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PART
ONE

1830

Chapter 1

1830

Belle’s teeth
clamped down on the thick wad of cloth as the pain rippled through
her. She could taste the mustiness of it, a dry, acrid staleness
that caught in the back of her throat. Spitting it out as the pain
receded, she wondered how many other women had bitten down on that
same piece of cloth.

The sun,
struggling to pierce the green glass of the small window, giving an
unearthly greenish glow to everything within, suddenly burst
through the opening door with an unwelcome warmth which merged with
the sweat on Belle’s body. She turned her head and, narrowing her
eyes against the glare, looked at the woman stooping to enter the
small room. Their eyes met momentarily, and Belle knew that Annie
was only there because it was her duty to be present at the birth
of her first grandchild.

Belle turned
her face to the wall, but no matter how much she tried she could
not find a comfortable position on the straw filled mattress. Her
dark curls tangled damply round her neck and she did not feel
pretty, but no longer had the strength to care.

The pain
started again. At first it had only been twinges but now the pain
deepened and came in waves, closer and closer together. Tears
coursed down Belle’s cheeks as she twisted her head from side to
side, sobbing and moaning. ‘Damn! Damn! Damn!’ she muttered. ‘Damn
you, Jimmie Watt!’ Clamping her teeth firmly on the rag, she
thought angrily, if it hadn’t been for you I wouldn’t be lying here
now, with only your sour faced mother and some damned witch of a
midwife for company.

The pain ripped
through her, a rending, splitting pain that threatened to
disembowel her. She tried to scream but gagged on the cloth in her
mouth. Struggling to dislodge it she finally shrieked and shrieked,
while strong hands held her thrashing legs and caught the baby who
had struggled so fiercely to be born. Belle, aware of a feeling of
release now lay panting and sweating in the enclosed space of the
box bed, barely aware of her mother-in-law’s silent
disapproval.

‘It’s a
fine wee lass,’ the midwife busied herself with a pair of scissors,
manoeuvring adroitly in the confined space, her rubber apron
crackling and smelling fishy in the heat. Belle felt sure it was
the same apron she used to gut fish, and she recalled with a
shudder the black under the woman’s finger nails.

‘A first
bairn is always the worst,’ the midwife’s tone was kindly, ‘are you
not going to look at her then?’ She thrust the baby at Belle who
instinctively held out her arms. The baby, still covered with birth
fluids, puckered her lips and made a mewling sound.

Belle had never
actually held a baby before and she had never seen one with such a
head of black hair, so long that it reached her tiny shoulders.
‘I’ll call her Sarah,’ she announced.

The tall,
well-built woman sitting on the ingle stool at the fireside removed
the clay pipe from her mouth and spat in the fire. As the droplets
bubbled and sizzled on the coal, she turned slowly and deliberately
to stare at Belle. ‘Sarah? What kind of daft name’s that?’ she
demanded. ‘It’s not a fisher name, that’s for sure.’

Belle cringed.
The feeling of worthlessness, instilled in her by her minister
uncle, crept through her making her feel stupid. She looked at the
baby and then at Annie. Meeting the contempt in Annie’s eyes she
stiffened with defiance and said, ‘She’s my baby and I’ll call her
what I like.’ Belle’s arms tightened round Sarah, the only real
possession she’d ever had that was all her own.

‘Ach,
Annie Watt, what does it matter what the lassie calls her bairn.’
The midwife thrust a parcel of bloody papers and straw on to the
fire.

‘We’ll
see about that when my Jimmie comes home,’ Annie muttered. ‘He’ll
have something to say.’

‘He’s not
your Jimmie any more, he’s mine,’ Belle muttered, scowling at her
mother-in-law.

‘Hmph,’
Annie snorted as she turned back to the fire, ‘that’s what comes of
marrying a townie. He should have stuck to his own kind,’ and with
that final remark she clamped her teeth round her clay pipe, a sure
indication that as far as she was concerned the discussion was
over.

Belle flopped
back on the bed exhausted, unsure whether the wetness on her cheeks
was from sweat or tears. Jimmie should have been here with her, but
he’d gone out with his father’s boat, chasing the herring shoals.
The fish were more important to him than something so commonplace
as the birth of a child.

Belle looked at
the wrinkled, black haired baby, but her feeling of joy had been
ruined by the attitude of her mother-in-law, and she suddenly felt
too tired to care.

‘Don’t be
such a misery Annie,’ the midwife said. She laid a basin in front
of the fire and reached for the heavy black kettle that was
simmering on the hob. ‘She’s just a wee lass, and I mind fine when
you had Jeannie, you made a bit of a fuss too as I
recall.’

‘I don’t
recall that at all,’ Annie’s voice was dangerously quiet, ‘and I
don’t see how you can remember. That was all of seven years
ago.’

Turning her
face to the wall, and grasping the baby close to her body, Belle
covered her head with the rough grey blanket. She could not bear
listening to the two older women because she knew that neither
accepted her as one of their own. To them she would always be an
outsider. The incomer that was not welcome in the fishing community
of Craigden. She wished again that her Jimmie was with her to
shield her from their contempt.

Belle never
noticed the blanket being pulled back, nor was she aware of Sarah
being lifted from her arms as she descended into a restless
sleep.


Chapter 2

The mud
slithered through Jeannie’s toes. She tentatively dug deeper and
wriggled them in an effort to detect stones and the precious
mussels that clung to their surface. Ma always managed to fill her
creel with mussels, so Jeannie knew she wouldn’t be pleased with
today’s harvest that barely covered the bottom of her murlin
basket.

‘There’ll
be no mussels today,’ Jeannie had heard her ma say that morning.
Jeannie knew she should not have come to the back-sands on her own.
But she also knew that Da couldn’t fish tomorrow if there were no
mussels to bait the lines, and Ma had been so busy she had not even
noticed Jeannie leave.

Solemnly she
studied the bottom of the basket hoping the mussels would magically
increase, but nothing magic ever happened to Jeannie, and the
weight of her responsibilities pressed down on her young shoulders.
The other bairns didn’t seem to be worrying, but it did not matter
so much to them, because they knew there would be mussels in plenty
to bait their father’s lines. There would be few mussels for her
da’s lines because her ma was at home waiting for the birthing of
Belle’s bairn.

Jeannie knew
that if she could get further out on to the back-sands where the
mussel beds were thick, she would have filled her basket. She
looked with envy at the women already turning to wade back to the
shore, and knew by the angle of their shoulders that they had
managed to fill their creels.

The first of
the women passed her singing out as she went, ‘Back to the shore
you, young uns. Tide’s coming in.’

Jeannie dug her
toes stubbornly into the mud. There must be some more mussels
somewhere. But if there were, the women would not have had to wade
so far out into the tidal waters of the basin. Her eyes stung but
she refused to cry. Jeannie had not cried since she was five, and
now she was a grown up seven it wouldn’t do to let anyone see
tears.

Davie appeared
at her side with a splash, ‘Come on, Jeannie, tide’s coming in
fast, and Ma would give me what for if I took you home
drowned.’

‘You
might have helped me with the mussels,’ Jeannie glared at her older
brother.

‘Menfolk
don’t gather mussels,’ Davie stretched his twelve years old body as
tall as it would go. He smirked down at his sister. ‘That’s women’s
work.’

The two
children glared at each other, Jeannie, small and thin for her age,
and Davie, already showing signs of becoming a tall man. Jeannie
was the first to turn her eyes away. She did not like to fight with
her brother and did not like it when Davie’s eyes lost their usual
laughter.

‘Anyways,
you could have helped, just this once,’ she muttered, turning to
wade to the shore. Staggering slightly she held her skirts higher
to avoid the gathering waves.

Davie grasped
her thin arm. ‘Come on, before you sail down the river,’ and making
sure she did not stumble, led her to the shore.

The women,
already walking towards the village, strode out with manly steps
despite their wet skirts. Jeannie was not sure how they managed it
because the sogginess of her skirt kept catching her legs and
slowing her down.

‘Cheer
up,’ Davie tramped along at her side. ‘Ma’ll be too busy helping
Belle birth the bairn she won’t notice there’s hardly any mussels,
and by the time she does I’ll make sure your murlin’s
full.’

Jeannie did not
bother to ask him how he would manage that, but she reckoned some
of the other baskets might be slightly less full. It wasn’t right
some of the things Davie got up to, but she would not refuse the
extra mussels, for Ma’s displeasure was dreaded by all her
children.

‘D’you
think the bairn’s born yet, Davie?’

‘How
should I know? That’s women’s business.’ Davie lengthened his
stride. ‘Anyway I expect it is,’ he added.

Jeannie
giggled. Davie often imitated his older brothers in his efforts to
appear a man. ‘D’you like Belle?’ she asked, and watched with
interest as a blush stained Davie’s neck and spread to his
face.

‘She’s
all right,’ he mumbled.

‘Ma
doesn’t like her.’ Jeannie hesitated, not sure whether she should
or shouldn’t like Belle, just because Ma didn’t like
her.

‘Ma
wouldn’t like anybody who’d taken her Jimmie away from
her.’

‘That’s
not true, she wanted Jimmie to marry Ellen Bruce,’ Jeannie nodded
in the direction of the group of younger women just in front of
them. ‘I heard her say so.’

‘She only
wanted that so Jimmie could get a share in the Bruce boat, anyways
Belle’s a lot prettier than Ellen.’

‘See, I
knew you liked Belle,’ Jeannie skipped out of the way of the hand
that Davie aimed at her head. Hoisting her damp skirt up to her
knees, she ran to the top of the grassy bank where she could see
straight down the river and out to sea.

The mud flats
were now completely under water as the tide raced in. Jeannie
shivered to think that only minutes before she had been gathering
mussels where now there was only water. The village lay before her,
small and constrained by the cliff that rose behind it, the sun
dappling the faces of the cottages that sat in its lap. She tried
to pick out her ma’s house, but they all looked the same at this
distance. Shading her eyes with her hand, for the sun was high in
the sky, she looked beyond the small huddle of whitewashed cottages
to the river mouth.

‘The
boats should be coming back now the tide’s on the turn,’ Jeannie
lowered her hand and turned to look at her brother. ‘Jimmie’ll be
anxious to know if he’s a da yet.’

‘They’ll
not come back until they’re full of fish, no bairn’s worth an empty
boat. Besides Ma would give them what for if they came back without
a catch.’

‘You’re
right, Davie, I suppose I just wished they’d come home.’ Jeannie
started to walk down the path towards the cottages, ‘At least we
can see if Belle’s had her bairn yet.’


Chapter 3

Belle sank
deeper into the sleep of exhaustion. The voices muttering in the
background turned into the gentle shush of waves rolling up the
beach.

Her feet sank
into the sand and it trickled round them and between her toes.
Jimmie’s hand, clasping hers, was warm and firm.

They started to
run, whooping and laughing like children. Then he stopped, swung
her off her feet and twirled her around before pulling her close to
him, so close she could feel the beat of his heart against her
breast. She swayed into him, feeling his love and need for her.

It was the most
wonderful thing in the world, having someone want you and love you.
It was something she had never experienced before.

‘Oh,
Belle,’ he said, looking into her eyes. ‘You are the best thing
that ever happened to me. Nothing must ever come between
us.’

‘Nothing
will,’ she replied. ‘I won’t let it.’

She savoured
the moment, warmed by his love. The love that was hers alone. A
love she would never willingly share with anyone.

The shriek of a
gull broke into their reverie, accompanied by the clatter of
tongues. Belle blinked. She was back in the box bed, lying on the
hard straw.

***


The Bonnie Annie
approached the river mouth well in front of the other fishing
boats and its skipper, James Watt, sighed with contentment. He was
a tall man with weather-beaten features and a grizzled grey beard
that he kneaded with his fingers in an attempt to loosen the salt
left behind by many dousings with sea spray. He looked with pride
at his eldest son, Jimmie, who at nineteen, was turning into a
damned good seaman, able to handle the boat almost as well as he
could himself.

‘Pull
that sail round, Jimmie, we’re just about at the river mouth and we
don’t want to come in too close to the rocks.’ James Watt looked
with satisfaction at their silvery catch. Never had he seen the
herring so plentiful, they could almost have scooped them out of
the sea with a bucket this time, and they hadn’t even lost one
net.

‘Let me
swing the sail, Da?’ Angus pleaded.

‘No lad,
you must wait till you’ve more experience, and we can’t afford to
sail too near the rocks. We’d lose everything if we lost the boat.’
James looked with pleasure at his second youngest son, only
fifteen, still smooth chinned and desperate to have all the
knowledge and experience of older sailors so he could get his own
vessel. Not like Ian who slouched in the bottom of the boat and
couldn’t care less. Still, Ian was only seventeen and might grow
out of his fighting and carousing ways.

The small boat
swung round in the wind and scudded round the rocky promontory as
Jimmie expertly handled the sails. Jimmie was the eldest of James’s
four sons and his favourite. Of course there was wee Jeannie, who
did not count because she was a girl. James would never have
admitted it, but he had a soft spot for Jeannie, pity she hadn’t
been a boy. James smiled with satisfaction, ‘Good lad, Jimmie.’
That was as much praise as James could bring himself to give.

Salt spray
splashed over the side of the boat as the tide caught her, and
James laughingly rubbed it out of his beard. ‘You’ll make a sailor
yet,’ he shouted to Jimmie, ‘that is if you can manage to keep us
afloat at the speed you’re going. But no doubt, you’ll be wanting
to see if that wee lass has made you a father yet.’

Angus who had
been having trouble maintaining his balance dropped down to join
Ian on the bottom of the boat, ‘Jimmie’s in a hurry, but I don’t
blame him. I’d be in a hurry too if I had somebody like Belle
waiting for me.’

Ian snorted.
‘Jimmie’s had more lassies than you’ve had herrings for your tea,’
he sneered. ‘I don’t see Belle’s that much different. She’s just
the one who caught him. She’ll have a hard job keeping him
though.’

‘Away you
go. I’ve seen the way he looks at her. He never looked at any other
lassie like that before.’

‘That may
be so but Belle’s not a fisher lass and doesn’t know the life.
She’ll never stand it and before you know it she’ll have found
somebody else.’

‘But she
can’t, she’s Jimmie’s wife,’ Angus stuttered.

‘A flash
town tart, more like,’ Ian retorted.

James frowned
down at his two sons. ‘That’s enough of that,’ he snapped. ‘Jimmie
and Belle are nothing to do with you two. So hold your tongues.’
Turning he stared toward the little cluster of houses cradled in
the shadow of the cliff. ‘Pull your sail round now, Jimmie,’ he
ordered curtly, his earlier good humour gone as he worried about
what he had overheard Ian saying, for it appeared to him that there
was some truth in it.

***

Jeannie had
almost reached the cottages when she caught sight of the boat,
sails billowing in the wind, racing up the river with the incoming
tide. She rose up on her toes and shaded her eyes. ‘Look, Davie!
Look! The boats are coming back. Can you see which one’s in front?
Is it Da’s boat?’

Davie frowned,
‘They should be lowering their sails by now, they’re too far up the
river.’

‘Is it
Da’s boat?’ Jeannie persisted. ‘Is it?’

‘Yes,
yes, it’s Da’s boat...’

Jeannie didn’t
wait to hear any more as she started running towards the cottage
her murlin grasped firmly in both arms to prevent the bouncing
mussels from spilling out.

‘Ma. Ma,’
she gasped as she burst through the door, ‘the boats are coming
back.’ The sun cut through the green tinged gloom in the room but
even so, Jeannie had to blink several times before her eyes
adjusted. She could distinguish her ma sitting on the ingle neuk
stool smoking her pipe and the village midwife kneeling to bath a
tiny baby.

‘Leave
the mussels outside the door, Jeannie,’ her ma’s voice was harsher
than usual, ‘you know better than bring them in the
house.’

Jeannie turned,
almost colliding with Davie. ‘Here, you take them, Davie. I want to
see the bairn,’ and she thrust the murlin into her brother’s
unwilling arms. ‘Is it a boy?’ she asked excitedly, ignoring
Davie’s muttered objections as he turned to place the basket
outside.

‘No
Jeannie, it’s not a boy. It’s the bonniest wee lass I ever saw.’
The midwife beckoned to her. ‘Come and see.’

‘You
don’t have time to be admiring bairns,’ Annie snapped. ‘If the
boats are coming up river there’ll be work to do.’ Tapping her pipe
out on the hearth stone she rose and strode out to the
sunlight.

‘Ach, Ma.
Just a wee look, that’s all I want.’

‘There’ll
be plenty of time for that later. Come on, Jeannie.’

‘Quick
Jeannie, have a wee peep. Your ma won’t know the difference if you
run fast and catch up with her.’ The midwife laid the baby on her
knee. Jeannie tiptoed over to her, afraid the baby would start
crying. She looked in amazement at Sarah and gently touched her
black hair, ‘I never knew babies had so much hair,’ she said. Sarah
turned her head towards Jeannie’s stroking finger and the sound of
her voice, and it was as if an instant bond had sprung up between
the seven year old and the new baby.

‘Come on,
Jeannie,’ Ma’s voice broke the spell, and Jeannie turned to run out
of the cottage knowing that Sarah was special.


Chapter 4

When she woke,
Belle ached all over. The straw dug in to her back and her heels
rested in hollowed out grooves in the mattress. Never had she been
so uncomfortable or so sore in all her life. If she regretted
anything about her marriage to Jimmie Watt, it was not being able
to sleep on a feather mattress. Yet, when she thought about the
nights she had spent in the kirk manse, her uncle’s house, she
would gladly sleep on straw for the rest of her life than return
there.

She struggled
to a sitting position expecting to see Annie’s disapproving face.
Belle had hoped that Jimmie’s mother would have welcomed her with
open arms, taken the place of the mother Belle had never known,
been the type of mother she had imagined in her dreams, the mother
she thought about and cried for after her uncle’s visits to her
room. But Jimmie’s mother had barely looked at her when he brought
her to his home. Belle had covered her ears when they argued about
her, thinking of her own mother who, if she’d ever met her, would
have enfolded her in her arms and wept tears of joy.

The stool at
the ingle neuk was empty. Annie’s pipe lay on the hearth where she
had left it minutes before, and the midwife was wrapping the baby
in a sheet so that only the top of her head showed.

There was a
tingling in the tips of Belle’s breasts as she looked at Sarah and
a strange feeling of warmth and anticipation. She wanted to hold
her baby. The baby she had not wanted. Annie did not like her
because she thought Belle had trapped her son. The baby who had
swollen her body and made her look ugly. Her baby.

‘Can I
have my baby please?’ She had meant to be forceful and demanding,
but her voice was weak and pleading.

‘Ah,
you’re wakened then,’ the midwife fastened the sheet with a pin,
held Sarah up to her shoulder and patted her gently. ‘It’s a bonnie
lass you have, and born with the incoming tide. Lucky that is. If
it’d been a boy it would’ve meant he’d make a fine fisherman. Not
sure what it means for a lass.’ She approached the bed and looked
down at Belle. ‘You see that you look after her right. Bairns are
precious,’ and with that comment she laid Sarah in Belle’s arms and
turned to leave. The sun streaked across the room as she opened the
door. Pausing for a moment she looked back at Belle, ‘I almost
forgot to tell you. The boats are back. Your Jimmie should be home
soon.’

Belle’s eyes
glowed with pleasure and her arms tightened on Sarah’s small body
as she hugged the baby to her breast. Jimmie home? She could not
wait to see him and show him the baby. Closing her eyes she
pictured his face, all kind and concerned and looking at her in
that special way he had. The look that made her feel special and
sent butterflies fluttering around her stomach. But now there would
also be admiration in his gaze as she presented him with his
daughter. Belle frowned momentarily as an unwanted thought forced
its way into her mind. What if he was disappointed it wasn’t a boy?
All men wanted sons after all. No, she would not think it. He would
be pleased she’d had a child, it wouldn’t matter that it was not a
boy.

Sarah nuzzled
at Belle’s breast twisting and rubbing her mouth against the coarse
linen of her nightgown. Belle responded to the strange tingling
feeling and started to feed the baby. She pulled the gown off her
shoulder and bared one creamy breast, hoping that Jimmie would
hurry up.

The room was
silent, even the fire seemed to be holding its breath, and Belle
started to get impatient. Where was Jimmie? What was taking him so
long? Surely he wasn’t helping to unload the catch, not when she
was here waiting for him. Surely she was more important than fish.
A single tear trickled down her cheek as she quietly detached Sarah
from her breast and pulled the gown back up on to her shoulder.
Well, if he couldn’t come and see her she was not going to bother
looking pretty for him. Lying back in the bed she stared unseeingly
at the dying fire while Sarah lay, forgotten, on top of the rough
blanket just out of reach of her mother’s arms.

Belle was
uncertain how long she lay there or whether she slept, or how long
Jimmie had been in the room. She had not heard him enter, but he
was there, and so was Annie.

‘You’re
back from the fish then,’ she rasped, her tongue clinging thickly
to the top of her mouth. ‘It’s not before time.’

Annie snorted,
‘That’s a fine welcome to give a man just back from the sea.’

‘Ach, Ma.
It doesn’t matter.’ Jimmie turned from his mother to smile at
Belle. ‘I know she’s glad to see me. Aren’t you Belle?’ Crossing to
the bed he knelt and enclosed Belle’s hand in his own.

The strength of
his fingers and the warmth of his body as he bent towards her
wrapped around Belle and she no longer cared what Annie thought of
her. Jimmie loved her. Nothing Annie could say or do would alter
that. ‘Oh Jimmie . . .,’ a lump rose in her throat, and she was on
the verge of tears.

Suddenly she
remembered Sarah and, turning, lifted the baby with gentle hands.
How proud he would be, she thought. How clever he would think she
was. ‘I’ve named her Sarah,’ she told him, lowering her gaze
towards the baby and stroking the tiny head with a finger.

‘She
can’t call the bairn Sarah. I’ve told her that already.’

Belle’s head
jerked up. She had forgotten that Annie was there and the harshness
in the woman’s voice made her shrivel inside.

‘It’s not
a fisher name,’ Annie added, returning Belle’s stare.

‘If Belle
wants to call her Sarah, then Sarah it’ll be.’

Belle smiled.
It had been unnecessary to worry that he would side with his
mother. He loved her, Belle, after all. She turned to look at
Jimmie, love shining out of her eyes, but Jimmie was looking in
wonderment at his new baby daughter. He fingered her hair, stroked
her soft cheek and examined her tiny fingers.

Belle watched,
jealously. This was not the way it was supposed to be. He was
supposed to make a fuss of her, Belle, telling her how wonderful
she was and stroking her cheek, and smoothing her hair — not the
baby’s, not Sarah’s. Sarah was there to give Belle love. Not take
it away from her.

‘Be
careful,’ she snapped, holding the baby close, ‘she’s delicate, you
mustn’t touch her, you might bruise her.’ Torn by conflicting
emotions she turned her back on Jimmie and started to feed Sarah,
but there were tears in her eyes as all her feelings of
worthlessness resurfaced How could this be, she thought. How could
a child rob her of the love of her man.


Chapter 5

The women
waited thigh deep in water, as the fishing fleet sailed towards the
village with the gulls screaming and circling round the boats. They
were strong women, as tall and weather-beaten as the men who fished
the seas, and as each boat arrived they grasped the prow pulling it
ashore while the men attended to the task of securing the sails and
oars.

James had been
first back, and now he looked up from his task of unloading the
fish from the boat that rested on the shingle where Annie had
pulled and guided it. It would not be long before the cadgers
arrived to haggle over the price of the fish. Their carts were
probably already rumbling across the bridge from the town on the
north shore of the river. Maybe he should not have sent Annie back
to the house, for he was never able to get as good a price as she
could. Still, family had to come first and Jimmie’s Belle was
family now, as he had reminded Annie.

‘You’ll
not be going to the town to sell fish the day,’ he’d said, his
voice brooking no argument.

Annie had
thrown down her creel in annoyance, but she had not argued.

‘Get
Jeannie to put some of the fish in the creel for our own use, and
bring it with you when you come. . . and mind and get a good price
for the rest from the cadgers. They’d rob you as soon as look at
you.’ With that parting remark Annie turned her back on James, and
started to walk towards the stone house that had been home to them
for the past twenty years.

James sighed as
he resumed his task of unloading the fish. She was a good lass
Annie. He was sure that once she’d got over her disappointment
about Jimmie’s sudden marriage she would take to Belle, even if it
was only for the sake of the bairn.

Most of the
boats had beached by now, and the chatter of the women and girls
mingled with the deeper voices of the men as they helped their
fathers and husbands to unload them. Some of the women were already
strapping on their creels ready to leave for the market in
Invercraig, where they could get a better price for their fish than
the cadgers gave them.

James looked
around for his sons, for if he did not finish unloading soon he
would not get the best price from the cadgers.

‘Ian!’ he
shouted, catching a glimpse of his second eldest son. ‘Will you
leave the lassies alone and get the hell back here to unload the
boat!’

‘That’s
women’s work,’ scowled Ian, ‘I shouldn’t need to unload. I’m a
fisherman, not a labourer.’

‘You’ll
unload if I say you unload, my lad. And you’re not a proper
fisherman yet, not till you have your own share in a boat. So
you’ll do what I tell you.’

‘I don’t
see Jimmie here unloading,’ Ian sneered. ‘Away to see his precious
Belle, is he?’

‘Never
you mind about Jimmie. He has an excuse the day. He’ll be needing
to see his bairn.’

‘I wonder
if it would have been the same if it was my bairn that had been
born.’ Ian’s tone was bitter.

‘Well
it’s not your bairn. So just get on with the work.’

James watched
Ian bend over the edge of the boat. He was so like Jimmie in looks
they could almost be twins, although there was two years between
them. But Ian did not have Jimmie’s good nature. It was as if there
was something eating him away inside. Always since they were
children, Ian had wanted what Jimmie had.

The first of
the cadgers’ carts arrived at the river’s edge pulling up parallel
to James’s boat.

Angus leaped
from the cart to the ground clearing the edge of the bank. ‘I went
to meet Wullie,’ he shouted to his father. ‘Told him he had to buy
his fish from us.’

‘You’d no
right, lad,’ James scolded, ‘you should have been here
helping.’

Angus laughed,
‘You’ll not say that if you get a better price because of me.’

James smiled
back. He found it impossible to stay angry with Angus, who at
fifteen was smaller and stockier than his two elder brothers. This
last fishing trip had been Angus’s first time out with the boat.
And he’d done well. He’d been keen and eager to learn, and always
good natured even when things had been tough.

‘Come on
then, lad. Let’s get these fish away so we can go home and see the
new bairn.’

***

Annie sat on
the stool by the fire her fingers seeking the comfort of the clay
pipe. But it was cold like her heart. She had come home at James’s
bidding, seeking to help her daughter-in-law, but it had all gone
wrong. Belle’s treatment of Jimmie had sent a flare of resentment
coursing through her.

Now she sat
rubbing the clay bowl of her pipe as if that could erase all that
had happened over the past few weeks. It wasn’t that Annie had not
noticed that Jimmie spent a lot of his spare time in Invercraig,
the big town across the water, but she had never given it a
second’s thought. The young lads of the village often went there to
visit the inns and public houses, which were livelier than the ones
where their fathers congregated. But Annie had not expected Belle.
And when Jimmie brought her home three weeks ago, Annie had been
shocked. She still hadn’t worked out if it had been because Belle
was in an advanced state of pregnancy, or whether it had been
because she was a townser. Craigden men always married their own
kind.

Annie’s hands
grew damp at the thought, just as they had done when she first saw
Belle in her fancy silks. She rubbed her palms on her own homespun
skirt, feeling the comfortable roughness of the cloth. But that
could not quite erase the urge to know what silk against her skin
would feel like.

She fumbled for
the pipe lying in her lap. Smoking helped to calm her down and she
had needed to smoke a lot lately. Scraping the remnants of the old
tobacco ash from the bowl she tapped it on the hearthstone to get
rid of the residue. The blow was harder than she meant it to be and
now the bowl rocked on the hearth while her hand gripped the
severed stem. She watched the gently spinning bowl in dismay, and
resolved that Belle would not come between her and her family. Even
if that meant she had to accept Belle as one of her own.

Annie looked
again at the kneeling figure of her eldest son as he leaned towards
Belle and the baby, and at Belle feeding Sarah, with her back
turned towards him.

‘Come and
sit by me and give the lass peace to feed the bairn,’ Annie forced
herself to smile at Jimmie. He was her favourite son, despite her
disapproval of Belle.

Jimmie came and
squatted on the floor at her side, ‘Is she not a bonnie bairn, Ma?’
He smiled up at her.

Annie rested
her hand on his head just as she had done when he was a child. ‘Aye
lad, she’s a braw bairn.’ Her eyes turned towards the alcove bed
where Belle was feeding Sarah, and she frowned. She could almost
swear that Belle disliked the baby. Her hand tightened on Jimmie’s
head. No, that couldn’t be. All mothers loved their babies.

***

James heaved
the last basket of fish onto the cadger’s cart. He pulled a rope
taut over the rear end and tested the knots that secured it to each
of the side spars. He did not want to risk the fish bouncing off
before it got to the market. Wullie jumped on the front of the cart
and grasping the reins shook them. The horse strained and pulled
while Wullie clicked his tongue in encouragement.

James walked
beside the cart as it rocked towards the level ground of the narrow
path. ‘You’re sure you’ll get a good price for me then,
Wullie?’

‘Aye,
that I will. I’m heading for the Dundee market. There’s a better
price for the fish at Dundee than there is at Invercraig, or
Forfar,’ and with a final click of the tongue and shake of the
reins, the cadger’s cart rumbled on its way.

Jeannie looked
up from the creel she was pulling over the shingle. ‘Is Dundee a
big place, Da?’

‘Yes,
Jeannie lass, it’s a big place.’

‘Bigger
than Invercraig?’

‘I’m told
it is.’

‘Why
would they want our fish, Da? Do they not have fishing boats
there?’

‘No,
Jeannie lass, they’ve only got whaling ships.’

‘There’s
whaling ships at Invercraig.’

‘Yes, but
there’s a lot more whalers at Dundee. They tell me there are as
many whalers as there are at Peterhead.’

James had
seen the whalers at Peterhead and Invercraig although he had never
been to Dundee. He’d had one trip on a Peterhead whaler when he’d
been Ian’s age but had been glad to get back to the fishing boats.
Still that one journey had been profitable and had given him the
stake to buy his share in the Bonnie
Annie.

He looked round
for a bucket and filling it with river water, he quickly rinsed the
boat out. He made sure that not all of the fish scales were washed
away, for it was a well-known fact that the fish would not come to
a clean boat.


Chapter 6

Belle wanted
everyone to like her, but having sensed her mother-in-law’s dislike
almost from the moment she had set foot in the cottage she was
certain that Annie only tolerated her to please her son. The men of
the house though, that was different, and Belle responded to them
with coy glances and flirtatious looks. She had seen the admiration
in their eyes, even though her body had been distorted and clumsy,
and Belle desperately needed the family to like and admire her. She
was sure they would admire her more than ever now that she had lost
her burden and regained her figure. Besides, Jimmy would see they
thought she was attractive, and that would make him love and desire
her even more than he already did.

Sarah stopped
sucking, although her tiny mouth still grasped Belle’s nipple. Her
long lashes gave a final flutter and closed. Belle held her for a
moment, desperately wanting to love this baby. Sarah stirred and
clamped her mouth even more firmly on her mother’s nipple. Belle
reacted instinctively, pulling the baby roughly away from her. She
quickly regretted her hasty action as a sharp pain shot through her
breast. She shuddered. There was something unnatural about this
animal process of feeding babies.

Turning over in
the bed, Belle looked towards the fireplace where Jimmie sat at
Annie’s feet. He had no right to be there. He should be beside her.
He was hers now. Not Annie’s. Unexpectedly, tears gathered in her
eyes and trickled down her cheeks. Her body ached with pains,
inside and out, until she did not know what to do with herself to
lessen the hurt. She wanted Jimmie. She wanted him all to herself,
not shared with his mother or his family. But she had no option,
nowhere else to go, except for James and Annie’s house.

‘What’s
the matter, love?’ Jimmie had risen and come to her side. His large
hand caressed her cheek, wiping them away.

Belle gazed up
at him, enjoying the roughness of his hand on her skin. ‘Oh,
Jimmie,’ she wailed, ‘it was horrible and it hurt so much. I just
wanted you, and you weren’t here.’

‘I’m here
now, love.’ He wrapped strong arms around her and Belle put her
head on his chest and sobbed.

‘But you
weren’t here when I needed you. I so wanted to give you a son, and
all I’ve given you is a girl.’ Belle’s voice was muffled and
despairing.

‘She’s a
lovely daughter, Belle. I’m fair pleased and there’s plenty of time
for sons.’

Belle subsided
into fresh sobs at the thought of having to go through all that
again to give Jimmie a son. What if the next one was a girl too,
another lovely daughter? She did not want lovely daughters, and she
certainly did not want Jimmie to love them more than he loved
her.

Jimmie held
Belle until her crying stopped and, after giving her one final hug,
he laid her down onto the mattress. Leaning over her he rescued
Sarah from the back of the bed where she slept peacefully, and
gently placed her in Belle’s arms.

‘There
now,’ he said, as he pulled the rough blanket up and tucked it
round his wife and daughter, ‘you have a wee sleep. I’ll help Ma
build up the fire so you can have some soup after you’re rested.
We’ve brought some braw fish back with us and I’ll pick out the
best one for you. Once you’ve slept and eaten you’ll feel
better.’

When Belle woke
it was evening and Annie had just lit the crusie lamp although it
wasn’t yet dark outside. The soup pot bubbled on the fire filling
the cottage with a warm, tantalising smell. Laughter and voices
resounded in the room as James and his sons related the story of
their recent fishing trip to Annie and the younger children.

‘You
should have got Cadger Wullie to pay you before he left with the
fish,’ Annie berated James, although there was no anger in her
voice.

‘Naw,
Annie lass, Wullie said he’d get a better price for us if we waited
while he took it to Dundee to sell in the market there.’ James’s
voice, a gentle rumble, seemed to fill the small room.

‘We’ll
not get paid till Monday now, for tomorrow’s the Sabbath. Had you
forgotten?’

‘Naw,
Annie lass, I hadn’t forgotten, but I trust Wullie and so should
you.’

Annie sighed,
but turned to stir the soup and turn the oatcakes on the griddle.
‘Soup’s ready to lift. Jimmie will you see if Belle’s awake? And
you lot,’ she glared at her elder sons, ‘mind your manners while
Belle’s with us.’

Belle closed
her eyes, feeling more than ever like an intruder, and waited for
the touch of Jimmie’s hand if only to remind her that he loved
her.

‘Are you
rested, love?’

Jimmie’s hand,
despite its size, was light on her shoulder. Belle covered his hand
with hers and looked up at him feeling the familiar churning
sensation at the pit of her stomach.

He gave her
shoulder a squeeze, ‘I’ll get you some soup. We’ll soon have you
strong and well.’

‘Strong
enough to carry you to the boat?’ Ian mocked. ‘There’s nothing of
the lass. She couldn’t even lift one of your seaboots.’

‘Hold
your tongue, laddie,’ Annie’s voice was sharp. ‘This is not the
time to be planning who’s to do what. Anyway if she can’t manage
I’ll do it as I’ve always done. We’ll find some other job for Belle
to do.’

Belle shrank
back in the bed. She had seen the fisherwomen carrying their men
out to the boats so they would not get their feet wet before they
sailed. Surely Jimmie would not expect her to do that? And yet, she
did not want Annie to do it either. Jimmie was her man.

‘Never
you mind them, Belle. Ma can carry me to the boat, you’re too wee,’
and so saying Jimmie dipped the spoon in the soup and fed
her.

***

Annie dished up
the fish into the well-scraped soup bowls. She was glad they were
eating well tonight. It made up for all the times when the catch
was poor and they had to tighten their belts.

Reaching for
Belle’s bowl, she snorted, when she saw it still had some soup in
it. ‘D’you want to finish this, Davie lad?’ Davie, her youngest
son, was a tall, lean twelve year old who always seemed to be
hungry, and she was sure he would not refuse her offer.

‘Shove it
over here, Ma. I’ll soon make short work of that.’ Davie had his
spoon ready.

‘Hurry it
up, Ma,’ Ian growled, ‘it’ll soon be too late for Angus and me to
go over the water to Invercraig.’

‘Have we
not had enough of Invercraig to last us a lifetime,’ Annie
retorted, with a glance at Belle and Sarah lying in her bed. The
bed Annie and James had shared since their wedding day. The bed
where Jimmie had been born, then Ian, followed by Angus, Davie, and
Jeannie. And now the bed where Sarah had been born.

‘Can I
come to Invercraig with you?’ Davie had swallowed the extra soup.
He was now finishing his herring which Annie had served up with
skirlie, the oatmeal and onion mixture that was the staple diet of
most of the villagers.

‘You’re
too young, Davie lad, they wouldn’t let you into the places we’ll
be going to.’ Angus tousled Davie’s hair. ‘You’ll have to grow a
bit yet, lad.’

‘You
shouldn’t be going to them either, I’m thinking,’ Annie’s voice was
sharp. She knew she would never keep Ian away from the town and the
drinking dens, but it vexed her that he took Angus with him. Angus
was a good lad and Ian would only get him into trouble.

The house
seemed quieter after Ian and Angus had left. Annie and Jeannie
gathered up the plates while James toasted his toes in front of the
fire and Davie whittled away at a piece of wood with a knife.

Annie paused,
her hands full of bowls and spoons, ‘What are you making this time,
Davie lad?’

‘A wee
doll for the new bairn, just a welcome,’ Davie explained, holding
out the half carved shape for her inspection.

Annie laid the
plates and spoons on the table, and taking the piece of wood
caressed it with her fingers. It brought back memories of other
times and other bairns, and she felt ashamed. She had not welcomed
this bairn and she should have. This bairn was Jimmie’s. Flesh of
her flesh, blood of her blood. And blood was important. Blood meant
family, loyalty, ties, love and affection. The bairn couldn’t help
it that she was also of Belle’s flesh and blood.

Annie turned
towards the box bed in the alcove at the rear of the room. She
forced herself to smile at Belle and leaning over she caressed the
head of the sleeping baby. ‘Sarah,’ She tested out the name. It
would be the first time there had been a Sarah Watt, and it sounded
right. Annie smiled a happy smile. She looked directly into Belle’s
eyes for the first time and said, ‘I’ll look out the cradle for
Sarah. James’s grandpa carved it and every bairn that’s slept in it
has had the sea in their blood.’


Chapter 7

The walls of
the house were closing in on her and the only sun Belle had
experienced over the past six weeks had been that which sneaked in
when the door opened. The boats had been to sea at least four times
since Sarah’s birth and Belle had not been allowed to step outside
the door of the cottage. Her nerves were now at screaming pitch,
and she was convinced she’d been condemned to a life of
green-tinged gloom.

‘You
can’t go out until you’re ready to be kirked,’ Annie told her, ‘for
it’s not a changeling you’ll be wanting.’

‘I don’t
believe in your silly superstitions,’ Belle wanted to retort, but
held her tongue. There were so many customs and beliefs held by the
fisher folk that seemed strange to her, and she was finding it more
difficult than ever to fit in.

‘You’ll
wait to be kirked,’ Annie’s tone had been final.

Belle bit her
lip but knew better than to argue with her mother-in-law. Anyway,
how could she tell Annie why she did not want to be kirked, or why
she did not want Sarah christened. She had too many bad memories of
churches and ministers. Of the things her uncle had done to her,
and the penances he had made her perform afterwards for making him
succumb to the temptations of the flesh.

Eventually
Belle’s longing for fresh air and sunshine became too much for her
and she agreed to the kirking in order to get out of the house.
Now, as she struggled to fasten her best dress, she pushed the
thought of the christening to the back of her mind.

The heat of the
sun struck Belle like a physical blow when she left the house.
Narrowing her eyes against the impact she was not sure if she was
crying for joy, or whether the glaring brightness was forcing the
water from her eyes.

The villagers
were already making their way to the church, up the path that led
to the top of the cliff, and Belle could sense their curiosity. It
shimmered in the air like the heat waves rising off the cliff, seen
but unseen.

The shawl clad
figures walked in little huddles that were in some strange way
attached to each other, but separate from her. She was not one of
them. Their eyes never seemed to meet hers, while at the same time
they exuded a barely concealed air of contempt for her, bringing
out all the feelings of worthlessness and vulnerability that she
was trying so hard to suppress. It was just as well that she’d put
on her finest dress and daintiest slippers, because this was the
only way she could show them she was better than they were in their
dull, coarse skirts and blouses, and their heavy, ungainly
shoes.

‘Belle,’
Annie’s voice sounded sharp, ‘the bairn will slip and fall out of
that shawl before you’re halfway up the cliff path. Come back in
and I’ll give you one of mine.’

‘Sarah’s
fine, she’ll come to no harm.’ Belle forced the words out. She
fingered the silk and wool shawl that she had wound round Sarah
before strapping her to her breast and thought of the length of
time it had taken to arrange the pattern and the fringes to their
best effect. She did not want one of Annie’s shawls which were
horrid homespun things. They were scratchy and uncomfortable and
would hide what she was wearing. The clothes she was relying on to
boost her confidence.

‘I’ll
brook no argument. I’ll not have you kill the child, for that
path’s steep and your shawl’s too silky to hold her. Take it
off.’

‘Can I
wear Belle’s shawl?’ Jeannie had followed her mother out of the
door.

‘No you
may not, and neither will Belle.’

Belle unwrapped
Sarah and removed the silky shawl, reluctantly winding the one
Annie handed her round her shoulders and round Sarah.

‘That’s
better,’ Annie said, pinning it into place.

The shawl
smelled of fish combined with soot from the fire, and the roughness
of it scratched her neck. Belle felt like crying and her resentment
of Annie increased. The baby did not seem to mind though, as she
snuggled into her mother’s breast, alternatively sucking her lips
and making little mewing noises.

Every stone bit
into Belle’s feet as she struggled up the dirt path leading to the
top of the cliff. Jimmie should have waited for her and helped her
to climb the path. Instead of that he had left early with the men,
and they were no doubt laughing and joking together with never a
thought for her, nor any consideration of how alone she felt.

She looked with
envy at the other women as they strode effortlessly upwards to the
small church that stood at the edge of the cliff. Annie was just in
front of her but the distance was growing between them. Despair
clutched at Belle and tears pricked the back of her eyelids. She
knew that Annie only tolerated her and would have preferred her
precious Jimmie to marry any one of those ungainly women.

‘Are your
feet hurting, Belle?’ Jeannie had already been to the top of the
cliff but had run down again to walk beside her.

Belle smiled at
the child. She was the only one in the family who seemed to like
her and Belle enjoyed the admiration that Jeannie did not bother to
hide.

‘My feet
are just fine, Jeannie,’ Belle lied, ‘how much further is
it?’

‘It’s not
far now. You’ll see the church spire in just a wee minute and then
it’s just a wee bit of a puff and a blow before you’re there.’
Jeannie grinned at her and raced off again.

Annie was
already at the top of the cliff path and Belle could see her
talking and laughing with one of the fisher girls. The one who
always watched Jimmie when she thought he wasn’t looking. Not that
it would do her any good, Belle thought, Jimmie was well and truly
hers, he had proved that when he married her. He could easily have
left her when he knew she was pregnant. She would not have been the
first unmarried girl to have given birth in secret, what people
called a private birth. She shuddered at the thought. Most girls
who had private births either disposed of the baby by overlaying
and smothering it, dumping it at the workhouse door, or becoming
working girls. That was one of the benefits of living over the
water at Invercraig. There were plenty of foreign sailors to keep a
working girl busy.

Suddenly her
feet did not seem to be so sore, her heart lightened and she looked
down at Sarah with the beginnings of affection. She had not had to
give Sarah up and she would never need to be a working girl. Jimmie
had ensured that when he married her, and for that she would always
be grateful.

***

Jeannie threw
herself onto the grassy bank, plucked a blade of grass, stretched
it between her fingers, put it to her lips and tried to make the
screeching noise that Davie could do every time. But it never
seemed to work for her.

She lay back
and looked at the sky. She liked to watch the clouds. They made all
kinds of patterns, moving and rippling across a blue ceiling. In
some ways it reminded her of the sea, only it was different. Ma
didn’t like her to stare at the sky. Daydreaming she called it. Not
the thing that fisher girls should do. Fisher girls should keep
busy and not dream their lives away. But Ma would be at the church
by this time so she wouldn’t know.

Jeannie shut
her eyes and chewed the grass. The sun was warm on her face and she
could feel the drowsiness coming over her, so it was just as well
that Sarah started to cry just before Belle reached the top of the
path.

She sat up. ‘I
waited for you,’ she told Belle. ‘Ma said it would be all
right.’

Belle stopped
to catch her breath. ‘That was nice of you, Jeannie.’

‘You
could sit here beside me for a minute,’ Jeannie patted the grassy
bank. ‘It’s fine and comfy, and maybe Sarah could do with a feed
before we go in the kirk.’

‘D’you
think we’d have time?’ Belle’s voice was anxious. ‘I don’t want to
annoy your ma.’

‘Aye
there’s plenty of time. The kirk bells haven’t started yet and the
laird’s carriage hasn’t gone past. I like to see the horses and the
carriages, and the grand ladies and gents who sometimes come with
the laird.’

Belle sat down
beside Jeannie and opened the top of her dress so that Sarah could
suckle her breast. ‘Well if you’re sure we’ve time,’ she said.


Chapter 8

The Reverend
Murdo McAllan was a tall, pale complexioned man, whose face was
reminiscent of the cadavers that lay in the vaults at the rear of
the building. He was a distant cousin of the laird and knew he
should have been grateful for the charge of Craighead Church, but
he was not. He would have preferred a church with a wealthier
congregation rather than the farm workers and fisher folk that
formed his own flock.

Now, as he
stood in the shade of the church door waiting for the laird’s
carriage to arrive, he could feel the familiar build up of sweat
beneath his collar. It had been a long hot summer and in his
opinion the weather was far too warm for a September Sunday. It
could not last. He ran a finger round his collar and wiped the
sweat from his face. Where was that blasted carriage? If it was
much longer he would be forced to go and speak to some of the early
arrivals who were congregating outside the gate.

The church
stood almost on the edge of the cliff just where the river met the
sea, although Murdo rarely went near the cliff edge. The sight of
the waves on the rocks below did something strange to his insides,
however, this was where the fisher folk liked to stand before
services started. He could see them now, laughing and gossiping
while they looked seawards. Their eyes rarely left the sea although
Murdo could not understand what it was they saw. He had a
christening to perform for them today. He was looking forward to
it, for it would give him a chance to preach yet again about the
wages of sin.

Murdo liked to
preach about sin, and this christening would give him extra
pleasure, for this girl who would be standing before him, was Belle
Findlay, the niece of his colleague, the Reverend Abraham Findlay.
He rubbed his hands down his surplice and gave a shiver of
anticipation. Perhaps the reverend gentleman would give up his
charge at Invercraig because of the scandal. Mayhap there might be
an opportunity for himself when all was said and done.

***

The laird’s
carriage had not yet left the big house, and Sir Roderick
Craigallan was becoming angry. Lachlan knew better than to look at,
or speak to, his father when he was in one of his moods. So he
turned to look at the house, as if by doing so his mother and
Clarinda would immediately appear. The house looked as it always
did, slumbering in the autumn sun, the half-drawn blinds shading
the windows like drowsy eyelids.

Out of the
corner of his eye Lachlan could see his father’s frown deepen as he
consulted his fob watch yet again. The young man leaned against the
carriage, making sure he stayed out of the way of the horses’
hooves; he did not relish another kick from them. He was still sore
from the last one. His father started to pace, stopping now and
then to run his hands over the horses. Lachlan still did not look
at his father or speak, for he knew that his father had more time
for the horses than he had for his own son.

At last the
women emerged from the house and Lachlan could relax, for his
father’s ill temper never sustained itself in the presence of his
wife, Catherine. Lachlan was always careful only to smile at his
mother when his father was not looking, for he was keenly aware
that his father was jealous of any attention his mother gave him.
‘Spare the rod and spoil the child,’ had been a phrase that had
echoed throughout his childhood, always to be answered by his
mother, ‘He’s just a child.’

No rod had ever
touched Lachlan’s body and nothing could convince his father he was
not spoiled.

The two women
arrived, and the laird grasped Catherine’s hand and elbow to help
her into the carriage.

‘Look
lively, lad,’ he snapped, making Lachlan start. ‘Help your cousin
into the carriage.’

Lachlan had
expected his father to assist Clarinda, but he did not argue. He
never argued with his father. He just wished that occasionally his
father would treat him with some respect.

He approached
Clarinda and, tentatively holding out his hand, avoided looking
into her supercilious eyes. She was heavier to support than her
slim frame suggested and for one horrible minute he could feel her
sway as she transferred her weight to the carriage. He held his
breath. He could imagine the reaction of his father if he let her
fall.

His father
climbed into the carriage before him and sat down beside Catherine,
leaving Lachlan no option but to sit beside Clarinda. His mother
smiled encouragingly at him. She was a small, round woman with
pleasant features and brown hair just peeking out from the brim of
her bonnet. Lachlan could not imagine her as the beauty she was
said to have been in her youth. Not like Clarinda who was slightly
taller, slim and really beautiful. Lachlan would have liked her
better if she had been less beautiful and more friendly.

The carriage
rattled down the back drive towards the rough, cliff-top road that
led to Craighead church. Dust spurted upwards from the carriage
wheels as it gradually gained speed, and Lachlan, holding the edge
of his handkerchief to his nose, stared out of the carriage so that
he would not have to look at Clarinda.

The carriage
slowed a little as it passed a girl and a woman, sitting at the
side of the road. Lachlan found himself looking at the woman who
was younger than he had first thought. Noticing the curve of her
breast as she fed the baby in her arms, a dull ache of desire
gripped the pit of his stomach reflecting its way downwards into
his loins.

The young woman
stared at him before she lowered her eyes, and covered her breast.
Her hair, a mass of brown curls with the faintest glint of red
where the sun caught it, fell forward, covering her face.

Lachlan forced
his eyes away from her. He did not need to look at his father to
know that he was being glared at, it was obvious from his own
rising embarrassment and confusion, and his overwhelming feeling of
guilt. This was the effect his father always had on him.

He had been
aware from an early age that there was nothing he could do to
please his father, who had always made it plain that he did not
measure up. As a result Lachlan paid lip service to following the
family rule book, but privately went his own way, and this was one
of the reasons he was being sent to London.

It was not the
first time nor would it be the last that Lachlan wished he was able
to stand up to his father.


Chapter 9

Belle buttoned
her dress and strapped Sarah to her in the shawl. She could still
feel the young toff’s admiring gaze and the warm feeling that had
coursed through her when their eyes met.

‘Who was
that in the carriage?’ She deliberately made her voice casual as
she looked down at Jeannie who was still lying on her back in the
grass. It would not do to let Jeannie see her interest in the young
man who had looked at her with such longing in his eyes.

‘That was
the laird’s carriage,’ Jeannie spat out the piece of grass she had
been chewing.

‘Yes, but
who was in it?’

‘The
laird was there, and the laird’s lady. She was the older one. I
don’t know who the other lady was, but she was probably with the
laird’s son. They say the lassies have to watch out for him. They
say he got one of the maids at the big house in the family way and
that the laird’s going to send him away.’ Jeannie stood up and
brushed the grass from her skirt. ‘We’d better get going to the
kirk or the minister’ll have rare fun getting on to us for being
late. One thing’s for sure though, he’ll not be saying anything
about the laird’s family. He knows better.’

Belle was
thoughtful as they walked towards the church. The laird’s son, no
less, and if she was not mistaken he fancied her.

She would have
liked to sit in a carriage and be able to nod to all the fisher
folk and the farm folk. Annie would not have despised her if she
had been a lady. Instead she would have thought herself lucky to
have Belle as a daughter-in-law, and everyone would have looked up
to her. Even the minister would not dare criticize her. But she was
not a lady and she would never sit in a carriage, and although the
laird’s son might fancy her it could never amount to anything
because they were not from the same class.

***

Murdo heard the
rattle of the wheels as the dust cloud moved nearer. He observed
the groups of farm labourers and their women folk turning to watch
the progress of the carriage although, as always, the fisher folk
disdained to look. A proud, uncouth lot, the fisher folk, thought
Murdo, not respectful like their country counterparts.

His lips formed
their usual grimace as he moved forward to welcome the laird’s
party.

Sir Roderick
alighted first. There was a delicate grace in his movements that
belied his size, for he was a stocky bull of a man who looked as if
he would be more at home in the farmyard than the drawing room. He
was reputed to be fair and just, although getting on the wrong side
of him had never been recommended, and Murdo knew his place.

Lachlan
followed him. He certainly was not the man his father was and Murdo
found it difficult to be civil to him. He had little patience for
the laird’s son, with his foppish ways and womanising habits. He
sighed, if only Lachlan had not been the laird’s son he could have
used him as the topic of many a sermon.

Murdo could
feel the sweat running down his back as he stood in the full rays
of the sun. He wanted to get back into the shade of the church, but
dared not do so until the laird was ready to enter. He gripped his
hands behind his back and struggled to maintain his smile as he
waited for the ladies to be helped out of the carriage.

The laird
turned, ‘Ah, Murdo, my man! You haven’t met my niece Clarinda, have
you?’

Murdo
surreptitiously wiped his hands on his robe before raising her hand
with the tips of his fingers and, bending towards her knuckles,
dryly brushed them with his lips.

***

The church was
cool and, after the brightness of the morning sun, Belle had to
blink several times before her eyes adjusted to the gloomy
interior. She did not want to be here and it had been an effort for
her to enter the church but she had held her head high, although
there had been something in the minister’s gaze, when he’d looked
at her in the churchyard. It had made her uneasy and brought back
unwelcome memories of her uncle. Now, as she followed Jimmie and
his family to a pew she could feel the minister’s eyes watching
her, and it made her want to turn and run out again.

The pews in the
central area of the church were of rough, unvarnished oak and
Belle’s silk dress did not protect her from the cold hardness of
the seat, although she doubted if Annie or any of the fisher girls
would notice the discomfort. Their thick, rough skirts probably
provided them with more protection.

Jeannie
wriggled in beside her and Belle smiled her appreciation of the
child’s interest, although the poor child was plain beyond belief.
Belle was not accustomed to feeling any kind of kinship with women
or girls, but Jeannie was no threat to her, and she certainly
needed a friend in this village, so she grasped the child’s hand
and squeezed it with a warmth that was genuine. Maybe she would be
able to help her look prettier. She would have to watch out for
Annie though, for Annie would not like it.

The organ music
reminded the congregation they were in God’s house and should show
proper respect. Belle, however, let her thoughts drift to
pleasanter times while her arms cradled Sarah.

The Reverend
Murdo McAllan’s voice droned on, and Belle in her inattentive state
only vaguely heard references to fornication and other sins too
heinous for her to want to hear. When the time came to take Sarah
to the font for the sprinkling of the baptismal waters she
moistened her lips and held her head erect so that her hair flowed
down her back. She had met men like the Reverend Murdo before and
nothing he could say or do could ever affect her. She smiled at him
to display her lack of concern about his vituperous sermon and took
pleasure in his evident discomfort.

Sarah cried as
the cold water sprinkled over her brow and face. Belle held her
close to her body trying to soothe her, but the crying continued
and Belle was unable to console her. She grew hot and flustered,
aware of the minister’s thin-lipped smile that seemed to say to
her, ‘Be sure your sins will find you out.’ Heat crept up her neck
towards her face but she held her head high as she returned to her
pew. After she sat down, she pressed Sarah’s face into her breast
and rocked with her.

At the end of
the service the congregation emerged to the fresh air and heat. The
laird and his party led the way followed by the farm-workers who
tipped their bonnets to him, and the more independent fisher folk
who nodded briefly but showed no other signs of subservience.

Belle held
tightly to Jimmie’s arm. She was determined that he would walk her
down the path to her mother-in-law’s home and not leave her to make
the journey on her own as he had done earlier.

She could feel
Annie’s eyes on her and knew she had displeased her in some way,
but she did not care.

They passed the
laird and his party and Belle glanced surreptitiously at Lachlan,
hoping he would notice she was taken, for she was already
fantasizing that he was in love with her.
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That night
Belle and Jimmie made silent love for the first time since Sarah’s
birth. Jimmie’s touch was gentle, although his hands were rough on
Belle’s skin. She pressed herself against him, for Belle knew what
he wanted and was willing to provide it so that she would be loved.
Belle needed to be loved and her uncle had taught her well in the
ways of pleasing a man.

She murmured in
Jimmie’s ear and nibbled at his lobe. She had to make sure he
thought he was pleasing her, for truth to tell there was no
pleasure in it for Belle; again, the outcome of her uncle’s
teaching.

His arms held
her tight and safe and she ignored Annie sleeping in the truckle
bed at the other side of the room.

The bed creaked
and the straw in the mattress rustled every time Jimmie thrust
himself into her but the curtains enclosing the boxed in bed
ensured their privacy. Belle almost wept with joy because with
every thrust Jimmie was proving his love for her, and with every
submission she also proved her love for him.

Later, as they
lay in each other’s arms, Belle felt strangely restless. She had
been accustomed to her own room in her uncle’s house and now she
was aware of every noise and creak in the crowded cottage. She
could hear Annie’s soft snores from across the room, the restless
turnings of Jeannie in the truckle bed just beyond the bed
curtains, and the rustling sounds of Jimmie’s father and brothers
as they slept among the nets in the loft.

Turning in the
bed she put her arm around Jimmie and nuzzled at his ear with her
lips. ‘Jimmie,’ she murmured, ‘we have to get a place of our own.
We can’t stay here much longer.’

‘Why not?
Ma said it would be all right. We can stay as long as we need to.’
Jimmie’s voice was fuzzy with sleep.

A tidal wave of
anger surged up within Belle. Annie would like that. She would love
to keep her precious son under her own roof where she could keep an
eye on his new wife so she would not step out of line. Well, Belle
was not going to put up with that. She bit back the retort that
trembled on her lips. She would have to be careful for Jimmie loved
his ma.

‘Don’t
you see, my love. It’s not fair on your ma and da if we stay here.
We’re sleeping in their bed and the house is overcrowded already.
Besides, it’s not easy to love you here. We have to be so quiet.’
She flicked her tongue inside his ear feeling a surge of
satisfaction as he moaned and turned to take her in his arms again.
‘Hush, my love,’ she said. ‘We don’t want to waken
anyone.’

Jimmie’s grip
on her tightened, ‘There’s a wee house at the end of the village
that’s used as a store. I’ll go see the laird about it.’

Belle’s heart
gave a little flip as he mentioned the laird and she remembered
Lachlan who had looked at her so longingly. The memory lingered for
a moment making her tingle with the warmth of it before she thrust
it out of her mind. Her life was with Jimmie, her love was for
Jimmie, and she allowed him to pull her into his embrace.

***

Jimmie had
inherited his father’s ability to waken when the tide was on the
turn. He could hear his ma moving around and the stirrings of his
brothers in the loft. He knew the time had come, for the boats
could only leave Craigden with the outgoing tide.

Belle lay
beside him. Her face flushed with sleep and her arm thrown over his
chest. Jimmie smiled as he looked at her for he still could not
quite believe that she was his. Gently, he lifted her arm and
wriggled from her embrace. It would be hours before she would
waken. He brushed his lips over her forehead and she stirred and
smiled. Pulling open the curtain that enclosed the alcove he
slipped out of the bed, and taking one last look at her, pulled it
closed again so that the faint light from the crusie lamp would not
waken her.

‘Is Belle
not getting up?’ Annie’s voice was harsh. ‘Is she not going to see
you to the boat?’

‘Don’t
wake her, Ma. Let her sleep on. She’s tired.’ Jimmie kept his voice
low.

‘I see.
You’re going to spoil her are you. I suppose you’ll be wanting me
to carry you to the boat as usual.’

‘I’ll
wade out myself if you don’t want to do it but I’ll not have Belle
wakened.’

‘Don’t be
silly laddie. You’d only get wet and that’s not good for a
fisherman on his way to the sea.’ Annie stared at the closed
curtains of the box bed, ‘Why you wanted to marry a useless townie
I’ll never know. You should have married one of our own
kind.’

Jimmie thought
of the large, big boned fisher girls, who no longer attracted him.
He liked Belle’s smallness of frame and delicate features, although
he was just as aware as his mother that she would never be able to
carry him to the boat like the other women did. ‘She’s not useless.
She’s just not big enough to carry me to the boat. Maybe she could
do something else?’

‘Aye,
maybe laddie, but what d’you think that might be. She hasn’t done
anything yet that I can see.’

‘Give her
a chance, Ma. She’s only just had the bairn.’

‘Well
it’s time she got over it, and now the bairn’s been kirked she
should be ready to work.’

James Watt
descended the ladder from the loft in the same sure footed way that
he moved about his boat. ‘What are you two squabbling about. You’ll
have the whole house wakened.’

‘Can you
not guess what they’re fighting about?’ Ian followed his father
down the ladder. ‘There’s been nothing but trouble since he brought
that tart home.’

Jimmie glared
at Ian. ‘I’ll not have you call Belle a tart.’

‘I’ll
have no fighting in this house, and mind your language in front of
your ma,’ James growled.

Annie ladled
porridge from the pot hanging over the fire, and thrust a bowl into
their hands. ‘Eat your breakfast or you’ll miss the tide.’ Still
holding one bowl, she looked around. ‘Where’s Angus?’ she
demanded.

‘I’m
here, Ma,’ Angus peered down from the edge of the loft. ‘Davie’s
wakened as well and wants to know if he can go out with the
boat.’

‘He’s a
lot brighter than you are, laddie, but he’s still too young. Tell
him to go back to sleep.’

‘Aye, Ma.
That I will.’
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Annie led the
way to the river’s edge. The tide was high making the small boats
swing back and forth with the strength of the water. She looped her
skirt above her knees and tucked it into her waistband. Bracing
herself against the coldness of the water she stepped into the
river.

‘I’m
ready, James.’ She waited for him to climb on her back. Her body
stiffened in expectation of his weight for he was a well-built man,
tall and strong, as most fishermen were. She loved him with every
part of her being. She had been carrying him to his boat for the
past twenty years, and would probably still do so for the next
twenty years, because for all the grand talk of the laird about the
pier he was going to build it was not even started yet.

The water was
up beyond her knees before Annie reached the boat, and she could
feel it pulling at her as it swirled round her legs. She
half-turned so that James could dismount. As he transferred his
weight he turned and held her by the shoulder. Looking into her
eyes, he said, ‘You’re a grand woman, Annie, and a braw wife. Don’t
think I dinnae appreciate you, but don’t be hard on Belle, she’s
just a bit lass. She’s a lot to learn yet.’

‘If you
say so, James. I’ll try, but I can’t help feeling Jimmie would have
been better to marry Ellen Bruce. She has a fancy for him, you
know.’

‘It’s too
late for that now, Annie, but have you seen the way Ian looks at
Ellen. Mayhap she’ll be part of the family yet.’

Annie could
feel her legs becoming numb. ‘I’d better get the laddies on board.
It’s time you were away.’ She turned and waded back to the bank,
and carried her sons, one at a time, to join their father on the
boat.

‘We’ll be
back later today,’ James shouted to her as they cast off. ‘We’re
only going down the coast a bit.’

Annie watched
as the small boat swung round with the tide and raced seawards. Her
skirt, clinging wetly to her legs, sent a chill racing through her
body making her yearn for the comfort of her little cottage and a
soothing pipe of tobacco. Loosening her skirt, she rubbed her legs
with her petticoat and turned towards home.

***

Jimmie watched
his mother striding away towards the huddle of cottages. He could
sense an air of disapproval in her firm, erect movements, just as
he had sensed her disapproval as she carried him to the boat. She
had not said anything, but he could feel it in the tenseness of her
body and the abrupt way she had detached herself from him.

He sighed,
wishing his mother could accept Belle, could see her as he saw her.
If only his mother could see the kind, loving person that Belle
was, and not just the outward flippancy. He would do anything if
only the two women that he loved more than anything else could
accept and like each other.

The boat swayed
out to meet the river current forcing Jimmie to grasp the mast in
order to steady himself. He stopped watching his mother’s
retreating figure and turned his face towards the sea. Excitement
mounted in his chest. The movement of the boat, the feel of the
spray on his cheeks and the wind in his hair, made him forget
everything else. The sea was his first love. It was his life. The
only life he had ever wanted.

He looked at
Ian slumped in the bottom of the boat. He loved Ian as a brother,
but Ian always seemed so discontented and they always ended up
quarrelling and fighting. Jimmie was never sure how the arguments
started but they always ended with his brother stamping off in a
rage. Jimmie was sure that Ian had no love for the sea and would
seek his fortune elsewhere if he could.

Angus lay
curled up beside the nets. He was willing and keen to learn, but he
was still young. Jimmie liked having Angus on board because it
helped him to realise how experienced he had become. Soon he would
be as adept as his father at handling the boat and maybe he could
start thinking of getting a boat of his own.

‘Aye lad,
you’ve stopped dreaming then.’ His father had already stowed the
anchor away. The boat rocked and spray splashed over the bows as
the outgoing tide caught it. ‘Never mind the sails until we reach
the sea. The tide’s strong enough for us to clear the river mouth
and we don’t want the wind taking us onto the rocks.’ James rubbed
his beard absent-mindedly as he gazed seawards.

Jimmie grinned
at his father. He admired him and wanted to be just like him.
Fingering his smooth chin, Jimmie wondered if it was time he grew a
beard. ‘D’you think there’ll be fish the day?’ he asked.

‘Of
course there will, lad. What for would there not be fish? It’s been
a good season.’ James laughed. ‘I know what’s up with you. You’ll
be needing to get home to that wee wife of yours. Well, we’ll be
home before you know it, and with a fine big catch.’

The sea seemed
to reflect in their eyes as both men, father and son, gazed
seawards.

***

Annie
hesitated as she reached the house. She looked towards the sea,
straining to catch sight of the Bonnie
Annie as she sailed towards the fishing grounds. She
thought she saw the dark shape of sails at the river mouth, but the
moon had slipped back behind the clouds and it was difficult to be
sure.

The house was
silent and still as she entered, with only the glimmer of the fire
throwing strange shadows around the room. Belle, hidden behind the
curtain that covered the entry to the bed alcove, hadn’t stirred.
Annie could almost imagine the girl was not there and with that
thought uppermost in her mind she had to fight against the sudden,
desperate urge that threatened to overcome her, to climb into the
bed that was rightfully hers and cuddle down into the warm hollow
that James would have left.

Shrugging her
shoulders, she sat on her seat beside the fire and pulled her shawl
around her. This was her sleeping place for the time being. She
could not join James and the boys in the net loft. It wouldn’t be
right, particularly now the boys were becoming so grown up.

Jeannie turned
in her sleep. She looked small and peaceful as she slept on the
truckle bed. Annie’s expression softened for Jeannie was her
youngest, the only girl in a family of boys. She had almost given
up hoping for a girl when Jeannie had come along. James had thought
she’d wanted another boy, but he was wrong. Fisher families needed
girls. After all, who would look for mussels, bait the hooks and
sell the fish, not the men, for sure. Jeannie was still small but
she was wiry and active. She would be all right. Just give her
time.

Annie tried to
get comfortable on the chair. It was still the middle of the night,
too early to start the chores. Monday was not her favourite day,
for the boats could not sail on the Sabbath and had to wait for the
first tide after midnight.

She watched the
flickering flames until sleep crawled into her mind and her eyes
closed. She was lying beside James in the box bed, feeling his
warmth and the fisherman smell of him. If she reached out she knew
he would respond, because he still saw her as the tall, young girl
she had been when he married her, and not as the work-weary woman
she had become, old at the age of thirty-nine.

A surge of
longing crept up through Annie’s skin making it tingle. She wanted
him. She wanted his caress and his lips on hers. Her arm went round
him, and she woke with a start as it touched the cold wall. The
fire had dwindled. There was no James, and no warmth, and no
comfort.

Confusion swept
over her. It had felt so real, but there was nothing there. She
still sat on the chair before the dying fire. Jeannie still slept
on the truckle bed, and Belle still lay in Annie’s bed.

Despair sat
heavy on her heart. She would have to talk to James. They would
have to do something about Belle and Jimmie.
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It was dawn
before Belle woke. She could hear Sarah making soft mewling noises
and knew that the baby’s lips had puckered in a sucking action.
Pushing the blankets aside Belle raised her foot until it reached
the shelf, just wide enough for the cradle, at the foot of the bed.
She wriggled her foot until it touched the cradle and prodded it so
that it rocked gently. She knew Sarah liked the movement, and it
might give Belle a little more time before she would have to feed
her.

She leaned over
and pulled the curtains aside. The dawn light had filtered into the
room, although it made little difference to the shadows at the back
of the hole in the wall bed.

The fire was
blazing but the chair beside it was empty and there was no sign of
Annie. She must have risen and left the house. Belle was thankful
for that because Annie never gave her any peace.

Jeannie was
sitting on the side of her truckle bed trying to comb her hair,
although it was not having much effect. It always looked straggly
no matter what she did. Jeannie liked her, she could sense it,
besides she had often felt the child’s fingers touching her hair or
her dress. There was also the hungry look that Jeannie had when she
watched her, an expression that was not quite envy but something
akin to it. Sympathy for the child who often followed her around
welled up in her and she ached to help her.

‘Are you
going to feed Sarah?’ Jeannie asked. ‘Can I watch?’

Belle turned
towards the cradle. She supposed she had better feed the baby,
although her breasts were sore from the constant suckling.
Thankfully, apart from the pain, Sarah was an easy baby to feed and
seemed to be grateful for anything her mother could give her. She
did not cry much either, probably because the baby was aware of her
mother’s displeasure when she did so. It pleased Belle that Sarah
was a fast learner, because it saved her a lot of trouble.

Jeannie perched
on the side of the alcove bed, watching, as Belle lifted the baby
and commenced to feed her.

‘She’s a
bonny baby,’ Jeannie stretched her hand out to stroke Sarah’s hair.
It was not as long or as thick as it had been when she was born,
and it seemed to be losing its lustrous black colour. ‘I think her
hair’s turning brown,’ she said to Belle. ‘More like the colour of
your hair.’

Belle looked.
‘I think you’re right. I hadn’t noticed.’ The baby, snuggling into
her body, was warm and soft against her breast and, as she wriggled
even closer, a surge of emotion welled up within Belle until she
almost choked on it.

***

Belle sat on a
rock near the river mouth waiting for Jimmie to sail back to her.
Annie and the rest of the women had gone to the mussel beds, and
Jeannie was minding Sarah. The village had been deserted when she
walked through it. She had been glad of the peace and the lack of
prying eyes, aware that she was the subject of much gossip and
speculation since Jimmie had brought her to his home.

She dabbled her
toes in the water enjoying the swishing motion as it eddied round
her feet. Little waves whispered their way through gaps in the
rocks making soft shushing noises and occasional slapping sounds
where there was no opening for them to escape through. She leaned
back, supporting herself by her hands as she turned her face into
the breeze. Her hair streamed out behind her in a wild jumble of
curls and she laughed with delight, enjoying the fingers of wind
sifting through the strands. The feeling of abandonment and freedom
was intoxicating.

Lifting her
skirts above her knees she plunged her feet deeper, gasping at the
coldness of the water swirling round them, but she did not care and
kept them submerged until they became numb. Her eyes constantly
watched the sea and she wondered how long it would be before the
boats returned but, although she saw sails on the horizon several
times, the boats never came any nearer.

Belle was not
sure how long she sat there, enjoying the feel of the water, the
smell of the dulce, and the soft shush, shush of the waves, before
she became aware of a slight rustling noise behind her. She
realised she was no longer alone and turned to see the gaunt, black
clad figure of Reverend Murdo McAllan standing on the path above
the foreshore. He was standing with his hands clasped behind his
back and she had the feeling he had been there for some time.

Belle had only
seen him once before, in church, and he had called her a harlot.
She had not liked him then and she did not like him now. There was
something about him that made her fear him.

The minister’s
eyes were staring at her legs. If it had been anyone else Belle
might have revealed a bit more as she removed them from the water.
But now, anxious to cover herself up, she soaked the bottom of her
skirt as she scrabbled for her shoes.

‘Have you
no shame,’ the minister’s voice seemed breathless in the wind.
‘Sitting on the rocks and displaying yourself. What would your
uncle think?’

‘My
uncle! What do you know of my uncle?’ Belle demanded. Her cheeks
burned. She did not like to think about her uncle. That was all in
the past.

‘Oh yes,
I know your uncle, the Reverend Abraham Findlay who has the best
parish in Invercraig. He is an influential man, and a man of
standing in the community. What would he think of his niece
now?’

‘I don’t
care what he thinks of me,’ Belle’s voice was defiant. ‘I’ve left
all that behind me and I won’t be going back.’

She gathered up
her skirts and ran down the foreshore afraid to look back in case
the minister was pursuing her.

It wasn’t fair,
she should not be reminded of her uncle now, not when she was so
happy and things were starting to work out for her. Her uncle
couldn’t spoil it, could he? He couldn’t come and take her away.
Not now she was married. She could hear Murdo’s voice echo in her
mind, ‘An influential man.’ She shivered. She would kill herself
before she would let him take her back to the manse. She could not
go through all that again.
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Lachlan tapped
at the door of his mother’s sitting room. He had always run to her
when something worried him.

The problem was
that his father had demanded he propose to Clarinda, and marry her
before the year was out. But he was not attracted to Clarinda, nor
yet ready to become a husband. Apart from that, she terrified him,
and he was convinced she would rebuff his proposal. If she did, he
would have to crawl back to his father and admit defeat. He
shuddered as he imagined his father’s reaction to that. This was a
time when he needed his mother to pat his hand, smooth his hair and
tell him it would be all right; the way she used to do when he was
a boy.

Entering the
room, at his mother’s invitation, his heart lightened as she turned
to smile at him. She would understand. It was going to be all
right.

‘Ah,
there you are Lachlan,’ she said. ‘I was just thinking about
you.’

He crossed the
room and taking her hand in his, kissed it. ‘You never change,
mother,’ he said, as he sat on the stool at her feet. It was his
favourite position. Ever since he could remember he had sat there
and buried his face in her skirts when his father was angry with
him and, although he was too old now to seek refuge in her skirts,
at least he could sit beside her.

‘Are you
looking forward to London?’ Catherine’s hand smoothed a lock of
hair from his forehead. ‘You will arrive well before the Christmas
festivities start. It should be exciting for you.’

‘Yes,
mother,’ he hesitated. ‘But you know I wouldn’t go if you didn’t
want me to.’

Catherine’s
eyes clouded over and Lachlan could not tell what she was thinking.
‘Of course you must go. It will give you the opportunity to get to
know Clarinda better. We have high hopes for both of you.’

‘I’m not
sure I’m ready,’ he looked away from her, ‘marriage I mean, with
Clarinda.’

‘Of
course you’re ready. You’re nineteen now. Your father and I were
younger than that when we married.’

‘It’s not
that, mother. I don’t feel I know Clarinda well enough. She’s so .
. . cool towards me.’

Catherine
smiled at him. ‘I didn’t know your father very well either when we
were betrothed. My father chose him for me and that’s as it should
be. You and Clarinda, it will be all right. Just give it time.’

Lachlan did not
want to give it time. He dreaded a life with Clarinda, all duty and
dullness, and no excitement. For a moment he thought of the fisher
girl in her silk finery, so out of place among the other fisher
girls from the village. He did not want to get married to Clarinda,
or anyone else. He valued his freedom too much.

‘Are we
so poor that I have to marry Clarinda?’ he asked.

‘Hush my
boy, you shouldn’t talk of money.’ Catherine looked away from
him.

Lachlan rose
from the stool and walked to the window. He could see the
rhododendron lined drive from there, with its avenue of autumnal
greenery. It was all so familiar and comfortable. If he went to
London with Clarinda, he would not see the flowering next spring
and summer.

He dreaded
London. He knew where he fitted in here. He was the laird’s son.
People looked up to him and he was safe. He was not so sure about
London society, although there might be some pretty girls. But
would they want him? Or would they look on him as some kind of
country bumpkin? His conviction that he was gauche and awkward in
company made him unsure how he would fit in with society ladies,
and he wished he could stay at home where the serving girls he
courted did not look down their noses at him.

Lachlan turned
to face his mother. ‘What if Clarinda won’t have me? What if she
refuses?’

‘Clarinda
will not refuse you, my son. There has always been an
understanding, ever since you were children. You are a Craigallan
and you must honour that understanding and court her. She will not
refuse.’

Lachlan was not
so sure about that. Clarinda had hardly glanced at him since her
arrival a month ago. He had offered to walk with her in the
gardens, but she had shown no interest.

‘The
country is so uninteresting, not like London where there is so much
to do. And the weather here is so chill,’ she had said, although
Lachlan thought it pleasantly warm.

He wanted to
tell her about the beauty of the flowers, the sound of birds
singing in the trees, the smell of freshly turned earth, but he did
not know where to start. He did not know how to talk to her or
engage her interest.

‘It
worries you, my son, this courting of Clarinda,’ Catherine was
watching him. ‘It is like everything else in life, take it slowly
and easily. Get to know her and it will come right in the
end.’

‘If you
say so, mother. You know I’d do anything to please you. But what if
it doesn’t work out? What if I disappoint you?’

‘You will
never disappoint me, Lachlan, never.’ Catherine caressed his hair
and he leaned toward her hand enjoying the feeling of being a child
again.

***

Clarinda tapped
her foot impatiently. ‘No, no, you silly girl. Have you never
packed a trunk before? You fold the dress this way so that it will
not crease so much.’

‘Yes,
ma’am,’ Meg refolded the dress.

‘I
declare, I should have brought my own ladies’ maid with me. It’s
bad enough having to come to the wilds of Scotland without having
to do without the niceties of life as well.’ Clarinda prided
herself on her manners and her self discipline but since she had
come to Scotland both seemed to have deserted her
somewhat.

‘Can I
trust you to get on with the packing while I go and see how my aunt
is managing?’

Clarinda swept
into her aunt’s room. ‘I declare if I had stayed in the room with
that maidservant for one more minute I think I might have boxed her
ears.’

‘That is
most unlike you, Clarinda. You are usually so calm.’

Clarinda could
feel Aunt Beattie’s questioning glance and she coloured slightly.
‘I suppose it’s just being here. The month has passed so slowly,
and it has been so dull. There is nothing to do, and even at this
time of the year the weather is so cold that I have to wear mittens
in my room.’

‘You know
as well as I do that the point of the visit was for you to meet
Lachlan. A little discomfort should not put you out of sorts.’ Her
aunt’s tone was kindly but firm.

‘Lachlan!
He’s no more than a country bumpkin. His clothes are not
fashionable and his manners leave a lot to be desired. He is not
even gallant.’ Clarinda brushed an imaginary speck of dust from her
skirt.

‘He will
inherit the title. Is that not worth something?’

Clarinda
smiled. ‘It is the only good thing about him.’ She had to admit she
rather fancied being Lady Craigallan. ‘I suppose one does not have
to see too much of a husband,’ she said thoughtfully.

‘There
should be a period of courting, and getting to know one another.
One should not rush into these things. Make him wait,’ she said,
smiling up at her niece, for in comparison to Clarinda, Beattie was
quite a small woman.

Resisting the
impulse to pat her tiny aunt on the head, Clarinda returned the
smile. Her height had always given her a feeling of superiority and
when she was with Aunt Beattie she felt even taller. Clarinda was
adept at picking up unspoken feelings and knew she made Aunt
Beattie uncomfortable, but she enjoyed the discomfiture of others,
even those she loved. So she always stood straight and made sure
that when she was with her aunt she could look down on her.

‘I
suppose you are right.’ Clarinda was in no hurry. She would be
quite happy to keep Lachlan waiting for ever if need be. She was
confident that he would never have the backbone to pursue another
lady of quality, and he would certainly never consider marrying one
of his serving wenches.

She smiled
quietly to herself as she returned to inspect the packing of her
trunk, thank goodness she was returning to London today.

***

Lachlan was
restless. He paced up and down the library, stopping from time to
time to take a book from one of the shelves and just as quickly
replace it. He had hoped his mother would have more sympathetic,
perhaps saying he did not have to go to London, that he did not
have to court Clarinda, and that she would talk with his father and
make it be all right. But she had not done any of this. Instead she
had reinforced his father’s plan for him.

He knew that
Hamish would be getting the coach ready, even though they did not
want to leave too early. The first stage of the journey would only
take them to Dundee where they were to spend the night with cousin
Letitia before leaving on the sailing packet tomorrow.
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