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                                                                 Wild Atlantic 

                                                                          

‘Under the heavy laden clouds that were as black as the devil himself, you shivered. I 

opened my eyes and removed the sodden blanket from you Elizabeth to prevent you from 

turning to ice. It was no use. Already we were doomed. The rich amber, gold and black 

pebbles made my back ache and your father lay next to us unburied.’ 

 

Mother dozes. I guess it’s the rocking of the boat that sends her off to sleep.  My mother 

loves the sea and everything that goes with it. We are rocking from side to side; the 

crockery tinkling in motion to the rhythm of the boat. I am grateful the journey is reduced to 

two weeks rather than the nine weeks it took us to arrive in Nova Scotia. I think of the 

cramped conditions on the way over and recoil at the stench of sickness that I can still smell. 

The cholera took many lives with no respect for children, men or women. Mother stirs.  

‘Finish your story.’  

‘Where was I?’  

‘On the beach next to father and me.’  

‘Oh aye, fifteen years; fifteen years since I felt the Atlantic breeze on my skin. Oh how I have 

longed for it.’ 

She looks off into the distance. Her bright eyes following the men carrying the small body 

wrapped in a white sheet. We hear the splash and watch the sun splitting through the clear 

blue sky. 

‘We had left the night before and made it onto the beach; the black smoke rolled out over 

the loch. Empty cockles from last night’s supper were scattered like baby gannets waiting to 

be fed. Whenever I felt that longing for my homeland I would close my eyes and dream of 

my life before I met him.’ 

At least this time we are traveling in the cabins and not down in the lower deck like before. 

Still I can see the women falling about with their stained petticoats. The stench of rum is 

overwhelming. Some are only young girls.  

‘You and I laid father out that night on the stones. His hands across his chest black from the 

burning embers he had tried to save. His legs were purple and yellow and his face pale like 

the dried stretched seal skin of my sieve. A red gash across his head lay open like a mouth 

the final blow that took him.  I had to get you away, far away from there.’  

‘And you did mother.’ 
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‘Aye I did. Your father could have fought harder; he held me all those years.’ 

Mother wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth; pushed her plate to the side and 

leaned forward. Her voice a whisper; it is difficult to hear with the noise of the engines and 

the steam belching out from the giant funnels. 

‘It was well after midnight when they struck. It was difficult to see amongst the smoke but I 

could make out the shiny boots of the feer-thoulladh nan tighean; and the hoofs of his 

men’s horses. I was flung to the ground trying to stop them from striking you; but he lay 

down to it Elizabeth lay down to them.’ 

I feel ashamed as the tears stream down my face as I am once again crying for my father. It 

is usually when I am alone in my own thoughts that I allow myself the release of these 

emotions. Mother narrows her huge eyes.   

‘I could hear the song of the sea echoing over the loch and I could have went in there and 

lost myself in that sapphire sea, muted like a child in the womb. But I couldn’t leave you. 

Your eyes were streaming from the black acrid smoke. I got up from the stones and started 

to dig his grave. The curved blade helped right enough; but I was weak.’ 

‘Not just the smoke mother.’ 

‘Grief for you Elizabeth not for me, the only grief I had was the longing to be back home; in 

amongst my ain.’ 

‘I know.’ 

The smell rose up in my nose and I feel sick. Although things have improved there is still that 

smell of alcohol and unwashed bodies. I remember the smoke and the pounding of hooves 

from that night but not much else. 

Mother’s eyes narrow again.    

‘I heard those horse’s hooves again and I turn with my blade toward them. Out of the smoke 

stood a huge man. It was difficult to make Callum out at first, his long beard as black as the 

smoke he had come from. I was glad to see him. He sat you and I on his cart and finished 

burying him. 

‘You will be home soon mother.’ 

I reach out and touch her arm my eyes fill with tears. 

‘Callum knew how desperate we were. It was him and him alone that saved us up on the 

mountains; until we could set aboard that ship. And it was uncle john’s kindness; the work, 

the shelter that has allowed us to go back now. Looking out from those mountains; that wild 

Atlantic ocean was calling me and my blood soared.’ 
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I nod my head in response. 

 

The smell of oil and the noise of the boat’s engines make it difficult to hear mother at times. 

Her face is smooth except for the wrinkle around her brow as she slips from her narrative to 

sleep. 

I am diving from the granite rocks, swimming deeper and deeper dancing and swirling to the 

song of the sea twisting and turning muted like a child in the womb. Trying to catch those 

silver darlings; it is the game of the Atlantic and I lose myself in its vastness. I am free once 

again; free from any man and as safe as the coral deep in this ocean… 

I gently awake her. 

Mother looks refreshed. I reach out and hold her hand for a second before she pulls away; 

she smiles. I know it is her way of saying sorry. I am used to this. 

‘I met him on the seventh of April. I didn’t notice him at first; it was his sleekit way of 

creeping up on me. Just as the springtide cast her enormous waves; I lay sunbathing on the 

very beach he lay dying. My mother had warned me not to lie on beaches; to sunbathe on 

the granite rocks. We never listen to our mothers when we are young and carefree. I 

learned the hard way Elizabeth. I can return knowing you are safe and you will have a good 

life.’ 

I know that my life will change from here but I also know that freedom for her is in the 

home where she belongs. I will never grudge that for her. Every time I look at the ocean my 

heart will sing and her blood will soar through my veins. 

‘It is time mother.’ 

We have spoken of this moment during the long hot summers cutting corn in the fields. 

When she felt she could stand the heat no more; I would listen to her quiet cries on those 

humid nights. My heart broke for her and I understand why it had to be from the boat when 

she made her pass. 

‘As I have told you many times I lost my homeland twice.’ 

I nod my head and swallow hard. 

We make our way on up on deck. There is no one there but the two of us. The sky is brilliant 

blue with the red sun bursting up and the water is sparkling bright. It hurts me to look at it. 

All around us far off in the distance we can see mountains; their peaks hidden in the mist. I 

feel like I am in some sort of painting. I pull my shawl closer as the wind bites at my face and 

the wild sea splashes her tears of joy. 
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 Mother removes her shawl flinging it to the wind; her long brown hair dripping wet. She 

tosses her head from side to side like the wild creature she is. This is how I imagined it, it is 

the perfect moment. 

She embraces me and I kiss her frozen cheek. The tears mixed with sea water leave us both 

drenched. She removes her dress and petticoat and I hand her the skin. Without looking at 

me she slips into the water.  
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