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To Tracy, for her timely reminder
about the S.S. Politician


PART I

WINTER 1941


CHAPTER 1

Fergus paced the kitchen at Laigmhor, his footsteps eerily enhanced by the silence that enshrouded him. The black cavern of the window with its drab covering of blackout blinds, gaped at him like the blank eye of a dead fish and added to his sense of desolation. Going over, he pulled the blind back a fraction. The mist lay over the moors and he could see nothing but dismal swirling wraiths floating and billowing over the landscape. The night sounds of Portcull came to him as in a dream; the echoes of a dog’s bark from Murdy’s house by the bridge that spanned the Fallan; faint sounds of merriment from one of the village cottages; the hoot of the steamer’s horn from Portcull harbour; a wail from the siren. Captain Mac was certainly making the most of his enforced stay at safe anchorage. He had told Fergus he would ceilidh the night away with the help of Tam McKinnon’s home-brewed malt whisky. From the sound of it one half of the ceilidh was on board ship, the other half no doubt in Tam McKinnon’s cottage. A light flashed out at sea, filtering uncertainly through the hazy curtains of haar that warped everything that was normal and real. It all added to Fergus’s own sense of unreality and he hunched his broad shoulders wearily and dug his hand into his jacket pocket, reassured for a moment as his fingers curled round the familiar stem of his pipe.

His thoughts were sluggish, mixed, taking him back over the strange events of that long exhausting day. It seemed years since they had boarded the steamer at Portcull harbour: At 6 a.m. the village was hushed and peaceful, the sea dark and calm, the ship’s crew subdued and heavy-eyed after a night of ceilidhing with relatives on the island. Kirsteen was pale and drawn, heavy and awkward in the advanced stages of her pregnancy. Lachlan McLachlan, the doctor who tended the population of Rhanna, had advised Fergus to take Kirsteep to a mainland hospital because she was expecting twins and it was safer for her to be under constant medical supervision. She hadn’t wanted to go. ‘I want to have my babies at Laigmhor,’ she had told Fergus somewhat defiantly. ‘It seems right that they should be born here. I’ll hate it in hospital.’

But something deep inside Fergus had rebelled at the idea. A flash of cowardice perhaps, a knowledge that in a hospital he would be divorced somewhat from the stark drama of birth. He hadn’t wanted to go through that again. Far better a hospital, away from Laigmhor, away from Rhanna.

In the cabin she snuggled into him, fragile despite the swollen bulk of her belly, resentment and rebellion making her silent and uncharacteristically sullen. Her hands were cold but her face was warm against his and she smelt of fresh air and freshly laundered underwear. The faint fragrance of lavender clung to her and the smell reminded him vividly of Mirabelle, so much a part of Laigmhor for so many years, so much a part of everyone she had tended in her selfless years as housekeeper. Though she was gone now, she still lived in his memory and he had found himself wishing at that moment that she was still there with them all, fussing, comforting, scolding, safe, so safe.

He nuzzled Kirsteen’s wheat-coloured curls and in a rush of protectiveness crushed her to him in a fierce embrace.

‘I love your strength, you great brute of a man.’ She laughed and he thought, ‘I’m not strong, not now, not strong enough – for this.’

She lay in his arms, quietly, no resistance left in her, hardly even a smile for Kate McKinnon who came breezing into the cabin, her strong homely face full of sympathy as she surveyed first Kirsteen’s stomach then her face. ‘Ach, my poor lassie, just about well done they are from the look of the oven – ready to pop out any time, I’d say from the look of you – are you feeling all right, mo ghaoil? You look a wee bit tired.’

‘I’m fine, Kate, I never was a good sailor, that’s all.’

‘Well at the rate we’re going, we might as well get out and walk,’ Kate said vigorously. ‘Would you listen to that damnty siren! It’s worse than Tam’s snoring when he’s had a bellyful of whisky.’

It wasn’t till then that Fergus became fully aware that the ship’s siren was blaring out at regular intervals and he stared at Kate. ‘What’s wrong?’ he demanded. ‘Don’t tell me the mist has come down?’

‘Ay, as thick as my head feels this morning,’ Kate imparted cheerily. ‘It will be tonight before I get to Barra at the rate we’re going now.’

‘You’re going over to Barra then?’ Kirsteen smiled, already feeling better in Kate’s boisterous company.

‘I am right enough, I thought I might go and visit some of my relatives there – and o’ course to see how is the Politician doing. These damt salvors have made a fine mess o’ things.’ Kate’s cheery face became sad. ‘Fancy the likes – blowin’ up a boat and all that good whisky still in her hold – but ach we might get a bit o’ peace then and have no more o’ thon officials sniffin’ about the islands to see if we have been hidin’ whisky and foreign money.’

Kate had every reason to sound huffed. Up until recently she and her husband, Tam, had been making a tidy little profit from the produce of his illicit whisky still, which was safely tucked away in a ‘secret room’ in old Annack Gow’s blackhouse. The whisky had been bottled in small brown medicine containers and, in the guise of cough mixture, had found its way all over the island and spilt over into neighbouring islands. Tam and Kate had kith and kin living the length and breadth of the Hebrides and his superb-tasting malt whisky had found a ready market. Annack and a few of Tam’s contemporaries had shared some of the ‘takings’, but it was to the crafty Tam that most of the profit had gone.

In February of that year the S.S. Politician, en route from Mersey to Jamaica and the United States of America, had run aground on the rocks in Eriskay Sound. A large part of her cargo had consisted of twenty thousand cases of Scotch whisky, which the salvors had been unable to reach. The Hebrideans had heard the news with delight and from all over the islands, boat parties set forth, braving the dangerous waters of the Sound of Eriskay and the Minch. Bottles had bobbed in on the tide, crates full of whisky had been thrown onto sandy beaches, the whim of the wind deciding which island would be next to benefit from the water of life. Money had come in too, Jamaican ten-shilling notes, floating tantalizingly on the silken waves before being tossed ashore. It had been as if an Aladdin’s cave had erupted under the sea to spew out its treasures. No one had known what to expect next; the chief occupation of the day was beach-combing. Bicycles and thousands of shirts had come from the Politician’s generous holds. It had been carnival time in the Hebrides, a spree of endless ceilidhs and uninhibited revelry. Jamaican money had circulated throughout the islands, as far north as Benbecula, and the Customs and the police, in a furore over the whole affair, had begun searching, finding a lot of the whisky but missing the bulk, recovering and destroying large amounts of Jamaican notes, though vast amounts had been left unaccounted for. A sweating Tam had closed down business for an indefinite period, being careful however to hide away a few casks of his malt ‘for emergencies’.

At sight of Kate’s soulful expression, Kirsteen burst out laughing. ‘You’re the limit, Kate. See how the Politician is doing indeed! Away to see what you can find more like! And I know fine that Tam’s whisky is still popular despite the glut and folks are still willing to buy it.’

Kate looked suitably downcast. ‘Ach well, times are hard so they are and Tam hasny the brains to be doin’ much else but the odd job and brew a drop or two o’ whisky on the side.’ She sniffed dismally. ‘Things was goin’ fine for us till that damt boat hit those rocks and now my poor Tam has had to suspend his business for a whily. We might as well make the most o’ things till the Customs have satisfied themselves that we are no’ doin’ them out o’ anything . . .’ A wide grin split her face. ‘Fly they may be but no’ as fly as us when it comes to hidin’ things. Now – I’m away to see Mollie. She is needin’ a shirt or two for Todd and is goin’ to see will her sister in Uist slip her a few.’

She breezed away and the cabin was quiet again. Kirsteen smiled at Fergus and they settled down to read the magazines they had bought.

They were barely twelve miles out to sea when the first pain seized Kirsteen, so violently it took her breath away and made her tremble. By then the mist had crept thickly and insidiously over the water and the ship’s engines had slowed till it seemed they had all but stopped.

Kirsteen lay back on the narrow bunk bed and tried not to let Fergus see that she was in pain but there was no fooling him and he stared at her, his eyes black with apprehension.

She forced a smile. ‘Fergus, I’ll be all right. These aren’t proper pains, false I think they call them. It’s too early for the babies to be born yet.’

‘Lachlan says twins can be premature,’ Fergus said tersely. ‘What if they are coming? We’re stuck out here and the mist is getting thicker. Dammit! It will take years to get to Oban at this rate.’

‘We have to make a stop at Barra and then the Uists – if the worst happens we’ll get a doctor there.’

‘It’s hours to Uist, we’re only a few miles out from Rhanna. I can’t let anything happen to you. I’m going to ask the Captain to turn back!’

‘No, Fergus!’ she cried, her face so white he felt his heart racing with dread. ‘Stop it! I know what’s on your mind! I’m not Helen! I’m not going to die! For heaven’s sake, it’s only a few wee twinges. Oh please don’t be so afraid for me, darling, I’m perfectly healthy, I’ve had Grant; now I’m having twins, it’s natural for me to have some pains now and then. Don’t worry so.’

‘I’m not worried!’ he shouted at her.

‘Oh yes you are! I’ve felt your worry for more than eight months now! You’re terrified of birth, Fergus. I don’t blame you, it’s only natural after what happened to Helen – what Shona went through.’

‘I am not terrified.’ he gritted. ‘What do you take me for? Some kind of damned cissy?’ His jaw was tense with rage because he knew that she was right. He was terrified; memories were starting to engulf him, forcing him back over the years to Helen, his first wife, upstairs in the bedroom at Laigmhor in the throes of childbirth; the cold sharp light of a January dawn; a child’s thin wailing cry – and Helen, dying, her fiery hair framing the delicate cameo of her face. Later came his torture of mind and soul, a heartrending grief that had made him turn away from his infant daughter Shona, rejecting everything that reminded him of Helen’s death. He had thought it all forgotten, buried in the ashes of his past, but now it was all coming back. A cold prickle of foreboding touched his spine and made him shiver.

‘I’ll get you a cup of tea.’ Anxiety clipped his tones. She lay back with a sigh and he went to fetch the tea which she drank gratefully.

‘There, I’m fine now.’ She smiled, her eyes a startling blue in her pale face. Briefly he clasped her hand then he got up. ‘I’m going on deck for a smoke. Try and rest.’

He stood on deck and looked down at the grey water below. It was glassy, deceptively calm, the same kind of sea that had robbed him of one of his finest friends, Hamish Cameron, the big laughing Highlander who had been grieve at Laigmhor when Fergus was still an infant. Hamish had died in the sea by the treacherous Sgor Creags, jagged masses of rock near Port Rum Point. Fergus, too, had nearly died but in the end he had been saved, though his left arm had been amputated by Lachlan because it had been so badly crushed by those pinnacles of rock it was beyond repair.

Fergus looked again at the glossy swells rising and splashing against the hull and he shuddered. He feared and hated the water and here he was, with Kirsteen, gliding slowly along on the steamer, cradled by his enemy, yet relying on it to carry the boat safely to land. The mist enveloped him and he could almost hear Canty Tam’s voice saying, ‘The Uisga hags love the mist, they can make things happen to people that never happen on land. See, their auld hag faces are smilin’ for they like nothin’ better than the mist to cast their evil spells.’

‘Silly fool,’ Fergus thought, but nevertheless he moved away from the rails and went down below to the cabin. Kirsteen was moaning in pain and she gasped, ‘I – I think it’s the real thing, Fergus. It’s too soon – but you mustn’t go losing your head over it – I’ll keep till we get to Barra.’

Without a word Fergus turned on his heel and went to seek out the Captain. ‘How long till Barra?’ he asked curtly.

Captain Mac was a Lewis man with a shock of white hair, a bulbous red nose, and calm brown eyes. He blinked at Fergus sleepily and said with a wry grin, ‘About the time it might take us to get to the moon. We canny go like the clappers o’ hell in mist like this. What ails you, McKenzie?’

‘Not me, it’s Kirsteen. I think she’s started to go into labour.’

Captain Mac’s eyes twinkled and he slapped his knee. ‘Bugger me, would that not be a fine thing for you? The first twins ever to be born on board the old girl and myself acting as chief midwife. I tell you it would give me something to tell my grandchildren and the lads would make a fine tale of it at the ceilidhs . . .’

He was brought to an abrupt halt as Fergus gripped his arm painfully. ‘Bugger your grandchildren and your ceilidhs! My wife isn’t some sort of object in a circus. I want you to turn back – to Rhanna – now.’

‘Ach, get a hold of yourself, man,’ Captain Mac said somewhat peevishly. ‘If you must know I was just about to give the orders to turn back for I am no’ daft enough to think we’ll ever make anything o’ it in this kind o’ weather.’ He glanced at Fergus reproachfully. ‘By God, you’re a de’il o’ a man when you’re fighting for your own – but . . .’ he was remembering how Fergus had lost his first wife. ‘I admire you for saying outright just what’s in that stubborn buggering mind o’ yours.’

He glanced at his abused and battered clock on the shelf. ‘I tell you what, son, that old witch Behag should just be opening the Post Office by now. How would it be if I get a message through to her on that wireless contraption thing o’ hers? The old bugger will spread the news about before you can undo your fly, but at least she can alert Lachlan that we are coming back and that bonny wee Kirsteen will get attention the minute we get to shore.’

Fergus gripped his shoulder. ‘Thanks, Mac, that’s a grand idea, we’ll share a bottle next time you’re in port – celebrate in style.’

Captain Mac chuckled heartily. ‘Ach, I won’t be waiting for the next time. I’m for a good celebration tonight. If the mist holds I’ll get along to Tam’s for a taste o’ his cough mixture. My first grandson was born last week and I have wet his head so much I doubt I’ve maybe drowned the poor wee mannie.’

When Fergus arrived back at his cabin, it was to wonder what sort of telepathy existed among women for there was Kate and Mollie filling the air with sanguine utterances while they took turns at rubbing Kirsteen’s back. Kate’s big capable hands squeezed and pummelled till Kirsteen protested but Kate would have none of it. ‘Weesht you now,’ she ordered authoritatively. ‘I’m an expert on matters like these, for haven’t I went through it often enough, and the last time on my own wi’ never so much as a pat on my bum to help me on – ach, Nancy was there right enough but she was only a bairn herself and could do little more than gape at my sufferings – near died I did, but the Lord pulled me through – wi’ a good bit o’ co-operation from myself o’ course. Did I tell you how?’

‘Yes, Kate, you did,’ Kirsteen broke in hastily. She had heard Kate’s story many times before and was in no mood just then to listen to gory details about birth. She felt sick and afraid and when Fergus came in she stared at him wordlessly.

‘We’re turning back,’ he told her, his dark eyes lingering on her lovely face with its finely honed features and beautifully shaped mouth. ‘Don’t worry, there’s no fuss, Mac was about to go back anyway.’ His voice was soft, intimate and Kate’s eyes flashed.

‘Would you listen to him – makin’ love to her wi’ his voice!’ She grinned at Kirsteen. ‘It’s no wonder you’re lyin’ there wi’ a belly like a Christmas puddin’! If Tam had used that voice on me all our married life I’d have spent my days on my back doin’ all the things we aren’t supposed to like and churnin’ out bairns like sausages!’

Everyone laughed, even Fergus, because it was impossible not to like Kate with her blunt tongue and earthy humour. She was reliably strong in difficult situations, never panicking, enjoying any challenge that chanced her way.

‘Look you here,’ said Mollie, wife of Todd the Shod, the village blacksmith. ‘You won’t get to see your relatives in Barra for a whily yet, Kate. It wouldny go amiss if you was to share a droppy o’ your cough mixture wi’ us.’

‘But you don’t drink, you just turn up your nose and sip at a glass of good whisky like a hen wi’ a sore throat,’ Kate accused firmly. Mollie’s face grew red, but she persisted. ‘Ach, it’s no’ for myself, Fergus here could be doing wi’ a dram, I’m sure. It’s no’ every day a man is about to become the father o’ twins and it’s no’ every day that Kirsteen here gives birth to them. A droppy would do her good.’

‘Ach, you’re right enough.’ Kate delved into her bag. ‘Tam won’t mind a wee bottle or two going to his friends.’

As if on cue Captain Mac appeared at the door, his words for Fergus but his gentle brown eyes surveying with languid joy the bottle that Kate was pulling from her bag. ‘Just to tell you, McKenzie, I got the message through to Behag and she has promised to have Lachlan standing by at the harbour.’ His eyes roved slowly from the whisky bottle to Kate’s ruddy fresh face. ‘My, would you look at what this bonny woman has smuggled into that innocent-looking shopping bag o’ hers.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Cross my palm wi’ a full bottle and I won’t be telling the Customs mannie.’

‘You haverin’ de’il, Isaac MacIntosh!’ an outraged Kate yelled. ‘You blasphemin’, twisted old sea dog! How could you say a thing like that, after all my Tam’s given you in the way o’ free whisky?’

‘Oh, he’s a good man all right, my bonny Kate, but a crafty bugger for all that. Last night he made me stump up a shilling for a half-pint of the malt. I’ve never had a free drink from him yet.’

Kate’s eyes bulged with chagrin. ‘Never!’ she breathed. ‘Wait till I get my hands on that lazy lying cheat . . . Just for that . . . here.’ She thrust a bottle at Captain Mac. ‘Drink it all and there’s more where that came from. Now –’ she said, turning to Kirsteen, ‘you take a good swallock o’ this, mo ghaoil, and then me and Mollie here will give you an arm and help you walk about for a bit. It’s the best way to keep your muscles goin’. When he’s fu’ enough, Captain Mac will give you a song, that’s another thing that helps when you’re in labour.’

‘A song?’ Kirsteen asked rather dazedly.

‘Ay, if the wee buggers are at all musical they will be in quite a hurry to come out and see what it’s all about. When I was having Angus, Tam was in the kitchen, stupid wi’ the drink and singin’ his head off, and there Angus popped out so quick even auld Biddy was taken aback.’

Fergus threw back his head and roared with laughter. Putting his arm round Kate’s shoulder he whispered in her ear, ‘You’re a wild wild woman, Kate McKinnon, but thank the Lord for you right this minute – and I wouldn’t mind a good dram from that shopping bag of yours.’

When they arrived at the harbour Lachlan was waiting with his motor car, which he had managed to get started after much pushing from one or two stalwarts making their leisurely way down Glen Fallan. Captain Mac’s predictions about Behag’s ever-busy tongue had proved true enough.

As Kirsteen was helped down the gangplank and into the car curtains twitched all along the length of the harbour and Lachlan’s thin face broke into a smile. ‘Just think of yourself as royalty,’ he told Kirsteen. ‘They were all agog when they heard you were going to have your twins on Rhanna after all. I might add that Biddy, too, is delighted. She was quite peeved at the idea of another midwife bringing Rhanna babies into the world.’

All that had been hours ago, or it might have been yesterday to Fergus’s confused mind. It seemed as if daylight had hardly broken at all during that drab misty day, which had merged into evening without much noticeable difference. Lachlan had gone away to take evening surgery, and now he was back upstairs with Biddy and Babbie, the young nurse who had come to Rhanna earlier that year for a holiday and had stayed to become Biddy’s assistant.

Fergus knew he would only be in the way if he stayed in the house, so he busied himself around the farm, glad of the company of old Bob the Shepherd, and Matthew the grieve of Laigmhor. But he couldn’t escape Kirsteen’s cries of distress when he came in with Bob at teatime. Seven-year-old Grant had been all for coming home after school, delighted to know that his mother hadn’t gone to Oban after all, but Fergus had chased him up the road to Slochmhor where he was staying till everything was over.

‘Rotten babies,’ the little boy had sniffed, his black eyes flashing scornfully. ‘We don’t need them, Father, it was fine the way it was. I want to come home. Fiona bullies me all the time. This morning she skelped my ear just because I went to see old Joe’s new boat and was a wee bit late for school.’

‘You needed a skelping then,’ Fergus had told his young son firmly. ‘You play on Mr Murdoch’s good nature. Off you go now to Phebie’s. She’ll have your tea ready.’

Phebie, the doctor’s wife, had prepared a meal for Fergus and Bob, which they ate in an uneasy silence while round them bustled Biddy, scuttling on spindly legs from sink to fire with pans of water. She was seventy-two now, age was showing in her lined face and knotted fingers but she wouldn’t hear of retiring. ‘I’ll work till I drop,’ she sharply informed those who dared to suggest she was past it. ‘Auld Mum went on till she was eighty. I’ll push up the daisies when I decide the time is ripe and not before.’

Everyone who knew and loved the kenspeckle old nurse fully believed that she was capable of dying when it suited her. ‘She’s as tough as cow’s hide,’ said Kate. ‘She’s seen that much o’ life and death in her time I fine believe she has learnt the secrets o’ both. It wouldny surprise me if she does just what she says. The day she knows she can work no more is the day she’ll die.’

Bob’s grizzled old face was serious as he tackled his meal. Across from him, Fergus went rigid as yet another agonized sound rent the air. ‘Kirsteen, Kirsteen,’ his heart cried out helplessly. ‘I love you, my darling, yet I can’t share your suffering.’

Bob looked at his ashen face and muttered, ‘She’s a strong lassie. Dinna fash yourself, lad. By God, it’s a terrible struggle for the women right enough. I thank the Lord I’m a man and will never know the pain o’ givin’ life. It’s times like these I’m glad I never married, though betimes I think what a grand comfort a wife and bairns must be. I’m used to livin’ alone but I often wonder what it would be like to have a daughter lookin’ after me in my auld age. At sixty-eight I’m still a bit of a spring chicken . . .’ He chuckled, not because he didn’t believe that he was indeed still in the prime of life, but at the spark of amusement in the other man’s eyes. ‘Ay, smile, lad, for at forty you are still that, but I’m tellin’ you, in another twenty years or so you’ll take bad at the idea o’ folks thinkin’ you’re gettin’ on, for you will still think much the same things you’re thinkin’ now. Forbye that you’re a lucky man, you’ll never know an auld age without your bairns around you, for you have provided yourself wi’ plenty and enough to guarantee that one at least will look to you when you’re nothin’ but a heap o’ dry bones.’

He rasped the back of a gnarled hand over his stubbly chin and scraped back his chair. ‘I’m away down to Todd’s to see if Conker has been shod yet. I might stay and have a game o’ cards wi’ Todd but I’ll look in on you later.’

‘I doubt it.’ Fergus smiled faintly. ‘Captain Mac and his crew will be ashore and there will be ceilidhs all over the place, so you’d better take your fiddle along with you.’

‘Ay, right enough then.’ Bob sounded apologetic. Quickly he pushed his feet into his wellingtons, waved his crook at Dot, who sprang up obediently and glided to his side, waved his stick in farewell to Fergus and plodded away over the cobbles of the yard. After that it was so quiet in the kitchen Fergus felt he might have been alone in the house except for the tread of feet in the room above and Kirsteen’s muffled cries.

The flames from the fire gave the room a mellow hue; shadows danced on the ceiling and distorted everyday objects into strange shapes. Light spilt golden over the hearthrug, falling on a quivering little bundle of curling amber fur. The three-month-old spaniel was a new arrival at Laigmhor, yet was so familiar a sight lying there in the pool of warmth that Fergus’s heart turned over. It might have been old Tot breathing gently in contented slumber. Tot had been Shona’s dog, given to her by Hamish when Shona had been just five years old. Tot was dead now, but this little dog was one of her offspring. His master had offered him to Fergus just recently.

‘I’m going off to stay with my sister in Australia,’ the old man had said rather sadly. ‘I’m getting too old now to enjoy living on my own.’ He had glanced down at the pup. ‘Thought you might like this wee devil. You mind auld Tot had pups? Well this one sprung from one o’ them. The bairnies will like him. Children should never grow up without a dog they can call their own. Farm dogs is all right in their place but they know better how to work than play, this one will play wi’ a body till they are just about dropping.’

When Grant first saw the pup he immediately had christened him Squint. It was an appropriate name as one of the limpid brown eyes was badly crossed, yet rather than detract from the dog’s appearance, it added to it and endowed him with an irresistible appeal. Fergus could hardly wait to see Shona’s face. She would be home for Christmas.

The thought made his heart bound with joy. He hadn’t seen her since her marriage to Niall, the doctor’s son, nearly two months ago. God, how he missed the child of his first marriage. Her departure from the island had left a void in his heart. They had spent so many of her eighteen years together at Laigmhor, comforting each other in the days of their loneliness when his heart had pined for Kirsteen and when Shona had been plunged into an abyss of despair on learning that Niall was thought to have been killed at Dunkirk. She had been expecting his child at the time, and in a state of shock had given birth to a little stillborn son. Fergus could still see the child in his mind’s eye, the neat perfection of it, the small head covered in downy fair hair, the flesh waxen and cold as marble. It had taken her a long time to get over the trauma, but it was all behind her now. Niall had come back from the dead and they had married and gone to live in Glasgow where Niall was training to be a vet, and Shona a nurse. Fergus breathed deeply. Often he was so busy in the bustle of farming and family life that he had no time to miss his firstborn child, but sometimes he fancied he heard her light step on the stairs or her singing in the kitchen and he never quite got over the feeling that she still occupied her bedroom upstairs. He missed going to her door, whispering goodnight to her and hearing her whisper softly back, ‘Goodnight, Father.’

He stopped pacing and sat down in the inglenook. Squint opened one eye, got up, stretched lazily, then on big, gangling puppy paws padded over to Fergus and climbed calmly onto his lap. His body was warm and soft. Fergus caressed the golden ears and felt again he was back in the past feeling Tot’s fur under his fingers.

A light tap came on the door and it opened quietly. Phebie stood there, her sweet face smooth and rosy, her expression slightly defensive. ‘I hope you don’t mind, Fergus,’ she said rather hesitantly. ‘I have left Grant to Fiona’s tender mercies.’ She smiled. ‘It’s strange how these two snarl at each other so much. How unlike Shona and Niall at their age.’

‘It would be asking too much for history to repeat itself,’ Fergus said as he lifted Squint from his knee and got up. He looked at Phebie and the knot of tension in his belly uncoiled a little at the sight of her calm face. He knew of course the reason for her defensive attitude. Once, long ago, he had rejected Phebie’s offer of help at a time such as this and he had lived to regret it sorely. He stretched out his arm to her. She was soft and warm, like a plump little rosebud that smelt of antiseptic, for she quite often helped Lachlan out in the surgery.

‘I’m glad to see you, mo ghaoil,’ he told her in his deep lilting voice. ‘I’ve been sitting here feeling sorry for myself. I feel so strange, as if the clock was turned back and I’m re-living that hellish night of Shona’s birth.’

‘I know how you must feel.’ She felt drawn to him in this moment. Often he was a dour, unapproachable creature, though she had learnt that underneath his hardness there lay a soft heart.

‘I’m a coward, Phebie,’ he continued, shamefaced. ‘I wanted this to happen in hospital. To be near Kirsteen yet to be apart from her. I should go to her now but I can’t. I don’t want to see her pain because there’s nothing I can do to help her.’

‘Nonsense.’ Phebie became brisk. ‘Kirsteen knows you’re down here and not miles away like some husbands are when their bairns come into the world. I’ll make tea, a good strong brew; I could be doing with a cup myself.’

In minutes the kettle was singing on the hob. She poured two cups and handed him one and he was annoyed when his trembling hand slopped some of the liquid into the saucer. ‘You are in a state,’ she said. ‘Sit down for heaven’s sake before you fall down. I don’t think I’m strong enough to catch hold of a man your size – not that it wouldn’t be nice, but think of what Lachlan would say if he found us in each other’s arms . . .’

He glowered and she giggled. ‘Och c’mon now, let’s see a smile. Would you like me to make you a sandwich? No doubt you haven’t eaten very much of what I left earlier.’

‘Ay, that would be fine.’ His tones were brusque in the effort to conceal his emotions. Babbie danced into the kitchen, smiling smiles he felt she had no right to in such a situation. Her red hair gleamed in the lamplight, her green eyes sparkled.

‘Relax, Mr McKenzie,’ she said. ‘Kirsteen is coping beautifully, but these things take time. Labour isn’t known as such for nothing, you know – but of course –’ her eyes crinkled again – ‘what would a man know of that?’

There was no smile of response in the dark, ruggedly handsome face looming above hers. Instead, the well-shaped, sensual mouth tightened with annoyance.

Babbie went to the fire and lifted the teapot, her face glowing in the fire’s light. In her pocket was a letter from Anton Büttger, the young German Commander who had crash-landed his plane on Rhanna in March of that year and who had been badly wounded in the process. She had nursed him back to health and during that time they had fallen in love. He was now in a prison camp in England and she longed to see him again. His letters to her were the one thing that illuminated her life. The present one had come on yesterday’s boat and she had read it so often she knew every word by heart. The war could end next week or next year, whatever way it went she would wait for him to come back to her. Dreamily Babbie poured tea into large cups. ‘I’ve been sent to fetch a cuppy for Biddy – laced with a drop of brandy if you’ve got any. She’s grumbling like mad up there, even though she’s so thrilled you would think she was having twins herself.’

She went off with the laden tray and the kitchen was quiet again. Phebie was not a demanding companion and Fergus found himself thankful for her presence. Each little night sound made his ears crackle with awareness. A strange mewing cry filtered through the silence but it was a sound outwith the sturdy walls of Laigmhor, a seabird’s cry, a haunting, lost sound that melted away into the night.

Fergus could sit still no longer. ‘I have to go out to the cowshed,’ he told Phebie, and lifting a lamp from the dresser, he made his way outside, not to the cowshed but to the little garden at the back of the house. Mirabelle had planted roses here. Despite storms and howling winter gales they somehow managed to survive and in the summer the air was filled with their fragrance. Carefully he set the lamp down on the mossy earth. Yesterday he had noticed a perfect red rosebud shining like a jewel amidst withering foliage. The light from the lamp picked it out, red as a ruby as it loomed out of the chilly mist. It was studded with droplets of moisture that lay on its satin-smooth petals like teardrops on a baby’s cheek. He cut through the stem with his tobacco knife and the rosebud lay in his hand, marble-cold, an object of perfection. It was then he saw another bud on the same bush, a fragile-looking red blob, smaller than the first, drooping slightly on its stem as if cowering away from the threat of winter that ought to have killed it but hadn’t. With a gentle finger Fergus touched it, a strange thought coming to him. It deserved to live; he couldn’t leave it to die after such a game struggle for survival. It needed to be cherished, protected. Gently he plucked it and tucked it into his pocket along with the other.


CHAPTER 2

Just before midnight the first baby was born, and half an hour later came the second, a feeble little mite, with hardly a flicker of life in its tiny body.

‘Get water,’ Lachlan instructed Babbie. ‘Two basins, one hot, the other cold.’

Babbie flew downstairs, brushing aside Fergus’s questions, urging him instead to help her with the water, which he did silently, not daring to ask for further details from the young nurse who told him quickly what was happening. Biddy busied herself with Kirsteen, while Lachlan and Babbie between them worked with the baby, bathing it alternately in hot and cold water. For fifteen minutes it seemed as if there was no life in the infant. A pall of eerie quiet surrounded the doctor and the young nurse, broken only by whimpers from the first arrival, Biddy’s voice soothing Kirsteen, the plop, plop of water, accompanied by splashes as the infant was plunged from basin to basin.

‘Come on, come on,’ Lachlan rasped. ‘Cry, for God’s sake, cry!’ His face was shiny with sweat, his brown eyes alive with desperation.

‘The skin is turning pink. Look, Lachlan,’ Babbie’s voice was jubilant. The baby jerked and trembled, the tiny fists clenched, the chest heaved and filled the lungs with air, the pink mouth opened wide to give vent to a life-saving cry that was music to the ears of everyone in the room.

‘The Lord be thanked,’ Biddy beamed as the baby was wrapped in blankets and brought to Kirsteen’s side. She stroked the young woman’s hair tenderly and whispered, ‘There, there, lass, have a good greet, it’s all right now. My, my, are they not lovely just?’

It was nearly two o’clock when Lachlan came downstairs and into the kitchen. He stood for a moment, shoulders drooping with weariness, unruly locks of dark hair falling over his brow. The lamplight found every hollow in his thin boyish face, sweat gleamed on his upper lip but his eyes were luminous, the slow breaking of his smile like a summer dawn pouring sunlight over the dark earth.

Fergus leapt up at his entry, his muscular body taut with suspense, his strong brown right hand bunched into a knuckle of steel. ‘Well?’ His voice was breathless, strange to his own ears.

Lachlan held out his hand. ‘Congratulations, Fergus, you have sons, identical twins. Kirsteen is naturally very exhausted, but she’s fine, just fine, man.’

‘Thank God – oh thank God!’ Fergus’s voice was husky with relief. In a few quick strides he was across the room, grabbing Lachlan’s hand, pumping it so vigorously the doctor gave a little laughing yelp. Phebie, too, was on her feet, laughing, kissing Fergus, kissing Lachlan, waltzing him round and round.

‘Hey, go easy,’ Lachlan protested. ‘I’m feeling a wee bitty fragile right now. It’s not every day I deliver twins.’ Fergus was making for the door but Lachlan put out a hand to stop him. ‘Not yet, Fergus, there’s something you should know first.’ He was silent for some time and it seemed as if the house held its breath in suspense of what must follow. ‘You know of course we had quite a fight to save the life of your second son . . .’ He spoke slowly, almost unwillingly. ‘Both babies are premature, and therefore small, but the youngest is well below what I consider to be a healthy weight. He – well – the next few days will be critical for him. His breathing may fail, by rights he should be in an incubator in hospital, but it’s impossible to move him, he would never survive a journey of any length. Also – ‘Lachlan took a deep breath – ‘I think I can detect a heart condition. It’s difficult to tell at this stage how serious it is, only time will tell us that. Otherwise he seems normal enough, but he is very frail and there’s no knowing if he’ll survive. Kirsteen doesn’t know any of this and it’s best not to worry her just now.’

Babbie appeared in time to hear his last words. ‘I’ll stay for as long as I’m needed,’ she said quietly. ‘The babies will need constant supervision, and if an emergency arises I’ll be nearby to cope.’

‘Ay.’ Fergus nodded dejectedly. ‘The bairns are to have Mirabelle’s old room so you can sleep there; the bed’s made up. I lit the fire earlier, so the room should be warm.’ He looked from one to the other. ‘Thank you both – for everything,’ he said briefly but it was enough for Lachlan, who nodded.

‘On you go up now,’ he said. ‘Don’t let her see anything is wrong. We’ll give you ten minutes and then we’ll all have a dram together – I could be doing with it,’ he finished with a weary sigh.

Fergus walked into the hall. All was hushed, even the ticking of the grandmother clock seemed more subdued than usual. It had ticked just as sweetly, just as steadily on that morning of Shona’s birth more than eighteen years ago. No doubt it had been lazily swinging the time away when he and his younger brother, Alick, had been born, because he remembered as an infant gazing solemnly up at the round serene face of it. It had appeared a huge object to him then, and even now, when he loomed above it, it still seemed bigger than he, solid, reassuring.

The oak-panelled walls were rich yet mellow in lamplight, the pictures that hung on them were as familiar to him as his own name. He had known no other home, he had trodden these floors, these stairs, for more than forty years. He climbed up the wooden stairs as he had done countless times before. Routine was so much a part of life it often seemed to stagnate and it was easy to think that nothing could ever change. But changes, when they did come, were sometimes so dramatic they brought feelings of panic, a sensation of being unable to cope. Such things were happening to him now. He went on upwards but felt he was stepping back over years, living again things his mind had buried. Eighteen years had gone by, yet it was all so near, so real. The first stop in the mists of time came when he went into Mirabelle’s old room to check the fire. This was to be the nursery. Everything that the babies needed was here. To one side of the fire stood the old family cradle, gleaming with a fresh coat of varnish. Beside it was an exact replica, beautifully fashioned by Wullie the Carpenter; the only things it lacked were the tiny cracks of age, the gnaw-marks made by babies cutting milk teeth. Fergus saw the cradles like someone looking at a scene from a dream, for more real to him was the feel of Mirabelle’s presence in the room, the lingering perfume of lavender, the vision of her sitting on her rocking chair by the window, her snowy white mutch cap appearing like a beacon in the black oblong of the window when you looked up and saw her from the garden. So Shona had seen her the day she died, worn out from a lifetime of caring for others.

‘Mirabelle, my dear old friend,’ he whispered into the warm silence. ‘Two bairnies are going to shatter your dreams with their cries, but you’ll look to them like you looked to the rest of us.’ An odd peace stole into his heart. Somehow he felt that the old lady was still here, watching over them all, all those she had called my bairnies.

He put more coal onto the fire then went out of the room and along the passage to the bedroom he shared with Kirsteen. When he opened the door he was transported back to a morning in January 1923. Peace lay over everything and everyone the room held; the shadows were full of secrets, kept yet shared; by the fire Biddy was sound asleep in a deep comfortable chair, skinny black-clad legs spread wide to the heat, hands folded over her stomach, her head falling forward onto her scraggy bosom, the big pin in her felt hat glittering in the soft light.

Kirsteen lay depleted against the pillows of the big double bed, her ruffled curls damp with perspiration, her eyes closed, her face beautiful as the sculpture of a young girl whose innocence hadn’t yet been violated. For a brief moment Fergus saw again a pure white bed, a girl still with the face of a child, blue-lidded eyes closing as death beckoned her away from the life she had so loved, a girl who had laughed, who had cried, who had adored him with all the exuberant passion of youth – and who had died at the age of twenty-one. In a blinding flash, filled with clarity of each small detail, Fergus saw it all, then in a dizzy sensation of whirling forward through time, he was back in the present, seeing not a bed of death but one filled with life, three lives.

Kirsteen opened her eyes and saw him standing motionless in the doorway. She lifted her hand and held it out to him. ‘Fergus, my darling, come and see what we have made together.’ Her voice was low, laden with an intimacy that made his heart turn over. He tip-toed over to the bed, not knowing if he did so to allow Biddy to sleep on undisturbed or because to break the tranquillity in the room would have been a violation. He stood tall above her, drinking in the sight of her lying there with the children of their love at her side.

‘Kirsteen, my dearest,’ he whispered huskily. ‘How do you feel?’ Though weary beyond measure, her face was alive with joy, tears of thankfulness drowning her eyes, a smile curving her soft lips. ‘I feel – happiness. It was a sore struggle but it’s over now, it’s over, Fergus.’

No, he thought, it’s only just begun, the heartache of the unknown. Pain, sharp and overpowering, filled his heart. Surely having gone through so much, her sweet happiness couldn’t be shattered by the death of one of their newborn sons. It would be too cruel to give life only to have it taken away. Tears choked him and to hide them he bent his dark head to kiss her warm lips. Even though her body was racked by fatigue she was overwhelmed as always by his nearness. She caressed the black curls at the nape of his neck and in the passion of love he put his arm under her head to pull her up close so that she was lying against his powerful chest, hearing the dull steady throb of his heart. ‘I love you, my Kirsteen,’ he murmured, ‘and I thank God for keeping you safe.’

‘I promised I would give you more sons,’ she smiled. ‘Don’t you want to see them?’

He straightened and gazed at the two bundles cocooned in white blankets and saw two thatches of jet-black silken hair, the indentation of the fontanelle on each little head making them look fragile and vulnerable. She pulled the blankets away from the puckered faces, identical faces, though one was smaller than the other, the skin so transparent he could see the delicate fretwork of veins. This was the one who might not live, and it looked to him to be already on the brink, but he couldn’t let her see that anything was wrong.

‘They’re very small.’ It was all he could find to say and he wished immediately he could take it back.

A frown crossed her face. ‘I know Lachlan says it’s natural for twins to be smaller than single babies but I never realized – how tiny – especially –’ her slender fingers stroked the cheek of her youngest son – ‘this one. He was all but dead when he was born. Lachlan and Babbie between them saved his life. She’s a fine nurse and Lachlan’s a wonderful doctor – but will this baby survive, I wonder.’

‘Of course he will; he’s a McKenzie, remember,’ Fergus said, changing the subject quickly. ‘Wait till Alick and Mary hear about this; now we have two sets of twins in the family. Grant might feel better when he knows he’s got brothers. He was dreading the idea of sisters. There’s only one girl in his life at the moment and that’s Shona. He worships her, though he tries hard to let on he doesn’t.’

‘I wonder how he’s getting on at Slochmhor. I hope he isn’t fretting.’

‘Not him! He’s filling his time nicely. He made himself late for school this morning by going to see old Joe’s new boat. He loves that old man with his stories of the sea.’

Her hand tightened over his. ‘He will never be a farmer. He’s not yet eight and already the sea is in his blood. I wonder will one – or both of these babes grow up to love the earth – to till Laigmhor soil . . . If not I’ll have to give you the rest of those five sons I promised.’

‘Hell no! Never again! I couldn’t go through another day like this and you’re not going through more hell just to please me. I don’t care if all my sons grow up and go to sea – or to the moon for that matter – you’re more precious to me than a few acres of soil.’

Footsteps sounded on the stairs and Lachlan came into the room with Phebie and Babbie at his heels. Biddy grunted and groped among the cushions for her specs. ‘Where are the damty things?’ she demanded irritably. ‘If it’s no’ them losin’ themselves it’s my teeths playin’ hide-and-seek wi’ me.’

‘If it’s your specs you’re looking for, they’re on the end of your nose, Biddy,’ Babbie giggled.

‘Ach, it’s a cailleach I am indeed.’ The old nurse smiled sourly and sniffed the air. ‘Here, is that whisky I’m smellin’ and no one ever offerin’ me a drop!’

Lachlan handed her a well-filled glass and Biddy, snuggling back contentedly into the chair, gazed into the fire and began to croon a lullaby. Phebie was over by the bed, utterly enchanted at her first glimpse of the twins. One of them stirred and gave a weak cry and Babbie moved quickly to pick him up. ‘I’m taking them through now, Kirsteen. The cradles have been nicely warmed with hot bags and there’s a fire in the room.’

Anxiety creased Kirsteen’s smooth brow. ‘But – they’ll be hungry,’ she protested. ‘And I wanted to feed them myself.’

‘You will,’ Babbie promised kindly but firmly. ‘Just now they only need some boiled sweetened water and you must have a good night’s rest. Don’t worry, they’ll be fine with me. I’ll attend to their every need.’ With a small bundle on each arm, she went to the door where Lachlan had a few quick words with her before she went along to Mirabelle’s old room.

Kirsteen lay back and Lachlan went to put his hand over hers. ‘It’s for the best, mo ghaoil. You get a good night’s rest and I’ll be back in the morning to check up on the bairns and to make sure you’re behaving.’ He put his arm across Phebie’s shoulders and was about to offer Biddy a lift in his trap when he saw that she was asleep once more, the empty whisky glass clutched against her bosom.

‘Leave her,’ Kirsteen said softly. ‘It’s been a long day for her. ‘She can go through to Shona’s room later.’

‘I had a mind to sleep in there tonight,’ Fergus protested.

Phebie laughed. ‘Well, just think how nice it will be for you if you waken in the night feeling lonely and there’s auld Biddy snoring beside you.’

Kirsteen gave a small tired smile. ‘Use Grant’s room, darling. There’s room in the house for everybody – you can all stay if you like.’ Her eyes were closing despite herself. Lachlan led Phebie away and their footsteps receded downstairs. From the room at the end of the corridor a thin little wail pierced the night, then all was silent once more. Fergus felt uneasy. He stood for along time looking down at Kirsteen. The firelight brushed her pale face with gold, her hands were relaxed and still on the coverlet. He felt alone and more than a little afraid of the thing that he knew but she didn’t. She stirred and gave a sigh. ‘Fergus, you’re there, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, darling, I’m here.’

‘Go to bed,’ she murmured. ‘You must be tired.’

‘I am . . .’ His fingers curled over the two rosebuds in his pocket and he took them out and placed them on the white pillow by her head. They looked like two drops of blood that had been preserved for all time.

She opened her eyes and saw them. Slowly she picked them up and holding them to her lips she kissed them. ‘They’re beautiful, one for each of our sons – but where on earth did you find roses in December?’

‘In the garden, growing on the same bush. I wish I could give you an armful – I will yet, I want to get you something special for Christmas. I’ve a mind to go to Oban next week and do a bit of shopping.’

‘You could buy me the world but nothing will be as precious to me as these; I shall keep them always. You know that big family Bible that belonged to your grandparents? I’m going to press your rosebuds into that.’

Biddy was snoring gently, her lips making little plopping noises as she sucked in and expelled air.

‘Dear old Biddy.’ Kirsteen’s eyes were like leaded weights and in seconds she was asleep again, the rosebuds clasped to her breasts. Fergus tucked the blankets round her, and brushed her hair with his lips, then he padded soundlessly away to Grant’s untidy room.

Glass net floats hung over the bed like bunches of gaily coloured balloons, crayoned pictures of boats were pinned askance on the walls; opposite the bed hung a big gilt-framed painting of the sea, the first thing the little boy saw each morning when he woke. But child of the waves and wind though he was, a floppy teddy bear was tucked carefully under the quilt. Fergus picked it up and looked at it. Quite unthinkingly he put it back in its place, undressed and got into the small narrow bed. In the darkness the rough fur of the bear brushed his face. The bed was cold and he thought longingly of Kirsteen’s warm body beside his. How had he borne all those years alone in an empty bed? He had almost forgotten what it was like. Curling up into a tight ball he fell into a restless sleep, unaware that in the night he hugged his son’s teddy bear to his chest like the little boy of long ago who had cuddled a battered cloth bear made by Mirabelle. Three doors from where he slept Babbie kept a lonely vigil on a helpless baby who barely appeared to be breathing. In the dark hours before dawn Biddy came through to relieve the young nurse, and there, by the fire, in Mirabelle’s big chintz armchair, she held the tiny infant to her old bosom, smelt the fragrance of silken hair against her face, said silent prayers for the preservation of the youngest McKenzie son, and, as always, she felt so much love for the newly born it might have been her own babe cradled so lovingly in her arms.

Several critical days passed, days in which the fragile baby held to life by a thread. Lachlan was hardly away from Laigmhor, Biddy was in constant attendance, while her young assistant made the strenuous rounds of croft and cottage. She was exhausted, but insisted on spending her nights at Laigmhor. ‘Ach, what did I ever do without you, lass?’ Biddy said with misty eyes, pulling the girl to her and fondling her fiery red hair before pushing her away in embarrassment and toddling off on spindly legs.

Kirsteen cried when she heard that her smallest son was fighting for his life, but with the determination that Fergus knew and admired so much, she spent little time indulging in useless tears and instead set about positive action. She breast fed the babies, cuddled them, whiled away the long hours in bed doing everything she possibly could to help in the battle, and everyone was overjoyed when Lachlan finally announced the crisis was over.

‘The bairnie will live,’ he said simply. ‘God and McKenzie between them put a spirit into the wee lad that wouldn’t be beaten. He’ll need a lot of care, mind you. His heart isn’t strong; he might never be as big or as strong as his brother; but the chances are the older he gets, the stronger he’ll be.’

After an extended stay at Slochmhor, Grant came home, utterly disgusted at the first sight of his baby brothers. ‘They’re ugly,’ he stated with a toss of his black curls. ‘I hope I didn’t look like that when I was a baby.’

‘Ach, you’ll have looked worse!’ Fiona scolded, her bright eyes flashing under her dark fringe of hair. ‘And you’re no better now – at least they’ll likely get better looking by the time they get to your age.’

The little boy’s dimpled chin jutted out in indignation. With his snappish black eyes and rosy cheeks he was the ultimate in childish beauty, though when he scowled he looked very much like his father in a rage. ‘At least I don’t look like a Robin with beady eyes and a funny wee beak.’ He glared into Fiona’s laughing face. ‘I’m going down to the harbour,’ he went on peevishly. ‘Ranald is building a big new boatshed and I’m helping him,’ he finished proudly.

After that a steady stream of visitors came to Laigmhor, all bearing small gifts for the twins, whose arrival had caused a great stir of interest. For the sake of convenience the cradles were brought down to the kitchen where the womenfolk gathered to stare and admire. Knitting needles had been busy for months and very soon heaps of tiny garments lay everywhere.

‘My, my, is it no’ just like the stable from Bethlehem itself?’ Mairi McKinnon observed, her round-eyed, rather vacant gaze absorbing the scene with quiet bliss.

Fergus had cut and brought in a small spruce tree. Shiny with baubles and tinsel, it sat in a corner of the room; a few stray hens clucked in the pantry; the women stood, shawled heads bowed over the cradles, their faces bronzed in the warm flicker of firelight. Mairi, in her unsophisticated way, had described the scene perfectly.

But it was Dodie, the island eccentric who lived a solitary existence in his tiny cottage on the slopes of Sgurr nan Ruadh, whose gift touched Kirsteen the most. She was in the kitchen drinking a well-earned cup of tea when she saw him standing by the gate looking with soulful eyes at the languid activities of the sheep that dotted Ben Machrie. Unlike the rest of the islanders to whom the business of visiting was a normal habit at any time of the day, he never entered a house unless specifically invited to do so. Kirsteen felt only in the mood for solitude but no one ever hurt the old man’s feelings by ignoring his presence.

‘Come on in, Dodie,’ she called from the doorway. ‘I have just made a strupak.’ He loped up the path with agility, his large wellingtons making slapping sounds with every long step.

‘I was just passing on my way over to Croynachan,’ he stuttered in mournful apology. Shy of women in general, he was only just growing used to Fergus’s comparatively new wife, and he stopped short at the doorstep, his stooped gangling figure blotting out the light. He was dressed in a threadbare raincoat and hairy tweed trousers that were tucked carelessly into the wellingtons. A greasy cloth cap was jammed on his head so tightly his ears stuck out on either side, giving him the appearance of an oversized gnome. From the end of his carbuncled nose a large drip dangled precariously; his strange, inward-dreaming eyes were full of water from the bite of the December air; his calloused, ungloved hands were mottled with purple. If he had taken the charity the islanders were only too willing to give, he would have been well-off indeed, but simple though he was, he maintained a fierce pride and accepted without complaint the harshness of his existence.

Kirsteen’s heart swelled with pity even though she was somewhat repulsed by the smell that emanated from him in waves. ‘Sit down, Dodie,’ she invited kindly. ‘Elspeth sent some fresh scones over from Slochmhor. They’re still hot and delicious with butter melting over them.’

‘That cailleach,’ he sniffed, momentarily causing the drip to ascend in his disapproval of Elspeth Morrison, the sharp-tongued housekeeper of Slochmhor. He had never forgiven her for chasing him up the village street brandishing a broom just because he had accidentally stumbled into her clean white washing and pulled it all to the ground. Despite his grievances however, he tucked heartily into the scones, a finger placed stragetically under his chin to catch the rivulets of melted butter, which he expertly scooped back up to his mouth.

‘Are you no’ sittin’ down yourself to have your strupak?’ he asked Kirsteen politely.

‘Er – no, I prefer to stand at the moment,’ she told him with a faint smile.

‘Ay.’ He nodded wisely and his carbuncle wobbled slightly. ‘Your backside will be sore for a whily after havin’ two bairnies.’

Taken aback, she stared at him, and he himself, utterly dismayed at the audacity of his statement, blushed crimson and choked so violently on a crumb she had to rush forward and thump his bent back. Though prim to the point of being prudish, the old eccentric was astonishingly frank about the facts of life, even though normally he reserved his observations for the animal kingdom. Animal matings and animal births filled him with joy and in this case he had simply forgotten which category Kirsteen came into.

‘I’m sorry, Mistress McKenzie!’ he wailed, getting to his feet so hurriedly the table tilted and the cups slid gently to the edge. ‘I’ll be goin’ now, thankin’ you for the strupak.’ He babbled on unintelligibly. ‘I have a potach in my pocket for Ealasaid so I have, and if I could find the bugger I might get some milk too. I left my pail down by your gate.’

He lurched to the door but Kirsteen stayed him by saying kindly, ‘Don’t you want to see the babies? They’re asleep just now and you’ll see them at their best – not like poor Mrs Gray. They roared their heads off when she came and she couldn’t get a word in.’

Ay, indeed just,’ he gabbled. ‘I have a wee somethin’ for them – somethin’ really special seein’ they are doubles.’

The ‘wee somethin” proved to be two beautiful silver teaspoons, which he withdrew from some hidden pocket inside his coat. With reverence he placed a spoon at the foot of each cradle then stood with his hands folded over his chest, the big thumbs pointing upwards.

‘Dodie,’ Kirsteen gasped, picking up one of the spoons. ‘These are beautiful but . . .’ She left the question hanging in mid-air for she knew he would be offended if asked outright how he had come by such items.

‘I paid for these myself,’ he volunteered with pride. ‘I took them as wages for some wee jobs I did to Burnbreddie. Her leddyship said your bairnies would not be born wi’ silver spoons so I decided it would be a fine thing for the auld bitch to be proved wrong and . . .’ he paused, stretching his lips to show tobacco-stained teeth, the nearest he ever got to a smile, ‘herself providing the very things she said they would never have.’

‘They’re lovely, Dodie,’ Kirsteen said, deeply touched not only by the gifts but by the thoughtfulness that lay behind them. Once before Dodie had bestowed a simple treasure on Fergus when he had lain at death’s door after his accident. It had been a discarded horseshoe, polished over and over till it gleamed. ‘It will make him get better,’ the old eccentric had whispered tearfully but with deep conviction. Fergus had always maintained that the charm had helped to speed his recovery and to this day it hung above the fireplace in the bedroom.

‘I am after hearin’ that one of the bairnies is no’ very strong, so these will maybe bring him luck and, of course,’ he said, his lips stretched again, ‘they will come in handy when they are breakin’ their milk teeths and are learnin’ to sup food.’

A tiny fist boxed the air and Dodie stared in awe as Kirsteen pulled the blankets back. ‘My, would you look at that!’ Dodie was completely enchanted. ‘By God, they are beautiful just – I had two just like them myself a good few years back – like two wee peas in a pod they were. Even the black socks on their feets were all alike.’ Kirsteen was rather taken aback but she had no time to utter a word because Dodie was racing on. ‘Ay, lovely they were just. I had a hand in bringin’ them out o’ the yowe for they were her first and she was that grateful neither she or the lambs ever let me out of their sight after it. Ach, they were buggers betimes, but my – I was that proud inside myself I could have burst wi’ happiness.’ His odd dreamy eyes filled with tears and into them he scrubbed a horny knuckle. ‘I’m sorry, Mistress McKenzie – it’s just –’ He swallowed hard. ‘I never got over havin’ to sell my lambs – they were causin’ a nuisance, you see, them bein’ like pet dogs and runnin’ into folks’ houses lookin’ for biscuits. Old Behag says she came home one day and there was one o’ my sheeps at her fire and sham all over the floor. The old hag near killed my bonny bairn wi’ that witchs broom she keeps at her fireplace – ach – they were the nicest lambs you ever saw and these is the same, two bonny wee lambs.’

Kirsteen thought it was a beautiful comparison and she was minded afresh that there was more to Dodie than met the eye. He had a compassionate love for all of God’s creatures and would literally never harm even a fly. He was a figure that invoked pity, yet his artless beliefs and philosophies lifted him high above the more sophisticated and materially well off.

‘I’ll be goin’, then.’ He shuffled to the door, nervously playing with a loose button on his coat.

‘Wait a minute and I’ll sew that on,’ Kirsteen offered and he submitted to her swift repair work with surprisingly little objection.

‘I like it fine here,’ he enthused, gazing fondly round the homely kitchen. ‘I never feel like bein’ myself in other folks’ houses but here it’s different. I mind Mirabelle aye made me welcome though I never right understood what way she needed to cut an onion and place it beside my chair for I was never one for the smell of them – they make my eyes cry.’

Kirsteen hid a smile. Fergus had told her of Mirabelle’s method of drowning out Dodie’ s offensive smell, her belief being that to cut an onion was to kill unpleasant odours as well as all ‘living germs’.

‘There.’ Kirsteen gave the button a pat. ‘That should keep for a while.’ She went to the larder where she stuffed scones and cake into a bag. ‘Here, take these for your tea,’ she said, pushing the bag at him. She reached up to the mantelshelf. ‘This, too. Merry Mary didn’t have Fergus’s favourite brand and he put it up there and forgot about it.’

But – it’s – baccy,’ Dodie protested even while his eyes shone, for he liked nothing better than a good chew at ‘thick black off the roll’.

It is that,’ Kirsteen agreed. ‘Put it in your pocket.’

Ach, it’s kind you are just.’

No more than yourself. These bonny spoons will be treasured always. By the way, it’s Christmas soon. If you stop by you will get some turkey and plum pudding and there might just be a wee gift on the tree with your name on it.’ On impulse she reached up and kissed his nut-brown cheek, vowing to herself that warm woolly gloves and socks would be waiting for him on Christmas day. His face immediately blazed a brilliant red and he turned away so quickly he tripped over the doorstep. Picking himself up, he galloped away up the glen in a daze of breathless joy.


CHAPTER 3

A week later Fergus left for his trip to Oban. During that time he had collected all the clothing coupons he could find. His own supply was barely depleted because he seldom had reason to buy new clothes. Many of the older men were delighted to sell him their coupons including Dodie who was overjoyed and somewhat bemused that the scraps of paper he had always regarded as useless could actually fetch him money.
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