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Serbia, winter 1915

Jessie and Isabel stood over the shallow grave with their heads bowed.

Jessie blinked the snow from her eyes and looked around. Bodies littered the ground as far as she could see yet they had left thousands more behind them – dead not from bullet wounds, shrapnel or even disease – but cold and starvation.

A few feet away, a woman lay curled around the body of her child. Her shawl, still wrapped around her head, fluttered in the breeze, revealing a face that might have been beautiful had her mouth not been frozen in a frightful grimace of death.

Not far from them, propped against a tree, the stiff corpse of a soldier still held his tin mug as if he were about to sip some beef tea.

An infantryman left the column and crunched across the field, his footsteps leaving pockmarks on the snow. He bent over the woman and child and for a moment Jessie thought he was going to bury them, but instead he removed the shawl and wrapped it around his neck. Too exhausted to protest, she watched as he continued towards the dead soldier and dispassionately relieved him of his coat and boots.

On his return he passed close by them and hesitated. He tugged the scarf from his throat and held it out to Jessie. ‘For you, Sister.’

She took it from him, her numb fingers seeking the warmth of his skin that still clung to the material. The soldier touched his hat to them and rejoined the dead-eyed men trudging along the path.

The sound of Bulgarian cannon to the east was louder now, and to the north were the advancing Austrian and German armies – perhaps just hours away.

Their only hope lay to the south and the narrow track through the black Montenegrin mountains; hundreds of miles of mud, snow and almost certain death.

Jessie’s feet were frozen. Last night she had tried to thaw her boots over a fire made of straw, but within an hour of pulling them back on they were solid again. Isabel’s, she knew, would be the same.

‘We must go on,’ Isabel urged. ‘One day we will return and mark the grave properly, but there is no more we can do here now, and the longer we wait the greater the chance that the Germans will be upon us. We have to make the most of the daylight.’

Jessie sucked in a breath. Isabel was right. If they were to survive, they had to keep moving. 

Isabel passed the haversack with what remained of their supplies to Jessie, then picked up her medical bag.

Once three and now two women, Jessie thought, depending on each other for their lives and bound by a secret, that, even if they survived, could yet destroy them both.

She pulled the haversack onto her shoulders and raised her head to the snow-darkened sky. ‘Lord have mercy on us all,’ she whispered.


PART ONE

SKYE 1903–8


Chapter 1

Skye, summer 1903

Jessie MacCorquodale looked up as Miss Stuart entered the room and banged on her desk with a ruler. The children shuffled their feet and giggled nervously as they took their seats. Quiet fell. Miss Stuart was young but she was strict, and many of them, Jessie included, had suffered the leather tawse on their hands to prove it.

Their teacher wasn’t alone. Standing next to her was a tall girl with plaited golden hair and eyes that were much the same colour as the chocolate velvet collar of her smart cream frock. Clutched in her hands was a narrow-brimmed hat with a cherry-red band. Although she couldn’t have been more than a couple of years older than Jessie, she wore stockings instead of knee-length socks. Her buttoned, calf-length boots were polished and, as far as Jessie could tell, without holes. Jessie placed one of her feet over the other to hide the toe that was poking out of the front of her left tackety boot. Her own mud-coloured dress was a hand-me-down from an older cousin and had been darned so many times by Mammy that it was more thread than cloth. She ran a hand over her own wayward curls, which refused to lie flat. For the first time she was embarrassed by the way she looked.

‘Isabel is coming to join us for the last couple of weeks of term,’ Miss Stuart said. ‘I hope you will all make her welcome. Her father is Dr MacKenzie.’

So this was the doctor’s daughter. Mammy had been talking about a Dr MacKenzie coming to Skye to replace Dr Munro, who had gone to Glasgow to start a new practice. In Mammy’s opinion, Dr Munro was dangerous.

‘Dr MacKenzie is not long back from the Boer War,’ Miss Stuart was saying. ‘Who can tell me where the Boer War took place?’

Jessie’s hand shot up as her admiration for the new girl grew. Isabel’s father had been in a war – just like her own daddy! Except his war had been against the Earl of Glendale’s father and Daddy had gone to prison, along with the other martyrs from Glendale. Mammy had said that usually people would be ashamed of having a father in prison – like the McPhees, whose daddy had been taken to Portree and locked up for a couple of nights for being drunk and disorderly – but Jessie had to be proud of hers because he’d been locked up for a Good and Righteous Cause.

Miss Stuart picked on Archie, who didn’t even have his hand up, to answer the question and who, of course, answered correctly. It was so unfair. Her brother was three years older than her and bound to know more. Archie should be in a separate class but there was only one teacher, two if you counted the head, Mr MacIntyre, for almost seventy children, so they were all taught together.

Miss Stuart turned back to Isabel. ‘Find a seat, my dear. I’m sure you’ll get to know everyone’s names in time.’ She frowned at the class. ‘Isabel doesn’t have the Gaelic, so when you speak to her, mind your manners and talk in English, please.’

Jessie smiled at Isabel, hoping that the new girl would choose the empty seat next to her. Fiona wasn’t at school today. Indeed, half the class was missing. It was a good day and most of them would be out with their mams and dads helping to turn the hay. It was only on a bad day, when the rain and wind lashed the land, that there was full attendance at school. Not that her daddy ever let Jessie miss school: he wasn’t having his children scrape a living from a land that bled the life from a man. He said education was the only way out, and Jessie planned to work hard enough to win a scholarship to the secondary school in Portree. Clever-clogs Archie had already won one and was going to Inverness after the summer to study for his senior school-leaving certificate.

Jessie closed her eyes and sent a quick prayer heavenwards: Please, please, let the new girl sit next to me.

She heard a rustle and opened her eyes to find that Isabel had taken the seat right at the front. God hadn’t listened. Probably because she shouldn’t have been asking for things for herself. It served her right. Daddy said she should only pray for other people.

Even from two rows behind the new girl, Jessie caught the scent of oranges. Isabel was like one of the heroines out of the penny novels she borrowed from Fiona’s mam, although she was bound to be more interesting. And she already had breasts! Jessie was always studying her own flat chest, wondering when they’d start to grow and be big like her mammy’s. Mind you, some of the women Mammy helped birth had breasts that hung almost to their belly buttons. Too many children, Mammy said.

Miss Stuart had laid aside the cue she’d used to point to South Africa on the map and was ready to start the lesson.

There was more rustling as everyone cleaned their slates. Flora McPhee, who was sitting to the left of the new girl and right in front of Miss Stuart, so the teacher could keep an eye on her, spat on her cloth to clean her slate. Jessie hoped Isabel hadn’t noticed. She didn’t want her to think they were all like the McPhees. The MacCorquodales might not have much money, her mammy said, but that was no reason not to be clean and mind your manners.

She was glad when Mr MacIntyre clanged the bell for playtime. Hunger had been gnawing at her for a while – the porridge and boiled egg she’d had after she’d milked Daisy had been hours ago.

As the class spilled outside, Jessie scurried to the outdoor toilet, hoping to make it before the big boys. They spent ages in there and left it smelling worse than ever. By the time she’d come out and washed her hands under the tap in the courtyard, everyone was in the playground. As usual Archie was organising a game of football. It irked her no end that he always ignored her when he was with his friends. He wasn’t like that at home.

Searching the crowd of laughing, squealing children for Isabel, she spotted her sitting on a rock, her back straight, knees and feet neatly together as she unwrapped her lunch from a piece of brown paper. Flora McPhee, who wasn’t in her usual spot behind the wall, well out of Miss Stuart’s and Mr MacIntyre’s sight, said something in Gaelic to her friends and they laughed and pointed at Isabel.

‘Who does she think she is, with her fancy ways?’ Flora said loudly, in English this time. ‘That just because she’s the doctor’s daughter she’s better than the rest of us?’

Jessie’s heart started to pound. Flora McPhee was a bully, but if you stood up to her she’d back down soon enough. Isabel was ignoring Flora, seemingly intent on the package that lay open on her lap.

Flora and her gang moved closer until they were standing in front of the new girl. Isabel looked up at them with steady brown eyes.

‘What fancy food do you have there?’ Flora asked, curling her lip in a way that made her look ridiculous.

Isabel smiled politely and held out the package. ‘It’s a scone with cheese. The maid gave me too much. You’re welcome to some, if you like.’

Jessie cringed. Isabel shouldn’t have mentioned a maid. Now there’d be no stopping Flora’s spite. Flora’s older sister, Agnes, had applied for a job at Dunvegan Castle and been turned down. The only people this had surprised had been the McPhees, who had boasted to anyone who would listen that their Agnes would get a job there and be set up for life. The McPhees had a terrible reputation and should have known that no one in the big house would employ anyone without checking with the minister; he was hardly likely to recommend any of the McPhees since they were the only villagers who didn’t attend either one of the two Sunday services – a shame even worse than Mr McPhee being in gaol, her daddy said. Mr McPhee had hated Daddy ever since Daddy had warned him not to hit Flora’s mam.

Jessie dithered, not knowing what to do for the best. Should she go over or would her presence make it worse for Isabel? If Flora had an audience apart from her friends she might be less likely to back down. Jessie spun around, hoping to see Miss Stuart or Mr MacIntyre. No luck. Her eyes shifted to her brother. Archie, expertly dribbling the ball between his feet, glanced in her direction before his gaze slid past her. He trapped the ball under his foot and narrowed his eyes.

Flora was too intent on her prey to notice Archie watching. She grabbed the scone out of Isabel’s hands and tore it in two. She offered some to her friends, who shook their heads. Flora popped a piece into her mouth, made a show of turning up her nose and spat it onto the ground. She flung the rest after it and a seagull swooped, snapped it up and flew off with it in its beak.

It might still have been all right, if Isabel hadn’t stood up. Now she towered over Flora, who, although stocky and strong from lifting peats, was forced to look up at the doctor’s daughter.

‘I don’t mind if you want to share my lunch,’ Isabel said, ‘but I do mind if you waste it.’

The wind had dropped and her voice carried across the playground. The children nearby stopped what they were doing and turned to stare.

‘You can mind what you like,’ Flora said. She moved closer to Isabel, but the new girl was either too stupid or too brave to retreat. Instead she held her ground, looking at Flora as if she were a cowpat on the sole of one of her highly polished boots. Now there was bound to be trouble. Flora was a dirty fighter.

‘Leave her alone.’ Archie’s voice was quiet.

Jessie’s attention had been fixed on Isabel and Flora so she hadn’t heard him approach. She let her breath out. Archie was there. Everything would be fine now.

Although he was a year older than Flora, Archie wasn’t much taller and a lot scrawnier. But Flora knew better than to take on Archie. A year ago he had lifted her bodily and dropped her in the burn after she had hit Jessie. And it wasn’t just that. Jessie had seen the way Flora looked at him – in the silly way that the girls who had breasts seemed to look at all the boys, and at Archie in particular. Mam had said it was because he would be a fine catch for any woman when it was time for him to take a wife – he’d inherited his father’s good looks and grit and would, no doubt, with a good education behind him, make something of himself one day. Jessie didn’t consider her brother good-looking. He had the same wide mouth and wild dark hair as herself, and was far too skinny. His hands and feet looked too big for his body, but Mam said it was only a matter of time before he grew into himself. Admittedly he had a nice smile and his eyes were a deeper, much nicer shade of blue than her own – cobalt, according to the label on a discarded box of almost finished watercolours she’d once found on the moors.

‘I said, leave her alone, Flora,’ Archie repeated softly, in Gaelic.

Flora looked at him and flushed a deep red. She was pretty under the grime, with her jet-black hair and light blue eyes, and Archie might have walked out with her if she wasn’t so dirty – or so nasty.

Flora tossed her head. ‘I was only having some fun, Archie.’

‘Well, away you go and have fun somewhere else,’ he replied.

Flora muttered something under her breath to Isabel before she moved away, her friends following in her wake.

Archie grinned at Isabel and said something to her that Jessie couldn’t hear. Whatever it was, it made Isabel smile, and the transformation in her face, from shy and almost plain to quite beautiful, made Jessie ache inside. Why couldn’t she look more like Isabel? Why had she inherited her mother’s curly brown hair that wouldn’t do as it was told, blowing this way and that when it was windy, which was pretty much all the time? Why couldn’t she have unusual brown eyes instead of the boring blue shared by most of the village? But, most of all, why couldn’t she have a smile that made people look at her in the way that Archie was looking at Isabel?


Chapter 2

Isabel curled up on the window-seat in her bedroom and gazed across the water at Dunvegan Castle. A shaft of sun split the clouds and wrapped the castle in a golden, mystical light. She would ask Papa who lived there. Perhaps a girl of her own age. Someone like Lucy, the heroine of Sir Walter Scott’s The Bride of Lammermoor. A girl she could be friends with. Whatever Papa said, he couldn’t expect her to be friends with the local people. Most didn’t even wear shoes. And the girl who had snatched her scone was simply vile. Thank goodness she’d be going to a proper school in Edinburgh after the summer.

Skye was a funny place and she wasn’t at all certain she liked it. So far, the only good thing about being here was that Papa was living with them again. She was still a little shy of him, although she’d missed him terribly when he’d gone to South Africa to help look after the wounded soldiers. He’d been away for three long years and she’d almost not recognised him when he’d returned six months ago. Oh, it had been Papa, all right, even if his whiskers were now grey at the edges, but in her memory he was a tall man with a vigorous walk and a ready smile. The man who’d come back to them seemed smaller and, although he still laughed and teased her, so much sadder. And now he walked with a limp. A sword wound to his leg, he’d said. He’d got one to his chest too, and it sometimes made his breathing loud and harsh; the smog that hung over Edinburgh worsened it. That was why they’d come to live on Skye. The air here, he said, was much cleaner.

Her mother hadn’t been happy to leave Edinburgh. Before they’d departed for Skye, Isabel had overheard her telling Papa that he had no right to uproot them and take them away from all her friends and her work. She wasn’t sure what Mama meant by ‘work’ unless it was the endless committee meetings she attended. But Papa had put his foot down. He had said that he was the head of the household and would make the decisions. Andrew would stay at school in Edinburgh and live with his and Isabel’s older brother, George, and his family but Mama and Isabel’s place was beside him in Skye.

‘You don’t intend that Isabel should go to the local school? Really, William! What are you thinking of? Have you forgotten that your daughter is the great-granddaughter of a countess?’

‘No, my dear. I doubt I could forget,’ Papa responded drily. ‘There are only a few weeks left of school before the summer holiday. In the autumn she will return to Edinburgh to complete her education. Until then I want my daughter with me.’ There was a rustle as he shook his newspaper. ‘You’ve overindulged her, Clara, while I’ve been away. If she still wants to be a nurse, it will be to her benefit to see how the common people live. They will be the people she’ll look after – not countesses and ladies.’

Although Isabel heard the smile in his voice, his words made her burn with indignation. How could Papa say she was overindulged? And she was used to common people. They had servants, didn’t they?

‘I have the impression our daughter thinks nursing is about mopping fevered brows and little else,’ he added.

Isabel’s cheeks became hotter. Of course she knew that there was more to nursing than that. She’d read the stories about Florence Nightingale. Papa didn’t know her at all!

‘William, I have no intention of allowing Isabel to become a nurse.’

‘I don’t imagine you’ll have to worry about it for long, but our daughter is headstrong, so perhaps it would be as well not to forbid it.’

Every word made Isabel more determined. She would show him. He would find out she was not a girl who could be put off her course once she’d made a decision.

Not long after that conversation, they had packed up the house in Edinburgh and taken the train to Kyle of Lochalsh, then a small boat across to Skye. It had been almost dark when they’d arrived and Isabel had had only the briefest impression of clean air, scented with sea and a sweet smokiness.

After spending the night at a local inn they’d continued their journey, by carriage, the following morning. The mist had lifted and on either side of the road the sea and lochs glistened in the sun, sending sparks like miniature shooting stars into the air. Mountain ridges, their spines like the backbones of prehistoric animals, loomed over them. They passed several villages with people working outside, mending creels or carrying enormous baskets laden with clumps of dark earth on their backs. Small boats, some with their sails unfurled, bobbed along the shoreline.

As the carriage trundled along in the shadow of the mountains, Papa pointed to his left. ‘There are fairy pools over there. One day soon, Isabel, we must come to see them and have a picnic.’

‘Don’t be silly, Papa. I’m almost fourteen and I know perfectly well that fairies don’t exist.’ Really! Sometimes he treated her as if she were a baby.

‘You can’t know anything for certain, Isabel.’ Her father’s eyes creased at the corners. ‘A lot of people here still believe in things they can’t see.’

Several hours later, the carriage turned down a tree-lined track. Isabel craned her neck, eager to catch the first glimpse of her new home, but, hidden beyond a wood of ash, oak and beech, it was several more minutes before it came into view.

The lichen-encrusted house sat, hugged by the sea, on its own small peninsula. If she threw a stone from where she was sitting it would land in the water.

The carriage drew to a halt and, while the servants lined up to greet them, Papa jumped down to assist Mama, who was studying their new home with a frown of disapproval.

Inside, the house was big – bigger even than the one in Edinburgh – although much plainer. On the ground floor there were the usual reception rooms, and another room, close to the front hall, with a desk and a long, narrow steel table.

‘This will be my consulting room,’ her father said. ‘The patients will wait in the hall.’

Mama’s mouth twisted as if she’d sucked a lemon, but she didn’t say anything.

Upstairs there were seven bedrooms, one for each of them, including Andrew when he came home from school; Mama would use another as her sitting room, and the remaining two, she said, would be kept for visitors. ‘If anyone ever comes to this god-forsaken place to see us,’ she’d added, but quietly so Papa wouldn’t hear.

Now, only a week after they’d arrived, Isabel had already had enough of sitting in her room after school was over, doing nothing except read, read, read. As the discordant cry of a seagull came from outside her window, she let her book drop to the floor and uncoiled herself from the seat.

Deciding not to ask Mama’s permission, lest she say no, she slipped out of the house, found a narrow, well-trodden path behind the stables and set off up a hill. It would have been easier to take the dirt road but then people would have seen her. Although it was unlikely that Mama would be talking to the villagers – or even notice that she’d left the house – someone might mention to her father that she’d been out on her own and he wouldn’t be pleased either. He’d been very insistent about her staying close to the house and not wandering off, telling her that the cliffs could be dangerous, especially when the mist came down. Papa and Mama worried too much. The sun was shining, with barely a cloud in sight, and Isabel could see for miles.

Skye was so different from Edinburgh. Here, it was as if someone had come along with a big broom and swept away the hustle and bustle until there was nothing left but land, sky and water.

The track became increasingly overgrown with bracken, making it much more difficult to find her way. Sometimes the hill fell away sharply, and when she’d peered over the edge she’d been alarmed to find that the cliff dropped vertically into the sea.

On her other side, huddled in the shoulders of the hills, she could see a scattering of crofts. At times a house would disappear from sight with only the chimney smoke to identify its presence; then it would come suddenly and dramatically back into view, as if the fairies the islanders believed in had waved their magic wands. Even when she lost sight of the cottages, the clanging of metal on metal, the dull thud of an axe on wood, the voices of women calling to one another over the occasional squeals of children were reassuring.

Then, from the direction in which she was heading, she saw someone walking along the track towards her.

As the figure drew closer, she recognised him. It was Archie, the boy from her class. He was wearing the same wool jacket with patches on the elbows, but his trousers had large holes in both knees and were held up around his waist with a piece of string. His bare feet were stained with peat and grass. However, if he felt discomfited by his appearance he didn’t show it. He might have been wearing a dinner jacket, complete with starched shirt and bow-tie, if his bearing was anything to go by.

He carried a gun in one hand and a brace of rabbits in the other. Although Isabel hadn’t spoken to him since that first day, she’d been aware of him watching her in class and in the playground where she spent the breaks reading.

‘Hello,’ he said, with a smile. ‘What are you doing out here?’

She liked the way he spoke, almost as if he were singing, or as if each word was a precious object to be savoured.

‘I was just walking,’ she said.

‘On your own?’ He lifted an eyebrow.

As if it were any of his concern! ‘You’re on your own.’

‘But I know these hills like the back of my hand,’ he said. ‘There are places where you could sink to your knees in a bog or go over a cliff, if you don’t look out. Anyway, I didn’t think girls from the big houses were allowed out without a chaperone.’ The way he said it, with a sarcastic curl to his mouth, made her bristle.

‘I’m allowed to go where I please,’ she lied. ‘Now, may I pass?’

Instead of moving aside, Archie fell into step beside her. ‘I might as well come with you.’

She considered ordering him to leave her, but there was something about his otherness and his casual acceptance that he was no different from her that she found intriguing.

‘How do you like it here, then?’ he asked, his eyes tracking the flight of a crow with evident displeasure.

‘I prefer Edinburgh.’

Archie whistled through his teeth. ‘I can’t imagine anyone liking a place better than Skye.’

‘I take it you’ve been to Edinburgh to have such an opinion?’

His eyes darkened. ‘I haven’t, but my dad was there and one day I may go too. After Inverness.’

‘Inverness?’

‘I’ve won a bursary and will take my school leaving certificate there. After that, I may do anything I like. Go anywhere.’ There was no mistaking the pride in his voice.

‘You don’t want to live here? In the place you love so much?’

‘Pah! Remain here? As a crofter? To work all the hours God sends just to have enough to eat, yet not enough to buy proper clothes? No, it’s not for me or for my sister, Jessie. She’ll win a bursary too and go away to school. She’s determined to be a nurse and she’ll make a fine one – if she can keep her head out of the clouds, that is.’

‘I’m to be a nurse, too,’ Isabel told Archie. It didn’t seem quite as interesting now she’d discovered Archie’s little sister was to become one. ‘I might go to university first, though.’ The idea had just come to her. She didn’t want Archie to think she was going to be an ordinary nurse.

His mouth turned up at the corners. ‘Girls can’t go to university!’

‘Yes, they can. If they want to badly enough.’

‘And if they have a father who can pay for them.’ Despite his words, the look he gave her was one of admiration. ‘My dad says it’s good to have ambition – that nothing in life is ever achieved without people wanting to improve themselves. I wish I could go to university,’ he added wistfully, ‘but there’ll never be enough money for me to do that. Not until I’ve worked for many years.’

They had been walking up a hill as they talked, and as they came to the top, Archie pointed to a clearing.

‘This is Galtrigill,’ he said, with a sideways look at Isabel. ‘Or, at least, what’s left of it.’

Instead of cottages with people bustling around, the houses were roofless and empty, their stone walls crumbling into the nettled ground.

‘What happened?’ Isabel asked. ‘Where did the people go?’

Archie’s lips twisted. ‘The Earl of Glendale’s manager forced them out about forty years ago.’

‘Forced them? What do you mean?’

‘He needed the land. For his sheep.’

‘His sheep?’

‘When the price of wool soared, the landowners could make more money from their sheep than they could from the rent.’ Archie sat down on a rock, carefully placing his rabbits and his gun at his side. ‘They tried to stop the crofters using the grazing for their cattle back in ’eighty-four, but my dad and a few of the other men made a stand against them. They were taken to prison in Edinburgh. It was before I was born, but it’s still talked about.’ He smiled.

His father had been to prison! And he didn’t have the sense to be ashamed! He really was a strange creature.

‘My father was one of the Martyrs of Glendale,’ he continued. ‘He’s known throughout Skye. One day people will know my name the way they know his.’

Isabel sat down on a patch of prickly heather. She had the feeling that this boy, with his ragged clothes and bare feet, could do anything he wanted to. She pointed to the rabbits with distaste. ‘Why did you shoot them?’

‘To eat, of course.’

‘But they are only babies!’

Archie eyed her with amusement. ‘The smallest are the tastiest. Killing that which you can eat is never wrong as long as you do it quickly and cleanly. In fact,’ he jumped to his feet and held out his hand, ‘I’ll show you how to get a tasty meal. C’mon, the tide’s on the way out so it’s the perfect time.’

She ignored the proffered hand and scrambled to her feet. Without looking back to see if she were following, Archie set off towards the cliff with long, easy strides.

Curious, she went after him. He stopped at the edge and waited for her. It dropped steeply into a little bay with a narrow stretch of powder-white sand. Looking down made her feel giddy.

‘If we go down to the bottom we can pick mussels from the rocks,’ Archie said, tugging off his jacket and tossing it onto a clump of purple heather.

‘How do we get down there? Fly?’

‘We climb. I’ve done it thousands of times. Just do exactly as I do and you’ll be safe.’

The sun beat down on her back and she was uncomfortably hot in her long-sleeved cotton dress. She longed to feel the cool water on her skin but, more importantly, she didn’t want Archie to think her a coward. Her heart was pounding with fear and excitement in equal measure.

‘Of course, if you’re scared…’ His blue eyes glittered like the loch. ‘You’re a girl, after all – although my sister Jessie’s climbed it often.’

‘I’m not scared,’ Isabel retorted. ‘I can do anything a boy can – but it isn’t seemly for a girl to be scaling cliffs.’

His grin grew wider. ‘Suit yourself.’ He draped the brace of rabbits around his neck and slung the shotgun over his shoulder.

He was whistling as he disappeared over the edge. Isabel hesitated. Then she sat down to take off her boots and thick stockings. Realising her skirts were going to get in the way, she tucked them into the knee elastic of her drawers. If Mama could see her now she’d have a fit of the vapours.

She took a deep breath and followed Archie over the side.

How she made it to the bottom without falling she didn’t know. But make it she did.

She turned, expecting to find Archie looking at her with admiration, but instead he was using a rope to pull a small, blue-painted rowing-boat towards him. In front of her was a sandy, shallow bay, where the boat was moored, and to her left a ramp that sloped gently upwards from the shore.

‘We could have walked down that!’ Isabel said, pointing.

Archie grinned. ‘We could.’

‘Why didn’t we, then? We might have fallen.’

‘I wouldn’t have fallen and I was watching you. You were in no danger.’

Isabel resisted the urge to stamp her foot. He had risked their lives for nothing.

‘Anyway, where would have been the fun in coming down the easy way?’ Archie continued, passing her the rope. ‘Hold this while I fetch your boots.’

Hiding her annoyance, Isabel did as she was asked. She noticed that Archie took the easy way up and down when he went for her things. Had he been testing her? If so, she hadn’t been found wanting.

After he’d handed her the boots and stockings, he took the rope from her. ‘Let’s leave collecting the mussels for another day. Mam wants some salmon for dinner and the tide is right for fishing.’

‘Then I shall come with you.’ She hadn’t risked her life just to go home.

‘Very well. But we have to be quick. There’s a storm on its way.’

She glanced up. Some clouds had gathered but most of the sky was still bright blue. ‘Why do you think that?’ she asked.

‘Because I can smell the rain in the wind.’

‘That’s a funny thing to say!’ She lowered her voice to a mocking whisper. ‘Did the fairies tell you?’

Archie glowered at her. ‘Don’t ridicule me.’

She was instantly contrite: if anyone knew how to behave correctly it should be her. ‘I’m sorry. Of course, if you think a storm is on the way then it must be.’

If he had heard her apology he gave no sign of it. He brought the boat right up to the edge of the water and helped her in. It had no sail, just oars. There were two planks to use as seats and she took the one at the rear.

As he pushed away Isabel leaned back and trailed her hand in the water. ‘Do you like school?’

‘I like learning,’ he replied. ‘Except poetry – that’s for girls.’

‘But poetry’s wonderful! I read it for pleasure. I particularly like Tennyson’s “Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal”.’

‘“Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal”,’ he mimicked. ‘That doesn’t make sense! What’s the use of learning something that doesn’t mean anything?’

‘I don’t care what it means. I like the sound of it.’

Archie rowed with sure, steady strokes. ‘I’ve read Tennyson. The only poem I like is “The Charge of the Light Brigade”. At least it’s about something.’

Isabel sat up and propped her elbows on her knees. ‘And what do you think that is?’

‘Duty. Honour. Courage. The things that matter to men.’

‘They matter to women too!’ Isabel protested. ‘But I hate that poem. It’s about acting without considering the consequences – about throwing one’s life away on a lost cause.’

Archie regarded her through narrowed eyes. ‘A person shouldn’t think too much. Sometimes a man has to act because it’s the right thing to do for the good of others. A man has to have honour – even if it means losing his life – or he’s not a man at all.’

She folded her arms and glared at him. What could a simple country boy know about honour and duty? But then she remembered the way he’d intervened when Flora McPhee had been so horrible. He’d acted like a gentleman. Could she truly say she was behaving like a lady now?

He cocked an eyebrow. ‘You don’t like to be disagreed with.’

She flushed. For all his talk of honour, she wouldn’t put it past him to throw her out of the boat and make her swim to shore.

After rowing for a few minutes longer he pulled the oars from the water. ‘I dropped a net here last night.’

When he stood the boat rocked and Isabel squealed. ‘Mind you don’t tip us out.’

‘You’ve no need to tell me how to keep a boat afloat.’ He tugged at the net. ‘It’s heavy. I could do with your help.’

Isabel picked her way across the rocking boat until she stood next to him.

‘Try not to fall in. I might not be able to save you. I might not wish to save you.’ The last was muttered under his breath. Isabel chose to ignore it.

Together they heaved on the net until, finally, they had it clear of the water. As Archie had said, it was full of wriggling fish.

‘One more pull and we’ll have it over the side.’

The wet rope bit into her palms and strands of slimy seaweed were clinging to it. Nevertheless she braced her feet against the side of the boat and pulled as hard as she could. Archie must have been stronger than he looked: the net came onto the boat with a rush and, losing her footing on the slippery wood, she fell backwards, landing clumsily in the bottom of the boat. ‘Now I’m soaked,’ she said, mortified.

If she’d expected praise for her endeavours or sympathy for her fall, she went unrewarded. Archie grinned at her. ‘You’ll soon dry out.’

She scrambled back to her seat at the stern and eyed the flapping fish with distaste.

Archie handed her a thick stick. ‘Help me bash their heads.’

‘I will not! Poor things.’

He eyed her incredulously. ‘They’re fish. They won’t feel it.’ She winced as he lifted his stick and brought it down hard on a fish’s head. It flapped once more, then lay still.

‘I can’t do that!’ She wished she’d never agreed to come on this expedition.

‘I thought you were going to be a nurse.’

‘I am.’

‘Then you should get accustomed to putting living things out of their misery.’

‘I shall be healing people, not killing them.’

His grin widened. ‘In that case, I’ll kill these and you can gut them.’

She shuddered. Gut a fish? The very idea. That was what cooks did.

‘What are you waiting for?’ he asked, when she made no move to do as he asked.

‘I don’t know how to gut a fish.’

Archie looked exasperated. ‘Then I’ll show you when we get back to land. Every woman should know how to prepare a fish.’

Perhaps the women he knew. Certainly not her.

Archie studied the sky, where thick clouds were gathering now. ‘The storm’s coming.’ As he spoke, drops of rain fell and the boat rose on the swelling waves. Between the smell of the fish and the choppy sea, Isabel began to feel queasy. ‘Can we go home now?’ she asked.

He peered at her and his eyes softened. ‘You don’t look well. I’ll land the boat near your house. It’ll be quicker for you than walking home.’

‘My house?’

‘Yes. There it is.’ He pointed to the shore.

Sure enough Borreraig House was only a short distance away. It was much closer to Galtrigill by sea. To its left, almost hidden in a copse, was a small brick building Isabel hadn’t noticed before, with a small jetty in front of it.

‘What’s that?’ she asked, as Archie headed towards it.

‘Don’t you know? It’s the boathouse belonging to your house. The women used to change there for swimming.’ He smirked. ‘So no one would see them in their swimming costumes.’

‘I know what a boathouse is,’ Isabel objected. Did he think she knew nothing at all?

Archie tied the boat to the jetty, and as the rain began to fall in earnest, they left the fish where they were and ran towards the boathouse.

Inside there were two armchairs, with most of the stuffing missing, a small table and three wooden chairs, one of which lacked a leg. Cobwebs clung to every rafter and stick of furniture, and although there was a fireplace at one end, the place reeked of mildew. But it was shelter and it wasn’t as if she could invite Archie into the house.

When she shivered, Archie frowned. ‘You should change out of those wet clothes.’

‘They are not too bad.’ She wasn’t ready to go back inside. Whatever this boy’s faults, she couldn’t say he was dull.

‘In that case,’ Archie picked up an intact wooden chair and set it on its legs, ‘sit here while I make a fire.’

He went outside briefly and returned with sticks and lumps of peat. He took a box of matches from his pocket and soon had a blaze going.

‘Can you light a fire?’ he asked.

When she shook her head, his eyes crinkled with amusement. ‘What can you do?’

She lifted her chin. ‘I can play the piano, embroider – oh, all sorts of things.’ Although right at this moment she couldn’t think what. When he grinned, she decided she didn’t like the way he made her feel, as if she were the inferior. She held out her hand. ‘Good day to you. My mama will be looking for me. I must leave you now.’

He took it in his strong, calloused fingers and bowed slightly. ‘Certainly, Miss MacKenzie. If you want to come fishing again, you have only to say.’


Chapter 3

The next morning, Isabel’s father was at the door when she went downstairs for breakfast.

‘Please let Mrs MacKenzie know that I have been called to see a patient and I’m not sure how long I’ll be,’ he said to Seonag, their maid.

‘May I come too, Papa?’

When he hesitated, she played her trump card. ‘I missed you so much when you were in Africa. Please let me come – I’ll be company for you and you’ll be company for me.’

‘I don’t think Mama will approve, Isabel.’

‘But as I intend to become a nurse, wouldn’t it be good training for me? I know neither you nor Mama believe I have the aptitude for it, but this way you’ll see that I do.’

‘Have you been listening at keyholes, Isabel?’

‘No, indeed, Papa!’ She tried to sound shocked. If people spoke in loud voices and left the door open they couldn’t expect not to be overheard. ‘I simply happened to be passing when you were talking to Mama.’

Papa placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘Sometimes you’re too clever for your own good, my dear.’ Although he sounded cross, she knew he was amused by the way his eyes were smiling. ‘Very well. You may accompany me. Let’s see what it does to your wish to become a nurse.’

Outside, the cook’s husband, Mr MacDonald, had brought round the horse and trap. Her father levered himself onto the seat next to Isabel and passed her his doctor’s bag to hold on her lap.

When they topped the rise the village of Borreraig lay before them.

‘The houses are so small, Papa. They look as if they’re made for fairies, not real people. Couldn’t they have made them bigger?’

He frowned. ‘The people here aren’t rich, Isabel. At least, not as far as money goes. They each have only a small bit of land to work and live on. They build their houses themselves from whatever stones they can find and thatch the roofs with heather and reeds. They might be small but they’re warm and dry. Not everyone is as fortunate as you are.’

Isabel flushed. She hated it when he scolded her.

A couple of children detached themselves from their play and ran alongside the cart, giggling and pointing shyly. Their clothes were full of holes and they had no shoes, but they looked as if they were having fun. Isabel felt a pang of envy as she smiled and waved. Papa would see that she knew perfectly well how to behave towards those less fortunate.

When they came to a cluster of crofts, Dr MacKenzie pulled on the horse’s reins to bring the trap to a halt. A rusting plough lay outside one of the doors and a child sat on it, pretending it was a horse and cart. Each home had a neat peat stack to the side and a pile of creels. Several children stared at the visitors with open mouths. Anyone would have thought they hadn’t seen people before.

A boy of about ten rushed to hold the horse as her father helped Isabel down then looked at her sternly. ‘Now, my dear, if I say you have to go outside you must do so immediately. Is that understood?’

The boy, whom Isabel recognised from school, tied their horse to a post. ‘My mam’s waiting for you, sir.’

The house had only one window and it was so small it let in barely enough light to see. The darkness was made worse by the pungent peat smoke belching from the open fire at the end of the room. It was impossible to think that this was someone’s home.

As her eyes adjusted to the lack of light, shapes slowly distinguished themselves. A woman wearing a full grey skirt and a tight-fitting blouse, a plaid scarf covering her hair, came forward and said something in Gaelic.

The boy who had taken the horse hurried to her side. ‘My mother doesn’t have English, sir,’ he said quickly. ‘She thanks you for coming.’

Papa smiled briefly and gave the woman a nod of acknowledgement. ‘And your name, boy?’

‘Alasdair Beag, sir.’

‘So, Alasdair Beag, where is the patient?’ he asked, setting his bag on a rough-hewn table.

Alasdair pulled back some thin curtains to reveal a boy of about twelve lying on a bed recessed into one of the walls. ‘It’s Ian, my brother. We were out with the sheep and one of the rams butted him. His leg was bent at a terrible angle so I ran to get help. We took him home on the back of a cart and he screamed all the way.’ Alasdair’s face was almost as white with fear and shock as his injured brother’s.

Ian scowled at him. ‘I did not!’

‘Ask your mother to light a lamp,’ her father instructed Alasdair, ‘and bring it here so I can see better. My eyesight isn’t what it used to be.’

Isabel knew he was being kind – there was nothing wrong with his eyesight. Anyone would find it difficult to see in the gloom. She suppressed a cough. The smoke made her throat hurt, but she didn’t want to give him any reason to send her outside.

The mother lit a paraffin lamp and passed it to her younger son, who held it over the bed. Isabel crept closer until she was standing at her father’s elbow. She could see something white sticking through Ian’s leg.

Her father’s expression didn’t change. ‘He’s broken his tibia – that’s one of the bones in his lower leg – and it’s come through the skin.’

Alasdair translated briefly and waited for his mother’s reply. ‘She asks if you can mend it,’ he said.

‘I’ll do my best.’

The woman spoke hurriedly to Alasdair. Her brow was knitted with anxiety and she was twisting her hands together. Alasdair heard her out and turned to Isabel’s father.

‘My mother says she has no money,’ he said. ‘She can give you a chicken and some potatoes from the garden. She says I must tell you this now.’

‘Tell her that is most acceptable,’ Papa said. ‘I’m very partial to roast chicken.’

The woman smiled shyly, looking relieved.

Her father turned to Isabel. ‘My bag, please. First, I shall straighten the broken bone before I can set it. It will hurt so I will give Ian something to lessen the pain.’

He washed his hands with strong-smelling carbolic soap in an enamel basin of boiled water that the boy’s mother had filled from the kettle on the stove. Then he laid out the equipment he would need on a freshly laundered white cloth. Ian’s eyes, wide with dread, followed his every move.

‘Now, the important thing is to keep everything as clean as possible,’ he said, with a glance at Isabel. ‘An open wound such as Ian has can become infected very quickly and we don’t want that.’ He took a thermometer from his bag and shook it. ‘From looking at him, though, I think his temperature is normal at the moment. A doctor has to use his eyes as much as his instruments.’ He smiled at Isabel. ‘A nurse too.’

She liked the way he was explaining everything, as if she were a proper assistant.

He placed the thermometer under Ian’s tongue. Then he mixed something together until it was liquid before drawing it into a syringe. ‘Morphine is expensive and difficult to come by,’ he told Isabel. ‘If Ian were an adult, I’d be tempted to straighten his leg without pain relief. Now, Alasdair, do you think you can help me?’

‘I can help, Papa,’ Isabel said, stepping forward.

Her father looked surprised. ‘You’re not frightened?’

‘No, Papa.’ She was a little frightened, and she didn’t like being in the gloomy house with its strange smells, but she wanted to be the one to help Papa with the boy’s leg.

He pushed the needle into Ian’s arm and depressed the plunger. ‘In a few minutes you’ll feel sleepy and your leg won’t hurt so much.’

Papa seemed so relaxed. All the tension that had been in his face since he’d come back from Africa had gone. It was as if what he was doing gave him joy from somewhere inside him. A joy, she realised with a pang, that nothing and no one else could give him.

Whatever he had given Ian appeared to be working: the boy’s eyes were unfocused and his mouth slack. Her father removed the thermometer and looked at it. ‘Good. As I thought. No sign of fever that would indicate sepsis, although that is not to say that he isn’t harbouring bacteria that will lead to an infection. We must keep a close eye on him over the next few days.’

Isabel was thrilled when he said ‘we’, as if she were really helping him.

‘The first thing that needs to be done is to straighten the broken bone. Alasdair, could you hold Ian’s shoulders? Make sure he doesn’t move.’

‘And me, Papa?’ Isabel asked.

‘I need you to hold tight to Ian’s thigh. Grip very hard. Keep holding until I say you can stop.’

He waited until everyone was ready, then pulled Ian’s leg so hard that Isabel thought it would come off in his hand. Ian moaned and Alasdair winced. A couple of minutes later the leg was straight. After that he cleaned the open wound with something he poured from a bottle, then placed cotton pads soaked in the same solution on top. ‘Normally I would stitch the wound together, but not in this case. I’ll splint it and apply a bandage.’

While he talked, he was working with graceful, precise movements. There was no hesitation: it was as if his hands knew instinctively what to do. When he had finished, he gave a satisfied smile. ‘All we can do now is let nature take its course. I’ll show the boy’s mother how to change the bandages and clean the wound, and come back to see him in a day or two. Alasdair, could you tell your mother that? If Ian shows any sign of infection – a red face, or if he is sweating and throwing the blankets off – she must send for me immediately. Is that understood? She must only touch his leg when her hands are clean, and she isn’t to use any of her own remedies.’

‘I’ll tell her,’ Alasdair said. ‘She says thank you and God bless you. She asks if you’ll take a cup of tea while I fetch you a chicken and some potatoes.’

‘No, thank you,’ he said, to Isabel’s relief. Now that they’d finished with Ian’s leg, she couldn’t stay in that room a moment longer. ‘I have another patient waiting for me.’ He began to pack his bag. ‘Perhaps when I come back to see Ian.’

‘That was wonderful, Papa,’ Isabel said, as soon as they were on their way again, the chicken and potatoes in a sack at the back of the trap.

‘Did you think so? Why?’

‘You mended that boy’s leg. He was in pain and you made him better. That’s why I want to become a nurse. I’d like to be able to do that too.’

Her father smiled. ‘Nurses don’t set legs, Isabel. One needs medical training to do that. I wonder if you will still think it’s wonderful if the boy dies. He’s not out of danger, my dear. There is a very real possibility that his leg may yet become infected. When a wound is open like his was, there is nothing to stop the germs getting inside.’

‘He’s not going to die! Don’t say that, Papa. Surely people don’t die from a broken leg.’

‘Once infection gets into the bloodstream we have no way of stopping it, except…’ He paused.

‘Except what, Papa?’

Suddenly he looked tired. ‘I’ve taught you enough about medicine for one day. But I’ll tell you about our next patient. The Countess of Glendale has been suffering with her stomach all week. I suspect she hasn’t been eating enough vegetables. You will see that the job of a doctor isn’t always exciting.’

Isabel’s ears pricked up. Wasn’t the Earl of Glendale the landowner whom Archie’s father had argued with? ‘Where does she live?’

‘They’re renting Dunvegan Castle while their home in Glendale undergoes renovation.’

‘Does the countess have children?’

‘I hear so, but as to their ages and whether there’ll be an opportunity for you to meet them, I have no idea. I don’t know the family well, although I have met the earl once or twice in Edinburgh – they have a house in Charlotte Square as well as one here and another in London. I understand they don’t spend much time in Skye.’

Isabel was disappointed. It didn’t sound as if there was a girl of her age, also lonely and wanting a friend.

When her father stopped the cart at the side of the road to let a boy herding cattle pass, a thought was forming in her mind. Why shouldn’t she become a doctor instead of a nurse? She wanted to do exciting things, like set legs and perform operations. Papa always said how clever she was. She could go to university and study medicine. It was so obvious she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before.

‘Papa, I’ve made a decision. Instead of becoming a nurse, I shall be a doctor like you.’

Her father laughed. ‘My dear, it’s difficult for a woman to become a doctor.’

‘Why? Aren’t girls as clever as boys? Aren’t there female doctors already? I read in the newspaper that there is a whole university in Edinburgh just for women medical students.’

Now her father was looking at her with speculative eyes. ‘I never thought of you as a doctor, but perhaps you are better suited to medicine than nursing.’

‘So I could become a doctor?’

‘It’s possible.’ He touched her cheek with the back of his hand. ‘I’m not sure what your mother will think of your latest scheme. I suspect she’ll care no more for your desire to become a doctor than she did for your wish to be a nurse. I know she would be happiest if you made a good marriage.’

‘I have no intention of marrying, Papa.’

He laughed as if he didn’t believe her. ‘Many women find satisfaction in getting married and having a family. Perhaps, one day, when you’re older, you will too.’

Isabel knew that she would never change her mind. She would be a doctor one day. Of that she had no doubt.

The trap pulled up outside the castle and a groom hurried over to take the horse. Isabel looked around, eager to see everything. Some of the windows were boarded up, giving the place the appearance of a Gothic ruin. She shivered with delight.

A footman led them up the staircase and into a large drawing room. He announced them and withdrew. At the far end of the room, next to the fireplace, was a woman with a pale face and a large nose. She reminded Isabel of one of the sea eagles that circled over Borreraig House.

‘Dr MacKenzie, how kind of you to come.’ The voice was strong, the tones perfectly modulated in the English way. ‘Please forgive me if I don’t get up. Now, who is this you have with you?’

‘May I introduce my daughter, Isabel.’

Isabel bobbed a curtsy.

The countess’s hand sparkled with diamonds as she beckoned them closer. ‘Please, do sit down.’

Once they were seated, Lady Glendale continued, ‘Are you finding the work here suitable, Dr MacKenzie? We’re not keeping you too busy, I hope.’

‘Not busy enough – yet.’ Isabel’s father answered with a smile.

‘And your wife? How does she find Skye? Where is she from?’

‘Mrs MacKenzie is from Edinburgh. You may know her father, Colonel MacLean.’

Lady Glendale frowned. ‘Not the MacLeans who own the distillery?’

‘Yes. Do you know them?’

‘We have little to do with the merchant class,’ Lady Glendale said, wrinkling her nose. Now she looks like a crow, Isabel thought.

‘My wife’s mother was Lady Olivia MacLean and her grandmother the Countess of Arbroath,’ Papa replied, after a small pause.

Lady Glendale’s brow cleared. ‘Oh, yes. I’d forgotten. In that case I must invite Mrs MacKenzie to tea and introduce her to some of the others who are here for the summer.’

Isabel suspected she wasn’t referring to the crofters’ families.

The countess rang a bell that stood on the small table next to her. Within seconds a male servant appeared. ‘Ah, Burton, could you bring us some tea?’

‘Is there anywhere Isabel could wait while you and I talk?’ Papa asked.

‘My eldest son, Lord Maxwell, will keep her company. He is with us for the summer. My other children remain in London. Burton, could you take the child to Lord Maxwell and ask him to entertain her until her father is ready to leave?’

Isabel stood. She would much rather have been let loose on her own to explore the castle, but she could hardly refuse what was clearly a command. She followed the servant from the room.

Burton paused in the corridor and pointed to a chair. ‘If you would wait here, Miss, I’ll let his lordship know you’re waiting.’

Isabel sat down, but as soon as Burton disappeared from view she jumped up and opened a door to her right. A little peep couldn’t hurt.

It was a dining room with portraits on every wall. She went in and stopped at one of a man wearing a white wig and dressed in red tartan.

‘The Red Man,’ she read aloud. ‘The twenty-second Laird of Dunvegan.’

‘He looks rather ridiculous, doesn’t he?’ a voice said, and she whirled around to find a boy of about sixteen standing behind her. He was good-looking in a way that Isabel wished she could be. His features were refined and his blue eyes challenging. The only thing that marred his otherwise perfect face was his mouth. It was small, almost as if it couldn’t stretch far enough to smile.

He sketched a bow. ‘I gather I’m to keep you company until your father has finished talking to my mother. I am Lord Charles Maxwell.’

Isabel felt unexpectedly gauche in his presence. ‘I’m Isabel MacKenzie,’ she replied. She pointed to the painting. ‘Why is he dressed like that?’

He came to stand next to her. ‘I wondered that too,’ he said, ‘so I asked. Apparently he was the laird when Sir Walter Scott came to stay. There was to be a meeting of all the clan chiefs in Edinburgh and Sir Walter persuaded him that he should dress all in tartan. I think Sir Walter was teasing, but it appears the laird took him at his word.’

‘Sir Walter Scott? The writer? He stayed here?’ Isabel could hardly believe what she was hearing. Perhaps this castle was the setting for the Wolf’s Crag? How perfectly marvellous if it was.

Charles raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ve read Sir Walter?’

‘I’m reading The Bride of Lammermoor at the moment. I only have a chapter or two left. It’s wonderful – although I do think Lucy might have had a little more backbone.’

‘I find books tedious,’ Charles replied. ‘I would much sooner be out riding and hunting.’ He smiled slightly. ‘If you like I can show you the dungeon.’

A real dungeon? She had to see it. ‘If you wish.’ She tried to keep her voice from betraying her excitement.

The glint in Charles’s eyes told her he wasn’t fooled.

‘It’s here,’ he said, opening a door at the other side of the room. Isabel followed him along what appeared to be a servants’ corridor and into a small, stone-flagged room. In the centre a grid covered a hole. It was so heavy that Charles grunted with the effort of lifting it. She peered down as he dragged it aside. The hole was at least twenty feet deep with stone walls that were smooth with age. At the bottom there was a space no more than four feet square.

‘How did they get out?’ Isabel asked.

Charles was standing close enough for her to feel the heat of his breath on her neck. He laughed. ‘The idea was that they didn’t get out. At least, not until they were dead.’

Suddenly his hands spanned her waist. ‘I could give you a shove,’ he taunted. ‘You could see what it was like for yourself. Of course, I might not be able to get you out again.’

She didn’t like his tone – she could almost believe he would do it.

Twirling out of his arms, she stepped away and glared at him. ‘That wasn’t funny. I believe I would like to go and wait for my father now.’

Her heart was beating fast as Charles studied her with amusement. She’d seen that expression before. On a cat just before it attacked a sparrow. She lifted her chin and returned his look steadily.

‘Very well, little Miss Doctor’s Daughter. You can go. I’ve had enough of playing nursemaid, anyway.’

Isabel was quiet on the way home. She had decided she didn’t care for Dunvegan Castle now that she’d been there. She didn’t tell her father about Charles. What was there to say? That he’d teased her and threatened to throw her into the dungeon? Papa would just laugh. But he hadn’t seen the look in Charles’s eyes: she had the distinct feeling that he really would have pushed her into the dungeon and left her there.

Skye was a very strange place indeed.


Chapter 4

The remainder of the summer passed quickly. When Isabel wasn’t with her father, either helping him in his surgery or going with him on his visits, she was with Archie. She had enlisted Seonag’s help to clean the boathouse and Mr MacDonald had repaired the broken chairs. Then she brought down some cushions from her bedroom and a rug she had found in the attic. The boathouse was now her favourite place – especially for reading. No one, apart from Archie, ever disturbed her there.

He was like no other person she had ever met yet she was at ease with him in a way she was with no other, except for Papa. Archie teased her all the time, particularly about her fancy Edinburgh ways, but she soon grew accustomed to it and no longer took umbrage.

Sometimes, when the weather was poor, they met in the boathouse and she would read to him from The Bride of Lammermoor but he would soon become impatient with her ‘romantic nonsense’, as he called it, and insist that they did something more to his liking.

He taught her how to fish, how to lay a fire and, once, he’d even tried to show her how to catch a rabbit. Naturally she’d refused. There were things she would not do – even if doing them would have raised his opinion of her.

All too soon it was time for her to return to Edinburgh where she would start at Miss Gray’s School for Young Ladies. Soon after she had gone Archie would leave for Inverness to continue his education.

Her trunks were packed and her travelling outfit for the morning was laid out on the bed. Mama was to accompany her to Edinburgh and would stay for a week or two to spend time with her sons and see Isabel settled. Now, in preparation for the long journey, she had retired to her room to rest. Papa was out on a call.

Pulling on her coat, Isabel slipped down to the boathouse. The winter weather had set in and cold rain lashed the land, bending the branches on the trees and obscuring the view of the hills.

She’d had just enough time to light the fire, a miserable affair, when Archie appeared at the door. ‘Do you call that a fire?’ he said, by way of greeting. ‘It’s not enough to keep a family of mice from freezing.’ He crouched next to it, added some peats and stoked them until they flamed brightly. ‘You go tomorrow, then,’ he said, when it was burning to his satisfaction.

‘Yes. I am all packed.’

He took the seat by the fire that had become his and stretched his legs in front of him. ‘But you’ll come next summer?’

‘Papa wants me at home whenever it’s possible but I shan’t be back at Christmas or Easter. What about you?’

‘I’ll come back when I can. Certainly for the summer. There’s too much to do on the croft for my father to manage without me.’

She would miss Archie almost as much as Mama and Papa. She reached up to the mantelpiece, picked up the book she had brought with her and held it out to him. ‘I have something for you.’

‘What is it?’ he asked, turning it over in his hands.

‘It’s a volume by Yeats. You said you didn’t like poetry but I’m determined to change your mind. I thought you might find one in it that you liked.’ She shot him a smile. ‘One that might mean something.’

‘I won’t be converted. You know that.’ He slipped it into the inside pocket of his threadbare jacket. ‘Thank you. I’ll read it when I’m in Inverness.’

He hunted in the pockets of his trousers, pulled out his hand and examined the contents: a piece of rope, a crumpled handkerchief and a sweetie paper. His cheeks were red. ‘As you can see, I’ve nothing to give you in return.’

‘It’s all right. You don’t have to give me a present just because I gave you one.’

‘It’s not all right.’ His eyes glittered and she knew she had offended him. She twisted her fingers together.

‘Shall I see you next summer?’ she asked.

‘If you’re not too full of your Edinburgh ways.’

She tipped her head to one side. ‘You say the strangest things. Friends don’t forget each other.’

‘Aye, well, perhaps. We shall see.’

He was still cross with her. This was not the way she’d imagined their parting, but she didn’t know how to put it right. ‘I must go. Mama will be looking for me.’ She stood on tiptoe and dropped a kiss on his cheek.

He flushed a deeper shade of red and rubbed the place where her lips had touched his skin. ‘Go, then,’ he said, not looking at her. ‘I’ll dampen the fire before I leave.’

That night she was unable to sleep, regretting that their last minutes together had been so ill at ease. He was too proud, she decided, and there was little she could do about it.

The next morning, when she went to check the boathouse for anything she might have forgotten, she found, in front of the door, a single wild rose from which all the thorns had been carefully removed.


Chapter 5

Skye, summer 1904

Life in Edinburgh was not to Isabel’s taste. She liked the school well enough but the other girls weren’t interested in discussing things that mattered. They preferred to talk about teas and parties, dresses and future husbands, and she found herself counting the days until the summer holidays.

Finally she was back on Skye, and at the first opportunity that presented itself, she went down to the boathouse, wondering if Archie would seek her company again. She knew he, too, was back for the summer as she’d seen him in the distance, striding across the moors when she was in the trap with her father on their way to visit a child with a sore throat. Papa had promised that this year she could help him in his surgery and go with him on visits – as long as there was no sign of infection.

She needn’t have fretted. Almost as soon as she’d lit the fire, which took her far longer than it was supposed to, Archie appeared at the door.

‘Did you see what I’ve done?’ she said, gesturing towards the fire she’d made.

‘You did that? Without help?’

She picked up a cushion and flung it at him. ‘You know I only need to be shown once – twice at most – how to do something!’

When he laughed and threw the cushion back at her, she knew everything would be fine between them.

They talked about the time they’d spent at school, then Archie delved into his pocket and brought out the volume of poetry she’d given him the summer before. ‘I brought your book back.’

‘It was a present. I meant you to keep it.’ She wondered whether to mention the rose but decided against it. Even if he remembered, he might be embarrassed. ‘Did you read it?’ she asked.

‘I did.’

His hands, she couldn’t help noticing, were scrubbed, although soil still clung to his fingernails. At least, since he’d been in Inverness, he had taken to wearing boots.

He returned her scrutiny with a mocking smile. ‘Am I smart enough for you, my lady?’

‘You’ll do.’

‘Anyway I still think poetry is girls’ stuff!’

She held out her hand. ‘Pass it to me. How can you say you’re educated if you can’t appreciate it?’

‘I prefer science and mathematics. They make sense. They’re what I need to know if I’m to get on in this world. You should prefer them too if you’re to be a doctor. Poems don’t help sick people get better.’

‘On the contrary, poetry helps people, all people, understand the world.’

‘If they can afford the books in the first place. Most folk I know count themselves lucky to own a Bible.’

‘A doctor helps a body to heal but poetry is good for the soul. Take this one, for example. How can anyone not feel better after listening to it?’

He leaned forward in his chair, propping his elbows on his knees and his chin on his hands. ‘Read it to me, then. Convince me.’

‘Very well. I shall read one that reminds me of us.’ She found the poem, slid him a look and began:


‘When you are old and gray and full of sleep

And nodding by the fire, take down this book,

And slowly read, and dream of the soft look

Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep…’



When she stopped, she looked up. He was staring at her with the oddest expression. An unfamiliar sensation gathered in her chest. It was as if her heart were being squeezed.

‘Go on,’ he said, leaning back in his chair, but keeping his eyes on her.

She took a deep breath.


‘How many loved your moments of glad grace,

And loved your beauty with love false or true;

But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,

And loved the sorrows of your changing face.’



She closed the book and placed it on the arm of her chair. Apart from the flickering flames of the fire, there was little light in the room and Archie’s expression was concealed from her by the shadows.

‘“Loved your beauty with love false or true”,’ he repeated, almost as if he were speaking to himself. ‘I wonder which applies to you.’

She laughed. ‘I shall always love truly, of course, when the time comes. As you shall.’ She looked at him from under her lashes. ‘I am sure many of the village girls already have their hearts set on you.’
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