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For Anna Moi


. . . No kynd of greif sall mak my hairt agast nor earthlie cairs torment my mind no more . . .

—Elizabeth Melville, Lady Culross (c. 1578–c.1640)


PROLOGUE
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She’d first visited the house up the isolated glen in Sutherland when she was a child. Then, in March more than two and a half years ago, she came back to decide what to do with the place she’d inherited from her grandmother. March was still winter in these parts—with snow on the hills, and the burns and rivers veins of roiling liquid peat, it was beyond dreary, it was dreich.

She smiles to herself as she pronounces the Scottish word, “dreich,” with a rolled “r” and a strong “ch” at the end. None of my southern colleagues could ever say that sound; “k” was how they pronounced it when they attempted a Scottish accent.

She remembers stumbling the last mile into an Atlantic wind funneled by the steep sides of the glen, towards the farmhouse now invisible in the thick mist, a mist that became fine rain, penetrating her coat and hat, through to her woolen jumper and slacks. I almost turned back, the track so deep in mud. And with so many potholes I didn’t dare risk the car. The aftermath of the visit had been a horrid sneezing coughing sniveling cold that took weeks to shake.

At first she’d thought the house had remained unchanged since the last time she’d come up this glen, as a twelve-year-old about to be sent to boarding school.

Close up, not so. The neglect was clear. Windows, two either side of the door, and the dormer windows set in the iridescent grey-blue Ballahulish-slate roof, hadn’t been painted since who-knew-when. The door also. Instead of its former cheery blue, it was now blistered and streaked and bleached out by gales and hoar frost and hailstones. Both chimneys were jackdaw’s nests of vegetation. Weeds and wildflowers sprouted from the gutters.

Then a shaft of sun breaking over the hills, over the trees, over the heather, the mist lifting, spotlighted the house.

That sunbeam changed my mind. She smiles at the recollection. And dreams, dreams of comfort and safety in the house in the glen where the buildings nestled into a fold in the faultline, those dreams sustained me in the bleakest of times, times of danger, of fear, of a relentless low-level dread of being discovered.

That day, D-day—decision day—when the sun persuaded me to reconsider, in the near distance, a skylark rose from the heather. I can hear it as if it were yesterday. Singing its heart out, that tiny bird is my talisman, my link to those long-ago long summer days when true night was a scant three hours of deep twilight.

The winter nights— they last till mid-morning, returning in the early afternoon, but they’re enchanting nonetheless. Fires blazing, scones baking, curled up in the window seat reading Kidnapped, I can live that life again.

She hugs herself. Then the cloud returns and covers the sun. She smiles as she remembers her initial reaction to the move back to her ancestral land. What are you thinking of? Are you insane?

Four months later, the renovations began. Three months after that, in the beginnings of a long winter, I moved in.

It was a mad decision, she reminds herself, but happy mad.


CHAPTER 1
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Joanne Ross remembered the morning she’d first encountered the name Alice Ramsay. As she’d unwrapped a halved cabbage she’d bought at the market, the veins and cells and hollows had thrown up an image of a brain, making her shudder, making her hand stray to the scar above her left ear. But she’d snatched it away. Leave it alone. It’s still healing.

She’d been terrified she would never recover, never be herself again. But in increasingly frequent optimistic moments, she’d decided it was no bad thing to have lost part of her old self.

That same day—four days after she’d posted the manuscript—she’d started a vigil for the postman. In the idle waiting moments, she’d smoothed out the crumpled newspaper the cabbage had been wrapped in.

“Woman Accused of Witchcraft.”

The headline was large, the article a quarter of a page of the newspaper that covered Sutherland and Caithness in the far north of Scotland. It was a newspaper she had never come across before. Then again, why would she? The northernmost counties consisted of a strip of small towns on the eastern side and inhospitable mountains and glens and peat bogs stretching westwards and northwards, with only two major roads connecting them to the south. News from there was scant and uninteresting—unless you were of the Scottish diaspora researching the ancestors.

Joanne scanned the first few lines. She didn’t recognize the name of the accused woman. Probably a poor old soul who makes home potions, has a black cat, and has crossed some local worthies, therefore is branded a witch, Joanne was thinking. Heaven help anyone who is different in these parts. She knew this from bitter experience. Although newly remarried, she understood that the stain of being a divorced woman could never be eradicated. Plus, she wore trousers.

The cabbage, balanced on the rounded side of the table, fell splat to the floor. Joanne jumped. The chair legs screeched on stone. Some witch has cursed the cabbage. Then she laughed at herself. But the fright had shaken her. And reminded her that even now, superstition was all too common in the Highlands of Scotland.

Next day, the headline and the cabbage still haunting her, she went to the library and took out two books. One was a history of witches and witch trials, the other a more general book on Scottish lore, The Silver Bough.

“I liked thon story o’ yours in the magazine,” the middle-aged woman with the unlikely marmalade hair color said as she checked out the library books. “I’d love to marry a man wi’ a castle—as long as it has heating.”

“Thank you.” Joanne smiled, but her cheeks were burning in embarrassment.

And as she walked down Castle Wynd, past the Highland Gazette offices where her editor husband was putting together that week’s edition, Joanne Ross—now McAllister, but as yet the married name hadn’t stuck—dreamed of writing a book.

One book was enough; becoming a writer was too lofty an ambition.

She gave herself little credit for the acceptance of six short stories in the Scottish romance genre by a well-known ladies’ magazine. But one book—that she felt she could do. Witchcraft was intriguing, and history was her passion, and it was a topic that would rile the locals, this being a town of many churches.

But the oft-felt ghost of her father whispered, Who do you think you are? You’ll never amount to anything.

She shivered. Shaking her thick chestnut hair, she pulled a headscarf with a print of Paris landmarks from her bag and tied it under her chin. Autumn in Scotland was capricious—one minute southern sunshine, the next Arctic winds. But she knew it wasn’t the cold making her shiver. Grow up, she told herself. There’s no such thing as ghosts and witches.
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“McAllister,” she said to her husband, “there’s a woman in Sutherland accused of being a witch. Would a story like that be right for the Gazette?”

They were at the kitchen table, and as usual, he was reading the morning newspapers. “Absolutely. Nothing sells newspapers like a bit of controversy. But I’ll let you deal with the letters to the editor from the Holy Jo brigade, as I’d throw them in the bin.” He smiled at her.

She smiled back but had an uncomfortable thought that her new husband would be enthusiastic about almost everything she suggested.

“Witches,” said Annie, “Great. I love stories about real witches.”

“Don’t know about real,” Joanne replied to her elder daughter. “When people call a woman a witch, it’s . . .”

Here she stopped; to explain the viciousness of small-town gossip to a twelve-year-old was not appropriate. But she had an idea that her daughter already knew that. Having a father who had deserted them and a twice-married working mother, the girl had overheard more than enough from the fishwives of the town.

“I’ll follow it up,” Joanne said. Then, seeing the time on the gold watch McAllister had bought her as a wedding gift, she started the usual morning shepherding-children-out-the door-to-school routine.

When she had the house to herself, she started making notes. Her handwriting had suffered after years as a typist, and the scrawl in her notepad offended her. But later, sitting back, rereading the opening sentences, the jottings of notes, she felt a tug of real interest in the idea. And it had been many months since she had been interested in much.

Yes, she thought, McAllister was right. Witches were an antiquated notion in the soon-to-be-1960s. Might make an amusing short story, though.

The Sutherland newspaper had been five days out of date when she’d read it, but she knew that for the locals, the story would still be fresh. Probably even less happened up there than down here. She telephoned and asked for the chief reporter.

“Sutherland Courier.” It was a male voice. Young. “Yes, I covered the trial. I’m Calum Mackenzie, senior reporter.” He didn’t say he was the one and only full-time reporter, but having worked on the local newspaper, Joanne assumed this.

She explained. He listened.

“Oh, aye, the trial made a big commotion up here. Went on for two days, and everyone was talking about it.”

“My idea is to do a longer piece—the background, the trial, the verdict, belief in witchcraft in the twentieth century . . . you know.”

Eager for a chance at the bigger time, Calum replied, “I think I can see where you’re coming from, and I don’t think there’ll be a problem. Of course, I’ll have to ask my editor first. Give me your number. Right, Joanne Ross, Highland Gazette. Thanks. Be in touch.”

When, two days later, Joanne received newspaper clippings covering the trial and a summary from Calum Mackenzie, she called again, asked a few more questions, and asked if he would mind if she used his report.

“We can share a byline,” she said.

Calum was delighted. “You should come up and visit,” he said, as they wound down the conversation. “Maybe meet Miss Alice Ramsay. Even though she’s older—she’s my mother’s age—she’s an interesting woman. Different. And she’s an artist.”

Joanne heard the implication that older women were not often interesting and smiled. She also heard the emphasis on artist, as though being an artist indicated louche behavior and made it more likely that Alice was up to no good.

“I don’t know the far northeast coast of Scotland,” Joanne replied, “but in the summer, I went camping in Portmahomack and couldn’t miss the monument above Golspie.”

“The statue to the Duke. The Big Mannie, us locals call it, him up there lording it above us all for dozens o’ miles around.”

“Maybe I will come up someday. It’d be nice to explore a different part of the Highlands.”

He told her if she did visit, she should give him a call and he would show her around. Then he went back to writing a piece on the price of sheep at the local livestock auctions, and she went back to thinking about witches past—and perhaps present.
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Next morning, Joanne was again waiting for the postman. Again at the kitchen table, she straightened out the newspaper cutting to reread the story.

She jotted down “To Do” notes:

Interview Calum Mackenzie of local paper.

Interview the woman Alice RAMSAY??? Check spelling.

Talk to someone re the trial. Local police? Procurator fiscal’s office?

The clock in the hallway chimed ten. No mail. Not for the first time, she wanted to smash that clock, knew she wouldn’t, knew she did not even have the courage to stop the pendulum; any explanation would seem ridiculous, especially to her elder daughter, whose constant “why?” exasperated her mother. Thank goodness for McAllister—he always has an answer.

She pushed her notebook across the table, opened the folder with two stories she was working on, glanced at the first page, and closed the folder. She thought of making another cup of tea. Didn’t. She thought of all the ironing. But didn’t move.

Maybe I should stick to light romance. But I want to impress him, show him I can do more.

She knew she was being unfair, attributing thoughts to her husband, who was always encouraging. But he was a journalist, a former war correspondent, respected in the publishing and newspaper industry. He was a reader of books with words even he occasionally had to look up in a dictionary. And although she would never acknowledge the thought, he intimidated her with his worldliness.

“You give people pleasure,” he’d said when, yet again, she’d made light of her own modest success.

She couldn’t accept that, longing instead to write serious, intellectual work; articles, essays, a short story—anything that he would admire and be proud of. But, she reminded herself, what filled her imagination and what came out of her fingertips did not often match.

“McAllister,” she said to her husband, “the woman I was telling you about . . .”

He looked up from his newspaper. The headline was once again about the upcoming general election. A Labour man, as was most of Scotland, McAllister feared the Tory Twits, as he called them, might win.

She saw the question in the raised eyebrow. “The woman in Sutherland they’re calling a witch?”

“Oh, aye?”

“I was thinking I might go up there, maybe interview her.”

“Great idea.” He loved stirring up controversy. “Take the car. Maybe ask someone to go with you . . .”

“I’m fine by myself.” That came out harsher than intended. She smiled. “I’ll set off early, and I promise I’ll look after your precious car.”

That was unfair. McAllister had no pride in cars. Or in much else in the way of possessions, except books and gramophone records.

“Mum, I could take a day off school and come with you,” Annie offered.

“Stop fussing. All of you.” Her eyes felt hot and she blinked away unshed tears. “Sorry. Maybe I’ll just see if I can interview her on the phone.”

“Can I have more custard?” Jean asked.

Seeing the anxiety in her younger daughter’s eyes, Joanne apologized. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.”

Later that night, before going to bed and abandoning McAllister to his book and a jazz record she found too discordant a background for her reading, she again apologized.

“Sorry. It’s just I don’t like fuss.”

“I know. But it’s a long drive, and . . .” He was about to say I worry about you. Didn’t, appreciating it would upset her. Instead he told her the deeper truth. “I couldn’t bear anything to happen to you ever again.”

“Me neither.”

He nodded.

She hesitated. “Night night.”

“Sleep tight.”

A particularly tortured passage of free-form saxophone began.

She grimaced.

Then fled.
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Whereas her husband was a reluctant driver, Joanne was a natural. It was indeed a long drive, skirting around two firths, navigating through the twists and bends of the landscape, but the solitude, the warmth—like being snuggled up in a linen cupboard with clean washing—opened up thoughts and fancies and songs. A bonnie singer, she drew inspiration from the hills and rivers and the North Sea. On the three-hour drive, through song after song, mostly Scottish apart from an attempt at an aria from Don Giovanni, she sang loudly, and with no passenger to chide her, she would occasionally steer with one hand, making operatic gestures with the other.

After crossing the Dornoch Firth and into Sutherland at Bonar Bridge, the town was a short distance farther. Parking in the Cathedral Square as Calum Mackenzie had advised, she walked to the newspaper office, asked for him, and was offered a cup of tea by a young woman who looked like she should still be at school.

Joanne was about to say yes, when Calum arrived.

She was taken by his outdoors-in-all-weather tanned face, his smile, but taken aback at his short stature. Everything about Calum was miniature. She fancied he would fit into the school uniform of a twelve-year-old. His sandy-colored hair, in kinks no wind would ever ruffle, could have been set with a curling iron. But it was his eyes, kind and considerate eyes, that made her immediately like him and trust him.

“Mrs. Ross.” He held out his hand.

“It’s Mrs. McAllister, actually.” She shook his hand back.

“But I thought you were . . .” He was checking the small foyer for another woman.

“Sorry.” She knew she was blushing and hated it. “Yes, I’m Joanne Ross, but I’m also a McAllister, and . . .”

“You have a pen name. Me too. But mine’s a secret, and only for when I’m pretending I’m a real writer.”

She almost said, me too. “Maybe you are a real writer.”

“One day.” They were smiling at each other now, comfortable.

“Listen,” he said, “there’s a wee tea shop I go to—full of old ladies, usually—but it should be quiet now. Not that you’re an old lady . . .”

“Lead on, Mr. Mackenzie.”

“After you, Miss Ross.”

“Joanne. We’re colleagues, after all.”

That did it. Calum Mackenzie became devoted to Joanne Ross. He remained so for years, long after what he later thought of as “the old days,” when the so-called witch’s trial was consigned to distant memory. And history.

Over a pot of tea and cheese scones, then a second pot of tea, Calum told Joanne of the trial before the sheriff of Miss Alice Ramsay.

His account was confusing. He started in the middle part of the trial, reliving the most memorable moments of a witness the likes of whom Calum had never before encountered.

“Calling in thon art expert did Miss Ramsay no good at all. Many of the locals, the police, the procurator fiscal, and aye, the sheriff included, were none too pleased at being shown up for teuchters. Only Mrs. Ogilvie, the district nurse, enjoyed the professor’s testimony.”

He saw Joanne’s bewilderment and said, “Sorry, got it back to front, haven’t I?” He had, but his mother’s constant indignation at the not guilty verdict and her implication that Miss Ramsay had tricked the court were most fresh in his mind.

“You know how I wrote that Miss Ramsay was accused of giving thon poor woman”—his mother’s words again—“the herb tea that made her lose her baby?”

Joanne nodded, not interrupting but with encouraging nods and the occasional “aye.” Letting people tell the tale in their own way, listening to what they said rather than waiting for a pause to put in her opinion, was a talent Joanne had, a talent that made her a good journalist.

Calum continued, “Most of the case was about what the police found when they came to interview her at her house up the glen: skulls and animal skeletons, birds’ eggs—some still in their wee nests—loads of flowers and leaves hanging from the clothes pulley above the kitchen stove. For teas and herbal remedies, she told the court. And it was a tea—raspberry leaf, she said—that got her into trouble. It is an abort—”

Joanne saw him struggle with the word. Whether from embarrassment or because he did not know the correct pronunciation was not clear. “Abortifacient,” she said. After having read the word earlier, she’d looked it up in the dictionary.

“Aye, that. But Nurse Ogilvie testified the woman had previously lost two babies.”

“Poor soul.”

“Then the art expert, he told the court about thon painter mannie Leonardo and some ancient called Culpepper or something like that. He brought art books to prove it. Aye, the professor really got up the noses of the folk there. I only caught a glimpse of Miss Ramsay’s drawings and pictures that they showed in court. I’ve seen a painting of hers, a nice big one, she donated to the local Old People’s Home. Right professional her work looks. Even the sheriff thought so.”

The town clock struck one. Calum knew his mother would have had his dinner on the table at twelve thirty, and it would take days to placate her, his being this late.

“Sorry, I have to go, but it’s all here in my report.”

“One final thing—a map to Miss Ramsay’s farm?”

“Not that she’ll see you,” he said as he tore a sheet from his reporter’s notebook. “And not that it’s really a farm anymore. Most of the land was sold to the Forestry Commission when her family gave up the big estate and the castle. Here. It’s easy. But the track has seen better days, so watch out for your sump.”

“I will, and thanks.”

“If you end up needing a tow, my father has the local garage. Here’s his number. Not that Miss Ramsay has a telephone, but there’s a phone box at the turnoff.” He stood, saying, “Tea’s on me—expenses.”

She knew he was trying to impress her, and accepted. “Thank you.”

Saying “Good luck with Miss Ramsay” and “Nice meeting you” and “Be in touch,” he almost ran out the door of the tea shop, taking a shortcut through the cathedral graveyard, knowing his mother would harp on about his lateness for the rest of the week. I was about to call the police was one of her catchphrases whenever her son was more than five minutes late for anything.

Joanne sat in the car studying Calum’s map, then drove to the main road and the few miles to the turnoff for Alice Ramsay’s home in the high glen. “I’m dying to meet this mysterious artist,” she said to herself, “even if she’s not a real witch.”


CHAPTER 2
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From the kitchen window, Alice looks out over the copse of birch trees, studying how the topmost leaves, shivering in the early-morning chill, change color as the first of the sun catches their undersides before moving down, gilding the bark of the silver limbs and trunk. She’d drawn birch leaves before, and the veins, the texture, the scent, the fragile skeletons of them delight her.

The high sides of the glen, and the lower slopes of the narrow fissure that begin a scant mile from the shoreline of the North Sea continuing deep into a landscape formed in the Ice Age, begin to lighten.

The trickster of a sun extends its arc to the heather and bracken, reaching down to the boulders and rocks and stones of the river, touching the garden wall, sending out an impression of warmth, of summer extended, tempting her out into the day.

She despairs of ever capturing that light in her work. And doubts her ability to capture variegations of shades too subtle for a camera, too violent for a painting.

Staring, seeing-not-seeing, in a state of suspended remembering, in that waking dreaming the Scots called a dwam, she feels it, that early-morning chill on the cheeks, a scent of clean, the sound of quiet.

The sky feels vast in this far northern glen. As a child coming up here for holidays, she’d played under the same sky, in the same air, in the same quiet—a quiet that is not silence, that presses in on the ears so you can feel your breath, hear your heart beating, breaking. That too she first experienced in this glen.

Alice turns to lift the boiling kettle and start the morning tea ritual.

Then, teacup in hand, she sits on the bench by the kitchen door. The sun vanishes. Clouds are racing, dancing, forming and re-forming a skyscape of grey. Rain might fall. Soon. Or not. A faint sound fills the air.

That was it, she remembered. That was what made me stay; that lark’s rising song made my heart glad. She is transported back to spring, over two years ago, to the five-mile drive up the glen, a one-and-a-half mile drive along a rutted track with high vegetation growing on the middle ridge, making her fear for the exhaust pipe; it had been every bit as bad as the estate agent told her it would be.

The big gate was in such disrepair she’d been afraid to open it. So she’d abandoned her car, worrying how she would turn it around. Walking the final half mile to the house, she’d apologized to a constellation of curlews crying out at the intrusion into their territory. “I’m only visiting,” she’d called back.

She remembers the old Scots name for skylark: laverock. Then and now, as it reaches for the heavens, that tiny bird with the giant voice inspires hope. She also remembers that first day and the fatal shaft of sunlight highlighting the once-white-lime-washed walls, the once-gleaming slate roof glistening with dew, multiple greens of bracken and heather and birch and rowan to rival any of the forty shades of Ireland. She remembers how it caught her in the throat, capturing her heart. And soul.

She knew then. And she knows now. She absolutely, without doubt, and without reason, knows that this is her place. For ever and ever. Amen.

“Amen.” She bobs a mock bow in the direction of the distant song. “Thank you, Mr. Skylark.”

The hens start clucking. The rooster cries again. And again. She shakes herself out of her dwam.

“Good morning, girls,” she calls out to the six hens and that bossy-boots cock-o’-the-glen cockerel. She liberates them. Feeds them. Collects four warm brown eggs. Then starts her day.

The weather holds.

Hours later, Alice is working the fork deep into the earth, carefully lifting the potato sets, making sure she misses none of the pale yellow tubers. There were enough to keep a family fed in a long snowbound winter. “Planted too many,” she says, grunting, “and enough cabbages to feed a flock of sheep.” As she digs, she again contemplates the practicality of keeping a cow. Milk was one of the few reasons for her to visit the garage shop where Mrs. Mackenzie would peck at her like a carrion crow.

A cow is a good companion but too much bother, she tells herself, and too much milk for one person. A Guernsey milking cow with long-lashed eyes is a fine animal, a beast of beauty. There had been one on the estate where she grew up. With family and servants and estate workers, one cow had been just right to provide milk and cream and butter.

“Better a dumb beast than those gossips in the town,” she mutters.

She ignores the noise of a distant vehicle, knowing the gate to her track was locked, knowing the Forestry Commission people worked intermittently up the glen, inspecting and planning and planting what she named an Abomination. The plantations of rigid rows of spruce lining the hillsides were no shelter for the deer, or the foxes, or the hares, or the birds, never mind the flora of the Highlands.

A curlew cries. A peewit weeps. All familiar sounds of these glens, so the other noises don’t register.

She pulls a sack of potatoes to the shed. She cleans and stores the fork. Stepping into shadow, the damp around the waistband of her trousers cold now the sun is spent, she turns towards the kitchen. Something, someone, steps into the cobbled farmyard from the side of the house.
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The fright was as sharp and as painful as a knife thrust.

“What are you doing here?” It came out as a shout. “Who are you?”

The question was angry or anguished; Joanne wasn’t certain. “Sorry. Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare . . . to startle you.” She was stumbling over the words, in half a mind to run back down the mile and a half of track, jump into her car, and drive the three and a half hours home. Later, she could not decide who had been more frightened, herself or Alice Ramsay. But the dog was completely unperturbed.

Alice’s innate good manners returned. “Who are you?” She straightened her back from her habitual slouch, a posture developed from years of leaning over a drawing board.

Joanne saw a tall woman, perhaps in her late forties, and thin from what she guessed were hiking and climbing and working on the land. Her hair, brown with streaks of gold and grey, was escaping from the handkerchief holding it back from her face. And her skin, browned by weather, reminded Joanne of a polished hazelnut. But it was her eyes that made Joanne feel intimidated. They were sizing up her visitor, an aloof stare, an appraisal from an artist searching for the soul of a subject she might try to capture in oils or inks or with a few strokes of charcoal or pencil.

“Miss Ramsay? I’m Joanne Ross. Actually, I’m Mrs. McAllister, I’m newly married, and . . .” She knew she was blethering, still recovering from the harsh reaction to her appearance in Miss Ramsay’s territory. “Ross is my professional name.” At the hardening of Alice Ramsay’s face, Joanne knew that had been the wrong thing to say.

“I’m here—”

“Out of nosiness.” Alice finished the sentence. “Sorry, Mrs. McAllister or Ross or whoever you are, I’m not interested.”

Joanne lost her smile, though she kept her eyes on Alice, noticing they shared the same shade—that green with a hint of blue, depending on the weather, not uncommon in Highlanders.

A few splatters of rain plopped loudly on the empty wheelbarrow. The wind swirled. The cold nibbled. Alice asked, “How did you get up here?”

“I drove. Then climbed the gate.”

“Climbed over the sign saying keep out.”

Joanne flashed a smile. “Of course.”

That did it. Alice looked again with her artist’s eye at her visitor’s face; she was a pushover for people with intelligent foreheads. She could see the woman was weary. And something else. Wounded, she decided. Her face betrayed her reluctance. Alice did not want a wounded soul to disrupt her life, be it a bird with broken wing, an orphan lamb, or a person with a history. But she acknowledged a hint of her younger self in Joanne and relented.

“You may as well come in and have a cup of tea before you go. But whatever it is you want, I’m not interested.”

The Skye terrier, who had accompanied Joanne up from the five-bar gate, made a few circles around the rag rug on the floor in front of the Aga, then settled down to sleep.

“Sit,” Alice said, and pointed to a chair at the table.

For a moment Joanne wasn’t certain if Miss Ramsay was addressing her or her dog.

Then, saying nothing more, Alice filled the kettle, opened the stove lid, and began the ritual of coaxing the fire back to high. Satisfied the logs would catch, she washed her hands, attacking her nails with a brush, cleaning out the soil and the ash and a long day’s labor. All the while she still said nothing, only emitting small grunts as she rolled her shoulders, stretched her back, loosening the knots from much digging, much lifting, much bending.

Joanne was not uncomfortable. The quiet between them felt right, a settling-down time, an observing time, two strangers interested yet wary of each other. She unwound her scarf and took off her beret, wishing she could also take off her shoes, which were decidedly damp. Then she looked around.

The table was covered in red gingham oilcloth with paint splatters adding to the cheery color. The room smelled of wood, yeast, and drying vegetation.

There were paintings on every wall, a mix of watercolors, oil paintings, drawings, with one large oil still life in a speckled gold frame. Another cluster of paintings, which looked modern but not too modern as to be scoffed at by the hoi polloi, were propped above the stove on a timber beam nearly a foot thick and about nine feet long.

What caught her fancy most was an ink drawing of a bird skeleton—brown ink, faded ink, light-dirty-faded brown paper. The tiny bones, in profile, took up half the composition, details of the skull the other. Calum had said something about skeleton drawings being exhibited in court, and Joanne had to look away, lest she be caught staring.

Faded rugs, some rag, some woven, and some threadbare Oriental, were scattered on the slate slab kitchen floor. The covers on a sofa, set under a window looking down the glen, Joanne recognized as a William Morris print, a design she had seen in a book and always hankered after. She loved the tapestry cushions and wondered if Miss Ramsay had stitched them herself. And the paisley shawl—perhaps it was a treasure from some relative in the British Colonial Service. She felt she was in an Oriental bazaar in a story from One Thousand and One Nights. Entranced by the room and everything in it, Joanne did not disguise her delight. Never before had she been in a place where she coveted so many of the objects.

Alice enjoyed her visitor’s obvious pleasure at her creations. As she busied herself stoking up the fire and searching for the tin of biscuits she had misplaced, she was remembering the numerous trips up the farm track, when every visit to the town, every hour outside the safety of her territory, was one trip too many.

She could picture her Land Rover, the rear area, the backseat, and the passenger seat filled with the spoils of the furniture and bric-a-brac auctions held weekly to coincide with the livestock marts.

Nails, screws, tools, cement, curtain rods, curtain fabric, flour, poultry feed, barley, oatmeal rough and flakes, tea—lots and lots of tea—sugar brown and white and castor, soap, washing soda, scrubbing brushes, sweeping brushes (outdoor, indoor, a broomstick made from twigs), bed linen, pillows, cushions, knitting yarn, knitting needles (secondhand from a church bazaar), thread, needles, sewing-machine needles, scissors large and small and pinking shears, antiseptic cream, sticking plasters, bandages, surgical spirits, and other spirits—whisky, gin, and cooking sherry (for she was not fond of sweet sherry, but that was all that was available hereabouts)—everything in the house and the outhouses and the garden she had carted up the road, through the gate, up the track, and into her life. The fencing posts and barbed wire and building materials, the hammer, screwdrivers, a set of spanners, and a bow saw—all these she had carried and used. Frequently.

Joanne cut into Alice’s reverie. “Miss Ramsay, I wrote to your post office box. Is that not the correct address?”

“I haven’t had time to collect mail.”

Joanne knew the mail would only have been there two days at most and didn’t take the offense that was intended.

Alice put down a tray with the teapot hidden in a pale pink quilted satin cozy, the edges of which were stained a peat color from spilt tea. “Milk?”

“Yes, please.”

Alice sighed. She may have to venture out after all, as this was the last of her last pint of milk, with not even enough for that first early-morning cup of tea. For the remainder of the day, black tea or herbal was fine. But to start the day, milk was essential.

Joanne mistook the sigh. “I’m not your enemy. I came to talk, to ask you about the trial, yes, but never to publish without your permission. Most of all, I’m interested in your art.”

No answer.

“I know how it feels to be persecuted for being different.” Joanne’s voice dropped, her gaze concentrating on the drawing of the bird skeleton; even the bare bones held within them the knowledge of flight.

Alice noticed how her visitor faded into herself when she spoke. How her eyes would widen, soften, as she asked a question. How her head angled imperceptibly as she waited for an answer. A good interrogator, was Alice’s summation. “Ah. The trial. So you understand. I can see you have spirit. And intelligence. Not a good idea for a woman to show intelligence hereabouts.” She smiled.

And when Alice Ramsay smiled, a different woman appeared—as different as the shadows of light and sun in the shire of Sutherland, the place where she had hoped to remain, anonymous, unremarked upon. Until the gossip and accusations and exposure in newspapers threatened everything she had dreamed of, worked for, and almost achieved. What was worse for Alice, fear had returned.

“Mrs. Ross . . .”

“Joanne.”

“Joanne, the past months have been . . .” She was about to say stressful but knew it was anger that had consumed her through the police visits, the accusations, the solicitor’s advice to ignore the gossip, his underestimating the venom of her accusers. “I’m not interested in revisiting that debacle. And I certainly don’t want any more publicity.” Alice knew it was her own fault; in trying to be sympathetic, in attempting to help a woman who had tried every way to carry a child full-term. Then her kindness had been turned against her.

“Fair enough,” Joanne said. “It’s just that I had this idea for a story, and as this is where the last witch in Scotland was executed, I thought—”

Alice burst out laughing. “And you thought you’d interview a real live witch!”

“No!” Joanne was burning in shame, from her face to the top of the V in her white blouse, down to her breasts, was how it felt. “No, I didn’t mean—”

“How homemade herbal teas and ointments can lead to accusations of witchcraft astonished me too. But I should have known; a branch of my family is from the Highlands.”

Alice was riled. In the set of her face, the stiffness in her arms, her feet planted square on the floor, it was clear she was still hurting. “That poor old feeble-minded woman executed not far from here in 1728, yes, we have something in common. We were both condemned by nothing more than gossip. But I will survive. She, poor soul, was rolled in tar, put in a barrel, set alight, and burned to death.”

They both shuddered.

Joanne knew gossip could kill. Gossip, innuendo, jumping to conclusions, seeing what was not there to see, interpreting a word, a glance, an animal, an object, an artifact, even a change in the weather, in a malicious way; it all could be seen as signs of witchcraft.

Alice looked at Joanne again. Sensing the combination of confidence and anxiety, she asked, “What is it you are really looking for?”

“A story.” The moment she said it, Joanne knew she needed to continue. “I want to write something of worth. Something I can be proud of. I’ve written wee bits for the newspaper. I’ve had some stories published, just romance stuff, but I want to write . . .” Here she stopped. “You know.”

“Yes, I do know. Congratulations. You’ve had work published. Not easy, so don’t be hard on yourself. The more you search for your place in the world, the more elusive it becomes.” She stood. “My advice is, be content with the little things, and you will make progress.”

Joanne recognized the farewell. “Thank you for talking to me.”

“I’m sorry I can’t help you.” She knew won’t was more appropriate than can’t. “But as an artist, I will say this. Just work, Joanne. Just keep on writing, or in my case painting, and something will come.”

“I’ll try. But everyday life leaves little time.”

Alice laughed. “Not an excuse. Yet I take your point. We women are always putting off our dreams.”

In the farmyard, with the sun gone, the wind bit.

“That’s my thinking corner.” Alice gestured to a south-facing spot against the wall of the outbuilding where a bench, a table, and a dilapidated deck chair sheltered in a thicket of fading chrysanthemums and climbing rose. “Next year I’ll build a conservatory where I can work. Or sit for whiles doing nothing.”

“Busy doing nothing, working the whole day through,” Joanne half-sang. Then stopped and blushed. “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.”

Alice looked blank.

Then Joanne remembered that only mothers had to sit through three showings of the same film. “I’m not sure I ever have time to do nothing,” Joanne confessed. “I’d like to. Though if I did, I’d end up feeling I should be getting on with something, anything.” Joanne knew she was blethering again but couldn’t stop.

“Ah, yes, that Scottish Presbyterian guilt complex. Know it well.” Alice held out her hand. “It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Joanne. Sorry I can’t help you find your witch. Though I’m certain you’ll find your story.” Alice’s hands, rough gardener’s hands, were warm. As was her smile. “Just listen to the wind, is my advice.”

At the top of the track, watching Joanne walk on the center ridge out of the muddy ruts, Alice called out, “Your dog, where is he? She?”

“My dog?” Joanne turned back. “I don’t have a dog.”

“The one on the rug in front of the Aga?”

“I thought he was yours.” Joanne looked around at the empty hills, the distant mountain to the west, the glint of water to the far east, and saw no sign of habitation. “He came up the glen with me, and I assumed . . .” Now the light was fading. “Sorry, I can’t help you. I have a long drive.”

“Yes, yes, leave him with me.” Alice waved her away.

Back in the kitchen, the dog looked up at her, cocking one ear. Yes? You wanted me? Receiving no reply, only a long silent stare, he harrumphed softly and went back to sleep.

“One night.” Alice spoke firmly. She knew how to handle dogs. “One night, then you go back wherever it is you belong.”


CHAPTER 3
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At first Alice had found the gossip amusing, the overheard snatches of conversations, the furtive muttering in the butcher’s, the baker’s, the five-bar-gate maker’s, abruptly halting as her presence became known. She’d later laughed about it and shared the stories with the hens.

Alice doesn’t worry when the local policeman came plodding up the track, holding on to his hat with one hand. He is not a threat, perhaps visiting to warn her of dogs on the loose worrying the sheep. Plainclothes policemen of mysterious variety are threatening; they are the ones she fears.

“Miss Ramsay. Constable Harris.”

“Come in. I’ll put the kettle on.”

He is too much of a Highlander to refuse.

As he sips the tea, he looks around. Frankly, openly, he stares. The kitchen, with slate floors and whitewashed walls and cooking range—an Aga, he notes—is similar to most farm kitchens yet like nothing he’s ever known. The bright cushions, curtains, rugs he takes no notice of. The flowers and leaves hanging from the pulley, the fresh tree branches standing in a zinc bucket in a corner, he notices and doesn’t understand. However, the paintings and, most of all, the small and larger skulls used as ornaments, and in the case of a broken fox skull, a pen holder, fascinate him. “Unusual,” he was later to testify. “No normal,” he was later to say.

“Miss Ramsay,” he begins.

She sees how uncomfortable he is and doesn’t help. Just waits, arms crossed.

“There’s this woman claims she knows you, a Mrs. North.”

“Yes, I’ve met a Mrs. North.”

“And she claims you gave her some tea, herbs . . .”

“For her morning sickness. Yes.”

“Aye. Right.” He has his notebook open, his pen poised, but is looking down at his boots, seeing how the mud has splattered the usual high shine and thinking they need a good clean, thinking why wasn’t there a woman around who could ask the uncomfortable questions. Constable Harris’s knowledge of the internal workings of women’s bodies was still at fifteen-year-old-schoolboy level.

“Mrs. North,” Alice prompted.

“She lost the baby.” He says this without looking at her.

Alice knew already. “That’s sad.” She remembers the timid wee woman, how desperate she was to have a baby, a son. And she remembers the fading bruises on the woman’s left arm.

“I fell over,” Mrs. North had said.

Alice had pretended to believe her.

“Trouble is,” the young constable says, “she—well, mostly him, her husband—they’re saying it was your fault. You made her this potion, and that’s why she lost the bairn.”

“Why on earth would I do that?”

He remembered the husband saying that because she had no man and no children, she was jealous of those who did. “I don’t know,” he says.
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At the end of the farm track, then the single-track road with passing places, Joanne turned right for the main road south. The meeting with Alice had been oddly tiring. The drive home, with the last hour in the darkest dark, she acknowledged might be hazardous. “Blast McAllister for being right,” she muttered as she changed down to second gear and drew into a passing place to allow a large lorry full of frantic sheep, heading for the abattoir, and late, to speed past. The chorus of terrified bleats upset Joanne. Pulling out onto the main road again, she realized how exhausted she was, how unsafe it would be to drive nearly four hours, half of that after sunset.

Four months ago she had been shut in a cellar by a madwoman for days, and the dark was still a challenge. It would be hours until the light faded, but the final stretch on a twisting, challenging drive around two firths, over bridges narrow and humpbacked, and under the doglegs of the railway line would be nerve-racking.

She saw the signpost for the town, followed by a sign for a hotel in town, and it seemed a good alternative. And exciting. Joanne could not remember ever having spent a night alone in a strange bed in a strange place.

The reception desk had a brass bell with a sign saying “Ring.” She did.

“Hello. How can I help you?” The woman was middle-aged, with brown middle-length hair, dressed in a middle-aged matron’s uniform of tweed skirt and Shetland jumper and a single strand of freshwater pearls. Then she smiled with a much younger smile.

“Do you have a room for tonight?”

“We do. Lucky there’s no golf tournament right now, else we’d be booked out.” The woman opened the register. “One night?”

“Yes, please. Mrs. Joanne McAllister,” she said, then asked, “And can I use the phone? It’s a trunk call; I’ll reverse the charges.”

“Down the corridor, next to the snug bar.”

“Yes, operator, we’ll accept the charges,” Annie answered. “Mum, where are you? Why aren’t you home yet?”

“I’m fine.” It was like speaking to her former mother-in-law, Granny Ross. “Just don’t fancy the drive here and back in one day. Can I speak to McAllister?”

“McAllister! It’s your wife.” Joanne could hear her daughter’s delight in saying that.

“Joanne. Are you OK?”

“Absolutely. I’ve found a fancy man up the glens and am about to enjoy a night of passion in a den of iniquity, followed by a cup of cocoa and a good night’s sleep.”

“Didn’t know Sutherland was that exciting.” He laughed. “Glad to hear you’re not taking to the road this late. How was your adventure?”

“Interesting. I’ll tell you all about it when I get home.”

“Call me in the morning when you leave?”

“I will. And thanks.”

“What for?”

“For not telling me off for not setting off back home earlier.”

“I’m your husband. Not your keeper. Sleep tight.”
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Supper at the hotel was simple and delicious.

“Not much call for meals this time o’ year,” the landlady-cum-barmaid-cum-receptionist said, “but you’re welcome to a share of the shepherd’s pie I made for we’re own tea.”

“Thank you, that would be lovely.” Joanne was hungry. Dinner was served in the lounge bar, the dining room being colder than outside in the street. With a side serve of mashed turnips, the steaming hot pie—made with lamb mince, she guessed—filled her up. For the first time since her injury, she had alcohol outside of the safety of her home, a small glass of port.

“To warm me up.” Why she had to explain, almost apologize, she didn’t know.

“So what brings you up here?” the landlady asked as she came in to clear the plates.

“Well, I’ve never been this far up the northeast coast before,” was all Joanne could think to reply.

“And you’re here chasing witches.” Seeing Joanne’s embarrassment, the woman laughed; she had a good laugh and a good smile. “Don’t worry. Mrs. Mackenzie at the garage told everyone her son Calum is about to make the big time.” Again she read Joanne’s face. “Publication in the Highland Gazette?”

“Big time? I’ll have to tell my husband that. He’s the editor,” she explained. “As for witches, if they accused every woman who makes herbal teas, or those who live alone in the wilds or keep a black cat, of being a witch, well . . .”

“You’re right there.” The landlady let out a deep raucous laugh that could have come from a forty-a-day smoker, which she wasn’t. “Och, it was never really about witches. It was stupid gossip that got out of hand.” She sighed. “Sorry, I’m still right upset. Miss Ramsay is a friend.”

“It must have been quite a controversy,” Joanne said.

“Thon poor wifie that lost her baby, she wasn’t thinking clear. As for her man, he’s a right head case. It was him who called Alice a witch at the trial. The name stuck. Mind you, some folk use ‘witch’ when they want to say the ‘b’ word but daren’t.” She stopped. “Sorry, I’m blethering on. And no quoting me, right?”

“Not without your permission.”

“She’s a right nice woman, Miss Ramsay, keeps to herself. She calls in here from time to time, her and me being more educated than most o’ them round here. Went to art college so she did. I could have gone too, but I met Mr. Galloway, you know how it is.” Mrs. Galloway was proud that she had been to the Academy, proud she’d passed the exams. She thought of herself as educated. Though not highborn like Alice Ramsay, she was proud the artist had chosen her as a friend.

“She visits them at the local Old People’s Home, talks to them. Listens to their memories. She donated one of her paintings. Right kind of her. And another thing, since you’re wanting to know about her, Miss Ramsay always pays her bills on time.”

Mrs. Galloway had learned this from the man and his boy who did the renovations on the estate, likewise the man who brought firewood, plus the hardware and farm supplies store. They all said she paid in cash. Even Mrs. Mackenzie, the town and county chief gossipmonger, could not fault Miss Ramsay, as she always paid the garage bills and the petrol account on the due date.

Joanne knew that in a small community where most businesses survived from one job to the next, a reputation for prompt payment put you at the top of the queue where tradesmen were concerned; it was also the measure of a decent person.

“Another thing about her . . .” Joanne could sense that Mrs. Galloway cared for Alice Ramsay and she was glad Alice had at least one friend. “Miss Ramsay was really good to my mother before she . . .” A tear glistened. “Sorry, I’ve said too much. She doesn’t need me discussing her with a stranger.” She began backing away. Gossip had condemned Miss Ramsay to months of misery, and Mrs. Galloway was not about to be another of the tongue-wagging brigade—no matter how sympathetic this Mrs. McAllister seemed.

“I would never publish anything about Miss Ramsay without clearing it with her first,” Joanne promised.

“I hope all this nonsense is soon dead and buried. She doesn’t deserve . . .” She shook her head, banishing the mental midgies. “If there’s nothing else I can get you . . .”

Joanne smiled. “No, thanks. The pie was lovely.”

“Thanks. Not very grand but filling. Breakfast’s between seven and nine. See you in the morning.” She pushed the door half open with her hip, the tray in both hands. “By the by, if you want, I can point you to the stone that shows where the last witch in Scotland was burned. Only a wee bit of a marker stone, mind, but at least you can say you seen it.”

“Thanks.” Joanne was not at all sure she wanted to visit the spot. The story was gruesome enough, and horribly unfair was her verdict when she read that the woman was old and probably mentally unstable. The only redeeming information was that the witch’s daughter had escaped the same fate, never to be discovered. Perhaps her descendants are living hereabouts. She grinned at the thought.

Although her legs ached from the walk up the last mile of the glen, with the left leg aching most from the endless changing of gears on the drive to the northeastern town, Joanne had no difficulty falling asleep. The bed was perfect—the landlady had put a hot water bottle in to take the chill off the sheets. Her last thoughts were of the execution.

1728. The date was branded in her memory. Janet Horne was the name. The trial documents recorded that her daughter had a withered hand. Joanne wondered if that was why she was accused of witchcraft, knowing that over the centuries women were executed based on equally flimsy justifications.

Joanne eventually slept but kept the bedside light on, and when she awoke, she was surprised by the lack of nightmares. Not even a dream, or so she thought, had kept her from a long deep sleep. She awoke at seven, and that was only because she heard men talking in the hotel courtyard and the noise of bottles clanking as the empty crates were lifted back into the delivery lorry.

After a bowl of porridge and lots of tea, Joanne listened to the landlady’s instructions and walked through town to the place of execution.

All the while she was telling herself, I do not want to do this, yet she kept on walking. It was a blustery, cloud-racing wind-shifting rain-threatening day, and she enjoyed the air. The spot was a stone. Just a stone. She stared at it. Contemplating how a soul died in agony made her shudder. Father was right; too much imagination, that’s my trouble.

Joanne drove to the petrol station on the main road south of town. She watched a wee woman in blue overalls come over. Her perm was so tight her silver-streaked hair made her look like an elderly poodle, and Joanne tried not to giggle. But in the woman’s eyes there was no doggie warmth, rather a shrewd scrutiny as she examined the customer, the stranger.

“Fill her up, please,” Joanne asked.

“Righty-oh.” The woman put in the nozzle, and as the fumes drifted towards her in the North Sea wind, Joanne put a hankie to her face.

“Bother you, does it? Och, you get used to it in my job. Calum is always teasing me, saying it’s a wonder I have any sense of smell working here for near twenty-five years.”

“Calum? Are you Mrs. Mackenzie, Calum’s mother?”

“I am that.”

“Joanne Ross, from the Highland Gazette.”

“Oh, aye, you’re here because o’ poor Miss Ramsay. Right terrible that trial was. Mind you, some folk have nothing better to do than gossip. Then again, the woman’s aye here there and everywhere.”

“Really? I heard Miss Ramsay likes the quiet life.”

“You should see the size of her petrol bills.” Even though Alice Ramsay was one of the garage’s best customers, Mrs. Mackenzie was tutting at another example of what she saw as Miss Ramsay’s deceptions. “No, she must cover a fair distance, as she buys at least a tank o’ petrol a week. Up to thon so-caa’d artist stuff, no doubt.”

Joanne had to stop herself from staring. Telling this to a stranger? Has the woman no self-awareness? She considered herself a person who was not interested in gossip. Until Don McLeod, deputy editor at the Gazette, had asked her, in her early days as a fledgling reporter, how was a journalist to do their job without listening to gossip?

The trick was to distinguish between gossip and facts, he taught her, so always check, then double check, and get at least two quotes, with names and ages and addresses.

“You must know Miss Ramsay well, if you see her every week?”

Mrs. Mackenzie sensed she had said too much. “There’s knowing, and knowing.” She took the pound note and went inside to fetch change. Examining Joanne through the window, she decided Mrs. Ross was another of those women who didn’t know her place.

“Cheery-bye, nice meeting you,” she said as she handed over the coins. Watching the car pull out into the main road, Mrs. Mackenzie thought over what her son, Calum, had told her of this woman.

“It’ll be good for my career to learn from Joanne,” he’d said, after he’d apologized four times for being late.
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