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Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing to read The Stolen Hours, the second instalment in my Wild Isle series. Set on the distant and remote Scottish island of St Kilda, the action centres around a pivotal moment in time when, in the summer of 1930, the villagers were evacuated to the British mainland, thus ending over two thousand years of human settlement there. 

The series is rooted in historical fact and accuracy but the characters, and the challenges they face, are wholly fictitious. Each book centres on a different young woman from St Kilda – all friends, all neighbours – but their stories are threaded together by a central mystery. The Stolen Hours focuses on Mhairi MacKinnon, whereas The Last Summer is concerned with her best friend Effie Gillies, and while each book can be read in isolation, I would strongly recommend starting with The Last Summer if you possibly can, in order to best pick up the clues that are subtly spooled out over the course of the series. 

However if you can’t, or you simply need a brief recap on events in The Last Summer – many of you have, after all, waited a year for this sequel – it is, in short, a love story that defies distance, social standing and a dangerously jealous man. You’ll get peripheral glimpses of Effie’s struggles and her startling new romance in The Stolen Hours, of course, but what you really need to know is that when the islanders left St Kilda, Frank Mathieson, the landlord’s factor, went missing, only for his body to be discovered later on the island – begging the question of what happened on their last night there. 

By the end of The Last Summer, Effie – who had been the target of Mathieson’s unwanted advances – finds Scotland Yard collecting evidence against her. 

Those who have read the book will likely not yet have forgiven me for the cliff-hanger on which it ended, and while some questions are answered in Mhairi’s story, yet more are asked, as it transpires that Effie might not have been the only person with a motive to murder the factor. 

Welcome back to St Kilda . . .

Happy reading.

Love,

Karen






Glossary 


Characters 

MHAIRI: pronounced Vah-Ree

CRABBIT MARY: Donald McKinnon’s wife, crabbit meaning irritable or angry

BIG MARY: Mary Gillies

BIG GILLIES: Hamish, Mary and their children (as opposed to Effie and her father Robert Gillies; Robert and Hamish are brothers)

Dialect

BLACKHOUSE: a traditional, single-storey, grass-roofed dwelling

BLOODS: youngbloods; local youths

BOTHY: a basic shelter or dwelling, usually made of stone or wood

BROSE: a kind of porridge

CLEIT: a stone storage hut or bothy, only found on St Kilda

CRAGGING: climbing a cliff or crag; a CRAGGER is a climber

CREEL: a large basket with straps, used for carrying cuts of peat

CROTAL: a lichen used for making dye

DREICH: dreary, bleak (to describe weather)

DRUGGET: a coarse fabric

EEJIT: fool; idiot

FANK: a walled enclosure for sheep, a sheepfold

HOGGET: an older lamb, but one that is not yet old enough to be mutton

LAZYBEDS: parallel banks of ridges with drainage ditches between them; a traditional, now mostly extinct method of arable cultivation 

PARLIAMENT: the daily morning meetings on St Kilda, outside crofts five and six, where chores were divvied up for the day

ROUP: a livestock sale

SOUTERRAIN: an underground chamber or dwelling

STAC: a sea stack – a column of rock standing in the sea – usually created as a leftover after cliff erosion

SWEE: an iron arm and hook fitted inside a chimney for hanging pots above the fire

TEA AND A PIECE: tea and fruit cake

TUP: a ram; a ewe that has been mated with can be called TUPPED

WAULKING: a technique to finish newly woven tweed, soaking and beating it





I had reached the boundary wall of the croft when I heard my mother’s voice sharply calling me back home to fill the water pails. I turned, automatically, to obey, and I could see the village with its outline already dimmed grey in the early winter dusk, and, for a moment, I fancied that it had changed. Of course it hadn’t. A village can’t change overnight. But a boy can.

Finlay J. MacDonald, Crowdie and Cream: Memoirs of a Hebridean Childhood





Prologue

5 September 1929

The North Sea

Mhairi screamed as the two men fought, fists flying, a stink of whisky and smuts filling the tiny cabin. The whaling ship pitched again in the darkness, flying down a glassy cliff and smashing them both heavily against the wall. The strap lashed at her waist kept her in place on the mattress, but if it saved her from being thrown about like a rag doll, it also unwittingly kept her a prisoner here, unable to escape.

Getting back to his feet, Donald got another few punches to the whaler’s kidneys, jabbing him hard and fast three times.

‘Aye, okay! Okay!’ the man shouted, shielding his head with his arms, his body in a protective crouch.

‘Next time I’ll break your legs, do you hear me?’ Donald shouted – his body flexed, fists pulled, jaw balling, eyes blazing – as he waited for the man to stagger off and disappear from his sight. It was several moments before he was satisfied that it was safe enough to turn back to her.

He looked in, seeing her wide-eyed terror, hands splayed on the walls either side of the narrow bunk. ‘It’s all right, Mhairi. He’s drunk, not suicidal. He won’t be back.’

‘But what if there’s others?’

His jaw balled again. ‘There won’t be.’

‘But how can you be so sure?’ she argued.

‘Because I can. I will be right outside. Now try and sleep. We’ll be there in a few hours.’ His eyes grazed over her, as if checking for injuries or anything he should have to report to her father, little knowing that what wounds she had could not be seen. He looked at her again with a quizzical expression as if sensing still her earlier hostility, an argument between them still unarticulated and yet fully palpable. ‘. . . G’night then, Mhairi.’

He stepped back and closed the door firmly. She stared at it for several moments, her eyes on the handle, dreading that it would turn again. She didn’t share his confidence that the night would be uneventful; if today had shown her anything, it was that she could trust no one.

She couldn’t lie here and just wait. She couldn’t sleep. She would need to be alert . . . She would need a weapon. It had been sheer luck that Donald had disturbed the whaler this time, but she couldn’t rely on him again.

There had been an axe on the wall, she had noticed, on her way down here. There was scarce room to swing it in here but it might be enough to make the next drunk think twice.

She waited for the boat to pitch and drop again. There was always a moment of suspension in the trough of the waves when moving about was slightly easier, and she timed it so that she could stand and get to the door in the lull. She braced, her feet wide, as the boat slammed down, still throwing her against the cabin wall and slamming her shoulder, but in the next moment she was level again. She put her eye to the spyhole and looked out; she would need to check the corridor was empty before . . .

She frowned as she saw Donald was still in the passageway. He was standing directly opposite between two vertical steel beams, his arms looped through narrow openings. He had a booted foot wedged against her door, his head nodding forward as he tried – inconceivably – to sleep.

She watched his body sway with the motion of the sea, relaxing into it rather than resisting it. Was he really going to stand there all night?

Another slam! She was thrown back down again, making her groan. It was bad enough in here; she couldn’t imagine how hard he was being knocked about out there . . . She remembered his bruises after the outward journey, that nasty cut to his lip. Had he done this before? Stood sentry at her door then too, guarding her, the only woman on a ship full of men?

She watched him again trying to sleep, pale-faced with reddened knuckles, his body battered, eyes closed but one ear open. She still felt angry with him; she would never forgive him for what he’d done, but as always with him, she felt safe now. Protected.

He was a flawed hero, her chaperone.





Chapter One

Four days earlier

Hirta, St Kilda

Dusk was falling when the whale exploded, the sudden gush of scarlet plumes still vivid against a darkening sky. Mhairi MacKinnon looked up from where she was stacking the peats and watched the blood stain the pale sea, the drifting seabirds harried into an ill-tempered frenzy and wheeling sharply on the currents above. They had been pecking away fruitlessly at the carcass for the couple of days since the fishermen had fixed it to the buoy at the neck of the bay. They would pick it up any day now, on their way back to the whaling station on Harris.

It couldn’t come a minute too soon. With no winds to speak of for once, the late summer skies stretching endlessly blue, the nauseating smell of rotting meat had settled over the isle, getting into the villagers’ hair and clothes and driving her ma spare; but now, released from its blubbery walls, a noxious stench would be carrying over the water in an invisible cloud, like one of those rain bombs that sometimes peeked over the Mullach Bi ridge and disgorged its contents with sudden violence.

Mhairi glanced back down the slopes towards the village. She wasn’t far past the dyke headwall and could easily make out the womenfolk standing by their cottage doors, watching the spectacle, the dogs tearing down to the beach, swiftly followed by the men. They would pull the smack into the water and salvage what they could of the haul for themselves. The tethered carcass was officially the property of the Norwegian whaling company Christian Salvesen – the St Kildan landlord Sir John MacLeod had leased the anchorage to the whalers – but it would soon sink now and the only winners would be the islanders, compensated with a dinner of novelty meat on their plates tonight. The usual diet of salted fulmar, guillemot porridge or gannet eggs was limited to say the least.

She stepped into the curved embrace of the stone cleit and lifted the last of the peats into the creel. These cuts had been made in the early spring and stored over the summer in the ancient stone structure that had been part of her family’s meagre dowry for generations. There were over two thousand cleits on the two-mile isle and they scattered the landscape like giants’ marbles, constructed in such a way as to keep the rain off but still allow the wind to blow through and dry the contents. The villagers had been told by the well-heeled visitors who stepped ashore from steamers and sloops that they resembled grassy-topped beehives, but as there were no bees on St Kilda, no one quite knew what that meant.

Every family had dozens of cleits sited all across the isle. Some were used for storing fulmar oil or feathers, others for salted bird carcasses, butter or the peats. Often the sheep would trot inside for shelter when the rain came and occasionally someone would get a fright as an inquisitive bird checked its curiosity and flew out at them amid a flapping of wings.

Straightening up again, Mhairi swung her arms above her head to stretch her spine, watching the men dragging the boat to the water’s edge. Norman Ferguson was in the vanguard with his usual broad-shouldered vigour; Donald McKinnon and Mhairi’s eldest brother, Angus, behind him; Flora’s father Archibald grabbing the oars; her best friend Effie and Effie’s uncle, Hamish Gillies, bringing up the rear. Their ages ranged from seventeen to forty-six but they worked in seamless synchronicity, well used to getting on the water quickly. The only person out of step was the factor, Frank Mathieson. The landlord’s ‘man on the ground’, he was over for the second of his two annual visits, this one being the delivery of their winter provisions and collection of the rents. Everyone had been on edge all week as he queried feather weights, fulmar oil grades, the handle of the signature tweeds . . . a perpetual crease between his brows telling them that nothing was ever quite right.

She watched as the villagers heaved the boat off its mooring stones and got it afloat, Mathieson walking three easy paces in the shallows and stepping inside like he was the laird himself. Within three pulls, the boat was cutting across the water like a blade over blue silk.

Slipping the creel straps over her shoulders again, she walked back down the slope to the village. It was built along the southeasterly curve of the horseshoe-shaped bay, a single row of low stone cottages interspersed by the gentle ruins of their older and darker grass-roofed forebears, the blackhouses. Some of the villagers still used theirs as animal byres or food stores, but it wasn’t unknown for them to be reinhabited for short spells too if a family disagreement escalated. Norman Ferguson would, on a fairly regular basis, carry his fireside chair and a blanket to their old blackhouse, where he would stay in petulant sulks before his long-suffering wife Jayne would go over and fetch it, and him, back home again.

A wide, flagged path known as The Street was laid in front of the houses and bounded by a low wall, with long allotments on the other side narrowing down to the shore. They weren’t able to grow much there, beyond a few potatoes and some barley, for the sea spray and the wind conspired against them to render the soil poor; more successful were the raised lazybeds in stray patches around the glen and some small walled enclosures between the back of the cottages and the dyke. They had no trees for fruit, timber, firewood or shade, but they had their sheep and a few milking cows, and of course the dramatic, vertiginous sea cliffs on the other side of the glen’s grassy plains housed one of the world’s greatest colonies of seabirds. They would never want for meat or eggs on St Kilda, only variety.

She passed her younger siblings playing tag-toe in the grass, Wee Murran, just turned five, hooking an arm around her legs and using her as a turning pivot as she approached their home. Patiently, she waited momentarily in her role of totem as Red Annie tore past her too, screeching with six-year-old delight. Mhairi could remember that feeling of the giddy joy of a full belly and a setting sun as another day collapsed into quiet night; it hadn’t been that long since she too had played games before bed, sitting in a tight circle with Effie, Flora and Molly and plaiting each other’s hair, chatting non-stop in high, spirited voices. But at eighteen years, those heady days of girlhood were behind them now – the village needed every set of strong hands and legs it could get.

She came through carrying the night’s peat and set it down next to the open fire. Her father would throw it on before bed to smoulder through the night and be easily reinvigorated before breakfast in the morning.

Her mother kneaded the dough in a brisk manner, slapping the flour so that small dust clouds enlivened the dark space. She was a striking woman and Mhairi had inherited her fiery red hair and pale grey eyes, distinct from the sea-blue hue of most everyone else on the isle. The flames in the open fire flickered weakly, the oil lamp hanging on its hook on the rough wall, as yet unlit; her father had a rule that it couldn’t be lit till the sun dropped behind Ruival, the mountain on the opposite side of the bay. On the deep windowsill sat several fulmar eggs, nestled in hay for safekeeping, and the small slate that still bore the traces of her twelve-year-old sister Christina’s reading lesson this morning. The cottage managed to be both cluttered and bare all at once – they had a simple iron stove and a swee arm above the fire for boiling the bigger pots. Chains hung down inside the chimney for smoking the meats; water was collected from the burn. They sat at a table made from three different types of driftwood and set with two old pews rescued from the kirk, from when the minister had first arrived and found the facilities lacking. Her father had his own high-backed chair beside the fire, her mother preferred a low stool, and there was a potato crate stuffed with hemp sacking for feeding the baby at mealtimes. Cooking utensils and farming tools hung on the walls, horsehair climbing ropes were looped over the rafters, and every crevice and nook was filled with something of use: butter pats, brushes, carding boards . . . The washing scrubber was propped in one corner, the spinning wheel tucked in the other, a loom stored in the loft space.

In all their neighbours’ houses, the looms would soon be coming down as the nights drew in. The men of the village took on the weaving of the tweed in the winter evenings but Mhairi’s father, Ian, was the village postmaster and that meant he had his own special duties, distributing the letters that arrived and preparing for sending those the villagers wrote. The post office was a flimsy wooden structure that had been built on a small knoll adjacent to their cottage, and after every storm he would have to check it was still standing. In a community of only thirty-six people it was sometimes hard to believe he could be kept so busy, often working late into the night – and yet, for reasons none could fathom, a stamped St Kildan postcard had become desirable to people on the mainland. The sacks that came over with the passing trawlers and whalers were always bulging and demanding of urgent attention before the next load arrived.

There was no room for a loom to come down, anyhow – with eleven of them in all, and as the largest family left on the isle, they were packed in like herrings. Her parents had the box room, and baby Rory, approaching eleven months, slept in one of the kitchen drawers, the door left open between them. Mhairi, as the eldest girl, had her own narrow cot in the bedroom but the large curtained bed was shared between Christina, twelve; Euphemia, ten; Red Annie, six; Murran, five; and Alasdair, three, all sleeping top and tail. Her elder brothers – Finlay, nineteen, and Angus, twenty-two – slept in the byre both by necessity and by choice. Once married, they would each be able to move into one of several cottages that had remained empty after Dougie McDonald and his family had left for Australia a few years earlier, but they weren’t spoilt for choice for brides – the only girls of marriageable age on the isle currently were Effie Gillies, Flora MacQueen and Molly Ferguson, and none of them would suffer her doltish brothers. Molly was wholly enamoured with Flora’s brother David, while Effie would only break their spirits and Flora their hearts.

‘Hallo.’

Mhairi looked up. Talk of the devil herself.

‘Are you coming to the beach?’ Flora asked from the doorway, holding an oil lamp. She stood in a wasp-waisted silhouette, the sky behind her an astral purple.

‘Aye.’ Mhairi reached for theirs on the windowsill. It would be dark by the time they returned; the evenings were already drawing in.

‘Tell your brother to take some of the pulp for the dogs if he can,’ her mother called after them as they left.

They walked together down the Street, past the quiet industry in the open-doored cottages as the households readied for another night. Tin baths sat before dancing fires, the youngest children pulling on their nightshirts, older ones coming back from the burn in the half-light with cleaned dishes. Mad Annie was sitting fireside with Ma Peg, the two women knitting as they talked, not even seeming to notice the way their hands flew in rhythmic sequences, spewing out perfectly turned socks.

‘I got a letter.’

Mhairi looked across at her friend, hearing the pink-tinged note of coyness in her voice. ‘From whom?’

Mhairi had never received a letter. Was that not ironic for the postmaster’s daughter? In truth, she had never written a letter either, for she would first need someone to whom to send it, and everyone she knew lived here, upon the isle.

‘Mr Callaghan . . . James.’

Mhairi gasped at the familiarity of using the man’s given name. She remembered him well, of course. He had been on the isle for three days a few weeks back – a friend of one of the fishing company owners, he had been hitching a ride from Greenland when a storm had driven them into the bay for a few days. It had been clear Flora had caught his eye – but then, she caught everyone’s eye. Certainly no passing flirtation had ever been followed up with a letter before.

‘What did he say?’ Mhairi watched the smile curve her friend’s mouth, the light that gleamed in her eyes surprisingly soft.

‘That he can’t stop thinking about me and he would like to know me better.’

‘And how’s he going to do that?’ Mhairi scoffed, jerking her chin towards the horizon where distant waves were already swelling up, readying to cut them off from the mainland till next spring. She felt a barb of envy catch and snag on her innards, like a bramble dragging on her skin.

‘He wondered if we might write.’ Flora spoke the words simply, but Mhairi knew this was an earthquake beneath their feet. Rich, handsome strangers would occasionally visit these small islands and she and her friends were of an age now to be excited by the prospect of them. But no matter how handsome or courteous they might be on these shores, they would always climb aboard their boats and sail away again, the flirtations with a pretty Wild Isle girl already forgotten by the time they docked back home. She remembered, as a very little girl, listening to one of the navy men who had been stationed with them during the Great War explain that back on the mainland, the maidens of St Kilda were regarded almost as mermaids or selkies – notable beauties but simply too distant to be real. Flora’s beauty was an uncommon thing and Mhairi didn’t doubt a man could sail the world and never see another face as captivating as hers. But still, they never wrote.

Until now.

Mhairi looked out to sea, not liking the sensation in her stomach. She had a sweet, gentle nature – ‘selfless’, that was what everyone always said of her – why should she resent her friend’s happiness? But she did. Like the stench coming from the rotted, stinking whale, it was rancid and bitter, making her recoil.

‘You liked him,’ she said quietly as they stepped onto the beach and stared out at the inky water. Lights bobbed in the bay like dropped stars as the men – and Effie – worked on the eviscerated carcass, making their quick cuts against an encroaching sea.

‘He was a gentleman. He talked to me. Most only look at me.’

‘He looked at you too.’ She studied her friend’s profile – long black hair flowing in the evening breeze, full lips and a straight nose, sweeping brows that offset dazzling green eyes.

‘Aye. But he talked to me. And now he’s written.’

Mhairi swallowed. No one ever looked at her, not like that; her cheeks were too flushed, her hair too bright, her hips too round, her hands too rough. ‘What else did his letter say?’

‘He told me some things about his life – that he’s a businessman, but an explorer at heart. His father was an industrialist.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Flora shrugged. ‘He has a wee sister and a nephew and nieces. He lives in Glasgow when he’s not travelling.’

‘What does he explore?’

‘He didn’t say. I’ll ask him, shall I, when I write back?’

‘You’re going to write back?’

‘Or is it a daft question? I don’t want him thinking I’m simple.’

‘The last thing you are is simple,’ Mhairi scoffed. Her mother called Flora ‘the minx’, for she had learnt at an early age that her beauty marked her out as different, special and rare; and she had learnt how to use it to her advantage, be it shirking duties or escaping the minister’s rod.

‘I want him to think well of me.’

Mhairi heard the rare self-doubt in her friend’s voice and relented. ‘How could he not?’

The sun had dropped now behind the westerly ridge and she gave a small shiver as the blackening breeze whispered over her skin. She turned towards Flora, who instinctively leant in and lit her lamp, her beauty striking even when she wasn’t aware of it.

Effie and the men had finished their work and were heading back now, the boat drawing closer and lights beginning to pool dimly on faces, the sound of the oars rolling in their cups coming to their ear. Mhairi set down her lamp and began tucking in her skirts, exposing her bare feet, as behind them came the crunch of footsteps and the murmur of voices. Others were joining them on the beach to help: Norman Ferguson and Donald McKinnon jumped out first, thigh-deep in the water, and helped haul the boat in, steadying the prow against the breaking waves as Hamish Gillies and Effie began handing over heavy pails.

Mhairi, wading into the shallows, took the first and handed it back to Flora, who in turn handed it to Mary McKinnon. Mhairi knew better than to look down at the great slabs of pink glistening flesh slipping against itself, blood slopping over the sides. Flora was less restrained, giving a cry of complaint as the buckets were handed over, the men jumping out at last when all was delivered and hauling the boat onto the beach. The factor was the last to disembark, again, making dry land with just a couple of steps; but unlike the islanders, he wasn’t used to going barefoot and the stones hobbled him, drawing smirks from the men and Effie.

‘Was there much there?’ Lorna MacDonald called, running down. Their resident nurse, she had been changing a dressing on Old Fin’s leg.

‘Aye, no bad,’ Hamish Gillies said, bending over and looking through the pails. ‘Given she was already half under by the time we got to her.’

‘Ma wants some slops for the dogs,’ Mhairi said to her eldest brother.

‘Well, slops we’ve got,’ Angus said, handing her a bucket of eviscerated flesh. Mhairi made the mistake of glancing into it and felt her stomach flip-flop.

‘The stench,’ she grimaced, slapping a hand over her nose and mouth. ‘It’s not usually so bad.’

‘Ach, it’s not the meat. It’s that black gunk the factor insisted on bringing back,’ Norman Ferguson muttered, shooting a dark look in the senior man’s direction.

‘Black gunk . . .?’

‘Intestines,’ Norman muttered.

Flora slapped her hand to her mouth as the bucket of offensive ‘gunk’ was passed by her. Mhairi felt her eyes water. It was unlike anything she had ever smelt before – salty but also tobacco-y, faecal, the mustiness of old paper, the sharp tang of sour milk. The beach at low tide . . . She couldn’t pinpoint it.

‘What the devil made you bring that back?’ Flora gasped, scrunching up her beautiful face and having to turn away. ‘Oh! It’s awful!’

‘That black gunk, as you call it,’ the factor said testily, unimpressed by the young women’s histrionics, ‘is in fact well known to be a remedy for gout.’

‘Gout?’

‘Aye, and my poor mother is much afflicted by it.’

‘What’s gout?’ Mhairi asked.

‘Isn’t it known as the rich man’s disease?’ Donald McKinnon asked with narrowed eyes, clearly unsympathetic to Frank Mathieson’s mother’s plight.

‘Aye,’ Lorna confirmed.

‘It’s gout and it’s very painful,’ the factor said thinly. He and Donald McKinnon had still not recovered any good humour following a bitter argument earlier in the week over the price he would give for their black puffin feathers.

‘And how does that help?’ Flora grimaced, holding her nose. ‘Please don’t tell me you have to touch it.’

Frank Mathieson gave a smile. ‘More than that, Miss MacQueen, you have to eat it.’

‘Eat it?’ Flora looked so aghast, the factor laughed.

‘Indeed. Though it will be a year before it’s ready.’ He looked around at the quizzical faces. None of them had seen the like before. He sighed, seeming wearied by their ignorance. ‘With the right conditions – constant exposure to the sun and the sea – it will harden and grow paler, sometimes white if left long enough. Then, and only then, can it be sliced into thin shavings and sprinkled on your food.’

Flora looked like she was going to throw up. ‘And that’s what you’re going to do?’

‘Aye. But I will need someone to help me first. Someone must cure it for me, every day, till I come back in the spring. I can’t transport it in this state. It must harden first. Who will help me?’ He looked around at the gathered group hopefully, but none there was minded to do him any favours and they stood impassive and silent. He saw the scorn in Donald and Norman’s eyes, the scepticism in Hamish’s. What did any of them care if the factor’s mother was ailed by the rich man’s disease? They themselves had to deal with much harder than that.

He looked at Effie, but she was scowling too. ‘Well, I see I can’t appeal to your better natures. Let me then induce you with payment. One shilling?’

At that, Effie’s hand shot up. ‘I’ll do it,’ she said quickly. Her brother John had died three years back, and with her father too aged to climb the ropes any more, it was down to her to provide for them both. The other villagers pitched in where they could but Effie’s pride wouldn’t accept charity and she fought like a tomcat for every man’s privilege, which caused problems of its own. But no one would deny her this; there was nothing improper in a girl doing this work.

The factor shook his head, though he had looked to her in hope only a moment before. ‘No.’

‘No?’ she gasped.

‘You’re busy enough, Miss Gillies, for you already have your extra duties with the bull, do you not?’

‘But I could still—’

‘No. It would not be fair on your neighbours that you should acquire all these favours for yourself.’

Favours? Mhairi gave a snort of disbelief, but he appeared not to hear. She watched the indignation stain her friend’s cheeks, her eyes a blazing blue.

‘It is not heavy work, but I concede it will be odious on account of the smell, which is why I am happy to pay.’ The factor swung his gaze around their faces. ‘Miss MacQueen?’

Was he in a playful mood? Amusing himself at everyone’s expense. Flora merely arched an eyebrow. ‘My mother would not allow that near the house,’ she said tightly, but none were fooled that it was her mother who would take exception.

‘Miss MacKinnon, then, how about you?’ The factor’s keen gaze came to settle upon Mhairi suddenly. ‘Would you like to earn some extra pennies for your large family? Or perhaps I could strike an arrangement with your father and take it off the rent? You have little need for coins, of course.’

Mhairi’s mouth parted. She caught Effie’s eye and saw the accusation of betrayal in her gaze – but was this her fault? It was true that Effie was the sole provider for her and her father, but Mhairi’s own father had eleven mouths to feed, and anything that could reduce the burden on him . . . She’d overheard her parents talking late one night when they had thought all the children asleep; they’d never had too much of anything before, but increasingly it was becoming hard even to have enough.

‘Take it, Mhar!’ Angus said roughly as she hesitated.

She nodded, casting her gaze down to the ground.

‘Good – so it is agreed.’ The factor picked up the offending bucket and looked down at it with a smile. ‘I’ll bring this up and show you what to do, Miss MacKinnon. I don’t doubt your parents will be grateful.’

Angus came over to her with a scowl, holding out another bucket for her to take. He was tall and well built, with huge hands and a thick beard that could have belonged to a man ten years older. Physically imposing, her brother still wasn’t beyond using his size to intimidate her when he felt it was warranted. ‘What were you hesitating for?’ he scolded. ‘If Father was to hear that you almost passed up on a shilling . . .’

‘I didn’t. I wouldn’t.’

‘You took your time deciding though. Are you too precious to do the work, is that it?’

Effie passed by, carrying two buckets that looked like they weighed more than she did, her gaze dead ahead, and Mhairi knew her friend was upset with her too.

She saw how Angus’s eyes followed her elfin friend up the beach. ‘A shilling’s not going to make much difference either way,’ she replied crossly. ‘Besides, if you really wanted to reduce the burden on Pa, you’d take a wife. But don’t think it’ll be her. Eff’s too smart for the likes of you.’

‘Oh, and she has plenty of other choices, does she?’

‘There’s always a choice.’

‘Is there?’ His eyes narrowed as he took a step towards her, ever the bully boy. ‘And what about you? Who here’ll have you, Mhar, or will you be our old maid? Because I don’t see you receiving any letters.’

She swallowed as she saw the victory smirk in his eyes. Just as he had when they were children, her biggest brother knew exactly where to strike the low blows. She would never draw a suitor from over the seas like Flora. She was too ordinary for a big love story.

They both were.

He turned on his bare heels and began striding up the beach. She followed after in silence.

Lights glowed from the cottages, dotting the length of the Street, but they betrayed scant signs of life to any passing ships as night fell like a black shroud around their lonely isle. The moon was already on the rise, the waves shushing gently at their backs, as somewhere in the silky depths, a long-dead whale lilted softly to its grave at last.





Chapter Two

Mhairi awoke to drizzle patting on the glass, the horizon smudged from sight through the narrow opening of the bay. The break in the good weather heralded autumn was on its way – early, this year, but it would mean the pungent odour had been washed from the sky at least. She could see the birds were no longer circling the buoy with murderous intent. The whalers wouldn’t be happy when they returned and found their precious bounty popped and sunken to the seabed.

She rose from her narrow cot and pulled a knitted shawl over her nightdress, her long hair held back in a loose braid. Her little brothers and sisters were still fast asleep, snuffling and whimpering through boisterous dreams, limbs twitching sporadically, the room stuffy and airless.

‘Time to get up,’ she said gently, knowing how rude daybreak could be to little growing bodies. She touched the nearest pair of legs – Red Annie’s – as she passed. The child startled as if prodded by a poker.

Mhairi could already hear their mother setting the pans atop the stove, the scraping of the hearth shovel against the grate as she walked through to the main room.

‘Good morning,’ she mumbled, glancing through the open door to see Old Fin shuffling down to his allotment in search of fresh kelp, for the tide was out. An incipient dampness in the air made the thin cotton of her nightdress feel limp and she pulled the shawl a little closer.

‘Are they awake?’ her mother asked, not even glancing up as she set the teacakes upon the hot plate.

‘Aye.’ She moved around her mother and poured them each a cup of the weak tea that was brewing in the pot.

‘Ta.’

Mhairi stood at the doorway and looked out over the bay; she always enjoyed these first quiet moments of the day, her large, loud family stirring in muted dribs and drabs. All the hard-edged brightness and solid saturated colours of yesterday had smudged and leached overnight, leaving the landscape soft and as if unfinished, a tender sea mist drifting like a wraith through the valley and pulling in the walls of their world. She could scarcely discern the factor’s house or the featherstore at the far end of the Street, and distant figures were mere grey blots. Voices were still hushed at this hour and it was only the lowing of the cows that carried on the breeze.

A scrabbling sound startled her from her thoughts and she stepped out, looking up to find her brother Fin standing on the ridge of the thatched roof of the byre beside them. Tall and lanky, dressed in his brown woollen trousers and work shirt and barefooted, his arms were outstretched, ready to catch the length of heather rope coiled in their father’s hands.

Winter would be upon them before they knew it and repairs couldn’t be shirked if they were to weather the storms. The winds here could be particularly ferocious, funnelling down the slopes at speeds that lifted rocks on the beach and tore the roofs from the houses; very often the villagers would be left deafened for days afterwards. MacLeod had done his landlord duty by having metal straps affixed up and over the zinc roofs of the new houses – built forty years ago now – but the old blackhouses and byres were being tacitly left to fall into ruin: acceptable for some of the families perhaps, but the populous MacKinnons needed all their spaces to be habitable. She watched as Fin caught the rope and, straddling the ridge comfortably, began knocking it into position across the old fishing net that would have to do for this winter at least, their plea to the factor for new thatch having fallen on deaf ears.

She stepped back indoors. Porridge was bubbling on the stove, her mother flipping the teacakes and the sound of squealing from the bedroom making it clear her siblings were fully awake. The broiling pot, filled from the burn last night, was hanging on its chains above the fire, the water beginning to bubble, ready for the blankets she’d soon pull off the beds.

The bedroom door opened and Wee Murran and Alasdair staggered through, eyes puffy with sleep. Alasdair reached for a teacake cooling on the side.

‘Hands off,’ their mother said, smacking the back of his hand lightly. ‘Wash hands and faces first.’ She pointed towards the bucket in the corner without looking at it; the baby was beginning to cry. Mhairi went over and lifted him from the bottom drawer, holding him close and kissing the top of his head.

‘We’ll get that first batch of cloth dyed today,’ her mother said, lifting him from her arms and stepping back so Mhairi could take over the breakfast. ‘So fetch some crotal in, will you, once they’re all fed?’

Mhairi nodded as her mother went through to the bedroom to nurse the baby.

Alasdair reached for a teacake again with dry, unwashed hands. ‘Uh-uh-uh,’ Mhairi said, pointing towards the bucket like her mother. ‘Clean hands. Pure heart.’

He scuttled off and she noticed a large hole in the elbow of his jumper; a patch is better than a hole, her mother always said, but this was too large to patch – she’d need to unravel it and knit it afresh tonight. She began doling the porridge into chipped earthenware bowls, the water in the pot beginning to roll and tumble – time to strip the bed blankets – a new day begun just like all the rest.

The rain had closed in by the time the villagers gathered at the pier, the mountaintops sliced off by thick clouds and the sheep bleating in protest at their heavy coats. Mhairi stood beside her friends, waving dutifully as the factor was rowed out to the landlord’s steamship now laden with their annual rents. Bolts of tweed were stacked in the hold, hessian sacks filled with feathers ready to stuff pillows and mattresses, barrels of fulmar oil robustly secured against the North Atlantic swell, knitted woollens folded. Everyone had met their obligations but Frank Mathieson had managed to convey ‘only just’ with stern, disappointed looks as the men shook hands with him. Flora had muttered to her that most of the villagers who’d gathered to wave him off were only there to see with their own eyes that he was actually leaving.

‘Good riddance,’ Norman Ferguson said with a hardened tone as he replaced his cloth cap and pushed his way back through the crowd, still in sight of the factor. It was a deliberate and defiant last snub. They would be free of him now till spring, late April at the earliest. Mathieson’s departure always heralded the official onset of isolation. It might not be today, or tomorrow, or the day after that, but any day now – any moment – the wind would change, the waves would rise and their world would shrink down to this two-mile rock; no more visitors would come by on sloops and yachts but only the whalers and the trawlermen who fished the deepest, wildest waters, and they were always a crude, rough lot.

This moment of departure was always a double-edged sword. No one much liked the factor but if he took with one hand, as on this visit, so he gave with the other, and on his return he would bring back whatever essentials they begged for over the winter. If they didn’t want him here, they also didn’t not want him here, for their very survival perpetually hung in the balance. Last winter had been especially harsh and long, with weeks of snow and gales destroying their meagre harvest so that an SOS had had to be launched on a St Kildan mailboat, washing up on the shore of Benbecula five days later. An emergency supply of oats and potatoes had been raised and sent over with a passing trawler. No matter how pleased they were to be rid of the factor in this moment as they watched him slip into the mist’s murky embrace, they would still be giving thanks on the beach when his smack rounded the headland of Dun eight months from now.

‘What comes with the wind, goes with the water,’ Flora murmured. She had been holding her body stiffly but she softened again, sinking onto one hip as the dinghy became steadily more obscured, before disappearing altogether.

‘A storm’s coming,’ Jayne Ferguson said, seemingly sniffing the wind as she stood just behind them. Mhairi hadn’t even realized she was there, but she turned her face to the sky and allowed the dew to settle on her skin for a few moments, listening to the birds and the breeze.

‘Then here’s hoping it catches up with him,’ Flora said, as she whipped out a cold smile and spun on her heel, flipping her long skirt around her legs like she was going to launch into a polka. ‘And may he be tossed around like the devil’s dancing with him.’

They all turned back towards the village. All but one.

‘Are you coming, Eff?’ Mhairi asked, pressing a hand to her friend’s slight shoulder, seeing how she was still staring into the mist as if daring the boat to reappear.

‘Huh?’ Effie looked at her blankly, her thoughts several beats behind her ears. ‘. . . Aye.’

‘Don’t worry. We’re free of him for another eight months,’ Mhairi smiled, looping her hand through Effie’s arm and clutching her close. ‘Did you come to an arrangement on the rent reduction?’

Effie shook her head. ‘He says the tithe remains the same, regardless of the number of occupants.’

Mhairi was aghast. ‘He didn’t say that?’

Effie just shrugged, but her face was pinched and for once she looked cold in the dreich conditions. It had been three summers now since her brother John had died in the climbing accident and Effie, at seventeen, was now the age he had been when he’d ‘gone over the top’. She had to fight almost every day to be allowed to earn on equal terms to the men – doing what were considered to be the ‘male’ jobs of cragging, fishing, sheep-plucking and weaving – to save her aged father from the indignity of relying on their neighbours’ charity.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s all right. I’ll catch some extra birds when the gannets come in the spring.’ Effie said the words carelessly, but the annual hunt on Stac Lee – a rocky sea tower that sat between here, Hirta and the isle of Boreray five miles east – was a treacherous expedition and involved leaping from the dinghy onto wet rock and catching a fixed rope. No woman had ever been allowed to attempt it before.

Flora, just ahead, broke off from her conversation with Jayne and pivoted round to face them, walking backwards with a jaunty step. It seemed that with every oar-stroke that drew the factor further away, her mood brightened. And Mhairi knew why.

‘You wrote back to him, then?’ Mhairi said lightly as Flora grabbed at a stalk as she passed and drew it distractedly through her palms, humming a jaunty tune. She broke off in the next instant.

‘I did,’ she beamed, luxuriating in the triumph of her swift reply. It might have been weeks before another trawler dropped anchor and the next mail bag could be sent off. As it was, Flora had burst into the post office just as Mhairi and her father were closing up the sack, ready for the post to be taken back over to the mainland on the factor’s crossing. She had clearly been taken aback to find Mr Mathieson in there too, talking intently with Mhairi’s father, and in her ensuing freeze had only brought more attention to the letter in her hand. The factor had taken it from her and made a point of reading out Mr Callaghan’s name as he passed it over to Mhairi’s father.

‘Are y’ courting a fine gentleman, Miss MacQueen?’ he had teased, oblivious to having hit upon the truth of the matter, and his humour at the very idea of it had cast Flora into a sour mood. But he was gone now, and the letter with him. Mr Callaghan – James – would be getting his reply sooner than he could ever have hoped.

‘And what did you say to him in the end?’

‘Who’s him?’ Effie asked, looking bewildered.

‘Mr Callaghan, who was here last month.’

Effie gasped, her eyes widening as she recalled the well-dressed visitor. ‘He wrote you a letter?’

Flora’s smile broadened. ‘Yes. And I answered all his questions.’

‘Which were?’ Mhairi pressed.

‘Mhairi, did your father never tell you letters are supposed to be private?’ Flora pouted, becoming uncharacteristically coy as she heard the curiosity in her friends’ voices.

‘Flora!’ Mhairi exclaimed impatiently.

Flora laughed, delighted to have their rapt attention. ‘Fine. I’ll tell you one of the questions, then,’ she sighed, casting her eyes to the cloud-wrapped hills. ‘He asked me what one thing I wish for from the mainland.’

Mhairi felt as if her heart was being squeezed, for she knew very well what Flora wished for: a new life there. She and Effie were wedded to this rock but Flora, ever since she was a girl, had been like a tropical bird blown here off course and desperate to fly away to her true home.

‘And you said?’ Effie pushed, as Flora allowed a dramatic silence to open up.

‘A red lipstick. Just like Jean Harlow’s.’

Jayne laughed like she was being tickled. ‘Oh, Flora,’ she sighed, tutting lightly. ‘Of all the things . . .’

Flora frowned. ‘What? What would you have wished for, then?’

Jayne shrugged in her lackadaisical way. ‘Some chickens?’

‘Chickens?’ Flora spluttered. ‘When you could have anything?’

‘Aye. It’d be nice to get my eggs from outside the door, and not off a cliff.’

‘I’d have said a new rope,’ Effie said thoughtfully. ‘And a feather cushion for Father’s chair.’

Flora shook her head disappointedly at them. ‘Mhairi?’ she asked hopefully. ‘How about you?’

Mhairi’s mouth opened. She had been about to say a love letter, but that would be copying her friend’s path. But she could think of nothing else. In truth, the idea of the mainland had always somewhat frightened her; her mother had been over once and had come back deploring the crowds, the noise, the ‘cars that could flatten you’ . . . Besides, everything Mhairi wanted, she already had. She had never seen the point in wishing for things that could simply never be. But she could see the agitation in Flora’s eyes – the need for someone to want more the way she did.

‘I’d have wished for a dress,’ she faltered.

‘What kind of a dress?’ Flora enquired, her eyes brightening at having found an ally.

‘A . . . light blue one.’

‘Wool?’

Mhairi shook her head. ‘Hemp? For the summer.’

‘Cotton, then,’ Flora said with authority.

‘Yes, cotton,’ Mhairi agreed.

‘Long?’

‘To there,’ Mhairi said, pointing to her knees. Her own skirt – navy drugget with green stripes – fell to just above her ankles and was paired, as always, with a white blouse, her hair held back in the wind by the red plaid scarf all the women wore. Effie alone broke with convention, wearing her late brother John’s old breeks and jumpers, arguing that it wouldn’t be seemly to crag in skirts and somehow manipulating the social mores to her own advantage. It was always very peculiar to see her in a skirt at church on Sundays.

Flora beamed, seeming delighted by the thought of such an airy garment, and Mhairi smiled too, aware that she had opened a small window of want inside her soul. Until this moment she had never given a second thought to such things – but now she realized she must have noticed and remembered some of the female visitors’ outfits, to be able to be so precise in the details she had just given. It would be lovely, in the hot days of summer, to wear such a thing. She felt a tiny pang of sorrow at the knowledge that she never would.

They peeled off, one by one, as they passed their crofts: first Jayne, then Effie. Flora’s was just past Mhairi’s.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked her mother as she walked back into the house. Several of the men – Hamish Gillies, Norman Ferguson, Donald McKinnon and Archie MacQueen – were gathered around the tiny post office, talking heatedly to her father inside.

‘Not what. Who.’ Her mother was sitting at the spinning wheel, the yarn spooling on a cone as her foot pressed rhythmically on the treadle. It was quiet inside the cottage. Mhairi’s brothers and sisters were at their lessons with the minister’s wife, Rory was slumbering again in his drawer and Alasdair was napping on the box bed. The woollen blankets were drying in front of the fire, the mist making it too wet to hang them outside today. ‘Mathieson has ruffled too many feathers this time. Norman and Donald are staging a revolution, from what I can gather.’

‘Why? What’s he done now?’

Her mother gave a bored shrug. ‘What does he ever do? Scold? Mock? Rile?’

Mhairi saw the small pan of water simmering on the stove – set in anticipation of her return – and reached for the feathered lichen she had picked earlier, now bulging in her pockets. She tossed it in and stirred gently, seeing how the sea-green pigment bled into the water; in a strange alchemy, it would stain the wool a warm golden-brown hue. The great tufts of raw wool she would be dyeing today were already soaking in a large shallow tub set on the grass on the other side of the street wall.

Mhairi took the small pan outside and slowly poured in the lichen water, letting it steep and make a dye bath, swirling it through. She knelt on the grass and began to lightly knead the wool, making sure the dye was evenly dispersed. The men’s voices carried over the wall, notes of agitation speckled with frustration, despair and anger.

‘—not prepared to show us any respect,’ one was saying. Norman, she’d have guessed. ‘. . . go so far as to call it contempt. He thinks we’re fools, that we have no other options.’

‘We don’t,’ another scoffed. Archie MacQueen?

‘That’s where you’re wrong. I met a man, McLennan, on my visit to Harris in the spring. He said he’d take my extra oil for a shilling and ten a pint. A shilling and ten! Mathieson only gave us a shilling four.’ Mhairi couldn’t see from her crouched position behind the wall, but she knew it was Donald McKinnon talking – he was the only one who’d left the isle this year. ‘I’ve been holding back my surplus specially; hid it up on Oiseval to make sure Mathieson didn’t catch wind of it. I’ve got nineteen pints over to sell. And if McLennan takes the extra feathers too and gives me more than seven shillings a stone for them, what sense would it make to keep selling to the factor?’

‘Because he’s the factor.’ Mhairi recognized the sternness in her own father’s voice.

‘Aye. The landlord’s man, and I’m not saying we cheat him. We give him what MacLeod is due in rents, not a feather more, not a feather less. But if we can harvest more than our rent obligations, it’s up to us how we manage our own profits. He’s relying on us being too dim or too lazy to take our goods elsewhere – but I’ll go.’

Mhairi heard some tuts and heavy sighs at this fighting talk, then a long silence.

‘Well, that’s all well and good in principle but it’s too late now anyway, there’s no time,’ Archie MacQueen said gruffly. ‘Mathieson’s gone with the rents and this year is done.’

‘No. It’s not. The whalers will be back any day now. Any minute. They’ll take me – I’ve already approached the captain.’

‘Go now?’ Hamish scoffed. ‘And then what? It’s the getting back you need to worry about! You could get stranded there, and what would your Mary have to say about that?’

‘I don’t doubt she’d be pleased,’ Donald snorted back.

Mhairi heard some of the men chuckle. She didn’t stop turning and pressing on the wool in the tub, but she was intrigued by the conversation. The idea of earning money had always been redundant on St Kilda, where barter was king, but in recent years the old ways had begun to change. The tourists brought with them coins for postcards, gull eggs, socks, photographs with the villagers, climbing exhibitions . . . And though there was no shop on the isle in which to spend them, there were plenty on the distant neighbouring isles of Harris, Lewis and Uist, a ten-hour boat ride away.

‘Can you be sure this McLennan will do business wit’ you?’ Norman Ferguson asked. ‘It’s a long way to go to find he’s no better than Mathieson.’

‘It’s a risk, I don’t deny it. We agreed a price in principle but I made no firm assurances of delivering the goods. I wanted to give Mathieson the chance to do a fair trade first. It felt the honourable thing to do. I tried negotiating with him and told him what I believed was the true market value – and he just laughed in my face.’ There was a slight pause. ‘So I’ve kept back my surplus and, because of his own greed, he’ll miss out on all the extra commission. Now he gets only exactly what he’s owed. I’ll make a profit and you can too. If you’ve anything going spare, I’ll take it and sell it for you there too.’

Mhairi sat back on her heels, interested now and listening as the men considered the enterprise. Trips to the mainland were usually only ever made in cases of medical emergency. Going there purely to make money was – her mother had been right – revolutionary. She raised her head just above the parapet to see the men standing with bent heads, hands stuffed into their trouser pockets. Her elder brothers were looking at their father with expressions both anxious and intrigued.

‘There’s no doubt we need to be able to help ourselves better, father,’ her brother Fin said quietly. ‘We’ve several ells of tweed lying spare. With what we could get for that, we could buy some more tools. A peat spade would come in handy. If we were to have another winter like the last, well . . .’

His voice trailed away but they all knew what he’d been going to say – they might not get through it.

Their father nodded, knowing it was true; but he still looked barely consoled, much less convinced. If Mhairi had been hoping for fanfares last night when he learnt of her new earnings turning the slops, she had been sorely disappointed. A shilling couldn’t fill eleven bellies and even these new profits would provide scant comfort. But her brother was right – a spade was a spade. It all helped.

‘Hey!’ Angus barked, spotting her eavesdropping. ‘We’ve a spy among us.’

The men followed his line of sight and Mhairi straightened, her vivid red hair impossible to miss above the mossy wall.

‘I’m not spying, I’m dyeing,’ she said flippantly, holding up a limp length of wool.

He swatted a hand in her direction. ‘Scat! This is men’s business.’

‘No it’s not,’ she sneered. ‘If it were, Effie would be among you.’ Her eyes gleamed with mischief, for she knew perfectly well how much Effie’s insubordination challenged the men’s – and especially Angus’s – masculine principles.

Angus’s eyes narrowed, last night’s argument still festering, a shadow quivering between them.

‘Perhaps Angus should go with you, Donald?’ she said slyly, still smarting from his cruelty over Flora’s letter, and her own bleak prospects. ‘He could find himself a wife there and bring her back. Coins might buy spades but we still need hands to do the work.’

Her father looked to Donald with a revived interest she hadn’t anticipated. ‘The lass has made a good point there. Are there womenfolk in need of a husband?’

‘On Harris, undoubtedly, but not at Bunavoneader specifically,’ Donald shrugged. ‘There’s just the whaling station and McLennan’s farm a few miles off; this wouldn’t be the time for any extended visits. If I can, I’ll be there and back within a few days.’

‘Well, this McLennan fellow then . . . has he a daughter?’ her father asked in a faintly bemused tone. And yet not. A tinge of desperation frilled the words.

‘A daughter? No.’ Donald shook his head. ‘But he has a son.’

‘A son?’ Angus crowed, shooting Mhairi a delighted look. ‘Well, then perhaps he might be in need of a wife! How old is he?’

‘A year or two younger than me, I should say.’

‘Father! Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Angus not-so-subtly jerked his head in her direction. ‘It’s not just me and Fin as you need off your hands. Mhairi’s marriageable now and what real options does she have here, since poor John Gillies died? David MacQueen’s set on Molly, and it’s clear Mhairi only sees Euan as a brother. A farmer’s son on Harris is not to be sniffed at.’

Mhairi felt her stomach drop to the ground as she saw her father’s look of interest. ‘A farmer’s son is no good!’ she protested. ‘If they’ve a farm, then he’ll be wanted to stay on there and take over when the time comes. He wouldn’t come all the way here!’

She saw the furrow in her father’s brow as he took on board the point; but he looked contemplative, and she felt her heart pound dully at this sudden turn in the conversation. A silence breathed. Surely he wasn’t seriously considering the idea?

‘It might mean one less pair of hands, but it would also be one less mouth to feed,’ Angus argued – just to win. ‘You said yourself, just yesterday, that you can’t support us all past this winter.’

‘Then it should be you looking to reduce the burden,’ Mhairi said hotly, feeling her temper fray now – the famous ‘red flash’ her family forever teased her over. ‘You’re the eldest son!’

‘And I am actively looking to take a wife,’ Angus agreed, growing calmer in the face of her agitation. ‘If an arrangement can’t be made this winter on the isle, then I’ll travel to Skye come the spring tides.’

Spring it would be, then, for Mhairi knew neither Flora nor Effie would ever accept him. Flora most especially, now she’d received her letter from Mr Callaghan, for it had watered the seed of her long-held idea that she was destined for greater things than being a St Kilda wife.

‘There may be some wisdom in the idea nonetheless,’ her father said thoughtfully, and Mhairi could almost see the relief climbing onto his features at the prospect of his eldest son and daughter each married off in the spring. ‘Harris is just over there, after all, and you would have an easier life there, lass.’

‘No, Father,’ she said quickly. ‘I couldn’t even think on it. I could never leave Hirta.’

‘You might think differently if you saw the way of things over there,’ Donald said.

Mhairi glowered at his interference. ‘I don’t want to!’

‘But is there any harm in at least looking into it?’ Angus asked, with a mildness that didn’t match the gloat in his eyes.

Her father looked back at their neighbour. ‘Mhairi and I could travel with you, Donald, and meet this McLennan and his son for ourselves. They might even know of a suitable wife for Angus, possibly Fin too. We could then decide for ourselves whether there’s an arrangement to be made.’

Mhairi couldn’t speak, such was her horror at the idea – to marry a stranger? To live far from here, on the Other Side? She needed to speak to her mother, to get her to see it was sheer madness. She jumped to her feet.

‘What do you recall of the man, Donald?’ Angus asked with an interested expression.

Donald gave a shrug, rolling up his sleeves even though the breeze was growing cold. ‘I only know the old man, but he seemed solid and respectable so far as I could see. Plain-speaking and strong. No oil painting. No stranger to hard work for sure.’

‘He sounds almost like one of us.’ Angus shrugged, a glint in his eyes.

Her father gave a nod as though the matter was settled. ‘I’ll tell Rachel to get us packed for a voyage.’

‘Aye, then,’ Donald nodded. ‘Best to be ready. The whalers won’t be stopping long once they find out this one popped; they’ll want to get the other kills back all the sooner. They’ll no’ wait around. Time’s running out on them.’

Mhairi watched, aghast, her mind scattered with panic as the men, with a plan agreed, all ambled off and went their separate ways – as if they’d just agreed to lift the potatoes. As if they hadn’t just taken a sledgehammer to her life and smashed it wide apart.





Chapter Three

‘Is it true? Are you going with the whalers?’ Effie panted, her red cheeks suggesting she’d raced from Mullach Mor as she burst into the bedroom. There was a feather in her pale hair and the two dead fulmars roped to her shoulder swung a half beat behind her. Poppit, her brown patched collie, lay down on the street outside the window. All the other dogs slept in the byres and never entered the houses, but Poppit was no mere sheepdog and was never more than two strides from her mistress.

Mhairi bit her lip as she stared down at her scant belongings on the bed – clean undergarments and a fresh blouse – folded atop a bolt of tweed that would be wrapped and tied for the voyage. ‘Aye,’ she said stiffly. ‘We’re to Harris for a look-see. There and back.’

‘But . . . but why?’ Effie gasped, sounding incredulous.

Mhairi’s shoulders dropped. ‘There’s a man I’m to meet. Father needs me to marry. He can’t keep feeding all of us.’

Effie looked shaken. They were all coming of age – Effie not even a year behind her – and it was their duty to marry; they knew they must reduce the burden on their parents and bear the children that would ensure the community’s future, but their girlhoods still sat upon them like a morning dew.

‘But . . . can’t it wait till spring?’ Effie asked, her voice lacking its usual staunch conviction. ‘Mathieson’s gone, the weather’s going to turn . . . I don’t understand why it has to be now.’

‘Donald McKinnon’s made an agreement with a man on Harris. He says he can get more than the factor would pay and he wants to go immediately so that we can use the extra money to buy tools to get us through the winter. And this man – McLennan – he has a son, near his age, he thinks. Father’s convinced this would be an opportunity to meet him and see whether he’s suitable for me to marry.’

‘A complete stranger?’

‘We’re just to meet for now. But if we like the look of one another, then we could wed in the spring.’

Effie’s eyes narrowed. ‘. . . And he’d come to live here?’

Mhairi didn’t reply immediately. She didn’t want to reveal that this stranger was a farmer’s son, that he was tied to the land there. They had both always known that Flora would leave here – but Mhairi too?

‘It’s just a look-see,’ she repeated flatly. Her voice was calm, but Effie’s incredulity at the situation matched her own. She couldn’t have known, as she rose from her bed this morning, that she wouldn’t be falling back into it tonight. She had awakened to just another day of island chores – no sense of impending calamity or doom – but before nightfall she would be on the water in search of a husband. Donald McKinnon’s prediction that the whalers would be back imminently had been horribly accurate; the dogs barking on the beach as she had walked to the cleit to get the night fire’s fresh peat had set her stomach churning, long before the ship nosed the headland.

‘I’m sure it’ll come to nothing,’ she said, pulling up the short ends of the tweed and tucking them in. ‘Or you never know, it might be love at first sight. Perhaps I’ll take one look at him and never come back.’ She raised a smile but it didn’t quite travel to her eyes.

‘Don’t even jest!’ Effie gasped, looking utterly horrified. ‘You know there’s no such thing.’

Her smile died. ‘I know, but I have to do this. We’re too many here, Eff. Have you not seen how thin Father has got? I’m a burden to him.’

‘Not as much as your brothers are!’ Effie replied hotly. ‘They’re the ones as should be getting married off, not you!’

‘Oh, so then will you marry one of them for me?’

Effie’s mouth dropped open and this time Mhairi smiled with genuine amusement. ‘Don’t worry, Eff, I’d never condemn you to that fate! I’d honestly wed this stranger before I saw you shackled with Angus.’

‘I don’t see why we have to marry at all,’ Effie said bitterly, scuffing the floor with her bare foot.

‘Ahem! Some of us want to get wed!’ a voice intruded.

They both turned to find Flora peering in at the window. She had wound some pink thrift flowers into her dark braid. Like Mhairi, she and her mother had been spinning and dyeing the tweed all day, but unlike Mhairi, her hands weren’t stained yellow. In all her shock at the men’s conversation earlier, Mhairi had forgotten to lift her hands from the lichen bath.

‘Don’t tell us you’ve had another letter,’ Mhairi quipped, feeling a sickness in her stomach at the divergence in their fates. For everything bright upon Flora’s horizon, there was only darkness along hers.

Flora spluttered with surprise. ‘My reply only left here this morning!’

‘Aye, but such are your passions for one another, we wouldn’t be surprised if he sends another one by carrier pigeon.’ Effie fluttered her hands above her heart.

‘Or carrier gannet, at least,’ Mhairi rejoindered.

Flora laughed, enjoying their teases, but her sharp gaze came to rest on the tweed bundle on the bed and her smile faded too. ‘It’s a nonsense, this. You should just say no.’

‘Right!’

‘They can’t make you go.’

But they all knew perfectly well that wasn’t true. The men would carry her onto the ship if need be.

‘For Father’s sake, I have to. And anyway, as I just told Eff, it’s only a how-do-you-do. I’m not going to marry him on sight. We’ll see if we like the look of one another first.’ Even to her own ear she sounded calm, implacable, but there was a tremor in her hands and a sudden shrill laugh escaped her, betraying her nerves. ‘He doesn’t even know about me yet! He has no idea we’re leaving here to go over! The first he’ll know of maybe getting a wife is when we knock at his door. Poor man, he’s in just the same bother as me.’

‘Mhairi!’ her mother called through from the other room, appearing at the door a moment later and looking unsurprised to see Effie and Flora variously grouped around her daughter. ‘Donald says the captain’s heading down to the jetty now. He’s in a fearsome temper to have lost the whale so don’t tarry, get yourself down there – and no mischief, girls!’ Her mother pointed a knowing finger at Mhairi’s friends. ‘This is a serious business.’ A solemnity came into her voice and the women’s eyes all met as they stood in silence for a moment. This was simply what had to be done. Needs must.

Mhairi knotted together the long ends of the clothing bundle and lifted it into her arms with a hard swallow. ‘Is Father back then?’ she asked, following her mother outside. Poppit sprang up as Effie came out too, and Flora wandered over from where she’d been leaning on the sill.

‘He’s on his way. Fin says they’ve been having a terrible trouble getting one of them up.’ Several of the sheep had dropped onto a plateau on the north side of the isle and were stranded. Retrieving them on the ropes was usually a straightforward job, but a cloudburst had soaked their fleeces and doubled their weight.

‘It’d be easier just to push it off,’ Fin himself said, wandering outdoors, one hand stuffed in his pockets. He looked down to the bay where the whaling ship rocked. Stocky and covered in soot and guts, it lacked the elegance and streamlined finesse of the yachts that moored in the summer months as the rich sailed the northern seas in search of dolphins, auroras and polar bears. This would be Mhairi’s first time ever on the deep water; the women rarely even got in the smack. She was nervous, she couldn’t deny it.

She frowned at Fin. ‘Why are you back and not Father?’

‘We didn’t know the whalers were back. We couldn’t hear the dogs all the way over there and there was no need in all of us staying up there, so he sent me back to help Old Fin with his bad leg. But it was only the one sheep left stranded that he had to fetch. He’ll be heading back already.’

‘Get down there, Mhairi,’ her mother said, looking anxiously up the hills for sight of him. ‘There’s only this one chance now. Look, Donald’s pacing down by the jetty already. He’s all loaded up for that McLennan fellow.’

The girls all looked at one another in alarm and Flora and Effie moved as one, enveloping Mhairi in a pincer movement, their arms overlapped, heads resting on each other’s shoulders, fingers gripping tightly.

‘Don’t fuss now,’ Mhairi said, her voice cracking. ‘I’ll be back in a couple of days.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Effie agreed, but with her eyes squeezed shut.

‘Tell him you cry when you’re happy. And . . . that you can whistle better than a boy . . . And that you can read palms!’ Flora whispered hurriedly. ‘They hate all that.’

‘Palms. Right.’ She pulled out of the embrace, the three of them looking at one another with a sense of curious surprise. They had grown up here, side by side. Not a day had ever passed when they hadn’t seen one another, when they hadn’t played or talked or fought. So the idea of saying goodbye . . . especially so suddenly like this . . .

‘Mhairi.’

Her mother’s nervous caution drew her from their bubble and Mhairi turned to her with even more trepidation. ‘Go now and don’t fret,’ her mother said, not quite able to hold her gaze, instead fussing with the shawl over her shoulders, patting her shoulders and arms anxiously. ‘I know it’s sudden but the essence of a game is at its end, that’s what your father always says. So you may be pleased yet.’

‘Aye,’ Mhairi demurred.

‘Either way, you’ll be back in just a few days and we can talk about it at length then, when we know what we’ve got. Now take your father’s things, I’ll send him straight down to you.’ Her mother picked up the other tweed boll left resting on the wall.

‘Mother—’

‘And there’s some food packed for the journey too. Some teacakes and smoked puffin. You’ll be fine. Your father will take care of you. He’s done the trip many a time, don’t worry now.’ She was still patting her shoulders, smoothing her sleeves . . . Fussing. Fretting.

‘I won’t,’ Mhairi said quietly, wishing her mother would meet her eyes at least once.

‘Go then.’ Her mother stepped back just as Alasdair came staggering out, chased after by Wee Murran, and her mother scooped up the toddler to safety, grateful either for the distraction or someone to hold.

Mhairi turned and made her way down the Street, the neighbours calling after her as she passed by.

‘Tell your father not to forget my black twist!’ Robert Gillies, Effie’s father, called.

‘Check his teeth!’ Mad Annie cried from her door. ‘They’ll tell y’ what sweet words hide.’

Mhairi turned back once and saw her mother with a hand pressed over her mouth, but she quickly waved instead as she was caught watching, the two of them too distant now to see one another’s tears shining. Already Mhairi longed for the quiet boredom of this afternoon, the quiet ritual of their day as they had moved around one another almost in a dance, performing the chores that kept their family life moving through every sunrise and sunset.

‘I’m fair sorry for you, lass. Marriage is bad enough fishing from a small pool as I had to do, much less like this with a stranger,’ Mary McKinnon, Donald’s wife, said with a pitying look as they passed one another at the featherstore. The doors were open and the double-height space that had been filled only yesterday was now almost entirely empty after the factor’s rent collection. Hamish Gillies and Archie MacQueen were inside, rummaging through some spare bags of wool and a spoilt ell of tweed, looking for anything that might yet be taken to Harris to yield coins and ultimately more comfort for the coming winter.

‘Well, I think I knew it would always be this way.’ She gave a hopeless shrug as Mary nodded in sympathy. Commonly known as Crabbit Mary, she rarely seemed content with the institution herself and wore a frown in all weathers. ‘It’s just the suddenness that’s taken me by surprise.’

‘Aye. Well, my pig-headed husband never has known when to keep quiet. Once he gets fixed on an idea . . .’ She tutted disapprovingly, her gaze flitting over Mhairi’s shoulder towards where he was working on the jetty.

‘I’m sure the man he’s introducing me to will be a good sort, though. He wouldn’t have recommended him otherwise.’
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