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  For our dear Ethy and George, so far away but never forgotten. Your visit to Rhanna in 1999 made the years roll back as we remembered the yesterdays we had
  shared. Another wee chardonnay is on the menu now. Slainte Mha and haste ye back! From Chris and Ken, Big Fig, and Rhanna of Rhanna.
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  The Kinvara Peninsula


  Late June 1931


  


  Chapter One


  Vaila knew all about the small islands that lay off the coast of Kinvara. From her bedroom window in No. 6 Keepers Row she was able to see them quite plainly, especially
  lumpy little Stac Gorm, lying within the great curving cliffs of Nivens Bay, its sheltered shores much favoured by grey Atlantic seals in mild calm weather.


  Further out to sea rose the basaltic structure of Eilean Crocan, pitted with caves, fringed by tiny white beaches that shimmered and sparkled on really blue summer days. Eilean Orsa was the most
  distant of all, long and low, wild and storm-lashed, golden and beckoning when its lichen-covered reefs were caught in the light of the setting sun.


  Stac Gorm, being tidal, was more accessible than the others, and was a popular place for locals and visitors alike. The travelling people came for the whelk picking; fishermen dug in the wet
  sands for lug worms; young lovers wandered in the moonlight; toddlers splashed in the rock pools: schoolchildren played imaginative games in the cool dark caverns and were occasionally stranded
  when they forgot all about time and tides.


  Vaila loved to go there whenever she could but liked it even better when Rob Sutherland, her father, took her out in Charlie Campbells boat to those other isles beyond Nivens Bay.
  If she closed her eyes she could imagine the cut of the bow through the waves, her fathers black hair tossing in the wind, could almost hear his deep laugh ringing out as they drew nearer to
  Eilean Crocan.


  And then the magic of his strong big hand in hers as they wandered over the beaches, gazing in wonder at the black mouths of the caves; watching the seabirds wheeling and dipping among the great
  rocky outcrops; stopping to picnic on the white sands of Monks Cove where an Irish missionary had landed long ago before sailing over to mainland Kinvara.


  Vaila drew very close to her father during these precious times alone with him. He seemed to open up and expand as he spoke to her in that nice easy way of his, his face growing animated when he
  told her about the myths and legends that surrounded the Kinvara coastline, his dark eyes often dreamy and faraway when he went on to talk of boyhood days and of the numerous small adventures
  hed had whilst growing up.


  And then she would ask about her mother, Morna Jean Sommero, never tiring of hearing him talk about the young woman he had loved from their first moment of meeting and how she had borne his
  little daughter in Shetland only to discover that he had met and married another woman in her absence.


  We hurt each other terribly, he once said quietly to Vaila. I never knew about you until it was too late. By then I had a wife and a son and though I loved you dearly I had
  to keep your identity a secret from the world.


  But everybody knows about me now, Robbie, even Grampa Ramsay, she had said pensively, the use of her fathers Christian name coming easily to her lips since it was the one
  she had used from babyhood.


  Ay, even Grampa Ramsay, but it took the death o your mother to make everyone come to their senses. What I did was wrong, grown-ups are supposed to be wise and sensible but I was
  neither. I argued with Morna and allowed her to slip through my fingers and I wasnt being fair marrying Hannah when I was so mixed up about everything. She was so good and understanding when
  your mother died and suggested that you come and live with us at Keepers Row. Your Aunt Mirren wanted to bring you up in Shetland and if that had happened we might hardly have seen one
  another.


  Oh, but it was a great love you had with my mother. Vaila had sighed then, tears springing to her eyes at the romance and beauty of it all. When I grow up I want what you
  and my mother had and Ill never get married until I find it.


  Ah, Vaila, he had said wistfully. A love like that is a rare and wonderful thing between a man and a woman. Some people go through their whole lives and never ever find it.
  But you are the child of my heart, you were born of joy and tenderness, these qualities have been bred in you and surely one day you will meet someone who will share your feelings. Stay a wee lass
  for a while yet though. Childhood days are the best and you must enjoy them while you can.


  He had grown still and quiet after that and hadnt wanted to talk any more and young as she was she knew that he was thinking about the events of his past life and was reliving them in his
  memory.


  A tear came to Vailas eyes as she lay in her bed in her bright little room and thought about these lovely outings she and Robbie had shared and how lonely she often
  felt when his job took him away from her. He was deputy head keeper of the Kinvara Light, a lonely grey tower that rose stark out of the sea twelve miles south-west of Calvost.


  On clear days the flashing of the great octagon could plainly be seen on the horizon, in bad weather it was almost obliterated by mist and rain that came sweeping in over the wild turmoil of the
  Atlantic ocean. That was when the foghorns began their mournful hooting, the lights in the signal tower started winking, and when Johnny Lonely the hermit scurried up to the headland to light his
  warning beacons on the point.


  Vailas thoughts turned to her mother. She had been just a tiny girl when Morna Jean had died, but pictures sometimes came to her and she remembered a pretty dark-haired lady who had
  talked to her about the seals and the other creatures that lived in the sea round Marys Bay.


  Vaila frowned and wished the memories of her mother werent so hazy . . . yet the laughter was clear enough . . . and quite often she imagined that she could hear her mothers voice
  inside her head . . .


  Getting up, she went to the window to prop her chin in her hands and gaze towards the beach and the bay and the little white house known as Oir na Cuan which meant Edge of the Ocean.


  She had once lived there with her mother and sometimes she wished she lived there still, so near the sea and the rocks and all the little boats that sailed past Marys Bay on their way
  round to the harbour. Several families had occupied the house over the years but none of them had stayed very long and it had lain empty for a while. Now another family were moving in, today in
  fact, and in a few days time the Mill O Cladach would also be occupied by a different set of people, the previous miller having left some months ago . . .


  A movement from behind made Vaila look round. Essie was awake, not saying anything but just lying there on her pillows, contented and quiet, looking up at the ceiling as if she was seeing
  something that no one else could see in the fingers of sunlight dancing above her.


  Vaila went over and sitting down on the bed she smiled at her little half-sister and gave her a hug. Four-year-old Essie was a passive dreamy child with big blue eyes and a tumble of silky
  flaxen hair framing her delicately featured small face. She was a beautiful child and Hannah often said she didnt know who her daughter took after as no one else in the family had hair that
  bright or eyes so strikingly blue.


  Come on, Essie, waken up properly. Vaila pulled back the quilt and gathered her sister into her arms, Lets go and see Andy and play for a while before Hannah calls
  us. Well take our things with us and get dressed in Andys room.


  


  Chapter Two


  Andy had wakened early and was having his thinking time. He liked this quiet morning hour because it was then he could really concentrate on all the things that
  were in his head, especially the magic of words which he made up into little rhymes as he went along. His mind was like a fertile plain, filled with deep thoughts and emotions so vivid he felt he
  would sometimes burst with the frustration of not being able to give proper voice to his feelings.


  Because he had been born with cerebral palsy, a lot of people who didnt know him thought he was mentally retarded and spoke to him as if he was still a baby. He longed to shout at people
  like that, to tell them that he wanted the same things as them, that he felt pain and hurt as much as any other human being who lived on the earth.


  But he knew he would never be able to communicate in the normal way and had very quickly learned that the only way to make his life bearable was to absorb as much knowledge as possible, to
  observe the world around him and to revel in his ability to create stories and poems in his head. He couldnt explain to himself what it was that allowed him to do this, it was something that
  had been there from an early age, a force that was in the very spirit of him and which gave him great personal joy.


  Yet these very gifts had eventually brought him to the edge of more despair, for what was the use of them if he couldnt express them or in some way write them down so that others could
  share them. He couldnt go to school like other children, he would never learn to read or write or do any of the things that other boys of his age did.


  Then it had happened. The answer to his prayers. Coming to him in a most unexpected way just after his eighth birthday last March, in the form of Miss Catherine Dunbar who had not long taken
  over her new teaching post at the Balivoe village school.


  Miss Catherine, as she quickly became known, had caused quite a stir of interest on her arrival. For one thing she was a woman and a very attractive one at that, with flashing green eyes, fiery
  red hair, and a curvaceous figure that drew admiring comments from the men and caused a few raised eyebrows among the womenfolk who didnt like the bold and proud way that Catherine carried
  herself.


  It isnt natural for a woman to be doing a mans job, stated Tillie Murchison, who, with her younger sister, Tottie, ran the tiny drapers shop in Balivoe, the
  pair of them being known collectively as The Knicker Elastic Dears.


  She must be a clever lass, Effie Maxwell, the district nurse, said thoughtfully, to have gone through university to train as a teacher and to learn languages as she
  has.


  That wont do her much good in a place like Kinvara. Mattie MacPhee nodded. Can you imagine that Malky Law, for instance, trying to get the grasp o a foreign
  language when he cant even speak English right.


  Shell soon get fed up with it, nodded Jessie MacDonald with conviction. The village school will just be a stopgap till something better comes along.


  Oh, I dont know about that, Mattie said slyly, looking pointedly at Jessie as she spoke. The menfolk are just falling over themselves to get at her and wi her
  being such a good-looking lass she can have her pick o the bunch and leave the dregs for those that are less fussy.


  Jessie, who had reached the age of forty-five and was as yet unmarried, much to her chagrin, treated Mattie to an almighty glower and flounced out of the shop with her nose in the air.


  Sadly Effie shook her head. Now see what youve done. I myself have never hungered for a man but Jessie is desperate for one and has never been the same since Harriet Houston from
  Ayr went and netted Charlie Campbell of Butterburn Croft. Miss Dunbar is already causing trouble and her only five minutes in the place.


  Och well, shes just a slip o a lass yet, Big Bette said comfortably. Shell soon learn no to be brazen in a place like Kinvara. Jessies
  right, a girl like that wont stick it for long, shell never have Stuart MacCaskills stamina nor his strictness and shell need both if shes to survive some
  o the cheeky wee upstarts shell have in her classroom.


  But Big Bette and her cronies spoke too soon. Catherine Dunbar soon proved herself a match for any of the cheeky wee upstarts who thought to take advantage of
  her newness and her femininity.


  A holy bloody terror! was the opinion of seven-year-old Malky Law who had learned to curse before he could walk and who revelled in mischief of all sorts. Malky came from a large
  poor family living on the outskirts of Balivoe and in his anxiety to see the new teacher he had taken the trouble to slick his hair down with axle grease and had donned the one pair of shoes that
  the younger Laws shared whenever an occasion of merit arose.


  Malky had gone to school with the sole intention of intimidating Miss Catherine and impressing his mates in the process. Instead she had intimidated him and had made him the laughing stock of
  the classroom when she had told him to blow his nose, stand up straight and not to speak with his mouth full.


  But, thats the way I always speak, Miss, he had stuttered, growing more crimson by the second as titters of laughter arose from all sides.


  Miss Catherine had stared at him and it really seemed to him in those fraught moments that sparks flew out of her green cats eyes and bristles of fire shot out from her hair.


  Really, Malcolm? she had intoned after eternity seemed to elapse. And here was me thinking you had come to school with breakfast still in your mouth. Oh well, dont
  worry. She became brisk. Ill give you some speech exercises to take home with you and when you bring them back I want the pronunciation of them to be so perfect youll be
  simply longing for us all to hear them.


  Malky could have died there and then. Everyone was sniggering, even his most devoted friends who normally thought he was wonderful and unquestioningly went along with everything he suggested in
  the way of adventure.


  When class was finished for the day he looked at the paper she had handed him and gulped with dismay. He couldnt even spell the bloody words, let alone pronounce them and it was with a
  heavy heart that he wound his way homewards.


  When next he had come face to face with the teacher she made him stand at the front of the class and read out the lines she had given him.


  No! No! Malcolm, you still have a whole boiled egg in your mouth! she had scolded when he was only quarter way through. Mares and lairs! Blood and mud! Caught and fought!
  Repeat, repeat, over and over, and . . .


  At that point she had swung round to glare at the rest of the class who were in a state of considerable amusement at Malkys discomfiture . . . You can all do the same while Malcolm
  leads the way, like a song, with rhythm and feeling. Mares and lairs! Blood and mud! Caught and fought!


  The class began to chant. After a while the room rang with the jubilant sound of their combined voices. This was better than staid old lessons any day. Good old Malky. Trust him to cause a
  diversion in the middle of a working day . . . Mares and lairs! Blood and mud . . .


  A shock wave hit the classroom when Miss Catherine called a sudden halt to the enjoyment and, pouncing on Joan MacNulty in the second row, she ordered her to spell mares and lairs. Taken by
  suprise, Joan stuttered and stumbled and went to pieces. The boy next to her did the same. Up, down, they bobbed, as if they were on springs, and everyone gave a sigh of relief when the teacher at
  last rang her little handbell to signal that dinnertime had arrived to put an end to their agony  with the exception of Malky Law, who received his comeuppance at the hands of his mates
  behind the playshed and again when he went home with his jersey in tatters, his trousers scuffed and torn, and the sole of one precious shoe hanging from its upper.


  Miss Catherine had arrived, and never again did any of her pupils think it was going to be plain sailing under her ruling. Nevertheless she taught well and thoroughly and was soon respected by
  children and parents alike.


  She calls a spade a spade. Big Bette nodded approvingly, having gone by that adage all through her own life. The bairns will always know where they stand with her and
  realise if they try to take advantage shell just give as good as she gets.


  Catherine had certainly been very plain-spoken when she had called at No. 6 Keepers Row to talk to Hannah about Andy. I have met him once or twice on my travels, she had
  explained to Hannah when she was settled by the fire with a cup of tea, and he has told me how much he enjoys learning and looking at books.


  He told you?


  Ay, just that, Catherine nodded pleasantly. I have a brother with cerebral palsy. He also has speech difficulties but Im attuned to what he says. Colin has done very
  well for himself and has had books published on astrology  a subject he has been interested in all his life. Im sure your son could make something of himself too  given the
  proper encouragement  and if youre agreeable I would like to come here whenever I can to teach him how to read and write.


  Hannah didnt reply to this. She had been bitterly disappointed by Andys handicaps and hadnt credited him with any intelligence in his early days. Now she knew better. The
  passing years had proved his awareness of everything that went on around him. He glowed with a hunger for life, was always asking questions, never satisfied till he got the answers, throwing temper
  tantrums in his frustration at being unable to fully participate in the sort of activities that were beyond his physical capabilities.


  Schooling for him was something that no one had ever mentioned, now here was this fresh-faced young woman, waiting for Hannahs reaction, drinking her tea in a very composed manner as she
  smiled at Essie who was sitting on the rug crooning to the rag doll in her arms.


  I see you like books yourself, Mrs Sutherland. Catherines eyes had fallen on the bookshelf above the dresser, crammed with literature of every description.


  Oh, yes, Hannahs eyes lit up. Ive always been a bit o a bookworm and could never get enough reading when I was younger.


  Then its from you that Andy gets his love of words. Catherine spoke softly though inwardly she was triumphant. She had hit on the right note, and while the going was good
  she went on, Just think what it would be like for your son to enter the world of books, to know the joys that you and me have always taken for granted. And you could help him to do that, Mrs
  Sutherland. How rewarding it would be for you, knowing that you have led Andy into a new and wonderful phase in his life.


  That did it for Hannah. It was her chance to make it up to her son for the years she had rejected and scorned him, and when the young teacher went away she felt so inspired that she retrieved
  one of her own books from the shelf and just sat staring at it as if she was seeing the words for the first time.


  After that a whole new world opened up for Andy. He learned fast and was soon lost in the delight of his discoveries. With admirable patience his mother set time aside for him every evening and
  Catherine came as often as she could. Whenever Rob came home from lighthouse duty he was delighted with his sons progress and quietly pleased to see how much Hannahs attitude had
  changed towards the boy. Her struggle to believe in him had been long and hard but now she really seemed to be enjoying the challenge that Catherine Dunbar had set her.


  Robs appreciation of Catherines generosity of spirit showed on his face every time she entered No. 6 Keepers Row and in her turn Catherine began to look forward to going
  there and soon integrated herself into the family. Everyone was satisfied, not least Andy, who read and read and could never get enough of learning, and though his large shaky writing left a lot to
  be desired, at least he could do it, even if half the time he was the only one who understood it.


  Andys thinking time was rudely shattered. His sisters were piling into his room, Vaila laughing when she saw that Breck, a large cross-collie with a penchant for the
  finer things in life, had sneaked upstairs again and was sprawled on the bed, his big snuffly nose stuffed firmly into Andys neck, his tail, with its feathery white tip, gently twitching
  when the girls appeared.


  Breck had been Andys constant companion since babyhood. They went everywhere together, the dog pulling his young master along in the wooden cart that Rob had made years ago. Referred to
  simply as Breck and the boy they were a familiar sight in the neighbourhood. People came out of their houses to talk to them and to generally see that they came to no harm: if Hannah
  wanted anything from the village store she sent her son with a note to Big Bette MacGill who would come out of her shop to personally attend him; Jake Ferguson, the butcher, seldom failed to bring
  a bone out to Breck if his young master was inside for any length of time and all in all the dog and the boy had become a familiar and well-kent part of the landscape.


  Hannah was well aware of how much her neighbours spoiled her son and his canine companion but that didnt mean to say she was going to bend the rules of the house for them or for anyone.
  Breck knew full well that his place was in his basket below stairs. If Hannah caught him on Andys bed she would chase him downstairs with the kitchen broom and sometimes all round the house
  as well if she was in a mood to do so.


  But the lure of a soft bed was irresistible to Breck and he knew how best to avoid a confrontation with both Hannah and her broom. He was quicker than she was, it was as simple as that. He could
  identify her footfalls a mile away, even when she thought she was being very cautious and stealthy. But she was light on her feet was Hannah and quite often she managed to get a good swipe at his
  rump before he could tuck it hastily away.


  The girls posed no such threat however and not one eyelid did be bat when the door opened to admit them, Vaila to put a chair against the handle as soon as she was inside, her eyes sparkling as
  she said softly, Bouncy time.


  At her words, Andy grinned, Essie gave one of her delighted chuckles; soon all three children were jumping up and down on the bed, causing the springs to creak, the iron frame to rattle,
  disturbing Brecks repose to such an extent he clambered to the floor to groan and sigh and to eventually sink his head in his paws in a most dejected manner.


  After a few minutes of this Vaila called a halt and began to help Andy to get washed and dressed and to finally don his calipers. She had been doing these small tasks for her small half-brother
  for some years now and they were quite at ease with one another as they talked and laughed, while Essie sat on the floor to pull on her clothes, taking her time about it, more concerned with
  decking Breck in her frock than she was about putting it on herself.


  Oh, Essie, Vaila sighed, pushing her dark curls off her face. You should be ready by now, you know Hannah will be angry if we arent down on time. But Hannah
  was seldom angry with her perfect little daughter. When they all appeared late in the kitchen Essie only needed to run to her mother and smile up at her for the clock to be forgotten, Brecks
  transgressions ignored.


  Andy and Vaila glanced at one another. That was one good thing about Essie. As long as she was on the scene Hannah seemed able to disregard the sort of small misdemeanours that would otherwise
  have earned a scolding.


  Breck went into his corner and waited for his breakfast; Andy adjusted his calipers and settled himself at the table; Vaila went to help her stepmother dish the porridge, humming a little tune
  as she did so.


  Tomorrow was her tenth birthday, Granma Rita had made her a cake, but she was saving it till her father came home next week. The thought of his return made Vailas heart feel even lighter.
  The long summer holidays stretched ahead  and she just knew that they were somehow going to be special and more exciting than any that had gone before. She could feel it in her bones 
  the way old Bella of Appletree Cottage felt her rheumies whenever there was going to be a change in the weather.
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