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Autumn 1926


Chapter One
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Hannah shivered a little and pulled her shawl closer round her shoulders as she stood for a few minutes on the doorstep of No. 6 Keeper’s Row, gazing out over the landscape. It was a cold clear morning in September; night still lay over the slumbering peaks of the hills and on the indigo reaches of the western sea, the flash of the Kinvara Light pricked the darkness. All was silent and still with only the hint of a breeze to ruffle the black calm of Mary’s Bay.

But far away to the east, behind the blue-black silhouettes of the inner Hebrides, the day was breaking in a quiet glow that brushed the clouds with a pearly lining and streaked silver across the horizon. The sky grew lighter and brighter and even as Hannah watched the sun burst up over the ocean in a great fiery ball that seemed to vibrate and swell before it climbed higher into the sky to hide its face in a big purple cloud.

Red sky at morning, shepherd’s warning. The words of the old adage crept into Hannah’s head like a portent of doom. It would just be like the thing if the weather turned nasty after a spell of warm sunshine that had sent farmers and crofters scurrying to gather in their crops while the going was good. Every day for the past week, voices had echoed in the fields, the harvesters had whirred, children and animals had run busily about, and every gloaming had seen the haycarts piled high, trundling along the lanes, the scent of the newly mown hay lingering heavy and sweet in the cool air of evening.

Hannah glanced at the stooks of corn standing in the little patch of croftland at the side of her house, neatly running north to south to make them dry evenly. At sight of them a tear caught in her throat. Only a few days ago she had scythed the field with her husband Rob and to her surprise she had really enjoyed doing it. The sun on her back, the rhythmic swish of the blade, the sight of Rob stripped naked to the waist, strong and muscular, his sun-flushed skin moist with the sweat of his labours, his dark head downbent as he went along.

He was a handsome man was Robert James Sutherland, the kind whose rugged good looks easily attracted the attention of other women. Young, middling, old, it didn’t matter what, they laughed and chatted with him and batted their eyes as if they were sharing some secret joke that only he could understand. They were natives, of course, people he had known all his life, who knew him and his ways and who could converse with him on common ground.

There were those in Kinvara who still sighed over him – yet despite them he had married her, Hannah Mabel Houston from Ayr, unaccomplished and plain, not exactly the sort of woman to net a man like Rob, and he most likely never would have married her if the woman he really loved had been available to him at the time . . .

Her eyes travelled to the little white house down there on the shores of Mary’s Bay, Oir na Cuan, the house on the edge of the ocean, a simple abode that now lay empty and quiet but had once echoed with the sound of a young woman’s laughter. The laughter of Morna Jean Sommero, so fair of face and sweet of nature, comely and bonny, no wonder Rob had loved her as he had – and pined for her yet.

He and Morna had been lovers long before his marriage to Hannah. But a bitter quarrel had sprung up between them and Morna had fled from him back to Shetland where, unknown to him, she had borne his child. By the time she returned to Kinvara he had wed himself to Hannah and had been forced to keep the true identity of his child a secret.

It must have been hard, that, living a double life, longing to declare his daughter to the world yet unable to do so because he already had a wife and a baby son.

There was little doubt in Hannah’s mind that he had married her on the rebound and must have regretted it every day of his life. All along someone else had owned his heart and Morna had been lucky, to have known a devotion as deep as that . . . Hannah gave herself a mental shake. This was no way to think of a girl who was dead – that vibrant young woman was gone now and she had probably died with his name on her lips.

Hannah caught her breath. It was hard to bear sometimes, the knowledge that she was second best and probably always would be.

Oh, stop it, she told herself angrily. It’s in the past, dead and buried and gone. No use raking it all up, you’re here, you’re alive, Rob belongs to you now and that’s all that matters.

She glanced again at the stooks of corn and a fresh wave of poignancy went through her as she recalled how good it had been working alongside her husband. In the few years they’d been married he had opened her eyes to new discoveries about herself and she had learned not only how to do things but how to enjoy doing them as well.

Rob, such a virile loving man. That was part of the trouble, too virile, too passionate . . . a shaft of apprehension went through her and her hands went to her stomach. With an effort she turned her thoughts away from herself. It was cold out here; with the coming of day a wind had sprung up from the sea, rippling the waves, stealing away the calm of the dawn. Daylight was really here now, touching every corner, glistening on the water, brushing the trees with gold, reaching into the corries of the hills.

When first she had come to this place as the wife of Rob Sutherland she had hated the solitude, despised the emptiness. In time its lonely beauty had touched her heart and now she no longer thought of it as empty but filled with a subtle quality of life and a sense of the past that was so tangible at times it made her stop and gaze around as if expecting to see someone walking towards her.

A movement on the beach caught her eye and made her heart jump. Then she realised it was only Johnny Lonely, the hermit who lived rough in a makeshift hut under the lowering cliffs of Cragdu. He was always combing the beach for anything he could lay his hands on, though what he did with all the bits and pieces was anybody’s guess. No doubt it was in his scavenging nature just to hoard rubbish for the sake of it. He lit fires of course, mostly to keep himself warm, but if the notion took him he would move his few belongings up to the Old Chapel Light on Kinvara Point, there to light beacons on the headland as the monks of old had done in ages past to warn off shipping.

Strange lonely man. Hannah felt sorry for him sometimes. But he only had himself to blame. That kind of life was never meant to be lived by any human being. What was he before he became a hermit, she wondered. A poet? An artist? A man of God? He never went to church yet he believed in his Maker.

Ryan Du, who worked to Vale o’ Dreip, the big rambling farm on the slopes of Blanket Hill, had said that Johnny always made a point of saying Grace whenever Rita Sutherland took pity on him and gave him meals in return for an occasional job of work. There was undoubtedly something different about him that set him apart. He was apart all right, alone and apart, yet he was good with children; it wasn’t unusual to see them gathered about him, avidly listening as he told them stories about shipwrecks and the creatures of the sea . . . perhaps he had been a fisherman, or a sailor. Andy adored him, and while she didn’t approve of such an unlikely companion for her son there was nothing much she could do about it, since they were both wanderers, both different, Andy, in his own way, as lonely a soul as Johnny.

She gazed into the distance; the flash of the Kinvara Light was no longer visible on the bright horizon. Rob had left yesterday for his three-month stint of duty as deputy head keeper of the lighthouse and the days stretched ahead of her, empty without him. She should be used to his absences by now but knew she would always find them hard to accept.

Breck, the black and white cross-collie that Rob had given Andy some four Christmases ago, came out of the house to lift his leg and sniff at the grasses. His actions brought some normality back to the scene and she was grateful to him for that. He was missing Rob, there was no doubt about it, and the look he threw at Hannah as she stood there by the door was filled with reproach, as if it was her fault that Rob had gone away.

The dog had never really taken to her, sensing that she didn’t like having him in the house. She had always maintained that he ought to be outside in a kennel where he couldn’t bring mud and dirt in to her clean floors. The sheepdogs at Dunruddy Farm in Ayrshire where she had been brought up had always been kept in outbuildings and she didn’t see why this one should be any different.

‘He isn’t a sheepdog,’ Rob had told her often enough. ‘He’s Andy’s companion and he’s as much right to be in the house as any of us.’

The dog’s expression had turned to one of expectancy as he sat down and tried to stare her out, the tips of his ears, normally half-folded, erect and listening as if hoping she might say something that would be to his advantage.

Food! That was all he ever wanted from her. Not so much as a wag of his tail or an uplifted paw in return. He reserved all that for Andy and Rob. With them he ran and barked and cooried into their feet at night by the fire and when he looked at them there was comprehension on his face, as if he knew every word they were saying and was glad to be part of everything they did.

All she was good for was providing meals for him and one of these days she would lock him in the shed and see how much he liked that. Then she softened. It was her own fault the creature treated her as he did; she had never shown him any sort of affection and, she had to admit, he was an intelligent beast and had been totally loyal to Andy from the beginning.

It was breakfast time anyway, and she was about to go inside when her attention was caught by a door opening at the end of the Row. Mungo MacGill, head keeper of the Kinvara Light, came out, and even from this distance she could tell he was upset about something. When he banged the door to and went stomping away to disappear round the end of the building she knew that her surmise had been correct.

The next minute the door of No. 1 opened again and Big Bette, Mungo’s wife, looked out. Seeing Hannah she gave a brief nod of acknowledgement, glanced to the right and to the left of her, paused for a moment, then withdrawing herself from view she clicked the door to behind her.

During the years that she had lived in Kinvara, Hannah had developed a nose for other folk’s business. This she would never have admitted to anybody, least of all herself, and to salve her own conscience she always had to find an excuse for making any move that might in any way be construed as prying.

In this instance however her curiosity was so well and truly aroused she paused only to shut Breck in the house before rushing round the corner of No. 6 to see Mungo walking rapidly across the endrigs of the common grazing. He was making for the shore and she wondered at that. He had returned from lighthouse duty just yesterday and if there was one thing that Mungo liked when he got home it was to take life easy for a few days till he found his ‘land feet’.

Hannah had never known him to be up and about as early as this and she wondered if he and Bette had rowed about something. Normally they were like a couple of lovebirds after being separated for so long. ‘More like lustbirds,’ Mattie MacPhee had said but then, Mattie always did have a coarse tongue in her head, and she should talk, all these bairns at her feet, five at the last count and who knew when there might be another. Secretly though, Hannah was inclined to agree with Mattie. She wasn’t all that keen on Big Bette MacGill, who was overbearing and bossy and who had very successfully intimidated her when she had been a newcomer to the Row. She didn’t much care for Mungo either, all that fuss he made about being a kirk elder when he was no better than most and a lot worse than some. But at least the pair had restricted their family to three, though God knew how they had managed that as it was a well-known fact they had burst the springs of at least three good beds with all their cavorting and fleering about.

Mungo had topped a rise and was going on down to the shore. Mystified, Hannah made her way furtively over the machair till she came to the marram grasses at the edge of the dunes.

At first she could see no one, only Johnny Lonely wandering about in the bay, then all at once she spied Mungo, making for an overhang of rock. Suddenly he dropped down and to her frustration she could see nothing more. But she remembered the telescope Rob kept on the kitchen windowsill and a short while later she was applying it to her eye and was rewarded for her efforts by the sight of Mungo, his back against a rock, puffing away furiously at his pipe. Now she knew for certain that something had happened to ruffle his feathers.

Because Mungo never smoked a pipe, at least he said he didn’t, and took great pains to let everybody know how much he disapproved of both tobacco and alcohol, stressing that one was as bad as the other and anybody who was weak enough to indulge in such evils had been influenced by ‘the very de’il himself’.

Hannah was really beginning to enjoy herself and became quite absorbed in what she was doing. It was interesting to watch Mungo’s big florid face through the lens and to see him panning the bay to make sure no one was there to observe his actions. He obviously hadn’t seen Johnny Lonely because after a while he looked as if he was becoming more confident about himself – and surely that was a flask he was taking from his pocket to hold to his mouth and gulp down the contents. Oh, he was a hypocrite all right! Doing the kind of things he condemned in others and giving every appearance of being familiar with them too!

But wait! That wasn’t all he was doing. He had stood up and was unbuttoning his fly and the next thing a huge stream gushed forth. She could see it quite plainly. Like a horse. He must have been saving it up for ages. Oh, the affront! How could he do such a thing with other people watching? Then she remembered. She wasn’t supposed to be watching. And she had done the selfsame thing herself when she’d been caught short. Only in a dire emergency of course, when there had been nowhere else to go. And she had always made sure that no one had been watching – but then again, someone might have been – if they’d had field glasses or a telescope!

Hannah was thunderstruck at the idea. Her hands shook slightly but still she kept on looking through the eye-piece, fascinated by her discoveries about the head lighthouse keeper. Not that she could ever reveal them to anyone else. She would give herself away then, give away the fact that she had been spying and that would never do, not when she had always made a point of being disapproving of those who took a delight in poking their noses into other folk’s business.

Mungo was finished and was buttoning up his fly, glancing all around him as he did so. Hannah had to duck down several times when his gaze swung in her direction and once or twice she thought he must have seen her when he seemed to stop and stare directly at her.

‘Ay, even kirk elders smoke their pipes and drink their drams when they think no one is looking.’

Hannah’s heart jumped into her throat. With a gasp she turned to see Johnny Lonely looming above her, his long black hair frisking out from under a greasy deerstalker hat, the collars of his thick duffel coat turned up against the wind. He was standing against the light and she had difficulty seeing the expression on his face, but the tone of his voice was enough, soft and slightly mocking, a note of triumph lifting it a little because he saw he had startled her and Johnny liked nothing better than to creep up on unwary beings and frighten the life out of them.

‘Where on earth did you spring from!’ she managed to get out in a breathless ragged voice. ‘You have no right to sneak up on innocent people the way you do. I thought I saw a seal in the bay and went to get my telescope to watch it,’ she finished lamely.

‘Ay, the wildlife is very plentiful around here,’ he nodded, speaking in that oddly cryptic way that had set many a mind racing as to how much he knew about affairs that were private, how much he had heard that he shouldn’t. ‘I myself have seen all sorts, and no doubt will see a whole lot more before I’m finished.’

With that he took himself off, never a word of apology for frightening her the way he had; just that curt nod of his and the knack he had of suddenly disappearing from sight so that she was left wondering if he had ever really been there at all or if it had been just a figment of her imagination.

From the side of her eye she saw Mungo retracing his steps along the shore and like a startled hare she took to her heels and ran all the way back to the house, never pausing till she was safely inside the kitchen with the door shut behind her.

Her interest in Mungo’s affairs had almost made her forget her own, but her worries came flooding back anew when she went to hook the pan of porridge on the swee and swing it over the glowing embers of the stove. Against her will her eyes were drawn to the calendar hanging at the side of the fireplace. Every month it was the same. The waiting. The wondering. The praying that she could relax and feel safe for a while. So far everything had been fine – but this time it was different, this time she really was late.

A pang of apprehension shot through her. It couldn’t be. She was fancying things. She and Rob had certainly been much closer these last few months and it had been so comforting lying in his arms at night, the house still and dark around them, just the two of them, finding one another again, a renewal of the tenderness they had shared at the beginning of their marriage.

She had told him that she wanted no more children, not after Andy, and he had said that he would look after her, that it would be all right. And he had been careful . . . Her mouth twisted. Not careful enough, it seemed. Unless, of course, she was mistaken. It was easy to forget dates, the children, the house, the day to day routine, there were occasions when she even forgot what day of the week it was and was only reminded by looking at the calendar.

Even as she tried to convince herself that she was wrong the sensation of dread at the pit of her stomach grew stronger – and wouldn’t go away.
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