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Part One

Winter 1960


Chapter One

Shona hummed a gay little tune as she energetically polished the big oak sideboard which sat solidly in the living-room of the sturdy stone house in Glen Fallan. Huddled into the lush green slopes of Ben Machrie, dwarfed by the great humping bulk of Sgurr na Gill, the house looked small and rather desolate, yet its weathered walls had stood so long they were part of the scenery and didn’t intrude into the wild, solitary grandeur of the glen.

For more than eighty-six years it had been home to Biddy McMillan, the nurse who had devoted her life to the population of Rhanna, and though it had lain empty and rather neglected since her death some three years ago, to everyone it was still ‘Biddy’s house’, and not one of the islanders ever passed it by on their travels without a smile touching their lips as they remembered the kenspeckle old figure with her black spindly legs and her eternal searchings for her specs and her ‘teeths’.

Shona paused to gaze round, her blue eyes shining as she pictured what the house would look like when all the furniture was brought over from her house in the Mull of Kintyre and arranged in the rooms in Biddy’s house. She still thought of it as such, though come the spring it would be home to her, her husband Niall McLachlan, and their twelve-year-old daughter, Ellie.

Kirsteen was making new curtains for all the windows and Shona’s father was going to paint and paper the house with the help of Doctor McLachlan, Niall’s father.

Always eager for an excuse to get over to Rhanna, Shona had arrived the day before to spend a week or two getting the house cleaned and ready. Tucking away a wilful strand of auburn hair she forgot about work and wandered slowly through all the rooms. Each one evoked a memory of Biddy and when Shona’s steps finally stopped in the kitchen, her eyes were shiny with tears. She clasped her hands and put her thumbs to her mouth. It was very quiet. She could hear plainly the bubbling of the burn that tumbled from Ben Machrie and into the River Fallan which flowed under the bridge on the opposite side of the road. She remembered how Biddy had helped her through some traumatic times in her life, given her sound, straightforward advice, comforted her and taken her to her scrawny old bosom with genuine affection. Somehow Biddy had always been there when she was needed and her going had left a great gap in the lives of everyone who had loved the old nurse. But she had left behind a legacy of treasured memories in countless men, women, and children who had been ‘her bairnies’. The house in which she had been born breathed of peace; the timeless feeling of old world serenity was so tangible it was like a living thing, the very walls and the bits of furniture that Shona had decided to keep had absorbed the character of the old woman who had lived there for so long. Nothing would have made Shona part with the solid wooden kitchen table, the dresser, and the crofter’s bench which sat under the window.

Shona sighed deeply and with an effort dragged her thoughts away from the past and back into the present.

‘This will be a happy house, Biddy,’ she said aloud to the empty room. ‘I promise you will never have cause to regret our intrusion into it.’

A bubble of sheer happiness burst into her heart, the first real happiness she had known for some time. Recently she had undergone the heart-rending experience of losing a much-longed-for baby. The pregnancy had been in its early stages but, even so, she had already formed a mental picture of how the child would look, definitely fair haired with Niall’s brown eyes and perhaps her dimple in the middle of its chin. She hadn’t visualized its sex, enough that it was a baby, warm, living, real, so welcome into the bosom of the family after all the years of frustrated longing. With delight she had hugged the knowledge of her condition to herself, welcoming the subtle changes each day brought, not even minding the occasional feelings of nausea; they let her know that her baby was alive and growing a little more each day. Only those closest to her had shared the lovely secret with her and only they had known her torment at the terrible loss she had suffered. She was glad now that she hadn’t told anyone else about it, and she wondered now, deep down, if it was because perhaps she had been afraid something might happen to rob her of the thing she had wanted more than anything else in the world. It was as well she was coming back to Rhanna, back to stay after an absence of more than nineteen years. She had enjoyed her time on the Mull of Kintyre but this was where she belonged, where her heart had always lain.

She knew that Niall was slightly apprehensive about leaving his successful veterinary practice to try and make a go of it on the islands, but she shared none of his unease. She couldn’t wait to start a new life and, despite what had happened, was optimistic and enthusiastic about the future. They had to look forward, it was no use dwelling on what might have been.

Turning down the sleeves of her dress she gazed round with satisfaction at the results of her morning’s work. A ray of October sunshine spilled over the shining blood-red tiles on the floor; the newly black-leaded range gleamed like satin; the shelves with their rows of cup hooks had been scrubbed to a sandy whiteness. For a moment she wondered how she would take to cooking on a kitchen range after the ease of using a modern electric cooker but quickly she shrugged her doubts aside. She had been brought up at Laigmhor without the amenities everyone on the mainland took for granted and there was no earthly reason why she couldn’t adapt back again. At least Biddy’s house had running water and there was a good copper washtub in the wash-house situated off the kitchen. Her eyes grew dreamy again. It would be rather nice going back in time, rather like the old days at Laigmhor with paraffin lamps to light the way to bed and the warm glow of firelight to sit by in the evenings. She and Niall would have more time to talk, perhaps recapture some of the romance that had been neglected in the busy round of mainland life . . . A movement outside the window caught her eye and going over she looked towards the bronzed slopes of Sgurr na Gill. The hills and glens were ablaze with the rich hues of late autumn. The red berries of the rowans were like blobs of blood against the russets and golds of the dying bracken; the rusty purple of the fading heather was still bright against its sombre brown foliage. A wisp of green moved against the darker green of the lower slopes and Shona might not have noticed it but for the startling brightness of a mane of pale golden hair which she recognized as belonging to Ruth Donaldson, daughter of Dugald and Morag Ruadh, the red-haired, quick-tempered weaver and spinner of Portcull.

Ruth was walking slowly, lost in thought, the grace of her young body hampered only by the limp she had had since birth.

Shona went to the door and opening it she called out Ruth’s name, but the girl appeared not to hear, her head was bowed and she kept on going as one in a trance.

Shona shook her head indulgently. It was quite usual for Ruth to be lost in daydreams. She was often to be seen wandering over the hills, lost in her own world of fantasies, thinking out plots for stories and poems. She had had her first story published when she was just fifteen years old and had been a regular contributor to magazines and journals ever since. She had confided to Shona that one of her greatest aims in life was to have a book published and Shona knew that she would never be satisfied until she had achieved her ambition.

Shona went down the path and, opening the gate of the weed-choked garden, ran swiftly over the road. At the sound of footsteps behind her Ruth looked up, startled, the violet of her eyes darkening to purple in recognition of the auburn-haired figure swishing through the heather.

‘Shona.’ Her soft voice spoke the name with pleasure yet there was a certain wariness in the tones. ‘I’m sorry, I was daydreaming. I came out here to be alone for a whily.’

Despite the implication of the words Shona’s smile remained warm. ‘Ach, don’t bother to apologize. At your age I was forever wandering about with my head in the clouds. I was wondering – would you come over and have a strupak with me? I could be doing with a cuppy and it would be nice to have company after a morning on my own.’

Ruth hesitated, glancing nervously over her shoulder to the white houses of Portcull in the distance. It was as if she expected to see her mother following her but the only people to be seen were Todd the Shod trundling home from the moors, his cart piled high with peats, and Dodie, the island eccentric, galloping to catch up with Todd’s receding figure.

Still Ruth hesitated. ‘I – don’t know,’ she said doubtfully, ‘I left Kate in charge of the shop and Mam would be mad if she found out. You know she always finds fault with Kate, especially with her tongue worse than ever since Tam has been laid up after breaking his toe.’

Shona clicked her tongue impatiently. ‘Ach, your mother talks too much herself. Don’t you worry your head about her. This is Saturday and if I know Morag she’ll be too busy seeing to the kirk to have much time to spare for anything else – besides, it’s dinner time, you have the right to some time off, surely?’

Ruth’s face cleared and a smile lifted the corners of her mouth. ‘Ay, you’re right enough, Shona, Grannie and Granda love Saturdays, it’s the only day they get peace and Father feels free to go over the moors and write his poetry. I suppose ten minutes or so wouldn’t do any harm.’

Shona linked her arm through Ruth’s. ‘That’s settled then – and ten minutes nothing! An hour more like.’ Her voice was firm. ‘To be truthful I’m longing to give my first strupak to somebody. I’ve given hundreds in my time but never in my very own house on Rhanna. It won’t be much, mind, just a cup of tea from my flask and sandwiches and buttered scones.’ She paused to study Ruth’s face. It was tired and drawn with dark circles under the eyes making them look bigger than ever. Shona frowned. ‘You’re pale, Ruth. Working in a shop isn’t for you; what about that book you were going to write? You’ll never get it done at this rate.’

‘Someone has to mind the shop. Father comes in whenever he can but he’s not as fit as he was. I worry about him. Och, I know he’s no’ as young as he was, he’s past sixty now, but somehow he never seemed his age. To me he was always bright and cheery, but now there’s a weariness about him that I don’t like.’

Shona checked her tongue. She had been on the point of telling Ruth that anyone who lived with Morag would be weary. Her incessant quotations from the Bible were enough to try the patience of a saint and Shona had heard it rumoured that Morag’s behaviour was stranger than ever of late. According to gossip she had once or twice wandered to kirk in her nightgown to play the organ at midnight and Dugald had had to follow her to fetch her back home. Though there was no concrete evidence of this, and because the rumour had originally sprung from the malicious tongue of Behag Beag, the gossiping postmistress of Portcull, it couldn’t be certain if there was any truth in it or not; nevertheless no one, not the least Shona, would have been surprised to learn that this was perhaps the reason for Dugald’s look of utter fatigue.

Shona shook her bright head. ‘I know how you feel about your father, Ruth; just the same, you mustn’t let it interfere with your own life. What about you and Lorn? He was telling me only last night that he hasn’t seen you for a whily. He’s quiet about it but I gathered from his attitude that he doesn’t understand what’s gone wrong between you. Yet when you came back to Rhanna a few weeks ago you couldn’t see enough of him.’

Ruth turned away, shutting the gate carefully behind her, paying a lot of attention to the clasp which hadn’t been used for years on the rusty hook.

‘On you go, Shona.’ Her normally musical voice was tinged with sharpness. ‘If I don’t fasten this the sheep will get in and eat everything in sight.’

Shona glanced round in bemusement at the wilderness that had been Biddy’s garden. It would take months of hard work to get it into any kind of shape and the intrusion of the sheep was a welcome one as they at least kept the turf cropped to a bowling-green smoothness. But she sensed a strangeness in Ruth’s mood and bit back the laughing remark that had sprung to her lips. Leaving Ruth to fiddle with the fastening she went back into the house and through to the sunny kitchen where she had left her flask of tea. Throwing herself on one of the sturdy kitchen chairs she ran her fingers through her hair and sighed as a feeling of foreboding needled persistently at her consciousness. At thirty-seven she looked like a girl in her mid-twenties. She was as slender as she had been before Ellie’s birth; except for laughter lines at her mouth and eyes her skin was smooth and golden; the turbulence of early years had left eyes which still retained traces of childlike candour. More often these days they glowed with the confidence of ripe womanhood and sparkled with the love of life, though there were still the frequent occasions when temper got the better of her. These were the times that Niall teased her into tears of frustration by calling her ‘Caillich Ruadh’, the Gaelic for red witch, though he could just as easily bring her out of her mood by either leaving her to work it out or laugh her back into good humour. At his flattering insistence she had never succumbed to the temptation to cut her hair, though often enough she had actually reached the point of having the scissors poised ready, but at the last minute had contented herself with arranging the thick tresses over the top of her neat head.

That morning she had tied it back with a blue scarf though she had worked so vigorously it had come undone long before she was finished and now it tumbled about her shoulders, adding to the illusion of a child-woman. Over the years her face had changed; always cameo-like, its beauty was now further enhanced by a fine sculpting of the cheekbones and Ruth, coming in, was struck as always by the feeling that she wasn’t in the presence of an older woman but one more akin in years to herself, though Shona’s maturity had given her a wisdom from which Ruth had greatly benefited many times in the past. She had also been an excellent ally, stoutly coming to Ruth’s defence when her life looked like becoming unbearable owing to the strict discipline laid down by her mother.

Ruth paused in the doorway and felt herself relaxing a little as Shona threw her a dazzling smile. She wondered at the older woman’s strength of spirit. So much had happened in recent months, things that might have quelled the strongest of hearts. The shadow of bereavement still hung heavy over Laigmhor. Just as recently as late summer the McKenzie family had suffered the tragic loss of Lewis, struck down in young manhood by a tumour on the brain. It had been a traumatic time for everyone concerned and as Ruth came further into the room she couldn’t stop herself from observing, ‘Shona – I – don’t understand how you can be so lighthearted after everything that’s happened. You seem so – carefree.’

She was immediately sorry she had spoken in such a fashion. A cloud had passed over Shona’s face and the smoothness of her brow was once more marred by a troubled frown. ‘Ruth, Ruth, how can you think such things?’ she appealed, her voice low, her shoulders drooping in a sudden posture of weariness. ‘I cried for my brother till there were no tears left. After that came the emptiness, a great emptiness, Ruth, in which I couldn’t even feel sadness – I was so numb – in here.’ She bunched her hand and pressed it against her breast, a note of anger creeping into her voice as she went on. ‘But I have a husband and daughter whom I love dearly and for their sake I had to force myself to go on and I don’t feel guilty about that, Ruth. I’m still having to force myself and it gets easier, each day a little easier and while I’m here on Rhanna I’ll force myself even more for my father’s and Kirsteen’s sake and if you thought anything at all of Lorn you would do the same. He went through hell when he lost the twin brother who was everything in the world to him and fine you know it too. But he had you, Ruth, he loves you and you’re supposed to love him, yet according to Kirsteen you’ve hardly been near Laigmhor for weeks. It seems whenever Lorn tries to see you you always have some excuse to be off somewhere else just when he needs you more than he’s ever needed you in his life!’

Ruth’s face had gone deadly pale. She slumped onto a chair and put her flaxen head in her hands in a gesture of complete despair. ‘I know, I know.’ Her voice was barely audible. ‘Och, Shona, I don’t know what I’m doing these days – something – terrible has happened, I don’t know where to turn or who to turn to – I – I can’t tell Mam! I’ve never been able to tell her anything and I don’t want to burden Father, he’s so weary and his life has been worse than ever since Mam found out about me and Lewis – I’m being punished for that. I only did – what I did to give Lewis a bit of comfort in his last days and now – now . . .’

Her voice trailed away and she folded her arms on the table and buried her face in them. Shona gazed at the top of her golden head and a wave of compassion tightened her throat. Ruth’s life had been an unhappy one almost from the moment of birth and if it hadn’t been for the love of the man she thought of as her father it would have been worse still. Her narrow-minded, prudish mother, a confirmed spinster of many years’ standing, had, in a mood of abandonment, succumbed to the lusts of the flesh she had so often condemned in others. Little Ruth had been the result of her impetuosity and though Dugald had married her without question, he had soon discovered that his wife had allowed herself to have been involved with several men, so that the question of Ruth’s true identity had always hung in the balance.

To compensate for her sins, Morag had become a religious fanatic. She had condemned her husband and daughter to lives of misery which were only made bearable by their shared interest in writing and the deep love and respect they had for one another. When Ruth and Lorn had fallen in love it had seemed that at last she had found happiness, but recent events had complicated matters. Shona knew that Lewis had turned to Ruth for comfort and companionship in his final weeks of life. The affair had caused a rift between Lorn and Ruth which had eventually been healed but now it appeared that something else had occurred between them, something serious enough to make Ruth turn away from the only boy she had ever really loved.

In a rush of sympathy Shona stretched out across the table and put her hand firmly over Ruth’s. ‘Tell me what ails you,’ she urged gently. ‘It might not be as bad as you imagine. Only when we lock things away do they get blown up out of all proportion – and fine I know it too – I’ve done it often enough in my time, but a problem shared is a problem halved – as Mirabelle used to say after she had skited me round the lugs for sulking.’

Ruth had heard many of Mirabelle’s sayings. Shona was forever quoting the old housekeeper who had reared her and whom she had adored. Normally Ruth smiled at the amusing way Shona had of recounting such things, but there was no response from her now. For a long time she remained silent, then slowly she raised her head to draw the hem of her dress over eyes that were red and swollen, ignoring the square of white cotton that Shona proffered. Drawing in a deep shuddering breath she deliberately turned away to gaze unseeingly at the window, a small slight figure looking much younger than her eighteen years, the poise of her head, her fine flaxen hair, giving her a mantle of vulnerability.

‘That’s how my troubles began, Shona,’ she said in a husky trembling voice. ‘I made Lewis tell me his and he was only too anxious to share his burden with someone. I’ll never forget that day. The sun was shining and the sky was wide and blue. It was the sort of day made for rejoicing but after Lewis told me that he was dying I felt that the sun had gone in forever and that I would never again feel joy in all the bonny things God made. I never thought I would be strong enough to bear the pain of Lewis’s sorrow or be able to still his fears but I found a strength I didn’t know I possessed and I was able to give him all the comfort he needed – at a terrible cost to myself. I hated myself for the things I had to do to help him but, och! He needed me so bad! What else could I do? I wasn’t thinking of the future. Lewis had none and with me and Lorn separated I felt I had none either and – and now I might as well stop looking ahead for it seems I have nothing to look forward to anymore.’

Her words trembled off on a note of despair and Shona’s grasp on her hand tightened.

‘You were wonderful to my brother, Ruth. I knew him well – better perhaps than he knew himself. He was terrified of illness and pain and all his life he feared death – yet – when it came to the bit he was prepared to face it alone though thanks to you he didn’t have to. Lewis was always a carefree spirit. Folk loved him whether they wanted to or no’, but he could also be very demanding and he must have drained you. Maybe you’re only feeling the reaction now and it might be that’s the reason you don’t want to get involved too deeply with Lorn at this stage. Believe me, I’m talking from experience and I understand. You need a wee whily to yourself – time to sort things out in your mind. If you explained to Lorn I’m sure he would understand.’

Ruth shook her head and whispered, ‘I love Lorn, I always have. His is a good love, he gives as well as takes – he’s already given me so much understanding. That’s why I can’t bear to face him now. I can’t hurt him – not again. I think it might be better for everyone if I went away.’

Shona stared at the back of Ruth’s head. ‘Away! Och, c’mon, Ruth! Why on earth should you do that?’

Ruth shook her head from side to side and cried aloud as if in protest, ‘So that I can have Lewis’s baby! Maybe have it adopted so that it can have a decent start in life!’ She stared down at the soft flatness of her belly in disbelief. ‘It doesn’t show yet but soon it will. Can you imagine it? Mam beside herself with shame; the cailleachs gossiping their heads off. They won’t be able to call me the Virgin Bride anymore.’ She gave a short bitter laugh. ‘It will be something far worse than anything I’ve been called before and – and I’m just not strong enough to stand any of it. The only answer is to go away.’

Shona felt as if she had been dealt a sledgehammer blow. All the air seemed to squeeze out of her lungs leaving her breathless. It was the last thing she had expected to hear, yet somehow she felt she ought to have known what was troubling Ruth. She of all people ought to have known! She shook her head as if to clear it, but felt instead as if she was being sucked through a long black tunnel – back – back into a past she had thought buried. She had experienced the same thing as Ruth and she too had carried the burden alone, afraid to tell anyone she was expecting Niall’s child. She must have been Ruth’s age – no, younger; sixteen – sixteen years old, unmarried and terrified.

Biddy had come to her rescue, had made her pour it all out. Biddy had given her comfort and hope – hope such as she had to give Ruth – yet she was unprepared for the sudden pang of resentment that seared through her like a knife. Why should she? It seemed as if she was always acting the part of Mother Confessor. She had taken Ruth back to Kintyre after Lewis’s death, had soothed and comforted, tried to be lighthearted when her own grief for her brother was an ever-present shadow in her life.

Was that really what was bothering her? If she was honest with herself she had to admit that her resentment might be born of jealousy. She closed her eyes. Yes, she was jealous, jealous of a girl who was expecting a baby she didn’t want. It was so ironical after what had happened to her. She had craved a baby and she had lost it, just as she had lost the little son of long ago; now here was Ruth, weeping over a baby she had no desire to bring into the world. Oh, it was so unfair! If she had been younger things might have been different but soon it would be too late for her to contemplate having another child – and she could hardly bear the thought of that. Wild and impossible ideas surged crazily inside her head. If Ruth didn’t want the baby then perhaps she could adopt it – bring her brother’s child up as her own . . . She opened her eyes. Ruth was watching her, her white, strained face full of a terrible suspense.

Shona was immediately ashamed of her thoughts. Taking a deep breath she reached briskly for the flask. ‘A good strong cuppy is what you need.’ She paused. It might have been Biddy sitting in her homely kitchen saying these words. She felt as if the old woman was beside her, guiding her, making her sound full of a confidence she didn’t feel. She remembered how Biddy had reached out to take her to her kindly old bosom before even attempting to offer words of advice. Shona knew that she was incapable of giving Ruth that kind of comfort. Biddy’s unique ability to see things objectively had sprung from the simplicity of a life uncluttered by personal entanglements and Shona recognized that the complications of her own emotions put her at a disadvantage in the present situation. Nevertheless she had the advantage of knowing first hand what Ruth was going through and felt that she could offer some practical advice. Pushing a cup of hot tea into the girl’s faltering grasp she said firmly, ‘Now, Ruth, this is a case of first things first and you must begin by telling Lorn about – the baby—’ She held up her hand to ward off the expected protests. ‘You must at least give him the chance to hear the truth from your very own lips – let him know the reason why you’ve been avoiding him. Far better that than for him to hear it second hand from the mouths of the gossips. There will be plenty of that as fine you know and the important thing is to beat them all to it. Love begins as a very fragile thing, it can only be strengthened by mutual trust, and if you care for each other the way you say you must be able to talk things out face to face for no one else is qualified enough to do so.’

Ruth folded her hands on the table and lowered her head. ‘What if he turns away from me?’ she whispered. ‘I couldny stand that.’

‘You must stand it, Ruth – if it should happen that way, but knowing Lorn I don’t think he’s the sort to just turn his back and walk away. When is the baby due by the way?’

‘April I think.’ Ruth’s voice was laden with shame. ‘I – can’t really be sure – I – I never thought of such a thing happening, I never thought of anything much at the time. It was all so unreal, as if it wasn’t me with Lewis but somebody else I didn’t know at all. All I could think about was Lorn – and mixed up with it all was Lewis – dying.’

Absently Shona nibbled at the corner of a sandwich. ‘April,’ she murmured, her blue gaze fixed on the bronzed bulk of Sgurr na Gill rearing upwards to the smoky drift of the autumn sky. ‘Just about the time I’ll be coming back to Rhanna.’ She became brisk again, going to the sink to wash the flask and rinse out the cups, saying over her shoulder, ‘I’m finished here for today, Ruth. I promised Kirsteen I’d be back early. I brought some curtain material over with me and we’re going to measure it out this afternoon.’ She had promised no such thing, but felt that she couldn’t bear to while away the afternoon on her own knowing what she did. Laigmhor was a cosy cheerful place and there was always someone popping in for a crack and a cuppy and she knew she needed to have company around her if she was to keep her mind off this new crisis which had arisen. For a moment she wished that she hadn’t asked Ruth over for a strupak, she had only succeeded in disrupting what, for Shona, had been a most pleasant and satisfying morning with nothing more important than the planning of home decor to absorb her thoughts. Guiltily she tossed her hair back from her face and turned to Ruth with a smile of genuine warmth. ‘Well, Ruth, will I tell Lorn that you’ll meet him this evening?’

‘This – this evening?’ stammered Ruth.

Shona’s eyes were very blue as they held Ruth’s troubled gaze. ‘Ay, this evening. The sooner you get it over with, the better. Where would you like to see him?’

Ruth stood up, running her fingers over her brow in a distracted fashion. ‘Och, I don’t know. I can’t think as quick as you, I never planned it this way – I didn’t plan anything as a matter of fact.’

‘Now’s the time to start. You could come over to Laigmhor. I’d see to it you and Lorn got the parlour to yourselves.’

But Ruth rejected the suggestion violently. ‘No! Not there. Up by Brodie’s Burn, it’s where I always went when I needed to sort myself out. After tea – about half past six.’

She looked ready to faint, and on impulse Shona reached out to draw her close. Her hands were like ice and Shona picked up her own woollen cardigan from the back of a chair and wrapped it round the girl’s slim shoulders. ‘Come on, I’ll walk you over the glen. Kate will be wondering what’s happened to you.’

She guided Ruth outside, very conscious of her fragility and of the limp that marred her otherwise graceful movements. ‘Is your leg bothering you again, Ruth?’ she asked kindly. ‘It seemed so much better when you were staying with me in Kintyre.’

Ruth flushed, embarrassed as always by any reference made about the thing which had always been the main source of her mother’s demented guilt. ‘It always gets worse when I’m bothered about something. I’m used to it.’

‘You’ll feel better when you’ve had your talk with Lorn.’

Ruth shivered. ‘I don’t know about that but I don’t feel nearly as bad as I did. Talking to you has helped. I don’t know what I would do without you, Shona, you always seem to be at hand to thole my ails with me. I wonder you’re not sick of me by this time.’

Shona didn’t answer and they went on in silence. The sun’s rays were slanting over the green hill slopes and pouring in cascades across the purple-tipped moors; the clean amber water of the Fallan foamed over great boulders on its way to the Sound of Rhanna which sparkled blue in the distance; the chimneys of Portcull were smoking peacefully, wafting the distinctive scent of burning peat into the air. Shona paused for a moment to absorb the sounds of the moors. Far over the tracts of empty moorland the piping of golden plover came plaintively, mingling with the bubbling of the curlews and the strange lost cry of the oyster catcher. At that moment the sky became patterned with formations of great birds streaking in an excited gaggle towards the flats by Loch Sliach. The barnacle geese which came every winter to Rhanna were arriving in their hundreds and their excited cries as they swept in over the Atlantic were almost as spectacular as the grandiose manner of their flight.

A little smile of pleasure touched Shona’s lips and she breathed deeply, revelling in the breezes which caressed her face and lifted her hair to toss it in disarray over her shoulders. Everything was going to be all right. She and Niall would come back to Rhanna and it would be a wonderful occasion in their lives. Niall wouldn’t be here all the time, of course, but she wouldn’t weary during his spells away. She would have her father and Kirsteen, Phebie and Lachlan, and so many folk to visit there wouldn’t be enough hours in the day. She also planned to see a lot of her friend, Babbie Büttger, the district nurse, and when Ellie came home from school during holidays, her days would be busier than ever . . . She came back to reality and again glanced rather guiltily at Ruth. She had been so wrapped up in herself she had almost forgotten Ruth’s presence. She was very quiet, walking rather unsteadily, her purpled gaze faraway, not seeing any of the beauty that surrounded her.

Shona felt suddenly oppressed, as if Ruth’s unhappiness had draped over her in a stifling shroud. She was almost relieved to see Dodie loping quickly towards them, his thin lips already stretching into the familiar ‘He breeah!’ with which he greeted everyone.

‘Ay, it is a fine day, Dodie,’ agreed Shona. She eyed his gaunt frame critically, glad to see that he had good colour in his somewhat wizened cheeks. ‘You’re looking well enough. I’m thinking that your stay in hospital has maybe done you a lot of good.’ Immediately and self-consciously Dodie’s blunt, calloused fingers shot up to rub the side of his nose from which, until recently, a large growth had sprouted. For years Lachlan had wanted Dodie to have it seen to, but the old eccentric had resisted the suggestion fiercely, his fear of ‘furrin parts’, which included mainland Scotland, making him suffer the inconvenience the growth had caused him. But some months ago it had begun to cause him real discomfort and without ado Lachlan had set about persuading him to go into hospital to have it removed. Dodie, though terrified at the idea, had finally capitulated and for the first time in his life had made the trip to the mainland. Now, the rigours he had undergone while in the hospital were only a memory though he never tired of speaking glowingly about the ‘fine leddies’ who had tended to his every need and who had put him in mind of Biddy. Only to a privileged few had he admitted to the embarrassment he had undergone during the trauma of ‘bathing his private body in front o’ wee bits o’ lassies’, an event which had overshadowed the very operation itself, for hardly at all had he mentioned the apprehension he had felt during the preparations for surgery.

On his return the men of Portcull had treated him kindly, though few were unable to resist teasing him. Dodie had remained primly tight-lipped about his experiences and had now reached the stage of being quite proud of his new appearance, to the degree of carting around a small milk churn which he held up every so often to view himself at different angles.

‘Carry a mirror in your pocket,’ Tam McKinnon had urged him. ‘It would be a sight easier and no one will be the wiser.’ But Dodie had turned up his new nose at this. ‘I would be the wiser and I will no’ turn into a cissy for you or for anyone else for that matter. Anyways, the milk churn is only in case I meet Ealasaid, it’s easier to carry than a pail.’

At Shona’s words he smiled gloomily through his fingers, his grey-green eyes alighting with deference on Ruth whom he had held in some awe since she had had her first story published, a fact which put her ill at ease in his company for he was inclined to eye her from head to foot as if she wasn’t quite real and might disappear from view at any moment. ‘Ay, thon hospital is a fine place just,’ he enthused, his broken teeth showing for a moment. ‘I am knowing now what it feels like to lie back and be treated like a lord. I had a fine rest though I couldny sleep much at night wi’ the noise o’ motor cars an’ folks shoutin’ in the street outside. I wouldny like the likes o’ that life all the time. I missed my bonny cow, that I did, but it was lovely just to get off havin’ to work for a whily.’

Shona held her counsel knowing it would be useless to bring up the subject of the Old Age Pension for which Dodie was eligible but refused to collect. ‘I dinna want it,’ he had protested disdainfully. ‘I’m no’ auld yet and they can just keep it till I’m no’ young enough to work.’

So he continued to ‘work to Burnbreddie’ and to do his rounds of farm and croft, taking any odd job that chanced along, though he was not averse to making an easy shilling when the opportunity presented itself, as his next rather breathless words proved. ‘I have just come from Ranald’s,’ he blurted, drawing his greasy cuff across his nose with a loud and satisfying sniff. ‘He asked me to come over this dinner time to see would I collect some nice shells for the shop he is thinkin’ o’ openin’ for the towrists.’

‘A shop?’ asked Shona in some distraction, sensing an unusual restlessness in Ruth, who, completely uninterested in Dodie’s ramblings, was gazing over his bent back to the village beyond.

Dodie nodded excitedly. ‘Ay, just that. A crafty shop or something grand like it. Him an’ one o’ they artist wifies are gettin’ together this winter to turn his big boat shed inside out. She’s goin’ to be paintin’ pictures to sell and Ranald wants me and Hector the Boat to collect and polish all the shells we can – bits o’ driftwood forbye.’ He ended, full of amazement at the idea of anyone paying good money for hunks of wood washed up by the tide.

Shona couldn’t suppress a giggle. The artist woman that Dodie had referred to was none other than Barra McLean, a distant cousin of Behag and Robbie Beag, who more than thirty-five years ago had taken her leave of the island to study art in Glasgow. Though remaining a spinster, she had done well for herself and with a lifetime of teaching behind her she had retired back to Rhanna and was living in one of the harbour cottages. Her somewhat unconventional form of dress had caused a furore among the island women, led in their disapproval by Behag who was petrified at the idea that any relative of hers should bring disgrace upon the family name. In a loud voice she had denounced Barra, interspersing her words with sniffs of indignation. ‘Hmph, have you ever seen the likes? Smokin’ like a lum and wearin’ the trowser like she was born in them! I wouldny be seen dead wi’ thon cratur’ and that’s a fact. As for that Ranald McTavish! He should think shame of himself but then, he’s the sort that would do anything for sillar and from what I hear that – that person is no’ short of a shilling or two.’

‘So, you wouldny be seen dead wi’ Barra?’ Kate had said thoughtfully. ‘Well, you’d best get used to the idea for wi’ her bein’ a relative o’ yours it’s quite on the cards you will get to be nose to tail wi’ her in the kirkyard one day. Oh ay, it’s no’ daft we are, Behag. I am after hearin’ she’s the selfsame cousin o’ yours who went away to the mainland years ago – and a nicer, kindlier woman you couldny meet anywhere – even though she does wear the trowser – and enjoy a dram the same as yourself. I tell you, she’s a mite too nice to be a relative o’ yours – at least she has a civil tongue in her head, which is more than can be said for you.’

At which point the purple-faced Behag had flounced into her back shop leaving Kate skirling with such infectious laughter she soon had everyone laughing with her and looking askance at the outraged Behag’s disappearing back.

Ruth smiled absently as Dodie came to the end of his monologue and, shrugging herself out of Shona’s cardigan, she handed it back and murmuring something about getting along to the shop she limped hurriedly away.

Dodie gazed after her and shook his head sorrowfully. ‘Poor lassie, she’s no’ lookin’ like herself – but then she has good reason. I am after hearin’ that besom Morag is doin’ strange things in the middle o’ the night—’ He paused cryptically and gave Shona a conspiratorial flutter of his eyelid which was meant to be a wink. ‘I saw her wi’ my very own eyes, wanderin’ over the Hillock in her goonie. I was that feart I near died for at first I thought she was a spook comin’ out of the kirkyard to haunt me. I was just fleein’ away when I heard the organ bein’ played in kirk an’ I knew it was that Morag Ruadh, for no one else plays it wi’ a louder foot. It is a wonder to me she never wakened the whole of the island wi’ thon thing echoin’ over the hills – just like a spook it was – screamin’ in agony.’

Shona paused with her hand on the gate. So the rumours about Morag were true after all. She wondered if Ruth was aware of her mother’s odd behaviour. She had given no indication that things weren’t as normal, if normal could be applied to the kind of life she led. But Shona knew that Ruth was fiercely loyal and would never let slip by a single word that her mother’s behaviour was giving her cause for concern. Shona sighed. As if Ruth hadn’t enough to worry her. It was little wonder that she looked so pale and distraught and not in any frame of mind to be bothered passing the time of day in frivolous chatter.

Shona laid her hand on Dodie’s arm. ‘Dodie, don’t be saying a word of what you saw, for Ruth’s sake.’

He stared at her in amazement. ‘I wouldny do that,’ he protested indignantly. ‘I’d be too feart that witch Morag found out and would maybe start hauntin’ me in the middle o’ the night. She’s daft, lassie,’ he stressed gently. ‘She doesn’t know if her head’s on back to front or if she’s comin’ or goin’. I just walk the other way when I see her for the last time she grabbed hold o’ me her eyes were glitterin’ an’ she looked mad as a peat hag. She was lookin’, at me – yet she was lookin’ right through me – as if I wasny there and when she started rantin’ at me for no’ goin’ to kirk on the Sabbath I just tore myself away from her an’ ran all the way home.’

He glanced round his shoulder in some trepidation, as if expecting to see Morag bearing down on him, and with a breathless ‘He breeah!’ he was off, his long loping stride taking him to the foot of the hill track, almost before Shona had turned to shut the gate behind her.


Chapter Two

Fergus looked up as Shona came through the door, rapturously welcomed by Sheil and Ben who had been having their midday repast from bowls set out on the cobbled yard while Bob, their master, was inside as he always was at this time of day, sharing the McKenzie table.

The kitchen was warm and peaceful with the cats stretched out by the range and the old clock on the wall ticking the seconds away. It was much the same as it had been when Shona had lived at Laigmhor and that was what she loved about it. People had come and gone, time had changed many things, but the house had remained untouched by it all, its sturdy walls occasionally embellished by new paint and the ornamentations placed on them by human hands. More importantly, they had absorbed atmosphere and seemed to breathe gently of the many souls who had lived and loved and died within the homely shelter of the time-worn bricks. For a moment Shona was whisked back to childhood, seeing in her mind’s eye Mirabelle at the fire, her plump face flushed as she cooked dinner or stirred the morning porridge over the flames. Shona realized that her mother must have stood at the very same fire a long time ago, just a young girl who thought she had all her life in front of her, but who had died as her daughter was born. It was difficult for Shona to get a mental picture of her but she could well imagine her smiling, the way she smiled from the photograph Shona kept among her personal possessions and which she looked at often. Her father had always sat in the same place he was sitting at now, on the same high-backed chair, the dents on its shiny leather surface bearing witness to its years of usage. She studied him for a moment. Time had been kind to him, his tall, muscular body was still lithe and lean, his face certainly bore a few lines but they only added to its ruggedness; his hair, though threaded through with white, was in the main still as black as night, the crisping curls at his nape straggling over the collar of his green serge working shirt. His eyes were dark and lively, smiling as they had smiled at her in yesteryears when she had run in from the meadows to recount some trivial incident that had been of universal importance to her at the time.

‘You’re back early, mo ghaoil,’ he observed. ‘Don’t tell me you’re scunnered with housework already.’

She started out of her reverie. ‘Ach no, it’s daft to be doing much cleaning with the house still to be painted. I just wanted to polish the furniture to keep it in good condition. Tomorrow I’ll go and cover everything ready for you and Lachlan to get over there with your paintbrushes. You could start it while I’m here and I could give you a hand.’

He made a rueful face at the suggestion. A man of the outdoors, he had never been one to lavish a lot of attention on decor, though Kirsteen had seen to it that the rooms at Laigmhor were kept fresh and presentable.

Bob scraped a slice of crusty bread over his plate and sniffed scornfully. ‘All thon painting and papering is just a lot o’ palaver and a waste o’ time and money. My own walls look just as good with a bit of distemper brushed over them. The way folks slap paper on their houses you would think the damty things were going to fall down at any minute. Good walls don’t need the likes o’ that to hold them together.’

‘Ach, Bob, if you’d had a wife things might have been different,’ giggled Shona, sitting down at the table to reach for a buttered scone. ‘It would have been the making of you and your home – and just think, you would have had someone to darn your socks and wash your shirts for you.’

‘A wife!’ Bob snorted in outrage. ‘What would I have done wi’ a wife? Just buggering nuisances – the lot o’ them.’

Shona’s eyes twinkled. She was thoroughly enjoying the opportunity to tease the old shepherd who had always scorned marriage but who had nevertheless hankered after a family to look after him in his old age which, though he was eighty-six, was to him very much in the distant future.

‘Oh, so you’ve had a lot of experience with women then?’ Shona said mischievously. ‘And here was me thinking you were just an innocent bodach with only your dogs to keep you company.’

Fergus threw back his head and roared with laughter as the indignant Bob exploded into wrath which was belied by the twinkle in his faded blue eyes. ‘My dogs is all I ever wanted and that’s a fact! If I had taken a wife like you, I wouldny be here to tell the tale o’ the kind o’ life you would have led me. It’s all the cleaning that I canny bide. It’s just a waste o’ precious time. I have dust on my mantelpiece that was there twenty years ago and if I cleaned it off tomorrow it would just come back as thick in a month.’

‘If you cleaned it off tomorrow you would smother yourself to death, Bob Patterson, and you’d never live that down for the rest of your life.’

Kirsteen appeared at that moment, smiling as the sounds of merriment filled the kitchen. ‘If that’s not a Highland way of putting things I don’t know what is,’ she said, sinking down into the inglenook by the fire. ‘It’s good to have you home, Shona. You’re the only one who can keep the men in their place. Have you had anything to eat? I didn’t expect you back so soon but there’s plenty left in the pot.’

‘I’ve had something, Kirsteen,’ Shona said quickly. ‘I’m just being greedy helping myself to your scones – I never could resist them.’

Under the veil of her long lashes she observed the older woman, saddened anew at the changes the last few months had wrought in her. She was careful to maintain a show of cheerfulness but her defences were down just then and Shona noted the tired droop of her shoulders and the somewhat defeated angle of her head. Gone was all the youthful buoyancy of spirit, the still, golden beauty that had been peculiarly hers had disappeared, her fine face was thin and drawn and there was more white than fair in her springy, curling hair. Shona felt sadness clutching at her heart. She had lost a brother, but Kirsteen had lost a son and Shona knew only too well that maternal love was one of the deepest, fiercest loves of all.

She crumbled her scone into her plate, her appetite suddenly gone. Broodingly she wondered how Kirsteen would take the news of Ruth’s pregnancy. What if the girl decided to go away and have the child adopted? Kirsteen would never be able to bear the pain of that – she wouldn’t allow it to happen . . . Shona pulled herself up abruptly. She was letting her thoughts run riot. She had to wait, allow one thing to happen at a time. She wished that Niall was here, he was so steady and sensible, his rational way of thinking allowing him to work out the best way of dealing with things. She half thought of phoning to ask him for his advice but almost immediately shrugged the impulse aside. Far better to wait; after all if any decisions were to be made it was up to Lorn and Ruth to make them and they wouldn’t welcome her interference at this stage.

‘Where’s Lorn?’ she heard herself saying somewhat automatically.

Fergus glanced up quickly. ‘You sound strange, mo ghaoil, the way you used to sound when you had secrets you wanted to keep from me.’

She felt a slight sense of panic at his words. He knew her so well, almost as if he could read her very thoughts. It had been like that in the old days when it had been just she and he at Laigmhor. Each had been so atuned to the other, a telepathy that existed between them had been uncanny. She had thought that the passage of time might have erased that often disturbingly close bond but knew in those moments that it was something that would always remain with them.

With a toss of her head she shook his words aside and laughed as she got to her feet. ‘Havers! You’re growing too imaginative in your old age – nearly as bad as myself. Is it so unusual to want to see my very own wee brother? It’s ages since I’ve seen him and we have a lot to catch up on. Just you tell me where he is and I’ll leave you to have your afternoon nap in peace.’

She found Lorn in one of the sheds that flanked the cobbled yard. He was cleaning mud off the tractor but glanced round at her approach. Again she was struck by the notion that this broad-shouldered boy wasn’t Lorn, but Lewis – Lewis as he had been, a strong, healthy young rascal who had laughed at life. Lorn had always been the more frail of the two but now he was growing stronger every day and had the look of someone who had never known a day’s illness in his life. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows exposing brown muscular arms; the collar of his shirt was laid back to reveal a deep, manly chest. He was as Lewis might have looked if he had lived, but there was also a strong resemblance to Fergus in him. It was there, in his dark intense eyes and in the powerful facial structures which were beginning to mature into young manhood. On an impulse Shona put her arms round him and gave him an affectionate hug and he laughed, a deep warm laugh tinged with embarrassment. ‘Hey, c’mon, I’m too grown-up for that sort of thing,’ he protested. Nevertheless he didn’t pull himself immediately away but hugged her back, his embrace filled with the love he had felt for her all his life. Playfully he tugged at a lock of her hair and stood back to survey her.

‘What brings you out here? Have you come to help me clean the tractor? If so you’re welcome. As you know I was always better suited to grooming horses.’

Shona wrinkled her nose. ‘Me too, you can keep your noisy tractor. Actually – I came to tell you that I have a message for you – from Ruth.’

‘From Ruthie?’ He sounded wary, and a little sulky. ‘What is it?’

‘You have to see her this evening, up by Brodie’s Burn – don’t ask me what it’s all about – she’ll tell you herself.’

He turned away but not before she saw a slow flush creeping over his smooth, tanned cheeks. Self-consciously he brushed an impatient hand over his face as if to wipe away the tell-tale crimson that so easily betrayed his inner feelings, and it was so quiet for a few moments she heard plainly the faint rasping as his fingers slid over the stubble of tiny fair hairs on his chin.

‘I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it tonight,’ he said gruffly. ‘I promised Tam a game of cards.’

‘I think you’d better see Ruth,’ Shona said imperatively. ‘It’s what you wanted, surely. You haven’t been moping around all these weeks with a bellyache, that I know for a fact.’

He looked at her strangely, his fine mouth curling ruefully. ‘Ay, it’s what I wanted right enough – but not this way – secret meetings arranged behind my back. Ruthie should have come to me if she was so anxious to see me – unless of course she’s in some kind of trouble.’

‘Ach, you’re worse than Father,’ Shona said evasively. ‘I’m not going to say another word on the subject, so stop looking at me as if you could read my mind. I’m away back to the house to help Kirsteen with the dishes – you had better get a message over to Tam’s to let him know you won’t be able to make it tonight.’

The door creaked shut behind her and Lorn stared at it broodingly, his fingers working nervously on the oily rag he had been using to clean the tractor. For a long time he remained immobile, then with a muffled oath he went out and made his way to the stable. It was warm, filled with the sweet smell of crushed hay and leather. Myrtle, the big patient Clydesdale, was in her stall, contentedly munching hay from the manger. At his entry her ears flicked back and her velvet-brown eyes regarded his with calm enquiry. He ran his hands over her broad, soft nose. ‘It’s all right, lass,’ he murmured, ‘I haveny come to bother you, I only want to talk to you.’

She snickered with pleasure and touched his neck with her gentle mouth as he laid his brow against her mane and whispered into her ears, the way he had whispered so many of his troubles in the past.

A few lights were beginning to twinkle from the harbour cottages as Lorn made his way over the slopes of Ben Machrie. There was a crispness in the blonde grasses waving in the wind blowing up from the sea, a sign that summer had crept back into the earth, in its departure leaving behind the dry, hollow stems of bracken and wildflowers to embellish the earth with their own particular beauty before they too curled up and disappeared against the onslaught of winter.

Lorn wasn’t looking forward to the long dark evenings ahead – evenings that would be full of a stark emptiness without the presence of Lewis. He had made the days of winter bright, had filled them with his noisy, cheerful, often overwhelming personality. Sometimes Lorn had felt crushed by him, forced to retreat into a shell from which there had seemed no escape, but now that Lewis was dead, now that he was an entity unto himself, he began to see that it wasn’t his brother who had made him the way he was. It was in his nature to be withdrawn, he was simply his father’s son, the things that were in Fergus were surely in him, and no matter how much he might long to be as Lewis had been the very structure of his being made such a thing an impossibility.

Yet there remained the many quirks of nature he and Lewis had shared, and more and more lately he had felt himself to be the keeper of his brother’s spirit – that as long as he lived so also did Lewis and when he too departed the earth they would both go on to meet eternity together. He hadn’t divulged his fancies to anyone because he was afraid of being laughed at, but more than anything it was because these things were sacred to him and not to be shared lightly with others, no matter how close.

He dug his hands into the pockets of his jacket and tried not to let his thoughts wander ahead to Ruth and the reasons behind the somewhat furtive meeting, but despite himself she filled his mind and when he topped a rise and saw the unmistakable gleam of her flaxen head his heart leapt into his throat. She was sitting against the Seanachaidh’s Stone, the Stone of the Storyteller, her back was to him but he knew from the tense pose of her body that she awaited him with trepidation.

‘Hallo, Ruthie.’ He spoke her name softly but even so she jumped and scrambled hastily to her feet. He noticed that she was pale and that her hands were clenched at her sides as if to keep them steady.

‘Lorn, I – I wasn’t sure if you would come. I told Mam I was going to see Grannie and Granda so I can’t stay long.’ Her great violet eyes regarded him searchingly. He felt his breath trembling in his throat, making it difficult for him to speak. He wanted to rush forward and take her in his arms; to stroke the strands of hair from her brow; to kiss the sweet inviting fullness of her lips, but he did none of these, instead he sat down a few feet from her and pulling at a piece of wind-bleached grass snapped it off and inserted the end between his strong white teeth.

In the silence the rushing of the burn was like thunder in his ears though he could hear plainly the scrunching of her feet as she shifted slightly. She didn’t sit down. He was very aware of her standing so close beside him and though he didn’t look directly at her he knew that she was gazing longingly into the blue-grey mists of the gloaming as if mapping out the quickest route of escape. It was the way she had looked in days gone by when their mutual shyness had seemed an insurmountable barrier between them. He had suspected that this was to be no ordinary meeting, and now he knew it for a fact. He wanted to go to her, to reassure her, yet he couldn’t do it simply because he felt so helpless himself. Lewis would have handled the situation with ease, made some laughing remark that would immediately have lessened the tension. Lewis would have – I’m not Lewis! an inner voice protested passionately. I’m me, Lorn Lachlan McKenzie! I am separate, I am whole, I am different!

‘Shona said you had something to tell me, Ruthie.’ His slow calm voice did not betray his inner conflict. ‘Come and sit by me and coorie in – it’s cold up here in the wind.’

‘No!’ Her protest was sharp and more gently she whispered, ‘I’d rather not be near you, Lorn, if you don’t mind. When you’ve heard what I have to say you might never want to look at me or touch me again.’
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