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[bookmark: _Toc216691234]Passing On - Book 1:  What Ceitidh Wrote

A Hebridean nurse, heedless of any risks involved, beseeches help from any source to keep her pregnant, comatose twin alive. A female shaman from another world responds by sending her spirit into the dying body to save it, only to find that her she cannot leave it.
So, she is Earth-bound in an alien body and, only hours later, she finds herself having to give birth.
The nurse must face the consequences of summoning the shaman. She must help this alien spirit adapt to behaving as if she were her departed sister, while her brother-in-law, not understanding why the entrapped shaman does not acknowledge him, wants to incarcerate the woman he thinks of as his wife in a psychiatric hospital.
What can be the resolution of this dilemma for the nurse and the shaman?
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Main Characters

Ceitidh. (A Gaelic form of Katy). The narrator of the story. Wife of Iain and identical twin of Màiri. Gives birth to Donna.
Dòmhnall. (Gaelic for Donald). Husband of Màiri and a reverend of the Scottish Reformation church.
Iain. Husband of Ceitidh and a Church of Scotland minister.
John. A wealthy consultant to oil and mineral companies and the illegitimate son of Shonagh.
Mairead. (Margaret) A widowed neighbour of Ceitidh’s mother.
Màiri. (Gaelic for Mary). Wife of Dòmhnall and identical twin of Ceitidh. Pregnant with Fergus, but she passes on before he is born.
Mamaidh. (Gaelic for Mum). Mother of Ceitidh and Màiri. Her first name is Siùsan.
Mamee. A shaman from another land and time who finds herself in Màiri’s body when Màiri passes on. Gives birth to Fergus.
Shonagh. (Seonag in Gaelic). A psychic and the mother of John. She is a distant cousin of Ceitidh’s Mamaidh.
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Màiri, a chridhe, though no one has told you yet, this will be the most special day of your life so far. Because this afternoon, Dr MacLean — she’s the chief obstetrician at this hospital — will deliver your Fergus by C-section. And, for the sake of posterity, I’m recording what I’m telling you on my mobile.
I’m not sure if you can hear me. I know that it’s possible, because I’ve read about patients in your condition who have remembered what people have said to them even when they were unconscious. But if you can’t, then when you wake up, you’ll be able to hear how pleased I am at this moment to know that in a few hours, people can call me Fergus’s Auntie Ceitidh.
***
You may have heard me speaking to Sally there. She’s the chattiest of the nurses attending to you. The other staff are friendly enough, but they’re content just to leave me be with you. Occasionally, one of them will gently move you to prevent bed sores, change your drip, check your readings, or flex your limbs to prevent them from tightening up. It’s all standard nursing procedure, as you know.  
Stella, the Charge Nurse, has told me it’s a good sign that you’re breathing on your own. So that’s something I’m holding on to. And, Dr Leishman, who is the head of this unit, has explained that although your eyelids rarely open, and your limbs only twitch, and the sounds you voice are wordless, he has seen patients like you awaken and, after some time, fully recover. So, that’s allowed me to hope. And, believe me, I do. With all my heart, I do.
Ok, I know you’ll be desperate to hear how I’ve spent the last few days when I’ve not been here. So, let me tell you. I’ve finished watching that romcom TV series we’ve been following — Jacquie finally got her man, just like you guessed she would. I’ve read that pile of magazines that you brought with you last time you came to my home, and I’ve listened to Iain telling me about his latest parochial gossip from his pastoral visits. And lastly, whenever I’ve had some time to myself, I’ve sung to my wee Donna, who’s been kicking away good style inside me.
Oh, and I’ve been singing to your Fergus too when, like now, no one else is near us. I know from having been a midwife that babies in their last trimester can hear and respond to music. So, our two already know the waulking songs our mamaidh taught us when we were her nigheanan beaga.
E o hao-o hao o
Hao riri o hu o
Roho i o hi o

Yes, I’ve just sung the chorus of ‘Gaol ise gaol I’. I can’t help myself. And for good measure, when I looked down, I saw Donna kicking along to it, too.
And maybe you heard Mamaidh speaking to you when she and Auntie Morag came to visit you here. Mamaidh said that you and Dòmhnall have been the talk of Portree this last week. As you can guess, everyone there is keeping you in their prayers. She couldn’t stay for long, though, with our poor Dadaidh needing constant care. Mairead moved in from next door to live in with him while she made her trip to Glasgow, but you know our Mamaidh. She hates being obliged to anyone for more than a couple of days.
I’ll stop this recording now because Iain has just texted me to say he’s about to enter the hospital. But before I go, I must tell you about the oddest dream I had about you last night. You were in what looked like a brightly lit meadow with the sun directly overhead, and you were giving out food to lots of children who called you their Mamaidh. And you smiled and laughed along with them as you feasted on the love that they gave you. Now, as you know, sometimes we’ve talked before about vivid dreams we’ve had, and how we found some of them to be what’s called ‘precognitive’, so how I’d love to think that this one means that one day you’ll be a nurse again at the Royal Hospital for Children. Daft, eh? But I can’t help feeling that my dream has something of the future in it.
Mo phiuthar ghaolac, I never stop loving you. No matter what, you’re always with me. As you’ve been ever since we were in Mamaidh’s womb with me.
Love you
Ceitidh 
****
It’s me again, m’eudail, with my mobile on once more.
Iain has just departed to visit one of his parishioners, but just before he left, he suggested that I should put on record how you came to be here. And, yes, thinking about it, telling you this way is perhaps the best way for you to hear it. So here goes.
I’m supposing your mind went blank last Sunday after seeing that meteor streaking in front of your car on your way home from Largs. Dòmhnall tells me all he can recall about it is its blazing light — like St Paul encountered when the Lord cried out to him on the road to Damascus and made him lose his sight — was how he put it, as if he were delivering one of his sermons. His mind draws a blank after that. He doesn’t remember veering off the road and crashing straight into a full-grown beech tree. Luckily for him, his airbag cushioned his impact. But he still blacked out and suffered a temporary blindness – photokeratitis, it’s called. You, ochone, suffered far worse—your head injury was so severe that by the time Dòmhnall recovered consciousness, he couldn’t rouse you. 
Now, some folk may dismiss my phoning you right after the crash as blind luck. But I knew immediately what that stabbing pain in my eyes and that scream that deafened my mind was telling me — something terrible had happened to you. The first thing I did was to try to phone you. Then, after it rang through to voicemail, I phoned Dòmhnall’s number. And even though he has no memory of answering me, I understood from his jabbering that he’d wrecked your car near Skelmorlie, and you weren’t responding to any attempt to rouse you. I kept him talking while Iain, who was at my side listening to Dòmhnall’s ravings, phoned emergency services on his mobile. Thankfully, your crash site wasn’t far from this hospital here in Paisley. So, it wasn’t long before you were rushed into their Accident and Emergency unit. 
As soon as Iain and I had ended our calls, we dashed to our car and Iain, for once, broke the speed limits. He put his foot down so hard that we arrived just as your ambulance showed up outside A&E.
After what appeared to be ages for us, a doctor came out from intensive care to tell us you were in a coma and that your condition was critical. He couldn’t say when, or even if, you’d recover consciousness. But he thankfully reassured us that Fergus appeared to be unhurt. Dòmhnall had escaped with minor burns from the airbag and with some bruising, but because of his photokeratitis and a mild concussion, he was going to be kept in overnight as a precaution.
I wanted to sit with you that night, but the doctor on duty said it was unlikely there would be any immediate change in your condition. But they would phone us straightaway if anything did occur. You can guess Iain and I hardly slept once we were home. All I remember us doing is praying for you.
As soon as morning broke, I phoned this ward and the nurse who answered told me we could visit you. So, straightaway, we set off in our Meriva. When we arrived, we found you in this intensive care room with Dòmhnall sitting at your bedside. He told us that the hospital considered him fit enough to be released. His eyesight had partially recovered, but as a precaution, he should stay with us for a day or two.
We sat here with you until Dòmhnall asked Iain to drive him back to our home. He blurted that it was all too much for him. Imagine your big, bullish Dòmhnall saying that! But he did.
Not that his sense of inadequacy lasted long. The next day was all it took for him, ‘by the grace of God’, as is his wont to say, to judge his eyesight as sufficiently back to normal, for him to return to your ‘humble abode’. And since then, I've been able to spend more of my time with you rather than caring for him.
He sends you his love, but for some reason, perhaps best not mentioned here, he hasn’t been to see you while I’ve been sitting with you.
Anyway, it’s lunchtime now, so I’ll close here, but be assured I’ll be back in a jiffy, and I’ll stay with you till you’re taken down to the theatre, and after that I can tell you all about what a wonderful son you’ll have brought into this world.
Love, and love again
Ceitidh



[bookmark: _Toc216691236][bookmark: _Toc1590170191][bookmark: _Toc1028077978][bookmark: _Toc319523935]Change of Mind 

Màiri, I recorded the contents of that last chapter in the hope that you could listen to it once you’d recovered from your coma. I held myself together then, but now I weep openly when I think that I may never see you again. However, I’m writing this in the hope that, though you have left your body, you may somehow, someday, be able to read this epistle of what has happened in our world up to and after your passing on. And need I say that every day I ask, ‘How can you ever be apart from me?’ We’ve shared so much since the second we were conceived. 
So, I’ll start with where I left off in my last chapter. I did go to lunch in the cafeteria as I said I would. But I could only pick at the food I’d ordered, so it wasn’t long before I was back sitting alone at your bedside. Dòmhnall still wasn’t there because he had phoned me to say he was only now on his way, after finishing off preparing his sermon for the next day. 
So, I waited for him and for you to be wheeled off to the operating theatre. With nothing else to do, I chanced to look out the window to see a clearing sky. At last, after a relentlessly rainy morning, I saw the sun peeking through the overcast clouds. “Looks like the weather is changing”, I said out loud in the hope you could hear me or, if nothing else, to break the monotonous beeping regularity of your electronic monitor. 
Suddenly, as when your car smashed into that tree, a spasm of terror jolted through me. But I had no need to wonder what it meant this time. I knew its portent. You were about to pass. Nothing outwardly in the ward had changed, but inwardly, I felt my life collapse. And, without being aware of what I was doing, I found myself on my knees swearing this oath.
O Mother of all mothers
You who split our common soul in two,
Let not our bodies live asunder.
I beseech you —  do whatever
You can to keep our fates together
And I will be your servant true.

Before I could reflect on the consequences of my pledge, an intense light, coming from I know not where, haloed the room and completely enveloped me. Time became irrelevant because I was outside its boundaries. I felt my spirit leave my body and found myself looking from above at ‘me’ with eyes closed, kneeling in prayer on the floor next to your bed.
Just how long I was in this divided state, I can’t say, but what I can tell you is, when my consciousness returned to my corporeal body, I had the strangest sense that a companion spirit had entered it in my absence. Moreover, it had made its way in from the encircling light.
Without knowing how, I was aware of thoughts that were not my own, going through my mind. They seemed to emanate from this other presence, making me feel like I was an eavesdropper. And although its thoughts came to me in English, I was could tell, without thinking about it, I was interpreting them from whatever its native language was. 
Here’s word-for-word what the voice said. I can say that, because her bewildered voice seems to have imprinted itself into my memory so I can replay it at will. Its first words were, “I am through! But where am I? Something is wrong. This body does not need my aid, and its spirit is strong. How can that be?”
Then, possibly sensing my confusion, it announced, “No, I must not stay here. But where can I go?”.
This was followed by, “Wait, there is an identical presence close by, and I sense that spirit will soon leave her body forever. She is the one I must save!”
A break in this stream of thoughts ensued, just long enough for me to register my bewilderment to myself before the voice recommenced. Now, however, they no longer seemed to originate within my mind. Instead, they appeared to come from your direction, even though you were still comatose. I deduced from the questions it was asking that it was trying to understand your lifelessness.
 “Why is it so dark in here? And the pain that I feel, where does that come from? Ah, it is clear to me now. The body fails because blood leaks inside its head. I have come here to stop this one’s spirit from departing its body for good. This is my mission. I must close this leak.
Wait, I remember. I have done this repair before. I did it when FarSeer collapsed three moons ago. Yes, I kept her spirit close by my body to let my spirit enter inside her head and seal the broken tube in her brain.
I must concentrate, just as I did then and stop the escape of blood into the body. 
Yes, the body heals! It is slow, but the seal I have done holds in place. The pain is less. Now, this body’s spirit can enter again, and I can return to my Land.
 But where is this spirit? No, it cannot have left this world already. It must join once more with this body. Or my spirit will stay locked in here.
Calm, calm, calm. Let me be at one with this body. Maybe its spirit is still nearby, but too disturbed to re-enter. FarSeer took some heartbeats before her spirit came back into her body to let me return to my own one.
But no, the spirit of this body has vanished. And the beam I took to enter this world is no longer there. Does that mean her spirit has gone with that beam back to the Land, and she lives in my body I have left to come here? That cannot be, you wayward spirit! You were not to do that. You were to stay close by here!
So, what to do now? I must check this body. I feel the heart. It pumps like a drumbeat. And the blood flow is good. 
Now, how about its senses? It hears noises outside its body. That tells me its ears work. But what do these sounds mean? Someone speaks, and there is a beeping noise unlike any sound I have heard before.
Now, what about the nose? It picks up a clean, tree-like scent. And this body has a smell, too, but not like ours in the Land. Can I sense other smells? Yes, but they are faint. They are of flowers, sweat, and excrement. 
And the position of this body? It lies flat. Something supports it. But it is not as hard as soil. It feels soft. And a cloth lies on top of it. But not over its feet. Their cover is different. I can move the toes. Good! Now, for the fingers? Yes, I can move them too. The hands? They feel so soft when I clasp them together, so clean and delicate. Now, to raise the arms. Oh, they are so light. I only tried to lift them a little, and they have shot up.
What is that noise? Oh, it comes from the presence I was first inside. The one whose body I was in by mistake. She shouts. But why? Is there danger? I need to open these eyes to see. Up the lids come. Oh, the light! So much light. But it is not from the sun. I must be in a lit room.
My sight is better now. I see threads that come out of one of my arms, and the other presence’s body leans over this one. Her shape is the same as this body. She smiles and mouths a sound like what The Tribe calls me. But I hear ‘Maree’, not ‘Mamee’. Why? I do not know. I pull down this body’s eyebrows to show I do not understand.
I mouth ‘Mamee’.
She points to herself, and I hear ‘KayTee’. That must be her name.
I point to her and speak back, ‘KayTee’.
This ‘KayTee’ smiles. She is pleased.
I see two male bodies enter the room. They wear a different form of cloth from KayTee. Their cloth is white and like a coat.
Oh! What happens to me now? In and out this body’s belly goes. And there is a pain as it tightens. Wait, I know what this is. It is natural. It is a baby. It tells me it wants to be born!
One of the males has gone behind my bed. He makes it move. It must be on wheels. He takes me through a clear door, and I am now in a long, narrow passage. It is bright, and its walls and ceiling are like nothing I have seen before.
I sit up and see I have come to the end of this passage, and I face a door set in the wall. It opens wide by itself and makes a high, ringing sound. My bed is pushed into the space that has opened behind this door, and the door shuts. I see I am in a huge box along with the male who has pushed me here. He presses a button on one of the walls, and I sense the box is taking us up. How can that be?
Control your breath! That is what I taught my mothers-to-be when they were about to give birth. I hear the ringing sound again, and the door in the box opens once more. Ah, the pain in this body eases.
My bed moves again. This time, it takes me along another narrow passage until it turns round a corner, and I am in another room. It is like the first one, with the same bright lights on the ceiling. But this one is bigger. I see that the male who pushed me here has gone out through the door we entered, but the male who studied me in the first room enters in his place. He presses his hands on this swollen belly and smiles at me. Now he walks away from me to stand beside another male and a female who wear light coats like his…”
“Phew!” I exclaimed when, at this point, her thoughts subsided enough to let me gather up those that were my own. Her words had been so loud inside my head that thinking for myself had been like trying to speak with someone shouting in my ears all the time. 
Not that this Mamee, as she called herself, had any idea she was having this effect on me. I understood that. As much as I knew for sure that your spirit, Màiri, had left your body. But where was it? Had you and this ‘Mamee’ exchanged bodies as she suspected had happened, albeit inadvertently? And where was this Land she had come from? I had no clue. But even this early in your passing, I clung desperately to the hope, which has never left me, that one day, Màiri, you and Mamee will return to your own bodies.
But back to that day of your passing. I needed to turn things over to try and make sense of what had happened, and this is what I surmised. At the behest of my desperate plea, a shamanic healer’s spirit, called Mamee by her tribe, had arrived to stop you from dying. However, this spirit had to take possession of your body to heal it. Which she did. But by that time, it was too late. You had left your body. You were gone. So, all you could do was to follow the spirit-trail this Mamee had taken to come here and live within her body in this ‘Land’ she had left.
How long would you be there, and could you ever come back to see us via that spirit-trail? I had no idea – and I still don’t. But what I did know was that I had to try to put off mourning your loss till later. Attending to Mamee had to take priority. Because if anything were to happen to her, how could you come back to your body? And I’d made that pledge of being a constant servant to the power which had seen fit to keep you alive by sending Mamee here. No matter what, I had to keep my vow
 These thoughts kept revolving in my mind while I waited outside the ward where Mamee was being examined. So, break the circuit, I phoned Iain to update him about ‘your’ awakening. However, I had to end my conversation with him, telling him the news as the ward door opened, and the consultant, Ali Shah, as indicated by his name badge, approached me. Without preamble, he informed me that when he’d tried to talk to the woman he called ‘my sister’, she became increasingly distressed, and all she could utter was my name, over and over.
He went on to tell me that, in all his many years as a consultant, he’d never encountered such a sudden awakening from a coma. Nor did he think that anybody else he knew had ever witnessed such a thing. People always gradually came out of comas and didn’t show my sister’s immediate alertness.
He continued to explain that your previous brain diagnostic imagery had shown a potential lesion in your brain, which made a full recovery of consciousness even more peculiar. However, the most pressing decision he had to address was the birth of your son. You were due to have a C-section, but for the moment, at least, he’d ruled that out. He finished by asking, “Please, Mrs Liddell, can you talk to her and try to calm her down?”
I replied that, of course, I would. At this stage, I was still so bewildered by everything that I was acting and talking almost as if I were in a trance. Anyway, as I followed him into the ward, I managed to tell him that I had trained as a midwife, so I knew how to treat nervous mothers-to-be. 
 Mamee, however, was beyond being nervous. She was more agitated than anyone  I had seen anywhere.
However, on seeing me walk over to her bedside, her distress signs abated at once. She looked straight into my eyes as I devoted my full attention to her. With relief, I saw her breaths come slower and more regularly as her thoughts, which sounded once more in my mind, pleaded with me to stay with her. However, I feared her constant stream of thoughts would prevent me from thinking straight.
I decided I’d make a different attempt to communicate with her. Just before she left the Intensive Care Ward, and while her thoughts had been bellowing in my brain, I saw that her hands had never kept still. So, it was a reasonable guess that signing was part of the language she knew.
I reasoned that maybe if I learned to sign back to her, we could communicate this way, and she could keep her thoughts to herself. Signing seemed to be the best strategy, as I had no indication from her that she could read my thoughts, and it would stop hers from incessantly echoing in my mind. 
I looked directly at her and made a thumbs-up sign as I nodded and smiled to indicate 'happy'. I followed this with the thumbs-down sign whilst shaking my head and frowning to show 'not happy'. This worked. Instead of broadcasting her thoughts, she looked at me and repeated the thumbs-up gesture whilst nodding and smiling. I visibly gulped. Her smile was your smile. And if, only for a second, I could believe it was you smiling back.
However, my reflections were abruptly cut off when I noticed her staring at the door and making the thumbs-down gesture at the man who filled the portal in the ‘look at me, won’t you’ fashion that was Dòmhnall’s customary entrance mode.
Anyway, it was no surprise to see Dòmhnall there. He had told me the day before that he intended to be here this afternoon while you had your C-section, and the hospital must have told him of his wife’s sudden awakening as he arrived. But how would he react to this foreign presence in your body? After all, how could he assume it wasn’t you sitting in that bed? But what puzzled me was why Mamee had taken such an evident dislike to him as soon as he appeared in her sight.
Again, in typical Dòmhnall fashion, he commanded me to vacate my chair so he could sit next to his wife. Then, as if addressing a public meeting, he announced to the ward, “Praise the Lord!” And I swear I saw the doctor and the midwife jump. Since, even though they were aware of his entrance, they couldn’t have expected a Sunday morning service to commence.
Not the least put back by their startled looks, he sat where I’d just been sitting. Then, grasping Mamee’s hand with as much delicacy as a lump of meat needed to be weighed in a butcher’s shop, he asked her how she felt. Seeing Mamee’s puzzlement, he asked again, this time in Gaelic.
Mamee’s distressed thoughts resumed in my head. "Who is this person? KayTee, do not leave me!" Turning in my direction, she gave me the thumbs-up sign with her free hand and accompanied it with that smile of yours. This was followed by a thumbs-down sign, a frown, and a head shake as she turned back to glare at Dòmhnall.
At this point, Dr Shah came over to the opposite side of the bed from Dòmhnall and, pointing to the furthest corner from Mamee, asked to confer with him privately.
Dòmhnall did as he was asked, letting me sit next to Mamee again. I smiled continuously to reassure her while my ears endeavoured to hear any snippets coming from the far corner.
I only managed to catch the odd phrase. But it was enough to gather the gist of their conversation. I gleaned that Dr Shah was intent on explaining to Dòmhnall that, although his wife had recovered consciousness, this didn’t mean she’d recovered all her mental faculties. But what overrode all else was her being able to give birth with as little upset as possible. So, no matter how unfair it might seem, if his presence was disturbing his wife, he should stay outside the ward.
With his brows gathering like Robert Burns’s ‘gathering storm’, Dòmhnall strode back to me. He puffed up his chest while clearing his throat and, with gritted teeth, announced, “It seems from what the doctor informs me that Màiri has regressed to her childhood and looks on you, her sister, as her closest connection. Consequently, I shall find a quiet room further down the corridor and pray there for her continued recovery and the successful birth of my child. No doubt you will keep me informed of subsequent developments.” 
And with this declaration, he shook his head as he pityingly looked at his wife and turned to strut out of the ward.
Ochone! How could I tell this ‘Mamee’, who had taken such a dislike to Dòmhnall, that she’d be expected to live with this man? Better not. It would be too difficult to explain to her at that moment, anyway. Everything seemed confusing enough to her without adding another layer to it.
I turned back to look at her, and there she was, signing away in a language I couldn’t comprehend. But thank goodness I was able to understand her thoughts. They’d changed from a ‘No, No, No!’ to a ‘Yes, Yes, Yes!’ as soon as Dòmhnall had left. I responded with a thumbs-up gesture, and I received a happy smile in return.
Dr Shah approached my side of the bed and bent his knees so as not to tower over me. In that clear articulation that a private Scottish education provides, he inquired if he was right in assuming that Màiri and I had our own private sign language. I had no intention of telling him about Mamee’s thoughts broadcasting in my head, so this seemed a convenient get-out for me.
“Yes”, I answered, nodding my head for emphasis. “We developed it before we went to school and had to switch from speaking Gaelic to English, and we only used it between ourselves. And I think she’s regressed to that time. The only word she’s spoken to me is my name.”
“Ah”, Dr Shah replied with raised eyebrows. “That explains why your English is so grammatically correct.”
“Like your own, you mean? I asked, which brought about a smile as his reply.
Then he quickly changed to the matter in hand. “And have you been able to make her understand that her frequency of contractions means she must soon give birth?” he asked, keeping his voice quiet and reassuring.
I nodded and diverted my eyes towards Mamee. “Look! She’s doing her breathing exercises to relax her body, just as she was taught in her prenatal class. So, yes, she understands.”
Mamee smiled and nodded to him as I said this. 
“That is excellent”, he stated. “From examining her and reading her notes, I am happy to say that her labour should be straightforward, even though she is a couple of weeks early. But it will be much better if she doesn’t panic and knows what she should do.”
He looked down at the pronounced bump in my belly and asked how my little one was behaving.
“Just a couple of weeks to go. I think Màiri and I conceived on the same day", I replied, looking down.
“She’s a girl", I went on. “We’re calling her Donna.” 
“Donna!" he repeated. “That's a beautiful name.”
Our conversation was interrupted when we heard, “Donna!” repeated by Mamee. Her voice startled us into turning to see her pointing to my bump as she nodded.
“That’s wonderful!” Dr Shah exclaimed. “I’m not a trauma doctor, but it’s clear enough to me that she has already regained more of her faculties than I could have thought possible in the time since she has awoken.”
He straightened up, and his tone changed as he said, “However, a full psychological assessment can wait. We must address a more immediate activity.” He looked over my shoulder and addressed the midwife. “Nurse, I will leave Màiri in your most capable hands, but don’t hesitate to contact me about anything you think is untoward. I estimate the baby should arrive in about nine hours from now.”
And with that statement, he smiled at us all in turn, gave Mamee a thumbs-up sign, and left.
“Nine hours!” said the midwife. “That’s quick for a first labour. Let’s see, your last major contraction was 40 minutes ago, so that seems about right.”
She spoke as if Mamee could understand every word. But all Mamee appeared interested in was her badge, which had ‘Tina’ printed on it. So, I pointed to Tina as I pronounced her name.
“Tina!” repeated Mamee, which she followed with a triumphant smile, prompting a spontaneous laugh from Tina.
“Yes, Màiri, that's right. I’m Tina.”
Mamee looked confused. She frowned and shook her head as Tina said, “Màiri”. With a thumbs-up gesture, she pointed to herself with her other hand and said, “Mamee.”
Tina appeared confused and looked to me for clarification. I realised I had to make up a credible explanation. But what?
Inspiration came to my rescue. I asked Tina to walk a few paces with me away from the bed, and then, as if in confidence, told her, “She’s saying 'Mamee' because that's what she called herself before we went to school. Best to go along with her for now, I think.”
Tina nodded understandingly. “Yes, I’ve heard of this happening after severe trauma. Time can change things, though. But I agree. We'll call her Mamee for now, shan’t we?” She mouthed this last statement almost in a whisper, and I nodded my agreement in our ploy. I realised that this explanation could be a godsend for me. All I needed to tell anyone asking about her amnesia was that regression to childhood is a medically accepted observation. I’d just keep to myself my belief that Mamee was an alien presence who could telepathically transmit her thoughts to me. It would do for the time being. But could I hide my grief at your passing on from the world at large?
***
Time passed quickly, as became evident when, looking out the window, I saw the sunset clouds looking like they were dressed in crimson gowns. And still, Dòmhnall hadn’t been back in touch with me. The waiting room couldn’t have occupied his interest for this long. So, where was he?
I signed to Mamee that I intended to go out by making my fingers imitate a walking motion. I got off the chair and squatted to show I needed a pee.
Instantly, Mamee made out that she understood the gesture. She nodded and gave me a thumbs-up. I smiled in relief. But not for long. Mamee had interpreted my actions to mean I needed the bedpan Tina had shown her. So, Mamee was pointing determinedly at the bedpan placed on a trolley on the other side of the bed.
“Oh no! How do I explain this?” I thought. To add to the confusion, Tina thought Mamee was the one who needed to pee and lifted the bedpan to put it under Mamee, only for Mamee to promptly hold it out to me to take it from her.
Luckily, thinking about using the bedpan seemed to trigger something in Mamee. She stopped insisting I take it and, instead, used it to relieve herself.
When she’d finished, she handed me the bedpan, and I explained to Tina that I needed to step out to look for Dòmhnall. I added that going out with the bedpan was the easiest way for Mamee to understand why I was leaving.
Tina agreed and sat on my vacated chair to hold Mamee’s hand.
“Just pour it out in the sluice opposite”, Tina called out as I exited.
Job done, I thought, but it made me wonder how many more confusing situations like this I would encounter.
Now, where was Dòmhnall? I had a look inside the waiting room that Dr Shah had directed him to. He wasn’t there. The room looked like it was being refurbished and was quite bare. I thought of the cafeteria next. But it was too late for it to be open. So, I resorted to texting him.
Immediately, he texted back, stating he’d see me shortly back at the ward. Two minutes later, he appeared, explaining that he’d been outside for a breath of fresh air or “To commune with God’s Universe”, as he put it.
I repeated what Dr Shah said, that 'Màiri' had regressed to her childhood days, so she didn’t recognise that he was her husband. But to give him hope, I also told him that this condition might not last long.
Anyway, I suggested that, since it was a Saturday night, he’d be better off going home and getting some rest so he'd be fit to deliver his sermon the next day. I reassured him that I'd phone him immediately if anything happened at this end. That did the trick, and, to my relief, he left without entering the ward again.
This gave me time to phone Iain. I’d already given him a quick call when I’d had to wait outside the maternity ward, but I needed to update him on the subsequent events.
Should I tell him the truth? Was Iain capable of believing it? I didn’t know. But in any case, I didn’t consider a phone call to be the correct medium for even attempting it. So, I gave him an anodyne account, simply stating, “She’s in labour and doing well. She’s still a bit confused mentally, though. But that’s to be expected given the circumstances. Love you but must get back…”
I knew by his lack of surprise at my call that Dòmhnall had probably phoned him as part of his ’communication with the universe’. It was typical of Dòmhnall to have updated Iain on the latest events before I got the chance. 
Lastly, I had to tell Mamaidh the news. As you’d expect, she was overjoyed at how events were unfolding. But, as for telling her about what had happened to you. Well, how could I tell her anything of that?
I bottled that bit and repeated my ‘childhood regression’ story, which she was happy to accept. As she saw it, the fact that her daughter was conscious again and about to give birth naturally was all that mattered.
Finally, I could get back to the birthing mother. Mamee had waited longer than I expected before sending me a ‘Where are you, KayTee?’ thought. 
I was in the ward two minutes later, where Mamee’s delighted smile greeted me. It was so much identical to yours that I had to fight back the tears. Tina welcomed me back and told me all was progressing as expected. Mamee held out her hand to me as I sat in the chair at her side for me to clasp.
We spent the following time educating each other. Mamee taught me some of her sign language, and I told her how to speak some of our words. For instance, she learned ‘chair’ and indicated by visual telepathy that for her, anything you could sit upon had the same sign—three fingers tapping on a fist. 
At about 4 a.m., the situation changed. Mamee suddenly indicated she wanted to move off the bed and gestured for me to support her as she squatted on a birthing chair Tina had provided. It was the end of Mamee’s first stage of labour. 
Two hours later, I saw that her second stage was almost complete. I was about to sign for Mamee to push during her contractions and to take shorter breaths. But, looking at her, I realised she was doing this without my bidding. It came naturally to her. So much so that it made me think she may have acted as a midwife in her Land. 
Minutes later, Fergus entered the world, a quiet, easy birth, with me supporting Mamee and Tina helping to deliver him.
Later, after Mamee had nursed Fergus for the first time, which she did without being shown how, she pointed to herself, said, “Mamee”, then reached out to touch Fergus in his cradle and looked questioningly at me. 
Could she have realised, Màiri, that you’d already decided what you intended to call him a few weeks ago? And that you had told me his name. Or was it because birth partners in Mamee's Tribe named babies?
Before I could say ‘Fergus’, Mamee spoke his name. 

Wonderful, she’s just read my mind, I thought. But then it dawned on me that this could be the end of my privacy. And that made me wonder if Mamee had any awareness that I’d just thought this.
In any case, I realised that life would never be the same. Grieving your loss was something I’d have to do in private, while at the same time, I’d have to help Mamee come to terms with the loss of her Tribe in what to her was an alien world. 
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The following days spent at the hospital mercifully flew by since they helped keep at bay my sorrow of your absence from my life. 
To my relief, Mamee proved to be a caring mother, and so Fergus thrived. While she nursed him, I heard her sing wordless tunes punctuated by his name as his baby-blue eyes beheld hers.
The hospital authorities withheld giving their assessment of her until they had completed all their tests. In this regard, her collie-dog-like trust in me was an immense help to everyone when she had to undergo necessary scans and X-rays. Backed up with my smiles, hugs and thumbs-up gestures, I convinced her these procedures were for her benefit.
At the end of the week, they gave their assessment. Firstly, they informed Dòmhnall and me that they hadn’t detected any physical trauma in her brain scans. Consequently, there was no need to assign her to any bodily health category. However, regarding mental health, they classed her as having a dissociative disorder since they considered her unable to look after herself. They substantiated this by citing her poor speech and performance in basic routines such as dressing and eating. 
Over time, the specialists thought her chance of improvement was good, but they gave no prognosis regarding a recovery timescale. Her speaking ability was judged as having echolalia symptoms since she appeared to mimic without understanding what was spoken to her. However, it was encouraging that she communicated with me by using what I had told them was our childhood sign language. In truth, this was a pretence on my part because I still hadn’t come to grips with much of her signing. However, she could still make her wants known by being telepathic with me.
Dòmhnall was understandably disturbed by her giving him the cold shoulder when he showed up at the ward. However, he drew some consolation when the neuro-rehabilitation consultant informed him that patients recovering from comas seldom recovered all their senses at once. And it did sometimes happen that they failed at first to recognise their spouses. 
Dòmhnall and I had to come to an understanding that, to avoid upset, he’d stay away from seeing her for the remaining time she was in the hospital; I, on the other hand, stayed in her company as much as I could. Her devotion to me was also why I committed myself full-time to her welfare upon her discharge. The health authorities concurred that this was the best solution, at least pro tem, especially since I was still registered as a general nurse.
It was out of the question for her to live with Dòmhnall. However, he insisted that she should at least acknowledge him and not treat him as an unwelcome stranger. I’d have liked to think he asserted this out of love rather than duty, but the sceptical part of me doubted it. I’d seen his relief at not having to appear in the ward. And his lack of interest in seeing Fergus was also noticeable to me. On the other hand, Iain always made a point of fussing over Fergus whenever his church duties allowed him to visit. Nonetheless, I was willing to give Dòmhnall every chance to discharge my doubts, which was why I invited him to spend Mamee’s first day at our home on her release from the hospital. 
Her journey back to our home wasn’t easy. First, I had to persuade Mamee to wear outdoor clothes. Any attempt I made to dress her was met by a thumbs-down sign, a frown, and a shake of her head. This was accompanied by her body going rigid. She reminded me of our friend Fiona’s Jack Russell in her stubbornness.
However, it was Mamee herself who suggested the solution. She put an image of herself wearing a light, knee-length coat into my mind. So, I bought something similar to the image she had given me at a nearby charity shop. In truth, it looked more like a kimono housecoat than a proper outdoor coat, but I was much relieved to see her smile at its colours and how easily she could slip it on. That meant, at least, she didn’t appear too out of place when we led her to the car park.
I must say, it made me smile at the thought of you or me wearing anything like it. It's just not something we would ever wear. Then, it came to me that if you’d really changed bodies with Mamee in whatever Land she has come from, you might just have found yourself wearing such a garment. But for all its ridiculousness, it’s still a thought that I cling to because it means that you are still alive and could one day come back to your own body.
But back to Mamee and her first encounter with our world outside the hospital. On being introduced to our Meriva, she showed no understanding of how a car worked or how to get into one. Iain sat her in the back beside Fergus, who was in a newborn-baby car seat I’d already bought for Donna’s arrival and then belted the two of them up. I sat close beside Mamee and held her hand for reassurance. There was no mistaking her fear. For the entire journey, which, thankfully, only lasted twenty minutes, she gripped my hand and practised a slow-breathing routine I had shown her to do as she stared into space. 
When Iain drew the car up outside our house, she looked all around her in bewilderment. The repeated shaking of her head, combined with her hands clasped over her ears, told me that nothing appeared familiar to her, and the noise of the passing traffic was too much stimulation for her. I judged that I had to guide her into our home as soon as I could to lessen her sensory overload. So, I went through the reverse routine of unbuckling her seatbelt and moving her legs out of the car. Then I was able to walk her step by step with me taking one of her arms and letting her take Fergus in his cradle in the other until we reached our front door.
Once inside, I quickly took her into our living room, where she stood, mouth open in wonder. My mind heard her say that this was how Old Ones lived. From her awakening to our world, she’d thought of us collectively as ‘Old Ones’, although I had no idea why. 
Dòmhnall, rather than accompany Iain and me to the hospital, said he was happy to prepare a salad for our midday meal. There it was—all laid out neatly on the table for us. 
Obh, obh, my feelings warned me, as it came to my mind that Dòmhnall hadn’t yet experienced the sight of Mamee’s table manners. I awaited his reaction to them with interest. 
Mamee had what could delicately be described as ‘unusual eating habits’. She spurned using a knife and fork, preferring to eat only with her fingers, occasionally aided by a spoon. It meant that food could disappear from her plate so fast that I think she’d even rival a star-nosed mole. (I had to look that one up. Apparently, it can identify and eat prey in less than a second!)
After I’d helped Mamee to sit upright and keep her legs tucked in, a chair at a table still being a novelty to her, we were ready for Dòmhnall to say Grace.
I groaned inwardly. Dòmhnall so loved the time he spent communicating with the Lord through prayer. And his rendering of Grace was no exception. So, Iain and I sat with heads bowed and eyes closed as Dòmhnall intoned, “Heavenly Father, we are gathered here today to thank you for this bounteous meal. And for allowing my beloved wife, Màiri, to sit with us in your presence. We also thank you, dear Lord, for…”. 
He droned on in his rising and falling chant until we heard the most thankful phrase of all. “In Thy name. Amen.” 
I opened my eyes, and there was Mamee with hamster cheeks and an empty plate, giving as rude a burp as would shame a Whoopee cushion. 
Well, there I was, doing my best to keep a poker face as Mamee, oblivious of her lack of manners, caused Dòmhnall’s face to go crimson with embarrassment. I remembered that you, Màiri, loved situations like this, which gave the scenario an extra bitter-sweet sensation.
However, inspiration came to my rescue. I professed that rushing food was a common symptom of some people after a coma, and I think for the sake of decorum, Dòmhnall accepted this as fact. Iain gave me his customary questioning tilt of his head. But I only returned an enigmatic smile to him while I saw Mamee precisely mimicking his head-tilt. At times, I thought this woman would stretch my mannerly restraint past its breaking point. 
We had more fun later when Mamee looked into the hall and saw herself in our full-length mirror. After her initial cry of open-mouthed astonishment, she beckoned me over to stand beside her and broke into bellows of laughter as she took in our identically mirrored features. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh, prompting me to join her in this buffoonery. Humour is infectious amongst us humans anyway. But even more so between identical twins, and, outwardly at least, I see Mamee as my twin sister. 
I thought I’d keep her amused by standing immediately behind her so she couldn’t see me in the mirror. Then I raised my arms, so it looked like she had four of them. Once more, her laughter resounded through the house. Next, I stood on one leg and raised my other leg outward to make it appear as though she had three legs. Yet more laughter. Then, she had to stand behind me, and we went through the routine again. 
Iain joined in the fun, but to nobody’s surprise, Dòmhnall thought it beneath him to participate in such childishness. I saw that, for all his so-called desire to get his wife to accept him, his decorum was more important, even in a family setting. He wasn’t always like this, was he, Màiri? Where had his charm that attracted you to marry him gone? I had to wonder and didn’t want to think about the answer.
The rest of the day was quiet. Iain and Dòmhnall went upstairs to discuss church concerns, while Mamee and I set about improving our communication skills.
The only remaining awkward moment was when Dòmhnall left to return to his house. He thought the best way to say goodbye to Mamee was to shake her hand. But unfortunately, Mamee had little idea what an outstretched hand meant in this context. Once again, I had to defuse the situation. I took her hand in mine, and we shook his hand together. 
My final words to him were, “It will come, Dòmhnall. It will come.” As I said it, I knew I was telling a white lie, but it was more believable than the truth: I’d no idea if or when you’d come back. And if you did, would you be the same Màiri who left us?
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Mamee’s first night in our house was uneventful. We made up a bed in the spare room, but after lying on top of it for a second, she stood up and pulled the blankets off to sleep on the floor. It made more sense in her mind since she could rock Fergus in his cradle, and she was glad that she could do it, compared with the hospital, which, of course, didn’t allow her that privilege. We’d bought Fergus’s cradle for Donna. But no worries on that score. I mentioned to Iain there was no sense in bothering Dòmhnall about a triviality like that, and with a scratch of the head, he agreed.
 “We just have to accept her preferences as they come. So long as they’re within the bounds of social acceptability”, was his considered opinion. However, what was within Iain’s limit of appropriateness was stretched to its farthest the next morning. Iain and I were woken by Mamee appearing in our room stark naked and proudly announcing, “Good Morning!" in the same declarative tone I’d taught her the previous day.
Iain stuck his head under the blankets in embarrassment. I laughed. 
“Come on,” I giggled and lifted the blankets. “Are you comparing us, before and after? For, apart from my bump, we look the same, you know!”
“Anyway”, I added. “She’s right. It’s time to get up. We need to prepare for my Mamaidh’s visit. Remember, she came down by train from Skye yesterday to stay the night at Auntie Morag’s. So, she’ll be here in a couple of hours.”
I still hadn’t decided what to tell Mamaidh about what had happened to you. If Iain was becoming suspicious, I didn’t fancy my chances of pulling the wool over her eyes. Talking of which, I motioned with my arms that Mamee should get out of our bedroom, after which I pulled the woollen blankets off the bed to spur Iain to get up. Not being an early-morning person, he needed some encouragement.
Breakfast over, we discussed who should meet Mamaidh off the train. We quickly decided not to take Mamee. Not only would she have to get in and out of the car again, but she’d also have to cope with seeing a railway station for the first time. I was aware of how frightened she was in the car yesterday, so I thought it was better to shield her from modern technology as much as possible and introduce it to her only when I considered it appropriate. Therefore, she should stay at home with me. After a minute’s discussion, we agreed to use the pretext of my fast-approaching due date as the reason for Iain greeting her on his own. And so, just before lunchtime, Iain set off to meet her.
We knew this would be fine for Mamaidh since she got on well with Iain, unlike her disaffection with Dòmhnall. That’s a different story. As you know, at first, Dòmhnall could do nothing wrong in the eyes of our pàrantan. Dadaidh, especially, was delighted to think that this athletic, intelligent young man was to become his son-in-law.
But it didn’t take long for Dòmhnall’s other side to show through - the pretentious, bombastic one that’s become increasingly apparent. And so, as time has progressed, Mamaidh has warmed less to Dòmhnall and more to Iain with his phlegmatic nature. 
What worried me, however, was how Mamaidh would react to Mamee. And vice-versa. I kept fretting about it. I could see that not only had I to explain Mamee’s behaviour to Mamaidh, but I also needed to make Mamee understand that Mamaidh was our mother.
To do this, I showed Mamee a photograph of Mamaidh on my phone, and after her recovery from the shock of seeing a photo for the first time, I signed that this woman had given birth to the two of us while I said the word, ‘Mamaidh.’
Mamee nodded, and to show me she understood my mime, she placed the phone on her chest, still displaying the photo. Then she pointed to it and repeated the word Mamaidh. Stretching her hand, she pointed to Fergus, then back to herself, and said, ‘Mamaidh once more’. 
I gave her the Thumbs Up to show that I, in my turn, had understood her message. Crude but effective came into my mind.
My next step was to show her a photo of Iain and point to the place in the street where Iain had driven off. Then I showed her one of Iain and Mamaidh together, and I pretended to turn the door handle of our house.
Mamee nodded and gave another Thumbs Up. This signing, coupled with the odd spoken word, was working. But it was hard going. I took up the remaining time by taking out our photo album, placing it on the table, and opening it on the first page. And there was Dòmhnall smiling back at us. She recognised him straight away.  You were at his side and, after some thought (or was it through reading my mind?), she said, “Màiri”. 
“Yes”, I blurted out with a massive lump in my throat and a sob in my voice, “Màiri”. Putting her arms around me, she filled my mind with her tender thoughts. She couldn’t say what she felt. But this ability to express her feelings so directly was more potent than any words.
She let me sob for a while before, ever so gently, she wiped away my tears with her fingers so she could look straight into my eyes. I smiled back and told her I loved her. She responded by making a circle with her hands, which I interpreted as how she symbolised our affection for each other.
Love is more than a word, I thought and mimicked her gesture. And that brought out spontaneous laughter from us both. You could never giggle without setting me off, too, Màiri. And I was glad that this togetherness was still there with Mamee.
A few seconds later, we settled down to look through the rest of the photo album. I found that Mamee had an excellent memory for faces. I only needed to point to a photo and say the names of people in it for her to name them when they appeared in other photos.
But she took me aback when she correctly identified who we were, even in the same snap. And that was regardless of our ages. That’s a skill I thought only belonged to our pàrantan. Like many identical twins, we’ve always chosen to dress alike; to most people, we’re indistinguishable in appearance.
It made me realise that Mamee was used to seeing the finest details, and perhaps identical twins weren’t uncommon in her Land.
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She showed me that her hearing was also more sensitive than mine because she stood up and made a sign for steering a car seconds before I heard our Meriva slowing down to park outside.
As Iain and Mamaidh walked to our front door, I opened it, ensuring that Mamee was behind me.
“A Mhamaidh” I cried and flung my arms around her. We released our hug, and I stood aside, hoping Mamee would follow my lead. I was not disappointed.
 “A Mhamaidh” Mamee cried with the same intonation, then hugged her exactly as I had done.
What a mimic she was.
Once Mamaidh had settled herself on our living room couch, she took a good look at us standing side by side in front of her.
“You have been crying, Ceitidh, have you not?” Mamaidh asked as she gave me her ‘You can’t hide anything from me’ look.
I pointed to the open photo album, which was still visible on the table. 
“Màiri and I have been going through it, Mamaidh. It makes me cry if I see photos of dear departed ones. And because Màiri has lost a lot of her memories of people since the accident, I’ve had to remind her who they are.”
After a pause to give me time to think about what to say next, I continued, “But she still remembers you. And that’s the most important thing.”
And now it was Mamaidh’s turn to cry. She couldn’t help saying, “Oh, Màiri, how wonderful it is to see you again!”. And as she said this, she stood up to give Mamee another hug. Mamee responded equally affectionately as she wrapped her arms around Mamaidh. But only I could see the Thumbs Up sign she surreptitiously made behind Mamaidh’s back. 
I couldn’t resist miming back to her, much to the amusement of Iain, who was standing to the side of us.
So far, so good.
It was now Fergus’s turn to be greeted. Here, I saw Mamee behave like any proud daughter, showing off her newborn son to her mother for the first time. And I had to wipe away another tear from my cheek as I thought it should have been your joy to do it. 
Iain brought the moment to a close. Having learned from yesterday’s fiasco, we’d already prepared a finger buffet for our midday meal. And Mamee, sensing that Mamaidh and I wanted a quiet word together, chose to go with Iain to help in the kitchen. 
Once we were alone, Mamaidh came straight to the point. “So, tell me straight, Ceitidh, how is our Màiri inside herself?” 
I explained, as best as I could, that her memory before her accident had gone, and she was having to learn everything anew. On the other hand, she could easily repeat and remember anything said to her, and she had invented a sign language to communicate her wants.
“But conversation is still beyond her”, I quickly added as Iain and Mamee re-entered our living room.
“Iain, you have paste all over your cheeks,” Mamaidh gasped.
Iain, who seemed in a noticeably happy mood, pretended innocence.
“Have I now? Màiri, do you know anything about this?”
Mamee giggled. It was a wonderful, silly moment, and I had no intention of dismissing it. I inspected Iain's cheeks and saw that Mamee had made the same beautiful snaking design on them both.
“Màiri, when did you become an artist?” Mamaidh asked as she examined Iain’s cheeks up close.
Mamee’s answer was to pick up the paste jar and start on Mamaidh’s cheeks. Soon, we were all ‘pasty-faced’. Mamee even managed to do her own face by looking in the mirror.
“Hidden talents indeed,” declared Mamaidh. “For neither of you has shown any artistic flair before now.”
I could see from her dubious look that my attempt at bluffing Mamaidh wasn’t working too well. Like Iain, she seemed suspicious that coming out of the coma wasn’t the whole story.
The frivolity ended when Dòmhnall knocked at the door. I saw Mamee clamming up, and she lost all trace of the sense of fun we’d been having with her.
Dòmhnall, to be fair, tried to be pleasant, and he did talk to Mamee. But Mamee, in her turn, did no more than acknowledge him with no spontaneity. 
Again, I could detect Mamaidh’s nose smelling a rat.
Anyway, Mamaidh stayed the night in one of our guest rooms. But before leaving early the next morning, she took me aside to have a quiet word with me.
She started with, “Èist rium, a Cheitidh”. I groaned inwardly. Her serious discussions have always begun with telling me, in Gaelic, to listen to her. She continued in a softer voice as she picked up on what I was thinking. “I know there is something different about Màiri. And it is not all to do with coming out of her coma. I can tell that, somehow, Màiri's nature has changed. And I sense you know more than you are telling me.”
"A Mhamaidh, it's so difficult. I'm still trying to come to terms with it myself”, I gushed out, wondering how to start any further explanation.
“I know, mo gràidh, so let me see if I can help you. I want you to visit Shonagh Stewart. She is a distant cousin of mine, and I know she lives nearby. I have not seen her since she left Skye a year before you were born, but we have always exchanged Christmas cards. I can give you her address when I’m back home. We have never been close, but the last time I saw her, she predicted that one of my children would one day need her ‘gift’, as she called it. And my sixth sense tells me that now is the time to seek her out. I do not shun the ‘other side’, and no one I know has experienced it more than her. She even told Dadaidh that I would have twin girls before I was expecting the two of you. Promise me you will visit her, will you, Ceitidh?”
So, I promised, unaware that my encounter with the ‘other side’ as Mamaidh called it, was going to irrevocably change my life and so many others I was yet to meet.
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Mamaidh kept her promise. That evening, just before we went to bed, she phoned to say she was safely home. She had looked up Shonagh Stewart’s address, which I duly wrote down on a Post-it. The house was called Tursa, and it was in Bearsden, 5 miles as the crow flies from our Partick home, up the appropriately named Crow Road. 
Now I had the address, I needed to approach the subject of psychics with Iain to prepare him for a meeting with one of them. Although, as with most faiths, our Kirk doesn’t endorse the supernatural, this didn’t bother me because I no longer regarded religion as a dogma. Frankly, if I hadn’t married the Reverend Iain Liddell, I doubt I’d even have been a regular churchgoer. 
Thanks to my influence on him, Iain is no longer a fundamentalist like Dòmhnall. He prefers to teach the aspects of love and forgiveness in Christianity rather than those of hellfire and damnation. However, even though stories of the occult abound in Scotland, I was unsure what his opinion was on psychics or mediums. The topic hadn’t arisen during any of our conversations. I decided my best approach was to broach it in bed that evening. 
Snuggling up to him, I asked — as if it were of no consequence— if he’d be interested in watching a TV programme about psychics the following evening. I expected a disinterested reply, but instead, he cocked his head as he turned to look at me and asked, “You mean like people who can tell the future? Like somebody who could predict us going to a house in Bearsden to meet one of them?” 
How did he know? Not by him being psychic. I knew that much. In the three years I’ve known him, Iain hasn’t shown the slightest trace of paranormal ability. To be blunt, I’d go as far as to say his telepathy was ‘telepathetic’.
After puzzling about his seeming omniscience for a moment, I admitted defeat. “OK, I give in”, I sighed. “How did you know about that?” 
Iain made that tell-tale smile he displays when he’s scored one over me. “Well, my dear Watson”, he said, puffing on an imaginary meerschaum pipe. “Just after your mamaidh called, I noticed you’d written a Bearsden address on a Post-it note which you’d stuck on the wall above the telephone table. Now, just as I was about to ask you what it meant, out of nowhere, you ask me a leading question about psychics. So, my deduction is your mamaidh has told you to contact a psychic who lives in a house called Tursa in Bearsden.”
He paused for effect before going on. “And here’s another deduction I’ve made. This concerns Màiri, doesn’t it? I’ve been watching how the two of you have communicated since she’s been here, and there’s something uncanny about it. Isn't there?” 
It was time to confess. 
“Yes, Iain, you’re right. She’s now telepathic with me. Even though she can't speak in sentences, she sometimes transmits her thoughts into my mind. And like you, Mamaidh has picked up on it, so she’s given me the address of a distant relative in Bearsden who she tells me is a psychic and can help me understand how Màiri has acquired this gift.”
I expected Iain to quiz me further about my revelation, but instead, all he wanted to know was if the telepathy worked both ways.
“No, darling. It doesn’t. If I want Màiri to know what I’m thinking, I use hand signs for that”, I replied. 
He showed his relief at my response by settling himself down to go to sleep, his back towards me. That his sister-in-law’s telepathy was only towards me didn’t seem to disturb him. But at that time, I wasn’t as equanimous. Even though you and I have never been able to keep anything from each other, Mamee isn’t you.
I didn’t let Iain off that lightly for his earlier jest on me, though. So, I put my arm around him and whispered in his ear, “By the way, darling, Màiri’s just told me she wishes you ‘Good Night’.”
Then I pressed my whole body against him, just as Donna gave a sudden kick and added, as I smirked, “And so does Donna.”
Iain turned round slowly to look at me, making me wait for his parting shot. “Good night, dearest. And Good Night, wee Donna. And try to wish Màiri ‘Good Night’ for me, as well.”
***
The following morning, we were up and dressed, undisturbed by an early visitation from Mamee, much to Iain’s relief, I surmised. 
Entering her room, I saw she was finishing feeding Fergus. I let her be. A few moments later, she appeared in the kitchen to have her breakfast of a glass of milk, followed by two raw eggs, which, in the time it took me to blink, were down her throat. Somehow, after breaking an eggshell with her fingers, she could drop the egg into her mouth in one easy action. 
I was still agog at how many of her actions were beyond my abilities, even though we had identical bodies.
Dressing Mamee remained a problem. She’d been adamant since leaving the hospital that she’d only wear her housecoat. This was acceptable in our home, but since we were about to visit someone we hadn’t seen before, we had to make her look presentable. The best I came up with was to cover her housecoat with one of my overcoats. Thankfully, it was raining, so the overcoat wouldn’t look out of place when she stepped outside.
Of course, this clothing episode alerted Mamee that we intended to venture out of our house. She signed this by pointing to the outside door. 
I signed back that we’d travel in the car. She shook her head and dictated her preference by making a walking sign. So, I signed a thumbs-down and frowned. I couldn’t consent to walking five miles to Bearsden in the rain, let alone make a return journey. 
How could I change her mind? I scratched my head for an idea. Luckily, the predicament solved itself. The rain, which had been no more than a drizzle, turned into torrents and beat hard on the windows. On seeing this, she signed that she didn’t like the idea of this downpour soaking her to the bone, which she reinforced by transmitting a ‘dry car’ thought to me. 
I signed that we intended to visit a female friend of ours. Mamee gave me a thumbs-up, and we were set to go. 
Because there was a risk that this Shonagh Stewart, as Mamaidh had called her, might be out, I’d tried to find a trace of her on the internet the previous night to forewarn her we were coming. But nothing helpful came up. 
No phone number, no Facebook page, no Twitter account. Nothing of any use to us in that department. 
However, the electoral roll did confirm she lived at this Bearsden address. I reasoned that the earlier we got there, the better the chance she was in. 
The journey was no less fraught for Mamee than the one from the hospital. Every time I turned to look at her, the same face frozen with tension met me, and, at intervals, I heard her helplessly whimpering. Fergus, on the other hand, slept peacefully. Even this early in his life, he had that contented smile that marked him as a happy baby. 
I wondered if a body memory of your crash contributed to her fear. As for myself, being aware of the sensitivity of unborn babies, I tried to relax my muscles for Donna’s sake. I audibly sighed with relief when Iain turned into the driveway of a house named Tursa. We were in the grounds of a detached, sandstone villa, impressive in its grandeur, even by Bearsden suburban standards. And I wasn’t surprised to see a new BMW Series 3 in its forecourt. To the road side of it was a large, natural pond with a hawthorn hedge behind it, which shielded it from the road. But it was what stood in front of it that attracted my eye.
A waist-high stone on its own stood out proudly, and I was initially grateful that it had also caught Mamee’s eye, because it made her exit from the car that much easier. I hadn’t even had the time to unfasten her safety belt before she had undone hers and left the car to stand beside the Tursa, as I remembered  a standing stone was called in Gaelic. But what was she doing there in the pouring rain not even wearing her flip-flop sandals, which I noticed lay discarded beside her. And she was so near that pond. I had to go out and protect her, even if it meant I was going to get soaked.
However, Iain, ever the thoughtful one of us, was opening the boot of  our car and taking out two umbrellas which he always kept there for Glasgow downpours such as this. So, there we were, with Mamee’s hands wrapped round the stone and Iain and I with our umbrellas unfurled trying to keep us all dry. Honestly, it was almost like that painting of The Singing Butler of Jack Vettriano’s. There were a few differences, though. Mamee was embracing a stone instead of a partner and the pond was in place of the St Andrews beach background. Also, Iain and I were dressed casually, though it did cross my mind he would have looked more impressive in a butler’s attire, complete with a bowler hat.
But I digress. After a minute or two, Mamee appeared to have gained enough of whatever psychic energy she had drawn from the tursa, and set off in the direction of the house, picking up her sandals as she went by, while I went back to the car to unlatch Fergus’s cradle from the car seat and take him with me.
Once we had all assembled at the front door porch, Iain rapped on the antique brass door knocker, and after a short wait, a tall, practical, no-frills woman in her early fifties stood before us. She wore a long-sleeved, navy-blue cotton top with matching navy-blue, loose-fitting trousers held up by an eye-catching belt with a garter snake insignia at the front. Her straight dark hair nearly covered her ears and  was parted along the middle of her broad head. Her feet, like Mamee’s, were bare, so I could see her toes running straight across in a line. It passed through my mind that they were typically Celtic, long and narrow, just like our own.
As if Mamee had read my thoughts — and for all I knew, she’d done just that — she looked at her own feet and then at those of the woman I presumed was Shonagh. The woman noticed the direction of our gaze, prompting her to announce in a broad Glaswegian, contralto voice, “Aye, we have the same Celtic feet. That’s because we have the same Celtic roots.” 
“How do you know that?” I asked in amazement since we hadn’t yet introduced ourselves. 
“You see, I recognise the two of you from photos your mamaidh and dadaidh sent me at Christmas a while back”, she said, in an accent imitating my own. Then, without a pause, she went back to her Glaswegian dialogue as she said. “Ye were still wee bit things then, but ye’ve no’ lost your red hair ye got from yer daddy. Or yer good looks from yer mammy.” After a moment’s break, she added, “I’m Shonagh, by the way, but I guess you ken that, don’t you?”
Shonagh paused here, and a distant look came over her, reflected in the remoteness of her voice, as her memory travelled back. “Aye, I came over the sea to Skye from the Isle of Lewis a wee while before your mamaidh did. She settled in just fine. But it didnae work oot for me.” Her face fell, and she paused another moment to let herself return to the present. She looked directly at us as she announced, “But dinnae just stand there getting drookit. Come awa’ in!”
So, we did, relieved to be out of the soaking rain. After we had divested ourselves of our umbrellas in the hallway, Shonagh ushered us into a spacious living room. It was a neat, well-ordered affair. Near the window stood a solid oak table, surrounded by four matching chairs. In a recess on the wall facing us as we entered sat an expensive-looking hi-fi unit with built-in speakers. On the same wall, above a mantlepiece decorated with photos and uncut crystals, hung an original painting marked as 'The Hermitage at Dunkeld'. To our left was an Oxford three-piece designer cream suite with a heavy glass coffee table in front of it. 
The wall to our right had four shelves filled with books, many of which had geology and archaeology as their subject matter.
The floor was covered by a tufted white wool carpet on which lay a large Persian rug. I looked up to see a traditional-style crystal chandelier on a recessed ceiling. Nothing appeared out of place.
“I never ken when people will drop by, so I always keep this room tidy”, she explained.
“Ignoring Mamee’s unusual dress code, she directed her attention to Iain as he introduced himself to her as my husband. 
Then it was Mamee’s turn to do her party piece as I prompted her with “Màiri?”
Given her cue, Mamee looked Shonagh in the eye and said, “Pleased to meet you, Shonagh”, as she stepped closer to shake Shonagh’s hand. 
I smiled. I’d taught Mamee this routine before we left home, and Mamee repeated it exactly as I’d shown her.
“And I’m also pleased to meet you in the flesh, Ceitidh and Màiri”, replied Shonagh. “And your wee boy here, too”, Shonagh added, leaning over to see Fergus better in his cradle that Mamee was holding in one of her hands.
“Yes, Fergus is the delight of us all”, I broke in, saving Mamee from speaking without her memorised lines. 
Introductions over, we settled ourselves in on the spacious couch. Mamee took Fergus from his cradle to hold him on her lap. Shonagh sat in the matching seat next to us. 
Shonagh waited a minute till she saw we had taken our ease before addressing us. “Now, let me guess”, she said, raising her head and gazing at the ceiling, “Ceitidh, you’re here because your mamaidh gi’ed ye my address. And she did that because she believed you needed my second sight. Am I right?” I didn’t need to answer. My expression told her she was spot-on. “So, it’s to do wi’ Màiri’s accident. And how she’s managing to cope with her life now. Isn’t it?”
Again, without waiting for an answer, she continued, becoming even broader in her accent, “And that’s no’ me being psychic, either. It was all ower the papers. Yon meteor landing sae near Màiri’s car. Whit were the chances o’ that?” 
She looked directly at Mamee, and her face broke into a smile. She changed into a soft West Highland accent to say to her, “But you look like you’ve made a good recovery, m’eudail.” 
“Yes, she does indeed”, I replied on Mamee’s behalf, sensing her confusion at what we were saying about her. 
“Ah, Ceitidh, I sense you have the gift. I wondered if you possessed it”, Shonagh replied as she turned back to assess me. But her brows creased as she asked me why, if I had the gift, I felt I needed her?”
It was time I explained. 
“It’s a one-way gift, I’m afraid. I can read Màiri's thoughts, but she can’t read mine. And I only hear her thoughts when she’s under stress. Or she wants me to understand something urgently. Otherwise, she communicates using a sign language.” 
“Now, this is a new one on me.” Shonagh scratched her head for a moment, then clapped her hands to show she’d come to a decision.  Moving her seat so that it was directly in front of Mamee, she looked directly into Mamee’s eyes as she said, still in her highland lilt, “Let’s see if I can join with you, mo ghaol”.
“What is she doing, Ceitidh? I do not understand!” stabbed into my mind. In reply to Mamee's panic, I put a hand on her shoulder and, with as much reassurance as I could give, I said in a quiet but firm voice, “Hush, hush, my dear, Shonagh wishes you well”. 
Even if Mamee didn’t understand the words, I thought my tone would calm her. 
When I felt her relax, I got up and signed to Mamee that I was taking Fergus to put him back in his cradle. With a look that said, “Don’t leave me!” she let me lift him. 
Shonagh started to sing gently to Mamee as she took her hands in her own, 
“Bà i ù o hò 
 Bà i ù o hò 
 Bà i ù o hò 
 Bà i ò ho bà”. 

It was a Gaelic lullaby I knew from my childhood. I recalled Mamaidh singing it to us when we were no more than nigheanan beaga. 
Its soothing rhythms soon had the desired effect on Mamee. She slowly closed her eyes, and I saw her sinking into a trance-like state. 
A minute later, Shonagh stopped singing, and she, too, appeared to be in a trance as she asked in a quiet, slow voice, still in her highland accent, “Màiri, are you there?” 
I can relate the rest of the conversation word-for-word, thanks to Iain having the foresight to record it on his phone.
There was a pause while Shonagh waited a few seconds for Mamee to reply. But when none came, Shonagh continued, “You aren’t Màiri, are you? Màiri left when you arrived in our world.”
Mamee nodded twice. 
Shonagh went on. “Your name is Mamee, and you are from the Land.”
Another nod from Mamee. 
“And you are a healer in your Land.” 
Once more, Mamee nodded. It came to me that Shonagh had regressed Mamee to a time when she lived in this ‘Land’. 
Shonagh spoke again in her soft, hypnotic voice. “Now, Mamee, go back to the last day you spent in your Land and tell me your story.” 
This was it. What I most wanted to know. My heart leapt into my mouth as I heard Shonagh speak in a voice I guessed to be Mamee’s when she lived in her Land.
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Mamee (through Shonagh): My dreams slip back to their home in dreamland, and I feel the warmth of our Sun lift my heavy eyelids. I turn toward our sacred lantern and see the sunbeams bring it to life. It delights me, for this wonder only appears on our longest Sun Day of the year.
I see it first because my spirit never leaves my body. All the Tribe’s other bodies still lie motionless. They await their spirits to re-enter from dreamland. Mani lies ahead of me and I sense the spirit of SureStore settle into him as he wakes to greet me on this most blessed day. I greet SureStore with my sign of love. I do this because I want SureStore to help me create our next Mamee. I long for the blessing of our union. And it will happen—for with my voice I decree it.
 Mani-SureStore smiles, with mouth stretched wide. It tells me that SureStore has understood my decree, and his thought is in me: Mamee, your decree raises me. He smiles again as he feels my gladness.
More bodies open their eyes. I sense the spirits slip back into each of them. DogFaith awakens Hopi—that is good. They are so well-fitted. And BigBassi is in the body of DrumBeat. That must be—for no spirit knows how to beat the drum better.
I look around and see all bodies joined with their spirits. It happens swiftly. The spirits whisper to their bodies that this is the day of the Great Sun— the day of greatest love. And when this day dies, its breath of love will enter the Dragon’s mouth to refresh us for the year ahead.
The Tribe greets one another in their bodies they wear for the day. They stretch to settle into their muscles and I stretch with them. My body tingles down my spine as our Sun rises over all our Land.
I lead all but one of the Tribe to bathe in the cool, clear creek. BigBassi Drumbeat is not with us; he has already bathed. As we walk in single file, our chickens scatter before us, and I see him stride back to the camp with two pitchers slung across his back. He is like the Waterman in the stars.
Back at camp, he will strike the firestarter over the twigs and branches gathered yesterday. In two beats of the heart, the light of our Sun will quicken the kindling. Flames will lick and devour the wood. 
We pull ourselves from the creek and return to camp. Each of us carries two full pitchers which we set around the fire.
The Sun blesses us in its warmth when it rises this early. We do not need to keep the fire alive through the night or wear our warm pelts . I enjoy the freedom of an uncovered body. To bathe is a joy. I remember the days when our Sun stayed low, and we washed from heated vessels instead of the creek. It cleansed us but it was not the same pleasure.
Plenti in the body of BigNose, sprinkles herbs into the pitchers. They are fresh, for I chose them yesterday. My thoughts return to that day: the wild grass we call the bird attractor; the purple glory flower, whose seeds we grind with stones; and the mushrooms with their pointed heads which I left for last so they are fresh for our visions.
Yes—this is our visionary day when no one hunts or gathers. Instead, we feast, drink, and dance. And, for me, it is the day I will unite with the Spirits of our passed Mamees. Then, when my spirit returns after I meet them, Mani-SureStore will enrich my body for the first time. He will plant his seed in me and it will flower when the sun tells us winter is past. Then, when I pass on, it will become the next Mamee. My body shimmers all over at the thought.
I behold the Tribe at ease. They drink the brew, and those nearest me sign their pleasure with their never-still hands. Mani-SureStore signs how good the brew tastes. That pleases me, and I drink it too. Yes—I have chosen well. It will take a few Sun-clock marks before their visions begin, but while we wait, we dance.
BigBassi-DrumBeat fetches our loudest drum and returns with it in his massive hands. He is our finest drummer. He sets it down on the drumbeat space, and his great hands strike its tight-stretched hide to make the sounds that move our bodies. BOOM, Boom, Boom, boom! BOOM, Boom, Boom, boom! Our hearts beat with it. Our spirits sway our bodies as one. The drumming surrounds us; stones and trees join in. Our world rejoices as one.
We dance until the Sun stands straight above us It is time to offer the vision brew. Leani-SpiritSender drinks first. When her vision comes, she shares it with the next in line.
QuickStart-Big Foot sits beside her. I sense him empty his thought vessel so Leani may fill it with her vision.
I empty my vision space, too. She soars high and looks down from her height. She sends her vision back to us—we are ants on the ground.
I see every man and woman with a vision cup, their backs against the Dragon Mound. I share in their visions. One by one, they unfold. Nurser-BigHands is a bison, proud of her newborn calf as she nuzzles it to suckle.
Fruitpicker-Fatti is a squirrel. She guzzles at a spread of mushrooms, newly-laid eggs, and acorns. I feel her teeth—four at the front—work without pause. Her padded hands gather delicacies; she stuffs her mouth, but never ceases to chew.
Their visions—I see them… one after the other, as the brew works its magic. 
Shonagh: And do you have your visions, too, Mamee?
Mamee: No. I have not drunk their brew. I drink a different one— slower, deeper. It has herbs only a Mamee knows how to mix. I wait for its effect. This is my first year as Mamee. In the low Sun season my Mamee, Mamee-Helper, passed on. She taught me how to blend the herbs. But no Mamee ever has the same visions. 
The Tribe sees animals. My brew is different. As the Sun awakens the serpent, my brew awakens my powers. 
In two Sun-clock marks, I will let the passed-on Mamees visit my body. I will be the vessel to beam their thoughts to the Tribe…
 Shonagh: And how many of your passed-on Mamees will you join with, Mamee?
Mamee: How many? As many as Mamee-Helper joined with. She greeted them all—even Mamee-Mother. But she could not pass on beyond to the Old Ones. She was not the Chosen One. Only I will do that.
Shonagh: How do you know you are the Chosen One, Mamee? 
Mamee: Mamee-Helper, told me before she passed on. She said Mamee-Mother decreed it at the last Great Sun. She decreed I was to be the Chosen One. 
Shonagh: And do you know what will happen when you, the Chosen One, pass on to the Old Ones’ world? 
Mamee: I will change it. 
Shonagh: And how will you change it, Mamee?
Mamee: Mamee-Mother did not say how. Only she knows how. 
Shonagh: I understand, Mamee. Now, return to your day. What do you do next? 
Mamee: The Sun-clock tells me. I must attend to the infants. They no longer dance but are too young for visions. First, I pick up baby RedHair—dear sweet one. Hungry, yes? Your mother cannot feed you now so, I will nurse you in her place.
Shonagh: But how can you nurse her, Mamee?
Mamee: For a moon cycle, I have eaten a plant that swells my breasts and lets a baby suckle. The lasses have taken it, too. They join me and we feed the babes. The lassies, lads and laddies prepare the feast. One of our pigs passed yesterday, and our fire has cooked it. They slice the carcass for our plates, and boil corn in our cauldron.
Shonagh: And do the rest of the tribe feast as well?
Mamee: Oh, yes. When their visions end, hunger returns. They take their plates, and thank the young ones who serve the corn. I do not eat, lest it spoil my brew.
Shonagh: And do they take more visionary brew?
Mamee: No. Now they drink the feast-brew—honey, bark, and fruit. . It relaxes them, and they smile at each other.
Shonagh: Now, move forward, Mamee. Move on to when you feel your brew working.
Mamee: I feel it now. Joy brims in me for this Land. It is time for the ceremonies to start.
Shonagh: And what are they, Mamee?
Mamee: This Sun Passage, two lassies have become lasses and they await me to bless them in the creek. I give them a thought message to tell them it is their time and I see Surestore—my lover-to-be—lead off three lads to the Dragon’s mouth for them to bless our Serpent.
Shonagh: And what do you do now, Mamee?
Mamee: I lead our two lasses to the creek and our lassies step behind us until we arrive at the creek. Sunlight glimmers on its surface. I am at one with its rhythm as I kneel to cup my hands in its dancing waters. 
The lasses kneel bedside me. I hear their breaths gasp as their heads bow down. I put a hand  on WideMouth—just behind her crown—and I immerse her head for seven heartbeats while I announce her spirit name. She is now WideMouth-SmileToAll. I let her rise and I see a stillness settle in her eyes.
Slimfoot is next, and I count her immersion for the sacred seven times as I pronounce her spirit as DancingToes. She rises and, hand-in-hand, they walk back to camp. I bless them both and I hear their spirits thank me for their namings.
As we all walk back, I hear the mighty thump of BigBassi’s drum. It tells me that their three laddies are now lads and Surestore has declared their spirit names I sent to him in my thought.
The fire of the Dragon and the water of the creek’s spirit have been satisfied until our next laddies and lassies come of age.
Shonagh: And is this the end of your celebration day, Mamee?
Mamee: Yes, that is the last of our celebration. But it is not the end of the day. I see the sun is falling fast so that means that I must lead my sisters to join our brothers gathered round the Dragon. It is time for the Tribe to still their voices and contemplate.
I know it is not easy for some of us to do so and they look at me as I walk around the Dragon. In turn, each of them opens themselves to me to help them and that is what I do until all the spirits of the Tribe are at peace with me.

Shonagh:And what now, Mamee? What happens when you are all at peace?

Mamee: I go to the tail of the Dragon and don the ceremony dress laid out there for me. I have not worn it before. My Mamee told me it was made long ago from threads made by worms, but all I know is how smooth it is against my body. BigBassi lifts me on to the back of the Dragon’s tail. I hear the Tribe gasp in wonder. They are transfixed as I glide over its back, and they, now in a trance, rise to walk in silence on the earth at each side of me. At the head of the Dragon. I drop onto its mouth just as the Sun shines on the Dragon’s egg which is in front of me. The Tribe has seated themselves in a semi-circle from my left round to my right. I see the Sun is directly in front as it sends me its dying message; You are the Chosen One. 
Oh, Tribe–can you understand? It means that after I join with our passed-on Mamees, I will announce this wondrous message to our Mamee-Mother…


[bookmark: _Toc216691241]Break While Through on the Other Side

I’m breaking here because, at this point, our Mamee stopped signing, and Shonagh became silent. My mind also returned to its normal state. Silence was present throughout the room. Iain recovered first, and I saw his astonishment as he fixed his stare on me. But I wasn’t ready to speak to him yet. I had to process my thoughts first. 
I reasoned that Shonagh and I were channelling Mamee’s memory of her last day in her Land in our own ways. Shonagh spoke out what Mamee was signing, while I saw Mamee’s memories as visions passing through my mind.
Also, Mamee had spoken through Shonagh in English so that Iain and I could understand her memories. I concluded this from Shonagh, who only spoke when Mamee signed. Occasionally, Mamee also spoke. Especially just before Shonagh said a name or talked about a sound. 
For instance, Mamee said 'Bassi' a second before Shonagh said it, but Mamee's voice as she spoke was below our usual register. And, before Shonagh pronounced each ‘Boom!', Mamee’s voice had mimicked the drumbeat in a similar deep tone. 
On it went. 
When Leani became a bird, Mamee screeched like the hawks we used to hear in the Cuillin Hills of Skye. 
Bigbappi made a snort, which I imagine is how a bison sounds. 
As Shonagh recounted Fatti’s squirrel, Mamee’s mouth puffed out, and she pushed her teeth over her bottom lip while her jaws chomped to mimic it. 
Suddenly, Fergus's crying punctuated the silence of the room. I considered waking Mamee from her trance, but  I decided against it because an alternative came to mind. I’d try to feed him myself. I remembered Mamee relating how she could nurse babies after eating special herbs in her Land. So, I thought, “Well, I haven't eaten special herbs, but I’m close to my due date, and I’ve already had some leakage, so perhaps...”.
“I can do this”, I said aloud. 
Iain looked at me, his brows furrowed, showing his incomprehension. So, rather than explain in words what I meant, I picked up Fergus and lifted my top. 
It worked, and I experienced the slightly painful but so rewarding experience of Fergus suckling at my breast. Once more, the room became quiet. I looked toward Iain, who was taking his mobile off the table where he’d placed it. “No need to have this on now”, he said as he shut off the recording.
That was when a thought struck me. “Iain, if they start again, focus your video on Mamee’s hands. Do you get it? By continually repeating the video afterwards, we’ll be able to learn her sign language so much quicker.” 
Iain’s mouth opened. I saw he understood. “Ceitidh, what a brilliant idea! And we can slow it down and replay it as often as we want until we can imitate it.” 
“That’s right”, I agreed. “And we can sign back to Mamee so she can verify it.” 
Our excitement increased as we figured it out. 
This was like a Rosetta stone. Soon, our communication with Mamee would be vastly improved, both by us signing in her language and Mamee translating her signing into English.
I beamed broadly at Iain, and he returned my smile. We were content to do no more than look at each other's happy countenances for a minute. Then Iain propped his mobile against the thick hardback book ‘America Before’, prominently displayed on the coffee table opposite Mamee and announced that he was ready for Shonagh and Mamee to continue the séance.
He again told me how thankful he was we’d thought of videoing Mamee, and I replied that it was a shame that I couldn’t record the pictures I had in my head. 
“Ceitidh, do you mean you saw the Land in your mind?” 
“I did, Iain. Yes, I did. I saw so much of it. The land where she lived, the members of her tribe, the visions they had…”
At this point, I stopped speaking as I saw my recital was too much for Iain. He swept his hand over his brow, shut his eyes, and shook his head from side to side as he half-sobbed.
“I can’t take this in.” He went on with a nervous break in his voice. “Part of me wants to doubt the truth of Mamee and her Land because my church frowns on conducting seances. And that part wants me to walk out of here, saying this is all fantasy, that Shonagh is half-mad. And that the woman calling herself Mamee is still your sister, Màiri, with delusions caused by the brain damage she suffered in the accident.” 
“But it’s not, Iain. You know that. Don’t you? We're not mad; remember, I've known Màiri all her life. So, I’m certain the woman sitting over there is not Màiri. Nor is Mamee possessing her. Mamee's voice was in my mind seconds before I ever heard it coming from where Màiri lay, and Mamee hadn’t a clue who I was. Then, it left me to take over Màiri’s body and stop it from dying. I’ve been forced to face it. While Mamee is here, Màiri has gone from this world. As Mamee puts it, she has ‘passed on’."
I said all this to Iain without showing any emotion because I couldn’t allow him to think I wasn’t being rational. For if he disbelieved me, how could we keep on living together? Iain’s eyes watered, and he closed his eyelids to try to keep his tears at bay. 
“Ceitidh, you know I’m not a strong person. You know my family bossed me every day until I met you. And now it looks like you’re telling me what to think. It’s too much for me!” 
I delayed saying anything until I’d worked through what he’d told me. His family had dictated Ian’s early life. He was the youngest of three brothers and was neither expected nor wanted by anyone in his family. His 12 and 10-year-old brothers largely ignored him. So, on a family outing, it was a case of ‘and Iain came too.’ 
But for all that, Iain has an inner strength. It’s deep down and can be easily overlooked. But it is there. Somehow, I’ve been able to bring it out in him. And it’s his candidness and honesty that I’ve found to be his greatest quality. 
Since we met, I knew his wish to become a minister in the Reformation church was more to please his pàrantan than anything else. And, yes, it’s through me that he’s had the insight to see that he was truer to himself by belonging to the less fundamental Church of Scotland. But, in no way have I changed his deep faith in practising loving kindness, which he believes is the cornerstone of his Christianity. 
So, after thinking this through, this is what I said to him. 
“Iain, darling, I’m not telling you what to think. How could I love you if I did that? But you’re fighting, having to accept what’s before you. It’s painful to admit that your knowledge of scripture can’t help you with what you’ve just seen. God knows. My faith’s not helping me either. But I know I’m not going mad. And I’m sure that, having heard Mamee’s words coming out of Shonagh and having seen these pictures of her Land in my mind, they’re not symptoms of delusions. And deep down, you know these signs that Mamee makes are an actual language, not gibberish. But she’s ill-equipped to live in our world. And it’s up to us to do our best to help her so that she’s not considered inadequate in our world.
What else can we do? Do you want Mamee to be locked up in Gartnavel Mental Hospital for the rest of her life? Because that’s the alternative. And maybe I’d end up accompanying her. Because how can I revoke what I’ve seen and heard? And you know that, don’t you?”
That shook him enough to grasp what I was saying. He blinked several times, then nodded. 
“You’re right, Ceitidh. You’re right. We’re not mad. And neither is Mamee. However, I’m not so sure we’ll convince others to see it our way. We can’t drag them over here so that Shonagh can put Mamee into a trance to try and convince anyone. And I don’t think this mobile phone ‘evidence’ will help much either.” 
Reluctantly, I had to agree. 
It was a dilemma. Mamee’s inability to converse, her insistence on not adapting to our conventions on clothes and table manners, and her failure to understand even simple conversations made her a strong candidate for being shut away from society. 
I explored the possibility that Iain and I could care for her. 
But how? 
We could keep her with us for a while, but I didn't envisage Dòmhnall accepting this solution for long. He’d insist she was 'properly evaluated' by psychiatrists who would, in all probability, insist that she went into long-term care 'for her own good'. 
I considered asking Mamaidh if she could look after Mamee, but I quickly dismissed the thought. Mamaidh had enough to do looking after Dadaidh, and I didn’t think trying to pass off Mamee as you to her was fair on either of them.
And Fergus? Could Mamee be considered responsible enough to look after him? Or would he be taken from her? 
I kept these thoughts to myself. But I was sure Iain thought them too. 
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My thoughts didn’t dwell long on Mamee’s possible future with us, however. My attention was abruptly diverted across the room to Mamee as she emitted a hollow groan. Shonagh, too, had awakened, and I saw her head turn sharply in Mamee’s direction. Iain was ready and started recording on his mobile.
“What is it, Mamee?” Shonagh asked in the same calm register as she’d used previously when questioning her.
In answer, Mamee’s hands moved with purpose, and Shonagh resumed speaking in the Mamee of the Land’s voice.
“I am no longer in my body. Where am I? Ah, Mamee-Helper, you are here. I can feel your spirit. Oh, my Mamee, what a wonder to be with you again!”
Here, Shonagh's voice rose a register and, simultaneously, she raised her hands to the heavens.
In contrast, our Mamee opposite us stopped signing, but her voice was clear in my mind. “My Mamee!” it kept repeating, almost deafening me with sound if such a thing is possible. “Come! Come with me, Mamee-Helper. The Tribe awaits you!”
Mamee-Helper appeared older. But despite this ageing, yet carried no trace of frailty. Instead, she possessed a remarkable composure. Our Mamee started signing once more, but at a much slower pace than previously. It was as if time had been extended.
Shonagh spoke again, and as before, her speech slowed to match Mamee’s signing. Her voice was different; it was one I hadn’t heard before. Each word emerged slowly, as though drawn from deep within. “My Tribe! I bring to you the spirits of those who have passed on when I was your Mamee. I start with BarrelMaker, for he has been your most recent loss. BarrelMaker, look at our Tribe. How they want to greet you!”
Mamee's appearance changed once more. This time, her jaw tightened into a firm, masculine set, and her signing transformed into a more decisive, cutting thrust in her downstrokes. A man of the Tribe, previously not seen by me, walked into my mind. Even though all the Tribe appeared thickset compared with us, this man was thicker still. His chest was massive, and his muscular arms bulged as he waved to the Tribe. He stood tall with a proud demeanour.
“BarrelMaker.” His name came from Mamee's and Shonagh's lips almost in unison. But in my mind, it came from everyone in the Tribe, and I saw BarrelMaker's chest swell even more.
Mamee fell silent but continued signing. I was now fully telepathic with her and became unaware of Shonagh, who continued speaking, as I would later hear when replaying the video. “Fruitpicker, ClearSight, TuneGiver, all of you who knew me, I am gladdened that I am with you again. Let me join with you for the time I have left in your company.” 
This was the trigger for the Tribe, seated in a horseshoe shape around the mouth of the Dragon, to loosen their bodies. They became like rag dolls, and their eyes took on a glazed expression.
At the time, I wasn’t sure how long they remained in this state. But, from the video replay, I saw it was only a minute before Shonagh spoke, still using BarrelMaker’s voice, to declare, “Goodbye, Tribe. Until our next meeting. But remember, my spirit is always with you.”
And with his farewell, my mind went blank for a second or two. 
Then a new person appeared to me. She was young-looking and had fuller breasts than those of others in the Tribe. 
Shonagh spoke again, this time in a high-pitched voice and Mamee’s signing took on a flowing motion. The woman in my mind announced herself to the Tribe.
“My Tribe, I am honoured once more to meet with you. I see some fresh faces from our last gathering. SpearThrower, I remember you as a lad, but now your LongArm body is that of a man—a fine one to inhabit. And GentleLove, your RoundHips body has also grown. It will not be long before you give birth to a new member of our Tribe.”
Shonagh paused. I looked over to Iain, whose raised open palms and fixed smile showed his bewilderment at the break in Shonagh's recital. But I perceived the reason for her silence.
My mind-eye saw a woman who’d left my vision when the young-looking woman appeared. She re-entered carrying a tiny girl close to her body. Then her arms sagged, and she slowly laid the child onto the grass for all the Tribe to see. As I envisaged this, our Mamee in our room signed more vigorously than before, and Shonagh cried out, tears running down her cheeks.
“RoundEyes, oh RoundEyes. You are one Sun passage older! When last I saw your face, you were so small that I feared you would pass on before your time. But no. You are fit and healthy. And your smile melts all within me.”
The scene in my mind swept over the Tribe, and, as one, I saw them in grief. Tears filled their eyes as they gasped and sobbed. The reason was clear. The young woman must have died in childbirth just over a year ago and, quite likely, hadn’t even held her child before she ‘passed on’ as the members of the Tribe called it.
From what Shonagh had recited, this appeared to be the second time she’d seen her daughter. So, the first time must have been at the last summer solstice when it would have been Mamee-Helper who had brought back her spirit.
I was beginning to understand the	 enactment.
On the day we call the summer solstice, Mamee-Healer—or, just ‘Mamee’ as we call her—could commune with spirits of the Tribe who had ‘passed on’. Just as the previous Mamee, Mamee-Helper, had done the year before. Precisely what made this day special, I didn’t know. Nor could I guess what was in the Mamee-brew that let the Mamees open this corridor of communication.
I surmised that Mamee-Healer summoned only those who had passed on during her tenure. When they had greeted the Tribe, she called on Mamee-Helper to bring through those from her time as the Tribe’s Mamee. Then, perhaps with Mamee‑Helper’s aid, she would call on the Mamee before her.
And that was what I saw. This next spirit identified herself as Mamee-Gatherer, and she, in turn, brought back the passed-on spirits from her time as the Tribe's Mamee. As time progressed, fewer people in the Tribe recognised these spirits, and it became clear that the next Mamee in line would be the last: Mamee-Harmony, whose spirits were only recognised by the eldest.
So, I wondered, what would happen after Mamee-Harmony’s appearance? My mind-eye turned to the west of the Land, and I saw that twilight had given way to sunset. The sun’s last rays were about to illumine the Dragon’s mouth.
It was only then that I realised the purpose of the Dragon. It was there to capture the spiritual energy of their Great Sun so that it would sustain them until the following year.
I sensed a change of mood developing in the Tribe. All were quiet, as if waiting for a special event. But a side glance at Iain told me he’d no idea why Shonagh and our Mamee remained silent. Mamee, seated on the floor, had gone quite still. I sent my sight inward to see Mamee-Healer rise and walk into the Dragon’s mouth. Once there, she lay prone with her face toward the west as she awaited the last rays of the golden-embered sun to bathe her body. 
At the same time, our Mamee also lay flat, facing the window where the sun, had fought past rain clouds to cast its rays. Shonagh stood, moved to her, and lay along Mamee's length. Mamee’s right hand moved to Shonagh’s lap; Shonagh’s left hand rested in Mamee’s lap.
Back to my mind-eye again.
Here, Mamee-Healer called back all her ancestor Mamees, and they lay side by side with Mamee-Healer in the same fashion as our Mamee and Shonagh were doing. My mind-eye stilled at this stage, my mind-ear concentrated on the incoherent chorus of the Mamees’ voices. On the video replay it sounded like static interference.
My attention was drawn to our Mamee making the same sound as the Mamees in my mind. And shortly after, Shonagh began intoning what I guessed was her translated version of the sound. 
“Mamee-Mother, Mamee-Mother, cradle your children! Mamee-Mother, Mamee-Mother, cradle your children!”
The chant repeated, rising in tone until, just when I thought I could no longer bear it, the chant stopped, replaced by Mamee-Healer’s triumphant shout.
“I am through—yes, I am through to you, Mamee-Mother. I am your Chosen One—the one decreed by you to commune with the Old Ones!”
A voice that sounded as if it had lived through centuries—as old as Mamee-Healer was young—now took over. It could only be Mamee-Mother.
“Child, you know not what you ask. Though you are indeed the Chosen One, you are still young, and your spirit has not yet settled. That is why I meant you to live through many more Great Suns first—so that you could learn the ways of the Old Ones. But now that may not be. An event from the heavens that even I could not foresee has occurred in the Old Ones’ world. Someone summons you from there. My dear child, will you answer this plea, even though you are so unprepared?”
Mamee-Healer nodded without the slightest hesitation and declared, “Yes, Mamee-Mother. I must answer this need.”
“And I must let your spirit go,” sighed Mamee-Mother, her voice carried the weight  of a world upon her back.
“Be aware: you will need all your healing powers the moment you pass into this world. I know this to be so. And remember: though I cannot help you there, when the Old Ones’ world realigns with ours, I will oversee the return of your spirit to your Land. Now, go—follow the Worm Path. The gap is open!”
I watched Mamee step through the path that had suddenly appeared in front of her. And, in a flash, I saw the source of the light that took her into our world. Then, for me—nothing—only deep, dark blankness.
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As I slowly recovered my outside awareness, I saw Iain’s face full-on me and felt his hands firmly around my arms. I’ll never forget the blessed relief on his face as he blew out a huge sigh. 
“Iain, I’m all right”, I gasped. “But what about Shonagh and Mamee?” 
I glanced over to where they lay, motionless and unconscious. Iain released his hold and walked over to check their respiration. “It's OK. Their breathing is regular”, he reassured me as he turned round to check I was still alert enough to hear him. 
We waited for a few moments, and I had the frightening thought we might have to call for an ambulance. For a brief second, I had a vision of you, unconscious on your hospital bed, and my chest clamped in a panic attack. 
“No, I couldn’t stand that again!” was the thought that swept through me. 
Then, a loud voice calling “KayTee!” entered my mind, taking me back to the first time I’d encountered it.
I was about to turn to Iain to reassure him, but Mamee beat me to it by sitting up and making the Thumbs-up sign to him. Shonagh, too, was showing signs of recovery. Enough for me to stagger over to her whilst Iain helped Mamee back onto the couch. 
The way they sat, slumped with no power in their legs, left me in no doubt as to how much the session had physically wiped them out. Neither looked in a fit state to do much. So, we let them be for a while. Meanwhile, while it was still fresh in my memory, I gave Iain a summary of all I’d heard and seen in my mind before he closed the recording.
However, any further speech on the subject was put off by Fergus, who had fallen asleep in my arms but had woken up again to remind us once more that babies’ needs come first. His cry also alerted Mamee enough for her to look directly over at me. 
I walked over and handed him to Mamee. Without hesitation, she put him on her breast, and within seconds, I heard the quiet, nuzzling sound of a contented baby. 
Shonagh revived a little later, and after reassuring us she was OK, she stood up and, shrugging off any offer of help, made her way to the kitchen. 
“What we need noo is a guid cup o’ tea”, she declared. 
Iain agreed that it would be most welcome, but he stayed seated while checking his mobile. I turned towards the kitchen to help Shonagh. 
As I left the room, I had to laugh when Mamee, seemingly absorbed with Fergus, mimicked Shonagh's Glaswegian voice as she repeated, “A guid cup o’ tea!”
Shonagh’s kitchen was bright, airy, and well-ordered. But old-fashioned by today’s standards. She had no microwave or dishwasher, for instance. But at least she possessed an electric kettle, which she filled from a tap fitted in a ceramic sink. 
I looked around for a jar containing tea bags and, instead, found a tea caddy next to a silver teapot. Shonagh turned her head to look at me and, seeing my surprise, said in her broad Glaswegian accent, “Tea's no’ tea, in my opinion, unless it's brewed from proper tea leaves and no' the dust ye find in thae tea bags. No' everything modern is better just because it's new. That's why I havenae succumbed to gettin' one of those new fitted kitchens with all their mod-cons. No matter how much John tries to change my mind.”
“John?” I asked. 
“Aye, John’s my son”, she replied. “He was the reason I moved away from Skye. A child out of wedlock in those days was a grievous sin in the Reformation community, and I could not take the reprobation of the Kirk elders.”
She screwed up her face as she spoke, and I felt her hurt. I also noticed her accent had switched back to her native Hebridean lilt. She paused for a second. “That, with my second sight, it didn’t help either. I knew too much about them and their hypocrisies. And when they chastised me with their holier-than-thou speeches, I lashed back. There was not one of them who was without sin, and I made sure they were aware I knew all theirs. It was best to make a fresh start where nobody knew me, and nobody cared.”
It seemed incongruent to hear this tale from a woman in her affluent suburban mansion. And I couldn’t help telling her so, as I looked out the window at the well-tended garden with its kaleidoscope of floral colours. 
Shonagh came to stand beside me then, reverting to her Glasgow accent, she declared, “Aye, but this is all John’s doing because, unlike me, his gift earns him money, and he knows where best to spend it. He’s away on a mineral-finding contract now, but I’m expecting him back in a week or two. I’m looking forward to that. He keeps my feet on the ground, and no’ going off into other worlds like I’m sometimes inclined to do.”
At this last remark, she gave me a wry smile, confiding to us, “Mind, even by my standards, today was a right humdinger. Ye’ve got yourselves into a right situation here.” 
I nodded in agreement, then asked, “How much do you remember about what happened in that room?”
“No’ much”, she replied. “I just let the other side speak through me. But this was different from the usual spirits who’ve talked through me. This wasnae a departed spirit. This was...”
She stopped here for a while, and her face showed her bewilderment. After giving herself time to think, she continued, but speaking more slowly this time, “This was, well, I’m no’ sure whit it was, to be honest. Can you help me oot here? Have you any idea what it was, Ceitidh?” 
“It’s a lot to explain, Shonagh”, I answered. “But you’ve helped so much. As you can see, my twin has difficulty communicating with us. She has her own sign language that Iain and I are still trying to get to grips with. But an odd thing about that seance was that you interpreted her signing into English. So, we understood everything she was remembering. And what’s great for us is that Iain has videoed her signing on the last session on his mobile phone so we can repeat it until we’ve mastered what she was signing.” 
“Whit are ye sayin’? That your mobile can make videos, as well as being a phone? I never knew that. They phones, they’re somethin’ else.” 
Shonagh sounded incredulous but, not to be beaten by the latest technology, added with a smile spreading from ear to ear, “Mind you, there are some places nae phone can reach… But I can!” 
I couldn’t argue with that. 
Nor could I argue with the long-lasting contraction I was experiencing, which told me I was about to go into labour. 
“Shonagh”, I said as calmly as I could manage, “Do you mind…”. But before I went any further, she interrupted me. 
“Of course, I dinnae mind. I can see what’s happening. You’re better off at hame until you’re ready to go to the hospital.”
“Iain”, I cried as I went back into the sitting room. “I think it’s time!” 
“Off ye all go then. I’m fine here on my own”, Shonagh told us in a tone that brooked no argument from Iain or me. 
Mamee, however, was not for moving. She sat there, shaking her head and making it abundantly clear that nothing was going to budge her. 
To reinforce her decision to stay put, she nodded to Iain and me and swept her hands with thumbs-up in the direction of our car outside the window. Then, pointing at Shonagh and herself in turn, she vehemently shook her head. 
Iain and I looked at Shonagh. Even though we hadn’t known Mamee for long, we knew how resolutely stubborn she could be. I understood why she wanted to stay. If Iain took me to the hospital, Mamee would only have Fergus as company. And she’d never been alone since she’d opened her eyes on that hospital bed in Paisley. 
I looked at Shonagh to judge her opinion on Mamee’s decision, and I saw that the glare she’d immediately directed at Mamee had gone, and in its place was a wry smile. With a hmmphing sound, she voiced her sentiment. “Ah, well, I don’t suppose there’s any harm in it. She can stay here for a night or two. An’ I can always drive her doon to where ye live when ye’re back hame wi’ your baby. Ye’re no’ far away, are ye?” 
I looked at Iain, who delved into his jacket pocket and handed Shonagh our address card. Even though Mamee still didn’t fully understand our language, her broad smile told me that this act of Iain’s was enough to let her know she’d won her case. Shonagh went over to open the front door, but Mamee didn’t move. 
“Just one thing”, I said before we stepped out to the car. “Iain, could you give Shonagh your mobile? We’ll be too busy to look at it for a day or two. And I think Shonagh would like to see the recording you made when she was in her trance.” 
“Oh, I cannae work these things to dae that.” Shonagh dismissed the idea and put her hands out as if to shoo us on our way. 
Iain was not so easily moved, however. He stood his ground and reached into his pocket again to retrieve his mobile. “No, Shonagh, Ceitidh is right. You should see and hear what’s on here. And it’s simple to work. See!” he announced as he showed Shonagh how to play Audio and Video. 
Shonagh once again demurred, but she still put her hand out and accepted Iain’s phone. However, before her fingers enclosed it, she offered it back to Iain, saying, “But ye’ll need this to phone a’ yer friends and relations when the wee yin has arrived.”
I smiled at Shonagh’s naivety but tried not to let it show. “It’s OK, Shonagh. I’ve got one too.” I said as I patted my handbag, and to put the matter at rest, I gave her a white lie that the hospital wouldn’t allow me to use it when I was there, so Iain could use mine instead.
“Ye’ve an answer to everythin’ you two", she laughed, as she saw us out the door. It was good to part on light terms. 
As we were about to get into the car, I noticed that Mamee had joined Shonagh on her porch. I blew a kiss and waved to her, and she returned my well-wishes. 
In general, we twins aren’t totally indistinguishable in our body language. But Mamee’s mimicking ability was uncanny. It was as if I were looking at myself in a mirror when Mamee did an act like this. 

*** 

When we arrived home, the first thing we did was to drink a ‘guid cup o’ tea’, albeit brewed with teabags. I was prepared for my hospital stay since I’d packed my bag the week before. So, Iain and I sat at the table and ate a couple of salmon sandwiches. I then waited till my contractions lasted a full minute before asking Iain to drive me to the hospital. 
During this waiting time, Iain had phoned Dòmhnall to tell him I was starting my labour. 
That was the easy part of the call. Telling him about Mamee had demanded some more thought. 
After a brief discussion with Iain, we decided that a partial truth was the best course of action. In my experience, a story composed of outright lies has a habit of coming back to haunt you. Iain told Dòmhnall that my mamaidh had asked me to look up an old acquaintance of hers called Shonagh. This was because my mamaidh had heard from Kirsty at the Portree Post Office that Fiona MacTavish had told her that Shonagh, who was alone and living in Glasgow, had complained of feeling a bit poorly when she last spoke to her on the phone. So, would I look her up and give her some of the homemade shortbread that my mamaidh had left when she’d visited us? Just to cheer Shonagh up, you understand. It was a torturous enough tale to bore the pants off Dòmhnall. I knew that much. Iain joked that that was the West Highland line in action, which drew a polite laugh from Dòmhnall. 
Iain finished by relating that when we arrived at Shonagh’s house, we saw there was nothing wrong with her that some company wouldn’t cure. And that Màiri had taken an immediate liking to her. “Honestly, Dòmhnall, the two of them sparked it off like a house on fire. So, Ceitidh and I agreed it would be best if Màiri stayed there during Ceitidh’s night in hospital.”
Yes, I thought to myself, Iain could deliver a tale as good as any man of faith.
To my relief, Dòmhnall bought it. Although thinking about it in retrospect, it may have also been the best solution for him. He felt he should care for the woman he thought of as his wife. But caring was not a word that flew off anyone’s lips when they spoke Dòmhnall’s name. The more someone else could do the caring, the more carefree his nature allowed him to be.
I feared not so much that Dòmhnall wanted his wife back home with him but that he wanted her to be kept in a secure hospital ward. 
Anyway, Iain and I agreed to push that problem down the road. It was the road to the maternity hospital that was my present priority. 
Fortunately, the ‘Death Star’, as you’ve told me the local Glaswegians with their quirky sense of humour call the star-shaped Queen Elizabeth University Hospital, is an easy ten-minute drive from our home, and, as soon as I was admitted, I was taken over the walkway bridge to the Labour Ward in their Maternity Unit.
Compared with everything that had happened that day, giving birth was straightforward, I’m glad to tell you.
By chance, my midwife, who introduced herself as Catriona, had the Gaelic, thanks to her schooling at the Sgoil Ghàidhlig Glaschu at the behest of her Hebridean parents. However, she told me that since she’d left her parents’ home, she hadn’t had much chance to speak in their native tongue. I told her it was likewise for me, so we enjoyed chatting away in Gàidhlig. It also allowed Iain to leave and provide spiritual support to one of his congregation who was in a nearby ward.
“Do you have a name for your little one yet?” Catriona asked, and I told her Iain decided on Donna because he liked that it meant 'Lady of the home’.
She laughed when I said I wasn’t keen on the name at first, because it sounded like dona, and I couldn’t have Gaelic speakers thinking she was ‘horrid’. But then Iain reminded me that our maiden name is MacDonald, and nobody thinks that means our family is horrid. I added that Iain hadn’t got it all his own way because I insisted on giving her my preferred middle name. 
And here’s something to think about, Màiri. Catriona is expecting her first bèibidh by the end of the year, which means that Fergus and Donna will be classmates with her pàiste, assuming that they all go to Sgoil Ghàidhlig, which looks most likely, even if Iain doesn’t know that yet  
With Catriona’s helping hands, Donna Màiri Liddell was born, with no screaming on my part, I’m glad to say, at five minutes past 4; a bright and breezy wee girl weighing in at 3.4 kg. And that cup of tea afterwards, teabag or not, was better than any I’ve ever drunk. Iain had the privilege of being present at her birth as well. And for a while, we just rejoiced in the joy of seeing and holding our newborn daughter.
Holding Donna for the first time was the joy of my life. But oh, how I wish you could have had the same privilege with Fergus. Never a day goes by, but I long for you to be back, cherishing Fergus, for all that Mamee dotes on him.
Iain brought me out of my reverie by remarking that it was such a relief that the recent drama at Shonagh’s home didn’t appear to have affected Donna. And it was true. Her birth was routine, and I was allowed to be discharged that morning. 
Iain had already done the rounds of phoning all our friends and relations. So, I returned to a peaceful house with no interruptions from anyone.
One of the first calls on Iain’s list was to Shonagh, who told him she already knew about it, thanks to Mamee. Mamee had come through from her bedroom at 4 o’clock to wake her. And Shonagh told us she knew straightaway why Mamee had roused her. She reassured Iain not to 'fash himself' about them. They were doing away fine, and she would bring Mamee down to see her new niece when we were ready for them. 
That was a relief for me to know, but I had to ask Iain, “Did I hear you right when you said she called her Mamee rather than Màiri?” 
Iain confirmed that yes, she had indeed said Mamee and not Màiri.
Then, she must have played the recordings, I thought to myself. But Iain knew me well enough to know what I’d been thinking, so, without waiting for me to say it, he told me that he, too, had thought that. So, Iain had asked her if she had played the recordings. “And what did she say to that?” I asked, curious to know what answer she’d given. 
“She told me not to ask such a daft question. ‘Ye can work it oot for yerself’, were her exact words.” 
But Iain added she’d become serious when she told him what an eye-opener it had been for her. And she was glad we had more than just our memory to remind us about what had happened that afternoon. 
“Good that something still amazes her”, I said with a wink to Iain. 
Iain’s only reply was to wink back at me.
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Shonagh returned with Mamee and Fergus that afternoon. As expected, my darling Donna was the centre of their attention, and I, the no longer expectant mother, revelled in it. After the usual appreciative comments every mother loves to hear, Iain brought through our tea and biscuits.
“Sorry, we’ve only teabag tea”, he apologised to Shonagh.
Shonagh wrinkled her nose but relented and accepted Iain's apology, saying, “Aye, but dinnae worry. At least I’ll be able to drink it and no’ be interrupted this time. That last cup o’ tea I had when you were at my place was frozen when I got round to finishing it.”
Teabag infusion or not, Mamee showed her pleasure by burping after her first sip. I knew from the séance that Mamee drank herbal brews when she lived in her Land. However, I surmised that this Indian tea was new to her taste buds, and I was pleased with her appreciation of it.
“So much o’ this world is new to her”, remarked Shonagh. “But I ken noo she’s come here by her ain free will.”
"That’s right", confirmed Mamee as she broke her concentration on Shonagh’s lips. “I’ve come here by my ain free will.”
This speech amazed me. Iain, too, looked astonished and sat there with his mouth agape.
“Nae need to be flabbergasted, Iain. I’ve been giving the lass a wee bit of conversation practice, and she’s right quick at the mimicry”, Shonagh explained.
“I can see that”, I replied, but there’s a wee bit of a problem here. Since outside this house, the world still thinks that Mamee is my twin sister, she must speak in a West Highland accent, not your broad Glaswegian dialect.”
“Well, you’ll just have to talk to her a lot more yourself, then, so she picks up your accent instead”, Shonagh retorted. “Go on, try her. Ask her to repeat that it is a chilly morning we are having today”. Shonagh reverted to speaking in a West Highland accent while saying this. It was odd to my ears how she could effortlessly switch from her Glaswegian dialect back to her West Highland way of speaking. I could no more do that than speak High-Elven.
Mamee repeated Shonagh’s idiom as if Shonagh, herself, had said it.
Right, I thought to myself. I don’t have to worry anymore about Mamee’s accent once she progresses with her speaking. 
But I had bigger worries than that. Her husband, Dòmhnall, was due to appear at the door soon, and I still didn’t know what to say to him about his wife’s welfare. We still had to address Mamee as if she were still you, Màiri, for there was no way he could ever come to terms with the idea that Mamee had now taken your place here.
The doorbell rang, and with the accompanying loud knocking, I knew it was Dòmhnall. “Think of the devil”, I said to myself.
 I opened the door, and sure enough, it was the beast himself.
I welcomed him by saying, “Come in, my dear”.
“What made me say that?” I wondered. Then I remembered a comedian’s joke about an officious landlady: ‘I called her dear because she had horns sticking out of her head.’
I envisaged Dòmhnall with a devil’s horns, and doing this made me try, without success, to suppress a giggle as I ushered him into our hall.
Dòmhnall, not being a party to my joke, took on his customary lecturing tone. “I’m afraid this is not a laughing matter, Ceitidh. I am here to discuss my wife’s future. I’m a patient man, but we must decide what to do about her long-term welfare as soon as possible. An urrain dhuinn bruidhinn gu prìobhaideach?” 
I presumed he requested to speak in private with me in Gaelic to shut Iain out from our conversation.
“Gu dearbh, Dòmhnall. Tigh a-steach.” I replied louder than necessary so that Shonagh could hear me. I ushered him into the unoccupied front room, which we only used to accommodate visitors. However, unlike Shonagh’s reception room, ours is more functional, with its oblong wooden table and four wooden chairs. There was no hi-fi unit, Persian carpet, or crystal chandelier. Instead, Màiri, I hope you remember its potted cactus plants festooned on planks attached to the walls and its monster six-foot cheese plant at the window. Dòmhnall, of course, didn’t mind the bare functionality since your manse’s front room is similarly furnished. Identical twins, eh? And, like you, we have a comfortable three-piece leather suite that we keep for ourselves in our living room.
Once he’d drawn his chair up to the table, I asked if he’d like a cup of tea, which he declined, saying that he’d ‘partaken of one’ before he left his home to come here. I assumed his subsequent remarks about how well I looked so soon after my labour and his assumption that baby Donna was next door with Iain were perfunctory. Nevertheless, I took the time to assure him that Iain was in the next room looking after Donna, and he was more than welcome to see her after we’d conducted our business.
“And Fergus too?” he added, in what appeared to be an afterthought.
I affirmed that he could also see his baby son by going next door, too.
The opening courtesies over, I drew up a chair and sat at right angles to him to prevent the meeting from appearing confrontational.
I thought it was best to get the first shot in, so as soon as I sat down, I said in as breezy a tone as I could muster, "Well, Dòmhnall, I was hoping you’d want to see your wife first before we got round to discussing her future. But I won't bother inviting her through since you have a different idea. So, what exactly do you want to discuss?”
“Well, I have to say I don’t think there is much point in seeing my wife at present, Ceitidh. I’m sure you are taking care of her as best you can since she has awoken from her coma. But the sad truth of the matter is that you are not a qualified full-time carer for a person with her current disabilities.”
I inwardly mused how this pompous, inconsiderate twit in front had the gall to assess my caring abilities.
I was considering how to express myself more diplomatically when I saw him puff out his chest and prepared myself for a pulpit-style delivery instead.
“So, after considering this matter, I consulted Dr Menzies, our general practitioner. He has requested to meet Màiri during his surgery this coming Thursday so he can refer her to a consultant psychiatrist at Gartnavel Royal Hospital. Having conferred with a member of my congregation who is a mental health nurse there, I am left with little doubt that Màiri will be much better off in a secure environment with specialist staff trained to deal with the day-to-day problems she is encountering.”
I bit my lip to stop my tongue from lashing out and mentally counted to ten. But it didn’t stop me from wanting to tell him what I thought about his considered opinion. I’d got as far as unbiting my lip when there was a knock at the door, and Shonagh walked in.
“Ceitidh, I wanted to say cheerio to you before I left and to tell you that if Màiri ever wants to come up again and stay with me for a day or two, it would be a delight to have her company.”
“Excuse me!” boomed Dòmhnall. “But you have interrupted an important conversation I was in the process of having with Mrs Liddell.”
“Oh, I do beg your pardon, sir”, Shonagh replied in as polite a received pronunciation voice as would have put any 1950s BBC newsreader to shame. She showed no indication that she knew who he was, despite my informing her the day before that he was your husband.
By this time, I knew Shonagh well enough to predict her next sentence would drip with as much sarcasm as a child’s runny nose. And it would be just as off-putting. So, I headed it off by making a formal introduction. I stood up and announced, “Shonagh, this is Dòmhnall, Màiri’s husband”. Swiftly turning to Dòmhnall, I said, “Shonagh has done a wonderful job looking after Màiri last night and this morning.”
“Well, as we have been discussing, Ceitidh, you know Shonagh’s services in that department will no longer be needed. And neither will yours be.”
Now, this pronouncement of Dòmhnall’s upset me. Too much even to bite my lip. I felt tears welling up in me at the thought of Mamee being forcibly taken from our household. I rummaged in my handbag for hankies, which I tucked under the sleeve of my dress for later use. Trying to compose myself, I spat out, “No, Dòmhnall, that’s what you think. Until the authorities deem Màiri to be a danger to herself or to others, you’ve no right to assume you can bar her from going or staying anywhere she pleases.”
Shonagh, on hearing Dòmhnall's pronouncement, was much more controlled. She let me finish but before Dòmhnall got in a word of reply, she laid into him.
“Listen, Reverend MacLeod. You may be the master in your wee Reformation Church, where you can say the Bible dictates that a husband shalt rule over his wife. But in the world outside your church, you’re just a puffed-up balloon, ready for pricking.”
Dòmhnall refused to let himself be dismissed like that by Shonagh. With both hands flat on the table, he rose from his chair and announced, “Ah, I know who you are now, Seonag Stiubhart. And I know you had to leave the Hebrides because of your vile accusations against good, decent people. And not only that, but you were shamelessly promiscuous.”
I knew Shonagh was about to hit back with as good as she was given. It was time for me to keep quiet and let them hammer it out, especially since my money was on Shonagh coming out on top.
She riposted with, “Ye mean like your dadaidh having a quiet affair with Moire MacAlpine.”
“Alas!” Dòmhnall replied, shaking his head. “I can see you haven’t changed one bit since you left. You are still coming out with the same vile rumours as you did in Skye.” Turning towards me, he declared, “Ceitidh, I don’t know how you have the audacity to let this woman enter your house, let alone think she’s fit to look after my wife”.
To my surprise, Shonagh’s attitude to this diatribe was more even-tempered than I expected. She approached Dòmhnall, gently laid a hand on his shoulder, and gazed into his clear, blue eyes. “Look, Dòmhnall”, she began in a calm voice. “It's no’ my fault, ye ken. I never asked for this so-called gift. I've had it since birth, and whether it was God or the other yin that endowed me with it, I’m no sae sure, and I’m no’ that bothered either. I possess it, and that’s all that matters. I didn’t want to tell anyone aboot yer dadaidh’s affair. But I couldn’t stand his hypocrisy. There he was, telling everybody in his Kirk I was a whoremonger who would burn in the lake of fire and brimstone when at the same time he was committing adultery himself. And I’m no’ going to take any o’ your holier-than-thou sermons either. Dinnae forget I can still use my gift against ye!” 
“And what do you mean by that remark, pray tell me? Really, Ceitidh, I’m surprised at you entertaining this woman with her scurrilous innuendos in your house.” 
“So, I’ve no to tell Ceitidh about your trespasses then, Reverend MacLeod? For I can read ye like a traffic light, and ye’re going red because ye ken I’m right.”
“Oh no, Dòmhnall, really, I’m shocked. Don’t tell me you’ve committed adultery. Surely not!” I gasped.
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous Ceitidh. You must know my church’s view on the sanctity of the Seventh Commandment. I could never break it. Not ever. But it appears your friend here has no difficulty breaking the Ninth Commandment. ”
“Oh, really Dòmhnall? So, you think I’m bearing false witness against you? That’s strange because I’m picking up your thoughts and they’re saying the opposite. They’re telling me that you’ve been consorting with a certain lady of the night in the city centre, do you? Aye, her name’s coming to me, noo. She’s called Janet and you’re awfy fond o’ her. Aren't ye? But ye like her best when she’s rubbing they big tits o’ hers all over yer face like this!” And Shonagh lifted her hands to rub Dòmhnall's chubby cheeks which were becoming puce .
“Right, I’ve had enough, Seonag Stiubhart. You either retract what you have said, or I’ll have the law on you.” Then, turning round to block Shonagh from his sight, he announced, “Ceitidh, I’ll expect you to affirm on the Bible that you’ve witnessed her reciting these calumnies against me.”
Well, that put me in a spot. Even though my faith in God was no more than lukewarm, I couldn’t lie under oath, even for Shonagh. But what if Shonagh was right? What if Dòmhnall had been with a sex worker? What if all his display of outrage was just bluster?
I thought about it for a moment, which allowed me time to come up with an idea. How about if I called Dòmhnall’s bluff?
“Well, Dòmhnall, you're right. I couldn’t lie under oath. Shonagh said what she said, and I will confirm that in court if required. But, before agreeing that Shonagh is the vilest kind of slanderer, I must be sure what she says is slander.”
“What, you don’t believe me? How can you possibly take the word of this …”. But before he got to vilify Shonagh again, I cut him short.
“No, I never said I didn’t believe you, Dòmhnall. It’s just that, if I’m going to take the stand on your behaf, I need to put your story to the test.”
 I saw a sliver of puzzlement come over Dòmhnall, as his face screwed up. “And how are you going to do that, pray tell me?” 
“Oh, that’s easy, Dòmhnall. A member of Iain’s congregation was a sex worker in the city centre until she found God. I’ve spoken to her once or twice. She even gave a talk to our Church of Scotland Guild. And it was absorbing, too. There’s a Drop-In centre that the council runs to give sex workers help and advice. And she spends much of her free time at night distributing leaflets and telling them about this centre. I’m sure all I need to do is bid her to ask around and see if anybody recognises you as a regular there. And if she could get a hold of someone called Janet with well-endowed, ahem, tits, then she could confirm if you’d literally got a hold of them.”
“Mind you”, I added. “We’d only need to do that if you decided to go to a lawyer about Shonagh’s supposed slander.”
Silence from Dòmhnall. He sat down again. Shonagh and I exchanged a quick, complicit look.
When he did speak, I heard a different Dòmhnall. He became the negotiator rather than the blusterer. “You know, on reflection, maybe I was a trifle hasty in considering going to the police about your statements. It’s unfortunate, I know, but the innocent can sometimes be deemed guilty in cases like this. There are always people who will say there is no smoke without fire. So, on due consideration, I think it is better if we regard this exchange of words as not having been spoken. Agreed?”
“I can go along with that”, I said, pleased that my bluff had worked. “But what about Màiri? Are you still going along the route of having her put into a secure ward for her own good?”
“Well, if I could think of another way, of course, I would...”
“Right", I said, clapping my hands to give the appearance of asserting control. “As it stands, you don’t feel capable of looking after Màiri. Isn’t that so, Dòmhnall?”
“Well, it’s not just Màiri, is it, Ceitidh? There’s wee Fergus to consider. Isn’t there? Would any health authority allow Màiri to look after him on her own when I was out attending to my pastoral duties?”
“That’s certainly something to consider," I replied cautiously.
And I appeared to think for a moment before I countered with, “But Iain and I don’t live so far away from you. And you could always bring Màiri and Fergus over here before you start your pastoral visits.”
In truth, I couldn’t see how this solution would work if it were put to the test. Iain and I would have to convince Mamee to live with this narcissistic windbag. And, putting it mildly, that wouldn’t be easy. However, it was a starter in this bargaining debate.
“That’s possible, in theory”, was Dòmhnall’s retort. “But I can’t see it working out in practice. Both Iain and I welcome parish visitors to our homes. And the way Màiri behaves, with her total disregard for decency and manners, it would be too disturbing for her to behave like that in front of guests.”
Of course, the real reason Dòmhnall didn’t want this woman staying with him was that he didn’t know how he could look after her. I know that what his congregation regarded as love between you was, in practicality, no more than a working relationship. 
Before the accident, you were still an asset in his eyes. You were an excellent host and a sympathetic ear to many of his parishioners. I remember you telling me that the women in his congregation often regularly visited your manse. Ostensibly, it was to consult with him, you said, but, in truth, it was to seek your advice on their personal problems.
And now you, as an asset, were no more. Instead, he regarded what he thought was you as a liability. He had no wish for any effort involved in Fergus’s upbringing to fall on his sloping shoulders. It was far better for some medical authority to care for him.
Yes, I saw it clearly from Dòmhnall’s point of view. But the only alternative I could put forward was for Mamee to live with Iain and me.
Was that practical, though? Even if I did manage to persuade Iain to go along with it? Dòmhnall was right about Mamee’s lack of ‘decency and manners’, as he put it. Could we change Mamee to be more ladylike in her appearance and behaviour?
Dòmhnall was waiting for me to say something, but I couldn’t think of a satisfactory reply. However, Shonagh saved me from replying. Almost unnoticed, she’d brought a chair up to the table and sat down to make herself part of our group.
“Can I make a suggestion here?” she asked, and before either of us could answer her, she went on, reverting to her West Highland accent. “Look, Dòmhnall, as Ceitidh has said, Màiri and I have a special bond. I can communicate with her better than anyone else, and she was no problem at all when she stayed with me. I’m on my own most of the day in that house of mine, and I’d love to have Màiri and Fergus for company. Think of the joy they’d give me.
I know I should perhaps hold my tongue a bit more than I am wont to do. But I promise you will never hear me casting aspersions about you again. You can explain why Màiri is no longer around by saying she needs specialist care in a hospital, just as you first proposed. Does that sound good to you?”
I don’t know if Dòmhnall was aware of this. But I certainly could hear that Shonagh was using a slow, musical voice to hypnotise him, and I saw Dòmhnall’s eyes beginning to glaze over.
“Yes, that sounds good to me”, Dòmhnall repeated as if in a trance.
And it sounded good to me, too, with or without Shonagh’s hypnotic voice.
“Well, you’ll be going now, won’t you, Dòmhnall?”
“I’ll be going now", he repeated. And with that, he rose from his chair to take himself into the hall.
Unfortunately, this action seemed to break his trance. He stopped when his hand was on the door handle and turned around to face us.
“Just a minute!” he proclaimed. “I can’t tell Dr Menzies this! I’m sorry, but Màiri will have to come with me to see him, and then it will be up to him as to what will happen to Màiri.”
In one of these rare flashes of inspiration, or maybe it was desperation, I came up straightaway with an answer to his objection.
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” I said with confidence, trying not to betray any outward hint of my inward voice, saying, Ceitidh, what are you letting yourself in for? I continued.
“I can stand in for Màiri. Dr Menzies won’t know the difference, so long as you don’t disillusion him.”
Dòmhnall vigorously shook his head and started to cavil, “Oh, I don’t see how I could go along...”.
But before he could finish, Shonagh interrupted him.
She’d gone over to the door Dòmhnall had left ajar and broke in with, “Sorry, Ceitidh, I’ve just realised I’ve still got Iain’s mobile he lent me yesterday, so I’m going to pop into your living room to return it. And somehow, I’ve hit the ‘record’ button, so he’ll have to show me how to stop it.”
That little interjection certainly put Dòmhnall’s ‘Go’ button into action. 
“Here, let me show you, Shonagh,” he said as he snatched the phone from her and made a display of deleting the audio.
Having accomplished the deed, he said with a smile to Shonagh, “There, that’s it done!” He turned his attention toward me to triumphantly announce, “So, you’ll be bringing Màiri around for her meeting with Dr Menzies after all!”
However, he left his parting shot until he was in the hall. “Oh, and Ceitidh, having thought about it, I’m pretty sure that your story about a former sex worker in Iain’s congregation was just bluster. Iain would have told me about her, and that’s a fact. Good try, though.”
And with that riposte, he was gone.
“Shame he managed to delete your audio,” I said to console a dejected Shonagh. She shrugged her shoulders, head bowed, and responded, “Well, I’m afraid it was a bluff, anyway. I only managed to start the phone while trying to hypnotise him.” 
“Yes, I noticed you doing that, Shonagh”, I said brightly. Shonagh lifted her head, eyes raised. “So, what are ye looking so pleased aboot, then, ma lass? Ye’ve got something up yer sleeve. Haven’t ye?”
“That’s right, Shonagh. I do have something up my sleeve”, I said as I flourished my mobile phone from under my cuff.
Shonagh looked at it. “It’s still recording, isn’t it, ye sly, wee monkey.”
And it was.
“I knew that practising with the conjurer’s set Santa left for us all these years ago would come in handy one day. And today’s the day,” I managed to blurt out before laughter stopped me from saying any more.
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I waited a day before phoning Dòmhnall. After listening to his customary educated English landline greeting of “Donald MacLeod, Reverend of the Anniesland Reformation Church, here”, I decided to remind him of his highland roots by saying, “Halò, a Dhòmhnaill, seo Ceitidh”. Hearing my Gaelic greeting, he changed from his ‘I am important because I am a Reverend’  voice to his unctuous one. Mr Unctuous greeted me with, “Ah, Ceitidh, it’s such a pleasure to hear your sweet Hebridean voice again! I assume you’re about to tell me when you are accompanying my wife to my dear abode! I suggest you come at 2 o’clock tomorrow. Màiri’s appointment with Dr Menzies is at 3 o’clock, so that we can leave my house as a family.
“Oh, and I would be most grateful if you could feed her before you leave!” he chortled.
When he’d finished savouring his delicacy of wit, I decided it was time he choked on my vicious reply.
“Màiri’s not coming over, Dòmhnall. It’s me and no one else.”
In customary Dòmhnall fashion, he put on his lecturing voice,  as if he were on high. “Now, we’ve discussed this in-depth, Ceitidh, and I won’t go over it again. You are bringing Màiri with you, and that’s an end to it!”
I so enjoyed hearing him say that, because his fall was all the greater when I replied.
“And that would be an end to you if you don’t reconsider, Dòmhnall. Do you remember saying this?” And I started the previous day’s recording where he said there were always people who would say there was no smoke without fire.
“How dare you!” was his blustering reply, talking over his recorded voice being played on my end of the phone.
I paused the mobile while I spoke.
“How dare I? With ease, Dòmhnall, considering you’ve gone back on your word. Do you remember saying this?” I started the audio again, this time at, “Well if I could think of another way, of course...”.
“Now, do you recall the other way we thought of? Or would you rather we take this further? Finding a big Janet shouldn’t be too difficult if I set my mind to it.”
“I’m saying nothing to you over the phone”, was his stiff, formal reply. But that may have been because he feared this conversation could also be recorded for posterity.
“OK, Dòmhnall, I’ll be at your place at 2 o’clock tomorrow. See you then, bye!”
And I put down the phone before I wasted any more time listening to Dòmhnall MacLeod, Reverend of the Anniesland Reformation Church.
***
The next day, as arranged, I arrived at Dòmhnall’s flat at 2 o’clock, already having nourished myself as per Dòmhnall’s instructions. But without Mamee.
Dòmhnall bid me enter, but I’d be pushed to say it was a welcome. He ushered me into his living room. A medium-built, curly-haired man in his mid-twenties sat on the couch, and the remains of two meals lay on the dining table. After presenting Davie to me and vice versa, Dòmhnall explained that Davie was one of his congregation who had dropped in for a chat.
[bookmark: _Hlk156644395]“Davie works at Gartnavel Royal Hospital”, Dòmhnall went on, as if he were simply making pleasant conversation.
Ah, I could see where he was heading with this strategy. Because Gartnavel Royal is our nearest mental health facility, how could I ask Dòmhnall to tell his parishioners that his wife was being looked after in a secure ward nearby when Davie would know otherwise?
 It was a valid obstacle to our plan, and I needed to overcome it quickly. Before our appointment with Dr Menzies, what strategy could I concoct in less than an hour?
Davie got up to shake my hand and said he was very pleased to meet me. “I’m right sorry to hear about your sister, Mrs Liddell. Reverend MacLeod, here, has just been telling me that you and your husband have been looking after her since she came home from the Royal Alexandra Hospital. And her with the wee one, too. You have your hands full, and no mistake there!”
“Oh, it’s not so bad, Davie. We’re getting lots of help from all quarters. And our Mum has come down from her home in Skye for a few days too”, I lied on the spot. Words were rolling from my mouth before I even had the time to think through the consequences of what I was saying. I continued, “Didn’t Dòmhnall tell you?” I appeared surprised, but not as surprised as the look I saw on Dòmhnall’s face as he heard this news.
“Once you’ve been forced to tell a whopper, don’t let it go. You’ve got to keep on with it”, you confided in me after you downright lied to Mamaidh that our Luath had snaffled the rest of the biscuits on the table. I thought back to that occasion. You got away with pinning the blame on the dog then, so maybe I could get away with this equally unlikely whopper.
I continued, thinking that what I was fabricating might just work. “And my Mum’s been such a help. She’s brought Màiri on so much in the last day or two. You understand that Màiri’s mind seems to have gone back to being a child, and she does everything that our mum tells her. And that’s why I’m here now. To discuss the possibility of Màiri going back to Skye with her. I know how distressing this must be for my brother-in-law here, but she has no memory of being married to him. So, I think, given the circumstances, this will be the best solution for now. Perhaps, in time, if she regains her memory, things can return to how they were. But in the meantime, …”
I left my speech hanging, finishing it with a pursed mouth. I could see Davie was out of his depth here. Dòmhnall had obviously invited him over so he could relate to him how incapable Màiri was in coping with the outside world and how insecure she was. And here I was, telling him that by being looked after by her mum in her childhood home, she’d be OK.
Davie’s answer was to leave.
“Well, Reverend, I think I’d better be getting on my way. My shift starts soon. It was nice of ye to invite me over and give me my dinner. And I hope all goes well wi’ Màiri. What Mrs Liddell, here, has come up wi’ certainly looks like it could be a solution, at least in the short term. But, of course, you’ll have to see what Dr Menzies says about that. Ye’re seeing him soon, ye say?”
“Yes, Davie, but my sister-in-law and I will have to have a good chat beforehand. Won’t we, Ceitidh?” The stress on the word ‘won’t’ was too heavy to miss.
“Indeed, we will, Dòmhnall”, I replied in as saccharine a voice as I could put on to attempt to sweeten this conniving man.
We saw Davie out. While Dòmhnall held open the front door, I said, “It was nice meeting you, Davie. Hope you’re still on time for your shift!”
Davie walked a few steps, then turned back after looking at his watch, “Aye, I will be. Nice meeting you too, Mrs Liddell!”
Dòmhnall and I walked back into the living room, and I sat down on the couch. It was so comfortable and pleasing to my eye.
But how could it not be, since Iain and I have an identical couch in our home? Your choice was my choice. It was insignificant things like this that hurt me when I remember them. I love Mamee, but she’s not you, Màiri. That’s just how it is.
Dòmhnall kept standing so that his height advantage allowed him to look down on me. “Well, Ceitidh, that was a sudden arrival your mamaidh made. When did this happen? Is she a time traveller amongst her many other attributes?”
“Meet a lie with a lie, Dòmhnall. No doubt you’ve just finished telling Davie about how incapable Màiri is and asking him what he thought the chances were of her being locked up for her own good.”
“That’s not as much of a lie as the one you’ve told Davie, mo chaileag. You cannot claim otherwise.”
“Well, we’re both going to be complicit in another lie when we meet Dr Menzies in a wee while. Aren’t we, mo bhalaich?”
I would not be patronised by being called ‘mo chaileag’. I’m happy to hear myself described in Gaelic as a girl in the proper context. But not by the likes of Dòmhnall using it to talk down to me. Calling him a boy in Gaelic seemed to be my most appropriate answer.
I went on. “And telling your congregation that Màiri is living in Skye will work better than saying she’s in Gartnavel Royal Hospital. The cottage of my mamaidh and dadaidh is remote. So, nobody in Skye will be any the wiser. But we can sort all that out later. For now, it’s time to get on our way to the Health Centre.”
I thought it was better to get into character early, so I put my arm out for Dòmhnall to take for the short walk to our hospital appointment with Dr Menzies.
As I’d expected, we had a fifteen-minute wait at the Centre. I was thankful for that time, as it allowed me to dispel my nervousness and get into character. This was helped by Dòmhnall, who, sitting next to me, had opened a digital copy of the Bible on his mobile. I couldn’t resist peeking over to read what text particularly fascinated him. He’d highlighted Isaiah chapter 55: verse 8. ‘For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways’. Too true was my opinion, and I went back to vacantly looking around the reception room, pretending to be you.
When the receptionist called us, we went to Dr Menzies’ room. As I entered, I saw it was just big enough to accommodate the three of us. Dòmhnall sat down first and made a show of indicating that I should take the seat next to him. 
My first impression of Dr Menzies was quite favourable. He greeted us with a smile, getting up from his chair to shake our hands. I judged him to be in his late forties. He wore a grey suit with a grey belt to support his slightly overweight belly. He wore grey socks and had straight, greying hair, fighting a battle with baldness at the front. I remember it going through my mind that Iain might not look much different from him in a quarter-century’s time. This thought made it easier for me to relax and to keep in character. 
Dr Menzies lost no time in chit-chat. “Well, Màiri, and how are you today?” was his first question.
 “Very well, thank you, sir”, I replied, putting myself into obedient child mode.
The good doctor’s next question was, “And Màiri, do you know why you are here?”
“Because my mamaidh told me to come and see you. She said this man called Dòmhnall would take me here.” And I looked over to Dòmhnall with what I hoped would pass as innocent eyes.
“Yes, that’s right, Màiri. But this man is your husband. Do you know that?”
I appeared flustered by his question and replied, “No.” Whilst shaking my head. I continued, “Mamaidh says I have hurt myself, and I don’t remember things”.
“Yes, that’s right too, Màiri, and I’m here to help you try to remember some of these things.”
He turned to Dòmhnall and said in a quiet but firm voice, “Mr MacLeod, would you mind going outside for a minute? I’d like to speak to Màiri alone."
It was now Dòmhnall’s turn to appear flustered by this request. But I saw he knew he’d met his match in the authority stakes and left, saying, “Actually, it’s Reverend MacLeod."
Dr Menzies smiled and apologised for his mistake, which I assumed would please Dòmhnall, who quietly closed the door behind him.
Once only the two of us were in the room, Dr Menzies changed his demeanour and relaxed in his chair, stretching his legs out underneath his desk. I responded by matching him, as I too relaxed in my chair and moved my legs apart. I was wearing loose trousers, thankfully, which made it easier to mimic him.
“Now, Màiri, I want to do some tests with you. Are you OK with that?”
I smiled and nodded as he took out his blood pressure kit.
“Now, just lift your arm, please!”
Again, he said everything in this quiet, unhurried voice that I was sure he’d nurtured to put unsettled patients at ease. After taking my blood pressure, he performed the usual straightforward medical health tests: pulse, weight, mobility, breathing, and so on.
When he’d finished, we sat down again, and he continued with his questions.
“Now, Màiri, you know you have a baby, don’t you?”
I almost made a terrible goof here. I was just about to say, “Yes, Donna”, when I caught myself and replied, “Yes, Fergus”, instead.
“And how are you getting on with him?”
“Oh, I love him, and he loves me. Look, I feed him!” I announced with a huge smile, and I pointed to my swollen breasts.
“That’s good, Màiri. That’s excellent”, and as he praised me, I saw him press a button on his desk. Seconds later, a nurse surreptitiously appeared at the door and stood there without a sound.
Fearing I’d overdone the play-acting, I quickly straightened myself up and put my hands on my knees. I needed to revert to more routine answers to his questions.
 “And how are you managing in your life?”
I shook my head to pretend I didn’t understand what he was asking and said nothing. So, he elaborated. “I mean, do you get yourself up in the morning? Do you dress, feed and wash yourself, and put yourself to bed at night?”
“Oh yes,” I replied. “I can do all that.” Then, not to make myself sound too capable, I added, “But Mamaidh makes my meals for me.”
And now for the coup de grâce, I thought to myself. I looked at him with pleading, soft eyes as I put on what I thought was my most winning voice. Out it came. “But Mamaidh says she will have to go back home to Skye soon, and I want to go back with her, but she says that depends on you and this man, Dòmhnall, who brought me here. Is that right? Can I go with Mamaidh back to her home? Please?”
Dr Menzies appeared mildly uncomfortable and fidgeted with his pen for the first time. Then the note-taking started.
To cover the silence, the nurse walked over to speak to me. She bent down to my level to let me see her name badge and asked me if I could read what was on it. I looked intently at the badge and slowly read out “Jane”, inwardly glad it was so easy. I’d have struggled if I’d had to pretend that I was reading a name like Francesca.
I saw Jane and Dr Menzies exchange a fleeting glance and hoped for the ‘Thank you and goodbye’ scene to be enacted. Sure enough, Jane went out to usher Dòmhnall back in. 
Dr Menzies addressed him first. “Reverend MacLeod, after talking to Màiri, I see no need for her to have long-term psychiatric care. But I do see a requirement for her to be cared for within the community. Now, she wants to return to Skye with her mother. And on balance, given that her longer-term memory has not fully come back to her, from a psychological point of view, I think that is the best solution for now. But, of course, there are also social factors to consider. For example, would Màiri’s mother be happy looking after her for an extended period? And would you be agreeable to a separation such as I am suggesting for now?
So, I am recommending that, as soon as possible, your good self, Màiri and Màiri’s mother meet a social worker to review this plan's suitability.”
Dòmhnall looked across at me. I played 'Miss Naive' by gazing back at him with my mouth slightly open. Dr Menzies cleared his throat, waiting for an acknowledgement from him.
“As you wish, Doctor. As you wish”, said Dòmhnall with an air of resignation.
And together, we left the surgery, knowing that the next step was going to be an appointment for us to attend at the Social Services office.
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Social Services arranged for us to attend early the following Monday morning. So, I, pretending to be Màiri, Shonagh, pretending to be Mamaidh, and Dòmhnall, who remained true to his pretentious self, met at their office in Partick at the appointed time. As it turned out, the social worker who greeted us was also a substitute of a kind. Her first words to us were an apology. 
Looking sheepishly at us, she drew a breath before introducing herself as Alison, and telling us she was so sorry, but Holly, whom we were supposed to see, had just phoned to say she was too sick to come in, so that she was standing in for her. 
Alison appeared to be about twenty years old and still had a wet-behind-the-ears look about her. She was a wee bit thing with an innocent-looking air that I could foresee would gradually disappear. Her continual confrontation with the alcoholics, drug takers, and suicide risks I knew to make up so many social work cases in Glasgow was bound to take its toll.
Still, I thought, having someone like her as a stand-in could work to our advantage. She was unlikely to ask too many penetrating questions. 
Dòmhnall introduced himself as Reverend MacLeod, forgetting he was here as a husband rather than in his religious capacity. 
Alison reminded him by saying, “I’m sorry, I’ve just been allocated this case at the last minute. I presume you are Màiri’s husband.” And she turned to me as she said your name. “I smiled at the thought that she was not so naive that she couldn’t put Dòmhnall in his place. And it helped that her remark meant that I didn’t have to be introduced to her.
Next, Shonagh introduced herself. “And I am Siùsan, Màiri’s mother, or Mamaidh, as she calls me.” I noticed that she spoke with her West Highland accent. It was a nice touch, and it hadn’t gone unnoticed by Dòmhnall, who gave her an open-mouthed stare. 
It struck me that Dòmhnall was the only one who wasn’t a stand-in, yet he stood out as the least comfortable. Alison ushered us into a room with four uncomfortable plastic seats, a table just big enough to accommodate us, and almost nothing else in it. Still, it served its purpose. 
Alison looked at the file headed by your name, and a light of recognition passed over her face. She looked straight at me and said, “Ah yes, Màiri, you’re the lady who was all over the news last month.” 
“Yes, but she doesn’t know she’s that lady. Nobody has told her she is, so I’ll thank you not to mention it in front of her again”, Shonagh butted in, displaying her knack for putting people on the back foot. 
Alison apologised and went back to reading the file. Eventually, she looked up. “Well, this looks quite straightforward to me. That is, if you all agree with Dr Menzies’s proposal, he has made. For now, Màiri and her son, Fergus, will live with Siùsan, her mamaidh". She smiled as she said ‘mamaidh’, probably congratulating herself for remembering the Gaelic word. 
She went on. “Of course, we’ll keep an eye on developments. And, when Màiri recognises you once more as her husband, Dòmhnall, we will reassess the situation regarding her living with you again. Are we all agreed?” 
Shonagh and I nodded several times to show that we enthusiastically concurred with the proposed solution. Dòmhnall, after a second’s hesitation, only said a curt “Yes”. 
“Good,” proclaimed Alison as she closed our case file and informed us that we would each receive a file detailing the decision just agreed upon. And that was it, at least from the social services and medical viewpoint. But as for Shonagh and me, we were still faced with sorting out the logistics of how to carry out our plan. 
How were we to convince the authorities that Mamee, under the guise of you, was living with Mamaidh for the foreseeable future? As Alison would no doubt inform us formally by letter, someone from Social Services in Skye would do a check at our Mamaidh’s to reassess her progress. 
Leaving the office, Shonagh and I went to a nearby café on Dumbarton Road to discuss the situation in more detail. Iain was at home, watching over Mamee and babysitting Fergus and Donna. Mamee and Iain were fine together, and I had no qualms about them being with each other. Iain had been studying Mamee’s sign language from the video he’d made, so he now understood what these signs meant. And Shonagh had been teaching Mamee basic English words, so there was now at least a foundation for them to communicate. 
We invited Dòmhnall to come with us. But he brushed us off. “I’ve been complicit enough in this charade, and I want no further involvement in your ‘logistics’, as you call it, Ceitidh. I’ll leave the two of you to sort out this matter on your own, thank you. For now, I have matters of the church that demand my full attention.” 
And with that parting shot, Dòmhnall turned his back on us and paraded across the road. I was tempted to shout after him, “Missing you already,” but thought better of it lest it brought him back to lecture me on my insolence. 
The cafe was cosy and quiet, which suited our wish to have a private conversation. 10 o’clock was too late for breakfast and early for elevenses, so we sat at a table on our own. The waitress brought a pot of tea for Shonagh, and a speciality coffee roasted in the Hebrides for me.
“Well, Shonagh, how do we make this work?” I asked in the same practical, business manner I’d heard Iain use when discussing affairs in meetings with his Kirk elders. I never actually participated when I was there, but I was a good note-taker. So, they were happy I attended them. 
Shonagh took a sip of the small volume of tea she’d poured into her cup, made a face at its lack of strength, and let it steep in the pot for a while longer. 
While she waited for it to brew, she said in her broad Glaswegian way, “Well, it’s obvious that Mamee has got to go up to yer mamaidh’s hame at some time, and the sooner, the better, I’d say. You’re plannin’ to go up the morn anyway to let her see wee Donna, so hoo aboot you, me and the weans a’ go up thegither?” 
“You?” I asked in surprise, as I hadn’t considered this option. 
“Aye, it’s a long time since I’ve been in the Misty Isle, and I’d like to see it again. I maybe didnae get on sae weel with the human folks there, but I think the Old Man of Storr and the water fairies might be missing me.” 
Ah yes, the Old Man of Storr, I pondered—that rocky pinnacle, reputed to be the thumb of a giant who lived there. The locals talk about him as if he had once been alive, especially when they are in a pub, and a tourist offers to buy them drinks to hear their tales. And the fairies under the Sligachan Bridge, who locals say will grant eternal beauty to any maid who dips her head in their enchanted waters for seven seconds, like we once did. 
But back to our immediate concern.
“Besides”, Shonagh went on, now back to using her business voice, “Mamee would miss me. It’s a big step for her to go all that way in a car to a place that’s nothing like here. I ken she’ll have you for company. But you’ve got Donna to look after. And ye’ll be taking your share of looking after your dadaidh when you’re there.” 
It was true. Shonagh would undoubtedly be a boon, but the thought came to me that we’d have to sort out our accommodation. Mamaidh’s and Dadaidh's cottage has a spare bedroom, where we used to sleep, but it couldn’t comfortably sleep three adults. And we also had Fergus and Donna to consider. 
What was the answer? Tourist amenities were out of the question at this time of year when Skye was at its peak for visitors. 
But, of course, there was Mairead! 
Mairead, our family’s next-door neighbour and part-time carer for Dadaidh. A gem of a woman, and no mistake, I’m sure you’ll agree. I’m sure you remember how she’d been such a carefree person who greeted anyone she met with a smile and a grin. That was until her husband, Joe, was killed on active service in Afghanistan. Since then, Mamaidh has told me she’s just as lovely and chatty, but she has more depth as she devotes her life to caring for the sick and the elderly. 
Could she put up Shonagh, Mamee and Fergus while we were there? I decided to ask her when I returned home. So, I told Shonagh that I could see the sense in what she was suggesting and to leave it with me to sort out the practicalities. Shonagh replied that she was OK with that, and after finishing our drinks, we walked back to my home, where she picked up Mamee and Fergus to drive them back to Tursa.
Once home, I told Iain the details of our meeting with Alison, looked up my contacts list for Mairead’s number and called her. She answered promptly. 
“Ceitidh, how pleased I am to hear from you! And your mamaidh tells me that it is congratulations I must give you on your happy news. There is a card I have put in the post for you!” 
“Yes, Mairead, I’ve received it. Thank you. It was lovely, and your good wishes are much appreciated” 
“Oh, it’s the least I can do. Your news fair cheered me up. And do leanabh is called Donna, is that not so?” 
“Yes, that’s right. Donna Màiri Liddell.”
“Ah, of course! And how is dear Màiri coping with a leanabh beag?” she asked, concern creeping into her voice at what I might reply. 
“Well, you’ll see for yourself soon. We’re planning to come up tomorrow. Our only problem is there’s not enough room in Mamaidh’s house for us all.”
“Oh, I see! And you will be wanting Iain, yourself, and your Donna to stay at my house, will you?” 
And without waiting for me to answer, she continued, “Well, Ceitidh, of course, I will be delighted for you to be my guests!” 
Once I knew she’d finished, I explained that Iain wouldn’t be coming because he’d already taken his share of Sundays off in the last few weeks. 
“So, it will be just you, Màiri, and the little ones, will it? Oh well, that is a pity. You and Iain are so well-matched! Not like that man of Màiri’s, if I may say so. He is someone who has, without doubt, grown too big for his size-nine shoes! I take it he is not coming?” 
I judged it was better to let Mairead continue than to break into her speech. Interrupting could confuse her. So, once again, when I knew she was finished, I reassured her that no, Dòmhnall was not coming up, but Shonagh Stewart would accompany us. 
“Seonag Stiubhart! You mean she who left the island under a cloud all these years ago! What is she doing coming back with you, Ceitidh? I am not sure I understand, I am sorry to say.” 
So, I had to relate how Shonagh had left her contact address with Mamaidh before she left the isle. And how, when ‘Màiri’ had come out of her coma, Mamaidh had remembered that Shonagh, with her ‘gift’, could help her. And how much better Shonagh was at helping ‘Màiri’ regain her faculties than anyone else. 
Yes, it was a long-winded tale, but it was easier to explain and be credible than the actual version. 
Mairead listened without interrupting. When she wanted to be, she was a good listener. 
“Well, Shonagh Stewart, as you now call her, never did me any harm, and I am not so scandalised as some folk on this island, so I am happy to have her under my roof if it helps your Màiri.
What happened to Shonagh after she left here? Can you tell me? I heard she was with child. Was that so?” 
“Yes”, I replied. “She has a son called John. He still lives with her. I haven’t met him yet since he has been on consulting contracts that take him worldwide. So, he seems to have done extremely well for himself.”
I knew I was veering off-topic. But I had accomplished the main object of my call. So, I let Mairead talk about who had been doing what since I last saw them and who amongst the old folk were no longer with us. Unlike our mamaidh, who inclines to keep herself to herself and would die if anyone thought her a gossip, Mairead doesn’t have the same restraint. 
Next, I made a phone call to Shonagh to tell her she’d be staying with Mairead. “Ah, yes, Mairead, she was a laugh and a half and no mistake!” was Shonagh’s response. So, I had to explain about Mairead’s husband’s death and how, though outwardly she could put on a cheery face, inwardly she was a different woman, which Shonagh would be sure to see when she met her. 
“Well, maybe I can help her there if she’d let me”, Shonagh said when hearing this news. And I detected she was no longer smiling. 
*** 
Tomorrow came, and I rejoiced to see a cloudless sky as it would make the five-hour journey ahead of us so much more pleasant. But first, Donna and I had to bid Iain farewell. Though Donna was only days old, I knew how much of a wrench it was for him to part from her. He’d taken getting to be a father so well. And I was overjoyed when I saw him gently rocking Donna in his arms and talking away to her as if she understood every word he said. He pretended she was talking back to him so this one-sided conversation would continue. And, do you know, after all the events of those last few days, I wasn’t too sure that Donna wasn’t really conversing with him. 
My first stop was at Tursa, where I saw Shonagh and Mamee waiting with their luggage next to the standing stone. Internally, I thanked Shonagh for having everything packed and ready. It was a blessing, considering the long journey ahead. 
Mamee was her usual uncertain self when she sat in the car. I’d offered her the front seat. But there was no way she was letting Fergus out of her sight. So Mamee was in the back, and we belted her up with Fergus next to one side of her and Donna on the other. 
At first, Mamee remained nervous, which was no surprise. When I looked at her in the mirror, she was clenching the cradle handles, one in each hand, the tension palpable in her face. With her teeth gritted and brow furrowed, watching her was painful. I had to wonder what state she’d be in by the end of our journey. However, the sight of Loch Lomond transformed Mamee from a nervous wreck to a ship at full sail. As soon as she saw the Loch, a squeal of joy erupted from her, and as I turned my head to find out the cause, I saw Mamee had twisted herself around towards the Loch, with both hands pointing to it. 
Shonagh, in the front passenger seat, had also turned around, and as she turned towards me, she said, “Ceitidh, she wants ye to stop. Think about it; I doubt she’s ever seen water like this before. I think it’s blowin’ her mind a bit!” 
I could well understand why. I remembered that Loch Lomond is 23 miles long, and its narrow side, which Mamee was looking out at, is a good 4 miles wide. The water was only partially visible, thanks to the trees that partly blocked our view from the road. But I saw a small turning coming up to our right, which I assumed would take us to the lochside proper and let her absorb the full magnificence of the landscape. I slowed down and turned into it. The morning was still young, so I was able to find a good parking space. Later in the day, when tourists occupied the road, I knew we wouldn’t have been so lucky. 
Once parked, I thought Mamee would content herself by sitting where she was, gazing out at the loch with its bonnie, bonnie banks and its namesake mountain, Ben Lomond, rising opposite us. But no, Mamee wanted out. She was frantically moving the child-locked door handle up and down and patting Shonagh on the shoulder with her other hand to demand her attention. 
“Well, why not stretch our legs?” I said to Shonagh as I undid the child lock. That was enough for Mamee as she jumped out with a gleeful shout. I hadn’t even seen her undoing her safety belt. 
“Well, she’ll stop at the lochside”, I thought. But again, Mamee had a different idea. Casting off her housecoat, she ran into the water totally naked, splashing the surface with her hands and beckoning us to join her. I was desperately looking around to see if anyone had noticed her. I knew a naturist colony was on the island across from where we had parked. The wild thought passed through my mind that if anyone saw her, I could always make an excuse that she was an escapee from it. 
I looked over at Mamee and realised that she’d now walked deep enough to cover her chest so that even if someone did notice her, it wouldn’t matter on that score. 
I tested the water temperature with my hand. Brr! And I immediately ruled out paddling to meet her, fully clothed or not. Surely, Mamee would feel the chill and come out soon. 
But it wasn’t the chill that brought her back. It was the depth of the water covering her that did it. With a start, she realised the danger. She could disappear under the water and not reappear. I saw her mouth open in fear, which I reflected in my panic as I frantically beckoned for her to walk towards me. 
Thankfully, she took my advice, and slowly, one step at a time, Botticelli’s Venus emerged unscathed onto the shore, giving a doggy-like shake of her body before letting me cover her with her housecoat. 
Once we were back at the car, Shonagh took a towel out from her suitcase and thoroughly dried Mamee. It was then a case of reinstalling her in her place in the car before setting off again. 
For the rest of the time I drove past the Loch, I saw from my rearview mirror that Mamee was no longer an anxious traveller. She seemed to have forgotten the fear of being in a tin box. Instead, she was staring intently with wonder at the passing scenery.
About half an hour after Mamee’s escapade, Shonagh, who had been looking at our route on a tourist map on her lap, informed us that The Falls of Falloch, otherwise known as Rob Roy’s bathtub, were a few miles up the road. And did I think it was worth stopping there to let Mamee see them? 
“The Falls of Falloch?” I repeated, as I hadn't heard of them before. But, partly fantasising about Liam Neeson in the guise of Rob Roy having an enjoyable scrub in its waters, I said that it looked like an excellent place to stop, my only concern being if Mamee would behave herself.
“There’s only one way to find oot”, said Shonagh with a mischievous grin. But this time, we’ll be prepared for her. “Dinnae take the child lock off in the back until I’ve got my walking stick oot from the boot of the car.” 
Exactly what Shonagh was going to do with the walking stick, I didn’t like to think—any more than what we would do if Mamee decided to dive into the river. But I kept quiet about my misgivings. 
In truth, we had no incidents. Shonagh made it clear by a mime that if Mamee were to get out, there was to be no skinny dipping, and Mamee nodded her agreement. Not that there was any chance of that anyway, as we looked down on the Falls from the viewing platform. But it wasn’t the water that fascinated Mamee this time. It was the air that was so different from Glasgow, and both Shonagh and I sensed it, too. The tumbling water made our senses tingle as it blended with the delicate smell of the birch trees on either side of the falls. 
To Mamee, this was heavenly. She couldn’t fill her lungs enough, and I wondered how long it would be before she would want to walk back to the car. In the end, it took Shonagh to show her where we were on the map and explain how little we had travelled compared with the distance we still had to go to persuade her to return with our babies. 
I noticed an excitement about Mamee that wasn’t there before, and she buckled up without complaint. The thought of more wonders ahead was surely uppermost in her mind. The journey continued with the occasional stop when Mamee noticed a never-before-seen scenery to feast her eyes on. 
There was so much new beauty for her to witness! How she loved seeing the desolate moors, with the stark Bens climbing from them and disappearing in the mist that hadn’t yet cleared from their summits. She gasped in amazement at the Bridge of Orchy as canoeists negotiated the tempestuous waters, oblivious to everything but avoiding the rocks threatening to capsize them. The scenery around the A82 has always been a wonder for me when travelling to Skye. But seeing it through Mamee’s eyes, sensing how she smelled the wild heather, and seeing her awed reaction to the occasional screech of a bird of prey made it feel like I, too, was experiencing it all anew. 
Shonagh felt it, too. We didn’t need to exchange words. A shared glance was enough for us to know each other’s joy and wonder of that trip. 
At about 11 o’clock, we turned left off the A82 to join the A87, which took us all the way to our beloved Isle of Skye. Of course, Skye is no longer technically an island since the construction of the Skye Bridge. A feat of engineering that has changed people’s lives so much. We’re too young to remember, but I’ve looked up that in the peak tourist season, 28 car ferries were operating, and people could wait over an hour to cross.
Now, the sea is no obstacle, and we no longer even need to pay a toll to cross it. With the bridge barely half a mile long, we were over it before Mamee realised she was literally over the sea to Skye. At least, she gave us no sign to us that she did. But I think she’d become too overloaded with new sensations to take in much more by this time.


[bookmark: _Toc216691247][bookmark: _Hlk182386945]The Spirit Stones in Skye

So, Shonagh and I were back in Skye, but with contrasting emotions. For me, I was coming back to my roots and looking forward to showing off my beautiful Donna to my pàrantan. Donna and Fergus had been so good ever since we left. They’d slept most of the time and had fed contentedly when they woke up. My excitement rose by the minute, but not so for Shonagh, I guessed. She was revisiting a place she’d left ‘under a cloud’ and, unlike her usual chatty self, she was quiet and appeared withdrawn.
We drove on through our homeland, which is forever a part of me, with its Cuillin mountains reflecting on its glimmering lochs and alluring glens. I noticed in passing, the taigh-croite; the cottage where we spent our holidays with our granaidh Ailis and our shen Calum. Half an hour later, I drove through Portree, onto Kensaleyre, and then to our old home, that so familiar stone-built cottage at the side of Loch Eyre where we lived until moving to Glasgow.
And there was Mamaidh, standing on the doorstep, waving her arms like windmill sails in the breeze. I was first out of the car for hugs and kisses. Shonagh brought out Donna, followed by Mamee carrying Fergus. Mamee signed to me to take Fergus so she could greet Mamaidh, which she did just as I had done. And even though Mamaidh knew her daughter wasn’t the same Màiri as the last time she’d visited, Mamaidh was as loving as always.
Next, Shonagh came forward to hand Donna into Mamaidh’s welcoming arms.
“Oh, isn’t she a beauty!” Mamaidh said to herself more than to anyone else. “And you are more beautiful even than in those photos of you that Ceitidh sent to me. Oh, and aren’t we all so blessed to have such a one as you in our family!”
As if to complain that he hadn’t yet had his welcome, Fergus started to cry in the pitiful way that only babies can make.
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Fergus. It is the awful one I am to be making such a fuss about your cousin and ignoring you.” And with that said, she carefully handed Donna to Mamee so she could take Fergus from my arms. As I expected, Fergus stopped crying as Mamaidh shushed him back to sleep.
 Shonagh was last in line for her welcome. Their greeting was more formal, a quick hug and a press of their cheeks.
[bookmark: _Hlk152248988]Mamaidh spoke first. “So, we meet again, Seonag Stiubhart. And a warm welcome you must have on your return to an t-Eilean Sgitheanach.”
Shonagh smiled and bowed her head, which I took as a mark of deference as she replied. “Tapadh leat Siusan, mo deagh charaid.” Then, less formally, she added in English, but in her Hebridean lilt, “And it is a warm welcome you have given me.”
Formalities over, they both laughed and gave each other warm hugs.
Mamaidh broke away first to say to us, “Now come in and meet Dadaidh. He will know who you all are with a bit of luck!”
Luck was not on our side, however. Yes, he still sat in his chair, which he’d occupied since we were his nigheanan beaga. But he had a vacant look I’d never seen in him before. Was I still his dear little girl, or had he passed the point of knowing me as that now? Certainly, the robust, practical man he once was had gone for good. Instead, his body appeared sunk into itself so much that it almost seemed moulded into the chair he occupied.
I tried to get his attention by taking Donna from Mamee and speaking in his native tongue. “Seall, Dadaidh, coimhead air do ogha. Theirar Donna rithe!” as I placed her on his lap while I held her sides as a safeguard.
“Donna”, he said back, and smiling down at her, he repeated, “Donna!”
“That’s good for him”, Mamaidh commented. “Sometimes, he hardly says a word all day. But he always smiles.”
 I introduced Fergus next to him. As with Donna, Dadaidh repeated his name and this time, a watery tear appeared on his cheek. Shonagh was the last to greet him. But before she could introduce herself, his face lit up briefly as he looked straight at her and came out with, “Seonag!” We all stood there dumbfounded. How did he do that?
Shonagh was quick with a reply. Too fast, perhaps, I thought, but I kept my mouth shut. “There I go again, with my second sight. I’m afraid I cannot help it. I was about to tell him my name, but it seems he has read my mind before I could tell him.”
Second sight or not, his recognition only lasted that second. Just as quickly as his face had sparked into life, it returned to fading embers.
A pause ensued. But Mamaidh was not one to let silence prevail. So, she changed the subject by announcing something we welcomed to hear. “Anyway, am I not the silly one? I knew you would all be hungry after your long journey. So, I have prepared a finger buffet of balgam-càile for you. I thought that would be the best solution, as I was not sure of the exact time you would arrive. So off you go into the kitchen and help yourself.”
And there was a spread that only a mamaidh can provide — chicken, cold meats, salad, finger-sized carrots, hard-boiled eggs — the lot. And Mamee could eat to her stomach’s content without anyone being embarrassed.
She did just that. Mamee could tuck food away in a manner that you never could, Màiri. She was first in line and filled not just one but two plates, which she took back into the living room. When I joined her a moment or two later, I saw her squatting on the floor beside Dadaidh, sharing her plates with him. Dadaidh had an arm on her shoulder, and Mamee held a plate just below his mouth to make it easier for him to feed himself.
As Shonagh and Mamaidh returned from the kitchen, I heard a scrabble at the front door. “That is Bùrach come back!” exclaimed Mamaidh. “He takes himself over to the Standing Stones, hoping tourists will feed him and brings himself back here when he pleases. I could have guessed I would be seeing him now. He can tell when I have visitors.” She opened the door to this tousled, collie-sized, mongrel dog who bounded in, tail wagging and running around us, trying to eat off our plates. That was until he came near Mamee.
At once, Bùrach became a different dog. No longer was he the happy-go-lucky rascal demanding to be the centre of attention in the room. Instead, Bùrach appeared under a spell as Mamee tickled him under his chin. I’d seen Mamee entrance Fergus in this manner.  She has the gift of stopping him from crying by doing nothing more than stroking him. But I thought little of it. After all, many mothers can do it, although I’ve not seen anyone in Mamee’s league. But to do it to a dog was something else. And here she was, weaving her spell in front of me.
I wondered if I would ever become accustomed to her tricks. Each one still appeared to take me aback.
We all gazed at this bewitchment, enthralled by her magic.
Mamaidh, seeing our reaction, tried to snap us out of our absorption by saying, “Well, you have a friend there, Màiri”. But Mamee ignored her. Instead, she started to hum a hypnotic-sounding tune. Then Shonagh accompanied her by singing along and changing the melody into the lullaby she’d sung once before to Mamee.
‘Bà i ù o hò
 Bà i ù o hò
 Bà i ù o hò
 Bà i ò ho bà

The song quietly tailed off, and we heard the sound of a car drawing up 
“That will be Mairead”, said Mamaidh and sprang to open the front door. A minute later, after picking up Fergus and Donna from their cradles, Mamee and I followed her, Bùrach keeping close to Mamee’s heel. Shonagh took her time, presumably unsure of her place in this welcoming committee.
“Mar sin, tha, do nigheanan air tighinn,” Mairead announced to Mamaidh as she got out of her small, blue hatchback, which she’d parked next to my Meriva.
“Tha sin ceart, a Mhairead, agus seo iad!” Mamaidh proclaimed as we went to where Mairead stood in the late afternoon sunshine.
Once opposite Mairead, I proudly showed off our naoidheanan bòidheach to her.
“And was it not the thought of na naoidheanan seo that has been in my mind all the way up here, dear Ceitidh! Oh, who to look at first? They are both so adorable, are they not?”
Since Mamee depended on mimicking me, I extended my arms first so Mairead could take Donna to her broad chest. Mamee followed suit with Fergus. Though I hadn’t seen Mairead for a year, she hadn’t changed much. She still wore her grey Harris Tweed jacket with a matching skirt. And perhaps there were a few more matching grey hairs. But as she held our babes, she looked like the happiest human on Earth, adoring one, then the other. It’s a memory I will forever keep in my mind’s store of treasures. 
After a moment, Mairead took her gaze off them long enough to tell us that this reminded her of twenty-four years ago when she held us newborns in her arms. She continued, “And do you know, I think I was standing on just this spot at the time, along with...”
[bookmark: _Hlk152249257]She paused here, still having difficulty saying her late husband’s name. Shonagh, who had now come level with us, understood the scene. To bring Mairead back to the present, she took out her mobile and asked Mairead to smile. Now that she’d mastered the basics, she kept it at hand to capture moments like this. Shonagh’s ploy worked. After managing a smile, Mairead directed her attention to Shonagh as she said, “Fàilte ort, a Sheonag Stiubhart, s fhada bho nach fhaca mi thu.”
[bookmark: _Hlk152249276]“Tha, tha e air a bhith ro fhada”, replied Shonagh, a little hesitantly to Mairead’s ‘Long time no see’ greeting to her. And I wondered if she meant that it had been too long a time, or was this Shonagh being polite?
I looked over at Mamee to elucidate what she made of this conversation. “Not much”, I thought. Although she still struggled to converse fluently in English, she could now pick up the gist of what people said. But it appeared this Gaelic interchange had wholly passed her by.
I was grateful for Mamee’s sake when Mairead switched back to English, using Shonagh’s long absence from Skye as the reason for her language change.
And it was a mild relief for me, too. Since moving to Glasgow and living with Iain, I’ve become comfortable thinking in English, and I only tend to revert to Gaelic if a word or phrase feels more appropriate for me in the old tongue or, as a novelty, such as happened with Catriona, Donna’s midwife.
Shonagh happily agreed with Mairead’s assessment that English was now her favoured language. Then, trying to add some humour, she replied, “Aye, and I’ll try to keep my coarse Glaswegian words to myself for a while, too”.
Mamaidh, who had been standing back from us, now attracted our attention by beckoning Mairead inside to finish the balgam-càile she'd prepared for our arrival.
Once inside, Mairead knelt to clap Bùrach, who still hadn’t departed from Mamee’s heels.
[bookmark: _Hlk152249328]“And what is the matter with you, mo chù bheag? Are you sulking because of all the attention I have been giving to na naoidheanan?”
“Oh, he is the dog of Màiri, now”, said Mamaidh. “He has not left her side since their eyes have met!”
Mairead looked up at Mamee and saw the same devoted expression she’d observed on Bùrach. “Indeed, you are right there, Siùsan. It is wonderful to see the two of them so close!” She watched them for a few seconds before turning to Mamaidh to ask, “But what about na balgam-càile that you were telling me about?”
“Oh, they are in the kitchen, Mairead. Come through and fill a plate!”
I knew this was a ruse, for them to speak to me confidentially. So, I made out that I fancied another cup of tea and followed them through. As I passed Shonagh, her eyes showed that she knew their ploy. But, instead of joining us, she went over to Mamee and started a signing conversation with her.
I told her I’d bring through her tea, crossing my fingers that Mamaidh still used tea-leaf tea. Shonagh’s disapproval of seeing teabags displayed in a jar in my kitchen was still fresh in my mind.
It didn’t take long for Mairead to accost me. “So Ceitidh, tell me more about how Màiri is. If she is to be my guest tonight, I will need to know as much as I can. I see she is only wearing a housecoat. Does that mean that she will wear nothing else?”
“So far, that’s the case, Mairead”, I replied. “We have tried to cajole her to wear other clothes, but she refuses point-blank. And she doesn’t take it well for anyone to tell her what to do!”
Mairead and Mamaidh exchanged glances.
“Well, on the bright side, we can always use that as a reason she is not seen in the village”, said Mairead. I saw she was thinking ahead to when ‘Màiri’ was supposed to live with Mamaidh but was back with us in Glasgow.
“What else should I know?” Mairead asked as we walked back into the living room.
“Well, for tonight, Shonagh can take care of her. She has been living with Shonagh for a day or two now, and Shonagh knows her ways — not that she is a problem”, I added hastily when I saw Mairead’s dubious look. “She is an excellent mother to Fergus, and it’s just best to let her be.”
“Well, she has some way with that dog. I have never seen anything like that! Of course, you and Màiri were always good with your Luath when you lived here, but not like that.”
I thought back to Luath, who had only recently passed away from old age, which was why Mamaidh had acquired Bùrach. She’d told me over the phone that it was just too quiet in the house without the presence of a dog.
Mairead went back to the subject of Màiri, as she called Mamee. “And she really has no memory of being married to Dòmhnall MacLeod? Because I would not blame her if she only pretended not to know him. If you do not mind me saying so, I think she made a big mistake there, marrying that man!” Mamaidh winced. But she didn’t contradict her.
I assured Mairead that it was not an act. And I told her the tale I had prepared to answer her question. Màiri no longer recognised Dòmhnall as her husband; her mind had returned to being a girl in many ways. The medical experts were baffled as to the reason. But apparently, that was not so uncommon in patients who had come out of a long coma.
“Every case seems to be different”, I finished, leaving unsaid my thoughts of how unique Mamee’s case was.
With the kettle filled and placed on the stove, it was time to leave the kitchen and re-enter the living room. I saw Mamaidh keep back from the rest of us as she assessed Mamee, and I waited to hear if she was about to make an appraisal. After a second pause, Mamaidh drew a breath and announced.
 “Màiri, I know you have changed, but you are still an nighean agam in my book. And you always will be! People change. But my love for my friends and family stays, no matter what. When I saw you lying unconscious on that bed, eyes closed and not moving even a finger, I loved you just as I have always done. And I told myself that if you recovered and all you did was move a finger or open your eyes, that would be joy enough for me.
That you are here in this room attending to your dadaidh is more than I could ever hope for. So, if you cannot gab and tease me like you used to, that does not matter to me at all. I love you, and I can have no greater happiness than for you to hug and kiss me and call me Mamaidh again.”
She turned to me with eyes beginning to water, saying, in a quieter voice, “And it’s the same with your Dadaidh, Ceitidh. I know he will never go back to being the man he used to be, and the outlook is bleak for him. I can see that I am losing him a little more each day. But I love him, too, as much as ever. And he will not go into a home so long as I can care for him.
And I would do the same for Màiri here if the need arose. But I do not think that will happen. In the little time I have spent with Shonagh, and from what you have told me, Ceitidh, she is not a lost cause. And even though her mind may not be the same as before, that love for us is still there. And I will never lose my love for her, either.”
It was quite a speech for Mamaidh since she was never the one to want to hold centre stage. But she delivered her speech with such certainty that I spontaneously came out with, “Well said, Mamaidh! Well said!”
The others in the room were silent, however. But I took this to mean they were keeping their emotions inward. I looked at Shonagh. She had bowed her head and was quietly sniffing. Mamee’s head was down, too, as her hands caressed Bùrach, cuddled around her feet.
Mairead, on the other hand, was looking directly at Mamaidh. Her slow, deep breaths told me she was gathering herself to respond to Mamaidh’s declaration of love. And I didn’t have long to wait before she spoke, her voice almost cracking with emotion.
“Siùsan, I have known you now for those many years and never have I heard you speak like that. But I have always known how you have felt. I never had the chance to be with my Daividh on this Earth for long. God saw fit to take him away to His own before we could have a family. But I have loved you and your family as much as you were all my own. And that is the truth of it.”
She couldn’t go on any longer. Instead, she stepped towards Mamaidh, arms outstretched and embraced her tightly.
I stood there, letting the moment pass. I couldn’t speak. My throat had constricted as I witnessed the emotion passing between the two women who had never before been able to put such feelings into words with each other.
Suddenly, a shrill whistle from the kitchen reached my ears. It was the sound of the kettle boiling. It was enough to jerk me back to mundane life.
“Mo chreach!” I cried out. “Do you still have a teapot?”
***
[bookmark: _Toc738626981]We spent the evening in pleasant conversation about nothing of note. We’d had our fill of emotional scenes, and because of our long journey, tiredness won the day before sundown. It was an early bed for us travellers. I was in our old bedroom, and Donna was in the same cot we slept in as babies. Imagine, Mamaidh hadn’t thrown it out! Shonagh, Mamee and Fergus were over at Mairead’s as we’d planned, along with Bùrach, who cared nothing about planning and everything about curling up beside Mamee.
The following morning, I rose early. After feeding Donna, I looked out of our bedroom window facing the loch, to see an azure sky with only an odd, fluffy cloud ambling along to interrupt its uniformity. It was Skye on its best behaviour.
Still, I saw the breeze was strong enough to shake the leaves of our solitary rowan tree, or witchbane, as Dadaidh called it. Soon, it would become bedecked in its myriad berries. I smiled to myself. This tree is the keeper of our house. That’s its purpose. To keep evil spirits at bay, according to our folklore. For a moment, it transported me to memories of our childhood. You and I, inseparable sisters, living as one, wishing our lives to be forever as one. But, ‘if wishes were fishes, then they’d swarm the sea’ as Dadaidh was wont to say.
With a sigh, I left nostalgia to look after itself and thought about walking over to Mairead’s. Or was it too early? Not so, I realised when I looked out our window facing Mairead’s and saw she was already up, hanging out clothes on her washing line.
“It may be early for me, but not so for Mairead”, I said to myself. I put on my red blouse and blue jeans and asked Mamaidh, who was opening her bedroom door, to watch over Donna while I spoke with Mairead. Once outside her house, I remarked in a tone as breezy as the morning wind how early she was up and about.
“Well, that is because I need to be, Ceitidh. Your sister and Shonagh were up almost as soon as the sun left its bed. I hardly had time to make them a cup of tea before they were off to visit these stones I had said you’d always loved. I am looking after Fergus.” And she pointed to his cradle just by the door. “I thought he would like a bit of the fine morning air in his lungs.”
I went over to smile at him. But my mind was on the stones. I thought, Ah, of course! If Mairead had mentioned them, Shonagh would know they’d fascinate Mamee. I was about to say as much when I realised Mairead wouldn’t understand what I meant. Instead, I changed tack and remarked that Màiri would want to take Bùrach for a walk there. For they were the nearest thing we had to lamp posts!”
Mairead laughed at my joke and said, “Gu dearbh, it is no bad thing to welcome the sun along with the birds, either. On a morning like this, it is a shame to waste it lying in bed.”
“Gu dearbh, I’ll just go and join them. Donna’s still asleep, and I could do with a walk. Like you say, I’ve always enjoyed spending time at the stones.”
Yes, the two stones, or Sornaichean Coir’ Fhinn, to give them their Gaelic name. “One for you and one for me”, you used to say. However, I’m not sure if you're familiar with the story about how they were used by the legendary Celtic hero, Fion MacCumhal, or Fingal, as he’s sometimes called, who employed them to suspend a cooking pot. Now, this Fion had two dogs called Bran and Sceolang. They were twins from his sister, Uime, who’d been transformed into a bitch when she was pregnant. So, they retained some human faculties.
Now, Finn loved these dogs, Bran especially, and was never separated from them, no matter what he did.
I was still thinking about the parallels between this legend and our lives when I saw Mamee and Shonagh standing at the stones. Shonagh was staring at Mamee, who had a forked rowan twig in her hands. The head of the twig was pointing downward, seemingly with a life of its own. Drawing closer, I noticed Bùrach sniffing with marked interest at the spot where the twig was pointing. So, another of Mamee’s talents was dowsing! It crossed my mind that Shonagh’s son, John, shared this talent, and I wondered if that meant they’d get on well together.
As I walked nearer still, I heard Mamee’s wordless singing, which, with its echoes resounding off the stones, created a pleasing harmony.
Shonagh came to greet me and exclaimed, “There seems to be no end to this lassie’s talents. She can even talk to the spirits of these stones!”
“And what about the divining?” I asked.
“Ah, well, that is all part of it, Ceitidh. John has told me that water is underneath stones like these, and she is finding the exact spot where it resonates with the stones. Our ancestors must have known this when they erected these stones here. But we have forgotten it all. That dog, there, knows more about it than we do.”
And Shonagh was right. Bùrach had stopped sniffing and had sat down, howling in front of your stone. The stone was harmonising his howls to blend with Mamee’s music.
I remembered the story of one of Fionn MacCumhall’s warriors asking him what the world's greatest music was. He’d replied, “The Music of What Happens is the greatest music.” And the Music of What Happens was playing before my eyes and lifting my spirit heavenwards.



[bookmark: _Toc216691248]Big Mad John

We spent our remaining five days in Skye without incident. The weather broke, and rain and mist were never far from us on any outdoor ventures.
On the Thursday of our stay, I brought myself round to take Fergus to Dunvegan and show him to Dòmhnall’s parents. I decided against taking Mamee with me, though. I guessed they wouldn’t know how to react to this changed Màiri. And what could Mamee say to convince them that she was you?
I explained to Mamee where I was going to take Fergus, and she nodded her understanding with her thumbs-up sign. Each day, Shonagh and I found communication easier with her.
My stay in their house confirmed my assessment of their attitude towards the woman they believed was you. “And how is poor Màiri?” was as much as they wanted to know. As I expected, they made a great fuss over Fergus, their only grandson to date. They swore he had Dòmhnall’s eyes, hair, and build, looking to me for confirmation. I let them babble on, but there’s only so much anyone can say about a two-week-old baby.
Their conversation then revolved around Dòmhnall; what a great pastor he had become, and how he might even be the Kirk's Moderator one day. And so, it went on.
“Well, you’re not getting the chance to spoil Fergus like you’ve spoiled Dòmhnall”, I was tempted to say, but to keep things on a pleasant tone, I held my counsel.
They eventually asked how I was coping and how Donna was doing. But their asking this late only reinforced my belief in how low I ranked in their priority list.
In their eyes, they saw me as the younger, less talented sister, not up to Dòmhnall’s mark. And it would have been better if they’d viewed you in the same light, Màiri, rather than encouraging your relationship with their blue-eyed son. However, maybe by this time, I suspected they were seeing things differently. But even if that were so, they showed a love for Fergus that I can’t deny.
After our goodbyes, I stopped at Portree and bought some postcards at the Post Office to send them to our Glasgow friends. I was sad to see that Jax, their official stamp-licking dog, was no longer on duty. He was a character and no mistake! In any case it gave me the chance to introduce Fergus to the staff we know who work there. I was happy to do that, but Kirsty kept asking about you. So, I made up a partially true story about my sister staying with our mamaidh for a wee while because her mind had gone back to when she was a girl. And this meant she didn’t recognise Dòmhnall as her husband, and until she did, she couldn’t stay with him. I also explained that she found even simple tasks, such as dressing or conducting a meaningful conversation, difficult. So, there was no point in anyone visiting.
As for Fergus, I told them he would return to live with me in Glasgow. Looking after a baby would be too much for Mamaidh. It was enough that she had to care for her husband. So, I would look after Fergus as if I had twins. I explained this would also allow Dòmhnall to see Fergus as often as he wanted. It was now like second nature to me to reel off this tale because telling the truth to them was unthinkable. The risk of Mamee, or even me, being declared clinically delusional was far too great.
My story seemed to satisfy everyone but Kirsty, whose fixed smile gave me a measure of concern, but thankfully, she kept her mouth shut. Our community has changed from the days when the Kirk dictated our morality. People still help others who are in need as the Bible counsels. But they don’t think any passage from the ‘Good Book’ gives them the right to poke their noses into anyone else’s business.
On Friday afternoon, a Mrs MacKinnon from Social Services visited to confirm that ‘Màiri’ had settled in well with Mamaidh. Shonagh and I thought it best to keep Mairead company in her house during this time. We had enough confidence in Mamee to understand how she should behave without us being there. And sure enough, Mamee fulfilled her role so well that Mrs MacKinnon didn’t stay long. Her parting words were that, as far as she was concerned, everything was in order.
Monday arrived, and with it came our time to leave. To my immense pleasure, Shonagh and Mairead had become best friends, and the warm hugs they gave each other before Shonagh got in the car showed their true natures.
But there was one slight problem we had to solve before setting off. We had to decide what to do about Bùrach.
As soon as he noticed us putting our bags in the boot, he sneaked into the back of the car and curled himself up in a ball on the floor to make himself seem inconspicuous. We took turns trying to budge him, and we all failed as miserably as the expression on Bùrach's face.
Shonagh and I looked at Mamaidh while Mamee busied herself by intently fastening Fergus's and Donna's cradles in the back seat.
With a sigh and a smile, Mamaidh gave in to the inevitable.
“It looks like I will be finding another dog for myself, does it not? Is that all right with you, Shonagh?”
“Do I have a choice in the matter?” answered Shonagh, mirroring Mamaidh’s smile. “Talk about a rhetorical question!” I said, and, at this statement, Bùrach cocked up an ear and turned round to face Mamaidh. Much to his delight, Mamaidh went into the car to tickle Bùrach’s chin, and he rewarded her by licking her hand.
Mamaidh’s parting words were to Bùrach.
“I know it is nothing personal, Bùrach, m’eudail, but love must take you where love must take you. I know that, and no mistake!”
The journey back passed off with no dramas of note. This time, we stopped at Glencoe to pay homage to the 30 MacDonald men who were massacred in that valley by the Campbells of Glenlyon, and to the 40 women and children who died of exposure after fleeing from them., As you well know, Màiri, even though it happened over 320 years ago, we MacDonalds don’t easily forget such treachery. It still makes me weep to think of how these butchers could accept hospitality for two weeks and then almost wipe out the clan overnight. We didn’t stay long for Mamee’s sake. I had no wish to explain to her the reason for my solemnity. My mood changed, however, when a few miles further down the road, Shonagh turned to me and asked if I knew anything about the isle that was on my left.
“Oh yes!” I replied. “That’s Eilean Munde. It’s uninhabited now, I believe, but it’s the resting place of many Stewarts of Ardshiel and MacDonalds of Glencoe. Have you been to it, Shonagh?”
Shonagh shook her head. “No, Ceitidh, I haven’t, although I might someday if chance smiles on me. But do you know about the wee island next to it? It's called Eilean a’ Chomhraidh.”
“The Isle of Discussion?” I translated, unsure if I’d heard her correctly.
“That’s right, Ceitidh. And it’s called that because when there were disagreements between people, they were shipped off there with whisky, cheese, some oatcakes, and nothing else. And they were only taken off once they had reached a mutual agreement.”
It was easy for me to take in Shonagh’s implied message. There were two ways of settling any dispute. ‘Jaw-jaw or war-war', as Winston Churchill had phrased it. And this Glencoe area had witnessed the consequences of them both.
 Further on, near the Bridge of Orchy, Mamee wanted to stop the car for Bùrach’s benefit as much as her own. There they were, noses held high, sniffing the different qualities of the air and looking at each other. A form of communication was passing between them, but neither Shonagh nor I could put a name to it.
[bookmark: _Hlk179529755]As we drew nearer to Glasgow, Loch Lomond appeared again, this time on our left side. Mamee signalled for a stop. Once again, we found a convenient parking place. Shonagh turned around, and I saw her signing to Mamee that she was in no way to go into the water. Mamee nodded in agreement. But it was Bùrach we should have looked out for this time. On opening the back door, he was out in a single leap and heading for the loch. This time, however, his being naked wasn’t a worry, and we also knew he could swim.
Five minutes later, Bùrach had had enough, and with a shake of his body, he returned to the car. But this time, we were prepared. A quick rub down with a towel we had ready for him, and we were on our way again.
On reaching Tursa, I dropped Shonagh, Mamee and Fergus off and drove on to Partick, where Iain was outside our house to welcome Donna and me back.
However, as soon as I entered the front door, my mobile rang. It was Shonagh. I was puzzled at her ringing just minutes after I’d left. But I was even more mystified after I answered her.
“Ceitidh, I’ve got a bit o’ a problem here. It’s John!” she whispered.
My first thought was that it hadn’t taken long for her Glasgow accent to reappear, but I knew that was a symptom, rather than a cause, of her call.
“Shonagh, you’re not making sense. What’s the problem with John, and why are you whispering?” I asked, putting on my ‘reverend's wife’ voice, hoping that it would obtain a more rational response from her.
I heard her take a deep breath. That’s encouraging, I thought.
Then, after I heard her whispering “8, 9,10”, she continued. “Ceitidh, you know I told you that John had texted me to say he was back. Well, he was...”
“So, what’s the problem with that?” I interrupted.
Shonagh went back to whispering, “Let me finish, Ceitidh. John was at the front door when you left.”
“Yes, I know. I even tooted him goodbye”, I interrupted again.
“Ceitidh!” but before she admonished me again, I apologised and told her I’d seal my lips. “As I was saying, John was at the door to welcome me. I was first oot o’ the car to hug him while you helped get Mamee, Fergus, an’ Bùrach oot.”
This time, I said nothing when Shonagh paused.
“Well, that was fine, but when we went inside and John clapped his eyes on Mamee, that wasnae fine. John went just the same way as Bùrach did when he saw Mamee for the first time.”
“Apart from the tail wagging bit, I suppose?” I tried to keep my mouth zipped, but to no avail. Humour won out.
“Ceitidh, it’s no’ a laughing matter. It’s one thing for Mamee to entrance a dug, but it’s another thing a’thegither for her tae dae it to a human.”
“OK, I agree, Shonagh, it’s not the same thing at all. But think about it for a moment. You sometimes put people into trances, don’t you?”
“Aye”, Shonagh agreed with some reluctance in her voice. “But the folk I put into a trance ken that I’m doing it. And I’m only hypnotising them. What Mamee’s doing goes way beyond that. John is fair gone, I’m afraid. An’ that’s why I’m keeping my voice low. I dinnae want to startle him, an’ I dinnae want to leave the two o’ them alone, either.”
“Why, Shonagh, what are you afraid of?”
“If ye could see the look on their faces, ye’d ken, Ceitidh. As much as I’ve seen any couple, they’ve got the hots for each other. That’s them kissin’ noo an' I'm no meanin' a gentle peck. I'm meanin' they're swallying each other”.
Shonagh gave up whispering and shouted, “Stop it, the pair o' ye!”
I gulped at the thought. Shonagh sounded desperate when she came back to the phone.
“Look, I’m sorry to ask ye this, but can ye come up here for a wee while? I really need support to handle this situation.”
I sighed as I realised a quiet evening with Iain had just gone 'up the Crow Road', literally and figuratively. And even though I still didn’t understand why Shonagh thought I had to come, I reassured her I’d be there as soon as possible.
First, though, I had to explain the situation to Iain. “Well, it's not the first crisis I've been called to”, he replied. And despite my saying that he didn’t need to come, he insisted otherwise. “You’ve driven enough for one day, darling. So, I’m coming, and that’s that!” he stated in a tone that brooked no argument.
And that was that. Iain prepared Donna to go in the car again, and off we went.
When we arrived, Shonagh was at the front door before we knocked. “Come into the living room”, she said, “An’ see for yourselves”.
So, we did. Not that there was much to see, however. Mamee, instead of acknowledging us, was gazing into space, holding Fergus in her arms. Then the kitchen door opened, and the imposing figure of John strode towards us.
I thought to upbraid him for his rudeness, but instead, decided diplomacy was a better path.
“Look, John, let me introduce myself properly. I’m Ceitidh.”
“And I’m Iain, Ceitidh’s husband. We’re here to help, not to charge in where we’re not wanted.”
John broke in to have his say. “I know fine who the two of you are. You’re a minister of the Kirk, but I’m no’ a believer, and you’re no’ wanted here by me.”
I rejected my former polite approach and tried emotional blackmail instead. I decided to treat him like I did when I was a nurse, persuading a patient to do the right thing.
“Listen, John, I’m here because your mum’s worried about you. Now, I’m not quite sure why she is, but I know she’s not a possessive mother. So, give me some time to understand what’s been going on here. That’s all I’m asking.”
“The only thing going on here is that Màiri and I can't resist each other, and I’m sure that’s what’s making Ma so upset. But I’m an adult, no' a wee boy, and it’s none of your interfering business.”
There was no way I was going to be dismissed like that from him. So, although I was shaking inside, I managed to pull myself together, look him in the eye, and say, “It’s not just your business, John. Màiri, here, hasn’t long come out of a coma, and she’s just had a baby. So, she’s in a fragile state, and I won’t have anyone take advantage of my sister. Do you understand?”
This, together with Iain’s unblinking stare at him, broke whatever spell John was under. He stayed quiet for a moment, then said in an altogether calmer voice, “Yes, you're right, Ceitidh. Of course, you’re right. The last thing I’d want to do is to take advantage of someone in your sister’s condition. I’m sorry. I never thought. She appears so…”
He was searching for an appropriate word, so I tried to help him out.
“Persuasive? Magnetically attractive? Like a femme fatale?”
“Yes, all of these”, he agreed. “But more than that. She’s got a bewitching power that’s so difficult to resist. I can feel her pulling me to her right now, and it’s all I can do to keep back from her.”
I looked over at Mamee when he said this. The blank look on her face told me she was in telepathic mode. I looked over to Shonagh, and she was also staring vacantly. Abruptly, Shonagh’s lawareness of us changed as she once more became aware we were in the room. She inclined her face towards Mamee, and I nodded to show her I knew what was happening between them.
I also saw that John was unaware of all this, thanks to Iain, who had taken over conversing with him in the faraway corner from us. He asked John when he’d arrived here and how long he expected to stay; a mundane conversation was necessary to placate him.
I looked back at Shonagh, who was making the T sign. I got the message, so I went up to John and told him that I’d been driving most of the day and hadn’t had time for a cup of tea for a while. So would he mind if Iain and I had one here?” Privately, I thought these situations were making me into a tea addict, or a Tea Jenny, as I’ve heard them called in Glasgow.
John took the hint and went into the kitchen. I turned round to look at Shonagh and saw her give me the thumbs-up sign. We’d got used to signing to each other.
“How do you like your tea?” John asked when Iain entered the kitchen, followed by me, with Donna still in her sling. “My Ma has hers looking like tar in the pot, but I’m happy with teabags.” He bent over to a cupboard, brought out a packet of them, and showed them to us. Raising a hand to cover his mouth, he confided, “But don’t tell Ma, she disnae ken”.
“Are you sure about that?” I asked. “From what I know of her, there’s not much around here that she ‘disnae ken’. But anyway, we’re fine with teabags, John.”
Iain nodded his approval, and I resumed my conversation.
“So, John, you’re back on your travels tomorrow.”
“Aye, I only come home now and again. I like to take my holidays wherever I’ve been placed. But on occasion, I like to come back to see Ma. I have to say that I didn’t expect her to go off with you when she knew I was about to fly back home.”
Leaving the teabags to steep, he continued, “But I’m thinking now, Ceitidh, that maybe she did it deliberately to keep me away from your sister.”
“No, John”, I tried to reassure him. “We had to have your mum with us. She’s the only one who can communicate easily with my sister.”
I chose the words ‘my sister’ deliberately because I still wasn’t sure how much Shonagh had told John about Mamee. Now was the time to find out, I supposed.
“John, how much do you know about her?” I asked as if this were a casual question.
“Well, I know all about the car crash and the meteor. Ma told me about that the day after it happened. A meteor that size landing so near here was news, even in France, where I was working when it happened. Ma told me about your visit here to see if she could get through to your sister. She said that, after Màiri came out of her coma, she seemed ‘locked in’. I think these were the words she used.”
“And did she tell you anything about what happened during our visit, John?” Iain asked.
“Aye, she did, but it didn’t make sense to me on the other end of a phone. Ma has always been a wee bit oot-o'-this-world, as some people have put it. But even for her, this has been too far out for me to take in. She said your sister…” and I could see he was reluctant to go on. 
He looked at me for support. “Go on, John. She said Màiri was no longer with us. Is that it?”
John nodded. “Aye, that’s right. She said a spirit called Mamee had taken over her body. And this ‘Mamee’ has no idea about our world because she’s come from elsewhere. Do you believe that, too?” He looked at the two of us, and I could tell from his uncertainty in the way he asked that he had no idea whether we did or didn’t.
Iain replied first, saying that yes, we did believe it. I was glad he’d spoken for me because, even though I knew it was true, admitting openly that you’d gone from us was still hard.
“So, what does that mean?” John asked. He breathed deeply and sat down as if he didn’t trust his legs to support him. “Does it mean this spirit has possessed me? Do you think I need to be exorcised?”
I had to lose no time in pacifying him. I saw by the way he took shallow breaths through his mouth that he was becoming more agitated by the second.
“No, John! No! It doesn’t mean that. Mamee has no more control over the situation than you. I know that much. There’s nothing evil in Mamee. Believe me!”
Did John believe me? Not totally. I could see from how he shook his head and kept his hands over his eyes that my reassurance hadn’t convinced him entirely.
After a minute, punctuated only by a whimpering sigh, John stood up again with his hands placed firmly on the table. He’d come to a decision.
“Look, this is all too much for me. I need to be away from here. I’ve a flight to catch to the USA tomorrow morning, so my bags are already packed. But I don’t want to go back in there.” He pointed towards the living room while he said this. We both understood what he meant.
Iain finished John’s request for him. “And you want one of us to fetch your luggage from upstairs. Is that it?”
John nodded.
“No problem, John. Which room is it in?”
John gave Iain directions and asked him if he could also fetch his sponge bag from the bathroom to pack it. It was clear John was rational again. Two minutes later, Iain came back from upstairs, and John said his goodbyes to us.
Iain had beckoned Shonagh to come in with him when he’d passed through the living room, and she’d followed him. John embraced his mum in a bear hug.
Shonagh’s eyes teared up, but no words came from her. It was left to John to say, “It’s for the best, Ma. I know it is.” 
While waiting for Iain to fetch his luggage, John had phoned for a taxi to take him to an airport hotel for the night. By chance, a cab was nearby.
There was a brief peep of the taxi’s horn, and John departed with a nod to Iain and me, followed by a last look towards Shonagh.


[bookmark: _Toc216691249]Irish Blood, Scottish Heart

With John gone, an unwelcome silence entered the kitchen. None of us could dispel it until Shonagh surveyed our teacups.
“Would ye look at that? He’s gi’ed ye teabags, the deil. Wait till I tell him off for doing such a thing to ma guests! Get ye away into the living room and keep Mamee company while I make ye a right cup of tea.” And with this exertion of her authority, she shooed us out of the kitchen.
We entered the living room to see Mamee sitting in a corner with Bùrach on her right side and Fergus in his cradle to her left. She greeted us with less than a smile.
I moved the thumb of my right hand up, then down, and raised my eyebrows to ask if she felt OK. She gave a half-hearted thumbs-up in reply, followed by a ‘Where is Shonagh?’ signage. In answer, I signed back she was making tea next door. 
“Where is my new friend?” Mamee signed next.
I signed back that he’d left in a car. Mamee first responded with a crestfallen look, then pointed to herself, which I interpreted as her asking if his leaving was because of her. I nodded but, to reassure her, I signed that John was not annoyed with her.
Mamee signed that she didn’t understand, and I searched my brain for what to sign next. Fortuitously, Shonagh came through with a tray holding four cups and a teapot. Seeing four cups, Mamee pointed to herself and shook her head, followed by signs that she was going to her bedroom to feed Fergus and then go to bed. She certainly looked exhausted. I put my arms around her as she rose from her chair, and Iain followed suit, eliciting a smile as she left.
As the living room door shut behind her, Shonagh poured the tea while I sat on the couch to nurse Donna. I knew I was so lucky to have such a happy, contented baby, especially with the ups and downs I’d been through since her birth.
Once Iain and I were comfortable, Shonagh cleared her throat to attract our attention and said, “Well, I think noo’s the time to explain why I’ve been so upset with what happened between Mamee and John. I’ve a story to tell, and I’m no’ looking forward to tellin’ ye its not-so-happy ending.”
Iain and I exchanged blank looks; neither of us knew what she could be about to reveal. All I thought to say was, “Go on then, Shonagh, we’re listening.”
“Well!” she started. Then, after a deep breath, she continued, “You know I had to leave the Isle because I was expectant with John, and I wouldn’t tell anyone who his father was.”
We nodded. We knew this was just her preamble to her main disclosure.
Then it came out. “Well, I kept mum, so to speak, because I wasn’t sure who he was. There I was in Skye, a lass in my early twenties wi’ no’ enough money coming in to pay my bills. An’ nae idea where my next wage could come from.”
I thought to myself—forget the not-so-happy ending, this was an awful beginning.
Shonagh continued. “I wasn’t a loose woman or anything like it, but while I was in Skye, when a man was good to me, I was good to him. And during the month John was conceived, two men were good to me.”
Shonagh paused again, so I helped her by finishing this part of the tale for her.
 “And you don’t know which of these men is John’s biological father?”
Shonagh nodded.
“That’s right, Ceitidh. I don’t. I’ve been honest with John about it, and it doesn’t bother him. He’s told me he doesn't care because I’m the best mother in the world in his eyes, and I've brought him up fine, faither or no faither.”
“So?” I asked. “What’s the problem?” I was lost to understand why she needed to tell us this now. It just didn’t seem to have any relevance to us.
Shonagh looked more unsettled than I’d seen her before, and she hesitated again before answering me.
“Well, Ceitidh, one of the men was Irish Paddy, as his workmates called him. He had come to Skye to work on building the Skye Bridge. He was a fine, strapping, young man, and when he had overtime money, he was generous in spending it wi’ me. We talked about the great future we’d have together. But it was all talk. I should have kent it. But no, I was too much in love. So, I was devastated when at the end of the project, he just packed his bags an’ left without a forwardin’ address."
Shonagh fell silent again. I guessed she had more to relate but was reluctant to tell us. So, I decided to help her again.
“OK, so that’s one possibility. Have you tried to look him up since? Has he appeared in your life again? Is that why you want to talk about this to us?”
Shonagh shook her head. “Nae, lass, that’s no’ it at all. It’s the other one I need to tell ye about, Ceitidh. Ye see, the other man is your dadaidh!”
It seemed like a thunderbolt had gone through me. Iain got up and knelt on the floor beside my chair, his hands round my waist and his eyes looking up at me. “My Dadaidh!” I gasped. And then I repeated it to try to take it in, “My Dadaidh? But that can’t be. It just can’t!”
“I’m sorry, Ceitidh, I’d never have told ye if it hadn’t been for tonight. I haven’t told a soul until this minute. But ye see why I’ve had to tell ye noo?”
No, I didn’t see. I was in too much of a shock to work it out.
But Iain had. 
“Oh God!”
That shook me up even more. Iain hardly ever took his Lord’s name in vain.
“Oh God!” he repeated. “That means that John and…”
I never heard the end of that sentence, for I was too busy thinking about what the consequences could be. It meant that John could be my half-brother. It was fine by me if John was my sibling. But the sting in the tail was John and Mamee …were also biologically half-siblings.
Iain tried to rationalise it by saying, “Well, maybe that explains their attraction to each other. Maybe they’ve subconsciously realised that they are brother and sister.”
“Oh no, Iain, that was no brother-sister attraction. I had to keep them apart from…”
I got the message without Shonagh going into details I didn’t want to imagine. So, I quickly changed the subject back to Shonagh and Dadaidh. I still found it difficult to believe, and I needed Shonagh to explain more about their relationship. I interrupted Shonagh to say so.
“OK, Ceitidh, I ken how much of a shock it must be for ye, so ye deserve to understand how it happened. As I was sayin’, I was devastated when Paddy left. I had nobody to turn to. But then yer dadaidh was out for a walk at that time and saw me crying. I was leanin’ against a tree an’ I thought I was on my own. Yer dadaidh always had a kind heart, so he came ower to ask me what the matter was. He got the truth out o’ me easily enough because he’d been a classmate of mine in Stornoway, and I felt I could confide in him. So, in a couple of days, he was in ma hoose, just the two of us. Well, one thing led to another and …”
It was time to change the subject again, I judged. So, I broke in to ask her outright how long this was before Dadaidh met Mamaidh.
“Well, your mamaidh was the reason we broke up. Ye see, it happened at the same time I realised I was up the spout. Your mamaidh came ower to Skye from Lewis an’ met up wi’ yer dadaidh no’ long after I’d been with him. The two o’ them were smitten. I didn’t stand a chance. I kent when I was beaten. Your dadaidh an’ I were fond of each other, but we never had the passion that your mamaidh and your dadaidh shared wi’ each other.”
She paused for reflection, then continued, “I’ve had a good life, ye ken, an’ I have a son that any mother would be proud of. But I’ve never had the love that I still see between them. That’s somethin’ rare, Ceitidh, and I knew it, even back then. So, that was why I left Skye. I didn’t want anythin’ to stand in the way o’ their love. But a part o’ me has never wanted to cut the tie with your dadaidh. So that’s why I’ve always sent them a Christmas card.”
After an intake of breath, Shonagh ended by saying, “So noo ye ken, Ceitidh”.
I reflected on what she’d told me. And I thought back to her gentle voice when she’d talked to Dadaidh just a few days ago. And how tender Mamee had been with Dadaidh, too.
Had she been imitating Shonagh? 
But back to the present tale. I was assuming Dadaidh was John’s father. And, even though I could see resemblances between them, that proved nothing.
Shonagh and Iain were looking at me expectantly. I had to say something.
“So”, I said to break the tension. “For Mamee's and John’s sake, we need to know if they’re related. Well, the obvious thing to do is to take DNA tests. They’re cheap enough to do now. I’d be happy to give them my DNA. Do you think John would provide his?”
“I can ask”, said Shonagh. “But I’m no’ lookin’ forward to tellin’ him why I’m asking. Is that the only way to do it?”
“Maybe no”, said Iain after a bit of thought. “I remember hearing that before DNA tests became available, blood tests were used in paternity disputes. But the thing about these tests is that, although you can rule someone out from being the father, you can’t prove from them that someone is the father. But in our case, we’re only interested in ruling out someone, so we could see if a test could help.”
“But, just the same, you’d still need to get John to give us a sample of his blood, wouldn’t you?" I asked.
“Well, yes, darling, but maybe John’s told Shonagh his blood group. Has he, Shonagh?”
Shonagh grimaced as she shook her head.
“Never came up in our conversation, I’m afraid. But my blood group is O+ if that’s any help."
“And so am I”, I added.
“And what about your dadaidh? That’s the one we need to know, Ceitidh.”
I had to admit that, no, I didn’t know his blood group.
“So, we’re no further forward”, lamented Shonagh. She slumped back in her chair in a most un-Shonagh-like way.
“Not necessarily, Shonagh”, said Iain with the hint of a smile. I recognised that ‘I know something that you don’t’ look on Iain. So, I waited for his disclosure.
“Iain?” I asked to prompt him.
“Well, when John asked me to go upstairs to fetch his luggage, I noticed something on his set of keys, which he’d put on his bedside table.”
“So, how does that help us?” I queried.
“Well, his keyring had a tag with his blood group on it. At first, I found that a bit odd, but then I realised that the tag indicated he’s O negative”. 
“I’m sorry, you’ve lost me, Iain. Why would he have that on his keys?” Shonagh asked.
Having been a nurse, I knew where Iain was going with this, but I let him have his day.
“Well, Shonagh, O-negative donors can give blood to people with any blood type. So, medical authorities want them to identify themselves so that they can be contacted if blood is needed in the event of an emergency. The other way around is important too. People who are O-negative can only accept blood from others who are O-negative. So, that’s the reason for the tag. He needs medical staff to know he is O negative if he ever needs blood in an emergency or that he can donate blood if ever it’s needed.”
“Aye, that’s great to ken”, interrupted Shonagh. “But what does that mean for us, Iain?”
“Logically, Shonagh, it means that, with both you and Ceitidh being Rhesus positive, John must have got his Rhesus negative from your Irish Paddy.”
“Oh, what a relief!” gasped Shonagh. “I’d have been fine about John being your brother, Ceitidh. But I dinnae need to see into the future to ken that John and Mamee are linked thegither an’ there’s nothing we can dae tae change that.”
And so, a short while later, we left a smiling Shonagh, waving goodbye to us outside her front door.
I was quiet on the drive back. But when we were home, I said, “Darling, you can fool Shonagh, but you can’t dupe me. I can tell when you’re not telling the whole truth. You’ve got a twitch in your mouth. I don’t see it often, but it was there when you told Shonagh that explanation. So, come on, Iain!”
Iain sighed.
“OK, I was about to tell you anyway once I’d checked on Google. I think there’s still a small chance your dad could be John’s father. I confess I did tell Shonagh a wee lie, but I did it for her peace of mind. John’s away for a while now, and maybe tonight was a one-off between Mamee and him. We’ve no idea what will happen when he gets back from his next contract, so let’s leave it at that for now. OK?”
With a degree of reluctance, I agreed. After Iain had explained that Dadaidh and Shonagh, although Rhesus positive, could still have a Rhesus negative recessive gene, I saw that Iain was right. There was still a chance that Dadaidh could be John’s father. Then, there was Shonagh's intuition that John’s and Mamee’s futures were bound together. That also bothered me.
Did it mean they were brother and sister? Or was there something else prompting her to say that?
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This last month, life has progressed smoothly. Whenever I’ve had spare time, I’ve been up at Tursa to further develop my communication skills with Mamee, whose emotions seem to have returned to what they were before she met John. However, even though she has never mentioned his name, I’ve caught her casting an eye once or twice at the mantlepiece where John’s photo is in pride of place. Gone, but not forgotten, I perceived.
Mamee's spoken English has continued to improve. To avoid confusing her with different accents, Shonagh has reverted to her native Hebridean lilt when Mamee is around. It was easier for her to do that than for me to adopt a Glaswegian one. And besides, if Mamee ever needed to be ‘Màiri’ any time in the future, she’d be expected to have our accent.
Despite our increasing proficiency in her signing language, we’ve encouraged Mamee to speak with us whenever possible. We’ve done so because many of our concepts have no equivalent in Mamee’s language. This became most apparent whenever we discussed anything related to technology. It has been a revelation to see how many of our words contain these phrases. We take our domestic appliances and communications media for granted, not to mention older inventions like ‘windows’, ‘staircases’, and ‘spectacles’ that Mamee has no sign language equivalent.
So, not only has Mamee had to learn these words, but she has also had to learn how and why we use these appliances and inventions. We’ve made it a rule to limit her learning to what she sees around her before introducing outside-world inventions to her. 
Some things, such as bathroom appliances, she had to understand quickly. For example, she had no idea how a flushing toilet worked, but one demonstration was enough to show her. Similarly, for a bath, although I think she would still be happier if she could use Loch Lomond for that purpose. 
Other things that we take for granted have puzzled her. She can’t get her mind around why we use an air spray. To her nose, an offensive smell doesn’t exist. There are just smells. 
One of the biggest hurdles we’ve had to cross is using a fork. She has had no difficulty with spoons because they are used in her Land. And she has caught on to using a knife with little difficulty because, unlike the teeth she presumably had in her previous body, those she has now were not up to scratch in that department. But forks have been a more problematic concept. We’ve explained them as ‘knife helpers’, but she still needed practice to work the fork-knife combination. She reverts to a spoon and fingers whenever she can get away with it. That’s what she calls ‘natural’. 
And so, life has gone on. It is indeed an alien world that she has had to master, but there has been no rush. And I think she knows that. We were happy to let her take her time. 
But the biggest problem for her has been reading and writing. This part of her doesn’t seem to be wired together at all. She’s OK with picture storybooks. That again seems ‘natural’ to her. However, the idea of combining funny characters to create a story is still foreign to her. 
It’s different with numbers, though. Once we taught what we meant by 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 0, there’s been no stopping her. She can do the most amazing calculations in her head and can’t understand why we need a machine to do them. A concept like pi was to her as easy as pie. 
Her ability to do complex calculations was no more than a novelty to us. So, one day, we decided to try to teach her about something essential in our world. We wanted to educate her about money. 
As we suspected, she knew nothing about money. 
“Money, what is money?” she asked. 
To answer her, I dug out the few coins I had in my purse and displayed them to her in the palm of my hand. She took them from me and examined them one by one. Then she put them on the table and frowned as she saw the queen’s head. 
“Who is that woman?" Mamee asked. “Is she your Mamee?” 
“Well...” I hesitated before saying anything more, tentatively wondering for the first time if she could in any way have been our equivalent of The Land’s Mamee. After a moment’s thought, I answered, “Not exactly. But all our money till recently has had her head on it.”
“So, a person has drawn her face on this money.  I know someone who can do that in the dirt. But this coin is hard. How do you draw this head? And what are these drawings on the other side of these coins?” 
This was not going well. But I was saved trying to explain that nobody physically scratched these figures because Mamee put herself back on the subject. 
“So, what is the purpose of this money? What has it to do with numbers?” 
I thought this would be easier to explain. So, I showed her a penny and said the number ‘1’. Then a two-pence piece for the number ‘2’ and a five-pence piece for the number ‘5’. 
Mamee butted in at this and asked, “Where is your coin for the number '3'?”
“We don’t have one”, I replied, knowing, in advance, she’d ask, “Why not? What was wrong with ‘3’?” 
Which, of course, she did. 
Shonagh came in from the kitchen and asked what I was trying to explain to Mamee. 
“I’m trying to teach her about money, but I’m having no luck with it”, I answered with a sigh. 
Shonagh picked up on my frustration. So, she took a different tack on the subject. “Well, Mamee, money is something that we need to have.” 
“Money is something we need to have for why, Shonagh?” Mamee asked in a tone that demanded an answer.
Shonagh replied, “Because we need money to live, Mamee”. 
Mamee met this with a blank look and her sign for ‘I do not understand’. Shonagh was left to do her best to explain. “You see, we need money to pay for our food, for what we drink, for the house we live in, to travel in a car...” Shonagh got no further. Mamee’s laughter stopped her in her tracks. 
“You use money for those things?" Mamee signed, looking incredulous. She examined the coins displayed before her, then burst out laughing again. 
“What’s so funny, Mamee?” I asked. 
Although we were trying to be Mamee’s teacher, it felt like we were the pupils. 
Mamee stopped laughing and confirmed my suspicion when she said, “In my Land, we pick food from trees and bushes. Or we dig in the ground for it. Or eat the cooked flesh of a newly dead animal. And we make our own houses. Are you telling me that people you do not know do these things for you?” She pointed at the coins and said, “And then you give them these coins as thanks for providing these things for you? Why do you do that? Why not pick your own food or make your own houses? In my Land, we only need to feed and care for those who are infirm or old. And we freely do this. Is it because you have just had a baby, Ceitidh, that you are too infirm to help? And are you too old, Shonagh?”
Shonagh and I looked at each other. We tried not to laugh but couldn’t help it. Mamee had us beaten into the ground when it came to her logic.
“Why do you laugh?” she asked, not seeing the funny side of her questions.
Again, I was left with no easy answer. The best I came up with was, “It’s difficult to explain, Mamee. You will have to give Shonagh and me some time together while we think of the best way to demonstrate how we use these coins.”
While we tried to brainstorm, Mamee decided that Fergus and Bùrach were much more deserving of her attention. I looked at her, thinking how natural her behaviour was with them. 
She looked up at me, and I saw her reading my thoughts. “I understand Fergus and Bùrach”, she said. “They do not talk about money, and I do not ask them for money.” And I could see that this was her final comment on this matter. 
I mused about her comment while Shonagh pensively sipped her tea. Yes, life had been simpler when Mamee couldn’t answer back. But I understood how confusing it was for Mamee with so little knowledge of our world. Her security was in looking after Fergus and trusting us to shield her from what we call ‘civilisation’. At least mothers still looked after babies in the same way in her Land. Maybe our nappies were different, but apart from that… 
Now that I had put my thoughts in order, I shared them with Shonagh. We talked it through, and at the end of our confab, we agreed we wouldn’t try to explain anything to Mamee that we, ourselves, didn’t fully understand. And money was a good example. Electric lighting and gas heating were other examples. If Mamee asked anything about them, we would tell her we were the ignorant ones. Life in our society was just too complex for us to understand much of our technology in any depth. We just had to put our trust in people who possessed such knowledge. 
We put our faith in these people to do the right thing for us, just as Mamee trusted us to do the right thing for her. We knew it wasn’t a wholly satisfactory solution, but it was the best we could come up with. And it was a sober realisation how little we did know about our technology that we depended on each day of our lives.
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Not long after that financial discussion with Mamee, I sensed Fate becoming bored with watching our routine life. And so, like a river in spate that sweeps up pebbles in its unstoppable current, I felt it about to pick us up and then discard us on its whim. 
For weeks, I had made it a routine to go to Tursa in the mornings when church duties allowed me to have a day to myself. Being a minister’s wife has its obligations, even if they’re only of the moral kind. So, on one of those free mornings, I rapped on Tursa’s door knocker with my customary ‘rat-ta-ta-tat, rat-ta-ta-tat’, hoping I wasn’t tempting Fate by tapping out its rhythm,
As soon as Shonagh answered, I had an uncanny certainty that I was right about my hunch. Something in Tursa was different, and it didn’t take me long to work out what it was. The sounds of Beethoven’s 5th Symphony sounded out from the living room, and I recognised straightaway that Fate, after prompting me to knock at the door with its signature motif, was pushing me across its threshold.
“What’s up?” I asked. It wasn’t just that I’d never heard Shonagh putting on classical music before that I found curious. It was the agitation I saw written all over her face. All she answered me with was, “Come in. I’ve something to tell ye.”
To my relief, I entered the living room and heard that the symphony had moved on to its slower second movement. Even so, the volume was still uncomfortably loud for the comfort of my ears.
“Can you turn it down, Shonagh!” I shouted as I raised my hands over my ears.
“I can, but there are sounds in this hoose the noo that are worse for ye to hear than this music.” And she pointed upstairs.
The symphony had entered a quieter, more reflective section, and I could make out what Shonagh meant.
The unmistakable sound of moving bedsprings from above was plainly audible, along with a counterpoint of ecstatic moaning. I guessed the slow movement of their symphony had passed, and they were winding up to their finale.
“John’s back, then?” I asked, awarding myself no points for my guesswork.
“Aye, an’ I’m no’ sae sure I like the way he’s conductin’ himself”, Shonagh replied. She motioned for me to turn back and go outside.
“I was just about to take a wee walk, so let’s get on our way!”
[bookmark: _Int_uEowtDir]Despite the surrounding noise, Bùrach must have heard what was undoubtedly a magic word for him and rushed down the stairs, leash in mouth, before we’d even reached the door. Shonagh had already installed Fergus in his go chair, and Donna was still in her sling, so we were all set to go.
We left Beethoven to his finale, accompanied, no doubt, by Mamee's and John's triumphant climax.
Once outside, I turned to face her full-on. I needed to know what had happened since I’d left the previous evening. “So, how come you're a refugee from your own house now when it was so peaceful yesterday?”
 “It might have appeared like that to you and me, but that was only skin deep. We didnae ken it, but in the last few weeks, there’s been a lot happening under that skin.”
And between the skins, too, I thought. But I was too impatient to uncover the mystery, to make a joke of it. So, I urged Shonagh to continue. “Well, when John left to start his last contract, in our innocence, we thocht that was it until he came back.”
“And now you’re telling me that wasn’t it? Right?”
“Aye, lass, that’s what I’m sayin’. No way was that it. The pair of them have been havin’ a relationship behind oor backs!”
I frowned. Shonagh wasn’t making sense. “But Mamee’s incapable of doing anything behind our backs, Shonagh. I’m sorry, but I’m not following you at all, at all.” I paused here to get my thoughts together, then asked, “Shonagh, can you start at the beginning? When John came back last night, he didn’t just go up the stairs and start...”.
Shonagh saved me from profanity by interrupting. “No, I was in the living room when I saw his taxi draw up. Mamee was asleep. So, I greeted him at the doorstep by saying he’d arrived earlier than expected, but to come away in. I asked him if he’d like me to make him a breakfast, but he said he’d eaten on the plane. But I ken that these wee portions wouldnae fill a strappin’ man like him.”
Shonagh continued talking about breakfast portions and contents as we wandered, till I had to tell her to stop going round the houses and get to the point. 
“Well, the point is that John and I have been talking to each other through WhatsApp for the last few weeks.”
Now, this surprised me. I wasn’t even aware Shonagh knew anything about WhatsApp. Her technological expertise had clearly advanced markedly.
She explained it was John’s idea. But she could see its benefits once he showed her how to use it. Looking back on it now, she said she should have been able to work out John’s motive behind his suggestion. “But hindsight is a wonderful thing”, she continued. “It even lets ye see what has been going on behind yer back. And there were plenty of goings-on going on there!”
Shonagh told me that she hadn’t kept Mamee out of her conversations with John, and she’d even handed over her phone to Mamee to let them talk together. Under her supervision, of course. She thought it would help Mamee practise her English with someone who didn’t understand her sign language. The more normal that Mamee could appear to the outside world, the better, Shonagh thought.
So, John and Mamee talked about simple things — the weather, what they ate that day and what tricks she’d taught Bùrach to do. She also showed off Fergus, and John dutifully admired him and listened to him goo, goo, goo.
All very innocent, Shonagh thought. But what wasn’t so innocent were their calls once Shonagh had gone to bed. Shonagh was in the habit of leaving her mobile lying on the table when she’d finished talking to John. So, it was no problem for Mamee to take it upstairs and call John in the privacy of her bedroom. And with John being five hours behind in the USA, these calls didn’t even disturb John’s sleep.
“So, how did you find out about this?” I wondered.
“Well, the silly wee fool recorded them, and this morning, I found them when she’d put the phone back where I’d left it, and I’d taken it to my room to teach myself what else I could do with it.”
I was grateful Shonagh didn’t go into explicit details, as I needed no commentary to imagine what could have been in these videos. However, an upside of these calls was that John had been teaching her about our technology, which was beyond what Shonagh and I could explain. And another upside was that Mamee’s English conversation had improved. We’d noticed this and had been congratulating ourselves on her progress.
So much for our naivety and pride.
But back to Shonagh’s present narrative. Before she could quiz John about these calls, Mamee had entered the living room clutching Fergus to her chest.
“John!” she exclaimed, and after handing Fergus over to Shonagh, they fell into each other's arms.
“And that was it.” Shonagh continued, “They were up the stairs quicker than a scaredy-cat up the curtains. And I haven’t seen them since.” She paused before commenting in her wry voice, “Heard them plenty, though. Until I put on that CD, and you came to the door.”
We walked for a further half-hour before we decided to return. But return to what I wondered. There was only one way to find out.
What we came back to was the two of them sitting on the living room couch, drinking tea. I noted with relief the presence of a teapot on a tray on the table in front of them. We sat ourselves down on the vacant suite chairs.
John opened the conversation. “Did you have a good walk, Ma? We guessed you were going for one when Bùrach disappeared downstairs.”
Shonagh replied, dripping with dry wit if such a thing is possible. “Aye, we could sense that the two of you were busy, so we didn’t want to disturb you. Is there any tea left in that pot, or did you need it all to quench that thirst of yours?”
“Quench?” What is quench?” asked Mamee while John hurried into the kitchen to fetch two more cups.
“So, John has not taught you that word, Mamee?” asked Shonagh, changing into her Hebridean accent. “You are quenched when you have been desperate for something, and then you get as much as you want of it. Do you understand Mamee?”
Mamee laughed and pointed to Shonagh. “Oh, Shonagh, I see. That is funny. You mean ‘did we quench our thirst’ when we drank our tea, and you also mean ‘did we quench our thirst’ when we had …”
“There we are!” announced John, abruptly interrupting Mamee as he placed two cups and saucers in front of us on the coffee table.
I thought I should speak next, so I turned to John to remark that Shonagh had been telling me he’d been helping Mamee with her English. And it was noticeable how much she had improved.
“Aye”, observed Shonagh. “And you’ve taught her when Mum’s the word, too. Have you not, John?”
I saw Mamee smile at this double entendre. This was a different Mamee from the one I was used to. With Shonagh and me, she hadn’t tried to ‘do’ conversation, and we thought this was beyond her. But how wrong we were.
She joined in by saying to me, “Mum. That is another word you can use for Ma or Mamaidh. John sometimes uses it when he talks to Shonagh on the phone.”
Yes, John had certainly improved Mamee’s English skills. No doubt about that. But it was a shame that she exhibited no semblance of improvement in her diplomatic skills.
 I kept the conversation going by saying. “Yes, Mamee, I’m sure John has been teaching you words that perhaps Shonagh has avoided using in your company.”
But before Mamee could get the chance to list any of these words, I decided to change the subject. So, I asked John how long he intended to stay here this time.
“Well, I’ve a week before my next assignment. I finished my last one earlier than planned, so I decided to jump on a plane and surprise Ma.”
“You certainly did that, son. Seems like you’re full of surprises just now.” Shonagh wasn’t letting her double entendres go to waste.
Mamee, delighting in this four-way ‘conversation’, decided it was her turn to keep it going.
“And I am also full of surprises”, she announced. “Every day here, so many surprises happen.”
“Is that so, Mamee? Well, I never!” I exclaimed.
Mamee nodded vigorously. In my head, I was counting off the skills Mamee still had to appreciate. In addition to diplomacy, I added sarcasm to the list.
John cleared his throat. I sensed an announcement about to come. He started, “Can I be serious for a minute? There’s another reason for me to be here this week.”
I saw Shonagh open her mouth to make another sarcastic comment and caught her eye to caution her to stay quiet. I could see that John was trying to be serious.
“As you know, Mamee and I have become close, and I can’t help but love her.” I noticed him take Mamee’s hand.
“But I’ve something else to tell you about Mamee. I believe she can help me with my work.”
“With your work, John? How’s that?” Shonagh's raised eyebrows expressed her surprise. I, too, couldn’t see the connection.
“Well, you know my divining comes from being psychic?”
OK. Shonagh and I agreed.
“Well, Mamee is psychic, too. I’ve been showing landscape photos to her, and in each one, she’s been able to point to where I divined the oil or rare metal when I was there.”
“But son, these photos in that mobile are awfully wee. How can she do that?” Shonagh objected.
“Ma, it’s not the photos that are awfully wee. What you see on the mobile is a scaled-down version of the photo. And with high-definition photos, you can zoom in till you are over just a few square centimetres of land.”
“So, what you are saying, John, is it’s not the mobile that’s awfully wee; it’s your Ma who’s awfully dense!”
It was time for Mamee to butt in again.
“Shonagh, you are not dense. I can see right through you.”
“Oh God, spare me her comedy!” Shonagh responded as she lifted her eyes heavenward.
Mamee looked even more confused. All I could do to help was smile and sign to her that she shouldn’t worry because I understood what she was saying. I also explained that ‘dense’ meant ‘stupid’ in this context.
Mamee remained confused and signed back to me that John was easier to understand.
I nodded, hoping that this little interchange had gone unnoticed, but just in case it attracted comment, I added, “Of course, what Mamee says is to some extent accurate. In a way, she can see into us. So, maybe what she is picking up is your knowledge of where the underground object is. And not the object itself. What do you think, John? Do you think that’s possible?”
John thought about it before saying, “Could be, Ceitidh. I know you and Shonagh have had a few telepathic experiences with Mamee...”.
More than a few! I thought, but I let him continue.
“But I can’t say I’ve had any.”
Out of the blue, John screwed up his eyes as if he were in pain.
“Too loud, Mamee! You're too loud!” I shouted, signed, and tried to telepath to her.
Mamee understood, and John relaxed.
“That’s better”, he gasped with relief. And his hands moved away from his stone-grey eyes, one of them returning to holding Mamee’s hand.
“So, what was the message Mamee sent you, John?” I was intrigued to find out.
But before John could tell me, Shonagh butted in and pointed to John, “Oh, I know that. Here, I'll show you!” And she did. Shonagh drew in her fingers to make a clenched fist and knocked hard on the table.
Rat-ta-ta-tat! Rat-ta-ta-tat!
“Wasn’t it, Mamee?” she asked in the manner of someone certain they are right.
Mamee held back her answer for a second. I wrote off knowing when to make a dramatic pause from her learning list. Then, with the quiet smile of someone who knows that, for once, she has the better of the other person, said, “Of course, it was, Shonagh. Before I sent it, I read your mind, and it said I should try to send him that message. So, I did!”
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That first telepathic exchange between Mamee and John was a breakthrough. John quickly determined why he hadn’t experienced telepathy with Mamee. It was because, when he was in the States, Mamee didn’t know where he was. The key was that Mamee needed to know his location for her telepathy to work. So, John now realised Mamee’s ability to find underground targets wasn’t because she read his mind. All she needed to locate them was their photographs.
The conversation relaxed after this discovery, and we chatted about more mundane matters until Shonagh beckoned an eager Mamee to accompany her into the kitchen to prepare lunch. Mamee was endlessly fascinated by the variety of foods Shonagh used in her cooking. It gave such spice to her imagination. And so many recipes! Each day, Mamee wanted to cook something different, especially when she could accompany them with aromatic herbs that particularly enthralled her.
Shonagh and Mamee’s departure allowed me to talk to John on his own. I started by asking him about his career, and he told me he’d won a scholarship to study Geology at the University of Glasgow. Then, on a field trip during his honours year, he discovered he had a talent for dowsing. Somehow, he instinctively knew where seams of rare metals occurred in the rocks. So, when he graduated, instead of applying for a job as a geologist, he made it his mission to impress the staff in mining companies so that he could prove his worth to them.
Time after time, companies rejected him until one particularly insightful director in an enterprise decided there was little to lose by giving him a go. If he were as good as he said, the business would literally strike gold. And if he were a quack, they wouldn’t pay him.
His results were immediately spectacular, and it didn’t take him long to coin enough money to buy Tursa for Shonagh.
“No more living in a pokey, wee flat for you, Ma”, was what he had told her.
Shonagh poked her head round the door just as he spoke. “And does my son want to poke his wee nose into a snifter while he’s waitin’ for his feast to appear?”
She had a knack for the ‘mot juste’ as Iain called it.
“Aye, Ma, that would be great!” Then, as she entered the room with two glasses of what looked like amontillado sherry, John added that he assumed we would have a sherry trifle for dessert.
“No’ much escapes your notice, does it?" Shonagh replied as she handed a glass to each of us.
I thanked her as I raised my glass to toast her health and happiness.
Shonagh looked at her drinks cabinet and said, “We’ll keep the Drambuie until after the meal. It goes down a treat with a wee drop of Talisker. So long as it doesn’t make you homesick for Skye, that is.”
I replied that it wouldn’t do that since I hadn’t been back long from my birthplace to do that.
Once Shonagh had re-entered the kitchen, my thoughts wandered back to our recent stay in Skye and what I could tell John about it.
“Actually, John, can I tell you about something that happened during our visit?” I asked. Then I described my encounter with Mamee and Bùrach at the stones.
As I related it, John got excited and wanted to know every detail I could recall. According to John, stones like these were erected over what he called ‘blind springs’. He said the ancients knew they would have great healing powers if the correct frequency were used to tune into them. Other stone alignments were used as observatories, allowing these people to celebrate their sacred days of solstices and equinoxes. Then, some sites, such as Stonehenge, were used for both purposes.
Uncovering the full meaning and purpose of these locations was what currently fascinated him. He’d made enough money from companies wanting to exploit the land for its oil and rare metals, and it was time for him to give something back to the Earth to compensate for his part in aiding its destruction. As a measure of compensation, his recent contracts involved discovering underground drinking water in areas where aridity was a problem for the inhabitants.
It was when he said ‘the land’ that I recalled my first seance with Mamee. To her, ‘The Land’ was where she had grown up.
I asked John what Mamee had told him about her past.
He replied that it was a subject Mamee didn’t want to talk about. If he broached the topic in any way, she had blocked any discussion by saying it was too painful for her to go there.
And when I reflected on it, I realised that Mamee didn’t talk much about her past to Shonagh and me either. Almost all our knowledge of it came from that seance Iain had recorded.
“That seance”, I thought, recalling the copy of it on my mobile.
“John, I think there’s something on here you should know about.” And I took out my mobile to show him the séance recordings.
John was thunderstruck. He said nothing as I played them. And then after they’d finished, without looking at me, he played them again. That was my cue to let him be and enter the kitchen to offer my assistance there.
Shonagh told me that lunch was almost ready. So, I sat down and told her what John and I had discussed. I explained how we had got onto the subject of ‘The Land’ and that he had watched the seance recording, and he was going over it again.
Shonagh’s face changed, and she looked at Mamee. Mamee had lowered her face when I’d mentioned ‘The Land’, and I mentally kicked myself for my stupidity.
“Tell you what”, said Shonagh briskly as she closed the door to the living room. “We’ll serve up the meal in here. There’s room gu leòr. John can join us when he’s ready. And we can finish off this bottle of sherry. It's not worth putting such a wee drop back in the cupboard."
So, we sat down, leaving John to come through in his own time.
But John didn’t appear before the end of our meal, and I was going to offer to fetch the Drambuie and the Talisker from the living room to check on him, when he came to join us.
“Any sherry left?” he asked Shonagh.
“Aye, I’ve left ye a wee drop”, she replied. “But you’ve a lot of catching up to do on us. We're just about to start on our after-dinner drinks. Ceitidh! You’re nearest the door. Can you do the honours and bring the bottles in here, please?”
So off I went to fetch the drinks.
By the time I had returned with the bottles on the drinks tray, John was well into his haggis, neeps and tatties.
“My, that’s a good haggis!” he exclaimed, to Mamee’s obvious delight. Mamee had a knack with herbs and spices that was unmatched by anyone I knew. The haggis was from a supermarket, but when I came into the kitchen, I saw her sprinkling her own mix of spices over it. Some I knew to be fresh from Shonagh’s garden. But I was sure Mamee's experience of herbs from when she was in the Land was the greater factor in its taste.
I was keen to hear John’s assessment of the séance. But for obvious reasons, John didn’t want to speak in front of Mamee or alert her suspicions by asking to have a word in private with me.
The occasion came soon enough when Fergus woke up, crying to be fed. Whenever possible, Mamee took Fergus into her bedroom to feed him so she would have minimal disturbance. I didn’t have the same need for solitude. But each to her own, I thought.
As soon as Mamee had gone upstairs, I motioned to John for us to go back into the living room while Shonagh made a show of clearing the dishes to wash them.
Back in the living room, once settled in our seats, I started the conversation. “Well?” I asked.
“Aye, well”, he replied. “I’ve seen Ma in a trance before. But that was something else. I was keeping an open mind on Mamee’s past life up to now. But I’m convinced by that. I'm sure now she’s from some other time.”
“She talks about her tribe leaning against the Dragon’s back”, he continued. “Now, I’m sure she's not talking about a real dragon. It sounds much more like what we call a Serpent Mound. Ceitidh, the meteor that fell from the sky and started this whole sequence of events off, landed near Skelmorlie. There’s a serpent mound near there, isn’t there?”
“Yes, there is,” I replied. “I know that one. Iain’s parents live nearby, and we visited them once to take a look at it. But it’s nothing like what I saw in my mind during the séance.”
“You saw in your mind, Ceitidh? You actually witnessed these events happening during the seance? That’s fantastic!” John almost jumped out of his chair in his excitement.
“Ceitidh, how about you try to draw this Dragon that you saw?”
 “Art was never my strong point at school, but if it helps, I’ll attempt it, " I volunteered as John found a pencil and paper.
Recalling what I saw wasn’t easy. How long was this dragon? How high was the mound? Was it covered entirely by grass? Was its mouth connected to its body? I wasn’t exactly sure of the answers to these questions, but I told him I was doing my best.
“Well, Ceitidh, I suspect your best may be good enough. Because I’m pretty sure I know where this is. Let me check with this book on the table first. Just to be sure.” 
And with that comment, he walked over to the coffee table, picked up the America Before book lying on it, and brought it over to me. It only took John seconds to find the photo he was looking for in it. 
“Is that it, Ceitidh?” he asked, pointing to the page.
“Yes, I think so”, I agreed, gazing in wonder at what he was showing me. Its surroundings looked different, and the photo didn’t tell me its size. So, I asked John how big it was.
“Oh, it’s big! It states here in the text that it’s 1,348 feet long and around 4 feet high.”
I was sure it was what I had seen, now and told him so. But where was it? I couldn’t even hazard a guess. All I could say with certainty was that it couldn’t be in this country because I would no doubt have heard of it.
John continued without me needing to ask. “It’s in Ohio, and it’s well-known there. It’s called The Serpent Mound, just like the one at Skelmorlie, but it’s far bigger and much better maintained. The Native Americans there call it their Great Spirit and guardian of the ancient people."
“So, is it just chance that this book is on the table, John?”
“No, Ceitidh, ancient America fascinates me, so I like to dip into books like this when I’m here. From a geological point of view, this Mound in Ohio is particularly interesting to me because it’s on an astrobleme — that’s what we call the impact site where a meteorite lands.”
“So, there’s also an astrobleme at Skelmorlie?” I asked.
“Aye, there is that. But this one in Ohio is far bigger. We’re talking miles bigger. And it landed much longer ago. Probably hundreds of millions of years in the past, I imagine.”
I reflected for a minute. “I’m guessing this Mound must have been built a while back?”
“Thousands of years ago”, John affirmed. “No doubt about that!”
He saw me furrow my brow and take in a breath.
“I suspect I know what you’re going to say. Because I’m thinking the same thing”, he jumped in before I could say my first word.
“You were thinking Mamee’s tribe is from long ago, and Mamee’s mind has somehow travelled forward to our time.”
I nodded. He was almost spot-on, but I had a reservation that I had to tell him about.
“That seems like the answer, John. But there’s one thing that bothers me. The people I saw in my mind didn’t look like Native Americans.”
“Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about that, Ceitidh. Remember, we’re not talking about modern-day tribes. We’re talking about their ancient ancestors. And they could have looked quite different then.”
Once more, I agreed with what he said, but I had to tell him that this Tribe looked more like us than pictures of any ancient people I’d seen anywhere.
Our reflections on our ground-breaking discoveries were abruptly disturbed by Shonagh, who had just come out of the toilet at the foot of the stairs, saying loud enough for us to hear, “Is that you coming down, Mamee? I’ve a fresh pot of tea ready!”
There was just enough time for John to shut the book before Mamee entered the room.
Even though John had closed his book, our faces were still open wide for Mamee's eyes to read.
“What were you and Ceitidh looking at, John? I heard you say the words ‘Serpent Mound’, so do not make up a story. I want to know what you and Ceitidh were saying. Why were you talking about a Serpent Mound?”
I didn’t see any point in lying to her. She was too sharp for us to try to make up a story, anyway. The best I came up with was, “We think we’ve discovered where your Land is, Mamee. But any time Shonagh and I have referred to where you came from, you’ve silenced us. And I can understand that. I can see how painful it must be if one of us asks you about your previous life. And that’s why we didn’t want to involve you in what we’ve been finding out.”
Poor Mamee. I’d become used to her expressions of puzzlement with this world. I’d seen her frustrated looks when she tried to do or say things beyond her present capacity. It was easy for me to detect changes in her moods. For, despite everything that had happened, biologically, she was still my twin sister. And this sibling bond had mutually helped us.
But this time, I couldn’t comfort Mamee. I had nothing to fall back on. Her eyes glistened with teardrops, and her hands rose to wipe them away as they trickled down her cheeks. All I could do was take her arms in mine and guide her backwards to the nearest chair behind her. I feared that her legs would no longer be able to support her.
Once she was seated, I sat down next to her.  Then she looked directly at me as she used whatever means within her to let me know how she felt. Hands, voice, and telepathy combined with an expression of feeling I hadn’t experienced from her before. Words alone are a poor substitute, but I’ll do my best here to convey the intention of her message.
“No, Ceitidh, you do not understand. Even though we have the same bodies, you cannot understand the journey I have made, which has left me unable to return to my Land.
You cannot understand how united I felt with my Tribe. How I shared in their love and laughter and their sorrows. How their joys were my joys. How my abilities were awakened by the patience and tenderness my Mamee-Helper gave me.
How, when I became their Mamee, the tribe depended on me to guide them, to help heal them, to teach them the harmony of their lives with their world.
For I was their steadiness. I was the same spirit each day, while they could interchange their spirits between bodies as they woke each morning.
All that is beyond your understanding, even though you are closer to me than any other person in this world.
And it is also beyond you to feel my pain when I see what your people have done to this beloved Land. I do not need John to tell me with his photos that the Land I came from is this same Land in another time.
I have seen on John’s mobile the desolation your people have caused to this Land through their self-centredness.
Your people have savaged it and are causing it to die, cut by cut. It is scarred everywhere by your ‘technology’. I have seen on your websites what people who think of themselves as civilised have perpetrated on those they call ‘primitives’.
I have seen the pride on the faces of your politicians and big executives when they claim that the prime goal in life is to make money. Money, this god of a thousand faces, all gazing mercilessly down on suffering people who lack enough of it for their survival.
And the earth that supports their feet. They have no connection with it. Their synthetic shoes prevent them from feeling or sensing its subtle changes. And in case shoes are not distance enough for them, there are pavements and roads to create more layers to keep them apart from it.
And their buildings. They think potted plants can compensate for the separation they have caused by hacking down forests and jungles. Or they force plants to grow in a way that suits their financial interests. They are separate from the world of nature. They stuff food into their mouths without any consideration of how factories have processed it. Then, they prevent other people from growing enough nourishing plants to flourish.
This world is not the land I want to live in, Ceitidh. I want to be the Mamee of my tribe again. But I can see no way back. And it is of my own making. It was I who wanted to join you, Old Ones. It was I who was warned, and I paid no heed to the warning. And what have I done to your sister? Have I sent her to a Land she knows nothing about? To a Land where the tribe will look to her as their Mamee, and she will not even be able to communicate with them?
You, Shonagh, Iain and John. You have all been good to me. And I love Fergus and Donna. And Bùrach, here, too. You are all wonderful. But people in this land are not like the Old Ones I thought they would be.
And what have I brought you in return? I have turned your lives upside down!”
It was here that Shonagh and I stopped her.
Shonagh got her piece in first.
“Now, that’s enough, Mamee. If you have turned my life upside down, that’s no bad thing as far as I see it. I was down before you came into my life. Now I am up again. What friend did I have before you? Sure, I had John, but I hardly saw him. And now? You’ve brought your love and your kindness into my life. Now, each day I wake up, I have your lovely presence to look forward to. And I’ve Fergus’s gorgeous smile to gladden my heart.
And I have Ceitidh and Iain as friends. The best friends I’ve ever had. And that dog of yours, too. Mamee, you have blessed me in a way that no one else has come close to.
I’m sorry your tribe has lost you. Truly, I am. But I can tell you this, Mamee. If Màiri has the inward strength of her sister here, then sure, your tribe will miss you, but they won’t be totally bereft. I can tell you that much.”
Shonagh took me aback with her speech. Was this the woman who never let her true feelings show, who hid behind her dry sense of humour?
No, this was a deeper Shonagh, and what she said about me brought such a lump in my throat that I couldn’t say anything more than, “Oh, Shonagh!” and, “Oh, Mamee!”
I noticed John had gone from being a man totally in control of the situation and proud to impart his knowledge to us, to someone out of his depth. Mamee primarily communicated through sign language, supplemented by telepathy. So here he was, unsure of the full reason for Mamee’s distress and simultaneously witnessing his mother open up her emotions in a way that I doubt he’d seen her do before.
***
There is a saying, ‘It never rains, but it pours’. There should be another saying, 'It never pours, but it floods’. For, as if all this outpouring of emotion wasn’t enough for a day, another floodgate was opening up.
The landline phone announced its wish to be heard.
Shonagh was tempted to ignore it, she told me later. “The last thing I thought I wanted to hear was some con man telling me my computer had broken down, but he could put things right if I just handed him control over it.”
But her intuition told her to answer its persistent ringing. As soon as she picked it up, she heard an unusually agitated Iain.
“Shonagh, can you tell Ceitidh not to answer her mobile if it rings in the next minute or so?”
“Aye, I can do that, Iain, but wouldn’t you be better speaking to Ceitidh yourself?”
At this point, my mobile rang. Ring-ring-ring-ring! Ring-ring-ring-ring! As I took it out of my pocket, I remember thinking I’d have to change that ringtone after today. But the time it took me to have that thought was enough to save me from answering it and allowed Shonagh to grab it off me. She let it ring out till voicemail took over.
“What the…” I got as far as saying before Shonagh handed me the landline phone and mouthed it was Iain on the other end.
I took the phone from Shonagh and got as far as, “Iain, what’s up?" before Iain broke in with, “Ceitidh, you’ve got to come home now. That was a Ms Mackie from Glasgow Social Services trying to reach you on your mobile. The department has found out about the ruse we pulled. And this Ms Mackie sounds threatening about it. She’s warning of all sorts of dire consequences on you for your part in it. I told her that Màiri was with a family member in Bearsden and that you had been spending the day with them.
She wanted your mobile number, and I had to give it to her. But to provide us with some time, I said that you may be driving back now, and so you mightn’t be able to answer her till you get home.”
“And what did she say to that?” I asked, more to give Iain time to get his breath back than anything else.
“She said if that were the case, I had to make sure you phone her office number immediately you got back.”
“Hmm, a right battle-axe we’ve got here”, I thought. “Not at all like young Alison, whom we met the last time we had dealings with Social Services.”
Finishing the call, I told Iain I was on my way.
I turned from the wall I was facing to see Shonagh staring directly at me. I told her the gist of what Iain had related to me and left her to pass it on to John and Mamee. Then, as soon as I had secured Donna in the back of the car, I was off home.
The radio came on automatically when I turned on the ignition. I had it tuned into the Golden Oldies channel. The Beatles song, ‘Get Back’, was playing on it. How appropriate for me, I thought. And I smiled to myself. Then, remembering Mamee’s outburst of homesickness, my smile disappeared.
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No sooner had I stepped through our front door than Iain dived into the details of Ms Mackie's call. He explained how our deception had been uncovered. Its source was Dòmhnall’s mother, Catriona, who had asked her son how Fergus was keeping. Dòmhnall replied with the lie we’d agreed upon. That the last time he’d phoned our mum, she’d said he was fine.
But, of course, this wasn’t what I’d told Kirsty at the Portree Post Office when I was there. At that time, I just hadn’t thought she’d blab to Catriona about me telling her that I was caring for Fergus in Glasgow. So, acting on this information, Catriona duly drove to Mamaidh’s house, requesting to see Fergus. Mamaidh had tried to fend her off by saying she had no visiting rights. But that had only reinforced Catriona’s suspicion that Kirsty's account of Fergus's whereabouts was correct. So, off she went to Social Services to alert them that she feared Màiri and Fergus had been abducted. 
Social Services arrived at Mamaidh’s door and demanded entry. Mamaidh couldn’t lie to them and had to explain that Màiri and Fergus were currently in my care. This left the case back in the hands of Partick Social Services.
After this encounter, Mamaidh lost no time in phoning our home to break the news to Iain. But no sooner had she finished her call with him than our home phone rang again. 
It was a Ms Mackie from our local Social Services office. After hearing Iain answering, she demanded to speak to me in a tone that brooked no argument. 
Iain explained that I was unavailable at that moment and pretended he knew nothing about the reason for the call.
Ms Mackie replied that it concerned Màiri’s and Fergus’s wellbeing and insisted that she speak to me. Iain had to think quickly. He hates lying, but sometimes, even he sees that ends justify the means. So, he bought himself time by asking her to hold for a moment. There was someone at the door, and he had to answer it. 
In the minute’s grace this gave him, he concocted a story that, yes, Màiri and Fergus were staying with us for a wee while and that I was currently with them, visiting a family member in Bearsden. And yes, we may have been remiss in not notifying Social Services straightaway, and would she accept our apologies for not doing so? 
And if Ms Mackie had been a reasonable person, that may have worked. But no, Ms Mackie was not a reasonable person. She was a vindictive battleaxe who gave Iain no quarter. 
“And whose idea was it to ignore Social Services’ dictate that Màiri should stay at her mother’s house until further notice? Please tell me.” 
Iain reluctantly confessed it was my decision. However, everyone had agreed to it. 
“And did that ‘everyone’ include Reverend MacLeod?” Ms Mackie demanded to know. And Iain had to concede that no, it didn’t. 
Ms Mackie’s next salvo was aimed at me again. 
“And did your wife take it on her behalf to assess that her sister was of a sound enough mind to be taken from her mother?”
Iain can remember almost word for word what she said next, for it chilled him to the bone. “From the assessment I have in front of me, Màiri was only allowed to stay with her mother. However, your wife has brazenly flouted this dictate. I must tell you, Mr Liddell, she is in trouble regarding this breach of authority, and by you saying that you have gone along with her action, then you are also, to an extent, culpable. And I can’t see this going down well with the authorities in your church. So, I must ask you, Mr Liddell, to provide me with your wife’s mobile phone number. This situation must be addressed as soon as possible.”
And Iain had to give her my number, knowing full well he could get to me quicker than she could by phoning Shonagh’s landline, which he had on speed dial. 
***
On listening to Iain’s account, I could see no other option than to phone Ms Battle-axe, as I had decided to name her. She answered at the first ring in the officious voice Iain had forewarned me she possessed. 
“Ms Mackie, Director of Partick Social Services, here. How may I help you?”
I answered as politely as I could bring myself to do. 
“Hello, this is Ceitidh Liddell. My husband, Iain, has told me you wish to speak to me.” 
“Ah, Ms Liddell, I presume your husband has explained the reason why we need to speak?” 
Through gritted teeth, I concurred that my husband had indeed done so. I hate being called Ms, but at least she’d called Iain ‘my husband’ rather than ‘my partner’. 
She went on to warn me of the charges that could be brought against me, which could even go so far as kidnapping if the police were so minded. 
I told her how ridiculous I thought that was. But she made it plain that she disagreed. “On the contrary, Ms Liddell. Your sister has been deemed unable to make decisions on her own account. And that means you may be considered to have taken her against her will.”
This was when I had what I thought was a brainwave. I asked Ms Battle-axe to hold on a minute because my sister, Màiri, who had returned from Bearsden with me, wanted to speak to her. After waiting a couple of seconds, I slowed my speech just a little and said, “Miss Mackie, it is Màiri MacLeod here. My sister, Ceitidh, has made a loudspeaker for me to hear what you have said. And what you have said is not right at all, at all. I stayed with dear Mamaidh because I wanted to be with her. But now I want to be with my sister, Ceitidh, for a wee while.” 
There was a pause. I anxiously waited to see if my ruse had worked.
Then Battle-axe replied. “Màiri, could you pass me back to Ceitidh, please?”
During her pause, I knew that, assuming this deception worked, I’d need to remind myself who I was while on the phone. So, I decided. Phone-to-Right-Ear was Màiri, And Phone-to-Left-Ear was Ceitidh. 
So, Phone-to-Left-Ear answered her. “Yes, Ms Mackie?” 
“Ms Liddell, I don’t know what you are playing at, but I wasn’t born yesterday. Now, please cut the comedy and stop pretending you are your sister. You are simply compounding your calumny.” 
My heart slumped. How did this Ms Mackie know what I’d done? Then it struck me. She might not know you and I were identical twins, not just sisters. I put my bet on that being the case. What had I to lose? In the words of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, ‘Returning was more tedious than going on.’ So, I went on, keeping the phone to my left ear. 
“Excuse me. Is this some strange joke on your behalf?” 
Then, pretending I had just thought about it, I said, “Oh, wait a minute, you don’t know that Màiri and I are identical twins! And that’s why you were thinking...”. I paused for effect here. Then I continued, “So you really think I would play such a stupid practical joke on you, do you?” 
Silence on the phone for a second. 
I decided to rub it in. “Actually, if you listen very carefully, we are slightly different. Màiri, can you say something?” 
A quick switch to the right ear with the phone, then in a slightly slower, slightly more pronounced West Highland accent, I said, “Hello, Miss Mackie”. 
Back to the left ear. “Did you hear the difference, Ms Mackie?” 
Would she make a retraction? Yes! She did give a crumb of an apology. However, she blamed the files for only stating we were sisters, not identical twins. 
Then, it was back to business for her. “But to get back to the point, Ms Liddell. I need to see Màiri in person as soon as possible to assess her necessary care. So, can we arrange to meet tomorrow morning?” 
Keeping the phone to my left ear, I answered, “That’s fine with me, Ms Mackie. Just wait a minute while I tell Màiri you want to see her.”
Then, dropping the phone to my waist level, I said loudly enough for Battle-axe to hear, “Màiri, this lady on the phone wants to come here tomorrow to speak to you”. 
Right ear now. But not too close. 
“Yes, Ceitidh, that will be a pleasure, right enough.” 
Left ear. 
“Did you hear that, Ms Mackie? Màiri says it will be a pleasure meeting you here tomorrow.”
“Actually, I was planning for you to come to my office…” 
I waited a second or two while she thought about it. Then she continued, “But I see you are only a short distance away, and I pass by your house on my way to work, so I don’t see it being a problem. So, can we make it first thing, say 9 o’clock tomorrow?” 
Speaking as Ceitidh, I agreed that there would be no problem with a 9 a.m. meeting, and the phone call ended with Battle-axe’s, “Till then, Ms Liddell”. 
I’d just closed the call when Iain, who had been in the kitchen, came in to tell me he’d been phoning Shonagh on his mobile. The situation had calmed down there, but Shonagh’s concern was now focused on this latest development at our end. 
“Well, we’ll have to get back on the phone to her so that she brings Mamee here before 9 o’clock tomorrow”, I informed him. 
Iain groaned. 
“Don’t tell me, Ms Battle-axe wants to see her?” 
I nodded and gave him an account of my call with her, pretending I was switching the phone from ear to ear for dramatic effect. 
“It's lucky Mamee has a West Highland accent then, or we would have been stuffed!” 
“I can pit oan a Glesca accent tae, ye ken”, I replied, pretending his remark hurt me. 
But I knew Iain was right. Unlike Shonagh, Mamee only had a West Highland accent.
“Anyway, Ceitidh, we’ve enough on our plate without imagining non-existent difficulties. What do you think our chances are of pulling this off?” 
I wasn’t sure, but I said we just had to make it work because if this situation unwound, then Iain and I could face charges of deception in one form or another. And Mamee could be taken into care or, worse still, she and Fergus could be put under Dòmhnall’s custody. 
So, how to play it? 
We had to agree on a credible story, so we devised the following scenario after a lengthy discussion. 
We would say that until three days ago, Mamee was in Mamaidh’s care. We knew Mairead would be prepared to affirm this if necessary. However, when I went up there, Màiri, as we would have to call her for this purpose, wanted to come back with me for a while, and she became wretchedly distraught when I told her that wouldn’t be possible.
In this scenario, we would say we had little time to decide. So, given that Màiri’s mental well-being was paramount, we thought there would be no harm in Màiri and Fergus staying with us for a week. At the end of the week, we planned to take her and Fergus back to Skye or let Social Services know Màiri wanted to stay a little longer with us. In which case, they could do another assessment on her. However, by the time she’d lived with us for a full day, Iain and I were convinced she’d regained her day-to-day faculties. She was well able to dress and undress, feed herself, and take care of all Fergus’s needs, and she behaved with the mental capacity of an adult. So, we were going to be the ones to push for a reassessment. 
On putting this story to Shonagh and Mamee, they agreed it was, at least, credible. 
But the fly in the ointment was Dòmhnall and his parents. We were sure they would push for Dòmhnall to get custody of Fergus because he could prove we had deceived Social Services. Consequently, Iain and I were unfit to be her guardians. Well, we agreed that if that were the case, it would leave us no option but to play our ace. 
***
9 o’clock the following day came soon enough, and, right on time, the doorbell rang. We didn’t have Beethoven’s Fifth as our chime, but we still felt this was Fate knocking on our doorstep again. 
Iain greeted Ms Mackie politely, but Bùrach, whom Shonagh had brought down with her, was not so civil, growling under his breath until I managed to usher him into the kitchen with the bribe of a dog chew. Ms Mackie’s appearance was no surprise to me. She was in her early thirties, but lines were already appearing around her tight, pursed lips, and I suspected her broad, horn-rimmed spectacles hid more lines around her close-set eyes. After glaring at Bùrach’s vanishing tail, she accompanied Iain and me into the parlour, where Mamee and Shonagh were already seated on one side of our table. Donna and Fergus were asleep in their cradles in a corner of the room, where we had laid them down after their feeds. 
Shonagh had driven to our home an hour before. She had persuaded Mamee she had to dress formally, which, for Mamee, meant a pure silk dress and satin silk sandals. Mamee happily dressed herself these days, having discovered the feel of silk next to her skin. OK, her preference wasn’t easy on the purse, but we all agreed it was worth the expense. The only apparel she refused to wear was a bra, which she complained was too restrictive. But so long as she was breastfeeding, this wasn’t an issue. I tried to persuade Iain that I should match Mamee dress-wise. But he countered by saying he was currently all out of sows’ ears and miracles. However, to match Mamaidh’s apparel, I convinced Shonagh to bring down one of Mamee’s other silk dresses, which I duly put on before Ms Mackie arrived. 
I was the first to shake hands and introduce myself to Ms Mackie. Mamee bobbed her head and said a, ‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Mackie’, just as we had taught her to do, and in the same manner I’d used on the phone when I pretended to be her. Iain followed suit, calling himself the Reverend Liddell for effect.
Then it came to Shonagh. I introduced her as the friend whom Màiri and I had visited the day before.
“Ah, yes, you must be the Shonagh Stewart who went to Skye some weeks ago with Ms Liddell, aren’t you? Reverend MacLeod told me about you. He says you have become a close friend of this family.” 
Shonagh agreed this was so and made to follow us into our meeting room, which prompted Ms Mackie to address her by saying, “Unfortunately, Ms Stewart, being a close friend is insufficient to merit you being here at this meeting. This is part of a formal enquiry into the care, or lack of care, which has been given to Màiri. And so, I must ask you to stay out of the room, please.”
We saw this coming, and I prompted Mamee to do her prepared party piece. 
“No, no, no, Miss Mackie. Shonagh is my one and only friend. I want her to stay. Or I leave this room!” 
Ms Mackie, in her condescending voice, which, in her ignorance, she mistook to be sympathetic, informed her that she could not leave because this meeting was all about her. And then, changing her voice to one that would brook no compromise, Ms Battle-axe spoke directly to ‘Màiri’, commanding her to stay.
Once again, we had expected this to happen. So, it was time to throw our spanner into her works.
But first, I adopted the quiet but confident voice I employed as a nurse dealing with an obstructive patient who needed to know I was in charge. “Ms Mackie, if you were assessing a little girl, and she insisted on sitting with a soft, squeaky toy which she thought of as her friend, would you insist on the toy leaving the room? And if you did, would you expect to form a reasonable, objective appraisal of this girl?” 
There was no answer, so I continued, “No? Then, if you regard Ms Stewart in the same way, I am sure she’ll be happy to stay under this condition.” 
“That’s right”, said Shonagh. “I’m only here because Màiri pleaded with me to be by her side.” And then came her coup de théâtre. Shonagh casually added, “And I am part of her family, after all”. 
It had the desired effect. The Battle-axe, or perhaps Battleship was a better analogy in this case, exploded. “Pardon? This is news to me! And how, exactly, are you in her family?” 
“Well, you see, Màiri and my son John are biologically half-siblings. I made nothing of it when I lived in Skye because Mr MacDonald had already started a relationship with his wife-to-be when I found out I was expecting. But there is no doubt. John’s father is also Màiri’s father.”
Turning her head round to me, Ms Mackie asked in her peremptory manner if I had known this to be true.
“Oh yes”, I lied. “My dadaidh told me a long time ago but swore me to secrecy. It was the reason I recently looked up Shonagh. I thought it would be good for Màiri to know she had another member of her family living here in Glasgow. And Màiri’s great affection for Shonagh and her son, John, has led me to believe I was right.” 
At least for now, the battle-axe appeared to be blunted since she agreed that Shonagh could stay purely as an observer. 
Shonagh, resembling a squeaky toy, came into my mind, and I wondered if Mamee had put that image there. I looked at Mamee, who smiled knowingly back. It took all my powers to keep a straight face. Mamee was becoming as mischievous as you, Màiri. Not that I was without my own sense of mischief since I had earlier mooted the idea with Iain of seating Ms Mackie on our turra tarra chair, as I still call it.
Iain, however, was having none of it, perhaps because he saw we wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face while she wobbled about on it. So, our ‘shoogly’ seat, as Iain assures me is the Scottish word for it, remained in a corner of the room awaiting its final journey to the dump.
As expected, the meeting proper started with Ms Mackie’s accusation that we had failed to inform the authorities about our abduction of Màiri MacLeod. And, as planned, Iain and I apologised for not realising how stringent the conditions were about my sister not being in her mother’s care 100% of the time. 
However, we could assure Ms Mackie that Màiri had in no way come to any harm by staying with us, as was evident from her sitting contentedly at the table. Battle-axe noted down our statement before turning to Mamee. “Now, Màiri, I am going to ask you a few questions. Do you understand why?” 
“Oh yes, Miss Mackie. You need to assess me. That’s what Ceitidh has told me.” 
Miss Mackie, as Mamee kept on calling her, then went through a series of standard competency tests, including basic mental arithmetic, counting backwards by 10 from 100, and repeating aloud a series of numbers Ms Mackie recited to her. 
Next, she asked Mamee to tell her what she did after waking up and how she would make a cup of tea. Again, Mamee sailed through these, even telling Miss Mackie about the importance of boiling the water in the kettle before it was immediately poured into the teapot. And to milk it further, Mamee asked if Miss Mackie would like one made for her.
That wasn’t in the script, but I thought it was a great ad-lib, and I saw Shonagh fighting hard not to smile. I was aware by this time that Ms Mackie was going beyond her remit. I’ve enough knowledge of procedures to know that these were questions in the remit of a psychiatric nurse rather than a social worker. But I let her continue since it meant she had seen how at home Mamee was in our company. 
Finally, Ms Mackie addressed what we considered to be the crucial question. She asked Mamee if she remembered that Dòmhnall was her husband.
Her answer floored her interrogator but, knowing Mamee’s feelings about Dòmhnall,  came as no surprise to the rest of us. “Yes, I know he is. And I wish he was not. That is why I do not want to stay married to him.” 
I relished the stunned look that appeared on Ms Battle-axe’s hatchet face. “You don’t wish to be married to him? But whatever has he done to merit you saying such a thing, Màiri? I must say this shocks me! He loves you, and he’s so looking forward to the day you can come back and live with him. He has told me that himself. I knew you as such a happy couple, together in the past!” 
Only then did I realise Ms Mackie was a member of Dòmhnall’s congregation. Of course, it was all making sense to me now. This was why she was taking such a personal interest in the case. 
Battle-axe turned away from Mamee and looked in turn at Iain, Shonagh and me. “I see your hands at work in this affair, Ms Liddell. I know there is no love lost between you and Reverend MacLeod. I was told as much by him.”
That did it for me. It’s not so easy to make me lose my cool, but this woman had just made me boil. 
“My hands!” I yelled at her. “And what about yours, pray tell me? From where I’m sitting, all I see is a meddlesome woman who has been taken in by a man with his own axe to grind. He doesn’t care about his wife or son. He just wants people like you to think that he does. Màiri is my twin sister, and nobody knows her feelings better than I do. So how dare you imply I’ve turned Màiri against him!” 
OK, perhaps that was a bit over the top for a man of the cloth’s wife to expound in a formal meeting, but I didn’t regret saying it. Nor did I push Mamee away when she moved her chair to hug me close to her. 
I could see there was no way this meeting could continue. As did Ms Battle-axe. With all the dignity she could muster, she rose from her chair and left the room. Iain, courteous as ever, opened the front door for her and then pushed her out. Well, mentally, at least.
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As I expected, Dòmhnall phoned the following morning. I knew that Ms Mackie, as director of Partick Social Services, would have been obliged to inform him about her meeting with us and its denouement. But, despite discussing its possible consequences with Iain at length, I couldn’t predict what the man himself would say to it all.
As soon as Mamee understood what the role of a husband was in our society, she was adamant she wanted him gone from her life. But how could we explain this to Dòmhnall? And would I have the nerve to tell him the secret you’d confided in me nine months ago?
Well, I wasn’t going to tell him anything of that nature in a phone call, so I waited for Dòmhnall to speak first. 
To my surprise, I didn’t get the blustering Dòmhnall. Or the indignant Dòmhnall. Or even the domineering Dòmhnall. Instead, it was a version of him I hadn’t encountered for some years. One that I almost forgot existed. It was the one who persuaded you to marry him—the pleasant one. The one we grew up alongside and who had that unconscious charm he later consciously manipulated to advance himself in the echelons of his Kirk.
He started by asking how everyone was, mentioning each of us by name. Then, after I had duly replied that we were all well, thank you, he expressed his concern about Ms Mackie’s behaviour during our meeting with her the day before.
“You may be aware that she is a member of my congregation, and I know that she can be a little, shall we say, forthright at times. But when she told me on a phone call this morning that Màiri wants a divorce, well, it has greatly distressed me, to put it mildly. Now, contrary to Ms Mackie’s assertions, I assure you I in no way lay any blame for how this has occurred at your door. But, since you are her close twin, can you give me an insight as to the reasons behind her divorce plea?”
My autopilot replied by saying that, of course, if it helped him, I’d come over to his place and do my best to help him, even while my helmswoman was flailing desperately, trying to steer me away from such a dangerous course.
So that was how I found myself knocking at Dòmhnall’s door that afternoon. He’d been quite specific in reply to my ‘generous offer’, as he put it. He’d see me, face to face, as soon as I could make myself available. Dòmhnall was giving me no opportunity to duck out.
Even on his doorstep, I still hadn’t formed a definite plan of what I’d say to him. Instead, I decided I’d improvise depending on which version of Dòmhnall answered the door. But just in case I’d be there for some time, Iain was going to take Donna up to Tursa so that Mamee could feed her as needed. Even though we’d left the Girl Guides many years ago, I hadn’t forgotten their ‘Be Prepared’ motto. 
To my relief, it was still the pleasant Dòmhnall personality who welcomed me. And to match his more relaxed mood, his standard apparel of a stiff black suit and dog collar had been discarded. Instead, he appeared in chino trousers, an unbuttoned cashmere cardigan and woollen slippers, accompanied by something resembling a bona fide smile.
He ushered me into the same room I had been in on my previous visit and bade me make myself comfortable on the couch. Which I did, just as if I were in my own home. However, I wondered if Dòmhnall would change this room’s furniture now that he foresaw your departure was permanent.
But I realised I was getting ahead of myself thinking this. I had to know first if Dòmhnall also considered the breakdown of your marriage to him as irretrievable.
Dòmhnall, still being his polite self, asked if I’d like a cup of tea, a request I politely declined, saying I’d just had one. In truth, I simply wanted to get on with what needed to be said. After all, this couldn’t be regarded as a social visit. He rolled over the matching chair to his couch and sat opposite me. He crossed his legs twice as he appeared to gather himself to impart what he’d say next. 
Finally, he cleared his throat and came straight out with it. 
“Ceitidh, as you can imagine, I’ve thought of little else since Ms Mackie disclosed Màiri’s current change in sentiment towards me. I need to know if this is because of her having begat Fergus through an affair with someone unbeknownst to me. Am I correct in assuming this is not news to you?”
There it was. He hadn’t given me the leeway of asking if I suspected anything. Or even, more discreetly, if I thought it odd that Fergus didn’t resemble him. No. From where I sat on the couch, my equilibrium had disappeared. My friend, Diplomacy, had just deserted me and taken a running jump out the window. The only approach I had left was to be open and honest.
Looking into his inquiring eyes, I fell back on my nurse’s experience of having to give uncomfortable news to relatives of patients. So, I replied in a combined sympathetic and matter-of-fact tone, “Yes, Dòmhnall, you are right. Because Màiri and I are identical twins, it’s not in our nature to keep secrets of any kind from each other. So, I know all about Màiri’s lover and him being Fergus’s biological father.”
Dòmhnall’s face fell, but he didn’t appear surprised. Oddly, I became the one who was surprised on seeing his lack of shock. So, I asked him outright, “How did you know, Dòmhnall? Did Màiri let something slip to you?”
He slowly shook his head as he replied, “No, Ceitidh, she didn’t. But it wasn’t difficult for me to work out. Last October, she became desperate to make love. But she wasn't fooling me. I could tell it had nothing to do with sexual passion. I suspected her underlying reason, but I didn’t want to confront her about it. You see, despite not having a fully satisfying physical relationship, we still had a workable marriage. She loved seeing how I kept my congregation spellbound with my Shakespearean voice, and then abruptly changing into a 'pleading to God' delivery once I sensed they were in my metaphorical hand. 
And she loved how I encouraged her to be the Agony Aunt for so many in our congregation. Word of mouth was enough to let everyone know how practical her advice was to anyone who’d sought it from her. And not 'The Good Book Says' homilies that Sarah Armstrong, our previous reverend's wife, dished out. Having been a nurse in Glasgow, Màiri was well aware of the problems they faced, and I saw how they sought her out. Yes, I knew she was loved for the warmth of feelings she shared with them. I’ve never had that empathy, but no one has ever expected me to possess it. Instead, I am the one they go to for heavenly inspiration and, if I am honest, entertainment.
Which I have dealt out to them. In spades, if not in hearts.
But it’s been my undoing, Ceitidh. My outward success has been responsible for my inner failure. My shiny suit of armour has hidden the truth from even myself. Underneath my Iron Man mask, I was stark naked, so to speak. And maybe Màiri didn’t see my deterioration happening either. Or I think she would have warned me.
However, I know she sees it now. I’ve seen the looks she’s given me since coming out of her coma. And I know each time we’ve met since, she’s been repelled by my inadequacy as a father and as a husband. Am I right, Ceitidh? Is this what she’s told you? I need to know. And I want to know how much I’ve been responsible for Màiri’s rejection of me. Tell me, Ceitidh. Please!”
Of all the Dòmhnalls I’ve known, this one was unprecedented. I had to give myself time to think about my reply. So, I told him I’d need a while to gather my thoughts and decide how best to tell him. 
Because it wouldn’t be easy for him to hear or for me to relate. 
Once more, Dòmhnall surprised me. “Take your time, Ceitidh”, he said. “I know this will be burdensome for you to tell me, and I will have to face some home truths. But believe me, Ceitidh, I can take them. Being alone with only the Lord for company these past few weeks has given me what Robert Burns called ‘the gift to see myself as ithers see me’. And as I’m sure you know, Ceitidh, that’s a greater gift even than that which Shonagh has been endowed with.”
Taking Dòmhnall at his word, I took my time. And I kept taking it till, after several minutes’ thought, I came up with what I thought was a workable idea. I told him that Iain had Voice-to-Text software on his PC to help him write his sermons. He found that using a microphone was much quicker than typing it out one finger at a time. So, I wondered if he had a similar program on his PC. 
“As a matter of fact, I do, " he affirmed, quickly seeing what I was about to suggest.
“What a splendid idea, Ceitidh!” he exclaimed as he stroked his chin. "Off you go into my office and speak into my laptop there. I’ll occupy myself here through prayer and meditation until you’re finished and can render your thoughts to me.”
Even with the help of the software, it took me a while to declare myself happy with the result. It’s not a period of my life I ever thought I’d write about. And, especially not with Dòmhnall as the intended reader. I still had misgivings as I handed him the printout. Was I doing the right thing? Had he changed as much as he claimed? Or should I have been less blunt?
I studied him, trying to read his reaction as he read the first few lines. But again, he took me by surprise. He opened the door of a walk-in cupboard and brought out a pulpit. Well, a beech-wood lectern would be a more accurate description, but in Dòmhnall's hands, it became a pulpit. He laid the printout on the stand, took a deep breath and, adopting his biblical voice, verily said my words back unto me.
***
Dòmhnall, you’ve asked me if Màiri intended to tell you if she’d had enough of your pomposity. Well, in all honesty, I can’t entirely answer that. Yes, before her accident, Màiri had conferred with me about your increasing sense of self-importance and how she wanted to tell you straight to your face. But she was wracked with guilt about her one-night stand and her pregnancy arising from it. And even though you’d let her down in the bed department, in her eyes, that in no way alleviated what she’d done. 
As I’ve already told you, Màiri and I have never hidden anything from each other. And so, I knew all about your sex life, or rather your lack of it, since you started going out with each other.
At the start, she accepted this was because, in the eyes of your church, fornication was as grievous a sin as adultery. But she told me not much changed even after you were married and that if she’d known how uninterested you were in the sexual act, perhaps she wouldn’t have married you.
We even discussed if you were gay. But we decided you weren’t. You were just a low-libido man since you could perform, albeit rarely. Màiri concluded that this was just one of those things she had to accept.
Until that night of Gus's party, that is. Sorry, Dòmhnall, I'm talking here as if you and I know this man, Gus, when, in fact, I don’t, and you’re probably only aware he was a member of your congregation. And neither had Màiri before that fateful night.
It came about because you had to stay overnight in Edinburgh at your church's General Assembly. Consequently, Màiri told you that, rather than being alone, she planned to spend that night with Iain and me.
What she didn’t tell you, however, was how close her relationship with Emily Douglas had become. You probably only know her as a teenage member of your congregation. But let me tell you, she's a right 'Big Janet' in the making. How do I know this? Well, that’s all part of this story.
In one of our phone calls, Màiri told me about Emily and how she’d wheedled herself an invite to the farewell party of this American postgraduate student, Gus. Anyway, Emily told Màiri that after a Bible Study meeting the Sunday before, she and Gus had been chatting. Over a cup of tea, he’d revealed he was only there because his father had asked him to attend it. Or maybe demanding for the good of his soul was a more accurate way his father had put it.
Things progressed from there to the point that he invited Emily to his leaving party that Saturday. Her only problem in accepting his offer was that she had nobody to escort her. Now, if Màiri accompanied her, she knew that her parents, whom she lived with and who were still her guardians, would feel safe letting her go. After all, it would have to be a sedate party if a fine, upstanding woman like Màiri would be going. Wouldn’t it?
Emily’s chance to approach Màiri came on the Wednesday evening when she asked to speak to Màiri after choir practice. Màiri told me that Emily had been so insistent that she finally gave in to the girl's pleas, never thinking that her acquiescence would change so many lives. When Màiri phoned to tell me this, I was uncomfortable about it, and I even considered going along with her. But when I suggested this idea to Iain, he declared that if I went, he’d also attend. That made me back off at the horrific thought of him, dressed in his clerical collar, barging in on a rave.
[bookmark: _Int_gxZcvXs9]Well, it did turn out to be quite a party. Màiri told me later that, after Emily's father had dropped her off at their manse, they’d taken a taxi to Gus's flat. On arrival, they were greeted personally at the door by Gus, who was already moderately inebriated. Or steamin', as I’ve heard Glaswegians call it. Emily lost no time squeezing past Gus to install herself next to the drinks table. But Màiri wasn’t given that option. Instead, Gus made it clear that Màiri was to be his partner for the evening, his 'Chosen One', as he called her. “Just as the gods have decreed”, he added, no doubt for effect. And Màiri fell for it. 
They were never out of each other's company till she left the next morning. The party ended just after midnight, and Emily was deposited, at Gus's expense, into a taxi to take her to our home. Then, being a loyal rather than a truthful sister, I pretended to be Màiri as I phoned Emily’s parents to reassure them that Emily was back at the manse, safe and sober. But she was tired. So, after being offered a sleepover, she gratefully accepted, went straight to bed, and was asleep in the guest bedroom. 
In truth, this wasn’t quite what Emily had done because she hadn’t gone straight to bed. However, I thought it better not to inform her parents that Emily was highly intoxicated—or ‘oot o' her tree’ as some Glaswegians call it. And I also omitted to mention her rendition of The Ball o' Kirriemuir. Particularly the verse about the minister's wife 'who had them all in fits, by jumping off the mantlepiece and landing on her ... chest'.
Now, let's get back to Màiri's night of passion. As Gus was seeing Emily off in the taxi, Màiri had phoned me on her mobile, sounding like she was in an inebriated state—or ‘oot the game’ as a Glaswegian could call it. “Ceitidh”, she gushed. “I've met the man of my life!”
"And the next one, too!” I heard a laughing American male voice say in the background, over the sound of a car driving off. This was followed by Gus’s voice, now closer to the mobile, saying, “No need to worry about Màiri, Ma'am. She's in good hands.”
And Mairi’s sexy giggle assured me that she certainly thought she was.
[bookmark: _Int_TLi3st7s]I’d heard enough, so I cut her short by saying, “That's fine, Màiri. I'll see you here in the morning, then, will I?” I swiped off the phone, went to bed and hoped I’d drift off to sleep. But I couldn’t help worrying about Màiri. It wasn’t like her to be three sheets to the wind, or 'bloatered' as some Glaswegians call it. And I knew enough from my nursing days to know what dangers alcohol could make us scorn.
So no, I hardly slept. And nor did Iain. For all our lives, Màiri and I had behaved similarly. But not anymore, I thought. I could not be unfaithful to Iain, nor has he  ever given me the slightest reason to even think about it.
At about 8 o'clock the next morning, I opened our front door to see a sober Màiri with a hang-dog look that told me all I needed to know. After drinking nearly a pint of water, followed by a full cafetière of black coffee as she slumped in one of our kitchen seats, she asked if we could speak in private. A glance in Iain's direction was enough for me to see him leave with a shopping bag in his hand quietly closing the door behind him. It’s convenient, I thought, that we had such early supermarket hours. I was also confident that, given the state Emily had been in when she went to bed, she wouldn’t surface for a while yet. 
I sat beside Màiri, expecting her to speak first, but she didn’t even  look up from her empty mug, which she cradled with both hands. Finally, I grasped the nettle, or to be literal about it, I clasped my hands around hers on the mug and told her she didn’t need to explain because her silence told me everything. Then her tears came, followed by a shake of her head as she whimpered that, no, I didn’t know it all. She had a lot more to confess. 
How she’d been a fool, but she somehow couldn’t help herself.
[bookmark: _Int_hQpwBr0O]How, through a mist of alcohol, she’d believed his line about her being The Chosen One. And how they’d shared the last of his 12-year-old DoubleWood Balvenie. Then, how they had snuggled up in his bed after the party had finished, followed by the inevitable. 
I could have done without her going into the details about that part of the story, but Màiri had to own up to it all. And so, I let her confide in me and hugged her, just as I knew she needed me to do. 
After a minute, I decided it was time to be practical. I had to make Màiri realise that this was our secret and ours alone. Since Gus was flying back to the USA later that day, there was no chance of him telling anyone. And I was sure we had enough leverage on Emily for her to keep her mouth shut. 
But Màiri shook her head, and told me between whimpers it wasn’t that simple. “Why ever not?” I asked. 
After another whimper, Màiri managed to tell me why not. She believed she was pregnant. 
“So, how’s that a problem, Màiri?” I asked, assuming that you, Dòmhnall, had 'stood up for yourself', so to speak. 
It took Màiri a second to understand my assumption before she adamantly contradicted me. She furrowed her brows, closed her eyes tightly and shook her head from side to side as she told me No, you couldn’t be the father. Gus was. 
[bookmark: _Int_PTgUP3ab]Now, if I’d given myself time, my rational self would have told her that was ridiculous. How could she have known only hours afterwards? However, my intuitive self waded in first, and before I knew what I was saying, I announced, “So, we've conceived at the same time!”
That shook Màiri. And declaring it to her rocked me as well. For Iain and me, it resulted from being unable to sleep that night. I knew where I was in my cycle, but I didn’t care. And neither did Iain. So how was I so sure I’d conceived? Well, I wasn't until I said it out loud at that moment. My rational self was telling me I was being fanciful. But all I can tell you is, like Màiri, I just knew.
Anyway, we both took it as fact. For me, it was a celebration, but for Màiri? Not so much under the circumstances.
Being the more problem-solving sister, I quickly came up with a possible solution. Màiri would have to seduce you that night on your return from your Assembly. Then, with any luck, she could get away with saying you were the father. I’m sure Màiri wouldn’t have been the first woman to have used this ploy. Nor would she be the last. 
I thought telling her this strategy would have consoled Màiri, but I was wrong again. When I saw her struggling to speak, I could see she had yet more to divulge. And she did. Màiri had more guilt to assuage. 
It turned out that after they’d made love, it occurred to Gus that he didn’t know Màiri's second name. When she told him it was MacLeod, he laughed because that was his surname, too. He explained that both his grandfathers had been born in Scotland, and his parents still wanted this Scottish link to be kept alive in his generation. And this was why he’d done his postgraduate year at Glasgow. “We might even be distant cousins”, he went on to muse. Now, Màiri might have escaped having to admit that this was her married name. But her subconscious betrayed her by making her fingers twist her wedding ring. And, of course, Gus noticed. So Màiri had to confess that she was, indeed, married, and it was to the man he knew as the Reverend MacLeod.
Màiri was on the back foot after that. Gus was heartbroken, and she was the reason for his distress. As far as he was concerned, Màiri really was his Chosen One. This affair was not supposed to be a one-night stand. In his mind, he’d envisaged her coming over to the States to live with him. That was how it was destined to be. Now his dreams were in tatters. Why had she come to his party? This slippery Cinderella, who was about to leave the ball after giving him a boot up his behind. 
Màiri couldn’t stand his pain, either. To comfort him, she explained that she didn’t love you and would get a divorce. Then, they could live his dream. 
And that was how she’d left things with him that morning. They’d exchanged mobile numbers and vowed to phone each other every day. She would come over to Washington, where Gus was about to head off to, as soon as possible.
So, what should she do now? she asked me.
First, I needed reassurance from her that she wouldn’t leave you, Dòmhnall. It was wonderful to be in love's young dream. But where was the sense in leaving behind what she had for such an uncertain future? And being pregnant made her situation worse. 
Màiri pondered on what I’d advised, then showed me what she’d decided by asking me for a paper clip to let her extract her mobile’s SIM card and discard it in our wastepaper bin. Once done, I saw her relax. If luck was on our side, I thought, this would end her madness. 
So, now you know the full story. Màiri had no more contact with Gus. Although Màiri did admit to considering getting in touch with him when her pregnancy test came back positive, she rejected the idea. Even though she felt a sense of guilt about bringing up a child unknown to the biological father, the complications resulting from chasing him up were too great for everyone concerned. It was best to lie about a sleeping babe. Or something to that effect.
***
Dòmhnall finished as if he were in his church by announcing, “Here endeth the lesson”. And with these formulaic words, he removed the printout, collapsed the lectern and placed it back in the cupboard. Without thinking, when he came back to stand before me, I applauded him for his aplomb in delivering my composition, even though I knew its subject matter must have been difficult for him to recite. I was pleased when I saw him take a short bow, as it meant that Dòmhnall accepted my accolade in the spirit in which it was intended.
I rose from the couch to stand almost level with him and asked him outright about what had been baffling me. Why was he so different today? It wasn’t just that he’d been on his own. His change in demeanour was too sudden for that to be the reason. And there was an air of pleasantness about him as if he’d received some good news. I told him so, and he greeted my question with an uncharacteristically wry smile. “Sometimes, such as now, you are like Màiri used to be. It’s that ability you possess to cut to the chase. And after all, wasn’t it the chase scene that silent film audiences especially went to see?”
 He laughed as he realised he was wandering off course, which made him say, “But here I am, being a Polonius. So, to get back on track, I can avow that you are right. I have received some good news today. News that I’ve been waiting for some weeks to have confirmed. I’ve been invited by the elders of the Washington, D.C. Reformation Church to deliver a Sunday service there with a view to my succeeding their current minister, who retires next month. When they saw a recording of a sermon I gave recently in my church, they unanimously voted for me to be their next good shepherd.”
It crossed my mind that maybe Gus’s father, as part of the church’s congregation, might inadvertently have played a part in it. But I let that thought go. Instead, I took another tack.
“Was your sermon from Isaiah Chapter 55 by any chance?” I asked innocently, anticipating his reaction, and as I expected, he was thunderstruck. After recovering his equanimity, all he said was, “How could you know that, Ceitidh?”
For a moment, my face lit up. I celebrated striking gold and, simultaneously, putting his gas at a peep.
Then came, “Ah...”. And I saw his face flame. His shock turned to outrage as, with a trigger-pointed finger, he directly accused me. “You snooped and saw that sermon on my laptop, didn’t you?” 
I had to admit to myself that he’d worked it out quicker than I expected. But I couldn’t confess to him I’d found it by nosing around on his computer. So, I put Plan B into action. 
I recalled Dòmhnall had read this passage in Dr Menzies’s waiting room and that I’d mentioned it to Iain that evening. And Iain had recited the subsequent passage, which read, ‘So is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.’
Yes, that’s Dòmhnall, we’d agreed to our amusement. 
So, I explained to Dòmhnall that I’d made an inspired guess from seeing him reading these verses in that waiting room. Then, pretending I was the injured party, I expressed my deep hurt that he should suspect me of anything so underhanded as being a Peeping Ceitidh. 
In truth, retrieving the video of his sermon on his laptop was easy. He’d filed it in a ‘Sermons’ folder with a filename of Isaiah55.
Anyway, I let it rest, aware that Dòmhnall was neither buying nor not buying it. I had a more important topic to raise with him. So, I went on, “Whatever, Dòmhnall. Let’s talk about a more immediate prophecy. Am I right in predicting that you’ll look up Gus when you move to Washington? After all, won’t his father be a member of your congregation over there?”
When I saw his reaction to this remark, I knew I was back in control. I’m sure Dòmhnall would have got there eventually. But this way, I was in the lead.
“Ah, yes”, he answered as enlightenment dawned on him. “And I can tell Gus he has a son to my wife!” I waited a few seconds while mentally urging him to go through the gears, which he duly did. “And when Màiri and I are divorced, Gus can be reunited with his ‘Chosen One’ and be responsible for his son.”
Oh, Dòmhnall, if only you knew what the phrase ‘Chosen One’ meant to me!
I now had to disappoint him as I fell back on what was by this time my standard rationalisation. 
“Sorry, Dòmhnall, but that won’t work, I’m afraid. You see, Màiri asking for a divorce has nothing to do with her wanting Gus to be in her life because she doesn’t even remember him.”
In essence, this was true. Only it was Mamee who had no knowledge of Fergus’s father. And when we told her about Gus, she voiced no interest in meeting him. John fulfilled all her romantic and sexual needs. And, thankfully, she didn’t want to have a baby with him.
Dòmhnall had no answer to my last comment, and barring our polite farewells, these were the last words we spoke to each other.
***
Dòmhnall has now gone through with filing his divorce and has moved permanently to Washington. But I don’t know if he has, indeed, made any effort to contact Gus. I suspect not since he has nothing to gain from it, nor do I. But if the need arises, I still have your SIM, Màiri. For some reason, even I can’t fully fathom, it seemed to have been asking me to rescue it from the wastepaper bin.


[bookmark: _Toc216691255]From Me To You?

Well, Màiri, that’s my tale finished for now. I’ve written it in the hope that somehow, you’ll read this account of the goings-on of our lives here on this Earth you’ve left behind. I hope that as you read, it will make you smile, cry and laugh at our comedy. For, 'It is a tale, sir, would cure deafness’ as Mr Shakespeare wrote in his magical last play. 
Màiri mo ghaol, I don’t know much about the time you're living in or exactly where you are. My only clue is John’s discovery that this Serpent Mound I saw in the séance is identical to the one that currently exists in Ohio, and you can guess I’ve resolved to visit it whenever I can. Each day I wake up, your disappearance from this world saddens me anew. However, I haven’t forgotten my dream on the eve of your passing, where I saw you attending to those children. I can but think they were the same lads and lasses that my mind’s eye saw during Mamee’s séance. And I’m also heartened by Shonagh’s conviction that you’ll return to your own body when the fates decree it. So, I still live in hope.
Regarding your marriage to Dòmhnall, will it be a shock to you that if you return, you will probably be a divorcee? So, you will be able to look up Gus if you want to. That is, assuming he is still available, which is something I will have to find out if for no other reason than to tell him he has a son. 
But that can surely wait till I write Part Two of this epistle …
 Now, on to the practicalities of this account.
You’ll see I’ve started with my only diary entry. I recorded it on my mobile and I’ve transcribed it word-for-word here. At that time, I fully intended to make further daily entries for you in case you woke up. 
But events decided otherwise. 
So, the rest of this story is written from notes I took each day and supplemented with my memory’s reflections. I’ve tried, miserably, I fear, to keep my humour in check, but a sense of comedy is a fundamental part of us. And, if I’ve elaborated a little on the truth in places, well, too bad for Mr Truth. I’m sure he’s big enough not to be too upset by my liberties.
And just in case you’ve an ‘opporchancity’ to show this to non-Scottish or non-Gaelic speakers, you’ll see I’ve added two dictionaries after this entry. Just a whim of mine, I have to say.
Also, you’ll no doubt have noticed that all the chapter headings are malapropisms of what were some of Dadaidh’s favourite songs. I hope they bring back happy memories of when we sang (and mangled) them along with him. 
One final thing about Dòmhnall. He was correct about my vice of snooping. But I guess he thought his incriminating material was well hidden on his PC. Not so, I’m afraid ;-)
You see, John, at my behest, has taught me something about this ‘new-fangled technology’ as Shonagh calls it. Enough, anyway, to find hidden files, such as ‘Big Janet’ and ‘Wee Linda’. Honestly, they were a not-too-welcome education for me. So, I guess you won’t be surprised that your husband gets his kicks from voyeurism more than active sexual participation. I can’t say if the copies of these files I sent to my laptop will have any future use, but you never know … 
[bookmark: _Hlk163141390]But one thing you can be sure of is that I’ll keep telling you everything about me and my beloved players on this stage we call life. For, as life goes on, so will this story. 
All my love, now and forever, 
Ceitidh 
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aboot		about
ain			own
an'			and
awa'		away
a'thegither		altogether
awfy		awful
bloatered		drunk
dae			do
deil			devil
didnae		didn't
dinnae		don't
disnae		doesn't
doon		down
drookit		drenched
dug			dog
fair			completely
faither		father
fash			upset
gi'e			give
gi'ed		gave
Glesca		Glasgow
guid		good	
hae			have
hame		home
he’s gi'ed 		he has given
hoo			how
hoose		house
isnae		isn’t
ken			know
kent			known
kissin’		kissing
lassie		young woman
Ma			Mum/Mom
ma			my
meanin’		meaning
nae			no
neeps		swede turnips
no'			not
noo			now
o'			of
oan			on
offy			awful
oot			out
ower		over
pit			put
plannin’		planning
sae			so
swallying		swallowing
tae			to
tak'			take
tatties		potatoes
thae			those
the morn		tomorrow
the noo		just now
thegither		together
tho'			though
thocht		thought
unco guid		pretentiously good
wasnae		wasn't
weans		wee ones
weel		well
whit		what
wi'			with
ye			you
ye'd			you would
yer			your
ye're		you are
ye've		you've
yin			one
yerself		yourself
yon			that


[bookmark: _Toc967936979][bookmark: _Toc216691257]Scottish Gaelic to English Translator
	a leanabh beag
	her little baby

	an naoidheanan seo 
	these babies

	An-da
	indeed

	[bookmark: RANGE!A4]an t-Eilean Sgitheanach
	the isle of Skye

	An urrain dhuinn bruidhinn gu prìobhaideach
	Can we speak privately

	balgam-càile
	appetisers

	bòidheach naoidheanan
	lovely babies

	bùrach
	a right mess

	Dadaidh
	Dad

	do leanabh
	your baby

	dona
	bad, horrid

	Èist rium, a Cheitidh
	Listen to me, Ceitidh

	[bookmark: RANGE!A13]Fàilte ort, s fhada bho nach fhaca mi thu
	Welcome, long time no see

	Gaol ise gaol i
	She is my love

	Gu dearbh
	Indeed

	gu leòr
	a plenty

	Halò, a Dhòmhnaill, seo Ceitidh
	Hello, Donald, it’s Ceitidh

	Mamaidh
	Mum

	Mar sin, tha, do nigheanan air tighinn
	So, your daughters have come

	mo bhalach
	my boy

	mo chaileag
	my girl

	[bookmark: RANGE!A21]mo chù bheag
	my little dog

	mo creach
	Good heavens

	mo ghaol
	my dear one

	mo ghràidh
	my love

	mo phiuthar ghaolach
	my beloved sister

	naoidheanan bòidheach
	beautiful babies

	nigheanan beaga
obh obh!
	little girls
oh, dear me!

	ochone
	alas

	ogha
	granddaughter

	pàrantan
	parents

	Seall, Dadaidh, coimhead air do ogha. 
	Look, Daddy, look at your granddaughter 

	seanair
	grandfather

	taigh-croite 
	crofting cottage

	Tapadh leat Siusan, mo deagh charaid
	Thank you, Susan, my good friend

	Tha, tha e air a bhith ro fhada
	Yes, it’s been too long

	Tha sin ceart, a Mhairead, agus seo iad
	That's right

	Theirar Donna rithe
	Her name is Donna

	Tigh a-steach
	Come in


[bookmark: _Toc216691258] Author’s Notes
For me, one of the great pleasures of a novel is when the author climbs down from his or her all-seeing perch and talks to us human-to-human. So, for those of you who share this indulgence, here I am. The human-all-too-human wizard without the wand.
Let's start with the book's locations. 
It is principally set in Partick, which is in Glasgow's west end. All the place names exist. And the Crow Road is used as a Glasgow expression for death. As an aside, I used to live just off it and have many happy memories from that time. And the Queen Elizabeth University Hospital is actually called the Death Star by Glaswegians.
The Serpent Mound in Ohio also exists. Here is a link from a discussion between Joe Rogan and Graham Hancock that shows its alignment with the setting sun on the summer solstice. 
The other main location in this novel is the Isle of Skye, which is situated in the northwest of Scotland. 
The Reformation Church is fictional. But it is loosely based on the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland, or 'Wee Frees', as they are colloquially known. Like my Reformation Church, they only acknowledge divorce for fornication and adultery. And, like my fictional sect, they do have a church in Washington. 
The Church of Scotland, to which Iain belongs, is Scotland’s national church. I’ve refrained from making Iain a comical character. This is mainly because I did not think I could compete with Rikki Fulton's I M Jolly in his Last Call series.
The Ball O Kirriemuir, as sung by Emily, is a well-known bawdy ballad in Scotland, supposedly based on a real-life barn dance in the 19th century. It has been most noticeably sung by the operatic tenor, Kenneth McKellar, in this X-rated version. However, there are many versions, the majority of which include a verse about the minister's wife.
John's comment about there having been no Neanderthals in North America is factually correct. But who knows what may be discovered in the future? Only a few years ago, no one thought that indigenous peoples in the Amazon and Australia could share the same ancestry. But this is now acknowledged as fact. But regardless of future findings, the mystery of the Land and its inhabitants will be explained in the last novel in this series.
[bookmark: _Hlk113459898]For anyone interested in the song titles in the Chapter Headings that Ceitidh alludes to, here they are, along with Wiki links to the song titles they are based on.



	Title
	Based On

	Message to Mhairi
	Take a Message to Mary

	Change of Mind
	Change My Mind

	Coming Home
	Major Tom (Coming Home)

	When She Got Home
	When I Get Home

	Four Hours in Tursa
	Twenty Four Hours from Tulsa

	This Land is my Land
	This Land is Your Land

	Break While Through on the Other Side
	Break on Through to the Other Side

	To Another Land
	In Another Land

	Baby, My Donna!
	Lady Madonna

	She's Not Leaving Home
	She's Leaving Home

	Oh Doctor, I'm Not in Trouble
	Goodness Gracious Me

	Over the Bridge to Skye
	Over the Sea to Skye

	The Spirit Stones in Skye
	Spirit in the Sky

	Big Mad John
	Big Bad John

	Irish Blood, Scottish Heart
	Irish Blood, English Heart

	A Strange New World
	A Whole New World

	Knock of Fate
	Beethoven Symphony No. 5

	He Can Work It Out
	We Can Work It Out

	Mackie the Axe
	Mack The Knife

	Dòmhnall, Where's Your Truth, Sir 
	Donald Where's Your Troosers

	From Me To You?
	From Me To You




Here is a word about the Glasgow dialect as spoken by Shonagh. In truth, there is no single Glasgow dialect. Some Glaswegians speak standard English, albeit with a Glasgow accent, while others are virtually incomprehensible to anyone outside Glasgow. Try your luck with Stanley Baxter’s Parliamo Glasgow. 
The Gaelic language is still spoken in Skye, primarily within the over-50s age group. So, in time, it is in danger of disappearing as a first language. That is why Ceitidh and Shonagh speak almost exclusively in English. But Ceitidh at least reverts to the Gaelic in some of her words, and when she sings her waulking song. Waulking is the softening of tweed by thumping it by hand. Women sing to keep the rhythm going as they waulk. As an example, see Outlander Season 1 Episode 5.
Finally, Ceitidh herself admits to not always being truthful in her story. So, I can safely say that anything that looks like a factual error is entirely her fault. And I take no responsibility for it. :-)
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