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Part One

Christmas 1965


Chapter One

The Rev. Mark James arranged his long frame on the window seat of his study, lit his pipe and settled back to puff at it thoughtfully. His gaze roamed round the walls of his den, where hung some of his most treasured possessions. There were several lopsided child’s drawings, gloriously uninhibited creations that never failed to bring a smile to his strong, dark face. Smiling birds with clumping big feet, climbing merrily up perpendicular trees with not a foothold in sight; squinty-eyed brides teetering on impossibly high-heeled shoes; ships with tall funnels rearing into garishly coloured skies. All executed by the hand of a little girl now dead, each picture as gay and exuberant as her life had been. On the dark, panelled wood above the fireplace hung a framed mosaic of exquisitely hued sea shells fashioned into delicate flower and leaf patterns. His wife, Margaret, had collected them on their honeymoon, and as soon as they got home she had made the picture and proudly hung it on the wall above their bed.

‘It’s not the most artistic effort but each time we look at it we’ll remember the beginning of our life together.’

He could see her face now, her smiling mouth, her eyes shining as she looked at him for approval. His heart twisted. She was gone now from his life, both she and his daughter Sharon, taken from him in a car accident that had wiped out their lives as if they had never been. Only memories were left, and sometimes he was afraid because in the secret recesses of his mind he couldn’t visualize his wife and daughter as clearly as he wished.

Firelight flickered over the room, danced on the pictures, threw shadows over the faces of Sharon and Margaret looking out from their frames on the mantelpiece. His strong teeth bit into the stem of his pipe. Loneliness engulfed him. He knew a terrible longing for the happy sense of fulfilment that had once been his.

Mark had been minister on Rhanna for over four years now and he had found a great deal of contentment in his new life, though more and more of late there had been a restlessness in him. He had tried to ward it off by immersing himself deeper into his work, but he found difficulty keeping his mind on it.

The pages of his partially completed Sunday sermon were scattered about his desk – he couldn’t concentrate and he was angry at himself for being so weak as to want . . . to want things that were, with each passing day, becoming more and more out of his reach . . .

Against his will his eyes were drawn to the window and he found himself gazing down towards Tigh na Cladach, Gaelic for the Shore House, a sturdy big place sitting on the machair above Burg Bay.

This was the home of Doctor Megan Jenkins. From his study window the minister could see all the comings and goings to and from the front door which was on the sheltered side of the house facing the Hillock. Just then the door opened and the last of the morning patients went sprachling away in the direction of Portcull, body bent against the wind howling up from the sea.

Mark James glimpsed Megan’s slender figure before the door was firmly shut and the house seemed to huddle into itself, reflecting an air of almost secretive aloofness to the world. It was as if it had absorbed the elusive nature of its newest owner, for there was a great aura of reserve about the young woman doctor who had come to the island two summers ago to take over the practice from Lachlan McLachlan, the man who had tended the population nearly all of his professional life.

The minister’s firm jaw tightened. From the beginning he had liked Megan Jenkins – no, something much more than that. The more he had come to know her the greater had grown in him a yearning that wouldn’t be stilled. He recalled to mind how, after an initial slow start, their friendship had grown. In those early days he had done everything he could to make life easier for her in a strange place and in time they had become good neighbours, each day getting to know one another a little bit better. They had talked together, walked together, there had existed an easy rapport between them, they had discovered that they shared much in common, and then – foolishly – he had spoiled it all by letting her see that his feelings for her went far deeper than just friendship.

She had withdrawn from him then. ‘Please, Mark,’ she had told him, ‘I’m not ready for anything of that sort – not yet – perhaps never. It might be better for both of us if we stopped seeing one another, that way neither of us will get hurt.’

From that day she had avoided him and he cursed himself for having spoiled what they had, a platonic relationship would have been better than this emptiness that was inside him whenever he thought of her.

He sighed deeply and stared at the house. The smoke from its chimneys was blowing hither and thither in a gale force wind that was whipping the Sound of Rhanna to fury, Atlantic rollers were thundering to shore, bedraggled bundles of seaweed had come up with the tide to drape themselves over the walls surrounding the garden at the back of the house. To the left of the bay the almighty cliffs of Burg reared up, menacing and sheer, broken by yawning black caverns into which the sea spumed only to gush with terrific force out of spout holes atop the cliffs. Vertical pinnacles of glistening black rock rose up out of the sea in front of the caves, treacherous reefs spread spiky fingers out from the bastion of Burg and on a wild day like this it was an awesome sight to watch the ocean heaving round the jagged crags, and to hear it thundering into the caves.

The minister could sit at his window for hours just watching the wonderful spectacle of a storm-lashed sea crashing over the skerries, but today he was in no mood to contemplate the wild grandeur before him. All his thoughts were centred on Megan, on how long it had been since he had had something resembling a conversation with her – and they were neighbours, dammit! The curse exploded inside his head. He couldn’t help it, he couldn’t! And yet he seemed to be the only one experiencing trouble getting through to her.

At first Megan had found it hard going getting to know the canny islanders and their ways, the male population in particular finding it difficult to confide their most intimate medical problems to a woman after the easy rapport they had shared with Lachlan. In the case of the womenfolk it had been easier, many of them declaring that at long last they could discuss their feminine complaints without fear of embarrassment. To quote Kate McKinnon of Portcull, ‘There were times I would go to Lachlan wi’ a bum problem and end up showing him a skelf in my finger.’

Yet, even though the women now found life easier as far as their personal troubles went, there were those among them who rejected the woman doctor merely because she was young, attractive, and as Behag Beag so succinctly put it, ‘fancy free’.

People of Behag’s generation simply did not trust a doctor who could attract young, healthy men to her surgery ‘like flies to cow dung’ and with nothing more serious wrong with them than ‘hot breeks and an insatiable thirsting after passion’.

‘She looks as though butter wouldny melt in her mouth,’ sniffed Elspeth Morrison, whose years of allegiance to the McLachlan household had left her with the unshakeable opinion that the doctor had not yet been born to take Lachlan’s place. ‘But I know that sort only too well. Men and boys are no’ safe wi’ them and I for one wouldny like to see the kind o’ things that go on behind closed doors.’

‘Ach, blethers, you spiteful cailleach,’ Kate McKinnon hooted, ‘you would gie your left lug to see – ay – and maybe take part as well. You’re nothing but a frustrated auld yowe since your Hector went and drowned himself wi’ the drink.’

‘My Hector respected me as a woman,’ spluttered Elspeth in outrage, her bony, immobile face flushing crimson. ‘He was never that sort o’ man.’

‘No?’ taunted a delighted Kate. ‘What way was it then that every time he came home from the sea your wash line just about broke itself wi’ the weight o’ the sheets hangin’ on it – ay – and maybe a dozen pairs o’ your breeks keepin’ them company. Hector might no’ have been much to look at but he had his passions like any man, and wi’ him being away so often he was just burstin’ to spend them on someone.’

‘You’re an evil-minded woman, Kate McKinnon, that you are,’ gritted Elspeth through tight lips. ‘Dinna judge everybody like yourself – it’s no sheets and a bed for you. I’ve seen you and that Tam wi’ my very own eyes, rolling in the heather – just like a couple o’ heathens.’

‘Ach well, I’m no’ mindin’ what anybody says about Doctor Megan,’ declared Tina stoutly, her plump, good-natured face taking on a determined expression. ‘My Eve works to the doctor and a nicer, kindlier body you couldny meet anywhere. Fine I know it myself too for she was that good to Matthew’s mother when she near died wi’ ’flu at the start o’ winter. In every day she was and no’ just a quick look either. On the bed she sat, homely as you like, cracking wi’ Grannie Ann in the Gaelic and even accepting thon awful cough sweeties Granda John buys in Merry Mary’s and keeps in his pooch beside his baccy. No, Doctor Megan’s a good lassie and clever too. She has a way wi’ the auld folk that’s a fair treat to see and I for one will no’ hear an ill word spoken against her.’

And that was the opinion of the majority of the islanders. Everybody had come to like and respect the new doctor. She had arrived on the island with a fair knowledge of the Gaelic language and had made it her business to nurture it so that now the old Gaels felt perfectly at ease in her company, while everyone else allowed their natural reserve to thaw bit by bit and even to address her as ‘Doctor Megan’ rather than the more formal ‘Doctor Jenkins’ as it had been in the beginning.

Only Mark James felt excluded from her life and yet he was her nearest neighbour, the man who had fetched and carried peat, water, and coal for her when she was so strange and new settling into the big old house by the sea.

The door of the study opened and Tina came in, her plump cheeks flushed from the heat of the stove, her fine hair hanging in untidy loops about her ears, for no matter how often she tied it into a bun it invariably escaped the carelessly applied kirby grips.

‘You’ve put your feets up and are havin’ a wee rest, I see,’ she observed, gazing languidly at the untidy array of papers on the desk. ‘A good thing too, you work far too hard as a rule and too much o’ that is no good for anybody.’

Tina herself had her own methods for coping with work, her idea of cleaning the Manse floors being to slop a soapy mop around the kitchen to the accompaniment of a Gaelic air, sung untunefully but sweetly in her slow, throaty voice. When dusting or polishing she would trail a rag along a chosen route with her nose buried in a woman’s magazine or one of the romantic novels she devoured so avidly, lips moving, eyes goggling as some sensual scene unfolded before her vision.

The minister had no complaints. Her presence in his home never intruded into his life, be he relaxing or working. Her easygoing attitude to almost everything she tackled suited him well, and she more than made up for her shortcomings by producing excellent meals for the Manse table. True the food was of the plain variety, unimaginative in the extreme but nevertheless tasty and palatable, and though never ready at the same time from one day to the next that never bothered him as he was a man who rebelled against set times and rules in his own home.

He and Tina suited one another. He would listen patiently to all her small domestic problems and in return she protected both him and his interests in her own quiet but oddly determined way.

Scliffing over to the window in a pair of down-at-heel boots she observed, ‘There’s my Eve coming from Doctor Megan’s house. She’ll have got through her chores early wi’ her goin’ to the Christmas bazaar in Portcull. I know fine she’s meeting young Calum Gillies over there.’ She smiled indulgently. ‘She’s an awful lass for the boys is our Eve. Mind you, she’s nearly twenty-six now and it’s high time she was thinkin’ o’ settling down but ach, it’s natural for the young ones to have their fling first, and Eve has never caused me or Matthew a minute’s worry in that respect for she knows how to look after herself. Auld Mirabelle who worked to Laigmhor aye used to warn me to keep my hand on my halfpenny and I just gave Eve the same advice.’

The minister’s lips twitched. Tina was always coming away with some quaint observation or other and was perfectly frank in discussing the facts of life with him.

Her eyes roved gently back to Tigh na Cladach and she emitted a small, somewhat calculated sigh. ‘It seems an awful waste – Doctor Megan down there on her own and you up here on yours and you such close neighbours too. You could save yourself a bittie money if you were both under the one roof, and though it would mean either myself or Eve losin’ out on a job it would be worth it – ay it would.’

‘But Tina,’ objected Mark James, ‘just think what the island would have to say about that.’

‘Ach, I don’t mean living in sin!’ Her guileless eyes were round at the very idea. ‘Oh no, never that and you a man o’ God wi’ your reputation to protect. I’m surprised at you, Mr James, for even thinkin’ the thing. No, you and the doctor are both respected members o’ the community and anything o’ that nature would have to be done right and proper . . .’ She let the words trail off and wandered to the fire to give it a desultory poke and place another lump of peat on the glowing embers. ‘You see and keep warm now, you’ve no’ been lookin’ too good this whilie back – as if there was something worrying you and you canny be yourself for thinkin’ about it. There’s plenty peats in the pail in the scullery and while I’m mindin’, your dinner’s ready and keeping warm in the oven.’

Absent-mindedly she flicked her apron over a dusty patch on the mantelpiece before meandering to the door. ‘I’ll away home and get my own dinner and I’ll be seeing you later at the bazaar. I’ve made a nice meat pie for your tea – all you have to do is heat it up.’ She went into the hall, turning to add as an afterthought, ‘There’s enough in the ashet for two – it’s no’ easy filling a dish for just one.’

Mark James chuckled as he got up. ‘Thank you, Tina, if I can’t eat it all I’m sure Mutt and the cats will help me finish it. You go away now and get your own meal and don’t be rushing over here too early in the morning.’

It was a palpable overstatement. The only time anyone had ever seen Tina rushing was to the wee hoosie after she had eaten too much spring rhubarb. There was no set time for her morning arrival at the Manse, that being determined by how early or how late she had seen her own family fed and catered for. She departed into the wild day leaving the minister to make his way through to the warm, roomy kitchen with its Welsh dresser, huge oaken sideboard, big shabby armchairs, and dark refectory table rung round with tapestry-covered chairs so threadbare it was difficult to make out the once rich patterns.

Mutt, a large, loose-limbed, floppy-eared cross between a spaniel and a labrador, stretched himself lazily before coming to greet his master, while three cats bestirred sleepily on top of the warm range to survey him with green, hopeful orbs as he removed his dinner from the oven.

Before drawing his chair into the table he poured milk into a large dish marked ‘dog’, and fetched a meaty bone for Mutt from the larder. It was very quiet in the room except for the busy lapping of the cats and the scrunching of Mutt’s teeth. Blatterings of hail gusted against the window panes, the wind tore through the elms at the side of the house, making the branches creak and groan.

The violence of the day served to make the kitchen all the more cosy and Mark James looked about him as he ate. He loved the old Manse. It sat here, atop the Hillock, sturdy, aloof, almost arrogant in its seeming contempt of wind and storm. It was true that the roof could be doing with a good overhaul. Depending on wind direction it could leak quite badly, a fact borne out by the buckets placed at strategic points in the loft and one which made Tam McKinnon scratch his head in bemusement as he had no sooner fixed one section of slates before a new leak had sprung somewhere else. It could be a draughty house too, with wind sneaking through chinks in windows and doors and somehow finding its way round the draught screens placed about.

Yet, despite its inadequacies, it was a house of great dignity and reassuring comfort and Mark James had never felt anything but contentment from the day he moved in. In summer he found great solace tending to the walled-off garden surrounding the house, in winter he was quite happy reading by the fire in the evenings or having friends in for a strupak and a chat – yet, always there was the empty chair opposite him at the fire, the lonely table with himself sitting there eating rather self-consciously surrounded by all that bare table space, the unoccupied chairs facing the uncluttered table with what seemed to him a rather reproachful air.

‘Will it always be like this? Will it?’ In sudden anguish he spoke aloud to the empty room. Mutt stopped crunching to look up at him enquiringly, one ear comically alert, the other crumpled about his wrinkled muzzle. Getting up, he padded over to rest his soft nose on his master’s knee and whine gently in sympathy. Mark pushed his long fingers into the animal’s silky fur, fondled the ungainly ears, then abruptly he pushed his plate away, and rising from his chair he began to pace, up and down, up and down, pausing every so often to gaze morosely towards the window and the sea lying grey-bellied in the distance. The old floorboards squeaked, squeak, squeak. Mutt’s sensitive ears twitched and he threw his master an indignant look. It was the time of day he looked forward to most – the dinner hour and the meaty bone, the anticipation of glorious freedom roaming machair and seashore with that big, beloved man figure walking along at his back, each of them delighting in the silent companionship of the other.

But today something was wrong. A sense of unrest pervaded the normally peaceful kitchen. Finally Mutt could bear it no longer. A worried whine rose up in his throat, he ran to the door to stare at it expectantly, his ridiculously floppy tail twitching in a signal of hope.

The minister stopped pacing and laughed. ‘Alright, you daft Mutt, I’ve got the message. Come on then, we’ll go down and see Megan for a wee while then you’ll get your walk.’

Throwing on an ancient tweed jacket, he let himself out of the house. Mutt running along in front, busy nose close to the ground. The wind caught at the minister’s tall figure, buffeted him so that it took all his strength to steer a straight course over the machair to the winding sheep path that ran down to Tigh na Cladach. Bending his dark head into the wind he tried to keep his thoughts calm. He was only paying Megan a visit, that was all – and why not, for heaven’s sake! That wasn’t so unusual on an island where strupaks and ceilidhs were part of the everyday scene of things. A lot of people popped in and out of Tigh na Cladach – he had every right to do the same. He reached the gate and opened it resolutely. Mutt didn’t follow. Instead he ran a little way forward before turning his melting brown gaze to the man at the gate.

‘Go on, then,’ grinned Mark, ‘you play around for a while, I’ll only be a few minutes, I promise.’

Megan was just finishing her meal when Mark James strode into the kitchen. At sight of him her cup clattered clumsily down onto the saucer, she half rose, a startled expression in her hazel eyes.

‘Don’t get up,’ Mark James spoke calmly, ‘I only popped in for a minute to ask if you might come over to the church bazaar with me this afternoon. I’m doing the book stall but I have plenty of helpers and could easily get away after a wee while . . .’ He lowered his head and, looking as abashed as a small boy, went on quickly, ‘I thought we could go for a walk – perhaps talk – it seems a long time since we exchanged two words together.’

His eyes were on her, smokey blue-grey eyes ringed round with dark navy. They were the most disconcerting pair of eyes she had ever encountered, with an expression in them that was so fathomless she felt herself drowning every time she looked into them. Down, down she was drawn, into dizzy depths without end . . . Her heart bumped inside her breast. She tore her gaze away from him and started to speak, too fast, ‘Would you like some tea? I’ve had mine but there’s plenty left in the pot . . .’ Without waiting for an answer she began pouring, slopping some into the saucer – damn her shaking hands, his presence always did this to her and she wouldn’t have it – she couldn’t . . .

‘Megan – Meggie, I didn’t come for tea. I think it’s time we talked—’ The use of his pet name for her was too much for her to bear. ‘I’m sorry.’ Getting up she almost ran to get her coat from the stand in the hall. ‘I have to go out. I have several calls to make and then I must visit Shona McLachlan. Her baby’s due at Christmas but I want her over in a mainland hospital before the winter storms really hit the island. She’s healthy and strong but I can’t take the risk of her having the baby here—’

‘Megan!’ Catching her wrist he spun her round to face him. She was very slender and quite tall but even so her head didn’t quite reach his shoulders. His abrupt manoeuvre had caused a few strands of glossy brown hair to swing round and brush her cheek, a sudden rush of colour burned her pale skin, her thickly lashed eyes had grown very wide and so bright with surprise they were a luminous shade of warm gold in the rosy flush of her face. Her breath caught in her throat as she stared up at him in a heady mixture of apprehension and expectancy.

Without another word he cupped her face in his hand and sought her mouth. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. His lips were warm and hard, the bruising pressure of them taking her completely unawares. Abruptly he released her. She reeled away from him, blood pulsing, heart pounding. Gripping a chair back to steady herself she gulped in great breaths of air and glared at him through the thick curtain of hair that had fallen across her face. ‘How dare you take such liberties?’ she threw at him hoarsely. ‘You a minister behaving no better than a heathen! You wear the wedding ring of your dead wife round your throat, yet you barge in here like some jungle animal with scant regard for the common laws of decency and respect for any woman, be they alive or dead. What would your wife think of her precious husband if she could see his behaviour now?’

It was cruel, deliberately and hurtfully cruel. She knew it and would have bitten back every word if she could. But it was too late. He had recoiled as every vicious barb fell upon his ears, yet his voice when he spoke was as steady as his unwavering gaze on her face. ‘Margaret is always with me, wherever I go, whatever I do, yet she never stands in my way – just props me up a little bit now and then . . .’

Megan realized then that his voice wasn’t so much steady as tight with hurt, so much so that he had difficulty getting the words to come out as he went on, ‘She was a fair and compassionate woman and she would never have wished me to be as lonely – to be as alone as I am now.’

She couldn’t bring herself to look into those searching dark orbs of his a moment longer. Yet she knew she had to send him out of her life. She must never allow herself to get to like him too much, her heart was still bruised and sore from the hurt of that other love which she still hadn’t gotten over – and dear God! Here was this other man, this tall, dark man of God, so good to her since her arrival on Rhanna, so dear and kind, gentle and considerate . . . so warm and passionate and very, very powerful . . . She lowered her head, deliberately forced hardness into her voice, ‘Then find yourself another woman, Mark James, it’s as simple as that. Forget all about me, I – I’m not available.’

‘You make it sound so cheap,’ his voice was angry now. ‘It isn’t like that, Megan, and fine you know it! What’s wrong between you and me anyway? We seemed to get along fine for a while and now you’ve grown so cold and hard I’m afraid to come near you. Is there someone else? Is that why you fled to a remote Hebridean island? To get away from whoever it was? Well, I tell you this, it hasn’t worked. Whoever he is, he’s as much on your mind as ever he was – perhaps more now that you’re apart from one another.’

She turned away. She wasn’t going to tell him about Steven Saunders. The trauma of that short, passionate affair was still very much with her, she felt the hurt of it would never leave her – and now this man, who so disturbed her senses – his very nearness threatened to shatter the fragile defensive shell she had built round her emotions . . .

‘I’m sorry, Mark, I can’t talk to you about it. It’s too near and I’m not yet ready to open myself up to anyone, least of all you. I need time – oh God, don’t push me. Who do you think you are anyway? Asking questions about my life. It’s none of your business and never will be.’

His face tightened. A dark flush spread over his rugged features. His eyes seemed to reflect the grey stormclouds piling up over the great mountain of Sgurr nan Ruadh, which shouldered its sullen way into the sky beyond the shore house windows. ‘I know who I am, Megan, I hope in time so too will you. You’re not as hard as you try to make out. These are frail barriers you have built round your heart. One day I hope you will shake yourself free of them and will know again the joy of giving as well as taking.’ He spread his hands in a gesture of appeal. ‘At least – can we be friends? I feel so shut out from your life yet you seem to bend over backwards to please everyone else – or is that just an act you feel you have to put on to make your life on the island tolerable?’

‘Go away, Mark.’ She sounded remote, in full control of herself again. ‘I don’t need you or any other man lecturing me on my motives.’ She glanced towards the window. ‘Your dog is getting restless, stick with him, he’ll not let you down, nor shall he desert you as a human companion might. Animals are a lot safer than humans, they give so much and demand so little in return. I’m getting one myself for Christmas. Fergus McKenzie’s Sheil had pups a few weeks back, I’m collecting mine in a few days’ time – she’ll be all the company I’ll need or want for a long time to come.’

He went, abruptly and quickly out into the stormy day, his strong face livid with hurt and anger. If he had turned back, if he had witnessed Megan sinking into a chair to put a trembling hand up to her eyes, and heard his name come out in a long drawn-out sigh, his heart might have filled with a hope that would have allowed him better to thole the dark days of despair that stretched before him like a grey road filled with shadows.


Chapter Two

Mo Dhachaidh was fragrant with the tantalizing smells of baking when Megan called in, and found Shona in the kitchen wrapping scones and cakes which she packed into a wicker basket sitting on the table. Ellie Dawn, an attractive, fair-haired child of three, was ensconced on the rug by the fire, contentedly eating a buttery scone, watched attentively by Woody the cat who was ready to pounce on any crumbs that came his way.

Shona looked up at Megan’s entry, her face lighting to smiles. ‘Oh, it’s yourself, Megan.’ She was one of the few who had, from the beginning, used the doctor’s Christian name. ‘Sit you down and I’ll get us both a cuppy, though mind, I’ll have to be quick with mine. I promised Mark weeks ago that I’d help out with the baking table at the bazaar, but kept putting it off with the result that I’m at the cow’s tail as usual.’

Megan sat down on the old rocking chair that had once been Biddy’s, the nurse who had tended the population of Rhanna for most of her life and who had never been forgotten by anyone. Her picture smiled out from Memory Corner, a rather crooked smile to be sure, for on the day it was taken her cat had chewed her denture and the effort of keeping the misshapen teeth in place and trying to smile at the same time had proved almost too much.

Memory Corner had been the idea of Helen, better known as Ellie, Shona’s eldest daughter. It was nothing grand, just a small neuk on the broad, white window-ledge, scattered with photos of those who had been special in Shona’s life, adorned by a vase of red holly berries nestling amongst glossy green foliage.

In pride of place was a picture of Ellie herself, a child whose sweet youth seemed to capture the very essence of summer itself. Her arms were full of buttercups, her radiant smile poured laughter into the room. She had been just thirteen when she died, and in the trauma of losing her Shona had nearly lost her reason and with it the precious things and people that had made her life the sweet thing it was. Now there was Ellie Dawn, the baby whose arrival had been like a miracle. Never never would she take the place of Shona’s firstborn daughter. She was a delightful little human being in her own right and she had given her parents so much joy they both felt it could never be surpassed. But soon there was to be another, and Shona was brimming with so much happiness it seemed to spill over like sunshine and cast its light on everyone with whom she came in contact. Megan felt the warmth of it touching her. Ever since the interlude with Mark James she had been aware of a deep sense of misery tugging at her heart, but now, in the presence of Shona, with Ellie Dawn grinning at her and everyone in Memory Corner smiling out at her, she felt uplifted and suddenly very aware of her surroundings; the purple-black clouds scudding over the dour face of Sgurr na Gill beyond the window, the stooped figure of Dodie, the island eccentric, loping along the winding glen road towards the huddled white houses of Portcull lying in the distance, the indignant mutterings of the hungry hens gathering outside Mo Dhachaidh’s walled garden, the rushing of the burn over the stones, the bleating of the sheep from the slopes of Ben Machrie . . . and on the rain-washed horizon, the barely discernible tall chimneys of the Manse poking into the clouds . . . Hastily she pulled her eyes away from the window, drew her attention back to Mo Dhachaidh’s warmly bright kitchen.

Shona had noticed the doctor’s interest in the window, and going over she touched her daughter’s photo with a tender finger. ‘Did I ever tell you about her?’ she asked softly, a little faraway smile hovering on her lips.

Megan shook her head. ‘No, you didn’t. I’ve heard, of course, how she died but—’

‘No, no, not that,’ interposed Shona, coming back to sit at the fire and gaze into it as if she was seeing pictures in the darting flames. ‘I want to tell you how she lived. She was such a happy wee lass. When I think of her I always seem to see her smiling.’

She went on, talking in a quiet voice about Ellie, and as she talked Megan could almost hear the child’s laughter chuckling out from every corner of the room. Shona’s face was glowing. At almost forty-three she looked like a girl with her shining auburn hair rippling about her shoulders and her golden skin smooth and unlined. Although in her ninth month of pregnancy she was very fit for a woman so close to her time, but Megan had been quick to notice a weariness in the deep-blue eyes Shona had turned on her when she had first entered the room.

‘When she died I thought I would too – I wanted to. I think I did everything I could to make myself ill,’ Shona’s voice was low, ashamed, ‘I thought only of my own grief, of what my darling child’s death had done to me. I was too selfish and full of my own misery to notice anybody else’s – most of all Niall’s. His heart was broken yet I turned away from him when most he needed me –’ she threw the doctor a sidelong glance – ‘sometimes we do that when our hearts are sore and heavy. We tend to think we’re the only ones to have suffered at the loss of a loved one. When Mark James came to try and talk some sense into me I ranted and raved at him for interfering, and when he told me he had not long lost his wife and daughter I could have curled up and died with my shame. But by confiding in me he helped me take the first steps towards life again. I’ll never forget him for what he did for me. I like to think that in some small way I helped him too, but deep down I know that’s just wishful thinking. I have a very special affection for our minister, Megan. He’s strong and good and considerate to everyone he meets yet I often think – how lonely he must get sometimes. Not just because he lost his family but because he has to shoulder so much responsibility. I suppose in a way a minister’s job is much like a doctor’s. Everybody rushes to tell you their ails but no one stops to think you might have your worries too – they forget ministers and doctors are human beings with the same troubles and sorrows as the rest of us.’

Megan’s face was burning. As Shona talked she wondered wildly if Fergus McKenzie’s daughter could see into her very soul, and she was the first to pull her eyes away from the other’s keen assessment.

‘I’m sorry,’ Shona shook her head. ‘I didn’t mean the talk to turn in Mark’s direction – it’s just, well, I don’t like to see him getting hurt but what’s between you and him is really none of my business.’

A sharp retort sprung to Megan’s lips but she controlled her anger and said in a tight voice, ‘Shona, I didn’t come here this afternoon just to drink tea and talk about the minister. It’s you I want to talk about. You certainly look well enough and I know you say you feel fine but—’

‘But at my age I should be sitting with my slippered feet up the lum contemplating my old age pension.’ Shona laughed and threw the doctor a roguish look. ‘It’s what all the cailleachs are saying but I know you wouldn’t want to come into that category, would you now? You’re far too young for that – though on the other hand,’ she eyed the other woman thoughtfully, ‘you seem older somehow – och, I don’t mean that in a cheeky way,’ she added hastily, ‘it’s just, well, you do tend to take life a bittie too seriously – and if you don’t mind me saying so, yourself with it.’

Megan’s flush deepened. She liked Shona McLachlan. She was like her father, straightforward and honest and often disconcertingly forthright. From the beginning she had felt at ease in the older woman’s company. There were no barriers here. Shona treated her not so much as a doctor but as a friend. Megan liked that very much. God knew she needed someone like Shona in her life. She had many acquaintances on the island but somehow it seemed to stop there, and she often felt lonely and uncertain in the new life she had chosen for herself.

In the next few minutes she was to find out the reasons for that as Shona, taking her silence as a sign of disapproval, went rushing on, ‘Ach, don’t look like that, I aye did have too much to say for myself. If Father or Niall were here now they would be throwing me warning looks and Father in particular would be knitting his black brows and glaring at me.’ She stared into her cup. ‘If Mirabelle was here she would be reading the tea leaves. She’s that bonny plump lady sitting beside Biddy in Memory Corner. You would have loved Mirabelle, we all did. She looked after us McKenzies for years and when I was a bairn at her knee she often took my cup from me and told me the most impossible but wonderful things that would happen to me when I grew up. She taught me how to read them too . . .’ Reaching out, she seized Megan’s cup and, peering into it, murmured sagely, ‘Ay, there they are, the initials MJ interwoven round a big heart – but of course, these are your initials, Megan, yet, they could just as easily be those of Mark James.’ She caught a glimpse of the doctor’s crimson face and sighed. ‘There I go again, but this time I’m no’ going to apologize. I did think – we all thought – that you and the minister would get together and live happily ever after, but I can see it’s no’ going to be that easy – and, well, I have to say it, you only have yourself to blame. You’ve made good headway with the Rhanna folk, they all like, trust and respect you as their doctor but so far that’s all you are to them. You need friends as well as patients but, for some reason, you haven’t made them. No one can get through to you, and if Mark James doesn’t stand a chance what hope is there for the rest of us?’

‘You’re wasting your time here, Shona,’ Megan said dryly. ‘You would have made a fine psychiatrist. And it isn’t all my fault, you know. You islanders are a canny bunch and can be a regular clan when the mood takes you. I have tried, I tried very hard with Babbie Büttger but from the beginning I sensed a resentment in her because I dared to take Lachlan’s place.’

‘Ach, Babbie didn’t mean any of it.’ Shona smiled indulgently at the mention of her friend who was the district nurse on Rhanna. ‘She didn’t take kindly to you at first, not just to you but to the idea of a whole new way of working. She and Lachlan were a team for countless years, you have to take that into account. But she’s over that now and only too willing to meet you halfway, yet she was saying only the other day you won’t let her get near you, that it’s a case of work and nothing more.’

Green sparks shone in the doctor’s hazel eyes. ‘Oh, so you and she have been discussing me, though perhaps talking might be a more apt word.’

‘Ay, we’ve been talking.’ Shona sighed, wishing now she hadn’t let her tongue run away with her. ‘It’s natural for people to talk about one another and with you being so new here – well – your name is never far from everybody’s lips.’

‘Woody’s got a big belly!’ Ellie Dawn turned a rosy face from the fire and shrieked with glee. She was playing with the cat who had rolled on her side to allow the child’s fingers to probe into her soft fur. Shona snatched her daughter from the rug and hid her giggles in the warm flesh of the little girl’s neck. ‘Nancy Taylor of Croft na Beinn was here this morning,’ Shona explained to her visitor, ‘and if you know Nancy and her mother, Kate McKinnon, then you’ll understand where this wee rascal gets her vocabulary.’ She rubbed her nose against Ellie Dawn’s and gazed into the child’s golden-brown eyes. ‘Woody is going to have babies soon – round about the time we’re going to have ours, is that no’ right, you wee whittrock?’

Ellie Dawn leaned forward to pat her mother’s stomach with a chubby hand. ‘Baby,’ she stated with the utmost solemnity, ‘in Muvver’s belly.’

They made a charming picture, mother and daughter, the rich red tresses of the one against the pale gold of the other, the infant’s small fingers innocently touching her mother’s body where they would.

‘You’re right, of course, I should have made friends by now,’ Megan spoke awkwardly. ‘I suppose I’ve been so intent in getting my patients to accept me that I’ve overlooked too much else. Could I – would you mind if I started off with you, Shona?’

‘Ach, I’ve aye been your friend, you were just too busy to notice, that’s all.’ Shona spoke easily, secretly relieved that the doctor hadn’t taken offence at her. ‘It’s difficult in a small community – to keep up the professional side yet to know just when to let the barriers down a bit. But Lachlan managed the two very well and with a bittie experience so will you.’

‘Lachlan again,’ Megan smiled ruefully. ‘A very difficult man to live up to. I wonder if I’ll ever be half as good as he is,’ she finished wistfully.

‘Och, of course you will,’ Shona reassured. ‘When he came first to the island he had the sacred memory of Auld McLure to contend with. An old rascal was McLure, he flirted with the de’il at every turn yet the rogue was beloved by the old folks. According to gossip he wasny much of a doctor but had the knack of putting people at their ease and was just as much at home taking a dram by a crofter’s fireside as he was downing brandy in the laird’s mansion.’

Megan laughed. ‘God rest the ancient McLures of the world – and talking about rest, you have an uncanny ability for taking the talk away from yourself. I don’t know how on earth we got round to discussing Auld McLure but speaking as your doctor as well as your friend I want you over in Oban on the next boat, so start packing the things you’ll need and I’ll make the necessary arrangements.’

‘Oban!’ Shona was aghast. ‘But I’m not due for another three weeks yet and I’ve no intention of wallowing in a maternity bed when both Ellie and Niall need me here, and besides—’

‘Oban,’ Megan spoke firmly. Besides what she had heard from the gossips’ ready tongues, she was well enough acquainted with the McKenzies to know how stubborn they could be. ‘The winter gales are starting in earnest now and I’m not taking any risks with you –’ she paused and rushed on – ‘in your condition and at your age.’

‘You’re worse than Lachlan any day,’ grumbled Shona, her brow furrowed in what Megan had privately christened ‘the McKenzie scowl’. ‘Forbye that you sound just like Elspeth Morrison. She’s aghast at the idea of me ready to drop a bairn let alone still able to enjoy the lusts of the flesh, as she calls it.’

At that moment Niall’s whistle sounded in the hallway and Sporran the spaniel, who often accompanied him on his veterinary rounds, bounded into the kitchen to pounce on Ellie Dawn and roll her over and over on the floor. Woody spat her disdain at the antics of the young dog and stalked away, both nose and tail high in the air, while from under a mound of russet fur Ellie Dawn yelled her delight at Sporran’s boisterous intrusion onto the scene.

‘I’ve fed the hens, they nearly flattened me when I got to the gate and I guessed there was a hen party going on in here.’ Niall smiled at the visitor as he spoke, his brown eyes sweeping over her trim figure with frank appreciation, a twitch of laughter lifting his mouth on catching Shona’s grim expression. Cheekily, keeping one eye on her, he reached out and helped himself to a scone from the basket, grinning in anticipation of the rebuke he knew would follow his action.

Shona rapped him smartly on the knuckles as she might have done a schoolboy and scolded, ‘Your eyes were aye bigger than your belly. You might have got away with it at Slochmhor but I’m no’ your mother and will no’ stand for your nonsense.’

‘Big belly, big belly,’ Ellie Dawn chanted, coming over once more to stroke her mother’s stomach and lay her little head on it as if it was a cushion.

‘You see,’ chuckled Niall, ‘you’re corrupting our bairn with your bad language and you’ve the cheek to talk about Nancy. And what a way to treat a husband whose only crime was to pop into his own home for a minute to see how his wee wife was faring.’

‘Oh, I know fine you’re keeping an anxious eye on me,’ Shona spoke rather sharply. ‘You’re all doing it. Father’s aye looking in on any flimsy excuse, no’ to mention Babbie and Kirsteen, Fiona and Ruth, even Phebie though I can thole her better because she’s the only one who doesn’t make me feel like a decrepit cailleach ready to drop into my grave at any minute.’ She picked up her basket and tossed her auburn head proudly. ‘Now I’m away with this stuff before it gets mouldy with age like myself. Fetch your coat, Ellie, you and me will have a lovely walk together down to Portcull.’

‘I’ll give you a lift,’ said Niall quickly. ‘I’m going down that way myself.’

Shona glowered at him. ‘No you’re not. You said at dinner time you had to go to Portvoynachan this afternoon.’

‘I’ll give her a lift.’ Megan’s tone brooked no nonsense. ‘I’m just off home and will drop you off on the way, Shona. It’s a fair walk to the village and I’ve just told you, you’ll have to take things easier from now on.’ Turning her eyes away from Shona’s furious face she spoke appealingly to Niall, ‘I’ve just been telling your wife I want her over to Oban on the next boat. She’s rebelling at the idea, so do you think you could try persuading her it’s all for the best?’

‘Whoever tried persuading a McKenzie?’ Niall laughed. ‘Mirabelle used to say they were all as pigheaded as mules. But don’t you worry, Doctor, my wife will be on that boat even if I have to carry her to the harbour myself and tie her up in the hold.’

Shona rushed after him as he strode out to the hall, catching up with him as he reached the front porch. ‘Just who do you think you are, Niall McLachlan?’ she demanded tearfully, rage almost choking her. ‘You’ve no right to speak to me as if I was a daft bairn – and – and in front of Miss High-And-Mighty too.’

‘I don’t think – I know who I am,’ he retorted, his own eyes flashing. ‘I’m the husband of a beautiful, stubborn, bad-tempered woman who is too – too glaikit to see that we are all anxious about her because we love her very, very much.’

‘Glaikit!’ she stormed. ‘Oh no, Niall McLachlan, that’s been your stamp ever since I first clapped eyes on you in the Post Office when I was a bairn of five and you called me names and was the cause of Mirabelle yanking my breeks down to my ankles and skelping me on the bare bum . . .’ All the fire went out of her suddenly as she saw the sparks of laughter starting in Niall’s eyes. ‘I’ll never lose my McKenzie temper, will I? But it was only because you and Megan ganged up on me after I had seen you looking at her and lusting after her with your eyes.’

He gave a shout of merriment. ‘Now you do sound like a cailleach – Elspeth in particular. As for admiring Megan, well, I wouldny be human if I didn’t enjoy those nice legs she shows off to the world – but – I’ll tell you a secret, Mrs McLachlan –’ he nuzzled her ear with his lips making her shiver – ‘they aren’t a patch on yours and never will be and the rest of you is just as lovely.’ Tenderly he placed his hands on her stomach. ‘Particularly now, with our bairn growing inside you. You’re so soft and vulnerable-looking, with secrets in your eyes as if you know something the rest o’ the world doesn’t. You glow with an inner light, everything about you is bigger he smiled softly and his arms tightened round her, ‘and I don’t just mean physically. You radiate desire, warmth. I don’t know how I’ve managed to keep my hands off you this whilie back.’

‘It will be over soon.’ She melted against him, brushing his mouth with hers. ‘Then we’ll be back to normal and you can do as you will with me. I’m a wanton woman, Niall McLachlan, and never could hold myself back with you.’

‘And you will go to Oban as Megan wants?’ he breathed into her ear.

‘Ach, of course. I was going to say so anyway when you barged in and started pinching cakes. I want this baby to have the best possible start in life and would never do anything to jeopardize that.’

He glanced outside. Fat yellow-grey snow clouds were piling over the peaks of the hills, the air was brittle with cold. ‘The wind’s dropped,’ he nodded, ‘it will snow soon.’ As he spoke the first wisping flurries whispered against the porch windows. ‘You take care,’ he told her, and giving her a final squeeze he went whistling out to the little Morris Minor that carried him on his rounds, leaving her to go back into the kitchen with a light step and the smiles back on her face.

At sight of her, Megan’s heartfelt sigh of relief came out louder than she had intended and, giggling, Shona took Ellie’s hand and led the way outside with Sporran dancing at their heels. Megan’s car was an old but comfortable red Mini and into it they all crammed only to pile out five minutes later after countless abortive attempts to get it started. Megan tossed her hair back from her face and gave vent to a long drawn-out sigh of frustration. ‘It’s been playing up this good while back but I never had the time to get it fixed, and now the battery is flat as well as everything else.’

‘Never mind,’ consoled Shona, ‘Angus McKinnon will soon get it going again. He’s as good with engines as he is with house repairs.’

‘But,’ Megan eyed her doubtfully, ‘I heard that Angus has a reputation for putting more holes in a roof than he fixes, and Grannie Ann was telling me only yesterday she caught him sleeping off a hangover in her hayshed when he should have been mending her chimney.’

‘Ay, he is a bittie clumsy forbye being heart lazy,’ Shona admitted with a twinkle, ‘but he is the only motor mechanic this side o’ the island. No one really specializes in cars, folk like Angus just tacked them on to his jack-of-all-trades business as the need arose. We’ll likely see him at the bazaar. You can have a word with him there.’

‘Shona McLachlan, you’re going to get your own way after all! I wasn’t going to the bazaar and I didn’t want you walking to the village but now it looks as if we’ll have to, doesn’t it?’

‘Ay, you’re right there, Megan – and Niall just away in front o’ us too.’

Shona’s sorrowful tones were wasted on the doctor. The sparkle in her eyes made them very blue, her cheeks were glowing, her nose a bright cherry red in the freezing air whistling through Downie’s Pass. An impatient Sporran was already bounding away ahead and Ellie Dawn was bouncing in her mother’s arms, chivvying to be let down and away with the dog.

As they all walked along the winding glen road Megan found that she was thoroughly enjoying herself. Shona was in an abandoned mood. Despite her girth she skipped along, her hair a banner of flame against the grey sky, and her infectious enjoyment of the snow-harried day transferred itself to Megan so that she felt stimulated and alive as she hadn’t been for a long time. Soon her own face was frost-stung to the colour of the holly berries nestling among the rowans on the lower slopes of the hills. The River Fallan rushed along, the burns frothed down the rocky slits of the corries, the snow whirled about them in sluggish eddies that melted on their faces and clung to their eyelashes.

‘Oh, I love it when it snows!’ Shona cried ecstatically. ‘I hope it gets thicker and thicker so that we can play in it and give Ellie sledge rides.’

Megan didn’t remind her of the forthcoming journey to the maternity hospital in Oban. Instead she followed Shona’s example and seized Ellie Dawn’s free hand so that the little girl swung between them, her shouts of joy mingling with Sporran’s barks on the deserted road. At Slochmhor’s gate they were joined by Phebie, bearing a basket similar to Shona’s.

‘I must get this jam and stuff down to the hall,’ she greeted the trio, her plump face breaking into smiles as Ellie Dawn rushed to meet her. ‘Lachy offered to take me in that daft motor o’ his but I’d have frozen to death waiting till he got the damt engine started.’ She eyed the doctor in some surprise. ‘Forgive an auld wife for being nosy and impudent but it’s the first time I’ve seen you walking this road, Megan. Have you adopted the island ways and taken complete leave o’ your senses or has this wild lassie made you as daft as herself?’

Megan smiled. ‘A mixture of both, I suppose, combined with a car as cantankerous as your own.’

‘Och well,’ Phebie said comfortably, falling into step beside them, ‘it’s nice to have a bittie company on a day like this. I’m past the age o’ enjoying the experience of skiting and slithering about on my behind, so if I get into difficulties you two can hold me up on the way.’

In the high fields above Laigmhor, Fergus and old Bob, with the help of Davie McKinnon, were rounding up the sheep, bringing them to lower ground before the snow really settled on the land. The dogs were barking, running purposefully about, dark dots on the whitening hills.

‘I see Shell’s working again,’ observed Megan. ‘The pups must be ready to leave her now. I can hardly wait to get mine home even though I know the wee devil will wreak havoc in the house. At least it will give my patients something to talk about and might keep their minds off me for a bit.’

She glanced meaningfully at Shona as she spoke. Shona shrugged her shoulders and smiled knowingly as she replied, ‘Oh ay, a pup will certainly provide a talking point – to your face, that is – behind your back the gossips will just say you’re getting to be an old maid before your time with naught but a dog to keep you company in the long winter evenings.’

Megan shot daggers at her tormentor and a fresh argument might have sprung up between the two had not Phebie drawn to a sudden halt. ‘Wheesht you two, I’m hearing something funny back there. A noise like thunder. Can you hear it?’

They held their breath, listening. The hill peaks were covered in great fat rolls of yellow-grey cloud. They looked muffled, huddled into themselves in dour, silent secrecy. Shona frowned. ‘It’s as quiet as death up there on the hills. There’s no thunder about, just a wheen of juicy plump snowclouds,’ she chuckled, ‘it’s likely just the gurgling of my belly you’re hearing. Whenever I drink tea these days it makes a terrible noise going down, as if everything inside was being squeezed by this huge bairn I’m carrying.’

They had only taken a few more paces when, with one accord, they all stopped, ears straining, eyes searching the rapidly whitening road behind them. Sure enough, far in the distance there came a sound like an echo of drums and in a short while a large dark mound hove into view, growing closer and more discernible with every passing second.

‘It’s only Croynachan’s bull,’ Phebie said in some relief. ‘I wish Tom would see to these fences o’ his, that damt cratur’ breaks loose whenever the mood takes him. It’s no’ the first time he’s roamed the island. We’d better try and stop him before he reaches the village.’

The bull came closer, great swirls of stoorie snow churning round his rushing legs. He was a Department bull, given the fanciful name of Venus by Tom Johnston who had acquired him in the spring of that year. He was a brown and white shorthorn, a magnificent creature, young, highly strung, full of vigour and lust, but as easily frightened as a kitten.

Shona retired to the roadside with Ellie, leaving the others to wave their arms in the air and try to head the bull into a nearby field. When he saw the womenfolk in his path he skidded to a halt, nostrils dilated, saliva trailing from his frothing mouth to billow in glistening streamers over his massive neck.

Sporran took over then. He had no fear of farm animals, having come across many while accompanying Niall on his rounds, and with more enthusiasm than expertise he somehow guided the bull towards the gate which Shona was pushing open. The wet ground was treacherous, covered as it was with new snow. Her feet slithered away from her and she fell heavily, all the breath knocked from her lungs.

Venus forgotten, Phebie and Megan rushed to help Shona upright. The child within her gave a tremendous jolt and seemed to turn right over, at the same moment pain seared through her.

Megan saw the sudden pallor on Shona’s face. Annie’s cottage was nearby and to this abode Shona was led, thankfully to sink into the nearest chair the moment they were inside. Nobody ever locked their doors on Rhanna, least of all Annie and Torquill Andrew whose frequent ceilidhs made their home a very popular rendezvous.

‘I’ll be fine when I’ve had a rest,’ Shona tried to speak calmly but Was unable to stop gasping when another pain seized her. ‘You two get along, I’ll wait here with Ellie and follow on when I catch my breath.’

‘Indeed we will not,’ Phebie spoke briskly. ‘We’ll all catch our breath and then go on to the hall together. It isn’t far so we can all take our time.’

Outside the snow was falling thicker and faster; Venus lingered uneasily beside the still-open gate, Sporran lay watchfully outside the cottage; a growl like thunder sounded on the hill slopes. Shona placed her hands over her stomach as if to protect the life within. She didn’t say anything but she knew that she was going into the first stages of labour.


Chapter Three

‘By God, she’s a cold one right enough, eh, Mr James?’ Tam’s nose was as brightly red as the scarf he wore tightly wrapped round his neck, but he sounded cheery enough as he fell into step beside Mark James on the way to the village hall.

‘Indeed she is, Tam,’ agreed the minister who knew well enough by now that the islanders bestowed genders on almost everything under the sun.

‘Ay, she is angry the night.’ Canty Tam leered in his vacant fashion at the foaming sea, as if hoping to see the Green Uisge Hags riding to shore atop the crashing waves. ‘This is the sort o’ night the Hags like best, the sea all a-thunder and the snow smothering the land in ghost blankets.’

‘Ach, you’re havering, man! I’ve been out in every kind o’ sea and never yet seen a Uisge Hag.’ Hector the Boat spat scornfully into the snow but even so his watery blue eyes were uneasy as he strained them landwards. ‘Now, if you had told me the Snow Bochgans would come a-hauntin’ us I maybe would believe you. They have a rare old time to themselves in this weather.’

‘The Snow Bochgans?’ Canty Tam’s eyes slid abruptly from the sea to look in awe into the old fisherman’s whiskery walnut face.

‘Ay, you’ve surely heard o’ them? They’re ghostly pale hobgoblins who hide in caves in the hills, all dead and silent till the snow comes and wakes them up wi’ a frozen kiss. Then they come fleein’ and screechin’ down the braes, slitherin’ about and laughing.’ Hector was warming to the tale he had made up on the spur of the moment, and was well rewarded by the dawning of a new kind of horrified delight on Canty Tam’s face.

‘I suppose we just might get a visit from them this afternoon?’ Mark asked, keeping his face as serious as he could.

‘Oh ay,’ nodded Hector vigorously, ‘sometimes they come on their own but I’ve heard tell there’s a bloody great Ullabhiest lives up there in the caves wi’ them,’ Hector forgot to mind his language so carried away was he with his story, ‘if it takes it into its head it flees along beside them, a huge de’il o’ a beast wi’ bloodshot een and six horns on its head that it uses to shove boulders and trees out o’ its way . . .’

At that precise moment, Shona and the others appeared from Glen Fallan out of a curtain of snow that folded about their bodies and that of Croynachan’s bull trotting along behind them in a rather spirited fashion.

The pipe fell from Hector’s mouth, Canty Tam emitted a crazed screech and began scuttling towards the hall, yelling as he went, ‘The Snow Bochgans are comin’, the Snow Bochgans are comin’!’

Hector the Boat was frozen to the spot, hardly able to believe the evidence of his own eyes. ‘I only made it up, it’s no’ true, it’s no’,’ he muttered as if in prayer.

The minister and Tam said nothing. They saw at once that the womenfolk were in a state of distress and rushed to help.

‘Thank God,’ gasped Phebie, ‘I thought we were never going to make it.’

Quickly they explained what had happened and without more ado the two men took hold of Shona, and supporting her between them made off for the hall.

There came shouts on the Glen Fallan road. Tom Johnston and his son came pelting along, closely followed by Fergus and Davie McKinnon. Confused by all the noise, the bull let out a bellow, kicked up his heels and with head down slewed off in the direction of the bay leaving everyone far behind.

Supporting Shona, Tam and the minister staggered up the hall steps only to be met with the stout resistance of the closed door.

Canty Tam had done his work well. Everyone was well used to his tales of witches and monsters, but no one had ever seen him in such a state before and some of his terror had transferred itself to the more superstitious islanders.

‘Something must have scared the shat out o’ him,’ Todd the Shod stated rather fearfully and had then rushed to bolt the door.

When Megan and Phebie put their fists to the door and began banging on it, Canty Tam in a state of near hysteria screamed, ‘’Tis the Bochgans! They’re here, I tell you! Clawin’ and slaverin’ at the door to get in and kill us!’

Molly McDonald pursed her lips at such utter nonsense and made her way over to look from a window. ‘’Tis no’ the Bochgans, you silly man! ’Tis the doctor and the minister and Shona McLachlan. Near dyin’ they are by the look o’ them.’

Todd the Shod put his face next to Molly’s. ‘It’s the minister and the doctor right enough and poor wee Shona as white as the driven snow.’ His eyes roamed into the distance and saw Venus heading for the shore with the men from the glen fast on its heels. ‘God – it’s thon bloody great bull o’ Croynachan’s – it must have chased the lassies.’
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