

  [image: cover]



  


  Shadows on the Shore


  
    Perhaps you remember Mr Striker?

  


  Jesus an Joseph! Pratie fashioned a sign in the air and completed the superstitious gesture with a twist of the head and a dry spit over her shoulder. Gods
  curse on that man if ever there was justice.


  Apparently Mr Striker has been in our neighbourhood two days, Clare said. Im rather surprised that you havent heard gossip to that effect.


  If I had heard anythin of the kind sure Id have informed you first thing. Have you got such a low opinion of me, Mrs Quinn, as to think Id have dealins behind
  your back with a devil like Frederick Striker?


  Since the day of Clares arrival on Headrick, Pratie Kerrigan had remained dumb on the subject of Clares guilt or innocence and her notorious relationship with Frederick
  Striker.


  Now that shock had unlocked the housekeepers tongue, though, she ranted on with a degree of heat that Clare had seldom witnessed in her.


  So, hes come back, has he? That smarmy English devil! Pratie cried. What does he want of us, Mrs Quinn?
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  Book One


  Strangers from the Sea


  



  Headrick House, 15th January, 1802


  My Dear Cousin Andrew,


  I have not delayed so long to write to you because I thought nothing of your New Year gift. My tardiness is attributable only to that most merciless of taskmasters 
  time, time and the lack of it. The tea was of excellent quality. It greatly enhanced the small festivities which I shared with Dr Galloway and the Reverend Mr Soames whose cheerful company helped
  relieve the melancholy that invariably arises at this gloomy season of the year when sentiment is so much in the air.


  No particular crises of fate have attended my affairs this past six months but there is, as you predicted, an infernal busy-ness to being both master and mistress of Headrick. I do not find
  my new responsibilities burdensome, however, for in them I have discovered such a change from sequestered domesticity that I feel quite refreshed by the challenge.


  Since autumn was fair for the most part, salt production continued until the 12th day of December. I was much occupied with finding best markets for Headrick salt and in learning to deal with
  accounts made complex by excise duty and taxation. In this aspect of management I admit to certain inadequacies and frequently feel that I am being taken advantage of because of my sex as well as
  my inexperience.


  Now that I have finally emerged from the shadows of the past I regret having spurned the folk who offered friendship and support when first I appeared here in Ladybrook as Donalds
  wife. There is, however, no easy mending of that state of affairs. My ways and the ways of Ayrshire society are far too set to change overnight. So, dear Andrew, as this is the first letter of yet
  another year, you have my gratitude for standing by me during that period in our lives when you had every reason for never wishing to see or hear from me again.


  However much it embarrasses you I refuse to take your generosity of spirit for granted and I will continue to remind you of it now and then until we are separated by something more tangible
  than Mrs Purvess disapproval. As to our Mutual Acquaintance, I have heard nothing of him and begin to doubt that I ever will.


  Alas, Headrick news will have to wait. If I do not put this letter into Praties hands within the half-hour it will never make the post and may lie unfinished for a week or more. I will
  write again soon, I promise.

  My affectionate regards to Dorothea and also to little Margaret who I hope will soon be well again.


  For the meanwhile, dear cousin, Adieu!


  Clare Kelso Quinn


  



  One


  The clanging of the lodge bell in the town a half-mile below the house drew Clare from sleep. Though muffled by rain and distorted by the big wind that clawed against the
  bedroom window the sound was so persistent and penetrating that for an instant Clare fancied her husband had returned from the dead to ring and ring again the impatient little handbell with which
  he had tormented her during the last long months of his illness.


  Dazed, she sat upright, groped across the bed-cabinet for flint and tinderbox and gathered them to her. Leaning on the pillow, she struck frantic sparks in the darkness until she realised that
  it was not the shade of Mr Quinn that had disturbed her but less demanding sounds from far away.


  Mama, are you awake?


  Yes, dear.


  I hear a bell.


  I hear it too, Clare assured her daughter.


  A thud, a scuffle of bare feet upon the boards and Melissa was a sudden presence by Clares side, as if the child, at eight, had not unlearned the trick that babies have of seeing
  everything, even in the dark.


  Mama? Melissas breath warmed Clares cheek. It isnt Papa, is it?


  No, darling. How can it be? Its the bell from the Neptune.


  What does it mean?


  Clare had a notion that the tolling bell might signify the close of a lodge meeting. She could not understand why a secret brotherhood would choose to announce itself so publicly, however, and
  at that hour she lacked the mental agility to explain the irony to her daughter.


  She said, A ship in difficulties, I expect.


  A wreck?


  Perhaps. The weathers certainly wild enough.


  Huddled together in Clares broad bed, mother and daughter listened to the wail of the wind which had raised the seas off the Ayrshire coast and by mid-afternoon had so shaken
  Headricks gables that Clare had ordered supper served in the small back parlour where the din of the storm and the threat of injury from imploding glass were greatly reduced.


  Poor sailors, Melissa said. I hope they are saved. Mr Hardings boat will save them, Mama, will it not?


  If it can be put to sea, Clare said, but I fear the waves may be too heavy to allow a launching.


  Then the poor sailors will be drowned. Melissa spoke in a solemn little voice. All drowned  like last time.


  Clare remembered the last time only too well. Some two years ago a timber-laden brig of three hundred tons which had just completed a crossing of the Atlantic had been hove-to off Ladybrook
  awaiting a pilot when she had been caught by a sudden north-westerly. About three oclock in the morning the vessel had plunged her anchors and the crew, unfamiliar with Scottish waters, had
  sought to ground her on a sandy shore. Instead she had ploughed into a saw-toothed ridge of rock, the Nebbocks, that stood out from Ladybrooks harbour, had been gutted on impact and sucked
  under in seconds.


  Come daylight what a windfall there had been for scavengers on the beach, more timber than anyone had ever seen, great heaving rafts of pine, cedar and mahogany, and not a sailorman alive to
  claim the cargo for the owners or insurers. For days the shapeless wreck had wallowed in the breakers and sodden corpses had floated into Headrick Bay, tide after tide, until the tally reached
  eleven and the manifest was satisfied.


  Clare had taken Melissa to the beach to view the wreck, which had made a deep impression on the six-year-old and brought into her little head all sorts of interesting questions, both comical and
  profound. Mr Quinn, though, had not been amused by his daughters interrogations. He saw no trace of the hand of God in the circumstances of the disaster but, rather gloatingly, had tallied
  the cost of the brigs encounter with the Nebbocks at upwards of two thousand pounds and had thanked his stars that he did not have a stake in her.


  There had been other wrecks since, of course, but none had occurred so close to home or had cost so many lives. Besides, spurred by the loss of the timber-ship, the Sons of Apollo had subscribed
  the building of a rescue boat and the erection of an onshore beacon to mark the position of the Nebbocks. From the same collection had come money for the brand new bell which hung on an iron tripod
  behind the Neptunes yard.


  Fisherfolk and inshore traders had reason to be grateful for the lodges charity. Several boatmen, usually drunk, had already been plucked from the mighty deep, but the rescue craft had
  yet to be tested in a winter storm and Clare questioned if it would prove robust enough to withstand a battering by strong seas.


  Melissa scrambled into a kneeling position.


  Shall we pray for their souls, Mama? the little girl asked cheerfully.


  Clare did not reply. She continued to scratch with steel and flint and regretted that she had not kept a nightlight floating in a water-dish as she had done when Melissa was very young and again
  when Mr Quinn was ill.


  Mr Soames prays for those in peril, Melissa prattled on. He says it is something we all should do.


  Im sure Mr Soames is right, dear, Clare said, as patiently as possible.


  At that particular moment she had no desire to hear her daughters discourse on the ministers Sunday sermons. She required a light less spiritual to shine upon her darkness.


  Propped against the pillows, she flaked at the flint and cursed beneath her breath the absence of a flame.


  She did not know why the bellowing wind roused such apprehension in her tonight. She had experienced tyrannical storms before now and had thrived on them. Rough weather had made her house seem
  tighter, her marriage to Mr Quinnless disappointing, more secure.


  Since Donalds departure, though, she had become unusually superstitious and irrational and was often filled with dread that she might lose all she held dear  Melissa  as
  once, fifteen years ago, she had lost her infant son, not to wind and wave but to accidental poisoning.


  At last the teasel in the blackened tin took fire. Clare leaned hastily from the bed to transfer flame to candle but was brought up short by imperious rapping on the bedroom door. Frozen, she
  stared at the door as if she expected it to swing open of its own accord.


  Melissa sighed indulgently. Its only Pratie, she said, and called out for the housekeeper to enter.


  The servant was clad in a dun-coloured day-dress and bulky flannel petticoats. A voluminous shawl, fastened at the throat with a bone clasp, was draped over her shoulders. Her square-jawed face
  was dominated by a starched cambric mob cap tied below her chin with a straight lappet.


  Only a few wisps of coarse ginger hair springing from the cap-band and a certain red flecking in her hard grey eyes indicated that the imperturbable Pratie was close to being harassed.


  Did you not hear it? Pratie demanded.


  Clare slid the tinderbox on to the table to burn itself out. We heard the lodge bell, yes, of course.


  I heard it first, Melissa chimed in.


  Pratie stepped stiffly into the room with the dining-rooms three-branched candlestick blazing before her. Darkness gave way to light and Clare, sweeping back the clothes, stepped
  resolutely out of bed.


  She might nurture a fear of many things but she refused to be intimidated by her dour and disapproving housekeeper. She reached for the quilted robe which she had appropriated from Mr
  Quinns wardrobe one bitter winter long ago, and hugging it about her turned to confront the Irish woman.


  What has happened? Tell me.


  Gowries in the hall.


  Gowrie himself or Gowries lad?


  Gowrie himself.


  What is the hour?


  Five past midnight, Pratie said. Did you not hear him thumpin on the front door?


  No, Clare said. If I had heard him I would have come downstairs at once. Come along, Pratie, out with it. What does Bob Gowrie require at this ungodly hour of the
  night?


  Clare had inherited the Irish woman along with a full complement of domestic servants. Many had been let go when times were hard but those who remained had owed allegiance to Mr Quinn and still
  regarded the notorious young woman who had stolen the ageing widowers heart away as an interloper. Even now, fourteen years on, Clare was unsure quite where she stood with Pratie Kerrigan
  and Mrs Shay, the cook, or if they would extend their loyalty to the last of the Quinns  not her, of course, but Melissa.


  Pratie said, From what I can make o his blethers Gowrie wants you to accompany him to the beach.


  What? At this time of night?


  So it would seem.


  Has the salthouse been damaged by the storm?


  He wouldna tell me, Pratie said. He asked for yourself specific, so he did. Insisted on speakin with the mistress o the house.


  Clare searched for her stockings and under-drawers, seated herself on the edge of the bed and, as modestly as possible, tugged on the garments. Her apprehension had returned though there was
  nothing alarming in what Pratie had told her. Bob Gowrie was her employee and it was quite natural that he would consult her if the saltpans were threatened with damage.


  The wild January weather was probably the cause of her unfledged fancies for, with the door open, everything in the room seemed suddenly animate, curtains, bedclothes, fire-ashes all stirred
  into motion. Even the pages of Mr Quinns Bible, open on a stand on the dressing-table, fluttered as if touched by an unseen hand.


  Melissa kneeled by her, one plump little hand upon her shoulder, curls golden in the candlelight, blue eyes bright with excitement.


  Ill come with you, shall I? she suggested.


  No, you will not.


  I do so want to see Mr Gowrie, Melissa wheedled.


  No.


  Melissa flung her arms about Clares neck.


  Ill be frightened, Mama. She whimpered convincingly. Ill be so frightened up here all by myself.


  Is Lizzie out of bed? Clare asked the housekeeper.


  Theyre all out o bed, Pratie said. Wake the dead, would Gowries hammerin.


  Clare disentangled herself from Melissas arms and pressed a forefinger lightly against the childs lips to still her protests.


  Ill send Lizzie up to keep you company, she promised. Now snuggle into my bed. Be quick.


  Melissa contemplated further argument, thought better of it and with a vigour that almost dislodged Clare from her perch on the edge of the mattress, burrowed, giggling, under the
  bedclothes.


  She tugged the sheet up to her chin, peeped wide-eyed over it and asked, Shall I pray for the poor sailors now, Mama?


  Buttoning the bodice of her day-dress, Clare glanced enquiringly at Pratie, who shrugged and, a moment later, led Clare downstairs, leaving Melissas ingenuous question hanging unanswered
  in the air.


  
    * * *

  


  Bob Gowrie was a broad-cheeked, broad-nosed, plump little man of about fifty, full of his own importance and as bumptious as a beadle.


  Mr Quinn had once told Clare that Gowrie still regarded himself as a bond-serf, enslaved by articles of employment which had long since been revoked by parliamentary acts of emancipation; reason
  enough, perhaps, for Gowries resentment of the fact that, with the master gone, his fate and his familys welfare had fallen into the hands of a woman.


  As Headricks master salter Bob Gowrie might behave as he wished in his seashore domain. Like it or not, though, Clare Quinn was Gowries employer and he was obligated, more by habit
  than contract, to bow the knee to her wishes and answer to her for his wage.


  It was disconcerting to find the salter in the front hall at that hour of the night.


  As a rule Clare met with him in the small back parlour where, much to Gowries chagrin, she would study his sales ledgers and demonstrate rather too much knowledge of accounting for the
  salters liking. Clearly, though, the midnight visit had nothing to do with coal allocations or skimming fees and, it being winter, no salt had been drawn from the pans for weeks.


  Gowrie had not taken time to shake out his best clothes. He had flung on a tattered black pea-jacket, cracked black-leather wading boots and a coal-heavers stiff billed cap which he had
  churlishly neglected to remove on entering the house. Freckled with spray, his tiny half-moon spectacles clung to the tip of his nose as he rocked agitatedly on the wooden footboard that Pratie had
  put down to protect the halls polished floor.


  Clare paused on the half-landing to smooth her skirts and adjust her hair then, giving every appearance of command, glided down the last few steps to the hall.


  Lurking in the kitchen passageway were Mrs Shay and Jen, the scullion, and, rushing past them like a limb of the gale, came Lizzie, all hair and stays and wrinkled stockings. She bobbed a
  curtsey to her mistress and galloped away upstairs to keep Melissa company.


  Clare did not invite the salter to step down from the board nor did she offer him her hand in greeting.


  Well, Mr Gowrie, this is an unexpected call. Am I to take it that the winds blown you here at this late hour?


  After a fashion.


  Damage to my property?


  No, a boat.


  Wrecked?


  If it had been wrecked Id have sent Billy to the Neptune for assistance, he answered.


  If theres no wreck why, not ten minutes ago, did I hear the sound of the lodge bell?


  Im not the one to ask that of, Gowrie said. It may be that a ships lights were seen, though I myself saw nothing of the kind.


  There was something different about the salter tonight. He seemed even more sly and edgy than usual and even before she asked the question Clare sensed that he did not intend to favour her with
  the whole truth.


  Before Clare could speak, however, Pratie thrust the candlestick close to the salters nose and snapped, Well, what is it then? Are you goin to be keepin us
  freezin here all the night long? Out with it.


  Gowrie had always been in awe of the Irish woman and her directness caused him to stammer.


  It  its a k-k-keelboat, Mistress K-K-Kerrigan, washed up in the b-b-bucket pot.


  So there is a wreck? Clare said.


  Shes not wr-wrecked. Shes intact.


  Is there a cargo in her? Clare said.


  None that I can see.


  Have you secured her? Clare asked.


  Aye, Gowrie answered. She was bobbin in the shallows below the salthouse when, about an hour ago, we found her.


  Does this keelboat have a name? Clare said.


  The Midas.


  Then she will be registered.


  Maybe shell not, Gowrie said. Shes only a coastin boat, Mrs Quinn, light enough to be used by lobstermen.


  Do you not recognise her?


  That I do not.


  And you say shes empty?


  As a maidens promise.


  Have you searched the pool for survivors?


  The breakers are frightful heavy, Mrs Quinn. Ill not beriskin life and limb for strangers.


  Leave her high and dry until morning, Clare said, and then report her to the harbour master at Saltcoats or, if you prefer it, send word to Cabel Harding.


  Shes too good a boat to hand over to Cabel, Bob Gowrie said. Begging your pardon, Mrs Quinn, but I was thinking we could keep her.


  Keep her?


  If thats your wish.


  Headricks salters had had more than their fair share of the plunder from the wrecked timber-brig. Clare had no notion where the mahogany beams and lengths of maple had been hidden. But
  Donald had known, Donald had approved, Donald had profited without getting his shoes wet or his hands dirty. Now, it appeared, Bob Gowrie expected her to behave with the same lack of scruples or
  regard for the letter of the law.


  Clare was tempted to send Pratie to the cottage on the Leddings to fetch Norman Tannahill, or Dr John Galloway. The doctor lived on Cedrics Road, almost two miles away, however; and in
  the matter that Bob Gowrie had put before her she did not dare shift responsibility on to Tannahill, a hireling whose rank in Ladybrook stood no higher than that of a farm labourer.


  Scornful of her indecision, Gowrie rocked on the creaking board and squinted at her through his smeared spectacles.


  Clare sucked in a deep breath.


  Pratie, she said, Im going down to the shore to see this boat for myself. Please be good enough to fetch my cape and boots.


  An a lantern? Pratie asked.


  Yes, Clare answered, a lantern too, if you will.


  
    * * *

  


  Clare followed the salter down the side path from the house and across the Linn by the rustic footbridge, the lantern dancing on its ash-pole like a will-o-the-wisp.


  Even in the sheltered glen the wind was strong enough to make Clare stagger. When they emerged from the trees Gowrie grasped her arm and, slanting the pole before him like a lance, supported her
  across the turnpike and on to the steep sandy shoulder above the beach.


  It was just as well that Gowrie was with her. Clare was daintily built and the sudden unimpeded force of the gale might have knocked her to the ground.


  She put an arm around Gowries waist, leaned against him and peered across the dunes.


  Salt spray and stinging sand rendered the air as opaque as German glass and the big wind seemed older than earth and sea, a novel element altogether. She was, however, surprised to discover just
  how easily she could glide through it once she had gained the relative protection of the sandhills, but as she stumbled after Gowrie glimpses of the roaring sea tempered her excitement and caused
  her to bury her face in her hood.


  She did not look up again until the salthouse was reached and she flung herself behind its sheltering gable.


  Gowrie mouthed something unintelligible.


  Clare thrust her face close to his stubbled chin and yelled, Where is the keelboat?


  Front, beached high.


  Show me.


  Mrs Quinn, I  


  I did not come all this way in this weather just for the sake of my health, she shouted. Now show me the blessed boat.


  Still he hesitated. His reluctance to obey her was incomprehensible. The look in his eyes, distorted by wet lenses, was curiously pitying. At length he gave himself a shake, dipped the lantern
  low to the ground and groped for Clares hand.


  This way, Mrs Quinn, he said.


  



  Two


  The Grand Order of Apollo was a good deal less grand than most fraternal institutions. It could boast among its members not a single baronet or earl, let alone a prince of the
  blood royal. Its provincial branches, where they existed, were petty and discreet, none more so than that which convened in the over-room of the Neptune Inn on the last Tuesday of every month to
  celebrate certain secret rituals and, afterwards, enjoy convivial fellowship without fear of interruption.


  The Neptune was a rambling building of no architectural pretension whatsoever. It occupied the north side of the square that gave heart to Ladybrooks inadequate harbourage and bottom to
  the more respectable parts of the town.


  In the course of half a century the original tavern, a long, low, lime-washed cottage, had been extended upwards and sideways until all but two little mullioned windows had been lost in an
  assemblage of crow-stepped gables, eaves and awkward corners fashioned from stone and mortar and topped by weathered clapboard.


  Corinthian pillars and a Euclidean arch did nothing to dignify the edifice for their rigid geometry served only to show up the ramshackle nature of the rest. But as far as the members of Lodge
  Ladybrook were concerned the Neptune, with more entrances and exits than a Shakespearean play, was a perfect haven and an eavesdropper might wander about for half an hour before he found the little
  staircase that led up to the locked door of the temple where the Sons of Apollo forgathered.


  The tolling of the tripod bell that windy Tuesday night had no relevance to weather or ships in distress. The bell was simply a signal that the last catechetical toast had been drunk, the last
  prayer uttered, that the Scribe had closed the Minutes and brothers Ordinary and Scrupulous had been ushered out by the Key-keeper before the hall reopened for business of another, less solemn
  kind.


  Uninitiated gentlemen who had been obliged to cool their heels in the Neptunes salon during the main meeting, sighed with relief and trotted off to find the steep staircase in the depths
  of the inn building.


  At half-past midnight the hall door was closed and all those who had lacked the pith to brave the elements were shut out for ever.


  Below stairs, doors and gates were locked and bolted and the Neptunes maids and potboys, as well as the landlord and his family, melted into the shadows as if even casual knowledge of
  what was going on in the temple upstairs might bring down punishments too horrible to contemplate.


  The little ex officio gathering was in any case complete.


  Brock Harding lolled like an old lion in the carved oak chair by the fireside. Relieved of official duties he had discarded the tasselled apron and rosettes but still wore about his neck the
  chain and Jewel of Apollo as if to remind incomers of the power he wielded here.


  Brock Harding was by trade and profession a humble blacksmith, though he claimed to be a genuine descendant of old Tubal Cain himself and was certainly no ordinary monger of horseshoes and
  wrought-iron gates.


  By the sweat of his brow and a flair for nefarious dealing Brock had elevated himself into the ranks of the bourgeoisie and currently owned several properties in town, including the Neptune, the
  smithy and the row of cottages in which he dwelled with his second wife, his sons, daughters and grandchildren.


  In keeping with his station he wore a riding coat of dark brown velvet with huge gilt buttons, a striped waistcoat and a silk cravat. His hair, a great curly mane of it, glistened like silver in
  the lamplight that illuminated the dais to the right of the fireplace. The passage of time had mellowed his brutal good looks and made him seem less threatening, but none of the real gentlemen
  present were yet willing to claim him as one of their own.


  Brocks eldest sons, Cabel and Daniel, had been appointed stewards for the evening. Muscular, large-limbed and coarse, they looked not unlike their father but had managed by good grooming
  to achieve a degree of poise that made them seem more like Edinburgh advocates than country blacksmiths.


  Cabel, at thirty-seven, had even acquired a certain oratorical polish which, his rural accent notwithstanding, fitted him out as a man destined to rise above his station.


  He climbed confidently on to the wooden platform and raised his arms for silence.


  Gentlemen, gentlemen! We all know why weve gathered here on such a blustery night so I aint a-goin to squander precious time by speechifyin.


  Thank God for that, cried Calum McIntosh, agent for the owner of a colliery at Damaris, a dozen miles away behind the Ardeer hills. Ive had enough spray blown into my
  face tonight to last me a lifetime.


  Cabel grinned at the waggish Mr McIntosh and Brock even favoured him with a chuckle.


  As you know, Cabel went on, tonight is the first sale of the year and I can promise you a display the likes of which you aint never seen before, not even on these
  premises. I observe no strangers here, so I wont trouble you with the rules. Suffice to remind you youre hirers not buyers. Sign the papers, pay your cash and keep everything legal
  and above board.


  A canvas curtain screened the halls long wall. Behind it aside door opened and admitted a swirl of cold wind and the shuddering boom of the sea from the beach nearby.


  Beneath the curtains lifting skirts several pairs of little bare feet were exposed.


  The members of the audience paid no more attention to what Cabel had to say and concentrated their interest entirely upon the feet as if, like horse-copers, they believed that the quality of an
  animal could be judged just by the shape of its hoof.


  Cabel paused until the feet came to rest, each pair in position, heels against the wall.


  Brother Daniel, who was herdsman to the cargo, slammed shut the small side door.


  To allay your fears, Cabel continued, I can assure you that the produce is fresh in from the country.


  What country? McIntosh interrupted. What treats do you have for us tonight, Cabe? French prisoners?


  Nothin quite so exotic. The usual country. Ireland.


  Are they orphans? asked Oscar Jaynes, laconically.


  Guaranteed without kith or kin, said Cabel.


  Charity brats?


  Thats it, Mr Jaynes.


  May one enquire from which Irish workhouses they were purchased?


  One may enquire, sir, but one will not be told, said Cabel smoothly. I mean, I dont go askin where you buy your butcher meat, do I?


  Oscar Jaynes laughed. Damned if Id tell you.


  There you are then, said Cabel.


  The point is are they clean and healthy? Robertson Blyth managed Cairns colliery on behalf of his father-in-law, the fearsome Lord McCracken.


  Course theyre clean and healthy, Mr Blyth, said Cabel. Do you think my brother dont pick em carefully? Daniel knows what youre after and
  makes sure the stuff is right. Never had much cause for complaint so far, have you, Mr Blyth?


  None at all.


  What about the females? said Oscar Jaynes.


  What about them?


  Do you guarantee their purity?


  If you mean what I thinks you mean, Mr Jaynes, no, its up to you to discover if theyre guaranteed  but only after youve squared your
  bill.


  Under cover of the laughter that greeted Cabels remark Brock whispered to his son to move the proceedings along then he settled back in his chair and eyed his clients speculatively. He
  knew them all, and all their little foibles.


  Colliery agents were only interested in hiring boys to fill the niches in their pits that damp, disease and small disasters regularly emptied. Bull Thompson from the high farm at
  Mossgrove preferred girls and was willing to pay a good price to satisfy his appetite for untouched innocence. When he wearied of the new piece he would pass her on to one of his tenants to use for
  field labour and would return to the Neptune to buy himself another toy.


  To stock his city brothels Oscar Jaynes would take either girls or boys, provided they were pretty, though to Brocks way of thinking there was no scarcity of footloose females and lost
  lambs to be found in Glasgow.


  It was Robertson Blyth who had first put the idea of trafficking in live cargo into Brock Hardings head. The venture had turned out to be profitable and a deal less hazardous than running
  untaxed rock salt from Liverpool, an exercise in free trade which had cost Brocks brother, Jericho, his life.


  Labour was scarce in the Scottish coalfields and trained hewers could name their price. On the other hand Irelands workhouses and charity schools overflowed with unwanted children who
  might be bred and bonded to the underground trades. It was not that the Irish as a race were particularly cruel to their offspring or sought to be rid of them, but the French wars and distracting
  internal struggles kept the peasant class in constant penury and in almost every family there were more mouths to feed than food to feed them. In consequence Daniel Harding, with two or three trips
  a year, had little difficulty in matching supply to demand.


  Tonight eleven youngsters cowered behind the curtain. They had been purchased on the cheap from workhouses in the north, shipped by coalboat from Ballycastle two days ago and kept out of sight
  in the Hardings old stable since their arrival in Ladybrook. They had been well enough fed and not, so far, ill-treated. That afternoon, though, each of the darlings had been scrubbed
  spotless, had their nails pared and hair combed and had been dressed in short sarks to show off their limbs.


  Brock was particularly pleased with one acquisition, a girl whose name was recorded as Eleanor Antrim. She was three or four years older than the others, a raven-haired, dark-eyed beauty who,
  Brock was sure, would fetch a tidy sum. When Cabel had finally finished his harangue and the curtain was drawn to expose the tearful children it was, as Brock had anticipated, Eleanor Antrim who
  attracted all the attention.


  Start with her, Cabel, Brock murmured. Start with the dark beauty.


  Aye, Dad, Cabel answered and, winking at his eager audience, brought Eleanor forward by the hand.


  
    * * *

  


  Robertson Blyth was a gentleman of uncommon severity. He seldom smiled and never laughed. He had precious little to laugh about, really. As son-in-law to Lord McCracken and
  husband to the formidable Sarah, he was committed to keeping the colliery at Cairns in profit by every means in his power. He had a reputation for being a hard taskmaster and not thought any the
  less of for that. But several lodge brethren considered him a prig for his refusal to drink himself insensible and for his swift departure from late meetings when the talk turned bawdy.


  As an elder of St Cedrics kirk, though, he was perhaps entitled to be a bit stand-offish. It was also undeniable that his presence added moral ballast to proceedings that often got out of
  hand. Certainly he had no stain on his character and, although only forty-two, he had already acquired the air of glum sagacity that usually accompanies late middle-age.


  Robertson Blyth had no interest in girls. There were women aplenty among the riff-raff that his managers employed, colliers daughters, say, or the widows of pressed seamen who were only
  too willing to haul creels and pick coals for a shilling a day. He had no need of female domestics either. His house overflowed with cooks, maids and scullions, a hierarchy so complex in its
  distinctions that only his wife could keep track of it.


  Robertson Blyths purpose at Neptunes sales was to find boys to haul waggons, operate vents and shovel dross, nothing more nor less than that.


  What you see before you, gentlemen, Cabel was saying, is a fine young Protestant girl of about fifteen summers. She can write a fair hand but she aint no scholar and
  she is, so she tells me, unversed in the ways of the world.


  Will she do what shes told?


  Shell learn all the lessons you wish to teach her, Cabel Harding said. Look at her, gentlemen. Aint she a peach? If you cant find a use for her yourself
  why not take her home for your wife?


  Ill give you three pounds for her.


  Shes worth twice that, Mr Jaynes.


  Five.


  Good for you, Mr Thompson.


  Six.


  Ill spring seven.


  Pounds or guineas, sir?


  Guineas.


  Until that very moment, just after midnight on a wild January night, Robertson Blyth had considered himself immune to corporeal temptation.


  It shocked him considerably when he heard himself call out, Ten pounds, and felt his right hand rise to register the bid.


  Brock Hardings greedy yellow eyes slid in the coalmasters direction. Was that you, Mr Blyth?


  It was, Mr Harding.


  Shes a female, you know?


  I have observed that fact, Mr Harding.


  Ten it is then. Cabel shrugged. Mr Jaynes?


  She must have charms invisible to me, Jaynes said. Still, Ill keep the pot boiling. Make it twelve.


  Fifteen, Robertson Blyth said promptly.


  Necks craned, heads swivelled. Too late to retract. He would lose face by withdrawing now. Besides, the young girls gaze was upon him, pleading with him  so Blyth imagined 
  not to let her fall into the clutches of a man like Jaynes or Thompson.


  Twenty, damn it, said Oscar Jaynes.


  A tinkers child could be bought for five shillings on the quays of Ardrossan, a charity brat for next to nothing, but tinkers brats and workhouse waifs seemed like flotsam compared
  to the beautiful Irish girl.


  Oh, God, what am I doing? Robertson Blyth thought. He was engaged in an act of sheer, extravagant folly yet he seemed powerless to call a halt. The girls breasts rose
  and fell against the shift and when he appeared to hesitate she clapped a hand to her lips in horror.


  And five, Robertson Blyth announced.


  Thats five-and-twenty, Mr Blyth.


  I know, Cabel. I know.


  Mr Jaynes?


  I wouldnt pay that for a duchess, Oscar Jaynes declared.


  And there being no more bids on Eleanor Antrim, Cabel cried out, Done, and signalled to his brother to take the prize downstairs.


  
    * * *

  


  Clares initial impression was that the boat had been hauled an impossibly long distance from the edge of the pool. The pond itself was too flurried by wind and wave to
  reveal much and beyond it only surging breakers were visible against the black night sky. She had no alternative but to accept Gowries word that the craft had indeed been found floating in
  the pot and somehow dragged close to the shelter of the salthouse.


  Its mast was intact, its sail neatly furled, oars still roped to the rowlocks. Crouched by the bow, she gestured to Gowrie to dip the lantern and by its light saw that the vessel had shipped
  very little water and showed no signs at all of damage.


  Wheres Billy? she shouted.


  Indoors with the others.


  I want you to search the beach.


  What for?


  To make sure that the occupants of the boat havent been washed ashore.


  Gowrie seemed to shrink from her. Wait until mornin, Mrs Quinn. Its too dark tonight.


  No, she told him. Fetch Billy and do it now.


  Very well, said Gowrie. If you insist upon it.


  She had expected him to put up an argument and was taken aback by his sudden capitulation. He wiped his chin with his hand, nodded, then headed off into the salthouse without another word,
  taking the lantern with him.


  She wished that she had spared time to send for Norman Tannahill or John Galloway. There was something very odd and sinister about the appearance of the boat, and in Gowries behaviour.
  Filled with apprehension she hurried towards the the panhouse and, struggling against panic, pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped quickly inside.


  The panhouses stout stone walls reduced the volume of sound to a piping wail and Clare, relieved to be indoors, shucked off her hood. Rakes, skimmers and shovels were racked against the
  wall like muskets and the metal-lined pans loomed like medieval tombs in the half-light. She peered up the steep wooden staircase which led via a trapdoor to the Gowries living quarters.


  Gowrie? Clare said. Gowrie, are you there?


  She loitered by the foot of the stairs, weary now, cold and irritable. She was impatient to have this silly stramash over and done with and to be back warm in bed with Melissa.


  Footsteps on the boards overhead; Clare tilted her head to call out to the salter once more. Gow  


  A hand closed over her mouth. She was snatched back into the gloom beneath the staircase. Gloved fingers smothered her cry of alarm. An arm snared her waist. She felt herself being lifted, swung
  round and, before she could resist, drawn into an embrace.


  Hush, an almost forgotten voice told her. Hush, my love, not a sound if you please.


  The kidskin grip slackened.


  Astonished, Clare uttered the name of the man who had fathered her first-born child, who by selfishness and neglect had brought about that same childs death.


  Frederick?


  Yes, dearest. Ive come back.


  But  but why?


  To marry you, of course, Frederick Striker said.
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