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Glossary

St Kildan Families

JAYNE FERGUSON

Husband: Norman

Sister-in-law: Molly

EFFIE GILLIES (‘Wee Gillies’)

Father: Robert

Late brother: John, died in a climbing accident

MHAIRI MCKINNON (pronounced Vah-ree)

Parents: Ian (postmaster) and Rachel

Elder brothers: Angus and Fin

Six younger siblings, including Christina, Red Annie, Wee Murran

FLORA MACQUEEN

Parents: Archibald and Christina

Elder brother: David

Four younger siblings

MCKINNONS (no relation to Mhairi’s family)

Donald and Crabbit Mary

Baby Struan

BIG GILLIES

Hamish (brother of Robert) and Big Mary

Five children

VILLAGE ELDERS

Ma Peg

Mad Annie

Old Fin

LORNA MACDONALD

Nurse from the mainland, now settled in St Kilda

Dialect

ARCHIPELAGO OF ST KILDA: Hirta (principal isle), Boreray, Soay, Dùn

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

BLUFF: a cliff, headland or hill with a broad, steep face

CEILIDH: traditional Scottish dance event

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

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

CROTAL: a lichen used for making dye

DINNER: taken at lunchtime

EIGHTSOME: a Scottish reel

EVENING NEWS: daily walk down the street sharing news

FANK: a walled enclosure for sheep, a sheepfold

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

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

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

ROUP: a livestock sale

SECOND SIGHT: traditional Celtic term for clairvoyance

SMACK: boat

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

STAC LEE: a sea stack outside Village Bay, where villagers would hunt for gannets

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





Earth’s crammed with Heaven

But only he who sees takes off his shoes

Elizabeth Barrett Browning







Prologue

3 November 1926

Village Bay, St Kilda

It was raining, but that was auspicious, they said.

Not that Jayne needed luck. She was marrying the handsomest, tallest man on the isle, a man who made her stomach cartwheel whenever she looked at him. His eyes were the colour of a June sky, his glossy dark hair worn a little longer – shaggy, Mad Annie had said once, ‘like the sheep in moult’ – than the other men. He had broad, flat shoulders and long arms and legs, standing a whole head taller than all the men except for Angus MacKinnon.

That he was the most handsome man on the isle was never disputed. Jayne could still remember the stunned silence that had fallen on her when Norman had first approached her after kirk in the summer, asking if she’d like to join him for a walk. She had been so sure he was going to ask their new nurse, Lorna, whose arrival was all the women talked about as they did the washing in the burn. Lorna had only recently come to the isle – ‘New blood!’ Ma Peg had happily exclaimed – and at twenty-six, she was four years older than Norman. ‘A woman of the world,’ Mad Annie had said with rare admiration. She was serious-minded but pretty with it, educated and clever and able to help people in all the ways Jayne, just turned eighteen and brilliant at nothing, couldn’t. Anyone could see that Lorna was a finer prospect for the village’s most eligible male. And yet, it was Jayne he had wanted!

Their first walk had been awkward, there was no denying it. Jayne had caught Rachel MacKinnon and Christina MacQueen’s astonished looks as she and Norman had peeled away from the others and headed for the rocks. Neither of them had known what to say, either talking over one another or lapsing into silence at the same time, but he had been careful to keep her within sight of the village. People were going to talk and he wouldn’t compromise her virtue, even though she had no family left to care.

Her father had left for Australia after her mother’s death, taking her two younger brothers with him. He hadn’t believed Jayne when she’d said she wouldn’t leave with them. Even as he climbed aboard the whaling ship that would take them to the mainland he still expected her to relent ‘from this nonsense’ and follow. But then, he had never understood his own wife either, nor the burden of the curse both mother and daughter carried: to go into the wider world and expand their community was to risk the visions increasing, and those were bad enough in a village of forty. And so he had stared back at Jayne with open-mouthed dismay as she stood, white-faced, on the shore with everyone else, waving them goodbye.

When the ship rounded the headland, everyone had turned back to their cottages and walked in a tight huddle, their footsteps darning the hole left in their wake. It was Ma Peg, seeing Jayne tremble on the shore amid her own self-imposed abandonment, who had reached for her hand and taken her back to her croft for supper – and Jayne had never left. Lorna had moved into Jayne’s former home when she had arrived this summer, two years later, and so the wheel of village life had kept turning: a little bit different, but still the same.

But today Jayne would be leaving here. Within the hour, she would be Mrs Norman Ferguson and tonight she would sleep beside her new husband in Cottage number two. He lived there with his younger sister Molly; the two of them had been orphaned when he was fifteen and Molly just nine, and he was fiercely protective of her. None of the village boys dared pull her hair or leave cow pats on their front doorstep!

The two girls had grown close in recent months, in spite of their age gap. Molly had been quick to ask her if she would walk with Norman again, even though he wasn’t a sentimental man. She had told her all his favourite things so they had something to talk on the next time – and it had worked, easing the stiffness between them so that their walks became regular.

‘There, I knew I still had it somewhere,’ Ma Peg said, straightening up slowly from where she was reaching into the chest, one hand on her back, the other holding a thin chemise deeply wrinkled and yellowed with age. The only things in its favour, so far as Jayne could see, were that it was a much lighter cotton than their usual garments – even their summer shirts – and a faint lilac floral pattern could just be discerned. ‘I wore this on my own wedding night,’ Ma Peg said, pressing it against her ample body. ‘Of course, I was a lot more spry in those days,’ she chuckled. ‘It fit me like a dream back then. I can still remember my Hamish’s expression . . .’ Her face softened with the memories and she nodded to herself in silent reminiscence.

Jayne waited anxiously for more. She needed more. Tonight, Molly would be sleeping here so that Jayne and Norman could spend their first night together alone, and she had no idea what to expect. She had tried asking Ma Peg what she ‘should do’ and her response had been to let things take their natural course – but if even conversation hadn’t come naturally to her and Norman, she didn’t know how that would.

Her face must have betrayed as much because it had prompted the old woman to get down on her hands and knees and start rummaging through the blanket chest.

‘. . . Just make sure to stand by the firelight, lassie,’ Ma Peg said, looking back at her with a knowing smile. ‘That’ll have him running to y’.’

Jayne was confused. ‘The firelight?’

‘Y’ll see,’ Ma Peg nodded, pushing the garment into Jayne’s hands just as the door opened and young Mhairi MacKinnon peered in.

‘He and Molly have just left!’ she said excitedly. Mhairi and Flora had been on watch, intently surveilling the groom’s cottage for the past forty minutes as if making sure he didn’t flee (Jayne wasn’t sure exactly where he could escape to on a two-mile island in the the Atlantic). Meanwhile, Effie Gillies was ‘stationed’ by the church door to make sure he actually went in. Poor Norman, Jayne thought with a smile. The girls would make sure he married her whether he wanted to or not!

‘Oh, Jayne!’ Mhairi gasped. ‘You look so pretty, just like a fairy!’

Did she? Ma Peg had brushed her light brown hair with a hundred strokes to bring up the shine before intricately threading it with daisies and buttercups. There were no trees on the islands, so a crown of blossoms had never been an option, but this wasn’t the season for wildflowers either. Daisies and buttercups were the best they could muster, and the girls had been out picking them for her all morning.

‘Let me see,’ Flora said, bursting through after her, eager to see the bride. ‘. . . Oh! You’re the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen!’

Jayne didn’t like to point out she was the only bride Flora had ever seen as the young girl’s hands clasped over her heart, her hazel-green eyes shining at the thrill of it all. Even at fourteen, Flora was a prodigious beauty, surely destined for a far brighter life than St Kilda could provide. Jayne had a sense that her wedding would be more sensational than anything this small isle had ever seen.

‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. She would have to take their word for it that she looked . . . presentable. Sometimes it felt daunting, the prospect of marrying such a good-looking man, and she had to remind herself that he had chosen her; that he had seen something in her that he liked. ‘Y’re a fine young lass,’ Ma Peg would always say as they sat by the fire in the evenings, knitting and talking over the day’s events; but that felt hard to believe when Jayne had been overlooked her entire life. People kept their distance with her, as they had with her mother. There’s a look that comes into their eyes when they see us, child. They’ll still smile but they’re always wary, frightened of what we might have seen.

It felt to Jayne like wearing a shroud – it was what people saw first, the ‘gift’ of second sight always a step ahead of her so that she was perpetually in its shadow. She didn’t know how it felt to have the sun on her face.

‘Effie Gillies, look at the state o’ you!’ Ma Peg scolded as Effie tore into the cottage moments later. ‘Your feet are black!’

‘Aye, it’s raining,’ Effie panted, looking completely unconcerned.

‘And could y’ not have put a brush through y’ hair?’

The girl frowned. ‘Why? I’m not getting married.’

‘Honestly,’ the old woman tutted, despairing.

‘What’s that?’ Effie asked curiously, seeing the chemise bundled in Jayne’s hands.

Jayne’s cheeks reddened, as if it was obvious to everyone that this was how she would seduce her husband tonight.

‘Never you mind that!’ Ma Peg said crossly, taking it back from Jayne and wagging a finger at the girls. ‘You’re supposed to be in the kirk!’

‘Aye. And I’ve come up to tell you Norman’s there, and he’s wearing his suit.’

‘I should hope so!’ Ma Peg said huffily, checking over the bride again. Jayne couldn’t remember a time when she’d been so fussed over. Certainly not since her mother had died. ‘Now be off with y’, Effie, and take these rascals with you too.’ Ma Peg’s gaze fell upon Flora and Mhairi’s impish faces. ‘We’ll be there in a few minutes. Make sure one of you’s by the door for taking off Jayne’s boots. I’m too old for all that bending down.’

‘I can do it—’ Jayne began, but Ma Peg stopped her.

‘Nonsense. Whoever heard of the bride taking off her own boots? Besides, I don’t want these flowers falling out.’

‘Bye, Jayne,’ Mhairi beamed as Ma Peg bustled them out. ‘We’ll sing the hymns extra loud for you!’

Jayne walked after them through to the kitchen, listening to their laughter carrying down the street as they skipped over the stone slabs, arms linked. The whole island was ready for a party, irrespective of the weather. Ma Peg had made Jayne her favourite oatcakes for breakfast – a parting gift – and the plates were still sitting on the side, waiting to be taken to the burn for washing. Jayne felt the itch of habit to do them herself; there had been little time for the women to get to their usual chores today when they’d all been so busy with preparing the dinner. The men had slaughtered a hogget this morning and it was cooking on the spit outside, a few sheep’s hides stretched overhead between washing lines to keep the rain off. After the vows they would feast, and later they would dance a ceilidh.

And then, finally, the door of number two would close and there would be no more eyes upon them, no more planned conversations. Jayne and Norman would be alone at last. She would stand in a chemise in the firelight before the man who made her nervous and excited all at once. He had yet to kiss her – he was honourable as well as reserved – and she tried again and again to imagine his mouth upon hers. Flora, with her usual precociousness, had shown her how to practise on her own arm. As if she knew! Jayne had laughed and swatted her away, but in bed that night, lying in the darkness, she had tried it anyway.

Ma Peg bustled back in, satisfied the girls were running ahead to the kirk. Her gaze travelled over Jayne with grandmotherly affection and she made a final adjustment to some of the daisies wound in her hair.

‘He’s a lucky man, that Norman Ferguson.’

‘I’m the lucky one.’

‘Oof! He’d like y’ to think that, that’s for sure,’ Ma Peg chuckled. ‘That man’s got a high enough opinion o’ himself as it is.’ She disappeared into the bedroom and re-emerged a moment later with the chemise. ‘And we mustn’t forget this,’ she said with a knowing look, as if the finer details of the seduction had been agreed.

Jayne held out her arm to help Ma Peg balance while going down the step, and they walked together through the deserted street. All the cottage doors had been left open, of course, fires flickering with low flames. The smell of burning peat mingled with the aroma of the lamb cooking slowly on the grass.

The tide was in, the sea a heavy grey, but there was little wind for once. A trailing mist was trickling over the summits of Oiseval and Ruival, the hills that flanked either side of Village Bay like sentries. The rain was soft, and she hoped it settled like a dew upon her cheeks, diamonds on her lashes.

They stopped at number two on the way past, and Jayne hurried in with the chemise, excitedly laying it down on the unmade bed. She bit her lip, feeling her heart pound harder at the illicit visit. She had never been inside his bedroom before, and she allowed herself a moment to take in the sight: his tweed cragging breeks were thrown upon a rush-seated chair – discarded as he’d changed into his Sunday best – a blanket Molly had knitted strewn along the end of the bed, his musky smell lingering as if he’d only just left the room. Within the hour, this would be her room too . . . She wished time would speed up and spirit her into the future like a fairy on the wind.

It took less than two minutes to arrive at the kirk, and Jayne heard the babble of conversation within die down as they came and stood in the doorway.

Molly was waiting for her with bright eyes. In marrying Norman, Jayne knew she was gaining not only a husband but a sister as well. From today, she would have a family again. She would belong.

‘You’re an even more beautiful bride than I dreamt you’d be,’ Molly whispered as she set about untying Jayne’s boots.

Jayne gave a shy smile. She knew she was no great beauty, but all the girls’ excitement was infectious and she was beginning to believe she might, perhaps, look pretty today.

There was no introductory music to cover the short pause as Molly worked on her laces – no organ, not even a stained-glass window. As Jayne looked through into the familiar, tiny whitewashed chapel, it was completely unadorned but for the daisies in her hair.

She saw the rows of villagers awaiting her, and she could tell every single person by the backs of their heads. This was the landscape to her life; she knew everyone’s story, everyone’s secrets.

Throats were cleared, someone blew their nose . . . and then, silence.

Jayne saw Norman turn, his beautiful black-ringed blue eyes fastening upon her so that the butterflies in her stomach took wing. He didn’t smile at her excitedly the way the girls had just now, but of course he was neither a teenage girl nor a sentimental man.

Ma Peg squeezed her arm, and Jayne realized that somewhere along the way they had traded places and it was no longer her supporting Ma Peg, but Ma Peg supporting her.

‘You’re sure now?’ Ma Peg whispered, holding her arm tightly as they looked past all their neighbours towards the minister standing at the end of the aisle, beside her groom. Waiting.

Jayne nodded. She’d never been more sure of anything, and she boldly took her first step down the aisle, eager to get to her destiny.




Chapter One

JAYNE

Four years later – late August 1930

Village Bay, St Kilda

Jayne stared down at the humble cross, tacked together from driftwood that had washed up on their single shore long ago and been stored in the coffin cleit, ready for the next death.

Despite their best efforts, it wasn’t much to honour the memory of a girl who had been so radiant in life. Jayne, Effie, Flora and Mhairi had each taken a turn with Effie’s paints, picking out Molly’s name in swirling letters and decorating the spaces with flowers and a tiny motif of the St Kilda wren whose songs she had loved so much.

Jayne sank to the ground and pressed a hand to the lush grass; buttercups nodded in bright greeting but they still made her blanch, even now. She could never forget how they had rained from her hair on her wedding night, daisies and buttercups shaken loose and falling, one by one, until nothing beautiful had remained.

She looked away. She couldn’t believe she was leaving her young sister-in-law behind. It felt like losing her all over again, for there had at least been solace in visiting her grave every day. Jayne had taken to bringing her knitting up to the burial ground and sitting beside the little cross, protected from buffeting winds and prying eyes by the high stone wall that encircled the oval space like a mother’s arms. She sat there most days and kept the girl she’d loved as a sister up to date with all the village news, chatting like they always used to over the kitchen table: Flora and Mhairi were summering with the flocks in Glen Bay; Crabbit Mary was – finally – with child, due any day; Donald had had a nasty fall when they went over to pluck the sheep on Boreray, but he’d recovered well; Effie had fallen in love with an earl’s son who had then, of course, broken her heart . . .

So much life had been lived since Molly’s death, even here on their tiny isle where supposedly nothing ever happened. Jayne simply couldn’t envisage what awaited them on the other side of the water. She could scarcely believe the evacuation was happening at all. It had seemed like a trick when the news had come in May, everyone stunned. Yes, they’d come to an ‘all or none’ consensus in the weeks that had followed Molly’s passing last November, when Lorna – fuelled by guilt or rage – had argued that no one should die of pneumonia in this age; that if they’d only had the right resources and aid, Molly could have lived. Didn’t they deserve more, better, Lorna had asked?

More and better weren’t words in the St Kildan vocabulary; but then, Lorna MacDonald was a St Kildan by choice, not by birth. And somehow, as the argument wore on through those dark nights of winter, it had become a petition for evacuation to the mainland.

The islanders had been split when the thought was first mooted: the elders wanting to stay, the younger generation enticed by the comforts found on the other side. There was no denying their number, now down to thirty-six, had dropped to a critical level. Half the population was either aged or juvenile, and they needed strong young men to climb the cliffs to catch the very birds and their eggs they lived on; they needed strong young women to birth the future generations of St Kildans, especially now that Mhairi was betrothed to a farmer on Harris, Flora to her gentleman from Glasgow, and Effie, a wild thing, was no more suited to marriage than the wind was meant for a box. Molly had been the worst possible person to die, for so many reasons.

Jayne had collapsed when she had first seen Molly’s face in a vision; she’d felt her insides turn to dust. There had been no one she could tell, no one with whom she could share her horror. Though everything in her being had wanted to scream desperate warnings, to somehow alter the future and deceive fate, it would have been an unconscionable cruelty to utter them. Her mother had warned her of the futility of trying to ever change what was already foreseen.

The horror of that day lingered still, and as she sat by the grave, flashbacks still tormented her. Picking Molly up from the floor and carrying her to her bed . . . Norman paling at her sudden deterioration, praying to a God he didn’t believe in . . . Lorna working with fast hands and a grim look . . . the darkness buffeting and gathering around them, a rolling energy that was spiriting Molly away like she was a ball of rags . . .

‘Come on, Moll!’ Lorna urging her patient to rally, to respond, her hands moving faster and faster as time began to run out.

‘Oh God,’ Norman crying, sensing it too. ‘Moll, no!’

Molly’s shallow, grasping breaths drawing out ever longer, pauses outweighing little desperate hiccups for oxygen. Silences steadily becoming ominous – and then deafening.

‘Moll?’ Norman’s voice breaking on the whispered word. The big man sounding small. He had vowed to protect his sister, thinking it meant a rich husband and a house on the mainland; never knowing they would be imperilled by sheep in a snowstorm.

Lorna turning to them, ashen-faced. ‘She’s gone.’

‘No!’ Norman reaching past her, pulling his sister into his arms. ‘Wake up, Moll!’ His hollow gasp as Molly’s head dropped backward in dreadful proof.

A creak of the latch, footsteps . . . David MacQueen stopping at the sight of Jayne, Lorna, Norman and Molly positioned like marble figurines. His legs buckling, staggering backwards, his face becoming a Greek mask – tragedy pulling down on a gaping mouth, eyes bulging – as Norman moaned a ghostly sound, his soul being dragged from his innards. But it was worse than that.

A man could live without his soul. But his heart?

Norman’s eyes finding hers, sorrow turning to rage – because she had known all this. Foreseen and not stopped it. Given no warnings.

Her body weakening, knowing there would be consequences. There always were.

‘I thought I might find you here.’

The voice pressed over her memories, pushing them back down into the depths of her psyche, and she looked up to find David standing before her. The sun pressed at his back so that he glowed, his edges black and blurred against a bleached sky.

‘Of course,’ she smiled as he sat beside her in his usual way, looping his elbows over his knees as he looked down the hill, back towards the bay. She knew he felt the same as her. Leaving Molly was going to be the worst part about leaving here. No matter the comforts they might find elsewhere, it was only in this spot right here that either of them felt at peace.

This had become their meeting place in the nine months since Molly had gone. Not intentionally, of course; it had never occurred to her that they might become friends (David was three years her junior, for one thing). But they had each needed to feel close to Molly and had found themselves drawn back here, day after day. At first, they had been at pains to give one another space – David had been Molly’s sweetheart, Jayne her sister-in-law. But over time, instead of scattering, they had begun to sit here together and talk about times past with the girl they had both loved. Sharing their memories had become a way of grieving, a new ritual. Jayne recounted the quiet companionship of cooking with Molly at the stove, washing the sheets in the burn, knitting by the fire. David’s reminiscences were more lively: dancing all night at the ceilidh, Molly’s cheeks flushed and eyes bright; how they would flirt in the kirk, hiding messages in their prayer books. He remembered what had turned out to be their last day together, stealing kisses in her bedroom as they hid from Norman, holding themselves back from temptation in the mistaken belief that they had a future waiting for them and all the time in the world. But where had their patience and virtue got them?

‘Is the madness abating?’ Jayne asked now, picking up her knitting.

Everyone had been packing up for days. Mad Annie had been practising walking up and down the street with her spinning wheel on her back, ready for embarking the boat. Effie had been checking the climbing ropes, brushing off all reminders that they wouldn’t be needed on the mainland. Ma Peg’s windows shone even though in two days’ time, no one would look through them again.

‘Only getting worse,’ David tutted. ‘Old Fin’s adamant he hid a sovereign up the chimney thirty years back, but he can’t find it.’

‘How did he come by a sovereign thirty years back?’ Jayne frowned. Theirs was a barter economy of chores, errands and favours swapped between families. The rich visitors who sometimes sailed in, offering shillings in exchange for photographs or woollen socks, had only been coming in any number since the Great War.

‘Says he won it off a captain. Arm wrestling.’

Jayne smiled. Old Fin was in his twilight years now, but thirty years ago? There were few men who could match a St Kildan’s arm strength. The islanders’ survival depended upon cragging; even challenging one of them to a thumb-wrestle was ill-advised.

‘He reckons he’ll need it at last, so he tried to send Wee Murran up the chimney looking for it.’ David rolled his eyes. ‘Suffice it to say, Rachel was not pleased.’

‘I thought I heard a racket,’ Jayne nodded, smiling. It would mean another round of scrubbing shirts in the burn before they got on the boat. ‘Did you see Norman anywhere?’ Her husband had scarce been home the last two nights.

‘Aye, down at the factor’s house. Thick as thieves, they were. I think he’ll be the only person not to be glad to see the back of Frank Mathieson.’

‘Aye. I can’t understand it myself,’ she murmured, although she thought perhaps she did. To the rest of the village, the landlord’s rent collector and ‘man on the ground’ was a bully. He lorded it over them all and, some of the men were convinced, pocketed the hefty difference between the rates at which he bought from them and sold on to others. But her husband was an ambitious man; he had proved as much when he’d denied his sister her heart’s wish to marry David. News of the evacuation had excited him. With Molly gone, he had become ever more dissatisfied with life here – with her – and he now saw a chance for the more and better Lorna had promised.

Unlike everyone else, Norman viewed Mathieson as his equal; he saw himself as a man of the world, not of the soil. He knew the factor had seen things and been places, and although her husband was too proud to ask for advice, he absorbed Mathieson’s vainglorious boasts and stories like a sponge. He was learning from him; he wanted to know as much as possible.

‘There’s Mhairi,’ David murmured, his eyes fixed up the slopes of Oiseval. Jayne followed his gaze towards the distant, flame-haired figure heading for the fanks on the An Lag plateau. A flock of sheep trotted before her, herded by two dogs, one of which was Poppit. Jayne’s eyes automatically scanned for Effie too, for she and Poppit were never parted. Sure enough, she was up ahead, arms wide as she channelled the animals into the correct enclosure. There was vivacity in her movements and Jayne could tell, even from here, that Effie was glad to be with her friend again. Mhairi and Flora had trialled summering on the distant pastures, and if Jayne herself had felt the loss of their company, poor Effie had been as lonesome as a ghost.

She watched as the flock grouped in nervous clusters against the stone walls. They were moving easily and breathing freely now, but it had been very different on the day of the snowstorm back in November. How could something so innocuous have turned so deadly? At first, it had been Mhairi who was almost lost; but there she was now, standing in the sun, while Molly lay in the ground here beside them. The reversal of fortune had come as a shock to all but Jayne.

She looked away sharply, David doing the same, and she knew they were sharing the same thought. It happened a lot.

‘What will we do on the other side, when we can’t come here?’ David murmured.

Her chest tightened at the question. It was something she had been asking herself in the quiet hours, but her voice was calm and level when she spoke. ‘We’ll still talk, you and I, just in a new place. We’ll find somewhere special Molly would have loved.’

She smiled with encouragement, but a small frown puckered his brow. ‘But what if they don’t keep us all together?’

‘They have said they will try, and I . . . I choose to take them at their word,’ she replied after a moment, unable to bear the alternative. She knew that like her, he had no one else to talk to about Molly. The villagers, their friends, had already moved on; Molly was still beloved, but her name was already infrequently mentioned as the seasons began to run one into another, and she would be left even further behind once they sailed from these shores. There was no time to dwell on death on St Kilda when they had to work so hard at staying alive.

‘But what if they don’t, Jayne?’ he persisted.

She swallowed. ‘Then I hope we can write to one another and continue to talk that way.’

He looked over at her, and she saw it was an inadequate solution. So much of what they shared went unsaid, sitting together in silences crowded with thoughts and memories. How would that translate on a page? For the first time, she realized that it was not just Molly she might lose, but David too. Life could part them with the same ease as death. Their new friendship was like a glass bubble, strong and fragile all at once: it floated here, but would it shatter on the mainland?

He was still staring, as if reading her thoughts, before he looked away abruptly and tightened his grip around his knees. Neither of them spoke for several moments. ‘Jayne, I came up here because . . . well, there’s something I wanted to put to you.’

‘Oh?’

‘I wondered if we might stay with her here together, on the last night? I . . . I don’t want her to be alone.’

‘You mean to sleep here?’

‘Under the stars, aye. Molly’s never going to have our company again. I can’t bear to think of her alone for all the nights to come, when this place is silent.’

Jayne felt a sob come to her throat and pulse there at the thought of it too. Complete abandonment. There would be no human life treading the grass any more, only bones in the earth.

‘So?’ he prompted.

Still she hesitated. How would she explain to her husband that her last night on St Kilda would be spent here and not in their bed? She knew he would not take it well, but she saw the plea in David’s eyes and nodded. For his sake, for Molly’s, she would make it happen. Norman could join them if he so chose – Molly was his sister, after all – but she knew only too well that he was not sentimental. ‘I think that would be a lovely way to say goodbye,’ she murmured.

‘Good. I’m glad you agree,’ he said, getting to his feet and brushing the grass from his trousers. ‘I’d best get on. Pa wants me to help him with bringing down the loom.’

The looms, cumbersome items that took up half a room, were stored in the rafters through the summer months and their removal to the ground was a sign they were in the lee of the move. Tomorrow, SS Dunara Castle would drop anchor in the bay and







































Epilogue

13 May 1931

Rose Cottage, Dumfries House

‘May we come in?’

Jayne peered around the door of the cottage bedroom. It had been crowded with bodies all morning, the women fussing excitedly – none more than Mad Annie, who loved a wedding – as the men waited downstairs with Robert, admiring his vegetable garden and the views back towards the Big House. But now the guests had gone ahead and Effie was standing alone, staring at her reflection in the mirror, just as Jayne had done five years before.

It had taken them all a while to get used to the sight of their ‘strip of wind’ in white chiffon and ribbons, satin slippers on her feet. For someone who had got through the first eighteen years of her life trying to ignore that she was a girl, it was bewildering enough to see herself as a bride – but to wear a crown . . . Fanny had called it a ‘tiara’ as she had come up from the Big House to do Effie’s hair, carefully pinning it in place, shooing everyone out so she could ‘work in peace’.

‘Oh!’ Jayne gasped in admiration as Effie turned towards her with a nervous look.

‘Does it look all right?’

‘All right?’ Jayne beamed, her hands fluttering to her heart. ‘Effie, you’re a vision!’

‘Let me see!’ Flora cried impatiently behind her, pushing the door wider so she could get through. ‘Oh! You’re like a princess!’ she gasped, her hands rushing to her mouth.

‘Well, she is marrying a future earl,’ Jayne laughed as Flora and Mhairi came further into the room.

‘You’re like a fairy!’ Mhairi exclaimed, lifting the gossamer veil and letting it billow and flutter back down.

Effie blinked back at them, her eyes wide. ‘Am I dreaming? I feel as if I’m in a dream.’

‘It’s better than that, Eff,’ Mhairi said, taking her hand and clasping it tightly. ‘It’s the life you were always supposed to have.’

The four of them stood for a moment, the bridesmaids matching in peach silk and carrying posies of miniature cream roses.

‘. . . How did we end up here?’ Effie asked, the question coming out as a half laugh, half sob. But her tears were happy ones.

Ever since the earl had invited her to sail back on his yacht ‘as his honoured guest’, Sholto hadn’t left her side. He had put duty before self when the hour of need had come, but his mother, caught for a time in what she called ‘a living death’, didn’t want the same for her son – and she had finally urged him to win Effie back. She had seen Sholto become a shell of himself in those few months after the split, robbed of all joy or interest, and when he had escaped to Edinburgh rather than stay while Lady Sibyl had ‘been passing’ – refusing to return until she had left again – the countess had known a society match could not be forced. For the earl’s part, he had been impressed by Effie’s willingness to help their dear friends, the MacLeods, even after she had been shunned, and he had seen that ‘a rich heart lay beneath her poor coat’. And, after all, he had always had a soft spot for her ‘spiritedness’; her growing legend at Loch Dunvegan had delighted him.

‘It’s at the year’s end that the fisher can tell his luck,’ Jayne shrugged.

‘You’re saying we’ve had a good year?’ Effie laughed, the others too. Had they ever suffered so much? And yet it was a year to the day that she had first met Sholto, catching that glimpse of him strolling down the street – before, an hour later, she was leaping into his boat on account of a wager, and it had all begun.

‘I’d say it was worth it in the end,’ Flora smiled, reaching for Jayne’s hand and drawing her over to stand with them. ‘You know, Jayne, when we were plucking the birds last summer, I said to Eff and Mhairi that we would always be St Kilda girls, no matter where we ended up: Dumfries House, Lochaline, Glasgow or Paris or Quebec . . . it doesn’t matter. We’re sisters, all of us.’

Jayne felt the warmth in her words. Soon Flora would be her sister in deed as well as spirit, and Jayne couldn’t help but think of the girl she had first loved as her own. Losing Molly had been a desperate blow for the village, a tragedy for Norman and David, and a personal catastrophe for her. All their worlds had unspooled in the aftermath: Lorna might never have found support for the evacuation had Molly survived; David would have become her fiancé, not Jayne’s . . . Sometimes the guilt caught up with her that she was living the future Molly had been denied. But David argued the opposite: that their love held Molly within it, keeping her memory close.

‘I also said that what we three did, only we three would ever know . . . But it’s what we four did that only we four will ever know.’

‘Aye,’ Mhairi nodded, reaching for Jayne’s hand too. ‘What you did for us . . .’

‘It was the only possible happiness that could come from so much wickedness,’ Jayne replied.

Mary had disappeared, as agreed, as soon as the paperwork for the divorce and the adoption had been finalized. No one knew where she had gone and no one cared. She was exiled.

Jayne’s world, by contrast, had opened up like a flower. It contained colours and textures now; it brimmed with life. David loved her, she had friends – true friends – and she felt safe for the first time in many years.

She saw Mhairi’s hand settle on her rounded belly. She and Donald were to be married quietly within weeks, and would be relocating here to settle down in full respectability. Donald had accepted Sholto’s offer of a position as gamekeeper of the estate when Huw Felton took employment with the Duke of Argyll. Effie fretted that she was responsible for driving him away, but Sholto said it was for the best if he really couldn’t let her go. Archie Baird-Hamilton had conceded defeat with good grace, at least, sending them a wedding present before slipping away to the wilds of Kenya.

They heard the sound of hooves on the ground outside and Flora ran to the window. ‘It’s here,’ she said excitedly.

Effie gathered her long skirts and walked carefully out of the bedroom and down the narrow cottage stairs. Her father was waiting alone in the front room for her. He was wearing his Sunday suit, and someone had put a rose from the garden in his buttonhole.

He caught his breath as Effie stepped into the room, ethereal in white, the diamond tiara glittering in her hair. It was another few moments before he spoke.

‘Y’r mother would be proud, lass,’ he said finally. ‘As I am.’

He gave her his arm, and together father and daughter walked out of the small cottage into the spring sunshine where the horse and trap was waiting. The earl had offered his Bentley to bring them down the short drive to the Big House, but Effie preferred to feel the wind on her face in her last moments as a single girl. She would have walked if she could. Only Flora’s horrified interjections that she would ruin the dress had persuaded her that a pony trap was a suitable compromise.

Jayne, Mhairi and Flora helped Effie negotiate her long, delicate gown around the steps before they climbed into the back and sat on the low wooden bench seats.

‘Not forgetting these rascals,’ Robert said, clicking his fingers – and Slipper and Socks, with peach satin bows around their necks, jumped in beside them. ‘Stay there,’ he commanded in his gruff voice, ruffling behind their ears before closing up the back and taking his place beside his daughter.

The driver shook the reins gently, and the horses began their slow walk along the track towards the chapel. No one spoke as they took in the glorious sight of Dumfries House basking in the sunlight; the gardens were in full bloom, the water spouting from the fountain refracting the light so that diamonds seemed to twinkle in the air.

It felt like an ending, even though they knew it was the first of many beginnings. Flora and Mhairi’s aside, Jayne herself was going to walk down the aisle for a second time after David had proposed in her kitchen.

Too soon, they were passing through the old stone wall of the chapel grounds where ancient yew trees stood fatly like Mrs McLennan’s steamed puddings. The young flower girls and page boys were clustered around the chapel door, waiting restlessly with the mothers, Rachel, Christina and Big Mary, though they all fell still as they caught sight of Effie as a bride.

‘Oh!’ the women exclaimed as one, exactly as the bridesmaids had done, as the trap rolled to a stop and the passengers disembarked, dogs first.

‘What a vision y’ are,’ Christina smiled, stroking Effie’s cheek tenderly.

‘The most beautiful bride,’ Rachel chimed too.

‘Is he here?’ Effie asked nervously as Mhairi and Flora arranged her veil.

‘Is he here?’ Rachel laughed. ‘The poor man’s been pacing the floor for nigh on twenty minutes now! He got here early!’

Jayne came around and put the floral posy in Effie’s trembling hands as Flora and Mhairi carefully pulled the veil forward. ‘There,’ she said with satisfaction, covering the bride’s hands with her own for a moment to calm her. ‘. . . Are you all right?’

Effie nodded, although she looked terrified. ‘I just . . . don’t feel quite myself,’ she mumbled.

‘Wearing the veil down can be disorienting at first,’ Jayne said calmly. ‘But it’s not for long. Only while you walk down the aisle – then it’s pulled back again.’

Effie nodded, but Jayne knew her friend would far rather be in breeks and holding a rope than all this. She supposed the tiara might feel alien too.

‘Hurry now,’ Big Mary said, shuffling the children into position behind Effie. ‘The minister’s waiting.’

‘We’ll sit at the back in case they misbehave,’ Rachel said hastily as the organ started up inside the chapel and the doors were opened.

Jayne, Mhairi and Flora positioned themselves behind Effie as heads turned, everyone smiling, particularly as they caught sight of the dogs standing at Robert’s heel. All the St Kildans were seated on the left, Sholto’s family and friends on the right, the estate staff lining the walls.

Robert offered his daughter his arm and they walked forward a few steps into the small porch. Jayne could already see Sholto standing at the end of the aisle, tall, golden and utterly in love. The relief on his face as he saw his bride was palpable. His pride too.

‘Ready?’ Effie’s father said nervously under his breath, as the introductory music ended and the first few bars of Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major sounded. He began to move . . .

‘No!’ Effie said suddenly.

Jayne felt her stomach lurch. What?

Some of the guests heard it too. A look of horror dawned on their faces and concern rippled through the pews. Sholto startled.

‘Effie!’ Jayne whispered desperately, as there was a pause – and then Effie grew smaller as she slipped off her satin shoes, her bare feet pressing to the cold stone floor and connecting her to the moment. The place.

Her new home.

Sholto – watching her, understanding her – beamed.

And the bride beamed back. ‘Now I’m ready.’
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