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Chapter One
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It was cold out there on the sea, a deep, bitter cold that penetrated the thick layers of clothing worn by the three men standing at the rails of the relief boat, their faces whipped to raw brightness in the stinging bite of the December wind that was whistling fretfully over the churning foam of the Atlantic ocean.


They were the keepers of the Kinvara Light, a lonely tower that rose sheer out of a slate-coloured sea to pierce the low-slung clouds of a grey horizon, twelve miles south-west of Calvost.


‘We’re going home, lads!’ shouted Robert Sutherland, deputy head keeper of the light. ‘Home for Christmas!’


Home for Christmas! It was a wonderful thought, one that brought smiles to the weatherbeaten faces of Rob’s companions. After more than three months of confinement in the Kinvara Lighthouse, with only the gulls and the seals for company, the men were more than ready to sample the seasonal festivities that lay ahead.


They had waited long enough for this moment. Because of bad weather, the relief boat had been three days late in coming. The bleak islet on which the light was built consisted of jagged rocks which extended a considerable distance underwater, and a complex system of tides created continual turbulence, even in calm weather, making it difficult to land.


So the men had waited, getting on each other’s nerves, while huge seas from the west had battered the reefs and the swell from the south had broken on the vertical sides, tossing up spray over seventy feet high.


But at last the boat had come, bringing with it supplies for the relief crew who faced spending Christmas and New Year away from their families. ‘Drink one for me at the bells!’ had been Donnie ‘Hic’ Gillespie’s parting shot, his cheery pink face taking on a mournful expression as he spoke. ‘There’s nothing here but cocoa and tea and you can’t expect a man to get happy on any o’ these.’


‘I wouldny be too sure o’ that. It would all depend on what you put in them.’ Mungo MacGill, head lighthouse keeper, had said sourly, his ferrety eyes raking suspiciously into those of Donnie Hic, as he was affectionately known. Mungo was always suspicious of Donnie Hic; as a result the two men didn’t get on and had once stopped speaking to one another during an entire three-month stint on the Kinvara Light. But Donnie Hic’s buoyant nature, coupled with his youthful high spirits, never allowed him to keep up grievances for long and at Mungo’s words he just shrugged his shoulders, winked at the other men, and climbed up the mural stairs to the kitchen to put the kettle on.


The boat rounded Kinvara Point and skirted Mary’s Bay. Robert Sutherland detatched himself from the rails and strained his eyes through the gathering darkness, gazing into the bay as if he expected to see someone or something that he would recognise, a signal to tell him that everything would be as he had left it – all these long weeks ago. He always did this when he came back – back to the Kinvara peninsula and the shores of his boyhood, Mary’s Bay and all it meant to him, the little cottage standing white and neat on the machair beneath Blanket Hill, the hens and the ducks poking about in the rocks, the dogs running riot on the shore, diving into the sea . . .


And Morna Jean, his beloved Morna Jean, waiting to welcome him back . . . His heart leapt. Surely that was a wisp of smoke he saw rising up from the shore below that tiny white blob of a house . . . and a bell . . . its notes ringing and winging over the water . . .


Morna had seen the boat, she knew that he was coming home and she was letting him know it. His eyes roved no further, he didn’t want to look at No. 6, Keeper’s Row, the end house, nothing would have changed there, it would still be the same – worse maybe . . .


He didn’t allow his thoughts to wander beyond that. The Old Harbour of Calvost was coming closer, looming out of the half-light of late afternoon. Soon the boat was tying up and the men clambering ashore, delighted to set their feet on familiar ground. The wind was strengthening again, keening in over the sea beyond the harbour, whipping the tops of the waves into a creamy foam that crashed against the jagged reefs lying off Kinvara Point. ‘Would you look at that now.’ Jock Morgan, known as Big Morgan or Morgan the Magnificent because of his awesome height and masterful physique, inclined his head seawards. ‘She’s starting to blow stink again. ’Tis glad I am no’ to be out on the rock tonight.’


In the distance, the Kinvara Light was winking, a beacon in the grey-blackness, a lonely indication of life out there in the midst of the dark ocean.


Moggy John MacPhee, whose brood of six awaited him in No. 3, Keeper’s Row, shook his shaggy red head and grinned. ‘Poor old Donnie Hic, having to spend Christmas wi’ that moaning old goat, Mungo, but knowing Donnie he’ll have a dram hidden away somewhere.’


‘Ay, and Jimmy will keep them all going with his songs,’ nodded Big Morgan.


‘And maybe driving them all daft at the same time,’ Rob put in drily. ‘He sings the same ones over and over and he’s worse when he’s got a drink in him.’


‘Ach, at least he’s a cheerful wee man.’ Moggy John rubbed his hands briskly together. ‘Come on, let’s get home. Cathie will be waiting to tell me all the gossip. She bottles it up for months then lets rip as soon as I’m over the doorstep and the bairns will deeve my lugs with all their talk about Christmas. After the solitude of Kinvara, a family o’ six is a bit much for any man to take.’


‘You made your bed, man.’ Jock Morgan grinned in the darkness. ‘Ay, and a right cosy bed it must be too, your brood bears witness to that.’


Moggy John shrugged his shoulders. ‘A man has to pass the long winter nights somehow, and these spells away from Cathie makes her all the nicer to cuddle when I come home. I’ve had to squeeze it all into a short space and somehow the bairnies just kept on coming.’


Jock nodded knowingly, ‘Like a string o’ sausages, one after the other, not all of them out the same factory, but you can’t tell that just by looking at the skins. Your mother should have called you Tom, but then, she wasn’t to know what a regular wee alley cat you’d turn out to be.’


Moggy John bunched his fists, scowling at the big man and wishing for the umpteenth time that he could take a swing at the huge craggy face towering above his own. But although he was wiry and quick on his feet he knew he could never be a match for Morgan the Magnificent. That, however, didn’t stop him from snarling an oath under his breath and venting his anger on the rear end of a stray cat whose misfortune it was to cross his path when it did.


Jock Morgan roared with laughter and threw one hefty arm across Moggy John’s shoulder. ‘Come on, lighten up, Moggy! I’m just envious because you’ve fathered more bairns in a few years than I ever will in a lifetime. Janet and me have just the one and wish for a dozen more but we will never be so lucky. And if you don’t mind me saying so, you shouldn’t have kicked that poor old cat up the arse, he just might be a relative o’ yours!’


Moggy John could never stay angry with the big man for long. His annoyance abated and all three men were in the best of spirits as they trudged over the machair to the lights winking in Keeper’s Row. Caught up in their talk and their banter they were poorly prepared when a shadowy figure suddenly rose up in front of them, making them jump with fright.


‘Johnny Lonely! Bugger you!’ cursed Big Morgan. ‘How can you no’ be noisy and normal like the rest o’ us, instead o’ creeping about like a ghost in the night!’


The newcomer said nothing in retaliation, instead he just stood and stared at the men for a long, silent minute, before disappearing as suddenly and soundlessly as he had come.


‘God! That man!’ exploded Moggy John. ‘He fair gives me the creeps the way he just stands and stares at you. What’s in his mind, I’d like to know.’


‘More than any o’ us can ever guess,’ Rob said slowly. ‘He sees everything that goes on, he knows more about the folk here than the rest o’ us put together.’


‘Ay, he could tell a tale or two.’ Moggy John felt his spine tingling at the thought. If Cathie ever found out about some of the things he got up to there would be no living with her. His ‘nights on the tiles’, as she herself laughingly called his outings with the lads, would be no more and he gulped in dismay at the idea of having to abandon the little pleasures that lent spice to his life.


‘Just as long as he keeps what he knows to himself he won’t be harming anybody,’ Big Morgan said thoughtfully, glancing slyly at the other man as he spoke.


Moggy John didn’t notice as he voiced a heartfelt agreement to this, but Rob Sutherland said nothing as quietly he wondered just how much Johnny Lonely did know. Johnny was a hermit who had been around for a good many years. He was part of the local scenery, a kenspeckle figure who lived rough in a ramshackle hut among the dunes beyond Mary’s Bay, though if the mood took him he would move his sparse belongings to the ruins of the Old Chapel Light above the cliffs of Kinvara Point, there to light fires on the headland as the monks of old had done long ago to warn off shipping.


To all intents and purposes, Johnny kept himself to himself; in his own way he was a likeable creature and was a great attraction for the local youngsters who were fascinated by his way of life and the stories he told about the marine history of the Kinvara coastline, particularly his tales concerning the many ships that had foundered on the treacherous rocks off the point and those around Camus nan Gao, the Bay of the Winds.


‘One day there will be another shipwreck hereabouts,’ he prophesied in his slow deep voice. ‘The Light does its job well but it canny stop vessels being blown off course and landing up on yonder reefs.’


The children, convinced by Johnny’s predictions of doom, were always on the look-out for evidence to support his claims, though Camus nan Gao, battered by storms, pocked with slimy caves, cut off at high tide by vertical cliffs, was not a hospitable place to be, especially in the long harsh months of winter when huge seas lashed the shore and strong winds transported the white shell sands far and wide.


The grown-ups dismissed Johnny’s verbal meanderings as pure fancy and said he was soft in the head through living too long on his own, but that didn’t stop the menfolk at least from keeping half an ear open whenever their offspring were recounting the things told to them by the hermit.


Robert Sutherland himself saw no reason why Johnny shouldn’t air his opinions, since they did no one any harm. Far more disturbing was his ubiquitousness, always popping up when he wasn’t wanted, never saying anything, taking his fill of what was going on before turning away and disappearing into thin air, like a puff of smoke dispersed by a breeze. But that was Johnny Lonely all over, never seeking human contact, unable to prevent an encounter with it now and then. Everybody was used to him by now though many could never forgive him for discovering their small indiscretions, unwittingly or otherwise, depriving them of their right to privacy and in the process laying them bare to such feelings of apprehension and guilt that they experienced pangs of unease whenever they came upon the hermit in his wanderings.


Moggy John and Big Morgan dispersed to their respective houses but so deep in thought was Rob that he hardly noticed them going. His earlier mood of lightheartedness was wearing off the nearer he got to No. 6, Keeper’s Row. He walked on alone, hands deep in his pockets, his steps slowing as he went up the path to his house, the end one in the row, the window in its sturdy gable looking out over Mary’s Bay and beyond that to the Kinvara Light winking in the distance.


Hannah, his wife, had wanted him to block up the window, saying that it caused draughts, but he had refused to do so. He liked the view; he enjoyed looking out towards the wild Atlantic ocean and the isles of the Hebrides dotted on the horizon; most of all he liked poking his head out so that he could gaze along the beach towards Morna’s house, sitting there on the edge of the machair, a tiny haven of a place, snug, secure, welcoming . . .


For a long moment he stood on the step outside his house, then he took a deep breath, put his hand on the knob and slowly began to turn it.




Chapter Two
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‘I’m home, Hannah!’ Rob shouted as he threw open the door and went inside. The kitchen was warm and cosy after the bitter cold of the night; the table was covered over with a starched white cloth and neatly set; a lively fire burned in the grate of the black-leaded range; copper pans gleamed in the glow cast by the oil lamp suspended from the ceiling; the flickering light of candles danced on the white walls, all of it combining to give the room an ambience of contentment.


But it was only an illusion. Hannah Mabel Sutherland was by the fire, stirring something in a pot, shoulders hunched slightly forward, her brow resting on the hand that gripped the mantel, her eyes gazing moodily down into the embers.


She didn’t turn at her husband’s entry. ‘I know,’ was all she said in a flat dull voice. ‘Your tea will be ready in a minute.’


And that was all. No word of welcome, no sign of any kind to let him know that she was even slightly glad to see him again. Going forward he stood behind her, willing her to turn round and look at him. He could see the pulse beating in her neck, tiny strands of her hair gleaming in the fire’s light, the movement of her wrist as rhythmically she guided the wooden spoon round and round in the pot.


In this light she looked young and soft and vulnerable and suddenly he was reminded of how it had been with them when first they had met. He had gone to a cattle sale in Ayr because he wanted to buy a new milking cow. Afterwards he had gone to a tiny, quaint, dimly lit tearoom and that was where he had met Hannah, sitting alone and pensive at a table near his own. After a while they had got talking and had enjoyed one another’s company. She had been shy and hesitant to begin with, giving him the impression that she wasn’t used to conversing with the opposite sex. She had been like a little girl, lost in a world she didn’t quite understand, and had aroused the protective instinct in him. At the time, his own heart had been bruised and sore and he had been easily seduced by Hannah’s obvious need to be loved and cared for.


Everything had seemed surmountable then: the expectations of her well-to-do self-made father for his only child; the displeasure of her mother for everything that didn’t meet with her approval. She had not approved of Robert Sutherland, a lighthouse keeper living in a remote part of the west coast, with only a small piece of croftland to supplement his income.


She wasn’t impressed by the fact that he had recently been promoted to deputy head keeper of the Light and had a house to go with his job, and neither she nor her husband had given their daughter the slightest encouragement to continue seeing him. However, by then Hannah was besotted with him and despite her parents’ opposition they were quickly married and starting their life together in Kinvara.


He had soon realised it had all been a mistake, one that he regretted every day of his life. Hannah hated the isolation of her new home and made no effort to settle in; she abhorred her husband’s long spells away at the Kinvara Light, yet she made no attempt to alleviate her loneliness by getting to know her neighbours. Instead she kept them at arms’ length and it wasn’t long before she earned herself a reputation for being a snob. And after just four months of marriage, when she discovered that she was pregnant, she immediately packed her bags and went home to her parents in Ayrshire.


They had, however, not been as sympathetic towards her as she would have liked and, after a few weeks of their reproachful nagging, she returned once more to Kinvara where she had given birth to a son, an event that had proved to be traumatic for everyone, not least Hannah.


Everything had happened in a very short space of time and Rob felt himself softening as he stood there at the fire beside his wife.


‘Hannah.’ Gently he nuzzled the curve of her neck with his lips. She shivered and stiffened and, turning to him, she said tightly, ‘Stop that, Rob, I told you, your tea’s nearly ready. Wash your hands and sit down at the table.’


She moved into the halo of light cast by the lamp and he could see her face clearly now, the early lines of discontent at her mouth, her prematurely greying hair, the dullness in her brown eyes, eyes that had once sparkled with joy whenever she had looked at him. She was only twenty-six but already she had the look of a woman for whom life had scant meaning.


At her words he felt as if he had been slapped. He had been through it all before but each time he came home there was fresh hope in him that something might have changed for the better, some small sign to show him that she still cared.


His mind was numb with hurt as he moved away from her. But he didn’t go over to the sink to wash his hands, instead he went to the cot in the corner of the room where his infant son lay, a delicate little rickle of bones with no control over his limbs, his big dark eyes staring at the ceiling, mouth running wet with the saliva that continually dribbled down his chin.


Andrew William Sutherland had been born with cerebral palsy and the doctor had told Rob that it would take a lot of time and patience before Hannah got over the shock of having borne such a drastically handicapped child. She wasn’t a robust lass, she was physically and mentally frail, she’d had a terrible job giving birth . . .


Dr Alistair MacAlistair had rhymed it all off, thoughtfully stroking his whiskery chin as he did so and sadly shaking his head. ‘Patience, my lad,’ he had said heavily. ‘Just try to have patience. The weeks will pass, things will get better.’


That had been nine months ago but it might have been yesterday for all the difference it had made to Hannah. She kept the house like a new pin, she cooked and washed, darned socks and mended clothes, but beyond that there was nothing: she spoke no loving word; scorned all Rob’s attempts to comfort her, implying, but never saying outright, that the baby’s imperfections were all his fault.


‘I want no more children, Rob,’ she had told him in a trembling voice. ‘It was enough to bring this one into the world – I can never take the risk of it happening again.’


In this view she was ably backed up by her parents, particularly her mother, who had stayed with her daughter for six weeks after the baby’s birth, giving Rob little chance to heal the rift that had sprung up between him and his wife.


Harriet Houston was an extremely capable woman with very decided opinions about everything. She was bossy, intrusive and domineering and whenever she was around, Hannah just seemed to melt into the background, allowing her mother to have all her own way.


Not so Rob. He upheld his place in the home with a doggedness that was a match for his mother-in-law any day of the week. As a result there was a continual clash of personalities between them and he had never been so glad to see the back of anybody as on the day Harriet packed her bags and returned to the hotel in Ayrshire that she and her husband had built into a thriving business.


But by then, any spirit that had been in Hannah was locked away inside her and Rob despaired of growing close to her again. Now, as he gazed down at his son and took one of the restless small hands in his, he felt a pain like a knife twisting in his heart. The little boy’s eyes were on him, unblinking, unwavering, and Rob drew in his breath. There was intelligence in that look, an awareness, a questioning wonder that might have been in the eyes of any normal infant of nine months.


‘Do you speak to him, Hannah?’ Rob’s voice came out harsh and ragged. ‘Do you play with him and take him on your knee and love him as you would any babe o’ his age?’


‘I feed him and change him.’ Hannah didn’t look up as she ladled soup into plates. ‘He’s comfortable and that’s enough for any bairn.’


‘It isn’t enough! He’s a human being, Hannah, he needs love, he needs protection! Just because he’s handicapped doesn’t mean to say that his brain doesn’t function. He knows what’s going on, I can see it in his eyes, and if you stopped feeling so damned well sorry for yourself you would see it too! This is our son, Hannah, he deserves all the chances he can get, he deserves parents who want and love him and, by God! if you haven’t got it in you to give him any o’ these things I’ll see he gets them a millionfold . . . !’ His voice broke, his eyes glistened with a mixture of rage and pathos.


Hannah looked at him standing there, a tall strapping figure of a man with crisp dark hair and snapping blue eyes, a jawline that was obstinate and strong and a mouth that was firm and determined.


Women had always fallen for Robert James Sutherland. His rugged good looks, his passionate nature, his slow deep voice and his ability to inject an enigmatic quality into everything he said and did had captivated many a feminine heart. He had never needed to lure any of them to his bed, they had come to him, willingly and wantonly, drawn like moths to a flame by his charismatic nature and the knack he had of making each one of them feel special and wanted.


The parishes of Calvost and Balivoe, and places further afield, were sprinkled with Rob Sutherland’s old flames, many of whom still sighed over him and asked themselves what had possessed him to marry so unsuitably, and him still just twenty-five with all his life in front of him; a life which each of them had hoped to share before he had ruined it by tying himself down to ‘that woman’, a stranger who didn’t belong in Kinvara; one, furthermore, who thought herself to be a cut above everyone else.


Ay, Rob had made a big mistake wedding himself to ‘High and Mighty Miss Houston from Ayr’, as the local ladies sometimes referred to Rob’s wife if they were in the mood to strip her of her marital title.


‘And that mother o’ hers, a real Tartar if ever there was one,’ was the opinion of Mattie MacPhee, wife of Dokie Joe who worked as gardener and handyman to the laird. ‘She’s no better than any o’ us and a lot worse than some.’


‘Ay, and she has a coarse tongue in her head when she likes,’ supplemented Cora Simpson, housekeeper to the Manse, her nostrils dilating with disapproval, ‘even though she bows and scrapes in kirk and makes herself out to be as meek as a lamb when she’s talking to the minister – and her just an occasional visitor too.’


‘Well, neither mother nor daughter can afford to be so uppity now,’ sniffed Catrina, Cora’s sister, impatiently pushing a curl of red hair from her eyes. ‘The coming o’ the bairn soon took them down a peg or two.’


‘Poor wee mite,’ agreed Connie, who, at twenty-five, was the eldest of the Simpson sisters. ‘But they’ll still stick their noses in the air and pretend that they’re better than folks who have lived here all their lives.’


All three sisters nodded their righteous approval of one another’s comments. Give or take a pound or two they were as alike as peas in a pod, plump, pretty, rosy-cheeked, ‘footloose and fancy free’, as Connie was wont to say in a flippant attempt to hide the anxiety she was beginning to feel about still being single.


Each of them had harboured secret hopes of becoming hitched to Rob Sutherland at some time or other. In those days they would have torn one another’s eyes out if he had dared to favour one above the others, but all that was in the past, he had been ‘caught’ by an outsider and now they had joined forces and thoroughly revelled in acting out their little personal vendettas against Hannah and her mother.


Rob didn’t give a fig for any of these opinions, especially those of the Simpson sisters who were always trying to ‘hook anything with breeks on’. Hannah didn’t care what the Simpson sisters thought either; she knew how popular her husband had been with them and with womenfolk in general, but they were only locals and weren’t to be taken seriously. He had other matters to think about now and plenty of responsibilities to keep his mind occupied.


‘Your soup’s getting cold, Rob,’ was all she said in response to his outburst, her voice devoid of emotion.


But Rob wasn’t finished with her. ‘Why isn’t Andy at the table with us?’ he demanded as soon as he had seated himself. ‘He shouldn’t be left lying in that cot all day.’


Hannah gaped at him. ‘With us? You know fine he can’t sit up. He’ll never sit up like a normal bairn.’


‘Whatever gave you that idea? He will sit up, I’ll bloody well make sure o’ that. Where did you put the high chair I made for him before he was born?’


‘In the cupboard in the lobby,’ she faltered, an expression of fear coming into her eyes. She had never seen her husband as angry as he was now and she jumped a little as he tossed his chair back from the table and strode into the lobby, coming back a short while later with the high chair. Into it he installed his little son, strapping him in, packing pillows and cushions around him.


‘Now put a bib on him and give him some food.’ Rob was breathing hard, his nostrils aflare with temper, and Hannah rushed to his bidding. ‘Feed him,’ Rob ordered. ‘I’m home for a few weeks now, Hannah, and before I go back on lighthouse duty again I want to see the spoon in his own hand and himself making an effort to guide it to his mouth. He’ll make a helluva mess, and your kitchen might not be as spick and span as it is now, but at least we’ll have the satisfaction of seeing our baby trying to do something for himself. He’ll have to start learning sometime.’


In a very short time there was food everywhere, on the floor, the table, the high chair; the baby’s face and hair were plastered with it as his uncontrolled muscles sent his limbs into spasms and contorted his face and mouth.


Hannah, almost weeping, tried half-heartedly to get him to hold a spoon till Rob could stand it no more. Grabbing the utensil he clamped it into the little boy’s hand and holding it there with his own he began making it work, plate to mouth, plate to mouth, over and over, rhythmically, doggedly. The child spat and blew, girned and protested, food and saliva dripped over his chin and back into the plate but his father kept on till the dish was empty, half of it lost, some of it eaten. The baby’s eyes were rolling in his head but he was grinning in his lop-sided fashion and banging the spoon on the tray of his high chair.


‘There!’ Rob was triumphant. ‘He’s done it! All he needs is to be helped and guided. And that’s the way it’s going to be from now on, Hannah. We’re a family, and he’s part of it. Never again let him lie alone in that cot unless it’s necessary. Put him on the rug, let him roll about and discover the world he lives in. He’ll never be a normal lad but it’s up to us, you and me between us, to see that he gets as much out o’ his life as possible.’


Hannah was feeling nauseated and kept her face averted from the sight of her own baby covered from head to chest in a slobbery mess. She had been disgusted enough feeding him milk from a bottle and had left off weaning him for as long as possible. But at least she had been able to exert a certain amount of control over the procedure, never wasting time over it, mopping up as soon as it was finished with and breathing a sigh of relief that it was over and out of the way before her stomach could start heaving. Rob had risen to fetch a soapy cloth and was now gently cleaning up his son. ‘There, my wee man.’ He touched the delicate small face with his lips and gathering up child, cushions and all, he deposited the whole bundle on the rug in front of the fire.


‘We’ll get him a dog.’ Rob made the statement firmly. ‘He’ll need a companion if he’s to be an only child. I’ll see about it tomorrow. A pup would be best, then they can grow up together.’


‘A dog.’ Hannah went pale to the lips. ‘I can hardly cope with him, never mind a pup piddling all over the place. It’s all right for you, you’re away half the time and I’m left with him, nobody to talk to, nothing in my life but a child who slavers and girns and throws himself about like a creature demented.’


‘It’s your own fault,’ her husband stated baldly. ‘You won’t make friends, you won’t let anybody near you, you seem hell bent on making your life a misery but I won’t let you do it to him. I’m getting him a dog and that’s all there is to it.’


As he was speaking Hannah was pouring the reheated soup into fresh plates. They sat down and in silence they broke bread, supped soup, ate potatoes and meat, but before the meal was halfway through Hannah said through tight lips, ‘By the way, I forgot to tell you earlier, Mother is coming for Christmas. Father has to stay and supervise things at the hotel but she’s managing to get away for a few days.’


‘You forgot!’ Rob blazed, little sparks of rage dancing in the hot blue of his eyes.


‘Ay, you were so busy ranting on about him I had no chance to tell you anything.’


‘She’s coming here for Christmas! Your mother! Interfering, looking at Andy as if he was some sort o’ monster, looking at me as if I was the big monster who allowed it all to happen. I had thought it would be just you and me and the bairn, our first Christmas together as a family – I imagined that we could maybe draw closer to one another – try to rekindle something of what we had in the beginning.’


‘It’s too late for that, Rob.’ She kept her head down as she spoke, her tone gruff and cold. ‘It can never be like that again, not now, now that we’ve got – him.’


For Rob, it was the last straw. Without another word he rose and going to the stand in the lobby he retrieved his jacket from its hook and threw himself out of the house, into the raw cold of the dark night, the muscles in his jaw working, his throat tight and sore with the pain of his despair and his loneliness.


With his departure the house was suddenly quiet. Sparks exploded in the chimney; Andy jumped, whimpered for a moment, then fell silent, his big dark eyes gaping in fascination at the shadows dancing on the ceiling. At the table Hannah stared into space for a long time, then she put her head into her hands and wept for everything that had turned sour in her life. Her heart was hard and cold in her breast. She wanted to reach out to her husband but her emotions seemed caught in shackles of steel.


The remembrance of how she had once loved him made it all the harder to bear. He was a good and loving man but he should never have burdened her with so much so soon . . . it was too much, far too much for someone like her to take. She looked at her son, lying there by the fire, his features twisted, his thin little limbs weak and useless looking. How could she ever draw close to a child like that? A changeling! That’s what he was! The fairies had taken her own baby away and had left this creature in its place . . .


Oh, God, she thought, take pity on me, this child has come between Rob and me, I can’t bring myself to love him. He isn’t a healthy bairn, he’ll never make anything of his life.


She knew it was wicked to think such terrible things but she couldn’t help it and the tears that she wept were not for her husband or her child but for herself and everything that she was suffering.




Chapter Three


[image: image]


Passing the window of No. 5 of the row, Rob saw Big Morgan inside, his great shaggy face alight as he held his two-year-old son aloft, Janet, his wife beside him, as little as he was big, a tiny doll of a girl with long fair hair and a face as soft and as sweet as a rose. Both of them were laughing up at the child, the only one they could ever have, and the adoration in their faces was profound.


The picture they presented in the window-frame was like some old masterpiece, beautiful in its simplicity, and a lump rose in Rob’s throat. That was how a family should look, united and loving, instead of divided and bitter. He walked on, hands buried deep in his pockets, uncertain of where he was going, yet his steps taking him away from the houses to the flat grasslands beyond.


The boom and roar of the Atlantic filled the night. It was big and it was magnificent. He inhaled deeply of the salt-fresh air till every fibre of him was filled with a surging new feeling of hope. The greatness of his surroundings was above and around him – and out there – over the infinite reaches of the ocean, the Kinvara Light was flashing.


He thought of the men on the rock, dour and solid Mungo MacGill, brash and bold Hic Gillespie with his quick tongue and fists to match, Jimmy ‘Song’ MacDuff, hiding a more serious side to his make-up with his stories and songs, all of them separated from their families at this special time of the year, thrown together in a tight sphere where the might of the waves reigned supreme and the voices of men were mere whispers in the pattern of creation.


And here he was, a speck of life amidst the vastness, a life that seethed and ached and wanted more than it had. Pausing for a moment he searched the twilight landscape. The hills rose up in front of him, dark and forbidding, Kinvara Point and the jagged ruins of the old chapel monastery were starkly etched against the sky, and up there on the shoulder of Ben Du, the Castle of Kinvara stood, the ancient seat of the Clan MacKernan, glowering down over the surrounding countryside, separated by the undulations of the hills from the laird’s house.


Back in the mists of time, a feud had sprung up between the two houses concerning the rights to land ownership, and to this day, remnants of it still existed, though now it mainly concerned status in the community, inciting the two factions to vie with one another, albeit good naturedly, for first place in the popularity stakes.


At this moment, however, Rob wasn’t giving much thought to the gentry and their little altercations, his eyes were drawn again and again to the curving white sands of Mary’s Bay and the tiny pinprick of light flickering over yonder on the promontory. He tried not to look at it, to pretend to himself that he was only interested in the scenery. But it was no use. Something that might have been a name came out of him on a sigh and he began walking again, over the sodden turf to the sheep track leading down to the sand banks where deep channels carried the hill burns into the sea.


But he didn’t get his feet wet, he knew where he was going, was familiar with the windings of the terrain that eventually took him to a grassy point of land and a sandy path leading to a lone cottage known as Oir na Cuan, which meant Edge of the Ocean, surrounded by sea and sand and sky and little else, except for a rough stone wall that kept the elements at bay and allowed for the survival of growing things within its confines.


There was something soft about this house, soft and warm and inviting. Rob took his fill of that impression as he stood out there on the machair, gazing at the white walls, the windows glowing with quiet luminosity. And then he heard the laughter, a muted melody of sound, muffled by brick and mortar yet so evocative he couldn’t wait a moment longer to penetrate the sturdy portals.


‘Morna.’ The name was on his lips even as he raised his hand to rattle the door knocker. There was an immediate stirring from within, barkings and growlings, scrapings and shufflings, a voice ordering restraint and then the door opening, allowing a shaft of light to spill outwards, outlined against it the figure of a young woman, comely, shapely. Rob’s heart beat fast. ‘Morna,’ he whispered, drinking in this first sight of her after so long.


The two Labrador dogs, Tink and Mink, one black, the other golden, were frisking and snuffling round the visitor, poking their wet noses into his pocket, obviously pleased to see him again.


‘Robbie.’ The girl gazed back at him. ‘I hoped you’d come, I saw the boat, I rang my bell and lit the fire down on the beach, only a little one in case it would be too obvious . . .’


‘I know, I heard, I saw . . .’


She pulled him inside, into the homeliness, shutting out the cold and the eyes that might lurk out there in the shadows of gloaming.


Johnny Lonely watched as the shaft of light on the path was suddenly extinquished. He blew into his hands and imagined the sweetness and warmth inside Morna’s house. Johnny liked Morna, she had always been good to him, taking him in, feeding him when his belly was empty, talking to him in that nice easy way she had. He could converse with her as he could with no other: she listened, she sympathised, she was interested when he spoke about the stars, the tides, and the other things that he knew about. But Morna had Rob, always he came back to her, in the end he always came back. Johnny’s eyes glistened; he rubbed his cold hands together, and then he made his way over the shore to his lonely little bothy huddled under the fortress-like cliffs of craggy Ben Du.


The rooms of Oir na Cuan glowed with more than just lamplight. There was fire and light and spirit in them, as if they had absorbed the character of Morna Jean Sommero who, with her laughing green eyes and jet-black hair, her smooth rosy face and warm smile, was the essence of everything that embodied happiness and contentment in human nature.


Rob had always thought that her name was like the morning, bright and new, yet aloof and mysterious too, filled with subtle colours and quiet shadows and little rainbows that suddenly appeared above the dreaming valleys of dawn. And like the morning there were many facets to Morna’s personality. Rob knew them well, for she had come to Kinvara from Shetland four years ago at the age of sixteen to work for the laird. She had soon made a niche for herself in the community, everybody liked her, her cottage was never short of visitors popping in and out, but Rob’s brother, Finlay, younger than him by two years, had liked her more than most, even though he had never been very good with women and was inclined to be awkward and shy in their company. Morna Jean Sommero was different, she put people at their ease; she did the same with Finlay and it wasn’t long before he had fallen under her spell and would have done anything for her.


Then Rob came home from the Merchant Navy after serving in the war, and he and she had met one another for the first time. Romance had quickly blossomed between them. They had been so much in love it had hurt them to be parted for any length of time – it hurt now even to think about it, and Rob knew he was as much in love with her now as he had been then, more perhaps than during those stormy days of painful emotions and desperate longings, and he was captivated by the radiance that shone from her face as she stood there in front of him, laughing up at him, as pleased to see him as he was to see her.


‘Morna.’ Reaching out, he pushed a strand of glossy hair from her brow. She caught and held his hand, and the awareness that leapt between them was like a living thing, powerful and sweet, poignant and passionate . . .


And then came a soft little gurgle of laughter, the laughter of a little girl, and there, on the rug by the fire, was Vaila Marie, eighteen months old, her hair a cap of dark curls round her head, pearly teeth showing as she gazed up at the visitor.


‘Wobbie.’ The name came out, lisped but recognisable.


‘I’ve been teaching her to speak,’ Morna explained. ‘She can say quite a lot now of course but she has her favourite words and your name is one of them.’


His heart turned over. Bending down, he plucked the child from the rug and held her at arms’ length above his head, Morna there beside him, her expression of delight matching his in these proud moments. It was like the cameo Rob had recently seen through Big Morgan’s window – but he wasn’t thinking of that then, all he could see was this small bundle of rosy childhood, his daughter, his and Morna’s, born after Morna had fled from him in rage and frustration because of an argument they’d had about Finlay who still persisted in seeing her.


When Rob had cast doubts over her feelings for him a great row had sprung up between them and she had left Kinvara to go back to Shetland to live again with her sister, Mirren, who had virtually raised her when their parents had died in a boating accident. There in Shetland, unknown to Rob, Morna had given birth to their daughter, and it was during this time that he, torn apart by heartache and loneliness, had met and married Hannah, never knowing about the existence of his baby girl until it was too late.


Five months ago Morna had returned to Kinvara and he had known instantly that Vaila was his, conceived out of the untamed love that he and Morna had shared. The realisation that he could never lay any claim to his own daughter had been a bitter blow to him, but he couldn’t tell anybody, it would hurt too many people: his wife, his son, his own family, and yet he couldn’t let Morna bear the brunt of the situation alone.


‘It will have to be our secret, Robbie,’ she had told him in that decisive way he knew so well, looking like a child herself with her hair tied back in a ribbon and her eyes big and dark in her young face. ‘People will talk about me but they’ll soon get over it. I’ll look after Vaila here at Oir na Cuan and you’ll come and visit us whenever you can manage. The laird might be an old rascal at times but he’s been good to me and is letting me stay on at the cottage. In return I’ll do some needlework for him which means I can be here at home with our baby. Oh, if it could have been you and me and her, all of us here together under one roof, I think I would never have asked for more out o’ life.’


‘It’s all my fault,’ he had said huskily. ‘I should never have argued with you over my brother.’


‘And I should never have left you in such a hurry, so we are both to blame, Robert Sutherland, and it’s no use crying over spilt milk. We’ll have to make the best of it and enjoy every precious minute we have together.’


After that they had snatched treasured moments out of his two months’ remaining leave from lighthouse duty, and then he had gone away, so long ago now it seemed to him as he stood there with his child in his arms, gazing deep into Morna’s eyes. She had come through all her earlier traumas well, with a contentment about her that he had never seen before, but she also looked weary, there were blue smudges under her eyes, a pallor about her face despite the flush on her cheeks.


But when he voiced his thoughts she brushed them aside with a laugh and told him he too would be tired with a growing infant to see to and all the creatures of God’s creation coming to her door to be fed and healed. He laughed at that. It was true what she said; among all her other attributes she had a way with animals: cats, dogs, wild birds of shore and sea, even a young seal and an otter, had all found their way into her keeping at some time or another, drawn to her magnetism, unwilling to leave it when the day came for them to return to their natural habitat.


Some never did. The seal popped up regularly to visit her; ducks and geese inhabited her woodshed; a young deer whose broken leg she had mended came to her for titbits; a rabbit she had rescued from a trap climbed the wall into her garden and ate the lettuce and carrots she had so painstakingly grown for her own table.


When she first came to live in the area the men of Calvost said she was ‘daft as a fox’s brush’, and had a bit of the witch about her. The womenfolk, however, sympathised with her and told her she was ‘a good kind lassie’, though to one another they agreed that she was ‘a bittie unusual’ to say the least.


‘Well, but of course, she is a newcomer,’ Effie Maxwell, the district nurse, had said in Morna’s defence and in such a way as to suggest that anybody other than a born and bred local had to be indulged.


‘Ay, that would explain thon funny wee quirks she has about her.’ Mattie MacPhee nodded sagely, her eyes gleaming at the remembrance of Morna freeing a cockerel that Mungo MacGill had so carefully confined in an upturned peet creel in respect of the Sabbath.


Morna knew that she was regarded as something of a novelty but that didn’t stop her doing what she felt had to be done for God’s creatures, and, as well as all that, she let nature have its way with them, and Rob smiled as he glanced at Mink with her slack belly and a row of pups swinging from her teats in an effort to suckle as she moved across the room.


‘She was like me’ – Morna’s tone was teasing – ‘too young to know what she was doing when she got caught by that big collie brute from Croft Angus. And just look at the pups, a queer mixture with their big lumpy heads and ungainly bodies.’


‘Och, c’mon, Morna,’ he said reproachfully, ‘we weren’t too young to know what we were doing. We knew all right. My only regret is how it all turned out in the end. But Mink and that big collie brute have done me a favour. I want Andy to have a dog for his Christmas, especially a puppy, I told Hannah so before I came out. She wasn’t pleased but she’ll just have to thole it.’


‘How was she – when you came home?’


‘The same as ever, distant, resentful, hating Andy, hating me more.’


‘Oh, Robbie,’ she whispered, her head downbent so that the firelight burnished her hair. ‘I’m so sorry. We played it wrong you and me – we could have had such a lovely life together . . . Oh, what’s the use . . .’


Getting up suddenly she went through to the scullery to fetch the tin tub which she filled from the bubbling pans and kettles on the fire. When the water was at the right temperature she and Rob bathed the baby between them, up to their elbows in rose-scented soapsuds, while Vaila crooned and blew and thoroughly enjoyed all the attention she was receiving.


When they were finished with her she was pink and perfumed, a picture of healthy babyhood with her damp curls clinging round her head and her face shiny and glowing.


They sat with her for a while, playing with her, talking to her, then Morna bore her to bed in her own little attic room upstairs, accompanied by the dogs who enjoyed the routine of the household and loved to be in the middle of everything that was going on, especially when it involved Vaila Marie, on whom they doted and whom they followed everywhere.


When Morna came back to the kitchen it was to find that Rob had made tea and had set the big fat brown earthenware teapot on the hob to keep warm. It was a homely scene, the pups and the cats on the rug, sleepy and contented, the firelight flickering over the room, falling on that handsome figure of a man sitting there waiting for her, his eyes on her as soon as she appeared, eyes that were dark and intense in the shadowy planes of his face.


The sight of him turned her legs to jelly and caused her pulse to race. He had always done this to her, her Robbie, her strong, brave darling of a man. She would never love anyone else the way she loved him and her heart was sore in the breast of her as she stood there, wondering how she was going to tell him the things he had to know before the night was over.




Chapter Four


[image: image]


Hannah was growing uneasy. Rob was later than he had ever been and she felt as if she had been alone for hours. Despite her cool welcome to him earlier, she had looked forward to having him about the place again. He was the only person that kept her sane in this barren world she found herself in.


Tonight she had chased him away with all that talk about her mother. Perhaps he was right, it would have been nice if it had just been him and her, here together for Christmas.
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