

1. The Mermaid Inn

FLORRIE

St Monans
Wednesday, 7th April

Today is going to be a day of pure bliss.

Everything about me is as glorious as it could possibly be. I made Martha do my hair properly, with fresh curling papers and a new pot of iris-scented pomade, and I glared at her in the looking glass, so she knew I was watching her every sullen move. This gown, from Mr Alexander’s shop, is brand new and still has the metallic smell of the flat iron. My shawl is not new but perfect for the occasion, a pale pink angora wrapper exactly the colour of a rosebud. Underneath are my best stays and stockings, the lace ones Jonny has never been interested in.

All of it under a thick cape because you can’t let the world know what you are up to, not in St Monans these days. Walls have ears. Windows have eyes.

And this glory is how I meet the world today as I push open my front door. I walk down the steps calmly in exactly the same way I would if I were going for an innocent afternoon stroll. I swing open the gates. I march past the sandstone cottages and little ears-and-eyes of the village quick smart, taking the top road. Head high, elbows out, just as one does on a health walk, looking like I’m following the exercise advice in The Lady’s Companion, which I could well be. After all, we are coming to the end of a long winter, with plenty of chills and fevers and restless nights.

I slow down at the top of the road, because I am sweating already and that’s the last thing I want, to arrive at the Mermaid Inn perspiring, good grief. One or two passers-by nod. No one important. A journeyman of some sort, judging by his leather apron. A farmer’s boy who looks me over with a wink and a grin. No wonder. I am luscious. Ravishing. My curls bounce. I bite and lick my lips. My lips get pinched-feeling and wet, and the wind sings over the hills and onto my face and whips them dry. Out of the village now and the sky stretches across the glittering Forth to the grand boudoirs of the New Town of Edinburgh where I am sure unhappily married ladies like me do things like this all the time. In fact, I am sure half the world is having liaisons like this. I even read a warning about it in The Lady’s Companion. Do not be tempted beyond the marriage bed!

Pittenweem is nothing like the great terraces of the city but far enough away from prying eyes and not so far as to need the carriage. The perfect place for an appointment like this one. Appointment, Florrie! The walk takes forty minutes and I slow down and let the weak sunshine ooze over the crown of my head. Then I feel too hot so I shake off the cape and drape it over my arm. Thankfully the pink wrapper covers the dress frills and low bosom. When I chose this dress Mr Alexander’s apprentice girl frowned and muttered, ‘Now that is a whoring dress if ever I saw one.’ But his back was turned and he did not hear her, and I was so shocked I did nothing.

Anyway, it does have a whorish air about it and that is exactly why I picked it, so the rude apprentice girl was right. An inch too low at the bosom, an inch too high at the ankle. Huge flopping frills. A shade of pink too bright for decency. It looks a bit Parisian, Mama might have tutted, God rest her. But Mama is not here to censor my dress orders and Jonny has no interest in what I wear, not any more. And I bought it with my own money. I tug the wrapper across the sparkling, moist flesh of my decolletage and walk to Pittenweem.

I have thought of nothing but Mr Nielsen since we met the other day. A whirlwind. Jonny’s business contacts are usually dull as ditches. Men in salt and coal and transportation who can bore endlessly about mining and wagonways and taxes. This man was different. A Danishman from Copenhagen whom Jonny knew from the Grand Tour of Europe he did as a bachelor, and had a broadness of chin that widened down to burly shoulders, and as I sat in the dining room across from him I wanted to slip my hand under his shirt and feel that firm chest of his. Oh Florrie, you Jezebel!

And when the men talked about their dull things, and their endlessly boring nights at their gentlemen’s club, and laughed at how trifling Fife is compared to bigger, better places, we caught each other’s gaze and there was a twinkle to his eye. Jonny might have called it impertinent had he seen it, which fortunately he had not. Jonny was taken up with talking of the windmill fire and the lost production and insisting that things are certainly on the up now.

And two days later Mr Nielsen came a-calling at nine of the clock, sharpish, with a deep thud of the door knocker and a growling voice that sent Martha and the cat cascading downstairs to spy on us from behind the banisters. Was Jonny home?

‘No, you have just missed him,’ I replied, praying there were no breakfast crumbs at my mouth. ‘He set off to Edinburgh first thing, looking to buy a new carriage. The weather has brightened enough for him to take to the road.’ I could not take my gaze off the loose ruffle of his shirt at his throat.

‘Not at work today, on a Monday? New carriages are more important, eh?’ Mr Nielsen laughed and I immediately felt embarrassed for being married to someone who chooses carriage purchases over Monday morning duties, just because the sleet has abated.

‘And what else does your husband forget to do?’ he asked in a low, not-for-the-maid’s-ears voice, and his tongue slipped across his upper lip and his words hit a nerve and my mouth must have gaped.

For if all of this is anyone’s fault it is Jonny’s.

As squirrels scurry across the bare branches and thick-coated sheep watch from the hills, my boots pace forth towards the Mermaid Inn where this delicious Danishman awaits, with a bottle of champagne.

‘Champagne,’ he’d said, as he stood on my doorstep, unintimidated by the Palladian pillars. ‘I bet the last time your husband gave you champagne was when you married him. In fact, I bet he has given you champagne only twice in your life. The night he first wooed you and on your wedding night. Am I correct?’

He was correct, and I gasped.

And did I like mussels cooked the French way? If I fancied an afternoon in his company at the Mermaid Inn, he would get the cook to prepare a pot. A la française.

‘I am not long in Fife, you see. I have other places I must visit.’

An appointment arranged. An assignation agreed to. All in the same brief moment of time it took Jonny to scrawl his signature on the paperwork for his latest expensive carriage. For Jonny has more passion about carriages and salt and making money and his grand schemes than he does for me.

He has never once given me pure bliss and we have been married two years and I turn twenty-one in January and enough is enough.

My first jab of fear comes at sight of Pittenweem’s kirk spire. For I hardly ever come here, there is nothing here you can’t get in St Monans. They don’t even have a nice haberdashers. But the kirk spire is high and slate-grey and it brings my mind back to Sunday last, at our parish, when Reverend Mitchell made two fornicators repent.

But that could never happen to me. I would simply give the kirk a huge pile of coins. And anyway, those fornicators were not wise enough to take their activities outside of the village. I shake off the fear and hurry along the harbour. They once lynched a witch in Pittenweem and strung her from a masthead. The whole village came out to do it. Perhaps this is a bad-luck place for women. Stop, Florrie, you will scare yourself to death.

The Mermaid Inn is the sort of place sailors go to drink ale and sleep off their hangovers. Jonny would call it seedy. I think I like that about it. I am breathless when I arrive and do exactly as Mr Nielsen instructed. Slip in the servants’ entrance and whisk past the parlour. Up the stairs and it is the first room you come to.

Oh I am panting. It is hot in here. I imagine every grate in the inn is ablaze, warming the seedy sailors.

I knock three times sharply on the door. There is a pause, a creak of floorboard and a rattle as he unlocks it.

He stands, door ajar, briefly wondering the same thing as I do, no doubt. Should we really do this? But the hesitation is just a singular moment before he stands back and lets me in, and boots march forth, in I go.

There are snatches that remain in my memory afterwards as though my mind was a strange sort of sponge that day. The crimson flock wallpaper. The musty scent of other men that had, over the years, seeped into the mattress, somehow heightening the thrill. Turn this way, now that way. Jonny never did positions. The chill of the champagne, but the mussels were actually cockles and lukewarm in their sauce. I must have arrived later than he had anticipated. And I do remember worrying I might smell of garlic later, and Jonny would wonder.

And the most vivid memory, the one where I am astride him, and we are going at it for a second time, pure bliss, I was right, and the door rattles on its hinges and is unlocked from the other side and flies open and I turn around to see the innkeeper and two other men and one of them says, ‘Mrs Aitken? Is that you? Someone thought they recognized you coming in. It is she, indeed it is she, Mrs Florrie Aitken of all people, whatever will your poor husband make of this, my dear?’




2. A Pink Angora Wrapper

FLORRIE

It is a dragging and a squealing sort of memory that comes out of my mind-sponge when I squeeze it. There is my own naked flesh for all the world to see, and Mr Nielsen bucking me off as a wild horse does a rider and I grab for my gown but my underthings are scattered across the room. I try to barge out of the door but someone puts his hand on my shoulder and there is grappling and someone presses his fingers between my buttocks and I am so shocked I freeze. I think that it is the innkeeper’s sidekick who does that. The innkeeper says, ‘Stinks in here,’ and the sidekick laughs and says, ‘Cunny and old cockles, both stink the same.’ Then the innkeeper’s maid comes and screams at the doorway at the chaos.

‘Let me go, I demand it,’ I cry.

‘This place is not a bordello,’ the innkeeper says. ‘I have a reputation to keep.’

‘Shall I fetch the constable?’ the maid asks.

‘You shall do no such thing, you shall help me find my belongings,’ I tell her and she tiptoes into the room, gawping about the place. The tightly drawn curtains, the messy bed, the tatty carpet. Me, trying to step back into that whoring dress. Obediently, she starts to help me with my buttons. Her hands tremble.

‘I am right in thinking you are the wife of Mr Aitken, who owns the salt pans and the coal mine, are you not?’ The innkeeper is staring at me and his bristly beard sticks out at all angles. ‘I recognize you from the Candlemas fair. Do you remember, madam? I came to him with a business idea that I could open an ale shop near the pans, but he dismissed it at once and said it would be a distraction to his serfs.’

I close my eyes for I realize it now. The same innkeeper had made a beeline for Jonny at the Mercat Cross, with that proposal for a small ale shop where the workers could gather, but Jonny shook him off.

‘’Tis you, madam,’ the innkeeper goes on, getting more and more excited. ‘For it was a dark night but there were plenty light from all those lanterns.’ He moves a step closer to me. ‘You have prettied yourself up nicely this afternoon, though, and I am certain Mr Aitken knows nothing about it. Where is he now, eh?’

The truth is Jonny is at his office at the salt pans, where he spends his Wednesdays from ten of the clock until six, which is why I thought I was safe to come out to Pittenweem. But I am trembling so much I don’t know what to say for the best.

The innkeeper, clearly bruised from the rejection my husband gave him over his ale shop plans, folds his arms across his chest. ‘There is nothing else for it, madam, I shall report this adultery to the parish constable and he can decide what to do. Betty, go and ready the cart.’ And with that, he turns to his maid and nods at her to go.

The innkeeper and his sidekick block the door. No one speaks yet. We are just four silent bodies in a room with a messy bed, a broken armchair and crimson flock wallpaper. I am panicking and thinking I will vomit up the too-rich garlic shellfish and planning my excuses all at once. Mr Nielsen stands up and says he needs something medicinal from his travelling case and bends down and rummages for a while. The men are uneasy at that. Then he straightens himself and speaks. He is calm and measured.

‘Gentlemen,’ he says, ‘if you let me go now without a fight, I shall go quietly and not return. If you try to stop me, I shall slit your throats.’ He shows us his hand, a small knife unsheathed. The men’s faces fall slack. They exchange a glance.

‘We cannot let him go,’ says the innkeeper.

‘I am not risking my neck,’ says his sidekick, ‘and besides we are two witnesses to the adulteress even without him. So if you want to show Mr Aitken you are not a man to be messed with, we have all the evidence we need.’

And that is how I end up being taken on the innkeeper’s cart from Pittenweem to St Monans, huddled inside my cape, the Danishman long gone. I am put between the innkeeper and his sidekick and the innkeeper ties a rope to my waist and his, just in case I try to escape, such is the prize that I am. As we clatter down the last hill I realize I am shivering and I have forgotten my pink angora wrapper. I must have left it where I dropped it, right on that tatty carpet, and no one thought to pick it up and hand it to me. Mama gave me that wrapper as a birthday gift when I turned sixteen and now it has been disregarded and treated with contempt as I have been today. And if I was to tell anyone that I lost it then all they would say is perhaps I deserved to lose it, as the price for my sluttishness. And that, of all the things, not the jab of unwanted fingers in my buttocks or the way Mr Nielsen bolted from the room without a backwards glance, is the thought that makes me bend my head to my chest and howl.

The men ignore my howling and decide to take me to the house of the parish constable of St Monans. They debate their plan en route. Should we take her straight to her husband? No, for he might get violent. Adultery being a criminal offence and me being caught in the act, this is a judicial matter. The three glasses of champagne I drank evaporate through my howls as I race through my options. The constable will do nothing. No one has been put on trial for adultery in the whole of Fife that I know of. And Jonny and I are the Aitkens. The constable will not dare risk upsetting us for we keep half the village out of mischief with good employment in the salt pans and the coal mine. He will back away and blush and shrug and say oh no, oh dear, how regrettable but this is a matter between husband and wife.

It is not the constable I worry about.

It is my husband. Not that he would whip me or lock me up, nothing like that.

But when he hears his wayward wife was found naked by a common innkeeper, a story that is no doubt already being tossed around these coastal villages from inn maid to dairy maid, from farmer’s boy to butcher’s boy, from butcher to butler, from gent to lady, he will feel an utter fool. A cuckold. And he will seek a revenge on me that will match his humiliation piece for piece. In January, he burned his arm in the fire at the salt pan windmill. He has not forgiven me for that. Now he will have another thing to hold against me.

It is four of the clock when we get to the constable’s house. Normally I would be taking tea. Martha would be huffing into the dining room with the teapot except today I told her not to expect me until supper.

The constable lives right on the harbour, all the better to attend the brawls that erupt on market days and on the doorstep of the alehouse.

‘We shall all go in together,’ says the innkeeper. ‘I shall keep her on this rope.’

The constable is napping in his armchair when we go in and I think he will fall out of it when he sees me.

‘Mrs Aitken, whatever is the matter?’

I have considered what to say very carefully.

‘These men are keeping me prisoner. I demand you listen to me. They have intruded on a very private matter and now think it is their right to hold me captive.’

The constable’s face falls and I can tell this is the very last thing he wants to unfold in his front room.

The innkeeper speaks. ‘Mrs Aitken was on my premises committing the act of adultery not one hour ago. She was recognized coming into the Mermaid, which is no place for respectable ladies. One of my customers alerted me and when I entered an upstairs room, she was with a man.’

I hold still and deny nothing, but keep my gaze fixed upon the constable.

‘Ah, this seems delicate,’ he says warily.

‘It is against the law,’ says the innkeeper.

‘Yes, technically, but you must understand there are matters between husbands and wives that are not really the business of the courts unless we are in the realm of divorce or if one spouse has plotted some wickedness against the other.’

I seize my moment.

‘Indeed, and this innkeeper has a grudge against Mr Aitken. Really, Constable, I am appalled at the way these men have behaved towards me.’

‘Where is the man in question now?’

The innkeeper and his sidekick exchange a glance. ‘He has absconded. He threatened us with a knife and ran for the hills.’

‘So no accomplice? Just Mrs Aitken herself and the two of you? I really think we would be in a fix to make this into a criminal matter, my men. Immoral, yes. Ungodly, no doubt. But not something we would see in the courtroom.’

‘And that is to be the end of it?’ The innkeeper’s face grows florid with fury. ‘Can the Aitkens do no wrong?’

The constable shrugs. I know he has done me an enormous favour but I also know it is really Jonny he protects.

The innkeeper unties the rope and lets it fall to the floor with a thud.

‘Well, in that case,’ he says, as he heads out of the door, ‘I shall report the matter to your kirk minister. Let’s see what he has to say about it.’

The constable dismisses me with an embarrassed warning.

‘Look, Mrs Aitken, we are none of us perfect. But you cannot be gallivanting off all over the place, you put yourself in terrible danger.’

‘I am grateful that you are taking the matter no further.’

‘Well, I have no wish to upset Mr Aitken. Not after his accident.’ We pause there and I look at the floor. As if it were not bad enough that my poor husband is scarred from a fire at his windmill, his own wife is a jillet. ‘But you will have to tell him what has happened, for this will be the talk of the villages. Now home with you, and I do caution you to remain there and reflect upon all that has happened today.’

I think I have escaped a public humiliation. I truly believe that. All the way back home and whilst washing myself with rosewater and swilling my mouth with mint tea to get rid of the garlic breath. I suppose I think that Reverend Mitchell will give the innkeeper the same short shrift the constable did. The fear of Jonny’s reaction is the thing that dominates me. I will have to tell him as soon as he gets home. He cannot hear this third-hand. I will have to own up to it and beg his forgiveness.

And when he is five minutes late, I think, oh just get here.

And when he is ten minutes late, and Martha shuffles around downstairs with the steamy smell of overcooking soup rising, I think, what is keeping you, Jonny?

And when he is half an hour late, I think, oh no.

And when he eventually comes home, with Reverend Mitchell at his side, I know I am in the deepest of trouble.




3. Kirk Session

FLORRIE

Thursday, 15th April

There are two cases called before the members of the Kirk Session today, myself and a sabbath breacher. The Kirk Session, a committee of five upstanding men chaired by Reverend Mitchell, will decide whether we must do public repentance.

I know it is just a formality. In the week since the thing that happened at the Mermaid Inn I have been in a scandal sheet. A man was selling them on a stand in Kirkcaldy. Jonny went straight there and confiscated them, as soon as we heard. The Afternoon Adventures of Mrs A. ‘Men will pleasure themselves, reading that,’ Jonny had blazed when he got back, a vein in his forehead bulging in fury. ‘I’d divorce you if I could.’

I get ready without asking Martha to help. If I look close enough at my cheek, I can still see the trace of a slap on it. Last night, Martha cut my hair to shoulder length. I will shudder at the cold snip-snap of her shears for the rest of my days. It was my own idea. I had the notion it would make me look humble and lessen the penitence. They can put you in the scold’s bridle if they think you wanton enough. I have written to the innkeeper asking him to return the wrapper for it is sentimental, but I burned that whoring gown. I couldn’t bear to look at it again. I tore it along the seams and stuffed it into the parlour grate and up it went like a wicked witch on dry kindling and Jonny said, ‘That was a waste of money, but lucky for you that you have that kind of money to burn.’

The Kirk Session meets in the front room of the manse. Reverend Mitchell is at the head of the table and the men at either side. Jonny has not come. He does not want to hear the lurid details again, not after forcing me to spill them the first time in front of the minister. I wear a thick cap over my short hair and the chill of the room creeps across the back of my neck. Next to me is the other sinner, a young woman around my age who is one of the salt serfs who works in the pans. Her name is Eliza Wood. Perhaps I have seen her around town once or twice, but I do not really know the serfs. In front of us all, in the middle of the table, is the Parish Book of Discipline.

Reverend Mitchell is new to the parish, arriving last winter from the Highlands, where folks are humbler and better, and he has brought strict Presbyterian ways with him. Whilst repentance stools are barely used in most places now, he thinks that a grave mistake.

He tells us this after we sit together and recite a prayer.

‘Before we begin, let me be clear. God has told me to run the Devil out of St Monans because the Devil is in our midst.’

The men beside him murmur. Eliza folds her arms across her chest.

‘We shall hear your case first, Miss Wood,’ says Reverend Mitchell. I frown at that, for surely I take precedence over a common salt serf, and ought to be heard first, even in the matter of sinning, but perhaps the Kirk Session is giving me a lesson in humility.

‘Tell us, Miss Wood, why you have been summoned here.’

She seems unimpressed at having to describe her situation.

‘Sabbath breaching you have me for,’ she says. ‘For I have missed three Sundays.’

‘And what is your excuse?’ asks Reverend Mitchell.

‘In truth, before God, I have no excuse that you would understand. I was not sickly, as you will know if you check the register for the salt pans, and I worked all my shifts since it opened anew after the windmill fire.’

‘So you were able to attend your workplace but unable to attend kirk. And with no excuse.’ Reverend Mitchell is solemn and one of the men at his side scratches away at a parchment with a long, dancing quill.

‘No excuse that you would understand,’ she repeats.

‘And what does that mean? For God understands everything.’

Eliza falls quiet but only for a brief lull. Her eyes sweep the room. She has long thick lashes and piercing eyes and she is the kind of pretty that I would envy, were she not a serf.

‘It was better for myself that I took time away from kirk,’ she says, finally.

‘That sounds like some devilment has been afoot,’ says Reverend Mitchell, a warning-horn in his voice.

She places her hands in a prayer-steeple and brings her fingers to her lips. She talks in a low voice. ‘The Devil does not frighten me, minister. But men do.’ The Kirk Session does not like that. There is a shuffle of knees under the table and I suspect she is making their pricks half-hard with all the finger nibbling and lash fluttering. She has arts, this salt serf. But I like her outspokenness. She continues. ‘I know you shall make me wear sackcloth and repent. And you shall enjoy the sight of that, shan’t you? But I shall not tell you why I was absent from kirk for it does not matter now and anyways it is my business and no one else’s.’

‘That is enough,’ says the minister.

I focus on the bookcase for I am scared she will have made them furious. I see prayer books and bibles and books by John Knox. A wood-and-silver bowl and a miniature globe. I have never heard anyone talk like this sabbath-breaching salt serf. Not in all of my days. Ladies like me are kept away from outspoken women like her.

The minister turns to me. ‘Mrs Aitken,’ he commands, ‘explain why you are here.’

I tell the story as Jonny said I ought. Say you had a moment of madness. You can barely remember the half of it. Indeed, only yesterday Jonny had me examined by our physician to check for a weakness of the mind and the physician said I am currently compos mentis but extraordinarily delicate, so it might have been a fit of distraction that caused me to seek extramarital sexual satisfaction. A fever of the brain, I tell them. Eliza scrutinizes me as I recount it, and although I fear she will snigger or mock, she does neither but looks at me as though she feels sorry for me.

‘A moment of madness,’ repeats Reverend Mitchell.

‘Indeed, minister. I was tempted by a foreigner.’

‘Yes, you did in fact fornicate with a Danishman and were it not for the fact that you were caught you would in all likelihood have continued, although Mr Nielsen has since vanished and no one has seen hide nor hair of him since.’

‘I am sure I would have come to my senses,’ I plead.

‘And there is the matter of the scandal sheet,’ says Reverend Mitchell, ‘which has ripped your reputation to tatters and that of your husband. There is a line in the article that incenses me to read aloud, but here I go. And Mrs A, of St Monans parish, of all places which is said to be more pious than most, but her affair shows there is no moral leash on its congregation at all!’

‘It is not my fault someone wrote that,’ I say.

‘Oh, it is your fault entirely that someone wrote that. The Afternoon Adventures of Mrs A indeed. And I will show everyone my leash,’ says Reverend Mitchell. He leans forward and taps the book on the table. ‘According to the Parish Book of Discipline, sins that are committed publicly must also be punished publicly.’ The rest of the Kirk Session murmur their agreement.

We are to repent in three days. Another woman will join us, a scold who is to be whipped for cursing her husband in the street. And a fourth repentant, a man who is a vagabond and thief. We are to meet a quarter hour before the Sunday sermon and don sackcloth. The minister dismisses me and Eliza and I find myself walking down the manse path with her at my side.

‘You spoke so boldly in there I thought they would have you whipped alongside the scold,’ I say.

‘They would not whip me, I only breached sabbath,’ she retorts. ‘There would be an outcry.’

‘I’m glad you are so certain,’ I say.

‘The problem with you is you are so easily intimidated. You say some physician man called you weak of mind. You must not believe that. For did you feel weak of mind when you set off for your fugging? I bet you felt strong as an ox and more alive in that moment than you had ever felt before.’ I flinch at her coarseness. But she has hit a nerve. ‘And that is why you ought not listen to men in minister hats or physics with cupping sets or magnifying glasses for it is all some lot of shit they invent to give themselves answers and make themselves feel clever.’

‘You should not talk like this,’ I say. We are only steps from the manse and if they hear her she will be put on the whipping post.

‘I talk how I like,’ she says. And she turns right at the end of the path and heads down back to the village, leaving me standing alone, feeling horrified at what is to come this Sunday but strangely relieved that this unafraid woman will be at my side.




4. Repentance Day

FLORRIE

Sunday, 18th April

It is six in the morning, and I have been awake on and off all night. I slept in snatches, dreaming again of Martha cutting my hair and of my curls flopping onto the floor. Jonny has not come to our bed since I was caught, so I spend the dawn hours trying to calm myself down by telling myself things like it will only be an hour or so. Be thankful you are not being bridled like the scold. Your hair will grow back.

My mouth itches for coffee. Aches for wine. A swig of either would lift me from the horror of it. But Jonny has forbidden me from stimulants, on the advice of the physician. No hot drinks or alcohol. No more issues of The Lady’s Companion. Not even my pocket journal, which he made me lock away, doctor’s orders. He thinks it might have been the keeping of a diary that encouraged me to get so self-absorbed and wander into lustful behaviour.

He’ll come here afterwards for luncheon, Reverend Mitchell, with his permanent scowl and his sharp ear for wrongs and half-truths, and Jonny will try to make amends on my behalf, and I must only speak if spoken to. There will be lamb, and coffee for the men, but no fruit pudding or wine for anyone. We want Reverend Mitchell to witness first-hand our capacity for self-restraint. Jonny did try. He went to the minister to appeal his decision and said surely someone with Mrs Aitken’s standing ought not to have to repent publicly. Reverend Mitchell said I must. We cannot have one rule for the parish and another for the Aitkens. The fact that Jonny owns half the land in St Monans, coal mine and salt pans? ‘Irrelevant,’ the minister said. ‘Do you own a place in heaven? No, you do not.’

At a quarter past six, Martha comes into my room. Oh Martha, if your cap was pulled down any tighter, I should not see your face. I am not contagious.

She starts the fire and opens the curtains, letting the pallid light spill over the dark floorboards and across the bed. I rub my eyes, tired and heavy for days now. She sets down a tray of milk, bread and butter, and a wooden bowl of hot oats and apple sauce on the bed-stand. She talks with her head down, all muffled. I have to strain to hear her.

‘You should eat the porridge whilst it’s warm, madam, fill up your belly. No need to fast or waste away.’

Oh, if I had half the chance to waste away.

‘Thank you kindly, Martha, I will.’ I do not want her to start up a nonsense that I am refusing nourishment or sickening. They are all monitoring me for any possible further lapses of the mind.

I sit up in bed. My bones ache. I feel fifty, not twenty. I feel like a pauper, a hag, not the lady of St Monans House with piles of gold in a vault at the Royal Bank of Scotland in Edinburgh. Martha prepares a colourless gown. I spoon the apple sauce onto the oats. I butter the bread. Just a few days ago, I was someone in Fife. A real someone. There was even an article about our Palladian pillars in The Scots Magazine.

And before that, just before Jonny started courting me, Mama had promised I would have my pick of husbands. ‘Of course you will, my dear, with your inheritance and your nice blue eyes, and your small waist and good buttocks.’

I debuted at the Hunting Ball three years ago. Waltzed light as a feather, even though my dress weighed fifteen pounds – heavier than the suckling pig! All the men stared at me, especially Mr John Aitken, whom we knew of as his family owned the salt and coalworks but he had been schooled in Edinburgh then sent on a year-long bachelor trip to Europe so that he was quite a man of mystery. He ran the family business now, but he rarely appeared at local balls so his appearance that night set the fans and ruffles quivering.

But it was only me he wanted to dance with.

And the love-note he scrawled on his calling card afterwards was so romantic, so passionate. When he asked for my hand, just weeks later, Mama was very pleased. ‘Jonny Aitken says he is besotted with you. He owns a good stretch of the St Monans coast now that his parents have died. I told him we would consider his proposal carefully. I warned him your dowry comes with a long and very detailed contract drawn up by solicitors. Now listen, Florrie, this is a good match to a local man, don’t get distracted from it. You won’t have to leave Fife and move to Edinburgh or somewhere dreadful like that. Don’t go wondering if there’s a better chap out there or a more interesting one. I’ve read your pocket journal. I know you have yearnings, my dear, do not blush. I know you wonder about passion and cravings and ripples of pleasure. Forget all of that nonsense. This is what it means to marry sensibly.’

Mama should have wondered far harder about all of that nonsense.

It’s a twenty-minute walk from St Monans House down to the kirk. We are walking, not taking the main carriage nor that new spare, because both are too ostentatious to sit outside the manse in these circumstances.

Jonny walks down the front steps ahead of me, onto the path that runs across the gardens. He suits St Monans House far more than I have ever done, and it is my own family home. His stride and stature are so perfect my heart aches for the early days of our marriage tour. But they are long gone. I catch up with him, breathless because he is going at Jonny’s pace and not at mine, and we do not admire the crocus carpet spreading across the gardens nor the tiny green shoots among the bushes. Jonny is now beside me but does not take my arm. I don’t touch his either; he doesn’t like me going near the scar.

It’s a cold morning, and dark. The wind has a lash of North Sea hostility about it and there’s an angry froth on the tide. No oystermen today, so the gulls have the shoreline to themselves, and they huddle on the rocks, in smooth white rows, and if there was ever a day I wished I was a carefree creature, today is that day. The windmill is chained up for the sabbath and its sails rattle and strain to turn. The sea and sky are charcoal. The wagonway stretches from the pans to the harbour where the salt goes out on merchant ships to faraway places. My head and ears sting, despite the thick bonnet I wear.

‘So. Four repentants today,’ Jonny says. He sniffs and buries his face in a bottle-green silk kerchief that matches his cravat. Stylish yet sombre. Jonny takes pride in details like that. He wipes his nose and eyes. ‘Yourself, the sabbath breacher, the scold and a common thief. How does it feel to be among that lot?’

It is not a question that demands an answer so I do not give one. The wind whistles about my earlobes and I have a sudden, unwelcome, memory of Mr Nielsen sucking and biting them.

Jonny answers himself. ‘I suppose you feel truly remorseful now about your mad dalliance and you can’t quite believe you did it.’ That’s how he’s come to reconcile himself with it. That I went mad and did something out of character but now I am getting better. That it was my madness, my deepening self-indulgence that caused me to start an affair. The physician in Kirkcaldy said I could most probably be put right again with a bland diet and rest and repentance. Quiet time. Embroidery, but nothing too frivolous, stick to muted tones and Scottish flowers, not exotic ones with sensual shapes. No twirling, entwining fronds or leaves. No butterflies or songbirds or anything phallic, Mr Aitken. Perhaps, in fact, an alphabet sampler or something with a bible quote. Painting in moderation, abiding by the aforementioned rules.

Jonny latched onto that notion of it being a mad dalliance because it likened my passion to an episode of sickness that could be cured, not to anything he had done, or failed to do, as a husband.

And so I have begun to embroider an alphabet sampler, like a child might, and I am stuck on the letter C with no wish to finish it.

Jonny tucks the kerchief back and carries on. He nods to another couple making their way to the kirk, a man and wife from one of the farms. They duck their heads and scurry on. ‘The scold has been up a few times, you’ll recognize her. They shall bridle her in the marketplace tomorrow and it’s hoped that will calm her temper. Not pleasant, but these things need to be done.’

I feel my breakfast churn. The bridle is an iron mask that’s strapped onto the face. It has a sharp spike that goes into the mouth to stop the tongue from moving. A punishment for liars and gossips and those who talk out of turn.

‘Reverend Mitchell thinks public punishments are most effective, both as a deterrent for others and to chasten the sinner,’ my husband says. ‘So, we shall see.’

We shall see, as if he were talking of everyday matters like whether a grey cloud might bring rain. I run my tongue over my teeth. Imagine a spike poking into it. The taste of iron and rust. My saliva tinged with blood. My foot catches on a stone and I stumble, my heart thumping in my chest. I think of the Pittenweem witch, dangling from a ship mast and a baying crowd of fisherfolk beneath her dead feet.

‘Don’t fall behind, not long to go now,’ my husband calls. Then he carries on describing the others. Is there relief in his voice that I am not the only sinner? Or is it relish at the prospect of seeing me humiliated, as he must have felt when I was caught? Why did she stray, what’s wrong with him? The scandal sheet called him a cuckold. He strides on, my poor cuckolded husband with a scar on his arm. ‘The thief is a vagrant and he’ll be banished afterwards. Miss Eliza Wood the sabbath breacher is otherwise diligent but has got into bad ways.’

The kirk looms ahead, austere, dominating a cliff edge. It is one of the biggest buildings in the whole village, built of grey and brown stone and with a modest spire that overlooks the sea. Next to it is the manse.

‘Ah,’ says Jonny. ‘Look smart. Reverend Mitchell is watching us.’

Reverend Mitchell is standing at the manse door where the three women repentants are to gather. Jonny stops and I stop beside him. He takes a step back and looks agitated.

‘I’ll leave you here,’ he says. ‘I can’t stay around here with you. It would not look right. It will be over before you know it. It’s a standard rebuke.’

Reverend Mitchell and my husband nod to each other quickly and formally now but come late afternoon they will have made peace. They must. The village needs its salt and coal industry as much as it needs its strong virtue.

Jonny hurries up the path to the kirk and Reverend Mitchell beckons me inside. He leads me into a small drawing room, different from the room where the Kirk Session meets. The two other women are already here, standing before a cold grate. Eliza is studying a portrait above the mantel, seeming unperturbed.

‘You can all three of you change in here,’ Reverend Mitchell says. ‘Leave your clothes tidily, my charwoman will not attend you. Auld Beatrice knows what to do, don’t you, Auld Beatrice? You’ve done this a number of times before, sadly, which is why we are resorting to the bridle in the morning.’

The older woman nods. Her face is drawn and her hair scant and greasy. She looks to have a fading bruise at her throat. I have seen her before around the village on market days and never paid heed.

‘Mrs Aitken will look to you for guidance today,’ Reverend Mitchell tells her. ‘And I pray we never see any of you on the repentance bench again.’ He stays at the door a moment or so, regarding us sombrely, as the clock chimes the quarter to. ‘I’ll be back in ten minutes,’ he adds. ‘Then we will proceed together. The parish officers are bringing the thief. It is a matter of deep regret, Mrs Aitken, that the man you were caught with in the Mermaid Inn absconded, otherwise he would be here with us today.’

Auld Beatrice stifles a laugh but falls silent when Reverend Mitchell glares at her. He departs and Auld Beatrice turns her back on us and strips fast, shivering. Her gown and shift drop to the floor leaving her stark naked. Her backside sags and is studded with moles. I had not thought about underclothes. ‘Are we to take off everything?’ I ask. She turns to me, no shame in her creases of old nakedness at all. I blush and look away. She is bruised, arms and legs, in shades of yellow and blue and green.

Eliza speaks now. ‘Oh, Auld Beatrice, you’ve been beaten to bits,’ she gasps.

‘Sackcloth and nothing underneath,’ Auld Beatrice says, ignoring her but her dark eyes fixed on me. ‘Not shifts, nor stays, nor stockings. Bet you have some fancy underthings that men like, Mrs Aitken.’ She grins; her teeth are stained tobacco yellow. ‘Satins and the like. Bet you wear them up at the Mermaid Inn, fugging all the ferrymen and sailors.’

Eliza could snigger now. I have become used to sniggers. In the marketplace. On the harbour. But she does not. She inhales sharply and shakes her head as if shaking off the thought of such lewd things. She probes Auld Beatrice further. ‘Is it your man who beats you? And do you beat him back just as good?’

‘It is, and I did, just the once,’ replies Auld Beatrice. ‘And when I did beat him back, that one time, he begged the minister to bring the bridle out from the sacristy and put it to good use. And now, here we are.’

Then Auld Beatrice scrutinizes me. ‘You are a pretty thing, aren’t you, Mrs Aitken? I’ve not seen you up close before, only from afar, but you have nice pink cheeks and a fine shape on you. That’s why the saltmaster married you, my dear, as well as all that money. I hope you are not too reliant on these looks of yours. A woman needs to be resourceful. Or years from now, when you are my age and miserable at how your looks have slid, you will regret not having any other skills.’

I did not come here to take lectures from peasant crones, and I am about to retort when there is creaking outside the door and we all stop. The minister will be listening, or his char. The sabbath breacher slips off her gown and shift. Oh! She is curved and golden-skinned and unblemished and unashamed of her nakedness. She has a faint floral scent to her, which I am shocked by. Can serfs afford perfumes? Perhaps it is a cheap one. She is far more beautiful than me, and I have had years of face creams and hair pomades and, yes, my underthings are sometimes satin, what of it? But this salt serf is a beauty. She wrestles a sackcloth over her head and pulls it down, patting it straight. ‘It is not that bad,’ she says. ‘Just coarse. But I am coarse myself so I don’t mind.’ She hands me mine and smiles as she does so. It’s a strong smile with no shame behind it. I pull the sackcloth over my head. It’s thick and difficult to manoeuvre. It scrapes against my face and chest. It stinks of damp and mice droppings. I am not coarse. So I do mind.

I put my clothes in a pile and Eliza drops hers on top with no regard for whether that is proper. She might have fleas. I will need Martha to boil wash everything. The last thing she drops is a grey woollen shawl.

‘I had the most beautiful pink angora wrapper,’ I blurt. ‘My mama gave it to me. And I left it in the Mermaid Inn. I wrote a letter to the innkeeper asking him to return it but he has ignored me.’ Auld Beatrice tuts and I am sure she has never owned anything like it. Why did I even say such a thing? Of all the things to get upset about now, a silly pink wrapper.

Eliza chews her lip and has a think.

‘It will not be an accident that the innkeeper has forgotten to return it,’ she says. ‘He will have kept that on purpose. He will be enjoying the fact that he has something of yours. He has seen your bare arse and told tales of you and now he has your expensive wrapper. He will feel he has a bit of power over you, a fine lady like Florrie Aitken.’

Oh, I gasp, for that is a horrible thought. And how is it that a girl like this should have such wisdom? But she shrugs in a nonchalant way and that is the end of her little speech.

Auld Beatrice puts her sackcloth on too and sighs as she does. Bruised, beaten, and soon to be bridled.

In a few years’ time, that might be me.
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