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Alex

When I first met Alex I had never heard of the island, and nor had he. Now, thirty-five years on, it is all I know, and all I want to know. On journeys to the mainland, to the shops and to visit the children and their children, I am excited to be going on an adventure and mightily relieved to come home. On the mainland, I put on my mainland shoes and I keep moving to prevent being trampled by the crowds. On the island, I would struggle to get anywhere near a trampling opportunity.

We grew our five children here, in this wild place, this place of shipwrecks and wind-battered shores, where the roads follow ancient drover tracks and snake around lochs and between hills where the rock is firm and steady; where people drop in for a blether about nothing in particular and where women still bring plates of sandwiches and pots of warming soup to ceilidhs in the village hall. We watched Disney on open spools at the Christmas party and sang favourite carols; ate ice cream and jelly in festive grease-papered bowls. Everyone came, from the old folk to the newborns, all dressed up in party clothes. Then silence was called and we all listened hard for the jingle of sleigh bells and in he came at last – Santa in his farmers’ wellie boots, with a heavy sack on his back, bursting with gifts. Mobile phones were still a dream and only a few islanders had a television. We didn’t at Tapsalteerie. Not all the way up that long bumpy track to where the stones are ancient and you can still believe in the little people; to where old stories spin webs among the heather, and the dew sparkles like diamonds on the first grass; and where the land runs out into the great Atlantic Ocean, wild and icy clear and full of secrets she will never tell.



I take a swallow of hot black coffee. Alex makes good coffee, warming a cup for me on the little aga, so it’s all ready for when I come down. He also sleeps soundly at night, unlike me, and wakes refreshed to dress in the early light with the curtains firmly closed in case anyone catches him naked.

The tide is high this morning and the air quite still. I can see a lot of the loch from the bedroom window, once the curtains are open. Sometimes, the otter is out fishing, teaching her cubs, or I might see the sea eagle balancing on his favourite perch, almost at the top of the tallest pine below our neighbour’s field. I usually hear before I see. The gulls and crows tell me, with their cawing and shrieking as they dive at the huge bird, baiting him, telling him to leave. Apart from the odd twist of his head at their coming, he ignores their taunts. I can see the big white tag around his neck, which would tell me, if my binoculars were powerful enough, how old he is. Sometimes when he flies over the house the tag crackles in the wind, like gunfire, and I wonder it doesn’t drive him mad, so close to his ear. Something silent around his foot would have been kinder.

His wingspan is over ten foot and I remember the surprise of him one day as I drove back from the village. He dropped down from the pines and into the road, flying straight towards me. I could see how huge he was from such close quarters and I stalled the car, leaping out to watch him. He gracefully cut through the air just above my head and I could feel his tail wind ruffling my hair.

Hallo, you wonder! I said. One of Tommy’s sheep peered at me through the fence.

Not you, I smiled. No offence.



I am working today, I tell Alex, the word sticking for a moment, new in my throat. After all, work is scrubbing floors and ironing things you only just ironed, and baking high-rise buns for others to eat.

Working? Alex queries, as he arrives balancing a slice of home-made white atop his regulation double-egg breakfast.

You spend all day messing around with paints! He scratches at a few of the paint spatters on the window with his knife.

I raise my chin and remind him of the exhibition date, that I have only half the canvases ready and that there are only a few short weeks left. It’s my first exhibition on the island; my first exhibition anywhere for that matter.

What’s this one going to be? he asks, revolving a canvas till it’s gone full circle.

I squint at it, at its bright blue ground with a few squiggly pencilled outlines.

I have no idea, I reply. Would you like a side plate for that bread?

There is already a peppering of crumbs on the table. He shakes his head, scoots the crumbs onto the floor, a floor he never sweeps. I really have tried to tame him over the years, this wild man of the sea, but he has faithfully resisted me. He would rather break his fast on the transom of a yacht, fully canvassed up and on a long reach, than bother with such whimsies as side plates.

Granny will be turning in her grave, I say, quite pointlessly. 

When she lived here with Granddad it was a lovely little chintzy home with pretty plates and shiny silver laid across gingham tablecloths with napkins to match. Even though the napkins now languish in the drawer, the lines made by Granny’s iron are still bold and straight. They moved here shortly after we did, Alex’s parents, as if that was just the way of things, settling in one end of the stone gatehouse to the Tapsalteerie estate. Now it’s just me and Alex here. The children have moved south and the old people north, to heaven.



What’s the trip today? I ask Alex.

An eight-hour whale-watch, he says. Forty folk from the RSPB on a jolly. Should be fun!

I consider forty people trapped together on a boat for eight hours. It doesn’t sound like fun to me.

You have egg on your face, I tell him, as he gets up to leave.

I know, he grins. Elevenses.



When we first hatched this whale-watching idea, over thirty years ago, Alex was the only skipper, with no crew to help man his small and slow-moving boat. Every day, fair or foul, he would set off from the pier below Tapsalteerie House and turn the bow into the waters of the North Atlantic in search of Leviathan. In the springtime he would head for the islands where the puffins make their burrows and hatch their young, and where guillemots, shags, razorbills and terns made their nests on skinny ledges high up the guano-caked cliff-face, turning the sky into a tumble of flight and an ear-splitting noise. Later in the summer, he would head north to where the shearwater bob in their hundreds and gannets burst the sea open as they dive for food. Every day, lives were changed aboard that little boat, as it trundled among the scattering of islands, peppered with wild orchids, sea grass and wild thyme. No one came back the same, not with the sights they had seen, with the salty air filling their lungs, and the sounds and the silence making a new music in their hearts, and it was Alex who led them to it, who made it happen. Some folk said there were no whales here. But Alex knew better, and he could always find them, when others could not.



Now Tapsalteerie belongs to another and our son runs the whale-watch, from a different pier on a big, powerful boat with a fully trained crew, and Alex employed as a skipper. Without this daily fix, the old sea dog would fade away to dust in no time, for the call of the sea is louder in him than any other call and will not be denied. Wild or calm, screaming abuse or singing a lullaby, pulled by the moon and glittering with diamonds in the sunlight, she draws him like a mistress, and we have learned, the sea and I, to share him, over time, although it was me who paid the higher price. 
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The Stock Valuation

It is the custom when buying a hill farm on the West Coast to purchase the stock separately. A few weeks after we settle in, and find our way around the coastline and the miles of plumbing, the stock valuation takes place. It seems that this is how things are done on the island. The new owner agrees to take over the resident animals, having had a wee look at them first, of course. There is a shaking of hands to seal the deal and at some point after taking over the estate, an official comes in to value each beast for the new owners. The delay is never explained, for it is not for the likes of us to know. On the West Coast there are clocks, and there is, indeed, such a concept as Time, but it is relative, and not to anything I have known before in England. ‘Tomorrow’ could be any number of tomorrows depending on where you are when you say it. ‘Later’ could turn up in six months and please don’t expect an explanation, never mind an apology.

For the valuation we must gather in all the livestock, including John the Bull and Shaggy Maggie the Highland Coo, who hasn’t been seen for months now. The Valuer will check every one of them for defects, ailments, good points and bad, assessing each one and expecting the buyer to agree. His word, after all, is final, and the only word to be had around these parts.

We enlist help from the other crofters and farmers for the day, having brought the cows down from the hill and into the fields around the steadings. The vet is also required to be there for any medical queries and also because he enjoys a good day out with the lads. He can lean against the wall, puffing on his pipe, while the ‘boys’ heave, lift, flip and crog the two-hundred-odd Cheviot sheep. They will all be covered in green slime by the day’s end. In anticipation, they arrive in waterproof leggings, their jackets tied with orange binder twine around their waists.



We all gather at 9.30 sharp. Me, Alex and ten men.

Be there first thing! the Valuer had chirped down the phone.

First thing is different up here, it seems. Something to do with ferry timetables.

It is now half ten.

He’ll have stopped off to visit, says one crofter, hawking. The gobbet lands between his feet.

Or the pub! chuckles another, his dark woolly hat pulled down over his ears.

I grin. Even I know the pub doesn’t open till eleven.

Eventually he rolls up, a dapper middle-aged man in a porkpie hat and a loudly checked squire’s jacket with leather patching on the elbows. His cravat is a bright buttery yellow. I think he looks like the Mad Hatter. All the crofters welcome him with manly back slaps and honks of laughter and sly remarks about his timing, for they know him of old. Anytime there is any valuation, he and they will come together just like this. He is also the local auctioneer at the stock market on the mainland, and they will all be dependent on the swing and crack of his hammer.

As I look upon this country scene, I feel very much an outsider, vulnerable to any manner of skulduggery. I wonder if Alex does too. 



We’ll start with the hogs, announces the Valuer, spinning on his shiny heel and making sure he steers well clear of the shit. His clipboard is tucked firmly underneath his arm. A few of the ten good men and true scuttle after him.

Hogs? I wonder to myself, but I don’t say anything. My voice would sound silly, squeaky, among all this manly grunting. I wait for the hogs to enter stage right.

Ah! Virgins! It is the year-old female lambs, not yet mothers, who are hogs, an ugly name for such pretty creatures, white still, and quite clean looking. Next year they will be gimmers, another daft name if I ever heard one.



To begin with, the process is quite straightforward. One man grabs a beast, crogs her, tipping her up to expose her belly so that her legs stick straight up from each corner. She now looks like the blueprint for a set of Highland bagpipes. Teeth, tits, eyes, ears, legs, feet and privates are poked at and tweaked whilst she silently endures each indignity. 

Twenty pounds! barks the Mad Hatter and the little sheep is flipped upright and booted back out into the world.

Just before the gimmers make their debut, out comes the whisky bottle. I can see my mother, back in the civilised world, looking at her watch and tutting quietly. This is the first of many this day and by the end of it I am amazed that anyone can still speak, let alone remain upstanding. The Valuer makes more and more of his decisions from where he leans against the cleanest bit of wall, while the others, including the animals, get filthier, smellier and wetter, as they slip and slide about in the muck and the piss. 

Sheep are not attractive creatures, never really clean and very, very stupid. Some of the older ewes are very heavy with twins and their bellies are swollen and tight. These girls move carefully, their slow eyes taking in the bustle and swirl of the big barn. They are not flipped like the virgins, but respectfully tipped backwards against a manly chest as though into an armchair. I rub their heads as they trundle past.

You look tired, I tell them. I know how you feel. Only I hope mine is just the one.



When it comes to the cows, there is no talk of crogging. Flipping Big John on his back would require two cranes and a paratrooper regiment, and the cows themselves are of the wild variety. There is no Daisy Moo in this herd, with her gentle cud-chewing personality and a fondness for Old Mrs Brown’s cherry cakes. These cows are fast and bad-tempered, growling and mean. The black curls and the big eyes are a hoodwink, in my opinion. A couple of bonks with that solid head and a trample or two and you’d be down in the bog never to be seen again. The talk would be that you ran off with a dark stranger and didn’t they always know you would?



Big John is first into the crush, a narrow walkway of steel piping with a gate at the end. John pushes his head through the gate and someone drops the lever that secures him fast by the neck. He might pull a bit, but John is a peaceful fellow, although his size is pretty scary at such close quarters. His shoulders are broad and strong, his head as big as a coffee table and his balls are massive. I have never seen anything so huge attached to any living creature. They could feed my family for a week with a nice onion gravy and some root veg. As if he hears my thoughts, he fixes his beady eyes upon me and roars loudly, clanging his nose ring against the bars of the crush.

He fancies you, lass! yells one crofter, tipsy and winking, his nose pulsing scarlet.



As the whisky disappears, so does the day, and finally the valuation is completed. Someone has already walked out with dogs and whistles to take the sheep back to their hill grazing, and the cows are on their way. John, quiet peaceable John, decided he didn’t want to stand around in the yard waiting for release, so he hopped over the five-barred gate, which is now a three-barred gate, and trotted away up the hill. We never did find Shaggy Maggie.



When the final bill arrives through the door, Alex has a fit, and pays up. To disagree at this point would be to start all over again, which would be too much to face. Besides, we know it was a conspiracy. Everything is a conspiracy when you are English, an incomer, a white settler and, worse, the new owner of an estate. 

We can do this; I know we can. We can learn to laugh at ourselves, as they do so readily, because we must look funny to them. A young couple, clueless about pretty much everything they are planning to take on, and buying all that land, all that property. Of course we look like the filthy rich, and no amount of in-depth, serious persuading will change their minds one tiny jot.

Alex does keep telling everyone he has links with Scotland and is therefore one of them, which goes some way towards a cautious friendship with the local drinkers, but Scotland is beside itself with nationalism, its history blackened by greedy English bastards, and all of us from south of Coldstream are to blame.

I understand enough about this place already to know that they will decide what and who we are, not us. They will tease and wind up and kid on and drive you crazy if you let it get to you, I tell Alex. These are West Coasters. Just let them do it. It will be much more peaceful that way. Let them think what they like.

But Alex cannot do this. He knows who he is and he will make sure they do too. 

His visits to the pub, although infrequent, are always interesting. When I go, there are winks and nudges and extramarital suggestions. Sometimes the nonsense of this can remind me that I am a woman, and of the joy there is in being one, and the smile in it all as well as the grind. When they see Alex coming, they swing around on their bar stools, take a deep breath, and turn their minds to mischief.
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Different Languages

I know it’s not good to bottle things up inside. I know what it leads to, because I am there already.

I call my parents. My father’s voice sounds like home.

Hallo Dad, how are you?

He tells me of the garden, of the early bulbs chitting, the frost on the spider webs, the new delivery of wood.

I want to say, I miss you Dad, but I don’t; I can’t. I made my bed, didn’t I?

Later I try to explain how I feel to Alex.

Being too busy to give any real time to a relationship is like not watering a potato crop, I say to him, using his own language. If I explain how I feel in my own, the wires in his brain twist and knot and he just has to dash out for air. I have a few short moments to get the words right, using the right tone of voice and picking the right moment.

You can just imagine how often that happens.

I wouldn’t NOT water a potato crop, he replies and looks at me as if I am short on marbles.

When he has left, I do what I always do. I stare out the window and pretend I can fly.



Gradually there grows a sort of rhythm to things. Since the dismissal of the boiler, Thursday is now officially washday, whereas before any old day could be washday, depending on the level of demand elsewhere.

If, for example, a cow needs bringing in from way out on the hill, or some sheep need moving, or if the electrician suddenly turns up after weeks of wheedling by telephone, then that urgent and immediate job automatically takes the day, claims it as its own. 

But Thursday now has an importance it never had before. For on Thursdays the boiler is lit – for a few precious hours at least – and thus Wednesday night is vibrant with a wild anticipation. I could get quite merry of a Wednesday night, if I wasn’t so pregnant and so terribly cold.

Come Thursday morning, I am already drunk with anticipation. I am up early and flipping that switch with a flourish and loving the click, the pause and then the roar of the beast pulsing into life. I picture my pregnant bulk wallowing in a whole bath full of hot scented water. Today I can bathe the children, wash their hair, their clothes, my hair, the house. Oh the wonder of it!

I prefer to forget that the tank takes two hours to fill, and that even on a Thursday I have to ration the warm water as scrupulously as a quartermaster.

But I can do this. I set two big preserving pans of water onto the Aga, which – thankfully – is allowed to remain alight, and lug steaming buckets upstairs. I wash jeans and coloureds on cold and dunk the children in the big scullery sinks, which is where they are dunked every other night so they suspect nothing.



At five, there is a knocking at the door. Someone wants to come in.

Alex scuttles out of the room. He doesn’t do visitors. And nor, on a Thursday at five, do I. Not when I’ve just run the bath I’ve been waiting for all week.

Bugger off! I say, as I open the door, but my mouth says, Hallo! Come in!

Traitor.

I offer them tea and cake, which is why they have come anyway. While the visitors talk twaddle over my jam and scones, I almost explode with frustration at every cooling second that passes.

Much later, as I stamp upstairs to bed, after a short and unpleasantly tepid scrub down, I am feeling very sorry for myself. To add to my misery, Alex has managed to avoid his weekly wash, as the water was cold – my fault for making people so welcome. It will now be another week of not washing, and sleeping inches from my nose, a point that only seems to bother me. I pull on my night layers and settle beneath our 75-tog duvet, filled with ducks, geese, hens and any other feathered creature I could persuade in, and turn the pages of my book with gloved fingers.

My feet are bloodless and frozen even inside my football socks and my knees are purple and yellow in equal parts. My nose is red, and my bottom is the entire colour wheel. I know this, as I just saw it in the bathroom mirror, when I wrenched down my sensible drawers with all possible speed in a bid to be naked for the shortest possible time. There it spread, like a mountain range, vast and pocked as orange peel. I was horribly shocked. The last time I saw it, it looked pert and racy in small frilly pants. It also sat in quite a different geographical location, and looked, well, eye catching, as I moved along. Now it’s just a soft landing.

Do you think I’m beautiful? I ask Alex, who is reading a science-fiction magazine.

No, he says, not beautiful. Pretty, yes. Come here.

He tells me I am his world; that he loves me so much. I have left my life, my family, to join his. I support him in all his plans. I am cook, cleaner, nurse, mentor, secretary, mother and wife. I should feel wonderful, being all these things, people tell me so. But I don’t feel wonderful at all. I feel sad and cold, tired and dejected.



Slow down! says Alex as I hurtle round the kitchen units and bash my hip on the corner of the heavy kitchen table.

I weep. It’s only a bump, but I weep.

I call my mother and she growls. I know she aches for me, but it doesn’t help blaming Alex. I wasn’t forced here, I tell her, I chose to come. But the space between my decision and what is happening now is a whole country, and neither she nor I speak the language.



The house is draughty as a colander; all the windows rattle in their frames like loose teeth, despite the wooden wedges and duct tape. Cold winds lift the carpets as they whistle through the fabric of a house whose ceilings are as high as tightropes in the big top. There are holes in skirtings, in floorboards and even in windowpanes. It is a battle already lost to retain any warmth within its walls. We block keyholes with newspaper and stuff old clothes under doors; we stuff up all unused chimneys and board them over. We seal off doors, then whole areas of the house, leaving the resident wildlife to freeze without hope of escape. We hang heavy drapes across corridors and around stairwells. Polythene covers every window, not many of which would open anyway without falling into the garden.

And the temperature drops further. The wine in the cellar freezes. The water inside the lavatory bowls freezes and the kids have pissing matches every morning. Cassie invariably wins.

I hear their chuckles every morning as I stick my nose out from under the bedclothes, and I marvel at their resilience.

When I go downstairs, they will be already tucking into big bowls of cereal, scantily dressed, barefoot and laughing. For them, this is one big game they can play every day, adventure after adventure. 



We delay plans to open the hotel the following August, in recognition of Jake’s arrival at the end of June. I would rather have had the year off, but Alex says we have to bring in revenue. I am to go over to the mainland for this birthing, as there is a five-year gap since Cassie and time enough, it seems, for all sorts of complications to arise. For now, however, apart from feeling tired and heavy and wondering how on earth I will cope with a hotel and a new baby, I am as fit as a flea. Besides, August is as far away as it is possible to be, or so I kid myself. We don’t even have a snowdrop through the ground yet and pissing competitions still herald the start of each new day. Each evening we sit by the Aga and listen to music on the radio, or read, and share snippets of our day, while the old stable clock tick-tocks on the wall and the dogs snore in their beds. Way up high, the children sleep peacefully – at least, I presume so. They could, in fact, be hosting the Oscars up there and we wouldn’t hear a thing.

The violin begins. A concerto – Mendelssohn, I think. I just know it gives me goose bumps, whoever wrote it. The wine is warming and the glass sparkles as I tip it to the light. I draw up my legs against the floor draught and tuck the blanket around them. Across the kitchen, in his old rocker, Alex is reading up on bees. There are a million things I want to say, to talk through, as I imagine other couples do, things they disagree on perhaps, important issues in a shared life, but I don’t know how to begin. We are only on safe ground when we stick to ordinary things.

Wood cutting tomorrow! says Alex. Good forecast too!

He lights a smoke and puffs contentedly.

My eyes watch him.

I am not broken, they say. Not yet.
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Fly and Callie

Fly is our first collie and we most certainly need her. Sheep won’t come when you whistle. What they will do is swing round in a communal panic and run until the land stops, which could be four estates over, and no one will offer to bring them back for you. It’s just going to be you blundering through treacherous bogs, facing dangers unknown in the swirling mist, and all your wiles no match for the unbelievable stupidity of the woolly-jumper-carriers. If one turns left, they all turn left – even if there is no left.

But with a good dog you stand a chance.

Fly is five years old and a dog from the Borders. She is no longer any use for the high hills of home, which makes her perfect for the gentle roll of our couple of island hummocks.

At least we think that was what her former owner was trying to tell us. Border folk speak in tongues.

Her name’s Fly, says the leathery faced farmer who could be a hundred and fifty and is probably forty-five.

Whit like’s thon hill?

Alex’s face is a blank.

Bitch’s only fit for ‘in-by’ now.

Lighter by £300, we load a bemused liver and white collie with eyes of chocolate into the back of the Landrover and head back up north. It is clear from very early on that Fly has absolutely no clue what her friffly well-spoken English master is saying to her. She hunkers down and stares up at him, her eyes bright and keen, just waiting for some sense to dawn, while Alex sputters and whistles and beeps and squeaks at her, as he was taught to do in the Borders.

One day they set off together, Alex tooting and Fly slinking along at his heels, watching his face, which is quite pink with exertion, to look for a heft of sheep, missing from the shore for some days now. There have been recent reports of sheep being lifted by men in boats, never to be seen again, and Alex is worried. No farmer can afford to lose any of his stock, when they represent a substantial part of his income. As I watch them head up the hill, I see Fly falter, turn and head down towards the shore. Alex, pacing along in his own world, hasn’t noticed.

Oops.

Half an hour later, the laird is back, but there is no sign of Fly.

Bloody waste of money, that dog, grumps Alex into his coffee.

Some time later, when he has gone about some other business, and I am kneading enough dough for the next two days, I see some sheep teeter around the corner coming up from the shore. They blink like idiots and rush forward in sudden spurts. 

There is a dog at their backs and no mistake. Sure enough, with her belly almost on the ground and her eyes watching for any escape attempts, Fly appears, gently guiding the little group up to the house and into the yard, where she holds them in a corner resting her face on her paws.

I think I’ll listen to her from now on, says Alex.



That first February, the weather is appalling. Driving sleet and bitter winds rage on day after day and we stay indoors as much as possible. This is calving weather, dire and spiteful. Blizzards and high-velocity winds careen across the hills and bend the trees into bizarre shapes like old women with curvature of the spine. Angry waves lash the rocks along the shores, throwing up mountains of freezing spume, and the waiting grass cowers, still in the dark safety of the brittle ground. Only gulls fly and all the rest of God’s creatures are either dead, hibernating or indoors. But out there on the hill, in the teeth of all this punishment, the cows are calving. Every morning Alex must take food to the herd and check the newborns and their mothers. 

There’s a calf missing, I’m sure of it, Alex tells me one breakfast. That young heifer shows all signs of having calved, but there is no calf to be seen.

He pats Fly on her soft head.

You and me’ll need to find her today lass, he says softly and she shuffles her bum nearer so she can put her nose in his lap. They may not understand what each other say, but there is no doubting there’s already a bond between them.

They are gone all morning and the weather never softens one tiny bit. I am beginning to wonder if the glass in the kitchen windows can take much more of a battering. I manage to save Alex some lunch from small grabbing hands, but it is not till almost 3 o’clock that the little red tractor bumps around the corner and into view. There is something flat and dark on the trailer bed. I hope it’s not the calf. A calf is money to the farmer and every one counts.

Call the vet, says Alex. Ask him what to do with a seriously hypothermic calf. There’s no milk on the mother, so she’ll be a pet. Fly found her curled up in a tangle of bracken and briars, hidden there by the mother.

Fly wags her sodden muddy tail. Poor love, she must be starving. Alex feeds her and rubs her dry while I call the vet.

Run a big deep bath, says the vet, and immerse the calf in it. Keep the temperature steady.

How long for? I ask, but I know it’s a stupid question.

As long as it takes, he says, patiently.

Ok, I say, stepping smartly up to the mark.

Alex has to light the boiler now, even though it is nowhere near Thursday, and for just a second I wonder about staying out all night myself, in my jim-jams, curled up in a briar patch. As the water heats and the boiler roars, Alex rubs at the calf with barley straw to encourage the blood to thaw and begin moving.

When the water is hot enough, we lift the calf, now hardly moving at all, and as cold as ice, and gently lower her into the big guest bath with brass fittings and white tiles and surrounded by a light blue carpet. The water immediately turns black with mud and blood. We take it in turns to hold up her head so she doesn’t drown, while the other boils kettles and tops up the warmth. Aching hours later, the calf opens her eyes and watches us watching her. Her heartbeat is steadier now, and she is no longer gasping scratchy breaths as if her throat were an open wound. The inside of her frozen mouth now feels warm. We lift her, wrapped in a load of the biggest guest towels and carry her downstairs to where Alex has constructed a square of hay bales in front of the Aga. He fixes a warming lamp to the back of a chair and directs it into the centre of the nest. We fill a plastic lemonade bottle with high-energy powdered calf milk and affix the teat to the neck.

Open wide!

No thanks.

For three long days and nights we force milk down a resisting throat as the calf fights us all the way, jerking away her head, refusing to swallow. Sticky yellow milk is everywhere and we all smell of it. It seems to be an impossible task, and as we lose hope, the calf looks like she is losing what little she ever had of a life on this earth.

On day four, she suddenly gets the message and takes her first weak suck and swallow. Gradually she grows a little stronger and takes a bit more each time we feed, which is every four hours, day or night. We can hardly speak for exhaustion and it takes all my strength to keep hold of the bottle as the life flows back into the limbs of the little black calf. She is strong now, and hungry, and if I don’t pay attention and hold tight to my end of the bottle, the whole thing might disappear down her throat.

All this time the family still need to eat, and I must become a gymnast. I must bend like a paperclip over the calf, with pots of this and pans of that, in order to produce the stews and soups and the endless loaves of bread for a hungry world, but I do have to watch my centre of gravity. A little too far over and I would never get back again. Sometimes, the calf thinks it is feed time and lifts her head up to butt at my swelling chest. I smile, although unlike a human baby, this one could toss me into the soup cauldron with one loving nudge.



Bryn and Cassie are enchanted with their leggy little pet, who still needs turning every few hours to avoid a twist in her gut, as she has made no attempt to stand.

Perhaps her legs are buggered, Alex says, shaking his head.

No, no! I say, only because the thought of looking after a legless pet for many years to come fills me with horror. She’ll walk again, you’ll see.

Gradually the calf begins to stand, shakily at first, but at least she is taking some action instead of just letting her long limbs flop and skid about underneath her like four useless sticks. As the spring weather warms the land just a bit, Alex moves the calf out into the barn, and fixes the bales and the light overhead. It takes me a week on my hands and knees to return the Aga forecourt to its original state, and even longer to remember to stand straight over a pot of soup.



We call her Cally, and I have no idea why. She grows daily and is now well on her feet and blaa-ing like a ship arriving in port every time she spots any one of us. She will only stop this interminable racket when someone is playing with her, or feeding her, and the former only happens when the children come home from school. I have no time for play these days, and besides, the thought of Cally cavorting through the guest rooms while I make beds and paint over mould and patch tears makes my head spin. As the new grass peeks through, we move her out into the paddock with the other calves, and it is here where she shows how different she is from her peers; those whose mothers had four legs and big flanks to shelter against, not to mention the right sort of milk.

I wonder, as I look at her, if she shrunk in the bathwater. She was in it for hours, after all. Look at her! She’s dumpy and ungainly, all squashed up like a rectangle on legs, chasing the others about like a dog, her tail sticking straight up as a radio aerial. Sometimes she cavorts alone while the other calves bunch together and watch.

They’re sniggering at you. I say it under my breath so she doesn’t hear. But she is one of those untouched by playground sniggerings. She gallops straight for the group, her little hooves shuddering the ground, and veers away at the very last second, spinning mud into their faces. The sniggerers scatter like leaves in a sudden breeze. When the children call Cally, she alone hurtles across to the gate and blares at them while the other calves stand silent. They take her into her night pen with no rein or halter. These are her siblings. Why would she run away? At weekends she is always loose, following them here and there, watching them build tree houses, or dens, and scrabbling in the mud with them, to see if she can find whatever it is they are looking for. She goes with them on shore walks and picnics and pinches sandwiches from their paper bags, running away with them in her mouth in a game of chase. She attends outdoor birthday parties and startles the living daylights out of visitors with her noisy rush at their car doors.

She’s friendly! I call out, as if she were a German Shepherd. Their faces are a picture.

Sometimes, if I am not watching carefully, Cally will come into the kitchen and help herself to a drink from the dog bowl, most of which overflows with the excitement. Then she paws at the water, which flips it completely. Now we have a burn running across the lino. If there is a packet of muesli, or biscuits, or sugar perhaps, left on the side, she will snatch it down and bury her nose in the depths of the bag, emerging with a huge snotty sneeze. Within minutes the kitchen is demolished, the floor streaked with mud, the air full of white dust and the bin toppled over, its contents trampled through and scattered. I find her skidding in the mire on her spillikin legs, snorting and coughing out the sweet, floury gloop, and I chase her out into the garden, where she hightails it across the lawn with a cheeky blaa. There is a yoghurt top stuck to one hoof.

A bit close, I warn her silently, as she bounces over to the bee hives. With sudden jerks, she rebounds backwards as if shot and veers off at great speed in the opposite direction.

Serves you right, I tell her later, as I rub honey into the lumps on her nose.

As she grows, we must distance ourselves from her, moving her out onto the hill with the others. When we walk by, she always looks over and there is a memory in her eyes. It’s hard not to run to her, to hug her neck as we did so many times before. Later, when she is loaded with the others for market, we watch in silence as she walks up the ramp and into the darkness. When all the others have been sold, she will be left behind, the runt, a joke, useless for breeding. She will be loaded onto a meat wagon and no one will ever know she was once an honoured guest at birthday parties; a clown who came back from the dead and who entertained us and made us laugh until our sides ached and the tears rolled down our cheeks.
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Jake

In July, Jake is born, and he chooses Wimbledon week to make his appearance. He is also ten days late, which is the first and last time Jake is late for anything in his life.

Because I am now an island dweller, and years have passed since I birthed my last child, I must cross the water to the maternity home on a hilltop overlooking the harbour. An old lying-in hospital, it is staffed by old nurses who were young there once and know a thing or two about delivering babies safely into the world. It is not modern, nor equipped with fancy birthing gadgets, but there is a wealth of wisdom and common sense in those starched white uniforms. The humour is raw in such a place, sharp and clever and for the ears of women only. It is a necessary support bandage, for we have all left our dignity at the door as we came in.


I have to go over on my due date, even though the due date is only a guess. Them’s the rules. I waddle in on a hot sunny day and am apportioned my bed in a big light room with bay windows and a wide sweep of a view. From here I can watch the ferries and fishing boats go in and out of the harbour and the tiny people wander along the promenade. I can see gulls floating over the quayside and watch them squabble and bicker over abandoned scraps of fish. The nurses are more like mothers – well, mothers in storybooks: bosomy warm women with laugh lines and soothing hands and gentle reassurance. Even the resident doctor is a woman, and there is a grace and a peace about her that puts all of us at ease, for I am not here alone. There is a nervous young first-time mother-to-be, whose nervous young husband arrives early for each visiting. They sit together in a silken silence, holding each other’s hands like scared kids on their first day at school. I can hear their occasional soft murmurings across the room. Another inmate is a girl who looks to be around fourteen and far too young for motherdom. Her own mother is her only visitor.

Are you excited about your baby? I ask her, when she introduces me to her mum.

Na, she says. I’m no keeping it.

Her mother is nodding. She has no wedding ring on her hand and I wonder if this is a pattern repeating itself. It will not have been easy for her, bringing up her daughter alone, not if she is poor, which is how it looks to me. I rub my own swollen belly, my own baby who is so very welcome, and will be so very loved by his father and his mother. I smile at them, stuck for words.


Others come and go, arriving in the night, shouting and yelling a lot and grinning like Cheshire cats at breakfast. We reach out feather fingers to touch the soft skin on a new face. We marvel, as we always do, at such a miracle and the beauty of it. 

Each day after check-ups, I wander downstairs to the big sitting room, dotted with big old easy chairs. Wimbledon is always on the screen, and nurses pop in for a quick look on their way to and from the wards.

How’s the women’s doubles? Who won?

What about that Swedish guy? How is he doing?

And off they fly, with a chuckle or a groan, their rubber-soled shoes squeaking for a good few minutes after they disappear.

I am having the best holiday of my life. For the first time since I got married, I am wandering about slowly with the sun warming me and no demands on my time at all. I can go here, if I choose, or there, or neither way at all, and there is no one asking me questions. Where are you going? What for? When will you be back?

It’s bliss.

One day, as I am fast becoming part of the furniture here and have developed somewhat of a daily routine, I am on my morning wanderings from bed to bed, after the doctor’s rounds. Each woman sits up, in her pretty nightie, bought especially for the hospital, her pillows plumped up like clouds behind her head, her hands folded over the mound of her belly. Someone mentions the trams in Edinburgh and it brings back to me a story my mother told me; a funny story about herself. I get to an amusing part and begin to laugh. The pressure of the laugh causes a rupture and my waters break. At first it just feels like my legs are suddenly warm, and then I realise what is happening. As the puddle spreads beneath me, I get an uncontrollable attack of the giggles. The others join in and someone calls for the nurse.

Will you sit down, she says, steering me by the elbow back down onto my bed, or we will all drown in here! Her eyes are merry with laughter as she turns down the covers.

Where is your plastic sheet? she asks me.

In the cupboard, I tell her, still giggling and pushing out water. With the others.

The others? she queries, her eyebrows disappearing into her fringe.

Six plastic sheets fall out onto her white shoes.

You naughty girl, she tuts, and moves me aside to tuck one quickly under the sheet. I am astonished at this flood coming from me. Must be half a swimming pool across this floor by now.

Well, I tell her, they are buggers to sleep on.

Sleeping, my girl, is out of the question for a while now. You girls, no one to move across this floor or it’ll be Armageddon!

And she is whirling out of the door to find mops and buckets and to get the delivery room ready for Jake and me.

It is not an easy birth, and I am not conscious for a lot of it, drugged to the eyeballs and screaming with the pain as if it was my first time. Alex manages to catch a ferry over and goes through it all beside me, his fingers once again numb from my desperate squeezing. I fight it all the way, the birthing, the nurses, the instruments, and the air is thick with expletives. One nurse fans the air as if to shoo them away.

My but the swearing on this girl! says another as she deftly sweeps a sick bowl into place just in time. You wouldn’t think to look at her, would you?

Oh how little you know me, ladies.


I had forgotten it all, this birthing thing.

But no matter how much I may scream or thump the nurse or tell her I don’t want a baby after all, thanks all the same, it’s way too late for that now, way too late for regrets. 

You agreed to upstairs-inside, remember, chuckles the thumped midwife. 

But even though labour is long and hard, takes far too long and all my remaining energy; even though I am drenched in sweat, drugged and delirious, torn and stretched, once I hear the PUSH! word, I give one last bloodcurdling yell and little Jake shoots out into the world, covered in blood and slime and looking like a tadpole.

Isn’t he beautiful?

The rose-tints come with the job. It is Nature’s way. Your own baby is a stunner, everyone else’s a prune, though you don’t tell them, of course.

As I recover and practise night feeds and how to get into a bath without splitting in half, the nervous young mother goes into labour. Two hours later, the young girl follows suit and as I wander into the nursery to feed Jake in the night, I hear the cries and groans and soft murmurings of the nurses in both delivery rooms, and I have a word or two with God.

The next morning I am due to return home and I’m excited as I carefully dress and collect my wash things from the bedside cabinet. The girl is back with her baby, a healthy bouncing girl, although the adoption team will collect her later in the day. She sits high on a rubber ring to ease the pain of the stitches. She is pale and quiet.

Your baby is cute, I tell her, although I don’t know why. I know she doesn’t want it.

The girl just shrugs and looks blank.

There is no sign of the young married couple. 

I see an ambulance arrive at the front door.

New inmate? I ask a passing nurse. She shakes her head, looks grim. I know it’s not good. The second labour room is quiet now and the atmosphere in the little hospital downcast and heavy.

I watch
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