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      ‘One last wave!’ forty-two-year-old Glenda McKinley instructed her daughters as she drew her thick plaid shawl more tightly around her shoulders against the chill that had arrived with the lowering of the sun on this April day of 1878.

      Her eyes were fixed on her husband John whose strong arms were sending the rowing boat scudding in the direction of the tiny island in the loch, near to its opposite shore.

      He was still thin after a severe chest infection and Glenda now recalled the handsome strong, young man with slightly curled dark hair that had first won her heart. He was still relatively young at forty-two years of age but he was leaner and his hair and beard now had streaks of grey; his skin dark and tough with the wind and sun that also gave these Highland mountains their wonderful subtle colours.

      ‘Just a little longer, Mama,’ pleaded sixteen-year-old Caitlin.

      ‘There’s a lot to do before your father returns, and that won’t be long with the light fading,’ countered her mother.

      ‘He should have gone earlier as you suggested, Mama,’ put in nineteen-year-old Rosalind, a little tetchily.

      Glenda knew what was upsetting her eldest daughter but, deciding this was not the moment to chide Rosalind, held back a reprimand. Instead she said, lacing her words with encouragement, ‘Come on, let’s see how Mrs Lynch is getting on with the cooking. When we’ve done that we’ll go and dress ourselves in our best attire.’

      ‘We’ll give Papa the surprise of his life,’ laughed Caitlin.

      ‘Are you sure he knows nothing of your plans?’ asked Rosalind.

      ‘Yes,’ replied her mother. ‘He doesn’t suspect we are doing anything special. The staff have been sworn to secrecy.’

      ‘This is so exciting!’ cried Caitlin quickly, putting aside any sorrow she felt on leaving.

      ‘So don’t you give it away by over-reacting,’ warned her sister.

      ‘I’m not stupid,’ snapped Caitlin.

      ‘Now come on, let’s not bicker.’ Glenda waved her daughters into the house and headed for the kitchen. Within a few minutes Mrs Lynch was reassuring her that the celebratory meal would be ready by the time the master was ready to sit down.

      ‘So there is nothing more for us to do?’ Glenda enquired.

      ‘Nothing, Ma’am. You and the young ladies should go and enjoy getting ready.’

      Glenda and her two daughters hurried up the stairs to their rooms. Twenty minutes later they all reappeared on the landing.

      ‘Oh, Mama, you look wonderful,’ gasped Rosalind, looking with both excitement and sadness at her mother’s beautiful peacock-blue gown that complemented Glenda’s Celtic red hair and emphasised a still trim figure.

      ‘You do, you really do!’ added Caitlin, not wanting to be left out.

      Glenda laughed. ‘You’ve seen this dress before. The present situation did not warrant my buying a new one.’

      ‘I know, Mama, but you seem to glow and make it look special on what is really a sad occasion. Our last night at home.’

      ‘Thank you very much.’ She stepped back a little and took in her two daughters, Ros, so much like her father with her high cheek bones that were accentuated whenever she smiled and Cat, the young ‘tom-boy’, whose love of the outdoors had tanned her pale skin; but her real beauty shone from within, lighting up her hazel eyes. ‘You two look just as lovely in those dresses; perfect to walk down the stairs with me when your father comes in.’

      ‘Should I start my lookout now, Mama?’ asked Caitlin, her tone filled with the expectation of how her father might react when he saw the three of them standing on the stairs dressed in their finest just for him and for the dream they were to follow.

      ‘Why not?’ replied her mother. ‘We don’t know exactly when he will leave the island, except that he won’t be late.’

      ‘I’ll get the best view from here,’ announced Cat, heading for the window seat at the end of the landing.

      ‘A good loud shout when you first see him,’ said Rosalind. ‘Don’t miss him by daydreaming about the future.’

      ‘As if I would,’ muttered Caitlin, as she ran to the seat and settled her gaze across the loch towards the castle that stood, a half ruin, on the tiny island a short distance away. She followed the sun’s rays touching the mountain-tops with an ever-changing light that also took every opportunity to spread enchantment into the glens and, closer to home, the trees her father had planted when her and Ros had been toddlers. She smiled at the memory of them insisting that he should name them all. She must not miss the first signs that her father was heading home.

      Glenda smiled to herself at her youngest daughter’s determination to play her part in the surprise. ‘Come, Rosalind, we may as well be comfortable while we wait.’

      They went down the stairs and settled on to a comfortable, slightly faded sofa in front of the blazing log fire in the sitting room. Glenda looked at her daughter, staring at the leaping flames as if they were not there. The sparkle had faded from Rosalind’s eyes recently.

      ‘Still worried about leaving Scotland?’ Glenda asked her gently.

      Rosalind screwed up her face. ‘Not exactly worried but I don’t really want to go. I love this land. I love our Scottish mountains. I love my home, all our memories of every room in this house. I want to take them all with me.’

      ‘So do I,’ said Glenda. ‘I’m locking them away in my memory so I’ll have them with me wherever I go. You try and do the same, then you and I can share them whenever we want.’

      ‘So why are we going?’

      ‘You know the last few years have been difficult for us, Rosalind. Your father and I are getting older and have no son to take on such a large estate with challenging farming conditions. Your father’s illness last year took a lot out of him and now he feels he wants a better life for us all and believes that we can find it in America. He has not taken this decision lightly. He has consulted your Uncle Gordon who’s been in America for sixteen years now. He tells us there is good land available from which we can live well. We should be able to build ourselves a solid and profitable future. We are lucky to have his advice from which to profit.’

      ‘I know, but life there won’t be the same as it is here.’

      Glenda smiled. ‘It won’t, but it might be better; Uncle Gordon believes so. After moving around he has now finally settled in Colorado. He also agrees with your father’s decision not to sell up here, so that if ever any of us wishes to return, we can do so. That’s why we are leaving the furniture, our best clothes and so on. We have to see what life in America is like before we make a final decision.’

      ‘Is that a promise, Mama?’

      ‘You know it is, and also that the estate is being placed meanwhile in the capable hands of Mr and Mrs Martins; Jessie will keep her eye on the house and Greg will look after the estate helped by his son. Your father has given Greg and Clive carte blanche to do as they think best to keep the estate a viable proposition. So, you see, you can be reassured once again that Pinmuir House, Loch, its castle and lands, are being looked after…’

      Her words, which she saw were reassuring her eldest daughter, were cut short by a piercing scream that echoed through the house.

      Glenda started. A chill ran through her at the sound of further screams. The colour drained from Rosalind’s face. ‘Caitlin!’ she cried, leaping to her feet. Her mother was close behind her as they reached the hall.

      ‘Mama! Mama!’ Caitlin, racing down the stairs, was shaking so much she could barely get the words out. She flung herself at her mother.

      Glenda grabbed her by her upper arms and shook her slightly. ‘What is it, Cat? What’s wrong?’

      Caitlin gasped, ‘Fire… fire!’

      Glenda released her, turned and rushed to the front of the house. She yanked open the oak door and even as she plunged outside saw dark smoke and flames rising from the castle. She started towards the loch but after a few steps realised it was useless – John had their only boat!

      ‘Papa!’ gasped Rosalind, following her mother. She was aware of someone beside her, turned, grasped his arm and said, ‘He’s over at the castle, Clive! The boat is still tied up there. Get help… quick!’

      A shocked Clive acted immediately. Thankful that he had come from his home on horseback, he sent the animal galloping in the direction of their nearest neighbour, a mile along the shore of the loch.

      There was still enough light to distinguish any movement on the island but all Glenda could see were the devouring flames, their macabre dance reflected in the still waters of the loch.

      Caitlin clung to her mother, and Rosalind huddled close to them both. Glenda felt the weight of the inevitable settling over her, even though she tried desperately to cling to some last shred of hope.
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