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Prologue
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Two young girls sit in the green-golden shade of a weeping willow. The buttery late-afternoon sun dapples their arms and lights up their heads, one dark and one copper, bent together over a daisy chain. Their fingers are stained with the juice from the stems and they are whispering, their voices dipping and diving like swallows. They are safe in their secret green chamber where they are weaving their hopes for a life that stretches before them and will take them over the Galloway Hills and beyond. The peculiar, magical light dances on their skin, shimmering and changing colour, iridescent as a trout in a gravel stream. Lily and Jeanie. Lily as pale as the creamy milk that comes from the herd in the pasture below, Jeanie as brown as the hazelnuts gathered by her friends, the tinkers encamped on the sandy beach known as the Doon.

Lily crowns her friend with a daisy garland and sits back on her heels to admire the way the tiny white petals edged with pink sit on Jeanie’s untidy dark curls. ‘When I’m a famous artist, I will paint you every day,’ she says. ‘You’re the queen of the forest.’

Jeanie’s teeth flash in a face smudged with dirt. ‘No, you’re the one that’s more like a queen.’ She edges closer. ‘Tell me again where we’ll live when we are grown women?’

Lily lets her hands rest in her lap and closes her eyes. ‘In my studio in Glasgow.’

‘The city! That would be fine, just fine. We can eat cream cakes off fancy plates with silver forks. And I’ll be a famous dancer. The tinkers have been learning me to tumble and the high-wire lady shows me fancy tricks like pirouettes and the splits. She used to be a dancer and told me there’s a theatre in Glasgow with its own sea for the mermaids, and a waterfall for the horses that come galloping through the water with real-live injuns riding them. I’ll wear a sparkly costume and feathers in my hair and kick higher than all the other dancers. But don’t worry, I’ll be sure to give you a wee wave in the audience.’

‘I’ll have to be quick with my pencil if I’m to sketch all that,’ Lily says.

‘Draw me now, doing this, look!’ Jeanie springs up, lithe as a cat, and cartwheels through a gap in the willow branches and out onto the open hilltop, her ragged skirt riding up to show bare flanks as she lands in the splits.

Lily runs out after her, laughing. ‘You’d better wear drawers when you’re a dancer.’

Jeanie’s thin arms held high in fifth position make a graceful arc, the way she has been taught by the former prima ballerina now reduced to dancing for coppers at country fairs.

A faint call rings out from a stone house in the valley below. ‘That will be Mama.’ Lily shades her eyes to make out the distant figure waving at the garden gate. A flicker of movement makes her turn. A man is watching them, half hidden by a copse of beech trees. He sits hunched on a camping stool under a large white umbrella and works on a canvas. Lily nudges Jeanie so she collapses in a heap of skinny brown legs and arms.

‘What did you do that for, you daftie?’ Jeanie says, pulling her fingers through her tangled hair to remove burrs and twigs.

Lily shades her eyes to get a better look. ‘It’s the artist from the pink house in the High Street. I think he saw your bare bottom.’

Jeanie jumps up and sticks her tongue out at him, hands on hips, skinny legs astride. ‘He shouldn’t have been keeking at my arse, the dirty midden. He still hasn’t paid me the penny he promised for painting me and my wee sisters down by the burn. We sat so long we got pins and needles.’ She tugs at Lily’s sleeve. ‘Never mind him. Race you down the hill. Last one’s a scabby dug!’

Golden light pools over the hills and a ragged black cloud of starlings rises and falls against the summer sky. The two girls run down the steep slope, white specks against the green while the shadows lengthen behind them, purple as a bruise. 
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Lily was gazing out of the schoolroom window, chin on hand, watching a pair of wood pigeons duck their heads and kiss their beaks in a courtship dance. Her other hand drew the birds, covering the pages of her jotter in thumbnail sketches. Jeanie nudged her, jolting her back to the clatter and hum of the classroom, but it was too late – the teacher was standing before her.

‘Lily Crawford, how many times do I have to tell you to pay attention? You’re an awful lass for having your head in the clouds.’ 

Lily bent her head. ‘Yes, Miss Clarkson.’

The teacher started to walk away only to turn around and catch Jeanie screwing up her face and crossing her eyes, making Lily snort with laughter behind her hand.

‘Right, that’s it! I’ve had enough of your cheek, Jean Taylor. Hold out your hand.’ Jeanie bit her lips to stop herself crying as the leather tawse stung her palm. 

Lily stood up, colour mounting in her cheeks. ‘That’s not fair, miss. Jeanie was only trying to cheer me up, and it was me who was distracted and being told off, not her.’

‘Don’t you dare talk back to me, young lady. You may be the doctor’s daughter, but I’ll have none of your airs and graces in this schoolroom. Hold out your hand.’ Lily glared at her, stony-faced, while the tawse bit into her palm. ‘Now go on outside, both of you, and sit on the steps for the rest of the class and have a good think to yourselves.’

When the bell rang at the end of the school day, the two girls found themselves surrounded by a circle of jeering boys. 

A farmer’s son, his shoulders already broad, his fists like mallets, sneered at Lily where she sat with Jeanie on the steps. ‘Got what was coming to you, eh, Miss Hoity-Toity, fancy-pants? You think you’re better than us because you speak as if you’ve a mouth full of boules?’ 

A skinny lad with a face like a rat squealed and pointed at Jeanie’s tear-streaked cheeks. ‘Wee cry baby! At least your face is getting a wash for a change, ya dirty cow.’ He kicked at the ragged skirt of her dress. ‘When’s your mammy going to make you a new dress – or is she too busy hoorin’?’

With a snarl, Jeanie leapt up and on her tormentor like a wildcat clinging to a tree trunk. Startled, the boy fell into the dirt of the playground and screamed as Jeanie pummelled him with her fists. The farm boy went to help his friend, but Lily was too quick for him and stuck out a leg and he fell face first, banging his nose in a starburst of blood. Before he could recover, she pulled Jeanie off the rat-faced boy and they ran out of the playground. They didn’t stop until they’d passed the harbour where the queenie boats were tied up after the day’s fishing and they’d reached the beach.

The two girls hunkered down at the edge of the water and dipped their throbbing hands into the coolness. Jeanie’s back heaved with sobs and Lily put her arms around her, feeling how her spine and shoulder blades stuck out. 

‘Don’t mind them, Jeanie. They’re ignorant boys and you’re the queen of Kirkcudbright.’

Jeanie sniffed and wiped her red eyes. ‘They can go to hell. I hate them all. I hate this place. I don’t want to be the queen of Kirkcudbright, I want to get out of here.’

Lily looked across the estuary at the hills beyond and felt the wind ruffle through her hair and the spring sun warm her face. Above them, seagulls wheeled and mewled like newborn babies. School was a trial, but she bore it by retreating into a daydream. Her jotters were full of sketches and doodles. Jeanie, she knew, was different; she couldn’t sit still in the stuffy classroom and itched to be outdoors, leaping and running and dancing, climbing trees and stretching her brown limbs. Lily knew how to cheer Jeanie up. 

She stood up and pulled off her dress. ‘Come on, last one in’s a hairy egg!’ Lily waded into the estuary and plunged in head first.

Jeanie splashed after her, not bothering to take off her dress. She sank down and let the waves lap over her shoulders and floated on her back. Squinting up at the sky with its scudding clouds, she grinned as the icy water crept through her hair and over her face, washing away the dirt of poverty and the taunts of the school day.
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Lily was shaken awake by a gentle hand. She rubbed her eyes and opened them to see her mother.

‘What time is it, Mama?’

‘I don’t know, darling, but it’s early.’ Lily’s mother drew back the curtains to reveal a dawn sky suffused with pink. She opened the window wide and birdsong filled the room. ‘If we go to the woods now, we’ll have all morning.’

Lily threw back the covers and dressed quickly. They stole out of the sleeping house and into the dew-damp morning. The town was quiet, their footsteps the only sound on the cobbled streets as they made their way past the pastel-coloured houses and through narrow wynds to Barrhill Wood. They climbed the stile and entered the woods, their canvas bags slung across their chests. Bluebells carpeted the ground between the trees. As they walked deeper into the woods, Lily’s mother pointed out the way the quality of the light and shade deepened or brightened the colours. They stopped at a pond and sat with their sketchbooks open to wait and watch. After a while a red squirrel crept down a tree trunk, pausing to sniff the air, before dashing along an overhanging branch to the water’s edge, dipping its acorn-shaped head to drink. Lily’s charcoal flew across the page to capture the movements of its feathery tail, the way the tiny claws curved and gripped the bark. Her mother glanced at her drawing and nodded before returning to her own work. They spent the morning walking and sketching, making careful studies of the minute hanging bells on the wild hyacinths, and of the yellow siskins and scarlet crossbills flitting through the trees to feast on the green budding pine cones.

By the time they returned home with twigs and pine needles in their hair and the hems of their skirts stained with mud and grass, Lily was ravenous and followed her nose and the smell of bacon and coffee to the dining room. She stopped at the door at the sight of her father, glowering behind his newspaper at the head of the table. He folded his newspaper and stood; his expression was thunderous. Lily felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder.

‘I work hard all week tending to the ailments of the good people of this town and I expect to rest on Sunday. How foolish of me! Instead, my morning is interrupted by having to read this note from Lily’s teacher, which you, my dear, seem to have forgotten to bring to me.’ He moved a scrap of paper on the table and Lily bit her lip. It must have fallen out of her pocket and been picked up by Bridie, the daily. Her father narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s a long and dreary litany of complaints about your behaviour. I nearly nodded off while reading it, but am I to understand that you and that little ragamuffin of a friend were given the belt?’

Lily lifted her chin. ‘Miss Clarkson was picking on Jeanie again, it wasn’t fair.’

Her father removed his spectacles and rubbed the space between his eyebrows. ‘God grant me patience! Instead of coming with us to visit your aunts, you’ll go to your room and stay there.’ He picked up his newspaper again and shook it. Lily took the hint and raced up the stairs. She was delighted with her punishment, which meant she’d have the rest of the day to work up her sketches. Her fingers already itched for the delicious box of pastels her mother had bought her for her last birthday. There was just the right shade of ochre for the red squirrel.
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Jeanie stirred the porridge pot and tried not to breathe in the fumes from the handkerchiefs boiling away on the range. The kitchen stank of the dirty laundry her mother took in for a pittance and the pulley was festooned with undershirts waiting to be starched and ironed. Her little brothers and sisters sat around the kitchen table with their empty bowls. Jeanie thinned the porridge with water from the kettle to make it go further and served it up with a jug of milk.

‘What about you, Jeanie?’ one of her brothers asked, as he scraped up the last spoonful. 

‘I’m no hungry,’ she said. But the familiar hollow feeling in her stomach started to burn. After she’d shooed them outside, she went to help her mother, who was pounding clothes into a lather of grey suds in the wash house. Together, they hauled the wet clothes out of the rinsing water and twisted them, one at each end, before Jeanie fed them through the ringer. Her mother stopped and clutched her lower back and Jeanie brought her a cup of water.

She drank and wiped her mouth. ‘You’re a good lass,’ she said, turning to pick up a petticoat from the heap of dirty laundry. Jeanie knew by the size of the pile that her mother had been up since dawn. The wash house darkened and Jeanie turned around to see her mother’s latest bidie-in standing in the doorway. 

‘Look at the pair of you, hard at work, you’re making me feel tired!’ Calum Mackay laughed and beckoned to Jeanie’s mother. ‘Come and have a rest, it’s Sunday after all.’ Jeanie’s lips tightened as her mother flew to his arms and rested her head on his chest. She was besotted and seemed to lose her senses when Calum was around. He grabbed her around the waist and swung her around and whispered into her ear. She giggled and they headed back to the cottage: no doubt the big brass bed she now shared with him would soon be rattling and squeaking. Jeanie grimaced and turned back to the sink to rinse the petticoat and put it through the ringer. Her mother had been so happy since Calum had stopped at their gate one day, offering to mend the fence and chop firewood. Ma had asked him to stay for supper and her eyes had lit up when he’d pulled out a half-pint bottle of whisky from his waistcoat. The fire was soon roaring with the logs he’d cut, the room transformed with warmth and laughter as Calum told stories of his travels and the sights he’d seen as a salesman, a small child on each knee. When he rose and put on his hat, Ma had said he could stay and sleep in front of the fire. When Jeanie had come down the next morning his shoes were by the grate but there was no sign of him. 

It only took Calum a few days to become the man of the house, shovelling down huge helpings of stovies or mutton stew while the little ones made do with bread and dripping. But at least Ma was singing again and planting wee kisses on the top of his head. He’d pull at her apron strings to tease her, and she’d blush and bat him away. The little children soon took to clambering on his lap and pulling at his sideburns, but Jeanie was wary of this charming stranger; as the eldest, she’d seen a few men come and go from the cottage. Some of them had been rough with her brothers and sisters and had given Ma the odd black eye, but this Calum had a gentle voice and spoke proper, like Lily and her family. It was obvious from his silk handkerchiefs and patched but quality clothes that he was a cut above the sprawling Taylors, who were at the bottom of the pile in Kirkcudbright, and Jeanie wondered why such a fine gentleman was holed up in their damp cottage. Jeanie had asked him one night, when he was picking his teeth, feet up on the hearth, and his answer was smooth and too swift, as if he’d thought it out before. 

‘I had a top job as a clerk for one of the big law firms in Glasgow, but it was too stuffy for me. I wanted the freedom of the open road, an adventure, and look what I found, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.’ He’d grabbed Ma by the waist and kissed her until she wriggled and squealed with delight. Jeanie hadn’t believed a word of it.

Now she heaved the basket of wet clothes out to the green and pegged the contents on the line. The sun had burned off the early morning mist and a soft wind carried the briny scent of the sea towards her, and she lifted her face and closed her eyes to breath it in. She’d go down to the Doon on the north side of the estuary, to the tinkers’ camp, and see Tatiana, who always made time for her. She had once danced with the finest Russian ballet companies but left her career behind to marry one of the show people. Jeanie’s stomach rumbled at the thought of Tatiana’s thick meat stews and the bread she baked every morning.

[image: Image]

Tatiana watched Jeanie as she mopped her plate with the last piece of bread. ‘Do you want another dance lesson today?’ Jeanie nodded, her mouth too full to talk, and Tatiana shook her head. ‘You’ll get a cramp dancing on a full stomach.’ She picked up a basket. ‘We’ll walk down to the water’s edge and I’ll show you how to find better food than you can buy in any shop.’ 

On the beach, she taught Jeanie how to dig cockles and spoots out of the sand and prise mussels off the rocks. They gathered dulse, the red, meaty seaweed Tatiana added to her stews, and moved inland to the salt marshes to gather sea aster for its tangy leaves, and further out for wild garlic, nettles and dandelion leaves.

Back at the camp, Jeanie sat on the steps of Tatiana’s wagon and waited for her lesson. She watched a group of children pull a dog around in a cart. Like Jeanie, their faces were streaked with dirt, their knees filthy and their hair tangled. One of the older girls shouted for her to come and play, and Jeanie jumped off the steps and took up one of the ropes as they raced around the camp past broken chairs and sagging sofas with the dog barking encouragement. Jeanie, laughing at the dog with its one blue and one green eye and running with children who didn’t care that she had holes in her dress and no shoes, forgot all about the dark, damp cottage full of other people’s dirty clothes and Calum’s sidelong looks. When the game was over, she ran over to Tatiana, who had come out to watch them play. The dancer smiled and waited for Jeanie to settle. 

‘Stand straight, pulling up, up, up from the belly. Feet in first position and arms in bras bas. Good, let’s begin.’
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