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Part One

Late Winter 1964


Chapter One

Ruth pegged the last of her washing on to the line and paused for a moment to listen to the wind keening low Over the moor, whining eerily as it buffeted the amber passes and whipped the gnarled heather stalks to a frenzy. through a gap in the trees she could see the tiny basin of Loch Sliach lying huddled under the lower slopes of Ben Machrie, a splash of blue contrasting with the green of the pines, its surface slashed to white where it was caught by the capricious elements. The trees were swaying madly, their branches creaking as they bowed submissively to the whims of the Rhanna weather. The smoke from the sturdy stone cottage sitting in the lee of a grassy knoll, spiralled briefly against the blue sky before it was snatched off unceremoniously in the clutches of the breeze.

The wildness of the day made the interior of the house known as Fáilte, the Gaelic for Welcome, seem all the cosier, and Ruth looked round appreciatively as she went indoors. It was all so different from the clinical confines of the house in Portcull where she had lived with her parents before her marriage to Lorn McKenzie. Referred to as ‘the Temple’ by herself and her father it hadn’t been so much a home as a carbolic-smelling prison, and she hadn’t felt a single qualm on the day she turned her back on it. Her religious fanatic of a mother had made the Temple a hell instead of the haven Ruth had always longed for. It was different now, now that her mother was dead. Her father had painted and papered all the sterile-looking rooms, little by little erasing the coldness that had ruled his life, stamping it with his own personality which had been crushed for so long. Now he wrote and painted to his heart’s content, cluttering the rooms with homeliness, with warmth.

As a young girl, Ruth had vowed to have a home of her own one day, a place that would be comfortable and warm: clean, but never too clean; an abode where it wasn’t a crime to dream by the fire, to put your feet up on the range if you so desired. The Temple had always been a bustle of senseless activity, a useless wasting of energy that Ruth had always felt could be spent on better things.

Fàilte had always been an easy-going sort of house. In the day of Hamish, the big, good-natured Highlander who had been grieve at Laigmhor, it had bulged at the seams with homeliness, with dogs and cats lounging by the fire, with hens poking in the scullery. Matthew and his wife Tina had succeeded Hamish and they had carried on the easygoing tradition so that it seemed the house in some way attracted people of a certain type. Generations of cats had come and gone, now a new generation were arranged decoratively by the polished range, and a retired sheepdog with one eye good-naturedly allowed itself to be dressed as a baby, much to the delight of three-year-old Lorna Morag who was making full use of the pile of baby clothes her mother had given her for her dolls. The little girl played contentedly on the rug, her hair shining in the light from the window, her smooth cheeks fire-flushed, her whole being absorbed in the task of fastening the ties of a woolly bonnet under Ben’s thick white ruff.

In the playpen in a corner of the room, eighteen-month-old Douglas Lorn McKenzie had rolled up his vest and with great interest was contemplating his little mound of a belly, chuckling with fiendish glee as he dug a fat, exploratory finger into the whorls of his navel. Distracted by a full bladder he sat back and frowned at the empty chamber pot placed invitingly by his side. Throwing his mother a wide-eyed cherubic glance he spat bubbles, crowed with the sly knowledge that he was master of his own small domain, and filled his nappy. With a screech of wicked triumph he seized the pot and jammed it firmly over his mop of curly hair, trying to see how much of his nose and mouth he could fit into the handle.

Ruth glanced at the clock which told her it was almost midday. Lorn would be in soon for his dinner and a small stab of pleasure went through her at the thought. Much as she enjoyed the quiet morning routine of her home, she always looked forward to the dinner-time break with Lorn, enjoying hearing him talk about his work at Laigmhor, most of all enjoying his reassuring presence in her life. She set the pan of potatoes on the fire then went through to the pantry to fetch the bacon. Soon it was sputtering in the pan, the edges crisping to a deep golden brown. A frazzle of smoky fat bubbles exploded to release a tantalizing aroma which filled the kitchen and made Douglas forget about the chamber pot, his attention turning to the table and the activities around it. Lorna had risen from her corner and had fetched knives and forks from the sideboard which she clattered on to the table without ceremony. Clambering up on a chair she set about making an attempt to lay the table, a little task she had lately taken upon herself, growing quite annoyed if her mother intervened, even if only to show her how to properly position the utensils.

Left alone, Ben took the opportunity to slither under the couch where he sighed deeply and set about worrying the buttons of the yellow cardigan fastened over his hairy chest. Lorna’s tongue was sticking out from the corner of her mouth in utmost concentration and Ruth had to hide a smile. At almost three years old the child was adorable, an entrancing mixture of baby habits and a small girl’s awareness of the bigger, more intriguing world which awaited her.

‘One, two, free,’ solemnly she counted the places, making sure her father got his own special fork, a big one which Ruth laughingly told him would be better suited for use in the garden. Douglas let out a bored wail from his playpen, a strength in his voice that promised greater things to come. Ruth turned from the fire and made to go to him but Lorna had beaten her to it, with a patient, elderly sigh abandoning the table to go to her baby brother and punch a furry toy dog at his nose. He squealed in delight, a row of pearly teeth showing between his laughing rosy lips. Looking to the window for a sign of Lorn, Ruth saw instead the red post van hurtling along the bumpy road to the cottage. A few minutes later, Erchy popped his balding, sandy head round the door and sniffed the air appreciatively.

‘My, my, that is indeed a smell to tempt the appetite of a hungry man. It will be a whily before I get my own dinner,’ he hinted gently.

‘Sit you down and I’ll get you a cuppy,’ Ruth invited hospitably. Within a short space of time a steaming cup of tea reposed at Erchy’s elbow together with a plate bearing thick doorsteps of buttery bread filled with piping hot, crispy bacon.

Erchy bit into it with relish, wiping away the rivulet of melted butter on his chin with a stubby finger. ‘You’re a grand wee cook, Ruth,’ he said with conviction. ‘Lorn is a lucky mannie indeed. I could have done fine wi’ a wife like you when I was younger. Now I wouldny know what to do wi’ one, a man gets gey set in his ways after the age of sixty.’

Ruth held on to her patience. Erchy was renowned for his enjoyment of a nice cosy gossip at each of the houses he had reason to visit, and took his time in handing over the mail. She eyed his satchel, wondering what was in it for her, but Erchy was too busy blethering to notice her look. Lorna was perched comfortably on his knee, her eyes following every bite he took while she played with the buttons of his jacket, Douglas screeched from his corner, demanding a share of the attention.

Ruth busied herself at the fire, saying over her shoulder, ‘Didn’t you ever think about getting yourself wed, Erchy? Surely you must have had a favourite girl in your day.’

Erchy’s face took on a bemused look. ‘Oh ay, and no’ just one, I might no’ be much to look at now but there was a time when I was a fine figure o’ a lad.’ He puffed out his chest. ‘I will never know how I managed to escape all those women who were aye chasin’ me but now I’m thinkin’ I managed it maybe a mite too successfully. There was one lass I had my eye on for years but . . .’ He stopped, abashed, and Ruth turned a quizzical gaze on him.

‘And who was that, Erchy McKay?’

Erchy wriggled uncomfortably, an unusual flush spreading over his smooth-skinned face. ‘Ach, it was a long time ago, I forget her very name now.’

Ruth’s dimples deepened. ‘Get away wi’ you, fine I know you’re lying. Tell me this minute. I won’t let you out of the house till you do.’

Erchy’s face was now bright red with embarrassment. ‘Ach, women! You are all alike. Prying into the very corners of a man’s heart. If you must know, it was Morag Ruadh – your mother – ay, she was a bonny, bonny lass in her day and could have got any man if she had played her cards right. But that tongue o’ hers was sharper than a kitten’s claws, she just scared the breeks off all the men so that in time none o’ them would ask her out for fear she would hack them to ribbons wi’ a few choice words.’

Ruth’s eyes grew dark. Could it really be her mother that Erchy spoke of with such fondness, Morag of the red hair and the fiery temper to match? To Ruth, her mother had always seemed middle-aged and entirely set in her ways. She couldn’t imagine a young Morag, fresh faced, attractive to men, yet when she had smiled in a certain way Ruth had glimpsed an echo of the girl she had once been, a girl who had been bonny enough to make men like Erchy remember her with blushing affection.

‘Strange,’ murmured Ruth almost to herself. ‘I never thought of what she must have been like as a young girl.’

‘Oh, she had looks all right,’ Erchy hastened to assure her. ‘No’ bonny in the usual way but a sparkle about her if you know what I mean. Those green eyes o’ hers, big and bright, and that red hair – like a beacon it was, shining in the light o’ day. I could aye tell Morag, even from a distance – ay – she was an attractive one – pity she went queer in the head but I don’t mind tellin’ you I shed a wee tear to – myself on the day she died. She was part o’ the old days you see, lass,’ he ended apologetically, fearing he had said too much.

But Ruth smiled at him, an expression of gratitude showing in her eyes. ‘I’m glad you told me, Erchy. It’s nice to know there were some who wept when she died. I often used to feel sad thinking no one ever really liked Mam. She brought it on herself but it was sad just the same.’

Erchy ran his fingers through his sparse locks and pushed back his chair. ‘Ay, it was that, too much religion makes some folks go daft altogether.’ He threw Ruth a sly smile. ‘At least she brought a daughter into the world she could be proud of. God, lassie, little did I know when you used to sit beside me in my post van you would grow up to be a famous writer.’

‘Ach, not that famous,’ protested Ruth, flushing. ‘Only the folks round here know that I have some stories published.’

‘Indeed, that’s where you are wrong, mo ghaoil. Some English towrists who were on the island last summer asked me where the writer lassie lived. They had read all your stuff and wanted to have a wee peep at you. I didny tell them though for I know fine you like to be private but it lets you see you are more famous than you think. Shona was telling me some whily back that you were writing one o’ they big novel books. Are you after finishing it at all?’

Ruth made a dive to rescue Douglas who was in the act of slithering down the sides of his playpen, head first. ‘With these two at my apron strings! No, Erchy, it will be a whily yet before I get to finish my book.’

Erchy swung his satchel over his shoulder. ‘Ach well, it will be something for us all to look forward to.’ He opened the door and the March wind whistled in through his legs. ‘God! Would you listen to the sough in that breeze!’ he exclaimed. ‘Shona was just after saying that the roof o’ her hen hoosie was blown off last night.’

‘Erchy,’ Ruth began anxiously. He came back into the room, closing the door behind him.

‘Talking of Shona,’ he grinned. ‘I maybe shouldny tell you this for she’ll want to be tellin’ it herself . . .’ He paused cryptically and Ruth, curiosity getting the better of her, cried in exasperation, ‘Tell me what, Erchy?’

‘Well, I took a letter to her – I couldny help seein’ it was from one o’ they foreign places, it had a real fancy stamp on it. She was gey excited by the look o’ it and tore it open there and then, and I couldny very well go away till I found out what it was all about. I’m no’ a nosy body as a rule but I canny help but be excited by letters from other countries – even though they might no’ be addressed to me . . .’

‘Erchy!’ Ruth cried in desperation and with a chuckle Erchy relented.

‘Well, as I was sayin’, she tore it open and began laughing in that way she has and then she grabbed me and whirled me round till my head was birlin’. She might even have kissed me she was that happy but I slithered out o’ her reach in the nick o’ time – no’ that I wouldny mind a kiss off Shona, she has lips on her to tempt any man but I was feart Niall might get to know about it and think – ay, all right, all right. My, you’re an impatient wee wittrock – and just remember, I haveny told you anything for I wouldny like her to think . . .’

‘You haven’t told me anything!’ yelled Ruth, all her reserve dissipating in sheer frustration.

Erchy threw back his head and laughed. ‘Ach, don’t foul your breeks and listen to this. The letter was from Grant telling his sister there is going to be a wee one. Shona was as excited as if it was herself going to have it.’

‘And to think Fiona always vowed never to have bairns,’ laughed Ruth.

Erchy shook his head wisely. ‘There’s many a slip between the boat and the jetty if you see what I mean. No doubt Shona will tell you all the facts herself for I know only too well how women enjoy a good blether.’

‘Women enjoy blethering! Erchy McKay, your tongue clacks faster than any woman I know,’ Ruth scolded, though her face was wreathed in smiles. ‘And though Shona might confide the facts to me I have no doubt you will have found out every single one before the week is out.’

Erchy’s grin was unrepentant. ‘Oh ay, I admit I make it my business to find out about other folks – after all – a lonely mannie like myself has to have something to keep him going.’

The wind rushed in as once more he opened the door. Ruth let him get halfway down the path and was about to shout on him when he turned abruptly and came back to push two letters into her hand. ‘One of them is for Lorn – from his brother – I recognize the stamp,’ he said without a blush. ‘The other is for you – from Rachel. I can aye tell her letters, usually the fancy postmark, though this one is from Glasgow, I know her writing well enough by now. You see the way she strokes her t’s? So high up it just about flies off the paper? Behag was after tellin’ me that is the sign o’ a very ambitious person. She read an article about handwriting in one o’ they wimmen’s papers she aye pretends no’ to read.’

He went on his way on a somewhat breathless but tuneful whistle leaving Ruth to wander back into the kitchen clutching her mail. Propping Lorn’s on the mantelpiece, she turned her attention to her own, savouring all that was on the envelope, the postmark, the date of posting, the tiny R which Rachel used to personalize mail to her and which had always eluded even Erchy’s eagle eyes. She wondered if she would have time to read it and really savour the contents before Lorn arrived home, then with an unusually impatient gesture she slit the envelope and sank down on a chair by the fire. Rachel’s name as a solo violinist was becoming widely known, though the very island from which she had sprung was the last place to hear much about her successes with everyone tending to rely on what was passed by word of mouth.

Through regular correspondence Ruth had followed her friend’s career, a pride glowing in her as she read accounts of concerts all over Britain and Europe, a wonder in her when Rachel had written to tell her that she had signed contracts with recording companies, the resulting records selling worldwide. She had made recordings with the London Symphony Orchestra, played the Beethoven Violin Concerto with the Radio Frankfurt Symphony Orchestra, recorded with the Orchestre National in Paris, and had also done concerts with them. Her husband, Jon, had given up his musical teaching to be her manager, travelling everywhere with his young wife. To Ruth it was like a fairy tale and she never tired of hearing about her friend’s exciting life. Yet, though Jon and Rachel had a fine house in Salzburg in Austria, Ruth could always detect a hint of homesickness in almost every letter Rachel wrote. At the moment she was in Glasgow recording a concert for the BBC. Her name had recently been in all the papers, hailing her as a young Scottish virtuoso. Yet her letter gave hardly a mention of these latest happenings. It lacked sparkle. The big, sprawling, untidy writing filled the pages, yet said little of importance. Towards the end Rachel mentioned how exhausted she was. Jon had flown home to Germany to be with his aged and ailing mother.


‘I have almost finished my commitments here,’ Rachel wrote. ‘Before Jon left he urged me to go home to Rhanna for a long holiday. You’ve no idea how I long to get home, Ruth, so I am taking Jon’s advice. He will join me as soon as his mother is able to be left. I will be arriving about Easter and wondered if you could book me in at the hotel. I know there isn’t enough room to swing a cat but I will put up with anything so long as I am home. It’s a quiet enough place – except when the bar opens and my Grandpa Tam and his cronies come in to prop it up. Kate, my gran, would let me stay with her, I know; but now that she has old Joe to look after she has enough to contend with. Forbye that, she never stops talking and I think I would end up deaf as well as dumb! I want to be really quiet for a while with only the sound of the sea in my lugs so the hotel it is. When Jon comes we’ll go and stay with Babbie and Anton for a while. I don’t want to go there on my own because they are both out all day and, while I want to be quiet I don’t want to be exactly buried. I’ll have to be here for a week or two yet and then I’m free! Free! Free! I’ll drop you a note nearer the time to let you know the time of my boat. It’s funny, but I don’t think I would feel right coming back to Rhanna and your bonny face not at the harbour to greet me. My love to Lorna and Douglas and my regards to Lorn.

Yours as ever, Rachel.’



Ruth folded the letter and put it into her apron pocket, a frown creasing her smooth brow. It seemed wrong somehow for Rachel to be staying in the Portcull Hotel when she had her mother’s house to go to. Yet Ruth knew only too well that Rachel’s mother had never gone out of her way to make her daughter feel welcome at home. Oh, she was proud enough of her talented eldest child, but she had never understood her or gone out of her way to even try, and things hadn’t been made easier since her marriage to big, strapping Torquill Andrew. Rachel had made it quite plain that he would never take her adored father’s place. Both Annie and Torquill were well aware of the fact with the result that relations between the three were always somewhat strained.

Ruth gazed thoughtfully into the fire, her curtain of fine flaxen hair falling over her face. A surge of excitement grew inside her. Supposing – supposing she were to ask Rachel to stay with her? It would be lovely to have someone her own age about the place and there was a spare room at Fàilte, a tiny room to be sure, situated off the parlour to the front of the house, but Rachel would have plenty of privacy there and all the peace and quiet she could ever want.

The idea grew in her, making her heart beat a little faster as her mind went racing ahead, forming joyous plans. She saw herself, walking with Rachel over the moors or down by the sea, talking in that uninhibited way she had always talked with Rachel, confiding in her as she had confided in no other, with the exception of Lorn and her father. In her mind she became a child again, the years rolled away and she saw herself with her friend, her fair head against the other’s raven curls, whispering, laughing, the wind tossing their cheeks to roses, wrapping their skirts about their legs. In her mind picture she wasn’t wearing a caliper because somehow the exhilaration of Rachel’s company had always made her forget the ugly leg brace she’d had to wear from infancy, made her forget too that her friend couldn’t communicate with words.

With her there was freedom too, the kind of wild, glorious abandoned freedom that went hand in hand with a girl who looked like an untamed gypsy, whose long brown, graceful limbs had never been fettered by stockings or shoes when she was a child. Always, whenever Ruth thought of her, she saw her as she had been, running barefoot over the moors, splashing in the warm, sunlit summer seas . . .

‘Favver!’

Lorna’s joyful cry broke rudely into her thoughts. With a start she came back to reality to hear the harsh puttering of the tractor as it trundled up the track.

‘The tatties!’ She jumped up to remove the heavy pan from the fire, scalding her fingers on the lid which slipped from her grasp to clatter on to the hearth. ‘Oh – bugger it!’ she muttered under her breath but was relieved to find that she had rescued the potatoes before the water boiled away.

‘Swearing in front o’ the bairns.’ Lorn came in, striding over to kiss her hot cheek and squeeze her round the waist.

‘Lorn, be careful,’ she protested. ‘This pan is heavy and if you go on like that I’ll drop it on your toes.’

He took the pan from her and set it firmly on the range. ‘Is that any way to greet a hard-working husband? All morning I’ve been looking forward to coming home to my bonny sweet-tempered wife and my angelic bairns – and what do I find? A wife with a de’il in her eye and a son who’s filled his breeks from the look of the bulge at his backside – even poor old Ben canny make up his mind whether to come and welcome me or stay where he is for fear of being molested again.’ He bent to pick up Lorna and swing her high in the air. ‘This is the only decent human being in sight – aren’t you, my bonny wee lamb? Have you got a kiss for your tired and hungry daddy?’

Ruth pushed back her hair and looked at him silhouetted against the window, Lorna’s rosy delighted face just inches from his. His powerful body seemed to fill the kitchen; the masculine aura of him filled her senses. Sometimes she couldn’t believe that Lorn McKenzie was hers: strong, silent Lorn who had filled her life with love and happiness for four years now. He had matured a lot since those early days as her husband, yet at heart he was still the boy who had almost drowned in his own shyness the night he took her to her first dance at Burnbreddie House. Nowadays though, he was more able to hide his feelings, so that very often she didn’t know what was going on behind those deep dark eyes of his. His head was thrown back, the light caught the auburn glints in his hair, played on the boyish planes of his deeply tanned face, lingered tantalizingly on the wide, sensual contours of his mouth.

Douglas bounced on chubby legs and gnawed the rail of his playpen; Ben peeped out from under the couch, the frilly bonnet tilted rakishly over one eye; Bramble, a big black and white tom, sat on one of the chairs at the table, his huge green orbs gently panning over the jug of milk set temptingly close to his whiskers.

Ruth gave a peal of delighted laughter. Oh, it was good, so very good to be Mrs Lorn McKenzie, to have children that drove her to distraction one minute and to pinnacles of joy the next; to live in this cosy homely cottage with a man who often infuriated her, but more often delighted her.

He threw her a responsive grin and went to the sink to wash, Lorna dancing attendance at his side, passing him the soap, toddling to fetch a dry towel.

A few minutes later Douglas was changed and sitting in the little baby chair his father had first made for Lorna. The seat was closed in on all sides with a fitted tray at the front and castors screwed at the bottom so that it could be pushed where it would. The little boy banged his spoon on the tray and Lorn ruffled his hair, so fair it was almost white. Lorn leaned his elbows on the table and looked at his wife. ‘Nice family we have here, Mrs McKenzie.’

‘Ay,’ she agreed softly, ‘very nice, Mr McKenzie.’ She fingered the letter in her pocket. Lorn would never agree to have Rachel stay with them. He had resented her since her rejection of Lewis, the twin brother who had meant the world to him and who had died tragically when he was just eighteen. Lorna was Lewis’ daughter, conceived in those troubled days when he hadn’t had long to live and had turned to Ruth for comfort. In the beginning he had loved Rachel, but she had had her career to think about and had gone away from the island, not knowing how desperately ill Lewis was. Ruth had been there when he had needed love so badly and little Lorna had been the result of that strange, unreal, tempestuous affair. Lorn had married Ruth, had given his brother’s child a name and a secure start in life – yet Ruth knew that he blamed Rachel for all that had happened. Ruth sighed softly to herself. She realized that he had good reason to feel as he did – yet – it was all in the past now – it was time to forgive and forget, life was too short, too sweet for such bitterness.

‘I got a letter from Rachel this morning,’ she hazarded somewhat defensively.

He looked up, his blue eyes smouldering with a strange resentment as he said heavily, ‘She never lets go, does she? Yet she was quick enough to ditch Lewis when it suited her. And how is our brilliant prodigy? Still hopping around Europe with poor old Jon tagging at her heels?’

‘No, she’s in Glasgow,’ Ruth answered quietly. ‘She wants to come home to Rhanna for a rest.’

He lowered his head and went on eating. ‘The wanderer returns, eh?’ His lilting voice was heavy with sarcasm. ‘Well, I’m sure Annie and Torquill will put out the flags – after all it must be – how many years since her last visit?’

Ruth kept her voice level. ‘The year Mam died and Shona lost wee Ellie.’

‘Oh well, easy come, easy go.’ His tones were flippant. ‘I canny understand why she bothers to come back at all. After all, she has the world at her feet: why make the effort to come back here when she has made her life elsewhere?’

‘Because she was born here, that’s why,’ Ruth couldn’t keep a note of anger out of her voice. ‘Rhanna is in her blood and no doubt it will be till the day she dies.’

He glanced up and she saw that he was smiling. ‘Ay, of course it is,’ he said quietly. ‘I was only teasing you: you never could stand me saying a word against Rachel, could you? For your sake I’m pleased she’s coming back. There was always something between you and her that was good and strong. You were always able to see the best in her and always quick to forgive her for anything she did – even though you knew that her ambitions took first place to everything – even people. She has a hard streak in her, Rachel, while you’re as soft as butter. Maybe it’s a good mixture, it saw the pair o’ you over a few hurdles. I hope it will always be like that.’

‘Oh, it will,’ she said with assurance. ‘And Rachel isn’t hard, not in the way you think, she cares about things far more than you’ll ever know. Mostly folks only see what they call her hard side, but I’ve seen the other and it’s truly good and beautiful.’ She subsided, content enough for the moment to know that she had broken the ice and had got him talking about Rachel. Her eye alighted on the letter propped on the mantelpiece. ‘Oh, I nearly forgot, Erchy brought you a letter as well. It’s from Grant and I know what’s in it, but will let you read the news for yourself.’

Lorn took the proffered envelope and tore it open eagerly, his face lighting as he devoured the hastily written scrawl. ‘Bugger me! He’s done it at last – and Fiona vowed she would never have bairnies. Well, they’ll have to settle on dry land now. Much as Grant would like it they won’t be able to bring up a family on the high seas.’

‘Shona got a letter too – no doubt so did your father and Lachlan and Phebie.’

Lorn put the letter on the table and sat back. ‘Father was going over to Shona’s at dinner time so he’ll know he’s to be a grandfather again. Wait till I see Mother, she’ll be over the moon, I know fine she’s hankered for years to have her eldest son about her skirts. If they decide to come back here to settle she’ll go daft with happiness.’

In the excitement over family discussions Rachel was forgotten, but after Lorn had driven away in the tractor Ruth read her letter again and when she had cleared the table and washed the dishes, she bundled the children into outdoor clothes and walked with them over the shorn winter fields to Mo Dhachaidh, Rachel’s letter tucked into the pocket of her coat.


Chapter Two

A blue banner of smoke was pouring from the chimney of the sturdy stone house in Glen Fallan, tossing hither and thither in the wind sweeping down through the narrow funnel of Downie’s Pass. In the neat garden a few early daffodils were swaying, their yellow trumpets rising above clumps of snowdrops and crocus; in a walled-off enclosure at the side of the house a tiny girl with fluffy fair hair was playing with a spaniel puppy, her shrieks of laughter ringing merrily in the air. She was Ellie Dawn McLachlan, all of nineteen months old, small, neat, her rosy face aglow with health and happiness.

Ruth looked at her daughter. ‘Are you coming in with me or would you rather stay out here and play with wee Ellie?’

‘Stay with Ellie,’ Lorna’s tones were decided. ‘I’ll look after her and Douglas.’ Seizing her little brother by the hand, she led him through the gate where they were both received ecstatically by Ellie and the puppy.

The smell inside Mo Dhachaidh was a concoction of disinfectant and medication from the surgery where Niall saw to the ails of the island pets, and a mingling of new-baked bread from the kitchen. Shona was in the surgery, wiping it down energetically with carbolic, a smell which evoked a certain revulsion in Ruth as it reminded her so much of the antiseptic confines of the Temple during her mother’s day. An assortment of brushes and other cleaning utensils were arrayed round the cheerful little waiting room at the back of the house, proof that Shona had been busy there too. She was oblivious to Ruth’s arrival, immersed as she was in scrubbing the table, a gay tune tumbling from her lips. Every so often she paused in her task and bent to speak soothingly to a cat and two dogs who, ensconced in wire cages, were recovering from recent surgery. Some time ago she had thrown years of caution to the winds and had taken to ‘wearing the trowser’, her abandon due in part to her sister-in-law Fiona who had used every opportunity to press her into ‘going modern’. On her last visit home Fiona had brought back two pairs of smart slacks which she had presented to Shona.

‘They cost me a small fortune,’ she had said severely, ‘and if I find you’ve shoved them to the back of a drawer I’ll – I’ll choke you with them.’

‘Ach to hell,’ Shona had giggled with devilment. ‘Of course I’ll wear them and make all the purple-legged cailleachs so green with envy they’ll be red in the face talking about me to prove they’re not jealous, if you see what I mean.’

‘Very colourful people,’ Fiona had commented dryly and they had both erupted into gales of laughter.

Thanks to years of restriction imposed on her by her mother, Ruth wouldn’t entertain the idea of wearing trousers, though she often looked at Shona with envy and wished she had the courage to throw off her conventions. Most of the younger women on the island were ‘covering their legs’ as the menfolk mournfully put it, and Ruth studied Shona for the umpteenth time and wondered if she would look as good as the older woman if she could pluck up the courage to dress like her. Slender in her dark slacks and yellow jersey, a wisp of yellow scarf holding back her tumble of auburn hair, Shona could have passed for thirty instead of the forty-one she was. Ruth watched her, struck by her abundant energy, by her exuberance, her enthusiasm. Yet she had suffered a lot of tragedy in her life. Little more than two and a half years had passed since the death of her beloved daughter, Ellie, just thirteen years old with all her life in front of her. Shona had suffered a nervous breakdown and in the trauma of that dreadful time she and Niall had been on the verge of drifting apart. Then, to everyone’s joy, Ellie Dawn had arrived on the scene, giving back to her parents so much that they had lost.

Ruth smiled with affection at Shona’s oblivious back and coming forward into the room she said severely, ‘Shona McLachlan! Are you deaf? I’ve been standing here for ages watching you steaming ahead like an express train.’

Shona turned a sparkling face. ‘Ruth! I didn’t hear you come in. Did you hear about Grant and Fiona? Ach, of course you did! No doubt that gossiping Erchy will have told half the island by now. It’s lovely, isn’t it, to think there’s going to be another bairn in the family? I can hardly wait to see that pair to tease them about it. After all the talk about careers coming before everything.’

During this discourse she had swept Ruth into the kitchen where she flopped herself down on a battered but comfortable rocking chair which she had inherited from Biddy, the old nurse who had previously owned the house. ‘Will you take a strupak with me?’ she inquired rather breathlessly. ‘I could be doing with a good hot brew. I started in the surgery this morning and I had to try and finish it before Niall gets back from Kintyre tonight. My throat is parched with all those antiseptic fumes so I’ll make a good big pot and then spend the rest of the day running to the wee hoosie. Is Ellie all right out there? She girned all morning to get out to play with Sporran and in the end I gave in if only to get them from under my feet for a whily.’

‘Oh, she’s as happy as a wee lintie out there and has lungs on her as good as your own. She shrieked louder than the wind itself when she saw my two so I popped them in beside her and now they’re all shrieking together – even the puppy.’

Shona lay back and groaned. ‘That dog! I mind fine when Hamish gave me Tot and poor Nancy seemed to do nothing but slide about the kitchen in platters and piddles. At the time I never gave it much thought but now I’ve to clean up after Sporran I feel as Nancy must have felt – like packing her up and sending her back from whence she came.’

‘Burnbreddie wouldny thank you for that. If I mind right he let Niall have the pick of the litter.’

‘Only because he saved the bitch’s life when she was in labour.’ Shona’s blue eyes grew dreamy. ‘Ach, I wouldny part with the wee rascal. She’s so like dear old Tot as a pup. Sometimes I look at her lying with her nose up the lum and I imagine I’m a wee lass again in the kitchen at Laigmhor, Tot snoring on the rug, Mirabelle rocking herself by the fire knitting, her old hands never still.’ She sighed and looked at Ruth. ‘They were such happy days – the days of childhood – don’t you feel that?’

Ruth looked pensive and didn’t answer. Shona groaned. ‘They weren’t for you. I’m sorry, Ruth, I always did put my foot in it. Father aye said my blethers carried me away.’

‘It wasn’t all bad,’ Ruth said hastily, her fingers curling absently into Woody’s thick fur as he lay purring on her knee. ‘I had some good times with Father and Rachel was always there to make me forget Mam and the Temple – even my limp, it never seemed as bad when we were out walking over the moors.’ She took the letter from her pocket. ‘I got this from Rachel this morning – Erchy brought it together with some juicy bits of gossip concerning the McKenzies.’

Shona laughed. ‘Good, you can tell me what it says over a cuppy.’ She made to jump up but Ruth pushed her back.

‘Sit you down, I’ll make it, you’ve done enough for one day.’

‘Ach, Ruth.’ Shona pushed her fingers through her hair, in the process removing the scarf and allowing the mass of rich tresses to cascade about her glowing face. ‘I know you’re just a bairn compared to me, but it doesn’t give you the right to treat me like an ancient cailleach.’

Ruth held the kettle under the tap and raised her voice above the sound of the running water. ‘Hardly that! No wonder men look at you – I’ve even seen the minister at it, though he doesny do it in an obvious way like the others.’

She turned and was surprised to see that Shona’s face had flamed to red. ‘You’re blushing!’ she accused teasingly. ‘Don’t tell me you admire Mr James as much as he seems to admire you?’

But Shona did not discount what Ruth had thought was an amusing question, instead she said in a low voice, ‘He’s a very attractive man, Ruth. When I was so strange and horrible after Ellie died, Mark James was the only one who was able to reach through the ugly shell I’d built round myself and touch the real me I was keeping buried. I had always felt warmth for him but at that time I felt something more. I’ve never told this to anyone else and I don’t know why I’ve just told you – it just seemed to come out.’

‘But – but – you love Niall!’ Ruth burst out, shock showing on her young face.

Shona nodded. ‘It’s because I love Niall so deeply that nothing happened to spoil our love – yet – for a long time afterwards I felt guilty because for one weak moment in my life I actually had feelings for another man. But remember this, Ruth; temptation often comes to us when we’re least strong and that’s about the only excuse I have for feeling as I did.’

Ruth sat down heavily on the nearest chair. ‘But – you and Niall have always been together – like – like me and Lorn – there was never anyone else for you.’

Shona sighed, wishing that she hadn’t spoken about the thing she had kept locked in her heart for so long. In many ways Ruth was immature for her age and entirely unworldly. She had so many young ideals firmly fixed in her mind and Shona searched for the right things to say, even when all she wanted to do was close the subject and try to forget about it.

‘Och, I don’t know, Ruth, maybe that was why it happened. I’d no experience of any other man but Niall – perhaps in all of us there’s a small craving to know what it would have been like with – with another.’

Suddenly she remembered Lewis – Lewis and Ruth, Ruth who had loved Lorn, but had been intimate enough with his brother to actually bear his child, although it was perfectly obvious to Shona in those moments of truth, that that was an episode in Ruth’s life which she had managed to shut away so effectively it just didn’t occur to her even then.

‘Ach, don’t look like that!’ Shona chided with a forced laugh. ‘Nothing happened. I like Mark James, I’ll always like him, but it’s Niall I love and always will. I love him so much I often cry to myself thinking how I almost drove him away from me. It’s Niall’s daughter out there now and – and that’s proof enough of our feelings for one another.’ Even then it didn’t strike Ruth that while it was Niall’s child they were discussing it wasn’t Lorn’s daughter who ran outside now, her laughter drifting to them in carefree abandon. So successfully had Lorn accepted the little girl as his own it was as if the past had never been. He had never cast it up, not even during times of domestic argument, and gradually Ruth had allowed herself to slip into a relaxed state of mind and was quite content to let her affair with Lewis McKenzie drift into the obscure corners of her mind.

Shona found herself feeling annoyed at Ruth’s self-satisfied righteousness and to stop herself from saying something she might later regret, she got quickly to her feet to take up where Ruth had left off abruptly, putting the kettle on to the fire, spooning tea into the warmed pot. ‘You haveny told me what was in Rachel’s letter yet,’ she said, her voice level as she handed Ruth her tea and set a plate of biscuits at her elbow.

Ruth, still reeling under the shock of Shona’s disclosures, plunged into a rather reserved account of her friend’s correspondence. ‘She wants to come back for a long holiday,’ Ruth finished slowly, ‘and has asked me to book her into the hotel – only I don’t feel that’s right somehow – not when she has a home here, though I know she never feels really at ease there. I was wondering if I ought to ask her to stay at Fàilte with me. Och, it would be lovely to have her – like old times again – only I don’t think Lorn would be too pleased at the idea.’

Shona said nothing for a few moments. She was remembering a certain look on Rachel’s face every time she saw Lorn. Shona had never been able to decide if the expression in the girl’s great luminous eyes was engendered by unease in his company or because the very sight of him reminded her of his twin brother, Lewis. Shona sensed a certain danger in a situation that would throw Lorn and Rachel together. Oh, he had always maintained a dislike for her, but that didn’t mean he would always feel like that. Rachel was too attractive, too magnetic, for any man to entertain ill feelings towards her for long.

‘I wonder if Annie knows that her daughter plans to come home for a whily,’ mused Shona. ‘I think we should finish our strupak and go over there to find out. Annie can be gey high-handed at times and she might not like the idea of Rachel coming back to the island and her not having a say in where she is to stay.’

‘Ay, that might be best,’ agreed Ruth slightly unwillingly. She set down her cup and went outside to fetch the children indoors.

Sporran romped along beside them as they made their way outside, for Shona didn’t dare leave him in the house on his own, knowing only too well the havoc he could create in a surprisingly short time. Glen Fallan was a picture with snow on the hill peaks and the red of the winter bracken furring the lower slopes. The wind was keening low over the moors, making a strange, almost musical sound as it whistled through the heather.

‘Listen to it.’ Shona stopped suddenly, her blue eyes intent as she cocked her head in the direction of the moor. ‘It minds me of that lovely piece of music we’ve been hearing a lot on the wireless this whily back. I canny get it out of my head and I’ve heard some of the islanders humming it in the village.’

‘Rachel composed it.’ Ruth’s voice was warm with pride. ‘The mannie on the wireless talked about her this morning just before he played it. It’s called Song of Rhanna.’

Shona repeated the name, rolling it round her tongue as she savoured the sound of it. ‘Song of Rhanna,’ she murmured appreciatively. ‘And it is just that. Listen to the sounds around us, the burnie purling over the stones, the wind moaning in from the sea, the gulls crying. Rachel has captured the very soul of the island.’

She bent to pick up Ellie Dawn and swing her high against the patchy blue sky, laughter and love lighting her eyes. ‘Wee Ellie, Wee Ellie,’ she chanted. ‘How do you like the idea of our island becoming famous and folks singing about it all over the world?’ The child gurgled and pointed a chubby finger at the clouds racing over the hills. Shona caught her breath. Never, never, could anyone take the place of the darling little daughter she and Niall had loved and lost. She had been a happy, sweet-tempered soul, so in love with life she had made others see the wonder in it too. There could never be another like her – and yet how could Shona help but see her in her baby sister’s enchanting small face with its upturned button of a nose and big golden-brown orbs in which the hectic March sky was reflected? They were sisters after all, and if the elder Ellie had lived she would surely have adored her tiny sister as she had adored all babies she had ever set eyes on.

Ruth looked at the entrancing picture made by mother and child and something of Shona’s joyous mood transferred itself to her. Sweeping her little son off his unsteady feet she hugged him and grabbing Lorna’s ready hand she swung it to and fro and began to hum the Song of Rhanna. Shona also took up the refrain and they arrived at Annie’s cottage in a carefree mood.

Annie’s face hovered at the window and, seeing the visitors, she lifted her hand and beckoned them inside. The cottage was warm after the cold and smelled strongly, due no doubt to a tiny mongrel pup who had just crept out guiltily from behind a chair. It greeted Sporran ecstatically and Shona lifted up both puppies and put them out to romp in the grassy yard at the back, well away from the carefully dug furrows in the garden. By the fire, her brown-mottled legs spread to the heat, was Annie’s older sister, Nancy, her good-natured face wreathing into smiles as the children clambered up beside her, Lorna to monopolize her knee, the others to squeeze themselves in at her ample sides.

‘Ach my, I just love bairnies,’ Nancy said through a mouthful of Lorna’s hair. ‘And fine they know it too for they aye make a beeline for my knee. If I was young enough I’d have more, that I would, but . . .’ she glanced down at the flatness of her chest where a double mastectomy had robbed her of the big breasts that had once been her pride, ‘the poor wee sowels would have nothin’ to sook and I was aye a believer in feedin’ my bairns myself – Archie used to enjoy them too, the sowel,’ she finished rather sadly.

‘Ach, never mind,’ comforted Shona. ‘I’m sure you have plenty of other things left to compensate him.’

‘Ay indeed,’ Nancy agreed in delight. ‘He was aye a one for bums too and he can still coorie into that. The Lord provided well when he created me.’

‘You will take a strupak?’ Annie asked the visitors, giggling at her sister’s frank self-assessment. She studied Shona’s face. ‘You are lookin’ well, Shona, mo ghaoil, no, more than that, you look as if you are burstin’ to tell us something and canny wait a minute longer.’

Shona told them about Fiona’s expected baby and instead of putting the kettle on, Annie went to the cupboard and poured everyone a generous amount of whisky.

‘Here’s to the new bairnie,’ Nancy held up her glass. ‘As long as it comes into the world wi’ all its parts in workin’ order Fiona will no’ be carin’ if it’s a boy or a wee lass. The pair o’ them took long enough to start a family but sometimes, once the first one comes, they just keep on arriving like wee rabbits.’

‘Well, that certainly wasn’t the case with me,’ said Shona rather sadly. ‘I wouldny mind if it did.’

Nancy’s expression grew serious. ‘Well, Shona, mo ghaoil, you are no’ exactly a spring chicken and if you get pregnant again you will have to ca’ canny if you are to come through it safe.’

Shona turned an indignant face. ‘Havers! I’m only forty-one! Some of the cailleachs on the island don’t start a family till they’re forty, and go on to have a fair brood by the time they’re fifty. It’s their way of providing for their old age though that certainly wouldn’t be my reason for having more. If it just happens, the way Ellie Dawn did, and if I’m lucky enough for it to go on happening then so be it.’

‘Ay indeed,’ said Annie placatingly. ‘But what would Niall have to say about it? With the house full o’ bairns and ailing animals he would have no room left to swing a cat.’

Shona had recovered her temper and laughed. ‘Ach, if it happens he will feel the same as I do. Wait till I tell him about his sister. He’s been away at Kintyre for a few days helping his old partner during a busy spell. It’s an arrangement they have during the winter when the beasts on Rhanna seem to go into hibernation. I was going to phone him but decided to wait and see his face.’

Nancy sighed. ‘My, you and that bonny Niall are still as romantic as the moon. Archie and me are at the stage of comparing all our wee aches and pains and are so busy wi’ our corns and bunions we have no time for lookin’ into each other’s eyes.’

Ruth had said little till then. Annie wasn’t the most methodical of housekeepers and the cottage was so untidy you could have stirred it with a spurtle as Kate told her youngest daughter often enough. The children’s clothes were draped by the fire, toys, books and cats littered the floor; a dejected-looking tortoise in a box by Nancy’s feet was’ stretching its neck tentatively towards a dirty, snail-pocked cabbage leaf watched over by a mangy-looking mongrel dog whose left ear was in tatters; the tea-stained table held the remains of breakfast and dinner; a pet hen was clucking round the floor looking for crumbs, its ample droppings trodden into the dusty carpet by many uncaring feet.

Ruth shuddered slightly. She liked a house to be homely, but Annie’s was positively filthy and Ruth simply couldn’t imagine Rachel in such surroundings. It had been different when she was a small girl but the grown-up Rachel had travelled the world, lived in luxurious surroundings. It was no surprise that she didn’t like coming home to be faced with all this as well as her mother’s uncaring attitude.

‘Have you heard from Rachel at all, Annie?’ Ruth asked conversationally.

Annie screwed her face. ‘Indeed no. The last time I had word was at Christmas when she sent all the bairnies wee gifts and myself a bottle of scent.’ She omitted to mention that her daughter had also sent her a generous sum of money, a sense of guilt making her feel that she had done nothing to deserve such generosity. ‘Rachel is too busy to be writing letters to the likes o’ me – even though I am her mother. Ach, my poor dumb lassie, she will be growing too big for her boots now and we will likely never see her back on the island again.’

‘She has no’ forgotten Rhanna,’ Nancy defended her niece somewhat indignantly. ‘Only this very mornin’ I heard a bit o’ music she had written played on the wireless. Song o’ Rhanna it was called and by God! That lass put all her memories into it as well as her heart. It was beautiful just. I had a wee greet to myself it was that nice. You should be proud o’ your bonny daughter, Annie, she’s brought nothing but good to the family name and fame to this island.’ A thought struck her making her chuckle. ‘If we are no’ careful we will be gettin’ overrun wi’ people wantin’ to see the place where all the famous people were born – Rachel wi’ her music, Ruth wi’ her poems and stories . . .’

‘Ranald wi’ his fart studio,’ Annie couldn’t resist putting in, her dimples deepening in her attractive face.

Nancy threw up her hands. ‘Ach God! Do you mind that time? My, was it no’ the talk o’ the town for weeks afterwards! Ranald was black affronted, but Barra just laughed. She’s a sporty wee soul is Barra. How is she and Robbie gettin’ on by the way? It’s a whily since I saw them. Barra is no’ about so much since she married Robbie.’

‘I hear tell she’s been helping Mairi to set herself up in this hairdressing business,’ supplied Annie eagerly. ‘Mairi has applied for permission to turn one o’ the rooms in her house into one o’ they fancy saloons.’

‘Oh here, that will be just the job,’ said Nancy, patting her unruly grey-black curls. ‘It will be fine to have somewhere to go for a hairdo, and a hairdresser is a good place to hear all the gossip.’

‘I had a letter from Rachel this morning,’ put in Ruth persistently, determined to get the talk back to her friend.

Annie’s lips pursed. ‘Did you indeed? Ay well, you are her friend after all, and I am only her mother.’ She glanced round the untidy room and shrugged. ‘It is just as well my lassie has made her life away from the island. There would be no room here for her now. As it is, Torquill and me are havin’ trouble wi’ Jeannie and Iain sharing a room – and forbye, we wouldny be grand enough now for the likes o’ Rachel. She’ll be used to all thon fancy modern places – a house in Austria indeed! Hmph – she is hardly ever near the place. It will just be a piece o’ swank, somewhere to spend her money on.’

Ruth’s lips tightened. ‘She is very tired and badly needing a rest. Jon’s mother is ill and he has gone to Germany to be with her, so Rachel is coming home to Rhanna – I have asked her to stay with me as I knew fine you didn’t have the room.’

‘Well now, that is kind o’ you, Ruth,’ Annie’s tones were cold. ‘If she had written to ask me I would no doubt have found a corner for her, but you are solving all our problems.’

‘That’s settled then.’ Ruth stood up, avoiding the questions in Shona’s eyes. ‘She’ll be here in a week or two and will likely be along to see you when she’s settled.’

‘Tell her to come and see me as well,’ directed Nancy good-naturedly. ‘I like fine when Rachel comes home. It’s exciting to hear all about the furrin parts she’s visited. If I’d known I could have had her stay wi’ me though she would have had to share a room wi’ Janet. I’m sure Janet wouldny have minded, she loves to know what’s going on in the world.’

The door burst open and Kate came breezing in, skirling with pleasure when she saw the roomful of people, sweeping the children into her strong capable arms. Her two daughters obviously had much to tell her. They both started talking at once and the babble of voices, mingling with a high-pitched, pitiful wailing from the dog whose tail had been trodden on, was deafening.

Close on Kate’s heels came Dodie, the island’s old eccentric, whom Kate had invited in for his afternoon strupak. When he saw the roomful of womenfolk he was temporarily nonplussed and stood nervously in the middle of the floor, stretching his lips and fiddling with the frayed edges of his greasy cuffs.

‘Here, Dodie, drink this,’ Ruth pushed her untouched whisky into his cold hands. ‘It will warm you up. Go and sit on that wee stool by the fire and toast your feet. You could be doing with a good heat I’m sure.’

In making for the indicated spot Dodie did not melt unobtrusively into the background. He lunged for the fireplace, by some miracle missing the cats and the tortoise, but tripping over the hen so that he arrived on the lumpy contours of a fireside chair much sooner than intended. Clucking with indignation the hen rose up in the air; the children shrieked; the tortoise withdrew into its shell; the hen came back down to earth with ruffled feathers and took refuge under the table where it went to sleep roosting on a cross-spar; the dog moaned quietly under its breath then went to plant its muzzle on Dodie’s knee, sensing that there was sympathy to be had there. Closing his eyes, Dodie stretched his wellington-clad feet to the fire while his big hands gently fondled the mongrel’s remaining ear. Within minutes the heat had coaxed the trapped smells from the old man’s boots but he sat on happily, oblivious to both the odour and the innuendoes cast at him by all three McKinnon women.

Shona and Ruth smothered their giggles and seizing their respective offspring made good their escape. A roomful of McKinnons was an overpowering and often a rather frustrating experience, since they all tended to talk at once making it difficult for anyone else to get in a word, ‘no’ even edgeways’ as Torquill was wont to complain to his companions.

Once on the glen road the smiles left Shona however and turning to Ruth she demanded, ‘What did you mean back there when you said you had invited Rachel? It’s the first I knew of it.’

The wind whipped Ruth’s hair over her eyes and she pushed it away with an impatient hand. ‘Och, I had to say that, Shona. You heard Annie, going on about Rachel as if she was a stranger. She never could thole her and now Rachel’s made a name for herself things are even worse. I know she’s proud of her in her own way but she never understood her and with Rachel away so often they’ve grown further apart than ever.’

‘Are you going to ask her to stay with you?’ Shona asked bluntly.

Ruth hesitated, thinking of Lorn, what he would have to say on the matter. Casting him out of her thoughts she squared her shoulders and looked Shona straight in the eye. ‘Ay, Shona, I am. It will be lovely to have her, I could be doing with the company and Rachel could be doing with a break. She won’t get that at the hotel or at her mother’s, and Nancy’s place is just as bad – so is Kate’s.’

‘Lorn won’t like it,’ Shona warned, her blue eyes full of an unusual disapproval.

Ruth lifted Douglas up and put out her hand to Lorna, trying to appear nonchalant as she said, ‘He’ll just have to, won’t he?’

‘I’m sure Babbie and Anton would be pleased to have her.’ Shona wasn’t going to let the matter rest so easily. ‘You said they had asked both Rachel and Jon to stay.’

‘Only when Jon comes back from Germany. Rachel doesn’t want to go to Croft na Ard without him. Babbie and Anton are out a lot and she would be left on her own. She’ll enjoy it better with me.’

‘With you, ay, but not with Lorn. He throws daggers at her every time they meet.’

Ruth tilted her chin while her violet eyes grew dark with determination. ‘It’s high time he got over all that, he’s behaving like a baby and I’m not going to give in to his sulks this time.’

Shona had to smile. ‘You know, you grow more like a McKenzie every day, Ruth. I thought I was the only stubborn female in the clan.’

Ruth smiled back. ‘I am a McKenzie in case you didn’t know. I have learned that to survive living with one you have to become one and not just in name either. McKenzie o’ the Glen fathered a fine brood of dour-tempered, pigheaded bairns but they are no’ the only ones to stand in front o’ the wind and dare it to stop blowing.’

Shona gave vent to a shriek of merriment. ‘You know, Ruth, there was a time when you would hardly say boo to a goose, but you’ve changed, mo ghaoil, that you have. ’Tis proud I am to have you for a sister-in-law.’

The wind was whipping the roses into Ruth’s pale cheeks, but at Shona’s words they bloomed to a fiery red. Shona had always been her friend, her ally in times of trouble, her comforter in times of stress – yet she had always stood slightly in awe of the beautiful, wilful daughter of the McKenzie household, had always felt that she was too shy and serious to ever be on a par with such a vibrant personality.

But now she lost some of that awe and the knowledge grew within her that one day she would walk as tall as any McKenzie – she had to if she was to survive as the wife of Lorn McKenzie whose pride and stubbornness sometimes worried her. When he was in one of his blacker moods, he refused to see anybody’s point of view but his own and she was always the first to back down and say she was sorry. But this was one time she was going to stand firm – she wouldn’t let him come between her and Rachel – too many people had tried to do that – first her mother – now Lorn.

They had reached the track that led to Fàilte and she paused. ‘I’ll get along now, Shona.’

‘Ay, let me know how you get on with Lorn.’ Shona waved and walked away, her steps light, a good warm feeling in her breast as she hugged Ellie Dawn close to it. She was looking forward to Niall coming home that evening and she forgot about Ruth as she made her way homeward. Ruth watched her go and a sigh escaped her. Shona was lucky having a husband like Niall, a very understanding and sensible sort of man, rarely prone to rages or unreasonable behaviour, good-naturedly letting Shona have her way in the things that meant a lot to her.
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