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To my niece, Lynn,
who has never forgotten
her Scottish connections.
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Autumn 1926




Chapter One
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Hannah shivered a little and pulled her shawl closer round her shoulders as she stood for a few minutes on the doorstep of No. 6 Keeper’s Row, gazing out over the landscape. It was a cold clear morning in September; night still lay over the slumbering peaks of the hills and on the indigo reaches of the western sea, the flash of the Kinvara Light pricked the darkness. All was silent and still with only the hint of a breeze to ruffle the black calm of Mary’s Bay.


But far away to the east, behind the blue-black silhouettes of the inner Hebrides, the day was breaking in a quiet glow that brushed the clouds with a pearly lining and streaked silver across the horizon. The sky grew lighter and brighter and even as Hannah watched the sun burst up over the ocean in a great fiery ball that seemed to vibrate and swell before it climbed higher into the sky to hide its face in a big purple cloud.


Red sky at morning, shepherd’s warning. The words of the old adage crept into Hannah’s head like a portent of doom. It would just be like the thing if the weather turned nasty after a spell of warm sunshine that had sent farmers and crofters scurrying to gather in their crops while the going was good. Every day for the past week, voices had echoed in the fields, the harvesters had whirred, children and animals had run busily about, and every gloaming had seen the haycarts piled high, trundling along the lanes, the scent of the newly mown hay lingering heavy and sweet in the cool air of evening.


Hannah glanced at the stooks of corn standing in the little patch of croftland at the side of her house, neatly running north to south to make them dry evenly. At sight of them a tear caught in her throat. Only a few days ago she had scythed the field with her husband Rob and to her surprise she had really enjoyed doing it. The sun on her back, the rhythmic swish of the blade, the sight of Rob stripped naked to the waist, strong and muscular, his sun-flushed skin moist with the sweat of his labours, his dark head downbent as he went along.


He was a handsome man was Robert James Sutherland, the kind whose rugged good looks easily attracted the attention of other women. Young, middling, old, it didn’t matter what, they laughed and chatted with him and batted their eyes as if they were sharing some secret joke that only he could understand. They were natives, of course, people he had known all his life, who knew him and his ways and who could converse with him on common ground.


There were those in Kinvara who still sighed over him – yet despite them he had married her, Hannah Mabel Houston from Ayr, unaccomplished and plain, not exactly the sort of woman to net a man like Rob, and he most likely never would have married her if the woman he really loved had been available to him at the time . . .


Her eyes travelled to the little white house down there on the shores of Mary’s Bay, Oir na Cuan, the house on the edge of the ocean, a simple abode that now lay empty and quiet but had once echoed with the sound of a young woman’s laughter. The laughter of Morna Jean Sommero, so fair of face and sweet of nature, comely and bonny, no wonder Rob had loved her as he had – and pined for her yet.


He and Morna had been lovers long before his marriage to Hannah. But a bitter quarrel had sprung up between them and Morna had fled from him back to Shetland where, unknown to him, she had borne his child. By the time she returned to Kinvara he had wed himself to Hannah and had been forced to keep the true identity of his child a secret.


It must have been hard, that, living a double life, longing to declare his daughter to the world yet unable to do so because he already had a wife and a baby son.


There was little doubt in Hannah’s mind that he had married her on the rebound and must have regretted it every day of his life. All along someone else had owned his heart and Morna had been lucky, to have known a devotion as deep as that . . . Hannah gave herself a mental shake. This was no way to think of a girl who was dead – that vibrant young woman was gone now and she had probably died with his name on her lips.


Hannah caught her breath. It was hard to bear sometimes, the knowledge that she was second best and probably always would be.


Oh, stop it, she told herself angrily. It’s in the past, dead and buried and gone. No use raking it all up, you’re here, you’re alive, Rob belongs to you now and that’s all that matters.


She glanced again at the stooks of corn and a fresh wave of poignancy went through her as she recalled how good it had been working alongside her husband. In the few years they’d been married he had opened her eyes to new discoveries about herself and she had learned not only how to do things but how to enjoy doing them as well.


Rob, such a virile loving man. That was part of the trouble, too virile, too passionate . . . a shaft of apprehension went through her and her hands went to her stomach. With an effort she turned her thoughts away from herself. It was cold out here; with the coming of day a wind had sprung up from the sea, rippling the waves, stealing away the calm of the dawn. Daylight was really here now, touching every corner, glistening on the water, brushing the trees with gold, reaching into the corries of the hills.


When first she had come to this place as the wife of Rob Sutherland she had hated the solitude, despised the emptiness. In time its lonely beauty had touched her heart and now she no longer thought of it as empty but filled with a subtle quality of life and a sense of the past that was so tangible at times it made her stop and gaze around as if expecting to see someone walking towards her.


A movement on the beach caught her eye and made her heart jump. Then she realised it was only Johnny Lonely, the hermit who lived rough in a makeshift hut under the lowering cliffs of Cragdu. He was always combing the beach for anything he could lay his hands on, though what he did with all the bits and pieces was anybody’s guess. No doubt it was in his scavenging nature just to hoard rubbish for the sake of it. He lit fires of course, mostly to keep himself warm, but if the notion took him he would move his few belongings up to the Old Chapel Light on Kinvara Point, there to light beacons on the headland as the monks of old had done in ages past to warn off shipping.


Strange lonely man. Hannah felt sorry for him sometimes. But he only had himself to blame. That kind of life was never meant to be lived by any human being. What was he before he became a hermit, she wondered. A poet? An artist? A man of God? He never went to church yet he believed in his Maker.


Ryan Du, who worked to Vale o’ Dreip, the big rambling farm on the slopes of Blanket Hill, had said that Johnny always made a point of saying Grace whenever Rita Sutherland took pity on him and gave him meals in return for an occasional job of work. There was undoubtedly something different about him that set him apart. He was apart all right, alone and apart, yet he was good with children; it wasn’t unusual to see them gathered about him, avidly listening as he told them stories about shipwrecks and the creatures of the sea . . . perhaps he had been a fisherman, or a sailor. Andy adored him, and while she didn’t approve of such an unlikely companion for her son there was nothing much she could do about it, since they were both wanderers, both different, Andy, in his own way, as lonely a soul as Johnny.


She gazed into the distance; the flash of the Kinvara Light was no longer visible on the bright horizon. Rob had left yesterday for his three-month stint of duty as deputy head keeper of the lighthouse and the days stretched ahead of her, empty without him. She should be used to his absences by now but knew she would always find them hard to accept.


Breck, the black and white cross-collie that Rob had given Andy some four Christmases ago, came out of the house to lift his leg and sniff at the grasses. His actions brought some normality back to the scene and she was grateful to him for that. He was missing Rob, there was no doubt about it, and the look he threw at Hannah as she stood there by the door was filled with reproach, as if it was her fault that Rob had gone away.


The dog had never really taken to her, sensing that she didn’t like having him in the house. She had always maintained that he ought to be outside in a kennel where he couldn’t bring mud and dirt in to her clean floors. The sheepdogs at Dunruddy Farm in Ayrshire where she had been brought up had always been kept in outbuildings and she didn’t see why this one should be any different.


‘He isn’t a sheepdog,’ Rob had told her often enough. ‘He’s Andy’s companion and he’s as much right to be in the house as any of us.’


The dog’s expression had turned to one of expectancy as he sat down and tried to stare her out, the tips of his ears, normally half-folded, erect and listening as if hoping she might say something that would be to his advantage.


Food! That was all he ever wanted from her. Not so much as a wag of his tail or an uplifted paw in return. He reserved all that for Andy and Rob. With them he ran and barked and cooried into their feet at night by the fire and when he looked at them there was comprehension on his face, as if he knew every word they were saying and was glad to be part of everything they did.


All she was good for was providing meals for him and one of these days she would lock him in the shed and see how much he liked that. Then she softened. It was her own fault the creature treated her as he did; she had never shown him any sort of affection and, she had to admit, he was an intelligent beast and had been totally loyal to Andy from the beginning.


It was breakfast time anyway, and she was about to go inside when her attention was caught by a door opening at the end of the Row. Mungo MacGill, head keeper of the Kinvara Light, came out, and even from this distance she could tell he was upset about something. When he banged the door to and went stomping away to disappear round the end of the building she knew that her surmise had been correct.


The next minute the door of No. 1 opened again and Big Bette, Mungo’s wife, looked out. Seeing Hannah she gave a brief nod of acknowledgement, glanced to the right and to the left of her, paused for a moment, then withdrawing herself from view she clicked the door to behind her.


During the years that she had lived in Kinvara, Hannah had developed a nose for other folk’s business. This she would never have admitted to anybody, least of all herself, and to salve her own conscience she always had to find an excuse for making any move that might in any way be construed as prying.


In this instance however her curiosity was so well and truly aroused she paused only to shut Breck in the house before rushing round the corner of No. 6 to see Mungo walking rapidly across the endrigs of the common grazing. He was making for the shore and she wondered at that. He had returned from lighthouse duty just yesterday and if there was one thing that Mungo liked when he got home it was to take life easy for a few days till he found his ‘land feet’.


Hannah had never known him to be up and about as early as this and she wondered if he and Bette had rowed about something. Normally they were like a couple of lovebirds after being separated for so long. ‘More like lustbirds,’ Mattie MacPhee had said but then, Mattie always did have a coarse tongue in her head, and she should talk, all these bairns at her feet, five at the last count and who knew when there might be another. Secretly though, Hannah was inclined to agree with Mattie. She wasn’t all that keen on Big Bette MacGill, who was overbearing and bossy and who had very successfully intimidated her when she had been a newcomer to the Row. She didn’t much care for Mungo either, all that fuss he made about being a kirk elder when he was no better than most and a lot worse than some. But at least the pair had restricted their family to three, though God knew how they had managed that as it was a well-known fact they had burst the springs of at least three good beds with all their cavorting and fleering about.


Mungo had topped a rise and was going on down to the shore. Mystified, Hannah made her way furtively over the machair till she came to the marram grasses at the edge of the dunes.


At first she could see no one, only Johnny Lonely wandering about in the bay, then all at once she spied Mungo, making for an overhang of rock. Suddenly he dropped down and to her frustration she could see nothing more. But she remembered the telescope Rob kept on the kitchen windowsill and a short while later she was applying it to her eye and was rewarded for her efforts by the sight of Mungo, his back against a rock, puffing away furiously at his pipe. Now she knew for certain that something had happened to ruffle his feathers.


Because Mungo never smoked a pipe, at least he said he didn’t, and took great pains to let everybody know how much he disapproved of both tobacco and alcohol, stressing that one was as bad as the other and anybody who was weak enough to indulge in such evils had been influenced by ‘the very de’il himself’.


Hannah was really beginning to enjoy herself and became quite absorbed in what she was doing. It was interesting to watch Mungo’s big florid face through the lens and to see him panning the bay to make sure no one was there to observe his actions. He obviously hadn’t seen Johnny Lonely because after a while he looked as if he was becoming more confident about himself – and surely that was a flask he was taking from his pocket to hold to his mouth and gulp down the contents. Oh, he was a hypocrite all right! Doing the kind of things he condemned in others and giving every appearance of being familiar with them too!


But wait! That wasn’t all he was doing. He had stood up and was unbuttoning his fly and the next thing a huge stream gushed forth. She could see it quite plainly. Like a horse. He must have been saving it up for ages. Oh, the affront! How could he do such a thing with other people watching? Then she remembered. She wasn’t supposed to be watching. And she had done the selfsame thing herself when she’d been caught short. Only in a dire emergency of course, when there had been nowhere else to go. And she had always made sure that no one had been watching – but then again, someone might have been – if they’d had field glasses or a telescope!


Hannah was thunderstruck at the idea. Her hands shook slightly but still she kept on looking through the eye-piece, fascinated by her discoveries about the head lighthouse keeper. Not that she could ever reveal them to anyone else. She would give herself away then, give away the fact that she had been spying and that would never do, not when she had always made a point of being disapproving of those who took a delight in poking their noses into other folk’s business.


Mungo was finished and was buttoning up his fly, glancing all around him as he did so. Hannah had to duck down several times when his gaze swung in her direction and once or twice she thought he must have seen her when he seemed to stop and stare directly at her.


‘Ay, even kirk elders smoke their pipes and drink their drams when they think no one is looking.’


Hannah’s heart jumped into her throat. With a gasp she turned to see Johnny Lonely looming above her, his long black hair frisking out from under a greasy deerstalker hat, the collars of his thick duffel coat turned up against the wind. He was standing against the light and she had difficulty seeing the expression on his face, but the tone of his voice was enough, soft and slightly mocking, a note of triumph lifting it a little because he saw he had startled her and Johnny liked nothing better than to creep up on unwary beings and frighten the life out of them.


‘Where on earth did you spring from!’ she managed to get out in a breathless ragged voice. ‘You have no right to sneak up on innocent people the way you do. I thought I saw a seal in the bay and went to get my telescope to watch it,’ she finished lamely.


‘Ay, the wildlife is very plentiful around here,’ he nodded, speaking in that oddly cryptic way that had set many a mind racing as to how much he knew about affairs that were private, how much he had heard that he shouldn’t. ‘I myself have seen all sorts, and no doubt will see a whole lot more before I’m finished.’


With that he took himself off, never a word of apology for frightening her the way he had; just that curt nod of his and the knack he had of suddenly disappearing from sight so that she was left wondering if he had ever really been there at all or if it had been just a figment of her imagination.


From the side of her eye she saw Mungo retracing his steps along the shore and like a startled hare she took to her heels and ran all the way back to the house, never pausing till she was safely inside the kitchen with the door shut behind her.


Her interest in Mungo’s affairs had almost made her forget her own, but her worries came flooding back anew when she went to hook the pan of porridge on the swee and swing it over the glowing embers of the stove. Against her will her eyes were drawn to the calendar hanging at the side of the fireplace. Every month it was the same. The waiting. The wondering. The praying that she could relax and feel safe for a while. So far everything had been fine – but this time it was different, this time she really was late.


A pang of apprehension shot through her. It couldn’t be. She was fancying things. She and Rob had certainly been much closer these last few months and it had been so comforting lying in his arms at night, the house still and dark around them, just the two of them, finding one another again, a renewal of the tenderness they had shared at the beginning of their marriage.


She had told him that she wanted no more children, not after Andy, and he had said that he would look after her, that it would be all right. And he had been careful . . . Her mouth twisted. Not careful enough, it seemed. Unless, of course, she was mistaken. It was easy to forget dates, the children, the house, the day to day routine, there were occasions when she even forgot what day of the week it was and was only reminded by looking at the calendar.


Even as she tried to convince herself that she was wrong the sensation of dread at the pit of her stomach grew stronger – and wouldn’t go away.




Chapter Two


[image: image]


Big Bette was seated at the kitchen table, sipping a large mug of tea and keeping one eye on the window as she waited for Mungo to come back. He had gone stomping out of the house earlier, without any breakfast, without sustenance of any kind, and as she sat there Bette went over in her mind the events that had led up to this moment.


A few days ago, her seventeen-year-old niece, Maudie, had come from Glasgow to stay with her, sent by her sister who had thought Maudie would have a healthier life in the country and would be better able to find a job.


Work is very hard to come by here in Glasgow, just now, Mags Munro had said in the letter preceeding her daughter’s arrival in Kinvara. Maudie has been hanging around like a spare fart in a paper poke ever since she left her last job as a nanny to some gentry folk in the west end. They treated her like a doormat and made her work like a slave for a pittance and with her being a very sensitive lass she just couldn’t take any more.


On your last visit to Partick I’m sure you noticed what a willing and able girl Maudie is, very good with children and a grand help about the home. She has always thought the world of you, Bette, and if you decide to take her for a while I know she won’t let you down. She’ll be a great comfort to you and a help with the bairns. I know you work hard in the village store and just think what a relief it will be to have someone like Maudie around the place, looking after everything while you’re out and giving you the chance to put your feet up and relax when you come in.


I’m going to miss her sorely in the house as she’s been an excellent daughter to me and has never given me a minute’s worry from the day she was born. I would never stand in her light, however, and when she said she would like to come to Kinvara to look for work me and Mick somehow scraped up the money for her fares with a little bit extra to help her get started.


Give my regards to Mungo and my love to the bairns.


As always, your loving sister, Mags


Bette hadn’t been given any choice in the matter, for on the day the letter arrived Maudie had arrived also, appearing on the doorstep with her bags and her bits, all rosy smiles and breathless greetings and sure of a welcome.


Into the house she had trundled to dump down her luggage and gaze around her with pleasure before flopping into the nearest chair to fan herself with a corner of her shawl and declare that she would love a cuppy as it had been a long journey and she was ‘fair wabbit’ with all the travelling. There had followed a long and detailed monologue about a broken-down horse pulling a broken-down cart and God knew how she had ever made it to Kinvara from the station but here she was at last and it was just so good to see her Aunt Bette again she could have wept with the relief of it all.


Bette had bustled about, making tea, buttering pancakes and bread, all of which Maudie downed in a few gulps while she went on to speak about her mammy and daddy back home in Partick and how worried she was about leaving them to fend for themselves and the wee ones and ‘poor Daddy finding things hard with the General Strike and everything’.


‘But, och, it’s that nice to get away from the smelly city for a while,’ she had beamed, settling herself back in her chair and biting into another pancake with relish. ‘And though Daddy’s on strike, Mammy has never been idle in her life and keeps herself busy, taking washing to the steamie for the posh folk and scrubbing out closes for the better-off people in Pollockshields – the ones wi’ tiles instead o’ wally.’


Bette had looked blank at this point and Maudie had gone on to explain indulgently, ‘Aunt Bette, a wally close means one wi’ plaster walls, the kind I live in, a tile close is more fancy and means the people who bide in them have taken a step up the ladder – but surely to goodness you know that already.’


‘Surely to goodness,’ Bette had said faintly as she wondered how she was going to keep Maudie for a day, never mind the indefinite period hinted at in the letter. The girl consumed food at a startling rate and still somehow managed to look as if she hadn’t eaten at all when she sat gazing regretfully at her empty plate seemingly wondering what had happened to the contents.


There was certainly nothing unhealthy about Maudie if her buxom figure was anything to go by. Her baby smooth cheeks were apple-blossom pink, her large eager breasts spilled unfettered over the top of her frock and bounced about with every move she made, her arms were strong and hefty, her knees deeply dimpled and patterned with scorch marks. Bette knew this for a fact, since Maudie had no sooner sat down than she hoisted up her skirts and exposed her legs to the heat issuing from the grate, giving vent to a blissful sigh of appreciation as she did so.


She was, to put it plainly, ‘as fat as she could roll’ but somehow it suited her and made her an altogether attractive and appealing sight to behold. Plumpness was not such an unusual feature in Bette’s side of the family. She and her three sisters had all developed into sizeable maidens at a tender age and it looked as if Bette’s daughter, Babs, just ten and big for her age, was set to follow in her mother’s footsteps.


On that first day, it wasn’t Maudie’s size that worried Bette, however, it was her monopoly of the cosy deep armchair that was, by unspoken law, Mungo’s chair, the one his own children referred to as ‘Father’s chair’ and would never have dreamed of using, not even when he was away for weeks on end on lighthouse duty.


From the day she made her entry into the MacGill household, Maudie commandeered the chair for her own and only smiled in her easygoing way when her aunt suggested she should try sitting somewhere else as ‘Uncle Mungo might no’ be too pleased to come home and find himself ousted from his favourite place by the hearth.’


‘Och, Auntie,’ Maudie had said placatingly, her hazel brown eyes widening at the very idea of anyone grudging her a comfortable seat at the fire. ‘As if Uncle Mungo would think anything o’ that sort. In our house in Partick, visitors can sit themselves down anywhere they choose. Mammy and Daddy have aye been mannerly in that respect and would never affront themselves by nit-picking over a wee thing like a chair.’


Bette had wondered then if Maudie was as artless she made out, but the matter of the chair soon faded into insignificance in the days that followed, for over and above all else, Maudie soon proved to be heart lazy. She had shown no inclination to try and find a job and hadn’t done a hand’s turn in the house since the minute she stepped over the door, staying in her bed in the morning till the lure of breakfast persuaded her to rise and go down to the kitchen in a search for sustenance.


When Mags had written to say she had given her daughter some money to get her started the operative word had been ‘little’. It was hardly enough to keep a dog in bones for a week and Maudie had an appetite like a horse. Bette’s own three, themselves capable of shifting great mounds of food, were wont to stare mesmerised as their cousin unfailingly and cheerfully polished her plate clean with great hunks of bread before rising from the table to declare that she just had to have a wee rest as she was still fatigued from her long journey.


At first she had slept on her own in a tiny boxroom at the end of the upstairs landing but had soon rebelled against this, saying that all the country noises ‘scared the shat out o’ her’ or ‘the loudness o’ the silence was so creepy she couldn’t get a wink o’ sleep because o’ it’.


After a night or two of this, Bette had said she could share Babs’ room and into this larger and sunnier abode she had moved her belongings and was soon happily settled, much to the delight of Babs who was by this time fascinated by her cousin and positively revelled in all the talk and tales of city life that Maudie was only too ready to share.


Bette had never been a woman to stand any nonsense from anybody and after a few days of Maudie she felt it was high time she voiced her feelings on the matter. But somehow she never did. It was impossible to be angry with the girl since she was the biggest bundle of good nature that Bette had ever known. She seldom grumbled or complained but just went smiling placidly through each day, heaping praise on Bette for her good wholesome cooking, keeping the young MacGills amused with her colourful anecdotes about life up a tenement close and all the people who lived there.


She was an excellent mimic and Bette found herself laughing with the children and wanting to hear more so that it began to be a ritual to sit round the fire at night and listen to Maudie while they drank their bedtime cocoa, Bette whittling away at bits of wood as she did so, expertly carving them into flutes and animals, some of which she gave to Wee Fay to sell in her shop, the rest going to the poorer children in the district and to the Fountainwell Orphanage at Christmas.


Her output was prodigious and the more Maudie talked the faster Bette whittled so that by the end of each evening there was always a pile of wood shavings to sweep up and put in the fire for an extra burst of warmth before the flames were damped for the night.


That happy situation did not last long however; the closer it came to Mungo’s return the more his wife began to dread it since Maudie’s occupation of the favoured chair had become more noticeable than ever as she really began to relax and feel herself very thoroughly at home.


The day came, the relief boat put into harbour and with it came Mungo, pleased to be home at last and looking forward to his comforts, the fire, the chair, his slippers, his family sitting at his feet, recounting all the little adventures they’d had since he went away.


When he came through the door of No. 1 of the Row the first sight that met him was that of Maudie, sprawled cosily by the hearth in his chair, nose buried deep in a book as she munched away at a big rosy apple.


Of Bette there was no sign, for though she had shut up shop early in order to go down to the harbour to meet her husband, she had taken cold feet at the last minute and had gone instead to visit Granny Margaret in Struan Cottage, there to pour her woes into the old woman’s sympathetic lugs and partake of a much-needed cuppy laced with a tot of brandy.


‘A wee droppy o’ that cures a host o’ ails,’ Granny Margaret had said with the conviction of one who knew what she was talking about. She too had her share of troubles as she was not slow to tell Bette and the pair of them sat, growing more loose-tongued as the minutes slipped by and the brandy slipped down, Granny Margaret prattling on about her leaking roof and a bladder that wasn’t much better; the argument she’d had with Kathy MacColl over a knitting pattern, the state her bowels were in after the doctor had prescribed medicine for her throat, how Connie, her eldest granddaughter, had taken the huff over a trivial remark concerning her latest young man.


‘I only said he was a poor wee cratur’ who wouldny make a good husband for anybody and was probably only looking for a roof over his head,’ the old lady had sniffed into her cup. ‘Connie took the rue at that and said she had no intention of making a husband out o’ him and that it was none o’ my business anyway as she had her own life to lead.’


Bette wasn’t listening, she was too busy bemoaning the fact that Mungo would be home right now, this very minute, and there in his chair would be Maudie, looking as if she had occupied it for years and not in the least concerned that her presence might be a complete and utter surprise to Mungo, who’d had no warning that she was coming.


Bette didn’t need second sight to know any of this; the word picture she painted for Granny Margaret was almost perfect in every detail. Mungo was surprised to see Maudie, though perhaps taken aback might be a more accurate description of his feelings as he stood in the middle of the room gazing at the scene before him, his big florid face growing redder than ever at this most unusual of homecomings.


Maudie gave him no time to think. ‘Uncle Mungo!’ she cried when she glanced over the top of her book and saw him standing there. She didn’t get up but remained where she was, the apple suspended halfway to her mouth as she went on. ‘Och, it’s that nice to see you again, you do remember me, don’t you? Maudie Munro, your niece through marriage. I was only a tiny wee girl the last time you saw me in Partick but now I’m all grown up and Mammy and Daddy thought it would do me good if I came to stay with you and Aunt Bette for a while. It’s been a real treat to see her and my cousins and now you’re here I just know we’re going to be one big happy family.’


Mungo had nothing to say to this; there was nothing he could say in the face of such heartfelt enthusiasm. But his heart sank, his heavy jowls dropped; now he knew why Bette hadn’t been at the harbour to meet him. She knew only too well the sort of things that upset him and, formidable as she was, she hadn’t been able to face his reaction to Maudie’s presence in his home.


To her credit, and perhaps sensing his anxiety at finding her here, Maudie had risen from her chair to make him a cup of tea and while he was drinking it she commiserated with him because his wife wasn’t in the house to welcome him. ‘Something will have kept her at the shop. It isn’t like Auntie to be late, especially when she knows you’ll be back and wanting a wee glimpse o’ her after such a long spell away.’


And a ‘wee glimpse’ of his wife was all that Mungo got that day for when she at last returned home she was in no fit state to talk to anybody. Up to bed she went, without as much as a by your leave or an apology for anything that had happened, muttering something about a pie in the oven and gravy in the pantry and she didn’t want anything because she was full enough already and only wanted to sleep.


‘Och, don’t worry, Uncle,’ Maudie told him comfortingly. ‘She’s just a wee bit sozzled. When Daddy’s like that he conks out for hours but is as right as rain the next day. Mammy swears by the water cure and makes him drink a pint out the tap before he goes to the boozer wi’ his pals and is never the worse for wear.’


Babs and Tom came in from school at that moment, Babs pausing only to greet her father briefly before bouncing into his chair to look at him in a way that suggested he was only an occasional visitor in the home, one who had given up all rights of ownership the last time he had said goodbye to his family.


Mungo was terribly upset by this. He was a very orderly sort of man, one who liked to see everything ship-shape and in its place. His years in the Merchant Navy might have had something to do with this but no matter what, he had always believed himself to be master in his own home and now he felt as if it was all crumbling about his ears.


In his absence something terrible had happened here, order had been disrupted, nothing was as he had left it, no word he said would be law from now on . . . It was too much. He had just come back from light duty, Bette hadn’t been here to greet him; instead she had gone out and got drunk and he was left with only this very large young woman whom he didn’t know at all and had no wish to know – even if she was his niece through marriage as she herself had put it.


How did he know who she was? She could be anybody, and Babs was acting oddly. Normally she came and made a daughterly fuss of him and went to get his slippers from the hearth but now she was regarding him as if he was a stranger. Tom had turned away after a most reserved welcome and when fifteen-year-old Joe came in from his job at the Mill o’ Cladach he went straight to the stove to see what was cooking and hardly seemed to notice his father at all.


In those fraught moments Mungo was unable to make any sense of anything and dejectedly he went to the sink to wash his hands and splash cold water over his face, in the hope that it might revive him and help him to better face the remainder of the day.


‘Sit down, Uncle,’ Maudie instructed kindly. ‘I would have made you something myself but Auntie got it ready earlier and all I have to do is lay it on the table.’


Mungo felt that somebody was on his side at last but changed his mind when the pie was withdrawn from the oven and laid down in front of him. The crust was dry and charred, the meat tough and stringy, the potatoes had been cooking too long and were waterlogged and soggy. The gravy was in the pantry as Bette had said, in a jug on the shelf, congealed and greasy and much too late to do anything about it since the meal was halfway through when Maudie suddenly remembered she had forgotten to heat it.


When the meal was over, Babs offered to do the dishes, a most unusual occurrence since she hated chores of any kind and in particular the washing up. The reason for this soon became apparent. She wanted to hear more of Maudie’s stories and in no time at all the table was cleared and the dishes done, Tom actually drying them in his hurry to sit himself down, cup his chin in his hands and wait for his cousin to begin.


Even Joe, for all he felt himself to be a man now, was entranced by Maudie and her tales and Mungo knew then that nothing would ever be the same again at No. 1 of the Row. Disgruntled and tired he took himself early to bed, hoping to find some comfort in Bette’s willing embrace. But tonight she was dead to the world, her snores filling the room as she lay on her back in a drink-induced stupor.


It was the last straw for Mungo. Normally, the first few days of his return were fulfilling and wonderful. He and Bette were like a honeymoon couple as they rediscovered the earthly joys to be found in one another. He loved it when she smothered him in her huge fluffy bosoms and enveloped him in everything else that was yielding and magnificent and stirring.


But there would be none of that tonight and moodily he lay in his half of the big double bed, frustrated and wakeful. Everything had been spoiled by the arrival of Maudie Munro – and when Bette wakened in the morning he wouldn’t be slow to tell her so. By God and he wouldn’t!


When Bette finally opened her eyes it was still dark outside and for this she was mightily glad. Her tongue was sticking to the roof of her mouth, red-hot hammers were pounding away inside her skull and all she wanted was to sink once more into oblivion and not waken up again till she was sure that she was not languishing somewhere in hell but was whole and well and able once more to take her place in the land of the living.


Mungo, however, was not going to let her off so easily. He awoke when she did and began by letting her know in no mean terms just what he thought of her and Maudie and ‘the whole jing bang o’ them’. His disapproval of her drinking was paramount, his disappointment in her intense; his rather high-pitched voice went on and on until Bette could stand it no longer. She argued back, they went at it hammer and tongs till finally he got up, threw on some clothes, and went blundering away downstairs.


Bette also got dressed, every move she made increasing in her the conviction that she was suffering from some sort of hallucination and that any minute now she would return to normality and all would be fine. But the fangs of pain inside her head kept on biting, the pieces of jelly that were her legs kept on wobbling.


Somehow she made it to the kitchen in time to hear Mungo slamming out of the house. Breath! She had to have that! For a few minutes she stood, drawing air into her lungs, when she at last staggered to the door there was no sign of Mungo, only that Hannah Sutherland gaping at her from No. 6 and looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.


Now Bette waited, gulping down her second mug of tea, feeling the balm of that blessed brew soothing her nerves. No one else was up yet, just Bette, sitting alone in the quiet kitchen, grateful for a moment of respite from people, noise, worry. She felt sorry for Mungo and really couldn’t blame him for taking off as he had. In normal circumstances the first few days of his return were the ones she liked best; after that she grew tired of having him under her feet and was glad to escape to the shop and leave him to his own devices.


Now he would have Maudie for company, and Bette had a notion that he was not going to enjoy that experience in the least . . . yet, the girl was good company, it would be nice to give her a chance to prove herself, she and Mungo just might hit it off . . . and she was his niece through marriage after all.


He was coming back, passing the window, opening the door. She braced herself for further confrontation. But he had calmed down a little, and when she put her face close to his and sniffed she knew the reasons why. Now it was her turn to gloat. ‘You’ve been drinking,’ she accused heavily.’ And smoking.’


‘Ay,’ he agreed without a trace of contrition. ‘Peeing too, if you must know.’


‘Peeing?’


‘You heard. I had no time to go to the wee hoosie when I got up so I had my say up against a rock on the seashore.’


‘On the shore!’ Bette’s face was a picture. ‘But that Hannah Sutherland might have seen you. She has a nose on her like a ferret and was standing on her doorstep watching when I looked out to see where you had gone.’


‘Well, and what if she did?’ Mungo’s hefty chin jutted. ‘The woman would be a hypocrite if she had anything to say about it for she does the selfsame thing herself. I’ve seen her at it with my very own eyes, behind the whins growing among the dunes.’


‘Mungo MacGill!’ Bette clapped her hand to her mouth. Mungo also smiled, albeit sourly. Almost shyly, husband and wife looked at one another and for the moment harmony was restored. He accepted a large cup of tea, Bette poured herself a third, they sat on either side of the hearth to drink it – himself ensconced in the big plump cosy chair that he regarded very firmly as his own.




Chapter Three


[image: image]


‘When is my mother coming back?’


For the second time that morning Hannah just about jumped out of her skin. She spun round to see Vaila, the love child of Morna and Rob, standing there in the kitchen doorway, her hair a rumple of black curls around her head, her eyes big and dark in her solemn little face as she came further into the room to put her hand to her mouth and suck her thumb.


These last few months had been a strange, sad time for the child, for not only had she lost her mother, she had also been separated from her little half-brother, Aidan, born to Morna after she had married Rob’s brother Finlay to give her daughter the Sutherland name.


When all the secrets concerning the little girl’s identity had been revealed, and she had turned out to be a true blood Sutherland after all, Hannah had swallowed her pride and had taken Rob’s daughter into her home. In truth, she hadn’t really been surprised at the turn of events. All along she had suspected that Rob was Vaila’s father but she had buried her head in the sand and had let things drift along. Later she’d had to face the fact that she had behaved as she did to ease some of her own personal burdens. Morna had given Rob the kind of things that he needed, and in so doing had relieved his wife of the unwanted intimacies of the marriage bed – because she daren’t have another child – not after Andy . . .


It hadn’t been so hard having Vaila come to stay. She was a beautiful loving child and she had settled down well into the routine of No. 6 of the Row, only occasionally speaking about her life at Oir na Cuan.


She had talked about her mother certainly, the things they had done together, what they had said, but this was the first time she had voiced such a leading question. Everybody had assumed that she had taken the loss well and had gotten over it with the resilience that children often displayed in the face of tragedy. Now her tremulous mouth and tear-filled eyes proved otherwise and Hannah realised just how much the child had bottled up her feelings.


She was only five years old, after all, and had known many changes in her life of late. A new and strange house, another woman taking her mother’s place, the recent bigger world of school, so many different faces and places, and she no longer had the companionship of Aidan who had gone to live with his father and grandparents at Vale o’ Dreip.


Vaila hadn’t minded being parted from her stepfather. She had never really taken to him and had regarded him as a usurper in her life and a contestant for her mother’s affections. Rob was different; she had known and loved him from babyhood. He had come to see her at Oir na Cuan as often as he dared. He had brought her presents and she had called him Robbie, accepting him as someone familiar and special in her young life.
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