’s black bottle lay on its side, empty, along with two others. Tam had taken the

  mouthpiece of his bagpipe away from his lips and now he let the air out of the bag so that it wailed like a dying animal, making everyone lurch about with laughter. Then he put it to his mouth

  again, and as his fingers flew to a fast jig, they shook themselves like dogs at the sound of the hunting horn and danced, arms flying, legs leaping, plaids and shawls unravelling, hair wild, eyes

  lit up with joy, and my feet itched too and my fingers tapped out the rhythm on the boulder.




  I had to join them, I had to get up and dance, and I was starting to my feet when I caught a movement away to the side. Peering into the dark, I saw the oval paleness of a face. Someone else was

  standing there, watching from the shadows.




  I sank back down again, not knowing what to do. Tam’s fingers were racing over his chanter and the dancing was faster than ever. I saw Granny stoop and pick up a wisp of straw. She flung

  it in the air. It caught a leaping spark from the fire and flared into flame, rising up like a living thing into the air.




  ‘Fly, fairies, fly!’ yelled Granny. ‘By horse and hattock, go, go!’




  The wisp burned out and disappeared. The music stopped. I looked back into the shadows. The face had gone. I wasn’t sure, now, that I’d seen anything there at all.




  It was as if Tam’s piping had held the revellers’ wits together, because as soon as it stopped they seemed to fall apart and began stumbling about, laughing stupidly and clinging to

  each other, groping for the empty bottles and holding them to their lips in the hopes of squeezing out a few last drops.




  They’re just old drunks after all, I thought, and I was weary, as if I’d run a long way. I wanted my bed. I turned to slip away, and as I felt my way back down the hill from

  Ambrisbeg to the cottage, I heard Granny’s cracked voice rise in a hideous song.




  ‘Tinkletum, tankletum,’ she was singing.




  The words seemed to follow me, gaining in volume, becoming harsher and more threatening.




  ‘Tinkletum, tankletum, tinkletum, tankletum, TINKLETUM, TANKLETUM!’




  The words were still drumming in my ears, making me shiver with more than the cold, as I lay down on the straw in the cottage and pulled my plaid up over my ears.




  







  Chapter Four




  When I woke next morning, Granny wasn’t there. I scrambled to my feet, afraid that something was wrong. Perhaps she’d never returned

  from the wild night at Ambrisbeg. Or maybe she’d gone off with her vagabond friends, leaving me and Sheba all alone. Or, worst of all, unearthly beings – fairies or the Devil himself

  – could have snatched her away to their own dark world.




  But then I heard her voice coming from Blackie’s stall behind the thin partition. Her words were too indistinct for me to make out, but the venom in them made me shudder. She was in the

  foulest mood, and I would need to watch my step.




  A moment later she marched into the cottage, hanks of grey hair lying matted over her face, eyes bloodshot, hands crooked like claws.




  ‘So, Mistress Lazy, you’re awake at last. Sneaking off in the night, were you, you dirty girl? Going to meet some man or other? You get yourself a baby before time and I’ll

  flay you till you scream for mercy. Don’t think I’ll take your brat in. The pair of you will be out of this house begging for every crust you eat.’




  I felt my face flush scarlet.




  ‘I’ve never gone out to meet . . . I don’t even know any—’




  ‘Any what?’ She thrust her face right into mine and I had to stop myself recoiling from her rotten breath. ‘You were out spying then, weren’t you? Creeping about.

  Following me.’




  My hands were clasped so tightly together behind my back that my knuckles cracked.




  ‘Following you where, Granny?’ I was looking as innocent as I could. ‘Did you go out? I slept all night. I was tired from – from cutting all those peats

  yesterday.’




  She stared at me a moment longer, her red eyes unblinking, then turned away.




  ‘Get down to the beach. The tide’s well out by now. Pick up what you can find.’




  Scavenging along the soft wet sand, where the weakened edges of the waves rolled like curls of white hair up to my feet, was my favourite part of the day. Usually Granny spoilt

  it by coming with me, and it was a treat to be alone except for Sheba, who was picking her way along beside me, patting at clumps of seaweed to make the little crabs jump out.




  The whale was stinking worse than ever, so I worked as far away from it as I could, walking backwards and forwards along the beach, my eyes down, looking for anything that might be useful.

  Pieces of driftwood were the most precious things. They made fine burning if they were not big enough for other uses. Sometimes they were tangled and half hidden in hanks of brown seaweed. Lengths

  of rope and pieces of netting might drift ashore, and even bottles. Once I’d found a whole one, corked and still full of wine.




  After half an hour my apron, bunched up in one hand, held a few whelks and a good-sized length of wood, whitened and smoothed by the sea. I was about to make one last sweep before heading

  reluctantly back to the cottage, when I heard voices and laughter in the distance. I looked up and saw a crowd of people walking down from the upper glen.




  The christening party, I thought. They’re on their way to Macbean’s.




  The sight of thirty or more people in our narrow lane was so rare, and the times when we saw strangers were so few, that I was desperate to watch them go by. I took off fast, sprinting up the

  beach, over Blackie’s field, and in through the gap in the straggly thorn fence to arrive panting just as the procession came within a bowshot of our gate.




  Mr Robertson the minister was walking out in front, striding awkwardly on his long black legs, with Mr Macbean strutting along beside him, quite shiny with pride and satisfaction. Mrs Macbean

  came next, riding on the horse, with Ebenezer bundled in her arms. The other children trudged along behind, little Robbie dragging on his sister’s hand. They must have gone out very early,

  slipping past our cottage while I was still asleep. It was a long walk to the church at Kingarth, and the children were tired.




  Behind them came a crowd of guests, the men in their good coats and tall hats, the women in stuff gowns with brightly coloured best plaids. I knew most of them by sight. They came from the town

  of Kingarth as well as from the farms around Scalpsie. Mr Macbean was the big man. No one would want to offend him by turning down his invitation. In any case, there would be good food and drink at

  the farm – sides of beef, and red wine, and wheat bread, and even custards.




  I’d wanted to watch the procession without being seen. I’d meant to hide behind the hedge and peer through the gap in it, but I saw, with a lurch of my heart, that Granny was

  standing outside the gate, half blocking the lane. Her arms were crossed on her chest and the scowl on her face would have turned a whole bucketful of Blackie’s milk sour.




  I ran to the hedge and crouched down. Now I could only see the back of Granny’s head, but the faces of all our neighbours and the good folk of Kingarth were in full view, and on them I

  read scorn and a kind of glee, as if they were glad to see the humiliation of the old woman they had despised for years. Even Mrs Macbean, who had been so grateful when Ebenezer was born, was

  looking away as if something had caught her eye up on the hill, while Annie beside her was grinning with open delight.




  I felt a rush of anger at the lot of them, all dressed up in the good clothes we had never had, all so pleased with themselves, all salivating over the feast they were about to enjoy, and before

  I knew it I had stood up and run out to stand beside my grandmother and face them.




  Mr Robertson had stopped. He said awkwardly, ‘Now, now, Mistress Elspeth. Will you stand aside and let the good people pass?’




  Granny took no notice of him. She lifted her arm and pointed her forefinger at the bundle in Mrs Macbean’s arms.




  ‘I brought that child into this world.’ The finger rose up to jab at Mrs Macbean’s face. ‘And I saved your life. This is the thanks I get for it. Feast as much as you

  like. You’ll be sorry for it.’




  Everyone had stopped now. They were crowding forward to enjoy the spectacle. I tugged at Granny’s arm.




  ‘Come away, Granny. Let’s go in.’




  She shook me off. I could tell from the tension in her that the brewing storm was going to break. Nothing would stop her now.




  Mrs Macbean had gone pale. She was clutching Ebenezer closely to her chest. He set up a thin wail, which cut me to the heart. Mr Macbean strode forwards, his full, fleshy face red with

  anger.




  ‘Are you threatening me, you old witch?’ The word ‘witch’ drew a shocked hiss from the crowd. ‘Are you calling the powers of darkness down upon my son?’




  People looked at each other uneasily. Parents took hold of their children’s hands. Some shuffled backwards.




  ‘The powers of darkness?’ Granny laughed mirthlessly. ‘I’ve no need to call to the Devil. He’ll come to his own – to you, you tight-fisted, preaching

  hypocrite! I wish ill to you, do you hear? Ill to you! Sickness and pain and death!’




  ‘Let her alone, John!’ Mrs Macbean called out feebly.




  Mr Macbean ignored her.




  ‘Did you hear that, Mr Robertson?’ he said over his shoulder. He stepped forward and raised his hand. I thought he was about to strike Granny, but instead he shook his fist in her

  face. ‘As the Lord is my witness, if any harm comes to me or mine, you’ll pay for it, Elspeth Wylie. You . . . you . . .’




  He spluttered to a stop as Mr Robertson took his elbow.




  ‘Move aside, man. I’ll deal with this.’ He turned to the crowd and called out, ‘Go on up to the farm, all of you. This matter is for me to settle. Mrs Macbean, get that

  child into the house. Run ahead, little ones. That’s right.’




  Reluctantly, the crowd moved on, glancing backwards as they went, not wishing to miss a thing. Mr Robertson waited until they had all filed past, then turned back to Granny. ‘Be careful

  what you say, Mistress Elspeth. Those who call upon unearthly powers, who consort with the Evil One—’




  Granny interrupted him by spitting on the ground, narrowly missing his boot. Mr Robertson stepped back, nervous as a colt.




  ‘Evil has come to me all my life, Mister Minister,’ she snarled. ‘I’ve had no need to go out and seek it.’




  I watched Mr Robertson’s pale eyes blink rapidly as he tried to think of a response.




  ‘And I’ll thank you to remember,’ he went on at last, attempting to appear dignified, ‘that threats and insults and slanderous talk are within my power to punish. More of

  this and I’ll have you dressed in sackcloth and sitting on the chair of repentance before my pulpit in the sight of the whole congregation.’




  He was no match for Granny, however solemn he tried to be, and he knew it. He was like a dog yapping at an enraged bull. It made matters worse for him when he stumbled as he turned away and trod

  heavily in a puddle, splashing mud up the sides of his boots. I might have laughed if I hadn’t heard Granny draw in her breath to deliver a final blast to the crowd’s retreating backs.

  ‘The fires of Hell light on you all, do you hear, and firstly on you, John Macbean. May you boil forever in the Devil’s cauldron!’




  Mr Robertson faltered, almost tripping himself up, then scuttled after the others, who were hurrying away towards Macbean’s farm.




  ‘So we’re barred from the feasting, Maggie, and all the meat and wine,’ Granny said, seeming to notice me for the first time. ‘But we’ll laugh last, you’ll

  see.’




  She seemed almost pleased with herself, but I felt weak, trembling still from the humiliation of it all, anxious for Ebenezer’s sake and filled with a new dread I couldn’t

  explain.




  For the rest of the day, as I went about my work, I found myself looking about at the familiar sights of home with new eyes. The old cottage with its rotting roof, the

  kail-yard with its raggedy rows of cabbages, the stream running over the pale stones of its bed, Blackie’s field, the beach and the sea and the mountains of Arran beyond, all seemed strange

  and distant, as if I had parted from them long ago, and had returned only as a visitor for the briefest time.
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