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 The False Men

North Uist, Outer Hebrides, 1848: Jess
MacKay has led a privileged life as the daughter of a local
landowner, sheltered from the harsher aspects of life.

Courted by the eligible Patrick Cooper,
the Laird's new commissioner, Jess's future is mapped out, until
Lachlan Macdonald arrives on North Uist, amid rumours of forced
evictions on islands just to the south.

As the uncompromising brutality of The
Clearances reaches the islands, and Jess sees her friends ripped
from their homes, she must decide where her heart, and her
loyalties, truly lie.

Set against the evocative backdrop of the
Hebrides and inspired by a true story, The False Men is a
compelling tale of love in a turbulent past that resonates with the
upheavals of the modern world.
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Dedication






For my parents, Ruth and Lorne.

***




 Na Fir
Bhreige

The False
Men

Na Fir Bhreige are three standing
stones deeply embedded in the earth and aligned near Blashaval,
North Uist, Scotland. According to legend they represent three men
who deserted their wives and were subsequently turned to stone by a
witch.
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 Prologue

Summer 1850 – Inverness
Castle, Scotland






The crowd at the castle’s entrance was
large by the time Jess arrived on foot. A bellow of both excitement
and anger went up as they caught their first sight of her, forcing
the sheriff’s officers to hold them back even more roughly. So she
walked quickly, her head high, wearing the same blue silk dress she
had worn only four months before at the wedding.

Two or three women acknowledged her with
benign smiles, drawn into her drama for their own private reasons.
She heard them murmur in Gaelic and English – ‘Tis such a shame;’
‘I do not blame him – tha Seasaidh bòidheach.’ But she did
not feel herself a prize. There was a witnesses’ bench outside the
Criminal Court room and she sat tentatively to one side of it.
Behind the large oak door he was already there, in the dock,
alone.

She was still out of breath from hurrying
up the steep street with its tightly closed doors and white-rimmed
windows. Once she had been used to the slopes of mountains. There
was no one else in this hallway, and the sound of seagulls reached
her from high on the sandstone turrets outside. It was a harsh echo
with no turf or tree to soften it, a call familiar but not
comforting. The sheriff’s clerk, dressed in wig and robes, opened
the courtroom door just wide enough to identify her, gave a
perfunctory nod and retired inside again.

Somewhere in the castle were prison cells.
She had asked the lawyer what they were like, hoping he’d say there
would be no need for her to know. He gave her a history lesson
rather than hope. The prison stood beside Doomesdale Street as it
was once known, because it formed a path from the old prison-house
and led up to gallows on the mount. Down the hill from the previous
gaol, flaunting its ornate steeple, was the church where a hundred
years before, exhausted Jacobite rebels had sought shelter from the
Duke of Cumberland and his government army. Farmers and sons, their
shirts stiff with dried blood, were dragged to the manse yard and
hanged, or lined up to be shot beside the graceful river – target
practice for soldiers who took aim from the other side. The town’s
prosperous citizens never spoke of that time now, their orderly
streets resisted the past.

The court door was opened again to allow
someone to exit – a tall, slim man, his dark hair neat around a
stern face. His only acknowledgement as he passed by her was a
tightening of those lips which had kissed her just months before.
Patrick Cooper, eminent witness for the prosecution.

Dread now settled in her chest, trapped
there, wordless.

***


Part 1 –
Balranald
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 Chapter 1

Winter 1848, Kilmuir
Kirk, Island of North Uist, Outer Hebrides, Scotland






‘Be vigilant, because
your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about seeking
whom he may devour!’

Jess Mackay had never encountered a
roaring lion – and she doubted one would survive her wintry coast.
She was in the front pew with her family, where a smell of wet wool
drifted from the congregation of Sunday tweeds and shawls. A
stringy flock seated in rows, surely wondering why the minister
could accuse any of them of either insufficient vigilance or
excessive greed.

Across the aisle were her uncle, aunt and
cousin visiting from Harris. Like her father, Uncle John was a
factor and managed tenantry for a laird. Cousin Fiona sat demurely,
exchanging glances with her when the reverend paused.

Reverend Finlay Macrae drew himself up on
the pulpit above the congregation of more than two hundred souls.
Chilled drops of rain were blown through gaps between arched lead
and glass but he did not appear concerned that the stark walls of
the kirk failed to keep out all of the blasting shore wind. He was
fortunate to have a house of worship at all – his Free Church
brothers were compelled to hold their services outdoors on pagan
knolls in sleet storms. That was the well-deserved fate of those
who severed their theocracy from state control.

Surveying his flock, Macrae congratulated
them on their peaceful manners. Paltry rations, Jess knew, were the
more likely cause for this loss of vigour. Recently she had
overheard him curse his luck in having such a pitiable
assembly.

‘Be grateful for the
abundance the Lord has set before you,’ he told them. Some must
have speculated that he had lost his mind.

Macrae himself was well cared for by the
laird, Lord Macdonald. Macrae’s manse, on an islet surrounded by
the watery sands of Vallay, was large and comfortable and only an
early morning boat ride to the kirk. Land had been bestowed on him
by the laird in exchange for the task of guiding his tenantry. But
he was not a successful farmer and relied on the labour of cottars
to work his glebe.

‘And only the most holy
shall be spared!’

His voice quickened over the worshippers
until it reached the full glory of its rhetoric, promising hell and
damnation. Feet shuffled as he proclaimed that the poor should not
complain, because they deserved to be poor. They lowered their eyes
in discomfort or plain disbelief. But one worshipper rejoiced,
Harriet Lamont, the Mackay’s governess, on the edge of her seat
behind the family pews, her face tilted up to the pulpit in
reverence. Her displays of charity were designed to impress; the
collection box, nailed hopefully to the church door, chinked loudly
after her coins were dropped in. Such magnificent gestures would
secure her a seat with the angels.

Mucus now settled on the tip of Macrae’s
bird-like nose. Jess wondered how a wifely kiss could be manoeuvred
around it. She pictured Harriet and the minister locked in embrace.
Startled by the fancy that these revolting thoughts might become
visible, she looked down intensely at her prayer book.

The minister fixed his eyes on the back
pew of the church where a girl stood rocking a whimpering new-born,
holding the infant so close she might smother it. Jess had not seen
her for some months and her siblings and parents were still
absent.

The minister named her: ‘Eilidh
Macpherson!’

Heads turned and quickly looked back.
Throats were cleared to rid the gullet of this embarrassment.

‘You have trodden on the
piety of your kin and abused the sanctity of your church! You have
brought sin into this community!’

He hitched his robes higher on his
shoulders and pointed at her.

‘You have wilfully
turned your face from the Lord!’

She listened, unblinking, and determinedly
patted the bundle. She had refused to hide the evidence of her
depravity – to take her confinement to the mainland then return
alone, as others had.

Gathering the drama to himself, he
continued in a voice just short of fury.

‘Your shameless presence
in this holiest of all halls flouts His very Word!’

With a sense of the inevitable, and
despite this being the day before Christmas and the time of
goodwill to all men, Jess felt momentarily carried by his force.
The church was the province of the chaste, and sinners must submit
to their hellish rewards. A code had been breached – one that she
herself, the good daughter, could see no sense or incentive in
breaking. And yet all this condemnation could not reverse anything.
Even if there had been no love then, there was a mother’s love
now.

She looked back to Eilidh, who like Jess
was nineteen. Jess imagined herself there, holding a baby in her
shawl. She resolved to find her later, tell her that at least
someone sympathised. Macrae continued relentlessly until the infant
screamed. Eilidh stood and looked at the minister with a contorted
face as if about to speak. Instead, she turned awkwardly, head
down, and hurried from the church, taking her defiance with her.
Collective disapproval would speed her south to a Glasgow
poorhouse.

The last hymns were sung in English and
the gathering dispersed into the drizzle toward their houses, a
little slower than normal. For the trip back to Balranald, her aunt
and cousin joined Jess and the rest of the Mackay women in the
covered carriage, while the men rode ahead.

‘It happens in Harris,
too,’ Aunt Mary said. ‘The lasses go off to the low country,
reaping, or as domestics. They run wild down there and return to
the island, their aprons reaching only to their knee.’

Fiona coughed into her fist and Jess’s
sisters whispered to each other, mouth to ear, hands cupping their
secrets. Jess wiped the damp window, looking through the haze for
Eilidh and her baby. They had disappeared.

***

That evening, Jess talked cheerfully with
the other diners at a table laden with platters of pheasant or
salmon and an oversized crystal epergne drooping berried holly and
dried flowers. The cut glass centrepiece reflected the bright mood
of a red-yellow-green cacophony of tartans among peacock and pink
dresses. There were twenty or so guests of Jane and James Mackay.
Some were new to Jess; gentlemen farmers or tacksmen, businessmen,
a doctor and their wives.

Her brother Alick was placed across from
her between the two Misses Ferguson who laughed at his schoolboy
jokes. They were daughters of a newspaper owner, but were untouched
by the wider, exciting world reported on by that eager publication,
and their gossip was accordingly bland. Uncle John and Aunt Mary
flanked Fiona, like guards. Next was her grandfather from Gairloch,
round-faced like Mama, his white naval beard sharpening a benign
countenance. Now retired and a widower, he was known for his talent
on the fiddle. He seemed the most unlikely person to operate an
illicit whisky still in the mountain caves at the back of his
cottage, but this was their secret, granddaughter and grandfather,
a bond which excluded the others.

Papa surveyed the gathering. He looked as
content as a red otter afloat on its back, in possession of all it
could ever need.

‘What a splendid
assembly! But, before we begin, we must toast the Queen. Please
rise.’

She pictured Queen Victoria and her prince
at their own lavish meal in Balmoral Castle, a few hundred miles
east on the mainland. Since acquiring the castle, the royals had
become enamoured of all things ‘Highland’. To Jess’s amusement the
tartan was now eagerly adopted by its one-time enemies, with the
creation of new patterns worn by a flurry of ‘clans’ never heard of
before.

On the wall behind the far end of the
table, among oil paintings of ancestors stepping boldly from murky
forests, or leaning pensively on convenient rocks, was Mama’s
portrait in a carved ivy leaf frame – a youthful, shiny-haired
woman swathed in a blush of silk. Some had mistaken it for Jess.
Her mother, now slightly grey and thickened around the middle, came
from an old crofting family, but upon marriage to James Mackay, had
adopted airs and graces, and her focus was always fixed east and
south to the respectable towns and cities of imperial Britain.
Sometimes the old life came back to her – a slip into Gaelic when
she was angry or upset. But if you mentioned this, she would deny
it. You must have been hearing things.

Reverend Macrae, or at least his nodding
head, was behind a pyramid of duck and hen. Father held the
conversation – Macrae was always in his pocket, or it might have
been the other way around, she could never be sure. The minister
surely found this frivolous feast unnatural, but he would be
careful not to betray any hint of condemnation.

Seated beside Jess, the new commissioner
and baron-bailie for Lord Macdonald, Patrick Cooper, looked
striking in his dinner suit. In between mouthfuls of duck and
gravy, she made polite but stilted conversation with him.

As he leant towards her there was a whiff
of cologne. ‘I understand you are quite the musician, Miss
Mackay.’

‘I play the violin. But
I’m no maestro.’

‘Perhaps it’s merely a
matter of having the best tutor.’ He looked at her as if waiting
for some meaningful response.

His focus, his dark eyes on hers, made her
blush. The man was flirting. Her mother smiled in approval. It had
recently become her turn to feel the full pressure of Mama’s
matchmaking. Her sister, who was beside Reverend Neil Mackinnon
from Skye, was being shyly courted. Beth welcomed his attentions,
her face apple pink whenever he spoke to her. She was obviously
enjoying the whole process.

Jess was saved by the ting of a knife on
crystal. The piper was starting up his pibroch in the hall for the
grand entry of black bun and plum pudding.

Toasts were announced to the festive
season, though Jess made hers with only a ‘thimbleful’ of whisky –
the portion Papa considered a lady should drink. She bade farewell
to her parents’ guests as they left, avoided the commissioner’s
grasping and kissing of hands and hugged her grandfather, who had
slipped his granddaughter an extra nip from his flask of
home-brew.

That night in bed, sleep would not come
for hours. Snow had replaced the fitful rain. And she saw a young
woman walking away from the church, insubstantial as a dream.

***


 Chapter 2

Winter 1848, Balranald
House, Balranald, Island of North Uist






Jess woke up in the middle of a nightmare
and knew something terrible had happened in that other space –
there had been a dark hallway with no doors and a fire at the end
of the hall.

Her own bedroom fire was out, carried away
by the nightly drafts which had blown down the chimney. Shivering,
she slipped out from the blankets and built a rough coal and tinder
stack in her grate. She wiped her sooty hands on her nightdress and
blew warm breath onto her fingers as she searched for matches.
Frost-dusted windows let in the greyness of the wakening
day, her satin quilt reflecting it in a dull, silvery blue. Without
the firelight, her bed had lost its brassy glow and the swallows on
her wallpaper were shadows trapped in flight. Her dream and its
lingering weight made her room seem strange. She struck the matches
one by one and dropped them into the hearth, each acrid wisp of
smoke settling in her hair. A vigorous squeezing of the bellows and
eventually the flame took.

From the landing came the soft thuds of
doors opening and closing and footsteps running down the stairs.
She curled up in the chair before her hearth listening, as the
domestic sounds died down until all she could hear was the distant
hush of waves.

Her mother had told her that nightmares
were the brain’s way of getting rid of rubbish from the day.
Yesterday she had argued with her father. It had started with the
vague defence of her right to lie in, to read in bed in the
morning. Then her declaration that he did not really need her at
the breakfast table – that she was not Alick, the son, who always
had his ear. Who had all his unearned privileges as the heir.

‘Perhaps you’d like me
better if I wore breeches and grew a beard!’ It was meant as a
statement of fact rather than malice.

She saw it coming before she could make
sense of it. His open hand drawing back. It came down on her face
with the force of a butcher’s knife, toppling her to the floor. She
picked herself up and fled.

It had not been the first time.

His complaints about her were increasing.
Lately, it was: ‘What good are Latin and Plato to a girl whose
place is in the home and at a husband’s side? Your education has
not even improved the quality of your arguments.’ As her attitudes
formed – ‘singular’ and ‘self-righteous’, he called them – his
affections shifted to the compliant younger daughters. Her father
was now far removed from the man who had once encouraged her
opinion and let her go into his library to read books.

She felt her bruised cheekbone. The family
did not mention it, of course, and neither did she. It was clear
she was no longer the ‘good daughter’.

The room slowly brightened until finally
the door handle rattled and Jane and Jemima ran in.

‘You’re supposed to
knock!’

‘Papa says you’re to
come down for breakfast at once!’ they echoed, each pulling at her
arms.

She tickled them until the shrieks brought
in a servant. It was not Catherine but old Mrs Bain, ‘Mrs’ even
though she had never married.

‘Goodness lass, you’re a
right mess!’ Bain shooed the girls away, pulled out some clothes
from the wardrobe and poured water into the basin. ‘Your mother has
sent me to get you ready. You better have a wash.’ There was no
mention of the darkening mark, of the violence in this respectable
household.

She dressed hurriedly, rearranging her
hair in thick spirals over her cheekbone.

***


 Chapter 3

Jess pushed aside the lifeless hare strung
up by its legs and crept across the chequered floor, avoiding the
black squares. The small window lit shelves of clay, glass and tin
canisters. As she rummaged among them for tea, the fragrance of
vanilla sugar stuck to her skin. A fusion of cinnamon and nutmeg
brought back her first days in this room – when she played on the
jute bags and pretended they were carpets flying above eastern
bazaars. She had believed in a kind of magic no-one else could see.
Not the transformation of a dandelion into a chocolate – a trick
her father used to entertain children – but the way the sun
shone on insect dance over a barley rig in summer, or rugged hills
melted to purple at dusk.

‘Hurry up with those
onions!’ A shrill voice from the kitchen. In childhood she had
learned to avoid cook’s vigilance, just as now, when the woman was
distracted, preparing a roasted joint. Cook was stringy and short,
but she could cleave a mutton bone as if it were a boiled carrot.
Her words were few and sharp. Just now they were directed at the
kitchen boy.

He ran into the larder and froze when he
saw her. She put her finger to her lips, shushing him. Looking
nervously to the doorway, a run of green snot venturing from his
nose, the boy unhooked the string of onions then scurried back. He
was one of the farm-workers’ sons. When the frosts were about, Jess
took secret cargoes of tea and a few stolen drams to these men.
Unlike her delicate sister she did not care if the icy hands that
took the cup were coarse and grimy.

***

Jess sat on the hard bench in the back of
the cart beside Catherine, while the maid’s brother, Iain, took the
reins. She waved goodbye to Mama and her shadow, Harriet
Lamont.

‘It’s high time you
stopped this unnatural association with our servant.’ Her mother’s
cold reception had been predictable.

‘I only wish to deliver
a small gift to Catherine’s family. They have always been so
kind.’

Touched by the spirit of Christmas, her
mother finally relented. Now, cook’s pressed tongue and a caddy of
tea were hidden under a cloth, with a few permissible fruit mince
tarts on top.

The greystone manor became greyer behind
her as the cart trundled up the long track of the estate, the
building and its high stone walls visible to all the crofts
around.

‘Hold on tight, girls.
The road’s slippy with ice today,’ Iain warned. He called them
‘girls’ even though he was younger.

Catherine Macaulay was the most junior of
the family’s servants and one year older than Jess. She had come to
Balranald in her striped skirt of dark wool at the age of twelve,
able to read and write and apply these skills to domestic service.
In that time she had changed very little. Short but strong, thick
wrists, nails broken. When the raw-looking girl arrived in the
household Alick taunted her, seizing on her freckles and curly
hair: Your head looks like a spotty turnip smothered in potato
peelings.

Ashamed, Jess had pushed Alick over, but
the maid simply pulled him onto his feet and brushed him down. Jess
admired Catherine’s resilience and the girls’ master-servant
relationship soon slipped into a friendship.

‘Are you looking forward
to going home?’ Jess asked as they turned onto the north
road.

Catherine smiled dryly – a new
expression for her.

Past the brackish lochs the two women now
huddled together in the low, icy wind. Towards them came an odd
mound pulled by a pony. On top of the blanket pile were upturned
chairs, a spinning wheel and solemn children. A boy leant down and
rattled a stick against the dray’s wheels. The parents walked
either side, holding bundles wrapped in cloth. As they passed by
and turned into the port road, Iain tipped his cap and Catherine
greeted them – but the man and woman continued on wordless, as if
already somewhere else.

‘Tinkers?’ Jess
asked.

‘No.’

‘Where are they
going?’

Catherine shrugged and looked ahead,
gloomily.

‘They won’t be back,’
Iain said.

Jess pulled her wrap tight around her, the
cart jerking them along.

‘How many times have we
done this now – taken the road to your place?’ Jess nudged her
friend.

‘More than I can count.
But not for a long while,’ the girl responded distantly, hunching
against the weather.

They were an unlikely alliance. When
Catherine first came to work at Balranald, the Mackay household had
only recently moved there from Skye. Tired of claustrophobic play
with the daughters of merchants or doctors, girls so proud of their
intricate doll’s houses and pressed flowers, Jess sought her out.
The maid could show her a world outside wallpapered civility. In
summer they roamed the heather, barefoot and scratched, just like
the other Hebridean children, distracted by golden eagles, and
hunting for oysters. Beth accompanied them on mother’s orders,
lagging behind as they explored a lochan’s edge, or squealing when
they found an adder’s nest. She would rigidly stare at them, hands
on hips, as they rolled down the hill to the fragrant wildflowers
in the machair by the sea. Jess returned home with a clutch
of fresh blossoms, Beth with her swoons and horror stories.

‘Let’s sing some of our
old songs,’ Jess suggested, breaking the silence. She started
alone, thinly, keeping time with the rhythm of hooves, ‘Katie
Birdie was a hen…’

Finally, Catherine joined in loudly over
the reedy notes:






Katie Birdie was a
hen

She would toddle but and
ben

Wasn’t she a dainty
hen

Dance Katie
Birdie






‘My horse’s arse can
sing better than that!’ Iain objected. His wavy brown hair, in need
of the barber’s, stood at attention despite the gusts. He urged
Soolag to a jolting gallop.

‘Ignore him.’ Catherine
put her arm around Jess’s shoulders and continued with Gaelic boat
songs about white seas and high prows. The wind snatched them
away.

It was Catherine who had taught Jess the
language. In Jess’s home, they spoke only the Queen’s English.
Abiding by the unwritten mandate of the education system, Miss
Lamont forbade the peasants’ tongue other than for church service,
where the minister’s message was attentively absorbed by its native
speakers. But out on the moors watching the peat-cutters, or down
by stony foreshores talking to the fishermen mending their nets, no
monarch’s eye was on her.

Catherine tired of singing.‘What’ve you
got in your basket, Jess?’

‘Just a parcel for your
màthair.’

‘Mam will tell you
there’s no need.’

The answer Jess expected.

As they arrived at the small cottage at
Sollas, where three generations of Macaulays lived in easy
closeness, Jess felt a slight envy, though she knew this was not
rational. Catherine’s family scraped a living and were burdened
with grinding toil. Their house had no front garden, no porch to
greet visitors and only two main rooms floored in the beaten earth
that was swept each day. Like the other crofts, their house was
built of stone, as anchored to the soil as their inhabitants. Its
tiny windows were set under a spiky covering of thatch weighed down
by rope and rock with double walls jutting out, thickly packed with
weather-resisting earth and sand. Beside the door was a single
rowan tree full of red-fisted berries to ward off evil spirits.
That hovel is how Miss Lamont had described the place.

‘Ah, Seasaidh,
it’s yourself.’ Catherine’s mother embraced Jess.

Seasaidh. Jessie. In this name
everything was at it should be – and she wore it away from home
like a cloak.

As the door closed a sharp waft of dung,
like rancid cheese, caught in her throat. The low bleat of sheep
and scuffle of cattle hooves came in from the midwinter shelter
attached to the cottage. As she moved into the parlour, the
familiar tang of earth mingled with soot filled her lungs. Her eyes
adjusted in the dim firelight; nothing was changed. Dull metal
chains hung from ceiling beams beneath the blackened hatch,
dangling their iron hooks above an open hearth. One held a steaming
pot.

Catherine’s father, Calum, nodded at Jess.
He sat at a sturdy table in the smoky length of the room, a clay
pipe jutting from the corner of his mouth as he intertwined
portions of a rope used in his second trade as a fisherman of cod
and ling. His wife took her over to the bright embers she had
stoked on hearing the cart. ‘Sit yourself down,’ Iseabail Macaulay
said, motioning to a chair. ‘I’m just starting the bannocks.’

Jess held out her food parcel. Catherine’s
mother accepted the offering without her usual reticence. Iseabail
wore a dark apron over her dress, its pocket weighed with something
busily put in, a spindle, or spoon. Her hair was pulled tightly off
her face into a bun.

In the far corner under the loft, beside a
dresser with plates and worn books, a loom rested idly, lengths of
brightly coloured wool hanging from its frame.

‘Where’s Gran – where’s
Sheanmhair?’ Catherine asked.

‘She’s not too well
these last few days – but she’ll want to see yourself, and
Seasaidh, of course,’ Mrs Macaulay replied. ‘Go to her –
she’s in bed.’

In the next room Peigi was sitting upright
in a narrow bunk, lit by a two-leafed lamp of fish oil on the stool
beside her. The floor was covered by a hand-worked straw rug laid
out between the old woman’s cot and the couple’s box bed, its
timber panels closed. Although Jess had been in the room
frequently, in a natural progression through the house to fetch and
carry, or to follow Catherine, she felt now as if she were
intruding, despite never having given much thought to the sleeping
arrangements before. These were things she had taken for granted
when she had been so comfortable here, as if one of the family. The
plainness did not matter then, but neither should it now and a
warmth filled her when she hugged the grandmother.

‘Ciamar a tha thu a
Sheanmhair? Nach eil thu gu math?’ Jess asked.

Peigi took Jess’s hand, gave it a bony
squeeze and told her with a smile that she was fine, thank you for
the asking. Then in rebuke, ‘It’s been far too long a time since
you’ve come.’

Jess kissed her cool cheek and detected a
musty, sour smell. The bedroom glowed from a small stack burning in
a grate, but the warmth had not found her. Her hands now rested on
a short distaff she had been using to pull and turn a strand of raw
wool.

‘But my, you’re such a
lady now.’ She coughed in a short burst and her woollen plaid fell,
exposing the jut of a collarbone through her nightgown.

‘This is still going
strong,’ Jess remarked, adjusting the shawl.

In what seemed more like a long-ago
nursery tale than tangible memory, she and Catherine had helped
Peigi at her weaving. She had patiently carded wool, or tried to
use the spinning wheel as the grandmother hunched over the loom
threading and weaving spun fleece, singing ancient love-songs and
lullabies. Some money had been earned from selling the fabric,
coloured from brews of marigold, sorrel and the crotal which
the old woman had sent the girls to chip from boulders. They had to
be careful in collecting the lichen, for if they wandered on to
someone else’s rocks – with their hidden colours – they were
ferociously shooed away. Peigi laughed when Jess first saw them
haul the steeping cloth from soupy tubs of watered down urine. ‘It
softens the wool and sets the colours,’ she explained. ‘Be careful
or the wind might change and your face will set like that.’

‘See, Sheanmhair,
I still wear mine.’ Jess took off her own long wrap. The
grandmother had made the earasaid for her sixteenth birthday
– ivory-white with warp and weft checks in earthy red, charcoal
blue and muddy black, dyes she had created in a cauldron. It was
long considered old-fashioned, but it acted as a weatherproof
covering throughout the seasons.

‘I can see that.’ Peigi
fingered the shawl. ‘It suits you, Seasaidh. It’ll last you
a lifetime so don’t let it go.’

‘Never. Even though some
think me eccentric for wearing it.’

‘O mo chreach.’
The grandmother sighed.

Jess gently rubbed Peigi’s hand. It was
covered in a network of veins, blue rivulets connecting wrist to
thickened knuckles, fingers crooked with arthritis. The thick paste
remedy of stewed nettles was obviously no longer effective on her
swollen joints.

‘I need you in here,
Catherine,’ Iseabail called from the other room.

‘I’ll do it. I’ll leave
you two to talk,’ Jess said to Catherine.

She joined Iseabail at the table, its top
now white with flour. ‘Here, let me help you,’ Jess said, taking a
lump of dough and kneading it vigorously with the heel of her
hand.

‘Not so rough,
Seasaidh, we’ll break our teeth on it if you keep pounding
it like that.’ Catherine’s mother took a small scoop of ground
barley out of the sack. Her mouth formed a smile. ‘Just like old
times eh?’

As Jess rolled and ground the damp lump
into the table, Iseabail sprinkled occasional handfuls of flour
over it, until the mass was as smooth as a river-worn rock.
Iseabail hooked up the griddle which heated quickly over the fire
and loaded it with the raw bannocks. In a black pot, soup was
simmering in preparation for the next day, the Sabbath, when no
activity could be undertaken other than worship, reading, or small
tasks of the hand.

‘Time to put the kettle
on.’ Iseabail carefully measured out Jess’s Indian tea
leaves.

As the bannocks turned brown, a sweet
aroma drifted around the cottage, drawing everyone to the hearth.
Talk soon turned to the changed circumstances which had condemned
the district.

‘Tis the fault of the
laird over in Skye – he’s caught the greed of his kind,’ Calum
Macaulay said in a deep grumble. He noisily tapped ashes from his
pipe.

‘He raised our rent,’
Iseabail explained, ‘and we haven’t been able to pay for this term.
There’s the weaving, but the extra income from the sea-ware is
completely gone. You might have been too small to remember
that.’

‘I remember.’ Jess
missed the busy beaches, clustered with people scooping up clumps
of seaweed and hoisting them into creels, always ready for a yarn
with ‘Balranald’s daughter’, as she was respectfully known. The
piles of slippery brown kelp ready for the burning and
transformation into soap and glass were long gone, used up for
croft fertiliser or lying with the tangle-weed, no longer wanted by
the manufacturers.

‘Ha, rent. That’s
what they call this extortion of theirs.’ Calum accentuated the
word ‘rent’ in English.

‘I wish I could help,’
Jess murmured.

‘A young lass like
yourself will not be minded in matters of business,’ Iseabail
replied. Her tone carried a warning, but her expression was
kind.

‘Factors’
daughters are not forced to be so minded,’ Calum said
sharply, and jabbed at the coals until Jess felt her clammy
leggings begin to bake. She looked at him, to make sure she had
heard correctly. But there was no acknowledgement or
relenting.

‘Calum means nothing
against you, dearie,’ Iseabail said quickly and took the poker from
him. ‘But you see, he’s right. The laird sits in his big castle
reaping what he can. Sends his factors to fetch blood from
stones.’

‘Before your time,
Seasaidh, our sheilings were large,’ Peigi added, ‘our cows
gave such sweet milk and our runrigs so much corn and barley we fed
the mainlanders on it. We were fine until they took away our
pastures. Cut up all the bad land into little columns on a map and
told us we had to grow potatoes and rear our animals in between
them.’ Peigi shivered as she spoke.

Jess bit into the buttery bannock offered
to her and let it melt in her mouth. The barley and oats crumbled
and stuck to her teeth. She thought of those sparse fields of
grain, the croft system, which was all she had ever known in this
area. The men with faces brown from the weather, flaxen shirts
tucked into woollen breaches, digging or scything their small
plots. Only the wealthy farmers and factors like her father held
wide fields now.

‘Your grandmother’s
getting cold, Iain. We need more peat on the fire,’ Iseabail
commanded.

Iain packed the rest of a fruit tart into
his mouth, went to the pile in the corner and threw an armful of
peat onto the embers. Billowing smoke filled the whole room.

‘For goodness’ sake, you
clod, that’s too many!’ Calum said between bouts of
choking.

‘Mam said
Sheanmhair was cold.’

‘Oh, leave the lad. He
meant well.’ Peigi let out a wheezy laugh. ‘I’d rather my grandson
be the death of me than any other!’

Jess liked the reek of peat, even more
than the coal and wood fires at home, fast-burning luxuries in this
district where the earthy mantle of peat-smoke hung perpetually
over it. In summertime, the ‘parochial peasantry’ captured by
Harriet Lamont in her watercolour vignettes dug out the heavy sod
in long neat lines to let it dry. Jess never forgot the first time
she saw Iseabail hauling home the wicker basket strapped to her
back, its peat tower impossibly aloft, like a humped-back monster
descending on them down the hill.

‘Blood from stones, all
right,’ Calum announced tersely as the smoke cleared. ‘All we farm
is rocks now the blight has taken us!’

‘But Da, we’re very good
rock farmers,’ Iain drawled, already half-asleep as he reclined on
the blackened rug. He dozily picked out dirt from under his
fingernails.

His mother glowered at him. ‘It’s
heartbreaking work, that – digging up those wizened, foul
things.’

‘Well, our Lord will
always send us good with the bad,’ Peigi said. ‘Cholera took your
father not that long ago and we had plenty to eat then.’

Calum stood up, tall and lean beside them.
‘Our Lord? Our Lord Macdonald wants to replace us
with those black-faced creatures. I’d like to see them get
up at a moment’s notice and fight his wars for him!’ He went over
to the dresser and took a book down to read at the table. He was
now fixed in his own world.

‘We have company Calum.’
Iseabail shook her head at him. ‘You have to excuse them, my
ill-mannered men. They should know better.’

‘Oh, it’s nothing at
all,’ Jess smiled faintly.

She would talk to her father when she got
home; as local factor he was in the best position to negotiate the
consideration of Lord Macdonald. But a dull, certain sense came to
her that she would not be heard. And even if her father did grant
her request, their laird was unlikely to single out this family for
favours from the whole strip of afflicted croft towns –
Malaclete, Sollas, Dunskellor and Middlequarter.

They passed on to new topics and the mood
improved. The evening followed the pattern of many that Jess had
shared in this cottage. After their meal, the women knitted by the
kitchen fire, the long night of winter full of stories in this
other-world grotto so full of rich memory, where seals took human
form, otters stole babies, and heroes deserted their paramours.

But something had shifted. The future
swirled out of the embers’ glow towards her.

***


 Chapter 4

Winter, January
1849


It was afternoon in the library. It also
served as the music room, lined with sound-absorbing books,
quiescent in their gold-embossed reds, browns and greens.

‘My violin would rather
be a fiddle.’ Jess laughed. ‘It’ll be dancing at the Hogmanay party
tonight.’

Harriet Lamont’s brow furrowed. ‘None of
your nonsense with me, girl! Keep to the oratorio. Can’t you even
get a few bars right?’

Jess continued playing, and the music
evolved into deliberate double-string harmonies never intended by
the composer. She was adept on this instrument, which had been a
gift, together with some lessons, from Grandpapa. For once she
found herself enjoying a lesson with Harriet.

Jess embraced Harriet’s lessons because of
their content, not her teaching methods. Under Harriet’s harsh
watch, Jess had already absorbed the knowledge and skills a lady
was expected to possess when called into the role of wife. Mama was
too immersed in the running of the house, although she found time
to teach the girls embroidery and tapestry. Handiwork, even
watercolours, presented a challenge to Jess, and to keep this
‘unusual’ daughter occupied, she was prescribed an extra quota of
Harriet’s subjects. On afternoons when Jess was huddled in the
library with the governess, analysing Deluge from Ovid,
the Aeneid, or Caesar’s Commentaries, Beth would be
in the corner, embroidering ugly jumbles of fruit and flowers, or
outside the window strolling in the garden aimlessly.

The governess’s genuine intellect was
always in command and her relish for teaching ‘boys’ subjects’ was
apparent even in her visceral displeasure to be teaching them to a
mere girl. This had always been a puzzle to Jess; Harriet herself
must have once been such a girl who learnt these subjects. Jess
winced, remembering the early days, the deep sting of leather
against her tender wrist, the fighting back of tears at being
punished for daydreaming or the slightest sign of ‘impertinence’.
Jess’s sisters were now the governess’s focus. Unlike her, they had
never received the strap.

‘Jane and Jemima are so
much more adept than you,’ Lamont said as if reading Jess’s mind
and waking her from her reverie.

Jess stopped playing, sliding the bow down
the strings in a descending scale.

‘What is the
problem? This is such an inspiring composition.’ The governess was
in a dangerous mood.

‘Miss Lamont. I’m sorry,
but to be truthful, I don’t like it – I’d much prefer a local
tune.’

The woman’s face reddened, even though she
had vacated her roost by the fire. ‘I’ve not spent these last few
years toiling with you over timeless classics so you can play crude
nonsense!’

Lamont reset the metronome by the frosted
window, its harsh light emphasising her jowls. Even when the
governess started her post with the family, she had appeared older
than her thirty-five years. Jess had immediately likened her
diminutive dark essence to the gruagach – a malevolent
spirit of local folk-lore. This
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