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            To my first born, with a love as fathomless as the sea.
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1
            PROLOGUE

            THE SEA

         

         News of death came in with the tide. Gently, the sea pulled itself across the pebbles of the bay and caressed the feet of the women gathered to wait on the shoreline. Around them lay treasures which the storm had wrenched from the sea’s clutches: the bleached, splintered bones of a boat’s hull; the fans, whorls, and jagged spikes of seashells; gelatinous mounds of amber and amethyst jellyfish which quivered in the sun. Amongst the wreckage, a seal’s carcass stared hopelessly at the sky through milky eyes. Later, the islanders would take what they could salvage from its flesh, before the circling gulls and flies could commence their feast.

         Huddled beneath shawls, the women gazed into the distance at the wooden boat bobbing closer with each swell of the tide. Barely noticing the waves gradually lapping against their feet, they craned their necks, and some ventured out even further into the water, oblivious to the cold.

         Not a word passed between them.

         The vessel sat within the treacherous strip of ocean which separated the island from a cluster of towering sea stacks. Jutting out from the depths like blackened, fossilised shark teeth, the stacks rose hundreds of feet into the air and were home to thousands of nesting gannets. This banquet of eggs and pungent meat was a prize for which husbands and fathers would ascend the dizzying heights of the stacks, sleeping for nights amidst the salt spray and piercing bird cries. But this time the women knew, their intuition alerting them like the sudden rumble of a subsiding cliff edge, that the men would 2be returning with something other than just plump seabird chicks.

         As the boat drifted closer to shore, a dozen heads and brawny bodies appeared. Arms strained against heavy wooden oars.

         What seemed like hours passed by before the body lying prostrate across the centre of the boat finally became visible, but a tangle of nets obscured the figure’s head from the desperate gaze of the wives and mothers who waited anxiously on the beach.

         At this sight, there was a sudden frenzy of movement on the shoreline. Where previously the women had stood as still as the distant sea stacks, several now dropped to their knees, rocking backwards and forwards on the sand, wringing their hands and trembling. Others waded further into the swell, determined to be the first to reach the boat and help tow it back to the shore. Men leapt over the side, torso-deep in the surf, grappling with ropes and trying vainly to shoo away the hoard of women eager to push their careworn bodies through the surrounding breakers.

         After a struggle, the boat was pulled into the shallow water of the bay. Women swarmed around it. Some ran into the arms of their awaiting husbands and clung to them, moaning and sobbing, their bodies shaking. Others desperately scanned the throng of men, trying to fathom whose face could be missing from those of the living.

         From the midst of this sombre scene, two of the men broke free from the crowd and made their way across mounds of kelp and sea foam to a solitary woman who hung back from the commotion. The smallest of the two men could barely walk; occasionally he stumbled, his legs seeming to strain under the effort of keeping his aging body upright. His eyes were wide and stared fixedly ahead through sea swept knots of hair, while his companion kept a strong arm around his shoulders, guiding him to his waiting wife.

         Back at the shoreline, several of the men began lifting the body from the boat. Hushed voices spread among the women.

         “It’s Flora MacKinnon’s youngest lad …”

         Murmurs spread and heads turned to view the woman waiting at the far side of the beach. The taller of the two men, Donald 3Gillies, kept an arm around John MacKinnon as he spoke to Flora, a woman whose age and heartaches had eroded her once striking face. What words passed between them could not be heard by the women gathered around the boat, but they did not need to be. They understood those words as sharply as if they were being spoken to them, for those were the words that made them wake, sweating, from their beds at night; the words which they had repeated in their minds countless times when their men were absent, as clear, and as terrible, as a cormorant’s mocking cries.

         Half out of curiosity, half out of sympathy, women turned to observe the scene and braced themselves. They braced themselves for the terrible scream, the crumpled fall to the ground, the distressed cries that would inevitably follow. But the screams did not come.

         Two young women, Ann and Mary MacKinnon, pushed to the front of the crowd to view the solemn figure of their mother-in-law. Mary, the youngest and slightest of the two, strained forwards with her child balanced on her hip, ready to offer soothing words and coax her husband’s mother away from the awful sight which lay behind them. Ann, however, held herself back, her strong arms wrapping themselves protectively around her thrice pregnant stomach, her handsome face ashen with dread.

         Flora MacKinnon stood as still as ever. Her eyes flickered past Donald and John to the body the men had now lain out on the beach. Flora stirred, and soon she was striding resolutely towards the shore. The women, observing Flora’s silent march towards the corpse of her son, stepped aside and created a path between mother and child.

         Upon the boy’s cadaver, purple bruises had formed against bone white skin and his clothes were stiff with salt; two cloudy eyes stared blankly up at the blazing sun and his lips were parted slightly, as if awaiting a lover’s kiss. At the back of the young boy’s head, a mess of congealed blood and matted hair was flecked with fragments of skull.

         “It’s a reckoning!”

         A lone, trembling voice filled the air, and the islander’s turned to Ann MacKinnon, hushing her in sharp reprimand for breaking 4a silence which did not belong to her. Ann hung back, still nursing the soft curve of her belly.

         Flora, seemingly unaware of the other woman’s outburst, knelt by her son’s corpse. Once again, her fellow islanders waited for the howling and lamenting to commence, but Flora uttered not a sound. All that could be heard was the gentle lapping of the ocean, the shrill mewing of the seagulls and the occasional bleating of lambs as they roamed the pastures beyond the beach. Some of the islanders glanced away, almost ashamed to bear witness to the spectacle of the bereaved mother who had yet to shed a single tear. Instead, Flora MacKinnon bent down and pressed her forehead against her son’s cold brow, holding him there in her arms, unmoving, as the gulls cried, and the sea swept across the shore.

         In due course, the remaining men gathered to carry the corpse back to the MacKinnons’ croft. The women followed; pity mingled with guilt as they escorted Flora and her weeping husband from the beach, before the tide could reclaim what was left of the land.

         As they departed, the sea crept closer.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER ONE

            THOMAS

         

         The Reverend Thomas Murray staggered out of the blackhouse. Clinging to the side of the crude dwelling, he clutched his stomach and gagged. After a prolonged period of retching into the grass, Murray fell back against the wall, gasping and heaving. Turning to the water barrel behind his lodging, he splashed cooling spring rainwater across his face and down his throat, eager to rid himself of the rancid tang of gannet meat which had lodged itself there, causing him to retch up what little remained of the lining of his gut.

         It had been a full week now since he had arrived on this remote island, and it seemed his only tangible memories since then revolved around the process of passing various bodily fluids. The journey to the isle had taken him through weeks of discomfort. It had started with a bone rattling coach journey which brought him from Inverness and ended in several perilous attempts at sea crossings. Murray was surprised when he finally made it off the boat onto the tiny beach at Eilean Eòin, where he had promptly fallen to his hands and knees and vomited onto the wet sand. The men who had brought him to his post had gazed on him with a mixture of contempt and pity, before departing back to the comforts of the more hospitable inner isles. Even now, Murray’s stomach lurched at the memory of the boat deck tumbling beneath him. After the relentless torment brought about by his multiple sea voyages, he had then spent the best part of a week confined to bed, sick with a fever that even the largest storm the island had seen in over a decade could not shake him from. 6

         Murray stumbled back into the sparse little blackhouse which had become his new lodging. The doorway led into the byre, where two sheep and one mangy cow had bedded down overnight. The air stank of damp straw and stale urine. Walking past a wooden partition, Murray unsteadily entered back into the dense fug of the living space. The room was dimly lit by a solitary lantern hanging from one of the wooden beams above and a central hearth fuelled by peat, over which a soot blackened kettle was suspended on a long chain. In the corner of the room there was a large wooden box bed; a supposed luxury on the treeless isle. The Reverend had spent many claustrophobic nights confined inside its dark wooden panels, tossing and sweating into a coarse, scratchy mattress, no doubt infested with lice. On a rickety wooden table, one of the few furnishings to adorn the dwelling apart from a quern stone and a few broken pieces of crockery, was the offending plate of gannet and boiled potatoes.

         The seabird swam in a thick layer of fishy grease. It was the first meal the minister had eaten in a week, and upon first taste the fatty meat was reminiscent of overcooked goose and pickled herring. Reluctantly, Murray once more took his seat.

         Across the table sat a stout woman wrapped in layers of dense wool, with an ancient weather-beaten face.

         “You don’t like guga?” she asked bluntly.

         The minister groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. His attendant for the past week, at best, could be described as a difficult woman. Her late husband had owned the croft he currently resided in and despite now dwelling with her eldest daughter’s extended family, she had taken it upon herself to oversee matters once the new Reverend moved in. So far, the widow had made a conceited effort to show that she was unhappy with Murray’s presence in her former home.

         “I fear the fever has yet to reside.” He tried his utmost to force a smile in response to her taunting question, reminding himself that he was here to judge the moral character of these people, not 7their primitive cuisine. “It is certainly an interesting dish.” He took another tentative bite and felt his stomach lurch in protest.

         The widow harrumphed and with a clatter started clearing the table.

         “I suspect I just need another day of fasting,” Murray said, attempting to appease her; he would after all, find it more difficult to complete his mission if he did not ingratiate himself with these backwards folk. “My thanks to you, Aileen.”

         “Ailith.”

         “Yes, of course. Thank you, Ailith.”

         Murray closed his eyes and did his best to imagine he was home in Inverness with Caroline and her home-baked plum pudding, rather than sitting in a hovel which stank of bile and sheep shit, with an old woman whose most obvious qualities were a sharp tongue and a dull wit. Perhaps it was mere ignorance that kept the islanders in their precarious existence, he considered, but ignorance was no excuse for corruption and sin. Even in the midst of his fever-tossed arrival, Murray could not help but sense something creeping and sinister lay at the heart of this island; it was his duty to locate it, dig it out and place it, root and stem, into the cleansing fire of God’s grace. He felt his lips curve upwards slightly in anticipation. This assignment, placed upon him by Church and State, would be the making of him. He would make sure of it.

         Fumbling in his coat pockets, he pulled out a crinkled parchment, creased from the number of times he had clenched it within his fist. He placed it on the table and smoothed it out. He need not worry about the old widow, for the islanders had no grasp whatsoever, and seemingly no interest, in deciphering either the English tongue or the written word. And so, he read the letter again, hoping that with each examination he would find himself closer to the recognition he had so long deserved.

         
            To the Reverend Thomas Murray,

            I write to you by way of the Presbytery of Inverness-shire, on 8behalf of my Master, Chief MacLeod of Clan MacLeod, to offer to you the role of Missionary Curate on the island of Eilean Eòin. This would take the form of a year long posting, but it is vital that you understand the significance of what could seem such an unpromising parish.

            Before you dismiss this offer, you should be aware that the current occupants of the island have yet to find someone of appropriate faith to guide them towards a Christian life, for they are, unsurprisingly, negligent of any religion besides their own paganistic superstitions. Many curates have failed to accomplish necessary progress in converting the population; we recently employed a Reverend by the name of Buchan, to attend to this post, but unfortunately sickness has forced him from this role, hence the Presbytery directing me to you.

            Truth be told, Sir, we suspect these islanders to be guilty of a variety of vices and barbarities, themselves having had no guiding authority such as Law or Church to steer them away from evil. As such, this role will comprise of far more than sermons and preachings. His Lordship requires you to root out any malfeasance you may encounter and report these findings directly to the tacksman, who visits the island on a bi-yearly basis, or upon the completion of your post. The inhabitants of the Outer Isles have long been a thorn in the MacLeods’ side, as it is as unprofitable for his Lordship to keep them as it is for them to exist on such scant rations as they do. It is also feared that should another uprising occur, the islanders will be easily led. Therefore, it is hoped that in uncovering any crimes or transgressions committed by these people, we will be better able to repurpose the islands and earn due subservience from their current populace, who have yet to earn their place in an enlightened world.

            This will be no simple feat, and I understand if this offer lacks incentive. His Lordship will provide you with a yearly wage which will complement your current post, rather than 9replace it. However, there will be few comforts on the isle, and it is this which has proved the failing of our previous missionaries. Nevertheless, I hope you will agree, Sir, that this role is an essential one, and one which could prove revelationary to a man of God such as yourself.

            We eagerly await your response.

            Richard Tavis, Secretary to Chief Norman MacLeod 

            Dunvegan

            Year of Our Lord 1727

         

         As Murry scanned the now familiar epistle, he deliberated over the Presbytery’s choice in recommending him. Just as he had at home, he tried to read the relevant lines in a way which supported his preferred interpretation: that he had been offered this post due to his fine reputation as a minister skilled in purging his flock of sin. It was not because he was low ranking; negligible; expendable … Once again, he looked down to find the parchment was once more compacted into a tight ball in his fist.

         Shaking off his fears, he hastily banished the letter to his pocket and watched as Ailith scraped what remained of the boiled potatoes onto the plate in front of him.

         “Eat it. You’ll waste away, young lad, the way you’re heading,” she admonished, shuffling towards the door.

         Murray flinched at the term, “young lad”. As a man now considerably past his thirtieth year, edging perilously closer to his fortieth, he could hardly be considered youthful. The islanders he had met so far had been treated harshly by the elements, and he could not help but wonder if his less ruddy complexion and the lack of lines on his face made him appear less aged to them. Once again, his thoughts strayed to Inverness and Caroline.

         “Ailith?”

         The widow grunted her response, barely turning from the door.

         “I don’t suppose there have been any other boats which have stopped by recently?” he asked. “I’m expecting a letter.” 10

         The old woman looked incredulous. “No ships will be coming near for weeks. Especially after that storm. Perhaps if you weren’t so busy heaving your guts up and tossing about in that bed you would have noticed that.”

         Murray felt a stab of irritation at the widow’s lack of empathy, but conceded he was foolhardy for even thinking a letter could have arrived so soon, given his new circumstances. Nevertheless, it had been almost a month since he had spoken to his wife, and although he had sent several letters from various stages in his journey, he had yet to receive any word from her.

         “You’re welcome,” Ailith muttered, picking up her shawl and wrapping it around herself. “I’ll be away now, Father. The MacKinnons are burying their youngest lad this afternoon and I reckon I’ll find as fine a company there as I will anywhere else today.”

         Murray’s face grew hot.

         “Firstly, I’m not a Papist, and therefore not anyone’s father,” he snapped. “Reverend will suffice. Secondly, why was I not informed of a burial? Correct me if I am wrong, but I had been led to believe that the Chief of Clan MacLeod, that’s your laird, madam, had appointed me here to administer to the rites and sacraments of this community? I do not imagine for one moment that this family will want their son buried without a proper Christian service?”

         Ailith stared blankly at the minister but offered no response to his sudden outburst. Murray sighed and composed himself. Whilst any foolish Papist notions of last rites were to be scorned, it was vitally important that he made himself visible to the community on such an occasion.

         “See to it that the boy is not moved from the house or interred until I am present.”

         Ailith did not seem to deem his instruction worthy of a response.

         “I will be at the chapel as soon as I can.” He looked at her pointedly. “Please, convey that exact message to the others. If you wish, you may go.”

         The old crone turned and made for the door, shutting it heavily 11behind her in a manner which made his head throb. Once more he turned his attention to the miserable meal in front of him. After taking one mouthful, it became apparent that the potatoes had soaked up the remaining fatty liquids on the plate and were now oozing with the taste of gannet.

         Pushing his plate to one side, Murray crossed the room and opened the byre door, allowing his face to be greeted by the fresh, sea breeze. It was a relief to stand outside the putrid smog of the blackhouse, which with its one tiny window covered in sealskin offered virtually no light or fresh air into the room. Fixing his eyes towards the horizon, Murray’s gaze passed over the tiny, incomplete missionary’s chapel which had been abandoned by his predecessor. Instead, he looked to the sea.

         Miles of perilous ocean stretched out before him, with nothing between him and the vast continent of the New World which lay far beyond his gaze. Closing his eyes and allowing himself to be embraced by the wind, he imagined that Caroline would eventually feel the same breeze on her face, flushing her cheeks and blowing wisps of coppery hair from beneath her linen cap. His fist clenched around his silver wedding band, and for some time he was lost to the harsh surroundings of the island.

         “This is what God wanted you to do, Thomas.”

         The final words his wife had spoken to him echoed through his mind, carried like gauzy threads of gossamer on the breeze. Murray remembered her standing by their own cottage door, softly singing as she collected blooms of meadowsweet and bell heather. Resting his head against the mossy stone of the blackhouse wall, he imagined his wife as she was on the day their son was born, slowly kneeling to pick another floral sprig, one hand resting contentedly across her loosened bodice. Then, suddenly, his wife’s soft singing had become a wordless gasp for air. Flowers had fallen to the ground and scattered.

         As if manifested by these memories, the wind rattled fiercely against the door and carried with it the ear-piercing sound of a woman’s cries. The distant lament pulled Murray from his thoughts. 12Looking towards the crofts further down the hill, he observed a large party of islanders making their way towards the small village cemetery at the edge of the chapel. To the rear of the group, the women were keening: clawing and scratching at their hair and faces in a primitive display of mourning. A group of men carried between them a figure bound in sailcloth.

         Barely containing his fury, Murray began marching down the grassy hill towards the funeral congregation. Still unsteady on his feet, he skidded on the wet turf and came close to making the remainder of the journey down the steep slope on his backside. Correcting himself, he carried on, thankful that the islanders were too focused on their blasphemous mockery of a ceremony to have noticed his predicament. Striding purposefully forward, he arrived at the chapel as the congregation were still sluggishly making their way across the bay. After clambering over the wall of the island’s crude churchyard, he positioned himself next to a freshly dug grave. Hurriedly brushing the muck from his breeches and fighting back a wave of nausea, he tried to affect an air of composure as the funeral procession inched closer.

         All around him the bitter sea squall pounded against motionless stone cairns, whipping its icy tendrils through the marram grass, and buoyed along by the breeze came the haunting, melodic wailing of women.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            FLORA

         

         It was not the first child she had lost, but it was the first that she had buried. Looking upon the lifeless form of her youngest child being lowered into his grave, cradled tenderly in the arms of his father and two surviving brothers, Flora wished that she could summon a genuine tear. Instead, she trembled in the bitter cold, disguising her shivers as sobs as her neighbours mourned on her behalf. Inside she was crippled with a dull pain, but since the day her son’s storm-damaged, mutilated body had been brought back to her, she had not been able to cry. She had lain awake for the past five nights, her boy’s corpse lying just beyond the partition separating her living space from the byre and waited desperately for the grief to hit her. Yet now she stood, watching as other mothers wailed and tore at their flesh for her child, while she remained silent.

         With an aching awareness, Flora listened to the soft thud of Donnchadh’s body hit the earth and felt a sudden twinge of longing as her boy’s form was obscured from view. It had been barely seventeen years since she had first held him against her breast.

         As she scanned the crowd she observed Mary, the wife of her second son, Fergus, nursing her infant granddaughter beneath her shawl. Flora stared longingly at the child. She thought of her lost daughter, and how there had been no opportunity to grieve then, no grave to weep over, no memorial cairn to sit and remember her by. No mourners had gathered to lay her little girl to rest, but that was the last time Flora had allowed herself to shed tears so freely, and even as her son’s body was vanishing beneath her feet, it 14was still the memory of her daughter’s soul which plagued Flora’s thoughts.

         Despite the relentless battering of the elements, Donnchadh’s grave was soon filled, and Flora allowed herself to shuffle forward to the front of the congregation. The earth lay clumped in freshly dug sods which stood out from the springy turf surrounding the grave. Just yards away stood the burial cairn of Flora’s parents and siblings, now so old that thick moss and lichen had crawled between the pebbles, binding them together.

         John placed an arm around his wife’s shoulder and pulled four round stones from beneath his belted plaid, giving one each to Flora, Fergus and his eldest son, Michael. Flora felt the stone sit snugly in her palm, warming to her touch, before she planted it firmly in the ground at the head of the grave. In procession, each member of the family deposited their stone on the growing cairn, while the remainder of the congregation scrabbled around in the turf for their own. Michael’s wife, Ann, hesitated before she placed her own tribute on the cairn, hastily moving back when the deed was done to distance herself from the gravesite. Flora looked to Ann but could not catch her eye. She noticed that some of her other kinsfolk seemed unsettled as they crowded the cemetery; some hovered by the edges as if afraid of getting too close. Flora understood the unease all too well: a death such as this forecast ill luck was on its way, swept in on a high tide. Flora did not fear this, for to her Donnchadh’s death was already a penance bestowed upon her by the sea, but if anyone else suspected this, they wisely chose to keep their fears unspoken.

         “This is idolatry.”

         Summoned by a stranger’s voice, Flora rose stiffly and looked across her son’s grave. She beheld the owner of those words hovering at the edge of the crowd: a tall, slender man whose thin lips were set firmly on a beardless face which betrayed no warmth of feeling. Flora observed that he could not have been a great deal older than her eldest, and that the windswept hair escaping from the confines 15of a thin ribbon binding it at the nape of his neck was the same burnished brown as her own sons’.

         Flora quickly surmised from the unfamiliar words and outlandish dialect that the strange man must be Reverend Buchan’s successor. The elderly cleric had left the island with the first buds of spring, taking nothing with him but a terrible fever and leaving nothing but an incomplete structure which he claimed was a place to house God. Unlike her neighbours, Flora had paid little heed to the man’s lectures and preaching.

         Perhaps it could be attributed to his relative youth and sickly pallor, but Flora felt a sudden wave of sympathy for the new Reverend, who stood out sharply from the islanders in his closely fitted black clothes and odd, three-cornered hat.

         “This is idolatry,” the stranger repeated, his face flushing red.

         Most of the mourners ignored him, but Flora could see that John and her sons were eying the clergyman anxiously. Desperate to break the dreadful silence, she took a bold step forward.

         “I am very grateful to you for coming, sir.” Flora looked up to meet his eyes.

         The young man narrowed his eyes and opened his mouth, but unprepared, took several moments to respond.

         “I am sorry for your loss, madam.” He paused and straightened himself. “But I’m afraid I cannot allow this kind of superstitious, pagan ritual to continue while I am tasked with caring for the spiritual wellbeing of this island’s inhabitants.”

         “I don’t quite understand your words, Father …” Flora could recognise that the man was offering some form of condolence, but there was a coldness to his voice, as well as a trace of unease which she found both unsettling and pitiable.

         In this moment, Flora felt a sturdy arm wrap around her waist and a firm hand rest once more against her shoulder as her husband came to stand beside her.

         “As you can see, Father, my wife has just buried a child,” John 16growled. “We’d be thankful if you could leave her to mourn. She’s in no fit state to make introductions today.”

         As John spoke these words, Flora set her jaw and gently bit the inside of her lip.

         “I meant no offence to your wife, sir. I was just explaining that …” The Reverend caught himself mid-sentence, before resuming in a quieter tone. “I only meant to say that it is important that you and your wife honour your son in a way which is respectful to God.”

         “Who said anything about disrespect?” John’s voice set as hard as granite.

         The Reverend’s head twitched to one side. “I did not mean …”

         “Are you alright, Ma?”

         Another voice joined the fray. Michael and Fergus positioned themselves on either side of Flora and fixed their gaze upon the Reverend. Flora took Fergus’ hand in hers and gazed up at Michael, who now towered above both her and his father.

         “I’m fine, boys.” Flora patted Fergus’s hand. “Get yourselves back home. Those bairns of yours will want feeding.”

         Michael shifted, but after taking one last icy glance at the Reverend, departed with his own growing family.

         “Are you sure you’ll be alright, Ma?” Fergus hovered at her side. Flora gave a shaky smile and nodded, gesturing for him to join his wife and babe. With a final squeeze of his mother’s hand, Fergus left to follow Michael. Flora turned back to the Reverend, who licked his lips slightly before once again speaking.

         “The fact is, madam, that your son is in God’s hands now, and hopefully, he’ll be welcomed warmly into the house of the Lord. But no amount of scratching at the dirt will help him into Christ’s embrace.” The Reverend’s voice rose as he drew his body upright to reveal an imposing height which dwarfed Flora’s brethren. “Those stones are empty gestures; they merely serve to venerate death. We cannot permit false idols.”

         Silence hung ominously at the end of the Reverend’s words. 17Flora felt the air thicken as the remaining mourners all turned to observe them.

         “My wife can mourn our son how she sees fit.” The lines on John’s face deepened.

         “Aye. And we don’t need guidance from the likes of you!”

         Donald Gillies, the Mackinnons’ closest neighbour, stormed his way across the tiny graveyard, positioning himself close to Flora. “The last one of you lot was a good enough man but did little in the end to actually help us. We don’t want any more of your kind here. Why can’t that fancy laird or bishop of yours send strong, working bodies that can pull their weight around here?”

         The Reverend tried to stammer a reply, but was cut off by Donald’s wife, Margaret.

         “Aye! Or why doesn’t he send us more sheep or grain? It’s feeding, not praying that we need.”

         There was a grumble of assent from the congregation, and several other voices shouted across their own grievances.

         “As you can see, priest,” spat Donald, “you’re not wanted here.”

         A rising tide of fury could be heard gathering over the graveyard. Flora could see in his eyes that the Reverend was growing increasingly anxious, but his doggedness to his cause refused to be cowed.

         “I have been sent to this island for your benefit, not my own.” The stranger trembled as he spoke. “Yet thus far, I have received no welcome, not one hint of gratitude from any of you.”

         “Here’s your gratitude, priest!”

         A stone bounced off the Reverend’s chest, leaving a clod of mud on his fine woollen coat. Despite the cleric’s ghostly pallor, his cheeks once more reddened with rage as he opened his mouth to speak. But another stone soon followed, whistling over the Reverend’s shoulder, narrowly missing the side of his face, and knocking the hat from his head. Despite the strong arms of her husband and Donald holding her back, Flora could contain herself no longer.

         “Stop it! For shame!” Flora shouted. “My son is lying in his grave, and you all behave like a pack of squabbling gulls.” 18

         The crowd froze.

         “I don’t care why this man is here. If you don’t want his service, then pay him no heed and mind your own.” Flora steadied herself, feeling her body starting to buckle under the weight of fresh words. “Now leave before I say something we’ll all regret later!”

         Lowering their heads, many of the group looked shame facedly down at the grass. Slowly, they began to trudge home, ready to return tomorrow to the monotony of their daily lives upon the island. Donald and Margaret Gillies sidled up to Flora.

         “I’m sorry, Flora,” murmured Donald, and like many of his kinsmen he cast one last disdainful look in the direction of the Reverend.

         “Do not fret over me, Donald,” Flora sighed, turning quickly to Margaret in a desperate attempt to divert her neighbours away from further conflict. “If you’re worried, come to the house later. There are some bannocks I’ve made from the last of the grain supplies.”

         Margaret looked to her husband for permission. After a pause, Donald nodded and steered his wife away. Several others cast apologetic glances at Flora as they once more abandoned the barren little churchyard.

         “Come home now, mo chridhe,” John whispered, turning and pressing his brow against her shrouded head. Flora looked longingly at the freshly dug earth. Walking to the head of the grave, she pressed her hand against the uppermost stone. It was done. Closing her eyes and allowing the wind to touch her face, she reluctantly let go and followed her husband.

         Turning, Flora’s eyes searched for the Reverend amongst the cairns, but looking around, she saw that he was already storming up the grassy slope beyond the village towards his lodgings, fury evident in each step.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Flora stared into the hearth and inhaled its comforting, peaty scent. 19Reaching down she petted John’s sheepdog, Morag, who lay placidly by the warmth of the fire, tail slowly thumping the earth floor. John and Margaret’s voices continued to echo hazily from behind her, their words blurring together as they savoured their meagre meal. Flora’s fingers picked through a warm crust of bannock and rolled soft, doughy balls out on the palm of her hand. This was the last bread that would probably pass her lips for months and she knew she should be savouring every bit of it, but despite her attempts she could summon no enthusiasm for the taste.

         The wind suddenly picked up and clattered against the door. Morag whined and skulked from her place by the hearth to huddle in the corner of the cow’s byre.

         “Dearie me, this looks to be as bad as the last one!” Margaret exclaimed. “I really should be going, Flora, before this picks up anymore.”

         Margaret rested a hand on Flora’s arm and rubbed it reassuringly. Flora glanced up and placed her hand lightly over Margaret’s, offering a slight nod. Margaret kissed her on the head before she turned back to John. Her neighbour had always strived to be near her in times of grief, but it sometimes felt as if Margaret did this less to comfort Flora and more in the hope that she could learn from such fortitude in the face of disaster. Flora knew her friend entirely misunderstood her, but still she appreciated her presence. Margaret had been by her side ever since she was a small child tottering around the graves of her brothers and sisters.

         “Are you sure you’ll be all right on your own tonight, John?” Margaret collected her shawl and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You know I could stay and keep her company for a bit. Just so she could have another woman to talk to.”

         “Thank you for the offer, Margaret, but I’d rather we were alone,” John replied, his face haggard and voice cracked. Rising from her place by the fire, Margaret leaned across to John and wrapped her arms around him.

         “It will all be fine,” she said. “The worst part is over with.” 20

         Although she knew her friend meant well, in the ensuing pause Flora closed her eyes and swallowed back her frustration. There were no words that could possibly be spoken which would make everything fine.

         “Flora,” her husband called sharply. “Margaret is leaving.”

         Flora exhaled.

         “Goodbye, Margaret. Take care on the way back home.”

         “Don’t you worry about me,” Margaret replied. “Just you rest and let that lovely man of yours take care of you.” Flora noticed the flash of envy on Margaret’s face as she braced herself to return home. Donald Gillies was a good enough man, Flora thought, but John had always been the kinder husband of the two.

         More platitudes were exchanged before John escorted Margaret outside and watched as she vanished into the evening’s fading light. Flora listened as her husband closed the door and returned to the hearth, sitting down heavily on the stool beside her. The croft was now silent save for the wind still whistling through the eaves. An almost palpable emptiness hung between the couple. Flora continued to stare intently into the dying embers of the hearth, listening to the soft crackle and hiss of the fire as it slowly subsided.

         “So, are we to sit quietly like this for the remainder of the night?”

         Flora looked up at the sound of her husband’s voice and saw in the dimming light that his eyes were glistening. John’s craggy face was set firmly, but beneath his beard Flora could see his jaw quivered from fighting back tears. Most men would be ashamed to show such weakness.

         Flora shook her head despairingly. “I don’t know what you want me to say, John.”

         “I’m your husband.” John’s voice cracked. “You should be able to talk to me.”

         Flora flinched, but once more returned to gazing into the smoky air.

         “I’m worried about you, Flora. The last few nights you’ve turned 21away from me in bed; it’s as if you don’t want to touch me. You won’t even cry around me.”

         “Would you rather I cried every night?” she said abruptly. “Would you rather I screamed and howled the place down?”

         “No, I just want you to say something. Anything! Instead, you barely even look at me. Do you have any idea how worthless that makes me feel?”

         “I don’t know how to feel, John!” Flora cried. “I’m an unnatural mother. Say it! It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

         “You know fine well that’s not what I’m saying. You’re the best mother our boys could have asked for. But you’ve barely spoken a word to me since Donnchadh …”

         The name hung tremulously between them. Flora wanted to reach out to her husband, to hold him and comfort him and put into words the confused haze of emotions she was experiencing. But she could not. Instead, she bowed her head, looked down upon the crumbled remains of the bannock in her lap and picked the crumbs from her woollen skirt.

         John sighed heavily. “Flora, you can’t blame yourself for what happened. This is nothing like the last time.”

         At these words, Flora’s head jerked up and she stared at her husband, her face falling.

         “If anything, it’s my fault,” John continued. “I was there and even I couldn’t protect our boy. We should not have stayed so close to the cliff edge; I was the more experienced one and I should have known better. The wind was just too strong, and we couldn’t hold on to him …” John’s body began to shake. He hurriedly rubbed his sleeve against his eyes and took several deep breaths.

         After what seemed like minutes, Flora reached out and touched her husband’s hand.

         “No, John, I won’t let you blame yourself. The storm took our boy; not you, not Donald, not any of the men who were there that day. Nobody could have stopped what came for him.”

         He turned to her, his eyes glassy in the dimming light. 22

         Flora tightened her grip on his hand. “You’re a good man.”

         John smiled shakily and planted a kiss on his wife’s cheek. “I’m sorry, mo chridhe.”

         “Me too.”

         The couple touched their foreheads together and sat that way for some time, until the last of the embers hissed and were almost extinguished.

         “We should wrap those up,” John said suddenly, nodding to the remaining bannocks which nestled snuggly in a basket lined with cloth. “Can’t have them going stale.”

         “There are too many to last long anyway. Seems wasteful.” Flora leaned against John’s shoulder and brushed the remaining crumbs onto the floor. Her mind drifted once more, and she was struck by an idea.

         “I’ll give them to the new Reverend as a welcome gift. It’s the least we can offer after that shameful display earlier.”

         “Forget about that, mo chridhe. He had no right upsetting you.”

         “You know that wasn’t his intention, John. These mainlanders have a different way about them. Besides, it was me who made a spectacle of him in the first place.” Flora contemplated the bannocks. “I don’t imagine he’s been offered much to eat these past few days. He looked as pale as milk whey.”

         John shrugged his shoulders. “If it pleases you, I don’t see the harm,” he grumbled, getting up to prod at the hearth. “Just be careful around him. I’ve seen men like him before.”

         Flora ignored the warning. She needed to get away from their house, even if just for a moment, for they had not left it since the storm, other than to bury their son. She needed a stranger’s words too, someone who knew nothing of her and who could speak to her without the dreadful knowing of what had taken place. She rose wearily to her feet, her joints cracking and her hips protesting as she straightened. The pain was familiar but grew in strength each day. She gracefully accepted it: it was merely more penance. Crossing to the chair nearest the door, she reached down to pick up her shawl. 23

         “You can’t possibly be thinking of doing it now.” John looked aghast. “It’s getting dark out there and that wind is picking up something fierce.”

         “It’s a ten-minute walk, John,” Flora retorted. “The worst won’t pick up for a while yet. Anyway, I think the poor man will need some succour and a kind word tonight. He’s probably feeling awful about what happened earlier on.”

         “His wounded pride is not our responsibility. And besides that, I’m not having you trudge up that hill in this weather.”

         “The longer we argue about this the more likely I am to be caught out in the worst of it,” Flora muttered, swinging her shawl around her shoulders and up over her head. She stooped to pick up four of the Bannocks, which she carefully wrapped in cloth before heading to the door. As Flora passed through to the byre, Morag raised her head from between her paws, her eyes wide and her tail twitching nervously.

         “Flora, please,” John implored, “you’re not thinking clearly.”

         “Isn’t that how grieving mothers are supposed to behave?” Flora looked pointedly at her husband over her shoulder as she opened the door and strode out into the elements.

         Clutching the bannocks to her chest with one arm and using the other to keep her shawl from blowing off her head, Flora watched as the waves swelled against the shoreline. Grey clouds gathered over the horizon and the tall blades of seagrass whipped back and forth. At least the wind was blowing easterly and would help to push her aching body up the steep slope towards the Reverend’s lodgings.

         Squinting against the wind and the dying light of the evening, Flora looked back towards the graveyard and tried to discern her son’s burial cairn. She could see that the wind was beginning to loosen some of the haphazardly stacked stones around the cemetery wall and the missionary’s chapel. She tried to look closer but was soon startled from her thoughts by a sudden rush of air buffeting against her skirts. Glancing back once more at the tideline, Flora saw it had risen to swallow the beach. Her ears were assaulted by 24the shrill scream of the wind. Flora froze. A memory resurfaced from deep within her.

         Clasping at her skirts and hugging her gift in the crook of her elbow, she began to slowly climb the hill, shaking off her feeling of unease. The tide and the wind followed her as she steadily made her way up the slope, both elements consuming the island inch by inch as the sea again stirred to sweep up its secrets.
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            CHAPTER THREE

            THOMAS

         

         The lantern flame sputtered into life, casting a warming glow over the bare walls of the Reverend’s lodgings. As daylight subsided and the winds picked up, Murray noticed to his dismay that there was a steady trickle of water seeping through a corner of roof turf nearest the byre.

         With a deep sigh, he set down the lantern and shrugged off his coat. Rubbing the material between his thumb and forefinger, he tried to remove the dusty imprint left by the muck-covered stone that had bounced off it earlier that day. Murray was still simmering with barely suppressed rage following the incident. Clutching the material in his fist, he flung the garment to one side and glowered at the rush-strewn floor.

         His head throbbed as the failures of the day returned to punish him. He could feel them pressing against his skull. Every mistake and disaster in his life had brought him to this empty and friendless place. It was a penalty he would have to accept; only through consuming himself in his mission for the next year could he return to the mainland with any trace of his dignity intact. The islanders would have to bend to his will eventually, for although they did not know it, it was he who held their fate in his hands.

         Reassuring himself with this, Murray walked over to the wooden chest by the side of the bed; the only furnishing in the entire dwelling that had any connection with home. Murray ran a finger over the embossed lines which formed a lion’s mane on the carved lid; the paint was faded and cracked after years of being transported from one 26armed campaign to another across the Low Countries, France, and the length of the British Isles. Dried shards of red and yellow flaked away under his fingertips; his father’s only legacy to an unfit son.

         When he remembered back to his boyhood, Murray thought of his father’s tirades against the corruption of Papism, and the horrifying stories of The Killing Time; stories which had kept him awake as a child. He remembered the vividly told tales of hordes of men confined to dank, open-air prisons to freeze before execution, and of adolescent girls tied to palisades and left to drown for refusing to swear an oath to a Papist king as head of the church. Murray was a mere babe when his father had first fought the rebels loyal to James II at Dunkeld and Cromdale. His mother had birthed him on the road to Killiecrankie. From then on, she followed her husband from barrack to barrack with her infant son strapped to her back. Murray’s most fragmented and distant memory was filled with flashes of grey and red marching in line over a haze of green to the sound of drums and pipes. Knowing that he did not have the stomach for a military career, as had incessantly been pointed out to him, Murray had convinced himself that the clergy was the only way of honouring his father’s ideals.

         Opening his father’s chest, he began rummaging through books and spare parchments to extract a small collection of letters. In amongst the bundle was a brief correspondence from his sister, a letter of appointment from Clan Chief Norman MacLeod, and several communications from the Presbytery of Inverness-shire. On the broken wax seals of these letters was the emblem of a burning bush and the words, Nec Tamen Consumebatur: Yet it was not consumed.

         Digging deeper and finally finding what he was searching for, Murray sat on the edge of the box bed and with slow, tender movements unfolded the letter. He carefully studied her handwriting, following its elegant loops and curls.

         
            My Loving Husband,

            This letter will no doubt have reached you by the time of 27your departure from Fort William, and I am hopeful that it shall suffice for you in prelude to your voyage to Eilean Eòin. I know how badly you take to travel, so I hope that the sea remains calm for you and you are not brought to any greater discomfort than our parting necessitates. My next correspondence shall not be with you until you reach your destination and are too far from me to turn back from your course.

            I have recently arrived back from a visit to your mother, who it grieves me to say makes no improvement. One must take comfort in the knowledge that she no longer seems to feel the pain of her losses. As I sat with her yesterday, she was smiling and speaking your father’s name as if he too were in the room with her. Her eyes were blind to me but full of an innocent joy. Elizabeth and Frances keep their mother company most days and wish to be remembered to their brother. Elizabeth’s belly grows by the day and if the child is a boy, she has said that she may name him after his good and Godly uncle.

            For now, life carries on as usual for me. I have the garden to occupy me, and I am enjoying the warmer weather. Do not concern yourself over how I ail on my own. Understand Dear Husband, that our separation is a necessary evil which will reap its rewards in the House of the Lord and bring great pride and joy unto me, your wife. Remember the words I spoke to you on our parting and do not allow Earthly feeling to push you from your path.

            Know that I pray for you and will continue to do so every day.

            Your Dear Wife, 

            Caroline Murray

         

         He traced the name several more times before folding the letter back up.

         Murray remembered the conversation he and his wife had had when he was offered the missionary post. He knew Caroline’s delicate 28state of health would not cope well with the harsh realities of island life and was eager to reject the Presbytery’s offer. There were other, more experienced and committed ministers who would have more readily taken his place, but the crestfallen look on his young wife’s face when he had admitted this to her shamed him into a change of heart. Sitting across from each other in their tiny parlour, Murray remembered how his wife had clasped his hands and told him he could not turn down an offer to directly administer to the Lord’s wishes; bringing the reformed faith to those in the most unreachable places was a divine mission which would be the making of him. Everything inside him revolted against the notion, but his wife’s fervent reassertions of faith, both in God and in him, pushed him into accepting.

         Gazing up at the plain, wooden cross he had affixed to the wall opposite his bed, Murray clasped his hands to his brow, praying that he too could demonstrate the level of commitment to Christ that his wife showed.

         Looking up at the water leaking from the thatch above his head, he thought bitterly of the little recognition this calling had brought him. Closing his eyes, he listened to the steady fall of rainwater. His chapped lips parted slightly as in his mind’s eye he returned to a cottage on the outskirts of Inverness, where his wife was tending to a rush light. The chill of the blackhouse dissipated as a growing warmth spread across his body.

         A sudden, violent surge of wind hammered against the door to the byre and jolted Murray from his imaginings. It was only when the door was struck again, that he recognised the deliberate pattern of a person knocking. He was slightly perturbed that Ailith would come to tend to the house on such an inhospitable evening and surprised she would deign to ever return after the events of earlier in the day. Rising from the bed and picking up the lantern, Murray stepped through to the byre, treading carefully past clumps of hay to reach the door.

         The door swung open to reveal a bent, huddled figure on the threshold; a shadow slowly emerging from the gloom. Holding the lantern aloft, Murray was startled to recognise the mother of the 29deceased boy. Her withered hands clutched a sodden bundle of cloth and bread.

         “I’m so sorry to disturb you, Reverend.” Above the howl of the wind, the woman’s voice was gentle and reserved. “I just wanted to apologise for the misunderstanding earlier and bring you something by way of an apology. I hope you don’t judge us too harshly; it’s been a difficult few months and … Oh, I’m sorry, I can see I’ve startled you when you were readying for bed … I just … Oh, it was silly of me really. What must you think of me? An old woman roaming about so late and in such foul weather.”

         Murray surveyed the woman carefully. He estimated she was considerably past her fiftieth year, but age seemed hard to distinguish on the islands. Beneath her shawl, her face had the same weather-beaten hue familiar to most of the islanders, but the lines on her face did not convey the same severity: there was a softness to them. Softness begot weakness. Perhaps this weakness would prove useful.

         “Anyway, I brought you some leftover bannocks as a way of trying to make amends,” she continued. “They’re from the last of our grain supplies, but they’re still very fresh.”

         The woman pressed the bundle into his hands. Her grimy, rough-skinned palms briefly brushed against his fingers. He flinched.

         “I won’t keep you any longer in this chill air, Reverend. John, that’s my husband, will be frantic with worry if I don’t return quickly. I hope you enjoy the bannocks.” She turned to leave.

         “Wait!”

         The old woman halted and turned back around with careful movements. Opening the door wider, he took the moment of hesitation to regain some semblance of composure.

         “Mrs MacKinnon, am I correct?”

         The woman gave a slight nod.

         “Please. Come in for a moment out of the cold. I would not want your husband to think I’d given you no hospitality in return for your kindness.”

         Murray saw the woman’s fleeting hesitation; the quick look back 30over her shoulder to the crofts at the bottom of the hill, the clawed hand worrying at the stiff wool of her shawl.

         “Yes,” she said slowly, “I think I would quite like that, thank you.” The doubt seemed to evaporate and was swiftly replaced by a warm smile. “Old bones need some relief. Only it will have to be quick, I’m afraid.”

         Opening the door wide, he invited her over the threshold, leading her through the byre and into the living space. Lowering herself stiffly, she sat on one of the small, three-legged stools by the hearth. He scrutinised her movements as the she took a sweeping glance around the dishevelled room, her gaze eventually landing on the leaking rafters.

         “That will need fixing before long,” she said thoughtfully. “I could ask my boy, Fergus, to stop by and re-patch the turf if you would like, Reverend.”

         “I dare say that would be helpful, Mrs MacKinnon.” He considered the way she nodded to herself in acknowledgment of his words. There was a sad desperation about her; a franticness which seemed forever on the cusp of divulging more than was appropriate.

         “My Fergus is a good lad. He’ll do whatever his mother tells him.” She smiled, casting her eyes downwards. Murray could not tell whether this was from discretion or fear of judgement. He wracked his brains, striving to maintain cordiality and escape the growing silence.

         “How many children do you have, Mrs Mackinnon?”

         He realised his error almost as soon as the words had escaped his mouth. Hurriedly, he tried to redeem himself in the woman’s esteem. “I mean, they must be of some comfort to you in this difficult time. I am terribly sorry for your loss.”

         The old woman waved her hand. “Don’t worry, you have not offended me, Reverend. I have two grown up boys, both with their own families now. Two of my children, including my youngest boy Donnchadh, I’ve lost to the sea.”

         Murray’s occupation often revolved around the consolation of 31others, and he had always considered himself a calming influence in the lives of his previous parishioners. Nevertheless, there was something unreadable yet tragically vulnerable about this seemingly kindly woman that made him apprehensive: it was as if she could read his every thought and feeling more than he could ever come to understand hers.

         “I suppose I’m lucky in some ways,” the woman babbled on. “I haven’t as many children as some women my age, but none of mine were born too soon and none succumbed to sickness, not even during the sickness which claimed so many around the time my Donnchadh was born. The sea also took my daughter, but she was much younger, barely more than a babe when she was lost.” She seemed to stare into empty air. “She’s still there now. The sea, I mean. But they say drowning is quick, don’t they, Reverend? Not lingering like sickness or hunger. It would just be like slipping into a deep sleep.”

         The woman turned to him, pleading and wide eyed.

         “I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly. “I’ve been too familiar …”

         “No. No, I need to talk about such things.” Her face was again impassive. “Everyone at home expects me to do nothing but sit and feel sorry for myself all day.” She gave a slight, nervous laugh. “Sometimes I feel … But I can talk to you. You’re an honourable man. A man of faith.”

         Murray felt tense. His urge to interrogate this woman was muddied by a sense of mutual pity and a growing realisation of the bleakness of both their situations.

         “Do you have children, Reverend?” the woman asked suddenly.

         He winced. The conversation was becoming too personal. Trying to stifle his feelings and regain control, he replied, “I have a wife on the mainland.”

         “You must miss her terribly.”

         “Yes.”

         He could hear the faint remnants of the fire crackling in the hearth; the dying embers highlighted every line on the woman’s 32face. To his dismay he found that he no longer felt in control of the interaction; this aging woman made him feel increasingly uncomfortable, and her mere presence seemed to mock and undermine his purpose. Murray watched as she stirred from her place by the fireside, and he rose awkwardly. It was as if he were standing to respectfully acknowledge a lady exiting the dining room, or to escort an elderly matron to her seat in church. He admonished himself for the absurdity of his action.

         Flora MacKinnon slowly eased herself to her feet. “I can see you are tired, Reverend, and really I must get home.”

         Thankful for an end to this absurd charade, Murray escorted her outside, kicking aside the musty straw of the byre and leading her to the door. The rough, homespun wool of her shawls brushed gently against his arm, and he drew back quickly, as if scorched by a stray tinder. “Thank you again for the bread, Mrs MacKinnon. Are you sure you would not prefer me to escort you home?”

         Once again, the woman feebly waved her hand at him and smiled. “I’ve trod the same path many a year.”

         Relieved, Murray stood and watched as she weaved her way steadily downhill, the wind catching at her many layers of clothing. He felt a sinister shiver stroke his spine. Not knowing what to make of this, Murray watched through the dim light of his lantern and the fading twilight until he could see she was safely at the bottom of the slope, where she vanished from his view, phantom-like into the setting sun. If there truly was evil afoot on this isle, he had little doubt that Flora MacKinnon would be the first to lead him to it.
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