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  For a long time Nancy had been slightly embarrassed by her mother. All children are, of course, when they reach a certain age. It’s part of growing up, of loosening the

  ties that bind, and it would be a strange world if it were otherwise, but Nancy had slightly more reason, or she thought she had until that summer when she was fifteen. For as long as Nancy could

  remember, her mother, Martha, claimed, on a few occasions, to have seen people no one else could see and, on more occasions, that she could see the future, and as far as twentieth-century Canada

  was concerned, there was a hint of madness about claims like that.




  Martha had been born in Mull River, Mabou, in Cape Breton in 1865, twenty years after her grandparents, Donald and Morag MacKenzie, had arrived there from the Isle of Raasay, a streak of mainly

  rock between the mainland and the more famous Isle of Skye off the Scottish west coast. When they got off the ship that had brought them to Canada, Donald and Morag already had three sons, the

  fourth, Ruairidh Beag, Martha’s father, had been born within weeks of their arrival in the home of Donald’s uncle and aunt in Mull River. Ruairidh Beag was the only one not to have been

  born in Scotland, but he had been conceived there and so grew up just like the others, attached to the old country of his forefathers, speaking Gaelic and talking of the ‘home’ he would

  never see. Well, not physically see, anyway.




  In their new home, the MacKenzies, as all migrant families tend to do, still lived as they had in their native country. For the Cape Breton Scots the fact that the landscape so closely resembled

  ‘home’, made it that much easier to keep their culture not only alive but intact. It was a God-fearing culture in the main, the lives of the people as dominated by the clergy as they

  had been and would continue to be in Scotland, and it was also one where music and storytelling were part of life, instead of being part of leisure. In those earlier decades Christmas wasn’t

  celebrated in their new home, it had never been a Scottish custom and only became one in Nova Scotia in the early 1900s, the influences coming from the USA, from Scots who had intermarried with

  English immigrants. They had their own celebrations with the First Footing of New Year, when groups would go around beating the outsides of houses with sticks to drive out the old year, and were

  then invited in for a drink, a song and some storytelling. It was a simpler, more innocent time, when no one, for instance, thought those with taibhsearachd, or the Gift, were mad, or that

  the Second Sight was something to be mocked.




  With each generation that passed it was inevitable that the blood and the old ways would weaken despite their best efforts; it was progress, the way of the world and Nancy was fairly typical of

  her time in that she no longer considered herself to be a Scot, even if she never said this to her mother. She was, after all, third-generation Canadian and, even if she didn’t count her

  grandfather, she was certainly second-generation Canadian. She had the Gaelic and spoke it within her own family and community, but deep down she thought it old-fashioned and would have been

  embarrassed if anyone outside Cape Breton knew she could. She was born in Cape Breton in 1900, so she was a modern Canadian. When she was a child she had believed everything her mother had said,

  but as the years had passed she had come to regard her as odd. Even then she had turned a blind eye to her claims, never exactly saying she didn’t believe a word, but never exactly saying

  that she did either. Naturally, as Nancy had grown up, she had progressed to contesting everything about her mother’s beliefs, as we all have to do. All her life she had heard the tales those

  first arrivals had told, and she had great affection for the stories and the people who handed them down, even those she had never actually known. No one could help admiring how they had taken

  their futures in their hands and left their lives and families behind in the hope of finding better for their children and grandchildren. And you couldn’t help feeling for them, too, as you

  listened to the stories of how they had embarked on those long sea journeys, knowing, as they certainly did, that not all would survive, but deep down Nancy had never regarded their tales as

  anything more than tales.




  She knew them off by heart, of course, knew them so well that they played out in her mind like a film her ancestors had made purposely to be handed down to each generation. She had heard many

  times of the spring day in 1844 when her great-great-grandfather, Ruairidh Iain MacKenzie, had buried his wife, Annie MacLeod, on the Isle of Raasay, knowing as he did so that he would face other

  partings in the very near future; knowing this because he had decided upon it. From 1830 onwards the harsh lives of the Highland and Island people had become harsher, with crop failures, economic

  collapse and famine. Though they weren’t aware of it, they were living near the end of the Little Ice Age, a three-hundred-year span when the world had grown colder. In Raasay, as everywhere

  else, every winter was bad and there was no way of knowing when the climate would improve, or, indeed, if it ever would. Between 1837 and 1839 newspaper adverts had encouraged people to leave a

  land where little grew and potatoes rotted. There was a place on the other side of the world where they would feel no cold, a land of promise, the Land of Gold, no less, and so na

  h-eilthirich, the emigrants, had set sail from Skye, Cromarty, Oban, Leith and Greenock for Australia. During those years Annie’s health had gradually been declining and the winter of

  1843 to 1844 had seen the start of the final phase of her life. She had always had a weakness about her lungs, a weakness that had been passed on to two sons who had died before reaching the age of

  five, but the good Lord had mercifully left the couple with one healthy child, their son, Donald. Every year Annie wheezed and fought for breath, but there was usually a break somewhere, a rest

  when she built up her strength again before winter brought a different kind of wheezing. Very gradually over the years, though, it seemed that there was less and less time between the different

  kinds of wheezing till one winter she was so bad that Old Ruaridh thought she might die before her time. And even though she had struggled through, her husband could see she hadn’t fully

  recovered. In his mind he carried a picture of a tree with limbs and branches growing and reaching up and out, but when he thought of Annie he could see one branch dimming and wilting as though the

  life was slowly but certainly draining from it. At the same time he was aware of a dark shadow and a relentless feeling of cold keeping pace with Annie’s growing weakness. With every bout of

  illness it took less to pull her down again, down deeper and for longer, and thought that last winter was no worse than those gone before, Annie never recovered. By the following May her lungs had

  struggled for breath long enough and simply gave up. Old Ruairidh had sat by her bed, watching her chest heave and gasp, her eyes unseeing, not, he felt, in the battle to live but in the hope that

  each one would release her. Looking at her when the silence finally came he could see only peace and feel only relief; they had known each other all their lives and been together as man and wife

  too long for him to selfishly wish more suffering on her for his sake. Besides, he had known this long while by the picture of the tree branch in his mind’s eye that it was her time; it

  couldn’t be changed by man nor God.




  Raasay was a long island of rock and scrub, a place with tracks but no roads, and next day the family carried Annie’s body on the difficult journey by foot to Torran, then they were taken

  by boat down the west coast to Clachan Cemetery in the south, where her own parents lay in the shadow of the Laird’s home, Rassay House. It was on the way home that Old Ruairidh finally

  decided to persuade his son to take his wife and family away from Raasay to a new life in Cape Breton. It had been in Ruairidh’s mind for a very long time before that, of course, ever since

  his own brother, Sandy, had gone out to Nova Scotia twenty years before, when the Laird, MacLeod of Raasay, had turned them off their land in Hallaig, one of the few fertile areas of the island.

  The MacLeods liked to live high, and that took more money than the islanders could afford, so families that had worked the land for generations were turned off it, so that it could be let instead

  to incomers who would pay more. Ruairidh and Annie had headed for her family home in Arnish, but Sandy had had enough of living at the whim of the greedy MacLeods and had left for Canada rather

  than Australia, because relatives of his wife were already settled in Cape Breton. Sandy had always been the adventurous one, even when they were boys, though Ruairidh often wondered if all younger

  brothers thought this of older brothers. It was Sandy who always spoke out against the MacLeods when others thought better of it, and Sandy who had gone to the fishing in the northeast as a young

  man, returning with more English words in his conversation than Gaelic, and also with a bride, Sarah MacFarlane, from the Isle of Mull, when no one on Raasay knew he had married. That was Sandy, if

  he decided on a thing then he did it. From Cape Breton he wrote regularly, describing the landscape as not unlike Scotland, but the Scotland of their dreams rather than the reality he and Sarah had

  left behind, where it was possible to own your own land, to be your own master. They had worked hard in the Mabou Highlands, clearing vast woods to make fields to start growing crops and keep

  beasts, but the hard work provided a good life instead of hand-to-mouth survival and fear of the future. Over the years he repeatedly asked Ruairidh to join him, but Annie wouldn’t leave her

  elderly parents, just as her own son wouldn’t go while his mother lived, and Ruairidh knew that no amount of persuasion would have changed that. It hadn’t been in the future, till

  now.




  ‘It’s time,’ he told Donald on the day of his mother’s funeral. ‘You have to leave this place.’




  Donald looked at him with his father’s brown eyes but his mother’s expression, shocked at the suggestion, and on this day of all days. ‘You’re asking me to leave

  you?’ he demanded. ‘With my mother just dead?’




  ‘I knew you wouldn’t go while your mother was alive,’ Ruairidh smiled sadly.




  ‘And you think I’m the kind of man who’d leave now? Now that my father’s on his own? That’s truly what you think of me?’




  ‘Boy,’ Ruairidh sighed, ‘I’ve survived here all these years, I’ll survive when you’re gone.’




  ‘If you’ve survived then so will I,’ Donald replied defiantly.




  ‘No, Donald,’ his father told him sternly. ‘You are not listening, boy. Survival isn’t enough. You have my three grandsons to consider and another on the way.’ He

  smiled. ‘There has been no lassie born in this family for many years. It will happen one day, but not for some time yet and not on Raasay. The one Morag carries will also be a son, Donald, he

  will be different from the others and have abilities you won’t understand, and he it is who will be the father of the first MacKenzie lassie for generations. There will be another child you

  and Morag will be parents to,’ he laughed quietly. ‘You will love him as much as the others, but it’s too complicated to explain now. When it happens you will remember my words

  and understand why I smiled. I want better for him, for all of them, and so do you. Life here will not improve, we’ve spent generations thinking it would, hoping that next year, or the next,

  we could live like human beings instead of slaves. It is time to leave here, it’s the right thing to do, the only thing to do. Your uncle wants you out there, he has his own land, beholden to

  no man, and he and Sarah have no children to hand it down to. You know this, you have read his letters, he has written of it often. What is there to think about when I’m telling you to

  go?’




  ‘Then you come too,’ Donald replied. ‘You’re little more than sixty, men older than you have made the journey.’




  ‘I was born here, I’ll die here, Donald, that’s the way of it.’




  ‘I was born here too,’ Donald persisted. ‘Why is it different for me?’




  ‘For the reasons I’ve given you, Donald, that you must do better for your family than I did for mine,’ Ruairidh repeated quietly.




  ‘There isn’t a better father anywhere,’ Donald said, looking up at him.




  ‘I could’ve done better by you,’ Ruairidh smiled. ‘In truth, you would be doing me a kindness because all these years I have carried the guilt of providing less for you

  than you had a right to expect, but I gave in to your mother’s tender heart when I could’ve forced her to join Sandy and Sarah in Canada. You are the same age now as I was when Sandy

  left here, I don’t want you to have the regrets that I have. I gave in to your mother against my own judgement because she was the only woman in my life and I could refuse her nothing. Do you

  think I could leave her now?’




  Donald looked away.




  ‘When my time comes I’ll take the same boat trip and be buried with her in Clachan because that’s where I belong,’ Ruairidh said. ‘But you will take your family and

  go, Donald. I can see it, it is there, and I’m telling you to go with my blessing and no guilt on my account. You are my son, but that is no more than an accident of blood. Your mother was my

  chosen wife, I couldn’t have left her in life and I won’t in death, my place is with her. You are a husband yourself, you know the truth of what I’m saying to you.’




  When Ruairidh MacKenzie stood on the shore a few weeks later he not only knew that he would never see his son again, but that he was losing all his remaining relatives. Yet

  watching the boat taking Donald, his pregnant wife, Morag, and their three sons away from Raasay, the old man felt optimism amidst the inevitable grief, because he knew the family would fare well

  in Nova Scotia. Donald was going because his father had told him he must, but despite the old man’s absolution he carried with him his own guilt at leaving his father alone on the shore. It

  would remain with him till the end of his days, and he would tell the tale so often that it would become ingrained in the memories of generations of MacKenzies who would never see Raasay except in

  their mind’s eye. Donald’s emotional scar would run through them as though they themselves had betrayed Old Ruairidh, and they would carry a mental snapshot of him on that lonely shore

  as though they had known him all their lives, even the ones born without Old Ruairidh’s gift of second sight. It was because of this that Old Ruairidh knew Donald and his family would prosper

  in the new land, it would take hard work and perseverance, but the MacKenzies were used to that and he had no fears that their future lay in Canada; the branch was strong.




  ‘The branch was strong.’ Nancy gritted her teeth. How many times had she heard that phrase? How long, in fact, had every family member been hearing it over the

  years and, like the rest of the legend, always said in that odd language? Once it would have been understandable, given that the story had to be translated from the Gaelic, but years and years

  later it was still told in that stilted, tight pattern, making it sound like an announcement of some great truth. The story of the MacKenzies in Cape Breton had been passed on and re-told in

  exactly that way down through the decades, from those who still translated English back into Gaelic, the next generation who spoke English but still thought in Gaelic, then the ones who only had it

  in a complementary way, as Nancy herself did. She knew it all word for word and found herself repeating it mentally as it was declaimed yet again. Even when she realised she was doing it and tried

  to stop she found she couldn’t; it was as though it had been brainwashed into her.




  ‘Why have we always got to speak like that?’ she would demand tetchily of her mother. ‘No one speaks like that any more. Why can’t we just say they left this little

  island –’




  ‘Raasay,’ Martha interjected, ‘their home. Where we all come from.’




  ‘This little island,’ Nancy repeated deliberately, ‘because life was hard, and just as the old man hoped –’




  ‘As old Ruairidh predicted.’




  Nancy rolled her eyes. ‘– they settled down and did well. Why does it have to be this great theatrical production every time?’




  Martha smiled. ‘You’ll tell it to your own children in exactly those words, wait and see.’




  ‘I can promise you now that I won’t!’ Nancy scoffed. ‘All that nonsense about him seeing the birth of the first daughter in the family for generations!’




  ‘And that was me,’ Martha said calmly.




  ‘But it was bound to happen sometime, wasn’t it? It wasn’t as if he gave a date, not even a vague guess. How can you believe things like that in the twentieth

  century?’




  ‘You’ll see,’ Martha smiled. ‘Just you wait. You’ll see.’




  ‘Oh well, that’s it all explained, isn’t it?’ her daughter replied dismissively. ‘If it can’t be proved we just rely on mystery again.’
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  It was the first week of June when Donald and Morag left reluctantly and tearfully. Morag, now in her fortieth year, had given birth to her third son nearly twelve years

  before, so this pregnancy had been a hard one, and she had been so sick during the five-week voyage that they often wondered if she and the child she was carrying would ever breathe the air of the

  New World. What an omen that would be, the death of a mother and child before they had arrived. Not that she was the only pregnant woman aboard, there was Mairead MacDonald and her husband,

  Alasdair, from Sleat, on the southern tip of Skye, a girl in her late teens who expected their first child around the same time as Morag was due. They were bound for relatives in Margeree Forks, a

  little farther north from the MacKenzies’ destination, and seeing how scared Mairead was, so young and apprehensive about the birth and whatever lay before her in the new land, Morag had

  befriended her during the long journey and it was a wrench for both of them when they reached Nova Scotia in the middle of July. Sandy MacKenzie had been waiting as the ship arrived and he made

  straight for his nephew and his exhausted family as they struggled onto dry land and tried to find their balance after so long at sea.




  ‘Donald MacKenzie,’ he smiled, putting a hand out towards his nephew. ‘I would know you anywhere, boy, you are the image of my father and of yours.’




  Looking at him, Donald felt tears spring to his eyes. Part of it was relief that his family had at last arrived safely after the long, difficult journey, when all he had had to hold on to was

  his father’s conviction that all would be well, but also because Sandy MacKenzie looked so like the past generations of MacKenzie men on Raasay, so like Old Ruairidh, so like the man he

  himself would become in later years.




  ‘You look a bit like my father yourself,’ Donald managed to reply, then couldn’t go on.




  ‘Take it easy, boy,’ Sandy said kindly, patting his nephew’s shoulder. ‘No one ever feels on top of the world after a journey like that. But you’re here now,

  everything will look better once you’ve rested up.’




  Sandy, at just over seventy, was ten years older than Ruairidh, but to Donald he didn’t look it, he looked younger. He stood somewhere around five feet nine inches tall,

  but he stood straight, still with dark strands among his greying, curly hair, friendly brown eyes in a tanned face, and he had a look of health and fitness about him that his younger brother never

  had. Looking at him Donald saw both his father and how his father could have looked had he lived Sandy’s life, as Sandy had so often urged him to do. And his uncle looked the world in the

  eye, Donald noticed that too, there was no hint of the fear and anxiety Ruairidh had absorbed as a way of life, because Sandy MacKenzie was a free man, living in his own house, built on his own

  land. It was the kind of house Donald MacKenzie could never have imagined. He had grown up in one built from stones, with earthen floors, where there was no heating save for the fire they used to

  cook their food, and to keep the fire lit wood had to be collected, and peats cut and carried home in baskets. Sandy and Sarah’s house was a mansion compared with what he had known. The

  low-ceilinged house was built of wood with wooden floors and had a large central chimney and four fireplaces. It had separate rooms, a kitchen, a sitting-room and four bedrooms with the first

  bedsteads he had ever seen, all with their own clean linen and blankets. Even before setting eyes on the house, and tired as he was, the scenery was like an assault on Donald’s senses. The

  Mabou Highlands lay to the north of the Bras d’Or Lakes, nestled among ancient, rolling coastal hills that led inland to the freshwater Lake Ainslie, and everywhere there were fresh meadows

  like blankets of green velvet. It was so like and yet unlike the landscape of Raasay that Donald could hardly stop looking around him though his eyes ached for sleep.




  In the early years of the 1800s, Sarah’s relatives, the MacFarlanes, had first cleared the forests to establish their six-hundred-acre farm, calling their community Mull River, in honour

  of the island home they had left behind, and in the following years the family had grown and the community had expanded with houses dotted here and there. Sandy and Sarah had been absorbed into the

  community, with the MacKenzies and the MacFarlanes forming an alliance that future generations would strengthen. The MacKenzies’ house overlooked green meadows and fields, with the MacFarlane

  Brook meandering past on its way to the Mull River that fed into the Mabou River system. Donald, brought up on the scrub and rock of Raasay, had no means of imagining the shades of green that now

  assaulted his senses, the abundant fertility of the place was overwhelming; it was indeed, as his uncle had written in his letters over the years, like the Scotland of his dreams.




  Within two weeks Morag had given birth to her fourth son, just as his grandfather had predicted, in the Mull River farmhouse of his great-uncle and aunt in the Mabou Highlands.

  He was a big, healthy child, an omen of a different sort, and he was immediately given the name of his grandfather, becoming Ruairidh Beag – Wee Rory, a tag he was to carry all his life,

  despite the fact that no one in Canada would ever set eyes on the original. Back on Raasay, Old Ruairidh would sit in his chair at night, sending his thoughts out, checking his family, testing the

  pictures he saw of them in his mind for strength and health, and he smiled contentedly as his new grandson arrived in Nova Scotia. On one of the last days of July, Donald MacKenzie and his uncle

  sat talking. Sandy was sitting back in his favourite chair, pipe in hand, while Donald sat forward on his, head bowed, his arms on his knees and his hands clasped in front of him. He was feeling

  more relaxed now that the child had been born and he and Morag were both healthy, but somehow the new arrival made him yearn for home and the people he had left behind, and, understanding his

  nephew’s confusion, Sandy was telling him his own story of arriving in Cape Breton.




  The French had come first, he explained, joining the Indians, then in 1784, a year after the British had signed a peace treaty with the Americans to end the Revolution, it had

  become a British Colony. What the British wanted then was to stop the French from taking over and gaining the rich fishing, so they encouraged those who had settled in America and fought on the

  side of the crown during the Revolution to re-settle in Nova Scotia.




  ‘When we came here in 1825 there were English, French and even Irish people already here, folk from the Channel Islands as well, they had brought the Irish with them for the fishing, but a

  lot more came out after the Irish Rebellion. So life was already well set up, we didn’t have the hard times those settlers did, we lived with Sarah’s cousins from Mull, the MacFarlanes.

  Then I built a log cabin of our own with the help of the family,’ Sandy told Donald. ‘There were so many trees here, so much wood – still is,’ he said, waving an arm towards

  the outdoors, his other hand still holding his pipe to his mouth. ‘And we made use of it, though we have never touched the hardwoods in MacFarlane’s Woods. It’s about two hundred

  acres at the far edge of the river there. We still have more than enough for our needs, to burn – you won’t be cutting peat here – and build houses and wagons. The Micmac Indians

  taught us how to work with the wood and how to cut the notches so that the logs would fit tightly against each other, even though they thought we were crazy for wanting to live in cabins. They live

  in those wickawam things. They’ve been good to us, probably better than we would have been to them in similar circumstances, if the truth were told. They’re a gentle people, don’t

  carry weapons, walk everywhere, too, and they know more about this land than we do. Always give them respect, Donald, that’s my tip.’ He puffed on his pipe thoughtfully. ‘There

  are some who were scared of them back then, some who still treat them with suspicion now, but there was never any reason for it, they showed us nothing but kindness. Showed us how to hunt, what

  native plants to eat, and taught us how to survive the winters.’ He looked up and smiled. ‘There was no snow on Raasay that I can remember, the odd flake, but not real snow like here.

  Your boys will love it, feet deep it is, lasts from Christmas till the end of March, into April sometimes, and you have to wear special snow shoes to get around.’ He looked at his

  nephew’s troubled expression, knowing that he was only half-listening and why. ‘Don’t worry so much boy, homesickness is normal, it will pass,’ he said quietly. ‘Many

  times I’ve sat here and thought to myself that I’d give anything to walk on that shore where you last saw my brother, or to smell the peat smoke again, then I’ve thought that if I

  had been given the right to choose anywhere in the world to live, it would be here in Mull River. I mean that, truly. Home is what and where you make it, Donald. You’ll never forget Raasay,

  it was the place you were born, and it wasn’t the land treated us badly there, it was the lairds. This is the place your children will call home, though, and there are no lairds. You’ve

  made a good decision bringing them here.’




  ‘It was my father who forced me,’ Donald said ruefully. ‘I made no decision except to obey him. As I stood on the boat looking back at him it was as if he was becoming one with

  the hills around him and it became harder to make him out the farther the boat got from the shore. I knew I would never see him again and the last memory I would have of him would be of not being

  able to see him clearly. I had this feeling in my throat and had to fight the urge to dive overboard and swim back to him, even though I can’t swim.’ He laughed wryly.




  ‘It does you credit, Donald,’ his uncle said, leaning forward in his chair and tapping Donald’s knee sympathetically. ‘Ruairidh always said you had your mother’s

  tender heart and you did your duty by her to the end, but now you’ve done your father’s bidding and the right thing for your family. What more can you ask?’




  ‘That he had come with us,’ Donald replied miserably.




  ‘You must allow a man his own mind, your father most of all, Donald,’ his uncle replied. ‘He had his reasons for staying and you must do him the honour of accepting that he

  knew his own mind and had made his own decision. I have never had sons, but I was one myself, so I’m telling you now that you have no reason to feel guilt on Ruairidh’s

  acount.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Donald, uncertainly. ‘Yes.’




  He knew it to be true, he only wished he could believe it, but, as his descendants knew, in the deepest recesses of his mind, he resolved one day to bring his father here. Holding on to that

  thought was how he survived those first weeks and months in the New Land, and in the years to come it became Donald’s passion to keep alive the stories of home, almost as though he were

  keeping his father alive with words until he could bring him to Cape Breton. He became known for his stories, it was his gift, people said, but it hadn’t been a gift he possessed until he had

  left Raasay. As he worked through the seasons to come he would think of Ruairidh alone on the island and the thought would spur him on, making him determined another wouldn’t pass without his

  father there to share it all.
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  A few weeks after Ruairidh Beag’s arrival, news came from Alasdair MacDonald in Margeree Forks that he too was the father of a son, but he had become a widower at the

  same time; not every emigrant story was a happy one. Reading the letter, Donald remembered his father’s words back on Raasay: ‘There will be another child you and Morag will be parents

  to,’ the old man had said, and he had laughed, ‘you will love him as much as the others, but it’s too complicated to explain now. When it happens you will remember my words and

  understand why I smiled.’ Alasdair had named the child Padraig for his wife’s father on Skye. ‘I have taken his daughter, it was little enough to do in return,’ he wrote.

  Morag was upset, Mairead had been young enough to be her daughter, and an invitation was immediately sent for Alasdair to visit Mull River as soon as he could, an invitation he immediately took up.

  He arrived on the doorstep with Padraig wrapped in a blanket, and Morag was overcome with sadness at the sight of them, the unsuspecting child and his young father not yet twenty, looking lost and

  distraught. Back on Skye he had been a fisherman and he had planned to go off with the whaling fleet in the new land, but his plans had been thrown by the death of his wife, leaving their son

  motherless. Even though he had relatives in Margeree Forks, he felt uneasy about leaving the child with them; neither he nor the child knew them, even if they did share the same blood. Later, with

  the visitors asleep, Morag had talked to Donald as she cooked in the kitchen.




  ‘The boy can’t look after himself let alone a newborn,’ she said briskly. There’s only one thing to do.’




  ‘I was waiting for this,’ Donald sighed.




  ‘Waiting for what?’ she demanded, stirring a pot so vigorously that he thought the ladle might come out of the bottom.




  ‘I know what you’re going to say, Morag, and I think you might be letting your heart talk instead of your head.’




  Morag glared at him, stirring even more viciously.




  ‘And pots are meant to have bottoms,’ he smiled, ‘and furthermore, it’s Sarah’s pot.’




  Morag kept stirring but turned her face away from him. ‘If someone had told me you would hesitate over something like this, Donald MacKenzie, I would have hit him,’ she said. A long

  moment passed. ‘That you would refuse to help that boy and that motherless child.’ She sniffed loudly. ‘Refuse out of hand, too, I may say!’ She stopped stirring and

  searched her pinny pocket for a hankie. ‘Something’s happened to you, Donald MacKenzie,’ she said tearfully. ‘Since we came here you’re not the man I

  married.’




  Donald laughed. ‘Morag MacKenzie,’ he said softly, ‘you’ve been using those tricks on me since the day I met you.’ He put out his arms and hugged her, laughing

  again at Morag’s next move, a half-shrug of protest that was intended to imply that she had no intention of being hugged by an enemy, but, being but a woman, she had no choice. ‘What if

  Alasdair doesn’t want to hand over his son?’ he asked.




  ‘Don’t be silly, the boy’s lost,’ Morag retorted. ‘He’s come here for help and you’re refusing him,’ she said again. ‘Think if you were in

  his position.’




  Donald sighed. ‘I’m thinking of you,’ he said. ‘You’re not a young woman yourself.’ She glared up at him. ‘I mean, you’re getting used to this new

  life, you have three big lads to care for and now a new baby of your own and you’re saying you should take on another one?’




  ‘Are you saying,’ Morag demanded in a cold voice as she pulled away from him, ‘that I can’t manage?’




  ‘I’m saying, Morag, that it will help no one, the baby and Alasdair least of all, or our own lads, if you find you can’t.’




  ‘Why are men so … so stupid?’ she demanded angrily, then she smoothed her pinny down and took a deep breath. ‘There’s Sarah,’ she said calmly, ‘and

  this house is less work than the one we came from.’ She picked up the ladle again then put it back down, turning around to face him again. ‘Besides,’ she said defiantly,

  ‘being a man you wouldn’t know this, but once you’ve got three children you can add however many and it doesn’t matter. It’s like cooking for ten people and cooking

  for two, you use the same number of pots.’




  Donald shook his head; he was beaten and he knew it. He had been beaten before he had opened his mouth, beaten, he now realised, the minute Morag had heard of Mairead’s death. No wonder

  his father had laughed. ‘It’s not our house, Morag,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to ask Sandy and Sarah before we say anything to Alasdair.’




  Sandy and Sarah had been without children or grandchildren all of their married life; it had just not happened and there had been no way to change that. They had missed all the

  usual family joys and crises, only experiencing them at secondhand through Sarah’s relatives, but it wasn’t the same as having children about the house, living with them, taking over

  their lives as though they had always been there. They could take no real part in discussions about the ages, stages and dilemmas and would miss out on the next generation, by not being

  grandparents. Though they had adjusted to the situation over the years and were content with their lot, they both acknowledged the void that was in their lives. Sarah blamed herself; in those

  long-ago days childlessness was always blamed on the woman and the man received sympathy for being trapped into marriage by a barren wife, in the same way as if he had been trapped by a pregnant

  one. And it was such a shame, Sarah had told Morag, because Sandy loved children so much and had looked forward to having his own family, that was why he had built this big house, but the rooms had

  remained empty as she failed him year by year until time ran out. The arrival of the MacKenzie brood had brought all sorts of benefits to the old couple, Sarah now had another female to discuss

  family and other matters with, and they had the children, their own children. It was like an Indian summer, they were both blossoming, she said, having so much life about the place, it was as if

  the children were giving them their energy, so why would another one, another six – she looked at Morag, who shook her head vigorously – do anything but bring more happiness to

  them?




  Next morning they raised the subject with Alasdair. They put it to him as though he would be doing them a favour. If he was agreeable, the wee one could stay with them while he was at sea. He

  would be brought up with Ruairidh Beag as though he was their own, but he would, of course, always be Padraig MacDonald, he would know who his father was and who his mother had been, and Morag was

  in a better position to do that than the relatives in Margeree Forks who had hardly known the girl. When he was on leave he would be welcome to stay at Mull River with them and they would look

  after Padraig until Alasdair’s circumstances changed. What they meant was until he married again, as surely he would, but they didn’t put it into words out of respect for his grief. The

  boy burst into tears as he tried to thank them and soon everyone was in tears. He was doing them a kindness, he was assured, there was such a big gap between Ruairidh Beag and his brothers that

  he’d be like an only child and they didn’t want him to be spoiled. Donald glanced sideways at Sandy and Sarah as they nodded in solemn agreement and he smiled to himself; now there

  would be two babies for them to spoil.




  As the summer hot spell of their arrival in Mull River gave way to fall, people would look at the sky and talk of ‘smelling snow in the air’. The first frost arrived in September,

  then, as Sandy had predicted, the snow started falling at the end of December and, though they had been warned of how heavy it would be, like all newcomers the MacKenzies were awed by how much fell

  and lay on everything around. It covered roads and tracks, hung on trees, the great boughs sagging with the weight, the branches creaking and moaning in the wind. The snow lay on roofs in unmoving

  depths, then suddenly it stopped, but not a flake disappeared, it simply lay where it had fallen, a great white blanket feet thick that looked as though it would be there forever. At first it was

  frightening, and the newcomers found it hard to believe so much snow could be normal or could ever disappear, but there was a beauty about it too, especially at night, when the moon bathed the

  landscape in crisp black and white, so clear that it almost hurt the eyes, and the snow and ice sparkled and shone. It was the cold that assaulted the senses, though, a harder cold than anyone

  could ever imagine, the kind of cold that froze moisture within seconds, even moisture on a human body. Donald and his family were indeed lucky that they had come to an established farm and people

  who had been there for many years, who knew how to cope with the freezing conditions. They knew that wood had to be chopped and stored well in advance, for instance, because anyone thinking of

  doing so during winter would find the sweat freezing on their brow, and their hair turning stiff and white as they worked; it was easy to die in those conditions, especially when you didn’t

  know it was happening till it had. At first it was confusing, as though the land had died, but it had only gone into hibernation in those months, as the human beings tried to wait it out and

  survive till spring. Many couldn’t adapt, the older ones usually, and headed for warmer climes, for Australia mainly, where those earlier na h-eilthirich had gone earlier. Those who

  didn’t want to or couldn’t venture that far, took the easiest route out of Cape Breton on the regular boats carrying timber to Boston, while others moved south to Ontario.




  ‘How long does it take to get used to it?’ Donald asked, looking out at the alien landscape.




  ‘Oh, that’s hard to answer,’ his uncle smiled, puffing on his pipe. ‘It can take years for some folk, others never do, but if you stick it out you’ll be singing its

  praises one day. Take Iain MacAilean, Bard MacLean as he is now. He went from Tiree to Pictou County in 1819 when he was thirty-two years old and was so disappointed in what he found that he sent

  his songs and poems back to his family as warnings not to follow him here. The work of clearing trees for the plough was too hard and exhausting and the winters were hell, he was so bitter that

  they say he actually put people off coming out. Ten years later he was writing a different kind of poetry altogether, verses in praise of his new home, he had so much love for the place that there

  was nowhere else on earth he would rather be. I dare say you’ll be the same one day.’




  Donald looked around at him and grimaced doubtfully. Sandy laughed. ‘The sea freezes, too, you know,’ he said. ‘It’s so thick that people drive horses and carriages over

  it, on the lake there, too, though it took me a long time to trust it, I have to say. The young ones have no bother,’ he smiled, ‘the ones born to it especially. To Ruairidh Beag and

  Padraig there it will be all they have ever known, it will be home to them. And the other lads will settle down to it soon enough, there’s not a lad I know who doesn’t like snow, and

  they’ll pick up the new ways without thinking about it. For you and Morag, though,’ he grinned, ‘it will take a little longer, but when you see what this new land has to offer,

  you won’t mind the winters.’




  And just as Sandy had predicted, the MacKenzie brothers loved the frozen winters of their new home. Ruairidh Beag, who had never not seen snow before, took the whole thing in his

  stride, while Padraig looked a little apprehensive, watching Iain, Calum and Colin dashing about in the white stuff, or trying to, before the weight of it dragged them down and left them lying

  there, caked in it, gasping and laughing. Ruairidh Beag was held in Granny Sarah’s arms, a smile on his gummy mouth, his dark eyes bright, watching his brothers play and occasionally he would

  clap his hands in delight, while the fair-haired, blue-eyed Padraig looked on quietly. Donald felt differently about this son, he realised, watching Ruairidh Beag as he watched his older brothers,

  though he wasn’t sure why this was. It was partly because of the long gap between the other three and him, he knew, he had time to enjoy him, free from the survival anxieties he had felt on

  Raasay with the others, and Ruairidh Beag was the bridge between the old home and the new one, conceived in the old, carried across the ocean and born in the new, maybe that was it. And there was

  his father’s blessing on the boy before he was born, that he would be different from the others and have abilities Donald wouldn’t understand, the old man had probably known the child

  would be named for him, too. Donald smiled, watching him.




  ‘He has it, that one,’ Sandy nodded towards the child, adding his own smile. ‘He has, has he not, Sarah?’




  ‘Oh, he has, he has,’ Sarah nodded, smiling down at Ruairidh Beag as she rocked to and fro with him in her arms. ‘He has that faraway look sometimes. We say it often,

  don’t we Sandy? “That one’s seeing more than we can.” Don’t we say just that, Sandy?’




  ‘You mean you think he has the Second Sight?’ Donald asked. Sandy and Sarah laughed aloud and the baby in Sarah’s arms turned to look at them, then at his father, and he

  laughed too.




  ‘Of course he has,’ Sandy said. ‘Look at that wise wee face there.’




  ‘Look at him,’ Donald laughed to his wife, drawing Morag’s attention reluctantly away from her three older sons. This snow might well be as normal here as everyone said it was,

  but it was new to Morag and she wasn’t at all sure no harm would come to her boys.




  ‘What, Donald?’ she asked, quietly. ‘What is it you’re saying?’




  ‘They’re saying this new boy of yours has the Second Sight.’




  ‘Well of course he has,’ Morag replied impatiently, her attention returning once more to the joyful scenes outside.




  ‘You think so, too?’ Donald asked.




  ‘Donald, I’ve never understood how the son of a man with the Gift can be so dense,’ Morag replied, and at her side Sandy and Sarah laughed aloud again.




  ‘I must say,’ Donald complained sheepishly, ‘you two seem to be getting a lot of fun out of me today.’




  ‘Aye, well,’ Sandy grinned, ‘my own blood you are, but I have to admit there are times when you’re not very bright right enough, as Morag says.’




  Morag nodded. ‘Haven’t I told you more times than I can remember, Donald, that he will look into the distance sometimes and you know he’s seeing something? And the times when

  I’ve heard his voice in the night and got up to look in on the two of them, and Padraig is always asleep, but there’s this one, for all the world as though he’s holding a

  conversation with someone. Haven’t I always said that?’




  ‘Aye, but all mothers think their babies are doing something no other baby ever did,’ Donald said defensively.




  ‘And I’d pick this one to be daft about, would I,’ Morag demanded, ‘when I have three before him? You don’t think I’d know if one was different from the

  others?’




  Standing at the window Sandy leaned towards his nephew. ‘I think you’ve lost this one,’ he said in a stage whisper. ‘I’ve had a wife longer than you have, Donald,

  it’s my opinion you should just surrender now.’




  It wasn’t that Donald was rejecting the idea of his son having the Gift, he didn’t think in those terms. He had grown up witnessing his father’s ability to see things in his

  mind that others couldn’t; there was nothing mystical about it, it was part of who his father was and his father was far from being a fanciful man. The Second Sight and those who had it were

  not regarded as strange or deranged, it was a perfectly natural trait that ran through families as surely as hair colour, or an ability to play the fiddle, and it was deeply respected by those it

  had missed. He was trying not to jump to conclusions about his son, though. He knew his father’s gift was a burden as well as a blessing, he had watched him in distress about the knowledge he

  had so many times and, though he dearly wanted this child to have a connection with the old man back at home beyond carrying his name, he also had a father’s natural wish for his son to have

  a free, happy life. He didn’t possess the Gift himself and had always felt glad to be released from the responsibilities it imposed, assuming that one of his brothers who had died in

  childhood might have been the one intended to carry them. What he was also trying to do, though, as the father of four, no, five sons, was not to feel favour for one in particular, in case that

  feeling should transmit itself to the others, Padraig in particular. He loved his children, all his children, there would always be equality in his affections and actions towards them, but inside

  his heart he knew Ruairidh Beag would always be special.
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  After the hard-packed snow had melted there was still frost the following April, though Sandy had said it could still come back right up to the full moon in June, when the

  flies arrived. It was like being hit by a different kind of blizzard: black flies, deer flies, mosquitoes, anything with wings and biting parts flew in to Mull River and attacked every living

  creature. ‘They’ll be gone by August,’ everyone said, like a mantra. In May and June the air was filled with yet another snowfall, the flying blossoms of apple, lilac, cherry and

  maple trees, with strawberry, raspberry and blueberry flowers adding to the glorious storm; just seeing it and smelling the air lifted the heart, before the dry, hot spell set in again. For Donald

  and his family this marked their first year in their new home and, to Ruairidh, his first birthday in the house where he had been born. His older brothers were gradually joining Donald in working

  the farm, and just as gradually Sandy was taking a back seat. He was still there to make suggestions and guide Donald and his sons till they knew the land as well as he did himself. He hadn’t

  brought them all this way to rule them, he wanted to hand everything to the next generation of MacKenzies, and the next, and, as the years passed, there was an air of contentment and satisfaction

  about him as he watched it happen. Working less meant he had more time to spend with Ruairidh Beag and Padraig as they grew from babies to toddlers and then became small boys, and the man who had

  never had children became a devoted grandfather. Sandy and the two boys would wander around chatting to each other, taking delight in anything that interested the other. The closeness to the boys

  was, after all, an experience Sandy had never had before and never thought he would have, so he felt blessed to have it now, in his twilight years, and when he wasn’t talking to them he was

  talking about them.




  ‘He’s such a quiet wee lad, Padraig,’ he told Sarah, as they sat together at the end of the day. ‘He has such a gentle nature, and they’re good

  together, aren’t they?’




  Sarah looked up from her needlework and nodded. ‘There’s no jealousy between them,’ she smiled. ‘If you give one some maple toffee he’ll make sure there’s

  some for the other one.’




  ‘They have a deep attachment,’ Sandy agreed. ‘I suppose one day Padraig’s father will come here and say he wants to take him away for good.’




  ‘I suppose so,’ Sarah replied.




  ‘It’ll be like losing a bit of myself when he does,’ he sighed, and puffed at his pipe.




  ‘But it’s his right,’ Sarah said quietly.




  ‘Aye, I know that, and who would deny young Alasdair some happiness after all he’s been through? Every time he comes back from a trip and sees the boy you can tell how much he misses

  him, and the sadness as he leaves again, well, I have to confess, I have to look away.’




  ‘I sometimes wonder how the two of them will do being separated. They’ve been together almost since birth, it’s harder to think of Ruairidh Beag without Padraig than without

  Iain, Calum and Colin. I think it’s Padraig I would worry about most, I think Ruairidh Beag is the strong one.’ Sarah mused. ‘I think that one could withstand a lot more than most

  grown-ups.’




  ‘I know what you mean, he has a way with him,’ Sandy said affectionately. ‘I don’t rightly know how to describe it. He’s always talking while Padraig says very

  little, yet he has a kind of stillness about him, too, for all the talking, a strong stillness, if you see what I mean. Yet Padraig is the one for animals, they just come up to him and he talks to

  them as natural as he would to you and me. He doesn’t have to coax them, they just follow him about.’




  ‘Maybe it’s because he doesn’t make a fuss,’ Sarah smiled proudly, as she struggled to thread a needle. ‘Neither does Ruairidh Beag, they’re not loud, they

  don’t run about wild, shouting and yelling and causing nothing but trouble like other lads, they have no need of that nonsense. Mind you, when Ruairidh Beag does talk, he speaks his mind. I

  fancy that will bring him trouble one day, but he’ll handle it, he’s a clever one, all right.’




  ‘That’s true,’ Sandy mused. ‘It’s that … that … stillness he has about him,’ he repeated as though lost for words. He sucked thoughtfully on his

  pipe. ‘Has he told you about the cailleach?’ he asked.




  Sarah shook her head without looking up from her work.




  ‘We were down by the brook today. I was showing Padraig how to cut wood with the grain rather than against it. You know how he likes wood, always trying to carve birds and things, and

  there was a blue jay sitting on a branch only inches away from him, and he’s talking to it softly and it’s looking at him, turning its head this way and that, almost like it knew what

  he was trying to do. Anyway, Ruairidh Beag was a little way from us and I could hear him laughing as though there was someone with him. I asked who he was talking to and he said it was the old

  woman. Padraig and I looked at each other and shrugged. “We can’t see anyone, Ruairidh Beag,” I said, and he laughed like I was having a joke with him. “What does she look

  like?” I asked. “Like Granny Sarah,” he says, “only different.” She’s his other granny, he says, and she comes and talks to him all the time. “Look,”

  he says, “she’s just there. We’ll have to wait for her a minute, she’s old and she gets out of breath.” And he stands there waiting and looking from me to

  Padraig to where the cailleach is, or isn’t, and can I really not see her, he asks. Padraig never sees her, he says, as if that’s perfectly all right for Padraig, but is there

  maybe something bad about my old eyes or what? And he looks at me with those big, solemn eyes, really worried that mine aren’t working.’




  Sarah laughed. ‘Does he know who it is?’




  ‘He’s on the right track. He described Annie to perfection, though he doesn’t know that. I asked him if he had seen her before and he said she had always been there, when he

  was in his cot she sang songs to him, though she had to stop sometimes to catch her breath.’




  Sarah looked up. ‘Morag told me that he sings songs in his bed, songs from home that she doesn’t know all the words to, but he does.’




  Sandy nodded. ‘He remembers seeing the cailleach on Raasay, too, describes the house in Hallaig though he never actually saw it, and the one in Arnish, though he never lived

  there, never lived on Raasay, come to that. He was telling me about cutting the peats and about the rain and the cold, and him not four years old and never set foot on the place, yet you would

  swear, listening to him, that he had lived there himself.’ He puffed on his pipe. ‘My own father used to talk of his grandmother who saw people, but I never heard of anyone else who

  did.’




  ‘Maybe it’s just Donald’s stories he’s heard, you know how Donald likes to talk about the old place. Maybe that’s all it is. If it’s what you’re

  suggesting it’s a terrible thing to lay on a child, a heavy burden to carry, Sandy.’




  ‘But if it’s there, it’s there,’ Sandy replied quietly. ‘I think he’s a special one, our Ruairidh Beag.’




  When they were five years old, Ruairidh Beag and Padraig were walking in the fields with Donald and Grandpa Sandy, inspecting the beasts, keeping an eye on the ones due to

  calve soon, as all good cattlemen do. Suddenly Ruairidh Beag turned around as though someone had called his name, and stared back at the house up on the hill.




  ‘Look,’ he said, pulling his father’s sleeve with one hand and pointing with the other. ‘Look.’




  The others looked where he was pointing but saw nothing.




  ‘What do you see, wee one?’ Sandy asked, stepping near to the boy and laying a hand on his shoulder.




  ‘It’s the cailleach,’ he smiled, ‘the other granny. Can you not see her?’ He waved happily. ‘The bodach’s with her, the old man, look,

  he’s waving.’ The boy tugged even harder on his father’s sleeve. ‘It’s you they’re waving to,’ he said excitedly. ‘Wave back!’




  Donald found himself waving though he could see no one.




  ‘What is the bodach like?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘Like you, Grandpa Sandy, a lot like you. Look,’ he said, dancing with delight, ‘they’re smiling to us. They’re going away, they’ve just come to say goodbye.

  Wave then, they’re waiting for you to wave back!’ At that he grasped Sandy’s hand too and made him and Donald wave to the figures they couldn’t see up by the house.




  ‘You know what I think?’ Sandy said quietly to Donald.




  Donald nodded. ‘It’s my father,’ he said. ‘My father’s died on Raasay.’




  And so the tale continued, many weeks passed before news came that Old Ruairidh had died on Raasay at just the time his special grandson saw him with his other granny, waving

  goodbye to their family. When he was asked some time later if he ever again saw the old woman who sang Gaelic songs to him in his cot, Ruairidh Beag had replied logically, ‘No, of course not.

  She was just waiting for the bodach, then they went away together.’




  And when she was a child Nancy knew it and believed it word for word, of course she did; why would anyone make up stories like that? Besides, Ruairidh Beag was her grandfather, he was a good and

  honest man and when he saw things he presented them without any fuss, it was just how it was. It didn’t happen regularly, in fact he had only seen people a few times in his long life and

  there was no saying when it would happen or when he would have some pre-knowledge. It was how the Gift was, he said, he had no control over it and sometimes wished he didn’t have it, but

  there was nothing he could do about it, and often he would wonder aloud why he would know one thing and not another. Sometimes he would look at a stranger and know what had happened in his past

  life and what would happen in his future, yet there were events within his own family affecting his nearest and dearest that took him completely by surprise. Nancy would sit by his side and

  question him about it in a way she would never question her mother.




  ‘Do you never feel afraid when you see someone?’




  ‘No,’ her grandfather replied. ‘You see, Nancy, when I see them I have no reason to think it’s odd. They’re just like you or me, you can’t see through them or

  anything like that, they’re solid people.’




  ‘But when you were small,’ Nancy persisted. ‘Weren’t you scared then?’




  ‘And why would I be?’ he asked. ‘They didn’t mean me any harm, they came to me because they knew I could pass on some message, that was all. It’s just a thing I

  have. I often think it must be a thing everyone once had, but over the centuries they’ve cluttered up their minds with other things and now they don’t even know that it exists, never

  mind that they once had it. For some reason there are people like me who have kept it, maybe it was stronger in us, I don’t know. My brother, Padraig, now he was a fine musician, voice like

  an angel, and he could carve wood like one too, you only have to look around the house where you were born to see that. Made fiddles so beautiful it was a shame to let a hand touch them to get

  music out of them.’




  ‘He played them, though, didn’t he?’ Nancy asked. ‘People still talk about Padraig’s fiddles and Padraig’s music, don’t they?’




  ‘They do indeed,’ Ruairidh Beag said with pride. ‘He made this big fireplace as a wedding present for your grandmother and me, and have you ever seen anything more

  beautiful?’ He pointed to the fireplace with his pipe. ‘Look at the birds and animals, and the flowers, you can see every petal of the blossoms, and the trees are so real you feel you

  could take a walk and recognise each one, in fact you probably could. He couldn’t teach it to me, though,’ he laughed at the memory. ‘He tried, but it just made him angry.

  “You’re being cruel to the wood, Ruairidh Beag,” he used to say. “Put it down, put it down!” and he’d look at me as if he was in pain himself. I only had the one

  gift but he had two and that was one of them. We grew up together, did everything together, yet he couldn’t even teach me the simplest thing, and I envied him, because his gifts were of far

  more use than mine ever was.’




  ‘But what about Padraig’s father? He was at sea when he died, you must’ve known he couldn’t have been in your bedroom?’




  ‘No, I knew where he was. By that time I knew the people I was seeing had passed on, but it made no difference, they had done me no harm in life, why would they in death? I can’t

  explain it very well, it was always with me, a natural thing if you like, you can’t avoid having it if it comes to you.’
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  The story of Padraig’s father had always fascinated Nancy, probably because it was nearer in time to her own life, her mother, after all, had known Padraig and had her

  own tale to tell about him, and Nancy knew it was true because so many people witnessed it and, besides, if it hadn’t happened then it was a lie, a deliberate fabrication, and that was

  unthinkable. Padraig had never doubted her grandfather. Having grown up with stories of Ruairidh Beag’s occasional visions and conversations with people no one else could see or hear made no

  difference, it was how his brother was and Padraig never questioned it. One night, when they were six years old, Ruairidh Beag wakened Padraig and said his father was there, but not downstairs, he

  was standing by the window of their bedroom. He wanted Padraig to know he loved him and would always be looking out for him, but he wouldn’t be seeing him again.




  ‘What does he mean?’ Padraig asked, sitting up in his bed and staring at the window. He could see nothing there, but he knew his brother did.




  ‘That’s all he’s saying. He’s holding up a letter and he’s saying he’s with your mother and she watches you too.’




  ‘I think,’ Padraig said quietly, ‘it means he’s dead.’ He got up and went over to the window. ‘Can I touch him, Ruairidh Beag?’ he asked, putting his

  hand out.




  Ruairidh Beag nodded, smiling. ‘He’s taking your hand,’ he said. ‘Can you really not feel it?’ Padraig shook his head but kept his hand outstretched. ‘Now

  there’s a woman with him, she’s kissing your head.’ After a moment he said, ‘They’ve gone.’




  

    *    *    *


  




  ‘He was all wet, the floor was full of water that had dripped off him. He was holding out a letter, but he was showing it to me, he didn’t want me to take it,’

  Ruairidh Beag later told his parents and grandparents calmly. ‘The woman was only there for a moment, but she was young and pretty.’




  Donald got up and crossed to the desk where he did the farm paperwork, slid open a drawer and removed a letter. ‘The last time he was here Alasdair left this, to be opened if something

  befell him at sea,’ he said.




  ‘Then I think you’d better open it,’ Sandy suggested.




  Donald slit the envelope and withdrew a piece of paper wrapped around something bulky. He undid the small parcel and found a gold signet ring bearing the crest of the MacDonalds of Sleat, a

  crown with a gauntleted fist above it, holding a cross, and the words Per mare, per terras: by sea and land. He smoothed the letter with his hand on the desk in front of him.




  ‘Alasdair writes that this ring is the only thing of any worth that he has, and if anything should happen to him at sea, it should pass to his son in due course, and, if we are agreeable,

  that if the worst should happen, he would like Padraig to remain here rather than go back to Margeree Forks or anywhere else.’




  ‘There was never any doubt about that,’ Morag murmured, putting her arms protectively around both her boys.




  ‘And he goes on about being grateful to us for everything.’




  ‘And no need for that,’ Morag said.




  Nancy knew the story was roughly true, but still, she thought, feeling a guilty blush creep over her cheeks, you wouldn’t want to tell anyone outside Cape Breton, they

  might not understand. Until, that was, she was fifteen. By that time the town of Mabou was a thriving community, with general merchants, traders, blacksmiths, carriage-makers, banks and hotels.

  There were three schools, one for Baptists and one for Presbyterians, plus a Roman Catholic school all children attended after grade 9. The town boasted two doctors and three churches, and it had

  also had its own County Council with elected wardens, or leaders, since 1888. When Nancy was growing up in the early 1900s, it was a busy, expanding town, but not one that would hold her, she had

  long decided – not if she had any say in it.




  As the years passed in Mull River so did the generations. Sandy died in due course, then Sarah, leaving the farm to Donald, who had been running it for years anyway with his

  sons. In time the three elder MacKenzie boys moved on, married and built up their own farms nearby with land from Sandy’s original hundreds of acres; there was more than enough to provide a

  very good living for three more families. The two younger ones continued to run Mull River with their father, just as Donald had taken over from Sandy and in just the same way the Mull River

  farmhouse and land would pass in time to following generations. They were prospering, keeping sheep and raising milk beasts for the lucrative butter trade that exported to all over America. The

  fertile fields of Mull River grew potatoes, oats, turnips and grain and, through hard work and commitment to the land, the family was gradually leaving comfortable behind to become wealthy. The

  older ones, who had worked the land ‘at home’ just as devotedly, would shake their heads in wonder at what was possible in this new land, while the younger ones, as was the way of

  things, knew nothing of that time and simply accepted what they had. Over the years Alasdair MacDonald had been a frequent and welcome visitor who was as fond of all the family as they were of him

  and, though Padraig knew who he was and about his background, it was natural that he should consider his father to be just what he was, an affectionate but mostly absent relative. He was eighteen

  years old when he was given Alasdair’s last gift, the gold ring left in safe-keeping at Mull River, and he wore it with pride, but he had always called Donald ‘Father’ and Morag

  ‘Mother’ and regarded Sandy and Sarah as just as much his grandparents as Ruairidh Beag’s. The two youngsters complemented each other in personality as much as in appearance, the

  strong character of Ruairidh Beag, who had the characteristic MacKenzie colouring, dark, curly hair and brown eyes, and his brother, the quieter, more reticent Padraig, blue-eyed, fairer and

  smaller in height and width, and they were always together. By the time he was an adult Ruairidh Beag had grown taller than his own father and broader, but the resemblance was only too apparent.

  ‘My word,’ the old ones would say, looking at him, ‘you wouldn’t be able to get away with anything, Ruairidh Beag, you have such a strong look of your father that everyone

  would know who you were,’ and Ruairidh Beag would smile wisely, as he did at everything. Dependable, a fine man, good company and wise beyond his years, that’s what people said of him.

  Some thought he was shy, but he had no need for noise and fuss, as Granny Sarah had always proudly maintained; he had a presence, an assurance and a stillness about him too, as Grandpa Sandy noted.

  Padraig was a handsomer man in many ways than his brother, with finer features and a gentleness where Ruairidh Beag had strength. From early on he liked working with wood and he began making

  furniture and fiddles as a hobby that gradually became his business, making not just functional objects, but carving fine details into his pieces. As the earlier Nova Scotia immigrants flourished

  and prospered they looked for some means of advertising their success, and Padraig’s furniture and fiddles became status symbols. He loved to sing, too, in his fine tenor voice, and any

  instrument he came across he could play without being taught, so despite his quiet nature, he was in great demand at ceilidhs.
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