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Author Note


The Isle of Skye – an t-Eilean Sgiathanach in Gaelic – takes its name from the Old Norse, sky-a, meaning ‘cloud island’, a Viking reference to the mist-enshrouded Cuillin Hills that dominate the island. Spindrift is my dedication to the crofters whose lives were devastated by the potato famine, and who then faced eviction and an uncertain future through the Highland clearances – Fuadach nan Gaidheal – the eviction of the Gael, which took place during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But for the crumbling remains of the crofts and a few well-preserved field walls, there are scant reminders of what happened, but in the still of a Highland day, when the clouds veil the Cuillin Hills and deserted glens, the atmosphere tells its own story.


*


Please note that the settlements of MacInnes Bay and Gilleasbuig do not exist, but I have used real instances of what happened during the clearances on the island.


The sheltered harbour in the Tamar estuary of Tasmania was named Port Dalrymple in 1798, and in 1804 George Town was settled on the port. A year later, Paterson founded another settlement further upstream, which he called Patersonia – it was renamed Launceston in 1907 in honour of Governor Philip King, who came from Launceston in Cornwall, England.




Prologue


Bellerive, Tasmania


It was almost the last day of 1904, and Christy was sitting in her late husband’s favourite chair by the French windows, which gave her a view of Storm Bay and the Tasman Peninsula. The summer heat was tempered by a cool breeze coming off the water that carried the scent of eucalyptus and pine into the room, and although she was usually soothed by the sound of the bellbirds chiming in the nearby trees and the panorama before her, she was rigid with tension as she awaited her family’s reaction to her announcement.


Family gatherings were rare now her children were scattered across Australia, but they’d come to Hobart to attend their father’s funeral, which had been held two weeks before. As they were due to leave the following day, Christy had organised the special luncheon to lighten the mood and celebrate her granddaughter’s acceptance into Sydney University to study history. Christy was inordinately proud of Kathryn, for it was no mean feat for a girl to achieve such a thing in this day and age.


However, once the champagne had been drunk and the sumptuous luncheon had been eaten, she’d let her bombshell drop into the ensuing silence and the atmosphere had become charged in quite a different way.


Her eldest son, Hamish, and his wife, Beryl, had travelled all the way from the family’s cattle station in outback Queensland. Big, bluff and hearty most of the time, he was inclined to shout and throw his weight about when things didn’t go his way, and Christy had seen the rising colour in his face and the spark of challenge in his blue eyes that didn’t bode well.


James, younger by two years, was a different kettle of fish entirely. He was in charge of Yarrabinda, the family vineyard in the Barossa Valley, and was a thoughtful man in his late thirties who hated conflict. He’d recently married the shy and rather bookish Clarice, who sat beside him looking daunted by the sudden change in mood. Christy had had great hopes James would be on her side, for they’d always understood one another, but going by his deep frown, there was no guarantee he’d agree to this particular scheme.


Christy shifted in her chair as she looked at Anne, her firstborn, and once again felt the familiar pang of regret that they’d grown apart and could no longer find a way to repair the broken threads that had once bound them so closely. She knew the reason behind it, but there was nothing more she could do to try and heal the breach until Anne had learned to forgive her.


Christy noted Anne’s fetching hat and buttoned high-heeled boots, and the fashionable ankle-length skirt and tight jacket, which must have been unbearably restrictive in the heat. There was nothing matronly about Anne, who was now in her early forties, married to Harold Ross, and the mother of eighteen-year-old Kathryn, but her frequently sour expression marred her dark-eyed beauty, and today its glare was fully focused on Christy – a warning of the storm to come.


Christy clasped her hands tightly on her lap as guilt washed over her. She hadn’t meant to cause trouble on this special day, but the urgency to reveal her plans had proved too great, and she had hoped that, having been mellowed by champagne and a lavish lunch, her family might have been more amenable, ready to listen and understand how very much she needed to fulfil her dreams. Yet it seemed that wish was not to be.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Hamish blustered, his weathered face flushing to the very roots of his light auburn hair. ‘You’re still grieving for Father and not thinking straight.’


Christy eyed her eldest son, who was looking more like her own father every day, and knew she had a long way to go to convince him that her plans were quite sensible and well thought out. ‘Of course I’m grieving,’ she replied calmly, ‘but that doesn’t mean I’m not fully in control of my faculties.’


‘I agree with Hamish,’ said Anne. ‘It isn’t seemly for a woman of your age to travel so far unaccompanied. What if you were taken ill – or, God forbid, died?’


‘I might be sixty-five,’ Christy had retorted, ‘but I’m not yet in my dotage, and have absolutely no intention of dropping dead until I’m good and ready.’


‘You won’t have much say in the matter when your time comes,’ retorted Anne.


‘It’s sheer lunacy,’ spluttered Hamish. ‘And I absolutely forbid it.’


‘Your father forbade me nothing,’ Christy reminded him calmly, ‘and I will not be dictated to by my children.’ She edged forward in the chair to make her point. ‘You all seem to forget that I’m well versed in travelling on my own, and if it wasn’t for that sense of adventure and determination, there would be none of what you have today.’


‘You were young, and things were different,’ said Anne dismissively. ‘Besides, you had Father by your side most of the time, so you shouldn’t take all the credit.’


Her smug expression was enough to set Christy’s teeth on edge and she found it hard not to retort sharply.


‘What you’re proposing is utter madness,’ Anne continued blithely, ‘and I’m sure I can count on the others to back me up on this.’ Her gaze swept the room imperiously, taking in her brothers, their wives, her daughter and husband, almost daring them to disagree.


‘I think we should respect Mother’s wishes,’ said James quietly into the ensuing silence. ‘After all, she’s done so much for us over the years, and it’s always been her dream to go back to her birthplace.’


‘Then she should have done it when Father was alive,’ barked Hamish, wresting his arm from his wife’s restraining hand. ‘A journey like that is hardly an overnight crossing of the Bass Strait – and I will not have Ma endangering her life for some silly whim.’


‘It’s not a whim,’ Christy hotly protested. ‘It’s a long-held ambition, and you know very well that your father would never have contemplated such a sea voyage – not after what he’d experienced as a boy.’


The images this statement evoked were almost unbearable, and she had to stiffen her resolve before she could carry on. ‘But sadly he’s no longer here; you children have your own lives and now it’s my time to do as I please.’


‘That’s a very selfish attitude,’ said Anne with a sniff. ‘You have responsibilities here, and can’t just abandon us and your grandchildren.’


‘Apart from Kathryn, I hardly see my grandchildren,’ Christy reminded her. ‘They live too far away. As for responsibilities, I have a solicitor and an accountant to see to them, a neighbour to tend my horses, and three sons who are perfectly capable of managing the family businesses without me.’ She glanced across at Harold to include him in this statement, for she did indeed regard him as such.


‘Instead of going ahead with this hare-brained scheme, perhaps you should use the free time you have now to come and visit us and get to know our children,’ rumbled Hamish crossly.


‘I’ll do that when I come back,’ she replied. ‘For now, cards and letters will have to continue to suffice.’


‘You seem very determined, Mother,’ said James, swirling the deep red Yarrabinda Shiraz in his glass. ‘But are you sure it’s wise? It’s a long way to travel on your own.’


‘The whole thing’s utterly ridiculous,’ Hamish snorted, pouring himself another glass of wine. ‘Of course it isn’t wise to travel – let alone all that way, unaccompanied.’


‘Hamish is right, Christy,’ said his wife, Beryl, earnestly. ‘It’s a dangerous journey for a woman of any age, and you’ll be stopping off in all sorts of unsavoury places.’


Clarice glanced across at James before speaking. ‘I do agree,’ she said, blinking owlishly behind her spectacles. ‘You could fall victim to white-slave traders, or the awful diseases that are so prevalent in foreign parts. James and I do understand why you want to go, but it really isn’t wise, Christy.’


‘Perhaps if one of us went with her, we’d all feel easier,’ piped up Kathryn, who until this moment had remained silent.


‘I can’t abandon Yarrabinda for that length of time. Vines are notoriously difficult, even in the good weather; I need to watch them like a hawk.’ James glanced across at his glowering brother. ‘I doubt Hamish can leave his cattle either, not with the drought still causing havoc in Queensland.’


He shot Christy an understanding smile which warmed her heart. ‘Although it sounds as if we’ll all be missing out on a grand adventure.’


Kathryn sat forward, her face alight with excitement. ‘But I could go,’ she breathed. ‘I don’t have to start at the university until next October, and the experience would be worth far more than anything I could learn in a library.’


As the chorus of protest went round the room, Christy’s heart swelled with love for her granddaughter. There was a gentleness about her which hid a core of her mother’s steel, but it manifested itself very differently, for, unlike Anne, Kathryn understood the power of speaking out only when she’d considered her words and could make the best use of them to get her way.


‘You will do no such thing,’ snapped Anne. ‘You’re far too young to be in sole charge of Mother, and she can’t be relied upon to keep out of mischief for more than five minutes. Remember what happened when she insisted on taking part in the horse-and-buggy racing last summer? She ended up with concussion and a broken wrist.’


‘Good on her for giving it a go,’ Kathryn replied stoutly. ‘I can’t see why she shouldn’t do all the things she wants whilst she still can.’


‘Hear, hear,’ said James, winking at his niece. ‘Mother’s hardly got one foot in the grave. In fact, she’s probably got more energy than all of us put together. I think it’s a bonzer idea, Kathryn, and will certainly put my mind to rest.’


Christy smiled, for she could think of nothing better than having her granddaughter’s company throughout the long journey.


But then Anne leaned across Kathryn and dug her silent husband in the ribs. ‘Speak up for once, Harold,’ she snapped, ‘and back me up on this.’


Christy watched keenly as Harold Ross cleared his throat, shifting in the chair, clearly uncomfortable at having been drawn into this family argument. He was a wealthy, clever man when it came to running his export empire, but rather ineffectual when he had to deal with his overbearing wife, rarely opposing her on domestic matters – and certainly never in company.


‘It seems to me that your mother’s mind is set, and experience has proven that nothing any of us can say will change that,’ he began carefully. ‘However,’ he continued, studiously evading his wife’s furious glare, ‘I do think it would be unwise for her to travel so far unaccompanied.’


Anne’s sour expression turned to momentary satisfaction until Harold continued, ‘If the university has no objection to Kathryn travelling, thereby perhaps missing her induction period, then I give my permission for her to accompany Christy on her journey.’


Silence followed this statement and they all waited with bated breath for Anne’s reaction.


Anne stared at him in shock and the tension rose as she gathered her wits sufficiently to find a reply. ‘Our daughter is barely eighteen,’ she managed finally, ‘and still a child. Have you completely lost your senses?’


Harold flushed – with anger or embarrassment, Christy couldn’t tell – and then, as Kathryn’s hand crept into his, he sat straighter, clasping his daughter’s fingers, his gaze unwavering as it met Anne’s glare.


‘Travel broadens the mind,’ he said firmly, ‘and as our daughter has never been abroad, I reckon she’d benefit greatly from the experience.’


Christy silently applauded him, immensely grateful for his support – but Anne was still clearly furious. ‘I don’t ask much of you,’ she said flatly, ‘and goodness knows you usually leave all the really important decisions to me. But just for once, I would have liked you to take some responsibility regarding our daughter.’


His mouth became set, his green eyes glinting. ‘That’s exactly what I am doing,’ he said coolly. ‘And I have made up my mind on this. If Kathryn wants to go with Christy, then she has my blessing.’


As Kathryn squeezed his hand and smiled back at him, and Anne struggled to regain her composure, there was a general embarrassed throat-clearing and shuffling amongst the others.


It was Christy who broke the awkward silence, for she hadn’t meant to cause strife between her daughter and son-in-law – and yet she couldn’t deny that having Kathryn with her on the journey was the perfect solution to her family’s concerns.


‘I’m sorry, Anne, but as Harold has given his consent, and Kathryn seems eager to come with me, I really can’t see why you continue to object.’ She avoided her daughter’s furious glare and smiled at Kathryn. ‘I’d be only too delighted to accept your offer, my dear.’


Kathryn’s green eyes, so like her father’s, sparkled with excitement. ‘We’ll have a real adventure, Grandma,’ she breathed. ‘I can hardly wait.’


‘I cannot and will not sanction this,’ Anne stormed.


‘It doesn’t look as if you’ve any other choice.’ James’s eyes held a mischievous twinkle. ‘Game, set and match to Harold, I think.’


Anne’s glare would have stopped a charging bull at several paces, but it didn’t faze James, who, as the youngest of the three siblings, had become all too familiar with it over the years, and he raised his glass in salute to his brother-in-law, who winked back.


‘I think the whole idea is utter madness,’ Hamish had growled, his initial fury somewhat lessened by Harold’s declaration. He glanced round the room and then gave an impatient snort. ‘But as Harold has given his consent, perhaps we should accept that some things aren’t for the winning.’


Anne shot a venomous glance at Harold and sat up even straighter. ‘In that case, I have no other choice but to fulfil my motherly duties and accompany my daughter.’


Gasps and mutters drifted through the room like rustling autumn leaves, and as Kathryn looked at her mother in horror, Christy had to battle to contain her own alarm.


‘There’s really no need, Anne,’ she said hastily. ‘Kathryn and I will manage perfectly well without inconveniencing you.’


‘It is an inconvenience, certainly, especially with so many social functions already arranged in my diary for the coming year. But my daughter’s welfare and reputation is far more important, and it wouldn’t be seemly for her to travel so far unchaperoned.’


‘She’ll have me,’ said Christy, still reeling from the thought of her overbearing and hostile daughter taking over all her carefully laid plans and making life impossible.


Anne dismissed Christy’s protest with a wave of her hand. ‘You’re far too unreliable,’ she retorted. ‘You could get ill, or decide to go off on some wild goose chase which could endanger you both. You know how you’re always letting your inquisitiveness get the better of you, and it can cause no end of trouble.’


Stung by her rudeness and lack of feeling, Christy had nevertheless been sharply reminded of the time she’d gone into the bush with five-year-old Kathryn to hunt for a rare bird that had been spotted by the men working on the Gordon River. She’d thought it would be an adventure for the child, but had got them hopelessly lost, and it was more through luck than judgement that she’d eventually found the way back home to her distraught husband and daughter.


‘I see you remember that day,’ said Anne darkly. ‘And that wasn’t the only occasion you caused this family a great deal of anxiety through your thoughtlessness.’


Christy suddenly became aware that the others were watching with avid interest as they waited to see how she would reply, and realised then that this whole thing was turning into a circus, and it was time to bring it to an end. She smoothed her linen skirt, adjusted the sash at her narrow waist and took a deep breath before making use of every inch of her not very great height to stand and face her daughter.


‘You wouldn’t have dared speak to me that way if your father was alive, and I will not put up with it any longer,’ she said firmly. ‘If you insist upon coming, then you must respect the fact that I am your mother, and treat me accordingly. This journey is very personal, and I will not have you spoil it. Is that understood?’


Anne’s cheeks reddened, but she remained defiant as she held her mother’s gaze. ‘Oh, I understand all too clearly,’ she said, ‘but respect has to be—’


Christy realised her daughter was about to say something she’d come to bitterly regret and interrupted her quickly. ‘I know you have Kathryn’s welfare at heart – and that sometimes you say things without thinking how hurtful they might be. I just hope that by the time we return to Tasmania you will have learned a little humility and understanding for others.’


Hamish snorted. ‘Humility? Anne? That I have to see.’


There was a nervous tittering from the others and Christy eyed them sternly before ordering James to open another bottle of Yarrabinda wine so they could drink a toast.


She and her son exchanged smiles of deep affection once the glasses were charged. ‘To what or whom are we toasting?’ he asked.


‘We’re raising our glasses to the Isle of Skye, and my long-awaited homecoming,’ she replied with a determined smile that masked her sudden misgivings over what the coming months and the long journey might reveal – not only about herself, but about her relationship with her only daughter.
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Inverness


June 1905


They had arrived from London by steamship and gone straight to the old coaching inn that stood by the banks of the Moray Firth in Inverness. Following a leisurely stroll round the town of church spires, stone bridges and elegant granite buildings, Christy had suggested they have an early supper and retire for the night to prepare for the following day. She’d used the excuse of the long onward journey to seek her own rest without causing concern, for, uncharacteristically, Christy was feeling every one of her sixty-five years.


As the ancient timbers of the hotel creaked and groaned, the salty air drifted in from the Moray Firth and the sound of horses and carts rumbled up from the cobbled street below her open window, Christy sat at the dressing table and thoughtfully brushed out her dark hair. She’d kept it long, despite the fact it was thinner than before and was now streaked with silver, for her late husband had loved to run his fingers through it, and she was loath to cut it – it would feel as if she was severing herself from all they’d shared, leaving only a terrible void she was not yet ready to acknowledge.


She gave a sigh and stared at her reflection in the mirror, noting that her brown eyes were shadowed with her loss, the passing years etched in her face. She looked away, unwilling to accept that the girl she’d once been lived only in her mind and spirit, and that the world – and her family – saw only an old woman.


Slipping off her dressing gown, she closed the window, turned off the gas lamp and clambered into the high four-poster bed. The heavy drapes were musty with dust, damp and age, but the sheets were clean, the blankets comforting against the chill night, and Christy nestled into the pillows, longing for sleep. Yet despite her weariness, the excitement for what lay ahead bubbled inside her and her mind refused to be still.


This journey had been dreamed about for fifty years, and she could hardly believe that at last she was almost home. And yet the freedom to achieve this long-held dream had come at a price and been hard won, for not only had the opportunity arisen through the loss of her darling husband, but the strong initial opposition from her family had rocked her resolve.


She stared into the darkness as the sounds drifted up from the street and the gulls mewled above the nearby quays where the ships’ rigging played discordant tunes in the brisk east wind. Yet as her memories of that confrontation faded, she imagined she could smell the sharp tang of seaweed on a rocky shore, could hear the mournful cries of the curlews as they floated above the Cuillin Hills, and feel the spiky heather in the glens beneath her bare feet.


Christy’s eyelids drooped. How could her family have really understood the deep-seated meaning of this pilgrimage? For she’d told her children as little as possible about the experiences and hardships she’d had to face in those early years. The unvarnished reality of them had remained locked inside her, revealed only to her husband in the knowledge that he too had suffered at the hands of others – and that the memories of that time were too stark to share, too dark to overshadow the life they’d made in the new land of sunshine and opportunity.


Yet the need to unlock those memories had become increasingly urgent as they’d travelled nearer to their journey’s end, and as sleep finally claimed her, Christy knew that the time was fast approaching when she could begin to tell her story and finally be rewarded with real peace.


*


Kathryn lay in the narrow bed, her riot of autumnal hair spread across the pillow as she stared into the darkness of the heavily beamed and panelled room she’d been forced to share with her mother. She was far from sleep, restless with excitement for the coming day and what it might bring.


She turned over and hugged the pillow, the images of all she’d so far experienced running vividly through her head. She’d realised the minute her grandmother had announced her intentions of returning to Skye that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity not to be missed, and despite her mother’s constant complaints and unnecessary fussing, she hadn’t been disappointed.


The SS Celtic had proved to be very grand, with large first-class staterooms, an elegant dining room, a well-stocked library, a canvas swimming pool on the foredeck and even a marvellous ballroom, where the white-coated ship’s officers made sure that every single woman, whatever her age, was partnered in the dancing. Her mother had been very frosty about the whole thing, but Gran had told her firmly not to be a spoilsport and had encouraged Kathryn to fill her dance card every evening.


The crossing had thankfully been very smooth – even when rounding the notorious Cape Horn – so none of them had suffered from seasickness and Kathryn had found the whole experience terribly romantic. She’d crept into bed each night quite starry-eyed from all the attention she’d received, and had written long letters to her friends back in Melbourne extolling the virtues of a sea cruise, and describing a particularly handsome first officer with whom she’d shared a few quite thrilling kisses on the moonlit deck.


She grinned into the pillow, remembering those stolen moments, but accepting them for what they were – a bit of light-hearted fun to match the romance of sailing across a sea glowing with phosphorescence beneath a star-filled sky – and she suspected his attentions had already turned to a different girl on another crossing.


There had also been the exotic sights, scents and sounds of their days ashore, which she’d recounted in her journal so she’d never forget the smallest detail. They’d visited the stunningly beautiful palm-fringed islands of Vanuatu and Fiji before steaming on to Tonga and the western coast of Chile. Rounding the Cape, they’d stopped in Montevideo and bustling, noisy Rio de Janeiro before heading for the African coast and calling into the exotic ports of Senegal and Morocco.


Their day in the Moroccan port of Safi had contrasted greatly with all the other places they’d visited, for they were assailed not only by the unbearable heat, but by the dirt and squalor. They’d discovered the city was overcrowded and stank of spices, burning rubbish and animal dung, which she’d found unsettling. Yet, despite the ever-watchful, insolent dark eyes of the robed men and the whining voices of the beggars, she’d marvelled at the ancient ruins and the seemingly endless desert which stretched beyond the fortress walls bounding the city and was home to the nomads with their trains of camels and brightly dressed women and children.


Her mother had been overbearing and unduly fussy ever since they’d left Melbourne – finding fault, being sharp with Christy over every little thing and souring their pleasure in the trip – but the short visit to Safi had brought things to a head, and Kathryn had been shocked by her mother’s animosity towards Christy.


Christy, whose curiosity had proved to be insatiable, had kept them waiting as she’d abandoned their guide and wandered around the ruins of the Portuguese fortress, surrounded by a horde of Arab beggars and merchants. They’d had a terrible job keeping up with her as she’d dived into the souk to haggle with the stallholders or push her way through the jostling crush of humanity in the narrow labyrinth of streets that ran like veins through the city. But then they’d lost sight of her.


The two younger women had searched in rising panic for almost an hour, only to find her happily squatting in the dirt amid a group of veiled women and holding an animated one-sided conversation with them as they washed their babies in tin bowls outside their adobe hovels.


Kathryn had almost wept with relief, but before she could embrace her grandmother, Anne had grabbed Christy’s arm and was roughly pulling her through the throng towards the ship.


Horrified, Kathryn had tried to intervene, but Christy soon managed to free herself from her daughter’s grip, and had stood, grim-faced, as Anne’s harangue caused people to stop and stare. Fearful that her mother might actually use physical force on Christy to vent her anger, Kathryn was about to step between them when her grandmother shrugged off the tirade, smiled sweetly and unapologetically, and then hurried up the gangway with her many purchases, in search of afternoon tea.


Kathryn had tried to defuse her mother’s fury by linking arms and coaxing her to board the ship and join Christy on deck to make up with her. But Anne had refused to be mollified, going to their stateroom in high dudgeon, and remaining there until morning.


As Kathryn nestled deeper beneath the blankets, she wondered why her mother felt such enmity towards Christy. She knew it had not always been so, for she remembered the very early days of her childhood when there had been great affection between them.


She could only conclude that something must have happened to bring about this change, and she had hoped the long trip might heal the breach. But for all her gentle persuasion, both women had remained tight-lipped and as distant as ever. Now she wondered if she’d ever discover what lay between them.
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They’d left Inverness at dawn after a hasty breakfast of delicious porridge and cups of strong coffee. The long journey by horse and carriage to the western point of the Kyle of Lochalsh had taken the entire day, and after a night spent in a small, run-down inn, they’d boarded the island ferry, SS Pioneer, for the final leg of their journey.


The weather had deteriorated overnight, and as the Pioneer ploughed determinedly through the choppy waters off the southern coast of Skye, Christy stood alone on the rain-soaked deck and blinked back her tears. Time and distance had not played false with her memory, for it was just as she’d last seen it. Heedless of the wind that tugged at her hat and inadequate raincoat, and the sea spray that made her skirt cling to her ankles, she gazed at the towering black cliffs where waterfalls tumbled to the sea and the mist of spindrift became lost in the soft veil of rain.


She planted her feet more firmly on the slippery deck that rolled and dipped beneath her and gripped the railing, her emotions, usually so tightly reined, in turmoil as she breathed in the rich peaty scent of the seemingly barren land that spread out before her. ‘An t-Eilean Sgiathanach,’ she whispered in the Gaelic of her childhood. This was her ‘cloud island’, as the Vikings had called it, and she was glad to be alone to absorb each and every second of the first moments of her homecoming.


As the Pioneer slowly headed northwards with her cargo of passengers, mail, essential supplies and livestock, Christy watched the unchanged landscape slowly unfolding before her. It was a strange, unsettling feeling, for it was as if the fifty years of absence had passed in the blink of an eye, and the memories she’d carried with her all that time were now coming thick and fast – as clear and painful today as they’d always been.


Christy finally sought the meagre shelter of the narrow ledge protruding from the roof of the wheelhouse and lovingly caressed the faded tartan shawl that had once belonged to her mother. She drew it more closely about her narrow shoulders and buried her nose in the damp folds, almost believing the scent of the woman she’d adored was still held in the Highland wool. Woven by her grandmother in shades of blue and green, with an occasional narrow line of orange, it was the old tartan of the clan MacInnes, and she treasured it, for it too was redolent with memories, and the only possession she still had of those long-lost days.


‘For goodness’ sake, Mother. What do you think you’re doing?’


Christy was startled from her thoughts by Anne’s hectoring tone, and it was a moment before she could reply. ‘I’m enjoying my homecoming,’ she said firmly.


‘It’ll be your death,’ said Anne crossly, clutching at her hat and dipping her head against the windswept spray coming from the ferry’s bow.


‘I’ve weathered worse,’ she replied shortly, before turning once more to the passing panorama in the faint expectation that Anne would take the hint and go back inside. But it seemed her daughter was determined to continue her vigil.


‘I’m sure you have,’ Anne retorted, ‘but you’re older now and not as resilient.’


Christy studiously ignored her. She had harboured the hope that this long journey would bring them a little closer, but despite every effort to appease her, Anne seemed intent on keeping her mother at arm’s length – constantly nagging and complaining about everything she said and did – and after so many weeks of enforced closeness, Christy was wearied by the endless battle to keep her patience and not retaliate.


Anne was named after her long-dead Scottish grandmother, but there was no resemblance to the woman who’d faced poverty and hardship with such stoic forbearance, and who’d died tragically and too soon. Christy was saddened to realise that her daughter’s unforgiving nature was making her into an unpleasant shrew, in danger of turning everyone against her – even the long-suffering Harold. She’d long suspected their marriage was unhappy, and his standing up to Anne that day in Hobart had been very telling.


Christy dredged up a smile and patted Anne’s arm in an attempt to mollify her. ‘Please don’t fuss about me, dear. I’m perfectly happy out here, and this spring squall will soon pass.’


Anne shivered delicately and pulled her beautiful fur wrap more closely round her neck as she clung to her hat. ‘You’d hardly think it was June,’ she muttered. ‘Does it never stop raining?’


‘Of course it does, but you have to remember how far north we are, and the weather is always unpredictable.’ She pushed back the tendrils of her silver-streaked hair that had come loose from their pins. ‘It’s the same in Tasmania, Anne. I can remember many a Christmas spent indoors watching the rain come down.’


Anne dismissed her words with a derisive sniff. ‘Whatever the weather, you’re far too old to be standing out in it,’ she said.


Christy gave an inward sigh, heartily sick of hearing this hurtful phrase from her daughter.


‘And what’s that disreputable old thing about your shoulders? Where’s the fur wrap you bought in London?’


Christy buried her fingers in the shawl and regarded Anne evenly. ‘It’s safely packed in my trunk,’ she replied. ‘As for this, it’s a family heirloom, and perfectly appropriate for the occasion.’


‘It’s a disgrace,’ said Anne, hastily grabbing the rail as the boat suddenly lurched and she had to battle to keep her balance. ‘You can be very difficult at times,’ she grumbled. ‘What will people think if they see you in that?’


Christy chuckled. ‘I really don’t care. And I doubt people will even look at me, seeing as I’m old and decrepit. But in these parts they’ll recognise the MacInnes tartan and know that I’m proud to wear it no matter how shabby it’s become.’


She saw her daughter was shivering. ‘Go inside, Anne,’ she said softly, ‘and leave me to my memories.’


‘You always were stubborn,’ said Anne, blithely ignoring the fact of her own recalcitrance. ‘This whole journey has been one long trial, and I don’t know why I let you force me into it.’


That was a bit rich seeing as Anne had insisted on coming with absolutely no encouragement from either her mother or Kathryn. ‘You didn’t have to come,’ said Christy dryly.


‘Of course I did,’ she replied bad-temperedly. ‘I was not about to let my daughter travel to the other side of the world, knowing how irresponsible you can be. Why, look at you now, standing out here catching your death.’


Christy stifled a deep sigh. ‘Go inside, Anne, and I’ll join you both once we’ve docked.’


‘It’s extremely unpleasant in that cabin, having to sit cheek by jowl with rough people and their smelly animals. I don’t know how Kathryn can stand it.’


‘Then stay out here and keep quiet,’ Christy said sharply. ‘You’re spoiling my homecoming.’


Anne didn’t budge. ‘I’ve been looking at the map I bought, and it seems to me that this awful boat trip was entirely unnecessary – no doubt another of your whims to make our lives difficult. We could have caught the ferry for the short journey to Portree and then hired a carriage, so why didn’t we?’


Christy looked away and bit her lip. Portree held memories of dark times and she hadn’t felt ready to face them. ‘I wanted to see this coastline,’ she replied, ‘and thought you and Kathryn might find it interesting.’


Anne held her steady gaze. ‘ “Interesting” is not the word I’d use,’ she said briskly. ‘It’s cold, wet and uncomfortable. As for the view,’ she glanced in derision at the low clouds capping the hills, ‘there’s nothing to see.’ With that, she turned on her heel and went into the passenger cabin.


Christy was stung by her cruel dismissal of the astonishing coastline, but relieved to be left alone again. She knew she irritated her daughter, and the feeling was mutual. But there seemed to be no way of putting things right between them, and it really set her on edge when Anne repeatedly treated her like an ancient crone who’d lost her wits. But for all that, Christy loved her, and regretted being sharp with her, for her daughter’s appearance on deck had revealed Anne cared enough to be concerned for her mother’s well-being. It was just a shame she had such a bossy way of showing it.


She turned back to the railings and realised she could see Ardtrek Point and the narrow peninsula of Ullinish. If the clouds cleared enough, she’d soon have sight of the old wooden lighthouse and the remains of the stone dun – an ancient stone fortress that legend proclaimed was built before the birth of Christ – standing guard on the cliff tops.


And then they would head west again before following the coastline north to round the headland and enter the Loch of Dunvegan, which was their final destination – a place that also held disturbing memories, but ones which were easier to deal with than those in Portree.


She gasped with pleasure as she sighted the seals, sleekly black as they rested on the rocks, and the swirling birds that had nested high in the cliffs where men had once risked their lives to gather them and their eggs so they could feed their families. Yet despite her delight, the constant erosion of her resolve by Anne had begun to take its toll, and she felt suddenly dispirited.


Doubts took hold, picking away at her as she stood there in the wind and rain. Was she being foolish to cross the world at her age, and return to the place where she’d known such sorrow and hardship? Should she have heeded the dire warnings of her friends and Hamish that such a journey was foolhardy in the extreme, and could only end in bitter disappointment? For what did she really expect to achieve by coming back?


Tears threatened again and she determinedly blinked them away. She couldn’t allow Anne to spoil everything, not now that her dream was about to be realised. She’d grasped the opportunity, heedless of her family’s objections, her age and the rigours that such a journey would inevitably bring, and would see it through.


Christy became aware of footsteps approaching, sniffed back her tears and steeled herself for another argument. Yet when she turned to look at the little figure who’d come to stand silently beside her, she relaxed and smiled.


‘So, Kathryn, what do you think of my island?’


The green eyes were concerned above the neat little nose that was lightly dusted with freckles. ‘It reminds me of the coastline in Tasmania,’ she replied, taking Christy’s gloved hand.


Christy nodded. ‘They are very similar,’ she agreed. ‘It’s the reason why I feel so settled there.’


‘Are you all right, Grandma?’


‘I’m fine, whatever your mother might have said. This is an important day, and I think I’ve earned the right to be a wee bit emotional for once, don’t you?’


She gave her a watery smile and continued to hold her hand as they passed breathtaking lines of cliffs and slowly steamed towards Dunvegan Head. They stood close together in companionable silence as they regarded the deserted coves with their black rocks and gritty sand, and the numerous ruins of what once had been stone crofts and farm buildings scattered across glens overshadowed by soaring hills and racing clouds.


Christy had sharp recall of the times she had collected kelp here while her younger brothers had foraged in the rock pools for shellfish. How barren it looked now, the lonely sentinels of the crumbling croft walls standing sharply in focus against the lowering skyline as sheep grazed in the tough grass and frost-blackened heather that had yet to blossom after the winter.


Christy surreptitiously watched her granddaughter’s expressive face as she gazed at the scene before her. It was clear the girl was moved by what she saw, and perhaps understood better now why Christy had needed to come on this long and unnecessary ferry trip. Her heart swelled, glad Kathryn was by her side to share this journey, for it would have been very lonely without her.


‘Oh, how magnificent,’ Kathryn breathed as the ferry followed a curve in the water and they had a clear view of Dunvegan Castle at the end of the loch. ‘It’s like a fairy-tale castle. I can see now why you decided to come this way.’ She turned to Christy, her face radiant. ‘How does it feel to be home again after all this time?’


Christy felt the tears prick again and gathered the shawl closer, her gaze avoiding the hated castle and all it stood for, yet aware of the bubble of excitement rising within her for their imminent arrival. ‘I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,’ she confessed, dabbing her eyes. ‘I’ve seen so many changes already that I’m almost frightened of what I’ll find when I reach MacInnes Bay.’


Kathryn put her arm about her shoulders. ‘I’ll be with you, Grandma, and if you feel like crying, then you go ahead – there’s no shame in it.’


‘Bless you, child.’ Christy patted her cheek. ‘You have no idea how grateful I am to have you with me.’


Kathryn smiled. ‘I wouldn’t have missed this for anything. The chance to be with you and learn more about the family history; to see where you lived and to listen to your stories . . . It will be something I can carry with me for the rest of my life, and a wonderful experience to pass on to my own children when the time comes.’


‘Not all the stories are happy ones,’ Christy warned, ‘but it is time you and your mother heard them. This place, the people who once lived here and that awful castle are part of our family history.’


Kathryn frowned at her sudden harsh tone, and Christy turned away, afraid of revealing the rage in her eyes. The story of how the MacDonalds and their factors had changed her life forever would be told soon enough.


To distract herself from these dark thoughts, she looked up as the wind shredded the clouds, allowing a shaft of sunlight to pierce through and illuminate the soaring cliffs and the mellow stones of the castle that still stood guard imperiously over the loch. It had stopped raining.


Wordlessly, she pointed to the perfect rainbow forming above them. Each colour was clearly defined as it arched across the wild, empty landscape like a gift from Heaven to welcome her home.


As Kathryn gazed in awe at the sight, Christy shivered and dug her fingers deep into the tartan shawl. There had been no rainbow to wish her farewell as she’d left the island on that final day, just a bleak wind tearing in beneath scudding, rain-filled clouds, and a sense of profound helplessness and despair.


Christy lifted her chin, determined to keep her emotions under control so she could enjoy this moment. The story of her life, and of those who’d once lived here, would be told – but not today. Today was to give thanks for still being alive and able to return.


*


Anne had tucked herself firmly into a corner, well away from the stack of boxed fish and the two hobbled goats that seemed to be watching her with their devil eyes as they dropped their mess all over the floor. She felt quite nauseous from the stink of smoked herring and unwashed bodies and the heave and roll of the ferry, but she was absolutely determined to keep her breakfast down. The last thing she wanted was to make a show of herself in front of these people who didn’t even seem to be able to speak the King’s English.


She turned her shoulder to them all, smeared the condensation from the salt-caked glass of the porthole and jealously watched her mother and daughter standing companionably at the rails. There had been a close bond between them from the moment Kathryn had been born, and try as she might, Anne couldn’t help but resent the fact.


She looked away, studiously ignored the open curiosity of the other passengers and pulled out her powder compact. Eyeing her reflection in the small mirror, she realised her dark hair was damply bedraggled where it had been torn loose from its pins by the wind, and that her lovely hat was close to being ruined.


She did the best she could with her hair, knowing that the minute she stepped off this awful vessel it would be mussed again by the appalling weather. Her complexion would also suffer if she wasn’t careful, she thought, dabbing a little powder across her nose and cheeks. The elements she’d encountered over the last few months were playing havoc with her beauty routine, and goodness only knows what her smart friends would think if they could see her now.


She snapped the gold compact closed and dropped it in her leather handbag before shaking the rain from her fur and replacing it about her shoulders. Her neat gabardine skirt and jacket were damp, the frills on her white blouse drooping after she’d been forced to wear it for a second day due to her trunk being stored in the dockside warehouse overnight. She could only hope that tonight’s accommodation would prove to be more amenable than the previous night’s, for she hadn’t slept a wink on that lumpy and highly suspect mattress, and was looking forward to having a long bath and changing into something warmer.


Another glance out of the window confirmed that her mother and daughter were still out there, but at least the sky had cleared, and there was a magnificent rainbow shimmering over an imposing castle, which actually seemed to be in one piece, unlike the many others she’d seen on this torturous journey.


Aware that she was being observed with quite insolent curiosity by the other passengers and unwilling to be drawn into any kind of conversation – unlike her mother, who talked to everyone – Anne straightened her back and watched the two people on deck.


As a child, she’d adored her mother and admired her energy, sense of fun and adventure, believing she was wise and truthful and that the bond between them would never break. But that trust had been shattered, and now Anne couldn’t find it in her heart to forgive her. The coldness between them was uncomfortable, especially when they were with the rest of the family – who thankfully knew nothing of Christy’s devastating confession – and as she’d let time slip away, the hurt had festered until it was all-consuming.


Now she wondered if there could ever be any reconciliation on her part – and if she actually wanted it. It wasn’t that she no longer loved her mother – of course she did, deep down, withered beneath the bitterness and pain – but the lie she’d been told had been too shocking, turning her world upside down and destroying everything she’d held dear.


Her mother had tried to explain, had shed tears of remorse and pleaded with her to understand, but Anne’s faith in her had been irreparably damaged, and without that faith it was impossible to return to how they’d once been.


Anne sighed, for she’d done her best to be pleasant to her mother during this trip, for her daughter’s sake, but was all too aware that her well-intentioned concern for Christy’s well-being had come across as rather abrupt and bossy, thereby alienating her further.


She tucked the fur more firmly around her neck to ward off the draught coming through the ill-fitting door, as she silently justified her manner to herself. Having been left to make the most of the important domestic and social decisions during her marriage to Harold, she’d fallen into the habit of giving orders and chivvying people about. It was her way of getting things done and she had no intention of changing.


She shivered as she saw Kathryn embrace Christy, their heads together, laughing over something. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed with Kathryn like that, or shared such an intimate moment, and she experienced a stab of raw envy which caught her breath. Kathryn was her only child, the one good thing that had come out of her disappointing marriage to Harold, and all she’d wanted for her was the best – to have the things she herself had been denied as a child – to grow closer as the years passed, and to find the right sort of husband for her, who would take charge of things, cherish and spoil her as she deserved.


But Kathryn had proved to be as stubborn as her grandmother, refusing to contemplate a coming-out season, determined to progress with her studies and enter university. Anne, who’d had only the most basic education like her mother before her, couldn’t understand where this thirst for learning came from. Harold was a self-made man who’d spent his formative years grubbing in the dirt of the opal fields with his widowed father, and although he had a sharp business brain, he’d had to take lessons from his wife in how to read and write. She’d found that endearing to begin with, but the novelty soon wore off once the first flush of the honeymoon days was over and she became involved in the social whirl.


Anne bit her lip as she watched her daughter, so lovely, even though she’d become bedraggled by the elements. She didn’t considerate it entirely seemly for such a carefully raised girl to become a ‘bluestocking’, for she’d met some of Kathryn’s like-minded friends, whom she considered odd and rather suspect with their cropped hair and unflattering, almost mannish clothing, and could only hope that her lovely daughter wouldn’t follow suit.


She felt a sharp stab of resentment as her gaze fell on Christy. Mother, of course, had encouraged her, and Harold had gone along with it, so she’d had little choice but to stand back and watch Kathryn set out on a path so very different from the one she’d spent years planning. Now here they were, miles from civilisation in a grubby old ferry which wallowed like an ungainly sow through the icy water while the two of them stood out there with seemingly not a care in the world.


The condensation had misted the glass again, but she didn’t bother to clear it. She’d seen enough. Pulling her gloves more firmly over her hands to ward off any germs that were no doubt lurking in every nook and cranny of this filthy tub, she reached for the journal she’d been keeping throughout the voyage.


They’d left Melbourne on the SS Celtic – chosen specifically for its name by her mother, who was clearly getting over-sentimental in her old age. Harold had been there to represent the rest of the family and wave them off, and as the band played and streamers were tossed between ship and quay, she’d looked down at him and wondered if he shared the same sense of relief she felt at that moment, for the atmosphere between them had become stifling of late.


The book remained unopened in her lap as she thought of her husband. Harold was a good man, there was no denying it. Handsome too, with rich brown hair bleached by the sun, a strong face, and all the charm in the world when he was in pursuit of something he wanted. And he’d wanted Anne from the moment of their first meeting. She’d been flattered by his attentions, his obvious wealth, and the easy way he mixed with Melbourne society. She’d fallen in love – or what she thought was love – and despite her mother’s warnings that she should wait, had rushed headlong into marriage.


The hopes and dreams had slowly disintegrated over the years through mutual disappointment and a growing detachment – a careless disregard for one another’s feelings and opinions that had led to their living virtually separate lives. The situation had been exacerbated by the fact that Kathryn would soon leave home for her new life in Sydney and they’d be left with only each other.


Anne firmly pushed back the awful thought as she turned the pages of her journal. She hadn’t really wanted to come on this ghastly journey, but she’d realised it would be a chance to escape for a while, to catch her breath and think carefully about what the future held for her once Kathryn went to Sydney. What she hadn’t expected was this feeling of liberation that had been brought on by all she’d experienced.


She scanned a page, reliving the beauty of the tranquil Pacific Islands that were in marked contrast to the colourful, noisy throngs in Rio and the crowded, stinking souks of Morocco. Standing on the deck the morning after her confrontation with Christy in Morocco, she’d stared out at the desert, which stretched beyond the city walls, and then watched the small boys diving into the murky water to retrieve the coins some of the passengers were throwing down to them.


Mother, of course, had joined in this madness by tossing overboard all the fruit from her stateroom, as well as every last bit of change in her pocket – seemingly unrepentant that she’d ruined their time ashore by getting lost. Anne shuddered at the memory of how distraught she’d been, and how dangerously close she’d come to actually hitting her mother, and swiftly turned the page.


Their onward journey to Portugal had gone without incident, and she’d finally begun to relax and really enjoy herself. Lisbon had proved to be a wonderfully ordered city, with parks and broad tree-lined avenues of elegant buildings that reminded her a little of Melbourne. Mother had behaved herself, and once they’d reached London, had been an informative and interesting guide, even though she’d never set foot in the city before and had gleaned her knowledge from the many guidebooks she’d bought.


Anne snapped the journal shut and tucked it into her handbag upon hearing shouts from the quay and the running footsteps of the boatmen on deck. They’d reached their destination at last. She could only hope her mother wasn’t planning on staying too long, for Scotland had proved empty enough, but this place was positively devoid of anything but a few sheep and old ruins.
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Christy took a deep breath as she looked up at Dunvegan Castle, for the stone battlements that cast long shadows over the tiny harbour were a reminder of the power and cruelty of the MacDonalds’ factors. She had hoped the years would have left their mark, that the MacDonalds’ self-inflicted poverty and fall from grace would show in crumbling walls and toppled towers – but it stood imposingly on the hill, unchanged.


As the ferry slowly chugged towards the landing stage, the castle was lost from view and Christy could now shrug off her dark thoughts and watch the crew prepare for landing.


‘This is your special moment, Gran,’ said Kathryn. ‘I’ll go and help Mother so you can step ashore on your own.’


Christy nodded, thankful for the girl’s understanding. This was indeed her moment, and she didn’t want to share it with anyone. She smiled and exchanged a few words in Gaelic with the other passengers as they left the ferry, and once they’d all gone ashore, she stepped towards the ramp leading to the wooden quay.


‘Beannachd leat,’ said the ferry captain in the Gaelic farewell.


Christy responded in the time-honoured way: ‘Mar sin leat.’


His eyes were very blue in his weathered old face as he took in the faded MacInnes tartan and handed her on to the ramp. It was as if he knew why she was here, and understood she didn’t need his help any further, for he stood back and sketched a brief salute. ‘Sealbh math dhuit!’


She acknowledged his good luck wish with a broad smile, and thanked him. ‘Tapadh leat.’ And then she was walking down the ramp, along the wooden quay to the roughly hewn stone jetty.


As her feet touched firm ground, she paused for a heartbeat and then swiftly headed for the sweep of heather and tough grass that grew on the other side of the dirt track which followed the southern curve of the loch.


Heedless of the fact that the ferry captain and his crew were watching her, along with the young man tending his cart, and that the ground was sodden, she plumped down on the grass and wrestled to unlace her boots. Flinging them to one side, she got to her feet and planted them firmly in the grass and scratchy heather, glad she’d had the foresight not to wear stockings today.


She closed her eyes as she felt the rich wet soil seep between her toes and up to her ankles. She could hear the seabirds calling as she breathed in the clean Skye air, and could smell the long-remembered scent of smoke from a distant peat fire. She was a child again, barefoot and ragged in her mother’s shawl – but as one with the land she loved. Now she could truly believe she was home.


*


Kathryn had kept her mother occupied by gathering up her things and fussing over whether she was warm enough. Now there were no excuses left to linger, for a glance through the porthole showed that their luggage had been unloaded from the boat on to a large wagon by a sturdy young man in a tweed jacket and scarlet tartan kilt. There was no sign of the other passengers, or Christy, and the crew were busily swabbing the decks.


‘Where’s Mother?’ demanded Anne.


‘She’s waiting for us on shore. I think she wanted to be alone for a little while to take everything in.’


‘Hmph. The way she’s been carrying on, we might as well not be here at all.’ They reached the ramp and Ann peered shortsightedly towards the jetty. ‘I hope she hasn’t wandered off again. I’m far too tired for any more nonsense.’


Kathryn saw Christy immediately and was thankful for once that her mother was too vain to wear her glasses. Her grandmother had discarded her boots and was standing as if in a trance amid the hummocks of grass and heather, arms outstretched, head flung back so her face was lit by the sun and her hat threatened to fall.


‘She’s just across the way,’ she said quietly. ‘Come on, Mother. Mind your step down the ramp.’


Anne allowed her daughter to take her arm as she tottered down the ramp in her high-heeled boots and narrow skirt. As they reached firmer ground, she looked round and gasped in horror. ‘Good grief. What is she doing?’


‘Leave her, Mother,’ said Kathryn as Anne made to rush over. ‘This is a very private moment and she won’t appreciate you interrupting.’


‘I don’t care if she appreciates it or not,’ snapped Anne. ‘She’ll end up with pneumonia, and who’ll have to take care of her then? Me, that’s who, because I doubt very much there’s even a nurse in this godforsaken place, let alone a decent doctor.’


She wrenched her arm from Kathryn’s staying hand and carefully navigated her way across the rutted track. ‘Stop this at once and pull yourself together,’ she hissed furiously. ‘You’re making a show of yourself.’


Christy, torn from her memories and the sensual delight of feeling the good earth of Skye beneath her feet again, opened her eyes and stared uncomprehendingly at her daughter.


‘Why are you so angry all the time, Anne?’


‘Because you would try the patience of a saint,’ she retorted. She grabbed the discarded boots and held them out. ‘Put these on and try to show some decorum for once. Anyone would think you’d lost your mind, behaving like this.’


Christy sighed, taking the boots but making no move to put them on as she remained where she was. ‘I wanted to remember how it felt,’ she said softly. ‘You see, I only wore boots on Sundays for kirk, and as they’d be my older brother’s, they were horribly uncomfortable.’ She grinned mischievously. ‘It’s a wonderful feeling, sinking your toes in the wet peat. You should try it, Anne.’


‘Grandma, stop teasing,’ said Kathryn quickly before her mother’s sharp tongue could cause further trouble. ‘It’s getting late, and we really should be on our way to the hotel before it gets dark.’


Christy clutched the muddy boots to her chest, adjusted the tartan shawl over her shoulder and looked west. ‘It’ll be light for hours yet,’ she said dreamily. ‘Darkness comes late at this time of year, so far north.’
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The island will always call to her . . .
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