
[image: Cover]


About the Author

Christine Marion Fraser was one of Scotland’s best-selling authors, outselling even Catherine Cookson, with world-wide readership and translations into many foreign languages. She was the author of the much-loved Rhanna series. Second youngest of a large family, she soon learned independence during childhood years spent in the post-war Govan district of Glasgow. Chris lived in Argyll with her husband. She died on 22nd November 2002.


A RHANNA MYSTERY

Christine Marion Fraser

[image: Logo Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


Also by Christine Marion Fraser

Rhanna

Children of Rhanna

Return to Rhanna

Song of Rhanna

Storm Over Rhanna

Stranger on Rhanna

A Rhanna Mystery

King’s Croft

King’s Acre

Kinvara

Kinvara Wives

Kinvara Summer

Kinvara Affairs


First published in Great Britain by
HarperCollinsPublishers 1996

This edition published in 2013 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 1996 Christine Marion Fraser

The right of Christine Marion Fraser to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781444768244

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


To Frank Gallagher,

Who made the dial of the golden sun,

To tell me of the dawning of a day that’s just begun,

Who brings to me the laughter, of music and stories shared,

And all the treasures springing from a friendship, never spared.


With thanks to Ken

for all the numerous cups of coffee,

when I was back once again on Rhanna.

C.M.F.
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Part One

SPRING 1968
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Chapter One

Fergus felt uneasy. He had emerged from a restless sleep and now he lay in the darkness of the room, wide awake and alert, his eyes on the grey oblong of the window. The March night was black outside. Normally he could see the rugged outlines of Sgurr nan Ruadh etched against the sky but now there was nothing, just the night and the blackness and this strange feeling of foreboding in the pit of his belly.

Taking a deep breath he made himself relax. The door of the bedroom was partially open; from the hall he could hear the faint ticking of the grandmother clock. It was a tranquil sound, one that he had known from childhood. The clock had been in the family for generations.

‘A grand old lady,’ his father had affectionately called it, and though Fergus himself would never have openly voiced such a sentiment he thought of it that way: the grand and tireless old lady who had stood sentinel in the hall all these years, the heartbeat of the house, the matriarch who had dictated the household routine for so many McKenzies.

It was a sound that was both soothing and compelling. One minute he felt lulled by it, the next he found himself counting the ticks. Tick-tock, tick-tock. His lids were growing heavy. Wryly he smiled to himself in the darkness. Other people counted sheep; he counted clock beats, maybe because, as a farmer, he’d had enough of counting sheep to last him a lifetime.

The house was peaceful and quiet around him, the big feather bed was warm and comfortable, there was no reason in the world why he shouldn’t just allow himself to drift off. But he fought against it. Something out there was disturbing him. He strained his ears, listening; there was nothing unusual to be heard, only the sigh of lonely places, the voice of silence on the hills, the River Fallan rushing over the stones.

Throwing back the covers he padded quietly over to the window and looked out. A blanket of swirling mist covered the island; in the distance the beam of the Rhanna light filtered faintly through the haar; the mournful tones of the fog horn came eerily through the darkness.

There was nothing to be seen of the village of Portcull, nor of the Sound of Rhanna beyond. Down below, the ghostly grey shapes of the trees were still and silent, the pale glitter of hoar frost on the roadside verges the only vestige of brightness in the landscape. Menace seemed to lurk in the branches, melancholy crept amongst the twisted trunks . . . he felt threatened and oddly apprehensive.

He shuddered and tried to shake off his mood. He wasn’t the sort of man to indulge in fanciful imaginings. Trees were trees, shadows were shadows, it wouldn’t be night without them . . .

Straining his eyes Fergus peered downwards . . . and his heart lurched into his throat! Something had moved down there in the bushes, one of the shadows had detached itself from the rest, a being of the night, shuffling furtively towards the house . . . He blinked his eyes and looked again. There was nothing, all was as it had been, not a branch moving or stirring.

If anybody was out there, he reasoned, it would most likely be old Dodie, the island eccentric, who had, for most of his life, wandered the hills and glens of Rhanna at all hours of the day and night. Yet Dodie was more settled these days, ever since the laird had moved him from his lonely cottage in the hills down to Croft Beag on the edge of the village. Dodie had never been more contented, his cow and his hens round about him, his garden to tend, Mairi McKinnon in the neighbouring croft, only too willing to see to all his little home comforts. Even so, the wanderlust was in his blood and would be till the day he dropped. If the mood took him he quite simply upped and went. No matter the hour, off he would go a’roaming, his huge, wellington-clad feet fairly covering the miles, his greasy black coat flapping in the wind.

But on a freezing cold March night? With barely a glimmer of light to show him the way?

Fergus decided he’d better go and investigate. Pushing his feet into his slippers he threw his dressing-gown round his shoulders and stole soundlessly downstairs.

The kitchen was warm and comforting, the fire had been damped with dross before bedtime and under the crackling of black cinders its heart was starting to glow. At Fergus’s intrusion into the room a floppy, indistinct shape half rose from the rug and Fergus laughed.

‘It’s only me, lazybones,’ he said softly, affectionately rubbing the dog’s ears. Last summer he had rescued the animal from the river, all tied up in a sack and left to drown. It had only been a pup then, big-boned and eager, an incongruous mixture of genes, jet black in colour with a soft spotted nose and a distinctive Border collie tail, recognisable labrador features, curly spaniel ears and ‘God knows what else,’ Bob the Shepherd had said with disgust when first he had clapped eyes on the beast. ‘It’s like one o’ they comic creatures they have in the circus. It will be no good at all as a working dog and will likely just spend its life lazing around at the fireside.’

‘Definitely a fifty-seven variety,’ Kirsteen had said when her husband brought home his find, ‘what else can we call him but Heinz?’

‘Ach, you can call it all the fancy names o’ the day,’ Bob had spat disdainfully. ‘It won’t do a bit o’ good. Why else do you think it was thrown in the river? It will become just an ornament on the rug, it has the look o’ a lazy bugger about it already.’

Bob had never had time for ‘lapdogs’ as he put it. Neither had Fergus for that matter, but this dog was different; he’d had a traumatic start in life. Almost from the moment he had been fished out of the water he had shown a deep and lasting gratitude to his rescuer. As soon as he had recovered from his experiences he attached himself very firmly to Fergus and wouldn’t let go.

Where Fergus went Heinz followed, watching every move with his huge mournful eyes. When Fergus sat he sat, when Fergus moved he moved. He was like a shadow, faithful and loyal, even when Fergus was exasperated by his lack of prowess in all things useful and roared at him to go home. Because Bob had been right, Heinz was useless with sheep, and he was no good at all in the fields. Instead he liked to round up the hens in the yard and tease the cats in the barn and quite early on he displayed a terrible weakness for a game of football with the youngsters who came to visit Laigmhor.

He was marvellous with children and old people, but other than that he was ‘a lazy good for nothing’ in Bob’s own triumphant words. Undoubtedly he adored the fireside and all the comforts of home and was effusive in his appreciation when Kirsteen set down tasty meals for his enjoyment.

Bob was soon proved wrong about one thing, though. Much to his annoyance Heinz was not destined to be a lapdog. As an ungainly pup he had only just fitted Kirsteen’s knee, and deep had been his contentment in those precious few weeks, cosily dreaming and snoozing the evenings away. But when he was just six months old he had soon wakened to the reality that he had become much too big even for the biggest basket, and with many mighty sighs and moans he’d had to make do with the hearthrug.

One thing was certain however. At Laigmhor he had found a home for life. Everyone who met him loved him. He wooed and won all-comers to the house and in so doing allowed another of his little failings to become apparent: he would never even make a good watchdog. He was alert to the everyday sounds round about him, such as a knock on the door or a chicken roosting on a windowsill, the rattle of the letterbox or footsteps on the path, otherwise he was at peace with the world and loved everybody. The only time he displayed any aggressive tendencies was if anybody showed signs of threatening behaviour towards Fergus, his god. If, in his master’s presence, a voice was raised or a stick brandished, no matter how innocently, up Heinz would jump and the rumbles would start deep down somewhere in his massive lungs, growing in strength till his whole body trembled with the might and force of his feelings.

‘Ay, I’ll say that for him,’ Bob admitted grudgingly, ‘even if he’s no’ got much else in his head he’s got your interests at heart, man. I have no doubt he’d kill anybody that looked near you and wi’ those great buggering teeth o’ his he’d make a good job o’ it too.’

‘I hope Bob’s right.’ Fergus smiled dourly to himself as Heinz responded to his fondling with a great show of stretching and moaning. He was vastly content and delighted to see his master at this unusually early hour of the morning, and it was obvious that nothing out of the way had disturbed him.

Seizing a torch from a hook on the wall Fergus went to the door and opening it he went outside, recoiling a little as the freezing foggy air penetrated his thin clothing. He went all round the house, shining the torch into nooks and crannies, checking the nearby outhouses to make sure nothing or no one was lurking there.

Heinz, feeling he ought to be on duty, reluctantly left the warmth of the kitchen and followed in Fergus’s wake, sniffing at every bush as he went, licking at the little mound of frost that had gathered on his inquisitive nose.

Hearing the stealthy padding at his back Fergus swung round and laughed in relief at the sight of his dog looming through the mist, unconcernedly lifting his leg at his favourite watering post – a gnarled old broom bush at the side of the path.

‘Come on,’ Fergus led the way back to the house, ‘there’s nothing here, back to bed wi’ you, lad, as if you need to be told.’

Kirsteen stirred and murmured in her sleep when Fergus climbed back into bed and snuggled down beside her. His feet were like ice, she was as warm as toast, and he couldn’t resist moving closer to the enticing heat of her body. She was soft and yielding and smelled faintly of new baked bread and apple blossom soap. The passing years hadn’t lessened their desire for one another; last night he had made love to her with a fierceness that had taken her breath away.

In a few hours, weather permitting, she was going away from him, her little case all neatly packed and ready on a chair near the bed.

Doctor Lachlan’s wife Phebie was going to Glasgow to nurse an old aunt who had just been discharged from hospital after a gall bladder operation.

‘Why don’t you come with me?’ Phebie had said to Kirsteen, her rosy face sparkling at the thought. ‘You haven’t had a holiday in years and could be doing wi’ a break. Aunt Minnie’s a nice old soul, a widow wi’ plenty o’ money, thanks to having had a husband who was a bank manager. She’s a bit grippy mind, doesn’t believe in letting anything go to waste, she’s also a bittie eccentric and fussy but a great character for all that. She lives in a lovely flat in the west end, near the botanic gardens. I won’t have to be at her beck and call all the time and you and me could have a fine time in the Glasgow shops. She’s got bags o’ room and will be only too pleased to have company.’

But Kirsteen had hummed and hawed. She hadn’t left the island in years, she wasn’t too sure if she would like being in a town, Fergus needed her, he would be like a helpless bairn without her, there was far too much to do at Laigmhor, the lambing season was coming on; she couldn’t possibly just up and leave everything and everybody to their own devices.

‘Nonsense!’ Shona, Fergus’s daughter, had said briskly when she heard all this. ‘If by everybody you mean Father you needn’t worry your head about him. I’ll make sure he’s fed and watered and has everything he needs. He isn’t a baby, you know, and Phebie’s right, you do need a holiday, you’re getting to be like Mirabelle was, with all your fussing and smothering!’

‘Smothering! Well, I like that!’ Kirsteen had gasped. ‘I’ve never smothered anybody in my life . . .’ she had glared at Shona contemplatively ‘ . . . until now, that is!’

Shona had laughed unrepentingly. ‘Alright, make that mothering. You do mother Father, and you do fuss over him. I’m just up the road at Mo Dhachaidh and I can easily pop in to make his meals, and if that isn’t enough I’ll even bring the bairns down here and stay with him for as long as need be, Niall won’t mind, I’m sure.’

But Niall had minded. When he learned of his wife’s plans his face had turned red and his brown eyes had glittered. ‘Hey, hang on,’ he had protested, ‘what about me? Your one and only husband? Where do I fit into all this?’

‘Och, don’t foul your breeks,’ Shona had replied with a toss of her red head, ‘we can manage between us just this once. Kirsteen has helped us out plenty in the past. It’s time we did something for her for a change. Anyway, it probably won’t come to me actually having to stay at Laigmhor, I only really said that to please Kirsteen. Father’s perfectly capable of biding on his own for a while. After all, Phebie’s leaving your father to fend for himself.’

‘He has Elspeth to see to him,’ Niall said quickly.

Shona smiled. ‘Elspeth’s head is too full o’ Captain Mac these days for her to bother with anyone else, but I take your point. Ruth will be only too happy, I’m sure, to help me look after you while I’m looking after Father and Tina won’t mind helping to look after Father while I’m looking after you.’

All this sounded rather confusing. Niall blinked and grimaced, Shona followed suit, then they looked at one another and burst out laughing, all their little differences forgotton in the daftness of the moment.

After that it was all settled; Kirsteen capitulated to all the persuasive tongues, the assurances that nothing would suffer in her absence. She was now quite looking forward to going with Phebie to Glasgow, but still she worried about leaving Fergus and spent the days leading up to her departure cleaning the house and cooking large quantities of the kind of foods that wouldn’t easily perish.

‘It will just go to waste,’ Fergus told her patiently. ‘Don’t forget, the electrics haven’t come to Rhanna yet and I’m thinking that the freezer you bought last year will rot away before we’re able to wire it up.’

‘We don’t need a freezer, I’ve made things that will keep.’ She had shooed him out of the kitchen at that point and after that he had held his tongue because he knew it would be useless to argue further.

The evening prior to her departure she had baked batches of scones, bread, and pastries and had tumbled into bed exhausted, though she hadn’t been too tired to respond to his persuasive mouth, or to the demands of his body moulding itself to hers.

Now she was like a contented kitten, curled up and cosy, though when she became aware of his cold knees at her back she murmured sleepily, ‘Is everything alright, Fergus? You’re like ice. What have you been up to?’

‘Nothing, go back to sleep.’ Tenderly he kissed the crisp curls at the nape of her neck. A strange sensation of insecurity seized him. He didn’t want her to leave him, her place was here with him, she had hardly left his side in all their years of marriage. The children were all grown up with lives of their own to lead, Kirsteen was the only one left to him and now even she was going away . . .

The heat of her body beat into his; he took a deep breath and allowed himself to relax against her. In minutes they were both asleep, held fast to one another in love, warmth, and trust.


Chapter Two

At ten-thirty next morning Lachlan’s rickety little car drew up at Laigmhor’s door and sounded its horn. It was a very distinctive sort of horn, with a tone to it that was reminiscent of a cockerel with a sore throat.

Laigmhor’s cockerel hated it. Every time he heard it he set himself up in direct competition to it and this morning was no exception. Lifting his beak to the heavens he let rip, his crows growing louder in volume, higher in pitch, till the entire hen-run echoed with the raucous screeching. This excited the geese and the hens a great deal and they too added their contribution in support of King Cock, cackling and gaggling at the tops of their voices.

‘Christ! Would you listen to that!’ Fergus scraped back his chair from the table where he had been having his mid-morning break, and going to the door he thrust his feet into his boots. ‘I’ll thraw that bloody cock’s neck if I get a hold o’ him!’

‘Fergie, Fergie.’ Kirsteen drew him to her and held him close. ‘It isn’t the cockerel, is it? It’s because I’m going away and you’re trying to hide your feelings in angry words.’

Gently she kissed him and pushed a lock of dark hair back from his brow. ‘Say you’ll miss me, darling man. I know you, you don’t like to let your emotions show but I think – just this once – you ought to tell me you love me and say you can’t wait for me to get back.’

‘Steady on,’ he said gruffly, ‘you aren’t even away yet so how can I tell if I’ll miss you or not?’

‘Fergie,’ she said softly, ‘come on now. Don’t send me away without a single loving word.’

Fergus hesitated. In truth he was feeling rather annoyed with himself for taking Kirsteen’s departure so much to heart. He hadn’t expected to feel like this but now that the moment of goodbye had come he felt that she was deserting him for some obscure relative of Phebie’s who couldn’t possibly mean anything to her.

He glanced at Kirsteen’s face. She was biting her lip and watching him anxiously and – he had to admit it – she did look tired and in need of a break. ‘Alright,’ he conceded awkwardly, ‘I’ll miss you, isn’t that enough?’

‘If you’re going to behave like that . . .’

She pulled away from him and he looked at her standing there. The passing years had not robbed her of the beauty that had so entranced him when first they had met. She was slim and smart in a blue suit that matched her eyes, her face was still finely honed, her skin had that lovely attractive glow that came from living in the dewy air of the Hebrides. She was his Kirsteen, so much a part of his life, so much a part of him . . .

‘Kirsteen,’ he murmured huskily and folded her to him to crush her mouth with his, ‘you know fine well I’ll miss you, every minute o’ every day. I won’t be able to settle till you get back. We belong to one another you and me, it’s been like that right from the start. I – I canny find the right words to tell you but always know – my life would be nothing without you.’

‘Oh, Fergie!’ The tears sprang to her eyes, and for a moment she was tempted to go outside and tell Phebie she couldn’t go with her after all.

The car horn sounded again, the cockerel, the hens, and the geese set up a fresh cacophony of screeches, Heinz sat down and lifting his head bayed to the ceiling . . .

‘Go.’ Fergus pushed his wife gently towards the door. ‘Go before we have the entire countryside down about our ears – and here, take this, enjoy yourself in the shops, you deserve it.’

He pressed a small wad of notes into her hand. She looked at it, the tears springing afresh. ‘Oh, God, I don’t want to leave you, I can’t . . .’

Tucking her case under his arm he propelled her outside to the waiting car.

‘Coming down with us to say goodbye?’ Lachlan popped his head out of the window and gazed enquiringly up at Fergus.

From the back seat another head hove into view, one that belonged to Elspeth Morrison, Slochmhor’s housekeeper. A grouse feather was sticking up out of her hat, and an unusual little flush burned high up on her cheekbones.

Elspeth had a very important mission on her mind that day. She was going down to the harbour to meet Captain Isaac McIntosh coming off the ferry. He had been to the island of Hanaay to spend a very belated New Year with his sister Nellie and Elspeth had missed him more than she could have thought possible. He and she were soon to be married and even now she could hardly believe that he actually wanted her for his wife, a widow woman of advanced years whose bitter tongue and sarcastic remarks were legendary on the island. But ever since Mac had come to lodge with her they had gotten to know one another very well indeed, much to the astonishment and curiosity of the entire island.

They had spent a marvellous Christmas together in Oban, shopping, sightseeing, exploring, walking hand in hand wherever they went, laughing, talking, or just being comfortably silent with one another. Elspeth had never known anything like it; the world for her had opened up and she had expanded with it. Mac’s warmth, his frankness, his joy of living, transferred itself to her and she blossomed as she had never done in her life before.

Her marriage to her drunken sea-going husband, Hector, had been a farce. They had spent their time arguing and bawling at one another, and when he had died she had thought she would spend the rest of her life alone and lonely. Now there was Mac, and Elspeth had never been happier. She was well aware that the tongues were red hot with speculation and gossip, but she ignored it all and held her head high.

Fergus had scant patience with Elspeth, she had always irritated him with her knowing looks and her malicious innuendos, but worse than that was her air of smugness whenever anybody was in trouble and Fergus had no desire to share the back seat of Lachlan’s old motor car with her.

‘Thanks, man, but we’ve already said our goodbyes,’ he hastened to say, a muscle working in his jaw when Elspeth stuck her sharp nose haughtily in the air.

Kirsteen squeezed his hand. ‘I’ll probably only stay in Glasgow for a week. I wish you would get the phone in, Fergie, everyone else has one.’ She sounded wistful. ‘I would have felt better, talking to you every night. You could maybe call me from Slochmhor or Mo Dhachaidh, but in any case I’ll write. There’s a steak pie in the larder for your dinner and a pan o’ soup in the –’

Despite himself he laughed. ‘Woman! Be gone wi’ you! I’m not helpless and I won’t fade away. Shona, Ruth, and Tina between them will see to that.’

The car door banged, her neat little head bobbed at a window, her face gazed out at him, her hand came up, and then she was gone from him in a cloud of exhaust fumes.

He stood watching the vehicle receding down the farm track and took a deep, rather shaky breath. The raw air flooded his lungs. The mist of the previous night having completely dispersed, it was a cold but beautiful morning; the slopes of Sgurr nan Ruadh were red with bracken, a cap of snow gleamed on its peak, and away in the distance the Sound of Rhanna was a dark blue ribbon against the paler blue of the sky.

Heinz gazed up at him. ‘It’s only you and me now, lad,’ Fergus said quietly, and turning on his heel he walked back slowly to the empty house.

The harbour was quiet that morning, with only a handful of locals standing about watching the approach of the steamer. By coincidence or design, Behag Beag, the Ex-Postmistress of Portcull, as she had entitled herself, was there beside Kate McKinnon, muffled to the eyebrows in scarves, a large black astrakhan hat pulled well down over her long ears, the collar of a moth-eaten fur coat enclosing the scraggy layers of her neck.

‘It was my mother’s coat,’ she had told Mollie McDonald when first she had appeared in the garment. ‘My father gave it to her on their second wedding anniversary and of course I came heir to it when she died . . .’

At this point her voice wavered a little but she certainly wasn’t going to tell Mollie that her father had got the coat from a tink at the door in exchange for two shillings and a bag of meal. Her mother had never worn the coat, saying that it might have been stolen for all they knew, and what good was a fur coat anyway on an island where the womenfolk only ever went to kirk dressed in black and the only fur coats they had ever seen were attached to the sheepdogs. So the garment had been shoved to the back of a wardrobe, forgotten and neglected, till the recent cold snap had encouraged Behag to resurrect it.

‘Of course, the moths have been at it,’ she had explained glibly to Mollie, ‘even though it’s been well wrapped in camphor paper. But it’s fine and warm for all that and I was never a body to bend to all that fashion nonsense.’

Mollie had eyed the coat and privately thought that it would have been best left to the tender mercies of the moths, but she was a kindly soul and said nothing, not even when Behag eyed her own sensible tweed coat and said loftily, ‘You could be doing wi’ a change yourself, Mollie, ’tis all very well to be wearing the same things year in and year out but as my own mother said to me, “If you leave poverty indoors and take pride with you the two will never go hand in hand in this family.”

Behag had never fully understood what her mother’s adage had meant, she still didn’t understand, but it sounded good anyway and Mollie McDonald had certainly seemed impressed if her red face and astonished expression had been anything to go by.

Whatever Behag thought about pride, she certainly displayed very little of it when it came to nosing into other folks’ activities. She was incensed with curiosity about Elspeth and Captain Mac and made use of every opportunity to poke and pry into their lives. Ever since the start of their ‘affair’, as she put it, instilling every sort of meaning into the word, she had made it her business to follow their every move. She had known full well that Mac was coming off the boat that morning and had contrived to be at the harbour in order to witness ‘the reunion’ at close quarters.

Now, the steamer had tied up, the passengers were disembarking, and Captain Mac was one of the first to come down the gangway. He made straight for Elspeth, his white hair tousled by the sea breezes, his big jolly nose glowing brighter than ever from the drams he had consumed with Tam McKinnon in the saloon bar. He and Elspeth greeted one another with restraint, conscious as they were of several pairs of eyes upon them.

‘Behag’s here,’ Elspeth hissed into one of Mac’s hairy lugs, ‘’specially to see us. You’re surely no’ going to let her down, Mac, she came for more than just a view o’ the sea – and on such a cold morning too.’

Mac cottoned on quickly to her meaning – both of them took an absolute delight in tormenting the Ex-Postmistress of Portcull – and without ado he folded Elspeth into his big hearty embrace and kissed her soundly on the mouth, to be amply rewarded by an expression of sheer shock on Behag’s face.

‘Did you see that?’ she gasped to Kate as Elspeth and Captain Mac went off arm in arm, choking back their laughter. ‘Kissing and slavering for the whole world to see. It’s bad enough for young folks to be doing that sort o’ thing in public but at their time o’ life – it’s a disgrace!’

Kate looked thoughtfully in the direction of the receding pair. She was lost in her own train of thought and didn’t pay much attention to Behag’s comments. ‘What good will the likes o’ Elspeth be to a lusty great chiel like Isaac McIntosh?’ she pondered with a devilish glint in her eyes. ‘She’s that scraggy and he’s that big he would maybe break her in two if he climbed on top o’ her.’

Behag’s lips folded and she said coldly, ‘There is no need to put it that plainly, Kate McKinnon, besides, they will surely no’ be indulging in anything o’ that nature at their age.’

Kate’s eyes gleamed, she liked nothing better than to tease Behag. ‘My, my, Behag, ’tis well seeing you are a spinster woman wi’ naught in your head but pride and prudity. People do it at any age, the older the fiddle the better the tune! I myself have enjoyed it more as I got older. Tam used to just shake his breeks at me for another bairn to be on the way . . .’ She grinned widely at the look of disgust on Behag’s face. ‘And talking o’ the man, here he is now, all frisky and eager and maybe thinkin’ o’ taking me to bed for the rest o’ the morning.’

As Tam approached, Behag flounced away in highest dudgeon, leaving Kate skirling with laughter as she took her husband’s arm and marched him away homewards.

Lachlan was helping Phebie and Kirsteen to get their luggage out of the car, smiling a little when he felt the weight of his wife’s case. ‘Are you sure you’re going to Aunt Minnie’s?’ he enquired, his brown eyes twinkling. ‘Or have you and Kirsteen maybe cooked up something a bit more exotic between you? A cruise, for instance? Or a few weeks in the Bahamas while the rest o’ us sneeze and sniffle and shiver our way through a freezing Scottish spring?’

‘Chance would be a fine thing!’ she replied with a giggle. ‘If Aunt Minnie could bear to part wi’ some o’ her money, a cruise would be just the job, but she’s aye been too mean for her own or anyone else’s good!’ Her plump face grew serious and grabbing his hand she said urgently, ‘Oh, Lachy, are you sure you’re going to manage without me? I don’t like leaving you on your own like this.’

‘I won’t be on my own. The place will be jumping wi’ visitors all anxious to see how I’m coping. I have no doubt that Fiona will pop in to make sure I am not dying o’ starvation, no’ to mention Shona, and Tina and any number o’ women fussing over me and spoiling me. And don’t forget, there’s always our Elspeth, all tight-lipped and serious and telling me that no self-respecting wife would ever go off and leave a poor hapless cratur’ like me to fend for myself.’

Phebie laughed. ‘I know, she’s been giving me some poisonous looks lately but she’s much too taken up wi’ Mac these days to really bother her head about anything else.’ Her eyes searched the harbour. ‘Fiona isn’t here, after saying she would be. Grant has a few days off at the moment so maybe she’s too taken up with that to bother about her poor old mother. I hope she’ll remember to look in on you.’

‘Och, Phebie! Of course she’ll remember! Stop fretting, I’ll be fine, and I can always go to Laigmhor and drown my sorrows with Fergus over a game o’ cards.’

Grabbing her to him he kissed her and slapped her on her well rounded bottom to send her on her way before giving Kirsteen a farewell kiss on the cheek. He stood watching as they boarded the boat and waved at them when they appeared at the rails.

‘Tha Breeah!’ Dodie came galloping up, shouting out his customary Gaelic greeting for ‘It’s a fine day’ in his mournful voice. No matter the weather, Dodie always said the same thing, though on this sparkling blue March morning, with the sunlight silvering the sea and the wavelets lapping the long stretches of dazzling white sands, his words were perfectly justified.

As usual his clothes were pitifully inadequate to keep out the biting cold; his hands were blue, a large drip adhered precariously to the end of his nose and the tips of his ears were purple, yet despite all these obvious discomforts there was a spark of excitement in his dreamy grey-green eyes as he went on in a rush, ‘I am waiting for Hector the Boat to see will he maybe take me out fishing wi’ him.’

Dodie had always been a creature of the land, never of the sea. He was scared of everything pertaining to it, both real and imagined. Canty Tam had filled his head with tales of Green Water Witches, whose main aim in life was to lure unwary fishermen to their death beneath the waves. Then there were the Uisge Hags to contend with, dreadfully wicked beings who could change from ugly crones into beautiful mermaids for the sole purpose of capturing fishermen in their evil clutches and transporting them for their own use to the very depths of the ocean.

With all this in mind Dodie normally avoided contact with the sea, but Hector the Boat had recently pulled a muscle in his shoulder and was looking for an extra pair of cheap hands to help him haul in his lobster pots. Being possessed of a persuasive tongue he had somehow convinced Dodie that all the tales he had ever heard about sea monsters had been born of myth and legend, and that even if they did exist, it was only deep sea fishermen who ran the risk of close encounters.

‘I thought you didn’t like boats or the sea, Dodie,’ said Lachlan with a frown. ‘What’s changed your mind now?’

For answer Dodie rubbed his stomach and rolled his eyes heavenward. ‘Lobsters, fresh out the sea. Hector said if I helped him wi’ his pots he would give me a whole one all to myself. Nothing finer wi’ a boiled tattie and a bit turnip.’

Lachlan looked grim, ‘And that’s your payment for helping him? One lobster?’

Dodie nodded in a distracted fashion as he searched the harbour for a sign of Hector. A small boat puttered into the bay and tied up alongside the old jetty. Hector’s woollen-clad head came bobbing up the slimy stone steps. Cupping his hands to his mouth he yelled, ‘Come along now, Dodie, the Queen o’ Scots is ready and waiting for us!’

Hector had thought it a fine joke to name his tiny vessel in such a grand fashion, and even if it hadn’t brought him much in the way of reflected glory, it had certainly caused a small sensation among the fisher-folk of Rhanna when he had christened it with a bottle of beer and had launched it amid much swaggering and boasting.

‘Hector might no’ be the full shilling,’ old Jessie McKinnon had said at the time, voicing the general consensus of opinion, ‘but he’s all there just the same. The man would rob his grannie o’ eggs and sell them back to her for a profit without batting an eye.’

Whatever his faults, Hector the Boat was a likeable rascal and he undoubtedly seemed to have Dodie under his sway if the old eccentric’s new-found enthusiasm for fishing was anything to go by.

Turning to Lachlan he puffed out his chest and said importantly, ‘I will have to go, doctor, the Queen o’ Scots is here and Hector will maybe no’ wait for me if I don’t get a move on.’

Dodie still addressed Lachlan as ‘Doctor’, even though he had been retired for some years, and Lachlan couldn’t help smiling as the old man took to his heels with gusto, the loose sole of one enormous wellington slip-slapping noisily on the stone flags of the quayside.

The steamer was leaving the harbour; as she sailed out into the open sea Phebie and Kirsteen soon became just dots at the rails. Lachlan stood watching till all he could see was the smoke from the funnels.

Fiona, his daughter, came running up, a tall young woman with a lively face and neatly bobbed glossy brown hair. ‘Damn! I’ve missed it!’ she panted. ‘After saying to Mother I’d be here to see her off. Grant’s keeping an eye on Ian and I meant to be on time but at the last minute old Jessie popped in for a blether and you know what she’s like once she gets going. Her niece Barbara lives in the Midlands and has been ill for some time so Jessie is trying to get her to come to Blair Croft for a holiday.’

Lachlan nodded, ‘Barbara McKinnon, I remember her, left the island to work in England and married a man by the name o’ Benson. There’s a whole bunch o’ bairns, I believe, and Benson flew the coop when his wife became ill, leaving the family to fend for themselves.’

Fiona shook her head. ‘I heard all about that, from Jessie herself of course . . .’ She broke off to gaze at her father. He seemed a little forlorn, she thought, and just a tiny bit lost looking.

‘Come on.’ Linking her arm through his she pulled him away from the harbour and onto the road. ‘A cup of tea is what you need, and maybe a nice hot scone absolutely smothered in bramble jam. Jessie brought some of each and once Grant gets his teeth into them there won’t be anything left for anybody else. You and me will make merry first so just you relax and come with me whilst mother-cum-wife sails o’er the sea.’

He laughed; she was light-hearted and talkative and just the boost he needed in that strange moment of loneliness he had experienced when the steamer had sailed away taking Phebie with it.


Chapter Three

It was quiet in the house and after only a few minutes Fergus could bear it no longer. None of the usual faces were there that morning. Donald was in bed with flu, Davie McKinnon had a septic toe and ‘couldny get his boots on’, and Bob hadn’t yet arrived, which wasn’t like him as normally he was up with the lark and immersing himself in his work. It was a busy time of the year too, the early lambs were arriving and Bob liked to be out there in the fields, striding amongst the ewes with his dog at his heels.

Everything was strange and silent, both in and out of the house. The geese had marched down to the fields and were now grazing peaceably on the grasses, the hens were crooning contentedly in their run, and King Cock had crowed himself to a standstill and now stood balanced on one leg, thoughtfully eyeing the upturned backside of Granny Hen, the grand old lady of the hen-run who bossed the other hens unmercifully and pecked King Cock if he dared to come near her with anything other than honourable intentions.

Fergus glanced towards the road, hoping to see a sign of Shona, or Ruth or even Tina, who had promised to look in to see, ‘Will you be needing a bittie help?’

He had scorned the idea of all these women fussing over him and had expected the feeling to last for some considerable time after Kirsteen’s departure. Now here he was, Kirsteen just five minutes away, and already he felt bereft of human companionship.

Get a hold o’ yourself, man, he told himself sternly, and striding over to the barn he yanked the door open and began forking cut turnips into a barrow which would later be scattered in the fields for the sheep.

Heinz, as usual, had followed his master and now lay sprawled on the straw-covered floor, languidly scratching one ear and yawning for all he was worth. Suddenly his ears pricked forward and he scrambled to his feet, a few long lopes taking him over to the stumpy wooden steps leading up to the hayloft. Excitedly he began whimpering and yelping and gazing upwards.

‘Be quiet, boy!’ snapped Fergus irritably, in no mood for Heinz and his games.

But the dog ignored the order. Whining and barking he clambered up into the hayloft to disappear from view, the sounds from his lungs growing in volume till with a sigh Fergus abandoned his task and strode over to see what all the fuss was about.

Heinz appeared, looking down from his lofty perch, bits of grassy debris adhering to his fur, his eyes big and bright in his lolling-tongued face.

‘Get out o’ there, lad!’ Fergus scrambled up and made to grab the dog by the scruff of the neck, but Heinz neatly evaded the movement and bobbed out of sight once more, his short yelps and barks becoming more muffled as he burrowed his way through the loose hay.

‘I’ll kill you for this, you bugger!’ roared Fergus as he went after the dog. He didn’t have to go very far. Heinz was waiting for him, standing on top of a pile of sacks like the king of the jungle. Before his master could pour any more vitriol into his ears he turned his head to look over his shoulder in a dignified gesture that very effectively conveyed all that he was feeling.

Fergus looked over the dog’s head. The sight that met his eyes took his breath away. A young girl in her early twenties lay sprawled in the hay. Her eyes were closed, she was dirty, ragged and unkempt; her hair was a mass of matted black ringlets, her skin pale and translucent in the rays of sunshine streaming in through the skylight. A large purple bruise on the side of her forehead stood out from the surrounding smooth skin like a medallion, and her legs and feet were scratched and bleeding through the rips in her stockings.

Fergus stared, ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ he swore softly, ‘where in God’s name did she spring from!’

Then he remembered last night, the darkness, the shadows, the feeling of foreboding that had seized him, the sensing that something or someone was out there, watching, waiting, before creeping furtively towards the house. It must have been her, this slip of a girl, seeking shelter from the night and the cold. But why was she out there in the first place? And who was she?

He asked himself these questions even as he fell on his knees beside her and applied his fingers to her neck to feel for a pulse. It was there alright, beating faintly but steadily. She was icy cold to the touch and with a sense of urgency he rose to his feet and hurried out of the barn to the house.

For once Heinz didn’t follow but lay where he was, his soft muzzle on the girl’s chest, his large, moist, mournful eyes holding an expression of anxiety beneath the furrowed canopy of his brows.

Seizing one of Kirsteen’s own coats from the hall-stand Fergus ran back with it to the barn and in minutes he was tucking the heavy woollen tweed folds round the girl’s body. He sat back on his knees, staring at her, nonplussed as he wondered what to do next. Having lost one of his arms in an accident many years ago he knew he wouldn’t be able to lift her on his own, except perhaps to throw her over his shoulders – not a very good idea bearing in mind that she might have other injuries he didn’t know about.

He felt uneasy. Where the hell was Bob? He should be here! Unless of course he was at last past it and hadn’t bothered to get out of his bed this morning. But no! Bob would never behave like that. He was a diligent worker and scorned idleness of any sort, especially in what he described as ‘these soft young buggers you get mooching around nowadays!’ No, no, Bob would have a good excuse for not being here, he’d better, or else! Fergus knitted his brows and scowled. Then he remembered Lachlan. He ought to be coming back from the harbour about now. He was a doctor, he would know what to do.

With a sigh of relief Fergus gladly vacated the barn and with Heinz once more at his heels he walked swiftly to the end of the farm track to await the approach of Lachlan in his little car.

Lachlan was feeling more cheerful as he drove slowly away from the smart new bungalow into which Fiona and her husband, Grant McKenzie, had recently moved. One of three, nestling into the lower slopes of Sgurr nan Ruadh close to Murdy McKinnon’s tiny cottage, it was neat and bright and, along with its equivalents, regarded as a ‘featureless box wi’ funny wee chimneys’ by Rhanna’s older and more traditional inhabitants.

‘I wouldny live in one if you paid me,’ had sniffed old Annack Gow disapprovingly. ‘You can hear yourself clattering about in them as if you were wearing clogs. They don’t smell like real houses and forbye all that there are no wee corners to hide in.’

Her contemporaries knew what she meant. The houses they had lived in as children had been full of little corners, both in and out of the house; character had been built into every stone, and they had smelled of peat smoke and salt herring, not to mention all the other smells associated with self-sufficiency. Families had all lived under the one roof, grandparents, parents, children, looking after one another, sharing and caring, comforting each other in times of trouble, just being there in the home together in the long, dark nights of winter.

Things were different nowadays. Families no longer remained together, the children going their separate ways as soon as they were old enough, into houses of their own where they could live their own lives away from the watchful eyes of parents and grandparents.

Self-suffiency wasn’t as important as it had once been. The steamers brought regular supplies to the islands and it was easy to take a trip over the water to the mainland shops. Mail order catalogues were part and parcel of everyday life and only a few of the womenfolk spun yarn into cloth, and then it was mainly to sell to the tourists.

There was no doubt about it, everything was easier all round, yet no matter how comfortable they might be, the hankerings for a past way of life remained with the old ones who liked nothing better than to gather together and reminisce about their youth, even though there were few among them who would honestly have wanted to return to a way of life that had often been hard.

Their lifestyle now was somewhere comfortably in between the past and the present. As long as they could get together with their cronies for a good gossip and a ‘cosy wee cuppy’ the world wasn’t such a bad place to live in and though their offspring might not be under the same roof as them they were reassuringly close at hand if they were needed.

Houses in general retained the look of ‘real houses’, with proper chimneys, good thick walls, and roofs that were slated, pitched or corrugated, according to taste and finance. Peat smoke still spiralled from the chimneys to add its distinctive bouquet to the air and make town-bred visitors pause and wonder at the strange, evocative smell.

Television had not yet arrived on Rhanna. People had to make their own entertainment, as they had done for centuries, and the ceilidh still survived, with people visiting one another’s houses for evenings of story and song.

But times were changing, there was no doubt of that. New buildings were gradually going up; a small council estate was presently being built near the village, and there was talk of a public convenience being erected at the harbour – ‘the sooner the better’ according to Ranald, who was heartily sick of people ‘peeing up against his boatshed and rotting the wood’. The Portcull Hotel had recently had an extension added, the present owner, Duncan ‘Bull Bull’ McManus, declaring he had been ‘bursting at the seams for the last few summers’, which Todd the Shod had attributed to his trousers rather than to the proportions of his hotel.

These modest innovations didn’t unduly spoil the appearance of the village nor made that much difference to the general way of life. The menfolk were glad of the extra work, the young folk enjoyed the extra activity, while the womenfolk attributed the changes to ‘moving with the times’ and hoped optimistically that a grammar school might one day be included in the curriculum so that their children wouldn’t have to travel to the mainland in order to further their education.
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