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Glossary


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


CATCH A SUPPER: To receive a scolding.


CLEIT: A domed stone storage hut or bothy, only found on St Kilda.


CRAGGING: Climbing a cliff or crag; a CRAGGER is a climber.


DREICH: Dreary, bleak (to describe weather).


FANK: A walled enclosure for sheep, a sheepfold.


GREET: To cry or weep.


HIRTA: Principal island in the St Kilda archipelago and the only one inhabited. The other islands are Dun, Boreray and Soay.


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


PEELY-WALLY: Looking pale or sickly.


QUERN: A simple stone hand mill used for grinding grains.


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.
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Prologue



21 June 1930


Glen Bay, St Kilda


The three young women sat cross-legged in the grass, their shadows long behind them as the sun softly dropped from its high arch. Sheep dozed on the slopes, tails flicking at the flies as they sought pale shelter against the stone dykes, waiting for the fluttering kiss of a breeze. It was summer’s longest day and the sky was holding its breath, the dry heat suspended above their heads like a tethered veil. Their fingers worked in unison as they pulled feathers from the bird carcasses, plumes of white down speckling the meadow like daisies.


Flora pressed the back of her hand to her brow. ‘I’ll not miss this.’


‘Of course you won’t. You won’t even remember it,’ Effie said with a wry glance. ‘You’ll be a grand lady in your house with stairs and you’ll have lipstick and a wireless and you simply won’t believe that you ever had to pluck the fulmars.’


Flora preened, delighted by the image. ‘You must come to visit. James says there’ll be a bedroom for each of you and we’ll get you a new dress every time you come to stay, and we’ll go to shows and we’ll dine in restaurants . . .’


Mhairi frowned. ‘Real-life restaurants?’


Effie laughed. ‘Yes! Actual places where they pluck and cook the birds for you.’


‘Oh . . . That must be nice.’


‘James says in Glasgow you could go out every night for a month and not eat in the same place twice.’ Flora tossed her long dark hair back from her face.


‘So long as m’ belly’s full, I’ll not much care what’s in it,’ Effie shrugged.


Mhairi’s hands had fallen still and the sudden absence of activity was jarring to the others. They looked up to find her biting her lip, trying to hold back tears.


‘Hush now, Mhairi,’ Flora said quickly. ‘You’ll be fine.’


‘How can you say that? It’s not the same for me as it is for you. When we cross over, you’ll get everything you ever wanted. But I’m going to lose everything. And nothing can stop it.’


‘A wave will rise on quiet water, Mhairi,’ Flora said, smoothing back Mhairi’s flame-coloured hair and reaching for her hand. ‘You have to just trust your happiness lies in another place.’


Mhairi snatched her hand away. ‘You keep saying that, but what’s being asked of me . . . it’s too much!’ Her grey eyes burned. She was rarely given to anger. She had a gentle nature and an open heart, but neither had served her well in bringing her to this point. 


‘I know. And I’d be raging too. I’d be mad with grief if it was me who had to do it,’ Flora agreed warmly. ‘But you’re a better person than me. You’re good all the way through. I’m not even good skin deep.’


‘You’re not that bad,’ Effie protested, rolling her eyes.


‘Aren’t I? I lose my temper if the wind messes my hair. I curse if I bang my knee in kirk. If it wasn’t for this . . .’ She framed her beautiful face with cupped hands. ‘They’d have thrown me over the top years ago.’ 


There was a short silence. Slowly, Flora gave an impish smile.


Mhairi chuckled softly, in spite of herself. ‘They would not,’ she chided, fondly slapping Flora’s knee. ‘You have lots of good qualities.’


‘I’m a beautiful monster,’ Flora argued, looking not in the least concerned by it. ‘And Effie’s a tow-haired wildling . . .’


‘Oi!’ Effie protested, her long trousers covering the multitude of scabs on her knees and shins from scrambling over the rocks.


‘You’re the best of us, Mhairi. There’s no way you’re not going to get your reward. It is coming,’ Flora said with her usual determination. ‘Even if you can’t see it yet. You have to believe it’s coming.’


Mhairi shook her head sadly, but she gave no more reply. Flora’s passion could normally convince them all that the sky was green and the sea was black, but Mhairi had no wish to imagine an unseeable future when all that she wanted, she already had. If they could only stay here . . . But their paths had been set and the outcome couldn’t be altered now. Not for any of them. 


‘The same goes for you.’ 


Effie flinched, her breath catching high in her throat, as Flora’s keen gaze fell upon her too. She closed her eyes, willing it to be true, but knowing that to get any sort of happy ending, she had to do more than step onto a boat. It wasn’t a distant time or another place that blocked her future from view but the threat of something unspeakable. Unthinkable. It hung over her at all times, a swinging scythe above her head as she cut the peats or hoed the beds, a shadow that crept through her dreams.


‘You’ll be free there,’ Flora said fervently.


Effie swallowed and nodded, wishing she could believe it. No one spoke for several moments. It still didn’t seem possible that horror could touch them here on their secluded isle, but this summer everything had changed. 


‘There’s only a few weeks to go now, but you must be ready just in case,’ Flora said. ‘You must dig your bait while the tide is out.’


‘I know.’ Effie had been slowly gathering what she needed, taking care to spread apart the petty thefts so that no one noticed the missing length of rope or the rusted knife that used to lie in the bottom of the skiff. There was one more thing she needed but she knew it couldn’t be found anywhere on the isle. ‘And I’m almost there, if Captain McGregor will help me.’ 


‘When is he hauling anchor?’ Mhairi asked anxiously.


Effie glanced towards the setting sun, gauging the time. It had dropped below the Mullach Bi cliffs; there was maybe another three hours of light. But with a two-hour walk back to the other side of the isle . . . ‘Soon. I should be heading back.’ She tucked her legs in to stand but Flora reached for her hand first.


‘Before you go.’


They sat joined together in their small circle, the crash of the sea and the chatter of wrens a symphony around them. 


‘I know it’s hard. Hardest of all on the two of you. In a couple of months, our lives are going to change forever. We’ll leave here and everything we know will be different. Every single thing. Some will be better, some will be worse. But I also know a day will come when we’ll look back on this moment – on the three of us sitting on the grass, with feathers in our hair and dead birds by our feet – and there’ll be something of it that still remains.’


‘What?’ Mhairi blinked.


‘Us. This.’ Flora squeezed their hands tighter. ‘We’ll always be Kilda girls, no matter where we end up. Ma’s forever saying there’s no secret if three know it, but she’s wrong in our case. What we three do, only we three will ever know.’ She pressed her finger to her lips. ‘We’re sisters. Yes?’


Mhairi nodded, Effie too; she felt an unfamiliar lump in her throat. She wasn’t one for sentimentality but emotions were trying to press through her thick skin. She got up, her shoulders held high, her lithe body as brittle as a stick. ‘I’ll be back over when I can.’


She could feel their apprehension at her back as she turned away and began striding for the ridge. She wanted to stay with her friends. She wanted to pretend they were still just girls and life was, if not easy, then at least fair. But those days had sunk with other suns and she knew the moment was upon her to face her future. Flora was right; she was always right: the tide was out. It was time to dig the bait.










BEFORE










Chapter One



A month earlier – 13 May 1930


The dogs were barking on the beach. The old women came to stand at their doors, looking out with hard frowns across the curve of the bay. The tide was going out and there’d been a testy wind all day, whipping up the waves and making the birds wheel with delight.


Effie didn’t move from her position on the milking stone. She had her cheek to Iona’s belly and was filling the pail with relaxed indifference. She knew it could be another twenty minutes before a boat nosed around the headland, though it would probably be sooner today, given these winds. Her collie Poppit – brown-faced, with a white patch over one eye – sat beside her, ears up and looking out over the water, already awaiting the far-off sea intruders, though she wouldn’t leave Effie’s side. 


She watched the movements of the villagers from her elevated perch. The milking enclosure was a good third of the way up the hill and she always enjoyed the view. It was a Tuesday, which meant washing day, and she could see the younger women standing in the burns, skirts tucked up and scrubbing the linens as they talked. They wouldn’t like having their sheets flying in the wind if visitors were coming. None of the tourist boats were scheduled to come this week, but if it was a trawler, it wouldn’t be so bad; most of the captains were friends. 


The indignity of airing their linens before strangers was taken seriously in a village where privacy was merely a concept. The layout alone meant anyone could see the comings and goings of the villagers from almost any point in the glen; it was shaped like a cone with smooth but steep slopes two-thirds of the way round, leading up to towering cliffs that dropped sharply and precipitously on the other sides to the crashing sea below. The cliffs only dipped, like a dairy bowl’s lip, on the south-easterly corner, skimming down to a shingle beach. There was nowhere else to land on the isle but here. The seas were heavy and torrid all around but by a stroke of luck, the neighbouring isle, Dun – no more than a bony finger of rock – almost abutted the shores of Hirta, creating a natural breakwater and rendering Village Bay as a safe haven in the churning grey waters of the North Atlantic. During some storms they had as many as twenty ships taking refuge there.


Trawlermen, whalers, navy men, they all rhapsodized, as they took shelter, about the welcoming and cosy sight of the village tucked beneath the high-shouldered ellipse, chimneys puffing, oil lamps twinkling. The grey stone cottages – interspersed with the older traditional blackhouses, which had been steadily abandoned since the 1860s – sat shoulder to shoulder and fanned around the east side of the bay, bordered by a strong stone dyke. Looking down from the ridges on high, they were like teeth in a jaw. Giant’s teeth, Effie’s mother used to say.


The village’s position afforded the best protection from winds that would funnel down the slopes at speeds that lifted rocks and tore the steel roofs from the stone walls (at least until the landlord, Sir John MacLeod of MacLeod, had had them strapped down with metal ties). 


The Street – and there was only one – was a wide grassy path, set between the cottages and a thick low wall that topped the allotments. It was the beating heart of island life. Everyone congregated there, protected further from the wind by their own homes and able to bask in the sun on fine days. The old women sat knitting and spinning by their front doors; the children ran along the wall, cows occasionally nodding over it. Every morning, the men would meet outside number 5 and number 6 for their daily parliament to decide upon and allocate chores; and after tea, the villagers would amble down it to pick up from their neighbours ‘the evening news’. 


In front of each cottage, across the Street, was a long, narrow walled plot that ran down towards the beach. It was here that the villagers planted their potatoes in lazybeds, hung their washing and allowed their few cattle to overwinter. During the summer months, the cows were kept behind the head dyke, whilst the many sheep were grazed on the pastures of Glen Bay, on the other side of the island. Separated from Village Bay by a high ridge, Am Blaid, Glen Bay spiralled down to a sharply shelved cove. There was no beach to speak of over there, for the northerly waves were relentless and though the villagers kept a skiff there for emergencies, heading out and coming ashore were only possible on the rare occasions when the prevailing wind switched and the sea lay fully at rest. 


Iona stopped munching and moved with a twitch of irritation. Unperturbed, Effie reached down for the pile of dock leaves she had picked on her way up and wordlessly passed her another few. The cow gave a sigh of contentment and Effie resumed milking. This was their usual morning routine and both were accustomed to its gentle rhythms.


A few minutes later, the pail was almost full and Effie sat up, patting Iona on the flank. ‘Good girl,’ she murmured, standing up off the milking stone and looking down the slope. As predicted, the prow of a sloop was just nosing round the headland of Dun.


She watched keenly as the ship slipped silently into the embrace of the bay and threw out an anchor, sails drawing down. Not a trawler, then. The women would be displeased. This vessel with its slim-fingered triple masts and low curved hull was a finessed creature, more likely found in the azure waters off France than the outermost Hebrides. 


‘Friend or foe?!’


The question echoed around the caldera.


The crew were just black dots from here but she could see the locals already readying the dinghy; the men would need to row powerfully against waves that were pounding the shore. The passengers aboard the sloop had chosen a bad day to sail. The open water would have tossed them like a cork and although Dun’s presence granted mercy, it was no free pass; a south-easterly made the bay’s usually sheltered water froth and roil like a witch’s cauldron and there was no guarantee they would be able to disembark. 


Only one thing was certain: if the men were able to land them, no one would be coming back dry, and the villagers knew it. Already faint twists of grey smoke were beginning to twirl from the chimneys, people rushing in and out of the arc of low cottages that smiled around the bay and taking in their washing, sweeping floors, putting on shoes, moving the spinning wheels to their prominent positions so that their visitors might watch.


They all knew the drill. Catering to the tourists had become a quietly profitable sideline. It couldn’t help feed them – with not a single shop on the isle, they had little use for money on Hirta itself – but it was useful for asking the more familiar captains to bring back treats when they were next passing, or to give as extra credit to the factor when he came wanting the rents. Or in Flora’s case, to purchase a brightly coloured lipstick she’d once seen on one of the well-heeled lady visitors – even though it would be wasted on the three hundred sheep she was currently herding in Glen Bay for the summer.


None of the villagers understood quite why the world at large took an interest in them, but the postmaster, Mhairi’s father, Ian McKinnon, had been told by colleagues on the mainland that a St Kilda-stamped postcard was now considered desirable, if not valuable. Their way of life, they were told, was being rapidly left behind by the rest of the world. Industrialization meant society was changing at a more rapid pace than any other time in centuries and they were becoming living relics, curiosities from a bygone age. Some people pitied them, perhaps, but the St Kildans cared naught for sympathy. They had learnt to play the game to their advantage – Effie chief among them. 


She lifted the pail and began to walk down the slope, her eyes never fixing off the black dots as they transferred from one heaving vessel to the other. Once they’d dried off and recovered from the swell, she knew they were going to want a show. And she was going to give it to them. 


‘Where’ll they do it?’ her father asked gruffly as she finished with churning the butter. He was standing by the window, looking out, his pipe dangling from his bottom lip.


‘Sgeir nan Sgarbh, I should say,’ she replied, closing the lid of the churn and going to stand beside him. ‘It’ll be more protected from the wind round there.’


‘Over the top, aye, but will they get the dinghies round on the water?’


‘Archie MacQueen’s got the arms on him,’ she murmured.


‘Just not the legs.’


‘No, not the legs.’ She watched a trio of men walking down the Street. One she recognized by his distinctive gait – Frank Mathieson, the factor, their landlord’s representative and the islanders’ de facto ruler – but the other men were strangers. They were wearing well-cut dark brown suits and wool hats, but from beneath one of them she caught the gleam of golden blonde hair and a tanned neck. She willed him to turn around, wanting just to glimpse the face that went with that hair and elegant physique; but the path curved, taking them out of sight.


The group that had come ashore had been disappointingly small – a private contingent, Ian McKinnon had said with his usual authority. It meant the tips would be meagre. If the women were to take their sheets in, there had to be good reason for it and two men alone could hardly reward everyone. The captain had been put up in her Uncle Hamish’s cottage and the other two men would stay at the factor’s house, for it was the largest on the isle. She didn’t envy them having to endure Mathieson’s hospitality.


‘I’m just going to put this in the cool,’ she said, lifting the churn onto her shoulder and walking out, Poppit trotting at her heels. She could see the visitors further down placing pennies into the palm of Mad Annie as she sat carding the wool and telling stories about broomstick marriages and snaring puffins. Unlike most of the village elders her English was good, but that didn’t mean the others couldn’t communicate, and Effie gave a small grin as she saw Ma Peg make a play of bustling and hiding from their camera, even though those days of shock at the new technologies were long past. More coins crossed palms.


She went round the back of the cottage and a short way up the slope that led to the plateau of An Lag, where they herded the sheep into stone fanks in bad weather. Beyond it, Connachair – the island’s tallest mountain – rose majestically like a stepping stone to heaven. For some it was. Many had met their fate over the precipice, tricked into distraction by the summit’s rounded hummock on the village side and caught unaware by the sheer cliffs – 1,400 feet high – that dropped suddenly and vertically to the sea, as if cleaved. 


The lush grass was speckled with buttercups and thrift and felt springy underfoot as she moved past the countless identical stone cleits to the one where she and her father stored their butter and cream. She ducked down as she stepped inside and set down the churn. It was the very store her family had been using for this purpose for over three hundred years. There may have been over 1,400 of the hump-topped, stacked-stone huts on the island, but she could identify every single one that belonged to her family – this one below An Lag for the dairy; that one on Ruival for the bird feathers; that on Oiseval for the fulmar oil; that on Connachair for the salted carcasses, that for the peats . . . There were plenty that lay empty, too, but they also had their uses as emergency larders, rain and wind shelters, hiding places for courting lovers . . . 


She came back down the slope again, jumping nimbly over the rocks nestled in the grass and seeing over the rooftops that everyone was beginning to gather on the beach, preparing for the visitors’ exhibition. 


‘Are you joining them, Effie?’ a voice called.


She looked over to find Lorna MacDonald coming out of the postmaster’s hut, fixing her auburn hair. She worked there sometimes with the postmaster.


Effie skipped over, Poppit beating her by two lengths. ‘Aye,’ she grinned. ‘You never know, there might be some pennies in it for me.’


‘And more besides,’ Lorna said with a wink.


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s a fine-looking fellow, the young one. A smile from him would be payment in itself,’ Lorna laughed, her brown eyes twinkling with merriment.


Effie gave a bemused shrug. ‘I only caught the back of him.’


‘That’s pretty enough too, I should guess.’


Effie chuckled. It was a wonder to her that Lorna was their resident old maid – all of thirty-three years old and still unmarried – for she was a terrible flirt. Alas, the visiting men never stayed for long and the St Kildan bachelor nearest in age to her was Donnie Ferguson, who had no interest in a wife seven years older than him, cleverer than him and almost through her child-bearing years.


‘Who are they, anyway?’


‘Rich,’ Lorna shrugged. ‘If that ship’s anything to go by.’


Lorna knew about such things. She wasn’t a St Kildan by birth but a registered nurse from Stornoway who had chosen to make her life here; she had seen another world to this one and what money bought.


‘Good,’ Effie sighed, catching sight of the men beginning to head up the hill with their ropes, the dogs running ahead in a pack. ‘Well, then I’ll still aim for some pennies from them and you can have the young gentleman’s smile. What do you say?’


‘Deal,’ Lorna winked as Effie took off again and darted back into the cottage to grab their rope. It was thickly plaited from horsehair, supple and rough in her hand. Her father was sitting in his chair by the hearth now – he could never stand for long – tamping his black twist tobacco. 


‘Well, I’ll be off then.’


He looked back at her. His eyes had a rheumy look, the whites yellowing with age, but they still revealed a strong man within an infirm body. He gave a nod. He wasn’t one for sentimental farewells. ‘Hold fast, lass.’


‘Aye.’ She nodded back, knowing those had been his last words to her brother too.


For a moment she thought he might say something else; the way he held himself, it was as if an energy for more words lay coiled within him. But the moment passed and she left again with just a nod. 


Some of the men were already walking the slopes, ropes slung over their shoulders too. As she’d predicted, they were heading for the easterly cliffs. A small rock stack just out in the water provided enough of a break from the broadside waves for the dinghy to rope up in relative comfort whilst the show was put on.


She ran and caught them up, listening in as they chatted about the visitors and the news from ‘abroad’, meaning Skye. 


‘. . . friends of the landlord,’ David MacQueen, Flora’s eldest brother, was saying. ‘So we’re to make it good.’


‘Shame the wind’s up or we could have gone further round,’ her cousin Euan said.


‘There’ll be no tips if they’re sick as dogs,’ Ian McKinnon replied. 


‘But the cliffs are lower here.’


‘This will do them fine. It will all be high to the likes of them.’ 


She fell into step with Mhairi’s older brothers, Angus and Finlay.


‘What are you doing here?’ Angus asked with his usual sneer.


‘Same as you,’ she shrugged, slightly breathless as their longer legs covered more ground than hers.


‘We’re not fowling. This is just for display.’


‘Aye, so there’ll be tips.’


‘Then knit them some socks!’


‘You know I’d get a fraction of what I can get up here and the agreement is whenever you’re all on the rocks, I’m allowed to be too.’


‘You’re a pain in my side, Effie Gillies,’ Finlay groaned.


‘And you’re a pain in mine,’ she shot back.


They rolled their eyes but she didn’t care. Her brother’s friends, her friend’s brothers, they had been teasing her all her life and she knew to give as good as she got. They had all grown up playing hide and seek in the cleits as children, learnt to read together in the schoolroom beside the kirk, and kicked each other during the minister’s sermons. 


But she couldn’t ignore that things were changing. Or had already changed. A tension existed now, a low-level hum, that hadn’t been there before. Her brother’s death had profoundly affected them all and she was no longer John’s little sister to them – or anyone but herself; sometimes she caught them looking at her in a new way that made her nervous. Finlay’s eyes seemed to follow her wherever she went and Angus had tried to kiss her as she cut the peats one evening; he hadn’t yet forgiven her for laughing.


For visitors wanting to take in the view – and they always did – this would be a forty-minute to hour-long walk, but she and the men did it in under thirty and were already spread across the top and looping out the coils of rope by the time the dinghy appeared around the cliffs. Birds whirled and screeched around them, feathers lilting on the updrafts. From this height, the boat looked no bigger than a bird either. Effie glanced down a few times, scanning the rock face for the line she wanted to take, then casting about for a rock with which to drive in her peg. 


Looping the rope around the peg, she leant back, checking its firmness and tension. It vibrated with pleasing freshness and she wrapped it around her waist in the St Kildan style.


She looked down the drop once more. Cousin Euan had been right; it really wasn’t so high here. Seven hundred feet? Half the height of Connachair. A single drop of the ropes would take them maybe a third of the way down. Still, they were merely going to be playing up here today. No bird hunting, no egg collecting, no saving stranded sheep. Just playing.


‘You’re looking peely-wally there, Eff,’ Angus drawled. ‘Sure you’re up to it?’


She looked back at him with scorn. Angus prided himself on being the fastest climber on the island. He had won last year’s Old Trial, a climbing race among the young men to prove they were worthy of providing for their families – and future wives. If he had wanted to prove anything to her, the point had been well and truly lost. Effie was certain she could have beaten him (and the rest) had she only been allowed to enter too. But as a girl . . . ‘Actually, I was just wondering how quickly I could get down there.’


A smirk grew. ‘You think you can do it fast?’


‘Faster than you.’ She pulled her fair hair back, tying it away from her face in a balled knot. The last thing she needed was a gust of wind blowing it about and blinding her on the route.


‘Ha! You’re all talk and no trousers, Effie Gillies.’


It was her turn to smirk. ‘Well, yes, even I won’t deny there’s not much in my trews.’ Angus McKinnon might be the fastest man on the isle, but he wasn’t the brightest. As if to make the point, she hitched up her breeches at the waist; they had been John’s and were the only suitable attire for climbing, but she didn’t wear them purely for reasons of practicality. 


Finlay blushed furiously. ‘Ignore her,’ he said. ‘You know she’s only trying to rile you. Everyone knows you’re the fastest, brother. Just give the rich people a show. This is an exhibition, not a race.’


Effie shrugged as if she couldn’t care less either way, but they all knew the gauntlet had been thrown down. She – a girl! – was challenging Angus for his crown; the competition could happen here between the two of them. Why not? It was as good a chance as any. She watched him looking down the cliff as the islanders did final checks on their ropes and took their positions on the cliff edge.


Effie kept her eyes ahead, her hands already around the rope. Waiting. Hoping—


‘H’away then!’ Archie MacQueen cried. Flora’s father, he had been an experienced cragger himself, but he left these shows to the younger ones these days; already lame in one leg, his grip wasn’t what it used to be either. Besides, someone had to stay up top in case anyone needed hauling up.


It was the cue to go, to perform, to show off their derring-do and the skills that made the St Kildans famous around the world as they all but skipped and danced over the cliffs. Without hesitation, Effie leant back and stepped over. She felt the swoop of her stomach as her body angled into open space and the rope tightened. She pushed off, allowing the rope to swing on a pendulum, her bare feet already braced for contact with the rock face, ready to caper across it in a bold defiance of gravity. A visitor had once told them it was like watching spiders drop from the top of a wall. She herself loved the sound of the ropes under tension – a huzzahing – as she and the men scampered and sprang from side to side. 


‘First to the boat then?’


She looked across to find Angus on his rope, staring straight at her. She smiled at his tactic – finishing the race at the boat, not the bottom, when neither one of them could swim . . . ‘Aye. But I’ll wait for you, don’t worry.’


Angus’s eyes narrowed at her insult, but she was already off. Abandoning the acrobatics, her foot found a toehold and she brought her weight to bear on it as the other foot searched. The St Kildans never climbed in boots, always bare feet. The cliffs were too unyielding to give any more than a half inch to grab and there was nothing that compared to skin on rock. Shoes and boots – the hallmarks of civilization – had no place on a granite cliff.


She left the older men to the games, their powerful arms and legs flexed as they made a point of playing on the rock faces, bouncing off with their feet, reaching up for a fingerhold and pulling themselves up like lizards, before repeating again. Others scrambled sideways, scuttling like crabs over the rocks.


Effie just focused on going down. She could see the boat between her legs, far below her, as she descended on the rope, her arms braced as she lowered herself, hand over hand. She didn’t have biceps the size of boulders to help her, but as she always said to her father, she didn’t need them. She was wiry and light, skinny even, but that didn’t mean she was weak. The less there was of her, the less she had to support. She wouldn’t tire so quickly. She was more nimble, more flexible . . . 


From her peripheral vision, she sensed she was already ahead of Angus, but only just. He had power, height and gravity on his side.


Soon enough she was out of rope. Balancing on a narrow ledge, she unwound the rope’s end from her torso.


‘What are you doing?’ Ian McKinnon called sharply down to her as she began to free climb.


‘Winning! Don’t worry. It was Angus’s idea.’


It always felt different scaling without the rope and she knew it was reckless, but there was something about the intensity it brought – her brain and eyes seemed to tune into hyper-focus, the adrenaline refreshed her muscles – that meant she could remember her mother’s eyes and smile, hear again her brother’s ready laugh. Somehow, by thinning the skein of life, it seemed she could almost reach the dead.


Down she went, agile and sharp until the horizon drew level, then hovered above her, and the crash of the waves began to intrude on her concentration. White splashes of cold sea were beginning to reach towards her, spraying her bare brown calves, but she didn’t care about getting wet or cold. She just had to win. She had to know – and crucially, Angus had to know – that she was the fastest and the best.


She saw the dark sea, ominously close. She was less than thirty feet above the waves now, but the cliffs just sliced into the ocean depths, and as she scaled ever downwards, she realized that the only place where she could stand and pivot was a narrow ledge perhaps six feet above the surface, no wider than her hand’s span. 


For a moment, she felt a visceral spasm of fear. This was madness! If her father was to hear of the carelessness with which she was treating her life . . . Or maybe that was the point of it. Maybe she wanted him to hear of it. His heart had been broken by death too many times, and she was the only one left. He couldn’t – or wouldn’t – love her in case he lost her too. Was that it? If she was to slip, to go straight down, under the waves . . . would he weep? Would she be mourned like the others? On the other hand, if she won, would he be proud? Would he see that she could be enough?


There was no time to think. Everything was instinct. Her feet touched down and her arms splayed wide as she hugged the wall, gripping its surface with her fingertips, her cheek pressed to the cold, wet granite. Breath coming fast, she gave her muscles a moment to rest. They were burning, but she knew she wasn’t there yet.


She glanced up. Angus was only a few feet above her. What he lacked in nimbleness, he made up for in power. In a few more seconds . . . She looked carefully back over her shoulder and saw the dinghy tied to a rock just a short distance away. Her Uncle Hamish, skippering, was frowning and watching her intently, the way Poppit had watched for the boat earlier. He saw her movement and seemed to understand she wanted in; that she was going to launch herself towards it, one way or another. If he was alarmed, he didn’t hesitate nonetheless. Not in front of the guests. Quickly he pulled in on the rope, hauling the small dinghy as close as he dared to the cliff wall, knowing that if he went too far, the swell risked tossing them against the rocks.


A nervous flinch inside the boat betrayed someone’s nerves as her intentions became commonly understood. Effie knew she would have to time the next wave and then leap. She hugged the wall as she watched and braced for the next break – just as Angus landed beside her. 


A blast of white water broke upon them both, making them gasp with the shocking cold as they were soaked. She didn’t care. As she felt the draft pull back, she twisted and leapt blind. Death or glory then!


For one stunning, protracted moment, she felt almost as if she could fly, like the very birds that soared and wheeled and sliced around her in this island sky. Then gravity took hold, and she landed – half in the dinghy, half in the water. She took a hard knock to her chest but her arms gripped the prow as the boat rocked wildly, water slopping over the sides. But it was flat-bottomed and made for heavy weather; it righted itself almost immediately, and she laughed victoriously as her uncle Hamish hastily got a hand to her waistband and dragged her aboard in one swift movement like a landed salmon. 


‘I didna’ know you had decided to make it a race to the bottom,’ Uncle Hamish said to her with a stern, disapproving look. It was the most he would reveal in front of the tourists, but she already knew he’d be telling her father about this. There would be trouble to come, most likely a hiding; but it was worth it. Effie’s eyes were bright. She’d beaten Angus McKinnon! The fastest cragger on the isle. Not just that – he could make no further claims now of providing for her when she herself had beaten him.


‘It was Angus’s idea,’ she panted, scrambling to her knees and looking back to find him still clinging to the ledge. With her leap to victory, he now stood frozen in place and was becoming more soaked with every breaking wave. He either had to jump too or climb back up, but he couldn’t stay there.


With an angry sigh, he jerked his thumb upwards, indicating the latter. He had lost. What good was there in riding back with them now? She would only crow her victory at him. 


Uncle Hamish nodded, understanding perfectly what had just happened between them. It was a man’s look, the kind that cut her out, but what did she care? With a satisfied smile, Effie sat on the bench, pulling out her hair tie and wringing her long hair. Seawater puddled in the dinghy floor. 


‘Heavens above!’ a voice said. ‘It’s a girl?’


She twisted back to face the visitors properly at last. In all her ambition to beat Angus, she’d forgotten who they were trying to impress in the first place. The three men seated towards the back were staring at her in wide-eyed amazement: Frank Mathieson, the factor, and the two men she’d glimpsed from behind earlier. 


‘Well, I can’t climb in a skirt, sir,’ she grinned, wringing out her tweed breeches as best she could. 


‘It wasn’t just your clothes that fooled me. The speed! I’ve never seen a spectacle like it. You scaled that cliff like a squirrel down a tree!’ It was the older man speaking. He was portly, with a dark moustache, lightly salted. Spectacles made it difficult to see his eyes past the reflection, but he appeared friendly as well as impressed. ‘Do you mean to say females climb here, too?’ he asked their skipper.


‘Only this one,’ Uncle Hamish said with a resigned tone, untying the rope from the mooring rock and beginning to row. ‘This is my niece, Euphemia Gillies.’


‘Effie is Robert Gillies’s daughter. They live at number nine,’ the factor added, as if that information was somehow enlightening. ‘How are you, Effie?’


‘Aye, well, sir, thank you for asking.’


‘Becoming bolder, I see.’


‘If by bolder you mean faster.’ 


He laughed. ‘Allow me to present the Earl of Dumfries and his son, Lord Sholto,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you will be aware that they are great friends of Lord MacLeod.’


‘Ah,’ she said blandly, although she was aware of nothing of the sort. Who their landlord kept as friends was no business of hers, though it confirmed Lorna’s observation that the visitors were rich.


‘They were visiting his lordship at Dunvegan when they heard I was planning on making the voyage here—’


‘It’s been something of an ambition of mine to get over here,’ the earl said brightly, interrupting. ‘I’m a keen birder, you see, and Sir John very kindly agreed to my proposal that we might sail Mr Mathieson here ourselves. Two birds, one stone and all that.’


‘Aye.’ She could feel the younger man watching her keenly as she talked, but for as long as the others spoke, she had no such opportunity to cast her gaze openly over him. ‘So will you be staying for long, then?’


The factor inhaled. ‘Well, a lot will depend upon the wea—’


‘Certainly a week,’ Lord Sholto said suddenly, allowing a dazzling smile to enliven his features as she finally met his eyes.


‘A week?’ Effie smiled back at the blue-eyed, golden-haired man. Finally she could see his face at last. And she liked it.


‘Miss Gillies.’


She turned to find the factor hurrying up the beach after her. Uncle Hamish was tying up the boat, the distinguished guests having been appropriated by the minister again the moment they’d set foot on shore. 


‘Mr Mathieson.’ She tried not to show her impatience, but her tweed breeches were soaked from her half-swim and she wanted to get back and change. Their progress round the headland had been slow as they’d met the headwinds and she was shivering now.


He stopped in front of her, slightly downhill from where she stood, so that she was aware of standing taller than him. He wasn’t a tall man, stocky but not conspicuously short either, and the consequence of not standing out in any way seemed to work to his advantage; many times an islander had been caught saying things they shouldn’t, not realizing he was within earshot. His relationship with the St Kildans was highly taut, for as the bringer of supplies every spring, and the collector of rents every autumn, he was both carrot and stick to the island community. He could smile and be charming when it suited him, but no one could ever quite forget that the power he wielded over them was almost absolute, and few – apart from Mad Annie – would clash with him. He wore finer suits than the village men and affected the manners of his employer, but reddened, pitted cheeks and the forearms of a wrestler betrayed him as a fighter first.


‘Well, that was quite a display,’ he said.


Effie wasn’t sure this was intended as a compliment. ‘That’s the idea,’ she replied vaguely. ‘They always like it.’ A sudden gust blew her long, wet hair forward and she had to use both hands to pin it back. The sky was growing ominously dark.


‘Indeed.’ He gave what she had come to learn over the years was his customary pause. It preceded a direct contradiction of what came after it. ‘Although I’m not sure such daredevil antics require the added novelty factor.’


It took a moment to understand his meaning. ‘Of a girl climbing, you mean?’


He shrugged. ‘I understand your obligations to your father impel you to undertake men’s work in a regular capacity, but when it comes to making a good impression on visitors . . .’


‘But they seemed to like it.’


‘Well, they’re polite, of course, but things are quite different in the wider world. I know it’s not your fault that you don’t know any differently – why should you? – but decorum and good taste are held in high regard. Women scrambling over cliffs like monkeys . . .’ He pulled a face. ‘No. It’s important to think about the impression you make on these visitors and how you and your neighbours will be conveyed in their onward conversations. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to embarrass Sir John, would you?’


She had never met Sir John. ‘. . . Of course not.’


‘Very well, then. So we’re agreed there’ll be no more fits of vanity on the ropes. We must strive to make sure the guests are not made to feel uncomfortable by what they witness here. Best foot forward, yes?’


She stared back at him, shivering with cold and anger. ‘. . . Aye, sir.’


He looked over her shoulder, along the Street. ‘How is your father, anyway? Still lame?’


Her eyes narrowed. ‘And always will be.’


‘Which only makes him all the luckier to have you,’ he nodded, oblivious to her terse tone. ‘But please tell him I shall need to find him later and discuss the rent arrears.’


‘Arrears?’ Alarm shot through the word.


‘As I recall, you were short thirteen Scotch ells of tweed last year. Your uncle picked up some of the slack, but you were also down nine gallons of oil and seven sacks of black feathers.’


‘It’ll be fine this year,’ she said quickly. ‘We were only short because I twisted my ankle and couldn’t walk for ten days. It was just bad luck that it happened when we were fowling.’


The factor looked unconvinced. ‘I’ll need to reappraise the quota with him. You will remember I extended a great kindness in not reducing the oatmeal bolls after your brother’s accident and as a result you have enjoyed more than your share for nigh-on four years now—’


Effie looked at him with wild panic. What he said was true, but it still wasn’t enough. The past few winters had been hard ones and their harvests had all but failed, save for a half-dozen potatoes and those oats that were only half blackened by frost.


‘—I have been both generous and patient, but it’s not fair to expect others to compensate for your shortfalls. Accidents will always happen, Miss Gillies. You cannot expect to be fit and well every day of the year.’


‘But I do. And I will,’ she said urgently. The factor didn’t know it yet, but she and her father had lost four of their sheep over the top this year already, so they were already down on their wool yield. Her father had bartered 100 extra fulmars instead with Donald McKinnon and it had been a rare endorsement of Effie’s climbing skills that both men believed she was capable of bagging the extra haul, on top of the usual harvest.


‘Miss Gillies, you don’t need me to remind you that you are a girl doing a man’s job. The odds are already grossly stacked against you.’


‘But I’m eighteen now, and I’ve grown this last year. I can do anything they can and I’ll prove it to you. I’ll show you, sir.’


The factor looked at her keenly. ‘You receive more than you are due and you deliver less than you owe. You see my predicament? I must be fair, Miss Gillies. Why should I make – and keep making – exceptions for you? If the others were to know—’


‘But they won’t. I’ll make sure we’re square and level come this September.’ 


‘So you’re saying you want me to keep this a secret?’


‘Secret . . .?’ Behind him, the reverend and the two gentlemen guests walked past on the path back to the village, the minister holding forth on the repairs made to the manse. Lord Sholto glanced across at them talking as he passed by and she found herself smiling back at him, as though he’d pulled it from her on a string.


‘From your neighbours? And your father too?’


She looked back at the factor in confusion. He was watching her intently. ‘. . . No, please don’t tell him. I don’t want him to worry. I can make the quota this year, I know I can.’


He tutted. ‘I don’t know why I allow you to manipulate me, Miss Gillies—’


She frowned. Did she manipulate him? 


‘A “thank you” doesn’t pay the fiddler, now, does it?’ he sighed. ‘Still, I have sympathy for your predicament and although I have a job to do, I believe in being a friend in the hour of need.’


Effie bit her lip – she had to – to keep from laughing out loud. What? There wasn’t a person on the isle who would have considered the factor a friend. He bought their feathers at five shillings a stone and sold them at fifteen, and the supplies he brought over – oatmeal, flour, sugar, tea and tobacco – cost them three times what he paid. Was it any wonder the villagers tried to bypass him with money they earnt from the tourists and could spend directly themselves? 


‘Talking of which, I have brought you something, again.’


‘For our studies?’ She had finished her schooling four years ago, but he never seemed to remember this.


‘I’ve left it in the usual spot. Just . . . be discreet, please. I can’t oblige these sorts of favours for everyone.’


Favours? Secrets? ‘But—’


‘Good day, Miss Gillies,’ he said briskly, assuming his usual manner as he noticed the three men now ahead of him on the path. ‘I must get on. Our visitors will be requiring some refreshments after the afternoon’s . . . excitement. Just remember what we discussed. We shall have to hope first impressions don’t stick.’










Chapter Two



The next day dawned clear and bright, brown puddles winking in the sunlight. It had rained in the night, the day’s excitable winds steadily agitating throughout the evening and tossing storm clouds into their path. When the rain had come – as she climbed from her bath – it fell like silver knives, confining the villagers to their cottages and the visitors with the minister and factor. As expected, Effie caught a supper from her father for ‘showing off’; Uncle Hamish had been quicker than usual to come round and enlighten him of the afternoon’s events. It seemed to be Angus McKinnon’s humiliation, and not her mortal danger, that was the principal issue.


Now, though, everything felt washed clean and fresh again. It was a new day and Effie had slept well; her exertions always meant she fell into oblivion as soon as she lay down but she had woken to an effervescent feeling in her stomach that she couldn’t quite explain. Her body felt as if it had tuned to a higher frequency. 


She went about the morning duties with her usual rigour – collecting a slab of peat from the cleit for the fire, fetching water from the burn, cooking oats for their breakfast and milking the cow – but with one eye out, as if casting around for something. She was both distracted and highly focused. Her gaze came back time and again to the magnificent yacht now sitting serenely on the glassy sea.


Would its owners really stay a week? Most visitors only managed three days at the very most; they struggled to adapt to the simple ways over here, no matter how pretty or charming they first thought it on arrival. It was unfortunate it was such a busy time for the village, too. As it was the second Wednesday of May, they were leading into the fulmar harvest. The towering cliffs, and the rock stacks that rose like needles from the sea, were bleached white with the legions of seabirds come to nest and brood, and any day now – today even – the men (and Effie) would catch and kill thousands of fulmars that the women would then pluck, and the feathers would be stored. Finally the carcasses would be salted to preserve through the coming winter and transferred to the cleits. The days would be long and hard; there’d not be much time for play. 


The men were already gathered on the Street for the daily parliament by the time Effie wandered up, Poppit by her side. From a distance, they all looked the same, wearing brown woollen trousers and waistcoats, their shirt sleeves rolled up and cloth caps on their heads, no shoes. She, wearing the same, minus the cap, loitered on the periphery near to Mad Annie, who was sitting at her spinning wheel by the front door of her cottage. The men were debating between digging in the potato crop, starting the fulmar harvest or planning a trip over to neighbouring Boreray to pluck the sheep. Effie looked out to sea. The water was mirror-calm through the four-mile stretch.


‘We should take the window while we’ve got it,’ Norman Ferguson said decisively. ‘You saw the winds yesterday, there’ll be a few days o’ doldrums now before the next spring storm. If we leave it till after then, the sheep’ll go into moult and—’


‘Aye, but with the winter we’ve just had,’ Donald McKinnon argued. ‘I say we should get the crops in now while the ground’s warm. It’ll buy us some time to lift early if need be—’ 


‘What about the birds? Stac Lee’s thick w’ them,’ Angus said, wanting to get out on the ropes.


‘We’ve a few more days on that. They were a week late in comin’ this year,’ Norman said dismissively. ‘But if we get over to Boreray and pluck now, the factor can take the wool back and we free up some space in the feather store. It’s always fit to bursting on his return.’


Her father gave a derisive laugh. ‘Get the wool now, aye, but if ye think he’ll credit ye that come September, think again. Half o’ it will be conveniently lost or forgotten.’


A silence greeted his bold words. It was one thing to cheek the factor in his absence, quite another to risk it while he was in residence. Heads turned to check they’d not been overheard, the factor a silent shadow at their backs.


‘Then he can write it down and we can show proof he took it,’ Norman said in a quieter voice.


‘Because we read and write so well?’


Norman’s cheeks coloured. ‘Lorna MacDonald can do it then.’


Uncle Hamish cleared his throat. As one of the older men but still active in the island duties, he often moved as an unelected leader. ‘We’ll have a show of hands. Those for the tatties.’


Two hands went up – Donald McKinnon and old Finlay Ferguson. Old Fin was in his eighties, but digging lazybeds was one of the few chores he could still partake in. 


‘Sheep plucking.’


Twelve hands went up, including Effie’s.


‘Boreray it is then.’ Uncle Hamish looked across at her. ‘Effie, you know full well you’ll not be coming.’


‘But—’


‘No buts.’


‘But the water’s like glass!’ she said hotly anyway. ‘You could run over there!’


‘Ah, good morning!’


They all turned at the hearty greeting. The minister was walking towards them, his guests and the factor a step behind. Had they all breakfasted together? Effie felt her stomach pitch and roll as she caught sight of the young lord again. If it hadn’t been raining so hard last night, he might have taken an evening walk down the Street; they might have talked. One whole precious evening had been lost already. 


‘I trust we’re not too late for this morning’s parliament?’ the minister asked with rare brightness. Reverend John Lyon was a young preacher who had bitterly resented his posting to this remote outpost. He had been ordained only three months when the news came he was to sail to the ends of the earth and for the first year he had struggled with everything – the constant winds, the relentless sun, the roar of the crashing sea, the screams of the birds, the paltry diet. The islanders would sit in the kirk every evening and watch with scorn, pity and bemusement as he mumbled through his sermons, white with exhaustion, malnourishment and despair. 


Gradually, though, in the manner of adapt or die, he had acquired a taste (of sorts) for roasted puffin and had come to realize that in a community of only thirty-six people, all of whom depended upon him alone for spiritual guidance, he could wield a certain power. His religious fervour began to rise, and his warnings of damnation and the eternal fight against sin saw the villagers sent back out into the nights with increasingly furrowed brows. They greeted him in the Street with raised caps and when important visitors came to the isle, it was with him that they were obliged to socialize. The minister was never happier than when mainlanders came over, bringing supplies and news of the wider world, and it was a new source of amusement for the villagers to watch him become more Kildan than the natives.


‘I’m afraid you are, Reverend,’ Uncle Hamish said. ‘We’ve decided to take advantage of the flat sea and make the expedition to Boreray.’


‘Boreray? Now that’s the large island over there?’ the earl asked, stepping into the meeting too and pointing an arm out to his right. 


‘Aye, sir,’ Uncle Hamish nodded. ‘It’s where we keep our sheep. They need plucking before they moult.’


‘Your sheep moult?’


‘They do. A very ancient breed, sir. We pluck them, bring back the wool, then card and spin and weave it into tweed as rent for his lordship.’


‘Truly a cottage industry! Well, may we join you? My son and I are keen to experience your Hebridean ways.’


Effie saw looks skate from one man to the next. 


‘You would be welcome, sir, but you should know there’s always a strong risk of the weather changing and us getting caught over there. If that happens we could easily be there for a week, ten days, and I’m afraid there’s none of the creature comforts there as here.’


Both visitors laughed – until they realized the man was completely serious; that supposedly there were creature comforts here. The earl cleared his throat. ‘Quite. Yes, I see. How long are you planning to be there for?’


Lord Sholto caught Effie’s eyes; she could see the laughter in his look, though he stood perfectly composed. He was wearing a light brown suit and, unlike his father, no tie. 


‘Three or four days, most likely. It’s not comfortable when we have to fit in the Stalker’s House. All thirteen of us.’


‘Fourteen!’ Effie piped up.


‘. . . Fourteen, aye,’ Uncle Hamish confirmed, but with another of his stern looks.


She didn’t care. She’d caught him on the hop and secured her place. She beamed, feeling satisfied.


‘It sounds rather . . . crowded.’


‘It’s very rustic, Your Lordship,’ the factor replied, po-faced. ‘It’s an ancient souterrain. An underground dwelling. No more than a ditch walled with stone slabs, really.’


If he had been trying to put him off . . . 


‘Good gracious. What a shame we can’t join you, I should have loved to see it!’ the earl exclaimed.


‘You still can, sir. We have a couple here on Hirta. The Fairy House is not far away. I’m sure we could find someone to show you.’ Uncle Hamish looked straight at her. ‘Effie, you could make yourself useful and take their lordships to Tigh Na Banaghaisgich.’


She looked back at him with pink-cheeked indignation. ‘But I’m going to Boreray!’


‘I just told you you’re not.’


‘No. You just said it – fourteen of us going over.’


‘Aye, the factor will want to come. That makes fourteen.’


The factor looked as surprised by his automatic admission to their party as she was to be excluded from it.


‘I trust you will want to make an inventory of the sheep numbers and check their condition for the laird?’ Uncle Hamish asked him.


There was a pause. ‘Indeed.’


‘But you all agreed it’s my right to do our share,’ Effie said, pushing her way forward and refusing to be ignored.


‘Effie,’ Finlay McKinnon said warningly, trying to pull her back as he always did, as if she was heading towards some danger only he could see.


‘On Hirta only. You know this.’ Uncle Hamish looked away, pointedly ending the discussion. ‘It’s agreed, then. Tell the women to pack the supplies. We’ll set off in the hour.’


The band of men turned to disperse.


‘I wonder . . .’ The earl let the words hang in the air. His rank meant the men could not turn away when he spoke; sure enough, they all turned back. ‘Will there be anyone left on the island who can act as our guide?’


‘I’m afraid the men will all be gone a few days now, sir,’ Archie MacQueen said, touching his cap apologetically.


‘Ah, that is a pity,’ the earl nodded. ‘To have come such a long way to see your famous birdlife. Sir John said it was worth making the trip especially.’


There was a silence. Everyone knew from the casual mention of ‘Sir John’ that this was an elegant warning: it would not be in their best interests to disappoint their landlord, or his close friends.


‘If it’s birds y’like, there’s no one knows more about the birds here than Effie. She saw the fork-tailed petrels up by Mullach Sgar just the other week, did ye no’, lass?’ Mad Annie piped up from her position at the spinning wheel. ‘And she’s a good climber too, equal to many of the men.’


Angus McKinnon immediately bristled. As did Effie. Hadn’t she, only last night, proved she was better?


‘Well, we certainly saw a display of her speed and courage last night,’ the young lord said, one hand pushed casually into his trouser pocket as he leant against the wall. ‘I wouldn’t hesitate to place my trust in Miss Gillies. Would you, Father?’


The earl considered for a moment, watching Effie from behind his spectacles. For the first time, she wondered what he saw, how she appeared to outsiders – a girl dressed as a boy, showing off on a rope, arguing with the men . . . 


‘After what we saw yesterday, no. What do you say, young lady? Will you be our guide for the next few days? We’d pay, of course – say, two shillings for your time?’


‘Two . . .?’ Effie looked at her father with disbelief. She only earnt a pound for looking after the bull for a whole year! It would mean abandoning any hope of getting over to Boreray, but . . . 


She nodded back to the gentlemen. ‘For two shillings, I’d be happy to guide you, sir.’


‘That’s agreed, then,’ Uncle Hamish said, effectively dismissing the meeting again with his pronouncement. The men quickly disbanded, but Effie stayed where she was as the earl and his son walked over. Poppit pressed herself against her legs as she petted her head.


‘Well, we are now in your hands, young lady,’ the earl said. ‘Can you lead us to the fork-tailed petrels?’ 


‘Aye, sir. Or to the Fairy House. Whenever you’re ready.’


‘I’m not sure this is entirely regular, Your Lordship,’ the factor said, stepping in.


‘Why not?’ the earl asked briskly. ‘She’s proved she’s equal to the men in her abilities. And she has personally sighted one of the very birds I’ve come here to spot.’


‘But, as a young woman alone, guiding . . .’ The factor let his words fade, allowing an insinuation to speak for him instead.


‘Yes . . .?’


There was an awkward silence as the factor looked between her and their esteemed guests, his employer’s personal friends.


‘It’s nothing, sir, you’re quite right. I’m glad an arrangement could be found.’ Frank Mathieson went to withdraw, looking like a kicked dog. 


‘Mr Mathieson, before we leave,’ said Ian McKinnon, the postmaster, stepping towards him. ‘I’d like to talk with you about the matter we raised on your last visit in September . . .?’ He tailed off into a diplomatic silence, not wanting to go into details in front of their guests. 


The factor’s mouth settled into a flat line. He often seemed displeased by the realities of his work. As the laird’s man on the ground, he had to not only bring over supplies but listen to and address their problems, illnesses, needs and wants: the roofs weren’t secure, it rained inside the houses as well as out, the harvest had failed . . . On his second trip of the season, at the end of August, he would collect the goods they bartered for rent and would again leave any necessary supplies to see them through the long, hard winter, when the isle was cut off from the mainland by the heavy seas. 


‘Can it not wait till we return, Mr McKinnon?’ he snapped. ‘I’ve just endured one hellish crossing only to find I must immediately take another.’


The postmaster looked clearly affronted. ‘Well, I dare say it can, aye, sir.’


‘Good,’ the factor muttered with a look of scorn as he turned on his heel. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me. I’ve to prepare for counting sheep.’ 


The decision to see to the sheep put the village into a spin. Chores were abandoned as the women put together food supplies and blankets were sought, old sacks retrieved from cleits and folded down for the plucked wool that would be coming back with the men. The dogs ran along the shore, barking excitedly and sending the birds scattering skywards as the boat was pulled towards the water.


But within the hour they were ready, and the women and children waved with handkerchiefs in their hands till the village’s boat rowed around the headland of Oiseval and out of sight. 


‘Shall we get such a fond farewell when it is our turn to leave, Miss Gillies?’ Lord Sholto asked, amusement dancing through his eyes. He had emerged from the factor’s house as he heard the commotion and had come to stand on the beach with the rest. Now, somehow, they were standing together.


‘I’m sure we shall be quite sorry to see you go, sir,’ she said, keeping her eyes dead ahead. She could see the factor looking back to shore from the boat and knew he still wasn’t happy that she would be guiding their most esteemed visitors, no matter what he’d said to the contrary. In the six years that he had occupied the role as MacLeod’s factor, there hadn’t been a single visit when he hadn’t called her ‘a wild thing’, as though she was an animal and not a girl. ‘We always take care to say proper goodbyes, for there are never any guarantees we’ll be reunited.’


She turned to walk back up the beach, but he moved too and walked with her. He had changed from his suit into climbing tweeds. 


‘But they are not going far. The isle is just over the way, is it not?’


‘Aye but you don’t need to go far for danger. We had three men drowned right here in the bay and we couldna’ save them.’


A deep frown puckered his smooth brow. ‘That’s terrible, I’m sorry. Was it recent?’


‘No. Fourteen years past now, but to their families it is like yesterday.’


‘Was there a storm?’


‘Not a bad one, but there was swell. They went out to catch some birds off the stack over there. Stac Levenish. The men were tied to one another, ready to climb. One fell in . . .’ She shrugged.


‘And the others went down with him,’ he murmured. ‘Could they not swim?’


‘None of us can.’ 


‘None—?’ He looked shocked. 


‘We’ve no need to go in the water. The waters are too heavy to fish in any numbers. We can fish a little off the rocks but it’s why we mainly hunt the birds instead.’


‘But yesterday, coming down the cliff . . . You leapt into the boat.’


‘Aye.’ She looked back at him blankly.


‘If you had missed . . .’


‘But I didn’t.’


‘You barely made it, though.’


‘Barely was still enough,’ she shrugged. ‘But perhaps if I had really needed it, you might have thought to save me, sir.’


He laughed at her wry tone. ‘I hope you know I wouldn’t have hesitated.’


She shrugged.


‘And are you going to tell me you risked your life just to beat that fellow who was racing you?’


‘It was important that I won.’


‘But worth dying for?’


‘Well, I would always prefer not to, naturally.’


He laughed again. 


The earl, who had been watching the departure from the window of the factor’s house, stepped out, and she headed for him. ‘Are you ready, sir?’ she asked. 


‘Indeed. Though I should warn you – my son may be up to keeping up with you on the ropes and slopes, but I’m afraid those days are very much behind me.’


Effie gave a guarded smile. Manners barred her from exclaiming that his son wouldn’t have a chance of keeping up with her on a rope. ‘We’ll mainly just be walking today, sir. I last saw the Leaches circling near Na h-Eagan, on the far side of Ruival there.’ She pointed to the mountain to their left, on the opposite side of the glen.


‘You call them Leaches too?’ The earl seemed impressed. ‘So then you know something of the birds, other than by sight?’


‘Aye, sir.’ She jutted her chin defiantly. Poor didn’t mean ignorant. Like all the younger generation on the island, she could read and write and spell in both English and Gaelic. ‘I read a lot.’


‘Quite so. And your dog . . .’ He glanced at Poppit, standing close by her legs, her head positioned as ever beneath Effie’s palm. ‘She won’t disturb the birds?’


‘On the contrary, she’s my secret weapon. She can smell them.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Poppit.’


‘That’s an unusual name.’


‘It’s on account of a meadow pipit she befriended as a pup.’


The earl laughed. ‘I see.’


‘I trained her myself. Her mother rejected the litter so I hand-reared her.’


‘Yes, I can see the bond from here. She doesn’t take her eyes off you.’


‘She’s a loyal lass.’ Effie couldn’t keep the warmth from her voice as she stroked the dog’s head. She looked back up to find both men watching her with curious looks. Didn’t they talk to their animals too? ‘. . . Shall we, then?’


They walked through the Street, Effie nodding and sharing a smile with Jayne Ferguson and a crafty wink with Lorna MacDonald as she passed by with the distinguished guests. Effie knew the gossip that would spill out now the women had charge of the village and she felt their sharp-eyed gazes at the men’s backs as they walked along. Even Mary McKinnon, who was rarely out of her bed these days – she was with child but carrying poorly – looked up from her knitting as they strode past her door.


They walked three abreast, the earl centrally placed as they began the climb up Mullach Geal. It was too steep to talk much, although Effie pointed out as many birds as she could – snipe and meadow pipits, wheatears and the native wrens particularly who hopped on the walls and cleits, singing loudly as they fought to be heard above the sea, wind and shrieking seabirds. 


At the top of the Am Blaid ridge, an hour or so later and twice the time it would usually take her, they stopped. 


‘Miss Gillies, a brief rest, if you will,’ the earl panted, leaning on his walking stick. ‘At my age, the spirit may well be willing but the flesh is sadly weak.’ Gingerly, he sat himself on the ground.


Effie flopped down where she was standing, his son too, all of them leaning their elbows on their knees as they took in the view over the glen and out to sea. 


‘You’re lucky to call this home, Miss Gillies,’ the earl said once he’d got his breath back, a sense of wonder in his voice.


‘Aye, I am,’ she sighed, looking down upon the smoking settlement, her kingdom, with pride. 


‘Have you ever left here?’


‘Why would I do that, sir? I have all that I need here.’


‘Quite so.’ He smiled, seeming bemused by her reply. ‘Still, for all its wild majesty, it’s not an easy way to live. Sir John often shares the problems you face living somewhere so remote – the failed crops, the sickness and lack of medical care.’


‘There is that. But the beauty outweighs the problems.’


‘So you’ve never thought of moving elsewhere?’


‘Only during the particularly bad storms.’


‘I imagine they can be quite wild. The rain last night was ferocious.’


‘It’s the winds that are really fierce. We’ve had roofs ripped off, the boat flipped over . . . It’s not much fun if you get caught away from home, I can tell you.’


‘Do you take shelter in the cleits?’


‘Aye. If the sheep don’t beat us to it.’


Lord Sholto gave a low laugh. He seemed entertained by her conversation.


‘But you’re still not tempted by an easier life?’


She sighed. ‘Oh, sometimes we get visitors over who tell us stories about your side of the water and I get to wondering what it must be like not to . . . struggle. But this is what I know. It’s what I am.’ She stared down at her home, her eyes tracing the long wall of the head dyke behind the cottages, the symmetrical roundness of the burial ground’s high wall, these dots and dashes the small impressions made by her ancestors into this landscape. Nature had carved, whittled and whipped this rock in the sea into a home. And that home had shaped her, its wild forces honing her like a parent.


‘Besides, my father would never leave here and I would never leave him, so . . .’ She gave a shrug.


‘Then he’s a lucky man to have such a loving daughter.’


‘He’d prefer a living son.’ The comment was out before she could stop it. She gave a tight smile, seeing the visitors’ surprised looks. ‘. . . Sorry, sir, I shouldn’t have said that. I forget, sometimes, not to say every thought that comes into m’ head.’ 


‘Please, my dear, speak freely,’ the earl said. ‘If we cannot be free here in the middle of nowhere, then where?’


‘This isn’t the middle of nowhere,’ she protested with hurt pride.


‘No?’


‘It’s the middle of everywhere – for me anyway.’


‘Of course. My apologies. My remark was tactless.’


Lord Sholto was regarding her with interest. ‘Are you an only child too, Miss Gillies?’ 


She swallowed. ‘I am now. My big brother John died four years back . . . He went over the top.’


He frowned. ‘You mean he . . .?’


‘Fell, aye. The rope snapped.’


There was an appalled silence. The visitors had seen the height of the sea cliffs for themselves yesterday. ‘Is that sort of accident common?’ the earl asked.


‘No, but it happens every few years or so. My father hasn’t recovered.’


‘And your mother . . .?’


Effie inhaled sharply. ‘Knew nothing of it, thankfully. She died when I was ten. TB.’


‘My dear girl, I’m so sorry,’ the earl said softly. ‘So it’s just the two of you then?’


Effie nodded. ‘My father was married before. His first wife died delivering a baby. They had five wee ’uns and none lived past seven, for various reasons – lockjaw, the boat cough.’


‘That is a heavy burden for any man to bear.’


‘Aye.’


The earl was watching her. ‘And for you too.’


She was surprised by the observation. No one had ever commented on her loss before. ‘It’s fine. I get on with it.’ 


There was a small pause, the men digesting her revelation with pitying eyes, but tragedy was a part of life here, like the wind. 


‘So is that why you stood with the men at their meeting this morning? You’ve taken on your brother’s duties?’ Lord Sholto asked.


She nodded. ‘We need craggers to catch the birds and their eggs we eat for food, but out of the thirty-six of us, there’s too many as are too old or too young to go over the top. My father’s too old for the ropes and his bones are bad anyway, so I go.’


‘But wouldn’t your neighbours help you?’ the earl asked.


‘Aye, they would, as they do for the widows and Old Fin. But why should we rely on charity when I am young and strong and able-bodied? Should we put out our begging bowls just because I am a girl and not a boy?’


They saw the defiance in her eyes. ‘. . . That’s a very modern view, especially in a community such as this. Has it been well-received among the men?’ the earl asked.


‘Not really. The old ways run deep, but it’s tolerated because they’ve no other choice. Whatever their prejudice against a girl doing men’s work, there’s just not enough of them to do it without me. I’ve proved to them I can do it and they need my help, even if they don’t want it.’ 


The son was smiling at her again as she spoke. ‘And what exactly do you do, that girls shouldn’t?’ he asked.


‘Cragging. Fowling for fulmars, kittiwakes and guillemots. Snaring puffins, working the dogs.’


‘So why weren’t you allowed to the other island?’ 


‘That’s just their way of stopping me. The sheep wool isn’t food, clearly, just rent, so they can get by without me. They need me for the bird quotas here and they know they can’t prevent me from climbing the cliffs anyway, but they can stop me from getting into a boat with them.’


‘Their justification being?’


‘I can’t swim.’


Lord Sholto frowned. ‘But they can’t either. You said to me on the beach that—’


‘I know. It’s just the excuse they give.’


He didn’t reply, but his eyes flashed with something that looked like anger. 


‘Can I be honest with you, Miss Gillies?’ the earl asked after a short pause. 


‘I hope you will, sir.’


‘Before we left, Sir John mentioned to me in confidence that he had received a letter from the islanders. He said you’ve petitioned the government, asking for evacuation to the mainland.’


Effie looked at him, then away again. She clenched her jaw. ‘Aye.’


‘Did you sign it?’


‘I had to. We either all go or all stay, that was the arrangement.’


‘Even if it’s not what you want? You just said you never want to leave.’


‘That’s just how it is here. The voice of one is the voice of all. We can scarce support ourselves with the numbers we’ve got, it’s true, and if any more young men were to leave . . . I try to show them every day that we could manage it if the women could be allowed to do the men’s jobs too but . . .’


‘They’re not as brave as you?’


‘They just don’t want it. Every month, we have more tourist boats, people coming over and telling us about life on the Other Side: Luxury. Comfort. Heating. Shops. Cars. Indoor bathrooms. Talking pictures . . .’ She sighed, shrugging her shoulders in a hopeless gesture. ‘Their heads have been turned. They’re tired of island life.’


‘But you’re not?’


‘I don’t want easy. This is all I know. Besides, there’s nothing for me over there. I’d have nothing to go to.’


‘So if the government grants your request—?’


‘But they won’t. They never do, that’s why I agreed to sign. For years we’ve been asking for a radio tower, a regular mail boat, a bigger boat instead of the skiffs, even just herring nets! Nothing. Why should this be any different? No one cares about us.’


Her voice faded out as it occurred to her she had said too much, revealed the dissatisfaction and unhappiness of the villagers to people who were friends of their landlord, a man about to lose the considerable income they generated for him. Why should she think they would understand, much less side with her? If the factor was to hear about what she’d just said . . . Wasn’t she behaving in exactly the way he’d feared? She forced a smile and an end to the conversation.


‘Well, if you’re ready, sir?’ she asked, gathering in her feet.


He nodded, seeming to read her sudden apprehension, and they all rose, setting off again. They bore south-westwards, walking with more ease now along the high plateau. Effie loved it up here. The ocean puddled around them in every direction, the horizon forming an unbroken line for 360 degrees, no land in sight. On really clear days, the distant peaks of North Uist and Harris could just be glimpsed as faint shadows, but not today. A slight haze kept them locked in their own universe, quite alone.


They walked another hour, the men forming a line behind her as the path narrowed to single file. They skirted the cliffs, the land drawing sharply inwards in parts, the sky becoming sketchy with white and grey arrows, birds swooping as they circled their perches on the vertiginous cliffs. The earl was an experienced birder. Even at height he could identify the shag from the cormorant, the fulmar from the lesser black-backed gull, the flight pattern of the gannet and the kittiwake. Effie walked with focus, her gaze catching on one bird, then another, following, assessing, searching . . . 


‘There,’ she said suddenly, pointing ahead of her as she stopped walking. The men flanked her on either side, following the direction of her finger. She motioned for them to get low, her eyes scanning the long tufty grass. They all lay on their stomachs.


‘What do you see?’ the earl whispered.


‘A Leach nest, straight ahead.’


‘Here? Not on the cliffs?’ the earl asked.


She shook her head. ‘The fulmar petrel nests on ledges, but the fork-tail burrows.’


‘I can’t see it,’ Lord Sholto said.


‘It’s right there, look.’ She pointed to the remains of an ancient cleit. Only a few rocks remained, the remnants now barely even a wall, but tucked between several stacked boulders could be seen some wildly placed stalks of grass and displaced patches of lichen. It was almost impossible to discern in the sprawling wildness, only the tiniest vagaries of mismatched placement drawing the eye. 


‘How on earth did you spot that?’ the earl asked. ‘I can scarcely make it out even now you’ve shown it to me.’


‘Come left a little.’ They all shuffled leftwards a few feet and the new angle better revealed a small bird the size of a swift, roosting upon the scant nest, sitting tight between the stones. Its feathers were bluish-grey with white upper tail-coverts and a small dusky black bill. 


The bird ruffled its wings, twitching as if sensing their scrutiny.


The earl inhaled sharply. They had all seen, in the movement, the bright ovoid perfection of its egg. ‘Tell me what you know of them,’ he whispered.


Effie considered for a moment. She knew a lot. Her books were the only distraction to be had on long winter nights, and if it was a choice between that and the Bible . . . ‘They’re pelagic, spending up to eight months at sea. Their forked tails make them good divers. They’re slightly larger than the Stormies, with an erratic, hesitant flight pattern. They often appear to walk on the water . . . What else?’ She thought harder. ‘Oh. Yes. They don’t recognize their own chicks and will switch mates if a hatching fails. They usually only lay one egg. It’s rough-textured, chalky white with a few small red dots at the larger end and they’re highly prized.’


‘I’ll say,’ Sholto murmured, glancing at her. ‘Papa’s been after one for six years. And you’ve just walked him straight up to one!’


‘I’m afraid I really must have it,’ the earl murmured, as if he was breaking bad news to her. But he wasn’t the first rich man to have arrived here on an egg hunt and he wouldn’t be the last. ‘Sholto, seeing as you’re nearer . . .’


His son nodded.


‘Wait,’ Effie said as he moved to go forward. ‘If you invade the nest, they’ll spit oil on you.’


‘That’s nothing to what Papa will do if I don’t get it for him.’ Lord Sholto gave a bemused smile. 


It was the sort of smile that probably meant he always got what he wanted but she held firm. ‘Just wait. She’ll move.’


‘Today?’ But it was a gentle joke, and he moved back into position again.


‘During incubation, both parents frequently abandon the egg for days at a time. Their eggs incubate at much lower temperatures than other birds. Look, see how she’s twitching again. I think she’s getting ready to fly . . .’


‘How do you know all this?’ Lord Sholto asked.


She felt offended he expected so little from her. Did he assume her to be primitive just because she was an islander? ‘I watch and I learn, sir.’


As if to make the point, she pulled a small notebook from her climbing bag and – watching intently – began making notes of the bird’s behaviour, sketching its bill, the crown of its head . . . They lay in the grass for a while, all watching the bird as she fussed, moving on the egg and off again as much as she could in the confines of the nook. She pulled at a stalk of grass that wasn’t laid to her liking. Her feathers ruffled again, stretching out her wings.


‘That’s it . . .’ Effie murmured, eyes narrowing in concentration. ‘Go on . . .’


A few moments later, the bird took off, skimming and half-circling over the cliffs and out above open water.


‘Hurrah!’ the earl exclaimed as the egg was exposed in its brilliant perfection.


‘And now you may take it without having your clothes ruined.’ 


‘Well worth the wait – and I can get it myself now.’ He struggled back up to standing.


‘My mother’s always telling me patience is a virtue. She says the best things are always worth waiting for,’ Lord Sholto said. 


‘Then your mother and I are in agreement,’ she said evenly, resisting the light in his eyes as he lay on his stomach watching her. For all his easy laughs and gentlemanly charm, she sensed there was something in them that could lift her up and carry her away. She broke cover, sitting up into a cross-legged pose now that the petrel had flown. For something to look at, other than him, she watched the birds pitching above them, her pencil still poised in her hand.


Lord Sholto rolled onto his side and rested his head in his hand, watching her as she sketched. The earl had gone over to the nest and was crouching, cradling the egg tenderly. ‘It’s wonderful,’ he called over. ‘Quite a rough texture, as you said.’


‘You shall need to blow it properly, sir, if you want to preserve it.’


He glanced over at her. ‘I suppose you have expert tips for that too?’


‘I’m no expert, I can only tell you how we do it here, sir.’ Blown bird eggs were one of the main things tourists liked to buy from the islanders, along with their soft tweed and home knits.


‘Au contraire, Miss Gillies,’ the earl said, baffling her completely. ‘I can see that when it comes to your sea birds, you are indeed the expert and we your humble students. Tell me again, who was the lady who recommended you to us? We must thank her.’


‘Mad Annie?’


Lord Sholto laughed. ‘Heavens. Is she mad?’


‘No,’ Effie grinned. ‘But she smokes the pipe and curses and doesn’t go to kirk. The minister despairs of her.’


‘Why doesn’t she go to church?’


‘She hasn’t since the day her husband died. He was one of them that drowned. She said God had abandoned her so she would abandon him.’ 


‘She sounds a strong character.’


‘We’ve a few of those,’ she agreed. ‘Ma Peg’s not to be messed with either and Old Fin can still spit in your eye from ten paces.’


Both men looked shocked by the comment and Effie had a sense again that she’d been . . . embarrassing. But they laughed again in the next moment.


Effie watched as the earl pulled a small box from his knapsack; he knelt down and pulled at some moss and grass, padding the box with it before setting the egg in the middle. She watched on, discomfited. It wasn’t a hobby she understood. She could see the beauty of it, but for her – for all St Kildans – eggs were food, not pretty objects to collect. She was no hypocrite; she knew she had and would continue to take thousands more eggs from their nests than either of these men ever would, but that was a matter of her survival; it struck her as somehow against the natural order to take an egg from the nest, the only egg the bird would lay this breeding season, just for the sake of display. It felt very close to avarice.


She watched Lord Sholto pluck a stalk of rye grass and begin to chew on it, his eyes flitting to her again and settling there as he found her gaze already upon him. She felt, again, that sense of being lifted, of the ground dropping away beneath her, and it made her stomach swoop. She didn’t understand the feeling. She was a St Kildan, an intrepid climber who swung from the ropes without a care; but for the first time in her life, she understood what others felt when they watched her as a spider on the wall: the fear of falling.
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