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Chapter 1:

Isle of Eigg: The Croft: March 26, 1807

Something was wrong with Ma's belly. It was as big as
a lump of bread dough, puffing up over the bowl so secretly, it
didn’t seem to grow at all till she looked at it next. Maggie hated
that about bread dough, that it grew when she wasn’t looking, and
now matter how long she stared at it, trying to figure out how it
got bigger, it just wouldn’t budge till she got tired and started
playing with her favorite dollie Bessie. She’d forget all about
watching the bowl, and there would be the dough. All rounded up and
stinky and wanting fingers to poke into it. So for sure, she hated
how the stuff grew. And she hated that Ma’s belly seemed to be
keeping the same kind of secret.

It had grown into a bulging thing that made
Ma sigh a lot and rub it a lot and, when she thought Maggie wasn't
watching, talk to it a lot. The belly shortened Ma's usual long
step and made her breathe heavy as though she was lugging a pot too
large to handle. The belly pressed forward all the time, taking all
the attention in the cottage and stealing touches from Da. But
the belly couldn't trick Maggie; it hadn't always been big. Oh no.
The day Maggie had made it to four fingers old, it had barely been
there.

That was when Ma told Maggie there would be a
sister, and because Ma knew things, Maggie believed it. Once, Ma
told her that Da would hurt his thumb with his axe and sure enough,
the morning came and he came clumping in from the yard, holding
onto his hand with thick, red liquid covering the sleeve of his
leine.

Later, she sat with Ma next to the fireplace
where it was good and warm and listened to all the stories Ma had
of the old days and the Highlands that she didn't visit no more.
Sometimes there'd even be lessons about how to come to know things
like Ma did, all in the accent that was so much stronger than Da's,
"Close yer eyes, my own. Look a' the colors behind. They'll turn
into kin, if ye want them tae."

Maggie tried hard to let the colors behind
her lids change; she really wanted Ma to be proud of her. Sometimes
she'd manage it, and she'd see Ma or Da, and sometimes if she was
lucky she got to see the young boy wearing a strange white kilt
that sometimes visited her in dreams. She wasn't sure she liked
those dreams; they always made her feel all squirmy when she woke
up. Mostly, though, all she saw when she tried to see things was
just the black that came with closed eyes.

It was much easier to spend her open-eye time
watching for the sister.

So she waited and waited for the sister but
nothing changed except the belly in its own secret way. It kept
swelling like bread in a pan till she had to bend her neck backward
just to look up and catch Ma's attention. Ma got a cough, too, that
came more often and lasted longer as the belly grew. The cough made
Ma's eyes water and made Da squinch his caterpillar brows together
and grumble about the damp that came up through the mud floor.

Then Ma stopped moving around the cottage at
all. She took to lying in bed all day. The coughs came in between
horrible moaning sounds, then yelling sounds--and then cursing
sounds. Hearing Ma curse was terrible enough but when she cursed at
Da, well, that made Maggie grab her dollie and hide under the table
to get away from it all.

"I want Ma not to cough," she told Bessie as
they played beneath the table, but Bessie said nothing back, her
painted-on dollie mouth was tucked into a smile that Maggie wanted
to scratch off, just this once.

She loved Bessie. Bessie slept with her every
night and grinned at her every morning, but today she couldn't
stand the dollie's frozen smile. It was wrong to smile today. Wrong
with Ma in bed and Da touching her forehead every time she
groaned.

Maggie wanted to shut out the sounds, and
every time she heard Da complain, "It isn't time. It isn't time…"
she wanted to fling Bessie across the floor and yell at him to
stop. She wanted everything to go back to the way it always was,
with Ma and a small belly, with Da looking after the sheep and with
Bessie being just a dollie with a stupid smile. Dumb dollie. Didn't
she know she shouldn't smile today. Dollies should be careful if
they didn't want to get a licking.

Maybe if she scraped a nail across the pink
lips, she could scratch off the stupid smile. The pink stayed
bright. She tried again. Again the lips stayed painted. No matter
how much she scraped, Bessie still smiled and Ma still groaned and
coughed.

Maybe she could work on the lessons. Maybe
today she could get the colors behind her eyes to change into
pictures. She'd pretend to be that boy with the white kilt. Sentu,
his name was, Sentu, in his land with no water. And Bessie could be
his friend, the one called Ahmen. Of course, he would get hurt--and
good for him too, for smiling on such a day.

A screech came from Ma's bed that made Maggie
feel like she did when she got caught pulling hair out of the
hound's ear. Oh oh. She was going to get a licking now and all
because she wanted Ahmen to get hurt. She shouldn't have wished it.
Ma always knew when she was being a bad girl. Maybe if she squeezed
her eyes right tight no one would see her and they'd forget she was
being bad.

The colors behind her eyelids exploded into
tiny bits. They had never done that before. And when the colors
disappeared, she saw a new person in her mind: a young lass with
skin the color of walnut bark. She had on an airisaidh of
feathers instead of the usual plaid, this lass. How grand it would
be to wear wings like that and not have to wear the stinky wool
plaid that scratched her shoulders when it got wet. Those feathers
looked soft on the lass; she looked content to wear such
finery.

The lass beckoned to her with a long finger
and Maggie caught a look at her eyes; they were different colors:
one brown, one green. She wasn't sure she liked the way those eyes
looked at her--looked through her and made her feel as though the
bad things she'd been doing were even worse now the young lass knew
about them. Oh, how she wished she'd not wanted to hurt Ahmen.

Then she was gone, and Maggie felt like her
head was spinning in circles and Da was saying, "Come to, lassie,
come to."

She peeped open one eye to see him crouched
down next to her, swiping a tear from his stubbly cheek. She
thought of the sheep and their babies and how he always crooned to
them when they first were born and wrapped the lambs into his
leine for a moment because he liked the newness of them.
Now, a woolen lump got pressed close to Maggie's nose as she
crouched beneath the table, but it didn't smell like a lamb. It had
the same salty smell, but it didn't smell like barn and manure the
way the sheep smelled either.

"It's a sister for ye, lass," he told her,
squinching his brows even lower. He wiggled his ears, and she
couldn't help smiling. Da's ears were so big they could make a
hound bitch mistake him for her pup or so Ma always said.

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad to crawl out
enough to peek at the lump.

It was a strange thing, the sister, not at
all what she'd thought it would look like; she had thought it would
look like the lass she'd seen behind her eyelids, but this wee
thing wasn't even the same color. Maggie could almost see through
its eyelids. It had no hair; its wrinkled mouth worked into a cry
she could hardly hear. It was really a very ugly thing.

Da rose then, and made his way over to the
bed where he slipped the lump of wool between the covers next to
Ma.

Maggie wanted to see more of the lump. She
scrambled over to the bed, not able to stop looking at it: the pink
skin; the faerie fingers. There was something about this...thing,
this small person that was the sister that made a squirming started
up in her belly just like when she had those dreams about Sentu and
Ahmen. Her belly twisted around in there, crept up her chest and
sat on her tongue. Something was there. Some word. Some name. And
every time she looked at the wee sister, that word-name wanted to
be spoken. Though she couldn't move her tongue into whatever form
the word wanted to take, she thought right away of the lass with
walnut-bark skin.

Hugging Bessie close, she climbed onto the
bed from the bottom where Ma's deer-long legs were covered with her
favorite plaid.

"Come tae me, Maggie lass," Ma whispered.
"Have a wee peek at yer sister." Then she started coughing
again.

Da's hands were on Maggie's belly as he tried
to pull her away.

"Leave her, Ang. It willna be long." Ma told
him, reaching out a free hand.

Maggie made for it, worming her way to the
top of the bed.

"She shouldn't..." Da started to say, but Ma
shushed him the way she did when Maggie tried the no word on
her.

And then Ma was pulling her close enough that
the sister's screwed-shut eyes could be poked.

"Aye, she's real, lass," she said.

"She gots no hair," Maggie complained.
Everything had hair, even the lambs when they were born.

Maggie felt a kiss land on her head as Ma
chuckled. "Aye, but it's nae trouble," she said.

"I have hair," Maggie said proudly. Yes, she
had hair and this new sister had none. She felt strangely happy
about that for she knew Ma liked to touch it; she always crooned
over the mane she called 'silkie skin but for the rat's nest,' and
now she said the words she always did when Maggie tried to twist
away from the inevitable brushing.

"Ye've hair like my Ma's, "Ma said, sighing.
"Shame for it tae take a thousand strokes tae straighten the
mess."

This time Ma didn't try to smooth it down and
Maggie cuddled in close. It was warm there with Ma and with the
sister. So warm.

She woke in her own bed, scratching her leg
where a bedbug had been busy. Any sounds that had come from Ma's
bed had stopped. Da stood in the middle of the cottage, holding
onto a sister-sized bundle of wool that he placed on the floor next
to the hearth. He barely moved for a moment, eyes that could be
counted on to wink at her didn't even slip over her body; instead
they were open as wide as those of an about-to-be-supper lamb.

Maggie peered across the room as she got up.
She could see that Ma finally slept. Even teatime came and still
she slept. Da wouldn't look at her. Instead, after tea, he carried
the bundle of wool out into the spring air and Maggie crept to the
doorway to see what all the goings-on were about.

The bundle lay on the ground next to the
well, and Da seemed to be looking for something. She scratched her
leg again, wondering, when she saw him dragging his shovel from the
barn, what he wanted it for.

"Ah, lass," he said, noticing her. "Come to."
He waggled his bony fingers toward her.

She shoved on her shoes and pulled a plaid
tight to her neck; maybe he would show her some new
lambs...although it was still a little too early, or so he'd said
yesterday.

"Would ye like a walk, lass?" he asked. "Just
us two?" He hefted the shovel over his shoulder and reached out a
hand. "It's a bonny day for it."

The way he said bonny day, and the way it
almost sounded stuck in his throat made her think he had a surprise
for her--a bath perhaps, somewhere out past the barn where he could
have got it ready without her knowing. She shook her head in
answer.

"Come to, lass." He took a step toward her.
"We'll go out to the moors, and ye can scare up a grouse or two if
ye've a want."

"OK," she said. "I'll scare eight of them,"
she said, and held up all of the fingers on one hand to show how
many she'd roust for him.

She expected him to get excited at the
thought of so many grouse for supper but he just left the bundle on
the ground next to the cottage and he started away. If she wanted
to scare the birds for him, she'd better get moving. Oh, how Ma
would sleep with them all gone. The quiet. The peace. Even the
hound followed. Watching Da, Maggie thought he moved an awful lot
like the hound with its short legs fighting to pass through bushes
much taller than it was.

It was fun to imagine him and the hound as
brothers. They did look alike in some ways: the great brown eyes,
the huge ears. She laughed at the thought as she slowed down enough
for him to catch up. The smell of seaweed came up and over the moss
at her, bringing with it a shiver of fog. She could see the spine
of An Sgurr, off in the distance, through the jumbles of juniper
brush, but it would disappear soon; Ma always said that even An
Sgurr couldn't escape the mist.

Da said nothing as he stopped at the spot
where they had all come for a picnic last summer. He looked about,
and with a grunt, began digging into the earth. Maggie chased the
hound while she waited; if there were birds to scare, best to run
all around so they'd lift right where he could see. Besides, it
would be supper soon, her belly told her so and he didn't even seem
to be looking for any grouse for the pot.

Before she could find any, he was holding her
hand again as he led her back to the croft. She liked holding his
hands. they were big and warm and as soft as a lamb's ear, even now
when muck covered the palms.

They weren't home but a few minutes when he
lifted Ma into his arms, wrapped in the coarse bed sheet and
carried her outside.

"Where you taking Ma?"

He pointing to the milking stool with his
toe. "Sit ye there till I get back," he told her.

Then went the sister-sized bundle, too, off
in his arms. Maggie sat with the hound outside the cottage like he
told her. It was tough, though, to sit on the milking stool for so
long. She hated sitting, doing nothing. Good thing he came back
soon enough.

"Where's Ma?" she asked him. "Where's the
sister?"

"We'll go to them now," he said, but he
wouldn't look at her. Instead, he brushed at his breeks where some
mud had collected and closed his eyes as though he was tired. Maybe
he was if he was going to keep walking back and forth to the moor.
Sure enough, off they went again back to where two mounds of dirt
like black molasses buns sat on the moor. She liked molasses buns,
especially the way Ma made them with oatmeal freckled over the top,
but there was something wrong with thinking about these piles of
dirt the same way.

Still, she sprinkled the freckles of daisy
petals atop like Da told her to because they were Ma's favorite.
When the fog wet her lashes, she pretended the tiny globes of water
that blurred into burns so close to her eyes, were drops of
faerie water, ready to change her green eyes to silver. Da's lashes
were wet too. And his cheeks. She wondered what he pretended.

She felt his arms wrap around her in a great
squeeze that nearly squirted the air out her nose.

"Yer Ma's gone to peace," he told her. "Gone
to God, lass, where she won't suffer no more."

How grand for Ma that she wouldn't have to
cough no more all the time. He hadn't said anything about the
sister, and his voice sounded as if it had a hard time coming up
through his throat, but still, Maggie was sure things would be back
to normal now that the belly was gone and Ma wouldn't cough no
more.

Still, it was odd that he sighed so sadly
when he gave one last look over his shoulder at the mounds.

When they got home, she ran to see if Ma was
awake, but her bed was empty, and Ma gone, like he'd said. Still,
Maggie could swear she heard her whispering everywhere she moved:
next to the linen chest, beside the mattress, underneath the table.
Everywhere. She sounded impatient, like she sometimes did when she
wanted Maggie to come close instead of dawdling. Maggie liked to
dawdle, but this time it wasn't fun. No matter how much Ma
whispered, Maggie couldn't find where the voice came from; she
couldn't make it to Ma.

She finally went to where Da was dropping
bowls onto the table.

"Where Ma?"

"I told ye, lass, she's gone. Now come get
yer supper."

She crawled up next to him on her chair and
scooped up her spoon At least she didn't have to answer Ma now
because it was mealtime; a wee lass should never talk with her
mouth full. Still, he seemed so sad, so quiet with Ma gone, that
she wanted to help him somehow, tell him Ma needed the peace.

Looking up from her bowl of watered mutton
stew, she peered into his eyes and told him, "I glad Ma gone."

He made a choking sound that started her
belly squirming again.

"Careful, Maggie," he said. "A good lass
doesn't speak ill of the dead."

Dead? What was dead? Did dead mean Ma? Poor
Ma. Now she wouldn't moan anymore, but did that also mean she
hadn't gone to get better? Had Maggie just made things worse; would
Ma's voice go away now, too?

Oh no. She'd really done it now. Da pushed
back his chair and ran like a beetle over to the fireplace. He
turned to the hearth where he was lit with bits of yellow light
that Maggie knew came from the burning peat he'd collected three
nights ago. He looked like he was trying hard to stand up, and he
never looked as though he would fall even when he played with her
in the meadow, chasing her and chasing her till he said he had to
sit or fall down. His legs were good strong things that could chase
her for hours but he never had to sit. He never fell down.

Not now. Now he looked as though he was about
to fall. He kept running his fingers through the bush of
hound's-fur hair, shook his head as he looked into the fire.

"Not good to speak ill," he mumbled. "Not
good."

Ah, so that was it. Maggie wasn't a good
lass; how could she be, for she'd talked, and Ma would get ill for
it. Da said, ill.

Speak.

Ill.

Dead.

All tied up together like knots in an apron.
What if he got swollen up and sick like Ma? What if his voice got
left behind, too, all for the troubles of ill-speak?

She didn't think she could stand having Da go
away too, or become another voice in the corners that she couldn't
find. It was hard enough trying to hear the words Ma made in the
corners, bad enough there was no body to find. But for Da to go
too?

She wanted him to make her squeal with pig
bites to the belly, for that's how she got the hole there, he said.
From a pig bite her Ma had sewn up when she was a bairn but
ten days old.

Maybe if she kept her lips pressed together
so no ill-speak could get out, maybe that way the way things that
used to be would be again. Every night for days and days she wished
for it with her stomach, deep, deep down underneath where her pig
bite was. She wished so hard that the bite started to get sore.

It got sore and stayed sore all the time.
Straight through the cold that comes with the frost, her belly
ached and as the leaves fell from the trees it got more sore and
her chest felt tight, all closed up and blanketed with yucky stuff
that came up when she coughed.

She waited and waited for Da to tell her it
was ok to talk, but all he did was grumble about her not talking,
about her lying in bed and coughing until finally he said, "Ye're
to have a new ma, Maggie."

He beamed at her as if his words could make
her belly stop hurting. "A new ma. And she can help ye, lass. Make
ye smile again."

The words made her belly hurt more, and when
she cried because she wanted it to stop, he said, "Ach, don't cry,
lass," and wrestled with the fire.

"She can't replace yer real Ma, I ken,
God how I ken, but a lass needs more than an old dog to tend
her, and I ken naught of frills."

She started to cough more. Shivers ran across
her skin. It was Ma's sickness, she knew it; it felt like the
hound's tongue licking from her toes to her hair, probably because
it was tired of having hairs pulled out of its ears. No big belly,
though, and she figured it had something to do with the sickness
running out her nose instead of swelling up her pig bite.

She wanted to ask Ma about it. But Da had
said she was dead. Because of the ill-speak. And Maggie found it
awfully strange that although Ma's body was no longer in the
cottage, her voice continued to find its way into the oddest of
places: beneath the table, coming from the dirt when Maggie played
there, in the corners when she ran to them to escape the sound of
that familiar and heavy brogue.

Perhaps that was what dead was, being a voice
with no body. A voice that had to come through dirt, out of
corners, and suffer being ignored. And because of all this, she was
afraid to speak back to Ma, petrified she'd get a devilling for
killing her, for ignoring her voice. A devilling that, even though
it came down to words, could hurt as surely as a switch to her
bum.

She felt hot all the time. And she shouldn't
be hot, for Da said November made the air cold. She shouldn't be
hot when he lit a fire first thing in the morning and got up in the
middle of the night to feed it.

She was so hot he took to putting cool cloths
on her forehead and telling her, "It'll be alright, lass. It'll be
alright. Just ye hold on."

But it wouldn't be alright. Maggie knew she
was bad. She had killed Ma--her ill-speak had killed Ma--and now,
because she held it in, it attacked her belly.

Maybe it would be better to let go, better
for Da, better for the new ma that was coming.

Maggie closed her eyes and waited for the
ill-speak to take her.

Isle of Eigg: Grand Beeches: 1807

Mutton fat bubbled over the flame and sent its stink
reeling through Emma's cottage. Oh how she hated making soap; it
was the most detestable of all her housing chores, and it stole her
appetite each season she had to make it.

Ambling carefully, she lugged the pot across
the cottage to the open door, and out onto the grass. She found her
favorite flat rock and set the pot atop. There. Supper would taste
all the better with the God-awful mix out of eyesight.

She saw Colin come into view from the wooded
glen just past the house and she hollered, "Hoh!," to her husband
as best she could. Damned pot lugging took all her breath from her
lungs.

Bloody hell, this weight; odd how a body
could be all light and airy in its youth and so bogged down with
bairn fat that refused to be shed even twenty years after
the birth.

Colin lifted his arm in answer and said
something, laughing, to the other man--his hired hand, young Ian
from across the glen--who had walked out between the naked limbs of
two beech trees.

She heard their combined laughter as they
drew close, and caught Colin's nasal voice poking fun at his
companion. "Ye say ye've never bedded a large lass? Why they're as
bonny to the body as cream to the tongue. Soft and mushy, and fair
ready to melt."

"Nay, I've never," said the younger man,
rustling his patchy beard. "Can't say as I've found one I could
take to."

They were both poking fun at her, she knew,
but she also knew Colin's was just a playful tease because he
always made a big deal of telling her how much he loved her belly,
her fat thighs, the large breasts that came with a few extra
stone.

She couldn't say so much about Ian. His gaze
always made her feel as though she should pull her skirts away from
her legs when the breeze pressed them close to her skin. She always
felt as though her size disgusted him even as he spooned in the
same food that had added the stones in the first place.

She spat on the grass and mumbled that he'd
never be lucky enough to find any lass who'd have him, not if he
kept appraising women as if they were sheep all the time.

Colin, wee, thin Colin with brows as thick as
his orange hair, came round to gather her in his arms and none of
it mattered: not her weight, not her age, certainly not young Ian
or what he thought of her.

"Look," he said to Ian. "I'll be damned if
she doesn't squeak with pleasure at my touch."

She cuffed her husband playfully on the arm.
So many years wed and still he liked to touch her; she counted
herself lucky to have a man so attentive after all this time.
Still, company didn't need to know how much she enjoyed it.

She gave him a playful pinch beneath his
bicep and then brushed past him. "Have you rounded up the sheep,
then?" she said over her shoulder.

"Aye. All but two." Colin turned all
business. "They're up on An Sgurr. Just over the beach."

No. he didn't say what she'd thought. Surely
not. He knew how much she hated that place. She stopped short and
planted her feet at the doorway, barring his way in.

"An Sgurr? Tell me ye didn't go there,
Colin."

"I tried. But I couldn't get to them," he
said, so indifferently that place could have been a ripple in the
earth instead of the gargantuan basalt column it was. His fingers
grasped her elbow, guiding her away from the opening before
speaking again, his tracks already making hasty line for the supper
table.

"We'll have to wait till after supper. They
may have come a fair bit away and we can round them, then."

"God grant it be so," she said, her gaze
moving automatically to the plaid that hung by a peg by the door.
Before she could stop herself, she stood next to it, fingering the
frayed and filthy edge, her mind traveling a dozen different
memories.

"Let it go, Love," she heard him say and her
hand answered him by yanking a thread from the material in its
haste to disappear beneath her arisaidh.

"What are ye going on about?" she hedged.

From behind her, she sensed Colin motioning
his hired man to sit.

"I think it's high time we threw that old
thing out."

"I'll throw ye out and ye don't mind yer own
affairs," she said, taking deliberate steps away from the cloak and
toward the hearth so she could pull the spoon from its pot.

He came up behind her. "It is my affair when
a perfectly good plaid can't be used for the purpose to which it
was spun."

He wrapped his arms beneath her heavy
breasts. She didn't want to think about how good they felt sitting
there, warming her ribs.

"He's gone, Emma. Either throw it away or let
me wear the thing. It's doing naught hanging there."

A quick image came of her younger brother
Angus as a gangly lad all legs and hair scampering oblivious to the
danger along the ridge of An Sgurr. A far more recent memory came
of Colin's sheep-filthy hands trembling as he told her about their
son's death.

"I shall keep the thing," she said of the
plaid, pulling her husband's fingers apart from her waist and
dogging her way to the table.

Ian, damn him, avoided her eye.

"Right, then," she said, all business. "Are
ye hungry, gentlemen? I've a pair of hares stewing and a bushel of
buntatas in the pot."

"Aye," said Colin. "We'll eat. But first,
Love, I'm to tell ye that Maggie is sick."

"No."

He nodded. "I'm sorry for it; three of the
sheep found their way to Angus's croft. He was the one that told
us."

"Consumption? Same as her ma?"

A shrug. "We'll have to wait and see," he
said. "He wouldn't let us in. He said he didn't want anyone else to
get sick."

She started for the door, not thinking about
the half hour's walk, only needing to get to Angus.

"I have to go to him."

Colin tugged at her arm, holding her back. He
took her hand, made her sit in her chair by the table, pick up a
spoon to shovel in stew she had no appetite for anymore.

"Emma, love," he crooned. "He told me that ye
especially were not to go."

 


Isle of Eigg: The Croft: 1807

Da was a word Angus Campbell liked to hear. It was
his favorite word, in fact, besides Ang, which was the name Morag
used for him when she was feeling especially tender. She'd had a
way of hanging onto the 'g' as if it clung to the underbelly of her
tongue and didn't want to let go for fear it would never rest in
that warm spot again. Ang. Angus adored the word when Morag spoke
it, whispered it. He even loved the way she yelled when she was too
angry to spit out the two syllables it took to say his name.

It would never be spoken again, though, not
in any of those ways, and probably not ever again. The cursed
consumption had seen to that. If the sickness were a man, he'd have
gone at it, and that was for sure, but sickness is akin to a man of
jelly, so he'd used his energy to tend after her, little good that
it might have done for her or the new bairn.

Now he'd need that same energy to tend after
Maggie.

He sat in his rocker and stared into the fire
that burned low in the hearth to keep the wet of the earth floor
from stinking the cottage with its musty smell. He thought of Morag
before the consumption, chieftain's daughter, seeress in an
arisaidh, lass with eyes of MacLeod tartan green.

For some reason she had settled on a lowland
crofter with eyes like a fish and a tongue that should be used for
slapping haggis, for it had no other use. No silver-tongued devil,
was he. And yet--she had chosen him, and now she was gone because
of it. Gone and left him with a longing to be done with his grief,
left with a mute lassie who reminded him of Morag each time he
looked at her. Gone with no want, let alone energy, to help her
keep living.

And what of the daughter born premature,
taken along with his wife? Should he feel sorrow for her--a
bairn only brewing the seven months?

He almost didn't want to turn from the fire
and look into the cot in the back of the cottage. He knew the
woolen mattress was heaped with blankets. And even though most of
Morag's plaids were on that bed, Maggie shook and shivered until it
nearly rattled his teeth for looking. It was damnably hot for he'd
stoked the fire with precious wood till he could barely stand the
heat. Maggie complained of the heat, and yet she shivered. Whenever
he grabbed for the blankets and threw them on the floor, she shook
all the more.

He had no idea what to do.

Damn, but he was tired. He squeezed his eyes
closed, took a deep breath, and stood. He willed himself to face
the bed. With one step taken, the next was easier until he stood
towering above the fragile form whose straight black hair stuck to
her skin and formed paths for the perspiration that kept forming on
her brow. Maggie looked up at him and swallowed. It was a hard
swallow. It crept down her throat so he could have put his finger
to her flesh and followed the path straight to her belly.

"I don't ken what to do, lass," he whispered.
"It was yer ma always looked after ye."

Maggie stared at nothing. Her green eyes wet
with fever.

"I can't help ye, lass."

She swallowed.

"Sweet Jesus," he groaned. "Mother of God.
Morag...anyone..." He balled his hands into fists and jammed them
into his sockets.

He'd never been a praying man. But sweet
Jesus, if praying is what it would take, then praying is what he'd
do.

He stood stock still, fists clenched against
the unwanted need for prayer, for begging of the almighty who
hadn't seen fit to save his other two loves to save this last,
small one. Fat lot of good it would do, he knew, and yet he
clenched his fists and emptied his heart anyway.

He tried to fashion words in his mind. As
he'd figured, no decent prayer would come. He bit the inside of his
cheek. Do I thank ye God for my health or beg for Maggie's, and how
can I when ye've taken her ma and left her with me? Would to yer
great graciousness that I could pray for death so I can be past
caring.

His lungs felt as though they were choked off
in smoke, unable to expand. Maybe a bit of foot stomping could get
the numbness in his body to moving and the blood coursing. He
tapped his toe. Then tapped faster. He may not be able to find the
proper words, but he knew a tune if he had nothing else to offer
the great Almighty. He tried to mimic the keening of pipes in his
mind, set them squalling in the right rhtymn so as to let the
melody drift over him, growing louder.

Louder.

Louder.

Louder until it took over his limbs as well.
He danced away from the bed, twirled over to the table. He tapped
and jigged and swayed in front of the fire and pretended the flame
was his partner.

And the more he danced, the more he listened
to the piping, the more he began to believe that the covers were
making Maggie ill. Indeed, that the sweat was sopped up by the
blankets and reabsorbed by Maggie's fair skin.

He danced over to the bed, pulled a blanket
from the top and let it sail behind him like a brat as he ran for
the fire and threw it in. Ah, how good it felt to watch it burn.
Its flames leapt up at first as it caught an edge, lighting the
cottage for a moment.

He bowed to the hearth. The flames bowed very
low, curtseying in return as the wool shut out the air. Then they
leaped again as the burning edges sent their scouts into the
middle. Angus's feet tapped louder, they tapped faster. He imagined
he had two swords laid one atop the other on the mud floor in front
of the fireplace. He leapt. One toe touched the other calf. He
twirled.

Then he ran for the bed once more, pulled
another blanket from Maggie. It, too, fed the fire. Then another.
Before Angus knew, the bed had been stripped clean and Maggie laid
on it in nothing but her homespun sark. The pipes began
shrieking in his ear. Strip her clean.

He obliged the thought. So what if she cried
and shivered. So what if his own tears went sopping into his
leine, it was the right thing to do. He knew it. He pulled
the sark up over her head too. Her thin arms, stretched
toward the ceiling, were goose flesh newly stripped of
feathers.

She pulled the pillow to her belly. Stopped
crying. Instead, her eyes turned to two full moons hanging over a
moor of cheek. Eyes that told him along with the pipes that her
shift should go as well into the flames.

There was a sway or two more. A couple more
hops over the imaginary swords. And then, blessedly, the piping
stopped. His limbs went flaccid. Spent. The fire ate the sickness
with only a few dry smacks, and in moments the last remnants of
Morag were digested and turned to ash at the bottom of the grate:
her arisaidhs, her fair needlework carefully etched into
pieces of her petticoats and sarks formed lovingly into a
blanket.

Gone.

He blinked. Violent shivers played puppet
with Maggie's body, and he glanced this way and that until his gaze
fell on the sewing basket. Hanging from the edge was a corner of
linen, a piece of unfinished blanket. It still needed a few squares
sewn on the bottom, and a ribbon gone round the edges. For the new
bairn that was to come and didn't last the day.

It was a fancy blanket, made with bits of
Morag's wedding dress, small, hardly worth wrapping around Maggie's
body. Still, he picked her up, wrapped her in the not-to-be baby's
blanket and brought her with him to the chair before the fire.
Seven months gone since Morag had died, and in all that time,
Maggie had said barely a word.

What would it be like to be four and have no
ma? Four was old enough, but perhaps for some children, the string
of umbilical cord hadn't quite dissolved. Perhaps it joined the two
in some invisible way, the way the blood of virginity joined a
woman to her first lover.

He rocked in the chair, hugging Maggie close,
laying his cheek down on her wet hair. He hadn't been Morag's
first, he knew that, but she had been his and every night of the
first year of their marriage he tried to sever that tie that bound
her to another man. Every night she welcomed him, eager as well to
obliterate that other memory. Yet, what could cut through the thick
skin of Maggie's grief and abandonment that even now had healed
into a scar thick as a leech stretched on her chest, he had no
clue.

All he could do was sit with her. Rock her.
Hold her fevered body closely to his heart, for if this was to be
her last, then he would have her with him, close, so she'd know as
she went that her da loved her. Then he could go too. They'd leave
the cottage and this earth and never look back.

She stopped shivering for a moment and Angus
looked down, half-afraid her lungs had stopped moving, more afraid
he had said his thoughts out loud.

She stared up at him; her MacLeod eyes—eyes
she owed to the strength of her Ma—were fatigued, but dry. She
blinked. He stroked her hair. Each time his palm came away wet, he
swiped it against his breeks.

Maybe she would be alright. Maybe he had done
the right thing. He wasn't sure what to think about that. He'd so
longed to be gone too.

"Ye'll be okay, lass," he murmured. "Ye'll be
okay. We're both two lost souls here, Maggie. Two souls made of
clay and waiting the kiln."

He knew she couldn't understand what he
meant, yet she nodded. And for the first time in all his years, he
whispered something that made him think his tongue wasn't quite so
daft. "We're only now being fired, Maggie, lass. Mind ye come out
whole and not in pieces."

Although this time there was no piping in his
mind to accompany him, Angus stood from the rocker and began to
dance. He held Maggie as closely to his chest as his skin would
allow. There was no mad twirling, this time. This time he shuffled
through the dirt of the floor, this way, that way. Each step
mimicked the melody, helped him keep time as he crooned as best he
could croon, Bonny Bonny Banks of Loch Lomond. He kept her
glassy gaze as he waltzed and let the song take his tongue.

And by the time he got to the last verse, his
voice was as clear as he could make it. It stretched about him to
the thatch and spun out into waves. It shimmered and breathed as he
breathed. It moved into him and out from him and, he fancied, into
Maggie's body.

"The wee birdies sing and the wildflowers
spring," he mourned, drawing out the melody of her favorite song,
giving her time to hear.

"And in the sunshine the waters are sleeping.
But the broken heart will ken no second spring again." He tried,
pausing a moment to stare down at the sweating skin of her face.
"For the world …"

"…does not ken our weeping," croaked Maggie
with her eyes squeezed shut, her voice a hoarse and raggedy
semblance of her usual tenor.

Angus collapsed into his rocker, but he
wasn't sure if it was in relief.

 


Isle of Eigg: The other side: 1807

Young Janet--for that was what most people called
her, not because she was young anymore, but because her mother was
also Janet--settled by the fire with her needlepoint and a
kirtch full of regrets.

Angus Campbell had come courting a number of
months ago. Weird Angus. Daft Angus. The Angus that everybody knew
because he'd been the ugliest man on the island wed to the most
beautiful woman. He had come courting because he knew that at 35
she was not likely to capture any young lad's eye. Oh, he hadn't
said so much in as many words, but Janet wasn't daft. She knew she
was past her prime as everyone on the island did, but she had
resigned herself to living with her parents and looking after them
in their dotage. So resigned, that when she saw Angus standing
there on her stoop with mud on his boots and an unwrapped lamb
roast in his hands, offering it like a holy wafer, she laughed
straight out without thinking of any future consequence that could
come her way.

"Wife to a Campbell?" she'd said, taking care
to keep his sister, Emma's name out of her scoff. "And do ye think
a MacDonald spinster that desperate?"

A bloody Campbell import wasn't as bad as a
MacLeod for sure, but this particular one had married one, took her
down from the Highlands of the mainland, but she was a MacLeod
still. Bloody murderous lot, all of them. And the Campbells? Well,
she'd befriended one of them before and see what it got her.

The lot of them, they were all hate mongers
and nasty people.

"I may be a spinster," she said again, "but
I'm no that desperate." She didn't spit on the ground, but she knew
her face was screwed up as though she would.

He'd toed the dirt and refused to go away
because he was determined to find a woman to look after his
daughter, all while she stood there trying to catch her breath
between exhales of laughter.

"Poor thing," she'd said to him of Maggie,
when he'd finally stopped kicking at the sill. "Just a wee
bairn and to have lost her ma and sister all to the once,
why, it's a curse if God sees fit to pass out curses at all."

"Aye," he'd agreed. "But a curse on my head."
Came his quiet murmur, then he was gone, and Janet decided right
there that it was probably a judgment Angus suffered. She knew well
about judgments--she suffered them almost every day.

Ach, Angus. Daft man with only enough
intelligence to herd sheep and to shear them at the end of the
season. And ugly. Ugliest man on the island. But then, she'd
already considered that. She didn't have any regrets about what she
thought of Angus. What she truly regretted now was that he had
begged off of his courting.

Truth be told, she was at first relieved to
be dropped. Imagine, Janet becoming the wife of Angus Mac Campbell.
Brother to Emma, the woman she vowed to hate the rest of days. It
was a willful hate, one Janet reveled in. And so she suffered her
own curse because of it.

So now she sat in her rocker mulling over how
a man as ugly as Angus, as needing of a wife as Angus, could go
from courting one day to being content at his widower status the
next.

Not that she loved him. Oh no. There wasn't a
speck of love anywhere within her heart for Angus--couldn't be for
any Campbell. But it was the bairn: Maggie. Small, frail
thing, was that lass. And she had the largest eyes. They mesmerized
Janet. They were recognizable eyes, eyes that spoke to some deep
spot within and told her she had a debt to pay. Strange it might
be, but Janet needed to be kind to the lass. That was where the
regrets came. Surely without a ma that bairn would die. If
left with a daft father like Angus, the lass wouldn't live out the
season.

She had waited for him to come back for
weeks, and he hadn't been the least obliging. She'd made a mistake
she realized, and now she wanted out of the house more than she'd
ever wanted out before. Out of her responsibilities of looking
after an aging mother and father who criticized her every action.
"Ye've burnt the roast again, Janet." "Ye've not swept the floor."
"Ye forgot my plaid." And the worst, positively the worst, "Ye're
about as useful as a hen with a sewed up arse."

She'd heard them all enough that her face
burned just thinking about it.

And there were other things: memories Janet
didn't even dare let creep in. If she did, they'd surely become
images that she'd have to witness until she wanted to squeeze her
belly just to give herself a different pain to think about. Those
memories she stuffed away into the back of her mind like an old
clout that needed darning but wasn't worth the bother.

For some reason she thought of Uamh Fhraing, what
folks called the massacre cave. She pondered the history of the
place, the bones of those poor MacDonalds she'd seen inside, their
charred beds left over from the fire set by those damnable
MacLeods.

She'd gone with Emma then, the
day they found out such a place existed, and the sight never left
her. She'd heard from her da from the time she was but a lassie
that she musn't trust a MacLeod, that she should hate them.

It was Emma who'd showed her the
horror of the truth. That they'd massacred her kin in that cave all
but the one family who managed to escape--her da's family. Those
murderous bastards had lit fire to the entry and let everyone
inside smoke to death or burn in there, then left their bodies in
the piles where they lay: mother clinging to child, husband
sheltering wife.

Their bones told the tale
still.

And now she considered wedding a Campbell so
she could tend to a MacLeod's daughter.

It didn't make sense.

She peered out the window between the
threadbare bits of cloth that hung against the immaculately clean
sill. Dougal, her haggis-lump of a brother was out chopping wood.
He was the real reason she would marry Angus--Campbell import or
no. Hell, she'd even marry a MacLeod by now, just to get away.

Today was as good a day as any, truth betold
to go visiting. He would be busy with that chore most of the
afternoon and her chores were all done. All but the one.

She took pains to put both parents down for a
nap and covered them well with wool plaids, then she wrapped up in
as many layers as she could so the November chill wouldn't settle
in their chests and make her daily chores even harder. Rather than
weigh herself down with biscuits or lamb broth as a visiting gift,
she chose a scarf, which she wrapped around her head and slung over
her shoulder. With sheep skin strips wrapped around the bottom of
her legs to keep them warm, she moved to start her trek to the
other side of the island.

"I'm off," she said to Dougal, but looked at
the ground, at the chopping block, at anywhere except his eyes.

He leveled the axe against a thick knot in a
beech chunk. "What do ye think I care of it?"

"Ma is already asleep," she said, ignoring
his tone. "I expect Da will follow suit before I'm into the
heather."

He stopped hefting the axe-stuck chunk and
turned, panting, to look at her. "Maybe we shouldn't be wasting all
that quiet time."

Janet stared at the liquid that had run from
his nose and turned hard in the weather. Her stomach sent stabs of
ice up to her chest.

"The only waste I see is wrapping skin and
bone around that mind of yers."

She shouldn't have said it. She'd receive
retaliation for sure. Holding her breath, she backed away and
turned only when she saw him shrug and heave the handle far above
his head.

Angus's croft was a good hour and a half
walk, and she intended to be there before dinner.

Although Angus Campbell was as ugly as a
goat, and as stupid as a dog, he would be as useful to her as both
if she managed her task well enough.


Chapter 2:

Maggie's belly gurgled. She wanted to eat something:
oatmeal, pudding, maybe. It was a good feeling, the want. Just
yesterday the thought of soup made her belly hurt, the idea of
pudding, of oatmeal, of anything made her want to throw up. And the
day before that...was there a day before...her legs and arms were
hard to lift and Da wouldn't stop trying to get her to swallow even
a mouthful of milk no matter much she tried to push him away.

This morning, she could hear him muttering
over by the looking glass. At first she thought she heard Ma
mumbling as well, but she listened as hard as she could. No. No.
That wasn't Ma, Ma was still in bed with the lump,
the...sister.

She tried to make out what Da was saying. She
peeked out from the small bit of quilt that barely covered her legs
when she pulled it up to cover her chest. Yes, he still stood in
front of the glass. He muttered like he did when he was being
stern, only...angrier. Had she been bad again?

She saw his hand fly to the glass with a
blur, and it broke noisily into pieces.

Maggie squirmed on the bed.

There should be something else to think
about. Something better than Da being angry. Something
like...Christmas. Christmas could chase away the sounds of breaking
glass, of Da muttering, of Ma...

…Of Ma whispering in her bed…

But she didn't want to think about that
either. Christmas was a grand thought, for the last she remembered,
it was summer and although summer meant playing outside and seeing
the sun, it also made her think of molasses buns and she wasn't
sure she wanted to think about molasses buns with freckles of
oatmeal on top. She thought she heard Ma's voice come again, this
time as a murmur straight into her ear. It had something to do with
buns, what Ma said, but molasses buns were nasty to think
about.

Maggie rathered the thought of Christmas. And
so she kept thinking about it: about the food spread across the
table, the earth nuts roasting over a fire. The pudding…

She climbed out of bed, feeling a quake in
her legs that nearly made her fall, and decided to tiptoe over to
Da and give him a big hug around his thick legs. He kept talking to
himself, though, staring at the wall where the looking glass used
to be. She didn't think he'd heard her creep out of bed or tiptoe
across the room. Glass pieces were scattered around his feet,
captured bits and pieces of him: his neck, his chin. Stepping
between shards, Maggie flung her arms around his legs and
squeezed.

"Ah, Maggie, lass." Da reached down and
grabbed her by the under pits. She got hoisted clear up past his
shoulder and he stared up into her face as she looked down.

"I thought ye'd never get out of the bed.
It's bonny to see ye. Are ye going to talk to yer da as well?"

She didn't want to make him angrier, so she
said nothing.

"I've a fire going," he continued as she went
along in his arms to the hearth and got set in the rocker.
"Porridge on. It's no the best, I'm afraid, for I've still no got
the knack, but it'll stick to yer ribs sure as shit to a sheep's
arse." He chuckled, but she didn't think it was a real chuckle.

"Would ye like some, lass?"

She gave him a nod. He must want her to want
it or he'd not be trying to get her to eat. So good or no, porridge
was what she'd have.

He knelt in front of her. He looked like the
porridge hadn't been sticking quite so well to his belly. She poked
him where she knew her own pig bite was, to test the thickness.

"Would ye like some warm tea with it?"

She shook her head.

Air whistled out of his nose and sounded like
a chanter without the bagpipes.

"Come on, lass. Ye spoke to me last night. Do
ye not have a little something to say to yer ole da?"

"When's Christmas?" she whispered. And she
thought she had yelled by the way he whooped and scooped her from
the chair and swung her around so that her heels went way up over
her head and she thought she was flying. His neck smothered her
giggles as he pulled her close, down into his chest, and squeezed
her so tightly she couldn't have breathed even if her nose and
mouth weren't lost in his sheep-smell skin.

"Why, Maggie," Da laughed. "Today is
Christmas."



"Today?" Maggie squeezed Da's neck. Christmas
was an even grander thing than thoughts of Christmas.

"Aye, lass. For any day I get a gift such as
this it's Christmas day."

He plopped her on the chair and went to the
great pot hanging from a tripod over the fire. He lifted the ladle,
and along with it, a glop of porridge. This he dropped into her
favorite bowl.

"I want cream. And honey," she told him.
Goat's milk on any other day would be fine, but today, today was
Christmas. Christmas demanded cream from the cow. And honey. She
took the bowl from him and waited for the pitcher. "Lots." She held
the bowl up.

Maggie stared at him. His hound-dog eyes
bored into her until she thought she had fleas skittering around
her underpants. She scrunched her eyebrows together, looked over at
Ma's empty bed. "Where's Ma?" she asked.


Chapter 3:

The cottage had grown silent again. In light of how
the morning had gone, Angus decided against any outside work. He
wasn't sure what had finally set the lass to talking again, but he
was most assuredly certain of what had stopped it once more. Now,
he simply hadn't the heart to leave her in the cottage all by
herself. She'd grown thin over the weeks and looked for all the
world like a wormy pup. There was no shine to her black hair, her
stomach was a gaping hollow that made her ribs countable. Should he
have told her about her ma? Perhaps not. But it had just escaped
his lips before he thought it through--how was he to know she
didn't remember.

"She's gone, lass. Died last summer," he'd
said and Maggie had dropped her bowl of porridge where the bit of
cream from his only cow soaked into the dirt.

Now she huddled next to the fire with her
skinny knees drawn to her chin and refused to speak again. Angus
watched her from the rocking chair. He wasn't sure what he should
do next. Wasn't sure he should do anything, actually. Should he
just talk nonsense and fill the air with words until he broke down
her reserve. He could do that. He could talk and talk and pretend
her grief didn't matter, or he could let her have her silence and
hope that the selfish God who had taken her mother, would also fill
the silence with comfort.

Hours went by while Maggie sat. He sat one
moment, stood the next, shuffled in the dirt for the next few, and
returned to the chair after that. Each time he went back to the
chair, the stain of white where the fat of cream lay taunted him.
It was a ghost with a clay shadow and it terrified him.

By mid afternoon he could stand it no more.
He went outside, not bothering to pull on a plaid against the cold,
and scrounged the property for his shovel. He thought he'd left it
in the manure pile a couple of days ago, but finally found it lying
on the ground by the gate. That's when he remembered that its last
use had been to dig a square hole next to Morag and the premature
daughter for his last bairn, his Maggie. He remembered with
a sick feeling in his gut that he was worried she'd not have a
proper burial if it got too cold before she died. Now, here she was
whole in body, but shattered in mind or soul or both maybe and he
was too daft to figure out how to put her back together.

He brought the shovel, caked-on dirt and all,
into the cottage. He'd just push the bed away from the wall in the
farthest corner and began scraping an inch of dirt away from the
edge. Each time he got a shovel full, he put it in a bucket and
carried it outdoors where he dumped it close to the house. Then he
returned to the cottage and continued digging, all while Maggie sat
next to the fire and stared at the flames.

He was aware of her silent study, and though
he wanted to ramble on at her as he worked he couldn't think of any
words to say. And when it came right down to it, he was tired
anyway of trying. Bone tired.

When lunchtime came, he stopped digging long
enough to warm soup from the night before. He managed to coax
Maggie over to the table. He watched her shovel each spoonful in as
though she were as fine a lass as she was before he ma died.
Another trick of the damned Almighty.

"How's yer soup, lass? Is it warm enough for
ye?"

No answer.

"Would ye like a spot of fresh milk?"

Only a nod.

"I dare say, ye've put away enough milk these
last hours to drain that poor old cow. I warrant she'll kick me
next I go out, for taking away her calf's breakfast."

There was no calf, hadn't been for at least
as long as Morag had been gone, but he didn't want Maggie to know
that. He wasn’t sure what had happened to it, truth betold. In his
state at the time any of the neighbors who had come out to help in
those early days could have coxed the thing away. Still, he'd
milked the beast anyway, happy to have the precious milk until it
dried up. So far, he'd managed to pull a meager amount from the
udders.

"Ye've drank so much the cow will think yer
it's babe," he said, teasing.

Maggie's teeth caught her top lip when she
smiled. Still, no words came out.

He heaved a frustrated sigh. It was like the
early days after Morag' death all over again. Except this time
there was no company to help set things to right. No one to tell
him it'll be okay, Angus. She's just a wee lass, she'll come round.
This time he was on his own, and had to tell himself it would be
okay even if he didn't believe it.

Resigned to the silence, he lifted a spoonful
of soup.

The knock that came just as he was opening
his mouth left him staring at the door. Someone visiting the croft?
At this hour? At this time of the season?

Another knock came, this time accompanied by
a voice.

"Angus Campbell," a feminine voice said. "Are
ye in there?"

"Aye," Angus returned. He stole a glance at
Maggie who tapped her bowl with her thumbnail. "Aye, we're both
here. Come to."

Flakes of snow followed Young Janet into the
room. She stood for a second before she closed the door, and Angus
had the impression she would put out roots in the packed dirt if he
didn't get her moving.

He wondered where he'd gone wrong those weeks
ago when he'd broken off the courting. Hadn't his daft tongue been
possessed of its senses long enough to say, I'm sorry Janet, the
wee one doesn't want another ma. Maggie and I will do just fine.
Thank ye for being kind and patient. He'd said those things,
although the last, he'd not really meant. He and Maggie would do
just fine, but Janet was anything but patient. Anything but
kind.

When he'd first gone calling, she'd laughed
straight in his face. Made him feel like his face was hammered on
backwards and that the flesh that showed was bloody horrific. Young
Janet. And what did she have to laugh at? Here she was past her
prime without a man in sight and laughing at the first who thought
her worthy of courting.

"I brought ye a scarf," Janet said, unwinding
a frozen strip of wool from her neck.

Angus shivered thinking of it wrapped around
his own. Still, she'd come all the way out here. He should be nice
to her.

She held it out into the space between
them.

"It was so cold out, though," she said, "that
I had to put it on halfway here."

Angus hesitated. For once he didn't feel like
being hospitable. If he accepted the scarf, he might have to offer
her something in return. Perhaps dinner. Perhaps a roast to take
back with her. Perhaps a return to the courting. Then again, if he
didn't, she'd never even scuffle out of her spot. Without thinking,
he glanced at her feet, searching for the roots that must surely be
creeping from her boots into his dirt floor.

"Go on," she waggled it at him. "Take it. I
made it for ye a fortnight ago hoping to give it to ye for
Christmas. But since..." she let the last trail off.

Angus felt guilty; he knew what she was
getting at: that he had given up trying to court her. Well, he
needn't feel guilty. She was a harsh old spinster. She didn't
deserve to be courted. Not even by him.

Still, he knew he should ask her to bide
awhile, offer her dinner, but he just couldn't bring himself to do
it, even knowing she'd just walked an hour through the snow and
cold. Perhaps tea would do. It would be quick and almost as
polite.

He extended his hand. She placed the now-wet
material onto his palm. Without meaning to, he clenched his fingers
over it and drew it back to his side. It hung next to his breeches
and dripped onto the hem.

"I thank ye," he managed.

Janet seemed to take his gratitude as
permission to undo her arisaidh. She shrugged it off onto
the nearest chair and cozied up to the fire. Rubbing her hands
together and stretching them out to the flames she made her way
past him, almost shoving him to the side so she could get by, and
touched Maggie's knuckles. Maggie reacted the same way she would if
she had stuck her hand full into flames.

Seeing this, Angus cringed and took a step
forward. Janet's palm held aloft stopped him.

"How are ye, lass?"

Instead of looking at Janet, Angus saw that
Maggie cast her eyes on him.

"Aye," he said for her. "Ye're fine, aren't
ye?"

A quick nod from Maggie made him release his
breath. "See?"

"I can't see where being rude to company is
fine, Angus. But if ye think it is, then I'm sure ye're right."
Janet settled into the chair on the opposite end of the table.
"Still, I'd heard her bed might be made of dirt and not straw."

The fire that leaped in the hearth seemed to
jump directly into his chest. How dare she come here with her
35-year-old virgin frustration and lecture him on keeping his
daughter.

"Had ye now, Janet," he whispered. "Then I
imagine ye heard wrong."

Janet let go a sigh that made him think she
had settled into a bath that stung her skin and her tone shifted to
something akin to apology.

"I'm sorry for it, Angus. Biding with my kin
has made me as blunt as they are. Sometimes I forget myself."

There, that was better. Some sense of
sympathy for the situation. So maybe she wasn't as hard as he'd
thought.

"I'm certain it's tough, Janet," he said,
moving to pull out a chair from the table. "Taking care of yer
folks the way ye do."

With Maggie on the one side, and Janet on the
other, he wasn't sure which way to turn when he spoke. He didn't
want to exclude Maggie, but then, he didn't want to draw attention
to her silence, either. Perhaps it would be best if he asked her to
empty the half-bucket of dirt he'd managed to scrape away from the
North wall. That way she would be out of sight for a few moments at
least.

"Maggie, lass." He touched her hand. "Mind ye
pull on a plaid and carry that wee bucket outdoors. Just empty it
next to the wall. I'll see to it later."

Maggie nodded and slipped off the chair.

"Would ye like a spot of tea, Janet?" He kept
his eye on Maggie as he spoke.

"Ye can't do that, Angus," she answered,
ignoring his offer. "The bairn is just away from the
sickbed. She'll catch her death. Are ye daft?"

Well, there went his moment of thinking her
better than she was.

"I'll thank ye to not use that word with me,"
he said, rising.

"What? Sickbed? Death?"

"Daft," Angus answered. "I don't care how
cold it is; Maggie is fine enough to do her chores."

Still, he realized Janet was right but he'd
be damned if he'd let her see that. He'd heard Morag say the same
thing enough times that he should have remembered. Maybe he wasn't
cut out for motherhood, after all. Perhaps Maggie did need a ma and
not just a da. He could imagine the lass spending another night
curled feverish on the bed, could imagine a worse fever, bad enough
to actually take her life. But then, perhaps it would be better for
her to be in the ground with her real ma right next than living
with a daft da and a wife he didn't love.

Janet followed Maggie over to the corner and
took the bucket from the small hands. He saw her peer down at the
floor, a perplexed look on her face. He fidgeted.

"What are ye doing over here, anyway, Angus?
Digging a hole for the rats to come in?"

Angus stomped over to the corner and grabbed
the bucket from Janet.

"Never ye mind, lass," he said to Maggie,
refusing to look into Janet's muddy eyes and instead lifted Maggie
onto his hip with his free arm.

"I'll take the bucket out. Just ye sit here
on the bed." He set Maggie on the edge and covered her with a
blanket. "Young Janet and I will be but a moment."

He was halfway across the cottage and was
about to grab Janet's arisaidh from the chair before he
remembered the scarf. Janet had remained where she stood, but when
she saw him lift her plaid, she scrambled to his side.

"I didn't mean to offend ye, Angus. Surely, I
didn't. But I was afraid for the bairn. I thought perhaps in
yer grief you hadn't thought. Really. It's my tongue. It gets away
with itself."

The whole of Scotland would have smiled at
her words and offered some dessert, some pudding, perhaps; Angus
wasn't the whole of Scotland. No. He was a grieving man without a
wife to remind him about hospitality. He thought the rules could go
to Hell.

He pulled the scarf from the drying rack.

"I know ye meant well, Janet. But for true,
this is a bad day for a visit. My wits are a wee bit dulled from
all the goings on."

Without looking back at her, he strode to the
door, fully expecting her to follow.

"Surely ye're not going to wear that scarf
while it's still wet."

He squeezed his fingers around the wet wool.
"No," he said. "I'm giving it back. I have enough scarves, thank
ye. I'd rather not be beholden to ye, for I'd no be able to pay ye
back.

He wanted her out, out of his house, away
from Maggie, out, out, out.

Janet clipped her brooch to the corners of
her plaid. "But it was a gift. I wanted ye to have it. Please,
Angus. Keep it."

She smiled at him then. It was odd, her
smile. Full of teeth white as the beach of the Singing Sands. He
sighed, knowing he really couldn't be rude. What would Morag think
if he couldn't find it in his heart to be kind to a hardened out
old spinster?

"Please bide a spell, Janet," he found
himself saying. "For tea, at least. Maggie and I can fetch ye back
to yer cottage in the cart. As a present. In return for the gift of
scarf."

 



Chapter 4:

It took a long time for Angus to scrape away the
layer of dirt that acted as a floor in the cottage. Inch by inch,
the good Scottish soil went outside in a pile next to the wall. By
the time he made it over to the rocking chair where the cream had
soaked into the dirt, the stain was gone and Maggie had turned
five. No matter. He wasn't digging the whole of the floor just to
take out a small stain that had long been absorbed by mother
Scotland. No, sir. He meant for Maggie to have a solid foundation.
One made of wood, where nothing, not cream, not honey, not even her
health, could be lost forever to the soil.

So the digging was necessary, and every other
day he took the lass out into the air while he fed the hens. Every
day he had more and more dirt. That dirt grew into a fair sized
pile next to the wall of the cottage. The more the pile grew, the
closer he knew he was coming to completion.

His next step would be to find
floorboards.

And so as he dug, and Maggie remained mute,
he hatched a plan. Once a week, every week, he packed Maggie into
the cart and traveled the three miles to the other end of Eigg to
call again on Janet. The weeks went by; the visits increased, and
the pile of dirt grew. The bigger the pile, the more necessary the
floorboards. The more the need for Janet--or at the very least,
Janet's considerable dowry.

 


Maggie watched Da dig with a queer feeling in her
chest. Something bothered her about watching his hands jam the tip
of the shovel hard into the dirt floor. That something crept up
from her chest and into her throat when he scooped a chunk of dirt
and his strong arms lifted it to dump into the bucket.

She felt like she'd been here before,
watching the same action, the material of his leine rippling
with each movement, the sweat that he mopped from his forehead.
Every time he filled the bucket and went outside to empty it,
Maggie watched him as seriously as she'd ever watched anything. The
pile of dirt outside reminded her of molasses buns, and the thought
of molasses buns made her swallow hard.

At first when the digging had begun, Maggie
could ignore the queer feeling that it brought, but as the dirt
pile grew and Da still didn't leave off shoveling, Maggie found it
harder and harder to swallow down the lump that stuck in her
throat. It wouldn't stay down, even if she did manage, and it was
because of more than just the pile of dirt, more than the way it
reminded her of Ma.

There was something about what he was doing
that made her feel as if she would never leave the cottage again,
never go outside to play. She would just lie down in the scooped up
hollow left of the floor, cross her arms, close her eyes and never
get up again. Was that what he wanted? Did he want to turn their
cottage into a scooped up hollow where no one, not Da, not Maggie,
not even Janet, could ever leave again?

And then there were the
bunch of words that kept leaping out of nothing and falling into
her mind as if they had been heaved up and plopped out. As the pile
of dirt grew, the more the words came.

I couldn't see you buried with him.

The thought sounded like her ma. It sounded
familiar, like the pile of dirt-bun looked familiar.

By the time Da had shoveled half of the
cottage floor away, Maggie could barely keep from digging the lump
out of her throat. She stood watching him carry the next bucket
from the midpoint towards the door. She stood with her hands
clenched, held tightly to her sides. He dumped the dirt and came
back in.

She held her breath.

He caught her eye.

"What's the matter, Maggie?" he asked,
putting down the bucket. "Have ye something stuck in your throat,
lass?" This last was said with a shrill note, as if Da was afraid.
But that couldn't be possible. Da was never afraid.

Maggie didn't know whether she should nod or
shake her head. It certainly felt like something was stuck. She did
nothing.

Buried with him.

Now the words sounded so much like her ma
that for a second Maggie saw her standing by the bed, holding out
her arms, waiting for Maggie to rush into them. She took a few
steps and nearly tripped on her own feet when her father's voice
came at her like a nosing puppy. It made Ma disappear and for a
second Maggie wanted her ma so badly she nearly could smell her,
the way she smelled of herbs and roast lamb.

"Maggie?" He rushed over. "Tell me, lass. Are
ye choking?"

He grabbed her by the shoulders and stared
into her eyes, shook her and pulled her chin down so that her mouth
gaped open. Now she couldn't breathe. Oh dear heaven. Now whatever
was stuck would never come out. He stuck one dirty finger into her
mouth and waggled the tip across her tongue. His finger tasted old.
It tasted like green bread and like bugs smelled. Worse, it made
the thought scream inside her head...buried with
him...buried...

Her stomach gave a heave and her skin from
bottom to top rippled like the waves in a Loch and his finger came
out along with her breakfast.


Chapter 5:

It wasn't just the wedding that made the day
different for Maggie. Oh, there were lots of people around, lots of
food. And cake. Cake made the day different. But for Maggie, the
day might as well have been tilted on its side like a doll with
only one leg. It didn't stand right. It didn't sit right. It was
wrong, somehow. She just didn't know why or how.

Janet's aging mother had come to the cottage
early in the morning, and sprinkled water on Ma and Da's bed. That
in itself was odd, as was Da's begging of uncle Colin -- husband of
that giant sister to Da--to steal Janet away before the
ceremony.

Things got stranger still. Maggie walked next
to that great giant that Da called her auntie Emma, and behind the
squealing of the bagpipes during the procession, to the small burn
beside the stone kirk. She cheered along with everyone else when
the bride came into view. That felt queer--cheering when she felt
like crying. Then Da and Janet stood before the priest and
whispered words to each other, licking their thumbs after and
pressing them together, his to hers, hers to his.

"Tha mise Angus," he said in the
language he only used with Ma and Maggie had to fleet looks about
to see if she was indeed close. When she was nowhere to be found,
Maggie couldn't help a bit of a whimper. It had been so long since
she'd heard Ma speak, it didn't seem right. Not right to hear Da
keep at it, his eyes trained on Janet in a most frightening
way.

Stranger still, was that Maggie had to run
along with other children down the field to retrieve a wilted
kale—-whatever for, she had no idea. But she ran as fast as she
could, anyway, just for the joy of running. Later, Janet's father
threw his shoe at Janet as she sat next to Da in the wagon; Maggie
snuggled quietly into a plaid at the back, impatient to get back
home where things could look more normal.

But it hadn't ended. People came and went;
they shook hands with Da and hugged Janet, who stood smiling as if
she had just been given a rotten vegetable for a gift. Janet's
parents sat in rockers, plaids over their legs, frowning like they
didn't like seeing her avoid the brother who kept trying to kiss
her cheek.

Da lumped around as if he were one of the
bits of buntata she had convinced him to plant. Potatoes looked
ugly. They were wrinkled up in places, especially where the eyes
were. They were brown. They smelled rotten. Every time Maggie
looked at Da, she thought of those buntatas. And it didn't help
that she got to wear a new linen dress and a ribbon around her
head. Nothing helped. Not watching Janet smile her crooked smile,
or eating cake, or even getting to drink real cream. For Maggie,
the day was different. But it wasn't a good different.

So she hung at the wall of cottage and every time
someone, a neighbor, the master, a relative, came over to the wall
to pinch her cheek and tickle her belly, she turned away and
pretended she was shy. She wanted them all to go away. She wanted
her house back. Da back. She wanted everyone to just go away.
Especially Janet.

And now someone had decided that poor Maggie
needed a friend. The giant, the Auntie Emma, whose head kerchief
could have covered the top of Maggie's bed. She was wide; she was
fat; she was already squeezing Maggie's belly.

"Aren't ye just a beauty," the giant said.
"Ye must take after your aunt." She pinched Maggie's ear lobe.

"Now, Emma." Came Da's voice, louder as he
came closer. "Let the poor bairn be."

Emma the giant grew as she straightened up.
"And why should I, Angus? She used to love seeing me."

He reached down and rescued Maggie, letting
her straddle her legs around his waist. Gratefully, she hid her
face in his neck. The faint smell of buntatas and dirt came from
him, and she wrinkled her nose, hoping to filter it out.

"She's had a hard go, Emma. You know she
won't even speak to me."

Maggie squeezed his neck to tell him she
would love to talk to him, but she was afraid. She didn't want Da
to go away too, like Ma and the sister.

"I imagine she blames me," she heard him
say.

"Ach, bairns don't blame. Just ye let her get
on with regular bairn things. Let her outside. And I'm no
talking about outside to work. I'm talking about outside to play.
With others, lads, lasses. She'll get to healing soon enough."

"Maybe yer right."

"Aye, Angus," the giant murmured so low
Maggie could barely hear. She shifted her ear away from Da's neck
so she could Auntie Emma's voice could come better.

"I ken. When my Duncan passed five years ago,
I thought I'd die but for the damned heart in my chest. It kept at
its damned pumping and its damned beating, the damned thing."

Da chuckled as though the giant had said
something funny, but it didn't sound funny. It didn't really sound
as though he thought it was funny.

He put his hand on Maggie's head; she felt it
there, hot and comforting. The ribbon twisted out of place, but she
didn't care if the ribbon came straight off. She thought he would
pull his hand away, and fix the ribbon, so she didn't move. If she
pretended hard enough, maybe she could turn to dirt and he'd not
notice and his hand would stay till someone came to fetch him.

She squeezed her eyes shut and imagined his
hands poking in dirt and laying in buntatas and soon enough, he
started talking again and Maggie knew she was a big pile of
Scottish earth. One large loose lump like a molasses bun that Da
would never think about again.

She squirmed at the thought. She thought she
heard Ma's voice. Maggie peeked open her eyes to look over Da's
shoulder. Was that her over there, in the corner? It looked like
her, had all the hair, all the right clothes. She was saying
something, and Maggie was to hear. She tried hard to listen but Da
kept talking and making too much noise with his clogged up
nose.

"I hope I'm doing the right thing, Emma," he
said.

Maggie peeked over at the giant. She was
frowning--like Janet's parents frowned. She
wasn't sure she liked seeing the same looks on all the
faces.

"It's no my place, Angus," Auntie Emma said.
"But ye are my brother and I love ye."

"I ken," Da mumbled with a quick glance to
where Janet stood smiling at the priest. "I ken."

He sighed. "But it's for Maggie," he
continued, and twisted his palm so the ribbon fell from Maggie's
hair. She made no move. Didn't even dare blink.

The giant got a terrible look on her face
that made Maggie cringe. She felt Da's arms tighten around her
belly.

"Ye don't love her," the giant said. "And
she's a bloody witch of a woman, too."

"I love Maggie. That's what matters."

"And what kind of life is that, Angus? What
memory to her ma?"

Da made a sound like a wild thing and
suddenly Maggie's scalp hurt. "Make no mention, Emma. No mention of
Morag. Not ever."

"I'll make whatever mention I need to bring
ye to yer senses. Ye're soiling her memory by bringing another
woman here to fend for yer daughter."

"I'd not speak if I was ye."

"I should ken if it were love, Angus. Then
Morag would understand; she'd bless it even. But by God, she'd not
want it this way."

"What do ye ken of it, Emma? Ye're so bloody
jealous ye can't allow yer daughter-in-law or her kin into yer
house--ye don't want to share Duncan's memory--or the grief, for
that matter--it's yers, ye think, to store and coddle and inspect
in the wee hours. What of that, Emma?"

The giant gasped and Maggie wanted to run to
her, to squeeze her belly to get her breathing again. It made no
sense, why Da's voice had turned so sour. And what of the giant?
Did she not want him happy? Happy on his wedding day? Oh, it was a
bad day. A different day. A day that wasn't quite right, and was
growing worse.

Finally, although the giant's gaze was on a
bit of straw poking through the mud that glued the wall together,
she spoke. Her voice was so low, so queer, that it made Maggie want
to dry to sand and fall between the cracks of the new wooden
floor.

"We're neither one perfect, Angus. Duncan is
dead. So too, Morag. And yet we survive." Auntie Emma reached down
and Maggie felt her heavy hand warm on her arm. "But Maggie's too
young to settle for survival," she said. "Ye and I, we're fine by
it. We've no long years left to go. But what will ye be doing to
Maggie by living with a woman ye don't love."

"I've no love left even were I to want it,
Emma. I buried what was left."

"I ken, brother. Ye ken how well I do." She
took her hand from Maggie and swept the fleshy arm around Da 's
waist, pulling him close, nearly toppling Maggie. She looked down,
straight into Maggie's eyes.

"Ye're getting a new ma, and a new Da, today,
lass. And it'll be strange for a bit. Make no mind of it."

Maggie nodded, wanting to tell this great
woman she understood even if she didn't.

"But don't let yer da forget about his kin.
We're not far. Ye know the way to the cottage, aye? It's no more
than half an hour walk on a sunny day." The giant winked as she
looked down and Maggie tried to wink back but both her eyes closed
and she ended up making the giant laugh for her trouble.

"Aye," she said, smoothing down the chest of
the dress so Maggie could look all nice, then she sent that scary
look back at Da.

"I mean it, Angus. Don't forget ye have kin.
Come round. And ye and I can make no mention of Morag or Duncan
together."


Chapter 6:

It was an awkward moment for Angus, what with the
lack of wooing. There was no want for foreplay, no desire to have
his new wife hunger for him as much as he did her. More was the
pity; Angus didn't actually want his new wife at all. Knowing she'd
never been with a man made the task even more distasteful.

Making love had been different with Morag.
Much different. He'd been so desperate for her he couldn't be
gentle. And she'd begged him on, eager for him to lose himself and
force loose her memories of another.

But now there was no ghost of memory to
dislodge, or fever in his body to be rid of, no want to drive him.
There was only Janet with breasts hanging to her armpits and a
small daughter across the way breathing regular breaths as if she
was sleeping.

"The bairn's awake, Janet," he mumbled
and tried to turn away.

"She's no a bairn," Janet said,
pulling his arm and catching the naked skin in a merciless pinch.
"She's no a bairn; she's a wee lass. There's a difference,
Angus."

"Aye, it means she's old enough to wonder
what the noises are all about."

Janet's cool fingers grappled beneath the
sheets, fumbled across his hips in answer. He couldn't help a gasp.
Bloody traitorous body. It had been a spell since he'd felt a
woman. A long spell, and his prick bloody will knew it. Be damned.
He could easily satisfy himself without feeling love. Wasn't that
the meaning of fornication, anyway--sex without love. Then again,
be damned with God. God had forced this fornication when he took
Morag. Morag.

Don't...

Think...

About...

Morag...

And it was done. No tight resistance, no warm
rush of blood as he'd expected. No anguished bleat, nor groan of
remorse. It was finished without emotion. Not from Janet, nor
himself.

He rolled away from her form, dark in the bed
like a mound of earth. The cottage let in little light, but he knew
every shape looming in the shadows. The table, just yon with a
sharp edge catching the moon. The rocker where he'd flung his plaid
was nondescript in the dark, but darker than the rest, and just
where it should be.

The hearth held no peat flame, for the night
was warm, but he could imagine a lick of orange leaping within and
playing light this way, that, across the small space. Catching a
glimmer of solidity--a chair here, a bench there--as it moved and
danced its dance. Some nights it played on the bed just across the
way where a small form stretched in sleep or rolled from dream.
Small face with large eyes. Pale skin losing itself in masses of
black hair, fading into shadows and getting forgotten in the
sheets. But for the eyes. Eyes that stared out and spoke what the
lips would not. "Ye buried my ma. In the ground beneath heaps of
dirt. Buried her and forgot her and married another. All for the
want of a few planks of wood."

Eyes that surely stared now, straight into
his heart and down to his belly, even against the blackness. He
knew they stared and he felt the stare, God help him--For it burned
his face so the shame crept around his shoulders and squeezed till
they drew in.

Sweet Jesus, would those eyes never
close?

A stream of orange light found its way through a
crack in the wood slatted door. Janet watched its advance across
the newly sanded planks that had been laid for a floor. A whistle
as regular as breath came from Angus, so she knew he slept. Maggie
too, for there was no movement, no odd sound to signal the
restlessness that comes from a child when she's about to wake. It
was strange coming to consciousness in a different bed, a different
house, an entirely different area of the island. Strange, but not
so strange as to dislodge the relief that ran down her throat into
her belly like sweet honey. She was free. Finally free.

The wedding had gone smoothly. The brief
reception, just as easily. There were no questions, or sly comments
about the upcoming evening, nor winks and surreptitious smiles of
knowing from the women. Everyone had assumed that the liberties
offered by a bride to her husband would be nothing more than a task
to be expedited as efficiently as the cleanup of dishes after a
meal. Everyone knew it was a marriage of convenience. Convenient
for Angus; convenient for Maggie. Yet what was the convenience for
Janet?

Everyone assumed, Janet knew it was so as
surely as she knew anything, that the convenience was that she was
finally married and no longer a spinster imposing on her parents
and laying shame on them as thick as hardened butter.

Oh, they could assume and she would let them,
but she couldn't let her husband go his first night of wedded bliss
without satisfaction. She would offer it again and again, and even
more so, until there was nothing left of her childhood or young
adulthood or even of herself. Then she could begin again. She could
just be Janet, with no young in front, no history behind, only
present and future stretching out before her to the grave. She
would be Janet. Just Janet.

And if Angus found it necessary to question
her morality, for surely he must have realized she was not virgin,
then she would simply say she had no good reason for it. And what
did it matter, really. The only thing he had wanted out of the
bargain was the wood for the floor. That he had gained with her
dowry. So why would he care that his bride came used, the wood was
new.

Janet flipped the corner of the bed sheet and
stretched her leg to the air. She should get up. She should begin
her wifely duties and set the kettle to boiling for tea and get her
husband out of bed so he could tend to the rows of earth that
harbored bits of buntata for the autumn harvest.

She should get Maggie out of bed and get her
started on her training. She thought Angus had left it to go stale
after Morag's death. Morag had been a good, sensible woman; she'd
have started Maggie's training as soon as the girl could speak. And
it was Janet's job to finish it.

The first foot to touch the floor absorbed
most of the shock, and by the time the second had taken its step
and its corresponding leg had snaked its way out from beneath the
covers and balanced the rest of its body, Janet was ready to go.
"Get out of bed, ye lazy good for naught," came an imagined
voice to her ear. "Get the kettle to boiling and make sure the
tea is hot

Day after day for year upon year, those words
gained the ability to wake her, like a rooster's crow did, and soon
they became the network of veins that surged and provided her life.
Those words, and many like them, would be more difficult to forget
than she thought.

"I'm out, I'm out," she muttered to the room
and started when she heard Angus stir behind her.

"Ye're out?"

Janet turned to him, surprised for a second
that he was there, she'd forgotten she wasn't alone. And then she
remembered. She was wed. She recovered her thoughts.

"I'm out and ready to make yer tea. How do ye
take it?"

He rubbed his eyes with fingers dirt stained
and grubby no matter how hard or often they got scrubbed.
"Black."

Janet grunted. "Better get up before Maggie
wakes and sees yer bare arse." She made her way to the door and
grabbed the bucket that hung on a peg close by.

"I'm going to the loo. I'll draw some water
on my way back."

She was out the door with the bucket swinging
and realized as she trod on the new spring grass that this was the
first spring, the first morning, in fact, that she could draw water
and wash without fear. Since she had a new beginning, and she was a
new Janet, she could send Angus and Maggie both out of the house
while she washed. She'd not have to boil water with the excuse of
making tea, and pour cups of it into a basin that she hid behind
her bed before she snuck away while no one was looking. She'd not
have to hike up her skirts while lying flat on the floor behind the
bed straining to listen for a door being opened and the telltale
clomp of great boots making their way into the room. Her breath
catching, her heart lodging in her throat and refusing to go down
no matter how hard she swallowed. She'd not have to pray the
giveaway sploosh of her hand freezing abruptly in the water could
be heard, hardly muffled by the wash cloth she gripped.

She'd not have to panic every time water
touched her skin. Not have to taste her tears mingled with soap
ever again.

 


When Maggie woke, Da was already out of bed and in
the garden pulling tiny sprouts of weeds from the earth and
dropping them in a bucket. Janet was bent over the wash tub, busily
pressing down bubbles of wet linen that rose to the surface each
time her hand made its way down to the bottom.

It was still early, Maggie could tell because
the sunlight was still the color of a lamb's nose and not the color
of a yellow onion like it usually was when Da let her feed the
sheep. But there were no sheep now. And Maggie wondered whether he
would find another chore she would like to do as well. She hoped
he'd not ask her to feed the chickens. They pecked the ground too
close to her feet and scared her with all the noise they made. She
wondered whether he missed the sheep; she wondered if he liked
digging in the ground and getting his hands filthy with dirt that
never came off. With the sheep gone Da smelled different. He no
longer had that woolly smell that made her feel warm whenever he
was close. He didn't have that light scent of manure on his neck
when she shoved her nose between the shoulder and his ear. He
didn't feel like Da.

She stuck her foot out of bed, gingerly
testing to see if Janet would hear. She wanted to get out of bed
and make it outdoors to him before those black eyes of Janet's
could land on her and demand that she speak.

She still hadn't grown used to the feel of
wood instead of dirt. It had no give. It made her feel unconnected.
Before, Maggie felt part of the cottage. She felt as if she
belonged. Now everything was different, and the dirt that Da had
shoveled out of the cottage and into a pile on the side of the
house, was a reminder of how everything could change as quickly as
she could swallow.

She stood on the floor and remained
motionless until she was certain Janet hadn't heard her get up. She
was soon out the open door before Janet could pull her hands from
the water. The grass felt good against her feet. Maggie ran and ran
until she came to the edge of earth that outlined the garden where
he crouched and reached over and over towards the mounds of soil
that rose in lines so long she doubted he'd ever finish his
weeding.

He looked up and smiled at her. "I see ye
made it out of bed, young Maggie."

She grinned back at him.

"Would ye like to help me?"

Maggie shook her head. She
caught a memory of plants as she watched him. Plants pulled out
from the ground, plucked, cut, dried. Thistles placed lovingly atop
Ma's kirtch as
she lay in the...

Daisy petals, like...lotus flowers (where did
that word come from?)... sprinkled across the pile of earth. Earth
neatly built into a muddy triangle above...a desert of sand?...the
moor. Flowers. Plants. They didn't wilt, in her memory, as these
plants did. They...hardened. Dried little by little.

Buried wi' him.

Ma's voice this time.
Maggie stared hard at Da as he worked. Those plants were connected
to him. With the way he fussed over dirt, scraping it away. Getting
rid of it. Piling it and leaving it, like a muddy triangle next to
the house. Fussing with it now, as he dug around the
precious buntata plants. Did he ken what he was doing? Making long, tall piles
of mud for the buntatas? Each plant grew from a neat triangle of dirt. Did they look
familiar to him? Was it in his nature to pile them just
so?

 


Angus hated farming buntatas. He hated
everything about buntatas. And come to think of it, he was
beginning to think he hated the dirt they grew in. He got up every
morning, and made his way out into the garden where he would plant
the eyes of seed vegetable. Then he would have to get up every
morning thereafter. He'd have to see that no weeds tried to choke
out the tender shoots that would grow to an unnatural green and
flower ugly yellow flowers and finally those would drop off and he
would ken, come midsummer, that months of work had led to globes of
brown and dimpled vegetables. Such an awful lot of work to dig up
such tasteless yield. Such an awful lot of work to offer his Laird
cartfuls of shit in disguise.

And here it was the fourth day of planting
the hated eyes. Day four. Month five of year two in the days of
Angus without Morag. That's how he counted time, now. Days, months,
years since she had passed and he had found it necessary to live
his life without her, and with a woman so unlike Morag that he
chewed at his bottom lip each time he looked at her. Had to chew
his lip to keep from shouting aloud to the heavens how very much he
loathed her. How much he loathed planting buntatas. How much he loathed having to remain civil
to her on account of Maggie.

He crouched in the garden of year two month
five and jammed another seed potato into mother Scotland. He pushed
a handful of dirt over top, and swung his right leg to the right,
following it shortly with the left until he was a forearm's space
away and ready to jam another seed potato into mother Scotland.

Janet's initiation into the cottage was
opening a rift as small as the hole that he planted the
buntatas in and would surely grow as wide
as the rows he planted the buntatas in,
and finally to the width of the garden that he planted buntatas in. And so he hated buntatas. And he hated the woman who had talked him
into planting them and selling the few sheep he had all so he could
make better tribute and keep more of the money. It didn't make
sense that sheep could go so low in value that these damnable
tubers could make more tribute. But it did, and so for Maggie--not
Janet--he would do this thing. He would save and send her to the
new world when she'd grown where she could have a go at a better
life than this drudgery.

Angus had barely filled the bucket with weeds
before Maggie found her away outdoors. She cast a shadow twice as
long and half as narrow as her four foot height. And as she drew
closer, he could tell she had that pulled in cheek and curved lip
that Morag always gained when she chewed the inside of her mouth as
she considered something.

He hadn't really thought further past gaining
the floor boards to keep out the various vermin that always
appeared just before someone got sick, or even past the benefit
Maggie would gain from having a woman about. Now he wondered if
he'd have to explain.

"Will ye help me with the weeds, lass?" he
asked, tossing an already limp thistle seedling at her feet.

She shook her head.

He sighed. "I'd hoped ye'd decide to give yer
da at least one small word."

She crept closer. That toddler smell of milk
and faint urine blended with that of wet dirt crept along the grass
ahead of her. She stopped by the bucket and dug her hand in, came
out with a fistful of earth and plants, dropped them back.

"Not even a wee word?"

Maggie reached toward a potato sprout.

"No, no, lass. That's no a weed."

He grabbed for her fingers, too late to save
the sprout being broken off at the soil's surface and had to
content himself with grabbing her beneath the arms instead. Her
neck smelled sweet as he pulled her close, wrapped his arms so
tightly around her that his hands touched his own ribs.

"Ach, lass. I wish ye'd come back to normal.
I wish yer ma was here. I wish..."

He lost the rest of the sentence in her neck.
What did he wish, really? That time had turned heel; that he'd
thought of farming Maggie off to Emma when Morag passed for she'd
care for the lass as dear as ever her own ma would. Would he wish
he'd not let Maggie watch the burial--although he'd always believed
the living needed to see their dead, so they could let go proper,
he wasn't sure he'd done right. Too late, now, though. Too late and
he'd carry the weight of the responsibility till he passed from
this side of the loch to the other and saw his dear Morag and gave
her his apologies, his regrets for doing so poorly with her
daughter.

He pulled her so close his arms went round
her almost twice.

"Ach, Maggie." The words got muffled in her
skin and were about as much an apology as he could manage. At least
if the lass couldn't know it for what it was, she could just enjoy
the feel of being cuddled again. And aye, he could enjoy it too,
for they were both there, both alive, if only shadows of living
things.

He breathed deep into her hair and let his
breath go in a tickle on her neck that made her giggle and squirm.
The smile that moved his mouth froze at the sound of Janet's
voice.

"Sweet mother of God--what do ye think ye're
doing, Angus Campbell?"

He pulled his arms back to his side so
quickly in surprise Maggie fell backwards. She let out a pained
bleat.

He needed a few seconds to reassemble himself
enough to stand. It gave him plenty of time to think there was some
accusation humming beneath the shrill sound of her voice.

"What are ye going on about, Janet?"

Janet's face flamed as she stood there. Her
knuckles--where they showed as she clenched her fists to her
sides--paled to white. And good God, but if she didn't tremble. The
way she stood, the way she glared at him didn't make sense, but it
sent a message sure enough. You should be ashamed. And shamed he
was for all that he'd done and not done to lose his wife and
daughter for being daft enough to think that Janet was the saviour
of this poor lass.


Chapter 7:

It wasn't anything in particular that made Janet's
stomach start to squirming. Nothing certain. But the way Angus's
palms stretched across Maggie's waist and on into his own arm and
got lost in his leine--the way his face buried itself in
Maggie's neck, her black hair tumbling onto his shoulder. It was
nothing so peculiar, so particular. But it seized up Janet's heart
so tight it might well have been the rusted hinge of an ancient
cell door. The position of the two as they crouched together in the
garden, the sheer intimacy of the embrace caught Janet so odd she
couldn't stop the cry that screamed up her throat and out into the
air.

And when he stripped his body from Maggie's
and the lass fell back with such suddenness leaving him with that
smug look she so hated on men, Janet felt as though she had spilled
her entire memory into the garden at the same time. There was the
awkwardness of silence then, one that had her staring at him with
his jaw hanging open, his hand propped against his hip, daring her,
scolding her with his posture.

"I..."

"Ye what, Janet?" Came his questioning
complaint. "What are ye going on about?"

Janet took a hesitant step. A wayward breeze
trembled across the just-planted sprouts. The smell of fresh earth,
wet and cloying, surrounded her. She peered at the lass and the
puddle of plaid about her on the ground. Plaid over sark, so
she was, for all regular purposes, fully clothed. But did that
matter? Was the sark hitched up? Were there tears on the
bairn's face?

It was difficult to tell. Janet turned to
Angus. His face would give it away. His face. His posture. Guilt
would make his fingers tremble.

"I…I wanted to see what ye were doing out
here," she said to him.

He swept a finger, dirty with soil, across
his cheek. A grimy streak of Scotland crested his face.

"I was trying to get my daughter to speak to
me, if it's any of yer business."

His voice fell flat. It didn't roll on the
air as mere conversation did. It lumped over, like a flat rock
being grunted end to end, from one side to the other. It came hard,
that sentence, like it was labored over. And why? Why would it be
labored?

Janet pulled her own sark closer
against her breast, pulled it up to ribbon the crest of her throat.
She had to think of something.

"She should be inside." She pointed to Maggie
who had managed to get to her knees. "It's too early for her to be
wandering on the ground in her bare feet."

He stretched his hand to Maggie. The lass
took it without hesitation and stood close enough to hug his leg.
Could Janet have imagined what she'd seen? Could it merely be her
own ghosts haunting her?

 


Maggie had a feeling Janet and Da were dancing. Oh,
not the kind of intimate dance she'd seen him and her real ma doing
every now and then just before they went to bed. That dance, done
by the firelight, had a certainty to it, a sure feeling that no one
was in the room with them, that they created a bubble around them,
one made of such thin material it could be seen through, but
so strong it couldn't be got through. That dance made Maggie
feel as if the whole world could crumble to dust all around her but
those two would still be dancing, and she would still be
watching.

This dance wasn't real. Da stepped left with
his words as Janet stepped right. The air felt tight. Their words
sounded fine, but they had something else in them. She'd been so
careful not to talk, so careful, worried that it was only her words
that could make him dead. Her ill-speak stayed inside almost all
the time. Oh, sometimes she forgot but so far she had been lucky.
Any words she did say came out without her thinking and that seemed
to fool the ill-speak. At least it must because no one was made
dead with them and no one's belly got big. Or was it the other way
round? Was it the belly got big first and then they got dead? She
couldn't remember now.

All she knew was that these words didn't seem
as though they were saying them without thinking. She thought Da
and Janet were being careful about what they said. So maybe
grownups knew the right way to keep the ill-speak away and that's
why they were being careful. She wasn't sure what words were
ill-speak now and what weren't. She would have to pay more
attention if she wanted to speak again.

She reached for Da's hand when he offered it.
His breeks were prickly against her cheek and smelled of dirt.

She felt his hand on her head.

"It's a good spring morn, Janet. The lassie
can stay here with me. She'll be a great help weeding these
bleeding rows of dirt."

Janet took a step closer. "She's no dressed
well enough. She'll catch her death."

The way Janet said death made her feel as if
death would be better than standing here close to him with his leg
flexing and relaxing, his smell coming around Maggie's head like a
fog gathering across the heather. Maggie couldn't help a shiver.
She didn't want to be dead. She wanted to stay with him.

"There, see?" continued Janet. "The
bairn's cold. Can you no feel it, Angus--how she
shivers?"

He looked down and caught Maggie's eye. "Aye,
I'd best let ye be away with yer new ma," he said. "I don't want ye
to catch sick again."

It was a betrayal. Purely and simply so. And
Maggie's eyes burned with it. She felt smothered by it...bound to
it. With the way he said it, with the agreement to send her away.
With the way he used the word ma as if Janet was indeed the woman
who had moved across the cottage so recently and held onto the
round belly that had grown so big before the end that she couldn't
breathe right. Couldn't walk right. And had to take to her bed in
the middle of the day and lie there coughing, groaning.

He used that word ma to Maggie as if Janet
was the woman all along for whom he'd cried over, and sang to at
night. Whom he had carried limp like a kerchief doll across the
cottage, wrapped in their own bed sheet, all the way out to the
moor. All while Maggie followed, while he sobbed and let go noises
Maggie had never heard him make ever before or since.

Ma was not Janet. Ma was the woman Da placed
ever so nicely--the way Maggie set her dolls down when she played
bairn--so nicely in the ground and covered her with
shovelful after shovelful of wet dirt. No. Oh, no. Not Ma.
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