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For Derek


Part One


1

On a cold clear morning in January a little girl called Mary sat in her mother’s arms. In front of her stood the man, the crowd and the executioner. Behind her was the rest of the world.

To the south she could see the narrow spine of Edinburgh, the jagged teeth of the castle curling down to the great volcanic cleft of Arthur’s Seat, and a patchwork of land below, laid out in small nursery gardens. To the north there was the strip of salt water swept in from the sea.

At length she saw the man’s long grey hair brush in the light wind as he stepped up on to the platform. The murmuring crowd paused, as if everyone had stopped to draw breath at the same time. A moment ago she’d watched him pray, his hands thrust together and his head upturned. It was a long prayer, and the man’s face held an expression of what was described by the women around her as exultation. It was a long word that Mary tried to repeat, but when she did it came out as excelentantion, which made the women laugh and Mary bury her head in her mother’s shawl. She knew it had something to do with nearness to God. It was unfair, she thought, that a man so wicked as to be executed for his sins could be so much nearer to God than she was. But things seemed often unfair to her. Her mother had told her that she would understand these things when she was older. She was waiting to be older, but time passed slowly. She guessed that was partly why her mother had brought her here, to help her grow.

The executioner was busy strapping the man’s hand to a piece of wood, and he was taking so much time about it, that before long the impatient bustle of conversation started up again. The man had fallen into a kind of fit, but he was soon revived, and made another kind of piteous, pleading confession to the crowd. The words were unclear; she made out only ‘penitence’, and ‘forgive’. Some of the women took out their handkerchiefs and began to sniff, but then he started to cry, and the crowd turned against him, baying and jeering at what they called his hypocrisy, another word that Mary wasn’t sure she could pronounce. This time she didn’t try.

So near to God did the man seem now that it was as if Mary could already smell the breath of the Lord in the crisp air. She sucked it in, trying to savour its icy sweetness. But the taste was bitter and disappointing, not like she would imagine God to taste at all. It only made her cough. She craned her neck to see, and her mother held her higher, though her arms began to shake with the strain.

‘You’re too heavy for this,’ her mother said.

The executioner struck down with his blade on the man’s wrist. It was blunt, and bounced away as though made of leather. Mary watched as the mouth opened, a luminous pink gash in the ghost-white face. The man was screaming, but she couldn‘t hear it, because of the shouts of the thousands of people around her. The executioner’s axe struck down again, and the hand must have come off clean at last, because a great roar went through the crowd.

‘Why does he not keep his blade sharper?’ asked Mary, looking down at her mother. She was irritated, because a constant stream of people were filtering forward, and every moment of delay placed another head between her and the man. As a result she had missed the actual release of the hand.

Some heads in front of them turned around, and even through the powder that flaked from her mother’s face in the sunlight, she could see the soft lined skin turn red.

‘How am I to know?’ she asked.

‘Why waste a good blade on a bad one,’ said a woman standing nearby, and a ripple of laughter went through the nearest of the crowd. Mary felt a slight swelling of pride that she had been the instigator, if not the inventor, of this wit.

One of the women turned to smile at her. ‘You’re a curious soul, aren’t you,’ she said, and smoothed her hand on the curls of hair that had sneaked from Mary’s bonnet.

‘Too curious for her own good,’ said her mother.

‘Look at the ringlets,’ said another. ‘Adorable.’

Mary smiled sweetly, as she had learned to do following comments like this.

‘I can’t hold you any longer,’ her mother said then, her breath uneven. ‘I have to let you down.’

‘No, Mama, no,’ Mary protested. ‘I want to see.’

Her mother sighed and lifted her once more, moving Mary to her other hip. Mary curled her thin arms around her mother’s neck and nuzzled her cheek. Then she turned to watch the execution.

But as the chimney sweeps prepared to tighten the rope, Mary felt a familiar nausea. It was different from the sort that had accompanied the cutting of the man’s hand. That had been a natural animal revulsion. This nausea was the result of hunger. She remembered that it was now after midday. Suddenly she became bored, and began to fidget and squirm in her mother’s arms.

Just as the rope was about to be pulled, her mother lowered her to the ground.

‘You’ve seen enough,’ she said. ‘I’ll not have you see him hang.’

Despite her gnawing hunger, Mary was disappointed. She had wanted to see if his spirit would rise upwards, if the Lord would take him. But her mother turned her small body in towards her skirts. Mary craned her neck away from them, looking into the blue of the sky, but there was no ethereal glimmer. She tried to turn her head and see through the slits of light that occasionally shone through the wall of petticoats. They stood for what seemed like hours, but in fact it was only half an hour, until the frantic kicking of the man’s legs began to slow. By then the balls of Mary’s feet ached and her stomach felt hollowed out, with little sharp needles of pain shooting upwards. She no longer hoped to see a rising spirit. She only prayed for it to end, so that they could go home for dinner. And she knew when her prayers had been answered, when the moment of death was approaching, because a peculiar lull went through the crowd, a new solemnity.

When finally the man was pronounced dead there were a few jeers at the front. Towards the back, where the more delicate constitutions stood, people’s shoulders seemed communally to relax, and a mutter of conversation began. These were the people who told themselves they had come not out of morbid fascination, but out of moral and religious duty. Now that duty had been performed, some stood and chatted, but most started to disperse, so that Mary had a good view of the limp body being cut down and tied into what looked like a round metal cage. The hand was secured above his head, with the knife stuck through it.

She turned to see her mother looking intently at the side of her face. Mary could tell by the tight lips and the red-tinged eyes that she was close to tears.

‘Don’t pity him,’ she said to Mary. ‘This is his just punishment.’

‘I wasn’t,’ said Mary, truthfully. She didn’t feel pity, but she didn’t feel whatever it was that her mother felt either. She could see that the man in the white robes had gone, and had been replaced by the dead body in the cage. Her only thought was what a strange and wonderful shell he had left behind, and how she was able to examine this shell much more carefully than she would have felt able to had he been alive.

‘What are they doing with him?’ she asked her mother.

‘Getting him ready for the gibbet.’

‘The gibbet?’ asked Mary.

‘It’s what happens to murderers. He’ll hang there,’ said her mother, ‘as a warning to others of the penalty for what he’s done.’ As she said this her teeth were set close together and her chin projected from her face. She watched Mary, again, it seemed, for some kind of reaction, but Mary didn’t know what she was supposed to do, so she smiled and took hold of her mother’s hand. This wasn’t the right reaction at all, apparently, for her mother took hold of her roughly and pulled her down the dirt road towards home.

The day was bright, like a smile without warmth. The frost turned the black fields white around them and the cattle stood close together in groups, steam rising from their bodies. Mother and daughter followed the procession that teemed down the wide bridleway. The air was filled with the shuffling of hundreds of old and young women, a few men, the scuff of carts, a private chaise and Paxton’s Edinburgh coach, which bounced over the hard and uneven road. Mary’s feet crunched in the frozen dirt. A stiff wind blew in from the north, over the blue of the Forth, and from their position high on the hill that came down into Leith Mary could see the masts of the ships huddled together in the harbour. There were all kinds of ships, square-, fore- and aft-rigged smacks, brigs, snows and schooners. There were more, it seemed, every time she looked, even though her uncle was always protesting about the lack of markets, the problem of tariffs and the ridiculous cost of marine insurance due to strange wars over places she had never heard of. But the ships in the harbour held a deep fascination for Mary, because she knew that a long time ago, her father had sailed away in one of them. Mary had never met her father, but she thought of him often. Thinking of him now, she began to sing a nursery song that she had heard some other children sing:

The man in the wilderness asked me
How many strawberries grow in the sea?
I answered him as I thought good
As many red herrings as grow in the wood.

‘What is that nonsense?’ asked her mother, suspicious. Children were able to veil their insolence in so many ways.

Mary read her mother’s signs and was quiet. She thought of the man now hanging in his iron cage further up the hill.

‘How long will he stay there?’ she asked.

‘Oh, weeks, months, however long they see fit,’ answered her mother. She said it as if she herself were angry with the man, although she hadn’t known him. Mary had noticed that her mother was often angry with people she didn’t know. Indeed, she had noticed that her mother was often angry.

‘Can we go to see him?’ asked Mary.

‘No, we can’t,’ said her mother, pulling her into the Wester Leith Road. She stooped to tighten Mary’s coat and wrap her shawl so that it came high around her neck. ‘You look pale,’ she told her. Then she looked up for a moment as another coach rattled past.

Mary saw that it was her mother’s colour that had drained away, and she pulled on her sleeve to attract her attention. ‘What is it, Mama?’ she asked. She looked to where her mother’s head was inclined, and saw that the coach had come to a halt a little further up the road. A man’s face peered out from it. It was covered with a thick growth of beard; but his eyes were black, gleaming, and there was a kind of terror in them. They watched her mother, but the crowds thickened in front of them and for a moment he was lost. Then he appeared again, and his eyes found Mary’s. She felt frightened and pulled her mother’s arm again.

Her mother shook her off, and tried to wind through the crowd, but as she did so there came a shout from the coach and the horses started up, the splintered sound of their hooves kicking the hard ground.

‘Did you know that man, Mama?’ Mary asked, finding her again.

Her mother seemed to come to a little and shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so. He only looked like somebody.’ And she turned around briskly. ‘Let’s walk quickly to keep warm,’ she said, attempting to smile brightly but only grimacing. ‘You know I heard that the cook is making a sweet junket. Your favourite.’

It wasn’t Mary’s favourite at all. She thought that it must have been her mother’s, once. That was another strange thing she had noticed about her mother, that she often got confused between her own desires and Mary’s.

They had come to the head of the Kirkgate, the tall old buildings with their tower tops bending into the streets like peering ministers. It was the old part of the town, not as smart as the grand new mansions being built on the outskirts. Her mother complained that it was not as prosperous as it once was, because of the scum that lived in the new wynds. These were being built in increasing numbers for the people coming in to work in the factories, the glassworks and the ropery. These people kept their geese, ducks and pigs out in the street and the effluence of the animals mingled with the effluence that was emptied out of the houses not at the allotted hour but at all times of the day. The streets were so poorly lit that the constable could not catch them. Mary and her mother had to walk through the area to get to her uncle’s house, where they lived.

Mary’s uncle had a lot of money. Mary knew this, because her mother was always telling her how lucky she was, and how kind her uncle was to let them live in his house, and to feed and clothe them as he did. Mary had never lived anywhere else, so she wasn’t sure why she should be thankful for being allowed to live in her own house. After all, where else would she go? But she was a good girl, able to be appreciative when it was called for, since she had learned that failure to act this way was usually followed by a swift skelp when she and her mother were alone.

Her uncle’s house was relatively new, built from his father’s profits in trading wine and wood. It had big windows, and a large doorway tall enough, it seemed to Mary, for a giant to pass through, should they care to invite one in. There was a small garden, with a kailyard to one side, surrounded by a high stone wall. There they grew not only kail but parsnips, carrots and savoy, and the year before had experimented with the potato, which Mary had eaten and thought a dry, tasteless thing. Her mother said it was only because they had grown them at Pilrig House, and had said her sister-in-law would eat a plate of thistles if she thought it was the latest fashion.

The table was not yet set for dinner, and because of the cold Mary was told to sit on a small chair near to the fire and given some sweet milk with grated nutmeg. It had been well whipped and a frothy foam tipped over into the saucer, a smooth skin forming on its surface. Mary scooped the cup thankfully into her hands. She dipped in her fingers and wrinkled the skin, licking off the sugar spice cream from the top. After it was finished she set the cup down on the tiles, and sat for what seemed like a long time. The chair was hard and uncomfortable and she twisted her feet as her mother turned to glare at her. Then Mary’s aunt, Isobel, came in and lifted Mary’s foot to examine her silk shoe, which was covered in pale clay, now defrosted and dusty.

‘A little cold for walking, surely,’ she said, frowning and looking at Mary’s shoes.

Mary saw her glance behind her to see if she had left a trail of dirt on walking into the room. ‘I wasn’t cold,’ said Mary, noticing her mother’s expression.

‘Nonsense. Your toes are little blocks of ice. I doubt these shoes will ever come clean, you know,’ said Isobel, looking at Mary’s mother with an air of disapproval.

‘They’ll do for their purpose,’ said her mother stiffly.

But Isobel rang for the maid. ‘Well, we’ll see if Janet can’t burn them up a little,’ she said, removing them from Mary’s feet and handing them to the small girl who stood quietly behind her.

Mary could tell by the way her mother’s lip had thinned that she was angry again. But she said nothing.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Isobel.

‘Up at the Gallowlee!’ began Mary excitedly, then saw her mother’s frown and stopped.

Isobel swung round. ‘You took Mary?’ she said.

‘What of it?’ said Mary’s mother, looking straight at Isobel. ‘Mary’s tough.’

‘Not as tough as you think,’ said Isobel. ‘The poor child will have nightmares.’

‘At least she’ll know the difference between right and wrong,’ said Mary’s mother. ‘Anyway, she didn’t see it all.’

‘Mama wouldn’t let me,’ said Mary sulkily.

‘In any case, she was quite untouched by it all,’ said her mother, taking off her cloak. ‘As she is by everything.’ She looked at Mary with a mixed expression of concern and scorn that only her mother seemed capable of. ‘Perhaps we’ll wring some humanity out of her one of these days.’

Mary knew that her mother was not pleased with her, but what it was she had done, or had not done, she couldn’t tell. In response, she wore her habitual blank expression, which she had found the safest way to deal with all her mother’s varying humours. Isobel shook her head, but she said nothing, as they were summoned to dinner at that moment.

The table was spread with a large lunch of giblet broth, salmon, some mutton, moorfowl, at least twelve small birds and small plates of roasted parsnips and buttered kail. The small birds were all about the size of a sparrow, arranged in a circle on a plate around the moorfowl. Their little stick feet stuck up out of the dish, as if they had died there and then and fallen on their backs. But Mary had tasted small birds roasted this way before, and she knew that, torn apart, the flesh of the smaller birds would be the stickiest and the sweetest of them all. Beside the fowls there was a plate of light junket, decorated with a posy of lemon verbena. She wondered if it would be bad manners to put some on her plate along with her meat.

‘Would you believe,’ began Isobel, as soon as they were seated, ‘Margaret has had the child at an execution. That Ross fellow.’

‘Ah, is that so,’ said her uncle, looking at Mary. ‘I heard he was for the gibbet.’

‘He was,’ said Mary, excited again. ‘He’s going to be there for days and days!’ But she stopped short when she saw her mother glaring at her.

Her uncle bit into a large slice of meat and began to chew slowly, as though thinking it over. They waited for his judgement. ‘I can’t see much wrong with it,’ he said. ‘What’s the use in waiting until a child is an adult before showing them what befalls those who turn out bad? By that time their habits are formed, their fate is set. She’ll not be the worse for knowing now.’ And he gave a short, hard nod to put the stamp on his verdict.

Isobel cut her meat into ever smaller morsels, but no matter how much she cut, thought Mary, there always seemed to be the same amount on her plate. She looked at her husband. ‘Of course you’re right,’ she said, a little irritably, and Mary marvelled at how quickly she had changed her mind.

‘Yes, I believe in telling children the truth at all times,’ said her uncle, and Mary saw him looking directly at her mother.

Isobel looked from her husband to Margaret and gave a small smile, and her mother stopped eating. They sat in silence. Isobel continued to rattle her fork but after a while pushed her full plate aside. Her uncle gulped down the last of the bottle of claret, and picked up another small bird. Mary looked at them all, and stared at her empty plate. She knew that something had happened, but she had no idea what it was. She tried a trick that had always worked in the past. With a deft movement, she flicked the edge of her fork so that it flew into the air and landed with a clatter on the floor. Everyone looked at her.

‘Mary, you are so clumsy!’ exclaimed her mother.

Isobel bent to pick it up. ‘There you are, dear,’ she said. She was always kinder to Mary when her mother was cross with her.

‘Let’s go for a stroll,’ said her uncle, and Mary congratulated herself on having broken the spell.

They stood at the doorway for some time, putting on cloaks and hoods, mittens and muffettees, muffs and shawls. Isobel wrapped Mary in a smart blue cloak and hood that had once been her own, in order to demonstrate how poorly her mother had dressed her. Then they left the house and walked through the narrow wynd that led to a gate in the old wall of the town. On the other side of the gate the ground opened out into a wide piece of land, well grazed, all patchy scruff and rough meadow. Beyond that lay the dunes, the sand, and the enormous blue of the sea, dotted with cream-coloured sail.

A row of fine carriages was lined up along the edge of the grassy area. Despite the cold weather the sands were crowded with people rich and poor, as well as cattle, sheep, pigs and poultry. Some people, like themselves, were walking. Irritable men chipped at the hard ground with long bats, trying to drive small leathern balls into holes they had dug out of the grass. They shouted at walkers to get out of their road, but since it seemed impossible not to be in their way, other than by leaving the common altogether, their shouts were ignored. Some ragged small children were fighting in the dunes, and a couple of horses were being exercised on the sand. Beyond them, the water was tranquil and arctic blue.

‘Look,’ said Isobel, pointing to the water, ‘it’s frozen.’ Platelets of ice floated at the edges of the firth, near the rocks.

Mary sat down on the hard sand and listened while the grown-ups talked. A memory came to her, of two years before, when she had walked with her mother by the frothy edge of the sea. Her mother had taken off both their shoes and stockings and they had held hands while they dipped their toes in the freezing water. The chill had made the bones of her ankles ache, but she had waded in still deeper until they became numb and all she could feel was the stab of the occasional sharp stone beneath her toes. Her mother had laughed, and she had looked young.

That was before Isobel had come to marry her uncle. Now Mary had to keep her shoes tightly fastened wherever she went.

Mary looked out to the water, and the Kingdom of Fife, where she knew there was a place called Kinghorn, to where a ferry ran from Leith. Mary had often thought that one day she would buy her own boat, and sail out to find her father, who was himself on a boat, somewhere out on the ocean. She was sure he would paddle in the water with her. And then a thought came to her, and she turned to her mother.

‘Mama,’ she said loudly.

Her mother glared at her, because she had interrupted some tedious sentence of her uncle’s. ‘What is it?’ she said irritably.

‘Perhaps that’s where he is?’

Her mother’s eyes widened. ‘What?’

‘That place. Fife. Is that where my papa is?’

There was a silence. Her uncle coughed. Isobel appeared to give a thin smile. But her mother wrenched her away by the arm, turned her almost upside down, and whacked her so hard that the water came out of the corners of her eyes. She sat down again on the sand and cried tears of pure, bitter, seven-year-old hatred. Her mother and her uncle then walked a little distance away, and talked. Mary entertained herself by drawing images of her mother in the sand and then scoring lines through them with her fingernails.

‘Margaret,’ she heard her uncle say, ‘don’t you think it’s time?’

[image: Image]

Later, in the room they shared in her uncle’s house, her mother brought her warmed milk with a touch of real chocolate, brought back by her uncle from his last trip to Rotterdam. She was trying to make amends. Mary drank it slowly in the light of the fire, building an Edinburgh Castle of blocks.

‘Mary,’ her mother said, ‘could you stop that for a moment?’

‘Why do I have to!’ said Mary. She was always being told to stop playing.

‘I just want to talk to you,’ her mother said, and her voice was unusually soft.

Mary looked up, and she saw again the intensity of her mother’s eyes that she had seen earlier that day. Her mother breathed out and Mary could smell the syrup sweetness of brandy.

‘Mother, what is it?’ she asked, feeling nervous.

‘Your uncle says I should tell you the truth. Do you want me to tell you the truth, Mary?’

Mary shrugged. She didn’t know what the truth was, so was unsure how she could answer. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said.

‘Mary, we can’t ever go to see your father,’ said her mother.

‘Why not?’ Mary cried out, indignant. It wasn’t fair. Her mother never let her do anything she wanted to do.

‘Because your father . . .’ She hesitated. ‘Mary, do you know what it means to be pressed?’

Mary sat for a moment. She wasn’t altogether sure what being pressed meant. She had an idea of being squashed, like the raspberries for the jam, pressed beneath the hooves of a horse or an overturned carriage.

‘Does that mean he’s dead?’ she asked.

Her mother shook her head. ‘Not exactly. But it means we have no way of knowing when, or whether, we will ever see him again. It means that one day, a few years ago, some men came and took him away. He was put on a ship, and taken away to fight for his country.’

‘Oh,’ said Mary. At least he hadn’t been crushed. It didn’t sound that bad after all. She wondered what her mother expected her to do. She didn’t feel like crying. Perhaps her mother would think her heartless. But then perhaps she might want her to be brave. It wasn’t as though a real person had been taken away from her, after all, but rather an idea of a person. She felt as though a weight of sadness was being lowered upon her very gently, so that it was only just perceptible, then growing.

At last she spoke in a small voice that she hoped was both brave and sad. ‘Mama,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sorry that my father has been pressed.’

‘I’m sorry too, Mary,’ said her mother. Then her words were lost as her voice turned into a soft wail. Her breath came quicker and her chest began to expand.

Mary watched her, confused. ‘Shh,’ she said, approaching her mother and placing a hand tentatively on her knee. ‘Someone might hear you.’

This made her mother sob even louder. Mary removed her hand from her mother’s knee, since her mother did not seem to be aware of her presence.

‘It can’t be that bad, Mama,’ she said. ‘Don’t cry, Mama, please. I hate it when you cry.’ It was another thing that Mary had noted. After the sweet brandy breath, there often came tears.

‘You don’t know what it’s like,’ came her mother’s voice, ‘to be alone.’

‘You’re not alone,’ said Mary. ‘I’m here.’

But it seemed that wasn’t enough. Mary noticed that her mother had run her hands over her hair and it had come undone, and she reached out her hand as if to fix it, then stopped, wondering if her mother would be angry. But this only made her mother’s crying louder and deeper, and then it was Mary who began to feel alone. The dark walls of the room behind the candles seemed to flicker faster, at first because of the force of her mother’s crying but soon, she realized, simply because they were burning down to their wicks. Her mother usually replaced them before then. She wondered if there were more in the cupboard.

After sitting in the darkness for a time she saw that her mother was probably not going to stop crying, so she climbed into the little bed built into the corner of the room. The sound her mother was making was turning her stomach, already delicate thanks to the sight of the man’s severed hand and the richness of the food she had eaten, so she put her fingers in her ears and her head under the blankets, and curled up tight so that her knees touched her elbows. She stayed like this into the deep of the night, until she was aware of the warmth of her mother’s body lying next to her. She curled into it, but the body turned away and began to snore.

After that, Mary lay awake, listening to the sound of her mother’s breath and the crying of one solitary sleepless gull.
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