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To Lisa Highton 
With thanks for the Two Roads years




She could write. She could count. She could think. She could parse a Latin sentence and decline a Latin noun. She could hear melodies in the white wind and the restive waters and the pulse of rain on leaf, and make songs of them in Gaelic and English. She knew that people condoned inhumane practices and that words could persuade them to recognise it. She was Jamesina Ross.
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Part I 

The Kitchen Bed

Late evening

Wednesday, 23 July 1884
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There he goes, giving the embers in the range a last stir, which is a thing he does every night. To keep the warmth going, he says, though they could do without it this time of year. On hot nights this bed is a cauldron. Cold nights too, come to that, now that her body has started firing up for no reason at all, which, heaven knows, she could have done without too. He’ll be getting soot over the place if he’s not careful, though he usually is, right enough, being in most respects a careful man, tidy and precise. She liked that about him from the start. Those long, deft fingers whisking his tools away, arranging his pelts and his felts – 

pelts felts, 

felts pelts – 

his movements quick and neat. 

Just let the ashes be, she has told him more than once, but where’s the point? He’ll get his own way, as he always does. Comes across so mild and compliant, but the next thing you know he’ll be doing whatever it is you said not to and your head will be birling at how he has managed it. That’s how they ended up in a train last week, wheeching up to the Highlands before she had time to catch her breath, the hills getting higher and balder, sunlight on the great firths, lagoons of wren’s-egg blue in the firmament, which is just the kind of word Mr Aird would have used. She had made it plain as plain that she did not want to be dragged back to Strathcarron. Not the slightest interest did she have in peering at glens with their souls ripped out and wailing over the field she was carried from on a litter thirty years ago. ‘Come on,’ says he. ‘It will do us good to go back.’ Well, maybe it did (and this is the trouble she’s got here, because he was right in the end that good came from it), though she’ll likely not get a wink’s sleep thinking about everything that visit has left in her mind. They got back to Anne Street, yesterday was it? and they’ve been quiet with one another since, their minds full and their hearts too. He was affected by that trip more than he thought he would be. Said it made him feel as if he had been leading his life backwards since the day he knocked at her door nine months ago.

But this knack he has of getting his own way. Not an inkling of that wily determination did she get when he turned up on her doorstep out of the blue last Halloween, doing that apologetic wee stroke to his lip that she recognised right away. She had him down then for being diffident, shy even, which was all to the good. He would not be the kind of lodger to push himself forward and get in her way, but could be relied on to wipe his shoes on the mat, make his bed and keep himself to himself. Now look at him. He went off and bought those rail tickets without so much as a by-your-leave, and that was that: they were off the next day, she in her wedding hat and a bad temper. It’s infuriating (in plus furia, into fury) to have to go round wondering what he is going to produce next that you have explicitly told him you want nothing to do with. A mirror, for instance. He’s been on about putting one up since the day they were wed, which was how many weeks ago? not many. He could do with one for trimming his moustache, he said. Dear lord, that moustache. Started mentioning how nicely it would fit over the mantelpiece in the parlour. 

‘Do you think I want to see this?’ she had demanded, jabbing a finger at the broken cheek. ‘Or this?’, slapping at the cavity in her forehead with the heel of her palm.

‘I don’t see why not,’ he said, calm as you like. 

Well, if he ever does bring a mirror into this house, she will smash it. She’ll hurl one of his precious shoes at it, toss it out the window with her eyes shut if she has to. And maybe he knows it, because he hasn’t smuggled one in yet, although he does make an unnecessary exhibition of standing in front of the kitchen window when the sun is slanting in just so, jutting his chin from side to side and making an awful palaver about locating his lip in the glass.

She watches him bending over the fire, noting the way his hair has started to creep over the collar of his nightshirt. Still plenty of black in it, curtain-straight. He was taken once for an Algonquian Indian, so he says. Algonquian: now there’s a word. Urchin hair is what she used to think. She’ll get the scissors to it in the morning. 

To be truthful, he’s quite a bonnie figure to look at in this light. Which she will certainly not be telling him, since he is not as far removed from vanity as he likes to think he is. He’s lean and graceful as he rises to his feet there, his face just that bit mysterious and unknowable. Mind you, everything is beautiful and mysterious in this light. Look at the way it has softened the edges of the room and draped all her ordinary bits and pieces in dove-grey shadows. It wouldn’t take much to imagine that table ready for a banquet, never mind that not so long ago they were eating a couple of haddock fillets off it, Brodie’s best, and a switched egg. A starched cloth is upon it in her mind’s eye, freshened in an orchard breeze and perfumed with, let’s say, soap. Oh, and apples. Candles on their way, tall, white candles, not the old stub she keeps on a chair by the bed in case anyone, usually her, is taken short in the night.

Where was she? A banquet. A feast of meat and sweet wine. That’s from The Odyssey. The fruit of the lotus, whatever that is, did she ever know? but it gives her a sleepy feeling yet. Honeyed Migdale sunshine pouring through the manse window and over the pages of Mr Aird’s book. The long walk home with the sun drooping into the Strathcarron hills, storming her mind with poetry. 

Evening light. 

Vespera lux. 

Funny to have Latin words and ancient stories popping out without even trying. Mr Aird would be proud of her: the Reverend Gustavus Aird, who has also come back this evening exactly as he used to be, trotting beside her on his pony or pushing books under her nose in his bright study. Words and scenes and stories, clear as a rinsed morning. And yet was she not in and out of Brodie’s twice this morning before she remembered she was there for haddock? How do you explain that? How do you explain why it’s so hard to think about some things and not others? One minute she can be remembering with such clarity; and not just remembering but thinking through and working out; not just having a thought but analysing it along the way. She can revel then, just revel, in the words arranging themselves in her head. She can observe her mind as if she is outside it, rejoicing in the poetry of silent sound, the beautiful mystery of meaning.

The next minute hour day week it’s different. She tried explaining this to the old doctor. Sometimes it’s like being inside a bad colour, she told him. Or maybe she didn’t. Maybe she is just telling him now. My mind struggles sometimes, Doctor, to get out of this colour. What colour, my dear? An off shade of white mostly, but it could be any colour that shouldn’t be there. Nothing with a dazzle, Doctor – that’s the main thing to understand. It’s not a pure white like fresh snow in the sunlight, or a bleached sheet, or the rim of an egg fried just right. More like a stained handkerchief you can hardly bear to wash, knowing who’s had a nose to it. And right enough he did seem to understand, that doctor, if she could remember his name. 

Damage, he said. There is ancient damage.

A tweak to the curtains now, same as always. It never makes the slightest difference how much tweaking he does, because the evening light leaks right through them at this time of year and that’s that, but he does it every night anyway: a tug to each side, a wee pat, a quick eyeing of the hem which he likely thinks he could have sewn better himself. He’s light on his feet too – 

evening light, foot light,

that’s a pun – 

and on the slight side for a man in his forties. Slight, light. Light, slight. Something feline in his grace. 

Feles. A cat. 

Felicity. Happiness.

Mr Aird glancing down from his pony. A pearly morning sky. Brambles draped in spider gauze. Autumn berries bright as blood. 

‘What has happiness to do with cats, sir?’

‘Not a thing,’ Mr Aird said, and his eyes creased that way they used to when he was pleased. She liked to please the minister.

‘The English word felicity – take note of this, Jamesina; I shall ask you next time – is from the Latin felicitas, which is derived in its turn from felix, which means “happy”. Feles, a cat. Felix, happy. You have it?’

She had it. She skipped after him as the beast picked a nimble path among the stones along the water’s edge. 

Felix, felicitas, she sang to herself. 

It’s as if a cupboard in her mind has been yanked open, memories spilling everywhere. Or maybe not a cupboard. ‘Construct your metaphors with exactitude, Jamesina.’ Might be a drawer, a chest, trunk, jar, box. Pandora’s box. Might be a barrel. Barrel of fun, barrel of memories. Or a bunker, like the one under the dresser there that you can’t let the coalman fill too high or there will be an almighty mess. A mess of memories gleaming black over her clean floor. 

When the knock came last year, she thought it was bairns wanting something for their Halloween. She always had something in for the guisers when they chapped her door, even if it was just the wee ones up the stair hopping around in an old sheet. She liked to reward their thin voices and tell them it was good to know poems, good to sing songs. But not a thing did she have in for them that night. 

She was sitting by the kitchen range with her back to the bed, usual position, so she could pretend to herself that Archie was still in it, right there behind her if she only chose to look, sleeping soft and gentle with the fever gone and the tight, violet skin beneath his eyes fair again and smooth. She was feeling angry with herself for not having an apple in the house to give those bairns when she had meant to get a bag of them in that afternoon. She sat on. The bairns would take themselves off soon enough.

But no, the knocking came again. And then again, bolder this time, cheeky besoms. They’d be scuffing her good step. So she took herself off to answer the door. 

Slim-built man standing there, dark hair greying in places, neatly dressed if a mite threadbare about the seams. Polite. Introduced himself in an American accent by a name she had not heard in years and years and years. 

At first she thought, who’s to say it’s him? There are Munros all over Scotland and there must be plenty gone overseas as well. Nothing to say that some stray shoemaker at her door with a name anybody could have was going to be one of the Strathcarron boys. 

She knew, though. There was a lot that was different, right enough – dear heavens, the moustache – but there was a moment when he did that patting thing to his lip, that flick of a forefinger to one side then the other, that she knew. Scales fell from her eyes, as Mr Aird would say, like Paul, or was it Saul, in Damascus, and what were scales doing there anyway, because it sounded awful sore. 

Eye scales 

skin scales

fish scales 

leaf scales

music scales 

kettle scales 

tooth scales 

justice scales

Brodie’s scales

Pinkerton’s scales

MacPhail’s scales.

Anyway, she knew who he was. In that moment she knew exactly who he used to be. 
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He likes to see her wrapped like this in drowsy shadow. Darkness takes hours to claim the room at this time of year, especially with the kitchen curtains being so thin and inclined to meet more hesitantly in the middle than a stickler for straight lines and neat stitching generally likes to see. But there is something severely hopeful about Scotland’s summer light that he deeply appreciates. Even so far south of the place he first encountered it, even in a town of smoking chimneys, there is a bracing northern quality to it. It feels to him now as if he has missed this light, although if he is honest he never gave it a thought before. The skies over the Passaic river were filled with storm light, golden light, brown industrial light, hazy yellow heat light, but there were never skies like these. 

He enjoys feeling her eyes on him from the bed as he goes round making the room ready for sleep, straightening the breadbin as he passes the dresser, checking the latch on the door through to the lobby. There is safety in detail, safety in order. ‘Do you always do that?’ she asked on their wedding night, a shade querulously. He had smiled at that. ‘Well, there wasn’t much to check on when I was sleeping in the parlour,’ he said.

He slides into bed and stretches on his side to face her, head propped on one arm. Leaning closer, he rakes his fingers through the wiry waves that are escaping her nightcap in the usual fashion. Why does she insist on wearing this abomination when there is always more hair out than in? 

Smoothing a few strands aside, he puts his thumb to her forehead, pressing gently in the hollow of the old injury, stroking her warm skin. She likes him to do this, although he took his life in his hands the first time, oh boy he did, and if not his life, his tenancy for sure. Sometimes it still strikes him as extraordinary that he is here in her bed at all.

Her hands are clasped across the front of her nightgown like a plaster-cast saint in some dusty cathedral. The saint in question has also begun fanning her face with small but ostentatious blowing motions, which is not encouraging either. 

He places a light hand on one breast, the degree of lightness precisely calculated to leave the impression of a chance alighting. Should retreat become advisable, the hand can be just as casually removed and forces reassembled. It depends on how the marital wind is blowing on any given night and in particular on whether Jamesina has unaccountably, and in the space of about three seconds, become too hot. In the latter event he has been known to murmur, ‘In that case let’s get this nightgown off you then.’ An eminently practical solution, as anyone would agree. But, ‘No, that won’t help!’ she is liable to snap back. Experience suggests that the demure approach is the wiser one. 

Cupping her breast a fraction more purposefully, he sets about the gentle squeezing which experience assures him is the place to start when approaching a garment so formidably impenetrable, so determinedly tied at the neck, so snugly shrouding the feet. Whether his hand can proceed further, on a cautiously judged path southwards towards an ankle and then up the more hazardous route of the inside leg, remains to be seen. 

He might try singing as he goes. She likes that sometimes.
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