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Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.

William Butler Yeats






Prologue

Scotland, 1900

Joseph knows the storm is coming. He sees the yellow glow of the halo around the moon and the ice-glitter of the winter sky when he comes up from the beach, pausing every now and then to give his knees rest from their groan and creak.

Later, the wind shifts, swinging from west to east and, waking in the night, he feels the beast of it crouched far out to sea, its arctic breath, its changed salt-smell. He could have warned the villagers who’d forgotten how to read the signs – the low flight of the gulls, the night sky, the wind – but why should he? Let the storm take their chimneys, fright their dogs, send shirts and sheets flying like winged banshees over rooftops. After all, what had anyone done, all those years before, when the storm had taken so much more from him?

A squall has picked up now over the Tops where cattle huddle in the barn and sheep lean together in the field. It rushes between the houses and the shops of Copse Cross Street and past the open window above the Grocer’s where Mrs Brown, still awake, peers down the narrow street and beyond to the black sheet of the starlit sea. She smells change on the wind and, securing the shutters, returns to her stove, scoops the dog, Rab, into her lap and waits.

Further down the hill, in a cottage near the Steps leading down to Skerry Sands, Dorothy lights a lamp and places it on the ledge of an upstairs window, a light in the darkness to guide home those lost in the heave and surge of the sea.

When the storm lands, there are things it steals from the little fishing village clinging to the cliffs. It takes roof tiles and sheep; it fells trees and splinters two boats against the Rocks. But it brings something too, something which Joseph will find when he goes back to check on his own boat in the watery light of the next day’s dawn.

A gift.
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Now

Dorothy

Eager to get home to fires and cooking pots, the women hurry round Mrs Brown’s shop, dirty slush seeping under the door with the wind still bitter from the storm. As usual, Dorothy pays no heed to the rise and murmur of voices by the counter. It is the silence she notices. Basket almost empty – a few potatoes, some onions – she sees the way they are gathered at the window, and the strangest sensation comes over her. The skin on her arms tightens, a chill moves up to the back of her neck, and she puts her basket down and goes to the window too. She wipes the mist from it and peers out. The sleet is settling between the cobbles and the skies are leaden. She looks up the hill and sees the villagers toiling up the narrow street, huddled into themselves, heads down, eyes squeezed shut, and then she looks down towards the Sands and that’s when she sees him.

Joseph.

He is walking in the middle of the road. When she realises what he is carrying, a cry is torn straight from her chest, an animal’s sharp keen. Joseph’s face is as shocked as hers must be – white, wide-eyed. The hair of the child he is carrying is dark silver from the sea, the body limp, the skin of his face grey. His body is still slick with water, beads of it in his hair, clothes dark and sodden. And then she hears the gasp of the other women, feels their faces turn to her. Mrs Brown places a red, weathered hand on her arm, and Dorothy turns, understands that the shopkeeper is saying her name, though her ears are ringing now, because she has already seen it –

The way one small foot dangles in its brown boot, and the other hangs blue and cold and naked.

She steps outside, dream-like. All the women do, and some are watching her, and some are watching the man with the child. Dorothy is a piece of knitting, unravelling, for surely she’s seen a ghost. She moves towards them and stretches out her hand, but he walks on, up the cobbled street, and the women from the shop follow, like mourners at a funeral. At the corner he turns and shakes his head to stop them and then they see it, all of them – the naked foot twitching, the limp arm stiffening, and suddenly the child gives a choking cough, and Joseph starts running now, as well as he can in the freezing rain, round the corner to the Minister’s house and out of sight.

Dorothy hasn’t moved. She tries to separate then from now, but it’s too hard. She nearly goes with them, almost believes it’s him, but instead stumbles home and drags herself up the stairs, not even closing the front door, her body too heavy or too light, she’s not sure which. She hardly recognises her bedroom as she passes the cupboard she never opens and drifts towards the chest of drawers.

The sleet, blowing in sideways from the sea, thuds and rattles at the windowpanes, and the wind cries through the front door and up the stairs and finds her on her knees on the floorboards, opening the lowest drawer. She feels her way through woollen vests and undergarments, till her fingertips touch it. For a moment she is shocked it is not still wet. She feels the familiar creases of the leather and she pulls it out and places it in the cradle of her apron, hands cupping it gently. She closes her eyes and leans her forehead against the chest of drawers and breathes in the smell of the small brown boot, still with its whisper of saltwater, even after all these years.

Back in the shop, Mrs Brown picks up Dorothy’s basket, puts back the onions and potatoes and, despite the early hour, turns the closed sign out to the street.

That night Dorothy dreams of Moses for the first time in years. He is playing in the water, in the shallow waves. She leans against the rock, feels its warmth through the thin cotton of her dress, lets it seep into the skin of her shoulder blades. She watches him, silver hair lit by the sun, by the spangled light from the sea, by all the differences memory lends. In her dream she drifts into sleep, and when she wakes, it is winter, the sky low and dark, the storm wild. The waves are huge and she runs along the shoreline, up and down, calling for him, but the wind catches her voice and throws it at the sky. And just when she thinks he is lost, she finds him again, pulled along the beach by the tide, standing just as before, waves crashing over him, over and again. He turns and makes his small, quiet smile, eyes green and shifting like the sea.

‘Mamma?’

When she wakes up, really wakes up, the wind is wailing outside the window and the pillow clutched in her cold fist is wet.




Opening Time

All the village wants to talk about it the next morning, though they pretend they don’t out of common decency. The women try to hurry over the icy cobbles to Mrs Brown’s shop to buy a few things they don’t need before the roads in and out of the village freeze over and cut them off, as they do every winter.

They place this and that in their baskets and gather to pay, waiting for Mrs Brown to take the lead as she usually does, leaning one hand on the counter and using a pencil to pin loose grey hairs behind her ear with the other. But she is uncommonly quiet today and her eyes unreadable as she busies herself adding up the cost.

‘Oh, for the Lord’s sake, is nobody going to say it?’ It’s Norah, as thin and sharp as Mrs Brown is not, and the others relax and put down their baskets, glad someone is daring to say what they are all thinking. ‘Lord bless us – I thought I’d seen a ghost!’ She closes her eyes, opening them again quickly to make sure everyone is looking. ‘That child was the very image – I mean – I thought it was – till I realised the age was the same. How many years ago was it now? Fifteen? Twenty?’

‘Where did he find him?’

‘Washed up on the beach in the storm, the Minister said –’

‘But alive, can you believe it!’

‘I heard he told them …’

‘Oh shush, I was up there this morning. He’s not said a word!’

‘Did you see him, then?’

‘Well, no, but Martha said –’

The others share knowing glances, showing what they think of that information.

Norah’s voice is low and secretive. ‘It means something, I’m sure of it. Even the boot …’

They all fall silent at this; it’s too uncanny, too similar. Even Mrs Brown has paused in her adding up, onion in one hand, pencil in the other, caught in the strangeness of it all.

Norah tests the water further. ‘Well, I always said that child –’

At last, Mrs Brown breaks her silence. ‘That’s enough of that talk. Have you no pity? I don’t know about you, but I can’t be chatting all the day. There’s snow coming and I want to get home before sundown, thank you.’

Coins clatter resentfully on the counter as the women pay, pick up their baskets and leave, affronted and somewhat surprised. For if there is someone in the village who’s not had much pity for Dorothy Gray over the years, surely it has been Mrs Brown herself.




Joseph

‘How’s the lad?’ Joseph stands on the doorstep, twisting his hat in his hands.

The Minister’s wife, Jenny, steps back from the icy chill he’s brought with him, eyes flicking over his face and looking up and down the street. She sighs. ‘You better come in, out the cold at least.’

He steps over the threshold for the second time that week, but the last time the shock of the child had robbed him of any powers of observation. This time, he notices how close Jenny must be to her time, her belly low and swollen; he notices the pram made ready in the hall and how Jenny brings him through with only the smallest sign of her reluctance. The maid, Martha, looks up from kneading dough and nods.

Jenny excuses herself. ‘Wait here, Joseph, and I’ll fetch my husband.’

The heat from the range makes his hands prickle with pain, but he moves closer, grateful for its warmth. As soon as Jenny shuts the door and her footsteps die away, Martha brushes her floury hands on her apron.

‘You’ll be wanting something hot to drink, Joseph? You look half frozen.’ She smiles more naturally now.

‘No, I’ll be back by my own fire in a minute.’ He glances at the shut door, listens to the silence in the corridor. ‘The lad then, how is he?’

Martha looks nervously at the door too, then speaks in a rush. ‘He’s not said a word. He’s been asleep mostly. I made a beef broth and I’ve been helping him with that and keeping the fire going.’

‘He’ll live, then? He’s not going to die, from the cold or the –’ He swallows hard.

Footsteps sound in the corridor and Martha takes up her kneading again. Joseph holds out his hands to the range and Jenny looks pleased to find them both in the same positions, Joseph with his coat still on, not sitting down or making himself comfortable.

‘The Minister is busy at present.’ Her tone is clipped and she looks pointedly at the ice now dripping on her kitchen floor. ‘The boy will live, Joseph – you did a good thing in bringing him to us. As soon as he’s well enough and the weather allows, he’ll be taken inland to a hospital and then, God willing, his home.’ She turns towards the kitchen door. ‘As you can see, we’re quite busy, so …’

He briefly nods his thanks and goes back out into the snow. He was sure they used to talk about him, as though what happened that night long ago had somehow been something to do with him. And now they would again. You’d have thought he’d be hardened to it by now, but he isn’t and he kicks the stone step of the Manse as he leaves.

Down on the Sands, he throws himself into the work needed on his boat, tearing at the rotten wood of the deck, jaw clenched, hands only just warm enough in the small heat of the brazier.

And then he sees her. Dorothy. She’s standing at the bottom of the Steps, looking out to sea. She hasn’t seen him yet, and he seizes the moment to stare.

She is no longer the cool young woman she’d been when she first arrived at the village so long ago, whose glance could cut and whose every expression was a challenge. He remembers the quickening of his heart, the breath caught in his throat when he’d seen her first, standing just where she is now, hand to her hair. Always so different to the Skerry girls, their flirting around him, their giggling and lightness.

When had she started to look old?

He’s watched her in the Kirk over the years, always there before anyone arrives, staying on after they leave, doing her duty, taking food parcels to the almshouses, to Jeanie in the cottage on the cliff, and he knows she teaches at the school still and knits for the fishermen, though he doesn’t know who wears her jerseys. Her husband had never returned and, with Moses lost, he wonders, as he has so often before, why she’s stayed in Skerry at all.

He brings his thoughts back to the moment.

There is something else different about her. He kneels back on his haunches and squints. That’s it. She doesn’t have outdoor boots on, and her coat – he frowns and peers again to be sure – her coat is buttoned up wrong, one side hanging lower than the other. And she isn’t walking briskly like she usually does. She doesn’t seem sure of where she’s going, in fact, and keeps stopping and looking out to sea. She’s white, pinched around the mouth, not quite so straight in the back any more, that slim waist he had once imagined circling with his hands thickened, her red hair dulled and shot through with silver.

He turns away and pulls at more of the soft wood, ripping it up from the deck. Because of her, love has escaped him. The breakfast made in the morning, the fire laid on homecoming, the supper on the table, the warm body held in sleeping – all the homely kindnesses a man might expect, all have escaped him.

She doesn’t look in his direction, she never has since Moses went, and that has been fine with him, but the time is coming to make her look him in the eye once more.

Because he hasn’t forgotten the argument and the wrong done to him. And he knows she hasn’t either.




Dorothy

She can’t help herself, she has to see. She knows in her heart it isn’t him. She’s a teacher for goodness’ sake. A logical woman. A child can’t – her heart turns away from the brutal words needed – can’t be lost, and then come back years later the same age. She knows that. Yes, she knows that, she thinks, breathing out in relief and leaning her hand on the wooden table, its solidity giving weight to her thoughts. But the face of the child as he was carried up Copse Cross Street comes to her and just for a moment, she can’t breathe.

Before she can change her mind, she grabs her coat, puts on her boots and opens her front door. The cottages that line the street, and the street itself, are almost lost in a heavy veil of snow, the sky still sullen with it, but Dorothy hurries up the hill. She doesn’t look in Mrs Brown’s shop as she passes it, doesn’t want to see all of them at the counter and that woman staring out, though for a moment she feels her hand on her arm again, and with it a sort of angry confusion. Bit late for kindness now, she thinks; in her mind, she shakes the hand off.

When she gets to the Minister’s house, she is shaking as she tries to knock on the door. Martha is singing tunelessly in the kitchen. Dorothy can’t hear the words but, accompanied by the clashing of pans, the song creates an air of simple domestic life, and she knocks loudly this time, as though they were keeping her waiting.

Martha answers, flustered. ‘Mrs Gray – why you’re the second visitor today. Joseph was here just now.’

Dorothy’s heart clenches.

When Jenny comes in and sees Dorothy standing in her kitchen, her hands instinctively go to her rounded belly, as though to protect the child inside her from the long shadow of Dorothy’s loss, the inconceivable thing. ‘Mrs Gray. Can I help you?’

‘I would be grateful if – could you let me see the child?’ She can’t bring herself to plead and holds herself stiffly in that kitchen where a pregnant woman is cradling her unborn child and a maid is stirring a pot on the range and the good warm smells of stew fill the room.

The door opens and the Minister comes in. He stops short when he sees Dorothy.

‘She wants to see the boy,’ his wife says, glancing meaningfully at him.

For a moment he looks like he doesn’t know what to do, but then a fleeting expression of understanding crosses his face and he nods. ‘Come with me then, Dorothy.’

Hearing her first name makes her eyes suddenly sting, and she blinks quickly and follows him, along the flagstoned corridor and up the stairs, till they are standing outside a door and she knows the child is inside. It is for a moment as though the door might open on to her own box room, with the small wooden bed along the wall under the window, and she can step inside and into the past.

But of course she can’t. In this room the flame of an oil lamp blooms and shrinks on the bedstand, and a fire crackles in the hearth. The curtains are drawn so it’s warm and cosy, yellow light flickering on the walls.

It takes a moment for Dorothy’s eyes to adjust and when they do, she sees the boy is asleep. Again she feels the shock of his silver hair against the pillow. She takes in his cheeks, the light catching the soft childish fuzz of them. He is drawn and thin, with shadowy bruises on his skin. He opens his eyes. They are green. Her breath catches.

He makes his small, quiet smile, eyes green and shifting like the sea.

‘Mamma?’

He stares at her blankly, while her breath comes quicker.

‘It’s not him Dorothy. You can see.’ The Minister’s hand is gentle on her arm and she is suddenly ashamed. She, a grown woman, thinking such nonsense, but she feels the emptiness of her belly as she nods.

‘Of course, I knew that.’

His hand is still on her arm and squeezes it. ‘It was a terrible thing, Dorothy.’ She can feel him looking at her, but she keeps her eyes ahead. ‘Never to know, not to be able to –’

‘Yes, well, I thank you, Minister. I do. The lad looks well looked after. I don’t know why I came really,’ and she gives a brittle laugh and turns. As she hurries back down the stairs and across the hall to the front door, she turns to say goodbye, and sees the Minister’s expression, confused and slightly shaken. And behind him, by the pram, on the floor, the discarded brown boot. She rushes outside where the snow is freezing over now and ice glitters on her breath.

The cold air is such a shock, she thinks she’ll be sick.

As she gets nearer to her home, she starts to run and, once inside, slams the front door shut and leans her back against it, her hand to her beating heart, gasping for breath.

She feels the past at the door, trying to get in, and squeezes her eyes tight shut against it.

She’d known as soon as she’d woken up that night, the way you know when you knock at a door that no one is home – Moses wasn’t there. The storm was howling, the house a ship torn loose of its mooring, the wind buffeting every window, every door. She doesn’t know how she’d known, but her frantic glance into his room had confirmed it.

Not tonight, not tonight. Not in this.

And she’d run through the two rooms downstairs, eyes widening in horror.

But she can’t go further than this, she never has been able to. She breathes deeply, slowly, waiting for her heart to return to its steady beat. She waits a while, till she knows she is herself again, then stokes up the stove, puts the broth on to warm. No, the past may be at the door but too much time has passed to be letting it in. She may not be able to ignore the awful similarities, but there is no need, no need at all, to be dragging all that up again.




Joseph

Joseph could have a nip at home but tonight he is drawn to the alehouse in the village, to the ebb and flow of human voices. The snow has turned to sleet. It’s thick and wet as he pulls his jacket tight around himself. More snow’s coming, he thinks.

The door creaks as it opens and then the wind slams it shut behind him. The flames in the hearth flicker over the faces of the fishermen as they turn to look at him. Joseph steps into a fug of stale ale, tobacco smoke and fire-warmth.

After a moment’s surprise that lasts just a little too long, someone calls out, ‘Hey, Joseph, lad, it’s been a while!’ and Agnes pauses her wipe-down of the counter, stops still and stares at him, before seeming to remember herself. ‘And what’ll be your tipple?’

Joseph approaches a table, where some of his crew sit with a few others. There’s room, but Scott, Agnes’ husband, squares his shoulders, fills out the space.

‘Bit of a squeeze here,’ he says.

A look from the others silences him and a stool is fetched. Joseph sits down, the men shuffling to make space. For a moment they look down at their drinks and then sideways at each other.

Someone clears their throat. ‘So, how are things with you?’

‘Good. It’s cold out. More snow’s on the way,’ he says.

‘Bad storm,’ someone else says, and everyone mutters their agreement and leans in, now it’s been mentioned.

‘So, he was just there, on the Sands?’

Joseph sucks in the head of the ale, nodding.

‘Where though?’

‘Was it over by the Rocks?’

The savagery of the other storm all those years ago comes in a roar of noise and, briefly, Joseph closes his eyes.

‘It’s strange that you should be –’

‘Now, now, could have been any of us.’

‘Yes, but it wasn’t any –’

‘I heard he’s doing all right. Have you seen him yet, Joseph?’

Joseph gives them only part of what they want to hear. ‘I went to the Manse. He was sleeping. Jenny says he’ll live.’

A quiet voice says, ‘Watch out, lad,’ and Joseph steadies his hand around his drink as Scott pushes back his stool, knocks into him as he passes on his way back to the counter. One of the reasons Joseph avoids the alehouse.

Joseph drinks his ale, making himself as uninteresting as possible, and the chat drifts to other things, to the damage that’s been done, the roofs to be mended, the strange way the storm ripped the sand from the beach, exposing the ancient landscape beneath, with boulders of fossilised forest breaking through, disrupting the shape of the shore.

When the door creaks again and Joseph leaves, the past has crept closer for him too.

‘It was a strange business, wasn’t it?’ The question is ambiguous enough that the man could be talking about the boy then or the boy now.

‘He was never the same after.’

‘Joseph is a good man; a quiet one, and there’s no harm in that. A fisherman you can rely on.’

‘You would say that though – you work with him.’

‘Yes, and proud to do so.’ The man nods as though that is the end of the matter.

But of course, it isn’t. It never is, not with Scott around.

He won’t leave it alone. ‘Tell me this then – how did he know where it was? The lad’s boot, I mean?’

Agnes sighs and leans her forearms on the counter. ‘Really? Can we please talk about something else tonight?’

There is a surly silence. A few attempts at chat fall away. Scott goes to the counter, thuds his pint down more heavily than needed and wipes the foam from his lip. ‘Well, thing is, we still don’t know what happened, do we? And that’s as true now as it was then. Everyone knows what Joseph thought of Dorothy, and jealousy will make a man do desperate things. Good fisherman he may be, but there’s those of us still want to know.’

There are grunts of agreement, though there are more of exasperation as Agnes reaches for the bell.

‘It’s time,’ she says, though it isn’t, and coats are shuffled on and hats pulled tight on heads, for sure enough the sleet has turned to snow again, the flakes bright against the black sky, and the men file out into the swirling night.

Alone at last, Agnes sags against the counter. Not this again, not after all this time. There may be those who still want to know what happened, but hasn’t she suffered enough?

And it’s the knowing that’s been the torment.
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Then

Dorothy

The Minister meets Dorothy at the station and carries her case as they walk the last mile to Skerry, the road descending gently, the sea just a sun-glitter in the distance. The scent of gorse is in the air and as the road bends right and downwards, the village comes into view. So here she is at last, her first home away from home. The lonely funeral of her mother back in Edinburgh drifts into her mind, the dutiful mourners, the cold Kirk, but that life is done with now.

Dorothy takes a deep breath. They pass the Manse and a row of almshouses, then the Kirk itself, set back from the road, and next to that again, the Schoolhouse where the Minister is both principal and teacher. First, the Minister wants to show her the cottage that comes with the post, and everything is as she’d hoped, clean and tidy, freshly painted, even some of the essentials already in the kitchen, and she is excited but tired too after her long journey, weariness making her bones ache. After lots of polite goodbyes and an insistence that she take supper at the Manse that evening with the Minister and his new bride, Jenny, the Minister leaves and Dorothy sits on a chair at the small table in the kitchen and lets out a long sigh.

And so it is that by the time she goes to bed in the unfamiliar room, the chill and quiet of the night settling around the house, she can listen to the sound of the sea, washing in and out on the shore she’s not yet seen. She imagines it, black under the night sky, the waves catching the stars, till at last she falls into a deep sleep.

That first Saturday morning, she starts to organise her classroom in the way she wants for the Monday, remembering the watchwords she was taught in college – order and discipline, to be held true for the teacher, the classroom and the children – ideas her own mother had drummed into her as a child. She positions books according to height, cleans slates, straightens desks, smooths her dress, excitement and nerves making her stop every now and then to glance over the pattern the desks make, the view of the village through the clean windows, the smell of paint on the newly washed walls. She spins the globe and checks the bell is gleaming, ready to summon the pupils on the first day, and breathes in the fresh, clean air of her own life, though her mother’s voice is never far away, Skerry, where’s Skerry? No wonder I’ve never heard of it – so small! Surely more minding children than teaching them, though perhaps that’s the best way for you, until suddenly she is desperate to get outside.

When she leaves for lunch, Dorothy has time to do the one thing she’s wanted to do since she’s arrived. She’s been able to smell it, to see it in the distance, even hear it from her cottage – her cottage! – at the top of the village, but she’s not yet set foot on the beach. Skerry Sands.

As she ventures down the hill, she is aware of people staring at her, some of the men touching their caps, the women looking then leaning to say something to friends and husbands. They must all know who she is; they are bound to be interested, so she composes her face into the expression of distant politeness suited to her profession and carries on walking, feeling their eyes still on her back. On the right there is Brown’s Grocers and Confectioners, the paned windows clean and stacked high with familiar products – Lipton’s tea, Colman’s mustard, Quaker Oats – and on a whim, Dorothy goes in to see what else they have. Perhaps there is something she can have for lunch. She pictures herself sitting on Skerry Sands, eating a pie, watching the boats, before pushing the thought aside. Eat outside? On her own? What an idea, and she pushes open the door, the little bell jangling, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom.

A group of young women are gathered round a counter to the right, a shaft of sunlight picking out their faces, turned towards her. Dorothy smiles and nods, feels their eyes on her new dress, its wide lace collar, her polished shoes, and sees a look pass between them.

‘You the new Schoolmistress, then?’ The woman is all planes and angles, and Dorothy can’t detect any friendliness in her voice.

‘Yes, Miss Aitken – Dorothy Aitken.’ She steps forward, hand outstretched.

Someone snorts, then coughs and there is that shared look again. So here they are, Dorothy thinks, just as Mother said – keep your distance from the gossips, you have a position to uphold – and, her smile stiffening on her lips, she raises her eyebrows just high enough.

The woman behind the counter reels off everyone’s names, ‘Miss Bell – Ailsa Bell; Miss Barclay – Norah Barclay,’ and it takes Dorothy a moment to see she is being gently mocked. Well, it is only what she expects, so she greets each in turn and then wanders round the shop slowly, lifting packets and turning them to read, to show she isn’t unsettled. In the end she chooses something she doesn’t even need, Cadbury’s cocoa, pausing before the counter till the women let her through, placing her coins on the wooden surface, the stiff smile never leaving her face. She is relieved to have won this small battle, learned first in the playground, amongst sly words and shared looks, where the trick is to hold your smile and eyebrows just so, letting their judgement glance off you as though you don’t care. But as she leaves and the door is closing behind her, the words ‘Well, aren’t we lucky to be visited by Lady High and Mighty’ and a burst of laughter follow her. She steps out into the sunlight and, after a moment, walks briskly away.

At the bottom of the hill, the road curves left along the cliff until suddenly Dorothy is standing at the top of a steep rocky staircase down to the beach and all in front of her is the sparkling, light-spangled sea, the fresh wind carrying the smell of salt and fish, the boats in the distance, the shriek of gulls, wheeling and diving.

Her shoes are all wrong, and she hopes no one will see her as she scrambles down the stones, basket in one hand, till she is finally standing on the sand. She gazes at this huge, breathing, heaving thing, its surge and swell, and she doesn’t know what to do with the strange thrill she feels. A man on one of the boats stands up and shields his eyes from the sun to stare. She finds herself staring back at him and they stand like that, each taking in the detail of the other. He raises his hand and suddenly Dorothy remembers herself. What would her mother say? Looking down, she notices the scuffed leather of her boots and the sandy damp of her hem. Without looking back, she turns and hurries up the cliff steps.




The Kirk

Dorothy looks forward to her visit to the Kirk the next day. St Peter’s, patron saint of fishermen, and maybe the one place where she knows exactly who she is and where she belongs. The Kirkyard is tidy, she notes with approval, the work of many hands, the Kirk itself simple with a battlemented tower without decoration or ornament, other than pretty, arched windows, flashing in the sunlight. People are arriving and Dorothy tries to pick out the children she’ll be teaching, imagining herself greeting them at the door of her classroom where they will all line up in order and each find their place, with its grammar and slate and chalk.

The Minister is at the door of the Kirk welcoming the congregation. When he sees Dorothy he raises his hand.

‘Miss Aitken – perfect! Do come and meet some of the villagers.’

Dorothy’s heart races, but she smooths her dress over her waist in that way she has of preparing herself and joins him, arranging a polite smile on her face. Once she is next to him, the Minister reels off names as people file into the Kirk, following each one up with a personal detail.

‘This is Norah and Ailsa,’ then as an aside, ‘Norah is one of our best knitters, you know, and Ailsa’s baking – well, just you wait.’ Dorothy recognises them from the shop the day before, and her stomach clenches a little. Behind them comes the shopkeeper on her own. ‘This is Mrs Brown.’ Dorothy notices the formal address, and Mrs Brown’s look of cool appraisal as she passes by. The oddity of her clothing takes Dorothy by surprise. The loose dress with twine for a belt, and – surely those aren’t men’s boots, are they? But the Minister is talking again. ‘Mrs Brown knows everything and everyone, so anything you need, she’s the one to ask. I’ve learned that quickly. Ah, this is Jane and William coming here. Sad story there, I’ll tell you another time.’

The woman is older than the man, who still has something of the boy about him, despite his height. They stop and shake her hand. The woman, Jane, stands very close to her companion and Dorothy can’t tell if they are brother and sister or man and wife. William smiles and squints against the sunlight. ‘Good morning, Miss Aitken. It’s nice to see a new face in the village,’ but Jane pulls him away with a pinched face and a, ‘Yes, indeed.’

Wife, then.

She meets carpenters and net-makers, farmers and crofters, coopers and fishermen. The women spin and weave and gut and cure fish; one is a seamstress – Dorothy makes a mental note of this – and so many have children too, hanging on to their skirts or holding their hands. Dorothy soon loses track of names, there are so many, wanting to escape their scrutiny and the Minister’s running commentary in the cool dark of the Kirk.

Everyone is inside by the time Dorothy enters and she sits on a pew at the back, with an old man, grateful for the settling quiet as the Minister starts to read the notices: knitting evenings, the rota for work on the Kirk, alms for the poor. His voice fades as Dorothy casts her eye over the villagers, the shuffling, nudging children, the families and couples, all the people she will have to learn to live with, telling herself that she isn’t seeking out one person in particular, the fisherman whose hand had shielded his eyes, the other raised in greeting, for a moment just the two of them on the Sands and nothing else.

He isn’t there.




Agnes

The thing about Joseph, Agnes thinks as she puts the water on to warm and unwraps the soap in readiness, is he’s different. Different from her father, different from the other boys. Oh, she can have a laugh like the rest of them, and the flirting is nice with the lads and their bawdy jokes, their sly hints, but Agnes knows what it is and where it all leads. Just that very morning a bruise was blooming on her mam’s cheekbone, the flesh puffing up and squeezing the eye half shut.

A hasty marriage with the wrong man.

Joseph will be here later, always on a Friday for his supper, sometimes bringing a choice crab or lobster from the creels. The water is nearly ready now, and with the little ones at school and the older ones working away and Jeanie still at the fish house, Agnes strips and gets the flannel and drying cloth ready. The thing is, how does she get him to see that she’s growing up now, that she’s not so much like a little sister any more? She may be five years younger than him, but there are other girls already married with little ones at eighteen. She sighs. A friend told her that lavender is good to bathe in, so she crumbles the heads she has in the bowl and pours the water over them. The earthy smell blooms into the room. She scrubs her face, and under her arms and breasts; she digs the dirt out of her nails, then scrubs them too with the laundry brush. She washes between her legs and then, finally, puts the bowl on the floor and bathes her feet. A vigorous rub with the drying cloth and she puts her stockings on and her other dress, her workaday one ready to be washed in the morning with everyone else’s. She brushes her hair, counting – the same friend told her to brush it for a hundred strokes to make it shine. Agnes gets to twenty-three with the comb before the end-of-school bell rings faintly up the hill.

She hurries with the bowl into the garden, where she tips the murky contents in a corner near the pigsty, and rushes back in to chop the onions for supper as though she’s done nothing special to prepare for Joseph’s visit.

As the afternoon light catches the gleam of her nails on the knife, she relishes the feeling of her young body, clean and fresh in her newly mended dress. One day, she will be making this supper for a husband, with a baby on the way, maybe a youngster at her skirts, a sturdy boy, and she’ll make a family, a good one, where no one’s scared and the children don’t hide under the covers telling stories or singing rhymes to drown out the sound of their father bashing their mother round the kitchen.

And maybe, she thinks, as the onions start sizzling and she adds the scraps of meat from the butcher’s, just maybe, tonight will be the night Joseph finally notices her.




Dorothy

She hadn’t heard anyone knock, but there the note is, just the edge of it visible where it’s been pushed under the door, part of her name showing in neat script. Miss Aitken.

Her heart skips as she picks it up and for one ridiculous moment she thinks of the fisherman again.

Miss Aitken,

You are invited to join the ladies for knitting at Brown’s Grocers and Confectioners on Thursday evenings.

Mrs Brown


She sighs.

Miss Aitken, not Dorothy.

Mrs Brown.

Dorothy swallows hard. The pointed echo of her formal greeting, and the sidelong response of the women in the shop, makes her cheeks flame.

She sits in the kitchen and rereads the note. Maybe she’s mistaken.

Ladies.

Lady High and Mighty.

Huddles of girls in the playground drift into her mind, her own stiff separateness. Just like her mother, standing away from the families at the school gate at the end of the day; how Dorothy would walk towards her under her cool eye, while others ran. Mamma hadn’t liked running. Or playing. Or voices raised. A pinch to the soft flesh of her arm had been an effective teacher when she forgot.

She’d always felt ashamed of her easy tears as a child, her clinging need to be shown love, to run towards it. It had taken a long time to recognise her mother’s satisfaction when she did, her easy manipulation of Dorothy’s feelings, the power it gave her.

There had always been the same pattern. The swelling silence that slowly filled the home, the way it would become harder for Dorothy to breathe or move, the worrying about what she’d done to warrant the closed face, the air of disappointment, the mouth pulled tight like a purse.

Her attempts to appease with small gestures – the tea made and drunk in aloof, righteous judgement – would make Dorothy weak, faint with growing nervousness.

Whenever her mother finally decided to forgive her, she would open her arms to signal the punishment was at an end; it would also be the signal for Dorothy to cry in gratitude and remorse for the sin she hadn’t even known till then she’d committed. In return for this her mother would hug her. Dorothy would hate herself for obliging, for giving her mother the power.

The day she refused to cry had changed everything.

It had been the day she stole the candy cane. Her eyes had always been drawn to the sweets in the grocer’s at the corner of their road in Edinburgh. On the way to school, she would loiter at the window, eyes lingering on their glow in the jars, humbugs with glistening white and black stripes, brightly coloured gobstoppers, candy canes, gaudy sticks of rock, even the names delightful in her mouth. At playtime the girls would bring out their rustling paper bags and peer into each other’s, one cheek swollen with a sweet treat, lips fish-like with sucking, swapping one for another, and she longed to have some to share or swap – she didn’t even care about the sugar or the taste, but how she wished she could stand with them, be a part of their chat, compete in the games to put three in your mouth, one in each cheek, and the other, where? Instead, she would stand apart and play cat’s cradle by herself, pretending to be absorbed, casting sidelong glances.

And then came the day she’d gone into the grocer’s to fetch some tea and on the counter had been a new delivery of candy canes. They’d not been put in the jar yet, which had been standing on the counter too, sugar dust in the bottom, and there’d been no one else there, at least no one at the counter, not a customer or the shopkeeper. She’d never done anything like it in her life, Dorothy who knew her Bible verses, did duties at the Kirk and always went to Sunday school, but she’d taken one and shoved it in the pocket of her coat and run out of the shop and home where she’d hidden it when her mother wasn’t looking. All night she’d lain awake, worrying about the sin she’d committed and wondering how she would be punished, but it had all been jumbled up with imagining playtime, when she’d be able to bring out her sweet treat too.

In morning lessons, her hand had slid again and again into the pocket of her smock, fingering the sweet that had flecks of lint stuck to it now. The first playtime had come and gone and she’d stood in the yard, the candy cane huge in her pocket.

She’d stood in the same place next playtime too, hands out of her pockets, so she didn’t draw attention to it.

‘Are you quite well, Dorothy?’ The schoolmistress had frowned at her and Dorothy had nodded, terrified.

At the end of the school day, some of the girls had run home as usual in a lovely, laughing, chattering gang, and for others their mothers had been waiting, smiling. Her own mother had stood apart and Dorothy had seen straight away that she knew. Her breath had locked in her throat. The shopkeeper must have seen her and told, and now it was too late, there wasn’t even time to get rid of it. The path to her mother had narrowed and Dorothy had experienced the strangest sensation of shrinking with every step so that by the time she’d been standing in front of her mother’s stern face, she was tiny.

The pinch had been vicious. Her mother had sharp nails that left crescent moons of split skin.

The walk home had been silent, the candy cane banging heavy and hard against her thigh, Dorothy weak with fear. By the time the door had closed behind them she’d thought she might faint, but her mother had walked away from her, saying nothing.

And so the pattern had begun again – the swelling silence, the air of disappointment. And for herself, the searching of her mother’s face for a sign of softening, the making of a pot of tea, asking her mother about her day, the strangled desire to confess and the desperate need for the final act of forgiveness almost choking her, because this time, she really had done something wrong.

At last her mother had come into her room. She’d stood in the doorway, her head on one side, a half-smile of beatific patience on her face. ‘Now, we are going to remember to make our bed next time, aren’t we, Dorothy? You’re not too high and mighty for that, are you?’

Dorothy’s blood had pounded in her ears and she’d stood stock-still. Her bed. Her hand had drifted to the sore skin of her arm. Pictures of the other girls at school, running to their mothers at the end of the day, their smiling mothers, and her own mother’s unlovingness.

And so she’d broken the pattern.

‘Dorothy?’

Her mother had stepped into the room, arms opening, but there had been puzzlement in the stitch of her eyebrows.

It had been a moment before she could speak but she’d held her mother’s gaze and used all her will not to cry, to stay dry-eyed
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