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            ‘The gard’ners year is a circle as their labour, never at an end.’
            


            The Scots Gard’ner, John Reid, 1683
            


             


             


            Bookes (Courteous Reader) may rightly be compared to Gardens; wherein, let the painfull Gardiner expresse neuer so much care and diligent endeauour; yet among the very fairest, sweetest, and freshest Flowers, as also Plants of most precious Vertue; ill fauoring and stinking Weeds, fit for no vse but the fire or mucke-hill, will spring and sprout up. So fareth it with Bookes of the very best quality, let the Author bee neuer so indulgent, and the Printer vigilant: yet both may misse their ayme, by the escape of Errors and Mistakes, either in sense or matter. If then the best Bookes cannot be free from this common infirmity; blame not this, of farre lighter argument, wherein thy courtesie may helpe vs both.’
            


            Florio’s translation of Boccaccio’s Decameron, 1620
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            CHAPTER ONE


            Taking the Bees


         


         The first time I saw Jenny Caddas, she was taking a swarm of bees. It was late June of 1802 and I remember that it was warm, which is not always the case at that time of year in Scotland. Sometimes the frost can still nip your nose and your freshly planted seedlings even on a June morning. But not that day. That day the sun beat down on my unprotected head. I had come away without my hat, so anxious was I to be out of the town, away from the college. The bees hung in a small tree, a dark, dense shadow, a single mind, full of their own narrow purpose. You could hear them. You could almost feel them like a vibration in the air. She had the skep in one hand and a short-handled brush in the other, and she was stalking them, fearlessly, without veil or gloves, while her wee sister looked on from the cottage door with her thumb in her mouth and a doll that was nothing more than a moppet, a vaguely human-shaped bundle of rags, clutched in her other hand.
         


         ‘Will I help you?’ I called, on impulse, and she turned, distracted from the work by my voice, but her head still inclining towards the drowsy swarm. They mustn’t be allowed to escape. But you never knew when they would fly, suddenly purposeful, heading towards their new home.
         


         ‘They send out scouts,’ my father had once told me. ‘Looking for a suitable place. You have to take them before the scouts come back. Before they know where they’re going.’


         The lass looked me up and down, assessing me swiftly, and nodded. ‘Alright then,’ she said, so I put my bag down in the long grass at her gate and went forward, although it was my father who had always taken the bees when I was a lad, and – as he was fond of commenting – I myself who had eaten the honey. But I must have observed him as closely in this as in everything else because, although I was feart of the stings, it came easily enough to me, and I was stung only the once. Besides, she knew what she was doing, and I did as I was told, which was to slice off the branch, gently and carefully, with the knife I always carried for taking cuttings or sawing through difficult roots. The swarm was too intent on their queen so that in a moment, before they knew what was happening to them, they were imprisoned in the basket, and she was brushing the remainder after them, which they didn’t seem to mind at all. Then she swatted a few stragglers away from her face, shaking her head, and her hair flew out in flaxen strands. She was a pretty enough lass of about my own age, but – and I distinctly remember thinking this as well – her hair was a marvel.
         


         She sorted the bees first, introducing them to their new home, talking to them, settling them with her voice, which was low and musical when she spoke to them, and then she came back to me.


         ‘Were you stung?’ she asked briskly. Not so low, nor so musical. It was plain to me that she was more fond of the bees than of lads like myself.
         


         ‘Only my finger.’ I was sucking at my hand, tasting the salt of my own sweat on it. Bee stings are sore, though, and I could feel it spreading up through my arm, a wave of poison in my blood.


         ‘Come in,’ she said ‘I have something will sort that.’


         She shooed her sister away like somebody shooing a hen, and the wean moved down the garden, skipping and hopping every few steps, but slowly, dreamily, engaged in some world of her own. It was always the way of it with that lassie, as dark and mild as her sister was fair and bold. Head in the clouds, Jenny would say, and it was true enough.


         I went inside, into a room that was a kitchen and parlour all in one, with a fire in the grate, a well-swept floor and a couple of larch chairs. There was a big spinning wheel – a walking wheel they call them, where you stand up and move back and forth with the yarn – and box beds in the wall with cheerful woollen blankets covering them, tucked in very tight and smooth. I can picture all this, even now, and the moon-faced clock, wagging friendly at the wall, its slow tick tock in the background, the simple wooden dresser with a row of spice drawers along the back and a few best blue and white plates and dishes standing on the top of it.
         


         I remember it because it was so much like our own house, except that this was much neater and cleaner and there was the smell of grasses and green things about it, and that was what attracted me. It smelled like home only better. She had bunches of herbs and flowers from the garden hung about the room to dry. Some of them must have been there since the previous summer while some were freshly picked. The astringent scent of them filled the place. There was lavender, catmint and callamint, camomile and pennyroyal, rosemary and yarrow, meadowsweet, ladies’ bedstraw and bitter wormwood and all kinds of other plants that I could name, all of them, and I daresay I could name them still if I took my time and gathered my thoughts and my memories about me.
         


         She sat me down in a comfortable chair with a faded patchwork cushion in it. Later, I found out it was her father’s special seat. Then she fetched vinegar on a clean rag and bathed the wound, which was getting angry now, for all that I had nipped out the sting with my teeth. Bees sacrifice themselves when they sting you, which perhaps explains why you are more likely to be stung by a wasp, which can sting and go on stinging, once, twice, thrice in the same place, than by the poor bee who does it only in extremis. Then she brought down a pot of some dark brown tincture from the top of the big press in the corner and dabbed it on the wound. It smelled most fiercely of beeswax and she said it was of the bees’ own making, but it would take the fire out of all injuries, burns and stings and scalds alike, and she was right, because it was wonderfully soothing, although it stained my skin yellow where she dabbed it on.
         


         Then it was time for introductions, a little later than is normally thought polite. She told me her name was Jenny Caddas and she lived with her father, Alexander, who was a weaver. There was a handloom in the weaving shop to one side of the cottage. That was where he worked, he and a lad called Gilbert whose job it was to wind the wool onto the pirns for him. A dreamer who was aye getting things into a fankle, she told me, scathingly. Alexander was away in town on business, collecting the raw materials for his trade, and he had taken the lad with him to do the fetching and carrying. Her mother was dead, so there was just herself and her wee sister, Anna, and the man of the house, Sandy Caddas. Gilbert lived nearby and came in to work for his master each day. I told her that my name was William Lang and I was a gardener.
         


         ‘Are you looking for work?’ she asked, obviously wondering what I was doing wandering the lanes in the warmth of a June afternoon, and at that I remembered my bag and leapt up to find it. It was still where I had left it, in the long grass outside her gate. She was curious to know what was in it, so I showed her all the specimens. They were much like the things she had drying in her own kitchen, but more of them: valerian, nightshade, swallow-wort, scurvy grass, thistle and so on, wrapped up in damp linen to keep them fresh. I found that she could name them as well as myself. She knew the Scots, not the Latin names right enough, though she knew a few of those too, which surprised me somewhat. I told her what I did and where I did it and who for, and I think she was impressed, because she must have thought me very young for such a position. I wanted her to know that I was not too young to be the college gardener in the great town of Glasgow.
         


         I had a feeling of pride in myself and my own accomplishments but fleetingly wondered why it should matter what I said of myself when I was in the house of a country lass merely, and her opinions counted for nothing. I was, it has to be admitted, a wee thing brash back then. It also has to be said in her favour that she ignored my presumption and treated me very kindly for a complete stranger who had come into her kitchen and proceeded to brag about himself.
         


         She gave me a drink of ale and a piece of oatcake with honey spread on it and then she called her sister.


         ‘Anna! You’d best have something to eat.’


         The child came drifting in, still in her own world, but took the sticky bannock anyway and crammed most of it into her mouth, clutching the makeshift doll in her other hand while the crumbs fell to the floor. A daring hen – seeing them through the open door – took the chance of an unanticipated meal and pecked them up. Anna eyed the hen with pleasure, while she chewed the remainder. Jenny Caddas shooed the bird outside and then looked at me over the top of the wee one’s head, more mother than sister. She gave that broad smile she had, raising her eyebrows and grinning at me, and I saw the way her teeth were very white and her eyes lit up with the smile as well. The hair, the flaxen hair, was still a wonder to behold.
         


         ‘She is a trial to me,’ she observed. ‘For she has little interest in food, unless it be sweet and can just be held in her hand.’


         ‘She doesn’t look ill fed to me.’


         ‘Small thanks to anyone but her sister.’


         Anna stared from one to the other of us, finished chewing her bannock and skipped off into the garden in pursuit of the hen.


         Jenny Caddas refilled my cup. She seemed disposed to be friendly. Perhaps she was glad of the unexpected interruption to her day. She wore a plain, blue, Indian cotton dress, very much patched and mended, and I remember she had wrapped a good woven shawl around her shoulders, although the day was warm and it kept slipping down, but perhaps the shawl was meant to disguise the poverty of the dress. She told me later it was not her best, but her working dress. Her feet were bare and dusty. There were two patches of sweat under her arms, because she had been stalking the swarm and exerting herself. There was a faint scent of it off her, not unpleasant, just the scent of activity. And she said, ‘Well thank-you for all your help, kind sir.’
         


         I asked her, did she ever get stung herself, not because I really wanted to know, but because – what with the ale and the honey and the sight of such a bonny lass – I didn’t want to have to walk out of the house. I didn’t want to get on with the work I had been sent to do, the work of collecting plant specimens for the students of botany, for the young gentlemen of the college. She said no, not very often, and when she did she hardly felt it.


         ‘Is that true?’


         ‘That’s the way of it, William.’ (How pleasant it was to hear her say my name like that!) ‘You either get worse, much worse, so that even a single sting will make you ill and might even kill you, or you get so much better that the stings are nothing at all, but like midgie bites just.’


         ‘Aye well, this one feels much worse than a midgie bite,’ I told her, holding out my poor, injured finger to her. It was throbbing away for all the tincture she had put on it.


         She said, ‘What more can I do for it? Are you expecting a kiss? Like my wee sister?’ She smiled and blushed at what she had just said, and it was the bonniest thing to see.


         She was one of those lassies who laughs often. She couldn’t seem to help making light of all kinds of things. She liked fine to please people. She looking at me with shining eyes, as though at that moment everything, myself included, was a cause for laughter. Which it was for her, then. It pains me still to think of it, how the whole world was a cause for laughter with her, and how maybe that very innocence played its part in the events that followed. She was not ignorant, you must understand that. Never ignorant. She had more knowledge of plants and the remedies that could be made from them than most of the young gentlemen for whom I had been sent to gather specimens. Women generally did; it was the auld wives who knew about plants and their health-giving properties. But as for Jenny, there was an innocence about her, as though she aye expected the best of people. A lack of suspicion. I see the same thing in my grand-daughter, and it would break your heart, so it would.
         


         I was twenty and I thought I had never seen such a fine lassie in all my born days. When I think about it now, more than fifty years later, I would say that she was still the loveliest thing I ever laid eyes on, worn gown and all, and that thought sits heavily on my heart, like a pain in my chest, like a pain deep inside me. I should not have begun with Jenny you see. I should not have begun there. I should have started the tale elsewhere and earlier. But I wanted to write about her, the way you want to talk about what you love. Loved. I wanted to bring her to life in words the way I would once have made seeds, bulbs, roots and tubers grow into plants, the way a few green shoots could grow and stretch out and blossom, the way affection grows and blossoms, although you never see it happening, no matter how closely you try to follow the movement of it.
         


         All the same, I should have started the tale earlier. Perhaps I should have begun by telling you about my father, Robert Lang, who had been college gardener for many years, since I was just a lad. Or with myself, who loved green and growing things even as a boy. Or with Thomas Brown, who had come to teach botany at the college, a few years before I met Jenny.


         But I think that would have been the hardest beginning of all. So instead, here I am, telling you about Jenny Caddas and her swarm of bees, the way she smelled of sweat and honey, and how her hair flew about her head and caught the light, a tangle of flax in the sunshine.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWO


            Doctor Brown


         


         I had better get on with it. I had better leap straight in and call him by his name although, even now, it pains me to bring him to mind. You see, I saw Thomas Brown before ever I knew Jenny. The first time I met him was in the year of 1799, when the century was old, in the college garden at Glasgow. My father was still in life. I was not yet seventeen years old, but very strong, and I flatter myself that my father could not have done without me, although he would have been the last person to tell me so himself.


         ‘Why praise a lad for what should come naturally to him?’ was his habitual refrain.


         Doctor Brown, as I had to call him then, for he was much my superior in station, if not in years, had just been appointed as a substitute lecturer in botany at the behest of Professor James Jeffray, a clever man whose interests, notoriously enough, all lay with dissections and surgery. Jeffray had no patience with plants and their uses, but he was engaged to deliver botanical lectures to the young gentlemen and it was a sore trial to him. Thomas Brown had been recommended to him as a suitable replacement. It was commonplace enough, in those days, for one professor to ask another to stand in for him. The college was canny with its money. Any salary was to be met only from fees paid by students, so the success or otherwise of the venture depended very much on Thomas Brown’s popularity. And Jeffray, of course, would not be out of pocket, whatever the outcome.
         


         On that particular day – and dear God, it could have been yesterday – Doctor Brown came into the garden where I was working, held out his hand to me and shook mine, although it was grimed with soil, but it was aye grimed with soil and I was soon to discover that he never minded. He was not a man to mind things like that.


         ‘You must be Robert Lang’s son,’ he said, smiling at me with what I later learned was characteristic warmth. Even then, I thought him a charming man, although in Scotland that particular virtue will earn you the suspicion of your fellows rather than any more positive judgement.


         ‘Aye. My name’s William. William Lang.’


         He was one of the gentry, he was one of the teachers, and I was shy of him. I think I must have seemed a wee thing surly, because of my diffidence, but he was never a man to let things like that influence him either. He had a habit of speaking to you face to face, of looking directly into your eyes, and you could see that you had his full attention.


         ‘Your father tells me that you know everything there is to know about plants.’ He said it with a twinkle, knowing it was a great exaggeration. And I was very surprised to hear that my father had been in any way fulsome in his praise of me. But that was always his way and the way of many a Scotsman, I think. He will brag about his son to a stranger but would die sooner than give him a word of praise to his face.


         It would be true to say that I loved trees and plants, but more, I was interested in them. Right from the time when I was a lad, running at my father’s heels and getting under his feet, I would ask him about this or that flower, this or that herb, a hundred times a day. And patiently, he would tell me whatever he knew about how things grew and where best to plant them. He knew how to propagate things, how to treat growing things as individuals, how to tend those that were delicate and needed extra care. He would tell me what kind of soil this or that plant liked best, speaking as though they were people.
         


         ‘He will thrive in sunlight. He likes best to grow in shade. He loves to be damp, but he will die if you keep his roots wet.’


         This is the kind of thing my father would tell me, characterising all that grew and, like a good son and a good gardener, I would store the advice away for future use.
         


         So when Thomas came to me and shook my hand, I agreed with him that I had a certain amount of knowledge, more perhaps than most of the young men who toiled about the garden, doing only as they were told, season after season, without enquiring too closely why they were doing their work in this way rather than any other.


         ‘But I could learn more, much more.’


         ‘Then I think you may be able to help me. You know that I’ll be lecturing in botany in Professor Jeffray’s stead?’


         I nodded. I had already heard as much. ‘Will you be needing specimens, sir?’


         ‘Yes indeed. I had thought to take them from the physic garden but …’ He trailed off, wrinkling his nose.


         ‘The poor physic garden …’


         ‘Is in a parlous state. The smoke from the type foundry, I take it?’


         ‘Aye. It blights all that is planted there.’


         The stench of the fumes from the type foundry, which the university had permitted to be built next to the old physic garden, covered all the leaves and flowers in a foul-smelling, oily deposit that few plants were robust enough to resist. We knew just how destructive the foundry was, my father and I, for we had experimented in all kinds of ways in an effort to improve matters. Nothing worked for very long. The fumes were just too virulent.
         


         He sighed. ‘It is a shame the foundry was ever sited there, a damned shame that permission was ever given, but I suppose one cannot expect Faculty to understand about trees and plants, eh? Can we, my friend?’


         I shook my head, pleased with the sense of complicity his words gave me. The professors of the Faculty were vastly ignorant of some things, for all that they were supposed to be men of learning.
         


         ‘Ah weel, we must just mak’ the best of it that we can, William.’ He clapped me on the shoulders, like a friend, a habitual gesture with him, a man who liked to make contact. ‘And you’re right. The physic garden is dying. But I still have need of specimens for my lectures. And I wondered if you …’


         ‘You want me to gather them for you?’


         ‘You would be doing me a great favour. But you’ll have to go farther afield. Out into the countryside. I could give you a list.’ He hesitated and I saw the colour rise to his cheek.


         ‘Oh, I can read, sir,’ I hastened to reassure him. ‘My father taught me well.’


         ‘I would have expected no less. They are common enough plants, most of them, although there are a few rarities which I would be pleased to have as well. A young man of your knowledge will have very little trouble in finding what’s needed.’


         ‘But it will depend upon the time of year surely?’


         ‘Aye, of course. But I’ll plan my lectures accordingly and tell you what I need well in advance.’


         The idea attracted me. Whenever I had free time – which was not often, admittedly – I loved to roam the country. A fine spring or summer’s day would see me taking bread and cheese and heading west over the Glasgow Bridge to where the air had the salty tang of the sea in it, as well as the sweet, green perfume of the hills. Moreover, I already knew where all kinds of plants grew. It was the trees and flowers that, I suppose, defined the landscape, as much as any more permanent features such as hills, rocks, even villages. There were not so very many trees either; many more have been planted over the past fifty years. The countryside was much more open and bare to the elements than it is now. The great men who own the land were even then becoming fascinated by trees, especially specimen trees from far afield. Now, if ever I have occasion to travel outside the city, I see wonderful changes in the appearance, in the very pattern of that landscape which I traversed on foot all those years ago.
         


         But back then, even if you had small interest in such things, you could not help noticing that on this bank, each spring, the blackthorn always grew in profusion, with its froth of blossom that would yield a fine harvest of sloes in the autumn. This glen might be a festival of primroses and violets in early May or that one a particular haunt of cowslips, which could be made into a fine wine by those who had the skill. Later in the summer, you would be well aware that alongside this or that ditch you would always find an army of tall foxgloves marching past. You would see that this copse in particular was fringed by delicate woodruff, which women would dry and use to keep the moths away from their linen. That damp ditch was always colonised by butterbur, in whose large pliable leaves dairymaids would wrap their butter. The pattern of the landscape was the pattern of whatever grew there. A mere fool could have noticed that. How much more then did I, who was fascinated by such things, see and smell as I walked, simply for the pleasure of stretching my legs?


         ‘Will you think about it?’ Thomas asked. ‘Will you do this for me?’


         I thought it was a privilege to be asked a favour like this by such a man and I nodded.


         ‘Aye. I will. I’ll think about it.’


         But I already knew that I would do it, so pleased was I to be singled out like this, pleased and flattered too. He smiled at me and went on his way, walking briskly through the gardens without a backward glance.


         It is easier, far easier to tell you about Jenny than it is to tell you about Thomas, which seems strange. But Jenny, or at least her likeness, has been before my eyes constantly in one way or another over the years. But not Thomas. After everything that happened, I put him from my mind and my heart, ruthlessly excising him, as one cuts out dead wood, so that the healthy tree may survive. Every remembrance was stifled. I would hardly allow myself to say his name aloud and, as time passed, it was not hard to forget him, because there were few occasions for calling him to mind.
         


         He was … but you see, my pen itself halts on the page, just as my mind hesitates to remember. What am I afraid of? That a million thoughts, feelings, memories, will come rushing back to overwhelm me? I cannot begin to describe to you the terror – there is no other word for it – engendered by the thought of him, even now, and yet he was as kindly a man as you could wish to meet, one who inspired trust and friendship in equal measure, a man who inspired great love in all those who knew him. I used to think it an unmitigated blessing, used to envy him. I wished that I had been born with such a gift. But now, with the wisdom of my years, I realise that it can be a peculiar curse and a burden, to be a man whom people love. Better by far to be a man who loves unconditionally, for all that such affection may bring sorrow in its wake.


         

            * * *


         


         My grand-daughter has come into the room where I sit in front of this upstairs window, writing. The sunlight filters in here, shining down between the buildings. My sight is not what it was and the light helps. She leans over to look at the page and says, ‘See, grandfather, you’ve made a big blot, in the middle of the leaf.’ She’s right, the pen has dug into the surface and there is an ugly stain of black ink spreading out from the nib.
         


         She throws her arms around me, kisses me on the cheek and pulls a face, because she says my skin is always prickly. She smells clean and sweet, of fresh linen and new bread. That would be about right, because she is always baking, my grand-daughter. She pins up her hair and thrusts her fists into the dough, doing as her mother tells her, punching and pulling and stretching it with tolerably clean fingers. I can see my wife in her every movement, which is strange, because it is not my late wife she really resembles, not with that fair hair and luminous skin.
         


         ‘Well,’ she says, when she has finished her task, showing me her hands, ‘if they were not clean at the start, they are very clean now, grandfather. Look!’
         


         She is learning her letters, but she finds it very hard to read my scrawl. She runs her floury fingers along the page and says, ‘He was as kindly and …’, but she cannot manage ‘charming’, although she makes a stab at the word.


         ‘Canny?’ she says, which is a word her father is in the habit of using. A canny man, he says of this or that colleague. ‘He’s a canny man with the siller.’


         ‘Yes,’ I tell her. ‘A canny man.’ And that also seems as good a word as any to describe Thomas.


         I look up at her, hesitating to read it out to her, but it doesn’t matter because she’s soon bored and off dancing around the room, jumping through dusty sunbeams, holding out her skirts, showing me how to do a jig. She is never still. She is the light of my life.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THREE


            Books


         


         My dear, late wife used to tell me that love was the answer. My habitual and, no doubt, irritating response was always that I was not even sure of the question. But the older I grow, the more convinced I become that love, whatever it may be, is not the answer at all, or only part of it, and maybe friendship, enduring, unconditional and undemanding, is a better alternative.
         


         Thomas.


         There, I’ve written his name once more. And without flinching at all this time. Practice will no doubt make perfect. Doctor Thomas Brown was already married to Marion Jeffrey from Edinburgh when he began teaching at the college. I thought at first that she might be some relation of our Professor Jeffray, that the marriage might have been an astute step on the academic ladder. But when I knew him better, he pointed out that the names were spelled differently, that Marion Jeffrey came from an old Edinburgh family and there was no kinship between them.
         


         I remember Marion – long departed this life – as a handsome and forthright young woman of decided opinions, and a good match for Thomas, or so I thought, although one can never really know what goes on between husband and wife. The most unlikely and mismatched couples can be blissfully happy, while those who seem made for one another can suddenly confide their misery in the marriage, or so I have learned over the years.


         At some point in our acquaintance, Thomas invited me to make use of his library, to read whenever and whatever I wished. At first I was very reluctant to avail myself of this privilege and later, although I grew accustomed to visiting his house, I was always diffident about being there. Marion did her best to put me at my ease, but I was neither flesh nor fowl nor guid red herrin’ as my father would have put it, especially when there were visitors in the house. I felt as though I did not belong in that company, but only a few years earlier, the great poet Robert Burns had had something of the same problem. The Edinburgh nabbery, the gentry, found him to be a man of intellect, but were surprised and entertained by it, astonished that he had the accomplishment at all.
         


         I often think Mr Burns and myself might have had a great deal in common if we had had the good fortune to meet and talk about our respective experiences. Burns wrote convincingly and lovingly about the flowers of his native heath. I cannot even now read the lines, oft hae I rov’d by bonny Doon, to see the rose and woodbine twine; and ilka bird sang o’ its luve, and fondly sae did I o’ mine, without it bringing a lump to my throat, which is a very daft notion after all this time.
         


         But then, I believe the poet’s father was a gardener too, and it was that work which first took him to Ayrshire where Rab was born. How very like me, as my wife would have said, to notice this one fact about him, that he was the son of a gardener. But it would be true to say that whenever he wrote about enduring affection as opposed to the heartbreak of unrequited love, it was friendship, male and female, that he valued more than all else, and so – I think – do I.


         Gardens and books. I cannot write without mentioning them. But of the two, books have played by far the larger part in my life. Books have, in some sense, been my life. But they have been my sorrow as well as my joy. It has taken me long enough to get to it, but here it is. On my writing table. This precious book, The Scots Gard’ner by John Reid, has come home to me at the end of my life, as was the intention of the sender. I hardly need to open it, for I find that I still have much of it by heart. The words come rushing back to me, as when we would recite the names of trees from it, or quote passages, turn and turn about, making a daft game of it.
         


         ‘Laburnum, horse chestnut and the bonny rowan,’ he would say and I would reply with, ‘dogwood and guilderose, sweet briar and turkey oak.’


         Sometimes it would be the names just, because we both took pleasure in saying them aloud, but sometimes it would be whole passages.


         ‘Choose your seeds from the high, straight, young and well thriving,’ he would begin.


         ‘Choose the fairest, the weightiest and the brightest, for it is observed that the seeds of hollow trees whose pith is consumed, do not fill well,’ I would quote back at him.


         ‘Or come to perfection,’ he would continue. ‘Go on, William!’


         ‘It’s a mischief in many people that … that …’ and then I would hesitate, and he would finish for me, ‘that accompts all ridiculous that they have not been bred up with or accustomed unto.’


         ‘So it is with trees in some respects and so it is with men who think themselves superior,’ I would finish, triumphantly, and we would laugh, as though at the accomplishment of something quite wonderful, although what that could be, other than the foolish indulgence of our own high spirits, I do not know.


         It is this same book, The Scots Gard’ner, that lies on my table now, alongside another volume, a manuscript book with yellowing pages covered in the neat handwriting that I still recognise as Thomas’s own. This was his commonplace book, the book in which he copied his correspondence, drafting out the letters he wished to send and sometimes copying down the letters that came to him in return, although often enough, to save time, he would simply slip the original letter between the pages. Besides that, he would make notes of important purchases or simply of things that interested him. It is a fat book, covering many years, because I think that there were long periods when he neglected it and others when he was at pains to record many things there. So I know what I will find. But also, I do not know what else I will discover there. And I feel my skin flutter in apprehension.
         


         I half wish he had not sent me either of these books, but it must have been on his express instructions, else how would such personal documents have been included in the parcel? It was once a bonny book too, this commonplace book, but time has made a moger of it; there are many loose leaves and stains where some liquid has been spilled on it, and I can hardly bear to tease the pages apart because I know that the words will bring back yet more memories, perhaps more than I can bear.
         


         There is, of course, yet one more book that I should mention. But I am not ready to write about that one yet. Do you know, when the parcel first came, when I guessed that he must be gone from this life, I commenced wondering which book it contained, what manner of book he had sent me? It was like standing in the teeth of a strong gale. I could not catch my breath for a moment or two and found myself trembling, my teeth chattering, even as I opened the wrapping. I cannot tell you how vastly relieved I was to find that it was not what I had feared. I should have known, for the parcel was not large enough to contain that book. All these years, and I have never seen another copy, thank God. But if I had, if it had come into my shop, in all its terrible beauty, I think I should have cast it into the flames, and I can never bring myself to destroy any book willingly, which explains why there is so little free space in the shop or this house. But it did not come. So here I sit with this unexpected gift from my one-time friend. Here I sit in the last sunlight of the day and run my fingers over the cover of first one volume and then the other, and wonder if I can bear to remember him.


         

            * * *


         


         I have avoided thinking about Thomas these many years past. Most days I sit here peacefully among my books and papers, reading or writing. When I look out of the window at the front of the house, I can see the naked stone figures that adorn the new building opposite, like a frozen imitation of sensuality. Their eyes gaze coldly outwards to the sky, not at each other, and there is no affection in them. Neither love nor hate, neither joy nor sorrow do they know, will they ever know. But they too have a quality of peace about them.
         


         This parcel, with its carefully written direction, arrived only a few days ago. I recognised it immediately as his hand. I would know it anywhere, even after all this time. My son, Robert, placed it before me.


         ‘Look,’ he said. ‘This has come for you.’


         He would have waited until I opened it, wishing to satisfy his curiosity, but I sent him off on some errand. I could not do it with anyone else standing by. And they are used to my eccentric ways now and do as they are told. Keeping the old man happy in his dotage. Humouring him.


         ‘Give him a good flower folio or a natural history and he’ll be occupied for hours.’


         I know what they say of me, smiling, with a mixture of affection and exasperation. My sight is not what it was but my ears are quite unaffected. I have not yet turned foolish. Or no more foolish than I ever was.
         


         What is the point, I wonder, at which friendship topples over into love? Can it be measured? Would it be a convenience to know with certainty, so that one could say, thus far and no further, because beyond this point, I will be in danger of an inconvenient madness? And how could it ever be measured? When I reflect upon these things, I still, after all this time, and all these years later, feel a sensation like a physical pain, somewhere in the centre of my chest, where the heart is said to lie. If I am honest it never goes away, this pain. It never for a single day leaves me.
         


         There now, that’s said. And it is such a striking confession that it surprises even me. And yet I know that it is not real, or not real in the sense of being engendered in blood and bone, not real in the sense of being measurable, although the flesh responds as though it were. It is, I think, as frozen as the passion that remains locked into the breast of that stone god out there. But there is no physic will ever cure it now and, besides, that garden is dead and gone. It is an old malady and one that I must just go on living with, as I have lived with it this long time past.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER FOUR


            The Silken Balloon


         


         A few years ago, I found myself looking among old records in the college library. They would not have known who I was. I am a different man now, in all but name, and they would never have made any connection between the raw under-gardener I once was and the crabbit old bookman with the cautiously radical reputation, whom they had asked to catalogue some of their manuscripts. But there I was, ensconced in my favourite position among books and papers, and I found myself comparing the written hands of the various gardeners who had been employed to oversee the college gardens over the years. It was an interesting exercise and not only because one could easily track the sad decline of the physic garden through its pages. My father had been appointed as college gardener in the year 1784, two years after I was born, and there was his signature on various agreements and bills of sale. It was strange to me to see his hand. It brought him so vividly before my eyes. He was not at all confident with a pen, though better than his wavering predecessors. And better still with a spade, as he used to say.
         


         He wrote his name laboriously, as though the letters were somewhat unfamiliar to him, or as though his fingers were stiff, which I’m sure they were. Most gardeners succumb to rheumatism in the end. His salary was ten pounds a year, so the records told me, and he had a house for which he paid no rent. It was not, I remember, a good house, neither wind nor watertight, but it was a roof over our heads and we made the best of it. He was to look after both college and physic gardens with all that that entailed. He could harvest and sell the grass from the college garden but in return for that privilege, he must pay back his ten pounds as rent for the land. But when he undertook other work, such as taking down a bridge over the Molendinar Burn, or laying new pathways, he would be paid extra accordingly. Which meant, I suspect, that he was always over-extending himself, promising more than he could deliver.
         


         He had married my mother, Margaret Tarrant, a quiet girl from Helensburgh, sent into service in Glasgow, which was where they met. He was an under-gardener by that time and she was a parlour maid. Attachments between servants were frowned upon but that didn’t prevent them from happening. Still, respectable society, in the shape of masters and mistresses as well as mothers and fathers, continues to try to control the desires of the young. The urge to control nature is almost as strong as the urge to procreate. Almost but not quite.
         


         They were wed a short while before he was made college gardener, perhaps on the expectation of his acquiring the position, and I was born a year later. My mother, Maggie, as she was always called, was a good-natured woman who quickly ran to stoutness and was perennially short of breath. She was prone to anxieties, easily beset by nerves and yet she smiled a great deal in an effort to please. Perhaps her experiences in service had affected her but she never spoke about them. I remember when my sister Bessie went into service, our mother was very keen that the place should be ‘decent’ as she put it. Whatever those tribulations were, she survived them, and I think she was very fond of my father.
         


         There was a story always told in the family about me, her firstborn. Although my mother was far gone in pregnancy, my father had, perhaps unwisely, coaxed her out of the house to watch the Italian balloonist, Lunardi, the Daredevil Aeronaut as he was known, ascending into the grey Glasgow skies over St Andrew’s Square. My father (and I find this incredible but he must have been very much in love – it is the only explanation) had already paid the extortionate sum of two shillings, one apiece, to take her to see the balloon, where it was being exhibited in the choir of St Mungo’s Cathedral, the only public building in Glasgow big enough to contain it. It was suspended there, floating above the choir, magnificent in pink, green and yellow silk.
         


         ‘Enough,’ said my mother when she told the tale afterwards, ‘to make quite a hundred fine spring gowns. And such beautiful stuff!’


         Having seen the balloon, my father was anxious for a glimpse of the flight, and he persuaded my mother to come too. But Lunardi was a great dandy. ‘I thought his balloon very marvellous but I did not take to him,’ observed my father, dourly.
         


         All did not go smoothly. A local worthy known as Lothian Tam managed to get entangled with the ropes and was lifted some twenty feet into the air, yelping like a dog, before Lunardi cut through the rigging and the unanticipated passenger fell to earth, to the mingled horror and entertainment of the crowd. He tumbled onto soft ground, luckily enough for him, and lived to relate the story and cadge a free drink or two on the strength of it in many a Glasgow ale house. My mother was among the spectators and she always swore that it was the shock of the sight that sent her into labour. She was confined immediately afterwards and I was born a few hours later. She had, I believe, some idea of naming me Vincenzo in the balloonist’s honour, but my father would have none of it, although he did buy her a Lunardi bonnet with a straw brim and a fantastic balloon-shaped crown, which I’m told she wore to my christening. She kept it in a box for many years afterwards, as a memento of the occasion, until one day she found that mice had nested in it, whereupon it was consigned to the midden. I have sometimes wondered if the circumstances of my birth did not lend a certain sense of adventure to my nature, much as children with strawberry marks on their faces are said to be born to women who have consumed too many fruits, late in pregnancy. All nonsense of course and besides, my father’s influence would bring me back to solid ground as surely as our very own Icarus, poor Lothian Tam, came tumbling down.
         


         Over the course of some years, Robert and Maggie had seven more children. I had a comfortable enough childhood, for we were generally well fed and well clothed. My father was a man of great energy and enterprise and always seemed to make the very best of what he had, even if it meant that he was constantly overworked. There was hardly ever an evening when he was not exhausted, sinking into his chair beside the fire, the chair that nobody else was allowed to use, with my mother pulling off his boots and rushing around with warm water for his calloused hands and ale in a pewter pot to slake his thirst, until the meal should be on the table.


         ‘Ah Maggie! Maggie!’ he would say, stretching out his legs, ‘That was a hard day!’ and she would look up at him and, setting the boots to one side, she would run her hands tenderly over his poor feet. I mind those naked white feet yet. They made me uncomfortable, although I couldn’t have explained why. Perhaps it was that he was such a force in our lives, and yet his feet seemed so vulnerable, so defenceless.
         


         ‘There now,’ she always said. ‘Drink your ale and take your rest.’ This exchange between them was the same, every working night, for all the years of their marriage. Such familiarity is, I suppose, one of the chief comforts of the married state.
         


         I find, somewhat to my surprise, that my own signature has changed greatly over the years. Back then I can see that it was fine and firm and stylish, with those confident high-flying loops on the W of William, on the capital L of Lang and a big flourish on the final ‘g’. Now, time and experience have transformed it into a spidery scrawl.


         

            * * *


         


         While I was working alongside my father and even before I began to gather specimens for him, I spoke to Thomas Brown quite frequently. He must have been in his mid-twenties then, which seems a mere lad to me now, although I thought him a good deal older than me at the time. I remember his thin face, his high forehead, the curly hair just a wee thing too long, his pale grey eyes that missed nothing. He had a reputation in the college as a clever man with an excess of high spirits when he had taken a drink. But mostly, he seemed wiser than I was, and made me feel raw and untried. Yet all that was down to me and not him, because I cannot remember that he ever patronised me or indeed did anything to make me feel uncomfortable in his presence. The fault, if fault there was, lay with me. I was in awe of him and somewhat afraid of him, his learning, his self-possession, his wit and what seemed to me very like wisdom.
         


         He had studied medicine at Edinburgh and was working as a doctor in Glasgow because – so he told me during our increasingly friendly conversations – the growing population and prosperity of the inhabitants of that city would provide excellent opportunities for him. His father was a banker with an interest in surgery. Even then it seemed an odd combination to me, but I was to learn that all kinds of professional men were fascinated by the novelty of surgery, the prospect of cutting open the human body to ascertain what went on inside and what could be done to alter it. When Thomas was just a lad of six, his prosperous father had built himself a new house at Langside, near Glasgow, and that was where he had grown up, but upon his marriage to Marion, he had rented a property not far from the college, which was where he lived and had his consulting rooms.
         


         Thomas’s professor at the college, James Jeffray, was an anatomist first and foremost, and his mind was all fixed on the intricate workings of the human body. Plants held no fascination for him, as they did for Thomas and myself. He considered their medical applications to be little better than a string of old wives’ tales, so he was very ready to farm out his summer lectures in botany to Thomas.
         


         ‘And so I decided to make of it what I could!’ Thomas told me. He was very confident in those days. There was a spring in his step, a liveliness in everything he did, and people were attracted to him. Somewhat later, while our friendship still flourished, he told me that he had possessed a youthful self-love which was a good substitute for experience. He thought that he would do very well indeed at the work, better certainly than Jeffray, who was known to be but a tedious exponent of botany and given to reading aloud long lists of plants and their properties, very slowly and drearily, so that the young gentlemen might copy them down, practically breaking their jaws with yawning as they did so at the sheer mind-numbing weariness of the undertaking.
         


         I had heard tales of those lectures of Jeffray’s – how the lads would take food and strong drink into classes and commence throwing bread pellets at each other and once, a young Highlander, the son of some minor laird, smuggled a tame rat in under his blue wool coat and let it loose in the room to the consternation of Jeffray who couldn’t abide vermin at any price. The professor leapt onto the desk calling for somebody, anybody, to fetch a dog to catch the rat. The scholars would do anything to relieve the monotony.
         


         Perhaps because of the force of contrast, Thomas’s lectures were wildly successful, so successful in attracting students that, as the century turned, he was given a permanent appointment. There was still no payment from college funds of course. I doubt if he needed the money, or not in the way that we needed it for winter warmth and the avoidance of starvation, but his lectures were certainly attracting students and with them came fees.


         His knowledge and enthusiasm drew them in, but his wife Marion used to say that his propensity for making dubious jokes helped. The students were young men of a robust nature, rustic for the most part, as unversed in the liberal arts as I myself, the only difference between us being the accident of birth. There was always an admixture of Highlanders, the sons of small landowners who scarcely understood English, never mind the Latin tongue in which some (but not much) of their learning took place. And they were all raw, with not a thought in their heads, most of them, beyond ale, oysters and a pretty woman. Thomas would lecture to them in a mixture of English and Scots. They came to his classes with relief at understanding something, stayed because he entertained them and – in spite of themselves – became interested in what he had to tell them. His enthusiasm for his subject, coupled with his natural charm, lent him an irresistible eloquence.
         


         I don’t know why it seems so important to me to lay all this out now, so late in the day, to clarify it in my mind. I suppose I’m looking for beginnings, for the start of those events that were to change my life. An outsider, seeing the course of my life in retrospect, would never see what I see, understand what I now understand. If I would describe my subsequent prosperity, my work, my marriage and my beloved family, I have been more blessed than might have been supposed, and there are many who would envy me. I have had my tragedies, it’s true, but a great deal of good fortune has also befallen me. There is nothing now about the public perception of my life which would give anyone to understand that things have been otherwise than smooth and rewarding. I have been, I would say, a very lucky man. I am lucky still in what has turned out to be a happy life.


         But there cannot, surely, be a single person, man or woman, who, looking back on a long life, carefully lived, does not have secrets buried deep in heart and mind. Secrets, regrets, moments of joy so intense and so acute that to confess them seems at once a shame and an urgent necessity.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER FIVE


            The Commonplace Book


         


         I wait until the house is very quiet before daring to look through Thomas’s commonplace book. I wait for an afternoon when the family are all away on business of their own, the children imprisoned with their dominie, all save my wee Jenny who is sleeping, having exhausted herself with running after her new spaniel puppy this morning. My daughters-in-law are paying afternoon calls, one of my sons is down in the shop and the other about the town on book business. When I have heard the last slam of the door, when I am reasonably sure that I will not be interrupted, when I can almost feel the house sighing and settling around me into its afternoon torpor, only then do I slide the commonplace book across the table and tease the pages gently apart.
         


         As I thought, it spans a great many years, a large folio, bound in calf, a fat book with plenty of loose leaves, copies of letters, notes and cuttings tucked into it here and there. The first thing that falls into my hands is a detailed ‘receipt for the very Best Raisin Wine’, written in a faint scrawl which is certainly not Thomas’s own. His hand was small, almost cramped. It always surprised me to see such a crabbed hand emerge from such an expansive personality. The receipt covers several pages, recommending Smyrna raisins for Madeira wine, Malaga raisins for Spanish wine, and so on. There follow all kinds of specifics including the cost of making sixteen gallons of good wine with one hundredweight of fruit, producing sixty-four bottles at less than sixpence per bottle. ‘There are many delicious wines to be made with gooseberrys and currents mixt with the raisins,’ the writer tells us. ‘But be sure to use none but good, sound fruit, for bad raisins will never make good wine.’ And it strikes me that this might be a maxim by which one might live one’s whole life. If only one could be sure of getting good, sound fruit. But there are some fruits that decay from the centre, while maintaining a glossy outward appearance. How can you ever know?
         


         Right at the bottom of the last leaf of the receipt, Thomas himself has added a note. ‘My grandmother’s. Her blackcurrant wine was very good.’ It takes me by surprise, that little addendum in his preternaturally neat hand. I have a sudden vision of him, sitting beside his fire, in his library, opening a cobwebby bottle and pouring its contents carefully into two thin glasses, one for me and one for him, the glasses so fine, their intricately twisted stems so fragile, that I am almost afraid to handle them, never mind drink from them. The wine is very dark and has the scent of fresh blackcurrants. It is remarkably strong, and, when I drink it, I can feel it coursing through my blood and clouding my mind with a sudden intimation of pure happiness. Memory twists inside me like a knife. I set the book down and rest my head on my hands for a while. I cannot look at it.
         


         I cannot let it alone.


         I turn to the last few pages. I find myself at once curious and apprehensive. But Thomas seems to have conceived an interest in the mineral world in his later years, and I am disappointed to find that there are only inventories of various specimens along with their prices and very little else. I learn from these that he paid eighteen pounds for a seven-ounce specimen of gold and one pound twelve shillings and sixpence for a meteorite from Sowerby. Twenty-one specimens of red stilbite (‘a most magnificent collection,’ he adds, ‘perhaps unrivalled’) cost him all of thirty pounds. In 1851 he had his whole mineral collection valued at one thousand seven hundred and fifty-one pounds. The precision of this – I must confess – astonishes me, but the lists of glistening chunks of rock, for which he had acquired such a passion, fall dry as dust upon my eyes and make my head ache. How did he come to this? How did my Thomas come to this? In much the same way as I came to books, perhaps? And were we both taking refuge in something safer and more predictable than the world of living trees and plants?
         


         Hesitantly, I make my way back through the book, back through time, through those years of our estrangement. Many of the entries are concerned with life in the countryside. From some ten years ago, dated 1845, there is news of the death of the local minister’s wife. ‘Mrs Kennedy died at six o’clock on the morning of 27th March and was buried on the following Friday.’ There is a copy of a note to the ‘Directors of the Farmer’s Annual Ball’ from 1836, to the effect that Thomas is ‘exceedingly sorry that it is out of his power to do himself the honour of attending the ball this night’. There are requests for subscription funds. One for a ‘subscription for a monument to Robert Burns’ catches my eye as does another for ‘Alexander McKinnon, in Spring Row, who has suffered from having his machinery destroyed by accidental fire on the night of 29th June last and from a consideration of the honest and upright character he has uniformly maintained, and of his enterprise in establishing and carrying on the bleaching business to the satisfaction of the public, we deem it is our duty to assist him in the expense of repairing his machinery.’ Fire seems to be a regular hazard in the country, as it is here in the town, for only a few months later a lady has had her ‘two good cows consumed by fire’ and seeks his help, which seems to have been readily given. As why would it not? A kindly man still, you see.
         


         There are lists, some of them land values, some of them to do with the finances of the school, which Thomas is obviously helping to support. There is a piece of correspondence concerning a poor woman who is ‘evidently in indigent circumstances and will in all probability soon become an object of charity’ and another seeking written permission to travel unhindered about the parish so long as the bearer shall ‘keep the straight or postroad’. That one, in particular, gives me pause for thought, brings back unpleasant memories, but I pass over it, moving back through the pages.
         


         There are many references to the weather. ‘This day snowed from the north and covered the earth four inches deep. More snow during last night. I rose about nine o’clock this morning. There is a strong wind from the north east with a very thick snow and drift, which continued until the evening incessantly. I never saw so deep a snow in general, although I have seen much greater weather.’ And earlier, much earlier than the lists of mineral specimens, but dating perhaps from his first years in the countryside, there are a few lists of plants and trees acquired for the gardens of his uncle’s house. But they seem half-hearted at best, or am I imagining things? Well, perhaps not, for I turn over a leaf and see another list, which includes various interesting specimen trees. Beneath it, he has drawn two broad, dark lines, the pen digging into the paper, and there I see the words, ‘Such as William might have appreciated.’
         


         My own name, boldly written down there, comes as a great shock to me, even more perhaps than I would have anticipated. I have to pour myself a small glass of whisky. I sip it slowly and when my heart has stopped racing I go back to the book with shameful eagerness, but there are few other references to me. I find copies of such letters as he wrote on my behalf with his own neat corrections. I find the letter that I wrote at his behest, with similar, more extensive corrections overlying my own scrawl, tethering my flights of fancy to the page like Lunardi’s balloon in the cathedral, but I find nothing else either to excite or sadden me. There is, incautiously I’m sure, a quotation from a document which appeared all over Glasgow in 1820, a call for men to ‘rouse from that state in which we have sunk for so many years, we are at length compelled from the extremity of our sufferings and the contempt heaped upon our petitions for redress to exert our rights at the hazard of our lives’, but it is copied without comment of any sort, as a historical curiosity merely, although it was a call to arms for which many suffered the extreme penalty.
         


         There had been a series of terrible harvests throughout the whole country, the Corn Laws had affected the price of bread and many poor working people were destitute. There had, of course, been riots. Those in authority were so alarmed by the threat of revolution that punishments were severe and repressive. Glasgow had attracted destitute people from the Highlands, from the Western Isles and from Ireland, people who had some fixed idea – or should that be desperate hope? – that a man prepared to work hard might make his fortune here. Well, some did. I can’t deny it. But many of them were soon disillusioned. Those who managed to secure employment in the burgeoning mills and manufactories were housed, fed and clothed but they were also physically exhausted in a way that the likes of Sandy Caddas seldom had been, and they were often injured by the new machinery. For those who could not find work, more often through age and infirmity than from any idleness on their part, conditions were even worse. The minister might preach against the vice of slothfulness, but I was aware of a kind of widespread and abject poverty that, even throughout my most difficult times, I could hardly have dreamed of.
         


         So it was that groups of self-styled United Scotsmen sprang up, advocating reform. The pamphlet or proclamation that Thomas had incautiously copied out was in the nature of a call to arms, although most would now judge that it was a false and deliberate provocation on the part of the authorities. It allowed them to charge any who responded to it with high treason. Many Glasgow weavers, unaware of the duplicity, answered the call, among them two young men, Andrew Hardie and John Baird. They were ultimately sentenced to be hanged, beheaded and quartered, their bodies mutilated far beyond the doubtful ministrations of the anatomists, a savagery that even now revolts me.
         


         Two things there are that further disturb me on this quiet afternoon. At the very end of the book, there is a letter, folded and tucked in upon itself and addressed to me. ‘For William, to be read after I am gone,’ it says. But I have read enough and I put it away for the moment, sliding it into the private drawer at the back of my desk. Besides, I can hear the house coming to life around me, the sound of pots and pans in the kitchen, Jenny’s light footsteps on the stair with the pup scurrying in her wake, its toenails slithering and scratching on bare wood. Then, in my haste to close the book, I cause a draught of air, and a few dried leaves float from between the pages and settle on my table. They are skeletons, light as thistledown, all colour and goodness long gone from them, leached away from them by time. At first, I don’t know what they are, or where they are from, but I think their presence among the pages of this book is no accident. Suddenly, the sight of them gives me such a pang of sadness, such regret, that it is all I can do to contain it. I want to cry aloud with the pain of it. But, of course, I do no such thing. I scoop them carefully together, fold them among the loose sheets of one of the letters and replace them from whence they came.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER SIX


            Perpetual Motion


         


         The physic garden was dying. Thomas Brown and I were in agreement about that. When he asked if I would gather specimens for him, the state of the physic garden lay at the heart of his request. In fact, the state of the physic garden lay at the root of all that occurred over those next few years. There had been a slow but steady decline for a long time past and the miserable end of this once beautiful and productive garden was inevitable.
         


         It all began with Alexander Wilson who was made professor of astronomy in 1760, but he was already the official type founder to the university. This was his main trade; astronomy was but a pastime with him. These academic disciplines were often hobbies for men who made their real living elsewhere. Much, I suppose, as Thomas would have said that his real work was medicine, even while he was lecturing in botany. Professor Wilson soon petitioned Faculty for permission to build a type foundry in the grounds, a convenience for himself, since he was about to become resident in the college. Without reference to the gardener – for who ever would think to consult a common gardener on such a matter? – they allowed the foundry to be built on a small plot of land next to the physic garden.
         


         The type foundry was much more important than the physic garden. The university needed printing of all kinds and it was an expensive business, as I now know only too well. I always feel that there is a certain irony in the nature of my later profession: fate winking at me from behind her hand, so to speak. But life does sometimes seem to throw these strange coincidences our way. The first venture must have been very successful because they quickly allowed it to be expanded, and a second foundry was built beside the first. From that time onwards the garden deteriorated a little more each year.
         


         My father had been working as college gardener while I was toddling about the place and getting up to all kinds of mischief. I spent my childhood running about the gardens, paddling in the burns with the other lads, guddling for the wee silvery fish that swam there, or catching them with nets and letting them go again. I was supposed to be helping my father, although perhaps hindering might be a better way of describing it. But he tolerated me and encouraged me in about equal measure. He was a good, God-fearing man, if a little dour.
         


         I remember one time when I was running like the wind on an imaginary errand of my own. Oh I was well away, my feet scarcely seeming to touch the ground. I think I had some vague idea, without knowing anything save that these countries lay beyond the great river and the sea, that I might run to Africa or the Americas or some such place, that my legs might carry me over the water and beyond. I was brought down to earth from this engaging fantasy when I collided with a professor, who was donnering down one of the pathways, deep in thought, his black gown flapping behind him. He was a small man and I ran right into his belly and for all that he was small of stature, his belly wasn’t that wee, I’m telling you. They were well fed, those professors.
         


         I fairly bounced off him, and the collision released a cloud of snuff from his waistcoat. The impact took the breath from him and from myself too, and I fell over. I remember sitting there with my arse paining me, and my hands digging into the cold grit of the pathway, looking up at him staggering backwards with his mouth in a round ‘o’ of astonishment. I don’t know which of us was the more surprised. My father had seen the whole thing and he came galloping over with his spade in his hand, brandishing it like a weapon. He was all for giving me a beating there and then, and I think he might have been tempted to use the flat of the spade to do it, so great was his wrath, compounded by embarrassment at his own son for being the perpetrator of such a crime. I expected it and thought my arse would be sore all over again. But the old man wouldn’t have it.
         


         ‘Na, na, na. Leave the wee man alane, Mr Lang,’ he said. ‘Let him be. He was merely doing what boys do.’


         ‘Aye,’ said my father drily. ‘Cause naethin but trouble! Will ye let me hammer the deil oot o’ him Master? Will ye?’


         He was hovering there, wondering whether to drag me to my feet or brush the professor down or what to do next. The professor surprised us both by letting out a wheezy chuckle, like a laugh that has gone rusty from lack of use. As perhaps it had.
         


         ‘Na, na, Mr Lang,’ he said again, shaking his head. ‘Leave the lad alane! It’s whiles a pleasure to see a wee lad runnin’ within the walls of this solemn auld place – and doin’ it for the joy of movement!’ he added. ‘My, my, but it’s the closest thing to perpetual motion we’ll ever see, for all their wild propositions and experiments with wheels and vast quantities of mercury! Look to the lads, that’s what I say! Look to the lads!’ and off he went, still chuckling to himself.
         


         I didn’t understand a word of what he was saying about perpetual motion and mercury, neither of us did, although I found out all about it later, when I had more books in my possession, and how it was a sort of holy grail among scholars. But he seemed to be in high good humour, as though he had enjoyed the whole incident. While my father was gazing after him in some astonishment, I scrambled to my feet and took myself off before he could change his mind and give me a beating anyway for the good of my immortal soul.
         


         

            * * *


         


         My father’s predecessor, Sandy Adams, had been a fine gardener who had taught my father all that he knew. Adams’s enterprising wife had set up a shop in one of the rooms of their house in Blackfriars Wynd, just outside the college. There, she would make herb ale (said to be a great tonic for the blood) and would sell it, along with all kinds of medicinal herbs, both dried and fresh, and distillations of these herbs, including cinnamon and peppermint as aids to digestion, lime flowers for the apoplexy and vertigo, elder with all kinds of curative properties, as well as common mint and pennyroyal, which, although its oil is very poisonous, will keep the flies away from your larder if you but place a pot by the door in summer. We still do that here in this house. There would, of course, be seasons when the produce of the physic garden was abundant, and I think Adams must have sought and gained the permission of Faculty to use the surplus as he saw fit in the service of his other business.
         


         By the time of Sandy Adams’s death, however, the type foundry was already exerting its malign influence and the garden was in decline. My father was a young married man by that time, steady and reliable, but already with considerable experience in the college gardens, and Faculty had no hesitation in appointing him in Sandy Adams’s place. When I grew old enough to become a real help to him, my father never tired of telling me that he judged the physic garden to be in a dreadful state. After his appointment as head gardener, he had attempted to remedy it and immediately ordered forty cartloads of dung for dressing the soil. I mind the stink of it yet for I played my part in shovelling it into and out of wheelbarrows. You could shovel all day long and the heaps never seemed to get any smaller or smell any sweeter.
         


         Throughout my childhood, the botanical garden, as my father called the physic garden, became a constant cause for complaint. It was the focus for all his woes, a sad accompaniment to a thousand conversations. I would sometimes be sent to fetch him in when his supper was on the table – invariably broth, bannocks, a little crowdie with salt, since he was a man of regular, even monotonous habits – and more often than not, I would find him foraging among the herbs, studying leaves and blossoms for signs of injury. But you didn’t need to look too closely to see that the garden was sickly, leaves yellowing and falling before their time or shrivelled, their growth stunted, so many plants afflicted with some dreadful malaise. It was a vegetable plague and just as deadly as the epidemics that from time to time would ravage the human population of the town.
         


         Professor Hamilton, although I have small recollection of him, must have begun lecturing in botany around that time. He had studied under the celebrated anatomist William Hunter, in London, and so came with a reputation for an interest in dissection, that is, slicing into real, albeit dead human bodies, to find out what goes on beneath the skin. Professor Hamilton was a good friend to my father and when the post of college gardener became vacant, he thought that my father would be a very suitable person to fill it and recommended him to Faculty.
         


         My father and Professor Hamilton used to have frequent discussions about remedies for the problem, much as Thomas Brown and I would later spend many hours wrestling with possible solutions for what was becoming an intractable state of decay. But I doubt if their relationship was anything other than formal. My father was the kind of man who knew his place and would offer due deference to men whom he thought of as his superiors in intellect and station, if not in the eyes of God. All men were equal in the eyes of the Lord. He would say that and I must suppose that he believed it. But although Professor Hamilton was youthful and gracious, he would have expected nothing less than respectful compliance with all his wishes, and my father would have thought this right and proper.
         


         I have seen some of Professor Hamilton’s lecture notes. Like many another before him, he was convinced that plants gave off noxious substances by night, vapours inimical to the human frame, a belief which has persisted to this day. My late wife herself believed it, my daughter-in-law still does, and my grand-daughter is not even allowed her posy of wild flowers in her room at night, although I myself remain unconvinced of it, perhaps because I slept in close proximity to all kinds of vegetable matter for a very large part of my youth, and apart from the occasional twinge of rheumatism and a little deterioration of my eyesight, have remained as active and healthy a man as it is possible to be.
         


         Rather, I feel, it is the noxious effluents and vapours of such as the type foundry and numerous other manufactories, which have been established in our town, which destroy our trees and shrubs and flowers, which poison our rivers, which will, I do believe, ultimately destroy us all, for are we not made of the same organic matter? When the plants begin to die, we should look to ourselves and our own health to follow them into putrefaction.


         Now, Glasgow is indeed growing and flourishing, but not in any way of which a gardener would approve. Not to put too fine a point on it, the town which, in my youth, was a place of many gardens and still full of the scent of flowers, now stinks to high heaven. The waters that were clear, in which the fish swam, over which the birds flew, are livid and sluggish as they flow through the town. The green leaves turn yellow and sour, even as they unfurl on the tree. The bark that should be silver or brown is as caked with dirt as the stones of this old house and even the statues on some of the new buildings, the gods and angels, already have a thin overlay of soot.
         


         I have to remind myself that I am no longer a gardener and need not care for such things. But old habits die hard, and I do not like the smoke and the fog and the soot, even though I seem miraculously immune to its ill effects. There is nothing left of the dear, green place that Saint Mungo loved, and he would recognise no part of it. The folk of this town grow as stunted as the trees. They are pale and cough a great deal, and I think it was not so in my youth, no matter how hard the privations that the poor had to endure then. But progress must have its way, as my sons are always telling me and perhaps they are right.


         My father and Professor Hamilton made strenuous efforts on behalf of the physic garden but they were sadly thwarted by Faculty itself, for a third type foundry was soon built. Everyone knew what the effects of the smoke and fumes would be but nobody was prepared to make a decision to save the garden. And so we limped on in this fashion until Professor Hamilton himself took ill and died. He was then only thirty-two years old. It was in May of 1790 that Professor James Jeffray was appointed to the Chair of Botany and Anatomy in his stead. But in the type foundry next door they were melting lead, tin and antimony. You could taste them on your tongue. Like Canute, and just as helplessly wise, my poor father stood among his plants, head bowed before the onslaught of the incoming industrial tide.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER SEVEN


            The Anatomist


         


         Professor Jeffray had a fondness for wild experimentation and sensational ventures. His anatomical lectures were well attended because he was a great showman where these were concerned. But as I have said, his botanical lectures, which he was supposed to give in the summer months, were tedious affairs, blighted by his own lack of interest. A little while after the affair of the rat, he proposed that Thomas Brown undertake the lectures in his stead. Brown’s first course of lectures was successful and in May of the following year, he was appointed to teach botany in the university ‘so long as it shall be expedient’. The arrangement suited both men. But it meant that neither could afford to offend the other too much, although I cannot think that Jeffray was a man whom Thomas would have chosen for a friend, had circumstances been different.


         Thomas, I have already begun to describe for you and now that I have made a start, I am afraid I shall write even more of him. Memories jostle my pen: the way he stood, his habit of rocking back and forth on his heels, the way he walked through the gardens with his head in the air, which gave him a haughty look, completely belied by his ability to focus all his attention on you, staring at you with those pale, clever eyes, as though your every word was important to him and for all I know, that may have been the truth. My words may have been important to him at that time. 
         


         But I am somewhat at a loss to bring James Jeffray clearly before your sight because my judgement of him is clouded by subsequent events. He died only a few years ago. He had been professor of anatomy for fifty-eight years, and must, in that time, have contributed a prodigious amount to the study of medicine. Back then, as a young man, he was impulsive, intelligent, experimental. All these things. Mercurial. You could never quite pin him down.
         


         There were those who called him a mere sawbones, myself included at that time, albeit in private, and only when I was in conversation with Thomas Brown. There were those who thought he was a genius. Perhaps both judgements were true. Most of his qualities would seem to be admirable. And yet, there was something repellent about his demeanour, or I always found it so. There was something about his ruthlessness in the pursuit of knowledge that gave the observer – this observer, at any rate – a certain feeling of revulsion, like a premonition of dreadful things to come. And yet, he was in no way to blame. In no way at all.
         


         Much later, after all was said and done, something happened that may serve to explain both Jeffrey’s genius and my misgivings. You will no doubt have heard the tale. I was not there. Oh no. I was certainly not there. And somehow, I do not think that Thomas would have been there either. Not by then. He would have learned his lesson all too well by then I think, and he had even resigned as lecturer in botany a couple of years earlier. But Professor Jeffray’s courses in anatomy were still exceedingly popular. The numbers who enrolled annually were sometimes as many as two hundred. And as with botany, samples were required. But these were not things that could be gathered by young lads venturing into the countryside on fine days in June. Jeffray needed human specimens. And he needed them to be dead. Not surprisingly, there was some difficulty in obtaining subjects for demonstration. Executed criminals were fair game, but there were few such in Glasgow at that time. I would never have called this a law-abiding town, but murder was still something of a rarity.
         


         However, in 1818, one Matthew Clydesdale, a weaver from Airdrie, was arrested and charged with murdering an old man in a fit of drunken violence. I suppose Clydesdale was neither better nor worse than many a working man who indulges a little too freely and loses his temper, but in this case the results were tragic. Clydesdale was a big man, and his much older victim could not defend himself. He fell down, banged his head on a flagstone and died. Clydesdale was brought to trial in Glasgow, found guilty of a murder, which was never, I think, his intention, and sentenced to be hung, with the additional judgement that his body was to be anatomised afterwards, a slightly more merciful version of the old, barbarous custom of hanging, drawing and quartering which was generally meted out to Scottish patriots by their neighbours, and latterly to young men such as Andrew Hardie and John Baird, tricked into acts of treason. There had not been a public execution, or indeed any execution for murder, in Glasgow for ten years. As I said, this is by no means a law-abiding town, but murder was still enough of a rarity to be cause for comment, speculation, curiosity. It was by no means the only offence for which the penalty was death. Robbery was also a capital offence, but the additional sentence of being sent to the anatomists was generally the prerogative of foul murderers. Unless one of the professors tipped the wink to the hangman, and there were no close relatives with a prior claim on the body, relatives moreover who were ready to defend it from those who might come to dig it up again in the night. There was a highly lucrative trade in resurrected bodies at that time, certainly enough to encourage a few unscrupulous individuals to cut out the inconvenience of natural death and burial and facilitate the provision of fresh bodies themselves.
         


         Many people came to watch the execution that late autumn day. It was a regular day’s entertainment. I remember the crowds, although I myself kept well away from the jail square and the Saltmarket where the gallows had been erected in front of the brand new High Court building. There was ale for sale and spirits and all kinds of comestibles and sweetmeats. It was a grand spectacle, so people told me afterwards. The children loved it, and if it taught them a lesson in good behaviour, so much the better. One mother actually said that to her ragged brood within my hearing as she herded them towards the High Court! The authorities even had to post soldiers by the timber footbridge over the river, lest the crowds overwhelm it with their numbers and caused a catastrophe as they struggled to get a better view of proceedings. More fodder for the anatomists I suppose.
         


         There were two hangings that day. A youngster called Simon Ross was hanged for theft, and I believe the poor lad took a long time to die, twitching and struggling on the rope, a truly dreadful procedure to behold. Clydesdale’s end was much quicker. He was by far the bigger man and the weight of his body must have pulled him down and broken his neck and hastened his end, thank-God. Once they had been pronounced dead, Clydesdale was taken down, placed in a cart and trundled up the Saltmarket, across Trongate and into the High Street, to the university college. Poor young Ross was handed over to his grieving relatives and buried somewhere in the Ramshorn graveyard, so the anatomists did not get their hands on him then, and his grave was well guarded, so that they would not get their hands on him afterwards, either. The resurrection men who were hard at work procuring corpses for scholars would have been sorely disappointed.


         

            * * *


         


         The anatomy theatre was very crowded. I suppose that some who had watched the execution came to watch the dissection. We are wont to talk of nature red in tooth and claw, but there are few creatures of the natural world so lacking in sympathy for the fellow members of their own species as human beings. The dog will fight his enemies to the death, but, on the whole, will spare the lesser canine who submits to him. Even rooks will mob the hunting hawk to protect their own kind. The casualties of the overcrowded rookery are few, and then only when the young tumble from the nest. We are more like insects, I think, but even they eat because they must and that for the greater good.
         


         The anatomists who received the body of the unfortunate Clydesdale were Jeffray and Doctor Andrew Ure, who seemed to have a touching not to say daft faith in the possibility that he really could reanimate a dead body and bring it back to life. James Jeffray, I’m absolutely sure, held no such illusion. He was no fool but he was quite prepared to experiment with galvanisation – the application of the mysterious current to the corpse – in an effort to observe the effects of such stimulation on the human anatomy.


         One of the customers at our bookshop, Hugh Brodie, a Glasgow watchmaker who had a somewhat unlikely passion for the works of Horace Walpole and Ann Radcliffe, that is, for gloomy castles and distressed damsels and mysterious murders, came to the shop specifically to tell me all about it. I suppose it fed his taste for the bizarre. When I pointed out that reanimating a murderer might be something less than advisable, he became quite angry with me.


         ‘There’s no need to tak’ that tone wi’ me!’ he said, as though I had deliberately affronted him.


         ‘What would they have done if he had lived?’ I asked, amicably enough. ‘Would they perhaps have hung him all over again, do you think? And what would the legal position have been in such a case? Would it have been permissible?’


         He departed, muttering and shaking his head, and that was a customer we had lost, but I found I didn’t care. Besides, the question was not such a foolish one after all, for I later learned that Ure had attempted to answer it for me.
         


         ‘This event, however little desirable with a murderer, and perhaps contrary to the law, would yet have been pardonable in one instance, as it would have been highly honourable and useful to science,’ were his exact words.
         


         Useful to science. Ah yes. How many execrable acts have been justified with those glib words? How many will yet be justified? But I repeat that I do not think that Jeffray anticipated any such result.
         


         The way it went was this. The men first dissected the body. There was no flow of blood. Clydesdale was well and truly dead. But they wished to expose areas where galvanisation might be applied. The connecting rods were fixed to heel and spinal cord whereupon Clydesdale’s knee flexed so violently that he appeared to kick one of the assistants in the ribs, thus causing the man almost to fall over, in a somewhat ironic recreation of the actions that had brought the weaver to this pass in the first place.
         


         Then they connected the rods to what they called the phrenic nerve and the diaphragm. Ure thought to restore breathing to the corpse and, indeed, according to written reports at the time, the ‘chest heaved and fell. The belly was protruded and again collapsed.’


         Tiring of this, at last, with the corpse showing no signs whatsoever of reviving permanently, they applied the current to the forehead and the heel, encompassing the whole man, as warlocks are said to do when they make their followers swear allegiance to Satan. Then they varied the voltage.
         


         Expressions of all kinds appeared to flit across the murderer’s features in a terrible imitation of life. He seemed, by turns, enraged, horrified, despairing, amused and desperate. It was at this point, I believe, that several of the spectators turned sick and were forced to leave the theatre in order to vomit in the street outside. One gentleman fainted and had to be carried out. However, some of the students, of a more sanguine disposition, were distinctly heard to clap their hands, whistle and cheer, as such young gentlemen invariably will. The corpse remained resolutely dead, although to make doubly sure, Jeffray despatched him again with a scalpel, slicing right into his neck and almost decapitating the unfortunate weaver in the process.
         


         Clydesdale’s corpse was eventually released to his wife. She, poor woman, had given birth to a son less than a month before the assault that was to result in her husband’s execution. I do not know where the body was buried, although executed murderers were usually laid to rest under the courtyard of the High Court building, with the weight of the forces of law and order pressing down upon them, presumably to stop their restless ghosts from troubling the populace at large.
         


         There can have been few murderers, however, who proved to be so resolutely, finally, unarguably dead as Clydesdale. Where galvanisation and the combined skills of two professors of anatomy had failed, even the saviour himself might have faltered, Lazarus notwithstanding. But I am an old man and must be allowed my fun, if fun it can be called. A gruesome joke, certainly. And I tell this tale only to bring Jeffray before your eyes. He was this kind of man, you see, quite ruthless in the pursuit of learning. The great mass of people may well approve of him and find his actions both explicable and even praiseworthy. It is universally accepted that the pursuit of knowledge is a very fine thing. And Clydesdale was, after all, a common murderer.
         


         

            * * *


         


         All of that came later and at the time I knew only that I found Jeffray and his obsession with anatomy disturbing. During the years when we were friends, Thomas would sometimes say to me that observing the way the human body worked was like seeing a machine, a complicated machine, where everything was dependent upon everything else.
         


         ‘So much sickness and misery,’ he would say, ‘is caused because the machine that we call our body breaks down. If we could only repair that machine, William! If we knew how these things worked. If we could effect adequate repairs, then so many lives might be saved, so much misery avoided!’


         It was a sign of the times. There was a positive rage for machinery, for mechanisms that worked and could be fine tuned and repaired when they broke down. It was one reason why the pursuit of perpetual motion was so much in vogue. The type foundry was one such mechanism that was admirably suited to its purpose. But the problem for the new manufacturers was so often that their human operatives broke down beyond hope of repair, crushed, exhausted, sickly as the plants in my garden and certainly far more ill nourished.
         


         When Thomas said to me that it would be a blessing if one could learn how to repair the human body, I could not help but agree with him. He respected Professor Jeffray well enough. To be sure, he would sometimes say, ‘Oh, Jeffray is such a showman!’ and there would be a slight air of disapproval even from him. Yet there was always the implied ‘but’ in such remarks. ‘But the work he does is worthwhile. But he is a fine surgeon. But anatomy is the way of the future.’


         I believe now, with the benefit of all too many years of hindsight, that there was a connection between the aspirations of the new manufacturers and the desire to learn how to mend the human body in the abstract. And I doubt if there was anything very philanthropic about it. It was, rather, a matter of good business sense. Machines might run endlessly with the application of a little oil, a small adjustment here or there, so why not people? The poor factory weans could work fourteen hours a day, but those who did the full stretch soon fell ill, crippled by calamitous fatigue as much as by the constant collision of wood and metal with poorly formed bones. If machines could be fixed, then so could people. Rest and nourishment were costly alternatives. Surgery might come cheaper. This was their motivation, or so I believed and still continue to believe, although I cannot accuse everyone of an equal cynicism. And I cannot accuse my friend Thomas Brown of desiring anything but the general good of mankind, although for a long time I blamed him, ferociously and bitterly.
         


         By the time Jeffray was performing his experiments with the reanimation of corpses, I had learned other, more subtle and yet more terrible lessons. And so had Thomas Brown. Which serves to explain why neither of us wished to witness the galvanisation of Matthew Clydesdale. His was, as it turns out, the last body to be sent for public dissection, the authorities having a little more compassion, or perhaps a little more distaste for the subject, than either of the distinguished medical men involved.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER EIGHT


            My Father and My Family


         


         One way and another, the turn of the century was a terrible time in Glasgow. There had been shortages of even the most basic foods, oatmeal and potatoes, and there had been riots in the town, since when folk can barely afford to eat, they become weak but they also become desperate on behalf of their children. Food may have been in short supply but alcohol was freely available. A proliferation of ‘tippling houses’ gave working men a respite from all the misery. But when desperate folk have a drink inside them, the least thing will set them off, like a spark on tinder-dry moorland. Troops had been called in to disperse the crowds and had behaved with predictable brutality. Many arrests were made and people were transported to the colonies.
         


         My family and I were by no means as badly off as some. We had the produce of the gardens to sustain us and my father had had the foresight to plant extra vegetables in our own cottage garden, but all the same, times were difficult. He had been working hard and the weather was dreich and drear as it so often is in January, that most difficult of months when the sun hardly seems to rise before it is setting again. He had been employed in taking down the old stone bridge over the Molendinar Burn, because it was becoming dangerous. The work was exhausting. I know because I helped him with it, but he would not rest. The payment was to be some twelve guineas, which was a great sum of money to us.
         


         ‘It is a fine opportunity!’ he said to my mother. ‘Enough to see us through the rest of the winter. We’ll put it by and only use it when we have to.’


         It was in his nature to over-exert himself. He never could bring himself to believe that anyone else could do a job as well as if not better than himself. Before that, we had been employed in laying out new walks in the garden, carting and spreading gravel to improve the pathways, so that the scholars and professors might take the air when the weather improved. But when we began work on the bridge, the wind was cold and the sleety rain was intense. I remember looking at my father’s blue lips and noticing the tremor in his legs and thinking that he did not look as he should.
         


         He insisted on carrying on with the work, but when I paused for breath, I saw that he was bent double, clutching at his chest and panting for breath. He leaned on me and I managed to half drag, half carry him back to the house. We got him into the box bed in the wall, the two of us, my mother pulling off his muddy trousers, for he was too weak and in too much pain to manage it for himself. I looked at his legs, which seemed very spindly, and the hair on top of his bowed head, which was thinning, showing the shiny pink scalp beneath, and wondered at myself for not noticing how frail he had become. My mother stroked his head, much as she would caress her children, and I saw that her hand trembled.
         


         ‘Will I fetch Doctor Brown?’ I asked.


         Afterwards, I realised that I should just have gone for him anyway, but my mother hesitated. I know he would have come at my request. Later, he was angry that I had not sought him out there and then.
         


         ‘Why did you not come for me instantly?’ he asked. ‘There might have been something I could have done! You must know me well enough by now, William, to be sure that I would have come at your request.’


         But when my father came to himself a little, he would have none of it. He said we could not afford doctors, what were the likes of us doing contemplating calling them in and when I said that I did not think we would have to pay Thomas Brown, who had always treated me kindly, he frowned and said he would rather die than take charity from any man. Which is what he did, a few days later, when the pains returned with even more ferocity. My mother, who had been swithering, as she invariably did, between her own sensible inclinations and obedience to her husband, blamed herself.
         


         But how like him to want to keep going until the end of a particular job. ‘Never leave work half done,’ he would tell me. The maxim has stayed with me and yet I haven’t always followed it. I think now, there are times when it is better to leave a little to be done another day. Which is one of the good things that Thomas taught me.


         ‘Don’t kill yourself, William,’ he would say, with a smile. ‘You’ll get twice as much done if you don’t rush at things but take your ease now and then.’


         At that time, I believed everything my father told me, and would work as though some demon were behind me, urging me on, which was always the way of it with him. Truly, the demon was himself. I have seen it since in many men, and often in men more than women. Women work because they must, but they seem to know how to ration their energies and when they lose a little of their health and strength, they blame it on time, not on others. They may lose their strength but they do not lose themselves in the process. Men grow old and are by no means as full of energy as they once were. They seem to lose something of themselves and blame it on those around them. It is as though their only value is in what they do or what they once did, and not in what they think or what they might have achieved within the span of their years.


         I have tried very hard not to make that mistake. I try to value what I have made of my life and to give myself due credit for my achievements. I loved my wife to the end. I love my sons, although it is not in the nature of Scotsmen to say so very often. I love all my grandchildren and that is permissible. We are by no means so embarrassed by such an admission. But I will also confess that I love none of the others quite as much as I love my little lass with the flaxen hair and that, I have come to realise, is for reasons over and beyond herself, although she is as sunny-natured a child as you could wish to find.
         


         

            * * *


         


         While Faculty cogitated about replacing my father, I found myself supervising the completion of various pieces of work that he had begun, which meant that at least some of his payment could come to me and could be handed on to my mother, for the benefit of my brothers and sisters. But all the same there were many bills to be met, including his funeral expenses.


         I was strong and confident, for sure, but too young to know how little I really knew. And as the eldest son, I found myself in the unenviable position of having to support my widowed mother and my younger siblings. My poor mother, who had always seemed to expect something of the sort, a born pessimist I think, made it clear that she was relying on me to fill my father’s exceedingly muddy boots when it came to providing for the family.


         Our worries were so acute because there were so many of us. While my father was alive, I had not realised just how difficult it was to feed and clothe so many. I had been very ignorant, and he had been content to shield me somewhat from the harsh realities of his life. But when he was gone, I soon came to understand why he had been irritable and morose on occasions. My only wonder was that he had remained so cheerful for the most part, so optimistic, so hopeful for some unspecified future prosperity. I found myself loving and honouring him more in death than I had in life, and regretting that I had not been able to tell him so.
         


         There were eight of us, of whom I was the eldest – a great number to provide for at any time, let alone one of general poverty and deprivation. My younger sister, Bessie, barely fifteen years old, was already in service at the house of one of the more wealthy college professors in the town. He was a great man with a number of business interests that were far from scholarly, but respectable enough. She was employed as the scullery maid, which means she was a skivvy, responsible for everything from raking out the ashes in choking clouds and lighting the fires in the morning, to emptying the chanties from under the beds. Her first job after lighting the kitchen fire and setting the porridge pot on top of it, so she told me, was to wake the cook, which was no easy task, given that Mistress MacTaggart was fond of a dram or two before bed. Thereafter her days were as long and full and quite as exhausting as my own. She must undertake everything from gutting the breakfast fish to peeling potatoes, with her hands made red raw by the icy water, from scrubbing the kitchen table until the wood turned white to cleaning the pots and pans, but at least she was well fed and she had a roof over her head, so that was a relief to all of us. She was a good-natured lassie and we loved her dearly, but my mother and I were relieved that she, at least, was off our hands.
         


         Next came the twins, twelve-year-old Jean and Susanna, ‘great big lumps of lassies’ my mother used to call them, which drove them wild. They were old enough to do some sewing, which kept them occupied and brought in a few pence each week, although they lacked both skill and concentration, as my mother also used to say, lamenting their awkwardness. More often than not she had to launder their work when they were finished, simmering it with soap in the copper, since it was so grubby and sticky from their fingers, and then pressing it with a smoothing iron. But they could stitch a plain seam, and that was useful. Susanna’s eyesight was not good, which was some excuse for her clumsiness. Jean was careless and a wee thing selfish. She liked animals and was always to be found playing with a mischief of kittens under the table, or coaxing the fox terrier that belonged to one of the professors into our garden with bits of cheese, for which it had a passion.
         


         ‘I wouldn’t care,’ said my mother, ‘but we can ill spare the cheese. She feeds it enough to make a good supper for herself and her sister. And she is normally so greedy, but that dog must take precedence!’
         


         It was true that what they lacked in concentration they made up in appetite. They would have eaten us out of house and home. My father always said as much, although he never begrudged them a mouthful of bread or a cup of milk. But when times were hard, as they were now that my father was gone, they had to make do with less, and ‘we’re starving’ was their constant complaint. But they were good humoured withall, and always laughing.


         I had, besides my sisters, Bessie, Jean and Susanna, three younger brothers, James, John and Robert. James was old enough to do his bit about the gardens. Nine years old and he could wield a spade with the best of them. He was wiry but very thin and the sight of his spindly shoulders bent over the spade would – so my mother sometimes said – make her heart ache for him. Mine too, although I wouldn’t admit as much. She would try to feed him up, putting extra bread on his plate, an extra spoonful of porridge in his bowl. But he was stronger than we realised. My father had been keen to see him schooled, as I myself had been taught to read and write, but James was a poor scholar at the best of times, and his learning had been limited to the occasional lesson from the old dominie who had once taught me, and who would try to wrestle words and numbers into his bullet head for a few pennies, when my father could spare them.


         Of the two youngest, John was but four years old when my father died, and Rab was a little lad of two, just toddling about, both of them too young to do much more than I had at the same age, although I found employment for Johnnie, who was something of a favourite with me, in scaring the birds, whenever I had planted seeds in the garden.
         


         Rab was the runt of the litter. He did nothing but cling to my mother’s skirts and hinder her from doing her work. He was a sickly soul, with a terrible cough, day and night, and with the snotters always hanging into his mouth, green candles my mother called them, dripping down from his poor nose. She worried about him, but then we all did. When food was scarce, she would go without herself so that he could eat. He liked to nibble the bread and sip the broth off her dish, but his appetite was small, so it was no great hardship. And for all that he was sickly, he was mostly uncomplaining, except when the earache beset him. Those twin organs would become so inflamed that he had trouble hearing and he would keep us all awake at nights, sobbing, ‘Mammy, mammy, my ears are that sair!’ On the whole, though, Rab was a brave wee boy and Johnnie made much more of a fuss over the least little upset. When he was stung by nettles in the garden or when he accidentally dropped a rock on his toes while he was trying to help me, you could have heard his wails and cries all over the college.
         


         Most tragic of all, my mother was heavily pregnant with her eighth child when my father died. He never lived to see the baby, named Janet, and she did not survive him by many months, so my mother felt herself doubly cursed. For my part, I could not help the uneasy sense that the infant would have been just one more mouth for me to feed. I cannot say I was relieved at her death. I mind even yet her waxy face on the day she died, like a spent candle end, and my mother’s sobbing, low and persistent, for night after night, but all the same, I cannot deny that it was easier to provide for seven than for eight.
         


         

            * * *


         


         After Janet died, my mother was very low in spirits. ‘We shall starve, William,’ she kept saying. ‘Starve or freeze! Starve and freeze.’


         I didn’t think we would freeze; there was an abundance of dead timber in the gardens, and it was there for the taking. But money for food was another matter, and she was right. I had been thrust into my father’s shoes with scant experience, and my head fairly buzzed with wondering how year after year he had managed to bring in the income that had kept our little ship afloat. I began to understand his weariness and how he had squeezed every last ounce of productive time out of his days. Once the money from the work on the Molendinar bridge was gone, we would barely have enough to keep body and soul together, never mind to give the younger children a modicum of education.
         


         At last, having racked my brains for ideas, I recollected Sandy Adams, the old gardener, and his wife’s successful apothecary venture. I suggested that we might follow their example, rent a front room in one of the properties adjacent to the university and set up our own apothecary business there. I thought that my mother could run it, much as Mistress Adams had assisted her husband.
         


         My poor mother, however, was no Mistress Adams. She was so bemused by the sudden death of my father that she could say nothing but, ‘if you say so, son!’ which was certainly the wrong answer, because I knew as much about the business of being an apothecary as I knew about the subject of women, love and marriage in those days, and that was precious little. But then, we are all full of wild and unrealistic aspirations at that time of life. It would be a poor world if the young did not have their dreams. Anything seemed possible to me, and I was too foolish to realise that my mother was still stunned by her twin bereavements.
         


         I mourned my father with a sorrow that frequently took me by surprise, took the breath from me. Sometimes when I was digging in the garden, I would fancy that he was standing just behind me. I would turn round, expecting to see him, and find nothing but empty air where he should have been.


         ‘Put your back into it, son,’ he would have said. I could almost hear him say it. Then the grief that dogged me would seize me by the throat, and I could feel the tears start behind my eyes.


         I felt that the most fitting tribute to his memory would be for me to make the best of things for his widow and my brothers and sisters. Pursuing my dream of financial independence for all of us, I forged on with the apothecary plan. When a moneylender came to our door, I let myself be persuaded into borrowing a sum of five pounds, to lay down as rent on the proposed apothecary shop, to fit it out and buy in some supplies. They have an uncanny ability to sniff out need, and this man had, no doubt, heard of my father’s untimely death.
         


         ‘Young man,’ he said. ‘You’ll not regret it. And I wish you every success with your new venture!’ he added, as he walked away, no doubt sniggering up his sleeve at my naivety.


         It was not a clever move. I was very foolish. I thought I knew everything about life, but I had not the smallest measure of wisdom. Not at that time.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER NINE


            The Water of Life


         


         After the death of my father and my infant sister, I threw myself into the work that had killed him with renewed vigour, out of a sort of defiance against fate itself. I moved earth, cleaned out the Molendinar, took down the old stone bridge and did some work on the new one. There was rebuilding and planting up of the banks of the burn to be done with such plants as would spread and bring some stability. I hoped that if I could convince the authorities of my capabilities, then – although I was only eighteen years old – they might agree to make me gardener in his stead.


         It was at about this time that Thomas Brown singled me out for his particular friendship. He had always been disposed to be kindly to me. I had begun to collect specimens for him during the previous spring and summer. But now I saw a very great deal of him as he walked about the gardens, even at times when the weather was particularly inclement. He didn’t seem to mind. There were days when, had I not been engaged on all kinds of renovations, hefting stones like a convict, I would most certainly have been indoors, toasting my toes beside the fire, but Thomas seemed impervious to cold, rain, sleet or even the occasional flurry of snow.
         


         He was a very striking man. He would stride along with the air of having his head in the clouds. He had a rather stern face, which belied his essential good nature. He had curly hair, which he tied back with a ribbon, and grey eyes that he sometimes felt the need to strengthen with a pair of round spectacles that sat somewhat incongruously on his nose. He was slender, but gave the impression of a certain vigour and capability. His hands, when you looked more closely at them, were something like the hands of a working man: strong and a wee thing calloused and freckled. He was nothing like most of the professors who would wander about the college gardens, deep in scholarly thoughts, as though they were not quite of this world. Nothing like the professor who had called me a perpetual motion machine, and excused me a beating because of it. There was a fey look about some of them. I thought they hardly even noticed me but it was not in the way the nabbery would deliberately ignore you because you were one of the lower orders. No, it was more that their minds were so wholly elsewhere that they saw nothing: not the young scholars who regularly created mayhem among the trees and flowers, not us gardeners who were always trying to curb their excesses without seeming to insult them, not even the sight of a pretty maid would have disturbed them in the middle of their cogitations. Except that Thomas Brown was nothing like that. You got the feeling that Thomas noticed everything.
         


         He always passed the time of day with me and stopped to watch me working, but there came an afternoon when there was a woeful, thin sleet, borne on a snell wind which battered it into our frozen faces, and on that day, he watched for a while and passed a few pleasantries, and then he came up to me and offered me a silver flask.
         


         ‘Here,’ he said, holding it out to me.


         ‘What’s this?’


         I squinted up at him, my face stinging, my eyes watering. It was such an extraordinary occurrence that I thought he wanted me to do something for him, that he was giving me orders of some kind. I didn’t realise at first that he was actually giving me his flask.


         ‘Drink it and see!’ he said.


         I put the flask to my numb lips and swallowed. I remember the intense shock of it to this very day. There was an explosion of peat smoke, spring water, seaweed and honeysuckle in my mouth – my first taste of a good whisky from the islands.
         


         He grinned at me and nodded. ‘Go on. Take another swig. It’ll put a bit of life in you. Colour in your cheeks. You look so cold, William.’


         ‘That’s because I am cold. But this is very good.’
         


         ‘Oh I know.’


         ‘Where does it come from?’


         ‘Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies.’ He sat down on a low wall, close beside where I was working in all the sleet, huddled his blue wool coat around him and took a swig from the flask himself. It struck me that he didn’t even wipe the bottle before he put it to his lips and that small gesture of complicity touched me.
         


         ‘Actually,’ he continued, ‘one of my students is island born. He comes from the Isle of Islay, out in the west, and he brings this elixir to Glasgow with him. To remind himself of home, I expect. He calls it the water of life. “Can I give you a wee sensation of the water of life, Doctor Brown?” he said to me, once. The next time he went home he brought me rather more than a sensation. Afterwards, I found out that the name of his house means the Place of the Still in his own highland tongue.’


         Thomas Brown was so free and easy with me that it was impossible to feel embarrassed with him and yet it was not an everyday occurrence for one of the professors to be sitting on a wall conversing with a gardener and sharing a drink with him. No, it was not an everyday occurrence at all.
         


         ‘Tell me,’ he said. ‘William. I may call you William?’


         ‘Aye. That’s my name.’ In my surprise, I think I must have spoken brusquely, but he ignored my rudeness.
         


         ‘And you must call me Thomas. Will you do that?’


         ‘If that’s what you wish.’


         ‘I do. I was very sorry to hear about your father. You should have sent for me when he fell ill.’


         ‘I would have, but when he came to himself he would have none of it, and we didn’t dare disobey him.’


         ‘It must have been a great shock for you and your mother.’
         


         ‘It was a great shock for all of us. He was a good man.’


         ‘And a fine gardener.’


         ‘Aye, he was that too.’


         He stood up briefly and held out his hand to me. I shook hands with him in return, aware that my own were very grimy, as they had been the first time we met, when I was a lad of sixteen. Once again, he didn’t appear to notice, or to mind if he did.


         Then he offered me the flask again and when I had finished, he took another pull for himself. The spirit was coursing through my blood like a spell, warming my limbs, and making my head swim. I was not at all used to strong drink. My mother wouldn’t have it in the house for any save medicinal purposes. Perhaps it was the spirit which made me suddenly so free and easy with him, so lacking in my habitual diffidence.
         


         ‘A drop of that every day would banish the winter for sure,’ I told him. ‘And how are things with you, sir?’ I added, feeling that some politeness was expected of me.


         ‘Things are going very well indeed,’ he said.


         I nodded. I knew all about him. The students loved him. I would hear them complaining and grumbling about this or that professor, but of Thomas Brown, after his last series of lectures, I had heard nought but good.


         ‘I think at least some of my success is down to you and your knowledge in the field,’ he continued. ‘Tell me, William, have they offered you the position of college gardener yet?’


         I was surprised that he even knew of my situation.


         ‘No. Not yet. I’ve been working as hard as I can, completing all the work that my father started, but they haven’t made up their minds yet.’


         ‘Well they should. They won’t find another man here with such knowledge.’


         ‘I’m only completing what my father began, sir.’


         ‘Maybe I can write to them on your behalf.’


         ‘Would you do that?’


         ‘Aye. I don’t see why not. Though it would be better if I persuaded Jeffray to do it instead. He has far more influence than I do. I’ll see what he says.’
         


         ‘Thank-you, sir.’


         ‘Don’t sir me so much. Thomas. My name is Thomas just. And that’s what you must call me. But tell me, what would you do if you had a free hand here?’
         


         I didn’t hesitate. ‘Plant more trees,’ I said. I stood upright and eased my aching back. The sleety rain had stopped and a blink of watery, winter sunlight was filtering into the garden. He smiled at me. He had a smile that would have raised the dead. Even, I think, Matthew Clydesdale.


         ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘A man after my own heart then?’


         ‘How come?’


         ‘A man who loves trees as much as I do.’ He swept his arm around about, encompassing the expanse of the college garden. ‘Not enough planting, Thomas. We could remedy that, between us. You and me. What would you say to placing a big order for trees? A grand new planting. Where would you go for them?’


         ‘McAslan and Austin,’ I said, without hesitation. They were nurserymen and the best in town. They knew their business. That was what my father had always said and he had been right.


         ‘Yes. I know them. My father – when he built the new house – he bought a fine selection of trees from them. And what would you buy, William?’


         ‘What would I buy? What would I not buy, given a free hand? A huge variety. New kinds of trees as well. I mean new for this garden. My father was a conventional man in many ways, as were they all, all those old gardeners. Limes, beeches, elms, poplars and thorns. He saw no further than that. They are fine trees in their way …’
         


         ‘But you would have it different?’


         ‘Oh yes. Those and more. I love trees. But I think I would purchase something that might grow more quickly, as well as all of those.’


         ‘Such as?’
         


         ‘Flowering cherries for the springtime, maybe the guilderose as well and larches.’


         ‘Oh aye, there would have to be larches. Are you fond of larches, William?’


         ‘I love the larch and the way it moves! The way it sways and the beauty of it even in the winter. And the shapes it makes in the sky.’


         ‘It seems you are a poet when it comes to trees, William!’ He was looking at me with a hint of a smile at my enthusiasm, but I could see that he was not mocking me, although I could not read his expression. ‘And what more?’ he asked.


         ‘Weeping willows and hollies. I think we need more hollies here.’


         ‘But they are not swift growing.’


         ‘No. But the birds are glad of them in winter. And besides, they brighten the place up at a dreich time of year.’


         ‘Ah!’ he nodded, understanding. ‘And you don’t mind the birds taking shelter in the garden, William?’


         ‘No. They rid the place of so many unwanted visitors, slugs and snails and the like, that I rather think they should be encouraged. It was my father’s opinion too, although there were many who disagreed with him.’
         


         ‘Go on. What else? Have you anything more exotic in mind?’


         ‘Why yes. I would plant dogwood, the service tree, and the turkey oak. But there are other trees and shrubs from the Americas which I have seen in the nursery at McAslan and Austin. Trees to make your mouth water. The wayfaring tree that some call the hobblebush is so beautiful. And the sugar maple and the cockspur thorn.’
         


         ‘You know your trees it seems. And all their magical names.’


         ‘I know my plants too, but I love trees best of all growing things. Especially those that we know will long outlast us. I like the idea of living things that were here for many hundreds of years before us and will be here for many hundreds of years after.’


         It has often been my thought that there is a kind of immortality in the planting of trees, and I may have had an inkling of that sort even then, although I couldn’t have put it into so many words for him on that day.
         


         He drew out the flask again and we took another dram, the two of us. There were three professors walking by, deep in conversation, three corbies all dressed in black, and they cast a suspicious, sideways glance at us but Thomas ignored them. Who could blame them for their curiosity? It was an uncommon sight, not just that a professor and a gardener should be speaking together on equal terms but that they should be sharing a nip of whisky from a flask. That was unheard of.
         


         He said, ‘There is a yew, at Fortingall near Aberfeldy. I have seen it, William, and it is – to me, at any rate – one of the great wonders of the world. It is as old, they say, as Jesus Christ himself, and it looks it too. They have propped it up, much as one must support a venerable old man. And there are limbs on it that seem more stone than bark. More petrified than living tissue. I was never so taken with anything in my life. I could only think what memories must lie buried deep within every tiny part of it, if one could only find a way of accessing them, but perhaps in doing so one would only kill the tree and that would be unthinkable.’


         ‘Aye it would.’


         ‘I should like for you to see it some day. I think you would feel the same.’


         ‘I think I would.’


         

            * * *


         


         I have never yet seen that tree, although I have seen two of them in the gardens of Kelburn Castle, down in Ayrshire, which are said to be very old. But not as ancient as the Fortingall Yew. In fact, this is the first time I have thought about it in many a long year. It occurs to me to wonder if – old and venerable as I am myself, a living fossil of times past – I might yet be able to make the journey north and view it. It would be a difficult journey to be sure, but I am still fit and well for my age, and one of my sons might be persuaded to accompany me. I think it would be a pilgrimage of sorts, but would I be doing it for myself or for Thomas? I can’t say.
         


         ‘How many trees do you think it would take to renew this sorry place?’ Thomas asked.


         ‘The physic garden or the whole garden?’


         ‘Oh, the whole garden, for I fear the physic garden may already be beyond redemption! Don’t you agree with me?’


         ‘It may be so. Well then, it would need some twelve dozen of trees and flowering shrubs to make a difference. So much money. But it would make a difference you know. And I think the professors would be glad to see them.’
         


         ‘It would gladden my heart, certainly. I’ll tell you what, William,’ he said, getting to his feet, ‘Will you make out an order for McAslan and Austin? Can you do that?’


         I thought he was asking me did I have the skill of writing again. I bridled with indignation and said, ‘Sir, of course. You know that I learned reading and writing when I was a lad. My father made sure of it. And when you give me a list of plants, do I not read it as well as any scholar?’


         ‘I don’t doubt it.’ He smiled at me again. ‘And will you stop “sirring” me, man? I was not enquiring about the measure of your learning. I only meant are you brave enough to write down all that you would want to plant here, no matter what the cost?’


         ‘It would give me pleasure to imagine it, even if they deny me at the last.’


         ‘Then do it. Make an order and cost it out fully and let me have it. I’ll see if I can get Jeffray to take it to Faculty on your behalf. He owes me something, after all, for I have done him a great favour by taking the botanical lectures off his hands. And if they don’t allow all that you wish, but give you the gardener’s position instead, I’ll pay for the trees out of my own pocket. There now!’


         I think I must have stood there with plain astonishment on my face.


         He smiled at me, his face full of kindness, slipped the flask back into his pocket and went on his way, whistling a cheerful air. 
         


         

            * * *


         


         I made out that first order, and the authorities allowed it. I made out a supplementary order in late January and again in February. They allowed all of them. God knows how Thomas managed it, but I believe it was only down to him. He was a man – as my mother put it – who could charm the birds out of the trees if he so wished.


         Over the winter I made a gravel walk from the new bridge to the Observatory House, and planted up trees throughout the college garden. I worked with a will, and the result of all this was that I took up my appointment as gardener, in my father’s place, at Candlemas of 1801, which was a great relief to all of us at home, in that we would continue to have a roof over our heads and something of the wherewithal to keep us in food and fuel.
         


         I still don’t know what magic Thomas worked on Faculty on that occasion. But I think that he must have enlisted Jeffray’s aid. Because Professor Jeffray was already a man of considerable influence. He liked Thomas very much but what is more to the point, he needed Thomas. Without him, he would have to return to lecturing in his loathed botany. However it was, I became college gardener and was able to go to McAslan and Austin and select my trees, although the old man there treated me like a boy still. Oh he called me Mister Lang, right enough, but you could see him thinking, ‘He isnae a patch on his faither. He’s no hauf the gairdner his faither wis. I kent his faither, and he’s no the same man at a’.’
         


         All the same, he must have known that my father would never have ordered the likes of the wayfaring tree from him. It is sometimes called the hobblebush, Viburnum alnifolium, with the most elegant white flowers you ever did see. We planted that and the cockspur thorn, which has glossy leaves and pretty flowers and even prettier berries. And we established the sugar maple, which I think was always my favourite, Thomas’s favourite tree too, tall and fine and beautiful, like an autumn sun shining on a chilly day.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TEN


            Gathering In


         


         When spring came round, and when the new planting was done, Thomas again asked me if I might find the time to go out and about into the surrounding countryside and gather specimens for the students.


         ‘I know how busy you are, William,’ he told me. ‘But it would be such a favour to me, if you could oblige me in this. And there is nobody I would trust quite as much as yourself in this matter.’


         The truth was that I had no free time whatsoever for such a venture and no business to be doing it. Between the garden and the apothecary business, which was already failing, indeed which could never truly be said to have got started, I needed all the time I had for myself and my work. But I could not bring myself to deny him. He was that kind of man, so generous, so persuasive, that you wanted to please him. And besides, I think I wanted to do it for myself. There was that about it that satisfied something in me, something over and beyond the daily grind of digging and hoeing, of weeding and pruning. It was a pleasure of the mind as well as the body: to be entrusted with seeking out certain plants, to be using all my skills to find them and, once found, to preserve them for him. But he surprised me even more by his next suggestion.


         ‘Why don’t you come to my lectures?’ he asked.


         ‘How could I attend your lectures, sir? A common gardener.’


         I could not get out of the habit of calling him ‘sir’ no matter how hard I tried.
         


         ‘Oh, I think you’re a very uncommon gardener, William. But why not? I think you might find them interesting.’


         I could think of a dozen reasons why not, most of them to do with money or the lack of it. ‘Sir, your students must pay and I could not afford to pay you!’


         ‘Well, perhaps we could come to some arrangement. You supply me with botanical specimens and I’ll be happy to waive my lecture fees. Would that persuade you? It seems fair enough to me!’


         I told him that I would think about it and I did think about it, perhaps more than was good for me. I was so hungry for knowledge at that time and the learning he offered me gleamed in my mind’s eye, enticing me like some exotic fruit.
         


         

            * * *


         


         That spring and summer, my mother pottered about with a small quantity of withered herbs, trying, like Whuppity Stoorie in the tale which my grand-daughter loves, to spin them into gold, but with far less success than that legendary fairy woman. Meanwhile, I would walk for miles in the sweet countryside outside the town, taking my leather bag and my squares of damp linen with me, and I would collect plants in great quantity, all that Thomas asked for and more: angelica, aromatic and tender in the spring, dog violets and windflowers, campion and ramsons. There were young nettles with many medicinal properties, not least the virtue of purifying the blood, followed by foxgloves in high summer, marching armies of them, poisonous and beautiful, although Thomas told me they had some medicinal uses. I harvested pink and white yarrow and cuttings of the sweet honeysuckle that grew, a buttery tangle in all the hedgerows. I gathered chickweed, scurvy grass, thistle and valerian, nightshade and wormwood, feverfew and sweet cicely and calendula. The names were poetry to me, an incantation on my tongue, a worship more potent than any prayer intoned by the minister in the kirk.
         


         Then I would bring them back and present them to Thomas. I would hand them to him as my grand-daughter brings me the treasures she finds in the garden, the chuckie stanes and feathers that she sometimes gives me, and I would bask in the enjoyment of his gratitude, much as she is certain of pleasing me, whatever she brings. And if that sounds plain daft to you, I can’t help it. One smile, one nod of his head, was enough to make my day.


         All the same, there were times when Thomas would be distracted. He would be talking to me about botanical specimens or even enquiring after my family and he would be interrupted by some passing professor or scholar with a pressing question. His gaze would slide away. ‘One minute, William,’ he would say and turn aside from me. I cannot even now tell you why I would feel so unreasonably bereft, angry even, unless it was a premonition of things to come. There was nothing in it. And yet I would be suddenly chilled, as when the sun goes behind a cloud in the middle of a warm day. Perhaps it was simply that I found our conversations so precious. Interruptions were terrible to me. I was always hanging on his words, like poor Lothian Tam on Lunardi’s balloon. And when he withdrew, I would find myself plummeting to earth. I would pick myself up, and tell him that I had better get on with the work I was being paid to do. He could see that I was not best pleased and I think it irritated him but he always contrived to leave me with a smile.
         


         I’ll not deny, a large part of the pleasure I took in it sprang from his gratitude. The warmth of the man. The way he would shake my hand like a friend. He was only a few years older than me, but he was born to quite different things and I was young enough to believe in heroes. His students were right. When I could spare the time to attend his classes – not half as often as I would have liked – I found that he was an exceedingly good teacher, lively, knowledgeable and generous. He treated me no differently from the way he treated the other students, even though they would cast scornful glances at me and make unkind remarks. In fact, I would have said that he treated me with even more warmth. He was, at that time, a god in my eyes. I would have gathered more than prickly whins and nettles to please him. I think I would have gone deep into the underworld for him at that time, a surrogate Orpheus in pursuit of his Eurydice.
         


         

            * * *


         


         As far as I remember, the day that I first met Jenny Caddas was the same day that he gave me the book, although I know that memories can be deceptive. They sometimes slide together and no two people will have the same remembrance of the same event, each one convinced that he is right. But the two events are conjoined in my mind. It is the same book that lies before me now, on my desk, the book that came to stand for all that we shared. I was tired and footsore on that day, and later than I had intended because I had lingered longer than I should have at Jenny’s house. I had arranged to meet Thomas in the college garden but he was nowhere to be seen, and I thought he might have given up on me and gone home to his house in the town, so I sat down on a stone bench, opened my leather bag and began to unwrap the plants, making sure that I had all that were required and that none had suffered too much on the way back to town. I became so engrossed in the task that I never heard him as he came along the path in the dusk.
         


         He threw himself onto the bench beside me. ‘You’ve got them all?’


         ‘Aye, most o’ them.’


         ‘I knew I could rely on you,’ he said.


         I stretched out my legs. I was tired, but only in the way you are when it’s almost a pleasure to you: not real exhaustion, so much as the kind of weariness that induces sound sleep. ‘I’ve foraged three miles and more from the town and walked three or four times that much.’


         ‘I know it’s demanding, William.’


         ‘No’ just walked either. I’ve been chased by dogs with sharp teeth and lads with stones and an auld wifie with a ladle and she was much the worst of the three!’
         


         It was true enough. People in the countryside, especially so close to the city, were suspicious of strangers, seeing robbers and vagabonds everywhere. And perhaps with good reason for we lived in lawless times and still do. The dogs that guarded the cottages were prone to nipping at your heels on sound preventative principles and even the young lads who were marauding through the fields, meant to be tending to the crops and scaring the birds, would toss a stone or even a boulder at you as soon as look at you. But the old women were by far the worst and even if you were to stop and ask for directions or a drink, they would likely hunt you from their doors with whatever was to hand, be it a besom or a garden rake. Jenny had been unusual in being so friendly, but I flattered myself that maybe she had liked the look of me and that was the reason why she had – against her better judgement – allowed me to help her and invited me into her house.
         


         ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Thomas. But he looked amused rather than genuinely apologetic. He brought out his flask and offered me a drink again. It had become something of a habit between us, and my reward for all my efforts on his behalf.


         ‘Have you ever tried it?’ I asked him.


         ‘Tried what?’


         ‘The distillation.’


         He shook his head. ‘No, no. I haven’t. Don’t put ideas into my head.’


         ‘You’d have the knowledge right enough. As a medical man!’


         ‘I would. But I don’t have the time. And I’d rather not fall foul of the exciseman.’


         ‘Ah weel, it would be one way …’


         ‘One way of what?’


         ‘Of getting some siller.’


         He frowned. He didn’t have to ask why I needed siller. He knew.


         ‘Your apothecary business?’
         


         ‘It is going badly. You would hardly credit how badly.’


         ‘Oh, I think I would.’ He sounded sad rather than angry.


         ‘Disastrously’ would have been a better word. My mother could hardly stir herself to tend to the shop after she had seen to the needs of the younger children. There was money owed to the moneylender. Even now, with high summer approaching, there were not enough herbs and plants to supply the shop and the botanical lectures. Not in the physic garden and not even with what I gathered for Thomas. He could use all that I could fetch him and more. Why had I ever started on such a venture?


         My only excuse had been my desperation about money when I had been unsure as to whether I would win the gardener’s position. And my mother had merely done as she was told, submitting to the will of a young man, too daft to know better, submitting because she was still smitten by grief. If my father had been alive and had suggested such a thing she would have persuaded him otherwise. But then he was a sensible man, and he would never have suggested such a thing, nor permitted me to indulge in it. He knew his own limitations and mine.
         


         ‘Do you not have enough to do with your time, what with the garden and all these?’ Thomas gestured at the plants. ‘I doubt if you could keep up to this and your apothecary venture and attend lectures as well.’


         ‘I cannot keep up to them. That’s the problem. And my mother is no hand with the herbs.’


         I wondered later if he was worried about me or worried that I would not be able to gather specimens for him. But to give the man his due, I think he was already aware of the difficulties and was trying to find a way to help me.


         ‘It is not an easy trade, you know,’ he told me. ‘Even for those who are born to it. It is not just a question of plants, but of scholarship. It tends to run in families, with folk passing the learning down from one to another over the years. And often it is the women who are the keepers of such knowledge. Folk talk of auld wives’ tales, but the auld wives can be repositories of profound learning and should not be dismissed out of hand. Or so I have always thought.’
         


         ‘I thought my mother would learn. And I hoped that my young sisters would help her.’


         ‘Your foolish sisters?’ He glanced over at me with a smile that was both rueful and foxy, making me smile too. ‘When you have told me that it is a moot point which is the more lazy of the two, Susanna or Jean?’


         ‘It was stupid of me.’


         ‘Not stupid. I would never call you stupid. But over-optimistic maybe.’


         ‘It’s what the old gardener before my father did, you know. He and his wife took a shop and his wife made all kinds of remedies with the spare herbs from the gardens. It was a very successful venture I believe.’


         ‘Aye but that was maybe back in the days when the physic garden was in a better state than it is now. And perhaps his wife already had the skills.’


         ‘She had.’


         ‘It worries me that you are tied into such a venture. I wonder if there is anything that I can do to help you.’


         ‘I doubt it. You may be a fine botanist and a better physician, Doctor Brown, but I cannot see you making distillations and medications for me, and I fear my mother will never learn to do it.’
         


         I had hoped that the apothecary business might be a way of adding to our meagre income over the summer, so that we could survive enough winters for the lads to be sufficiently grown to earn money on their own account. For Rab to grow strong and healthy. For wee Rab – as I thought of it in my darker moments when I lay awake, turning things over and over in my mind – to survive.


         The moneylender had come to our door, asking if there was anything he could do for us, sniffing out the needy like all such parasites who prey on the poor. I had taken the money, and had negotiated with the owner of one of the properties adjacent to the university for the use of his front room as a shop. But, more often than not these days, it sat empty and dusty, while my poor mother found one excuse after another not to be there. And I could not do it for her. There were not enough hours in the day for me to do it.
         


         Even when she was there, she did little more than footer about the place, boiling up evil-smelling potions that fermented in their bottles and occasionally exploded, sending shards of glass and foul smells everywhere. Nobody would ever pay her money for these things and I would have been afraid to sell them lest the cure prove infinitely worse than the disease and ultimately kill somebody.


         The best thing she ever made was a variety of ale from the tips of the young nettles, and, later in the year, a sparkling beverage conjured from the creamy elderflowers that were everywhere to be found, the elder being a most prolific tree at seeding itself in this part of the world. Both of these were palatable and could – I suppose – be deemed to be health giving. But this was plain cookery, kitchen brewing rather than medicine and she felt herself on surer ground, as she also did when adding the green shoots of ramsons, with their strong flavour, to white cheese, making a delicious concoction that had been a favourite with my father.
         


         Thomas had offered to pay me extra for my excursions into the countryside on his behalf but I was reluctant to take anything from him and he knew it. I think it was why he had suggested I attend his lectures. I was afraid of spoiling our friendship. We never felt like servant and master, but I had an inkling that if I allowed him to pay me, it would subtly alter something between us. Maybe I was wrong. Now that I have been in business for so many years, I can see that it is possible to have a good financial relationship with a man and yet be on friendly terms. But back then, it seemed that we were negotiating some precarious pathway, feeling our way into a friendship that was rare for both of us, and I wanted to do nothing to upset the balance between us.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER ELEVEN


            The Gift


         


         That evening, with the sun slanting into the garden and my mind full of thoughts of Jenny, I watched Thomas lifting the plants, handling them carefully, sniffing here and there at some herb, rubbing a leaf between his fingers. I can close my eyes and I am back there. I am in my flesh as it was then, healthy and vigorous, with all my senses acutely aware and the blood of youth coursing through my veins.


         In the distance, somebody was singing in a high, clear voice. It might have been a girl or a young lad, his voice unbroken. It was impossible to tell, but I remember a sudden awareness that the sound was immeasurably beautiful, enough to bring a tear to the eye. I think I was in that state of exhaustion that provokes sentimentality. Nearby, a few scholars were playing at a game of ball, laughing and calling to each other. The sounds seemed to echo off the old buildings in the warmth of the evening, making a canticle with the swallows that circled deliriously among the stones.
         


         ‘These are very good,’ he said. ‘But best put them away before they dry out. I wonder if we’ve got enough?’


         ‘To be honest with you, Doctor Brown,’ I said with emphasis, ‘I’ve lost count. And I’m very loath to go out again the day!’ I felt suddenly very tired but it was the thought of all I had to do, of all who relied on me, that exhausted me and not the walking I had done that day. It was as much fatigue of the mind, I think, as the body. ‘How many students did you say?’
         


         ‘Thirty,’ he said, with a grin. ‘And I have no intention of sending you out again the day. And I’ve told you before, my friends call me Thomas, Mr Lang.’
         


         ‘Aye, but what would Faculty say. The gardener hobnobbin’ with the nabbery!’ Whisky always loosened my tongue. Afterwards I would look back on my own effrontery with something like shame, but it never seemed to bother him. He never seemed to think the worse of me for it.
         


         ‘Faculty wouldn’t approve,’ he said. ‘But what would Faculty know of plants or herbs and their uses?’


         ‘Or gardening for that matter!’


         ‘Very little.’


         ‘Which is why the professor is glad to have you lecturing in his stead. Otherwise he would have to make shift to do all this for himself.’


         ‘It’s true. Jeffray has no great love for botany.’


         ‘No, he’s a regular sawbones.’


         Thomas regarded me narrowly. He already knew my feelings about dissection, the students and their professors who all seemed so ghoulishly attached to cutting up bodies in the name of science.


         A necessary evil, Thomas called it, during our frequent debates on the subject. I remained unconvinced.


         ‘Each to his own,’ he said. ‘But they are never so glad of me that they will pay me. I get only what the students are prepared to give, you know.’


         ‘All teachers should be paid so!’


         ‘Then some of them would die in poverty.’


         ‘Much the same as the rest of us. But not you, I think. They would pay you readily enough. And besides, my heart bleeds for you.’ But I said that last under my breath. Sometimes, like now, when I was footsore and weary, I was possessed by rage at the difference between us, at the fact that his idea of poverty was – for me at any rate – riches beyond the dreams of avarice. And because I was relaxed and friendly with him, I felt at liberty to say so. Or almost.
         


         ‘What did you say?’


         ‘I said my heart fair bleeds for you!’


         ‘Ach, I’ll not quarrel with you!’


         It was what he always said. He never would quarrel with me. Even at the bitter end of our friendship, I think he resolved that he would not quarrel with me.


         ‘Will you not?’


         ‘No. Not today or ever, William. But why are you so angry with me all of a sudden?’


         ‘I am not angry with you, but I was thinking that they should never have let the type foundry go ahead. And building it so close to the garden as well. And if Professor Jeffray was more interested in plants and less obsessed with anatomy …’


         ‘Printing must always take precedence over planting. In the college, at any rate.’


         ‘Aye, but if they are offering the young scholars botany lectures, they need plants. Thirty specimens of every plant on your syllabus? What do Faculty know of plants and their classification? What do they know of green and growing things, if it comes to that?’


         ‘That’s what I like about you, Will,’ he said. ‘Never let the uncertain truth get in the way of a good sound prejudice.’


         He had taken to shortening my name sometimes, a gesture of familiarity and affection. I was ‘Will’ to nobody but him, not even my mother, nor ever have been since, not to a single soul.


         ‘What’s uncertain about it?’


         ‘The truth is that we probably need both. Gardens and books. And anatomy. We need that too. We dissect plants so why not the human body? Which is, after all, only another growing thing. Whiles, a very green and growing thing.’


         I thought he was making mock of me, but gently, as was always his way.


         I stared at him, thinking that we would never agree on this point. He was right, of course. I could see that. I can see it now. But I could never feel it, in my heart, in my blood and bones, and that was the trouble. I repacked my bag and handed it over to him. He would store the plants in cool, damp conditions until his lecture, the following day, and give me back the bag for my next expedition.
         


         I brushed the earth from my hands.


         ‘Aye, but which bodies?’ I asked. ‘Which bodies do you cut apart?’


         ‘Whichever you can get, I suppose,’ he said, light-heartedly.


         I thought it best to change the subject then, too tired to think of further arguments, so I said only, ‘I helped a lassie take a swarm of bees today!’ Besides, Jenny had been on my mind. I wanted to talk about her, the way you do when you like somebody, and I thought that I should not mention her to my mother. Not yet.


         ‘Did you?’ he asked with interest. ‘And was she bonny?’


         ‘Well I thocht so. She was standing there with her skep and the swarm was, oh it was a muckle big swarm, hanging in the hedge like this great … you could hear it … like this creature, this living creature just hanging there. And she was tall and slender as a birk, barefoot and all. I cut the branch for her. It’s mair of a problem when they’re clustering on a fence post or at least that’s what she was telling me.’


         ‘I don’t think I’ve ever taken a swarm myself.’ He was really interested now, not just humouring me.


         ‘Have ye no? Well I expect you’ve aye got a body to do it for you. Some gardener or other!’


         ‘And how many swarms have you taken yourself, Will?’


         He was determined to ignore my contrariness. Determined to keep his temper.


         I started to laugh, in spite of myself. ‘None! And that’s the truth. My father used to do it, and I would watch him.’


         ‘Did you get stung today?’


         ‘Aye. Just the once.’ I held out my finger to him.


         ‘Poor William!’


         ‘The lassie said that when she’s stung, it never even hurts her. She cannae feel it!’


         ‘Now that is interesting,’ he said.
         


         ‘It’s a blessing for her.’


         ‘But I mean as a doctor I find that interesting. Why should that be, I wonder?’


         ‘Some folk get very ill.’


         ‘I know. I’ve seen a man die from a single bee sting. He swelled up and couldn’t breathe and there was nothing to be done and so he died. And yet you tell me your lassie never feels a thing?’


         ‘She says she likes bees and the bees like her fine.’


         ‘Well, maybe love is the answer, William.’


         ‘You can tell where they’ve been,’ I ventured. ‘The bees. That’s what she tell’t me and she’s right. I have seen it myself without being aware of what I was looking at.’


         ‘What do you mean?’


         ‘What flowers they’ve been at. You can see it on them, whether they’ve been at the meadowsweet, or the heather, which is much darker, or the balsam that makes them look like wee white ghosts, flittin’ about.’


         He was staring at me in the twilight, and I had the strangest sense that he was holding his breath. Then I heard him give a little sigh.


         ‘I didn’t know that. Or at least I never thought about it until today.’


         ‘Me neither. Whiles it just needs a body to point something out to you and then it all falls into place!’


         ‘Aye, William. It does.’


         Even in the gathering dusk, I could see that he was looking at me with affection and an intermingling of pride. It was the way my mother sometimes used to look at me. Or my father, when he thought I couldn’t see him watching me.


         ‘She said if you’re feart of them, they sense it. Maybe they can smell it on you. You have to tell them, ken? You have to tell them a’ things. Births, weddings, deaths, you have to let the bees know about them. And she’s right for I tell’t them when my father died. My mother said I had to. I felt like a great gowk daein’ it, for the hives were all silent, but I tell’t them all the same.’
         


         Unexpectedly, he slipped his arm around my shoulders. It was as strong, as muscular as my own, not like the arm of a gentleman, but more like the arm of a man who works hard for his living.


         ‘You miss your father, don’t you?’


         ‘Aye, I miss him. Why would I no’? It’s been a hard row to hoe for us since he died.’


         For answer, he steered me back to the more pleasant topic of Jenny Caddas and her beehives. ‘So you took the swarm?’


         ‘Aye and we took it back to the bee bole in the wall and when it was set there, she took me indoors and put this remedy on my sting and gave me an oatie bannock with honey on it. She’s a bonny lass.’


         ‘So I gather.’


         ‘We were talking for a long time. But her wee sister was there. It was alright. There was naethin’ wrang in it.’


         ‘I never thought there would be. I’d trust you anywhere, William. And with anybody. What about her parents?’


         ‘Her mother’s deid. Her faither’s a weaver and he was away on business. She’s Jenny Caddas, and you should have seen her hair. It’s that bonny. As pale as flax.’


         ‘She seems to have made a deep impression on you, Will!’


         ‘She has.’


         We sat in silence for a moment.


         ‘And will you be seeing her again?’


         ‘Aye well, I thought I might pay her a visit. Now and again. If I have plants to find.’


         ‘Then I’d best send you off hunting for more specimens!’


         ‘Aye, maybe you should.’


         I had the inclination to talk about her and go on talking about her. You’ll know the feeling yourself. When you find somebody that takes your fancy, you want to spread the word. It’s like something inside you that aye wants to come bursting out and there’s a strange comfort in saying their name aloud. Jenny, I wanted to say. Jenny Caddas. Oh it was not that she was any great beauty, in spite of the lint-white hair, but she had the right face, the right face for me. I think Thomas understood me well enough.
         


         ‘So what does she do, this Jenny Caddas,’ he asked me. ‘Beyond keeping house for her father and minding her wee sister? Or is that work enough for a lass?’


         ‘The cottage was full of bundles of herbs, drying. She knew what was what. She kent the names as well as myself. Not the Latin names, though she had a few of those. But the good old Scots names. She kent them all.’


         ‘Not mutchwort and dog’s bedstraw then?’


         ‘No!’ I started to laugh.


         What Thomas did not know of the old Scots names he would ask me or, occasionally when he was lecturing, make up on the spot. He had confessed to this when I expressed my complete ignorance of a ‘wee white flower called mutchwort’ and another named ‘dog’s bedstraw’.


         ‘I invented them on the spur of the moment,’ he said. ‘I just could not help myself. Sheer devilment. Did you see how laboriously they copied the names out? Not a single one of them, although they all have a fine conceit of themselves as scholars, not one has thought to question me. Only you, my friend. Only you!’
         


         When I had seen Jenny’s herbs and heard her speak about them, the thought had crossed my mind that she might be able to help with the apothecary shop. It seemed a wild idea when I hardly knew her and, on reflection, I was sure that her father would never permit such a thing, but all the same, I added it to the heap of dreams and daydreams with which I beguiled my days and leavened my nights. Always a dreamer, you see, and at least some of those dreams have become a reality for me, even if others have been dashed under my feet.


         ‘She sounds like a clever lass. Intelligence is a rare thing in any woman, let alone a lassie with flaxen hair!’


         ‘You’re mocking me. And her.’


         ‘Only in the kindest way, Will.’


         ‘Well, I’ll allow I was smitten with her.’


         ‘So it seems!’
         


         I knew that I should be getting home to my mother. She would be fretting about me. She did not like me going on these excursions to the countryside. She had not set foot out of Glasgow for many years. I think she had some idea that I was going off to strange foreign parts and that I might be set upon by footpads and robbers. Well, it was a possibility, though God knows what she thought they might rob me of, since I never carried anything with me save a piece of bread and cheese, my leather bag of specimens, my pieces of linen and the knife that I used for cutting them. They were doomed to disappointment if they thought they were going to get rich by robbing me. But my mother confessed that she worried about me until I was safe back home again, as though I had been a child, like my brothers. I was more in danger from the auld wives with their besoms, who seemed to want to sweep me away from their doorsteps, than I ever was from thieves and highwaymen.
         


         Thomas stood up to go but then clapped his hand to his pocket and said, ‘I almost forgot. I have a gift for you!’


         ‘A gift? For me?’ I could not hide my surprise.


         ‘Aye. A man of my acquaintance had this for sale, and since it made me think of you, I thought I would buy it for you.’


         He handed it to me. I was so astonished that he should think of giving me something that I almost dropped it. The parcel was loosely done up in cloth and I unwrapped it. It was an old book. Even then I could see that it was very old. I found out later that it was written more than a hundred years earlier. If I have an embarrassment of books about me now, I am still something of a rarity in that respect and back then, the only book which was ever to be found in the houses of the poor was the Holy Bible, with sometimes a separate New Testament for taking to the kirk on a Sunday.
         


         I am staring at it now, that book, and the scent of the years is on it, that magical, musky scent of old books, as familiar to me as the scent of the beeswax polish my wife used on our furniture, the polish my daughter-in-law still makes and uses. The Scots Gard’ner it is called. By John Reid. ‘Published for the Climate of Scotland.’ I turned the leaves then, just as I am turning them now. ‘Gardens, Orchards, Avenues, Groves,’ it says, ‘with new and profitable ways of Levelling and how to Measure and Divide Land.’ It was printed in Edinburgh, by David Lindsay and his partners, at the foot of Heriot’s Bridge, in 1683.
         


         I tried to hand it back to him. ‘You cannot give me such a thing!’


         ‘Why not?’


         ‘Because it’s too precious. I’m only a gardener, Thomas.’


         ‘And who else but a gardener could best benefit from a book on gardening? Have you any better suggestions?’


         ‘No. But it’s so old. And so beautiful.’


         ‘Then treasure it and enjoy it. Besides, I have my own copy. I took mine from my cousin’s library in Ayrshire. He had no use for it, and I wanted to read it. When I saw this, I thought it would be fitting that you should have a copy too. You can read it, and we can compare notes if you like.’


         ‘I suppose we could do that.’


         ‘It is written with such love. There is poetry in every line of it, and I think that you will like it as much as I do. I have not given it lightly, and you deprive me of nothing by accepting it. In fact, you will give me nothing but pleasure. Men who love plants as you love plants, men who also like books as you like books, they are few and far between and must always be treasured when found.’


         So I took it. I took it home and put it on the top of the dresser and warned the younger children, under pain of a beating, that they must not touch it under any circumstances. Whenever I had time and light, I would take it down and read it and reread it until I had it almost by heart. Thomas was right. There was poetry between those pages. My brothers and sisters would watch me reading, but none of them would go near it or even ask me about it. Only Rab, as he grew older, would come creeping up beside me and run his fingers over the letters, but I never minded him. He was a gentle lad and I thought that one day, if he survived, he might love books as much as I did. Nobody else touched it. Not even my poor mother, who viewed it as one might a magical talisman. She was afraid to touch it but would sometimes say to me, ‘only move the book, William’ when she wished to polish the dresser.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWELVE


            Needlework


         


         That afternoon, Jenny had told me, as I did not tell Thomas, not then anyway, that she also took in sewing. It was not the plain sewing that my poor plain sisters struggled to do. No. This was fine stuff and sometimes it was embroidery in white thread on muslin so that it looked just like costly lace: flowers, ferns and sprigs, in stitches so fine that you could barely distinguish them one from another with the naked eye.
         


         ‘It was my good friend and neighbour, Nancy Mackenzie, who taught me to do it,’ she told me. ‘And Nancy was taught the skill in Edinburgh by Mr Ruffini who was an Italian incomer. That was more than twenty years ago.’


         ‘So Nancy is not a girl like yourself?’


         ‘No, no. She is a widow lady. But back then she was one of Ruffini’s girls or at least that is how she describes herself!’


         Nancy had been an orphan who was taken in by the young Italian, taken off the streets when she was a child of ten. She had been taught to do fine whitework, along with a number of other girls he had decided to train up.


         Later, Nancy had met and married a travelling weaver and they had come down to the west because the Glasgow weavers were beginning to make the very fine muslin which was needed for this work, using cotton carried up the long hard road from Manchester. The couple had settled near Glasgow town, but when Nancy’s husband died, she had no recourse but to support herself with her needlework and with spinning for Sandy Caddas. She and Jenny had become firm friends, although there was such a difference in their ages.
         


         ‘But then,’ said Jenny, a little sadly, ‘I was in want of a mother. My mother died not long after Anna was weaned.’


         The care of the child had fallen to Jenny, but this kindly neighbour had taken some of the work off her shoulders and had, besides, taught her all that she knew of needlecraft. Now, as well as keeping house for her father and drying plants from the garden to make what remedies she could, Jenny would spend hours doing this embroidery, whitework on fine cotton or coloured sprigs, tiny flowers neatly worked on silk for ladies’ dresses and men’s waistcoats and the like.
         


         ‘Really, I should be spinning for my father,’ she said, with a smile. ‘But he says that my work fetches more money, which is true, so he would rather I do the fancy stitching. He pays a couple of women in the village to do the spinning for him. Sometimes Nancy takes it off his hands as well because her eyesight is not what it was, not for the fine work she used to do.’


         She had shown me some of her embroidery, just a small panel of a waistcoat that she was working on for one of the local gentry, and I thought it very marvellous. Perhaps because she knew so much about the flowers themselves, she seemed to have a talent for painting pictures with her needle. The stitched flowers were as real as any I have ever seen. I thought about my sisters, about Jean and Susanna, but I couldn’t ever see them being able to do more than hem a petticoat and even that with difficulty.


         It has sometimes struck me, watching my wife or my daughter-in-law working away with a needle – although my wife was certainly the more skilled of the two – that there is some strange and elusive connection between these things, embroidery and weaving and the flowers that gardeners grow. The big shawls that the weavers of Paisley make nowadays, with their curving ferns and masses of flowers, sometimes seem to me to be like gardens woven in cloth. They have the appearance of a flower border in high summer, the same jumble of dazzling colours. Then there are the delicate floral sprays on the lace that prosperous brides wear, or the white sprigs and flowers of Dresden or Ayrshire needlework on fine muslin. It strikes me that all these things, whether the province of men or women, have much in common with the work that some gardeners do. Or do I mean the results of that work? And if it seems over fanciful to say as much, perhaps I mean that we are nurturers only and they echo what we do, weaving it or stitching it into their world, pinning it down and passing it on for others to cherish, for those who come after, like Jenny Caddas, who had the skill of fashioning flowers with her needle as well as in her garden.
         


         A world without flowers would be a poor world indeed, although I know, or perhaps I should say I used to know, many gardeners for whom the growing of fruit and vegetables was paramount. I think my father was one of their number. They cared little for flowers and grew them only to please their mistresses, considering them an inconvenience. It was the same with trees for some of them. They hated to let trees and shrubs grow tall, because they fancied that such things would overshadow their carrots, their skirrets and their scorzonera. They were men, I think, who were more comfortable wielding an axe or a pair of sharp shears. Too high, too untidy, too intrusive. That was their judgement. But it was never mine.
         


         

            * * *


         


         During those few years of my friendship with Thomas Brown, I was torn between the pleasure I took from his company and my growing affection for Jenny, both of which were tempered by my almost constant worry about lack of funds and what that might mean for my family. There were too few hours in the day and too many jobs, far too many jobs, to fill them. It made me tetchy and ill tempered. With Thomas, I felt I could relax and speak as I saw fit, not bothering to curb my tongue, conscious that he would always make allowances for me. With Jenny, though, I had no inclination to be anything but gentle. The more time I spent in her company, the more enchanted I became by the sunny mind that seemed to illuminate her smiling face. Her cup was always half full, never half empty. More often than not, it was full to the brim with life and the pleasure she took from small things. Oh I do not mean that she was never cross or tired or irritable, for she could be all of these things when her sister was a trial to her, or her father’s demands on her time exceeded her capacity to fulfil them. She could be wilful when she chose and she was never afraid to challenge me, much as my sisters were never afraid to put me firmly in my place.
         


         I think she regretted the loss of her mother deeply, the older she grew. There was always too much to be done about the house, in the garden, with the plants she harvested, with her needle. I understood that well enough, for I suffered from the same problem myself. She did what she could and sang about her work and was marvellously contented with her lot for most of the time. The best way I can describe it is to say that she filled the cottage where she lived with as much good nature as it was possible to find in a poorly educated country lassie – which was, after all, exactly what she was.
         


         Later, I found myself regretting that I had not made the most of my time with her. I was very much absorbed in my own troubles and did not have the wit or the imagination to see that she could not always be as cheerful as she seemed. I would go to her for solace, and she would listen to my complaints, patiently offering what suggestions she could.
         


         ‘We just have to make the best of things, William!’ she would tell me. ‘After all, look at what we have. We’re doing work that we enjoy, most of the time anyway. We’re earning enough to keep body and soul together. What more could we ask for?’


         Well, I could think of plenty more, but I had to acknowledge that there was some truth in what she said. Still, the students were a sore trial to me. The gardens were meant to be for the benefit of the professors and lecturers. But the young scholars would often gain access to them. There were times when all manner of rascals, much the worse for strong drink, would maraud about, creating mayhem. I caught one of them, a young gentleman who should have known better, setting a fire under my newly planted wayfaring tree, a delicate shrub that had cost a very great deal of money. I shouted at him in no uncertain terms and in language that would have brought a blush to my mother’s cheek. It didn’t go down very well. He threatened to report me to Doctor Brown and when I stared him out, he said he would tell his family.
         


         ‘I’ll have my father horsewhip you!’ he said, but his threats cut no ice with me.


         ‘You’re very welcome to try it,’ I shouted and advanced on him, but he ran off before I could exact retribution. The ground was damp (when is it ever not damp, here?), and I stamped the fire out and restored order. He was a spotty wee lad with a shifty look, which could have described any one of a dozen or more, and I doubt if I would have known him again among so many. Some rich man’s son, no doubt. They cared nothing for my gardens, not one of them.


         I think I equated them in my mind with the professor whom Thomas had replaced, the sawbones who loved to pull things apart to see what lay beneath, what made it all work. It reminded me of the time I had once dismantled my mother’s cherished kitchen clock, an object which was very much prized and which, as a young lad, I had thought to take apart to ‘see how it worked’. To my horror I had not managed to put it together again at all, and my outraged father had had to pay a watchmender to fix it.


         ‘But once your professor has done that, once he has destroyed a body to see how it functions,’ I observed to Thomas during one of our all-too-frequent debates on the subject of surgery, ‘can he put it back together once more?’


         ‘In working order?’ he said.


         ‘Aye. Like a clockmaker.’


         ‘After a fashion. I think that is what he aims to do, eventually. As long as there is a little life in it still. It is one thing to mend a broken body and quite another to raise the dead!’
         


         ‘Well, you can pull a plant apart and it’ll whiles grow again. But if you pull the blood and bones and sinews apart, you cannot reassemble them any more than you can reassemble the swallow’s nest when you have howked it down from a barn wall. Or the laverock once you have taken her breath away. She will never sing again.’


         ‘Will, I think you’re a poet. And I can’t disagree with such passion,’ said Thomas, his hand on my shoulder. ‘And you may be right, of course. But all the same, I believe somebody might do it some day. The swallow’s nest is just that – a thing of clay, a shelter for a small time.’


         ‘And is that not what our bodies are?’


         ‘Aye they are that and more. But who knows better than you that when you cut yourself in the garden, the skin will generally knit together? Our bodies have that about them that allows them to heal. And so perhaps we can find a use for those properties to repair them inside as well as out.’


         ‘And do you believe he might do it, your professor?’


         ‘Well, it is his passion. But no, I think he just wants to see how it all works. And there’s a greatness about that, you must admit. A greatness about him. It’s just that people can’t see it yet.’


         ‘I can see that he’d no’ be above a wee bit of raising the dead from their last resting places at any rate.’


         ‘I don’t think he would go so far,’ said Thomas.


         ‘Do you not?’


         ‘He’s been a good friend to me and mine.’


         ‘Only because you’re saving him from what he most dislikes.’


         ‘That’s true enough.’


         We were walking in the gardens, looking at the newly planted trees and wondering whether they would thrive, in spite of the depredations of spotty wee scholars with bonfires. They were growing, after a fashion, those that were far enough away from the malign influence of the type foundry, but I sometimes felt that the whole college was becoming an island amid a sea of filth. The filth emanated from the manufactories and the rank jumble of houses that was creeping ever closer to the old buildings, like malignant weeds clustering around the base of some venerable tree.
         


         The trees and shrubs were one more thing that brought us together. I had little interest in growing vegetables myself – a strange confession for a gardener, I know – but I think Thomas felt the same. He was interested in the many different varieties of apples and pears which could be grown, especially since pears were said to have many medicinal uses, but the practicalities of supplying the college tables with the likes of seakale and spinach held no interest for him or for me either. There were hothouses in the physic garden where we attempted to grow vines, and I would set Johnnie to tend a plot for ourselves, to provide curly kale and so on for our own use at home. A great handful of curly kale and a loaf of bread will make a little meat go a very long way. But that, I think, was the sum of my interest in such things.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTEEN


            Pineapples


         


         My father had been a very fine gardener, although he was no botanist. He was, however, a member of the Free Gardeners, a brotherhood to which I never aspired, although there were some aims and ambitions of which I most certainly approved, and approved them the more, the older I grew. But I was never a great one for joining secret societies, no matter how beneficial they might have been for myself.


         I was somewhat surprised to find that Thomas was not a member of the Free Gardeners either. It was supposed to be – and largely was – a group of working men who had joined together, ‘for their mutual benefit and support’, as the constitution termed it. But I was uncomfortably aware that the gentry, the nabbery as I used to call them, before they became my customers (and I still do call them that in the privacy of my own home), were much inclined to join the Free Gardeners as well.
         


         It was supposed to be a magnanimous gesture, a sort of condescension to what they thought of as the lower orders, that the gentry would go along to meetings alongside their common gardeners. They were always made very welcome, even though, as my father once said in an unguarded moment, they could be ‘gey patronising’. It was the reason why I never availed myself of the opportunity while I was yet a gardener, although men who had known and liked my father had certainly issued me with more than one invitation.
         


         ‘Will you come?’ they would say. ‘You’d find it very helpful to you in all kinds of ways.’


         But I knew I would not be able to put a curb on my tongue in the face of such patronage on the part of the gentry, and it seemed foolish to go out of my way to make enemies, so I simply told them that I had too much work, which was true enough.


         As far as the gentry attending meetings went, there was much more to it than their supposed generosity. They liked to know what was going on. They liked to keep a finger on the pulse of the working man and the things that he might be about. They were terrified of revolution, at the tail end of a revolutionary century, and they would go to meetings and listen out for sedition. They were, all of them, well aware of what had passed in France only a few short years before and nightmares of the guillotine haunted their feather bed sleep.


         They seemed to have taken a collective decision to spy on the lower orders, lest any should be fomenting sedition. And who can blame them? I would have done the same thing myself in like circumstances. My father would probably have denied that it was the case, crediting his masters with more generosity of spirit. He was always respectful of his betters, although it did him little good in the long run. It was bred in the man, in blood and bone, much as a clever plantsman will breed certain qualities into a fruit or vegetable. And it must have been born in me too, except that something changed me and I don’t just mean later events. Even as a lad, I was aware that my father was worth ten of the men to whom he was forced to doff his cap like an underling, and I hated it. It was one of the reasons why I admired Jenny’s father. As Sandy Caddas once declared, the weavers would bow before nobody, not even the king himself, were he ever to come down among them.
         


         My father would go out to his Free Gardener meetings on a regular basis, but I never found out what he did at them, although I was very curious.


         ‘Ask nae questions and you’ll be tell’t nae lies,’ he used to say. And off he would go with his long apron, his talk of Jack in the Green, his book of ritual, laboriously written down. He kept that volume well away from prying eyes. After his death, I hunted high and low for it, fancying that at last I would find out what was written in it, but I could see neither hide nor hair of it. When I asked my mother about it she said that somebody had come to the door, offering her the sympathy of the Gardeners and a little money that had been collected at a meeting, ‘for the benefit of Robert’s widow and children’. The same man – having sat for a while with my mother, passing the time of day and enquiring after each of the children in turn – had asked her if she knew where my father’s book of ritual might be kept. It was lent only and should be returned to the Free Gardeners from whence it came, but only if she could lay hands upon it at that moment, and she was not to think of troubling herself about it.
         


         ‘Well,’ she told me, ‘I knew where it was, right enough, because your father always kept it in the same place, under his pillow, and I was so grateful to them for their contributions and their kindness that I fetched it at once, and gave it to him. Did I do the wrong thing, William?’


         I could not, in all conscience, say that she had done the wrong thing. And besides, there were more small sums of money forthcoming from the Gardeners over the years, so I am sure she did the right thing, but I would dearly like to have known what was written in that book, and it is one volume which has never been through my hands in all these years that I have been dealing in and with books.
         


         God knows what daftness they got up to, nor why men in particular are so fond of their secret rituals, like lads at play. It has sometimes occurred to me that women are far too sensible to indulge in such nonsense, but encourage their menfolk in these pursuits with the sole aim of getting them out from under their feet. And we men dutifully oblige. But the meetings served some purpose in that they would also exchange knowledge, gardening knowledge of the sort to be found in the book which Thomas had given me. And it was helpful, because I suppose there would be some among them who could neither read nor write, or perhaps who struggled, could maybe manage an order for plants but that was all. It would be very helpful to them if their fellow gardeners could pass on the detailed and intimate knowledge that was needed to nurture plants and the ground from which they sprang.
         


         I know what the sum total of my father’s ambition was, though, because he told me. He wanted to grow a pineapple.


         ‘Ah,’ he would say. ‘That would be a very fine thing. To have a hothouse. To grow pineapples. Or even a single pineapple! Let’s not be greedy about this, William.’


         I told Thomas about this in an unguarded moment. I think he could see that I was inclined to scoff but he was never one to mock those who loved their work.


         ‘Not a bad ambition,’ he said. ‘Not a bad ambition at all. I have heard far worse.’


         ‘The good lord knows what he would have done with it if ever he had succeeded.’ I glanced at Thomas. What did I see in his face? Mild disapproval perhaps? He was my weather vane at that time and I would temper my behaviour to his responses.


         ‘But I suppose it was a harmless enough ambition for a working man to have,’ I added, seeing that he so obviously expected me to defend my father.
         


         ‘It was a grand ambition,’ said Thomas, decidedly. ‘Have you ever tasted a pineapple?’


         ‘No. I imagine it might be something like an ordinary apple.’


         ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘Nothing like that.’


         ‘Then you have tasted one?’


         ‘Aye, once or twice. They are sweet beyond sweetness. I tell you, William, if the fruit of the tree in the Garden of Eden had been a pineapple, not all the angels in the heavens could have kept Adam and Eve from tasting it. And thinking paradise well lost! So don’t mock your father’s ambition. Perhaps he had tasted the fruit at some time and that was what inspired him.’


         ‘He never said. But then we never asked him.’
         


         ‘They are ambrosia and their juice is like the nectar of the Gods. It runs down your chin and leaves the scent of itself on your fingers.’


         ‘Is that true?’


         ‘Oh aye. But I am told that they are devilish hard to cultivate here in Scotland.’


         ‘I’m sure they are. I wonder if I’ll ever grow one?’


         ‘Would you like to try?’


         ‘I’ll try anything that will buy me a measure of satisfaction. Or money. I take it they are very expensive.’


         ‘Very.’


         ‘But mostly, I think I would do it for my father.’


         ‘It would be a fine tribute to him. My uncle has a pineapple house,’ he added thoughtfully. ‘In Ayrshire.’


         ‘His gardener must have the secret then.’


         ‘I think so.’


         ‘My father would have been envious. But if he had managed it himself, he would have been the envy of the Free Gardeners as well.’


         ‘Did you never want to go to the meetings with him? Were you never curious about what they got up to?’


         ‘He said he would take me when he thought I was ready. He died before he could do it. Or before I was ready. And afterwards I thought I never would be ready. All the ritual, all the nonsense that seems to have grown up around it! I have small curiosity about it and I think I never will have.’


         Even allowing for the fact that, in later years, I attained something of a reputation as a radical publisher, a dangerous reputation at times, I never attended meetings, never allowed myself to be persuaded to participate in unwise demonstrations of solidarity. I did not disapprove of them, but I knew that they were not for me and stuck to my principles. If a man brought me a pamphlet and if it was well written, I would print it. Sometimes, if I thought the words might be deemed inflammatory, I would do it in secret and distribute it in equal secrecy. Ostensibly I dealt in rare books, particularly those concerned with natural history. That was the face I presented to the world at large and it was as true as any other. As far as any other beliefs were concerned, and I had plenty, I made no grand gestures and believed nothing I was told, taking nothing on trust. Thomas did that for me at least. He imbued me with a desire to question all things.. Meetings were open to infiltration you see. There were men whose job it was to rouse revolutionary passions and lead good men into terrible folly. I and my family steered a course through some very stormy waters, through times that saw better men than me transported or executed. I sat on a number of fences. In secret, I did what I could, but I did it with great circumspection, knowing that more than myself were involved, that there were others, my wife and my family, who were relying on me to behave sensibly. If I were transported or worse, I would be of use to neither wife not child, and all of us would be wrecked on the reef of my own folly.
         


         So even back then, I was circumspect and I never did join the Free Gardeners.


         ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Thomas, whenever we talked about it. ‘And yet it’s what men do.’


         ‘Indulge in such nonsense? More shame to them.’


         ‘It gives them a modicum of certainty in an uncertain world.’


         ‘Ritual or no, he was a practical man, my father. He would never have tried to set up an apothecary shop. He would never have fancied himself a botanist. He would never have ached to know more about plants and their properties. He was just a gardener. A fine gardener, but still. Pineapples. That was where his ambitions lay. And maybe he was all the better for it.’
         


         ‘He would never have treated me with your familiarity,’ Thomas observed.


         ‘No he would not. He could not have brought himself to do it.’


         ‘And consequently he would never have been the friend to me that you are.’


         ‘No. He knew his place and kept his family from starvation. Perhaps I should decide to do the same.’
         


         ‘You’re a botanist, William, whether you like it or not.’


         ‘Aye, and that’s my tragedy. I love it all, the Latin names, and the properties of plants and the uses and the growing of them and the way some plants grow where others do not and the beauty and the poetry of it. Much good may it do me!’


         He said nothing. There seemed nothing else to be said.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER FOURTEEN


            In Debt


         


         By the end of summer, and in spite of all my hard work, matters seemed to be coming to a head. Faculty members were complaining about the state of the garden, at first mildly, but then vociferously. The professors who liked to walk there were beginning to look with disapproval on the general untidiness and decay they found. And of course, they blamed me. It was whispered that I was too young and inexperienced for the position, that I was lazy, neglecting my duties. The truth was at once simpler and less open to remedy. I had bitten off more than I could chew. I had rushed into the apothecary plan without realising just how difficult it would be for my mother. Meanwhile, I was struggling more and more to keep up to the work in the gardens and to keep Thomas Brown supplied with plants.
         


         When I look back on it now, I see that what I probably should have done was to stop obliging Thomas. I should have told him that the garden must be my first priority, with the apothecary business and my mother coming a close second. If I was going to go roaming the countryside, I should have brought back such herbs as my mother could have used to make medicines. In fact, I could have bought them for a few pence from the likes of Jenny and if I had asked her, I think that Jenny might well have taught my mother some of what she knew.


         But I didn’t do any of that. I couldn’t do it. I made all kinds of excuses to myself, but the plain truth was that whatever Thomas asked, I would do. Perhaps he should have seen how I was struggling. Well, I’m sure he did because he tried to do what he could to remedy it. But he was blind to my real problems. He believed that he could educate me, shape my mind, bring me out of myself. But I think my daily struggles to make a living were quite beyond his understanding, as the daily struggles of the poor always are beyond the full understanding of the wealthy, even those who have come from poverty themselves. Our memory for such things is as short as that of women for the pains of childbirth.
         


         He did help me though, I can’t deny it. And in doing so, he laid the very foundations of what I have become since. He introduced me to a world beyond the garden, a world of books and learning. He made me what I am. But all that came at the expense of the work I was engaged to do in the college, the work I should have done to assist my mother. And for that, I blame him, but I blame myself more.


         

            * * *


         


         Without my father to support her, my mother was sinking day by day into a sea of misery. Thomas gave me some medicine which he said might help to lift her moods of unremitting gloom, and so it did, when she could remember to take it. But I think it was Thomas’s attention that made her feel better and when he was gone, she would fall into gloom again. She trusted him as a doctor, but she was uncomfortable with our friendship. I felt guilty because I thought I was not the pillar of strength my father had been, but Thomas would say, ‘How can you be, Will? You’re a young man and her son. Her natural impulse will be to protect you. You want her to lean on you but you can never replace her husband.’


         The medicine helped, but even that made her fret because we had not paid for it. I told her that I obliged Thomas enough with all my hunting for plants on his behalf, but it made no impression on her.


         ‘We should not be beholden to him,’ she would say. ‘It is not right and no good can come of it. Your father would not have approved of it.’
         


         This was still her touchstone, the standard by which she judged everything: whether or not my father would have approved. And perhaps she was right.


         As well as my mother’s health, I would consult Thomas from time to time about my young brothers. The lads had commenced some schooling, but we had to pay a share of the dominie’s living, his food and his fuel. James McClure kept a damp schoolroom outside the college, large enough to house a few scholars of small means. He would turn a blind eye to payment some of the time, but he was not a rich man himself. His clothes, which were the garments of a bygone age, were all threadbare and snuffy. The boys made fun of him until he would lose his temper and pull out an ancient leather tawse which he barely had the strength to wield. He was the man who had taught me some years previously, and I liked him very much, but at the same time, I found him a pathetic figure. He was reduced to teaching the sons of poor men, and yet I believe in his youth he had once had the potential to be a great scholar, a potential that he had dissipated by an over-fondness for spirits, tobacco and gambling. He smelled to high heaven of smoke and whisky. But he could be an inspirational teacher when he found a boy who had the sense to listen to him.


         ‘Dear God,’ I said to Thomas ‘The man’s wig is losing more hair than his own head.’


         Thomas let out a great splutter of laughter and almost choked on his whisky. He said, ‘You’re telling me that your brothers have a dominie whose wig is going bald!’


         I started laughing too. It was comical right enough and the poor old dominie might well be a figure of fun, but it was no joke when we couldn’t afford for the weans to go to the schoolroom more than once a week. There was never enough money and there was never enough time either.


         In a panic, I sought Thomas’s advice about our plight, especially the complaints about the garden. There was nobody else I could take my troubles to, and he confessed that he was aware of the grumbles in Faculty and had done what he could to counter them.
         


         ‘You cannae grow trees where the air is filthy,’ I said. ‘No matter what I do, no matter how much care and attention I gie them, they aye look as though something has burned them. I try. I try my best.’
         


         ‘I know you do.’


         I pulled a few scorched leaves. ‘Maybe I should show these to Faculty. Try to make them see what the type foundry is doing to my plants.’


         ‘Maybe you should.’


         ‘Naethin lives here!’


         I remember it as though it were yesterday. ‘Even the birds,’ I said, ‘Even the birds sometimes fall from the branches, bundles of bone and feather. There’s no telling why. Well, nae doubt your Professor Jeffray would dissect them and find out and draw pictures of them afterwards.’
         


         ‘The slugs survive,’ Thomas observed, picking one off a leaf and then dropping it and squashing it beneath his foot.


         ‘Oh aye, the slugs always survive.’


         We walked on together, more than a little downhearted by the sight of so much destruction.


         ‘And how does the apothecary business go now?’


         ‘Disastrously,’ I admitted. ‘My mother is not really able to do the work and I don’t have the time to help her.’


         ‘I feared that might be the case.’


         ‘Then you should have told me so. Before I started on the venture.’


         ‘I did tell you it was unwise.’


         ‘But you didn’t tell me it would be ruinous.’


         ‘I thought you might be offended by the advice, William.’


         ‘I wouldn’t have taken offence. Not if the advice came from you.’


         ‘Well, maybe not. But what will you do now?’


         ‘I don’t know. Faculty are complaining that I don’t spend enough time on the garden. And perhaps they’re right. My mother is struggling. Jean and Susanna are no help, although they should be. But they are haunless as ever. They break pots and spill distillations and are better off out of it. Bessie is a capable lassie, but she has her ain work, and they keep her hard at it. We seldom see her.’
         


         ‘What about your brothers? Could they not help more?’


         ‘Och they are ower young yet. James works as hard as he can and since he is no scholar, and never will be, he’s better off in the garden, doing as he’s told. Johnnie is a thoughtless lad just, and Rab is as sickly as ever.’


         ‘What would be best for you? I mean what would be the best thing from your point of view? Can you tell me that?’


         ‘If I could pay back the money we borrowed for the room that houses the shop, I would put a stop to the whole venture. My mother would go back to keeping house, and the girls to their stitching. And then perhaps without that worry I could go back to doing what I am paid to do in the garden.’


         I didn’t add, of course, that so much of my time was spent gathering plants for him and not in the garden at all. And he didn’t see fit to mention it either.


         He said, ‘How much do you owe? Is it a great sum of money?’


         ‘Great enough for me. We borrowed some five pounds and although I have paid a little back it has grown to six pounds now. I cannot lay hands on such a sum. Not without going hungry for weeks.’


         ‘Why did you not borrow the money from me in the first place, William?’


         ‘Because I didn’t know you so well, back then. And besides, I would never have asked you for so much. You must know that. It would have been beyond me to ask you. It would be beyond me now.’


         ‘Will you let me help you?’ He seemed unusually grave. I stared at him but his look was unfathomable.


         ‘How do you mean? What could you do?’


         ‘You’ve been such a help to me this summer and yet you won’t take regular payment.’


         ‘You let me attend your lectures.’
         


         ‘I look for you but I seldom see you.’


         ‘I come when I can. The garden takes up so much time.’


         ‘Then will you let me assist you now? I can give you six pounds with very little trouble to myself. You know that. The only thing which has hindered me from offering it until now has been the knowledge that your pride would not let you accept it. If I give you the money, you can pay off your moneylender, let go of the shop, and give your mother peace to grieve for her man and cope with her children without having to worry about work she cannot do.’


         I was speechless for a moment, all kinds of feelings warring inside my head: gratitude, affection, discomfort at my own foolishness. Then I found my tongue. ‘It’s tempting, I’ll allow. But I would think shame to do it.’
         


         I had the words of my father nipping my ears. ‘Never borrow from your enemies,’ he had told me. ‘But still less should you borrow from your friends, for it is the soonest way to ruin a good friendship.’


         I think Thomas could see that I was wavering, and he hurried to press the point home. ‘There’s no shame in a friend assisting a friend. Particularly when the mere accident of birth means that one has more financial resources than the other. And it would be far better for you to be beholden to me, your good friend, than to some rascally moneylender, if that’s how you insist on seeing it! William, I would gladly give you this money as a gift from one friend to another. You know that.’


         He put it so plainly and simply that it was impossible to be offended by the truth. The offer was tempting. But my pride still hindered me.


         ‘I would borrow the sum, so long as you treated it as a loan and not a gift and allowed me to pay you back as and when I could.’


         Whatever makes it acceptable to you, William. Pay me back or not, just as you choose. I’ll not harass you for the sum, but if, in the future, you feel able to pay me, then please do so.’


         We shook hands there and then. And later he paid off the moneylender himself, so that there should be no arguments with the man about the terms of the agreement. The rogue might have threatened me, but there was something about Thomas Brown that inspired a fear of unpleasant consequences, even in such villains as that. I think my mother was more relieved than she would ever have admitted to me, but she certainly told Bessie as much on her next visit, and Bessie related the same to me.
         


         It must have been all of fifteen years later, when I sent ten guinea notes, drawn on the Royal Bank of Scotland in Edinburgh, being the sum loaned, plus a deal of interest, to Mr Thomas Brown at his house in Ayrshire. I had debated long and hard between my wish to be done with the debt and my fear (or should that be desire?) that he might take the repayment as a friendly overture, as an attempt to make contact with him again. But there was no reply, and now I don’t know whether I was relieved or disappointed or perhaps a little of both. At that time, I was fully occupied with my business and my family and I hardly permitted myself to think about him at all.
         


         I know only that today, when I flicked through the leaves of this old book, that sits here on my desk, I found the old bank notes, pressed between two pages. Untouched.


         I looked at the text, and read, ‘The black cherrie is a tree that I love well. There is a sort at Niddrie Castle whose fruit is preferable to any cherrie. I take it to be a soft heart cherrie but it’s a great bearer. Gather their stones when full ripe, eat of the fleshy part and lay the stones to dry a little.’ That’s what the words said.
         


         I took the notes and folded them back into the book at that exact place. This room is dusty at the best of times, but most particularly in the early autumn when the weather is cool and dry, and the fire is lit again. My eyes water. I must needs take a linen handkerchief and wipe them, rubbing at them until they are red and sore.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER FIFTEEN


            Jenny’s Remedy


         


         I love spring best of all the seasons, but who does not? Even now, when I am in the winter of my years, spring brings a lifting of the heart, a return of the sense that anything is possible. Fluffy willow catkins and hazel lambstails appear as if out of nowhere, even in the town gardens. Back then, when I was working at the college, I would give my brother James and the other under-gardeners enough work to last the day and take myself off with my collecting bag on my back. Without the encumbrance of the apothecary business to worry about, my mother was much more cheerful. With my worries about her eased, I thought that I would be able to organise my gardening and my collecting duties more efficiently.


         As soon as I had gathered what I thought was a fair number of specimens, I would contrive to drop by Jenny’s door, preferably at those times when Sandy Caddas would be away from home. She used to wait for me at the side window from which she had a pretty good view of the path to the house. I’m sure she took pleasure from my visits. She would feed me freshly baked cakes or oaties and soft cheese, and mugs of her father’s ale, and sometimes she would let me steal a kiss or two when there was nobody to see. One week slid into another and I was blissfully happy. I must have been, because time passed so quickly and the blue, white and pale lemon of spring flowers imperceptibly gave way to the more vibrant colours of summer. Then I would find her gathering bundles of the lavender she grew in the cottage garden, and hanging them up to dry.
         


         ‘I’ll take some of them into the town and sell them just as they are,’ she said. ‘But some of them will have to be rubbed and the flower heads stored. So you can make yourself useful!’


         I helped her to do it and it was a pleasant, highly scented task. Then, Jenny and her sister would take the lavender and stitch it into muslin bags which could be placed among linens to keep the moths away. Some of these she would use at home and some would be taken into town with the bunches of lavender to be sold there. Lavender has many useful properties and she said that deterring moths was the least of them. Some of it she would make into lavender water.


         ‘It’s a very good remedy for a headache and if you sprinkle a few drops on your pillow you’ll sleep soundly and your dreams will be pleasant. Take some for your mother!’ she would urge me. She was a generous lass, wanting to share all that she had in the way of remedies and knowledge.


         ‘How come you know these things?’ I asked her, a little indignant that a lass should have a head so stuffed with things of which I was quite ignorant.


         ‘I had them from my mother,’ she said.


         ‘But you said she died while you were young.’


         ‘Aye, but I was a quick learner! Besides, she would make it all into a kind of game, so it was a pleasure, even though I was but a child. And she wrote some of it down for me.’


         We have them still, those receipts. I could lay hands on them if I wanted to, hardly a book at all really, but a sheaf of papers for this and that remedy, most of them scrawled on precious scraps of paper, covering every surface, the spelling erratic, the directions cryptic.


         Besides lavender, Jenny would grow pot marigolds in her garden, like so many miniature suns, shining among the other flowers. These have always been a favourite with me and she shared my affection for them. They have a lovely, peppery scent but she told me they had other valuable properties. She would make an ointment out of the petals and it was said to be very good for cuts and grazes and suchlike injuries. She gave me a pot of it to take home with me, and I used it whenever I cut my fingers in the garden, which was pretty often, and she was right. It was wonderfully effective for preventing infection.
         


         Thomas saw me using it one day, after I had torn my hand on a rose bush. I am very fond of roses and always have been, most particularly the little wild rose of Scotland that scrambles among the walls and hedges of this country, deceptively delicate but resilient where other plants will fail. They always remind me of Jenny, with her light hair. They are lovely but, quite unlike Jenny who would not willingly have harmed anyone, they are malicious plants. They seem to wait until you turn your back on them and then they pounce on you, no matter how hard you try to avoid them. I was more cut about with roses than with anything else, even nettles, in my whole career as a gardener.


         ‘What’s that?’ Thomas asked when he saw me applying Jenny’s marigold ointment to the latest crop of punctures and grazes. I explained that it was something my friend had made for me, and he asked if I might procure a pot or two for him, since I obviously thought it efficacious, and he would try it as an experiment on his patients. He offered to pay for it, so I got Jenny to make a few pots for him. He came back to me for more, as much as she could supply, because he said it was extremely effective. Jenny and I joked that in due course, we might be able to resurrect the apothecary idea, with a little help from Thomas. Because this was a real skill she had and, as Thomas said, there was always a call for simple remedies that worked, especially for sailors and the like who might have no recourse to more complicated medicines during their long voyages.


         ‘One day,’ she told me, ‘One day we’ll maybe go into business for ourselves.’


         ‘Do you think so?’ I would have been reluctant, all the same, having tried and failed so comprehensively.


         ‘Well, I think I would have the skills, especially with you to help me. But we would have to find another, better garden than your physic garden to supply us with plants. We’d have to grow things ourselves. Have a ready supply of the right herbs.’
         


         I remembered my father’s predecessor, and how successful he and his wife had been in similar circumstances, and it didn’t seem too fanciful to think that one day Jenny and I might manage it. The unspoken assumption in all this, of course, was that we would always be together. We skirted around the idea all the time, cautiously, both aware of what a momentous commitment that might be, aware too that neither of us had the necessary resources. But I was young and strong and full of hope for the future.


         

            * * *


         


         She had not met Thomas at that time, but she had heard about him, because I spoke about him often. In fact, I think I spoke about him rather too much for her liking.


         ‘Thomas, Thomas,’ she said. ‘I hear this Doctor Thomas Brown mentioned on all sides! Is he the fount of all knowledge? Can he truly be right about everything, William?’


         She was laughing as she said it, but there was a germ of truth at the heart of her complaint. I did defer to Thomas on most occasions and about most things. Over the years, I have noticed that this is a fault of men more than women. We think our heroes can do no wrong, while clear-eyed women seem able to love theirs in spite of their faults. If he told me something, I believed him. If he advised me to do something, I usually found myself obeying. And yet it was not in my nature to conform. But at that time, I think if he had told me black was really white, I would have agreed.


         When my Jenny wasn’t working with her plants or in the garden, she was usually to be found stitching away at her silk or her muslin. She had it in a circular wooden tambour to keep it straight and whenever one of these broke I would contrive to make another for her out of a hazel wand. The needles she used were very fine and the thread too was so fine that it was a tricky task to thread the needles. She would give Anna, her wee sister, a penny to rub beeswax on it, and coax it through the eyes, keeping several needles threaded at once to save time. When the weather and the season allowed, she would sit outside the door on a boulder, deliberately rolled there for the purpose, and she would stitch away in the sunlight. She said it was hard on the eyes otherwise, and in any case it was hard on her neck and shoulders, always bending over like that, staring at the tiny flowers and sprigs she was creating, like an artist with his brush.
         


         I can bring her before my eyes yet, the curve of her neck, the fragility of it as she bent over, and the curls where she caught up her hair, coiling it onto her head to keep it out of her eyes. She had shapely arms and surprisingly sturdy hands with stubby nails, hands which could achieve miracles. The work was exquisite. I have never seen anything like it before or since. You would have sworn it was fine lace, but it wasn’t; it was embroidery. And at the centre of the flowers were even smaller centres, each with its own design, a minute cobweb of threads as though some tiny spider had been hard at work there. Some of the work would be made up into lappets for ladies. Sometimes it might go for baby gowns, for the infants of the rich, who liked their children to appear as fashionable as themselves.


         This was not, you must understand, the Ayrshire needlework currently very much in vogue and advertised in all our newspapers, especially here in Glasgow, but an older design, albeit very similar, the same that was brought by Mr Ruffini to Edinburgh from his native Italy. For that reason alone, I think Jenny could command a high price for her work. There was so little of it to be found here in the west at that time. This explained why she devoted so much of her time to it, and her father encouraged her. He liked to see her working out in the garden, taking the fresh air and sunlight as well. His philosophy was that, ‘folk aye need claithes’, by which he meant that the work of the weavers would never disappear. I don’t think he foresaw the advent of the enormous weaving machines that would supersede his cottage industry within a generation, driving the weavers from their own homes where they were kings, controlling their work as they chose, and into the hands of the factory owners who regulated the lives of their workers in every particular. Or if he did foresee it, he dismissed it as an impossibility. Nobody, he thought, would be able to reproduce the quality of the work done by a weaver, labouring diligently under his own instructions. And perhaps he was right. But that is, I’ll allow, quite another story.
         


         

            * * *


         


         Once or twice, Jenny would rush out and intercept me and tell me that her father was in the weaving shop from which he might emerge at any moment, and we had better not be seen together in the house. Then we would walk a little way away and sit among the trees, just talking, just passing the time of day with daffing and laughing the way lads and lassies do and have done since time began. Once or twice she let me take her hand. When I kissed her, it was very cautiously because it was such a new thing for me to kiss a lassie. Her lips were dry and warm. The touch of them made me feel strange. I had the clean scent of her breath in my nostrils, honey, which I think she had been eating, and something else that made my heart pound and my ears sing. Then I looked up and saw her sister standing watching us, with her doll clutched in one hand and her thumb in her mouth. She had grown somewhat since that first day when Jenny had taken the swarm and she had looked on. She was watching, aye watching us, her eyes large and dark, hazel eyes, nothing like her sister’s bright blue. Jenny looked around and saw her too. She rose up swiftly and flew over to her.


         ‘You don’t say aethin’ aboot this! D’you hear me now? If you say aethin’ at a” – she cast about her for a sufficiently horrible threat – ‘I’ll tak’ Maisie,’ (for that was the name of the wee rag doll) ‘I’ll tak’ Maisie and put her at the back of the fire. There now!’


         I thought the child would greet but she did nothing of the sort. She tucked Maisie safely under her arm, stuck out her tongue at her sister, turned around and flounced off down the path. I don’t think she believed a word of the threat but the gravity of the situation must have struck her forcibly, for as far as I know, she didn’t tell.
         


         Gilbert was a different matter. Gilbert was the boy who worked for Sandy Caddas and I think right from the start he disliked me. I don’t know whether it was because, young as he was, he was over-fond of Jenny or because he sensed my dislike of him. He was twelve, a scrawny, undersized lad who lived nearby with his mother and came to work for Sandy every day. He looked ill fed, and sometimes there were bruises on his face and his arms and shins. I knew Sandy treated him well enough so could only assume that his mother, or perhaps her man, who was Gilbert’s stepfather, was not above giving him a beating or a kicking. I didn’t enquire too closely. In fact, I ignored him as far as was possible. I’ll allow I didn’t like him much. I know I should have felt sorry for him. I was sorry. But he irritated me. He sniffed constantly, his face was covered in raw blemishes and he had a way of grinning, like a dog will grin at you with curled lips, to avert a beating. He was very polite to me, to my face, calling me Mr Lang, but there was an edge to the way he said the words, and I thought that if he could do me an ill turn, he probably would. I found him repellent. Jenny was always kind to him, and perhaps that too disposed me to dislike him. But she had a deal of sympathy for him, defending him more often than not. Sandy Caddas kept him very busy and we seldom had more than a glimpse of him, trailing after his master, or working with him at the loom and being roundly – albeit only verbally – abused when he got the threads in a fankle.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER SIXTEEN


            Whitebeam


         


         I think at that time I was as happy as I have ever been, before or since. Having got rid of the unwanted encumbrance of the apothecary business, I was working hard in the garden, learning more of my trade with each passing season and growing in confidence. I had complete charge of the physic garden as well, although the allowances for plants and manure were made to Thomas, who promptly handed them over to me, to spend as I saw fit. I think we both knew that there, at least, we were fighting a losing battle. Besides, we had another and perhaps still more serious problem.
         


         A little over twenty years previously, the anatomist William Hunter had died in London and, in view of his old associations with the place, he had left his entire collection to the University at Glasgow. It was the result of a lifetime’s interest in many aspects of scholarship, minerals and archaeology included, and it contained books, manuscripts and artworks, as well as all kinds of anatomical curiosities.


         ‘It’s worth a fortune,’ observed Thomas. ‘And they will be very glad indeed to have it, but it is something of a poisoned chalice.’


         ‘Why?’


         ‘Well, I wonder where they are going to put it all?’


         I think he already knew what their plans were and had been reluctant to tell me because he also knew what my reaction would be. Hunter had been so concerned for its preservation as a single collection that he had left a massive sum, £8,000, an amount of money which was almost beyond my comprehension, so that the university could build a museum to house it. There was to be a lecture hall as well, both for the benefit of students and for the general public to gain admittance and ‘enlightenment’, as he put it in his will. The museum would have to be built but, as usual, this would not be without a certain amount of debate.
         


         I had learned by then, after so many years of labouring alongside these men of intellect, that nothing whatsoever could be done in the college without a good deal of argument. If these people were, by some miracle of transposition, to be precipitated into the real world, the world outside those venerable walls, I am convinced that they could never survive. They would not be able to so much as decide what to eat for supper, or whether they should change a shirt or wear it for one more day, so reluctant were they to determine anything without what they called ‘informed debate’. With so many opinionated people gathered in one place, it was inevitable I suppose. And who am I to complain? I had spent all my young years in and around the college and it must have influenced me too, even if the harsh realities of earning bread for the table and fuel for the fire were foremost in my mind each day.


         During those first years of my appointment as gardener, Faculty was still much occupied with arguments over the siting of the museum. These seemed to be centred upon whether the teaching of anatomy and midwifery should be kept separate from the housing of Hunter’s great collection. Some wanted the two to be amalgamated into one building, while others argued that the elegance of the museum would definitely be harmed by the inclusion of facilities for the teaching of anatomy which was at that time and still is, for all I know, a dirty, smelly and far from elegant occupation. Parallels with butchery spring all too easily to mind. Also, not to put too fine a point on it, many of the professors considered the students to be wholly undesirable, a necessary evil, an inconvenient interruption to the real business of scholarship.


         Besides, the mob outside the college walls (and who more alarming than the Glasgow mob, in full cry!) were known to be readily inflamed by any suggestion of grave robbing. And they invariably associated anatomy with the unlawful ‘resurrection’ of bodies for dissection. Always allowing for a certain amount of exaggeration, they were probably right in their assumption that the anatomists were so desperate for corpses upon which to practise their new skills, that they would seldom seek to question the provenance of the cadavers on offer. They would simply take the goods the gods provided and do what they wished with them.
         


         Eventually, the authorities decided upon the physic garden as a site for the museum. It was fully enclosed, which would allow them to protect their precious collection from any possible incursions by the unwashed of the city who might wish to protest about the violence being inflicted upon the dead in the name of progress. The fact that the building reduced an already besieged physic garden to something the size of a pocket handkerchief didn’t seem to concern them. But the way in which the new building ate into the already meagre and polluted area of the garden meant that I had to spend even more time foraging about the surrounding countryside for specimens for Thomas’s lectures.
         


         I must say that I enjoyed these excursions more, the more my knowledge grew. Occasionally, Thomas would even find, or perhaps he would make, the time to accompany me and we would scavenge about quite happily together, like lads let out of school. He taught me all he knew of botany in the field, and I was a regular sponge and absorbed everything he cared to tell me.


         Once he brought bread and cheese, and we ensconced ourselves down beside a burn in the hills, somewhere to the south west of the city. We ate our makeshift meal with the song of water on stone as an accompaniment, and then we lay flat on our bellies, side by side, watching the eddies and dipping our fingers into the icy waters that had come tumbling down from the narrow, birchfilled glen behind us, but which were now flowing more smoothly between flat sun-warmed stones.
         


         ‘Can you guddle for trout?’ he asked, brushing crumbs from his hands into the water.
         


         ‘Aye. Well, I know how to dae it, but I would not say I am a master of the art.’


         He nudged me, grinning. Although the water was cold, it was a warm day and before we knew it, we were in our bare feet, wading cautiously into the burn and standing there in companionable silence, peering down into the water. Neither of us caught anything that day, but I mind yet the fishes rising to the crumbs and flies on the surface, the breeze that lifted our hair, the scent of grasses and the sight and sound of swifts and swallows, soaring and diving all around us, hunting those same flies, their high, sharp calls piercing the air.


         At such times I would find myself torn between disappointment that I would not be able to visit Jenny, and the absolute pleasure of his company. Not once did he suggest that I should introduce him to Jenny on those occasions. He never even mentioned her, and I never raised the matter either, much too happy to be his companion and confidant for however short a time, regretting only that such occasions were so few, so far between.


         

            * * *


         


         All the same, I was surprised when he suggested that an excursion farther afield might be in order: a journey to the island of Arran, which I had never even seen at that time, although its peaks and glens are clearly visible from the coast to the south and west of this city, when they are not obscured by all-too-frequent clouds and mist. But then I had never had occasion to travel so far. He said that we should be away some time – a week or more – and he made me read a volume from his library by one Martin Martin in order, I think, to tantalise me as much as to inform me.


         It was called A Description of the Western Isles of Scotland. I have a copy of it in my own library now and often find myself rereading it, although it was written more than a hundred years ago. Martin had visited the Isle of Arran and reported, among much else, that there was a ‘valuable curiosity in this isle which they call Baul Muluy, that is Molingus his stone globe’. This Molingus was, I believe, very nearly a contemporary of our own patron saint Mungo, living only half a century later, and dying a martyr to his Christian cause. Martin describes the globe in some detail.
         


         ‘It is a green stone, much like a globe in figure, about the bigness of a goose egg. The virtue of it is to remove stitches from the sides of sick persons, by laying it close to the place affected; and if the patient does not outlive the distemper they say the stone removes out of its bed of its own accord. The natives use this stone for swearing decisive oaths upon it.


         ‘They ascribe another extraordinary virtue to it, and it is this: the credulous vulgar firmly believe that if this stone is cast among the front of an enemy they will all run away and that as often as the enemy rallies, if this stone is cast among them, they will lose courage and retire. They say that MacDonald of the Isles carried this stone about him and that victory was always on his side when he threw it among the enemy. This stone is now in the custody of Margaret Miller, alias Mackintosh. She lives in Baelliminich and preserves the globe with abundance of care. It is wrapped up in fair linen cloth and about that there is a piece of woollen cloth; and she keeps it still locked up in her chest when it is not given out to exert its qualities.’


         ‘I should like very much to see that stone and test its medicinal properties,’ said Thomas, with a laugh.


         ‘And do you think it would be efficacious?’


         ‘Who knows what might happen if there was a belief in it? If I were one of the credulous vulgar, who knows what it might do for me?’


         ‘Perhaps we could bring it back with us and cast it before Faculty.’


         ‘Perhaps we could. But you will come with me?’


         ‘I’d like nothing better. But what will Faculty say if their gardener goes jaunting off on a sea voyage?’


         ‘Oh, Faculty have already agreed,’ he said, airily. ‘And all without the assistance of Baul Molingus. I have already asked them. You see this is in the nature of a collecting trip. Our first real collecting trip together, William. And perhaps the first of many more to come. I hope so at any rate!’
         


         ‘How did you persuade them?’


         ‘There is a tree grows on the island. A whitebeam of great beauty and interest, which is only to be found there. It is the Sorbus pseudofennica or Arran service tree, although I have also heard it called the bastard mountain ash.’
         


         ‘I’ve never heard of it.’


         ‘No, you would not. It was discovered only a handful of years ago, in Glen Diomhan at the north end of the island. In essence this tree seems to be some rare product of the rowan and the whitebeam together. I should like to see it, to draw its leaves, to bring a small specimen back with me if I could.’


         ‘It would never survive in the physic garden.’


         ‘No, it would not, although I have not said as much to Faculty. But perhaps my uncle’s garden in Ayrshire might be a better home for it. Will you come with me, William? I should very much like to have your company.’


         

            * * *


         


         It was a very long time ago, and now I am hard put to it to write the details of that voyage. I remember it more as a series of pictures, like a man looking at illustrations in some fine old volume. My mother fussed most dreadfully, I know that, and I’m sure she thought we would both be drowned and that she would never see either of us again. You would have thought we were sailing halfway round the world, rather than across the sea to Arran. She begged and pleaded with me not to go, but wild horses would not have prevented me.


         I know that we took a gabbert from the Broomielaw down to the coast, and I have an image of the tall Merchants’ Steeple on the skyline and the smoke of the city behind us, with the women doing their washing on the banks of the river as we went past. From the port, we could see the Isle of Arran lurking on the horizon, all misty peaks and troughs, like the blessed isle of the ancient Celts. Wearing borrowed oilskins against the weather, we embarked on a small sailing vessel which carried us over the Firth of Clyde. Thomas pointed out to me that the mountains are said to be in the shape of a sleeping warrior who will awaken when he is needed, but I’m afraid I couldn’t see it myself. Besides, although the firth was reasonably calm, I was very sick and disorientated, especially when we reached the mid point between the mainland and the island, and each shore seemed so very far away that the long horizontals on all sides, with the dazzling height of the sky above and the heaving green waters below, made my head spin. I was imagining all kinds of monsters down there. Once or twice, there would be a swell on the surface, and we would see some great creatures swimming by. The sailors said they were called basking sharks. They roamed these waters in profusion and were harmless enough creatures, being quite without teeth, except that they could overturn your boat if you did not keep a sharp lookout for them.
         


         We had brought food with us, and Thomas, who seemed quite indifferent to the motion, encouraged me to eat. ‘An empty stomach does the mal de mer no good at all,’ he told me. ‘You must eat and it will settle you.’


         Not a morsel could I manage, and the movement of the vessel induced a dreadful dizziness and stupefaction, followed by a dry retching which was most unpleasant. I felt chilled to the bone and utterly miserable. The sailors laughed at me behind their hands until Thomas spoke sharply to them, whereupon they looked sheepish and ignored me. I had begun to think that my mother had been right after all, that we never would arrive, but so dreadful were the sensations induced by the motion that, for a while, I confess I didn’t care whether we arrived or not. Death seemed a good and desirable option.


         Then – quite suddenly so it seemed – the misty distances resolved themselves into land, we were in the lee of the island, the air had the scent of grass and other growing things upon it, and miraculously my sickness evaporated. I felt quite hungry.
         


         We spent several days on the island, being offered hospitality, food and comfortable beds in one or two good houses, although what Martin Martin had pleased to call the ‘natives’ were poor enough and for the most part went barefoot and spoke in the Gaelic tongue. Our hosts were minor gentry, people of consequence with whom Thomas seemed familiar: a minister of the kirk and, later in the week, a younger son of some old highland family whose son attended the university. They were not ostentatiously rich. Their houses were not large and were overcrowded with children and dogs, as well as family servants who seemed more like friends and who might, so Thomas said, be impoverished relatives, but they lived contentedly enough and they possessed books which they seemed to prize. Thomas would never introduce me as his gardener, but rather as his friend and fellow botanist, and I would always concur. If he was happy to call me that, what reason did I have to argue with him? Nobody questioned him. I minded my manners, but these were island folk and they made me welcome, quietly and without fuss.


         We were fortunate in the weather: it was one of those long, fine spells with which this coast is sometimes blessed. At such times, you can never imagine any other kind of weather, but fall into the way of thinking it will persist, which it never does. The skies were blue with skeins of thin, white clouds chasing across them from the west and if ever rain came, it seemed to leap right over the island, to fall on the mainland beyond. We walked throughout the days gathering specimens as we went, or simply observed what grew where. In the evening we were entertained by our hosts with good plain food. We ate well, more meat than I had eaten throughout the whole of the previous year I think: pies stuffed with mutton, venison haunches and stews, for the island is home to a great many deer. We drank French wine, sometimes watered, sometimes not, and once or twice we were served tea out of fine porcelain cups, all of which must have been imported from the city. The lady of the house seemed inordinately proud, both of her cups and her tea, which she kept locked away in a little wooden box.
         


         In one of the houses, the more crowded of the two, we were asked to share a big down-filled bed, with cool linen sheets, up in the attic at the very top of the old house. I think they would not have put us together had we been servant and master, but as they thought we were friends, they had assumed that we would not find the arrangement inconvenient. I confess I was embarrassed by Thomas’s proximity. Just at first. I had slept with my brothers all my life, but this seemed very different.


         At some point in the short, summer night, I awoke and listened to the scurrying of mice, partying behind the walls, and to the eerie calls of some unknown seabird flying overhead. It was a lonely sound, a high double note that pierced the darkness and made my heart sink, without any discernible cause. It brought before my eyes a vision of endless seas and dark shores and the sadness of some creature seeking, but never finding, its mate. Then I became aware of Thomas’s even breathing beside me. He was fast asleep. I would only need to reach out in order to touch him. I could feel the warmth of him from where I lay, smell the faint sweat of his body, the peat smoke that clung to us both. I felt all unreal, as though I had been transported to some other universe where the normal laws of this one did not apply, so strange did my situation seem at that moment. I think I put out my hand towards him, but he sighed, stretched a little in his sleep and turned away from me. I lay on my back, counting his breaths until I too fell asleep.


         On our daily excursions, he would stride ahead, and I would follow him. It was always that way round. He would lead, I would follow. He would talk, I would listen. But you must not think I resented him for it. I was entirely happy in his company. It was as though an enchantment had fallen on me, more surely than on those old enemies of the MacDonalds, defeated by the Baul Molingus. My mother, my siblings, my work in the gardens, even Jenny, faded from my mind until they seemed impossibly remote. I believe that for those few summer days, as never before or since, I lived entirely in the present, with Thomas as my treasured companion. It was a glimpse of paradise and I existed, for that short space of time, entirely without regret for past mistakes or fearful anticipation of future sorrow.
         


         As the week progressed, I found myself wishing that it would never come to an end.


         I sat one night, rocking a little back and forth before the fire that our hosts had lit in our attic room.


         ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


         ‘I wish we could do this more often. That’s all.’


         ‘But there will be more voyages and more excursions for us. Perhaps even farther afield. Why should there not be? We work well together, do we not?’


         ‘We do.’


         ‘We are good companions, we two. I always thought it might be so and now I know it for sure.’


         As for the declared purpose of our visit, we found the Arran service tree. Thomas sketched and took specimens of its fine green leaves, its slender branches, its small, hard fruits. The day before we were due to leave, we dug up a sapling, from where it had been clinging to a cleft, on the side of a glen at the north end of the island. I advised him to take a little of the earth that had nurtured it and this he did, potting it up to preserve it for the journey.


         The sailors said it was as well we were leaving, because the weather would break within a few days. How they knew such things I couldn’t say, but they were right, because by the time we were safely back in Glasgow, there were strong winds and rain blowing in from the west, and the voyage seemed like a dream, a magical, never-to-be-repeated experience.


         Thomas had me plant his tiny specimen tree in a bigger pot, and it seemed to thrive, although I had half expected it, like the fairy gold of the ancient tales, to wither and die, leaving only a handful of dried leaves. Later he took it off with him to Ayrshire, and I suppose it must have lived, because I think I recognised those few skeleton leaves slipped into his commonplace book, recognised them all too clearly. Fairy gold after all, and just as transitory.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


            Weavers and Sailors


         


         Upon our return to the city, seeing how hard it was for me to obtain books, Thomas said, ‘Would you like to have the use of my library, William?’


         ‘I’d be glad of it,’ I told him, frankly, still basking in the ease induced by our voyage to the west.


         I was free to browse there from that day on. He would even have let me take books away with me, although I was reluctant to do so, since I felt that our house was too smoky and too thronged with lads and lassies, my siblings and sometimes their companions, to be a safe haven for the precious printed word.


         Besides, I enjoyed my occasional snatched hour, seated beside the fire in his house, with the luxury of being able to take down and read whatever book I wished. I was much taken with his many volumes on botanical subjects, Gerard’s Herbal and the works of the great naturalist Carl Linnaeus, chiefly his Materia Medica.
         


         Thomas’s wife, Marion, was very kind to me on those occasions when she found me in her library. The servants were less so. I think his housekeeper was very conscious that she had a common gardener in his dirty boots, however diligently I might clean them before my visits, cluttering up one of the most important rooms in the house, and I sensed her unspoken animosity whenever she came into the room and found me there. It was in every clearing of her throat, every flounce of her skirt, every hostile glance. I would have removed those same boots out of respect for Marion’s carpets, but was always torn between shame at my boots and shame at appearing in my much-darned woollen socks. In short, I did not know what I should do and nobody seemed to want to tell me. The housekeeper might have advised me, but she was too respectful of her employer to go against his wishes in any way, and Thomas had obviously told her to treat me with every politeness. All the same, she found many small ways of demonstrating her disapproval: banging doors, rattling drapes or sending servants up the back stairs and into the room to rake out the fire, filling the place with noise and clouds of ash while I was reading.
         


         There came a day when Jenny suggested that it would be a good thing if I met her father. After all, as the college gardener, with friends among the gentry, I was a lad o’ pairts and I had prospects. She felt her father might approve of me as much as anybody who had come courting her, although he could perhaps have wished for a more prosperous match for his Jenny, one of his fellow weavers who might in due course set up his own weaving shed, and make a good life for her. A gardener would be a poor comparison with such as these.


         ‘I chose my moment well,’ she said. ‘I waited until he had finished his evening meat and ale, and then I told him that I had met a nice young man and had some conversation with him. I asked him if I might invite him to the house and he said I could.’


         I sometimes think, now I am older and wiser, that he must have known all about us and been simply biding his time until Jenny should pluck up the courage to tell him of our friendship, which was clearly beginning to verge on courtship. Perhaps he had made enquiries and found out who I was and what I did. It is most certainly what I would have done myself in the same circumstances. I have read my Romeo and Juliet and am well aware, even without my wife’s wise words on the subject, that forbidden fruits taste the sweetest. And what gardener doesn’t know that seeds germinate best in the dark, struggling to reach the light?
         


         He was a wise man, Alexander Caddas, taciturn and a wee thing cautious, not a man to make friends too readily but not a man to let them go either, once made. The more I knew of him the more I found to like about the man, although I’ll confess that the first time we met I was tongue-tied and racking my brains to think of something to say to him that might win him to my side.
         


         I sometimes wonder if Jenny’s sister, Anna, didn’t let slip something about my visits, although she always denied it. Or perhaps jealous Gilbert had seen fit to mention it, although I can’t imagine Sandy Caddas paying much attention to any such tittle tattle on the part of his young apprentice. Whatever the real story, he was cautious of me just at first but by no means as disapproving as he might have been. He shook hands with me and welcomed me into the house, which was already very familiar to me, although I had to pretend otherwise. Because Jenny’s mother was dead and gone, the task of finding a suitable husband for his precious elder daughter had begun to weigh heavily on his shoulders. He was not in any way demonstrative, but I noticed the way he laid his hand on Jenny’s shoulder, the way he absent-mindedly stroked her hair, the way his gaze flickered this way and that between us, assessing me in the light of his daughter and all that he wished and hoped for her.


         I flatter myself that he liked me well enough on that first meeting. He questioned me about my work, and seemed impressed that I had been made gardener at such a young age, but seemed more impressed when I said it was all down to my father. I added that I would rather have been working with him yet, and learning what I could from him, than having the whole of it on my shoulders, which was the plain truth. But I suppose I was canny too, because I was trying hard to impress him with my general worthiness. I don’t know quite what I aspired to. There was small chance of my marrying for some years. My father had married on less, right enough, but his own parents had been dead and gone by then, and he had but one elder brother, John, for whom my own brother was named.


         My uncle John had been a sailor and a legend in our family. On the scant evidence of my voyage to the Isle of Arran, I could see that I had not taken after him in matters of seamanship. I remember him visiting us just the once, when I was very young. He had brought not only the aura of tar on his blue cloth jacket, but a plain grey parrot that sat on his shoulder and enlivened our house with strange utterances in a variety of languages, interspersed with the occasional cackle of mad laughter. My mother was terrified of it and thought it an embodiment of the devil himself, but I found it very wonderful. Its name was Apollyon, a name that I only later discovered meant ‘the destroyer’. It would climb down from my uncle’s shoulder and walk across the kitchen floor, its intelligent eyes roaming the room in search of human prey. It seemed to have a great fascination with feminine attire and would tweak my mother’s skirt up to show her petticoat if it got the chance, scandalising her and frightening her in equal measure. She blamed my uncle for teaching it such behaviour, but he said that it was very old, that parrots lived far longer than men, and he had got it from a shipmate who had fallen too ill to look after it. Who could say which previous owner was responsible for Apollyon’s execrable manners?
         


         The scent of tar filled the cottage. I have only to get a whiff of it now, tar and wood and canvas, the scent of ships, you can smell it down the Broomielaw any day, and I’m back there, a young boy still, listening to my uncle John and my father talking, while John scratched Apollyon’s head and the bird seemed to be following the conversation, looking curiously from one to the other. I had seen nothing like John until that time. He swayed from side to side when he walked. His face and forearms were the colour of polished mahogany and he wore his hair in a pigtail. Apollyon would sit on his shoulder and peck gently at the plaited hair, which seemed to be a mark of affection with him.


         John and Apollyon brought with them a breath of foreign lands and strange people and I remember being enchanted by both of them. Bessie was still at home when John came visiting but she found him disturbing and the wee ones were frankly afraid of him. James was but a wean and barely remembered him afterwards. Johnnie and Rab weren’t even born, although I suppose Johnnie might have been on the way, which would explain my parents’ choice of his name. Uncle John sat and drank with my father and told stories of his time at sea, and we listened. He spoke of the constant noise, the creaking and groaning of timbers and the endless movement of the ship accommodating herself to the waves.
         


         ‘Were you sick?’ I asked him. Even then I knew that the motion of the waves could make you unwell.


         ‘Oh aye, I was sick right enough. But I soon got used to it. Most folk do!’ he said. ‘Just at first, when you step on dry land again, the earth moves under you like a restless horse. But as soon as it stops doing that, you know that your sickness will be over and done, and that’s always the way of it. I haven’t had the sea sickness since. But if you stay on land for too long, back it will come again, so I never stay ashore for very long!’


         I questioned him closely, to the point where my mother tried to hush me, but he only said, ‘No, no. Let the lad alane. Why wouldn’t he be curious?’


         He spoke of ship’s biscuits and weevils, which you had to eat or you would starve, of rats the size of dogs and cockroaches as big as your hand. I saw my mother flinch and turn pale, my father watching him quietly, with a wee smile, just as though he had heard this kind of thing before.


         But he also spoke of the scent of exotic flowers and lush, loud forests where strange birdsong was to be heard and whenever he did that, Apollyon nestled close, as though he understood. He spoke of men who were enslaved, and how he would never sail on that kind of ship, because even a working man had his honour. He spoke of insects that bit and could kill you – a man might die, raving, only a few days later – and of stranger things yet, sea creatures that you saw when you were on watch by night, large, swimming creatures that you could put no name to, but which came to investigate the boat. Some of them were whales, but some of them might not be, and God alone knew what they might be, these monsters of the deep. And he spoke of fire on the water, the droplets that shone as though there was light in them, even without the moon to illuminate them. And at last, he spoke of remote paradise islands, where the people were kind beyond kindness, and where nobody seemed to go hungry because the land supplied all that was needed in the way of food and drink, a land where the cold winds never blew, and where even the rain was warm. It was in places such as these – and here he hesitated, gazing at my mother – that the lassies were very bonny and wore flowers in their hair and ‘whiles not much else’.
         


         I saw my mother frown at this, and my father raise his hand, and glance over at me, as though to warn his brother that young ears were listening, and no more was said about the lassies with flowers in their hair. Nevertheless there was enchantment in his every word, and I remember thinking, even then, that it would be a fine thing to travel, to go across the seas and feel those balmy airs, to smell the scent of as yet unknown plants and bring them home with you, even at the risk of dying of outlandish diseases.


         He stayed the best part of a week with us and seemed to have siller in his purse all the time – something that was a great wonder to us, for we had grown used to counting every penny. He bought fruit for Apollyon, which the bird would hold in its claw to eat as a man will hold a piece of bread. He would fetch sweetmeats for us and posies of sweet violets for my mother and before he left, he presented her with a bonny silk shawl, which he said reminded him of the shawls he had seen on his travels. He bought a second-hand fiddle for himself in the town as well.
         


         ‘Perhaps some other sailor was forced to pawn it to pay for his bed and board,’ he told me, with a grin. ‘Ah weel, it’s found a good hame wi’ me! I’ll mak’ it sing! And it’ll soon be off on its travels once again.’


         ‘Did you never have a fiddle before, Uncle John?’ I asked him and he said, ‘Oh aye, but I broke it over some man’s head in the Carolinas, some man that was beating his woman in the corner of a tavern. She was screaming blue murder and he was swearing and beating her with his fists and I brought the fiddle down over his head and knocked him clean out with it, but it broke into a dozen pieces. I thought it a good sacrifice to make, for all that I half regretted it back on the ship, on a long sea voyage, with naethin’ to play, and naethin’ to pass the time!’ He winked at me, a prodigious wink that screwed up the whole side of his face, and I thought he was very wonderful.
         


         He played us a jig and something that he said was a hornpipe. Apollyon seemed to enjoy the music and jumped up and down as though he was dancing in time to the rhythm. But at the end of the week my Uncle John packed up his tarry canvas bag, took his fiddle and his parrot with him, and went down the Broomielaw in search of a ship. That was the last we ever saw of him and his wonderful bird.


         He died a few years before my father. A laboriously written letter from a shipmate brought news of his death in some terrible storm in Biscay, when he had gone overboard, falling from the rigging. I mostly forgot about him, although I have to say I remembered his tales and his parrot, long after the look of his face had faded from my mind in all but the most general particulars: a pair of bright blue eyes in a sun-scarred face, a stranger who seemed more like a foreigner than a blood relation.


         He had been my father’s sole surviving relative at the time when my father and mother were married, but I was in quite a different situation. I had my widowed mother, my brothers and sisters to provide for as well as myself, and there seemed little possibility of my being able to support a wife for some years to come. The best I could hope for would be to put the younger lassies into service somewhere, if I could find anybody foolish or tolerant enough to take them on, and to see what I could do for the younger lads as and when they reached working age. I was pretty sure that James would become a gardener like myself and I worried that Rab was so delicate that he might not live to make adult, never mind old bones, but most of the time my family were the cause of a sort of general worry. All I could do was work to the best of my ability and hope that sooner or later, some solution would turn up that would allow me to marry, set up house and start a family of my own. But I had no notion of what that eventuality might be.
         


         I do remember my first proper invitation to Jenny’s house, though, and I’m grateful to her father for avoiding those very obvious questions about my prospects and, instead, speaking of my brothers and sisters and my mother, with a good deal of sympathy at her bereavement. He asked me all about the college garden and what we grew there and why, so that I found myself on solid ground and could answer all his questions with knowledge and enthusiasm. I remember having to be very careful not to let slip that I had spent rather more time with Jenny than we were owning up to. Her blue eyes lifted to meet mine from time to time, with a mixture of warning and amusement, and Anna opened her mouth every now and then to say, ‘But William usually …’ and then stopped because her sister had administered a sharp poke in the ribs or a kick under the table. We thought we were doing very well indeed.


         Some time later, I realised what fools we were, and what a kindly man Sandy Caddas must have been, to let us get away with it, to tolerate the string of small lies with which I abused his hospitality. But he let it all go and welcomed me in as Jenny’s acknowledged suitor and, for a while, we were very happy indeed not to have to dissemble any longer about a friendship which seemed to be growing closer with each month that passed.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


            Fevers


         


         Quite early in our acquaintance, Thomas persuaded me and my mother that my brothers and sisters and myself should be inoculated against the smallpox, which was then a great trial to the whole country but particularly in the cities. A most terrible illness it was, killing vast numbers and scarring where it did not kill, particularly among the needy. It was no respecter of persons and the children of the gentry were as much at risk as any other, but it did seem to strike at those who were poor and ill fed, and who were living as we did, fairly crammed together in small, damp houses.


         ‘I’ll come to your house to carry out the procedure,’ he said. My mother was very dubious about the whole enterprise but finally allowed herself to be persuaded. She wanted to undergo the procedure too, out of a sense of loyalty to her children. We knew that it was a risky business, for all that Thomas tried to reassure us. There were tales of people who had contracted the disease itself from the preventative. But Thomas told my mother that there was no need for her to be inoculated. If she had not, so far, caught the disease, then she would in all likelihood not catch it now. He was right. It would be true to say that it was very largely a disease of the young, I suppose because those who survived possessed some property which must repel the sickness.


         I remember her pacing up and down the kitchen the night before, saying, ‘If only your father were here. He would know what to do. He would know whether it was the right thing to do or no.’ Eventually her respect for Doctor Brown – and my persuasion – overrode her natural suspicion of anything new, and she trusted him enough to allow him to treat all her children, even wee Rab, who was her baby and her golden boy.
         


         It was a great novelty for us at the time, although I think it is much in use nowadays and so may not be quite the strange experience that it was for us. On the day when Thomas came to do the procedure, he passed a few pleasantries with my mother and then assembled us in the kitchen. We must have been a strange sight, lined up with our arms bared, like participants in some secret ritual, with my mother hovering about, wringing her hands with anxiety on our behalf. He brought a packet out of his pocket and said that the matter, which would do the business, was in fine cotton thread therein.
         


         He took a small bit of the thread, saturated with this matter, between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand and a lancet in his right hand. At the sight of the sharp instrument, Johnnie set up a great wailing.
         


         ‘Don’t be such a baby!’ said our mother, but she herself looked like to cry in sympathy and I saw her lip trembling.


         ‘Hush now, Johnnie Lang!’ said Thomas, quite sternly for him. ‘Are you not planning to be a big, brave sailor one day? And look at your sisters. They are not making such a dreadful noise. Will you be shamed by the bravery of a pair of lassies?’


         Johnnie bit his lip at that and quietened down somewhat.


         Thomas dipped the lancet in the cotton thread and, with the point of it, made two dots about two inches apart on the arm of each of us. It looked to me, for I watched him with interest, like a strange kind of needlework. He dipped the lancet in water and then in the cotton thread and onto our arms again.


         James and Johnnie began to make a great fuss again, as the punctures were made, bawling and crying that it was ‘sair’ as was their wont. I think they were more feart than they let on, and fear always seems to increase pain, or so Thomas remarked quietly in my ear. Rab was stoical about the whole process, although he gave a little start when Thomas introduced the lancet into his arm, but he said stoutly that it was ‘not so bad after all’. The girls – following Bessie’s example, for she had come home to undergo the procedure – declared that it only tickled a bit and giggled and fidgeted with their feet. The lassies were right. It was a mild discomfort only, just at first. We were to stand there with our arms exposed to the cold air for about three minutes till the thing was almost dried up, and it was plain to see that, where the dots were, there was a red mark, growing vivid almost instantly, like the sting you get from a midge bite or a nettle.
         


         Thomas’s advice was that we must eat meat at dinner if we could (a rare enough occurrence for us at any time) and then abstain from it for a little while after, which was no hardship to us for the same reason. He prescribed a powder of calamine for night time, and in the morning we were to take water gruel, as much as we could eat. The small irritation continued on our arms for some time, and the wee ones felt worse than we did, becoming hot and fractious for a spell, but that was the whole of it. Thomas said that we should be safe from the disease for some years afterwards, although the process might have to be repeated in due course.


         My superstitious mother could not fathom how it came about and confessed to me afterwards that she thought it was a kind of magic. Thomas seemed very excited about the whole thing and I asked him to explain the process to me, for I did not think it could be magic.


         ‘Those who work in the countryside, most particularly dairymaids who spend much of their time among cows, almost never contract the smallpox,’ he said. ‘We believe they have somehow been exposed to some similar but less virulent illness among cattle, and – much like your Jenny with her bee stings I suppose – their bodies have grown familiar with the sickness and never seem to fall ill with it afterwards.’
         


         ‘But how did they discover the procedure? How did they find it out?’
         


         ‘Some doctors decided to take a little of the matter from the sores on the cows that were ill but seldom died of the disease, and introduce it into their own blood.’


         ‘Was that not dangerous?’


         ‘Oh very dangerous indeed, since they would have no idea of the effects. It was significant that they never took the smallpox either, and neither did any that they similarly inoculated. There is that in the blood which must learn to recognise the sickness in some way and reject it from making inroads into the body. That is as much as we know. But we are learning, William, we are learning all the time.’


         Afterwards, we had few ill effects. My mother need not have worried. Rab ran a fever for some time, to be sure, but Thomas came back and bled him a little. He instructed my mother to sponge him down with tepid water, and he was soon quite well again.


         

            * * *


         


         This procedure, which we had great faith in, serves to explain why, when I took a severe chill in the rainy weather at the tail end of 1804, I had no fears that my illness might be the smallpox, and I was confident that I would soon shake it off. I believed myself to be a strong young man. At that age, you never consider any alternative. My father had had the weight of years on his back, but when you are in your twenties, you know that you are immortal and invincible, if ever you spare a moment to think about such things at all. During that winter of 1804 and right into January and February of 1805 I felt constantly unwell. The air rattled in my chest, and a horrible, dry cough woke me up five or six times in the night and saw me sitting bolt upright in the box bed with its high piled pillows, fighting for every breath.


         My mother, thoroughly frightened by my pallor and shortness of breath, fussed over me, cooked beef broth for me and made me wear flannel next to my chest. I kept going for as long as I was able with all the work that needed to be done in preparation for the winter season in the garden. And then there was structural work to be undertaken, paths to be laid and walls to be built, as well as all kinds of pruning and cutting. I think she must have had my father and his death very strongly in her mind at that time. The garden might lie fallow over the winter, but that didn’t mean that there was any less work for the gardeners. I couldn’t shirk it, no matter how unwell I felt, although James told me to rest, he and the other lads would get on with things. I knew they were but haphazard workers when unsupervised and felt I had to be there as much as possible, to make sure they were doing exactly what I had told them.
         


         The weather was cold and very wet. It is the constant rain that keeps the fields green throughout the whole year in these parts. But in the town, the rain clouds seemed to make the filth and fumes from the type foundry hang low in ragged, oily vapours. My breathing became even more painful, and each breath would set me off coughing all over again, as though the air itself was irritating my lungs. Which perhaps it was. I was more often than not soaked through to the skin by the time I got into the house at night and I never seemed able to rid myself of the ill effects. I would think I was getting well after a day or two’s rest, but then I would go out into the gardens and the next night would wake up shivering and sweating and coughing all over again. Everything was a trial to me. I thought sometimes that my legs would not hold me up for one instant longer. One cough would spawn an army. I would be racked with them, bent double, sucking in air and expelling it until my ribs ached.


         Thomas had been away on family business for a few weeks. On his return, he missed me in the garden. I had not told him of my plight, or not the whole of it, keeping it from him out of a curious reluctance to admit to my own weakness. At last, he sought out James and asked what was wrong with me. Whenever I could contrive to visit her, Jenny would send me away with a jar of honey, and now Thomas sent a message with James, in which he advised me to take a little rum or whisky if I could get it, with the honey and some lemons. Whisky was available in the town, as was rum in plenty, but I could no more afford to buy lemons than I could afford to buy books. These fruits were very plentiful in Glasgow at that time, coming in on the vessels from foreign parts, and Thomas had all kinds of acquaintance aboard these ships, because sometimes he would acquire plant specimens from the captains, men whom he paid to find such things for him. But lemons were much too costly for me.
         


         The gentlemen’s clubs of the town still make their Glasgow punch with rum from the Carolinas, brown sugar which is seldom in short supply and lemons. There is a way of making it, just so, with a sherbet compounded of sugar and lemons and water – the quality of the sherbet dictates the quality of the finished punch – and once made, you add rum to taste. I would never have deemed it a health-giving drink, and my mother had a positive aversion to spirits, but Thomas said that a type of this drink, made with Scots whisky, might do some good to my poor wheezing chest and even if it did no good whatsoever, it would make me feel better. Then, Thomas arrived at the door with a whole bag full of lemons.


         ‘Just what the doctor ordered, Mistress Lang,’ he told my mother, who seemed tongue-tied by the very sight of him, let alone his unexpected gift.


         She viewed the bag of sweet-smelling lemons as some exotic fruit, which they were to her of course, as they were to all of us, and was inclined to use them one quarter slice at a time, in an effort to make them last. I was sitting in front of the fire with a woollen blanket wrapped around me. My teeth were chattering, my hands and feet were icy, though my head was hot, and I felt strange and otherwordly altogether. Thomas saw me and seemed very concerned. I remember his sharp intake of breath, the way he practically ran across the room. He sat down beside me and put one hand on my forehead and then took hold of my wrist with the other. He said he was counting my heartbeats and that I was much too hot and the pulse, as he called it, was rather fast. There was some comfort in the touch of his hand and I found, to my immense shame, that I didn’t want him to let go. I felt like a wean and, in my debilitated state, I wanted only to close my eyes, lean up against him and go to sleep, secure in his warm presence, as I had done in that feather bed, on the Isle of Arran.
         


         I think my mother would have been horrified to see me so familiar with a man she considered to be the gentry. As it was, I felt the shameful tears prickling at the back of my eyes. My throat was swelling up with them too, and I turned away lest he should see my weakness. Well, I’m sure he did see my weakness, for when I looked back, he was gazing at me steadily with a mixture of compassion and concern. He moved to crouch a little in front of me, so that my mother could not see. His fingers moved down from my wrist to my hand, and he squeezed it once, very firmly, which brought the tears to my eyes all over again, and then he let go.
         


         ‘Ah, William!’ he said. ‘My poor William. You should have sent for me before this!’


         He tucked the blanket more closely around me and told my mother to mix the lemons up with honey and some whisky, which he had brought with him in a silver flask. He supervised the task, tut-tutted at the way she was scrimping with the lemons, made her cut them in halves and squeeze them generously into the drink. Then he told her to mix an equally generous quantity of honey with the lemon juice.


         ‘Don’t skimp, don’t skimp,’ he said. ‘Mistress Jenny Caddas is not short of honey, I’m thinking!’


         He watched while she heated it over the fire and then he added a large measure of whisky with his own hand and brought it over to me in a cup.


         ‘Drink it slowly,’ he said. ‘But drink all of it.’


         I did as I was told. I would have drunk whatever he put into my hand at that moment. He could have prescribed poison for me, and I would have taken it gladly.


         Because of the inoculation, I did not fear the smallpox, but I was terrified that I might start coughing blood, which would have been a sure sign of consumption or something equally fatal. We had seen whole families fall victim to the disease and drop off the bough, one after another. One of the old gardeners had buried seven children and his wife as well, although he himself had survived unscathed in body, if not in mind.
         


         I seemed constantly debilitated and yet there was no respite from the work, and I worried that I was neglecting the gardens and that complaints would surely be made against me. Thomas said I was not to worry, but was just to think about getting well again. If there were any complaints he would write to Faculty on my behalf and all would be well. And I believed him. I trusted him completely. Why would I not? He had given me no reason to do otherwise.


         Whether it was the whisky toddy or some other medicine that Thomas prescribed for me, or what my mother called his ‘healing hands’, by the time the milder spring weather came in, I was beginning to feel stronger and more myself.


         After the gift of lemons she became quite besotted by him, although such things as inoculation had never inspired a similar admiration.


         ‘You look a little better,’ said Thomas, when next he visited. ‘I confess I’ve been worried about you. But the sooner you can go out into the countryside again and get away from this wretched city for a few hours, the better it will be for your health.’


         He was right of course, although I still had some misgivings about the amount of extra work involved in gathering samples for him. I had been head gardener for some four years, and was beginning to feel very comfortable with the job, was beginning to feel that I knew what I was doing. But all the same, I realised that complaints were still being made about the state of the gardens and the fault was deemed to be mine and mine alone.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER NINETEEN


            An Uncommon Gardener


         


         I believe some of the complaints about me were instigated by Professor Jeffray and, looking back, I sometimes wonder if his disapproval of my friendship with Thomas Brown lay at the root of them. He had noticed the familiarity between us. Who would not have noticed it? Thomas never hid it. I think Jeffray found it incomprehensible that a man of Brown’s standing in the college as well as in the town should be on friendly terms with a mere gardener. That Thomas thought I was no common gardener (as he was often at pains to tell me and anyone who would listen) only served to irritate Jeffray the more. He could not understand it, and I think it inspired a kind of revulsion in him. But perhaps the fact that Thomas could be on such easy terms with everyone – scholars, professors, gardeners – irritated him even more.


         ‘Would it not be better to send one of the common gardeners foraging for specimens?’ Thomas remarked. ‘That’s what the professor said, William. And I said a common gardener would be quite ignorant of the places where he might find the wild plants necessary and that such a man – quite unlike yourself, William – would be unqualified for the task of field botanist. I said that I needed an uncommon gardener.’


         ‘Well, thank-you for your kind words. But I don’t want to antagonise the man.’


         ‘And neither have you. You can leave all that to me! I admire him in many ways, but I am not afraid of him.’
         


         I had no option but to neglect the college gardens at times. More than ever, I was feeling that there were not enough hours in a day. I was overstretched and not quite in full health yet. Moreover, I was always trying to supplement my meagre income with the sale of crops from a few plots of land leased from the college, plots which I was supposed to tend in my spare time, but I had none.


         Besides, I had constant troubles with the younger scholars, who seemed to be intent on making my life a misery, marauding about the gardens when they should have been studying, particularly during the winter months. In winter, the rule was now that the students were allowed to use the gardens. This had been introduced in an effort to encourage them to take air and exercise, but they were – not to put too fine a point on it – a rabble, or so it seemed to me who had the job of curbing their unruly behaviour, without having any real authority over them. When they had over-indulged in ale or, much worse, in rum punch or whisky toddies, they were uncontrollable. They would start fires and fights in about equal measure and the damage to trees and plants was extensive. Besides all that, I knew I was fighting a losing battle with the type foundry, and so I swung between the two extremes of pleasure and despair.


         Things came to a head in the summer of 1806, when Thomas took it upon himself to write a letter to Professor Jeffray on my behalf. I think he was alarmed by some of the vitriol that had been coming my way. I must say I was both grateful to him and touched by his obvious regard for me. Mind you, when I first read the opening – he let me see the missive before he sent it to Jeffray – I almost lost my temper. And I can quote it, because it is here yet, in the commonplace book which he sent to me but a short while before he died.


         I am very sorry, he had written, to start with, that the College is dissatisfied with William Lang’s behaviour and I am much afraid that it has been improper in many respects.


         ‘Improper?’ I said, indignantly. ‘Improper?’
         


         We were in his library at the time. He had just finished drafting out a fair copy. He blotted the letter and handed it to me to read. ‘Why don’t you read on?’ he said, mildly.


         ‘In what respects has my behaviour been improper? What have I ever done that was improper in your eyes?’


         He had the good grace to colour up. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘In my eyes, you have done nothing improper, not could you. And I’ve asked you to read on.’


         ‘So why say it?’


         ‘You don’t understand.’


         ‘I understand all too well. You, even you, have to give them …’


         ‘… what they want to hear, my friend. Precisely.’


         ‘Even if it means stretching the truth?’


         ‘Even then. But with the best of intentions, I assure you.’


         ‘I once thought the college was a place of truth. A place where great men of learning sought the truth. That was what my father used to tell me. That was why he so admired the place.’


         ‘Well so it is.’


         ‘But only when expedient.’


         ‘William,’ he said, ‘My dear Will, come down off your high horse for a moment and read the rest of the letter for God’s sake.’


         So I did. And very kindly he spoke of me as well, for it went on in this vein: I can only say that I have no fault to find but every reason to be completely pleased with him. The Botanic Garden is so very barren that its produce can scarcely be of any advantage to a lecturer on Botany such as myself. William is therefore under the necessity both of collecting plants himself in the fields and in neighbouring gardens, (‘To say nothing of helping lassies with swarms of bees,’ he added, with a smile) and of trusting to the exertions of the under-gardeners. William has always been active and intelligent and you must know that a common gardener, ignorant of the names and places of growth of the wild plants, would be entirely unqualified for the office of assistant to the Botanical lectureship.


         I hardly knew what to make of it. It was not what I expected and I found myself moved by it.
         


         ‘So that’s what I am?’ I asked. ‘Assistant to the Botanical Lectureship.’


         ‘Aye, you are.’


         ‘Well all I can say is, I’m very upset that it isn’t a paid position.’


         ‘It would be if I had my way. But you will take nothing from me!’ he said, indignantly.


         ‘I know. I know.’ I carried on reading.


         William unfortunately engaged in the business of an apothecary but this imprudence is now over and I know that he has lost so considerably by the speculation that he will not again engage in a similar one.


         ‘I had to say that for the simple reason that they have mentioned it on every possible occasion since, heaven help me!’ he remarked, as though to pre-empt my objections, but I was beyond objecting. In fact I was touched by his obvious partiality and the fact that he did not mind declaring as much to Faculty.


         The college ought to calculate whether the emoluments derived from the office of College Gardener be sufficient to maintain a man with his family in this city where the expense of living is so high. If the college should make the situation comfortable I have little doubt that William Lang would be much better qualified for it than any common gardener that it could employ.


         ‘I am hoping,’ he observed,’ that they might be persuaded to pay you for your endeavours as my assistant. But read on to the end.’


         His health has been bad for some time past but it will probably be soon completely restored. Since his father’s death he has maintained a mother and educated or supported his brothers and sisters, which unquestionably ought to have some influence on the College in his favour.


         ‘So what do you think?’ he asked when I had finished. I set the letter down on his writing table.


         ‘I think it is the most amazing mixture of reason and appeal. I don’t know whether to feel flattered or angry.’


         ‘Oh William. Make up your mind to be flattered. I have to do the best I can for you and it’s no use appealing to their better natures for I am not at all sure that they have any. I am simply trying to make your case as best I can.’
         


         So that’s what I did. I made up my mind to be both grateful and flattered, and for a little while at least, the letter seemed to appease them, much as a bag of bones will appease a pack of hungry dogs. I went on collecting plants for the botanical lectures and visiting Jenny whenever I could. Her father welcomed me. Her sister had so far unbent towards me that she would creep up beside me and take my hand now and then. Sometimes she would say, ‘Can you fetch me some paper, William?’ Paper was at a premium in our house as well, but I would beg it from Thomas, who always had a ready supply. Anna wanted it so that she could draw pictures on it, which she was exceedingly fond of doing, not just flowers and landscapes and suchlike female pursuits but little sketches of her sister, her father, even myself when she could get me to sit still for long enough. I have them still. I am not inclined to look at them very often. But all the same, fate had taken a hand. I had not the slightest inkling that my carefully constructed castles in the air, all my dreams of a bright future, were about to come tumbling down around my ears.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY


            The Christening Cape


         


         It was during the summer of 1806, that I first introduced Jenny to Thomas and his family. Thomas and Marion already had one daughter, but Marion had not long given birth to their second child, a son this time, naturally enough named Thomas for his father. Thomas was to be his only son, although there were two more girls.


         However, at the time I am writing about, Thomas and Marion must have anticipated the birth of a succession of strong sons, and they wished to have a fine christening cape made for this new and precious infant who had almost died, but had been brought back from the brink of death by his father’s care, and was now a very bonny, thriving baby. There was already a gown in the family, inherited from the Edinburgh side, perhaps the work of one of Mr Ruffini’s many orphan girls, but Thomas had promised his wife something new for the baby, an heirloom for the future. Marion was no great hand with her needle, but Thomas was prepared to pay handsomely and, through me, engaged Jenny to undertake the task. They had not yet met at that time, although I had spoken so often about Jenny to Thomas and Thomas to Jenny that they must have felt as though they already knew each other. I had certainly shown Thomas one or two examples of Jenny’s beautiful work: an embroidered muslin handkerchief that she had made for my mother and a sprigged waistcoat that she had asked me to deliver to the city merchant who had commissioned it.
         


         That spring, when I was just recovering from my illness, Jenny came to the college with her father, who left her at our house while he went off on business about the city. He often did this nowadays and it was, so my mother said, a mark of the growing trust and respect that lay between us. Thomas had bought silk fabric in blue and cream and a selection of brightly coloured silken threads for the project, on Jenny’s explicit instructions and at great expense. I believe such excellent fine silks and gossamer thread for embroidering come from the land of China, although I had only the sketchiest notion of where that was at the time.


         I looked for it on the globe of the world in Thomas’s library and I was quite stunned by the size of the place. It caused an instant’s dizziness, while my head was transported to wide foreign landscapes where unknown flowers and plants grew, flowers and plants that Jenny told me were used to dye the silks with colours which were quite unknown in Scotland, where the woollen cloth was more likely to be coloured with the natural subtleties of the Scots landscape: heather, whin and the dun of peat bog.


         ‘Is she telling me the truth?’ I asked Thomas.


         He smiled at me. ‘She’s no fool, your Jenny Caddas, but then what else would you expect from a weaver’s daughter? They aye know what’s what! And she’s right. The silkworms, which are not worms at all, but insects, make the thread that makes the silk, and flowers and plants are used to make the most wonderful dyes. There are many interesting plants, medicinal and otherwise, that come from the land of China. They were a highly civilised people when we were still living in caves!’


         ‘Can that be true?’


         I sometimes think I must have seemed such a simpleton to him but my innocence never seemed to annoy him.


         ‘Oh, as true as I’m standing here.’


         And then he remarked, as he invariably did, ‘One day we might go there together!’ and I could picture us travelling the many miles across the world in company, as other collectors had done before us, bringing back a thousand magical plants to enrich the botanical collections of Scotland and England. Some of these collectors, so he told me, had even started out as gardeners, very much like myself.
         


         I am not sure that I ever believed in the possibility of even one such voyage. But like the heavenly paradise that the minister preached about each Sunday, the very idea of it was a constant incitement to work hard, to win his praise. I would go so far as to say that the biblical paradise seemed a pallid and colourless place by comparison.


         That day, he had left the parcel of silks at our house from where Jenny was to pick it up. Although I was still acting as intermediary, it was a matter of chance, merely, that they had not yet met. Her visits to my house and to the college garden had not yet coincided with Thomas’s. Even working through the light spring and summer nights it might take her a few months to complete the cape. Thomas had left her a sum of money as a deposit and had said that there would be a handsome payment once the garment was completed. She didn’t want to accept even that small payment in advance until she was sure that he was satisfied with her work, but he insisted, and her father – ever the realist – had told her to ‘haud her whisht and tak’ the siller’. What good was pride when they needed bread for the table?


         That day, Jenny took the silks and a neat new pair of shears away with her. She had particularly asked for these because she feared that the big shears that her father used for trimming off the long floaters at the back of the cloth, when his weaving was finished, might mark the delicate fabric. While the days were long and light, she commenced work on the exquisite garment, which was intended to become an heirloom for the whole family, and which did indeed become a family treasure for all I know. They may have it still, for how could it be otherwise? But I can imagine that Thomas would not care to have looked at it very often. I can imagine that Thomas would not like to have looked at it at all, although it would have been too precious to be destroyed or even given away, and it may have been that he had to smile at his wife and dissemble and pretend that he still valued it as much as ever.
         


         How often have I blamed myself for what happened? Times without number. I know it is not rational to think so. I know that things happen as they must. What’s for you won’t go by you, as my mother, with her auld wife’s wisdom, used to say. I wish it had not been so. I wish things could have been entirely different. But they weren’t. And if they had been different, I would not be the man I am today. Which is a disturbing thought, as though the minister is right when he stands up and declares that God’s plan is laid out before us, and we are powerless to change it. It is only how we respond to events, that alone is what we can alter, in that alone resides our free will.


         I sometimes wonder, as I sit here in the enforced idleness of old age, what my life might have been like if I had indeed become a famous plant collector and botanist, the esteemed friend of Dr Thomas Brown. But that thought too induces a kind of dizziness in me at the largeness of it, much as the map of China did all those years ago, and I cannot bear to think about it for very long.


         

            * * *


         


         If the truth be told, I spent a couple of weeks of that summer of 1806 on rather poor terms with Thomas, even though I carried on finding plants for him. It might never have happened if I hadn’t got into the habit, especially while I was recovering from my illness, of spending as much time as I could in the library at his house, reading mostly about plants and their properties, but sometimes indulging in my growing taste for traveller’s tales. The servants, all except the fearsome housekeeper, had grown used to me and let me in without a murmur, showing me to the library and leaving me to spend my time as I saw fit.


         Marion was either with her children or out and about in the town, paying visits to her friends. Thomas would be teaching or seeing patients, although sometimes he would come and sit with me in friendly silence and read or write, and those were the most congenial times of all. The first time this happened, I made as if to leave him in peace. Our arrangement was that I would use his library when he was absent.
         


         He smiled and said, ‘No, no. I have come to keep you company. It’s good to read and study in friendly company.’


         I found that he was right. We were at ease with each other and I think we both welcomed the occasional interruption when one or other of us had discovered something of interest or, more frequently, when I had questions for him. He was a good teacher and seemed pleased to give me the benefit of his wisdom.


         He was one of the best respected doctors in the town and the ladies of fashion flocked around him. It must have been a very lucrative trade for him, although it didn’t strike me at the time. But I had seen it with my own eyes. Or at least heard it with my own ears. Sometimes when I was at his house, which was also where he had his consulting rooms, I would sit beside the library fire, in the threadbare armchair that was Thomas’s favourite. It actually had the scent of him, his tobacco, his hair oil, on it. From time to time the family cat, a fat and indiscreet tabby, would come and drape itself round my shoulders like a warm cloak. Thomas had named her Messalina after some strange, classical fancy. ‘Deadly’ was all he would say when I asked him who the original had been, although I later found out a good deal more about her, none of it very savoury. This shoulder hugging was a dubious favour the animal also tried to bestow on Thomas himself, although he was a less compliant victim and would wrestle the cat to the floor, where it would roll about with claws extended in protest.


         I think Thomas’s female patients envied the cat. I would be sitting there with my mind on a favourite volume of botanical studies, memorising the properties of plants, absorbing all these wonderful illustrations, when I would hear a pair of young ladies or even a twittering group of them, like a flock of fieldfare, descending on the house, arriving to ‘see the doctor’.


         Often enough he would visit them in their own homes, but they seemed to like to visit him as well. I think they made excuses to see him because the excursion provided them with some much-needed excitement. They were the wives and daughters of merchants, men of consequence in the city. They were invariably dressed in the height of fashion, fantastic costumes that Jenny and my sisters would have been ashamed to wear, topped by the most foolish hats you ever saw, with immensely tall feathers in them, more foolish even than my mother’s Lunardi bonnet. They never looked remotely unwell.
         


         Thomas seldom if ever spoke to me about his patients and certainly never mentioned specific complaints. Once he said, ‘all these lassies, half their trouble, you know, is that they have too little to do and far too much time to brood. A minor ailment, which would be as nothing to a girl who had to work for her living, looms very large in their lives because there is nothing else to occupy their thoughts. The devil makes work for idle hands and idle minds too.


         ‘These things affect their minds as much as anything else,’ he continued. ‘Even the smallest imagined slight begins to loom very large for them. Their affairs of the heart concern them constantly. They have headaches and flutterings. They come seeking a measure of concern, of kindness, and – once you give them a little attention – these complaints evaporate into the air as though they had never been. But they need something to occupy them. They need to read, even if it is only novels. I’m sure your Jenny has no imagined complaints.’


         ‘No. She would not have the time.’


         ‘And from what you tell me, she would have far too much good, sound, common sense.’


         ‘I’m sure you’re right. But maybe you judge these young ladies too harshly. What choice do they have?’


         ‘None. And I’m wrong to be impatient since they give me and mine our daily bread. But all the same, I do grow impatient with them. A little.’ He laughed. ‘You know, William, sometimes, when I am in the middle of these consultations, it feels as though I am being bitten to death by midgies!’
         


         I remember thinking how I wished that my mother, my sister Bessie, or Jenny Caddas had the troubles of these women instead of the weariness, the many aches and pains that beset them, the callouses and racking coughs, the weak eyes from overwork in damp rooms, the fatigue that was the result of poor food and little rest. I would look at my mother from time to time and think that she looked all spent, her skin sagging around her eyes, her teeth beginning to loosen in her gums. It wasn’t Thomas’s fault. He was not to blame for the injustice in the world, and he often gave his services to one of the charity hospitals in the city in an effort to relieve the woes of the truly poor. But it was the prodigious gap between rich and poor that struck me as it never had before, or not in this way. The college was a chilly, dusty old place and many of the professors who lodged there cared little for personal comfort. It was only when I was admitted to Thomas’s house and experienced what I thought of as its opulence that I became fully aware of how ill-divided was the world in which we lived. I saw the way in which the rooms were always warm and clean and comfortable, the way in which food seemed to appear on the table as if by magic. Well, there was no magic. It was down to the never-ending hard work for small reward of women like my sister, Bessie. I saw that those who are born and bred with even a modicum of wealth can have no idea of what it means to be poor. They say that money does not bring happiness and perhaps that’s true. But I tell you this. It is easier to be unhappy and rich than it is to be unhappy and poor.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


            William Hunter’s Book


         


         It was only a short while later that a certain occurrence overshadowed our friendship for a time, much as a poorly pruned tree may affect the tender growth beneath. It was a fine day. I remember that. I had been wandering all over the surrounding countryside the day before, in search of specimens for Thomas. And I had been hard at work in the garden when I returned. It was that time of the year with long light nights, warm and damp to boot, when things would grow so quickly that if you neglected the gardens for only a few days, they would be out of control and twice as hard to manage. I had worked with a will, and then, leaving James to finish off, I had cleaned myself up and gone to Thomas’s house, to give myself a much-needed respite. The library seemed to me like an oasis of calm and cleanliness in the midst of the world full of mud and rampant, albeit not always healthy, growth, which I was always struggling to contain.
         


         Usually I went to the shelves where Thomas kept his botanical books. Linnaeus was my bible in those days and I was working my way through his classification of plants, learning them as I went. The Scots Gard’ner I still kept at home, and had it almost off by heart, referring to it constantly in my day-to-day work about the college. But today, for some reason, I felt too weary for learning and instead found myself sifting through a heap of books, new acquisitions that had just arrived and which were sitting neatly on the library table where the servant had placed them, awaiting Thomas’s attention. Among them was a very large and unwieldy folio with a fine cover that proclaimed it to be an expensive volume.
         


         The name caught my eye first. William, because it was my namesake. And Hunter, because that seemed familiar. William Hunter. My father had spoken of William Hunter and I knew that the museum that was in the process of stealing a large portion of my physic garden was being built to house the extensive collection which William Hunter had left to the college.


         I also knew that Hunter had had an interest in natural history, among other things, so my attention was instantly captured. I thought it might be some illustrated volume of plants to rival Linnaeus. Well, it was a picture book. But it was like no picture book that you would ever want to see. I remember the title very well now. It is burned into my brain. It was called The Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus. I saw it and realised that this must be one of Thomas’s medical books, although I didn’t understand the title at all, not at that time. I laid it flat on the blotter – it was a very large and unwieldy volume – and began to turn the pages, carefully but with simple curiosity, all unaware at first of exactly what I was seeing. Well, they say curiosity killed the cat, don’t they?
         


         I have to admit that the book was very beautiful. By which I mean that the pictures were quite astonishingly accomplished. I know more about it now. I know that it is a serious book, written by a serious man, with nothing at all frivolous about him. It was illustrated by a talented young Dutchman. His name was Rymsdyk and he was a man of genius. It was a great work of scholarship, which probably helped to save many lives. I know all that and am willing to acknowledge it. Time and experience have mellowed me to some extent. But I still cannot bear to think about that book, because useful and beautiful as it may have been, may still be, I find that the thought of the misery and tragedy lying behind it clouds all else. I cannot help myself.


         It was words and not pictures that caught my eye first. Perhaps it was the oddness of them. ‘A woman died suddenly when very near the end of her pregnancy. The body was procured before any sensible putrefaction had begun. The season of the year was favourable to dissection.’
         


         I turned over the page and saw, dear God, I saw such a picture as I hope never to see again. I never have and I have been a dealer in books for these many years past. But that day, there was a compulsion about it. Like Orpheus losing his Eurydice on a glance, like Lot’s wife who could not prevent herself from looking, I was helpless to control my own impulse to see. I gazed and gazed and I think there was something in me that was turned to salt for ever after, some sweet innocence lost forever.


         When the bird falls from the bough, it can never be made to fly again. My head went spinning and I saw the song birds falling, tumbling through the cold air. I felt physically sick. Never, never to fly again. I remember Thomas saying later, ‘An interesting book. Very. And Hunter was a difficult man by all accounts. Clever but difficult. He believed that anatomical illustration must be very precise. That one must touch as well as see.’


         And I thought, ‘Touch? Dear God in Heaven!’


         ‘William, the book is a masterpiece,’ he went on. ‘The illustrations are amazing.’


         Well, they were amazing, but not in the way he meant. The pictures you see. I can hardly bring myself to describe the book even now, even though there was a terrible beauty about it all. They were, in the main, pictures of women, their legs spread wide, bones and bellies, with their insides laid out for inspection. And the weans, Christ, the weans, the wee babies, were there too. Not so wee either, for one woman had a full-grown infant nestled inside her. I can call it to my mind yet, although I do not choose to do so very often. It comes to me in nightmares. The baby lies with its face hidden, half covered. One surprisingly mature hand is tucked in by its face, the hair damp, the knees drawn up, so little space is left to contain it in the womb. The skin is soft, malleable, with the bloom of life still on it. You could marvel at how the artist has captured the sheer beauty of these children, the shelly ear, the dimpled fingers, the limbs fully formed, plump and pliable.
         


         There was such beauty about it that I was captivated by it, until I realised, until the thought struck me all of a sudden, that for a man to record it so lovingly and in such detail he must have seen it, and for a man to have seen it (and perhaps even to have touched it) both mother and child must have been stone cold dead. Not just dead either, but so lost, so cast out, that not a single soul cared enough to claim the bodies, to mourn them, to give them a proper burial. Instead some cold authority was content to consign them, like common murderers, to the anatomist’s table. It was this dual perception of repugnance and beauty that made me tremble with emotion. I did not know how to deal with my feelings.


         Fascinated, in spite of my revulsion, I turned the pages. One page was full of drawings that looked like so many hives or wasps’ nests hanging there, and I realised that these were the wombs themselves. There were drawings of the exterior of the womb with what I realise now must have been blood vessels, but to my eyes they looked very like drawings of trees with trunks and branches, or of exotic plants clambering over rocks. There was something of the vegetable world about them. There was a whole series of bellies, laid open for inspection, and in some of them the child was grown, while in others it was a puny thing, as scrawny as a fledgling fallen from its nest, but still most recognisably an infant.


         And there were other things I could not recognise at all, gatherings of tissue like mushrooms on a log, shapeless things, the stuff of nightmare, flesh and blood divorced from its human host.


         I think I saw then that the minister who not only spoke of paradise, but also preached hell fire and damnation in the kirk on Sundays, telling us of invented horrors, of demons and suchlike creatures, was wrong. Because sometimes evil is entrancing. And sometimes it needs no perpetrators, no devil whispering enticements to this and that transgression. Sometimes evil is simply present and takes your breath away with its bold and beautiful brutality.
         


         There were no faces of course. Perhaps that would have been too personal. Or perhaps the artist didn’t care. They were just torsos. Anonymous women’s bodies, vessels without arms or legs or heads. But some of the infants had faces, for sure, dead infants inside dead women, looking as though they slept merely.


         ‘A woman, immediately after a natural labour, grew faint without apparent cause and died within the space of two hours,’ Hunter had written, and ‘A woman who died of flooding in the ninth month of pregnancy.’ Further on, he pointed out that everything had been examined in the most public manner, which was deemed to be a very good thing. He foresaw that in the course of some years he might procure in this great city (which was, I take it, London, not Glasgow) ‘so many opportunities of studying the gravid uterus as to be enabled to make up a tolerable system’. Finally, he observed that in a work that had already become too large and expensive, it was thought proper to omit the internal anatomy of the child.


         I gazed and gazed. And felt, God help me, my body stirring in response to the nakedness that lay before me, that part of a grown woman which I had never seen before. I slammed the book shut and rushed out of the library, out of the house and down the street, home to my little gardener’s house, which was always full of weans and the smell of smoke, bread baking and ale brewing and dust, my house which suddenly seemed cleaner and more congenial than anything Thomas had to offer, than anything Thomas or his ilk might ever have to offer me.


         We did not talk of it for a little while. I didn’t want Thomas asking me about the book, so I avoided him as far as I possibly could. Oh I still went out into the countryside, still gathered his specimens, because it was the right time of year for the work. And when I was doing it, I took refuge in Jenny’s house, but I didn’t tell her about the book either. How could I? It did not seem to be a fitting subject for a young woman. It was not even a fitting subject for me! But I sent the plants to him by way of my brother James, which he must have thought odd, and I didn’t go near his house, and eventually, a week or two later, he sought me out himself.
         


         He seemed puzzled. He was evidently a little hurt by my neglect. He must have fancied me unwell again. Or perhaps merely occupied with Jenny. But the longer I left it, the more it must have worried him. I had avoided him out of embarrassment. I didn’t know what to say to him and so I postponed any meeting with him.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


            A Quarrel and a Reconciliation


         


         He came to me before I relented and went to him. I was working in the garden, working – as I had been for these few days past – with a madness upon me. I had started building a wall and was hefting stones about and throwing them down at the risk of breaking my toes, in spite of the sturdy tackety boots protecting my feet. My wall was not a good wall, and I do not think it would stand the test of time, but the exercise seemed to help the feelings of acute disgust that threatened to overwhelm me when I thought about the book I had seen in Thomas’s library.


         Thomas came to me and I carried on working. He stood watching me with his arms folded for a while, and then he said, ‘William, my friend, will you stop for a moment and talk to me?’


         I stopped and wiped the sweat from my brow, glaring at him.


         ‘I have work to do. Can you not see?’


         ‘I can see that. But you can surely spare me a few moments from your busy day.’


         He spoke so mildly, so patiently, that he made me feel clumsy and loutish. I stopped what I was doing and brushed the grit from my hands. He motioned to me to sit down and he perched opposite me on one of the boulders forming the foundations of my wall.


         I said, ‘A woman died suddenly when very near the end of her pregnancy.’


         He frowned. The day was fiercely hot and we were both perspiring.
         


         ‘What woman? I don’t understand you.’


         I said, ‘You cannot see things the way I do. You never, never will. It’s nae use.’


         ‘Then explain them to me, my dear William. Let me at least try.’


         He was shaking his head, puzzled, and I reflected that it was unfair of me to treat him like this, unfair of me not to explain. He obviously hadn’t the faintest idea what it was that had so upset me.


         ‘Your library. You gave me the use of your library.’


         ‘Aye. I did. And was very pleased to see you there. You seemed to be full of enthusiasm until a couple of weeks ago. You were looking at the work of Linnaeus were you not? And as far as I know you were learning a very great deal.’


         ‘I was.’


         ‘And believe me, I was happy to see you there. To see you so contented. Enjoying my books and my house. Such hospitality as I could give you. But now you seem to have had enough of books, and perhaps enough of me, and I am wondering what has happened to cause this.’


         ‘What do you think has happened?’


         ‘I don’t know. I’ll allow I was disappointed, although whether in you or in myself, I can’t tell. Perhaps you have become uncomfortable there?’


         I shook my head. Speech seemed to have deserted me. There was a lump in my throat. I swallowed hard and looked away from him, trying to regain control of myself.


         ‘Have any of the servants made you uncomfortable? I know fine that our housekeeper can be difficult. She often forgets herself. Forgets her manners. I have spoken to Marion but she knows nothing about it, nothing that might have occurred. And I have thought long and hard about asking you, William, for fear of offending you still further. Sometimes you have more prickles than a thistle and I cannot for the life of me grasp you.’


         ‘No. No, they were most polite to me. They have aye been polite to me.’
         


         ‘Well I’m glad to hear it. So what in heaven’s name is wrong with you? What have I done or said to upset you?’


         ‘You have done nothing.’


         ‘Then in the name of God, tell me what ails you?’


         ‘But there is a book in your library.’


         ‘There are many books in my library.’


         ‘No. I mean one book in particular. It is a book with pictures. Christ, sic a book! It is called The Anatomy of the Human –’
         


         I saw and heard him draw in his breath sharply. Understanding.


         ‘Ah. You saw that one, did you? It is a new acquisition for me. And it cost me a pretty penny, I can tell you, but I had to have it.’


         ‘So now you know what upset me.’


         ‘I had no idea you – or anyone – had come across it.’


         ‘I could not avoid it. It was on your table.’


         ‘The servant should not have unpacked it and left it out for all to see. The children might have come into the room.’


         ‘You’ll allow that it is a scandalous book?’


         ‘Not at all William. Not at all. I’ll allow no such thing.’ He looked at me severely and I felt a tremor of anxiety, like when the dominie used to gaze at me sternly for forgetting my work.


         ‘My dear William, I am a grown man and a doctor and I think that there is nothing scandalous about it,’ he went on. ‘But I would not have wanted any of the children or young servants to come upon it unawares. The housemaids, I mean. It is not a fit book for them, if only in that it might frighten and shock them.’


         ‘It is not a fit book for anyone.’


         ‘The book is a masterpiece. The illustrations are amazing.’


         ‘Aye, they are that alright. And I was truly amazed by them!’


         When I recollect what I said to him that day, he must have thought me daft. Very young and very foolish in my high-minded outrage. Yet he did not say so. Instead he took me seriously, engaged me in the debate, hoping to persuade me that I was wrong. Was I wrong? Well perhaps so. Or perhaps not. I confess that age has brought me no certainty whatsoever in this matter.
         


         ‘Did you not find them so?’ he pressed me. ‘The artist was a young Dutchman. Rymsdyk. The contribution it made to our knowledge was immense. You could almost have believed that some of those babies – that they were –’


         I spat in the dust. He flinched.


         ‘Alive,’ I told him. ‘You were going to say alive.’


         He shook his head, frowning, trying to see it from my point of view. ‘I see that the book has distressed you deeply.’


         ‘Distressed is not the word.’


         ‘I’m very sorry. I had no idea.’


         ‘I could not bear to look at it and yet I turned the pages and hated myself for doing it.’


         He ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Ah God, I didn’t realise how it would look to you. I should have had more understanding, more sensibility.’


         ‘But the pictures, man. Those poor women with their insides laid out for inspection. And the weans. It didnae distress me, man. But I’ll tell ye this much. It offended me. It offended the heart of me.’


         ‘All the same, William, it is a great work of scholarship. Can you at least allow that?’


         ‘But they were pictures of deid women, Thomas! Deid women and deid weans. “A lovely and bitter cold day, ideal for preparing the young lady that died last night.” That was what he wrote.’


         ‘They were already dead. I am truly sorry for their predicament but nothing could be done to save them.’


         ‘To save them? Could it no’? So how did they come there, I wonder? Were they cast out of their homes by good God-fearing men like us? How did they die? And how did Hunter and his artist come by the models for the work? Why did he do it, I wonder?’


         ‘It was his life’s work. And I happen to know that he lost money by it. He lost a fortune before he died.’


         ‘Aye well, he may have done that. But I think he lost his soul at the same time.’


         ‘You don’t understand.’
         


         ‘I understand well enough. It was his passport to fame and fortune and patronage. Much like our esteemed Professor Jeffray.’


         It may have been a consideration but I think he did the work for its own sake. I think the professor does too.’


         ‘But such work. And does none of that matter? Did naebody think to ask these questions? And if they didnae, what does that say about the hale damn lot of ye?’


         I could feel the anger rising in me all over again. I was hot-tempered in those days. I had a handful of wee pebbles, chuckie stanes just, and I threw them at the wall, venomously. The wall was so badly built that I had a feeling of surprise when it did not come tumbling down at once, but stayed where it was, each boulder leaning precariously upon its neighbour.
         


         ‘He was a difficult man,’ Thomas remarked. ‘They say he could be a difficult man.’


         ‘He was a butcher. It was a violation. The women were violated. Every precious detail of them exposed for public viewing. And all in the name of progress. Jesus, and your professor accuses me of impropriety.’
         


         ‘I am so sorry, William. I had no idea you felt like this.’


         ‘But why would anyone not feel like this? That’s the wonder of it. Ach it’s plain to me you see things differently. We see things differently, the two of us.’


         ‘You have to try to understand that the knowledge he gained will help to save other women’s lives, now and in the future. Nothing could save those women then. But I can and do help those who come after. I bought the book as a work of scholarship merely. You must know that.’


         He was right of course. My head told me that he was right, but my heart could not agree with him or forgive him. Not at that moment. I was still possessed by a sense of outrage at the book itself and the tragedies that lay behind it.


         ‘I know you do, and you are a good man. An honest man, that’s for sure. But I don’t believe your professor has quite such fine motives. He’s nae fool, Thomas. I have small affection for him, and he certainly has nane for me, but even I can see that he is nae fool. He cannot possibly imagine that he will ever be able to reanimate a corpse and yet that is what he wishes to do.’
         


         ‘Where on earth did you hear such nonsense? I have never heard the like. Certainly Jeffray has never spoken of it.’


         ‘I hear the students talk. How can I not hear them? They pass me every day and treat me as if I were a tree, so little attention do they pay me. Even in your classes they do not talk to me, but regard me with suspicion, like the interlowper I am. Your man must know what they are saying, and yet he surely cannot believe it is desirable, or even possible.’


         This was well before Jeffray’s experiments with galvanisation. They were all to come, and yet there was much speculation in the college about the man’s ambitions and already some crazy talk of bringing the dead to life. The scholars were, of course, very taken with the idea and talked about it in hushed tones, but with an underlying excitement that scandalised me.


         ‘No. I don’t think he does believe that,’ said Thomas. ‘But fame would be a kind of immortality and even the best of us may have thoughts about that. Oh, he will do it right enough. Sooner or later. Not resurrection, of course. But the imitation of it. Movement without breath. Animation without life. He will attempt it, by way of experimentation. If he can get his hands on the right body.’


         ‘Who would give the body of a loved one for sic a cause?’


         ‘He’s waiting for a criminal. He’s waiting for a hanging.’


         ‘But who would want to resurrect …’


         ‘A murderer? Who indeed? But then, you’ve said it yourself, it isn’t possible. He knows it isn’t possible. What he will put on is a show, like a puppet master, like a man playing God.’


         ‘Aye, a trick such as will make him famous for all time to come.’


         ‘Well, I’ll allow there is something distasteful about that. But it is a different class of thing altogether from Hunter’s book. That was a work of true scholarship and is a different thing entirely! The two are not comparable in any way.’
         


         ‘Aye, but who is to say that we arenae puppets ourselves with our creator jerkin’ us this way and that at his will?’


         He sighed and stood up. ‘You’re very angry, William, and it makes you unreasonable. I’m so sorry. I had no intention of upsetting you and I’m sorry for it.’


         ‘Deid weans. Women with their legs spread wide for an artist to pin down on the page. And us down here in the garden planting our trees for posterity with the blissful illusion of freedom.’


         I have no idea where such ideas came to me at that moment, but the words came tumbling out of me, surprising me, surprising him. He just gazed at me and shook his head, shocked into silence.


         ‘You had better leave me,’ I muttered. ‘I must get on. I have work to do!’


         He made a move away from me, but then turned, unwilling to leave me in anger. All of sudden, he held out his hand. He was half smiling, that rueful grin he sometimes had.


         ‘Oh, William!’ he said.


         I could not resist him. There was something about him that was eminently persuasive, and besides I felt the ground shift under my feet and knew I had a fear of upsetting him, a fear that one day I would go too far, that he might really turn his back on me, withdraw his friendship altogether. I could not bear it.


         I hesitated but only for a second or two and then put my hand in his. His palm was warm and dry and his grasp was strong. He shook hands with me and clapped me about the shoulders with his free hand.


         ‘William, I can’t quarrel with you,’ he said. ‘I simply cannot do it. I have such respect for you, for your strength of feeling. It’s the last thing in the world I would ever want to do. To cause you pain. If I thought it might repair our friendship, I would take the book and hurl it onto the back of the fire. Such is my regard for you that I would do it. I mean it. Just say the word and in it goes!’


         ‘No. You mustn’t do that. It is a valuable volume and I would feel guilty at your loss.’
         


         ‘Then you’ll just have to find it in your heart to forgive me. I had no intention in the world of upsetting you so much.’


         ‘There’s nothing to forgive. Are two friends not allowed a disagreement now and then?’


         He seemed ridiculously relieved. It struck me that perhaps he did value my friendship as much as I valued his. I think now, with all the benefit of hindsight, that I was somewhat unreasonable. I don’t know if I really was as moral as I pretended to be, or if my shock at the sight of the book was some compound of pity and prurience that in turn made me feel guilty, good Presbyterian lad that I was.


         Besides, I believed him when he said that he would cast the book into the flames on my say-so. In a curious way, it made me even more disposed to agree with him, made me wonder if perhaps he was right and I was wrong. My mind was all on the dreadful privations of the poor and the ways in which the fate of these unfortunate women was so hideously illuminated by the book. He was a doctor, a healer, and he would experiment with whatever methods might further his own learning, but it was all in a good cause. It struck me that his motives were of the purest form.


         His next words confirmed these feelings.


         ‘I promise, William, that I will use the book with care. I promise I will consider those who gave their lives to illustrate it. I promise I will use it to save other lives. Will that content you and even persuade you just a little?’


         ‘You speak as if you are beholden to me in some way.’


         ‘More than you know,’ he said. ‘More than you will ever know.’


         ‘Then I am content.’


         And so, we resumed our friendship. If anything, we were closer than before, knowing that we could disagree, might even quarrel like equals, but that it would never damage our regard for one another.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


            Sprigging


         


         Later that year, Jenny declared that she had finished the christening cape at last. There was not one more stitch she could put into it and it was ready to be handed over to its new owners. I had been following its progress on my visits to her house and reporting back to Thomas. I found myself marvelling at her skill with a needle, which seemed to reflect her skill in her garden. If Rymsdyk drew and painted pictures on canvas and paper, then Jenny surely drew and painted pictures with her needle. Thomas and Marion had arranged the christening ceremony and issued invitations to their friends. Although he had seen samples of Jenny’s work before he commissioned the cape, Thomas had still not met my Jenny.


         ‘Why don’t you ask her if she would be so kind as to bring it to your house, William,’ he told me. ‘I should like to congratulate the seamstress in person when I pay her, so I think I shall collect it myself.’


         Jenny’s father brought her to the door. I mind the day well, even at this distance in time. They set off early, travelling with one of the carriers on a rough and ready cart. She was carrying the garment wrapped up in a piece of pale silk to protect it from the dust of the road. Sandy Caddas had business in the town, taking finished cloth to the merchants who commissioned it from him. When Jenny was busy and he couldn’t leave Anna under the supervision of their neighbour, Nancy, with whom he seemed to be on increasingly good terms, he had got into the habit of bringing her with him and leaving her at our house. Anna was obliging enough and would sit quietly doing whatever task my mother allotted to her, drawing when she could get paper, but chiefly helping with cooking or baking bread, in which she seemed to take a tremendous enjoyment, being much more adept at it than either of my younger sisters.
         


         On this particular day, however, Mr Caddas had made Anna stay behind with Nancy. I think he was aware that poor Jenny was on pins, wondering whether the christening cape would meet with Doctor Brown’s approval, and much too nervous to be bothered with her sister. My mother had been up early, cleaning the house from top to bottom in honour of the distinguished visitor. Thomas had become quite at home in our house and because he always turned the full force of his charm upon my mother, she was invariably pleased to see him. But she had never become exactly at ease with him. Instead, particularly after the gift of lemons, she would flutter about him as if he were royalty, a deference that irritated me but was none of his doing.


         His occasional unanticipated visit would throw her into a panic. She would make him sit down in my father’s old chair, and give him whatever we had in the house that she thought might be fit for a gentleman: new ale, old whisky if there was any, which was seldom, bannocks and honey, soft fruit in season. Once she presented him with a platter of ripe strawberries from the garden as triumphantly as though they had been jewels. I saw that she had selected them all so that their size and shape were completely regular, although I couldn’t find it in my heart to comment on it. I understood her partiality. And to give him his due, Thomas accepted all this adulation – for that was what it must have seemed like – with his usual grace and good-natured diffidence.


         

            * * *


         


         I sit here in the sunlight and find myself remembering him the way he was then, with no thought of the old man he would have become during the years of our estrangement. There is a sense in which that old man does not exist for me. When I see myself in a looking glass, I am always faintly surprised by the face that stares back at me. Who is this wrinkled stranger who seems to me very like the turtle that my wee Jenny so loves to look at in my illustrated volumes of Daudin’s Histoire Naturelle? Where did he come from? And why is he usurping my body?
         


         Did Thomas feel the same whenever he had occasion to glance at himself in the glass? And did he, I wonder, ever give a passing thought to me? Did he remember our friendship and grieve for it from time to time? I would give a very great deal to be able to travel backwards and see him one more time, really see him and not just with the mind’s eye, which is a cold substitute for reality, however potent. I wish I could see him as he was then, striding into my house, bringing light and air and ideas with him. I find myself wishing we could have met again, just once. But maybe that would have been a disappointment. Because I never did see him again, this is how he is in my mind still, young and vibrant, my best and finest of friends.


         There was something peculiarly attractive about him, but it was not any great regularity of feature. I would not have thought him especially handsome, but there was some way in which he seemed comfortable in his own body. He had a certain effect upon young and old, male and female alike, that was quite devastating. I thought myself reasonably handsome and Jenny seemed fond enough of me. The other girls I met in the streets around the college and on my excursions into the countryside seemed happy enough to flirt with me, but I had no illusions about myself. Thomas was different. For a while, I fancied it was just myself who was so taken with him, because of his obvious regard for me. We do tend to approve of those who are at pains to show us that they like us, particularly those we consider to be our superiors. But with hindsight, I realise that it was like that with almost everyone he met. He was a man whom many people loved on sight and almost without effort on his part.
         


         Dear God, even the flea-bitten and ragged dog, the little beast belonging to one of the college porters, would come and fawn upon him when he walked about the gardens, licking his hand gratefully when he bent to pat its rough coat. And I’m still, after all this time, not sure what it was about him that provoked such affection. But whatever it was, I see now that it was dangerous. You would think about him in his absence and wonder what madness had seized you and why you fell in with all his suggestions, thoughtlessly, heedless of your own self interest. But fall in you would, even if you regretted it later. Which should explain a very great deal to me. Everything is forgivable in time. Well, almost everything.


         All the same I want … what do I want? I think I want to put things straight. To put things right. To try to describe things as they were and as they are. Ah, but if by some miracle, I could be transported back to those early days, to the innocence and ignorance of that time when I was so fond of him, when I looked forward to our meetings as the high point of my day, when I trusted him completely, would I do it? If it meant forgetting all that had occurred since? Would I do that? If some magical creature appeared and granted me one wish, instead of the three that are more usual in such tales? Well, sometimes I believe I would. Which is both a shame and a revelation to me. With one proviso. I think I could not bear to lose my grand-daughter. I think I would elect to keep her, and in doing that, perhaps I would lose Thomas all over again. And I tell you, it would be hard, but I would have to do it.


         Most of the time there was, I fancy, a certain calculation about him. It troubles me to think of it now. Perhaps he was all too aware of his power to influence, particularly where women were concerned. He must have realised it but he generally restrained himself. The trouble was, of course, that he had never yet met any woman, except for Marion, for whom he felt even the smallest regard over and beyond the normal pleasantries of everyday polite interaction. I believe he had known Marion since childhood, and they had moved very smoothly from friendship to courtship to marriage. But passion? The lightning strike that comes upon you in an instant? No, I do not think that had ever yet troubled Thomas. Or not to my knowledge, anyway. In fact, I flatter myself that he was more fond of me than of most other people.
         


         He was well aware of the power of his personality and kept it very much in check. And although he influenced me and changed me and gave me thoughts and ideas that were a long way above the station to which I had been born, I’m convinced he meant nothing but good by it. I am certain that I would not be the man I am today, would not have had the considerable success I have had – albeit in an entirely different trade – without Thomas’s influence on me, his generous imparting of all kinds of knowledge, to say nothing of the confidence that my learning gave me.


         At that time, I cherished the idea that I might one day be able to work entirely for and with Thomas. In fairness I would say it was he who planted the seed in my mind. He would tell me tales about travellers who went to foreign parts: not just the likes of Linnaeus, who was our God at that time, or William Kent, Joseph Banks and William Paxton, but other men, such as Archibald Menzies, men who had started out as common gardeners like myself, men from comparatively humble beginnings, but with a thirst for knowledge and a sense of adventure, not so very far removed from my own. We would talk about the places my Uncle Johnnie had spoken of. Thomas would tell me how there were men who would sail overseas, not as tarry sailors, but as gentlemen or at least passengers, who would travel and collect plants which they would bring back for the gardens of the rich, or for various botanical gardens. He said that there were rich men who loved to collect such things and were willing to pay good money for them. In short, he opened my eyes to a hundred possibilities.


         ‘It is not something anyone and everyone can do, William,’ he said. ‘It needs bravery, dedication and knowledge, a unique combination of skills.’
         


         ‘Yes, I can see that.’
         


         ‘And I think that we would make a good partnership, you and I.’


         ‘Do you really believe so?’


         ‘I do. I really believe it!’


         So we would beguile the hours with dreams. For they were only dreams. But it seemed a wonderful prospect to me. And this was the foundation upon which the two of us constructed a whole edifice of impossibilities.


         I had forgotten that Thomas was a dreamer at heart. For that short while, he turned me into a dreamer too. How could it be otherwise? I deferred to him in everything, so why not this? But the reality of the situation was that he had a wife and children, he was a Glasgow doctor and a professor of botany to boot. All his interests and responsibilities were in the city. He had money, but it was not a fortune of the order of, for example, Joseph Banks. And, more to the point, where on earth would he find or even make the time to travel overseas in search of plants, in his current situation?


         Maybe later in his life he would have been able to do it, although I am not aware that he ever did. As time passed he transferred his affections from plants to fossils, from living things to their petrified remains. Perhaps he thought it safer that way. Perhaps with these at least, he could do no harm. I heard that he amassed a fine collection, but at second hand only, leaving others to do the travelling. Perhaps he should have done it much earlier in his career, if that was what he wanted to do. But he had not known me then, and I pride myself even now that it was our conversations and my enthusiasm that had sparked these ideas in him. If it was an unrealistic ambition for him, then how much more unrealistic for me, who still had a widowed mother and younger siblings to support, no money whatsoever to spare, and so much work that I barely had enough hours in the day to complete it all, a man who invariably slept the sleep of exhaustion when he finally retired to his bed?


         All the same, I have since thought that if we had genuinely wanted to do it, perhaps we would have found a way. There were other men with even fewer resources at the start and they managed it. So it comes to me that we didn’t want it enough, while there were others who did, who had the imagination, the dedication and the confidence to bring their dreams to reality.
         


         

            * * *


         


         I must return to my story. My grand-daughter has been unwell, taken with fierce pains in her stomach. Illnesses can overtake the young so swiftly. In the space of an hour they can switch from robust good health to desperate sickness. We were all worried about her, but it turned out to be nothing more than an overindulgence in unripe plums from a tree in a neighbouring garden. I have done the same myself and the repercussions can be most severe. Her mother fetched a hot stone bottle wrapped in a blanket and a cup of sweet peppermint cordial in warm water. I sat with her and sang to her until her symptoms abated. Now she is well enough to play outside in the low sunlight, although sternly warned away from the tree whose branches overhang the garden at the back of the house. And I am free to return to my tale, but curiously reluctant. I was in full flow. The interruption has disturbed me. I find that I don’t wish to think about it any more. The thought of Thomas makes my heart ache and time will not cure me. But the story must be told, nevertheless.
         


         There we were, waiting for Thomas to arrive – Jenny and myself and my poor, half-demented mother. She was restlessly rearranging things, pulling the threadbare curtains over the beds in the wall, which she had smoothed with unusual care that morning, moving his chair – or at least the one where she always made him sit – up close to the fire, flitting from the table where the christening cape was still wrapped up in its silk, to the fireplace, to the shelf where the best pewter was set out for the visitor’s ale and a couple of wheaten cakes made especially for him and now smeared with enough of the best butter to serve us for a month. Rab, who had been unwell all that week, was tucked up in a blanket close beside the fire. My mother had even been ready to banish him, her darling, to the scullery or to one of the cold garrets upstairs, fearing that his coughing would disturb the doctor, but Jenny was so horrified by the very idea that my mother relented and let him stay.
         


         God knows what Thomas would have made of it because he always liked to see Rab, always liked to question him about the state of his health.


         ‘Anyone would think,’ said Jenny, when my mother had gone out of the room briefly to fetch something, another cushion for the doctor’s chair, a better cup for his ale. ‘Anyone would think that we were expecting a visit from the king himself. Is this Doctor Brown such a demanding personage then, William?’


         ‘No. Not at all. You’ll see for yourself. But my mother worships the ground he walks on. To be sure, she does treat him as if he were the king. Perhaps better. He doesn’t demand it, you know, but she seems to feel it’s his due.’


         ‘Well I wish she would stop it. It makes me nervous. I hope he likes the cape.’


         I had seen her work and it was impossibly beautiful, the stitches so tiny and detailed that it was sometimes hard to distinguish them one from another with the naked eye. I have no idea how she managed it with human hands and eyes.


         ‘Don’t worry!’


         And then he was there, coming in the door, cheerful as ever, and Jenny was suddenly shy, lurking behind me, hands folded in front of her, quite unlike her usual confident self. She was wearing a light cotton dress, very fine and pretty, her new best dress she said. I think her father had had it made for her in honour of the meeting. She wore a cream wool shawl with a narrow border of flowers down each side and a deeper border of exotic flowers and ferns woven at either end, in imitation of the fine Kashmir shawls that the ladies of fashion loved to wear, and that cost a king’s ransom when brought from India. It was said that the wool from which these shawls were woven was so fine that you could thread one of them through a wedding ring. Jenny’s shawl, which her father had woven especially for her, was fine, but not quite as fine as that. The local weavers were setting up in competition to the Indian shawl makers. I think Jenny’s father, always a canny man where a business opportunity was concerned, was hoping that Thomas might see the shawl and make enquiries about it, but I’m afraid his attention was all focussed on Jenny and on the silk parcel containing the christening cape. As for Jenny, she seemed a creature of light and air. I was so proud of her. I thought her a princess, standing in her pale dress with her pale hair falling onto the dazzling shawl, there in our gloomy house.
         


         ‘You must be the lady who makes gardens with her needle,’ said Thomas, quite unexpectedly. Coming from anyone else, this compliment would have seemed ridiculously contrived and overblown, but when Thomas said things like that, you believed him. You accepted what he told you as the truth, as no less than your due. She was standing just behind me. She gave herself a shake and came forward, smiling. He took her hand.
         


         ‘I can’t wait to see it.’


         She went to the table, and carefully unwrapped the garment from its enveloping silk. I held my breath, hoping that he would say the right thing. She unfolded the cape and spread it out on the silk, which she had first laid on the kitchen table. Thomas stood back to look at the garment, drew in his breath and then let it out in a contented sigh. I saw that Jenny had been holding her breath too, and now she also sighed, faintly, echoing him, satisfied that the work was as perfect as she could make it.


         It was one of the most beautiful things I have ever set eyes on, and to think that it had been made by a country girl, working in her father’s cottage, was a marvel. I had never seen anything like it in my life before – but then, I never moved in those circles. Babies in my family were christened in whatever decent garments could be found for them, each handed down from the next eldest, and if the kirk was cold, which it invariably was, even in summer, they were wrapped in a simple woollen shawl. But of course this had been made for the precious son of a gentleman.
         


         It measured some three feet from collar to edge and consisted of a double cape in Chinese silk. It was the colour of clotted cream or new butter with a quilted edging of sky blue and it smelled sweetly of the lavender with which she had stored it to keep the moths away. The work had taken her months, and they had delayed the christening because of it, but Marion wanted the very best and Thomas had been willing to go along with her. Most wonderful of all, the cape was hand-embroidered, sprigged with numerous flowers like the flowers which Jenny grew in her garden, like the flowers which we tried to grow, but could not, in the physic garden. They were the blossoms of spring and summer, as befits a baby: pinks, rosebuds, violas, campion, all in many different colours, small but accurate, made with love.


         Thomas looked from the cape to the girl who had created it and I saw Jenny glance up at him in return. ‘Is it alright?’ she asked. ‘Is it what you wanted?’


         ‘Is it what I wanted?’ he echoed. ‘My dear girl, it’s wonderful. Miraculous! I can’t imagine what Marion will say. I’m sure she never expected anything half as beautiful as this. I know I didn’t. William, why didn’t you tell me what a genius this lass is with her needle?’


         He examined the cape in the way he touched my plant specimens, delicately and with concentration, turning it this way and that in the light, looking at the way it was stitched, praising everything from the embroidery itself to the minute stitches on the blue quilted border. He was always wholehearted when something impressed him. There were never any half measures with Thomas.


         Afterwards, when the garment had been safely folded away, he went over and put his hand on Rab’s head, took his wrist, and questioned him gravely for a moment or two. He felt in his pockets and brought out a bottle of some tincture or other and told my mother to put a few drops in some fresh milk if she could get any, ale if she could not, and it would ease Rab’s aches and pains.


         Only then did he sit down, drink his own ale and eat his bannock with every appearance of relish. He offered a piece to me – which I accepted, although my mother had warned me to refuse – and to Jenny, who did refuse because, as she told us afterwards, she was still so nervous that it would have choked her. Then he washed his hands in a bowl of warm water and dried them on a fine linen towel I didn’t even know we possessed, like a participant in some religious ceremony. Which for my mother, at least, it was. He shook Jenny by the hand, took up the cape in its parcel of silk and carried it carefully home. Before he left, he handed her a purse of money and when she counted it, after he had gone, she was surprised to find that there was a good deal more than the sum they had agreed upon.
         


         ‘He had no need to do that!’ she said.’ Do you think it’s a mistake?’


         ‘He told me himself that he intended to reward you with more than you had asked for. But I did not know by how much. This is generous indeed, but then he is a very generous man.’


         She danced around the kitchen, her high spirits bubbling over, spirits that she had been restraining during his visit. She hugged herself, kissed my mother, me, wee Rab, who blushed furiously beneath his pallor. She could scarcely contain herself.


         ‘He liked it!’ she said. ‘He liked it, he liked it!’


         ‘Why wouldn’t he?’ asked my mother, stoutly. For all her admiration of the doctor, she was very fond of Jenny. ‘It’s a splendid piece of work.’


         ‘Do you think his wife will feel the same? Oh but what if she decides that she doesn’t like it? What will I do?’


         ‘Don’t be daft,’ I said. ‘How could she help but like it?’


         ‘I have lived with it these many months past. It always comes to me that I don’t know whether the work is good, bad or indifferent!’


         ‘It is a garden in silk. How could he not like it?’


         She seized my hands at that and we danced a jig around the kitchen together, bumping into table and chairs, like weans. My mother smiled while Rab sat huddled up in his blanket, watching everything that went on with feverish eyes, and clapping his hands in time to some melody in his head.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


            A Letter to Faculty


         


         A few months after Jenny had finished the christening cape, Professor Jeffray sought me out in the garden. He normally gave the impression of being a jovial enough fellow, or at least that was the appearance he liked to cultivate, but this time he was frowning. I realised that he had deliberately chosen a day when Thomas would be otherwise occupied, a day when Thomas was, in fact, lecturing in his stead. My heart sank but I decided to put on a brave front.


         He called me ‘Mr Lang’, to be sure, but he spoke with a certain edge to his voice, and very little respect. ‘Mr Lang, I have to tell you that we are growing ever more displeased with the way in which you are undertaking your duties. Or rather not undertaking, but seriously neglecting them!’


         ‘In what way am I neglecting my duties, sir?’ I asked.


         I looked around. It was very cold. There had been a hard frost in the night which had brought the smoke down, so that even now it lowered over the college. You could smell the sulphur off it. But so far as I could see, the gardens were fine and tidy. My brother had been working hard, I had spent every spare moment restoring order and the under-gardeners had done their best as well, mainly because, with the onset of winter, I had been at hand to encourage them or at least bawl instructions, interspersed with a little personal abuse when more than encouragement was needed.


         He gestured around expansively. ‘You must admit that you are not quite the gardener your father was.’
         


         ‘We are never the men our fathers were, sir. We can never aspire to be their equal, but we can surely hope to learn from them.’


         ‘And have you learned from your father, do you think?’


         ‘I hope so.’


         ‘You are much favoured by Dr Brown, I see.’


         ‘I think he respects my knowledge. As a gardener. Just as I respect his knowledge as a fine plantsman and botanist.’


         ‘Hmm.’ He pulled a long face and it struck me that he looked very like a horse. I had a disastrous desire to laugh at him. ‘He wrote a very fulsome letter in support of you,’ added the professor. ‘He seems to find you completely indispensible.’


         ‘Not indispensible, sir, by any means, but I like to think that I am some use to him in gathering specimens for his lectures. Specimens that – as I’m sure you must be aware – the physic garden can no longer provide.’


         ‘So you say.’


         ‘It is the plain truth, sir. The type foundry blights the physic garden. You must know that. When you yourself were delivering the botanical lectures, you must have known that there were problems with finding specimens.’


         ‘Ah yes. The botanical lectures. Old wives’ medicine.’ Again that sneer, an indication of disgust. He could see no use for botany whatsoever, that was clear.


         ‘But even Doctor Brown was forced to admit in his letter to Faculty that your behaviour had been improper in many respects.’


         ‘Sir?’


         ‘Those were his very words, were they not? “I am afraid that his behaviour has been improper in many respects.” That was what he said. And I’m afraid Faculty were less than impressed with your behaviour.’


         ‘But I believe he also intimated that I might be able to work more effectively if I were better paid for what I do.’


         ‘We would all do that, I’m sure, Mr Lang.’


         ‘What would you have me do?’ I could feel the rage rising in me. Somewhere inside me, at that time, was a hot-headed young man, but even then, his fires had almost been quenched by poverty, ill health and hard work. He is still there, buried beneath the weight of years and wisdom. I wanted to turn on my heel and leave the professor standing, but it would have been unthinkable, so I stayed where I was and hated myself for my cowardice. I did not bow my head, however, but gazed steadily at him, until he dropped his eyes to the turf beneath our feet.
         


         ‘I would have you do exactly what the college is paying you to do!’ he exclaimed. ‘No more and no less. The gardens have been far from satisfactory this year past. And yet when first you were appointed, you spent so very much money on trees. I would never have permitted it, but others were swayed by Brown’s eloquence. I would have thought that we might at least see the fruits of all that expenditure by now.’


         ‘Sir, may I be allowed to explain?’


         ‘Please do.’


         ‘I thought, well we both thought, Doctor Brown and I, that if the garden was sick, which it was and is yet, the answer might be trees. We thought that if we planted trees, it might help to purify the air somewhat. We agreed upon such a course of action and Faculty seemed to see some sense in it.’


         ‘Purify the air?’ he scoffed. ‘And tell me, Mr Lang, what would you know of such things?’


         ‘I consulted with Doctor Brown. That was why. Because I did not know of such things, but he advised me. He fancied that the trees might breathe as we breathe and help to cleanse the filthy air in some way.’


         ‘What nonsense is this? Trees are not people!’


         ‘No, sir, they are not. But they are influenced in much the same way by the air that surrounds them.’


         ‘Exactly. Which is why they are yellowing and dying are they not? A waste of good resources as usual. And some of them seem to be damaged beyond saving.’


         ‘At least some of that is down to the young gentlemen.’
         


         I couldn’t help but say it, couldn’t help but voice some of the anger I felt.


         ‘How so?’


         ‘They maraud about the gardens by night, breaking down trees and setting fires beneath them and God knows what else, in their drunken celebrations.’


         ‘Then you should find some way to curb them. If you do not attempt to curb their high spirits, what else can you expect?’


         ‘I? Curb their spirits?’ I must have stared at him in open-mouthed amazement for he had the grace to look away again. ‘Sir, they are very young, they are away from home and there seem to be few who will supervise them or even attempt to correct them. How can I tell them how to behave? If I do, they insult me, call me a common gardener, threaten me with dismissal. But they are responsible for a vast amount of damage and I will not be blamed for behaviour that I can do nothing whatsoever to address.’
         


         He had to admit the truth of it. He could be a fair man when he chose, and I saw him nod, briefly. ‘There is something in what you say, and I will raise the matter with Faculty, Mr Lang. But all the same, I see that you yourself often leave the young gardeners, your brother included, all unsupervised, while you go stravaiging across country hunting for plants for Doctor Brown. And it will not do, I tell you. We are paying you to be here, and here you must stay and work, or suffer the consequences!’


         I said nothing. If I had spoken at that moment there would have been even more harsh words between us and I could not afford to antagonise him further. He glared at me and then walked off, gathering his gown about him. He had said his piece and now he was leaving me to stew in the indignant juices raised by his words.


         

            * * *


         


         Later on, I told Thomas about the encounter. ‘Good God,’ he said. ‘Are they at this again? What have you ever done to Jeffray that he should take against you like this?’
         


         ‘I rather think that he dislikes me because you are so friendly with me and he considers it scandalous that a lowly gardener should form any kind of friendship with a doctor of medicine.’


         ‘You’re probably right. Not that you are lowly, but that our friendship scandalises him. But all the same, this could be serious for you, you know. You might write to them. Setting matters before them as they really are. I’ll help you if you like.’


         ‘Well, I’ll have need of help, for sure, so perhaps you could tell me what to say, since I’m so unlearned.’


         ‘William, I don’t mean to insult you, but only to offer you whatever help I can in this matter.’


         ‘Man, you’re gentry and I’m no and never will be!’


         But when I had calmed down, I took Thomas’s advice and wrote a detailed letter to Faculty, stating my side of the case, not allowing the facts to be manipulated by the likes of Professor Jeffray. Once more, I can quote from the letter in full, because like so many things that I thought were gone forever, Thomas had written it all down in his commonplace book, copying the letter out in a fair hand, in among his expenses, his outgoings, his bills of sale, making a note of where and when it was written, who wrote it and how he had helped me.


         I am reading my own words, which were half his words as well as mine, and I can picture us sitting together at his library table, labouring over the task. He told me I had a fine, neat hand, better and more legible than his own. The dominie had at least drummed that into me. I baulked at all that I had to say, at how much it was necessary for me to crawl before them, but Thomas encouraged me, not – he told me – because he agreed with them, but because it was necessary to ‘keep them sweet’.


         ‘Sometimes the ends justify the means. This is one such time.’


         Gentlemen, I wrote, I have thought it necessary to lay before you a fair statement of facts respecting my conduct since my appointment as gardener to the University immediately upon my father’s decease. Gentlemen, when my father was appointed Gardener it was then observed by several members of Faculty, that the wages allowed were not sufficient for supporting himself and his family and therefore they granted him the liberty of occupying his vacant time in that way he thought best for the advantage of his family.
         


         The struggles my father had are well known; his salary being small and having an inclination for educating his children, he found himself in circumstances somewhat straitened, so that he was not able to make any provision for his wife and family. At the age of eighteen I was left the guardian and protector of a mother and six other children, seven until the death of my youngest sister, the sole provision for them being the salary you allowed me.


         This was not strictly true of course. Bessie was already a young woman when my father died, but all the same, the rest were too young to be of any help, and Thomas said that it might be prudent to stretch the truth a little.


         During the summer, when the botanical lectures are going on, the garden furnishes very few specimens. It is therefore required of me to collect elsewhere whatever plants may be necessary for carrying forward the lectures, for which purpose I have to traverse the country in search of plants; and that, Gentlemen, almost every day during the course.


         A great part of my time is occupied in this manner. And often-times, after I have travelled two or three miles from town, I have been disappointed in finding the individual plants wanted and must again set out to some other quarter to find them. As the number of students last season was upwards of thirty, it became necessary for me to provide more than thirty specimens of each individual plant. And as several hundred Genera and Species were examined last season, a great proportion of my time must be occupied in this manner. For the truth of the above statement I beg leave to refer you to Dr Brown.
         


         We had got so far with the letter when I said, ‘What about the conduct of the scholars?’


         He pursed his lips. ‘Do you think you should mention it?’
         


         ‘They are half my trouble!’


         ‘But it may not go down well with Faculty. The scholars are their bread and butter, for all that they sometimes wish them gone to the devil.’


         ‘I care not for their bread and butter. But I do care for justice, and I am determined to point out that the scholars do great damage to the plants.’


         ‘Well, if you must, you must,’ he agreed.


         And gentlemen, I continued, During the winter season, when the students are permitted to amuse themselves in the College Garden, it really becomes very difficult to keep them from doing mischief of one kind or another. Which tends much to hurt the appearance of the Gardens. I have brought this matter to the attention of Professor Jeffray himself and he agreed that I cannot be held responsible for the damage.


         However, Gentlemen, I shall, so far as I am able, endeavour to do all which my station may require. I am, Gentlemen your most Obedient and Humble servant, William Lang.


         Thomas read what I had drafted, corrected and added to it, trying to achieve something that looked as though it might be wholly written by me. We were in his library with, as far as I remember, Jenny working at her sewing beside the fire. I have a memory of her sitting quietly there, listening to us wrangling gently about the text of the letter and sometimes humming some old melody under her breath. I have a memory too of being happy, in spite of the precariousness of my position in the college. Jenny was there because Thomas and Marion had engaged her to do some more needlework for them, an ornate waistcoat for Thomas and a sprigged gown for Marion. She was spending some hours each week in their house now and I think they were paying her well. When I could find the time, I would accompany her, walking the miles home with her and stealing a kiss or two on the doorstep. Her father would bring her and collect her when he could, but sometimes, when the weather was particularly dismal, Thomas would send her home in his own carriage. Winter was fast approaching and the days were growing shorter.
         


         ‘Do you know, I think I have a solution to all our troubles,’ said Thomas, suddenly, looking up from where he was scratching away at my somewhat blotted original, erasing a word here and there, adding a suitably penitent phrase.


         ‘What’s that?’


         ‘I think,’ he said, glancing across at Jenny, ‘That maybe we should have Jenny here stitch flowers for specimens for the students. Hers are so lifelike and real that I’m sure none of them could tell the difference and then we could use them all over again next season!’


         Jenny looked up at him and smiled, white teeth, rosy lips and cheeks. I watched her hair, gleaming in the firelight and I remember noticing, momentarily, that she was changed in some subtle way. The only way I can describe it is to say that there was a gloss about her. She seemed burnished, shining with cleanliness, her dress neat, her shawl pulled about her white arms, her fingers no longer the fingers of somebody who worked in the garden but neat and nimble and – apart from the nails, which were still a wee thing broken – they looked like the hands of a lady. I noticed all this and was glad of it. They were easy on her in that household and she was thriving there.


         I loved her dearly at that moment, and there is some part of me that has never stopped loving her. She was my first thought each morning when I awoke and my last thought each night before I fell asleep, however exhausted with the day’s efforts. I would have dreamed about her constantly if I could have manipulated my sleeping thoughts, and I did dream about her often. I was full of hope for our shared future. I believed that, with Thomas’s help, I had written so eloquently on my own behalf that my position as gardener would be safe. Jenny, ever the optimist, believed so too and Thomas declared that he was certain of a favourable outcome.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


            Dismissal


         


         It was not to be. Only a little while after they had received the letter, I was informed that Dr Jeffray had renewed his complaints about me and, of course, he won in the end. My appointment was to be terminated, although, mercifully, I was to be allowed a full year to make other arrangements and was also allowed to remain in possession of the land during that time. This meant that I could sell the grass and whatever else I could grow. My family would not be entirely destitute.


         I think I had Thomas to thank for my year’s reprieve. He had told Faculty in no uncertain terms that if they didn’t see fit to give me time to find a new place of work and a new home for my family, he would have to consider his own position in the university. I was touched that he would put his livelihood at risk for me. But in truth, there was small risk to him in such a stand and he knew that they would never let him go. Even Jeffray had not expected this and was appalled at the thought of having to resume his botanical lectures again, when he had so much else to occupy him, so he was forced to swallow his prejudice and make some kind of grudging representation to Faculty on my behalf. Or so Thomas told me, relating the events with a kind of glee, pleased with his own machinations on my behalf. The result was that I was given my year’s grace.


         ‘Don’t worry, William. We’ll think of something,’ said Thomas. ‘There’s plenty of work for a man of your skills and intelligence.’
         


         ‘But not here.’


         ‘No. Not here, that’s for sure.’


         ‘They’ve said that they will let my mother and the younger ones stay on in the house for a while if need be, even after the year is over, but I shall have to make some provision for them. I need work. Real work.’


         ‘And what will I do without you to collect specimens for me?’


         ‘I don’t know.’


         ‘If we can find you some gardening work in the town, perhaps you could continue, and I could pay you for whatever you provide.’


         ‘Perhaps so.’


         But I could foresee only more hard work and a neglected garden all over again. He heard the reluctance in my voice.


         ‘You know I would like nothing better than to work for you, all day, every day,’ I continued.


         ‘And you must know that I would like nothing better than to work with you. But as yet I have no proper place of my own. This is a rented house with a small patch of garden and a few miserable apple trees with codling moth at the heart of all the fruit. As the younger son I am not a rich man.’


         ‘Nor a poor one, either.’


         He frowned. ‘Well, as it happens, I do have an idea of sorts, but I am very unsure as to how you will receive it!’


         ‘Tell me. What idea? I’m desperate, Thomas, and will consider anything.’


         ‘Oh, this is a little better than a counsel of desperation, I think. You have often heard me speak of my uncle in Ayrshire?’


         ‘Aye, I have.’


         ‘He has a large estate there. Larger than he needs. His wife died some years ago. They rattle around that cold, old house, himself and his son.’


         ‘And the house has a garden?’


         ‘More than that. It has extensive grounds. A walled garden. A park. All you could wish for. I could have a word with him. I am something of a favourite with him. He is very cautious of his own health, although he is as robust as I am, but his son, my cousin, is very sickly, a little like your wee Rab, and I do the best I can for him whenever I am there. Would you perhaps think about travelling to Ayrshire? If I could get you a position there?’
         


         ‘Of course I would. But how could I desert my mother and the boys? And it would be a long way away from Jenny.’


         ‘I have already thought of that. There is a great deal of land, and you would not be head gardener or not yet a while, but you would certainly have a position of some seniority, William. Coming from the college, and on my recommendation too. You see, the head gardener is knowledgeable but old and rather frail. He needs help and my uncle knows it.’


         ‘I would certainly go wherever there was work to be had, if only I could make some arrangements for those who depend upon me.’


         ‘Well, perhaps there would be a house for your family. That is what I have been thinking. I know that there are cottages on the estate. And if none was suitable, one might be built. And I would be prepared to make the request on your behalf. Would your mother be willing to move, do you think?’


         ‘I think she would. Needs must. Although it would be hard for her to be so far from the girls, Bessie especially.’


         Jean and Susanna were both in service now. But I knew that Bessie would keep an eye on them. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea.


         ‘Perhaps James could work in the gardens too. Or get work on a nearby farm maybe? Or is there a home farm, perhaps? He’s strong and willing. And the wee lads would surely find seasonal work in the country.’


         ‘I think they would. Do you want me to ask?’


         ‘I’d be grateful. And will you ever be there, Thomas?’ I asked, hesitantly.


         He smiled at me. ‘Aye. To be sure I will. I ride down there from time to time. If you are there, my friend, I will have even more reason to go! And I would be glad to speak to my uncle for you. He’s very careful of his own health so he is always pleased to see me. There is aye something wrong with him, be it his head, his stomach or his legs. In reality he is as strong as myself, although I could not say the same about my cousin. But my uncle is fond of his garden. Almost as fond of his green and growing things as you are, William. Although if there is a fault with the estate it is that there are by no means enough trees. I think maybe we could persuade him to plant more. Broadleaves of all kinds, some native and perhaps some more exotic specimens.’
         


         ‘I think I should like that very much. And what of Jenny?’


         ‘Ah, Jenny,’ he said. He paused, gazing at me with a quizzical expression. Jenny was still visiting his house often, still doing her fine sewing for the family. ‘I suppose you have some thoughts of marrying your Jenny?’


         ‘Some day. But if I wait as long as I may have to, I’ll be too old to enjoy my wedding night!’


         ‘Oh, William, we can’t have that, can we?’


         ‘I’m powerless to remedy it.’


         ‘Well, it might be arranged.’


         ‘How? I would be an under-gardener with no resources and a family to support.’


         ‘You cannot waste your whole youth supporting your family, William. The sacrifice is too great. I won’t let you do it.’


         ‘I don’t see how you can prevent it!’


         ‘Listen to me. The older children are almost self sufficient. There is no reason why, once you are established in Ayrshire, you should not marry your Jenny – if her father will spare her – and bring her down to keep house for you. Your mother is fond of the lass.’


         ‘She is. But two women in charge of one house?’


         ‘Although you may not want to admit as much – forgive me – your mother is no longer young and will not always be there. And who knows? Maybe we could persuade my uncle to find two cottages instead of one. In fact, I have in mind two wee houses that stand side by side, a little tumbledown and battered by the elements to be sure, but not beyond rescue by a strong young man such as yourself. And your brothers would help. There will be plenty of work at the big house for a young woman with Jenny’s talents. Although we will be very sorry to lose her here in Glasgow. Very sorry indeed. But of course the connection will not be broken. No, it will never be broken. For I am in the habit of visiting the house often.’
         


         

            * * *


         


         It all seemed possible when he outlined it to me. Not just possible, but desirable. Those big lowland estates were in the nature of villages. Even when the families who owned them were as small as was this one, consisting of a widowed man and his ailing son, they would offer shelter to a large household of servants, with a few poor relations thrown in for good measure. There were usually many cottages that had sprung up around the central house like so many mushrooms at the foot of some venerable tree. Tumbledown and damp and uncomfortable most of them were, to be sure, unless there was some enlightened landowner with an interest in building. But a deal of work would remedy matters and the house we had lived in for so many years was no palace either.


         I began to feel that the future was looking quite rosy. Jenny and I had an understanding. Her father approved of me and thought that the college had treated me shabbily. Besides that, I knew that Jenny’s father was now openly courting his neighbour Nancy and had even tentatively spoken of marriage. It occurred to me that it might suit him well enough to have at least one of his daughters off his hands. Anna was on good terms with the potential new Mistress Caddas (after all, she had spent enough time in her house) and could stay at home until she too found herself a husband or began to work at the weaving in good earnest. I think she was already a great help to her father and undertook much of the spinning that he had once put out to women in the village.
         


         ‘What’s for you won’t go by you,’ my mother always said, and I began to think that it might be true. I would miss Thomas if I did not see him almost every day, but even that ache would be tempered by the anticipation of seeing him whenever he came down to Ayrshire. He had intimated that we might be able to study together. That I would continue to have access to the library at the big house whenever I wished. Thomas’s uncle liked his outdoor pursuits, his hunting and fishing. He himself had small use for books, but Thomas had told me that the library was a fine one, much better than his own, full of historical curiosities and rare books, and he promised to beg permission for me to have the use of it whenever I wanted.


         Even now, I sometimes find myself imagining that bright future as it might have been, wondering if I would have been as happy in the countryside as I had believed I could be. I think it might have been possible. Our dreams and plans were ambitious enough.


         ‘Maybe one day my uncle will give me full control over the gardens,’ said Thomas. ‘In which case, we could plant a great many new trees.’


         ‘An avenue of limes. Loud with bees. Can you picture it, Thomas?’


         ‘And bee boles in all the walls for your Jenny. She would keep the bees happy, would she not?’


         ‘So that the fruit trees and the grape vines would all bear fruit.’


         ‘We might even travel, you know. To the Americas, to Africa. To Asia and beyond.’


         ‘I don’t think Jenny would approve of that.’


         ‘Nor would Marion. But who can say what the future might hold? And if we must stay here in Scotland then we could at least make the best of a new garden.’


         ‘I think you once told me they grew pineapples there?’


         ‘Oh aye, they do. There is a big orangery which serves as well for pineapples. And an old walled garden which is very sheltered. The climate is mild down there, milder than here.’
         


         Then I’ll grow pineapples for you. In memory of my father. Oranges perhaps. Peaches too. And plums and cherries. With pears and apples layered against the walls.’


         ‘Blossoms in spring, fruit for winter. I fancy that one could even grow the tree fern there. And I have some idea of planting the Eucalypt if we can get it. Joseph Banks brought the first specimens back from Botany Bay. I have seen pictures only, but it seems to me that they grow like so many silver towers. If we can get them and nurture them, they will long outlast you and me. And you know that our wee Arran tree thrives there yet.’


         ‘Ah, Thomas, we could plant trees like weans and watch them grow.’


         ‘Trees like weans and watch them grow. Why not, William, why not?’


         It was a fine plan. The thought of it, of all that we could have accomplished, still burns into me sometimes, a regret for all these unrealised schemes. He was such a hero to me at that time. But idols sometimes prove to have feet of clay. Oh men should not be worshipped, nor women either. They should be regarded only for what they are and trusted where trust is due. One should never expect too much. Expect no heroes, nor heroines. Life has taught me that truth, if nothing else. Love others. Do right by them as far as you possibly can. But never give all the heart recklessly. And never expect too much of any man.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


            Jennies


         


         I noticed nothing wrong at first. Afterwards, that fact caused me many sleepless nights. Jenny and I continued with our courting. We met, walked and talked. I remember, even now, the grasp of her strong fingers in my own and the roughness of our two hands pressed palm against palm, although since she had taken up the sewing in good earnest, hers had become softer and whiter. We fitted together well, our footsteps went well together. Sometimes, we would walk in the woods at the back of her house and, in the privacy of the thickets of willow, she would allow me to slide my arm around her waist and kiss her. I am sure that she must have kissed me back, because I saw nothing amiss, although I had little experience of such things. We were handfasted after all and would be married as soon as we could. But afterwards I saw that she would only permit me, that was all. She did not exactly encourage me. She allowed herself to be loved by me. I thought she was virtuous, but perhaps I was wrong. Oh she liked me fine, I am sure she did, but she was not overcome with any great passion. Experience has taught me that.


         Marion had asked her to do more embroidery, some of it for garments and some of it for the household, and when I went to the library to read, I would often find her there, sitting over her sewing where it was warm and peaceful. I think they were all mindful of her comfort at that time. There was a sewing room upstairs and it was there that she would cut out fabric, measure and arrange things, there that she would keep her shears, her silks and her needles.
         


         While it was still chilly, before the advent of spring and even afterwards, well into summer, there was always a fire in the library and sometimes Marion would send her to sit there and sew. I think she was doing it as a kindness to me, throwing us together, and perhaps she fancied that she was giving us somewhere warm and comfortable to do our courting when we neither of us had much privacy at home. It certainly gave us time to be together. But I was often wanting to read, wanting to make the most of my limited hours in the library, and I’ll allow her presence distracted me. But then she was always busy, stitching away at her gardens in silk and singing and smiling to herself as she worked. At that time I would have said that she was absolutely contented with her lot.


         Sometimes the three of us would be there together, Thomas, Jenny and myself. Then things would be very pleasant and friendly, because he would start to question her about this or that aspect of her life, about her father’s work and his beliefs, and the state of the weaving industry. He was a great one for finding things out. I don’t think he was ever bored in his life. He seemed remarkably knowledgeable about all manner of things, but anxious to know more, and it struck me that he was genuinely intrigued. It made me pleased for him and pleased for her as well, that he was taking such an interest in a country lassie and her family.


         ‘Tell me about the shawls,’ Thomas said. ‘Isn’t that what your father is making just now?’


         There was a depression in the west of Scotland silk trade at the time but an Edinburgh manufacturer called Paterson was putting a lot of work in the way of the Glasgow and Paisley weavers. Sandy Caddas had told me all about it one evening when I had sat with him over his ale and his pipe, and I had mentioned it to Thomas.


         Now, Jenny spoke to Thomas with easy familiarity. She had confessed to me that, although she had been shy of him at first, he had quickly put her at her ease. ‘Why yes. He is weaving shawls for ladies, sir. Mr Paterson has been wanting copies of Turkish Shawls.’
         


         ‘And what are they?’


         ‘They have fantastic figures woven into them. They’re very beautiful but they are difficult to make and they take a lot of time and trouble. Father says he’s never paid enough for them.’


         ‘No working man ever thinks he is paid enough for what he does.’


         ‘And maybe that’s the truth,’ I said, lifting my head from my book.


         ‘Aye, maybe it is!’ he agreed, smiling at my ferocity. ‘So the Edinburgh ladies want Turkish designs do they, Jenny?’


         ‘Aye and lovely damask shawls with a black weft and a crimson warp.’


         ‘You wear one such yourself, don’t you?’


         ‘I do. My father made one for me.’


         I observed that her face was alight with pleasure, although whether at the thought of the shawl, or with surprise that he should take an interest in such things, I couldn’t say.


         ‘Perhaps I’ll ask him to make one for Marion,’ said Thomas, smiling at her enthusiasm. ‘Do you think she would like one?’


         ‘For your wife? Oh yes.’ She started to laugh, although I could not see that he had said anything so very funny. ‘He has a few on hand and perhaps you could come one day and look at them and take your pick.’


         ‘A very good idea! I will have to take care and choose my time carefully. I think I should like to meet your father, Jenny. He sounds like an interesting man.’


         ‘Oh he is! Isn’t he, William?’


         ‘He’s a very clever man. And he’s been very kind to me.’


         The weavers at that time were – as they are, even now – well educated, well read and thoughtful, but back then they were also to a great extent their own masters, prosperous and independent, and that has very much changed for the worse now, for all but the favoured few who saw the way things might be going. They were skilled and ingenious and those that owned their own looms or even a small weaving shed with several looms and had some skill in designing, like Jenny’s father, could command high prices for their work, however much they might complain about costs.
         


         Although he did not exactly broadcast the fact, I was well aware that Mr Caddas was a radical. This was something that had shocked my mother, but certainly would not have shocked my father, although he would perhaps not have gone so far as to voice his support. Events in France had made such a position precarious in the extreme. Along with his companions, Sandy Caddas had taken shares in the purchase of a weekly newspaper, so that he knew what was going on in the world outside the narrow interests of his trade. Such things, as he was fond of remarking, would sooner or later affect his trade, and he wanted to know about them before that happened. Like I myself, he had a strong sense of justice and of injustice too. He did not like the way the world was arranged and he was brave enough to say so. I admired him for that.


         Besides that, he would cultivate his garden, growing kale and potatoes for the table, leaving the flowers and herbs to Jenny. But he was almost as interested in botany as I was. I think this was one of the things that fascinated Thomas, because he was always quizzing Jenny about her father, his beliefs, his habits, and within the space of a few short visits, he seemed to have found out much more about Sandy Caddas than I had discovered in the space of as many years.


         There was one thing only that made me jealous, and it was a strange thing to be envious of, but I remember it all the same, remember my resentment. Thomas could always make Jenny laugh in a way I never did. He had that talent: a dry way of making an observation that you would suddenly realise was very funny. Jenny was quicker to see this than I. I would see her chuckling to herself and realise that he was making fun of me, mildly, and then I would start to laugh too and he would look from one to the other of us with a pretence of surprise. ‘Have I said something amusing?’ he would ask innocently.
         


         Once, he brought a box of sugar plums into the library, and we finished them between us, like greedy children. Another time he had a wooden crate of some foreign sweetmeat that had the scent of roses about it, a scent and taste that lingered on the tongue long after you had finished eating it. I was not so fond of this, but Jenny thought it was wonderful, and he gave her the rest of the box to take home with her so that her sister could have some as well. He told her it was as Turkish as the shawls her father was making and that was why he had bought it.


         Sometimes I would walk her home but from time to time she would stay in Thomas’s house because she had promised Marion she would finish some piece of work or other. They would give her a bed betwixt and between the servants’ quarters and the family rooms, making her very comfortable, so she told me. And once or twice, she said that Thomas had actually taken her home on horseback, when her father was expecting her but it was too late or the weather too inconvenient for walking.


         Then she would steal her hand into mine and say, ‘But I would rather have ridden up in front of you, William. You know that, don’t you? He’s a very kind gentleman to be sure, but I would rather have ridden up in front of you.’


         Which was a strange thing to say, because not a horse did I possess, nor ever had possessed one, nor was ever likely to, so far as I could see.


         

            * * *


         


         My own Jenny, my grand-daughter, has just come into the room, bringing with her a posy of late flowers from a neighbour’s garden: mostly lavender, past its best, with the blooms whitening on the stem, a few tiny rosebuds and some ragged sweet peas and pinks.


         ‘I picked these for you, grandfather,’ she says.


         She has brought over the brown and white pitcher from the new Bell’s pottery, which is a great fascination for the ladies. Her mother bought the pitcher only a week ago, very much the fashion she tells me, and Jenny is intent on filling it with water and stuffing flowers into it. I do not think her mother would be very pleased to see to what use she is putting this new and treasured possession. But who am I to disappoint her when she is so intent on the task? The flowers are already wilting from the heat of her starfish fingers, so it is as well that she is putting them in water. The smell of them is very sweet.
         


         Jenny, my other Jenny, grew all of these in her garden. When I close my eyes and breathe in the scent of sweet peas, I am back there again, sitting with my arm around her waist. Sometimes, when there was dried lavender to be rubbed, to make into lavender bags for her linens, I would help her. The scent, astringent and heady, would stay on my hands for hours afterwards.


         Even now, the scent of lavender always reminds me of those days and that peculiar, uncertain feeling when everything was in a state of flux. I knew that I would have to find other work, I knew that this would be my last year in the college garden, a garden that had meant so much to me, a place that had been my home since infancy, and yet I could not be unhappy. In fact, it was something of a relief to be leaving at last, and I was very excited about the future. With every month that passed, my problems seemed to be resolving themselves. Thomas had raised the matter as promised, and his uncle was quite amenable to the Ayrshire plan. There was a small problem of the cottages, which had to be made habitable, but he was confident that before our lease and my garden work ran out in Glasgow, we would all be able to go to Ayrshire and settle down there together. A little later, as soon as practicable, Jenny and I would have a country wedding in the village kirk and all would be well.


         ‘Leave it with me,’ he said.


         And I trusted him.


         I would be sorry to leave Glasgow and even more sorry that I would not see Thomas so regularly as before, but I was confident that our friendship could and would continue. He was in the habit of visiting his cousin often. How much more frequently might he come when he could have a hand in laying out and improving these large grounds and gardens? I knew he had plans for us and thought that when I was working there too, his uncle, who was very lazy in such matters, and his cousin, who was a sickly soul, would give him a free hand. There might even be the possibility of the long dreamed-of expedition to collect plants, a small expedition perhaps, not to China, which would be a great and dangerous distance, but perhaps to France or Italy. And to me, who had not even seen very much of Scotland, and for whom the Isle of Arran had been a voyage of discovery, France or Italy might as well have been China, so exotic were the visions conjured by those names in my imagination.
         


         The rest of the family was in a fair way to prospering. Bessie had moved out of the scullery and was now a housemaid and very proud of the fact. Moreover, she had the trust of the cook, who seemed to be teaching her all she knew. The younger girls were shaping up too. I thought that Susanna would never rise beyond her work as scullery maid. I worried about her because she was still clumsy and never seemed very happy, especially now that she was separated from her sister. But Jean had lately been taken on as lady’s maid to the younger daughter of the house where she had been in service. There was little between them in age and it was the girl’s own choice, I think. She wanted a maid she could confide in and, for all her shortcomings, Jean was a sweet-natured lass with a face that invited confidences. We all thought she would do very well in the household. As for my brother James, he was fast becoming a useful under-gardener, absorbing knowledge as a sponge absorbs water, stronger and more capable than myself.


         Of all the boys, Johnnie was still hankering after ships, making plans for when he was old enough to go to sea. Although my mother disapproved, I was inclined to let him go when the time came and follow his heart. Once a man is smitten with that fever, or so my uncle John had told us, there is nothing to be done about it, there is only salt water will cure it. Only Rab was still a sickly soul, nine years old and never thriving. Each winter we thought we would lose him and each winter – with Thomas’s help – he struggled through to see another spring. There was a dogged determination about him that seemed a useful substitute for health and he was an uncomplaining lad with great reserves of self-sufficiency for all that he was so often unwell. My mother cosseted him as much as she could. He was her baby and she loved him.
         


         But since, apart from Rab, all my brothers and sisters seemed to be off our hands, or very nearly, Jenny and I could begin to look forward to our marriage. Her father had already declared his intention of settling a reasonable tocher on his daughter, should she find a ‘man she wished to marry’ as he would say, with a wink in my direction. In fact, the dreaded dismissal from the gardens was proving to be a blessing in disguise and I was looking forward with a certain amount of complacency to a happier future than I could ever have hoped for.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


            A Departure and a Puzzle


         


         I have racked my brains since. Was I so very foolish, so unseeing? Was there even the smallest hint of what was to follow? But I can find none. She was always her ordinary loving self with me. She gave me not a single hint of the storm that must have been taking place in her head and in her heart. Afterwards I found myself wondering, are all women like this? Can all women dissemble so completely, when there is something quite different going on behind their eyes? To believe that, of course, would be to call into question every single friendship, every courtship, every marriage. How could you ever trust a lassie again? Well, I did find myself thinking like that for a time, until I brought myself up short with the realisation that you must trust somebody or life itself would become unbearable. But from time to time, I still find myself considering the conundrum, albeit with feelings less sharp, less painful than I once endured.


         Are lassies so used to disguising their true feelings, brought up as they are from birth to be pleasing to everyone except themselves, to accede to all demands, to consider themselves so much less than the menfolk in their lives? I sometimes think that must be the case. But then, so often they are bought and sold, so who can blame them? The tocher’s the jewel, as the poet Burns wrote. And so many men are but knotless threids who will slide away from lassies at time of need, so how could they be otherwise than dissembling? That a woman can tell you one thing with wide open eyes and a candid face, like a flower – that a woman can do this but be hiding so many shameful secrets, cherishing them deep inside her – that is the revelation from which I think I have never quite recovered. And even now, I am at a loss to know why she did it, how she could bring herself to do it, when I had given her all my trust and asked for so little in return. Besides, there was another betrayal to consider. Another dissembling. Even more monstrous, because there was far, far less excuse.
         


         I watch my own wee Jenny now, arranging her flowers, a little crossly because they will not go the way she wants them. The lavender is too spiky, the late sweet peas too fragile and the one is warring with the other in her pitcher. Her cheeks have grown very pink. She tut-tuts, sighs, putting one hand on her hip as her mother sometimes does. I tell her to take them all out and start again, putting the flimsy sweet peas and the pinks in first and then coaxing a few of the stiff lavender stalks among them. I would try to do it for her but I know she would not accept my help, would flounce off in a temper, so I have to content myself with telling her what she might do to remedy matters, knowing that she will either take my advice or fall into a temper anyway.


         She looks at me for a long moment, frowning and pursing her lips, and I have no idea what she is thinking either. But on this occasion at least, she decides to take my advice, hauls her flowers out, splashing water on my table and my books, which I have to mop up with my handkerchief, and begins all over again, as I have told her. This time she makes a passable attempt at a pretty arrangement. She is satisfied with herself and with my help and consequently with me for the time being. So she smiles at me. Which is reward enough.


         ‘There now,’ she says. ‘That’s done!’ The scent of sweet peas, lavender and cloves fills the room, and I am back there again in Jenny’s garden, knocking on the door, come to call upon her as we had arranged a few days previously. Thoughtless and happy. One of those moments in life when you look back and think, ‘That was it. That was the very second when everything changed.’
         


         I was surprised when Sandy Caddas came to the door instead of Jenny, his face literally contorted by something. Worry? Anger? I couldn’t be sure but my stomach turned over with anxiety at the sight of him. What was wrong?


         He ushered me in and I could see Anna sitting at the table, a grubby handkerchief screwed up in her fingers. She seemed nervous and I noticed that her eyes were red. She had been crying.


         ‘I only came to see Jenny.’ I was embarrassed by their discomfort. Had there been an argument of some sort? Was I the cause of it?


         He stared at me for a moment. ‘She’s not here,’ he said. ‘She’s gone away.’


         I was thrown into confusion. ‘Gone away?’


         ‘Did she not tell you?’ He said the words almost accusingly, but my stare of blank astonishment must have convinced him that I knew nothing. I was completely unaware that anything was amiss. If it was amiss.


         I shook my head. ‘No. She said nothing. We were supposed to be meeting here today.’


         He sighed, motioned me to sit at the table, poured out a mug of ale. Anna seemed disposed to talk, but he silenced her with a glance.


         ‘William!’ It was not often that he used my first name. Mostly he called me nothing, although he always spoke politely enough. ‘William,’ he said, again, ‘Can I be blunt with you? I’m sorry I have to ask you this. What are your intentions towards my daughter?’


         I was momentarily surprised by the question. But there was only one answer. ‘Marriage, of course,’ I told him. ‘You must know that, Mr Caddas. I am hoping that as soon as I am properly established down in Ayrshire, with Doctor Brown’s help, I will be able to offer Jenny a home. I have wanted to wed her this long time past. You must know that.’


         ‘And does she know that?’
         


         It seemed a very odd question. Why would Jenny not know it?
         


         ‘Of course. We have spoken of it often. She will tell you herself. You only need ask her. I thought she must have spoken to you about it.’


         He had no reply to this, which fairly astonished me. I found myself blustering on, like a fool. ‘I was only waiting for a word from her that you had no objection to the match and I would have asked your permission myself. Where is she?’


         He sighed deeply. ‘It’s no matter, son. She’s only gone away for a few weeks. Gone to stay with relatives.’


         I couldn’t disguise my surprise.


         ‘But she never told me that she was going away. When was this decided?’


         He glanced across at Anna, who regarded him in silence with large, frightened eyes.


         ‘She has gone to her cousin’s house. In Dumfries.’


         ‘She never told me she had cousins down there.’


         ‘They have never been close, until now.’


         ‘Then why …?’


         ‘They have asked her to stay. The old lady is unwell and needs nursing and they are a busy household. Jenny volunteered. She’s a good lass. You do know that, don’t you?’


         I had never heard tell of these Dumfries cousins, but then I too had cousins whom I seldom saw.


         ‘Sir,’ I said, after a moment’s thought. ‘Sir, I must ask you, at the risk of upsetting you. Have you done this to remove her from me? Do you not agree to our marriage? Do you disapprove of me in some way?’


         He was shaking his head, but I continued.


         ‘I am well aware that I have been dismissed by the college, but Dr Brown will vouch for my honour and my hard work. The position there had become untenable for me, as you must know. Now he has found me work as a gardener with his uncle in Ayrshire. There will be a home for my family there too and for my wife, when we are wed.’


         He shook his head again. Managed a thin smile. ‘William, I would be very happy to agree to your marriage. I would be glad of it, in fact. You seem like a nice, steady lad to me and I think you will do your best for her.’
         


         ‘I will, I promise I will.’


         ‘She is very precious to me. But no. This is something quite different. She has gone away to … to do her duty by her family. She will return at last and when she does, I hope that you will still … I hope that you will want to marry her. That you can resume your courtship of her and we will talk about her tocher in the meantime. I can do that at least.’


         ‘The tocher can wait!’ I said, angrily. ‘Jenny would be just as dear me without it. With respect to you, sir, she can come to me penniless in her shift if she likes, and I will still love her and do my best for her. But if you tell me where she is, I can perhaps write to her and reassure her. If you think it is in any way necessary.’


         ‘Well yes. Perhaps you could write to her. But not immediately, William. You see, she was torn between her duty to go and her desire to stay here. And I think that a letter from you at this precise time might do more harm than good to her peace of mind. Do you understand me?’


         ‘I think so,’ I replied, cautiously. But I spoke out of politeness only. I didn’t understand him at all.


         ‘When a little while has passed and we have more idea of how long she might be away, I will tell you where she is, and you might write to her then. But not now, lad. Do you see? Not for a wee while.’


         I was very puzzled, but I agreed. What else could I do? I couldn’t imagine what manner of family illness might have made Jenny depart so swiftly for the south of the country. And a long, arduous journey it was too, by postroads over mossy moors, most of which were – so the stories went – infested with bandits and gypsies. You had to have permission to travel down there, through the extensive lands owned by the various factions of the great but turbulent Kennedy family. Twixt Wigtown and the Cruives of Cree, so the old rhyme went, you could not pass unless you courted a Kennedy.
         


         ‘The minister gave her the necessary letters of permission,’ he added, as though reading my thoughts.


         ‘But how has she gone?’ I asked, thoroughly alarmed now. ‘Good God, sir, has she gone on foot? It is such a long way. And she should have been accompanied. Was there nobody to take her? How has she gone?’


         ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Calm yourself, man. She has gone by the weekly coach. It transports the wool from the south, and takes the weaving back, and I managed to secure her a place inside the coach. She will be safe enough. With her letters of permission from Mr Blackie, and a little siller in her purse, she will do well enough. And one of her cousins has agreed to come some of the way to meet with her.’


         I was somewhat relieved, but still puzzled. I finished my ale and got up to leave. He shook my hand, but he would not meet my eyes as I left the house. I didn’t understand it at all and to compound my discomfort, when I got to the bend in the track, Anna emerged like a sprite from behind a tree. She was panting because she had run to intercept me. She stood there, glancing behind her, all poised to run back again instantly if her father should come looking for her.


         ‘William!’ she hissed. ‘William, she didnae want to go! I saw her leave. They made her go. She didnae want to go, but they made her! My father and Nancy from next door. They made her go and she was greetin’ so she was. Greetin’ so that I thocht her heart would brak’ in twa!’


         I put out my hand to detain her, to question her further, but she had heard some noise, real or imagined, from the weaving shed. She slipped through my fingers and was gone, running like a young hare back towards her father’s cottage. I thought I saw Gilbert’s weaselly face, peering at us from behind a wall. But perhaps I was mistaken. I wondered briefly if I should go back, confront Mr Caddas, demand to know the truth. But I knew that he would tell me nothing else and I thought it unwise to antagonise him. So I went home.
         


         I needed to confide in somebody, and Thomas was the obvious person, but I felt a faint reluctance to do so. It seemed too personal a problem to discuss, even with a man whom I had come to think of as my best friend. I got the length of his house, not knowing where else to go, but the housekeeper told me the family had gone to Edinburgh to visit Marion’s brother and would be away for a couple of weeks. I found myself hoping that Jenny would be back by then. I should have told my mother and I did tell her a sketchy story, half truth, half lies: that Jenny had warned me she might be going away to help with a sick cousin, that she had been called away suddenly because the cousin was worse but would return as soon as possible. If my mother found anything strange about this, she didn’t remark upon it.


         That night, and for several nights after, I lay awake, trying to puzzle it all out. Finally, I sought out my sister, Bessie, as soon as was practical and confided my misgivings to her, telling her the whole of the strange tale, right down to Anna’s whispered warnings.


         ‘What do you think?’ I asked her.


         We were sitting in the kitchen at the house where she was in service. Mistress MacTaggart, the cook, was taking an afternoon nap in her room. Young men were not generally allowed in the kitchen, but as Bessie’s elder brother I had privileges beyond the normal rules of the household. The family were out and the kitchen was quiet and private, although Bessie was meant to be cleaning the big copper moulds that hung there and were used for making celebratory jellies and shapes. She had a pile of cut lemons and some silver sand and she was rubbing away at the moulds with sand-filled lemons, greatly to the destruction of her fingernails. She listened while she cleaned. The moulds had bizarre shapes, like castles or strange fruits.. The smell of lemons was very strong in the air and brought Thomas to my mind, and the time he had made me my whisky toddy, when I was so ill. The time he had rested a cool hand on my forehead. I found myself wishing he were here now. Wishing I could confide in him.
         


         ‘It might be exactly as her father told you. Why would he lie to you? What reason would he have?’ Bessie asked.


         ‘I don’t know. I can’t think of one.’


         ‘She had promised to help out with a sick relative and was summoned to the bedside quite suddenly. Perhaps she didn’t want to go, since it meant being away from you. Anna may have seen her in tears, but that would mean nothing. Only that she will miss you as much as you will miss her.’


         ‘Do you think so?’


         She regarded me steadily if a little sternly. ‘Well, could there be any other explanation? Ask yourself!’


         ‘What do you mean?’


         ‘Oh William, you know what I mean. The reasons why young women are sent away from home are generally to do with the state of their bellies, are they not? And I don’t mean that they have eaten too many green apples!’


         I was shocked by her forthrightness, but that was typical of Bessie. I think I must have blushed, because she laughed at me.


         ‘You know exactly what I mean, don’t you? Lassies are sent away when they have a whaup in the nest! Especially when there is no man prepared to marry them. But everyone knows you would marry her tomorrow if you could. So I see no problem that would occasion her being banished.’


         I must have blushed scarlet because she looked at me inquisitively, pausing with a fresh half lemon in her hand. She was meant to be dipping it in silver sand, but she put it to her lips and sucked at it momentarily. Then pulled a face, licked her lips, dipped it in sand, and commenced her cleaning again.


         ‘Could that be the reason? Only you know the answer, William!’


         ‘No. No. We never … never. There is no possibility.’


         ‘Are you telling me the truth?’


         ‘Yes. Of course I am. She’s a good girl. And I never pressed her to more than a kiss or two. I thought it was better to wait.’


         I was surprised that my sister knew anything about such matters, but maids will talk to each other I suppose, and I have heard tell that kitchens are very robust places, in big houses at any rate.
         


         She grinned at me. ‘In that case, you have nothing to fear and nothing to worry about. I think her wee sister is just mischief making. I never saw a lass more in love than Jenny Caddas is with you. She has burst into bloom like an apple tree since she has been in your company. She has gone south to fulfil a family obligation and that’s all. Good for her. When she returns you may be that much closer to being able to marry her. In your place, I think I would do as her father says, cherish the thought of her, and wait until he tells you that it is appropriate before writing to her.’


         

            * * *


         


         Which was what I did. It was all I could do. But it didn’t prevent me from worrying. And eventually, a couple of weeks later, when the Brown family had returned from Edinburgh but when there was still no word of Jenny, I confided my worries to Thomas, although without going into too many details.


         He seemed very surprised and a little perturbed. ‘So that’s what has happened to her!’ he said, frowning. ‘We wondered where she had gone, Marion and I. She left some work all unfinished, you know.’


         ‘She should not have done that. They should have told you. It would have been a courtesy, surely.’


         ‘Well, if there was a sudden illness … And besides, we were in Edinburgh at the time.’


         ‘Her father says she’s in Dumfries, helping to nurse a sick cousin.’


         ‘For how long?’


         ‘I don’t know. He can’t say.’


         ‘It must be something serious. And if so, it’s impossible to predict. Why don’t you write and ask her about it?’


         ‘He won’t give me the direction.’
         


         ‘Why not?’


         ‘He says it will upset her and make her homesick.’


         He pursed his lips. ‘I suppose that’s possible.’


         ‘He says that when she comes home again, he’ll start to think about her tocher and that we should be wed.’


         ‘He said that to you?’


         ‘Yes.’


         ‘And you agreed?’


         ‘I would marry her tomorrow if I could.’


         ‘Then you’ve nothing to worry about, William.’


         ‘I’m worried because she left without saying goodbye. And her sister told me that she was crying and she didn’t want to go.’


         ‘But she was leaving you. And she didn’t know for how long. And she was being hurried away without being able to say a proper goodbye to you!’


         ‘You’re right. I know. But it worries me all the same. And to be frank with you, I miss her.’


         ‘Well, we miss her too,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘Very much. We miss seeing her sitting in the library, perched on the window seat with the sun in her hair. We miss the way she would sometimes sing when she was sewing. I loved to hear her sing. She had the sweetest, clearest voice I have ever heard, and that includes all the fashionable young ladies who think that they have a voice because they have learned to string a few conventional notes together. Oh those interminable musical evenings, William. You should thank the Lord that you never have to attend them!’


         It was another thing I had never noticed, not consciously. But it was true. She would sing as she stitched, love songs mostly but sometimes lullabies.


         ‘She could sing “Waly Waly” till it brought a tear to your eye,’ he added, and then, much to my embarrassment, he started to sing the old song of love and loss himself:


         
         


         

            

               

                  ‘Tis not the frost, that freezes fell,
                  


                  Nor blawing snaw’s inclemencie,
                  


                  Tis not sic cauld that makes me cry;
                  


                  But my love’s heart grown cauld to me.
                  


               


               

                  When we cam in by Glasgow toun,
                  


                  We were a comely sicht to see;
                  


                  My love was clad in the black velvet,
                  


                  And I mysel in cramasie.’
                  


               


            


         


         I had never yet heard Thomas sing, but his voice was deep and clear and he could carry a tune. I can hear it yet: those bleak words and that eerie melody which seemed to bring a breath of sadness into the room, a sadness which lingered long after the notes of his song had died away.


         

            

               

                  ‘But had I wist, before I kist
                  


                  That love had been sae ill to win,
                  


                  I had lock’d my heart in a case o’ gowd
                  


                  And pinn’d it wi’ a siller pin.
                  


               


               

                  And O! if my young babe were born,
                  


                  And set upon the nurse’s knee,
                  


                  And I mysel were dead and gane,
                  


                  And the green grass growing over me!
                  


               


            


         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


            Dumfries


         


         Radical. Of the root. There is some correspondence, surely, between the radical movement and the work of the gardener. Is it that he sees how all things grow in their proper time? How all things have equal value but different properties. A garden, to be truly a garden worth cultivating, needs due measure of different plants: flowers, vegetables, soft fruits, trees and shrubs, large and small. I was reading, not only about gardening and plants and their properties, but there were other books in Thomas’s library, books about the rights of man; works that changed not just my knowledge but my thinking as well. He had a handsomely illustrated volume of the poems and letters of Robert Burns and it was obvious where the poet’s sympathies lay, although he had been but a cautious exponent of radicalism. Like most of us, he had a wife and family to support, the fear of poverty ate into him, and he also knew a bit about patronage. So many of us are caught between the knowledge that lies deep in head and heart and the pressing demands of our everyday lives.


         All of this stood me in good stead later on, when I left gardening forever and entered into the world of books and bookselling. Where did I get the wherewithal for such an undertaking you may wonder? Well, I got it from my father-in-law. Always of radical tendencies, he wholeheartedly embraced the movement with renewed vigour. I run ahead of myself, perhaps because of a very reasonable desire to leap over the events of the following few months, a desire not to come to the point. But I have to return to the tale, and it must be told just as it happened.
         


         From Jenny there was complete silence for some weeks. I worked away in the gardens, a little sadly to be sure, because I was aware that the future care of all my beloved trees and plants would fall to somebody else. But I was making plans with Thomas, plans that involved moving myself and at least some of my family to Ayrshire. And there was a certain excitement in that, or would have been, if I had been able to take my mind off Jenny for more than a few hours at a time. I would visit her father and he would give me word of her, a carefully balanced tissue of caution and hope. He was sure that she would soon be coming home but he couldn’t say when.


         At last, I demanded that he give me the direction to her cousin’s house in Dumfries. And because he could see that I was on the verge of losing all patience with him, he agreed.


         I can see him yet, sitting at his table, with his head bent, writing it down for me.


         ‘Write to her,’ he said. ‘She is but a poor correspondent where I am concerned, but she may write to you. Tell her that we miss her. We’d be glad to have her home again. Tell her that she should come home again as soon as she can.’


         After that, I sent her letters whenever I could, writing them in Thomas’s library, using Thomas’s paper and his pens. At long last she replied, but her letters were few and far between and disappointingly short, a few lines in her neat, childish hand, telling me that pen and paper were at a premium in the house, as were candles to see by, so she would not be writing very often. She was well, although her cousin was still very ill. Dumfries was a pretty town, but she wished that she were at home. She would never fail to ask after my family, her father and Anna. When I can bear to reread them – for I have them yet, buried deep inside my desk, thrust to the back of the secret drawer concealed by a lion’s head carving – I can see that they told me almost nothing except that she herself was well. But not happy. She never mentioned that she was happy and I sensed that below her reassuring words, something was very much amiss.
         


         

            * * *


         


         In October I decided that enough was enough. We were in the mild spell that often comes to the west before the onset of winter, much like now, as I write these words, before the rains begin in good earnest. There was yellow stubble in the fields, the leaves were turning to liquid gold and there was a breathless quality over the land as though it were pausing before winter, sighing for summer, but with a wee spice of anticipation for the coming spring about it all the same. So do all green and growing things fall in with the seasons. Sometimes it seems to me that it is only we human beings who battle against what should be our deepest instincts.


         But there, I have become ridiculously philosophical in my old age and I am quite sure that I thought of none of this back then, when I was a daft young man, and wanted only to see Jenny home again so that we could make plans for our wedding. All I thought was that we were in for a spell of fine weather, perhaps the last before winter, and I must seize the initiative and find out what was detaining my girl in Dumfries, before travelling became thoroughly impractical. Faculty would not be pleased at my absence, but then there was little they could do to me since they had already dismissed me. James knew fine what he had to do in the gardens and urged me to go and leave everything in his hands, which were capable enough.


         And so I took myself off to Dumfries. From Thomas, I borrowed a horse called Meg, like Tam O’ Shanter’s mare, the one that lost her ain grey tail to Cutty Sark. I sent James to make the request lest Thomas should question me too closely about my journey. Having made the decision to visit Jenny, at last, I think I was afraid my friend might try to dissuade me from travelling. He lent me Meg very gladly, although I was but a poor horseman, and bounced up and down upon the placid animal, giving myself the most amazing pains in my back and thighs. Every so often, Meg would turn her head and look round at me with an expression of dismayed disbelief on her features, if a horse can possibly do such a thing. It was comical in the extreme and greatly endeared the animal to me. The journey, even along the postroad, was arduous, and I marvelled that Jenny had undertaken it, although she had been in a coach, which would have been easier. But then I had to take stabling for Meg at coaching inns each night – the horse was better accommodated than I was – and I found myself sleeping in the least expensive and therefore most bug- and flea-infested bedrooms, on filthy straw. There was little I could do to prevent the loathsome creatures feasting off me, but I closed my eyes to the discomfort and thought of Jenny. When I was outside the town of Dumfries, I stopped, stripped off my soiled linen, washed in a fast-flowing and icy burn and changed into a more respectable shirt which I had kept clean for the purpose, so that her relatives would not wonder what manner of vagabond was coming to their door.
         


         I stabled my Meg at another inn. I think we had been something of a trial to each other, but she seemed to have grown fond of me, surveying me with weary patience when I came to saddle her up each morning. Still, I’m sure she was glad enough to be rid of me for a spell, finding herself warm and well fed in a good stable. Then I wandered about aimlessly, clutching the paper upon which Sandy had written his direction. I could not make out the maze of unfamiliar streets at all but, at last, I found a ragged boy with a grubby face, crouching on a street corner, tossing pebbles in the air and trying to catch them again. By dint of promising to give him a penny for his pains, I had a guide to the very doorstep.


         It was a tumbledown stone cottage with a mouldy thatch, like a worn-out wig, in a back close of the town, and I would never have come upon it without the child’s assistance. A thin line of smoke, a pencil stroke across the sky, went up from the chimney. The little lad grinned at me and tested the coin between his teeth – God knows what he was testing it for but I suppose he thought that it made him look like a grown man – and then swaggered off.
         


         ‘Mind the auld yin!’ was all he said, glancing over his shoulder. ‘She’ll gie you a sair dunt on the heid as soon as look at ye!’


         With this awful warning ringing in my ears, I knocked on the door. What ‘auld yin’ I asked myself? But then, I knew Jenny had been helping to look after a sick old lady. I had timed my visit for a very respectable hour of the early afternoon. I thought I would be able to talk to Jenny, perhaps even walk out with her for a while, spend a night at the inn where I had stabled the mare, or even at their house, if her relatives allowed, and then return to Glasgow, with the benefit of having reassured myself that all was well with her and that all was well between the two of us.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


            The Mistress and the Maid


         


         I don’t know quite what I expected but it certainly wasn’t what I found. My worries were all centred upon the thought that Jenny might have changed towards me; that she might have met some other lad, down in Dumfries – a wealthy weaver perhaps, or a prosperous young farmer – and have changed her mind about our betrothal. What I didn’t anticipate at all was the skivvy with coal dust and sores on her face who answered my knock and ushered me into the front room. It was a parlour kitchen where a woman, who contrived to be both plump and hard-faced at the same time, looked upon me with profound suspicion. I would have put her at something over forty and it struck me that she must have been the wee lad’s ‘auld yin’.


         She wore a black wool dress that was stained and draggled, and she had a yellowed mutch covering a head of greasy, greying hair. She was sitting sewing. It looked like another rusty black skirt that she was mending, crudely darning with long stitches in black wool, and she had a bowl of some kind of gruel beside her and a cup of ale. There was a fire that seemed to give out no heat whatsoever, smouldering faintly in the hearth. It struck me that the thin line of smoke I had seen from outside, rising through the air, must have come from this inadequate fire. Although the day was not cold it seemed a peculiarly cheerless room, and the woman seemed an equally cheerless individual. My heart sank.


         ‘Mr William Lang,’ said the skivvy, poking her head round the door and then withdrawing it precipitately, as though afraid of receiving blows just for the indiscretion of announcing me to her mistress. She motioned me into the room and trotted off as fast as her spindly legs would carry her.
         


         The woman looked me up and down and went on with her stitching.


         ‘Aye?’ she said. ‘What are you wanting, lad? There’s nae work here. And I don’t give charity to beggars.’


         ‘I am no beggar,’ I replied, trying to maintain my dignity. ‘And I have no need of work, or even lodging. But I am come on business of my own. I am looking for Jenny Caddas.’


         ‘Oh you are, are you?’


         I cannot rightly describe to you the expression that crossed her face at the mention of Jenny’s name. It was some unfathomable mixture of cunning, caution, shame and, yes, distaste. I know that it made my insides clench with some nameless fear, a premonition of disaster. And regret too. I should have come sooner, I thought. I should not have trusted her father. I should have come sooner. It is too late. But too late for what, I could not rightly have told you.


         ‘She and I are to be betrothed with the blessing of her father,’ I continued. ‘But she has been gone from home for so long now, albeit the reasons were all of a charitable nature. And we are worried about her!’


         ‘Oh, you are, are you?’ she repeated, gazing at me, her thin lips twisted into a sneer.


         ‘I will be starting a new position in Ayrshire after Candlemas, and thought that I should seize my only opportunity to come and visit her, so I would thank you to tell her that I am here, as I am sure she will be very pleased to see me.’


         ‘Aye. I am sure that would be the case,’ she said, slowly, putting down her sewing and squinting up at me in the gloom. ‘So, tell me. You’ll be the gardener’s son from Glasgow. Is that it?’


         ‘Yes. I am. And a gardener in my own right, not just the gardener’s son.’


         ‘Aye, aye, Mr High and Mighty. And you want to marry the lass?’
         


         ‘I’ve told you. We have her father’s blessing. We hope to marry as soon as I am set up and have a decent home to bring her to. I have been promised a cottage in my new position.’


         I don’t know why I felt the need to justify myself to her. I owed her nothing. But I think I had some idea of placating her, or at least making things easier for Jenny.


         She stared into the fire and I could have sworn then that a momentary pity crossed her face. It was extraordinary how transparent her features were. She was an ugly enough woman and yet she could not dissemble. Her feelings were clearly visible on her face for all to see.


         There was a silence in the room, which I again felt prompted to fill with explanations, in case I had not made myself clear enough. ‘Her father told me that she was called here to help nurse a sick cousin. I have been writing to her, and she has been writing to me.’


         She gazed up at me then.


         ‘And when did you last have a letter from her, son?’


         ‘Some time ago. I have been on the road for several days. But it must have been a couple of weeks before that. A note just, telling me that she was well and looking forward to seeing me on her return. But she did not say when that return might be and, in consultation with some of my friends and hers, I decided that I would come and satisfy myself as to her wellbeing.’


         ‘Friends, eh?’ she said.


         ‘Yes. She has influential friends, and so do I!’


         Even to myself, my voice sounded ridiculously formal to the point of pompousness.


         ‘And here you are.’


         ‘Here I am. And – begging your pardon, madam, if I offend you – but it is high time she was at home with her family again.’


         She hauled herself to her feet, setting down her sewing, the rusty black skirt, on a small table by her side. She smelled of smoke and camphor and stale sweat. She went over to a jug and poured me a cup of ale. I had expected it to be thin and sour but to my surprise, I found it was very good.
         


         ‘The trouble is,’ she said, and then hesitated. ‘The trouble is that she isnae here.’


         Again I felt it, that terrible sinking in heart and stomach. ‘What do you mean, she isn’t here? Has she gone home then?’


         Had our paths crossed? Had she finally been allowed to return to her father? I had deliberately not told him what I was planning on doing, so he would have had no opportunity to deter me from coming. But perhaps she had already been on her way home, even as Meg and I were plodding our weary way to Dumfries. As I thought about this, another, more sensible part of my mind realised that I was clutching at straws. She had not returned to her father’s house. If she had been on her way home, she would have written to me to tell me so. She would have been so pleased to be free at last, that she would have let me know well in advance.


         I drank my ale, for I was very thirsty, and stared at the woman. We exchanged names and, with curious formality, we shook hands. Her name was Mary Strachan. She was some relative of Jenny’s mother, a cousin of some sort. I never did establish the proper relationship, whether first or second cousin, but it didn’t matter. I saw it again, that strange, shifty look cross her face. And then she said, ‘Well she’s no’ here, son. That’s all I can say for sure. She’s no’ here.’


         ‘But she was here?’


         ‘Aye. She was here. But she’s no’ here the noo.’


         ‘So, where is she?’


         She shrugged, shook her head. ‘How should I ken? The lassie upped and left in the middle of the night and that’s a’ I ken aboot it. Never tell’t a soul where she was going or why.’


         ‘But she must have. She must have left a note of some sort. How could she just leave, all unprotected? In the night! Where would she go? She must have told somebody.’
         


         ‘Well she didnae. She was neither use nor ornament while she was here and noo she’s gane. And that’s the lang and the short of it. So ye can away back to your gairdens and tell her faither that I did all I could do, but nae mair.’
         


         She picked up her sewing, turned her face to the fire, which continued to give off a little light but small heat, and commenced her stitching again, jagged stitches of black wool like her own broken teeth. Not a word more would she say to me, but when I stood rooted to the spot, she presently rang the bell and the skivvy edged into the room, keeping her back to the wall.


         ‘Show the young gentleman oot, Rebecca,’ she said. And that was all she said. Short of physical violence, which believe me, I contemplated, I could not have made her tell me more.


         

            * * *


         


         What would you have done? What would I have done now? Well, as an older man with a certain gravitas about me, I think I would perhaps have managed to coax the truth out of her. As a young man with no gravitas whatsoever, there was nothing for me to do except leave the house and make my way back to the nearby inn, with a view to hastening back to Glasgow with all speed. Perhaps Jenny would be there before me.


         It was while I was half-heartedly eating a stew whose chief ingredients seemed to be ragged and unidentifiable vegetables mingled with suspicious pieces of gristle which put me much in mind of elderly horses like Meg, that I saw the skivvy, Rebecca, loitering about the doorway.


         ‘The mistress fell asleep in front of the fire, and I slipped out for a minute, but she’ll skin me alive if she finds out I’ve been talking to you.’


         ‘Then tell me quickly. Tell me what you’ve come to say.’


         ‘Only that they were far from kind to the puir lassie. That woman and her worthless husband, deil tak’ them for a pair of greedy beggars. There was little I could dae. But they had her sewin’ away for all she was worth, night and day. The mistress would tak’ the things away and sell them, but never a penny did she gie to your lassie. She said it was to pay for her bed and board. And they had her daein the washing an’ all an’ feedin’ the chickens they keep oot the back. She was mair o’ a skivvy than I am, if you ask me, for a’ that she was faim’ly to them.’
         


         I sat amazed, my spoon clutched in my hand like a dagger.


         ‘But what about her cousin, the lady that was so ill? She was sent to help with the nursing, surely?’


         The lassie looked at me with scornful pity. ‘Whit cousin?’ she said. ‘Whit lady? There’s nae ladies in that hoose, except maybe for your puir lassie. And what nursin’ are you talking about? There’s naebody sick in that hoose. Ah weel, sick in the heid mebbe.’


         ‘I don’t understand you.’


         ‘I speak as I find. It was cruel to have a lassie in that state workin’ day and night, and nae wunner she went aff. I’m tellin’ you, if I’d had mair courage, I’d have been aff tae. I’d have gane wi’ her. She said, “Will ye come with me, Becky?” but I didnae have the courage. So she went all by herself, God love her. It was about a week ago. She left in the middle of the night, taking her bundle wi’ her, and a wee bit breid and cheese that I had saved for her, and a few bawbees that she took from the jar in the kitchen to buy mair breid on the road. And that was the last ony of us saw of her.’


         I felt my heart contract in my chest.


         ‘But where did she go?’ I asked. ‘Did she tell you where she was going?’


         ‘Are ye daft?’ she said.


         ‘In God’s name, for what reason would she set off all alone? Why?’


         ‘Ach,’ she said, as if I were a simpleton, which indeed I think I was. ‘Only just to seek the faither of the wean. Whit other reason could there be?’


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY


            Coming Home


         


         The weather had broken. All the long, uncomfortable way back to Glasgow, with the old mare plodding along and the autumn rains tumbling down the back of my neck and hers, the stench of damp and dirty clothes compounded the sour smells lodged in my nostrils and the discomfort of the itches and scratches of flea-infested inns along the road. All the way, I hoped and prayed that she would be back in her father’s house by the time I arrived.


         I took the horse to Thomas’s stable without seeing anybody but the lad who took the reins from me. Meg had picked up speed, the closer we came to Glasgow. I think she could smell home and she positively cantered into her stable with the steam rising from her coat. I paused only to change my clothes at my own house, to grab a mouthful to eat and drink, to counter all my mother’s arguments that I was weary from the road and should sleep first – all true, but I could not do it – and set off again for Jenny’s house. It was late and very dark by the time I rapped on her door. Her sister Anna came to answer it, ladle in hand. The room smelled of cooking, and her father was seated at the table over his evening meal: a bowl of stew with a mound of potatoes floating in the gravy, a loaf of bread, a slab of white cheese. She had been serving him and herself, ladling the stew into wooden bowls. He looked up, startled by my entrance.


         ‘William! Come in and sit yourself down,’ he said. ‘Here, Anna, bring the lad something to drink. He looks fair worn out.’
         


         ‘I am.’


         I sat down in the proffered chair. No point in antagonising the man from the off. He knew more than he had told me, for sure, but perhaps he didn’t know everything. As I rode back to the city, I had had more than enough time to consider the matter from all angles.


         He gestured to a stone flagon on the dresser, and Anna poured whisky into a small glass. It was good whisky, but not something he dispensed lightly. Not like Thomas.


         ‘Drink up. You look half starved with the cold.’


         ‘I’ve had a long journey.’


         He looked startled at that, as well he might. ‘Journey?’ he asked.’ What journey?’


         ‘I went to Dumfries. I was sick of half truths, Mr Caddas, and so I thought I would find out for myself just what was happening with Jenny.’


         He had the grace to blush. He glanced across at Anna, and I saw that she looked puzzled. She was not in on the secret then. Or perhaps she had been told only the fiction of the cousin who was in want of a nurse.


         ‘Here,’ he said, suddenly. ‘Anna. Take yourself off next door for a wee while.’


         ‘But I haven’t had my supper yet,’ she said, plaintively.


         ‘Nancy will give you your supper, lass. Say I sent ye. I have serious business to talk about with William here. Just tak’ yourself off next door for a while and leave us in peace, hen, there’s a good lass.’


         She went, frowning and none too happy about it, but she went.


         He followed her to the door, watched her go along the lane, watched her knocking on the low door of Nancy’s cottage and saw her admitted before he allowed himself to come back in and sit down at the table. He pushed his supper away from him, untouched, but poured himself a large measure of the spirit and refilled my glass. We sat in silence for a moment, during which he rested his elbows on the table and rubbed his eyes with his fists, like a wean.
         


         ‘Ye should have asked me before you went, lad,’ he said.


         ‘I asked you often and often and you wouldnae tell me.’


         ‘So you ken why she went?’


         ‘I do now.’


         ‘I thocht just at first the wean was yours, William.’


         ‘Did you?’


         ‘Why would I no’? I was angry enough, Will, but she declared it wisnae yours at all, only she wouldnae tell me the name of the faither, no matter how I pressed her.’


         ‘Then she told you the truth. If there is a wean, it isn’t mine.’


         ‘God forgive me, Will, but I said tae her, why would she no’ tell you it was yours anyway. Many a man has brought up another man’s child in blissful ignorance, and since you were so obviously fond of the lassie, I saw no reason why you should not do the same.’


         ‘You would have had her lie to me?’


         ‘God help me, I would. But I thought only of her wellbeing. I was feart that you would reject her, and I’m sure she was feart of that herself. Why would she no’ be, given the circumstances? I said “He’s a good lad. He’ll stand by you if you only tell him the wean’s his.” That’s what I said to her.’


         ‘And what did she say to that?’


         ‘She said she couldnae and that was that and I was not to press her further.’ He saw my nod. ‘You’re not surprised?’


         ‘No.’


         ‘And when I did press her further, she tell’t me she couldnae dae that for the simple reason … because you and she, you and she …’ His voice trailed off. He was very flushed, his hands clenched on the table.
         


         ‘She told you the truth in that at least. We did naething but hold hands. Whiles she would kiss me, maistly on the cheek and once or twice I kissed her back, maistly on the lips. That was it. I have small experience with the lassies, Mr Caddas, but even I ken that ye cannae get a wean that wey.’
         


         ‘So she tellt me and blushed as she said it. But somebody was not so shy and who that man was, she wouldnae say.’


         ‘Some weaver lad maybe,’ I muttered. ‘And maybe married? Eh?’


         He cast me a swift, stern glance as much as to say, ‘why blame the weavers?’ but he could not deny the possibility. There were lads and men too, in and out of the weaving shed most days, and Jenny was a pretty lass.


         ‘So, we made a plan,’ he said, ignoring my interruption. ‘We made a plan that she would go to stay with these cousins in Dumfries. When once the wean was born, she would decide what to do. I said I wouldnae force her into anything. She could find a home for the wean down in Dumfries – her cousin said she would see tae that herself – or keep the wean if she wished. And I would not turn her away from my door. But I knew she was still fond of you. I thocht she might want to let the wean go and come hame and marry you. Besides … there’s many a slip. What if she lost the wean and had ruined all her chances with you for naething?’


         How did I feel? I can’t rightly say. There was shock right enough. Oh and anger. I could feel rage at the duplicity of it all, boiling up inside me. But alongside it, there was this stream of terrible sadness, like water flowing among boulders. It hurt the heart of me. Had she not trusted me enough to tell me of her predicament? But perhaps she had been right. How else would I have reacted if not with anger at her news? I could do nothing but picture her confusion. Mr Caddas’s confession enraged me too, but then it occurred to me that in his position I might well have done the same thing. He loved his daughter, none more so. Not even myself.


         There filtered back into my mind the question that must have been exercising her father too. If the child was not mine, then whose was it? I couldn’t begin to imagine. I thought I was the only lad she saw, but I found myself wondering if there had been other lads she chatted to over the garden wall, other lads who might have helped her to take a swarm of bees or shelled peas for her or gathered lavender with her. And suddenly I remembered that Mr Caddas himself had only half the story, and I had better tell him what I had come to say.
         


         He pre-empted me. ‘How is the lass?’ he asked. ‘Is she well?’


         I shook my head. ‘I have no idea.’


         ‘You didn’t see her?’


         ‘She was not there.’


         ‘What do you mean?’


         ‘Exactly what I say. She was not there. They treated her very badly, those cousins of hers and yours. I cannot imagine that they were blood relatives or, if they were, she is naething like them. I had the sorry tale from a servant of the house. They worked her half to death. And so she left. She must have been quite far gone. With the baby I mean. I have asked after her along the way. There was no sign of her along the road, no word at all of her, and believe me, I asked. But then I was some days behind her.’


         I had made a nuisance of myself with questions about Jenny. Nobody had seen her.


         He had already leapt to his feet, the chair falling over behind him. He began to pace up and down the kitchen.


         ‘Gone?’ he said. ‘But where is she? Where has she gone?’


         ‘Mr Caddas, how should I know? I thought, hoped, prayed even, that she would be at home with you, but I assume that there has been no sign of her here, either.’


         ‘No. None whatsoever. Where is she? Where is she?’


         I could see that the same sense of helpless panic was invading his mind as had already invaded mine. If she had not come home, where in the name of God had she gone? To search for the father of her child. That’s what she had told the skivvy, Rebecca. Had she found him? How would he have reacted? Was she with him, or had he cast her out too? It didn’t bear thinking about, now, when the year was falling rapidly towards winter.


         Sandy Caddas had turned pale and then so crimson in the face that I feared for him. I thought he might have a seizure. I made him sit down, gave him more whisky. ‘Where is she? Where can she be?’ he kept muttering.
         


         ‘I only wish I knew.’


         He seized my hand. ‘William – dear God in heaven – what shall we do? How can we find her?’


         ‘I don’t know. I don’t know where she’s gone. I hoped she might have come back to the city. That I would find her here. But she isn’t here either and she did not come to my house, for I have been there already.’


         ‘What can we do? If we spread the word, she will be ruined. Her reputation in tatters.’ He looked at me piteously. I had always thought him so wise and strong, but he crumbled before my eyes.


         ‘I care nothing about her reputation, sir. I would marry her with or without it.’


         They were very fine words, spoken in the heat of the moment, but I wondered afterwards if I had really meant them. Well, perhaps I should give myself the benefit of the doubt and maybe I would have seen it through, if I was indeed the fine, honourable man I thought myself.


         ‘You’re a good lad.’


         ‘Aye. Maybe. But that doesn’t help us in this predicament. First we have to find her, see her safe, make sure the child is safe. Reassure her.’


         ‘Would you really be able to bring yourself to care for another man’s child?’


         I honestly didn’t know. How could I tell? The thought was so new to me. But there was the idea at the back of my mind that it wasn’t the wean’s fault. No child could help the accident of its birth. So perhaps I could. And it came into my head that I would rather have Jenny Caddas with another man’s wean than no Jenny Caddas at all. So I said, ‘Maybe. Maybe I couldn’t and maybe I could. But first we have to find her. All that matters now is her safety.’


         ‘What will we do?’


         His bluster, his confidence, was all gone. ‘What will we do, William?’ he repeated, miserably.


         ‘I don’t know.’
         


         We sat there like a pair of eejits, drinking whisky with thoughts and suggestions whirling around our heads. I needed to speak to somebody else about this, but who? My mother would be so shocked that she would be no help. Besides, there was something in me that shrank from betraying Jenny’s secrets to her. I thought it was exactly the sort of predicament in which I would have turned to Jenny herself for advice. She would have been wise and thoughtful, and she would have told me what to do and where to turn.


         And then it struck me that I could perhaps turn to Thomas for help. I would not want him to tell Marion about it, but he knew when to keep quiet. He liked Jenny, had been kind to her, loved her work. Out of regard for me, if nothing else, he would keep his own counsel. Besides, he was a doctor and used to keeping confidences. But he was an influential man, with many colleagues in the town. He would know how to make discreet enquiries. If anyone could find the means to lead us to Jenny, then he surely would.


         I told Mr Caddas that I would make careful enquiries through certain contacts of my own, but without making it particularly clear who those contacts were, who I would be consulting. I thought he would be mortified to know that I would be confiding his family’s shameful secrets to the likes of Thomas Brown. How could I explain about our friendship? How could I explain to him that I knew I could trust Thomas with my life, never mind with these secrets? So I told him only that I would make enquiries, and would tell him as soon as there was news. That maybe he had better go about the streets of the town himself and see if there was any sign of Jenny at all. And this he agreed to do.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


            Repercussions


         


         I went home to my bed if not to sleep, and the next day I got on with my work, which had all fallen behind in my absence, but what could they do to me? They had already dismissed me and it would be well-nigh impossible for them to replace me before Candlemas. Nevertheless, I worked with a will and set James and Johnnie and the other lads to putting right all the many things they had neglected while I had been in Dumfries. Later in the day, when I felt I had control of the gardens again, although by no means control of myself, I took myself off to Thomas’s house to tell him all that had passed.


         As ill luck would have it, he had visitors. Professor Jeffray and his wife were there, for dinner. I had forgotten, of course, that they ate much later than we did, particularly when they were entertaining. I could smell the appetising scent of roast meat and hear Jeffray’s great braying laugh from the dining room, although I never got a sight of him, and I felt more like an intruder than I ever had in this house before. For once, I felt like the common gardener I was, standing at Thomas’s door with my cap in my hand and despising myself for the sense of inferiority that came over me at that moment. I think I always had the fear that one day Thomas would avert his gaze from mine for good, come to his senses, renounce our friendship. I don’t know why I was like this with Thomas in particular. I was never so unsure of myself with anybody else, but Thomas seemed to open within me a positive abyss of uncertainty.
         


         The maid, new to the household, didn’t invite me in, but looked askance at my muddy boots and went to fetch her master. Thomas came to the door and – surprised to see me, but welcoming as ever – pulled me inside. I think he would actually have asked me to join them, but I felt the full weight of the dirt in my fingernails and my shabby clothes. I stood there like a gowk, turning my cap over and over in my hands and telling him that no, I wouldn’t come in to spoil their evening. Thomas felt badly about it, that was plain to see, but Jeffray was an influential man and no great friend to me either. It was certainly better if I didn’t meet him. And besides, it would ruin Marion’s party. And Thomas would have rued his unwise behaviour, I’m sure. Jeffray would have seen to that.
         


         ‘I have to ask for your advice. But I won’t do it tonight,’ I told him.’ Tomorrow will do. There’s not a thing that can be done tonight, after all.’


         He seemed intrigued. ‘Advice about what?’


         ‘No, no. Tomorrow will be soon enough. But I need to talk to you. I need a friend’s help. Maybe you would come to the garden? Tomorrow? Maybe we could talk then?’


         ‘Aye. Aye, of course.’ He seemed torn between embarrassment and curiosity, but I think he could tell from my manner that it was a serious matter. ‘What’s wrong, William?’ he asked. ‘At least tell me what’s wrong?’


         ‘We’ll speak about it tomorrow. It’s about Jenny.’


         ‘Jenny?’ He seemed very surprised. ‘Have you spoken to her at last?’


         ‘I went down to Dumfries to see her. It was for that reason I needed the horse. Did you not guess?’


         ‘You said she was helping to look after a sick relative. I wondered whether that was where you had gone, but your brother would tell me nothing definite.’


         ‘Well, he was under instructions to be circumspect. I didn’t want the likes of …’ I glanced into the hall. Jeffrey’s voice could be heard relating one of his interminable stories. ‘I didn’t want the likes of the professor enquiring too closely about where I had gone.’
         


         ‘I was worried about you.’


         ‘I went south.’


         ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


         ‘It was between me and Jenny.’


         ‘And is all well in that quarter?’


         ‘No. No, Thomas. Nothing is well. But we’ll speak about it tomorrow.’ I could hear Marion now, calling for her husband from the drawing room. Perhaps she needed some leavening in the steady flow of Jeffrey’s tales, which were all to do with himself and his own cleverness.


         ‘I need your advice,’ I said. ‘You know Jenny well enough, and I think you are fond of her.’


         ‘Of course I am. She’s a lovely lass.’


         ‘Aye. She is.’ I almost said, ‘she was’, God help me. Why was I tempted to say it?’ She was fine and well. I had to cling onto that fact. She must be fine and well.


         ‘And a very clever young lady.’


         ‘Aye.’


         But not clever enough, I thought. Not nearly clever enough.


         ‘Marion has grown very fond of her too,’ he continued.


         ‘Please!’ I found myself touching his arm. ‘Say nothing to your wife about this. Not yet a while.’


         He frowned. ‘Why? Has something happened to her? What is amiss, William?’


         ‘We’ll speak of it tomorrow.’


         I turned to go, just as Marion came out into the hallway in all her party finery, a flowing muslin dress like a fountain of water, a dress that was scattered with flowers, each blossom embroidered in glowing silks. I looked at her and could think only that Jenny must have stitched those flowers. That she would never have been able to spare the time to make such a gown for herself, but that she would have looked very beautiful in it. She would have been much more beautiful than Marion, who was quite a thick-set woman, and had an air of awkwardness when she moved in the delicate fabric.
         


         Not long ago, I saw a copy of a painting by an Italian artist, Sandro Botticelli. It was in a book just, for I have never travelled abroad to see such things and cannot imagine that I will ever do it now. The painting was called Primavera, and among a number of lassies who were dancing as naked as nature intended, there was one in a gown covered with flowers. Flora she was, a goddess of the spring or some such, very tall and fair with flowers in her hair and around her neck and on her gown. It reminded me of the gown that Marion wore that night. But it was Jenny I could fancy wearing it, for the girl in the picture was most astonishingly like her. Even after all these years, I found myself gazing at the picture and remembering Jenny.
         


         Marion seemed surprised to see me. ‘William? What are you doing here?’ she asked, controlling her anger at the interruption to her party when she saw me. Maybe she noticed the distress which I was at such pains to conceal. Marion Jeffrey was nothing if not kindly. A nice woman. I still think of her as a nice woman: brusque and forthright to be sure, but you always knew where you were with her. And it was not in her nature to dissemble. She would sooner give you the unvarnished truth than tell you a lie. And that is a good quality, if a little uncomfortable to live with.


         ‘I’m away now, Mistress,’ I said, with an attempt at a smile. ‘I brought a message for the doctor here, that’s all. But I’ll not interrupt your party any longer.’
         


         I turned and left them, standing together on the threshold, still not altogether pleased with my own diffidence. I felt inferior in that company and I didn’t like the sensation. I could assume only that it was the presence of Jeffray in the other room that had made all the difference. I don’t know what Thomas told Marion, nothing about Jenny I suppose, because you could always rely on him to be discreet. They went back to their party and I went home to another restless night, although exhaustion gave me a few hours of sleep at last.
         


         

            * * *


         


         The night was intensely cold and the following morning the frost was everywhere, inside and out, papering all the windows of our house with ferns and feathers. It was the kind of weather that always brought the fumes from the type foundry down low into the garden, covering everything with a bitter fog that left a metallic taste on your tongue, but we soldiered on, covering our faces with woollen mufflers which allowed us to breathe more easily. Later in the afternoon, though, there was a blink of sunshine, the fog lifted a little and Thomas came into the garden and sought me out. We went into the old but ’n’ ben where I kept the tools. It had once been a dwelling but was now little more than a tumbledown store. Still, it had a fireplace and a chimney, and we gardeners would often set ourselves a fire there with dead wood from the garden so that we could heat up ale to warm us, or a pan of porridge maybe. Whiles we would roast apples in the embers and float them in our drinks, where they would explode and froth up into a foam of sweetness on top of the ale. I poured a couple of mugs of the cider I had made with last year’s harvest. I heated up the poker till it was red and glowing and plunged it into each pewter mug while it hissed and spat and made the drink very palatable. Then Thomas and I huddled up close to the fire, holding the mugs in our fists, and holding our fists out to the blaze. Mine were blue with the cold. Thomas had on a pair of gloves but he was still shivering.


         Full winter had descended on us quite suddenly. The leaves, which had turned all shades of orange and gold, had blown down into hillocks in the recent gales and were lying about the gardens. The students ran and jumped and tumbled through them, laughing like younger boys than they were. I watched their careless joy with something very like envy. I hardly remembered that I had ever felt that kind of elation – except perhaps as a wee boy just, when I had run through the gardens and been conscious of nothing save the strength and speed in my own legs. I had a vivid memory of running, running, running so quickly through the gardens and among the trees, that I think I forgot my own body altogether.
         


         Even now, as an old man, I can remember that feeling. I remember the wind rushing past my ears and the sense of breaking through some barrier so that my feet hardly seemed to be touching the ground at all, so that I thought I was like to fly, and I can call to mind the utter elation of it, of that new sensation, even when I stopped, panting, surprised by how far and how fast I had come. Strange how even rheumatic limbs can keep the memory of such lightness. But all too soon, unrelenting hard work had been my lot, and the effort had doubled after my father died. The sodden earth had rooted my boots to the ground as surely as if I had been one of my own trees.


         Then Jenny Caddas had been my salvation. Well, Jenny and Thomas, always Thomas, who had shown me what it was to be the valued friend of such a man as he. But for a long time now, it seemed to me that Jenny had been the sun in my sky and the moon that rose over my nights. She had been my joy and now she was my intense sorrow and I didn’t know what to do with all these unfamiliar and unmanageable feelings that flooded my mind: anger, worry, resentment, disappointment. They filled my head and spilled over and I didn’t know what to do with any of them.


         We sat there, Thomas and I, ower-warm at the front, freezing cold at the back, as is so often the way of it in winter, and I told him about my visit to Dumfries in search of Jenny. I described her terrible cousin and the skivvy Rebecca, the story she had told me and the lies and evasions of Jenny’s father. The whole sorry tale, the fact that Jenny was with child but was now nowhere to be found, came spilling out of me. I heard his sharply indrawn breath at the news, saw his sudden frown, but then he sat there, listening quietly, as was his wont, while I came to the end of my story. Once or twice he patted my shoulder or my knee. I saw grave concern in his eyes. He looked deeply troubled, sad and anxious but there was no censure, certainly. He got up and walked over to the crumbling window of the but ’n’ ben, gazing out across the wintry garden.
         


         ‘How can I help you?’ he asked,. ‘What would you like me to do?’


         ‘I don’t know.’ The truth was that I felt helpless in the face of such a situation. ‘I would have her back, you know. I would marry the lass tomorrow, if I thought it would set everything to rights.’


         He came back and sat down again, staring at me.


         ‘You would marry her? Even with another man’s baby in tow?’


         ‘Aye, with another man’s baby and all. It would make no difference to me.’ As I gave voice to this, I realised that it was the truth.


         ‘Then you love her most truly, William.’


         ‘I think I do.’


         ‘She’s a lucky lass to have you. There are few such men in the world.’


         ‘I would think myself lucky to have her for my wife.’


         ‘But you have to find her first.’


         ‘I have to find her first. It cuts me to the quick that she did not see fit to confide in me.’


         ‘But it would have been a difficult thing for any lassie. And there is no word of her at all?’


         ‘Nothing. Not a sight of her, nor a sound of her. No word of her on the road anywhere. I stopped at all the inns, the best and the worst of places. I asked everyone I met as I rode back to town. But then, who would notice her? And even if she has won back to Glasgow, she has disappeared and I have no way of knowing where she might be!’


         He set his mug on the hearth, got up again and began to pace about, frowning, kicking stones over the uneven flagged floor, hugging his arms around his body to warm himself up. The wood in the hearth burned down quickly and gave out a subdued heat. I threw another couple of logs onto the embers but they were too green and a thin spiral of aromatic smoke went up from them, giving off little heat.
         


         ‘God help the lassie,’ he said. ‘God help her.’


         ‘Don’t say such things.’


         ‘Did she have any friends, other relatives maybe? Is there anywhere at all she might be?’
         


         ‘Oh there were lassies in the village, but nane that will admit to having seen her. Or if they have, they aren’t telling. And what reasons would they have to keep silent? I’m so worried about her, Thomas.’


         ‘You must be.’


         ‘It’s like this dreadful ache, here in my chest, and I don’t ken what to do with the pain of it.’


         ‘My dear friend,’ he said, leaning across and embracing me.


         ‘My dear friend.’


         ‘I should have confided in you sooner.’


         ‘You should. You should.’


         ‘I have kept it to myself for too long, but her father told me very little.’


         ‘Well, now that I know, what can I do of a practical nature? How can I help? It’s a delicate matter, Will.’


         ‘It is indeed.’


         ‘If she has found some shelter where she can have the child and then plans to return home, it would be a terrible thing if we were to destroy her reputation through too specific enquiries. On the other hand, if she is alone and in need of help … good God, what a dilemma!’


         ‘I could kill her cousins with my bare hands for the cruel and greedy souls they are.’


         ‘Why did they offer to take her in the first place?’


         ‘Exactly what I’ve been asking myself.’


         ‘They seem to be wretched hypocrites, that’s for sure. But perhaps they wanted to make use of her skills for their own ends and cared not what became of her.’


         ‘Despicable creatures.’


         ‘What does her father say to all this?’
         


         ‘Not a great deal. He blames himself and yet his intentions were all for the best. I know only that she has never been near her father’s door since she left Dumfries, and that worries me beyond everything.’


         ‘It looks very grave.’


         ‘She might avoid me out of shame. But he knew fine what her condition was, and I would have thought that she would return there if anywhere. There has been not a word of her in the village either.’


         ‘I could make enquiries, you know. Careful enquiries.’


         ‘Do you think that wise?’


         ‘There are discreet people. A scant handful who are known to help poor women in her condition. As a doctor, I am aware of them, and I could ask, if you think it might help.’


         ‘Anything might help, Thomas, anything at all. Her father is wandering the streets in search of her to the neglect of everything else. God knows what he has told Anna about the whole affair. I would spend my time looking for her as well, but I have my work and I have tried the patience of Faculty for long enough. I will go when I can, but I thought that perhaps you might be able to narrow the search in some way.’


         ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ He sighed heavily, shaking his head. ‘In fact, I’ll go now, this minute. Courage,’ he said, as he left. ‘Courage! We’ll find her yet.’


         

            * * *


         


         He did what he could. Made discreet enquiries. Sent me here and there, to this or that house. And went himself, I suppose. I think he did that for me as much as for Jenny. Once, I found myself in a poor hospital, the rooms filthy and smelling of a terrible mixture of blood and vomit and worse, hellish with the moans and groans of the sick and dying, for whom almost nothing could be done. She was not there, nor had she been, thank God. There was no sign of her. A wheen of filthy houses and streets had sprung up in the town over the past few years in response to the demands for housing for the vast numbers of people who were employed in the new manufactories, incomers from the Highlands and Islands, and from over the water in Ireland. Sometimes, when I found myself peering into rooms that never saw the light of day, stinking, bug-ridden rooms and passages that led from other windowless rooms and passages in a drab and deadly succession, all leprous with damp, I thought that I had found myself in some hellish labyrinth, an underground warren where only troglodytes might live. A vulnerable lassie might go missing in this maze and never be found again.
         


         Days passed and then weeks, and still there was no sign of her. I grew weary and her father grew wearier. He looked terrible. He seemed to have aged ten years in the space of a few weeks. Anna said hardly a word about her sister. To our surprise she was often to be found in the weaving shed, keeping Gilbert and another lad, a new younger apprentice called Allan, hard at work, so that the business should not be neglected in her father’s absence, showing a capability that we had not suspected she possessed. I think Gilbert had a soft spot for her, but she treated him briskly enough, making it clear that she would stand no nonsense from him. She seemed to have grown up overnight. When she was not supervising the lads, she cooked and cleaned, washed and kept house, making things as easy as possible for her father. From time to time, he returned, sick and heart sore, only to go out again after dark and trawl the fetid streets, taking nothing with him lest he should be robbed, always a danger for an older man going into places where his face was unknown.
         


         It was easier for me. I think I looked what I was: young and strong and well able to take care of myself. All my years as a gardener had lent me a certain wiry presence and I thought that I was not in any great personal danger, particularly since I took James’s dog, Queenie, with me, a great, grey, shaggy beast – a poacher’s dog, I suppose, although I did not like to enquire too closely what my brother did with her on those occasions when he would venture out into the countryside. Often he would return with a rabbit for the pot and sometimes a pheasant and we did not question that either. I had confided in him to some extent, telling him that Jenny had gone missing and I must search for her.
         


         ‘You’ll tak’ Queenie then,’ was all he said, and she would accompany me, walking at my heel with her long-legged, rolling gait. She was a gentle creature, so long as she knew you, but with a look of something savage about her and a mouthful of yellowing teeth, which she was not above baring at suspicious strangers. Once a couple of men edged too close to me with menace in their manners, but when Queenie slunk out of the shadows, growling low, ears laid back, her hackles bristling, her lip curled and all her teeth showing, they raised their hands and moved off, backwards.
         


         It was a sad and sorry business, and I think that for all that I had lived in Glasgow for so long, I had not been aware before just how many lassies, some of them little more than children, lurked on the streets of this city, displaying their borrowed or stolen finery, foolish clothes that showed their breasts and their ankles to passing strangers, all of them willing to sell themselves for a wee bit siller, or even for a drink or a loaf of bread. But then most likely they were not willing at all. Most likely some man lurked in the background, forcing them to do it. Or the grim prospect of starvation offered them no alternative. And there were always other men willing to take advantage of their desperation in return for a few moments of pleasure, cheaply bought, soon forgotten. We do not see until our eyes are opened, do we? We hurry on by and never notice, until something changes our perspective.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


            Chain Saws


         


         Even now, looking back on it, I am not entirely sure why Thomas took me to that place at that particular time. For sure, our debate about the respective merits of physic and surgery (with its necessary adjunct of dissection) had rumbled on for a little while, but without ever causing us to quarrel as we had once quarrelled over Hunter’s book. Thomas knew how I felt about Professor Jeffray and his inherent showmanship. He knew I was all for physic – even after my own failed apothecary venture – and so was he, otherwise he would not have been lecturing in botany, would not have been so interested in the medicinal properties of plants.


         So many hours in Jenny’s company had only served to reinforce my preferences. She had a hundred remedies, most of them distilled from the contents of her garden, and she had instructed me in their use. In fact, some of them had been put to very good use indeed for our Rab. I would almost go so far as to say that they had been instrumental in his survival: the poultices and the potions she and Thomas brought for him, the medicines that seemed to loosen the tightness in his chest and bring his fever down. He would never be robust, but we had great hopes of our move to the country, great hopes that the fresh air and good food would finish the work that Jenny’s and Thomas’s medications had begun.
         


         Over the years, we had indulged in many friendly debates, Thomas and I, about the possibility of repairing the human body as one might fix some complicated machine, as Jenny’s father repaired his loom, making parts for it, oiling this or that component, carefully watching the way it worked and making sure that all was in good order. Thomas believed that, in time, this would be possible for the human body as well. But, so he said, the medical men had to know what went on beneath the skin, how all these processes worked.
         


         I found myself acknowledging the truth of it. I can still acknowledge it now, when such things have become fairly commonplace, but there was something in me that shrank from it all the same. It seemed to discount something else, something vital. Lord knows I have never been a passionately religious man. I had gone to the kirk on the Sabbath, right enough, because I had no choice but to sit shivering and yawning through interminable sermons. My daughter-in-law would still have me go and threatens now and again to set the holy beagles on me, but I plead the infirmities of old age, my rheumatism which prevents me from attending. To tell you the truth, I am but rheumatic north north west as the melancholy Dane might have put it, but the excuse serves me well enough.
         


         It has aye struck me that God, if he exists, has done me and mine few favours. My successes have mostly been earned by the diligent work of hands and mind together. But all the same, whenever Thomas and I were discussing these things, I could not help but think that perhaps in examining the processes which animated the human frame, the surgeons failed to realise – or perhaps too easily forgot – that there was something else, some spirit that enlivened and illuminated this piece of walking, talking meat.


         I suppose that was one reason why Thomas had almost persuaded me that dissection was permissible, if only as a means to a desirable end. He never failed to remind me that he too believed in the existence of that same spirit. He had told me one or two stories about the value of surgery, without ever going into any of the more gruesome details, but he always stressed his own belief that some synthesis of the two, surgery and physic, might be advisable, that perhaps surgery should be attempted only where physic had failed.
         


         For myself, I could not look impartially on these things, could not see the blood and bones without thinking of all the other things that made up a man or woman, the hopes and dreams and fears that constituted the experience of each of them, the friendships, the affections and enmities. When Thomas talked of this or that cadaver, I could think only that it had once been a living, breathing person who ate and drank, who walked and slept, who kissed and danced and wept and perhaps dreamed of a better life. Could not even these, the lowest among the low, once have had hopes for a better life? And were they not, each man or woman, and no matter how abased at the end, still unique in the world, and different from all others? But Thomas told me that he agreed with me in all particulars save one. You must remember that I was young and reasonably unfamiliar with the sight of death at close quarters. To be sure, I had observed the deaths of my father and my baby sister, but that was all. It strikes me that Thomas had sat at many a bedside to see the soul slipping away from the body, as I myself have done since. Oh, it never becomes commonplace. Familiarity does not breed contempt. But you grow accustomed to such things and doctors sooner than most.


         ‘The difference between life and death is profound,’ he would say. ‘It is one thing to respect the remains because of what they were in life. To give those remains a decent burial wherever possible. But the body, the cadaver, is a shell. The spirit no longer has need of it. And that being the case, why should we not investigate its inner workings, if it may help others to survive and thrive, like your Rab and so many others? Who knows when poor souls like him may have need of treatment while they are yet in life? Isn’t that true, William?’


         I could not disagree with him.


         And so it was that when he came to the garden on that chilly afternoon – a clear, cool day it was – and carried me off with him to Professor Jeffray’s dissecting rooms, to see the chain saw in use, I went with him. All reluctantly, but I went with him. I had never yet been to view a dissection, although he had tried to persuade me from time to time. ‘You will see if you come, William, that it is by no means so dreadful as you believe it to be. We should all face our fears. And then they will lose the power to harm us. Besides, I have a great wish that you should see the chain saw. It is a very fine and humane invention.’
         


         He thought it might very well, in modified form, be of some use in the Ayrshire gardens where he expected me soon to be working, but his real interest lay in its potential to ease the suffering of patients that might become so acute that they died under the blade, especially those wounded in war.


         ‘I am told that Jeffray intends to use it today. I have his express permission to attend and bring you with me. It will be a popular event. If the saw can cut through bone, then it can cut through green wood as well.’


         ‘But you could have told me all this without taking me along to see it for myself!’


         ‘You can have one peep at it, Thomas, and then, if the whole process still revolts you, I promise you that you can be out of the viewing gallery faster than you can say knife.’


         He could see that I was wavering, as I invariably did when he set his mind to persuade me of something.


         ‘Come. We shall both lurk near the back, and then you can go and I can stay, as we both please. But I would certainly like you to see this machine, because I feel it has very many uses other than the rather grisly reason for its invention!’


         The professor had indeed designed the chain saw (one of two such saws which were invented at precisely the same time in the later years of the last century) with a very specific kind of operation in mind, but when Thomas had told me about it, I had thought how useful it might be to have such an instrument, in order to trim awkward branches or clear persistent undergrowth.
         


         Many years after the events I now relate, I came across Jeffray’s own account of his invention and a fascinating document it was too, although even reading it at that distance in time set my teeth on edge somewhat.


         ‘I had an opportunity,’ Jeffray wrote, about a particular amputation that he must have been observing, ‘of seeing an attempt made to cut out a piece that was diseased, near the middle of the thigh bone. To do that with the common saw was next to impossible. A saw, therefore, was prepared, of a different kind, to rasp the bone across, without hurting the flesh; but the difficulty that attended the execution of this operation, the time spent in performing it, and the pain which, notwithstanding all the care that was taken, the patient seemed to suffer, made such an impression on me, that I could not rest from thinking of some method by which bones might be cut out more easily.’


         When I read that, I think I revised some of my ideas about the professor. While the very idea of cutting out bones with ease from the living flesh still revolted me, his intentions seemed wholly admirable. He wished to alleviate the suffering of his patients and so he made a drawing of a chain saw that he thought might be useful in speeding up the whole process. As soon as he could afford the venture, when he was first appointed to the chair of Anatomy and Botany, he had a specimen of his design manufactured by a London jeweller and it was this instrument he wished to demonstrate in Glasgow. I have pondered long and hard about this over the years. Did Thomas want only to show me the new saw? Did he want to take my mind off my own troubles for an hour or two? Was it some failure of his imagination? And then I ask myself, was there some less straightforward motive? Did he still remember what he thought of as my over-reaction to the Hunter book, the book with those distressing illustrations that I had found in his library? We had agreed to disagree about it and move on, which is what I sincerely believed we had done. But now, looking back on it, I wonder if it rankled with him just a little, wounded his intellectual pride, that his friend with whom he was in such concordance about all else, still, to some small extent, disagreed with him upon this one matter, a matter, moreover, about which he was confident that he was right. But I see that I must give him the benefit of the doubt and perhaps he simply wanted to persuade me once and for all of the gravity and value of surgery. I cannot fault him for that. He believed in it. Perhaps he thought that I would be persuaded and then we would be in agreement on this, as in so much else.
         


         If so, he over-reached himself. Whatever goddess watches over such things, Nemesis herself, perhaps, gazed sternly down at him, smiled her thin smile, and pointed her finger directly at him. Never in a million years could he have foreseen the consequences of his decision to carry me off to the professor’s dissecting rooms in College Street on that cool winter’s day.


         These dissecting rooms, by the by, had long assumed a kind of notoriety in the mind of the public, the mob, I suppose you would call them. The unpredictable masses, composed of men and women very like myself, were as suspicious of them as I was, more so perhaps. On various occasions then, and in the future, the superintendent and a number of tall mounted police officers, with their swords much in evidence, had to be called into attendance to prevent the common folk of the town from entering the dissecting rooms and destroying them and everything contained in them. There was a certain amount of horrified censure expressed in the drawing rooms of the gentry about all this, but I had a deal of sympathy with the general outrage. It was a popular superstition – and I think remains so to this day – that the sawbones, as the surgeons were called, would seek live victims for their dissections and that there were many unscrupulous people who were in their pay and who would look for helpless victims, those poor souls who could be entrapped, carried off and dispatched, and all for the convenience of some distinguished professor of surgery and his rabble of students.


         Bodysnatching was widespread and, worse than that, murder has certainly happened since then in Edinburgh, with the case of the notorious Burke and Hare. When bodies were in short supply, the pair seemingly decided to take things a step further and manufacture the goods themselves. I suspect it may also have happened more than once in Glasgow, although there is no proof of such a crime occurring here, and I would certainly never go so far as to accuse Jeffray of such a thing. But it is on record that the resurrection men would cast their net very wide, travelling out to remote Ayrshire villages where folk might be less cautious and more trusting than in the town.
         


         I think at heart Jeffray was an honourable man, according to his own beliefs, if a trifle over-enthusiastic in the pursuit of knowledge. But then, what good scholar is not over-enthusiastic in this way? What good gardener too? Or bookseller for that matter? So as you see, time has mellowed me, save in one particular only. But that single thing I could not forgive. It was not Jeffray’s fault. But I must needs lay the blame somewhere, and I was not at fault either. I run ahead of myself only because I cannot bear to think about what happened next. But I see that I must. And so I can only tell it plainly and baldly as it happened, neither seeking to embellish it with spurious emotions, nor reducing it to less than the horror it undoubtedly was.


         

            * * *


         


         The dissecting rooms were wicked cold. The stone itself seemed to exude a chill that had nothing fresh about it, but more the quality of a subterranean cavern where the air had lain stale for many years. There were no fires to lighten the atmosphere, for the cadavers demanded cold conditions for their preservation if they were not to stink to high heaven with the stench of their own corruption. There were the surgeons, the professor and his assistant, all in their long aprons that reminded me oddly of the aprons we gardeners wore, but smeared with the rusty brown of dried blood, rather than the deep brown of dried earth. There was the smell of blood in the air. I remember that. A faint, sickly scent of blood, like a flesher’s shop.
         


         The gallery was full, mostly of students, a rowdy crowd and much inclined to jeer, although the professor quelled them with a glance. I saw that Thomas’s presence helped to quieten them, because most of them attended his lectures and he was as popular as ever. There were, besides, various gentlemen of the town for whom this was something of an event, a rite of passage into adulthood. If you could watch a dissection without swooning like a woman, then you were a man indeed. It had become a popular pastime, like going to see a play I suppose, but more masculine and robust than such feminine pretences.


         The body lay ready on the slab, covered with a sheet. It looked rather small and insignificant to be sure, with the linen bunched and heaped over it, but a wee thing sinister as well, as though the vivid imagination might detect movement there among the mounds and folds of creased linen. In spite of the cold, there was another faint smell in the air over and above the smell of blood, and I knew that it was the odour of putrefaction, which was already setting in. The body must be some few days old. I was trying to avoid looking in that direction again, but Thomas nudged me, and I saw that Professor Jeffray was holding up the saw, which was what Thomas had wanted me to see, a hand saw with a finely serrated link chain. The professor was explaining how the instrument could be very useful for a process called symphysiotomy and that was what he was going to be demonstrating today.


         ‘Symphysi – what?’ I whispered to Thomas and he looked at me, frowning for a moment, nonplussed in a way that I had never seen him before.


         ‘It is used to increase the size of the pelvis. When a woman is having great difficulty in childbirth. Such things can be life threatening. But I think there is a process of dividing the ligaments of what is called the symphysis – down there – which will allow the child to be born more or less naturally.’
         


         ‘But would such a process not be fatal to the mother?’


         ‘No. Not fatal. Not always. It is painful. But it is less dangerous to the mother than a full caesarean from which many women die, even though the child may be saved. So it is deemed to be a useful procedure, although I’ll allow it can have unpleasant after-effects.’
         


         ‘What kind of after-effects?’


         ‘Some women have extreme difficulty walking afterwards.’


         ‘Dear God!’


         ‘But anything that helps to alleviate the dangers of childbirth is useful.’


         ‘Maybe so.’


         ‘William, I had no idea that Jeffray was demonstrating this procedure today. I thought it was an amputation merely! Perhaps you should go now.’


         I could see that he was mortified, although trying hard to disguise it. I think he would not have brought me had he known.


         I decided to spare his feelings. And in truth, I was very reluctant to stay.


         ‘Well,’ I told him. ‘Now I have seen your chain saw and admired it, albeit from a safe distance, I think I shall take myself off back to my garden!’ I spoke with a determined attempt at light-heartedness. ‘And you are right. There may be uses for it in the garden, but it would need to be a much more robust instrument altogether and not such a delicate thing, although I can see that it might be of some value for pruning small specimen trees.’


         Even as I said that I turned back to glance at the instrument in question, only to see the professor’s assistant pull the sheet from the stone table with its gruesome burden, like a sacrifice to some heathen deity.


         Flax. Spun flax. Dirty withall, like flax that has lain in a muddy pool. A fountain of fair hair, falling around a pale face, so pale that it had a greenish tinge, like a fish left too long on the slab. It seemed as though the men who had placed the body there could not resist arranging the hair. It seemed to have taken into itself all the life that had fled from its possessor. It was the hair I recognised but I could not help myself. I stared at the body, long enough for my eyes to travel downwards over the breasts, the swollen belly, the slender legs, and back to the face. Then one of the students standing behind me let out a little whoop and a whistle. ‘Sonsie!’ he said, with morbid appreciation.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


            Afterwards


         


         I turned towards the student who had whistled. I would have struck him, given the chance. God knows what my face must have told him, because he recoiled in horror and my blow missed him. I grasped him by the shoulders and thrust him aside, bruising him I’m sure, and then I was running down the stairs and out into the street, gasping for the town air that suddenly seemed blessedly cool and clean and fresh, heaving as though I would never fill my lungs with enough of it. I was coughing and gasping, striving to shift the stench of mortality that filled my nostrils at the sight of my darling Jenny, lying on that slab, stone cold and naked, exposed for all to see.
         


         It was a sight that I would never ever be rid of again.


         I could feel the tears starting in my eyes and the revulsion that rose from my stomach into my throat and made me want to vomit. But no sooner did I get command of myself with some monumental effort than I was aware of Thomas beside me. He too was weeping, sobbing and choking. Indeed he was so unlike himself that in the middle of my own horror, I found myself wondering if he might be having a seizure.


         ‘Jenny, Jenny, Jenny,’ he kept saying.


         It was true then, and not some terrible figment of my imagination. It had been Jenny, there on the slab, my Jenny, with the child still inside her, Jenny upon whom the professor had been about to demonstrate his brutal procedure, slitting her open, for the edification of a group of careless students and the entertainment of a handful of men about town.
         


         ‘I knew nothing!’ he was saying. ‘Oh, William, I swear I knew nothing until you told me! Why didn’t she come to me? Why didn’t she tell me? Why? Why? Dear God, she should have told me!’


         I looked at his tormented face. I saw the tears streaming down and the colour all gone, except for two bright spots of red on his cheeks. He had his hands over his mouth and he was retching. And then he leaned against the outer wall of the dissecting rooms and threw his head back against the stones, banging his skull there, until you could see a patch of blood and hair on the stone.


         I put my hand out to him in alarm at his vehemence. ‘Stop it!’ I said. ‘Stop it, Thomas! You’re wounding yourself!’


         ‘I should do more than wound myself! It’s my fault. Dear God, man, don’t you see? It’s my fault! God help me, what have I done? What have I done!’


         I looked at him again and a dreadful calm came upon me. I had a sudden bizarre thought that it was like Mr Caddas’s weaving loom when everything fell into place and the true pattern emerged from the confusion of flying shuttles and coloured wools. The scales fell from my eyes and I saw just what a fool I had been. I had assumed – with no evidence of any other liaison – that the father of Jenny’s child was some weaver, perhaps a married man, and that was why she would not name him. Well, I had been right in one particular at least. He was a married man. I thought of all those occasions when Jenny had been invited to stay at Thomas’s house to do this or that piece of work: the dress for Marion, the drapes for the bedroom, the waistcoat for Thomas. I thought of his charm, and the attention he had paid to her. I thought of how his attention had made me feel, how I would have done almost anything to please him. How flattering it must have been for a young woman like Jenny! I saw it all with astounding clarity: Thomas, casually enchanting her. My Jenny, adoring him, following wherever he led her.


         When had he first taken her to his bed I wonder? Had it been often, or only one lapse? I knew that Marion went to Edinburgh to visit her family, taking the children with her. Had there been occasions when he had contrived to be in the house overnight at the same time as Jenny, with his wife absent? There were other servants in the house, of course, but that made it look all the more respectable. If he was circumspect, nobody would have suspected. Jenny herself had told me how they were so kind, the Browns, because they gave her a bed chamber of her own, a small room with its own fireplace and a good fire to keep her warm in the evenings, even though she would have expected to be sharing one of the maids’ rooms up in the attic with the other lassies.
         


         It flashed before my eyes in an instant. Jenny had been carrying Thomas’s child. By the time he found out, she had been away to Dumfries and – what seems so much worse to me now – he had taken the decision to do nothing about it. When she went missing he had deluded himself into thinking that she had found shelter elsewhere. He must have been worried that she would return with or without the child. And equally worried that she would not return at all. But perhaps he had hoped that she would return with the child, that I would do as he expected (he knew me, to that extent, better than I knew myself), would find it in my heart to take Jenny in marriage and bring up the child as my own.


         What he had not expected, of course, was that in her desperation and misery, she would leave Dumfries and come back to Glasgow, seeking the father, intending perhaps to throw herself on his mercy. God knows what would have happened if she had reached her destination. Would Jenny have confessed all to Marion? Would she have been believed? Would Thomas have managed to intercept her? And what then? Maids who ‘got themselves into trouble’ (a curious expression with a flavour of impossibility about it) were seldom believed when they named the fathers of their ill-gotten weans, particularly when those fathers were gentlemen. It would have been easier for Marion to believe me to be the culprit in spite of my protestations of innocence.


         But then it struck me that what was commonplace – and deemed to be generous – was for the gentleman in question to arrange a marriage with some trusted servant and set the young couple up with a good dowry. Sometimes the child might be fed and clothed and educated as well. I have no doubt at all that, even if Jenny had turned up at his door in her shift, this is exactly what Thomas would have done. Marion would have been hurt and angry but she would have accepted the situation. I saw all too clearly that I would have been cast in the role of trusted servant. I would undoubtedly have married Jenny. But the friendship between Thomas and me would have been damaged beyond repair, and I think he knew that too and wished to avoid it, if at all possible.
         


         Eventually I found out a few more details of her death, although even reading about them was painful beyond belief. The journey back to Glasgow had taken her a very long time and who knew what privations she had suffered along the way? She had fetched up at the door of a house of correction, not too far from Thomas’s house, exhausted and in pain. I managed to establish this much later, writing to Professor Jeffray for such information as he could give me. He replied soberly, with kindness even, offering no false solace where none was to be had, and I respected him for that, ever afterwards. He was a better and much more compassionate man than I had given him credit for. She had gone into labour with the child, dying of exhaustion and shock before she could even give birth and taking her unborn infant with her. The correction house had contacted the professor, who had asked them to keep an eye out for just such a ‘specimen’ – a woman dying in late pregnancy or early childbirth, upon whom he might demonstrate the efficacy of his chain saw in the terrible process of symphysiotomy. The infant had been a girl. I hadn’t asked, hadn’t wished to know, but Jeffray had mentioned it himself in his letter, referring to Jenny and the child as ‘the mother and her baby girl’ without further explanation.


         But all that came much later. For the moment, I could see only that I had been cruelly betrayed by the best friend I ever had. The realisation struck me like a physical pain, like a blow to the chest. Thomas stretched out his hand to me, but I cast him off and then – because I really think I might have killed him if I had stayed – I ran away into the streets of the town and down towards the river. I came to myself only much later on that day, in the countryside where I had been wont to gather specimens for him, sitting on a stone beside the burn where we had once guddled for trout and weeping as if my very heart were broken.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


            False Friends


         


         He tried to speak to me on several occasions. I think he wanted to make some attempt to explain, but I wouldn’t listen, would neither see him, nor speak to him. He had betrayed Jenny in the worst possible way, but more than that, he had betrayed me. I thought I would never forgive him. He had betrayed himself as well, the ultimate betrayal for a man who thought of himself as the possessor of an enquiring mind: he had refused to believe the evidence. Even when I had told him that Jenny was expecting a child, I think he had somehow managed to deny the very possibility that the child could be his. Perhaps he thought I was lying about the chastity of my own relationship with the lass. I don’t know and the time for asking him such things is long past. All I know is that when you lose a friend in this way, a man you have loved deeply, as I loved Thomas, when you see that he has betrayed you in this, perhaps the worst of all possible ways, it somehow calls into question everything about your life. Nothing can ever be the same again. You can be sure of nothing, trust nothing and nobody in quite the same way again.


         It is as if you have sailed through life, encountering problems and difficulties to be sure, but always with a strong undercurrent of friendship to bear you up. When it is removed as swiftly and suddenly as my faith in Thomas had been removed – and by his own actions at that – you find yourself sinking into some vortex of pain. It was a sickness deep inside me. I think I would have more readily forgiven Jenny than I ever forgave Thomas. For her, perhaps, it would have been a momentary lapse. He would have charmed her as he charmed everyone who came into his orbit. He was a powerful man, and powerfully attractive to men and women alike. Her body would have betrayed her and I could not blame her. If it was true of the lads, why not of the lassies? She was beyond interrogation. How could I do anything but forgive her?
         


         But Thomas! Ah, I still think Thomas ought to have known better. He ought to have known me better. He ought to have thought of me and remembered what I was to him and he to me. And so I splashed and struggled through life for a time, drowning in a sea of self-pity. How could he? How could he? I would walk out into the countryside so that I could howl the words aloud, screaming them against the wind. But there was no answer save the rooks that shrieked their chorus, swaying above me in the trees, like sailors perched aloft. When the rage inside me became too much to bear, I would go down to the great river and watch the women doing their washing along the banks. There was something soothing in the sight of them with their buckets and baskets, their aprons and skirts kilted up above the knee, their sturdy legs and strong arms, something soothing and timeless in their repetitive movements, the necessary treading and pummelling of linen, the rinsing and folding. They looked askance at me at first and there were jeers and catcalls, but I think they grew used to me, thought me some kind of lunatic, but harmless enough withall. Sink or swim. Sink or swim, I thought. Well, eventually, I swam. I survived.
         


         But it was entirely down to my own efforts and when I came through, staggering onto dry land, finding my feet again, I knew that not only would I never trust Thomas again, but I would never trust anyone so completely and wholeheartedly as I had trusted him. He had persuaded me to think the best of him. Well, more fool me. And I was minded of something my father had once told me. ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.’


         Of course, I would find it in my heart to love again. I have made a good life for myself and those who won my affection. But never again would I give that affection so fondly and freely as I had once given it to Thomas and to Jenny, without the perception that it was but a precarious thing at best, that I could no more judge the truth of others by my own faithfulness than it is possible to judge one growing season by another. Nothing is safe. It can all come crashing down in an instant.
         


         Except now perhaps. Except with my grand-daughter, Jenny. Who loves me with such unfailing and wholehearted devotion that I cannot help but return it. I expect nothing in return. I love her without any desire for return of love. I will love her selflessly, and whatever fate brings, till I die. There is nothing she could ever do, physically or morally, which will alter that. Which should, I suppose, teach me something. That in order to truly love another being, we must expect nothing whatsoever in return. We must love selflessly, and entirely without hope of reward. I would give my life for her without a moment’s thought, and I know that this commitment to her has been my salvation. It is this, perhaps, more than anything else, that has allowed me to remember the whole story, to accept Thomas’s gift to me and to sit here reading his final letter to me. But first I must finish my tale, tell you what happened immediately after the events of Professor Jeffray’s dissecting rooms.
         


         Sick at heart, I at last recovered myself sufficiently to return home. My mother could see that there was something terribly wrong. Rab came and offered me a drink of ale, and put his hand on my knee. ‘You’re awfy sad,’ he said, and I agreed that I was indeed ‘awfy sad’, but it was nothing that he had done and nothing that he could remedy either. When he was settled for the night in the box bed in the wall, all cosy and warm against the wintry draughts, my mother tried to quiz me about the events of the day. I told her nothing except that Jenny had died. She had been on her way home from Dumfries and had met with some terrible misfortune. Even that small manipulation of the truth almost choked me. When she tried to question me further, I begged her to be silent, for I knew no more than that. I was too busy thinking about what I was going to do next. I would have to tell Mr Caddas that his daughter was dead. I would have to tell Anna that her sister was dead and I was not relishing the thought. I couldn’t possibly explain any of what had happened, and my mother was stricken into silence by her own shock and sorrow at the news.
         


         I made up my mind that I would have to leave the college garden at once, but would go and throw myself on the mercy of Faculty, asking them if my mother and brothers might remain in the house for a few months until I could find myself other work, and set up some kind of establishment, however meagre, that would house them. And this they agreed to do, not wanting to be responsible for casting my family out onto the street. They did it, I think, in memory of my father and not as a favour to me. They did not enquire too closely as to the reason for my sudden decision. Perhaps they thought I had already found work elsewhere. Perhaps they simply didn’t care. There were more weighty, more scholarly matters on their minds. But it occurs to me to wonder, at this distance in time, whether Professor Jeffray, knowing something of what had passed, and perhaps guessing much of the rest, had a hand in the matter, and tried to make things easier for me. As I said, I fear I may have underestimated his good nature all along. He was a better man than I thought him. A far better man than Thomas.


         The following day I went to see Mr Caddas, only to find that he already knew. Coming to his senses somewhat, Thomas had retrieved the mutilated body from a mortified Jeffray. Without explaining anything of his role in the affair – which was perhaps just as well, for Caddas would have killed him if he had known the truth – he had offered his condolences to the bereaved father and insisted on paying for a decent funeral. Much against his inclination, Caddas had accepted. In the normal course of events, he would have had no trouble in paying for the funeral himself, but his resources were all exhausted because he had spent so long in the fruitless search for his daughter.


         Thomas had the good grace not to attend the funeral or, if he did, he lurked well out of sight at the back of the kirkyard. I did not see him there but after the bleak service I went down to Jenny’s wintry garden and with the cold bringing tears to my eyes, I told the bees. The hives were silent, dormant, lifeless, and if any heard me, they gave no sign. Caddas, as was only to be expected, was devastated by the death of his daughter. Soon after, however, he married his neighbour, Nancy Mackenzie, the widow he had been courting for so long. I think their mutual grief – for she had treated Jenny as her own daughter – drew them even more closely together and eventually they achieved a kind of contentment. I hope so, for he was a good man and these events were none of his doing.
         


         Anna was no fool. She knew that there was more to the tale than met the eye, but she could not fathom the way it truly was and was forced to accept the version of events that her father had given her. He believed it to be the truth himself and I never told her anything different. The story went like this. Jenny had been with child, but the child was not mine. If the child had been mine, I would have married her with all speed. I would have married her anyway, but she was not to know that, because she had insisted upon going away. She had been badly treated by her cousins in Dumfries, but had told nobody because she felt ashamed of herself. She had decided to leave that town and come home. Too late, I had gone to find her. Perhaps our paths had crossed but we had not met. She had been taken ill on the way and fetched up at the house of correction, where she had died of some fever contracted on the road. Thomas, who had been looking for her at my request, had found her there before she could give birth, too late to do more than send her home in her coffin and arrange for the funeral.


         One more thing I did. I took my precious book, The Scots Gard’ner, from its high shelf, parcelled it up and sent it back to Thomas. I put no note with it. I put his name on the parcel and sent James to deliver it to the house. Except for the time when I returned the money to him, that was the last occasion upon which I ever wrote his name. James was told to say that there was no reply expected, and to come away immediately, which was what he did.
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


            Loose Ends


         


         That last tissue of truth and falsehood is the version of events my wife had always known and I’m sure she continued to believe it until the day she died, some five years ago now. It feels as though it were last week and I still miss her. I still go to the kirkyard from time to time and find myself unable to believe that she is lying down there, where I too will follow her in due course.


         But it was not the whole truth. And I have waited this many a long year to come to the whole truth of the matter. How can I explain? Until that moment, when I saw Jenny lying upon the dissecting table, the whole of my life for many years past had been concerned with growing things, with the care and nurture of plants and trees. Well, my green time ended with Jenny. Since then, I have worked with books and dusty manuscripts and the truths contained therein, the wisdom of words. And sometimes, I have found myself following a perilous path indeed, for words and books and pamphlets can lead you into trouble as surely as affairs of the heart. I have often found myself negotiating that narrow pathway between my principles and the safety of myself and my family. They hang men for their beliefs, for their writings and even for their thoughts, but not, I think, for tending their gardens.


         Do I regret the loss of that green time? Of course I do. I sometimes think I would give half my life to be back there, wandering through the countryside, gathering plants for Thomas with the prospect of meeting Jenny on the way home. Or to be back upon that hillside on the Isle of Arran, carefully loosening the earth from around the roots of a tiny whitebeam that clings to life on the edge of a precipice. But perhaps because of all that I have read and learned since, perhaps because of the dangers and the injustices I have known in my life, there is that in my mind that baulks at the prolongation of lies and half truths any longer.
         


         I did not, of course, go to Ayrshire to work for Thomas’s uncle. How could I? How could we be on any kind of footing ever again, not servant and master, not friend and friend, not even remote acquaintances? All that was at an end, and I could not even bring myself to think about him, let alone mention his name. Whenever he came into my mind – and during those first years it was more often than was either comfortable for me or conducive to any kind of peace – whenever he came into my thoughts I would deliberately swerve away from the very idea of him. At last I thought about him infrequently, and that was a relief to me.


         I remained in the city, and although I would hear about him from time to time, because he was fast becoming a man of some consequence, I did not see him. This was something of a miracle, but then Glasgow was growing quickly over those years, we moved in quite different circles, as we always had done, and our paths never crossed. It would have been easier for him to seek me out than vice versa, but he did not do it and so I must assume that he never wanted to do it. But some years later, I heard that he had left the college and had moved to his uncle’s house in Ayrshire, where he was amassing a great collection. This hurt me for a while, all unreasonably, until somebody told me that his collection was not of plants and trees, but of fossils, the petrified remains of ancient life forms.
         


         For myself, I was despairing of ever finding suitable work, but at last, perhaps because of my love for books, rare in a young man of my station, I got work with a printer of somewhat radical persuasion. The position came to me through Mr Caddas who, being a man of great good sense and widely read too, had many connections in that line. Besides it was in his best interests that I should flourish, because some time after Jenny’s death, I found myself keeping company with her sister Anna.
         


         It was not my intention. It began as a simple continuation of our friendship. We were both grieving and I think we were a comfort to one another. We wanted to remember happier times, wanted to talk about the Jenny we remembered, full of life, full of ideas and skills and small but wonderful ambitions: to create beautiful things, to sew flowers and grow flowers and to make people well. In talking about Jenny, we were healed, after a fashion, and through this quiet healing we drew closer.


         I had known Anna since she was a child and thought of her like that, until one day I looked at her and found that she had become a woman. I saw that she was looking at me as a woman looks at a man she loves. And then, having waited a decent time, we were married, with the blessings of my mother and her father. I flatter myself that the match gave both of them a certain amount of pleasure, although Sandy Caddas was never quite the same again. Even though he seemed happy enough with Nancy, sometimes you would find him weeping for no obvious reason. Once, when I had made a clumsy attempt to comfort him, he had told me, ‘Just leave me be for a while. If you find me in tears, just leave me be, lad. The thought of her comes into my head and I miss her. But it will pass. It aye passes!’


         Many of my brothers and sisters are gone now and I miss them too, Johnnie most of all. Johnnie grew up and went away to sea like his uncle, and never came back, like his uncle. He never made old bones, and I think it broke my mother’s heart, because she was not the same after and didn’t survive him by many months. The night he died, she frightened us all by waking us with a great shriek, wailing, ‘Johnnie’s gone, Johnnie’s gone!’ and so he had, taken by some foreign fever. When she came to her senses, she said that she had seen him. He was standing at the foot of her bed, shaking his head as though regretting something, and then she knew, even though it was a good long while until the news reached us in a letter.
         


         James worked in the gardens for a few years more – my exclusion evidently did not include him – and lodged in the college, so that he should be close to his work. Later, he got work out at Gilmorehill, in the gardens of a big house there, married, and had a large family. They all lived in a certain amount of cheerful squalor and he died there a few years ago. His surviving children are all grown and he had a great number of grandchildren as well, at least some of whom have become gardeners in their turn. In due course, one of them came to the house and presented me with a fat pineapple and I found myself shedding a tear in memory of my father, even as I tasted the sweetness of it, and laughing at the absurdity of life in general.
         


         The two younger girls seemed to be well settled, for a while at least. Then Susanna ran off with a footman and was never seen again, although many years later, a short and somewhat travel-stained letter arrived from the Carolinas. In it she said that she was well, was married and ‘as happy as can be expected’, whatever that meant. I wrote back to the direction given on the letter, but she never replied. It hurt me a little to think that of all of us, it was clumsy Susanna, who could not even sew a straight seam, who had attained my ambition of exploring, Susanna who had smelled the scent of exotic flowers under foreign skies.
         


         Jean followed her mistress as lady’s maid when that young woman made a good marriage and moved to her new home in the Highlands. A few years later, my sister married a highlander, a ghillie on the estate I believe, which was a good match for her, but she died in childbirth with her firstborn, which was a great tragedy for her husband and a sadness for all of us.


         Bessie lives yet. She made the best of her opportunities, as my mother was always advising her and anybody who would listen. We expected her to become a cook, but instead, she became a lady’s maid and then a housekeeper. Her mistress had, it seems, made a good marriage, and Bessie prospered along with the family. She never married, which goes a long way to explaining her survival. Childbirth claims so very many of our wives, sisters, daughters, in spite of all our medical men can do to remedy it. For many years she was housekeeper at one of the big houses near the Green and wore smart clothes over her well-corseted figure and preferred not to remember that she was once a scullery maid. Now she lives in a cottage provided for her by her employers, styles herself Mistress Elizabeth Lang, and acts as though she is a great lady in somewhat reduced circumstances. Her own ‘lady’ visits her from time to time, and then they squabble over their memories, like elderly sisters more than mistress and maid. I have heard them at it and envied them such lifelong friendship. You would never guess at her beginnings when you see her in the town, or in the kirk of a Sunday morning, with her stylish bonnets, even in old age, a new one for every season.
         


         Rab and my mother came to live with me and Anna in my new lodgings, which consisted of two rooms over the printing business. After my mother’s death, Rab remained with us. To our surprise, he flourished in this new, bookish environment. He was always sickly and short of stature, but – in the manner of creaking gates that hang longest – he lives yet. He and my wife grew as close as brother and sister in time. She loved him and he confided all his troubles, such as they were, in her.


         He worked in the book business with us for many years until, again somewhat to our surprise, but greatly to our pleasure, he married a pretty, capable and kindly widow called Euphemia, fathered two sons of his own to add to her three daughters and lives close by. I think all of this astonishes even Rab himself. He expected very little from life and life has heaped unanticipated riches upon him. He is very well respected as he goes about the town, always with a faint air of disbelief and his nose in a book. We meet often for a drink and a chat, mostly about the books that are his passion. I could not have predicted any of this. But life has a way of springing these surprises. When my master in the book business died, I took over from him and made a success of the business. We print, we publish, we buy and sell books. The very smell of books is in my nostrils and I think it is now in my bones as much as it is in Rab’s and I will never escape from it, nor would I want to.


         Which is not to say that sometimes I do not have a hankering after the life I might have lived, after the possibility of travelling and exploring, of gathering plants and seeds and bringing them home. I have regrets too and they are very profound. I mind in the twenties and thirties, when they were planting up the town green with trees of many kinds, how much it hurt the heart of me, a sensation of envy and regret so powerful that it made my head ache. I have made the very best of what I have, you must understand that. But often, when I lie awake at nights, with the sounds of the city stilled at last, I sometimes get the strangest sensation.
         


         How can I explain it to you? But I see that I must try, even if it seems like an old man’s folly. It feels at those times as though I have somehow missed my way. As though I have been a wanderer down all these years. Not unhappy with my lot, but still a wanderer for whom some other destination was intended, but who has lost his way. It is as though something was planned for me, some pathway I could not find, could not take. Perhaps some god frowned on me for an instant. Some pagan god of the woods, Pan himself maybe? A jealous god, for sure. But it also seems to me that there might be some other incarnation of myself, the man who followed that pathway among the trees, among the green and growing things, the world of plants and their magical, miraculous properties. Is he any happier than I am? Who knows? Perhaps not. For nothing stays constant. Everything changes in time.


         I have no way of contacting that other me, of speaking to him, of seeing where he is and what he is doing. He is a stranger to me and I to him. I might have the odd pang of envy, but there is nothing to be done. All I know is that it is the strangest feeling and it makes me profoundly sad, a melancholy that lasts all the next day and sometimes longer, a nostalgia for some paradise lost, some door slammed shut and locked against me, some entrance to an enchanted garden that I cannot now find and will never see again, not in this life, at least.


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


            The Letter


         


         But what of the letter that Thomas enclosed with the book? Well, I made myself read it, although I confess I waited several days before I could bring myself to take it from its hiding place, unfold it and spread it on my table.


         

            My dear William,
            


            I can say nothing that will make things right between us because I know now that nothing can ever do that, even though so many years have gone by. We cannot reclaim the past and should not even try, although I wish with all my heart that we could have spoken earlier. I return your book to you at last. You sent it back to me, but now, at the end of my life, I must return it where it belongs as a token of my continuing affection for you. I did a great wrong to you and to the woman you loved. But you must have wondered why I did not admit my fault earlier. You must have thought the worse of me for it. I have suffered with that knowledge all my life, without being able to remedy it in any particular, for fear that you would think I was seeking only to justify my actions. Now, at the end, none of this matters. So I can tell you.
            


            The reason why I did not confess everything to you at the time, was that I had some hopes – vain hopes I now see, for God help me, my thoughts were all on you and our friendship and our future travels, and   not on the poor lassie – I had some hopes that all might yet be well between us. That Jenny had found some kindly house where she might give birth, that she would come home bringing the child with her, that you would marry her, without ever discovering my part in the deception, for how could she possibly tell you? I thought at first that you might believe the child to be yours, but when you told me that could not be, I hoped, nay, I was sure that you – the loving, honourable William I knew – might marry her, child and all, without ever discovering the truth of its parentage. It is the kind of secret that many women have carried with them to the grave. My work as a doctor had taught me that, at least. I hoped that you would decamp to Ayrshire, where I might visit you. Where I might join you in due course, since I was well aware that my uncle had only one son, and he, God help him, was in very poor health. I hoped that this house might ultimately come to me, as in fact it did, not from any motive of greed, but because I thought that the two of us might do wonderful things with the gardens here.
            


            I must ask you to believe me, although it may seem incredible to you, when I say that I had no thoughts whatsoever of continuing the affair with Jenny. I do not know why I even began it, although you must also try to believe me when I say that she was a willing partner. There was no coercion involved. And I thought that this solution would be best for all concerned. I believed that I would be able to do my duty by the child, paying for its education, much as a loving uncle might, that I would be able to retain your friendship, which I valued above all else and, if you can believe me, still do. That I would be able to achieve some sort of peace with Jenny, for whom I always had the highest regard. I constructed such dreams, such castles in the air. Can you imagine?
            


            Reading over this now, this letter that I have written, these many years later, I can see that you will be filled with disbelief. Your face comes before me, with all your innate intelligence and scepticism. But I ask you to try to remember the man you knew then, and for whom, I believe, you had some affection, just as he had such fondness for you, such dreams and ambitions for the pair of us.
            


            Why did I do it? If you have asked yourself that a hundred times, believe me when I say that I have asked myself the same question a   thousand times and more. Why? How could I do it to you of all people, to a friend whom I never wished to hurt or harm in any way? I could say that it was a momentary lapse, but that would not quite be true. I was very fond of her. I charmed her, thoughtlessly. She was enchanted for a brief spell and so was I. I think you never fully blamed her, and I hope you never will. But that is not the whole of it. Had she been any other lass, no matter how beautiful, how accomplished, I think I would not have fallen. But your lass. Yours. Why did I do that? It was a kind of lunacy. I confess it, William. I would watch you and I would feel that I knew you better than I knew myself. But then I would become all unsure. Could it be true? Did I ever know you at all? I think there was a part of me that wanted her because she was yours, but not out of envy. I think I wanted, needed to know what you knew, felt as you did, to get inside your mind in all possible ways.
            


            Is this credible? Is this not the very essence of what I was, back then? Thoughtless, sometimes. But full of dreams and imaginings. Wholly impulsive, wholly loving, ever hopeful that I could turn the world the way I wanted it to be. My dreams were so very real that I never wished to wake from them. Well, well. My self-love was my downfall in the end. But worse, it caused the death of an innocent young woman and her child. My child. And a most terrible and unforgivable injury to you, my dear companion. You must believe this if nothing else: I have spent a lifetime repenting of my folly. I wish to God you had written to me before this, for I had not the courage and now I think I do not have the strength to see you again, but wanted only to send you these words.
            


            Your fond and loving friend, as ever,
            


            Thomas
            


         


         Well, I did read it with a certain scepticism. But I also asked myself, was this not the very essence of the Thomas I had once fancied I knew well? We were three points of a triangle. And afterwards, when passion was spent and reality intervened, my poor Jenny would have presented herself and her condition to him as a problem that had to be solved to everyone’s satisfaction. The logical solution, as he saw it, was that I should marry her. Then everyone would be happy, not least Thomas Brown. But he had reckoned without Jenny’s pride, Professor Jeffray, his chain saw and his dissecting rooms.
         


         Thomas must have fallen ill, mortally ill, not long after he wrote that letter, or perhaps he was already feeling the first stirrings of whatever killed him. But he had written it, put it inside the book, parcelled up the whole and directed that it be sent to me upon his death. No sentimental deathbed reconciliation for Thomas. That was not his way. I could see that now.
         


         And so I come to the end of my story. And I hope that you can understand why that terrible book, The Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus, brings back such an agony of mind, brings back to me the image of the lovely soul that was Jenny, with the child, Thomas’s child – why did I not realise for so many years what a sudden and unimaginable horror that must have seemed to him? – still inside her, laid bare upon that table for all to see, for Jeffray to approach, wielding his chain saw, demonstrating its efficacy in such cases. It will not do. I cannot think about it, for even now, it makes me sick and angry and like to vomit. So instead I turn my attention to the book that Thomas saw fit to send back to me, the old gardening book that we had once pored over together and that I had returned to him in a rage. I read the lines that are obscurely comforting still.
         


         ‘Choose your seeds from the high, straight, young and well thriving. Choose the fairest, the weightiest, and the brightest for it is observed that the seeds of hollow trees, whose pith is consumed, do not fill well or come to perfection.’


         Was he but a hollow tree? For he certainly did not come to perfection. But neither did I, so perhaps I was always overly cautious, never quite sturdy enough.


         ‘The black cherrie is a tree that I love well. There is a sort at Niddrie Castle whose fruit is preferable to any cherrie. I take it to be a soft heart cherrie but it’s a great bearer.’


         A soft heart cherry. That was what I was, back then when we used to recite the words as one might recite poetry with a friend. I could remember it as if we had spoken the lines only yesterday, blithely, thinking of our old age as something so remote as to be unimaginable.
         


         ‘Gather their fruit when full ripe, eat of the fleshy part and lay the stones to dry a little.’


         We were young and strong and full of hope for a happy ending, just as my grand-daughter Jenny is still young and strong, with a head full of dreams and possibilities for her own magical future.


         ‘Some trees there be that will not bear of themselves till they be old, but if you cut off the head of the shoots and then take out some great boughs, if you mind your time and do it with discretion, you may force your tree to put forth buds and bear.’


         Our minds were so very much in tune. We were like two halves of the same fine fruit, Thomas and I. We had thought to plant trees, like weans, and watch them grow. We had thought, perhaps, to force each other to put forth buds and bear knowledge. And so we did. But as well as the knowledge of good, we found the knowledge of evil. And in the end, trees are no substitute for people.


         

            * * *


         


         There is a last great truth that comes to me now, as I sit here in the autumn of the year. It is a truth that has lurked at the back of my mind for a long time; one that I never wished to bring out and examine in the light of day. Untenable you see. I never thought to do it until now. At this time of life you feel, oddly, that everything matters but nothing matters very much.


         I loved Jenny Caddas, that’s one truth. And I missed her. I miss her yet. But all the same, if you were to ask me what it was that made and sometimes still makes me wake in the night with a sense of regret that feels like an amputation, a lost limb that aches fiercely, bitterly, then I cannot in all conscience say that it is the thought of Jenny. My feelings for her have mellowed through time. My grand-daughter, who looks more like her great-aunt than her grandmother, comforts me, brings her before my eyes, heals the thought of her.
         


         I loved my wife. That’s another truth. We were absolutely faithful, throughout the long years of our marriage, and perhaps what’s more important, we were always kindly to one another, each making allowances for the other. I have nothing to reproach myself with, now that she has gone.


         So it is not Jenny or Anna that I think of at those times. It is something quite different. And I tell you, without guilt or even very much surprise, that it is Thomas I think of. It is our friendship, the affection that lay between us once, perhaps most of all those days of intimacy and ease on the Isle of Arran or in the college gardens, among the trees. I think of the attachment, the fondness that was all lost, all wasted, like some exotic flower, trampled underfoot. It is the thing that he betrayed, as I could not. What pains me most is the absolute certainty, even now, that I would not have so betrayed him, no matter what the reason. I would have died first.


         I think afterwards that he blamed me for my lack of forgiveness, for my persistent distrust of him. But he did not understand the full extent of the wound that lay deep within my heart. Or perhaps, as he tried to tell me in that last letter, he hardly thought of it as a betrayal at all, but as something that he was driven to do by his need to put himself in my place. Can I bring myself to believe that? I would certainly like to do it. The wound healed over, in time, but the ache of it is with me yet. Whatever motives and excuses he may have had, nothing can change that. He was a good man, even a great one, but I still think that my affection for him was stronger than his for me.


         Or do I? Was it not simply different? What comes to me is the thought of what was lost, of all that we might have done, the places we might have gone, the work we might have achieved together. None of which is in any way to devalue what I have, which is very precious to me. You must understand that. We are like that, we human beings. We can regret what might have been, even while loving and cherishing and holding fast to what we have.
         


         So I confess, it is the thought of Thomas that sometimes makes me wake in the night with a sense of regret so profound, so bitter, that it is like a physical pain in me and I shift and squirm with it and must light a candle and bury my nose in a book so as to be rid of it. What’s for you won’t go by you, my mother would have said. Looking up at the night sky, you will maybe see a shooting star and sometimes it seems to fall to earth and sometimes it seems to hurtle past and travel on its way to another time and place. But I am not sure which is which, whether that star is myself, or whether it was Thomas, who hurtled past me, dazzled me, blinded me to all else and then travelled on his way.


         And still he comes before my eyes. My dearly beloved friend. Not the crabbit old man he no doubt became. How would I know? I never saw him again. But tall Thomas, with his grey eyes, his strong limbs and his warm smile, as he walked into the garden in search of me, Thomas, talking to me of thistle and valerian and sweet honeysuckle. Thomas, admiring the wayfarer tree and laughing uproariously at the thought of the students trying to set fire to it, and the vision of me chasing them with a spade and swearing at them. Thomas, full of ideas and ideals. Thomas, who loved to teach, and talk, who loved, more than anything, the imparting of knowledge, which is not always the same thing as wisdom.


         My Jenny has just come into the room.


         She looks at me and says, ‘You’re sad!’


         I tell her that I have dust in my eyes. Dusty old books just.


         She loves books too, and often asks me to read to her, but I tell her that she must not devote all her life to them. No. I tell her that she must be out and about in the world, breathing the fresh air. She can enjoy her books if she wishes, but she must not elect to live life at second hand. Books are but a poor substitute for experience, no matter how painful. I do not think she understands me yet, but she will, in time, God love her.


         Now she takes up my linen handkerchief and wipes my eyes with it, much as I sometimes wipe her own when she weeps over her small troubles.
         


         ‘There now,’ she says. ‘Is that better?’


         And I tell her that it is. That all is well. That we will put the dusty old books away for the time being, and perhaps I will come down into the garden for a walk, before supper, for I may be in the winter of my years, but it is still a fine, golden autumn and besides, the very essence of spring is here beside me, tugging at my hand and, however much the city has grown, tonight the air out there among the trees seems very sweet.


         
         


      


    

  
    
      

         
         


         

            AUTHOR’S NOTE


         


         Some of this story is based on truth. There was a gardener in Glasgow called William Lang. There was a lecturer in botany at the old college of Glasgow University whose name was Thomas Brown, and the celebrated anatomist Professor James Jeffray did indeed ask him to undertake the botanical lectures in his stead. It is clear from existing correspondence that William Lang and Thomas Brown, who were not very far apart in years, struck up a friendship. It is clear that Thomas valued the work William did in collecting plant specimens for him. Later, when William found himself struggling to cope with a polluted garden and the necessities of providing for a widowed mother and younger siblings, Thomas Brown defended him from the complaints of Faculty, as far as he could. The book which so shocked William is all too real as is the old book about gardening. I have included a select bibliography of the books and websites I used in my research, in case any reader might be interested in the historical details. For the rest, although I hope it is a vivid recreation of the time and place, it is entirely fictional.
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