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To my mother and my sister in memoriam 



PROLOGUE
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He dressed the boy’s body whilst it was still warm. Getting the clothes back on was easy. Such a skinny wee thing, the body weighed next to nothing. No, no weight at all.

Dark came around five o’clock this time of the year and an hour or so later most people would be home in front of the fire. No moon either, luckily. Time to move, in the deep dark before anyone came looking; now was the time to get rid of him.

He hefted the boy in a fireman’s lift over his left shoulder. Feet against his back, head and arms dangling down in front. His nose rubbed against the wool of the child’s jacket. The body had lost its smell; that sweet savory tang of boy had gone.

The old greatcoat had once been home. He had slept in it, sheltered in it, flames and flying embers had singed it but not penetrated the thick felted wool. Just the job.

Carefully he draped the coat over the body, fussed with the folds, arranging the collar to cover the head, making sure no stray hand or foot poked out. He gave a slow birl, checking the effect in the hall mirror. Fine. Looked natural enough.

The streetlights, dim and far apart, were on one side of the road only. Large sycamores overhung the footpath, a sighing tunnel of black. He walked confidently, out for an evening stroll, his burden lightly carried. Not far to go. He met no one. But anyone noticing him and his bundle would never look twice.

The last part was tricky. An exposed track, a hundred yards or so, ran up to the canal. Gorse, whin and elder bushes would give no cover. Luck was still with him. He reached the lock, peered through the dark, nothing, no one, not a sound.

Holding it by the arms, he lowered the bundle. Feet, body, head then arms, it slipped down into the vortex. No splash, just a sigh as the water closed over the wee soul sending out ripples that set the stars dancing in the still water.

The man, clasping his hands, muttered a prayer, smiled a half smile, put the greatcoat on. All done, thank goodness.



ONE
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McAllister rolled yet another tiny piece of copy paper into the huge old Underwood typewriter. Needs the arms and the strength of an orangutan to type on this monster, he had often thought. Deflated ghosts of discarded prose lay crumpled in a top hat on the floor behind his chair. The typing was smudgy, faint; changing the ribbon was not an editor-in-chief’s job.

“The obituaries are the only opportunity to be creative on this rag of a newspaper and I can’t find anything remotely interesting to say about this man’s life. Nor his death.”

Elbows on the high reporters’ table, he cupped his chin in both hands, emphasizing his resemblance to a black-clad praying mantis. Deadline loomed.

Rob and Joanne paid no attention to their new editor-in-chief’s comments. Five months and they were almost used to him. They worked on, busy with all the “wee fiddly bits,” as their subeditor called them. Livestock prices, community notices, school concerts, sporting fixtures, traffic infringements—if being drunk and in charge of a horse could be termed a traffic offense; all the usual fodder for a local newspaper in 1956.

But news? That was for the Aberdeen daily and The Scotsman to provide. As Don McLeod, subeditor and all-round fusspot know-it-all told him when he started on the Highland Gazette, “We’re a local weekly, here to publish local information—not some scandal-mongering rag from down south.”

McAllister hit the return on the typewriter as though he was whacking the gremlins of spelling mistakes from the bowels of the huge machine.

“I mean, how can I be expected to write a decent obit?” He waved his notes at them. “All he ever did was attend meetings, chairman of this, treasurer of that, he was even on the committee for the Highland Games. May as well publish minutes.”

Rob looked up. “Well, he’s been summoned to the final committee meeting of them all. I don’t know which angel keeps the minutes, but your man undoubtedly has an in with Saint Peter.”

“That’ll be right,” Joanne contributed. “He went to Island Bank Church for forty years or thereabouts. An elder of the Free Kirk, no less. Bound to have a free pass straight to heaven.”

“And I bet in school all he ever got were B’s.” McAllister had lost them.

Rob grinned, relishing his role as straight man. He loved hearing the editor-in-chief expound on life, liberty and the state of Scottish football.

“How’s that then?”

“To get A’s in exams shows you as clever, different, a smidgen better than your peers. And God help those that stand out. Conformity, thy name is Scottish.”

“But I got A’s at the academy.”

“Point proven.”

The newspaper would be finished by late afternoon, well in time for the final touches from the subeditor and typesetters, then the printers. McAllister despaired of a paper where meeting a deadline was easy. He glanced at his two reporters. Neither had had any real training, and Joanne worked only part-time. Her husband resented even that. Her mother-in-law backed him. Women didn’t work—it showed up their husbands, made them seem incapable of providing for their family.

Don McLeod, chief and only subeditor, racing aficionado, keeper of dark secrets, walked in, ignoring Rob, as usual, but nodding to Joanne. She embarrassed him; too young, too bonnie, too smart, too married. Besides, like the boss she was an outsider. “Boss, a word?” He gestured toward the office.

McAllister gave a theatrical sign. “Tell us all.”

Don glanced at Joanne before continuing. “I just heard—they’ve fished a body out of the canal. A wee boy, he went missing last night, the lockkeeper found him first light.”

“Oh no, the police were at the door last night looking for him,” she cried. “The poor parents.”

“And you never thought to say anything before now?” McAllister glared at her. “This is a newspaper!”

Don grimaced. He was right. A newspaper was no place for a woman.
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 The steep hill that ran from the Highland Gazette office to the castle was cobbled; hard to walk on in the best of weathers, lethal in the rain. In the open expanse in front of the castle Flora Macdonald stood on her plinth, a stone Highland terrier at her feet. His raised paws and expressive face seemed to be begging Scotland’s most famous heroine to forget Bonnie Prince Charlie and the failed rebellion.

“You’re right, boy.” Joanne patted the dog’s cold head, laughing at herself. “Flora, take heed. No man’s worth the wait.” But Flora’s sightless eyes kept staring out to her homeland in the Western Isles.

Joanne Ross was affected by weather. A premonition, an almost visceral feeling, heralded a change. A distant storm she felt in her bones, well before the clouds formed. She moved in time to the weather; her tall lithe body stepped lightly in summer and strode into winter. Her eyes changed from blue to green with the light, her hair changed from brown to red in the sun, her freckles ebbed and flowed with the seasons.

She found a bench out of the wind, keeping a close eye on the black-backed gulls suspended over her impromptu picnic, their sandwich-detecting radar on full sweep. One especially large bird hung effortlessly in a thermal current.

Joanne went into a dwam, floating with the gull. Floating over the castle braes, over the river, across to the cathedral without a single wing movement, he (for it always seemed a him to her) drifted on toward the infirmary, back over to the war memorial, disappearing into the tangle of the Islands.

She could feel herself nestling into the shoulders of the gull, oily satin-smooth feathers smelling of fish. Up into the thermals they floated, taking in the river, the town, the hills, the mountains, the Great Glen, the faultline that fractured the Highlands. Peaks and scree-strewn ridgelines were mirrored in the ribbon of deep dark lochs. Glens clad in a faded tartan of heather and bracken with splashes of green outlining abandoned crofts emptied by the Clearances were cut deep by drunken burns and rivers. A fierce and stunning landscape; it made Joanne want to sing.

The cathedral bells were the first to strike two o’clock. Four more sets of chimes followed, overlapping, discordant.

“A whole hour of sun.” Joanne smiled at the novelty, stood, shook the crumbs from her skirt, ready for the rest of the day. Then, remembering the boy, she shivered, fearful for her own children.

“I’ll meet the girls after school today.”
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    “Now I don’t want you two going anywhere near the canal.”

The children looked at each other. First their mother collecting them from school, next a lecture. This was summer talk. No one went up to the canal in the cold. Although the secret den near the canal banks occasionally tempted them even in chill autumn, they had not been there for weeks. A dark sandy bowl in the roots beneath the elder and whin bushes, it was a perfect hiding place. In the long summer holidays, that is. Autumn, and rotting elderberries, wet slippery leaves and damp earth, made the den dank and scary.

“Another thing, do you still have that den in the bushes near the canal?”

Annie jumped. She knew it. Mum could read minds. How did she know about the canal? She held her breath, waiting for her sister to give the game away. Wee Jean squinted up through her thick fringe, saw Annie’s glare and decided she was more afraid of her than of their mother.

“No, it’s too cold and too dark.” Annie was emphatic.

Joanne believed her eldest child. This time anyway. Then came the next puzzle.

“Do you know a wee boy called Jamie?”

“No” came Annie’s automatic reply. Then, “Well, there’s a boy called Jamie but he’s not in my class. Not in Wee Jean’s class neither.”

“But you know him,” Joanne persisted.

“We sometimes see him on the road home. He’s in Miss Rose’s class.”

As Joanne well knew, ages and sexes didn’t mix when you were eight and a half and six. Her mother’s questions alerted Annie, but she knew asking would get her nowhere. They reached their gate. Joanne wheeled her bicycle through, then turned back to her girls, her voice unusually stern.

“If I ever catch you or hear from anyone that you have been up the canal banks, your father will hear about it.”

That meant the belt. Whilst not a frequent occurrence, just the threat of a leather belt on a little girl’s bare bottom, always “for her own good,” was terrifying for Wee Jean. To Annie, the humiliation was worse than any pain. They ran up the stairs to change out of their uniforms. Behind the closed bedroom door Annie grabbed Wee Jean’s arm. She leaned over her wee sister and whispered fiercely, “If you say one word about Jamie, a giant worm’ll go up your bum when you sit on the lavvy pan.”

“I won’t tell, I won’t. I’ll never tell.”

And she didn’t, but constipation and a dose of syrup of figs were the inevitable consequence.

Later, in bed, lights out, curtains closed against the night, Mum and Dad fighting downstairs, Wee Jean cowering under the blankets, Annie thought it through. Why did Mum ask about Jamie? And where was Jamie anyway? Sick again? Fearty, scaredy-cat Jamie, they often didn’t see him for days—asthma he said.

Annie pulled the eiderdown over her ears, vainly hoping to muffle the sobs from her parents’ bedroom. Almost asleep, she felt a small warm body climb in beside her. Jean hated it when Mum and Dad fought. She let her sister coorie in, tried to drift off, but the remembrance of walking home, playing their game, of that last glimpse of Jamie, before they ran off, abandoning him, terrified they might not reach their house before their father came home, kept her from sleep for a good two minutes.
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    “Truth, dare or got to,” the girls chanted, “truth, dare or got to!”

They kept it up till Jamie, wee, skinny, timid Jamie, finally gave in.

“Truth!” he shouted, scared of the girls but pleased to be one of the gang at last.

“Truth,” said Annie. “We-e-ll. Is it true, you eat poo?” The other girls shrieked with laughter at the very mention of the rudest word they knew.

“Big poo number two, big poo number two.” The girls circled him, chanting, laughing, no malice in their game. He joined in, relieved. They didn’t push him or try to pull down his pants, nor accuse him of being a wee lassie.

On they skipped like skittish lambs, Annie, her sister, the two girls from their street, the boy Jamie, on they meandered through the darkening autumn, down the long long street, lamps coming on, past the respectable semidetached Edwardian houses, past the prewar bungalows with their neat gardens, past the big old mansions with their big old trees and their dark noisy birds settling for the night, on their way home from school.

One particular mansion with graveyard dark trees the children avoided, crossing to the other side of the road, pushing and shoving, telling stories, and making ghostly noises to scare themselves. The curving gravel driveway disappeared into a tunnel of sprawling rhododendrons, but the double doors, set with vivid stained-glass scenes of some forgotten Victorian martyrdom, were clearly visible through a gap in the shrubbery. Annie stopped. The other girls ran on ahead.

“Come on, Jamie, it’s your turn.”

“Don’t want to,” he said, frightened, knowing what was coming, “don’t have to.” He was near to tears.

“Cowardy cowardy custard, stick yer nose in mustard.”

“No a’m no. I’m no frightened.” But he was.

“Well then?” taunted Annie.

Jamie knew. They’d played this game many a time. As yet, no one but Annie had dared. Simple enough: run through the legs of the menacing crablike rhododendrons, run across the oval of gravel in front of the house, run up the steps to the big dark door, reach up to the big brass bell, pull hard, run for the road as though the devil was at your heels, run, run, run to the safety of the dim scattered streetlight, grab the lamppost, bending double from the stitch in your side, panting, grinning, triumphant . . . did it!

A distant ringing but this time, the first and only time, the door opened. Annie and Jean peered through the rhododendrons, eyes popped wide open, giggling with fascinated fear. The other girls were long gone. Annie’s games were too scary for them. A pool of light, like a pulsating evil halo in a horror film, backlit the misshapen figure that seemed to fill the double door frame. Annie grabbed her sister’s hand, and they fairly flew up the street, terrified the bogeyman was on their heels.

They raced round the corner and ran till they could run no more.

“I’ve a stitch in ma side.” Wee Jean staggered, her wee legs trembling, peching like a collie dog, winded after rounding up an unruly flock of sheep.

“What was thon?” her voice squeaked. “What was that, in the door?”

Annie had been as terrified as her sister but would never show it. “It was nothing.” Now she was scared her sister would tell on her. “It was nothing.”

“Yes it was, I saw it, a great big black thing.”

“Aye, a hoodie crow. That’s what it was. And it’ll come back and peck your eyes out if you tell Mum.” She poked a finger toward her sister’s eye.

“I’ll no tell, promise, I’ll no tell,” Wee Jean wailed.

So the hoodie crow was destined to become another of their secrets, their thrills, their nightmares.

Flushed from running, from fright, they walked quickly home, clutching hands, holding on tight against hoodie crows, bogeymen, the dark starless night and their dad’s temper. And Jamie, poor, always-left-behind Jamie, was abandoned yet again. But Jamie was a boy. He would be fine. Bad things only happened to girls, everyone knew that.
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    “Where is everybody?”

Rob, late as usual for the Friday morning postmortem, grinned at Joanne and grabbed her copy of the paper.

“Hey, get your own.”

“I daren’t go downstairs. The office is unhappy with me over my phone calls to Aberdeen. I didn’t put in for an approval chit for long-distance.”

The Highland Gazette came out on a Thursday. Serving the town and county as well as the far-flung outposts of the western Highlands, it was a newspaper with a long history—and not much had changed since its inception in 1862. Advertising on the front page, a monotonous diet of county council, town council and church notices interspersed with the goings-on of various community groups; the highlight of the paper for some was the prices fetched at the livestock market. For others, Births, Deaths and Marriages was the first page they turned to, the obituaries the best-read section of all. Rob skimmed all eight pages of broadsheet, pausing only to read his own contributions, then gave the paper back to Joanne.

“It’s not folded right. You’ve made a right bourach of it.”

The phone rang.

“Gazette. Right. Uh-huh. When? Right. See ya.”

Rob stood, pulled Joanne up by the hand, the mess of newsprint floating to the floor.

“A reprieve. We’ve one hour—back here at ten. McAllister’s out with Don, so are we. I’ll shout you a coffee.”

“Seeing you’re paying, how can I refuse? And how come the boss is away with Don McLeod? They’re usually bickering like some old man and his wifey.”

Rob, reluctant to admit he didn’t know, just shrugged. Then dashed down the stairs.

“Race you.”

Off he sprinted, his overlong barley-colored hair billowing out in the wind, giving him a close resemblance to a dandelion. For many a local girl, Rob was the epitome of a dashing hero of some ilk; a Spitfire pilot perhaps, a film star maybe, a romantic character in The People’s Friend possibly. He had a look that charmed. Even before he turned on his best blue-eyed, American-teeth smile. Whatever it was, all agreed he was a heartthrob.

The two friends linked arms, strode through the stone arch out onto the bridge, a biting sea wind channeling down the firth, blowing the river into delicate white horses, stinging their ears and eyes. Below, the drowned paving stones of an ancient ford were clearly visible through the whisky-colored current, which at high tide deepened to a darker shade of full malt.

The café on the corner served toasted sandwiches, pastries and its own ice cream and, wonder of wonders, had a real cappuccino machine. Huge, gleaming, its strangled gurgle and hissing blasts of steam could rival the Flying Scotsman. Next door was the chip shop, which also served as a social center after dark.

Gino Corelli shouted above the noise as Joanne pushed through the doors.

“Bella, how are ya? Shame, you just missed Chiara. An’ Roberto, ma boy, I seen your father a wee whiley back. Sit down. Sit down. I bring the coffee.”

Gino, dwarfed by his chrome monster, beamed across the café at his daughter’s best friend, his cheerful chatter drowned out by the milk-frothing thingwayjig. He had been proud of his English until the day when Joanne told him he spoke Scottish English. The ensuing explanation as to what was English and what was Scottish became complicated.

“Ah, I get it.” He beamed like a torch on a wet Highland night. “Like you have Italian and you have Sicilian. Like in my village.” He now cherished many Scottish words and phrases, although their usage was haphazard and often hilarious.

Joanne leaned back into the fake leather of their booth dreamily taking in the creamy, frothy bliss of a cappuccino and the highly imaginative gelato-colored murals of famous Italian landmarks.

“I wish I could go there.” She nodded up at the hot-pink lava pouring out of Vesuvius down to a turquoise sea.

“Me too.” Rob sipped his coffee. “Mind you, it’s probably changed a bit.”

“Bill was in Italy during the war. His regiment had a hard time of it. Sicily, Naples, Monte Cassino. The Lovat Scouts, all the Highland regiments, had a hard time. I doubt Messina looks like that anymore.”

Her husband, her handsome brave soldier boy, had survived the battles but not the war. Towns and villages everywhere had their share of ghosts and the walking shells of lost men, boys most of them. Gone to fight in distant wars, fighting the battles of others, again and again the Scottish regiments had been in the thick of it. Mothers, sisters, wives, children, they too were the victims of wars, the unacknowledged victims. Down the centuries, in hopeless situations, in harsh conditions, when all looked lost, “Send in the Scots” was the cry of the generals—the Black Watch, the Lovat Scouts, the Cameron Highlanders, the Seaforth Highlanders, the Gordon Highlanders, the Highland Light Infantry, along with the thousands upon thousands of wild colonial boys. They’re tough, they’re fierce, the generals said. They’re expendable, they thought.

Rob peered through his hair, watching Joanne spoon up the last of the coffee froth. He had been at the Highland Gazette a year, Joanne six months, hired because she could type and because McAllister had taken a liking to her. Long-legs, nut-brown shoulder-length hair, bright blue-green eyes, big smile, light freckles; a “bonnie, bonnie lass” incarnate. She loved swinging on the children’s swings, her bicycle, knitting, reading, singing and listening to music. And she was a battered wife.

“Come in, number seven,” Rob teased.

“Sorry. Away with the faeries.”

“Life is but a dream, ssh boom, ssh boom, life is but a dream, sweetheart.”

Rob mimed the song, a rolled-up copy of the Gazette for a microphone.

“Aye. You have that right.” A laugh, a shake of the head; Joanne rejoined 1956. “And you’ve been hanging about with thon Yanks again.”

“You should come, Joanne. You’d love it. They’ve got this great dance band and all the latest records from the U S of A.”

“Me? Me dancing in the canteen at RAF Lossiemouth with American airmen? I can just hear my mother-in-law. To say nothing of my husband.”

She had loved going to the dancing with her chums in the ATS during the war; dancing to Glen Miller tunes was her favorite. She had met her husband on the dance floor. The very idea of going to the airbase or the Two Red Shoes in Elgin thrilled her. But reality drowned out the daydreams.

“So what’s the drama with McAllister? We never miss a Friday postmortem.”

“Maybe something about the wee boy in the canal.”

“It doesn’t bear thinking about.” She shuddered. “McAllister is furious with me for not mentioning it, but I’m only the typist. A policeman knocked on every door down our street, the girls were asleep and I didn’t like to waken them. Besides, I didn’t know if they knew him and I didn’t want to upset them, they’re too young.”

“Aye, accidents happen.” Rob rose, went to pay, but Gino, flapping and waving his hands, was having none of it.

“Away with you, away.” He grinned at Rob’s protestations. “An’ I have something else for you. A wee birdie told me a sailor jumped off a Baltic timber ship down at the harbor. Lookin’ for a lassie to cuddle I’m thinking, but now gone, lost, he is. Might be a story, sí?”
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    Sounds of fierce arguing came spiraling down the stone stairway. Rob loved a good fight. He bounced up the stairs two at a time, Joanne fast behind. The square reporters’ room, with high ceiling, high square reporters’ desk, huge bulky typewriters standing along its edges like unexploded bombs, was not a good place for an argument. No room for gesturing, too close to your opponent in the narrow space between desk and walls, too far across the table for “in yer face” poking and pointing. But they managed it. The shouting paused only for a thundering “Shut the door!” from McAllister. He continued his diatribe, punctuating his sentences with slaps on the tabletop. Joanne sidled past Don, wishing she could turn down the volume knob.

“This paper has been going since 1862,” Don interrupted. “We never run stories like this. That’s gutter-press-from-Glasgow style.” He waved the dummy layout at the editor.

“This rag will never see 1962 if we don’t start doing something different.” McAllister gesticulated back. “This is a human interest story. A child has been found, in the canal, dead, with no explanation, for goodness’ sake!”

“Aye, but no need to make such a meal o’ it! Accidents are all too common wi’ bairns—farms, rivers, the sea, falling off or into something or other. It does no good to put the wind up folk. Scaremongering—that’s what this is.” He waved the layout pages. “And sentimental. Gossip and scandal’ll be next. The father of the chapel will never stand for it neither,” Don warned McAllister.

“Well, he’ll be without legs if we don’t. And another thing, I don’t see how you can possibly defend all these outdated trade union practices we have here. I run this newspaper, not the father of the chapel.”

“Round one to McAllister on points.” Rob started to clap.

They turned, and to Joanne’s amazement, they both stopped. And both men lit up, Don with his Capstan Full Strength, McAllister with his Passing Cloud. Joanne opened the windows, shifting the jam jar of hawthorn sprigs onto the reporters’ table. Fallen berries lay on the white windowsill like drops of blood in the snow.

The argument was not new. It had been a sniping war for the first three months after McAllister was appointed editor-in-chief over Don’s head. A shaky truce had been observed over the last three months, McAllister agreeing to “see how things go” but adamant the front page must be changed. He won that battle and a temporary truce was called. That truce was now over.

“Sit,” McAllister commanded them all. “The postmortem on last week’s paper.” He stood, picked up a copy of the Gazette, held it high with one hand as though it had been used to clean up puppy poo, then carefully tore it in two. Then into four. He dropped it into the top hat, turned, and demanded, “Anyone else, any further comments on last week’s rag? No? Right, let’s see if we can’t do better than that shite.”

Silence.

Don smoked furiously, sending out fumes that would shame a Clyde tugboat. Admitting to being fifty for the last few years, he had been with the Highland Gazette forty years. A short man, balding, beer belly, scruffy, wearing the same tie his mother had given him on reaching his twenty-five years as a newspaperman, a subeditor right to his bones. He sided with the compositors, the printers, the father of the chapel. The Gazette had been going well nigh a hundred years; why change?

“I’ll follow up on the child in the canal. We may be a weekly but this is important to a safe wee community like ours.” McAllister wanted the meeting over with.

“My girls are at school with him,” Joanne volunteered.

“Anything else you haven’t told us, Mrs. Ross?”

Joanne blushed, furious with herself.

McAllister gave a theatrical sigh. “Rob, what have you got?”

“Eh, well . . .” He thought frantically. “I’ve heard a seaman jumped ship. He was crew on a freighter out of one of the Baltic ports. I’m just away to ask at the police station.”

“What for?”

“What? Well, they’re the ones who’re looking for him—an illegal alien, I think they call him.”

McAllister shook his head, reminding himself that there was not a real newspaper person amongst them except Don, who, McAllister privately thought, had been around since the printing press had been invented.

“Where, who, when, how and why,” he counted out on his elegant long fingers. “The polis may help you with the first three, but the rest? That’s for real newspapers. Get off down to the harbor, laddie, and don’t come back till you have a real story. Right?” He turned to Joanne. She sank lower in her chair. In this mood, the dark hair and dark eyes and equally dark expression on McAllister’s gaunt face made her feel as though she was about to front the Spanish Inquisition.

“I’m on the usual.”

He stared.

She mumbled.

“Women’s Institute, Girl Guide and Scouts news, school stuff . . . oh, and there’s advance notices on Halloween parties I need to sort. You know,” she finished lamely, not knowing what was wanted of her.

“Right. But maybe in amongst all that, you could find a story.”

Her blank look annoyed him.

“I know, I know, you’re only the typist as you keep telling me, but try. Something with a beginning, a middle and an end—preferably with the middle bit being of interest to our readers.” He saw that he had lost them. “Right, here beginneth the lesson.”

The chuckles from Rob and Joanne were somewhat forced. Don kept ignoring the proceedings, but the atmosphere did lighten slightly.

“Let’s all try something new. Let’s try to imagine that we are in the middle of the twentieth century, not the nineteenth, and that life as we know it is changing. Or is about to change. And if it’s not, at least we can nudge it in the direction of change.” He stared out of the window, watching the racing rain clouds as they scudded west to catch the mountains. “God knows we haven’t made a great fist of the first half.” He caught himself, shook his head and continued. “All I want is stories with some meat on the bones. Let’s try anyhow. Now away with you both. Bring me some excitement.”

“What on earth did you do that for?” Don glared at him when they were alone again. “You know we can never print anything that’s different.”

McAllister gave his skull-like smile and lit another cigarette. “We’ll see.”



TWO
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McAllister stood on the gleaming red doorstep of the terraced fisherman’s cottage. The curtains were drawn, as were those of its neighbors. He took a deep breath, then knocked. The door opened reluctantly. Peering out from behind it was a woman with a blotchy red face and haunted eyes.

“I’m sorry to intrude. John McAllister, Highland Gazette.”

“You’d better come in.” She turned, and he followed her into the dim front parlor. The mirror above the unlit fire was shrouded with a shawl; a crowded china cabinet squeezed into one corner; a sideboard covered with pictures of their son stood by the window. Jamie’s father sat hunched at a heavy dining table that filled the remaining space. The room smelled of beeswax polish and damp. McAllister shook hands and murmured condolences to a man lost in grief and guilt.

“One of us should have been home.”

McAllister could not answer that.

“Mr. Fraser, could you tell me something about Jamie? I’d like to do a piece in the paper about him.”

“The police think it was our fault.”

“Surely not.”

“No one is here when Jamie comes home from school. We both work. He was up at the canal because no one was here to look after him.”

“Where do you work?”

“On the buses. I’m a driver, my wife’s a clippie.”

“I used to be in the office but I went on the buses eleven months ago,” Mrs. Fraser explained. “We wanted nice things for Jamie. The shift work pays more.” She glanced toward a complete set of encyclopedias, as if to lessen the guilt. “He’s excused from swimming. I wrote to the school. He’d never go near the canal. Not even with his da. He’s a timid wee soul.” She had yet to change her tenses. “An’ I wasn’t here to make his tea.”

Her husband didn’t move. “He near drowned as a bairn. I was fishing and he fell in the loch. Only three he was. Terrified of water ever since. He never goes near the canal on his own. Never. He won’t even cross the river by the footbridge, has to be the big bridge so’s he canny see the water. He was delicate, our Jamie.”

Their whole lives were devoted to Jamie, McAllister could see that. They told him about his school, his obsession with trains, his stamp collection, small episodes in a barely lived life. They told him of their faraway Hebridean home and their family and them speaking Gaelic amongst themselves. McAllister was gentle, allowing the silences of grief to float between sentences. He listened until they had talked themselves out.

“May I have a picture of Jamie? Would you mind?”

“I’ve two of these.” She handed him a picture of a small boy, all bony arms and legs, clutching his mother’s hand beneath a towering tractor. “This summer at the Black Isle Show.” She pointed to a merry-go-round on one side. “He loved that.” Her eyes glazed over at the memory. “Will you find out what happened to my laddie, Mr. McAllister? He’d never ever go up there on his own.”

McAllister had seen grief; as a cub reporter sent on similar interviews, as a war correspondent in Spain, as a crime reporter in Glasgow. And grief had consumed his own mother.

“His friends, tell me about his friends.”

They looked at each other in bewilderment.

“I don’t know about that. . . .” The woman looked away. “He liked his own company.” She couldn’t look at McAllister. “He didn’t mind being by himself.” She gestured to a train set beneath the table. “We had to work so much. Buses run on Sundays too so he had to stop going to Sunday school. . . .” The shadow of guilt hung over her like a cloud darkening an already gloomy sky, becoming tears that dripped onto her cardigan, making no marks in the Fair Isle pattern. “We just wanted the best.”

McAllister realized he had stepped into a well-worn argument. Breaking the Sabbath observance must have been a huge step for them, adding to their guilt immeasurably. Her husband stood. He had had enough.

“Many bairns his age were already working when I was a boy.” He glared at his wife. “Well able to look out for themselves.” Then, looking down at the carpet, he added in desperate justification, as though the sin had already been flung in their faces, “It doesn’t matter what the kirk says about Sundays, you have to look after your family first.”

It was time to go, McAllister knew. Stages of grief, like stations of the cross, were a ritual. There was no need for him to hear of their innermost fears, their self-recrimination and rehashed arguments and all the other stages of grief that loss of their only son would surely bring. All this he knew only too well.

Walking gingerly on the wet cobbles, down the narrow street, back to the office, a thin mist shrouding him, he hunched his shoulders and pulled down his hat against rain and melancholy and the knowledge that Jamie’s parents had now entered the realm of the half people—parents who bury a child.
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    Rob decided that a motorbike was essential to life as a star reporter. His mother’s respectable gray Wolseley was a woman’s car; he couldn’t keep borrowing it.

“I’ll be twenty-one next year”—as though that made him an adult—“I’ll buy the bike myself,” he told his parents, and gave a solemn promise to never drive with a drink in him and never to use the bike if there was even a hint of black ice. They capitulated.

Saturday was a half day at the Highland Gazette, but not for part-timer Joanne. She had Fridays and Saturdays off and was usually scrubbing floors, catching up on the washing, weeding the vegetables or plucking a chicken for the Sunday dinner at this time of the week. This morning, however, she was at the office early to meet Rob, who was off to chase the story of the missing sailor—at least that’s what he told Don. But first, they were hoping to buy a motorbike. And it was Don, Rob reasoned, who had taught him to never let the facts get in the way of a good story.

Joanne knew about motorbikes. She’d been a dispatch rider in the uncertain days of 1944. She knew a surprising amount about the internal combustion engine.

“The most important thing is—”

“Carry a spare spark plug! I know,” said Rob.

They drove to the outskirts of the town. ’Round the back of the bungalow belonging to an usher at the magistrates’ court gleamed a red Triumph 650. Rob walked around it a few times admiring the color. Trying to look knowledgeable, he sat on it, barely hiding his longing.

“Hop on the back, I’ll take ye for a drive,” the owner offered.

“Could Joanne take it out? She’s the friend I was telling you about. The one from the army.”

“You niver said anything about your soldier friend being a lassie.”

Joanne quickly launched into a technical spiel, asking all the right questions about cylinders, carburetor, power-to-weight ratio, then got down on her haunches to inspect the engine. Rob fooled around with the usher’s three children in the back garden, staying well clear of the discussions. Then they mounted the bike, Joanne driving, heading out toward Culloden to see how it handled the hills and bends.

After she had some fun putting a few scares into him, Joanne shouted over her shoulder, “This is a great bike, immaculate condition, as we in the classifieds would say.”

Rob left her to strike the deal. His role was to hand over the cash.

“You owe me one. I’ll add it to the ever-growing list,” Joanne reminded him.

“You can always borrow my bike.”

“I’ll hold you to that, but meanwhile babysitting would be a good payback.”

“Don’t you need someone for tonight? You’re off to the Highland Ball, aren’t you?”

“Thanks, but I’m fixed. The girls are going to my sister’s. They love being with their cousins, so it’s fine.”

They waved their cheerios. Rob roared off on his new Triumph. Joanne drove the McLeans’ car back, looking forward to a chat and a cup of tea with Rob’s mother.
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    The tip had come from Don McLeod. As ever.

“Right, laddie, I’ve set it up, just mention my name.”

“Great, I’m looking forward to a run on the new bike.”

“Why you want to go chasing after some Polish seaman is beyond me; he’ll be just another manny wanting to get out of his country—not that I blame him.”

“McAllister wants some human interest stories.”

“This is a weekly newspaper, not some women’s sob-sheet,” Don shouted. But too late—Rob’s motorbike boots could be heard at the bottom of the stairs.
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The trip down to the harbor to meet Don’s informant was Rob’s chance to try out his new image. He fancied himself as Scotland’s answer to Marlon Brando. I’m off down the waterfront, he joked to himself. He drove out of town, past the old fort and the Black Watch barracks, crossed the rail tracks, opening up the throttle along the shore road through the salt marsh fields with tinkers’ ponies dotted around like clumps of dirty melting snow. Quarreling gulls and feeding migratory birds took no notice as he sped past the town dump toward the harbor. Right in front of the window of the Harborside Café, he propped the Triumph, hoping everyone would notice the gleaming machine.

A blast of steamy warmth hit Rob as he opened the door. His cheeks and ears tingled with the sudden change in temperature.

“Were ye born in a barn, Rob McLean?” Mrs. McLeary, the café’s owner, cook, waitress and cashier, shouted. He shut the door quickly. She was a scary woman. A man in work overalls sat alone at the corner table. He grinned up at Rob.

“So you’re Rob. How’re you doing?” They shook hands. “Maybe it’s nothing, but Mr. McLeod is always interested in tips.”

“I bet he is.”

“Aye, that’s right. But usually of the horse variety.” The man laughed. “Let’s order. It’s been a long night.”

“Sorry I’m late. I just bought a bike.”

“It looks grand. So, breakfast?”

“Aye, on the Gazette.”

Rob nodded toward the wharf as they tucked in. “Another world out there.”

Three ships, six fishing boats and a filthy dredger stood along the busy wharf where the river flowed into the firth. Timber from Scandinavia, coal from Newcastle, cement and building supplies were the main cargoes in, grain for the distilleries the main cargo out. Its ancient beginnings, its connections with the Baltic Hanseatic League, the departure of emigrant ships during the Clearances, the everyday trade of centuries, had made the deep harbor the most important in the north. For a small town, the port brought the exotic: foreigners who spoke no English, who looked different; romantic names and ports of registration painted above the Plimsoll line, strange flags flapping. An Eskimo from a Greenland fishing boat, resplendent in traditional sealskins, had once come into the café. Mrs. McLeary had served him the usual fare of a big fry-up and stewed tea. He paid in coin of the realm like anyone else, she said.

Over extra-strength tea and light fluffy rolls bursting with bacon, Rob took notes, trying to keep the grease stains off his notebook. Born nosy, he was good at this part of the job, the chatting, the questioning; he was intrigued by the minutiae of other people’s lives—excellent traits for a journalist.

“So what made you go and look?”

“The boat’s registered in Danzig, their last port was Tallinn, but they were shouting in Russian. I could hear them clear. Sound carries across water at night.”

“Are you sure it was Russian?”

“I was on the Murmansk convoys. I can tell Polish from Russian. And German.” His tone was sharp, not used to being doubted by a boy.

“As I was saying, there was fierce arguing. Then it went quiet. I did ma rounds so it would have been maybe half an hour afore I heard a big splash from round the other side o’ the ship. Across the river there was a boat, a salmon cobble it looked like, waiting for the turn in the tide to take them upriver, so I thought. Then a short whiley later I saw two folk pulling summat aboard.”

“What was it?”

“Couldn’t tell, the moon was keeking in and out from behind the clouds. I still had to check the Bond House and by the time I got back there was nothing and nobody.”

Rob paid for the nightwatchman’s breakfast and, intrigued by the romance of the port, the ships, the foreign sailors, he made for the wharf.

I really need a leather motorbike cap and jacket, he thought.

Slipping past the guard’s hut, making his way down the line of huge iron bollards squatting like sumo wrestlers along the water’s edge, he noticed one ship lying separate from the others.

“It’s yerself,” Constable Grant shouted from the top of the gangplank. Not much older than Rob, Willie Grant was front-row-forward big.

“So where’s this runaway Russian, Willie?”

“He’s Polish.”

“Thanks.” Rob grinned.

Realizing he’d let on to something he wasn’t supposed to, Willie Grant sulked. Rob changed tack with “Did you see thon new goalie Thistle has? Jammy hands. They’ll put one over on Caley next week, you’ll see.”

Five minutes of minute detail followed as to why Caledonian Football Club would always beat Thistle. Rob judged his moment as Willie blethered on.

“So where is he now, Willie, this Polish fellow?”

“No one knows nothing ’cept that the sailor is no here. The captain doesnae speak English an’ Peter the Pole, yon engineer manny, he came down to help us ’cos he speaks a bit o’ Russian an’ all. But the ship’ll be sailing bye ’n’ bye, no reason not to. The Polish fella just wants a better life, most like.”

“Ta, Willie, you’re a pal.”

“You never heard nothing from me, mind.”

Frozen from the biting wind, Rob returned to the café to jot down some notes. He sat staring out of the steamed-up window, nursing another mug of tea. The vista of harbor, river and firth seemed to be melting, cranes alongside the wharf looming like giant storks; distant fishermen rowing out their nets were tiny figures dissolving in and out of the watery scene of sea mist and steam. He tried to picture that night. Someone, something, thrown overboard at the right time of the tide would drift with the flow of the river straight to any waiting boat. The swift currents where the river met the narrow waters of the firth were notorious. Maybe they were smuggling, Rob hoped. Vodka in unlabeled bottles was readily obtainable. Usually in this very café.

Rob was a romantic. He looked and thought like a nineteenth-century romantic; very out of place in a small Scottish town. He had once been told by a teacher at the academy that his curiosity and wild imagination would one day land him in a lot of trouble. Instead it had landed him a job. This will make a good story, he decided.

“Do you know where I can find Peter the Pole?”

“Mr. Kowalski to you,” Mrs. McLeary informed him. “He’s away up Strathpeffer fishing, is what I heard.”

“I heard it’s Glen Affric he goes,” someone else joined in.

“Up the glens anyhow.” She never missed out on a conversation, overheard everything and was known locally as “radar lugs.” Her cruel metal curlers, half covered by a headscarf with a Stags at Bay Scottish landscape, were rumored to be antennae.

“Anyone heard anything about the sailor that jumped ship?” Rob asked around.

They had all heard of it, the police had been round asking questions, but Mrs. McLeary had to reluctantly admit to knowing nothing new.

“Thon big tinker camp down by the shore,” one customer suggested. “The river could have washed up a body or such like along there.”

“Nah,” said another. “A body would float down the firth on the ebb tide and be well upriver on the flood tide.”

“The tinkers miss nothing. Tell ye nothing neither.” The local gave Rob a mock finger wag. “An’ if you go nosying around, mind the dogs don’t get ye, and don’t bother takin’ thon shiny bike o’ yours. It’ll be stripped for spare parts afore you can blink.”

Talking to the tinkers was a great idea, Rob thought. He’d do it. But first he had to work out an approach. You didn’t just walk into a tinkers’ camp. All the old tales from childhood surfaced. Not that his parents had ever said anything. But the myths of tinkers kidnapping bairns, stealing everything not nailed down, and the all-round general mischief that ensued whenever their horse-drawn caravans appeared—the stories were still vivid. He had once asked his mother, after a tinker woman had come to the door selling lucky white heather, were the tinkers Gypsies? Scotland’s Gypsies maybe, she had said, but no, she went on to explain, not the same people as Romanies. An old, old race of Gaelic-speaking people was all she knew.

So, yes, he’d go to the camp and ask questions. Impress McAllister. Make this a real story. His confidence in his ability to charm had yet to be dented.
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    Along the burns and rivers that tumbled through the glens, autumn reigned in bright scarlet and dull gold. Birch, oak, beech and rowan formed small thickets dotted among the rusting bracken. Higher on the hillsides, bands of gloomy conifers followed the contours of the land. A purple watercolor wash of heather softened the boulder-strewn hills of the upper glen, with snow lying lightly on the tops and deep in the shadowed corries.

Peter Kowalski knew this wild empty landscape well from his time on the construction of the hydro dam. Gangs of displaced men, locals and foreigners alike, lived and worked in the remote glen, dealing with the cold, the backbreaking work, the scars of war, desperate to earn a stake for the future. Poland was lost to him, and he had worked hard for his new life. He shared the pain and he shared his skills with those who had neither country nor family to return to. He taught simple engineering, filled in forms in English, helped men apply to the Red Cross for news of lost family. And he listened.

Pleasure came from the small things; tickling for trout, watching the birds, the eagle hunting, stalking the deer. Cloudscapes of great beauty highlighted the four-seasons-in-one-day phenomenon that was called weather in Scotland, but often it was dreich for days, sometimes weeks, on end.

“Dreich, I like that word,” Peter had said when it was explained to him. The rolled “r” and the harsh “ch” conveyed the texture and color and feeling of the days of gray. He thought Scotland much like Baltic Poland in weather, if not landscape—drawn-out rains, mists and damp, cold, dreich days with an absence of light.

The directions from the tinkers were good and clear; trees, rocks, turns in the river were the markers. He had reached his destination.

A note had come to Peter’s office. He had read the Polish words, surprised by the letter, but had agreed without thinking to help a fellow countryman. He knew that deportment to labor camps, imprisonment on false charges, starvation, any number of horrific things were still happening to those in occupied Poland. Escaping was no easy matter either. Peter Kowalski had no hesitation in making his decision.

The tinker boy who had brought the message told him the man was sheltering with them, that the man was well but frightened of being found by the police. The necessities listed in the letter were boots, cigarettes and vodka. Whisky would have to do.

He had picked up the man on the north side of the canal, agreed with the plan to move him away from the town into another county and had taken him to the deserted croft in his work van. The tinkers were unhappy having him at their encampment; the town and the police had a bad enough opinion of them without giving another excuse to raid their caravans and campsite.

“A good hiding place.” Peter looked up to the high fold in the hills for the clump of birch and rowan that obscured the entrance to the hanging glen.

Now midafternoon and turning very chill, it had been two days since he had taken his fellow countryman to the ragged cottage and outbuildings. Even in the seventy years or so since the last of the Clearances, a small area around the fading settlement was clear of vegetation. As with the graves on the battlefield of Culloden, the heather had not grown back. Locals were reluctant to go there. Memories of exile were fresh in these parts. And this glen was the realm of the faeries, another good reason to keep away.

Peter whistled a well-loved tune from his childhood. Silence, then a figure materialized under the lintel of the long-gone doorway. Meeting his compatriot for the second time reminded Peter of approaching an unbroken horse. Food, whisky and cigarettes were offered. The gifts were accepted, but no thanks were given.

“The police are questioning everyone at the harbor, especially your captain and shipmates.”

“The police!” The man flashed a look of pure hatred. He had used the Polish slang word for the militia, the hated occupiers of their homeland. He was edgy, defensive; he paced through two cigarettes, glowering resentment at his rescuer.

“It’s not like that here, they’re decent local lads. And you did jump ship. No papers, no nothing.”

“What about that thieving murderous bastard of a captain? He tried to kill me. Why is he not locked up?”

“Because he has papers. According to the law he’s done nothing wrong. He reported you missing a whole day after the event. Late, but not illegal.”

“He only reported me to keep the ship’s manifest in order—and to spite me. He stole everything. My papers, all the money I had left, and he took . . .” He stopped, lit another cigarette. “He meant to kill me.”

“He pushed you overboard. Maybe it was an accident.”

“He beat me. Hit me on the head. Put me into the water semiconscious, in the dark.”

“The ship sails this afternoon.”

“Now you will abandon me.” This was a statement. No blame was implied.

“We are Polish. You need help. I will do all I can to get you legal here.”

Of course Peter would help, had already helped, but the stranger’s surly manner did not aid his own cause. And Peter suspected he could not talk about it. Whatever the reason, the man was a walking suppurating wound. He had briefly told Peter of his escape from the Polish coast to Tallinn, through the Baltic marshes, through the minefields that studded the coastal waters. He mentioned the Nazis, years in a Russian labor camp and a large bribe. Why he had to leave and not endure as his fellow Poles were still enduring was another mystery.

“I must return to town. I’ll get you out of here as soon as possible, but I still think you should turn yourself in. They are good people here.”

“No.”

The man turned and faded back into the black of the ruins without farewell.
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    Gino Corelli could feel the heat of the tears hovering on his daughter’s long thick lashes. She was his life and his soul, he would often declare, but this time he could not reassure her. He had promised.

“Where is he?” Chiara asked again. “You’re treating me like a child. Why all the mystery?”

“Maybe your future husband couldn’t cope with any more discussions about bridesmaids’ dresses.” Joanne walked into the middle of the argument and hugged her dearest friend.

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Too busy harassing your poor dad.”

“Peter is supposed to be here. Now I hear he’s off up the glen fishing. Honestly, I thought he wasn’t like some other men”—she glared at her father—“disappearing whenever I want to talk about our wedding arrangements. It’s only six weeks away.”

“Well, I hope you’ve not forgotten your promise to help me get ready for the ball,” Joanne reminded her. “That’s tonight.”

“I’ll leave you two beautiful girls to talk.” Gino kissed them both, glad of the reprieve from his daughter’s questions. The sooner Peter got back the better. He hated secrets. For him, the marriage of his only child was sad and joyous all at the same time. Peter Kowalski was a wonderful man, Gino knew this. But Chiara was his only child, all he had left. His wife, his parents, two brothers and a sister had disappeared along with most of their village during the liberation of Italy. Gino had been lucky. Captured in North Africa, he had ended up in a prisoner-of-war camp in Scotland. Along with British Italians interned for the duration, he had worked on local farms, made friends in the camp and stayed on as there was nothing left, nothing to go back to. He sent for his daughter and his only surviving sister after the war had ended.

“The band, Papa,” she called after him. “Don’t forget, that is your job. I want Italian dancing. Scottish as well.”

“Your cousins from down South bring their accordions. We’ll have Italian-Scottish dance music.”

Chiara grumbled to Joanne about her elusive fiancé but was soon distracted by the problem of the bridesmaids’ dresses.

“Two of my cousins are so short and round that most dresses make them look like the dancing baby elephants in Fantasia. Anyway, enough. I’ll punish Peter by asking him to decide on the designs. Let’s get you ready for tonight.”

Laughing, teasing, gossiping, Chiara finished the hem on Joanne’s dress, laid it on the bed, then started on her hair.

“This is the first real dance I’ll have been to since we were married, nearly ten years.”

“Finished.” Chiara looked critically at her work, then enveloped them both in a choking mist of hair spray. “You’ll be the belle of the Highland Ball.” Joanne picked up the dress, held it against her, caressing the deep forest-green silk taffeta.

“I love this. Thank you, Chiara. I’d never have chosen the design myself. Far too daring.” A moment of panic seized her. “I hope Bill approves. This evening means a lot to him.”

“You look gorgeous. Like Ava Gardner but far prettier—and not nearly so much showing.” They laughed. “Your pearls, they’re perfect with the dress.”

“My grandmother left them to me.” The memory of her cherished grandparent, the only one to keep in touch with Joanne after her disgrace, saddened her.

The doorbell rang. Bill had arrived to collect her for the ball. He waited in the doorway looking equally splendid in his regimental Fraser tartan dress kilt. Joanne felt a lurch of animal attraction when she saw her handsome charmer of a husband, grinning at the two women like a fox at the henhouse door. Chiara gave a wolf whistle.

“You’re almost a married woman. What would your fiancé say?” Bill teased Chiara and smiled at Gino but wouldn’t come in.

“I’m not his possession, I think what I like.” Chiara was quick.

Joanne walked toward him, a mohair stole draped over her shoulders, and did a quick birl for his benefit. Bill was delighted.

“You look beautiful.”

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“It’s a bit revealing.”

“She looks like a film star.” Chiara turned to her father. “Sí, Papa?”

“More beautiful than any fil’im star.” He kissed Joanne’s hand and escorted her to the car. There was not much Bill could say after that, but when they reached the entrance of the Caledonian Ballroom he reached for the stole, pulling it over her cleavage.

Just like his mother, she thought, and sighed to herself.
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    The drinking, the heat, the volume of talk increased steadily. The men had regrouped around the bar; their wives stayed at the tables to embark on the character assassinations that passed for conversation among the “ladies.” Joanne sat watching the band, half listening to the conversations around her, and did not catch the opening salvo.

“Sorry, I was miles away.”

“We were just saying, dear, how unusual your dress is.” The woman across the table smirked at her. As the wife of the town clerk she assumed the right to be first with the velvet dagger.

“It’s the latest fashion from Paris.” Joanne smiled. “Well, at least the pattern is. The fabric is Italian. A present from my friend Chiara Corelli.”

Another of the tightly permed and tightly corseted brigade around the table got in the next barb—“Ah yes, the chip shop people”—and duly received appreciative sniggers.

The next harpy took her turn. “You must be a very busy person, dear. A successful husband, two young children, a job on the Gazette, I hear, and you make your own clothes too! Still, I’m sure it saves money.”

“The silk wasn’t cheap,” Joanne started. “It was a Vogue pattern, and . . . I enjoy sewing.” She was floundering.

“Mrs. Ross, may I have this dance?” McAllister appeared behind Joanne’s chair. He nodded around the table. “Ladies.”

The chorus returned his greeting, disappointed at having their prey snatched from them. But Joanne clearly heard the final judgment as they headed for the dance floor. “Just who does she think she is?” Enshrined in the well-worn phrase were all the petty jealousies and small-minded prejudices of a small town.

“Knitting before the guillotine, I presume?” McAllister held the tall slim figure lightly as they swung around the floor, Joanne’s fury vibrating through his hands.

“Something like that.”

“Jealousy, my dear, plain and simple.”

“In my homemade dress and my granny’s pearls, I hardly think so.”

“In your elegant creation and heirloom pearls, with your chic hairstyle and natural beauty, not forgetting your obvious intelligence, they have everything to be jealous of, Mrs. Ross.”

“Why, thank you, kind sir. Now you’re making me blush. But thanks for rescuing me. I never saw you as a knight in shining armor.”

“I will endeavor to keep up the illusion.”

They stood at the edge of the crowd waiting out the next dance.

“You know, no matter what I do, I never seem to get it right.”

“They’re like hens at a pecking party. Anyone different, anyone who stands out, gets the full treatment. Just be yourself and never mind what anyone thinks.”

Joanne caught sight of her husband across the room.

“It’s not my feelings that matter.”

Standing at the bar with his cronies, he was watching her. Another whisky was shoved into his hand and Bill Ross turned back to his new friends. Joanne shivered; an autumnal gust of fear ran through her. She tightened the stole in an attempt to ward off the goose bumps.
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    The next day being the Sabbath, the band had to pack up at eleven. Tables were cleared, the bar shuttered, and the last of the drinkers went dribbling down the stairs. Joanne was waiting for Bill by the revolving doors. McAllister waved good-bye across the foyer, then disappeared from the pool of light out into the dark street, a cold wind with the promise of rain his companion on the short walk home. He was nearing the corner when a sharp cry cut through the quiet. He turned. Under a streetlight a woman was sprawled backward across a car bonnet.

“Joanne.” McAllister was startled by the intimacy of the scene. He went to intervene, saw she was with her husband, Bill Ross. It was none of his business. He ducked quickly around the corner. He stopped. Coward, he told himself. Went back. By now they were in the car, drawing away from the pavement. He hurried home, cheeks burning in the raw cold night. Aye, he thought, she was right; I’m certainly no knight in shining armor.
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    The attack had started on the walk to the car when Joanne had instinctively made for the driver’s side.

“I’m driving.” Jingling the keys in her face, Bill then shoved her, sending her flying backward onto the car bonnet.

She stifled any protests. Arguing only made it worse. He drove fast, took corners fast, fairly flying across the bridge. Few cars, no cyclists and no police were out this late. They made it home—a miracle. She slunk through the back door, shrinking herself into as small a target as possible. He tackled her from behind. One arm around her throat, the other hand pulled her round by the hair. Hairpins scattered to the floor. A gargoyle face, a few inches away, spat at her.

“You’re no better than a hoor. Showing me up like that.” An overpowering blast of whisky and malice made her try to turn away.

“We had a nice time.” She hated herself for pleading. “It was a lovely dance. You enjoyed it too.”

“You have to show me up, don’t you? You just have to be different. Everyone was staring at you. And telling them you made your frock yourself. That la-di-da latest-from-Paris shite.”

The punch caught her square in the middle. She doubled over, gagging, bitter bile filling her mouth. The kick caught her full on the hip, flinging her across the room. She landed awkwardly, one leg buckling under her. Bill had never touched her face nor anywhere that bruises might show. Curled up, she kept muttering, “Sorry, sorry.” He always stopped when she capitulated.

“Here. Have it. Have the lot.” He threw a flurry of banknotes, followed by a painful shower of coins. “Go on. Get a fur coat, the best you can find. I’ll no have a wife o’ mine show me up.”

She didn’t move until she heard the car leave. Every breath was painful. She gathered the banknotes, put them in the tea caddy, glad that there was enough to buy the girls new winter boots. She clutched the banisters, hauling herself up the stairs, her hip stiff with pain where the kick had landed.

In Annie’s bedroom, the chest of drawers dragged across the door, spoiled dress abandoned like a discarded dishrag on the floor, in the too small bed, she lay there, silent, sore, all crying done, smelling the comforting fragrance of child, drifting down into sleep, her last thought: Thank goodness my pearls didn’t break.



THREE
 [image: image] 

All that Rob knew about war came from watching Pathé newsreels in the cinema. In front of him, the desolate scene of the tinkers’ camp emerging from the haar reminded him of images of displaced peoples in makeshift encampments strewn all over Europe. Caravans, lorries, vans formed a semicircle. Picked-over carcasses of skeletal vehicles hovered around the outside, ghosts at the feast. Traditional dwellings, “benders,” made from birch saplings and tarpaulins sealed with tar, huddled near the mounds of scrap metal, rubbish, smoldering fires and washing lines. Children, chickens and mangy dogs roamed, hungry scavengers picking through the bones of the camp. The northern boundary, the municipal dump, was alive with a coronet of circling seagulls. The railway line marked the southern boundary. Westward, multiplying industrial warehouses were creeping over the remaining fertile land. Eastward, coastal mudflats and salt marshes seethed with wintering birds, greylag geese competing for the lush grass with forty or so horses. This was the winter quarters of the travelers, the Summer Walkers, as they called themselves; the tinkers, tinks as the townsfolk called them when they wanted to perpetuate the myth of a child-stealing, curse-laying, thieving, outcast, scourge-of-Scotland race of outsiders. Fear, that’s what his father had told Rob. In the past the Traveling people were respected for their skills, their music; they were, are, a vital part of agricultural life in the Highlands, he told his son.

Rob stood beside his bike in the gusting breeze, coming all the way from the Atlantic and the Isles, blowing down the faultline of the Great Glen to meet the North Sea.

“Hiya, is your dad here?” A girl, seven or eight, appeared, stared at the stranger, mouth open, a clot of yellow snot hovering above her top lip. A boy, twelve or thirteen, materialized and stood staring, mesmerized by the shiny red motorbike.

“Can I have a shot on yer bike?”

“Hop on. Then I’d like to speak to your father.”

Once around the fields, with a spurt of speed on the last hundred yards, they skidded to a stop. The boy jumped off and ran.

“Hey, we had a deal,” Rob shouted.

“On your own heid be it then.” The lad disappeared into one of the larger caravans. A man emerged from the doorway.

“Away with ye! Get the hell out o’ here.”

Dogs circled, barking, snapping at Rob’s boots, peeing their territory on a wheel as he sat astride the bike. Children joined in with whooping war cries. A stone flew past; another landed close by. Rob’s new friend watched, laughing. A shout from the man in what Rob took to be Gaelic and the boy took off across the fields toward the ponies. Looking back, he gave Rob a cheery wave, his red hair a beacon in all the surrounding shades of gray.
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    On the Monday, Joanne took the bus to work, too sore to cycle. Her hip ached and she prayed she wouldn’t cough; the bruising around her ribs and solar plexus made even breathing painful enough.

“Good night on Saturday?” McAllister smiled across at her as she joined the others for the news meeting.

“Great, thanks. Yourself?”

“Bored out of my mind.” He sensed her deflation. “Apart from the dance with you, of course.” The attempt at gallantry failed. Sitting hunched in the chair, she seemed somehow diminished. He tried putting it down to Monday morning, but the echo of that cry, the flicker of stills from the night street scene had flooded his long Sunday.

Mrs. Smart, the Gazette secretary, sat poised, ready to take notes; Rob fiddled with his notebook; Don waved a fistful of copy paper to start the meeting, summarizing the next issue’s content: road widening for the main A9 south, ferry changes for the crossing to Skye, prices fetched for this year’s potato harvest, petty theft from a council house building site, golden wedding celebrations, plans to convert the Victorian poorhouse to an old folks’ home, all the usual.
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