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Though many place names in this novel are real, others are imaginary and I have, I am afraid played somewhat fast and loose with Scottish Highland geography for convenience sake. I have tried to suggest the Highland vernacular in speech for the sake of realism and included Gaelic words and phrases where I believe them necessary or appropriate to the story and apologise profusely for any errors or unintentional abominations of use - they are entirely a result of my ignorance of those two beautiful languages. All the characters and institutions in this novel are fictitious and any similarity to any person or place, living or dead is entirely coincidental.

I would like to express my gratitude to the people of the Highlands and Islands of Western Scotland, whether indiginous or incomers, who, on my frequent visits over the years have treated me with unfailing kindness and for whom I have a great respect and admiration. Lastly, I would like to express my deep love of the Highlands and Islands of Western Scotland whose wild beauty never fails to inspire and astound me. I hope, however inadequately, to have expressed something of their magical nature and ferocity of their seasons in these pages, both as a living, constant and formative presence for the characters of the story, and as a presence in themselves. I hope I have been able to breathe something of the life of this remarkable land and its people into the following pages. 
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STORM CHILD

Callum was born in 1921 at one o’clock in the morning during a fierce October gale. The force of the storm threatened to strip the wet turfs from the roof of the squat, brooding croft house. The storm, so common on these West Highland coasts, tore up the glen, straight off an iron-grey sea, funnelling spume into the air where, spittle-like, it rolled off rooftops amid torrents of black rain. The neighbouring burn had swollen into a crashing, peat-brown flood, which promised to uproot the rocky foundations of the brooding old black-house from where it stood in its sheltered hollow.

Hamish, Callum’s father, fed more peat turfs on the fire and coughed as the dark, bitter smoke caught at the back of his throat. A bent, gnarled, dark man, Hamish, though still only thirty, had the deeply ingrained creases around the eyes and face which told of ever squinting into biting sea winds and flying surf. An educated son of a Scottish parson he had come to the glen as a young man to preach to the ragged crofting community, had met Màiri, a crofter’s daughter, taken her for a wife and turned his back on the church. He had become a fisher and farmer and was useless at both; success eluded him, drained away through his fingers, a bitter ooze of failure. Although a tall man he had become bowed over from straining, not just against the fierce sea winds but against the bitter blows of misfortune that he ever anticipated striking him full in the face. Disappointment and bitterness had drained his youth, lined his face and turned his heart sour. He had come to see his lot as a just punishment from an abandoned, jealous, Calvinist God.

His face impassive, his gaze swept the corner bed where Màiri, his exhausted wife, lay clutching the pale, white infant. It had been a fierce struggle after a long labour to give birth to this thin scrap of a babe. Old Mrs McCrimmon, acting as midwife, as she did for all the women of the little community, clucked over the mewling child. 

The old woman drew her ragged shawl more tightly around her bony shoulders as protection against the cruel draughts that pierced every nook and crack of the little cottage and then she helped the child to the mother’s swollen breast. It greedily hung on, sucking warmth and life into itself with the desperation of a creature on the edge of survival. The raven like Mrs McCrimmon, in her black widow’s weeds, talked softly to the mother, comforting her and reassuring her, telling her that the boy would live. Màiri had lost her first child at birth, she had been too weak from hunger and privation to provide the baby with much sustenance in the womb: it had perished almost at the moment of birth. She couldn’t bear another loss.

Màiri had tried to feed herself up on potatoes from a patch she had grown at the back of the house and had begged milk from a neighbour’s cow instead of relying on the poor fare that Hamish could provide from his wasted efforts. For once though, he had had a reasonably successful harvest of oats and barley, and had improved his catches from the loch. She had eaten moderately well, if with little variety, in the last stages of her pregnancy and that, along with the tenacity that little Callum had inherited from her, had resulted in a successful, if difficult, birth.

She caught Hamish’s gaze and went to lift the child for him to see, but it was too raw a moment. He was too used to perceiving a look of contempt or pity in his wife’s eyes. He tore his gaze away and stumbled for the door. The guilt and contempt he could bear as his due for his failures, though they pressed hard down on his shoulders and threatened to buckle his knees with the terrible weight of it; that he would bear, but he was not strong enough for her kindnesses.

His self-recrimination and brooding fed him and watered him. The moment he married he began to shrivel up inside; the failure of his mission, the betrayal of his father’s trust and the bile he had imbibed with his Calvinist porridge as a boy gnawed away at his guts. Beaten and prayed over by his father with no intimation of mercy or humanity, Hamish had been left with a great capacity for self-recrimination and self-loathing and precious little room for self-forgiveness.

Màiri had been fascinated by this educated young man with his refined manners and respectful tone towards her when he had first appeared in the glen to hold services, and to preach in their meagre stone chapel. He was so different from the rough young fishermen she had grown up with and gone to school with. His fine manners and careful dress, his ardour in the pulpit and his passion for justice for the crofters and fishermen in their struggle with over-mighty landlords had impressed her and won her over to his side. She took his part in his struggle to win over the villagers to regular churchgoing and even joined him when he strode round the neighbouring glens smashing illicit whisky stills and promising damnation if the fisher folk didn’t change their ways. He was just as fierce in berating a greedy factor who tried to break those villagers who did not have protected crofting leases with exorbitant rents, and who then tried to foreclose on them when they couldn’t pay. A young firebrand with passion in his belly and a jealous God to drive him, he had burned with an energy that overcame all resistance.

But then he settled down amongst these Highland people and tried to live their life and it was one for which he was ill-prepared. The fierce sea frightened him; he perceived it as malevolent and wilful, the thin soil refused to yield to his will and even his cow recognised his ineptitude and refused to obey him. For three years now he had struggled in this way, gradually being worn down in mind and spirit. The loss of his first child, for which he blamed himself, had just confirmed in him his own uselessness. 

Gradually the sheer, grinding struggle for existence, his failure to bend this land to his will and the hostility of the environment wore down his resolve and sapped his physical and spiritual strength and, when his prayers failed to bring any relief to his situation, he abandoned his God altogether and gave up hope of salvation.

Màiri, with an ever-increasing sense of helplessness, saw the gradual strangling of Hamish’s spirit and its replacement by a corrosive bitterness. Over the years he became defeated and irascible: whatever she said he took as veiled criticism; encouragement was seen as goading, support as undue interference and kindness seen as pity.

To a proud, rigid man, driven by a neurosis engendered by his father’s scorn and beatings, the failure of his crofting life was unbearable. His struggle to succeed became, at first desperate and then, by stages, a weary daily grind against seemingly impossible odds. Sisyphus-like Hamish got up, weary to the bone each morning, to push that rock up the hill and he returned each evening in heartbreak to find the rock back at the bottom of the slope.

In the end though, through sheer persistence, he managed to make some sort of living for them, although it was never enough, hunger kept them company throughout the long, lean winter months and summer was never bountiful, they were only ever just getting by, Hamish spent every waking hour working and despairing.

Màiri bore it all with stoical, quiet grace, despite her frustration at not being able to reach the man she had married, not ever being able to sit him down and explain that it was all right, that she understood and appreciated his efforts, recognised that the life didn’t come easily to him. She tried desperately but he had closed himself off to her; with each new failure he set his sights more resolutely against happiness. He simply didn’t deserve it, in his eyes he stood defeated and condemned for being weak enough to fall in love with her and he began to resent and then to hate her for it.

They began to live parallel lives within the little croft cottage. She would carry on with her chores without reference or acknowledgement to Hamish while he fled the house each morning as soon as he could. He came back exhausted at night, when he would eat in brooding silence whatever Màiri had managed to scrape together, before slumping into a chair by the peat fire and dozing until bedtime. In the summer, when the sun barely dipped below the horizon before, a couple of hours later, rising again, he would sometimes stay out all night; tending his few ragged sheep, coaxing some life from the poor soil, or casting his nets out in the loch. He struggled on, isolated in a semi-torpor of clumsy, exhausted activity.

Eventually, through sheer persistence, he found a sort of peace in these physical activities, a way of keeping busy rather than of thinking, of doing rather than feeling. His hands learnt a kind of rhythm as he went about familiar tasks, even the cow began to trust him after a fashion. He still struggled with the life, was still never able to produce a plentiful harvest nor relax his grip lest he fall behind and lose everything, but he simply got used to it. He began to inhabit the life as he would an ill-fitting suit.

The Scots have a way of identifying somebody with their place rather than the other way round. Hamish belonged to the croft, just as his neighbour John Fraser belonged to his. The scrap of coarse land on this fierce coast on which the crofts lay was all that was left to the inland villagers once they had been cleared out of their fertile valleys generations before by a greedy, absent landlord. It had, in time, taken possession of them and their children, and in turn, it had taken ownership of the reluctant and incompetent Hamish. Finally reconciled, after a fashion, to the land, Hamish found it more difficult to become reconciled to his wife.

Màiri had gradually developed a life apart from her husband while sharing a house and a bed. She spent time with the women of the village as they helped each other with chores and, if she had any social life at all, it was with these tough, uncomplaining women going about their joint tasks; collecting seaweed from the stony shore of the little cove at the foot of the glen where the open fishing boats were hauled out, helping to dig potatoes on each other’s plots or exchanging a few eggs for dried or salted herrings, stored in wooden casks against the bare, hungry winter.

Over the years Màiri brought load after load of seaweed up the precipitous, stony track to the croft, it would lay heavy and wet as she carried it on her back in rough hessian sacks. She would leave it in a heap for Hamish to use to enrich the unproductive land. Without acknowledgement he would take the seaweed and fork it over raised ridges of the poor, thin, stony soil. The work of creating these misnamed “lazy beds” was back-breakingly hard. With nothing but a spade and a mattock, for the community could not afford a horse, Hamish would work his way along the strip of land, digging out soil from between the beds to start a ridge, as often as not hitting stones beneath the surface with a shoulder jarring ‘thunk’! Having started the ridge with soil he would build it up, layer by layer, with seaweed and cowdung, ready for the next year’s planting. He would pile the larger stones to one side of the plot, later using them to build a rough wall round the planting area to keep his ragged, hungry sheep off the crops. Over the years he gradually, painfully, built up the fertility of his hard earned plot.

After each storm Màiri and the other women would make their way down the stony path, worn smooth by three generations of sure-footed, boot-shod feet and share the spoils of the storm: a harvest of seaweed, flotsam and jetsam. Sometimes this bounty proved to be valuable, driftwood especially was always welcome in this relatively treeless landscape, the smaller pieces for kindling, the larger for fencing or for patching up buildings. Màiri collected enough silver-washed planks to make a passable chicken house and a picket fence to keep the hens in and the fox out.

Unlike Hamish Màiri fiercely held on to her outdoor role and enjoyed the hard work. She had worked the croft since she was a small girl, firstly with her mother and father and then, when they had both tragically and separately died; he in a boating accident, she, a year later of septicaemia, she had continued to work the twenty acre croft. She struggled on, managing to the best of her ability, from age sixteen until aged twenty one when she had married Hamish and allowed him to take over most of the outdoor work,which was his proper place. At first she had tried to work with him but, as estrangement intensified, and especially after she had lost their first baby, more and more they worked separately. She still, however, got up most days eager to tackle her tasks with energy and long practised skill.

She was popular amongst the taciturn, reserved crofting people. She had grown up with them, they were her own and had given comfort and practical help when first her father, then her mother, had so cruelly died. Taller than most of her contemporaries at five-foot-eight she stood straight and moved her statuesque, heavy-boned but graceful frame with effortless ease. She had dark good looks, a train of black curls which tumbled down her back and deep, dark brown eyes that shone with energy and intelligence and crinkled at the edges with a subtle humour. She was bright and quick-witted and as easy in the company of these Highland people as Hamish was distant and awkward. 

After Callum was born she was up on the second day, making Hamish an early morning bowl of home-ground porridge and, as an extra treat, a spoon of precious Tate & Lyle’s Golden Syrup on top. She breakfasted on fresh milk and home-made oatcakes. Today, she was determined to get hens for her newly built chicken run. There were three of them to feed now and she needed a means of exchange with neighbours other than the occasional catch of ubiquitous herrings that Hamish brought home, and of which there was often a surfeit in the glen. Like most subsistence farmers and fishers, the glen had either feast or famine and there was always plenty of the latter. As well as a good source of nutrition for her small family eggs were a currency more useful than money, which anyway was scarce to be seen in this impoverished community.

After breakfast, dressed in a long, black, rough dress, pulled in at the waist by a homemade plaited belt and wearing a thick, long plaid shawl across her shoulders, she picked her way, more slowly and delicately than usual, over the familiar stepping stones to the main path that led through the centre of the village and which also branched steeply off down to the cove. 

Unlike Hamish, who hated the harshness of the glen, Màiri loved it for its wild beauty. At the junction with the main path she stopped to take in the view, as if seeing it anew after her claustrophobic confinement in their small, dark cottage. The little glen lay in a natural bowl or amphitheatre at her feet, overlooking Loch Gorm, the Blue Loch, a sea-loch that cut deep into the surrounding hills. The hillsides above shone brown and orange with dead bracken in the pale autumn sun, lighter patches of emerald green grass still poked through here and there, not yet desiccated by winter winds. Some of the heather growth on the slopes was still a deep viridian where it coated their flanks but was slowly turning to black as the bare stems were revealed. Beinn Oir, head in hazy clouds, towered and brooded over the loch-side, pale ochre and umber igneous rock, its head rounded with age from uncountable millions of winters. 

The Beinn rose high up behind the croft, the browny-yellow and green slopes tilting ever more sharply as they rose to meet the bare rock at the summit. Màiri found the great hill behind their house a comfort, a presence that seemed to offer protection to the little community, to stand guard, a constant sentinel in her life. She knew all its moods and colours, she loved its bright white top on a winter’s day. She was fascinated by the hares and ptarmigan in frosty winter coat which haunted its sides, little friendly ghosts picking their way through snowflakes to find a few rough green shoots of vegetation or scraping a little lichen from the rocks. In summer the lower slopes would glow deep purple, dressed in their cloak of flowering heather. 

Looking out towards the sea, round the headland, shadowy in the morning mist, she saw the perky little profile of a motorised fishing boat, out from Kyle of Lochalsh to try its nets in the deep channel down the centre of the loch. It buffeted a gently rolling bow wave, white against the dark of the loch waters. The gentle putt-putt of its motor drifted down the loch and up the hill towards her on a gentle breeze of softly moving, morning air. She spotted movement down on the shingly shoreline of the cove. She could see one of the women picking her way along the strand line, but from way up here at was impossible to work out who it was, just a small, bent black figure against the white stones, an early riser, even earlier than she.

Her view down to the lower end of the loch was restricted, though she knew that was where the little, nameless sister community lay, a couple of miles away. It was made up of just a few crofts and a couple of cottages for estate workers. Between her and them lay a great headland of soaring basalt; grey-brown cliffs, striated pillars of solidified lava. Black chuffs played on its upper rim, dancing in the light breeze and catching the updrafts, their bright red legs flashing in the sun, crying out their name all the while, ‘cheeough!’, ‘cheeough!’. Their sounds drifted on the wind towards her, familiar and welcoming. 

She heard the plaintive, haunting cry of a curlew bubbling and piping up on the moors, above the cliffs where they nested in springtime, amongst the bobbing cotton-grass, blowing and sighing in the wind, an unruly regiment of nodding white tufts. Soon the moors would be silent again until the spring; just the odd bark of a surprised, grazing ewe or the ‘raark!’ of the great golden eagle that sailed the spaces above the glen; frightening the hares and making stags and hinds from the estate lands raise their heads warily.

Màiri spoke quietly to Callum, strapped to her chest in a roughly made papoose. She carried him in front of her where he could feel her heartbeat through her soft chest, could see her face and where she could readily communicate with him. He was so unbearably precious to her, this hard-won little scrap, she wanted him to know her glen and to love it as she did. She described to him what she saw in soft-voiced Gaelic, whispering lest Hamish hear her from higher up the hill and disapprove. The Church, just as the rest of establishment Scotland, detested and was intent on suppressing the language of the independent-minded Highlanders and Islanders, and Hamish, though he had cut himself off from the Church, still retained his old prejudices. It was just another barrier between him and the other villagers.

She turned to look back up the hill to where the squat, turf-thatched croft house peeped out from its hollow higher up the glen, at the foot of the great beinn. She pointed to their home, supporting Callum on her arm and lifting him so he could see, though she knew he was still only aware of close-up shapes and blurred light patterns;

-“There’s yer hame wee Callum, the place ye’ll always belong tae and the place ye’ll always come back tae. I jest ken ye’re goin tae grow tae love it and respect it as I dae”. Her hushed voice was softly sibilant and in tune with the low shush of the breeze on the morning air.

-“I’ll make it happy and safe fer ye my beautiful son and ye’ll grow up to know this glen as I dae and be at peace here.” And she added to no one in particular;

-“And maybe yer athair will be able tae find a little peace too now that we have ye here with us!”

Then she turned her gaze to the little cove far below them, circled by large wave-rounded rocks, secure in a bowl made by the sheer cliffs that curved round the headland protecting the tiny looking upturned boats which were hauled out on a shingle bank. Circling gulls called out their piping cries in the bright morning air,

-“See Callum, they’re welcoming ye!” she whispered, chuckling softly at their antics. Their voices were thin and quavering in the soft updraft that was the only remnant from the fierce storm of two days ago. Màiri turned her face to the sky, her curls fanning out behind her; it felt so good to be alive on this clear autumn morning, with this new life in her arms. Callum convulsively sneezed and snuffled at her by way of reply before burying his head again into the soft warmth of her breast.

She could see the translucent, clear waters of the loch gently lapping the stones of the cove in a rhythmic swell; greeny-turquoise at the edge and so transparent that the pale stones could be seen rippling under the surface for quite a way out, where the water turned first deeper and deeper blue-green and then became a softly, rippling sheet of slate blue. Further out still the sea loch was patched with silver, the watery sun shimmering in dappled, reflective islands across to the far shore.

A cry caught her attention, she saw Maggie Fraser, their neighbour John Fraser’s gauche young daughter, bounding up the “Main Street” towards her, black skirts flying. Her cheerful, bright, red jersey was a stark contrast to the natural colours of the glen and clashed with the dark silhouettes of the crofting cottages, which were dotted here and there along the stony, mud track that passed for a communal thoroughfare.

-“Màiri, the babe, is it a bòidean or is it a suaineag?” she pleaded, and then, breathlessly; -“Oh Màiri, may I see, please?” 

The villagers, especially the younger ones used a broken form of Gaelic-English to each other, easily substituting one for the other at random. Màiri felt sad that many of the youngest were beginning to lose the Gaelic altogether, having it beaten out of them by the “tawse” when they went up to the big school at Kyle.

Young Maggie was glowing, red-cheeked with running and excitement. 

“Fàilte na maidne dhut Maggie!” greeted Màiri.

The young Maggie, not yet sixteen, was a pretty child if a bit ungainly and uncoordinated in her movements. She tended to lurch from side to side as she ran in a muddle of arms and legs, her scuffed boots sliding, her metal shoe studs sparking on cobbles. She was suddenly shy now that she came close and drew up a yard or two from Màiri.

“Please Màiri can I see?” She repeated quietly.

She treated Màiri rather more like a big sister than a neighbour and worshipped her for her cleverness and good looks.

Nellie Fraser, Maggie’s mother, had kept an eye on Màiri after her parents had died, acting as substitute mother when needed, quietly reassuring her and comforting her in the understated, undemonstrative manner of Highland women. She offered practical help when needed without seeming to interfere, inviting Màiri in to “share a bite” with the rest of her family when she sensed she was lonely and making sure that Màiri always had something in the house to eat. John Fraser, Maggie’s father, had likewise quietly offered and given practical help on running the croft without any fuss or seeming to interfere and took the cow once a year to the old Aberdeen Angus bull the two villages shared between them, in order to make sure she continued to produce milk and a calf for Màiri.

So Màiri felt like a member of the Fraser family and enjoyed the easy familiarity Maggie usually showed towards her. She was very fond of this skinny, gangly young girl who otherwise only had two big, rough brothers for companionship and she sensed the shyness that had come over her.

-“It’s alright Maggie of course ye can. He’s a bòidean called Callum, a lovely, bonnie wee mannie with the most beautiful little face!”

She felt the excitement more even than Maggie, showing off her precious new baby, so hard gained and so yearned for, yearned for over many long, soulless nights waiting for Hamish to finally return in silence from his work while she grieved for the loss of her firstborn and ached for a new life to come out of her.

Maggie crept up quietly, peering in at the little bundle on Màiri’s chest. Màiri pulled back the corner of the rough blanket tucked under Callum’s chin to give Maggie a good view of his squashed, wrinkled little face; red and shiny and with long, black eyelashes. Streaks of wispy, thin, black hair peered out from under a tiny, faded, woollen cap, given to Màiri before his birth by a neighbour, along with many other gifts of blankets and baby clothes. People in her community didn’t have much but they shared what they had and then it was passed on. Callum blew tiny bubbles and gurgled and gave another little sneeze and poor Maggie nearly swooned in delight.

Maggie was desperate to stay and admire Callum but reluctant to risk the wrath of Nellie, her mother, if she didn’t return to her chores straight away. She tore herself away with a quick, 

-“I have tae gae Màiri!”

before taking off again up the main track the way she had come, in a whirl of skirts and arms and legs, the hobnails and heel-caps on her boots again sparking on cobbles and stones. She tried to look back over her shoulder as she went but her coordination wasn’t up to the task and she barely stayed upright as she lurched first to one side then to the other as she tried desperately to regain some sort of forward momentum without actually falling flat.

Màiri smiled as she carefully set off again, down to the cove. By the time she had reached the stony shore Callum was showing the first signs of irritation, opening his miniature pink mouth, showing minute gums and issuing the beginnings of a sob; he was clearly hungry. She settled herself on some large stones piled up near the upturned boats and began to feed Callum. He sucked greedily and noisily, gurgling and huffing as Màiri held her breast for him and cradled him in her plaid to keep him covered. She felt a deep warmth flood through her. She had learnt enough from watching ewes with their lambs and the calf with her cow to know it was a natural bonding process which flooded both mother and baby with strong feelings of attachment: just part of the survival process for the infant. But she hadn’t been prepared for the overwhelming emotions she had experienced when she had first fed Callum and held him close and which she felt again now, and every time she held him and fed him.

The woman she had seen earlier was now at the far end of the strandline, where the little beach narrowed as it reached the great towering headland. The woman turned and didn’t notice Màiri at first, so intent was she in studying the wave-edge. When she did look up and notice Màiri she raised her arm in greeting and headed towards her. Even then Màiri didn’t recognise her for a moment. The small, neatly dressed figure was all in black with a shawl which covered her head and which she held together at the waist in a tightly bound white fist. It was Mollie McClelland, a widow whose husband, like many on this coast, had been taken by the sea some years ago.

She was a small, upright woman with a white drift of hair tucked under her shawl. Only in her late fifties, her tight, pointed face nevertheless was deeply lined, incised with hardship and harsh weather. She smiled a toothless grin at Màiri as she came closer. Like a lot of men and women of her generation she had taken the opportunity, when in town one market day, of paying a visiting dentist to take all her teeth out in one go in order to save later unplanned for bills and to have to suffer the scourge of toothache. 

She greeted Màiri in Gaelic and came and sat on the pile of stones next to her. Mollie had a thin, reedy voice with the slow tuneful lilt of the Western Highlands. She asked after Màiri’s health and advised her to eat plenty of fresh herring, especially the livers for their iron. She said that she would make her a rich broth which would help to give her strength. She would bring it over later in the week when she had collected some local herbs which would have a restorative effect. Màiri didn’t question the woman’s expertise in such matters, it was just accepted; Mollie had learned herbalism from her mother, who had learnt it from hers and so on. At a time when doctors were not widely available or affordable, traditional healing was still much used and respected. It was a part of the self-help attitude of these little self-sufficient communities who had virtually no external support to aid them in their daily lives. 

Mollie stayed for a while, chatting about the storm and about the business of her neighbours which Màiri had missed since being confined at home for Callum’s birth. Finally she asked about the baby in an almost casual, offhand manner. Màiri was disappointed in this lack of interest in her new baby, so unlike Maggie Fraser’s excited curiosity, but she understood nevertheless.

At a time when many infants were lost at or soon after birth, or in their first few years, the wider community couldn’t afford to invest the emotional and physical energy required to bring up a young child that may well not live. Most communities would celebrate a child’s fourth or fifth birthday as if welcoming them into the world for the first time, unspokenly acknowledging that they had survived long enough to stand a good chance of making it to adulthood. It was a conspiracy of silence; the community watched and waited and hoped and maybe prayed but never admitted that they were watching the dance with death that was a young child’s early years.

Màiri sensed this and knew it deep down but she was not going to admit to it, even though it nagged at the edge of her consciousness, this terrible possibility that she might still lose Callum. Seeing the look in Mollie’s eyes, a look of hope mixed with anguish and sadness, caused a chill to run through her. She looked away and clutched Callum more tightly. This unspoken interplay drifted through their conversation, as Mollie continued chattering about the trivial doings of her neighbours and Màiri clung on to Callum, her stomach knotted with fear.

Her unease was transmitted to Callum who was becoming restless. He was complaining in tiny open-mouthed “ach!, ach!” sounds. Màiri rose, chastened by the meeting and took her leave of Mollie, thanking her for her offer of the broth and then heading back towards the steep path up to the village.

When she arrived back at the main track she turned east towards Isla McDonald’s croft. Isla was not much older than Màiri, they had been at school together. She had helped to teach the young Màiri to read. Màiri shared almost everything with Isla, her grief when her parents had died, her worries about Hamish and the small everyday trials and pleasures of crofting life.

Isla and Ian McDonald lived half a mile off the main track, around which the rest of the croft houses were dotted. Their croft was the last one at the opposite end of the village to Màiri, on the way to the little community at the end of the loch. Their small, square, white-painted croft house, the only one in the community with a slate roof, lay in a small grassed enclosure, surrounded by a chain-link fence to keep the sheep off Isla’s little flower garden. Ian McDonald was a carpenter. He had been apprenticed at fourteen to a craftsman in Aberdeen, an uncle on his mother’s side. He had inherited the lease on his grandparents’ croft when they had retired and gone to live with their son, Ian’s father. Most crofters didn’t get to retire, worn out with hard work and hardship many died in residence continuing to care as best they could for their much cherished croft.

The descendants of the current generation of crofters, like Màiri and Ian, had been the eventual beneficiaries of an attempt to turn back the clock on the injustices suffered by the Highlanders and Islanders in the previous two centuries. The ’45 Rebellion of Bonnie Prince Charlie which led to the harrying of the Highlanders by ‘Butcher’ Cumberland’s soldiers and militia; men, women and children were slaughtered as they fled, their homes put to the torch: the bloodiest slaughter ever to take place on Scottish soil. In destroying old clan loyalties it established a semi-feudal system of land ownership on the part of the sons of loyalist clan chiefs and absentee Englishmen. They exploited the people and their lands and replaced most of them with more profitable sheep. 

From Oban to Sutherland, Arran to Lewis, across the Highlands and Islands, land had been seized and people cleared; there were mass emigrations, willing or not. The Crofting Act of 1886 was an attempt at redress after so much injustice for people like Màiri’s and Ian’s grandparents and gave secure tenure and the right to a fair rent to tens of thousands of Highland and Island households, with a right to bequeath the crofting tenancy to a family member. Crofts were on small parcels of land, and averaged about thirty acres, but fewer than that for some in the glen, with community rights to a larger area of rough grazing; which comprised around three hundred acres of high pasture and moorland in the glen. Ian McDonald’s grandparents had been one of the first families to benefit and they had worked their croft for thirty years.

Ian McDonald was a big man with large strong hands, a shock of red hair and deep blue eyes. He was everything that Hamish wasn’t, outgoing, optimistic and with an enormous generosity of spirit, he loved the crofting life and thrived on physical hard work and the outdoors. Constrained and uncomfortable indoors his huge frame seemed to expand in the open air as he moved around his croft with an unexpectedly easy motion for such a big man. In an earlier age he may well have been mistaken for a Viking raider, like those who plundered the Islands and coastline for centuries. 

Right now he was in the process of manhandling a recalcitrant, black Highland cow, not one of the pretty longhorns beloved of the Victorians and shortbread tin manufacturers but the traditional tough, stocky, black-coated cows of the Scottish hills. The cow, wide-eyed with frantic fear and excitement, was trying to escape down the track that Màiri was following to the croft, but it was no match for Ian McDonald. 

He had expertly grasped the great black neck in one of his huge arms, and then, using his great strength and the leverage of his powerful legs, he bowed the cow’s head and turned its front legs into the gate to the paddock. The cow had no option but to follow and bellowed an ear-thumping roar in protest as it swung its rump in a last attempt to escape. But Ian had it beaten and met the rump with his full body weight, refusing to budge an inch. The cow kicked up its back heels and, as Ian released it, cantered into the field, still bellowing a protest and shaking its stocky head and neck from side to side in puzzled annoyance.

Ian smiled and greeted Màiri warmly. Though Màiri was tall for a woman of her time, Ian towered a good six inches over her. He grasped her between those massive arms and hugged her close, being careful not to squash little Callum in the process, He immediately asked after the baby. Màiri noted this lack of caution, clearly he had no reservations about the future of this child. She felt immediately better in the face of Ian’s enormous goodwill and optimism.

-“Màiri McDonald will ye put that man doon and come away inside!”

Isla had seen Màiri coming up the track and had rushed out to greet her. She was beaming widely, obviously pleased to see her. Isla was as striking in her own way as Ian, her almost white blond hair, unusual amongst the dark-haired, swarthy Highlanders, streamed behind her in the breeze. She had pale green eyes and a clear, pale skin. Like Ian, she was probably a throwback to fierce Viking raiders, followers of the Norseman Somerled who conquered most of the West Coast and took the Lordship of the Isles for himself.

Isla clasped Màiri by the elbow and steered her towards the neat, white croft house. When they were inside the cosy, comfortably furnished cottage Isla settled her in a large, overstuffed armchair. Màiri found herself sitting in front of the soft peat glow of the cast-iron range that filled the large fireplace. The doors to the stove, inlaid with small, smoky, crystal windows, radiated a fierce red heat. Màiri felt the sting of the heat on her cheeks and smelt the glowing peats. She eased herself back in the armchair away from the heat as Isla dragged a heavy, blackened kettle across the cast-iron top of the range and placed it with a dull, metallic clang on the round hotplate above the fire.

Isla said how grieved she had been at not being able to be with Màiri, her best friend, at the birth, but they both knew that Mrs McCrimmon would allow nobody to ‘clutter the place up’ while she acted as midwife, and nobody, not even the self-confident Isla, argued with Mrs McCrimmon. This prohibition applied especially to the father, Hamish had had to busy himself outside during the labour, until eventually being let in to eat his supper. He was then only allowed to stay quietly in the background so long as he didn’t interfere. Not that he could have brought himself to do otherwise anyway. It would not begin to occur to a man to be with his wife at such a time, this was strictly women’s business, he was not welcome. Isla, however, who so desperately wished to have children of her own, had felt a keen sense of responsibility for Màiri and had been distraught at not being able to attend her. Now she lavished praise and attention on little Callum and, when Màiri handed him over for her to hold. was almost as overjoyed and overwhelmed with emotion as Maggie had been.

Màiri relaxed into the chair, feeling a warm and comfortable weariness seep into her. She felt more at ease here than in her own home. It was a retreat, a haven, a place where she could allow herself a little happiness. If she were truthful, it was an escape from Hamish and from the dull weariness of his life, which, when she was at home, crept into her like a grey sea mist and soured her mood, dragging her, inch by inch, towards the dark gloom that was Hamish’s constant temperament.

Isla was enthralled at this privileged contact with Callum, feeling this “wee baggage” so close, warm and alive. For Màiri to share this gift of life with her was important, a sacrament to their friendship and an act of emotional significance for them both. Isla sighed with a deep longing and Màiri, knowing how painful such longing was, was keen to reassure her about her own prospects of pregnancy.

Màiri stayed chatting for over an hour over cups of tea and one of Isla’s delicious golden oatcakes with home produced, pale honey; Isla’s cooking always shamed her own efforts. Màiri asked Isla if she would stand as godparent to young Callum. Though Màiri attended the kirk only intermittently she was still a Christian by conviction and wouldn’t have dreamt of not having Callum baptised. It was important to have this naming ceremony done as quickly as possible in a society and time where many children didn’t survive their first few weeks. Her first baby, stillborn, had been buried outside and alongside the cemetery wall, unnamed and unrecognised by the Kirk and in an unmarked grave, forgotten by everyone but Màiri, and of course Hamish, who would never have been able to share such memories with anyone. She remembered her every day with a twist of her heart that was an intense physical pain.

Eventually, Màiri had to leave, she was worried she would not be back in time to make Hamish’s midday meal. Isla, still enthralled with little Callum, was reluctant to hand him over and followed Màiri outside. Màiri still had to check on her way home if John Fraser had any spare chicks with which to start off her flock and she was aware she could only walk at a fairly gentle pace just now.

As she walked down the grassy track, now a stale green and browning off as autumn’s age increased, she studied the sedges and grasses and the remaining plants, those that had not withdrawn into the ground to lie dormant and protected over winter. She knew that much also now existed only as seed, annuals full of potential that would burst from the ground when the seasons and the earth turned again towards the sun. This far north the summers were brief and the winters long, she yearned for spring to return and spread its green optimism over a somnolent land. But she also loved the stormy, rain soaked brown and gold of autumn, so moody and misty. Between storms it was a pensive, crackle-leaved, quiet time of thoughtfulness; sombre and contemplative, it was a prelude to the sharp, white sparkle of a hoar frosted, snowy, winter when the wind shrieked up amongst the bare peaks and all was still below.

As she walked she studied the ground with a naturalist’s eye. She grazed the verge with her eyes, examining the border between the track and the stone-walled, wire-posted, raised grassy bank of the field boundary. Between the browning, seed-headed sedges and grasses nestled ferns and stoneworts, mosses and delicate fading asphodels. She recognised the tiny leaves of violets and birdsfoot trefoil, the remains of delicate orchids and sticky cleavers and she spotted a tiny, grassy tunnel, evidence of the regular run of a secretive vole or shrew. 

Ever since her early childhood she had been fascinated and enthralled by this natural backdrop in all its guises. Her much-loved mother had also been in love with this wild world and had shown her its hidden places and mysteries and explained its wild, open spaces, its secretive, shy creatures and the unvisited nooks, crannies, glens and bays of her small wilderness world of coast and hills. Her mother had put names to its plants and animals in Gaelic and Scots, vernacular of biological labels and ecologies of wonder, understood and valued and magicked in a way that only a child’s mind can do. She knew much of the folklore and healing lore that surrounded this natural orbit in which she and the others of her community carried out their lives.

In a slow rhythm with her walking she named and described this quiet, intimate world to the squeezed up little face of Callum as he peered, unseeing from out of the covered-in, snuggled, comfy space between the warm mounds of her chest, alert to her voice and soothed by its sounds.

Autumn seemed to her an odd time to be born into the world, fast closing down for its winter rest. But autumn had other faces too, wild, stormy and full of energy or gently meditative in hues of orange and yellow, its moods subtle or furious by turns. 

She turned off the main path towards John and Nellie Fraser’s croft. Maggie came out to meet her and escorted her up the path to the traditional turf-roofed crofting house. The house stood squat and part of the landscape, the turfs were secured with a lattice of ropes, as were those on her own small cottage, held firm against strong winds by being tied at their ends to heavy boulders which hung over the edge and which were now gently swaying in the breeze.

Màiri stooped as she entered under the low, heavy beamed entrance, designed to minimise draughts and keep in the heat. Nellie greeted her warmly and asked solicitously about her health, immediately scraping out a cane-back chair for her from under the large, well-worn table that half-filled the room. The floor was uneven and made up of hard earth, packed down by many feet over many years and embedded with large round pebbles in the areas of heaviest use such as near the stove or around the table.

Maggie hung around impatiently, moving from one foot to another with pent-up frustration, hoping to be able to see more of the baby, who was now contentedly asleep against Màiri’s chest.

-“Away with ye lass, ye’ve enough chores tae be getting on with without standing there gawping and bothering Màiri!” said Nellie sharply.

Maggie’s face dropped and her shoulders sagged in disappointment, and, as Màiri tried to protest on Maggie’s part, Nellie impatiently waved Maggie away:

-“Off with ye lass ye’ve chores tae dae!”

As Maggie dejectedly slumped out of the room with a sigh Nellie relented a little and said to Maggie:

-“Ye can gae visitin’ Màiri later in the week if she’ll have ye, ye might be some use tae her. Now off with ye, go!” then more softly with a hint of a smile, 

-“Gae on! Off with ye now lass!”

Màiri called out a reassurance to Maggie’s departing back:

-“Of course ye can Maggie, I’d love tae see ye whenever ye can come up!”

Nellie clearly wanted Màiri on her own so she could talk to her about important women’s matters. She was concerned about Màiri’s health and wanted to ensure there was nothing untoward,

-“Daes everything doon there work fine now Màiri, after the birth, it’s only two days or sae?”

Màiri nearly spluttered at the directness, but that was Nellie, always practical and sensible, always got straight to the point. Màiri had no need to be embarrassed or hold back where Nellie was concerned, she was direct but caring, she took her duties as surrogate mother seriously and since she first took Màiri into her care, with no fuss or bother or hint of interfering, there had been no secrets. 

-“Was everything done properly? She is no as fussy as she should be that Iris McCrimmon!” she said sharply “I should hae been there. She had nae right!” Nellie was a little tearful now. She, like Isla, had been hurt at not being allowed to look after Màiri during labour. Màiri, in a small, intimate, placating gesture gently placed her hand over Nellie’s where she had grasped the table edge. She quietly reassured her.

-“I’m fine Nellie, just a little sore. After last tame I did nae want anyone there” she explained “I could nae hae borne the pity. I just wanted tae get it over with without any fuss. If it was tae be another dead baby --” she gasped a little and sucked in her breath to stall a sob. 

-“Sae I’m sorry, I did nae try tae argue with Mrs McCrimmon. I hope ye can forgive me?” She looked up at Nellie, pleading silently, not wishing this to come between them. 

Nellie paused to take it in and then took a deep breath while she digested it.

-“Nae lass” she said quietly “I think I understand. If it had been me I might’ve done the same. Dinna worry yersel’ lass, there’s nothin’ tae forgive”. Then she brightened and said, 

-“Noo if ye’re sure ye’re all right let’s hae’ a look at the bonny wee mannie!” 

The tense moment was resolved. Màiri was relieved, she would have hated to have hurt a woman who had given her so much care and affection and whom she was so fond of in return.

While they were inspecting the squashed up little face and gurgling contentment that was young Callum, John Fraser banged the door open with a foot and entered the room with a flourish. He ducked under the lintel, carrying a shallow, wooden fish-box in his arms. He was a dark, taciturn man, very much in the Victorian Highland tradition, bearded and dressed in a black “pilgrim’s” hat and dark, subdued working suit. He looked every inch the sober, god-fearing puritan he was.

-“Aye, if it’s wimmin’s talk ye’re at I’ll away til ye’ve finished! I cannae be doing with ony gossip. I dae hope it’s no idle gossip, is it Nellie?” He wheezed in a narrow-eyed, reproachful tone.

Nellie and John Fraser were as different as peas from raspberries. She was a generously proportioned, cheerful and easygoing homemaker, she liked nothing more than a cup of strong tea and a lengthy spell with a neighbour and confidant with whom she could explore the foibles and shortcomings of the rest of the village: he was reserved, dutiful to a fault, intolerant of perceived weaknesses and wickedness in others and short in temper. Her generous proportions echoed her generosity of spirit; he was as narrow as a rake and his sternness echoed his upright bearing.

Nellie clearly however was in charge,

-“John Fraser! Wipe the grime off yer boots afore ye come in here, and take that damned hat off! And we’ll have none of yer nonsense about gossipin! We’re talking important women’s talk. Sae hold yer tongue if ye’ve nothing helpful tae say”!

John Fraser “harumphed” but otherwise held his peace. He knew better than to argue with Nellie in her own home. He wiped his boots on the home-made, rag rug at the door and took off his hat while trying to juggle the box he was holding to prevent it from falling.

-“Ah Màiri, tis fine tae see ye oot, how are ye feeling?” he soothed as he came towards the table. 

Màiri turned to acknowledge him. She was always reserved where John Fraser was concerned. Although he had been very neighbourly and helpful, understanding even, when her parents had died, she still found it hard to warm to him. And, since she had married Hamish three years ago, there was even more of a distance between them. He deeply disapproved of Hamish giving up his ministry and his faith and denigrated his efforts at crofting and fishing in hints and asides that Màiri resented. She said evenly, 

-“Guid morning Mr Fraser, I’m feeling fine thank ye very much” 

-“And how is the wee bairn if I might be sae bold as tae ask?” he questioned solicitously.

-“He’s bonny thank ye, and as fit as a flea with a healthy appetite tae match”! she replied, perhaps a little too assuredly given the fears that lurked so poignantly in her mind.

-“It would make it easier if that sinner of a husband of yers were a bit mair fortunate in his chosen calling”, said John Fraser in an exasperated tone. 

Màiri bit her tongue to save her from snapping back. Instead she said, firmly and quietly:

-“Hamish is the hardest working man in the glen Mr Fraser, nae one can deny that. We’ve had a guid harvest and the fishin’ has no been tae bad either. Hamish is a good husband and a god-fearing man who holds God’s commands for charity and sacrifice a sight more seriously than some in this glen. I’ve nae complaints and nor should anyone else!” she said pointedly.

-“Aye I’ll give ye that, that man of yours works hard enough lass, I‘ll no fault him there. But the man who gives up the kirk sacrifices his soul and there’s a fact”. expostulated John Fraser reproachfully.

-“There’s mair ways tae God than ever dreamt of in the catechism of the Scottish Free Kirk Mr Fraser!” Màiri retorted, spiritedly but politely.

-“Ye’re right there Màiri”! added Nellie in support., “Now wisht yer preachin’ John Fraser, ye’re no in the pulpit just now”. She added “And what the hell have ye got in that filthy old box anyway”?

-“Language woman”! Retorted John Fraser “How I came tae marry sich an ungodly woman I’ll niver know!” he wailed. 

-“Ah wisht man, ye ken nae one else would’ve had ye ye miserable old skinflint! Noo what’s in the damned box”! Nellie demanded impatiently.

John Fraser raised his eyes and tutted and then laid the box carefully and ceremoniously on the tabletop. It was covered with a piece of grubby, hessian sacking. Nellie made a disagreeable face, turning up her lip and sniffing but said nothing. John Fraser lifted off the sacking with a magician’s flourish:

-“There ye are!” he said turning to Màiri, “I heared that ye were lookin’ for some wee chicks to bring on - and here they are”! and he stood back to receive the admiration of his audience. 

Inside the box were a dozen fluffed up, yellow chicks, some just beginning to develop to the more leggy stage with traces of dark feathering beginning to appear. Now that the covering was removed they cheeped crazily, clambering over each other and flapping vestigial wings, giving something of the impression of a box of indoor fireworks going off.

-“Oh ma God”! cried Nellie “What the hell are ye daein puttin’ them filthy creatures on ma meal table man”!

John Fraser theatrically raised his eyes to the ceiling again, held his hat in both hands in a supplicating gesture and sighed deeply;

-“Oh casual blasphemer, thou wilt be judged by thy maker on the day of repentance!” he announced dramatically in an Old Testament voice.

-“The guid Lord will recognise that I’m tried beyond endurance by the fat-head of a husband I married and will most likely gie me a special pair of wings and ma own cloud fae showing such forbearance!” Nellie retorted sharply. 

Màiri wondered if this banter between them ever stopped, whether there was ever a moment during the day when they might sit in companionable silence; he reading his Bible maybe, the only book he ever read, and she, maybe quietly knitting or sewing. She doubted it, she knew though that they were a devoted couple for all their differences, and for all his foibles and argumentative nature, John Fraser was a dedicated husband and father who loved Nellie dearly. Nellie in turn would have been lost without him.

Màiri was delighted at the sight of the chicks and carefully laid Callum down on the table wrapped in his rough blanket so that she could stand and lean over the box to inspect them. They tried to huddle in the corner of the box as she quietly cooed, gently stroking one on the head with a finger as it cautiously stretched its neck towards her in response and half closed its eyes in what looked suspiciously like sheer pleasure.

-“Oh! That one there has something wrong with its leg puir thing” she pointed to one of the young chicks that had a gnarled lump on its twiggy, backward-facing knee. It limped a little as it followed after the others as they shuffled about the box but otherwise seemed unconcerned.

-“Ah, sorry lass I had nae noticed that one!” said John Fraser as he reached out a bony, calloused, hand towards it.

-“No!” Màiri cried out, grabbing his wrist quickly to stop him. She had immediately realised he was about to dispatch the bird with the usual pull and quick twist of the neck once he had hold of it. She had seen it before with chicks and other creatures on the crofts. A misshapen or poorly beast might fail to thrive; the runt of the litter or an injured animal that would need much tending with no sure promise of success was a burden on a crofter who lived pretty much hand-to-mouth. The wasted feed and effort for a poor or non-existent return didn’t make sense.

Nevertheless, she had experienced too often the cruel or casual indifference in dispatching an animal or bird with no more consideration than if it were a patch of stony, unproductive land or a poorly-yielding stook of autumn barley. 

-“I’ll give it a chance Mr Fraser if I may. If it suffers or becomes poorly I’ll take care of it as needs be.”

She knew she was capable of dispatching a suffering animal if she had to, cleanly and quickly before it knew what was happening. She had had to do it before, though it sickened her and always haunted her for days afterwards but she would do it only if humanity, not economic need were the cause. She also knew she wasn’t the only crofter who felt that way but perhaps she was one of the few who would admit it. Hard life as it was, living on the edge of just enough or too little, these people nonetheless depended on their stock, were close to them physically and often in sympathy with their hardships in a tough environment and they cared for them accordingly. John Fraser himself might be more hard-headed or hard-hearted than her but she knew him for a fine husbandman who cared well for his stock and treated them with respect. A man in this glen, or any other she knew of, who showed deliberate cruelty to any of his beasts would be ostracised by most. It was despicable in the eyes of the great majority of them, though that didn’t mean that it didn’t go on. Sadly, Màiri knew that the same consideration was not often shown to the wild creatures who also lived side by side with them.

Màiri opened the bartering;

-“How about the first two dozen eggs when they start layin’ Mr Fraser”? 

Most crofters enjoyed bartering and bargaining. To get a good deal in exchange for their goods and a good return on their investment of time and effort was at the heart of a successful crofting life. However, in this case the exchange would be a more tricky and delicate business. Màiri was very aware of the fact that she owed Nellie and John Fraser a great deal. And they in turn still saw themselves as having some responsibility for Màiri who they treated as near enough one of the family. This was not the customary cut and thrust of hard bargaining with the neighbours that was the normal pattern. Màiri had deliberately offered high: after all the chicks were newly hatched, anything could happen to them and they could get through a lot of feed before they started laying. Mr Fraser poo-pooed the offer and waved it away dismissively.

-“Nae lass, I’ll no be wanting onythin’ fer them, ye’ll be takin’ them off ma hands. I’ve got mair than enough and they’re just spares. Besides I dinna ken if they’re layers or no, ye’ve probably got some cocks in there mind.”

Màiri knew he would have checked, in as far as was possible at this stage, to ensure they were mostly female chicks but she must play along for the sake of his feelings.

-“I’ll tak’ that chance Mr Fraser. If they’re cocks I’ll fatten them up for broilers. They’ll be about ready to make a guid broth for Callum when he’s ready”.

-“Alright, a dozen eggs and I’ll throw in a bag of feed”. Mr Fraser offered archly. He was enjoying a little largesse for once. 

This was outrageous, even more generous than giving them away. Màiri was touched. It couldn’t have been easy for him to make such a generous offer against his usual hard bargaining instincts. She played along.

-“Now ye’re jest playin with me Mr Fraser, this is a serious business. I cannae have ye giving me stock at a loss! Ane and a half dozen eggs, the first ane and a half laid and ye’ll no’ be givin’ me any feed, that’s final”. She spat on her hand and held it out, palm upwards. 

It was a final gambit, he had lost, there was no going back now without him losing face, she had beaten him at his own game. Nellie laughed, John Fraser gave a mock grimace and said;

-“Ye’re mad woman! Right, ye leave me nae choice.” ‘Slap!’ his hand came down, palm to palm. 

Màiri smiled warmly. Even John Fraser almost grinned, and that didn’t happen very often.

-“I’ll call Maggie tae carry the box up tae the hoose fae ye Màiri”, said Nellie.

Màiri readjusted her papoose to accommodate Callum, who all this time had been enjoying himself, lying on the table, staring blindly at the ceiling and kicking his tiny legs in the air while chewing a fist with pinky-white gums. Màiri gave Nellie a quick hug and peck on the cheek. She shook hands with a now delighted John Fraser, who was showing that delight by scowling like a silent movie villain, but nevertheless, couldn’t prevent his eyes crinkling at the edges while doing so. She then waited at the door for Maggie who rushed in to collect the box before escorting Màiri up to her croft house high on the hill.

It was good to be out in the fresh air again after being in the cosy but stuffy Fraser cottage. Maggie chatted excitedly while Màiri mostly listened, feeling tired now. It was a ten-minute walk and Màiri was not relishing the last steep push up their narrow path. She was stunned to see Hamish striding down to meet them. He never came to meet her like this, especially if she had someone with her, even if it was only Maggie who was friendly to everyone without distinction.

-“Hello Mr McDonald” Maggie trilled brightly. For a moment Màiri felt a quick start of panic “What was wrong”? But Hamish just quietly and politely said,

-“Good day Miss Fraser, shall I take that for you” he gestured towards the box. Hamish spoke with the cultured Scottish accent of Edinburgh, soft but well enunciated. Maggie loved it. It sounded so cultivated to her ears compared with the more vernacular, soft, burr of the West Highlands.

-“No thank you Mr McDonald” Maggie said, as poshly as she could manage,

-“It weighs hardly a thing you know”.

Màiri nearly sniggered but kept a straight face so as not to hurt Maggie’s feelings.

-“I’ll tell ye what Hamish, ye can take wee Callum, I’m feeling a little tired”, said Màiri brightly. He was standing above them on the steep path looking down at Màiri in a concerned manner.

-“Are you all right Màiri” he almost never called her by name “You’ve been out a long time. I was getting a wee bit worried”.

-“No I’m fine. It was good tae get out”. She unstrapped Callum and handed him over to Hamish. Hamish stood dumbfounded, he hadn’t yet held Callum and he had had no intention of doing so. He didn’t know what to do but he could hardly refuse now and Màiri knew it.

-“Here!” Màiri helped him to fold his arms around Callum, supporting him in the crook of his elbow with his arm under his bottom and cradling his head in his large, slightly grubby hand.

-“My hands are dirty Màiri, I’ll --” he started to protest nervously, looking for an excuse.

-“He’ll be fine Hamish, dinna worry, ye’ll no break him”. She smiled, speaking softly, encouraging him.

Looking up at him, she caught the emotions that passed across his face, from tortured anguish to anxiety at being given responsibility for holding his son, through to something gentler, warmer trying to break through. The struggle of his childhood, the whole of his life was revealed there, in that moment. Her whole being went out to him, she could have wept on the spot from the pain and the doubt she saw there, all the years of suffering and confusion over his feelings which were exposed in that fleeting moment.

He straightened up, his face impassive again. He led the way, carefully and awkwardly, cradling Callum all the way back to the house like some precious, fragile object. The moment had passed but it had affected Màiri deeply. She felt filled with a deep sadness and something else, something she couldn’t place but it disturbed her.



CHAPTER 2
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WINTER’S SOLITUDE

When Màiri got back to the house she thanked Maggie and placed the box with its bustling, chirping contents in front of the warm range. She was astonished to find that Hamish had made her a meal. Two fresh, prepared and cooked herring, coated in rough oatmeal, were sitting golden on a plate keeping warm on the hob. He had explained that a neighbour had brought the freshly caught fish for her. It was usually ‘a neighbour’, Hamish had got to know few of the villagers in his three years living in the glen. He had cooked the fish, prepared her a cup of warm milk and cut a chunk of dry barley bread which he had placed on a wooden board with a small bowl of home-made butter.

She was deeply touched, almost to tears, at so unusual a gesture from Hamish. He stood awkwardly, looking a little embarrassed, waiting for her to take a seat. She realised he must have been looking out for her, had seen her leave the Frasers’ when he had quickly cooked the fish and then come to meet her. She felt sorry she had been so long now, he must have worried, but he was usually still up in the fields at this time.

As he pulled out a chair for her she lightly touched his hand in a small, intimate gesture and thanked him for his kindness. He almost withdrew his hand, reflex-like, but then steeled himself to let it rest there. They hardly ever touched during the daytime, unless accidentally in brushing past one another. He shrank from any sign of intimacy or tenderness, he just didn’t know how to deal with it, he had never experienced it before they were married, had never known the tender touch or clasp of another human being.

After they had married she had, rather näively and optimistically, thought he would gradually come round, that it might just be shyness, but slowly she discovered the depth of deprivation he had suffered in growing up. From odd comments, from her own observations and from occasional confidences she realised, disclosure by disclosure, just how badly damaged he had been by a malevolent father. His mother had died in childbirth so he had never known the touch of her hand; wet-nursed until weaned, his father had been solely responsible for the damage inflicted, perhaps in part as revenge for the loss of the mother. Who knows? Hamish certainly didn’t.
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