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[image: image Missing]


PART ONE

JANUARY 1923


ONE

The peat fire flickered in the hearth and the pale halo of light from the oil lamp cast long shadows on the camped ceiling of the room. A young woman lay in the big brass bed. Her face was pale, with beads of perspiration glistening on her forehead. Outside the warm shell of the big farmhouse a low moaning wind found its echo inside the cosy room as a soft groan broke from the lips of the young woman.

‘Ach, there now, mo ghaoil,’ soothed Biddy McMillan, bathing the fevered brow for the umpteenth time, and smoothing damp strands of red-gold hair from the pointed little face.

Wiry greying hair escaped Biddy’s ancient felt hat. She felt tired and old, and her thirty years as midwife on Rhanna had stamped on her countenance the tenderness and toughness that went hand in hand with her calling. She sighed and turned to the young doctor at the foot of the bed.

‘What do you think, Lachlan? There’s no more strength in the lass. She was never fit to carry a bairn, never mind give birth!’

Dr Lachlan McLachlan shook his head, a dark curl falling over a forehead that was also soaked in sweat. He sighed wearily. ‘I don’t know, Biddy. She’s not got the strength to push the bairn into the world. It looks like a forceps delivery. I didn’t want it that way but if the infant isn’t out soon it won’t survive – the foetal heart is getting fainter by the minute. Go and fetch Mirabelle, we’ll need all the help we can. Tell her to bring more hot water and some sheets. There’s going to be much bleeding.’

Mirabelle, plump and homely, was in the kitchen. In anticipation of the doctor’s needs she was boiling gallons of water on the range and clouds of steam rose from kettles and pans. She turned when Biddy came in and her round pink face was anxious.

‘Well, how is the lass?’ she asked curtly. ‘I hope it won’t be much longer for all our sakes. Fergus has been like a demon, with ants in his breeks since the start o’ the pains. He won’t keep from under my feet, asking endless questions about the time a bairn takes to be born. I could skelp his lugs so I could!’

Biddy ignored the sharp tones, knowing they were born of worry. Mirabelle had kept house at Laigmhor for twenty-six years but the title of housekeeper was a mere formality. She was the heart of the big rambling farmhouse. Without her, Fergus McKenzie and his younger brother Alick would have known a very different life. Since the premature death of their mother, Mirabelle had mothered them and cared for them. Hers was an ample heart out of which love flowed like a stream. It had flowed out to Helen, the girl who now lay upstairs in childbirth. Helen had come to Laigmhor three years before, a surprise to everyone. Fergus McKenzie had gone north on farming business and when he returned he brought Helen whom he had met and married in the short space of two months. Rhanna was amazed that strong-willed Fergus, who never did anything on impulse, should have behaved so untypically, and Malcolm McKenzie, Fergus’s father, was angry and disappointed because he’d had hopes of a sturdy local lass becoming the mistress of Laigmhor.

Helen was eighteen years old, so small and slim that it seemed impossible that she could make a farmer’s wife. But time proved everyone wrong. Her exuberance for life, coupled with her strength of character, oiled the cogs of Laigmhor so that life there ran more smoothly than ever before. She brought sunshine into the old house and even Malcolm, who had retained an air of dour, hurt silence for a time, eventually blossomed under her warm influence. She made him feel important and wanted, his cantankerous moods gave way to a new zest for life, and if the house was without her cheerful presence for any length of time he complained restlessly till she returned.

Laigmhor had been without a mistress for so many years that Mirabelle had come to accept the role as her own and she was wary about Helen. But though the girl was sweet and charming she was also discerning and wily. She discussed all household affairs with the old lady, and appeared to need advice about even the most trivial matter so that Mirabelle, flattered and secure of her position, remained sweetly oblivious to the fact that the girl got her own way without seeming to do so at all.

For Alick, Helen was a welcome addition to the household. He amused himself by flirting with her slyly and earned only gay peals of laughter from the girl who adored his brother with all her heart and took no bother to hide the fact.

Alick was the complete reverse of his strong, dominant brother. The farm and its running held no interest for him. He was flighty and perpetually in search of pleasures outside the demanding tasks of the farm. He was shy, yet glib, his greatest gift lying in the quick words of flattery he gave to the plainest of females. As a result, he was never short of women and at fifteen years of age had disgraced the family by making a local girl pregnant. His father, never very interested in his younger son’s welfare because he regarded him as a weakling not fit to be a farmer’s son, washed his hands of the matter and it was left to Fergus, barely eighteen, to sort out the affair as best he could. In the end the girl had miscarried and Alick had been sent to a school on the mainland. Well educated he returned to Rhanna with no real ambition for his life. He drifted around the farm, escaping as many of the manual tasks as he could and getting in the way of everyone. Finally he had left the island to seek his fortunes in Edinburgh. With the luck of his kind, he found a good job, married a girl as flighty as himself, and had only come back to Rhanna once in two years for the funeral of his father who had collapsed and died while helping with the harvest one ripe September morning.

Fergus now ran the farm, handling its affairs with the confidence of the born farmer. Those who had known him all his days said they didn’t know him at all and were never likely to, for he was a man of few words and undemonstrative to boot, though this was not an uncommon trait in the dour demeanour of the Rhanna folk. But there was also a softness lurking beneath the surface of the main mass of the population and it was thought lacking in Fergus. He was labelled as hard and unyielding and had few close friends, but the more discerning of these knew that under the steel buffer beat a heart that was steadfast and fair despite his bouts of unreasoning temper.

Helen was his life now. The sight of her smiling could change anger to laughter. If, on rare occasions, she was displeased with him, he was like a little boy who had been naughty and wanted to make up. With every touch and glance she melted his façade and kindled in him fires of deep desire.

Now she was upstairs, struggling to bring his child into the world, her cries of agony searing into him till he could almost feel her pain himself. He had gone upstairs several times and she clung to him with hands that were cold and damp despite her fever. At times her body shook with uncontrollable tremors and she retched weakly, while he held a basin to her mouth.

‘I’m sorry, Fergus,’ she whispered as if the pain and sickness were her fault. ‘I – I didn’t think it would be so bad.’

You’re sorry! You’re sorry! his heart cried out and he thought, It was my doing! It’s my fault you’re going through this hell! But if desire was a fault, then they were equally guilty. Passion had engulfed them both with its eager searching for fulfilment, the warm lust they felt for each other coupling them in the dark intimacy of their bedroom as they lay together in the soft feather bed, the very bed she now occupied in her agony.

He sat by the peat fire in the parlour, the flickering flames outlining the bulk of his powerful body, his shock of black hair matching the coals in the hob, and his dark eyes bright with the unshed tears of anxiety. The springs of the old wooden rocking chair creaked protestingly as back and forth he rocked unable to still himself, the turmoil of his thoughts thrashing unceasingly till he felt he would go mad. He knew things were not going well upstairs. He had heard Mirabelle go into the kitchen and rattle pots and pans, filling them with yet more water that must be heated. Good God! What did they do with all that hot water? Biddy’s voice floated through the door, requesting Mirabelle to go upstairs.

He bit into the stem of his unlit pipe then banged it back on the mantelpiece, finding no comfort in the familiar things of his life. He rose, and strode up and down like a caged wild thing, his stockinged feet making a soft padding sound on the hearth rug. All night long he had paced thus, hearing the low moan of the wind outside, feeling the chill of the fiendish snowstorm in the very marrow of his being. The blizzard was over now but the wind had gone raging on, piling the soft snow into every conceivable corner, humping it over windowledges and doorsteps. Several times he had left the warmth of the parlour to shovel snow from doorways, leaving paths clear for the morning when work must start no matter the weather. It was now 4.30 and another two hours would see the start of the farm tasks. Hamish Cameron, his grieve, had promised to come down for the milking. He would bring young Mathew, a local boy who had recently started work at Laigmhor. He, too, was a born farmer and tackled lowly jobs like byre-mucking and teat-washing with an enthusiasm that earned Fergus’s approval. He took the milk cart on the morning rounds, filling milk cans from the big churns.

Fergus went to a frost-rimed window and peered out. The morning was eerily bright, the sky glittering with the farflung sparks of millions of stars. The snow reflected itself in strange haloes of light and it was quite possible to see the stretching white nothingness of the Muir of Rhanna and the sea a thread of silver in the distance.

Another cry came from upstairs and he stiffened. In a torment he cried aloud. Let the damned child be born soon. She can’t stand any more, not my little Helen!’

He stared back into the cosy room and it looked so normal that for a moment he felt he was living alone in a world of unreality. Everything else was the same, but not he. He tried to think about the day before but could remember very little. Snatches came to him – small things, like taking Helen a cup of tea before he started his day. She had thrown her arms round his neck, laughing because the roundness of her body had prevented him getting too near.

‘Can you believe you’ll be a father soon?’ she teased. ‘I can’t imagine it at all. The bairn will deeve you with its greetin’ and you’ll mump like an old man. Will you skelp your son’s wee bum when you’re in one of your moods?’

He had laughed with her. ‘I’ll leather yours now if you don’t hold your tongue!’

He had pulled the sheet back to gaze at her, at her soft burnished hair spread over the pillows, and her blue eyes regarding him with the veiled fire of her vital attraction. It was a look he knew well and usually preluded sexual play. She knew she was desirable but she never used it as a weapon of control over him, rather she used it to make their love-making into something that took them both into a world of deepest intimacy and incredible sensual pleasure.

His hands had travelled over her rounded breasts to the hard swelling of her belly, feeling the warmth of her flesh through the soft flannel of her nightdress, and the contact started the familiar ache of longing in his groin. Sweat broke on his brow and he was ashamed of his hardness when she was lying there with his child almost ready to be born. It had been a long time since his cravings for her body had been satisfied. Really it had only been a few weeks but to him, lying beside her every night, with the perfume of her skin and hair in his nostrils, it had seemed an eternity.

Confused, he turned from her, but she had pulled him round and her hands caressed the hardness in his middle. Even through the thick material of his rough tweed trousers he felt the touch as though he were standing before her naked.

‘My poor Fergus,’ she said softly, ‘you’ve been very patient but it won’t be long now. Don’t be ashamed of your feelings. You’re a bull of a man but I’m not one to be complaining for I love every movement you make inside me. My belly won’t always be this size, it’s like a funny wee mountain and I’ll be glad to be rid of it.’

He grinned, glad of the change of mood that allowed the heat to gradually go from his loins. ‘I love your wee mountain because it has our child inside it. I hope it’s a girl with your eyes and teeny button of a nose. But I hope she won’t chase me round the kitchen table and clout me with the dishcloth the way you do when roused!’

She giggled. ‘I want a boy, strong and dark like you and with eyes like coals burning in the grate. But he mustn’t have your temper for I couldn’t bear two going into tantrums.’ She laughed in her abandoned way. ‘I’ll have to give you a few lessons on nappy-changing and the best way to break the winds, as Shelagh would say.’

An hour later, when the weak fingers of dawn were spreading out over the cold January sky, Mirabelle came panting up the slopes of the hill pastures to tell him that Helen’s pains had started.

‘I’ll fetch Biddy at once!’ he cried and ran to the byre where the horses were stabled. Mathew was hitching Mac the pony to the milk cart but Fergus stayed him with a quick order.

‘The rounds can wait till later! I need Mac now!’

Mirabelle wheezed into the stables. ‘There’s no need to go right this meenit, Fergus! It will be a long whily before the bairn comes.’

‘I’ll go now,’ he said and without another word led Mac outside.

Mirabelle shook her head in disgust and mumbled under her breath, ‘A real nipscart that one. As pig-headed as a mule!’ She giggled, better humoured at having allowed herself the luxury of a quiet swear. It was a safety valve she used frequently, especially when she found herself harassed in the kitchen, often about Fergus because of his difficult ways, but mostly at the hens who clucked and strutted into the kitchen leaving droppings on her clean floor and poking into her pantry in a never-ending quest for food.

Fergus set out, excitement struggling with anxiety on the mile-long journey through Glen Fallan to the midwife’s cottage.

At the sound of his imperative knock an upstairs window opened and Biddy looked out, her hair dishevelled and her face lined and yellow in the unkind light of winter. ‘Ach! It’s you!’ she said indignantly. ‘I thought it was thunder! What’s wi’ you? I’ve just had my breakfast and I’m not yet dressed so I can’t come down.’ She drew the folds of a thick wool dressing-gown round her neck and her eyes, small and tired without the aid of her glasses, peered at him in annoyance.

‘We need you at Laigmhor,’ he shouted, his breath condensing in the cold air from the moor. ‘Helen’s started!’

‘How long since? Have her contractions been going on for a time?’

‘Long enough!’ came the short reply.

‘Ach, away you go, Fergus! She’ll keep for a few hours yet I’m thinkin’.’

‘How do you know! She could be quick and no one there.’

‘Not wi’ a first! Never wi’ a first!’

She fell to grumbling until Fergus exploded. ‘Dammit, woman! Are you coming or not?’

‘Och, haud your tongue, man, I’m comin’! Just give me time to put on my breeks if that’s no’ too much to ask!’

The window banged shut and Fergus was left to stamp his feet and swing his arms until the door opened and Biddy came out, calling a fond farewell to a big black cat which sat at the foot of the stairs mewing loudly.

‘Bide a wee, my lamb. I’ll try not to be too long. I’ve a nice bitty fish for your dinner!’

Fergus snorted and Biddy gave him a cold look before flouncing over to the trap. She grumbled at everything on the journey to Laigmhor. She told him he shouldn’t have come for her so early. Babies didn’t just pop out the minute a pain started. There would be a long wait ahead and she had heartburn from rushing about so soon after her breakfast. He remained silent throughout the tirade. He knew her so well; her bark was only a front. When she was with her patients her gentleness and patience were matchless. She had assisted most of the younger population of Rhanna into the world, and their own offspring. Everyone dreaded the day when age or death robbed them of the kenspeckle old figure who had devoted her life to her work. She was Rhanna-born as were her parents and grandparents, and had only left the island to take her training, returning to assist the existing midwife, then carrying on alone when ‘Auld Murn’ collapsed and died at the age of eighty.

Mirabelle had everything ready and Helen was curled in the chair by the bedroom fire looking very young in a blue nightdress. She giggled a little nervously when Fergus loomed big and speechless at her side. ‘Don’t look like that,’ she chided. ‘You’ll make me more scary than I am already.’

‘Pain bad?’ he grunted gruffly.

‘Getting worse now but I can thole it . . . och, c’mon now! We’ll laugh at this later.’

Biddy intervened. ‘Out, my lad.’ She pushed him towards the door. ‘Men are so feckless at times like these it just gets me angry!’

He tried to fill the gaps in his memory but it was useless. The day had passed in a blur with Mirabelle stolidly plodding up and down stairs, taking Biddy endless cups of tea and muttering under her breath.

Nancy McKinnon, the young daily help from Portcull, darted about from kitchen to yard to hang out wet dishtowels and feed the hens. She slopped soup into bowls and made thick sandwiches filled with dry mutton and told herself Fergus was lucky to get anything at all. He filled the weary hours with essential farm duties, his voice clipped and cold when he gave orders to the men. By the end of the day they were glad to be out of his sight.

Murdy McKinnon, a distant cousin of Nancy’s mother, kicked dung from his wellingtons and chewed viciously at a plug of tobacco.

‘He’s a bugger o’ a man is McKenzie,’ he complained to Jock Simpson, the amiable ploughman, who was employed in no one place but gave his services to the widely scattered farms on Rhanna. ‘My Cailleach just dropped our three lads like a ewe scatters its sham.’ He blew his nose on to the hard rutted road and rubbed the gob of mucus into the ground with his stoutly booted foot. ‘McKenzie seems to think no one never had a bairn but his wife!’

Jock nodded placidly and was glad of the fact that he had never had the worry of a wife let alone a child. ‘Ach, you canny compare Laighmhor to yoursel’, Murdy. You wife o’ yours is a real blossom o’ a lass. Plenty o’ meat to her bones you might say. The wee lass McKenzie wed’s a nippet cratur – bonny, mind, but no’ made for rearin’ bairns.’

Murdy sniffed and plodded on, his mind on his cosy cottage by the Fallan river. A hot meal would be waiting and his three sturdy sons would clamour for his attention. Later, his wife would regale him with all the local gossip while he smoked his pipe with his feet on top of the warm oven in the range. The scent of snow was heavy in the freezing air and the men hurried on, the dim lights of Laigmhor already well behind them.

Teatime came and went, and Biddy decided it was time to call the doctor. She was getting anxious about Helen whose pains were violent but who was nowhere near giving birth.

Fergus, thankful for something to do, strode out of the warm kitchen and met the first flakes of snow from a leaden sky. Lachlan’s house was but a short walk from the farm and later he remembered nothing of it. His memory was only of Phebie McLachlan, outlined in the dim light from the hall, her two-year-old son Niall clutched in her arms.

‘Can Lachlan come?’

It wasn’t so much a question as a demand, and Phebie’s welcoming smile faded a little. She and her husband were incomers in Rhanna. Their four years there were a mere breath in time as far as the islanders were concerned and every move they made was watched warily by the natives. Lachlan was a Stornoway man and because he ‘had the Gaelic’ was more at an advantage than Phebie who hailed from Glasgow. They had met while he was at Glasgow University studying medicine, had literally ‘fallen’ for each other when he, late for a class, had bumped into her in the middle of Argyle Street and they had both landed in the gutter, he with a fractured wrist and she with bruises and a ‘jelly nose’.

A year later they were married and moved to England where he had managed to get his first post as a doctor. But he pined for the Hebrides and when the post of Medical Officer became vacant on Rhanna he applied for the job and got it.

But being a doctor was one thing; earning the confidence of the canny crofters was another. They compared him continually with ‘Auld McLure’ who’d been Rhanna-born and bred and who knew every one of his patients and their ways. He had not been very well up on ‘fancy modern cures’ but that had not greatly mattered: he had healed with the wisdom of familiarity and age-old cures. Simply by spending an hour or so ‘cracking’ with a patient and having a dram or two had done more good than any medicine found in a bottle. ‘Except for the stuff the tint o’ an amber river,’ the islanders joked with a glint in their eyes.

But Lachlan was making progress. His fluent Gaelic overcame a great many hurdles because the Rhanna folk were lazy, with the unhurried calmness of purpose passed down through generations, and they did not care to translate every thought or expression into English. Many of the older folk knew no other tongue than Gaelic. The young people had the English – they had to learn it before going to school or they didn’t go at all – but even they found it more natural to use their native tongue and poor Phebie had been at a loss until she built up a reasonable Gaelic vocabulary.

‘Auld McLure’, now buried beside his wife and daughter in the Hillock Kirkyard, was still well remembered by his old cronies but his name was now less on their lips. Young McLachlan ‘was a bright one and no mistake’. Lachlan, looking at bunions that ought never to have been, and administering to bronchial chests that could have been prevented with a little care, cursed ‘Auld McLure’ under his breath and set about righting the ails of the islanders. After four years of hard work they held him in respect and marvelled at his ‘fancy ways’ that really worked. His tall young figure and boyish smile, his kind yet firm way of dealing with even the most difficult of patients, had earned him a firm place in the hearts of the Rhanna folk. With patience and a good deal of understanding Phebie, too, had won her way into the affections of the islanders. Even so she’d been glad of the advent of Helen who was a ‘foreigner’ like herself but who didn’t mind the tag in the least. With her vivacity and joy of living she drew people like a magnet and they came to her, the wary Rhannaites, because they could not help themselves. They spoke about her ‘scrawny wee figure’ and told each other she would ‘never make a farmer’s wife’ but not a day passed without one of them seated cosily in the kitchen taking a Strupak and listening to her gay chatter, some of which they couldn’t understand but which made them smile anyway it sounded so cheery. Ceilidhs were part and parcel of island life but the McKenzies had been a family who had kept themselves to themselves and Laigmhor had always been a quiet, dreaming place.

Now, with Helen it rang with gossip and song. Ceilidhs there were now a regular occurrence and Phebie was glad of Helen because she made life so precious a thing to be lived and passed the exuberance she felt to everyone she met.

The friendship between Fergus and Lachlan had developed with painstaking slowness. Fergus was a son of Rhanna, and caution and dourness had been his heritage. In his heart he admired the young doctor but it was not his way to let such feelings show. Enough it was that he could pass the time of day with Lachlan without feeling the impatience that others roused in him. With the exception of Hamish Cameron he had very little in common with his own kind. With them he experienced an anger because they squabbled like children over matters of little importance. With Lachlan he felt no need to indulge in silly superfluous chatter. Peaceable silences could fall between them and he didn’t feel he had to search his mind for something to say to fill the time. He was at ease in Lachlan’s company and Lachlan knew he was honoured by the friendship – the islanders were quick to tell him so.

‘A real dour one that,’ sniffed Behag Beag, the postmistress, when Lachlan went into her shop one day to buy stamps. ‘Aye was – even as a bairn. Used to keek at me wi’ thon queer brooding eyes o’ his! Black as his moods they are. Alick was a different laddie altogether. A weak sort right enough but kindly in his ways. Fergus did all the fightin’ for him at school for he couldny stick up for himself but he wasny to blame, he never got the chance to prove himself – it’s no wonder he was aye in trouble when he grew older. That poor lass . . .’ She shook her head sadly and let the words hang in the air before continuing. ‘Fergus had to stick his nose into that affair as well. Always leadin’ Alick’s life for him – aye – you’ll regret makin’ friends wi’ that man! Not a word o’ cheer you’ll get from him and that’s a fact!’

Lachlan smiled to himself as Behag’s mournful tones fell on his ears. She was the soul of doom with her down-turned mouth and jowls that hung from a wizened face. Thin wisps of hair escaped a threadbare headscarf and her whole demeanour reminded him of a doleful bloodhound. She complained incessantly about her rheumatism, her customers and her lot in general and if Lachlan had cause to cross her path he took care to always appear to be rushing off on some emergency.

James Balfour, the laird, and his sickly little wife were quite upset that Lachlan had made friends with one of their tenant farmers. They lived in Burnbreddie – a large gloomy house which stood on a rocky outcrop on the western side of Rhanna. The estate reached back for three miles and more and Robbie Beag, Behag’s brother, was the ghillie. Away from his sister’s watchful eye he spent his days browsing through the estate, swigging whisky from a hip flask and shooting hares and rabbits which he gave to his friends. He also landed fresh trout and salmon from the two rivers and these also found their way to the tables of the crofters. Behag, unaware of her brother’s generosity, gave lavish Strupaks, sublimely believing that she and she alone was the sole benefactor of Burnbreddie spoils, and her neighbours came and partook of her fare with a great show of surprise at the treats offered and all the while they shared with round-faced, blue-eyed Robbie, the greatest secret on the island.

The laird, big and blustering with a red face and a bulbous nose that told of too much rich feeding and an unrestrained tippling from the fine brands of whisky in his cellar, came from a long line of Gaels and had earned his father’s disapproval when he’d come home from college in England and announced his intention of marrying an Englishwoman. All manner of threats had no effect and he’d married the woman of his choice in the end. Despite his English education he spoke a strange mixture of Gaelic and English so that words burbled from him in waves of almost unintelligible sound, his voice thickly slurred by a lifetime of drinking. Madam Balfour was much more articulate and honeyed tones dripped from a small prim mouth. She had been pretty at one time and had small delicate features, but time had twisted them, time and the bitterness she’d harboured for years at being brought to live on a remote island among ‘peasants and barbarians who knew nothing of civilization’.

The young James Balfour had seemed a good catch. But when he came into Burnbreddie and its estate and decided to live there, his wife was furious at first, then resigned, but her feelings manifested themselves in an open ear for malicious gossip and a barely concealed superiority towards the crofting community of Rhanna. She was slightly more tolerant of the people who had tenanted their farms for generations, but when she spoke of Fergus the honey in her voice was tinged with bitterness and her beady, pale grey eyes glinted with malice.

‘I really don’t know what you see in that man,’ she sniffed to Lachlan. ‘A good farmer, I grant you, but not the type one would have for dinner, if you see what I mean. He barely speaks to me – I don’t know why because I was brought up to be civil to everyone – but these farming people have a rough streak, would you not say? Mind you, his mother was a fine woman, more genteel, but then of course she didn’t really belong here. She was from the north, farming people but better quality than the McKenzies. Alick was like her, a bit more manners than his brother. What a pity he was such a weakling in other ways, but then his father’s blood is in him. Fergus is like his father all over, no control of his emotions at all! Have you ever experienced his temper? Dear me, it’s frightening! I wonder he ever found himself a wife and such a flighty little thing too. Pretty as a bluebell in her way but she’ll never make a farmer’s wife. I . . .’

She had stopped in mid-sentence as the doctor lanced the boil that had ripened on her neck. He dressed it but his touch was less gentle than usual and she looked at him in pained surprise, wondering if she’d said anything to upset him. He had found himself wishing that he could have stitched her tight little mouth so that she could never speak again. He found her a hypochondriac nuisance with too many airs and graces. He disliked her all the more for miscalling Fergus to whom he had grown very close. In the beginning he’d found it difficult to get underneath the man’s steel exterior but patience had won and he admired Fergus for being his own man.

He was glad too that Phebie had found a friend in Helen. When Niall was born, Helen was at hand like a gay sunbeam, helping in every way she could. Now it was her turn to bring a child into the world and Phebie was worried because her friend looked too frail for such an ordeal.

‘Don’t worry,’ Lachlan said one night when Helen had had a Strupak with them before departing for home. ‘The skinny wee ones are sometimes the best in childbirth. It’s the ones with too much meat to them we’ve to watch!’

‘Lachy! You’re getting at me, you – you whittrick that you are! I’ll – I’ll . . .’

His brown eyes had twinkled and he shouted with laughter, throwing his arms round her warm plump waist. ‘I love you the way you are – like a bonny pink rose just waiting to be plucked!’ He nuzzled her neck and caught the roundness of her breasts with eager hands.

‘Lachy!’ she had cried, but softly, her voice enticing and her fair hair falling over her face. ‘Lachy! Niall’s crying, I must go up to him.’

‘Later,’ he said, his tanned skin flushed. ‘A bit of crying won’t do him any harm but waiting won’t be good for me at all. Just feel and see what you’ve done to me. Now, Phebie – here – by the fire!’

But things like these were far from Phebie’s mind when she opened the door of Slochmhor and saw Fergus standing against the black background of moor. Snowflakes were whirling around his muscular coatless figure and a keening wind whipped the black hair from his brow, tossing it over eyes that were darkly intent with the urgency of his quest.

She heard his clipped question and her heart leaped strangely in her breast. Niall stirred in her arms and gurgled happily. ‘Where Elly? Elly comin’ soon?’

‘Weesht,’ said Phebie, shivering in the bite of the wind. ‘Come in, Fergus, you must be frozen. Elspeth will make you a Strupak.’

‘I’m not here for tea! I’m here for Lachlan! Dammit woman, are you deaf? Helen needs Lachlan!’

‘B-but – he’s not here,’ faltered Phebie. ‘He was called out to Glan Fallan. One of the Taylor bairns at Croft na Beinn has pneumonia. He left three hours ago and I’m getting worried. If this weather keeps up there’ll be drifts. Oh, Fergus, what if he can’t get back over the Glen? It gets blocked so quickly at Downie’s Pass!’

Fergus exploded. ‘What about Helen? He must come!’

Phebie shivered again. ‘There’s no need to shout, Fergus McKenzie! Lachlan can’t be in two places at once . . . and on a night like this I fear for his safety too.’

Elspeth Morrison, Phebie’s housekeeper, came bustling into the shaft of light. She was thin and angular, her bony features always strangely immobile no matter her mood. When she saw Fergus she gave a horselike snort.

‘Humph! I might have known who was shoutin’ like the de’il! Can you no’ come into the house like other folk? The heat is just fleein’ out the door.’

‘Hold your tongue, you old yowe!’ roared Fergus with a glare that would have quelled the bravest heart. ‘If you were in my house you’d know your place all right!’

Elspeth stuck her sharp nose in the air. She was inclined to be annoyed with Laigmhor in general because the previous week she’d fallen out with Mirabelle over a recipe for tablet.

‘Your house!’ She sniffed. ‘I wouldny be seen dead in it! As for anybody you can get to work for you – they must be gey weak in the head if you ask me!’

‘That’s enough, Elspeth!’ ordered Phebie sharply. From the corner of her eye she had seen Fergus’s fists bunching with rage and she couldn’t blame him. Elspeth’s tongue was sharp and bold. Many blamed her bitterness on her husband Hector who was a fisherman. When he was away her whole demeanour softened. When he came home and drank the cold of the sea from his bones till he was a sodden lump of cursing humanity, his wife bore the brunt of his fists and foul language and she in turn spat cynical words at her fellow creatures and was not popular even among the fisherwives on the harbour. She vowed a hatred for all men and prayed that her husband would be lost to sea. It was quite common knowledge that she went about saying, ‘The sea’s the best place for his carcase. He’d make a nice feast for the gulls but the craturs would likely die of alcoholic poisonin’.’

After such terrible utterances she would sit in her cottage with her bible on her lap and folk looking in could not tell if she was using the good book to strengthen her evil wishes or if she was in fear of her salvation because of them and was relying on the bible to resolve her difficulties.

She came out to the door and glared at Fergus before stretching out her arms for Niall. ‘I’ll take the bairn inside – poor wee mite’s blue with cold. I’ll be off in ten minutes so I’ll just finish in the kitchen.’ She glowered malevolently at the snow. ‘What a night! There’ll be a blizzard come midnight. I’d better hurry. He’ll be home waitin’ for his supper! Drifts a dozen feet high there could be but he’d sit with his feet up waitin’ for me to fetch and carry for him!’

She went off muttering, bearing Niall into the warmth of the kitchen.

Phebie turned again to Fergus who was stamping with impatience. ‘I’ll send Lachy the minute he comes home, there’s nothing else I can do . . . except . . . could I perhaps come over and help out? I’d love to be with Helen, she was so good to me.’

Her eyes were appealing but Fergus turned on his heel.

‘There’s nothing you can do! I’ve enough women cluttering my house! I’ll be waiting for Lachlan. If anything happens to Helen and he’s not there, he’ll surely be to blame!’

The wind carried away his muttered words so that Phebie did not hear them. She watched his hulking figure till it was lost in the whirling snowflakes, then she turned gladly into the warmth of the house, her thoughts centred on Helen and on her husband out in lonely Glen Fallan.

She shut the door and stood leaning against it.

‘Oh God,’ she whispered. ‘Please bring Lachy safely through the storm – and – Helen . . . give her the strength for what’s ahead. Please God!’


TWO

By nine o’clock the wind had risen to a howling shriek and drifts were piling everywhere. Mirabelle and Biddy huddled over the fire and gave voice to their worries.

‘Ach, poor lass,’ sympathized Mirabelle glancing at the small figure in the bed. ‘She’s havin’ a struggle and no mistake! I wonder will the doctor manage. What if he doesny, Biddy?’

‘Ach well, I’m no’ a midwife for nothing, Belle. It’s the girl’s first born. The wee buggers have had a cosy nine months o’ it and are in no hurry to come out. As for Lachlan, he’s as much chance as a fart in a constipated cow gettin’ through the Glen in a night like this. I’m sure the de’il himself bides yonder at Downie’s Pass.’

Mirabelle’s frown deepened. ‘Pray God he’ll make it! Fergus is rampin’ like a bairn wi’ the skitters! Everything will have to be done proper for Helen or we’ll never hear the end of it! I’m afeard for Lachlan roamin’ aboot in weather like this. Hamish was down at Portcull and he came by to tell me the waves are washin’ over the harbour wall. Some of Ranald’s boats have been smashed to smithereens and them lyin’ on the scaup too!’

Biddy took off her glasses and wiped her weary eyes. ‘Ach well, we can only wait. I’m thankful the lass has fallen asleep. Restless it may be but it will give her strength for the rest of the battle.’ She sighed and spread her legs wide to the heat. ‘My, it’s been a long day so it has. I’d love a wee nap and I’ve got heartburn again . . . no fault of your lovely broth, Belle, but my belly hasny given me peace since all the rushin’ this mornin’. I’m all blown up like there was a wheen o’ wind caught in my bowel. You wouldny have a wee touch o’ bakin’ soda, Belle?’

Mirabelle sighed too. All day long she had been on her feet tending to the needs of the household. She longed to put her feet up and sleep for hours. She’d missed her usual nap that evening. The kitchen was her kingdom at the day’s end. With a long day behind her she could nap in the peaceful warmth with Lass the old sheepdog on her ample knee and Ben the spaniel making cosy little grunts of contentment on the rug. Three cats usually occupied the warm depths of the inglenook and Mirabelle drifted dreamily, enjoying the drone of talk and laughter from the parlour where Helen and Fergus sat together before a glowing peat fire.

But tonight was not like any other night and wearily she rose to fetch Biddy’s soda.

Fergus, unable to settle himself in the house, was in the byre with Hamish who had come over from his little cottage to see if there was anything he could do. He knew only too well the havoc created by gale-force winds. Laigmhor, though well protected by trees, was nonetheless vulnerable. The winter before, a gust of wind had brought down one of the trees, crashing straight through the byre roof, killing three cows and injuring one of the horses so badly he had to be shot. A new roof had been built but door and windows could be blown in by the terrible winter storms that swept Rhanna, so Hamish was busy piling bales of hay against the windows and Fergus was nailing planks of wood over the doors in the milking shed.

The two worked well together for Hamish was as silent and purposeful as his young employer. He had been grieve at Laigmhor when Fergus and Alick were infants and knew every trick there was to know about farming on an island lashed by Atlantic gales. He was a big man with powerful shoulders. A shock of red hair matched a bushy beard and fair eyebrows beetled thickly over pale blue eyes. Dressed in a hairy tweed jacket and plus fours he was a fine figure of a man. Clad in a glengarry, lovat tweed jacket and the Cameron kilt he was not to be missed in a crowd. In his younger days he had carried off numerous honours at Highland gatherings all over Scotland and for years had tossed the caber as if it were a piece of driftwood. Women gazed at his tall sturdy figure and wondered why he never married, and his attentions were still sought by eager young maidens who could well picture themselves in his cosy cottage by the tumbling burn that flowed from Ben Machrie. It was a comfortable, homely place with an ever open door, but Hamish seemed quite content to retain the freedom of his bachelorhood. Animals seemed to bring him more satisfaction than humans and he shared his home with two sheepdogs, three cats and several wild rabbits he had rescued from predators.

He worked quickly and efficiently at the windows and talked in soothing tones to the beasts who moved uneasily in their stalls as the sough of the wind whined round corners and rattled at doors. He finished tying ropes and went through to the stable to caress and calm Heather and Thistle, the two huge Clydesdales used for the plough. Mac snorted and Hamish pushed a piece of carrot into his mouth and whispered into ears that were twitching nervously.

Fergus came in, stamping snow from his wellingtons. Hamish saw that he was in a sorry state. Worry, impatience and nerves had made his face drawn and grey and it came as no surprise when he said thickly, ‘We’ve done all we can here, Hamish. You get along home before the drifts get worse. I’m going up the Glen for the doctor!’

Hamish stared at him. ‘I’m not one for interfering, man, but you’d be a fool to venture out tonight. Mac would never make the drifts at Downie’s Pass!’

A small muscle in Fergus’s jaw worked furiously. ‘I’m walking!’ he stated shortly.

Hamish bit back an angry retort – he knew his argument would be lost. Both men moved into the bitter night. Footsteps crunched somewhere in the dark and Hamish held up the lamp. Lachlan came into view, his greatcoat plastered in snow and his steps dragging.

‘Lachlan!’ The cry broke from Fergus in a great wave of sound that defied the wind. ‘Thank God, man!’

‘I just got back from Croft na Beinn,’ said Lachlan through frozen lips. ‘Phebie gave me the message and I came straight over.’

‘Good God, man!’ bellowed Hamish. ‘How did ye get through the Glen? No pony and trap could have managed the Pass on such a night!’

‘I left Benjie at Croynachan and came the rest of the way on foot. The Taylors wanted me to stop with them but I didn’t want Phebie and the bairn to be alone and I knew Phebie would worry if I didn’t come home.’

Lachlan’s voice was breathless with exhaustion and his shoulders sagged. The struggle over the Glen had been a nightmare of whirling white spicules that stung his face till it felt raw. He had got stuck several times and bitter air froze in his lungs and numbed his hands and feet. He had cursed himself for not taking the Taylors’ offer but he hadn’t realized the severity of the weather. His administrations to little Fiona Taylor had made him oblivious to all else. The struggle to break the child’s fever had been a hard one but he had won the battle, and, triumph making him jubilant, he had taken no need of Donald Taylor’s pleas to wait till morning. It was only when he was going through the Glen with the great masses of Sgurr na Gill and Ben Machrie looming on either side did he realize how stupid he’d been. The mountains channelled the howling winds till it seemed all the forces of the terrible night were against him, and the blizzard hurled curtains of snow with such an intensity that Benjie reared and whinnied with fear.

Croynachan loomed out of the darkness and Tom Johnston, astonished at the sight of Lachlan, ushered him into the wonderful warmth of his kitchen and led Benjie to the stable where he had a meal of hay and a brisk rub-down. Mamie Johnston had wanted him to stay, her round kindly face dismayed at the idea of him going out again but Slochmhor was but a mile from Downie’s Pass and stopping only for a cup of tea he’d ventured out again, little dreaming that the last part of the journey would be the worst of all, with drifts ten feet high at the Pass. Frozen to the marrow and at the end of his strength he’d decided to stop and rest awhile at Biddy’s cottage but her house was in darkness and he’d battled on, his mouth covered by his scarf in an effort to keep out the icy snow-filled winds. After what seemed an eternity Slochmhor appeared like a beacon, a little haven sitting in the middle of a smothering world. Thoughts of a hot meal and bed hurried his steps and he almost fell into Phebie’s arms at the door. She cried with thankfulness into his snow-caked collar and rumpled his wet hair with hands that trembled.

‘Lachy! Oh, my Lachy! I’m so glad! I was nearly coming out to look for you but then I thought you might spend the night at Croft na Beinn! One half of me hoped you would and the other half wanted you home so badly. Come inside quickly. There’s a pot of broth, salt mutton and boiled potatoes and . . .’ she giggled with relief ‘. . . if you’re good I’ll make you a hot toddy to warm you while I get the meal.’

He collapsed into a chair by the fire and stretched every aching limb. ‘Ach, it’s good to be at my ain fireside,’ he said shutting his eyes. ‘I feel I’ve been away for years. Any calls while I was gone?’

‘Y-es – but you must rest and eat first.’

‘Are they that important?’

She knew it was wrong but she was reluctant to tell him about Helen. Her love for him was strong and she knew his body was crying out for rest but the doctor in him would not let him do so if a patient needed him.

‘Helen’s been in labour since morning, but Biddy’s with her, Lachy! You must stop in for a while! Please, Lachy! You’re exhausted!’

But he was already in the hall struggling back into his wet coat. ‘I must go to her, Phebie, I’ll get a bite to eat there. Don’t wait up for me, it might be a long night.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘To think I battled through the Pass so that I could be here with you and you will be on your own after all.’

‘Och Lachy,’ she whispered tenderly, ‘I’ll be fine but you – how weary you must be, my darling.’

He took her face in his hands and kissed her mouth gently, then turned into the bite of the storm once more.

Mirabelle gave a cry of consternation when he was ushered through the kitchen door. She stood with Biddy’s soda in her plump hand but laid it on the table to rush over to help him out of his sopping coat.

She looked at his thin tired face and her kind heart turned over. ‘My poor laddie! You’re frozen and done in by the look o’ you! Will you take a sup of hot broth? It won’t take a minute.’

‘Later!’ interrupted Fergus. He looked at his friend with something near to pleading. ‘Please, Lachlan,’ he added with unusual humility.

Lachlan put his hand on Fergus’s shoulder. ‘I’ll go up at once. Don’t worry, man, she’ll be fine.’

Biddy jumped up at sight of him. ‘Gracious laddie! You’re like a spook but thank heaven you’re here. I’ve just had a wee look and think the waters haven’t broken just right.’

Lachlan strode quickly to the bed and touched Helen’s hot brow. She looked at him with a smile lighting her tired eyes.

‘Lachlan, how tired you look. I’m sorry I couldn’t wait for better weather. I can hear the storm, whining and wailing like myself.’ A flash of humour touched her mouth but another pain made her bite her lip and she reached for her husband’s hand. ‘Fergus, how are you managing . . . and poor Mirabelle? She must be scunnered running after us all.’

‘Nonsense, lass,’ said Mirabelle and turned away to hide a glimmer of tears. Helen looked so young in the big bed and delicate with the pallor of her skin showing the blue veins at her temples.

Fergus crushed her hand and she winced at the strength of him. It was as if he was trying to convey some of his power to her by his very touch.

‘Sorry, my lamb,’ he apologized. It was his pet name for her but he never used it unless they were alone. Now he was uncaring of the others in the room. ‘You’re going to be safe now, Lachlan will see to it.’

Lachlan looked up and a strange look of uncertainty shadowed his brown eyes. Fergus was laying so much store on him that the burden of his responsibility felt like a weight on his back.

‘I’ll do everything I can, but go now. I want to examine Helen.’

Without a backward glance Fergus left the room and the doctor washed his hands and rolled up his sleeves. He checked his patient quickly, then went to Biddy and said, ‘You were right, Biddy, the membranes haven’t ruptured properly. Bring a bowl over, we can speed things up a little.’

At a little past six Hamish arrived with young Mathew. Fergus could hear them in the byre but he sat on in the rocking chair by the dying fire in the parlour. An immobility had gripped him so that his muscles, tense and stiff, were unable to obey the commands of his brain. The cold of the bitter morning stole through the cracks in doors and windows, seeping into his bones. Sounds came to him as from a great distance. The soft lowing of the cows, a gentle snicker from a horse, the clucking of hens, Peg and Molly barking happily at Hamish, the desolated bleat of sheep in the fields. Later he would have to go with his men and dig out the ewes on the high ground. In such conditions they could be lost in snow-filled corries and trapped in drifts. The bleak baa’ing came to him again and he thought how much it sounded like a baby’s cry. A baby’s cry! He leapt to his feet. A thin threading wail came from upstairs and his heart pounded into his throat.

‘Helen!’

His body surged with life and he bounded upstairs, exploding into the room. In a split moment he saw Lachlan holding a red scrawny infant. It was fresh from the womb, its body glistening, a shock of jet hair plastered thickly over a tiny head. It was upside down, and Lachlan was slapping it, forcing it to cry that it might gulp the air of life into its lungs. Mirabelle was bustling with a tray containing cotton wool and olive oil. Biddy was bending over the bed working with Helen. In the dim light from the lamp Fergus saw her removing sheets that were red with blood, so much blood that Fergus felt his own draining from his face.

‘Helen!’

He strode over to her but her eyes were closed, her head turned sideways on the pillow with her lovely red-gold hair spread out like a fiery halo round her white face.

‘Helen.’ His voice was a dull whisper. ‘Helen, my lamb.’

Her eyes opened slowly and even in the dim light were a deep gentian blue. A smile of quiet radiance lit her pointed face. ‘Fergus, we have a baby . . . is it a boy?’

Fergus looked at Lachlan who was washing his hands in a bowl, the baby now transferred to Mirabelle.

‘A girl,’ said Lachlan briefly.

Fergus took Helen’s hands and gathered them to his lips. ‘We have a daughter, Helen. A wee lass who’s going to look like you.’

She smiled. ‘A girl, och I’m so happy. A wee girl can be dressed in such bonny clothes . . .’ Her voice trailed away and lids of softest purple closed over her eyes.

A hand fell on Fergus’s shoulder. ‘Leave us now, Fergus,’ said Lachlan. ‘There’s a lot yet to be done. Helen’s bleeding badly, complications with the placenta. We’ll call you the minute we can.’

Fergus began to protest, but Lachlan and Biddy were already busy and he went from the room, his feelings of joy already fading, leaving a new dread in his heart.

He paced the hall, the tick of the grandmother clock keeping time with his footsteps.

Hamish came stamping in. ‘We’re off now, Fergus. I don’t know how far we’ll get but we’ll do our best. I thought it best I should go with Mathew. Murdy and Johnnie are away with Bob to the sheep. You take it easy, man . . . any news yet? Has the babe arrived safely?’

Fergus swallowed hard. ‘It’s here – a girl.’

‘Och man, that’s grand! A wee lass, eh? We’ll have a dram later to celebrate. How’s the new mother? Proud as a piebroch I’ll ken.’

Fergus merely nodded and went into the kitchen on some pretext. Hamish shook his head sadly. He knew that something was far wrong. A man newly made a father didn’t behave the way Fergus was doing. Above him a door opened and Mirabelle stood looking down. Her plump face looked thin and old and her voice, low and shaky, barely reached down to Hamish.

‘Bring Fergus,’ she said dully, ‘the lass has but a few minutes.’

Hamish took a deep breath. ‘No! It can’t be!’

‘Hurry!’ urged Mirabelle and turned away.

Hamish found himself bursting towards the kitchen where Fergus was gazing from the window. Hamish felt his throat go dry, making the utterance of his message harsh. ‘Go quickly upstairs, man . . . Helen – she’s – she needs you!’

When Fergus reached the bedroom it was empty but for Lachlan. He was by the fire and flickering flames found every hollow in his tired face. ‘I’m sorry, Fergus,’ he said tonelessly. ‘We did all we could. It’s a miracle we saved the baby but Helen . . .’ He spread his hands in despair. ‘It was too much for her, we couldn’t stop the bleeding.’

He left the room quickly and Fergus turned to look at his dying wife. The bed was clean now, the whiteness of the sheets matching the small face on the pillow, a face from which life’s blood was flowing quickly. The shadows round her eyes had deepened to blue and her lips were as pale as her face, emphasizing the vivid burnished gleam of her hair which surrounded her face like a delicate painting.

‘Oh God, no!’ The words were torn from him in an agony of grief.

Her eyes opened and the blueness of them pierced the depths of his crying soul. Her lips moved and he gathered her into his arms.

‘The baby,’ she whispered, ‘call her Shona – it’s a gentle name, don’t you think, Fergie? And . . .’ Her chest heaved as she gathered breath from her failing lungs. ‘I love you, my darling – I wish I could have had more of you – I’ve been so happy. Don’t be too hard on the little one – you haven’t a lot of patience, Fergus. If she’s like you she’ll need . . . a lot of handling.’

He gathered her closer and the familiar warm smell of her filled his nostrils so that he felt he must cry out, scream his feelings to, the world. Instead he murmured, ‘We’ll all manage between us. Mirabelle will help you to keep us in hand.’

But she seemed not to hear him. She had turned her head towards the window. ‘Och, look, Fergus, it’s a bonny morning. What a lovely day for our wee girl’s birthday.’ He had to strain to hear the whispered words. ‘So clean,’ she continued, ‘with the sky all wet like a mountain burn. It’s funny . . . the way it’s always so calm after a storm . . .’

Her hands came up and stroked the dark tumbled curls on his head, then a long sigh came from her and her hands fell back to her sides.

‘Helen, don’t leave me,’ he whimpered. Then he screamed aloud in his grief and crushed her body, his whole being burning with pain, an ache inside him so raw and deep it cried for some salve to ease it but the tears of release would not come. ‘Oh God, why, why?’ he said bitterly and rocked the slender body back and forth, feeling he could never let go of the lovely creature who owned his very being. A memory came unbidden to his mind, one he had thought forgotten.

He remembered himself, a small boy gazing at the dead face of his mother. He had loved his mother with a passion unusual in a child so young. But he hadn’t thought it strange, the strange thing was that his mother didn’t return his demonstrations of love. But she loved Alick for sure, she was always kissing him, making all his little ills better with a kiss, giving him her attention all the time. Alick was the one who got everyone’s attention because he had a gay friendly smile and perfect manners, yet he could change so quickly to a little devil, mocking the people who made so much of him. Fergus didn’t mind the other people, all he had wanted was the love of his mother. She treated him differently from Alick, almost as if he were grown up. He’d had to take the responsibility of the elder brother all his childhood. He protected Alick from bullies and fought battles for him because he knew it was expected of him and would earn words of praise from his mother. Sometimes he’d felt the burden of Alick too heavy a load to bear but in his child’s way he knew his mother relied on him to keep Alick in order because their father had no time to spare for his younger son.

Yet, despite everything, Fergus had gone on loving his mother though he had learned to hide it behind a façade of indifference. But he never forgot her whispered words to him on the day she died.

She had clasped his small hand and he’d gazed at her dying face with eyes that ached with unshed tears and a heart full to bursting.

‘Fergus, my lovely strong laddie,’ she said clasping his hand till it hurt, ‘you’re the child of my heart. Poor Alick, he’s not strong like you and his father can’t understand him. You’ve been a wee man these years and I’m sorry but Alick needed you, Fergus. Try to see it that way, my dear proud laddie.’

Fergus’s heart had known no real feelings of love after his mother’s death, not until Helen came into his life. Everything in him that had lain dormant for years had burst forth in a tide of love. She had captured his very spirit and had roused him to feelings that he hadn’t known himself capable of.

He had had flirtations with girls since his schooldays, fine buxom girls with big breasts and berry-brown skin. He had lain with them on the warm summer moors, ran with them over sun-kissed fields till laughter and the pretence of play had ended with rough kisses and caresses. Hidden by swaying stalks of golden corn he had enjoyed the feel of soft naked breasts, and love-play had satisfied his physical desires without actually possessing any of the girls, sometimes to their annoyance that the bounties of their bodies could not entice him further.

Helen had been his first complete union. Her delicate, enticing beauty had made him burn with a longing never before experienced because, mixed with his need for her body, was the deep and lasting emotion of his love for her.

Now she was gone from him. For the second time in his life he had lost someone who had captured his heart.

He sat holding her in his arms till a footstep behind made him turn. It was Lachlan, his eyes dark with sympathy.

‘C’mon, Fergus,’ he said softly. ‘Come downstairs and have a drop of whisky. It will do you good. Try to think that Helen is at peace now.’

Fergus stood up, his face chalky white in the dawn light filtering through the window. He looked at the doctor and a new feeling took the place of grief in his heart. A cold anger slowly boiled in him. He could feel it churning in his belly and knew he was going to say things he might later regret. He’d had the feeling before but never so intense, so pressing as now. He fought to keep the words from coming and pressed a bunched fist to his mouth, all the time staring at Lachlan with an intensity that was almost tangible. But the bubbling rage kept on inside and finally exploded to the surface.

‘You!’ he whispered in a tight tense voice more commanding than the loudest cry. ‘You let my Helen die! You ought to have known there would be complications but you did nothing till it was too late! She bled to death because you are incompetent! Why did it have to be her? Why not the bairn? Why save it and not Helen?’

Lachlan felt his heart beat strangely. He was exhausted, so tired that his legs felt weak beneath him. He hadn’t slept or eaten properly in twenty-four hours. The day-long battle to save little Fiona Taylor had been bad enough, the struggle through the storm a waking nightmare, but worst of all had been the fight to save Helen and her child. Fatigue had lain like an old man on his shoulders yet he had given of himself all there was to give. He had felt a triumph in bringing the child live into the world. Complications that no one could have foreseen had taken Helen, and his heart was heavy. It was always bad to lose a patient and when that patient was also a personal friend, the loss, the feeling of failure at being powerless to save a life, was even harder to bear.

But despite his fatigue his voice was strong when he spoke. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying, man! I tried everything to save Helen and it wasn’t a choice between her and the bairn! I nearly lost the two of them! Dammit, Fergus! Can’t you see you’re lucky the little one survived? My heart’s sore about Helen. I’m more sorry than I can say but at least be glad you’ve got one of them!’

He spread his hands in appeal but Fergus took no notice.

‘Get out!’ he said, his voice rising menacingly. ‘Get out, McLachlan! I never want to see you in this house again!’

Mirabelle appeared at the door with the baby in her arms. Her face grew scarlet at Fergus’s words and she looked at him in disbelief. ‘You canny be serious, Fergus! I was here most of the night, remember! I saw the way this laddie worked and he so weary too! He fought like a Trojan to save poor Helen. If she could hear your bitter words, how do you think she would feel? We’re all in the presence of her dear soul this meenit, let it rest in peace and be thankful you have her bairn – a bairn ye havny even set eyes on yet. Look at her! She’s the bonniest wee thing. Look at her, Fergus and thank Lachlan for her life!’

But he turned away, everything in him so spent that his strong shoulders were stooped and his head sunk on to his chest. ‘Get out,’ he murmured dully, ‘get out and leave me in peace.’

Lachlan was already running downstairs and Mirabelle went out leaving him alone in the room. He went over to the bed and touched his wife’s smooth brow. It was already growing cold and he covered his face with his hands. A ray of winter sun stole into the room and turned the small figure in the bed into a pale golden statue. He looked towards the window, out to fields and hills unbelievably beautiful in a mantle of purest white, but his eyes saw none of the beauty. An abyss loomed ahead of him, one filled with incredible loneliness where he felt the sunlight would never penetrate again. Above the bed a calendar told him that it was the twenty-ninth of January, 1923. He shuddered and tried not to let his thoughts crystallize but it was no use. It was a day never to be forgotten because it was the day his dearly loved wife had left him behind and the day his daughter had taken her first breath of life. A life for a life that had no meaning for him. He shuddered again and banged his head with his fists in an effort to stop such thoughts, but they were etching themselves into his brain. He would have given anything, everything, to have his wife back and if he could have had one wish it would have been for the baby to be taken and Helen brought back in its place.

He could hear the child crying in the next room, the room he and Helen had prepared with such joyful anticipation. She had made the curtains, golden yellow like the sun, he had distempered the walls a fresh white and revarnished the old family cradle till it gleamed, waiting for the day it would be filled with the child of their love. Now it didn’t matter any more. The child of their love had become the child of his sorrow and he put his hands over his ears to shut out the thin wailing of the newborn infant.

Rhanna was a jewel of beauty on the day of the funeral. The tattered peaks of Sgurr na Gill gleamed in a brilliance of white against a cornflower sky. The snow had melted from the lower slopes and churning burns frothed down from the mountains. The Sound of Rhanna was a rippling mass of liquid silver that hurt the eyes so that it was easier to look at the shoreline where soft little wavelets kissed the white sands that encircled the bay. The long finger of Port Rum Point enticed the water round its rocky length and there the sea spumed in frothing sprays.

The Hillock Kirkyard sprawled untidily on top of a wooded slope. Ancient stones, that looked as if they had been thrown by some giant hand to land where they would, surrounded the church which stood outlined against the sky, its fine old stone battered by the wind but withstanding the wiles of the weather like a sturdy old sailor.

Fergus looked down into the yawning black hole that awaited Helen’s coffin and he felt sick. The mourners stood round the grave with bowed heads, waiting for the minister to speak. He was a tall, grey-haired man with piercing eyes and a compelling voice. He had come from Dundee seven years before and was an incomer who had never been quite accepted because he gave all his sermons in English and showed no intention of trying to learn even the odd Gaelic word. Because of this he always remained on the fringe, never quite understanding and never being fully understood. Nevertheless his congregation listened, or appeared to listen, when his powerful voice reverberated through the church.

The Reverend John Grey could see the blue smoke from the manse chimneys climbing into the sky and he followed the spiral upwards and looked for a long moment heavenwards before he started to speak. His mouth felt dry and he licked his thin lips nervously. He hated the island funerals because he never knew quite what to say. Confidence oozed from him on the Sabbath when he had prepared his sermons so carefully and when he spoke from the pulpit he could be quite impersonal towards the parishioners. But a funeral involved so many personal feelings of grief and loss and he found it difficult to commune wholeheartedly with the tight-knit community of Gaels who made it so plain he would never be one of them. Help me, God, to say the right things, he thought wistfully and began his opening words, his voice drifting sonorously in the frozen air of morning.

Helen’s two brothers moved restlessly, their feet crunching the blades of frosty grass and her father took out a large white handkerchief and blew his nose loudly, drowning the end of the minister’s sentence.

He began the Lord’s Prayer and the men joined in, their voices a drab monotone, blowing steam with the utterance of each word. A bird chirped sweetly from a nearby tree and the bleating of sheep came from the slopes. Alick gave a loud sniff and Fergus heard it like an explosion. He glowered at his brother’s bowed head, momentarily hating him because of his display of tears. He could not show his emotions to the world. He watched Helen’s coffin being lowered into the dark cold cavern of her last resting place and he wanted to reach out and enclose with his arms the hard wooden box that encased the body so dear to him. Instead he closed his eyes so that he wouldn’t see the first scatterings of earth thrown over the coffin.

Numbly he sensed that the mourners were moving slowly away. An arm was thrown round his shoulders and Alick’s voice murmured futile words of sympathy into his ears.

Fergus opened his eyes and looked into his brother’s face. He saw the blue-grey eyes, red-rimmed but eager for an acknowledgement that his presence was of some use. He noted the handsome features, finely drawn, but the drooping lips too thin under the dark wiry moustache, and the prominent bulge of the Adam’s apple working desperately to swallow his tears.

Automatically Fergus assumed the role that had been expected of him for as long as he could remember. He put a strong arm round his brother and led him out of the kirkyard back to Laigmhor where the parlour was crowded with black-clad women and sombre sniffing relatives. This was the time Fergus dreaded most of all. The condolences, the weeping, all the formalities he had to go through before his house was his own again.

He could hardly bear to look at Helen’s mother. He’d never liked her but had put up with her for Helen’s sake. She was a small fussy woman. She’d fussed because he’d wanted Helen buried on Rhanna and she’d fussed about every little detail since her arrival on the island till he’d felt like hitting her. Three years before she’d been delighted because her daughter was making a ‘good marriage’ to a fairly prosperous young man, but now she realized it had all been a mistake and Helen should never have married a farmer because she had been too unsuited for such a ‘rough’ life.

She sat in a corner dabbing her eyes with a lace handkerchief while her husband, a short balding little man, red-faced and uncomfortable in the hot stuffy room, patted her ineffectually on the shoulder. Alick’s wife, Mary, a slim blonde, frivolously pretty even in her dark clothing, sat by the window primly enjoying the attention of several menfolk. Alick appeared not to mind in the least and after a time he followed his wife’s example and began flirting with Tom Johnston’s eldest daughter.

Hamish sat apart from everyone, quietly sipping at a glass of whisky and Fergus went to sit by him, appreciating the strong unassuming companionship that could be felt without words.

‘Fergus!’ Mary’s high light voice floated clearly above the general murmur of voices. ‘Aren’t the doctor and his wife coming? I understood they were good friends of yours!’

It was difficult to know if her question was entirely innocent. She and Alick had arrived only that morning but gossip ran quickly on Rhanna. Fergus glowered at her and she giggled but turned red. The room had grown quiet and everyone was looking at Fergus. He grew warm with embarrassment and thought, Not a questioning! Not now when everything in me longs to have Helen at my side instead of in a cold grave on the Muir of Rhanna. A sick icy feeling gripped him and he longed to run from the room like a small inarticulate boy.

But before he could say anything Helen’s mother fired another question at him.

‘What’s to happen to the bairn? Have you considered it at all? The wee mite will need a woman’s care. Donald and I have talked about it and think it only right we should bring up the child. The Lord knows it won’t be easy. You know yourself, Fergus, I don’t keep good health but I think my grandchild deserves a good upbringing. We owe it to our own lass too. We have our boys but they have their lives to lead. The wee girl will make up for . . .’

She began to sob quietly into her handkerchief and Mr McDonald grew redder and patted her awkwardly.

The room was agog for Fergus’s answer. He could feel the hush of the curious who had been wondering about his daughter and who would take care of her.

But now Alick broke the silence. He turned away from Tammy Johnston whose face fell because she’d been enjoying the surreptitious pleasures of having Alick’s hand halfway up her skirt. He’d forgotten her now, his handsome face animated as he spoke.

‘Mary and I have talked too. We’re young and no doubt will have bairns of our own but we’d still like Shona to come and live with us. Isn’t that right, Mary?’

She nodded with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. She didn’t like the idea one bit. She and Alick hadn’t talked about taking the baby, they’d argued. She didn’t particularly care for children – if one of their own came along it would be different, but someone else’s child, especially one that belonged to a man she had never understood, didn’t appeal to her at all. She prided herself on her looks and these would soon go with the strain of continual washing, sleepless nights and all the other attentions a child demanded.

Fergus looked at her and saw her vanity. He looked at Mrs McDonald, fragile like Helen, but with none of her daughter’s vivacity or zest for life. She was prim and prudish, with a hypocrisy that belied her religious beliefs. He couldn’t imagine her bringing up a child, its spirit would be stifled from the beginning. He couldn’t even begin to consider Mary. He could find no desirable quality in her that would render her fit to bring up Helen’s child.

His thoughts were a surprise to him because he hadn’t till then cared very much about his daughter’s future. He had barely looked at her since her birth but he hadn’t been able to avoid thinking about one picture that repeated itself continually in his mind. It was of Mirabelle feeding the child from a bottle that looked enormous beside a tiny elfin face. Wide blue eyes were open, gazing unseeingly at the ceiling, yet they held a world of wisdom as yet out of reach, undeveloped beneath the smooth bloom of the high forehead, waiting for time to ripen each impression till the miracle of memory and learning blossomed from each living cell. And there was something else, something so poignant that a needle of pain pierced the shell round his heart and hurt deeply. Helen stared out of those eyes. A glimmer of life-loving mischief lurked in the periwinkle depths and the mouth was Helen’s, full and soft with upturned corners giving the impression of a permanent smile.

His voice lanced the expectant silence in the room. ‘I think the child will stay at Laigmhor, it’s her home after all. It’s good of you to offer, Alick, I know you really mean what you say but Mary doesn’t . . . do you, Mary?’

He looked her full in the eyes and she turned away guiltily. Then he swivelled to face Mrs McDonald. ‘I thank you too – for wanting to do your duty by Helen but as you say yourself you’re not really able to care for a young child. She will be far happier on Rhanna where she belongs.’

‘How dare you!’ She trembled and the hanky was in evidence once more.

‘I dare because the child is mine.’

‘But a child needs a woman to care for it! How can you, a man . . .’

She was interrupted by Mirabelle who appeared from the kitchen, the baby snugly asleep in her arms. Mirabelle was feeling harassed. The house had been in a turmoil all day and even with Nancy’s help she was hot and tired. They had cleaned from top to bottom and aired and fired the spare rooms because several people were staying till the return of the ferry. It all meant a lot of extra work for her and some of the guests she didn’t care for, in particular Mrs McDonald who had complained too much. On top of everything she had the baby to see to, but already she loved the tiny mite with all her kindly heart and enjoyed the wonderful trusting feel of the downy head against her bosom. She’d been having a rest in the kitchen when the heated voices drifted through from the parlour. She knew it wasn’t her place to interfere but she hadn’t been able to stop herself and she stood in the doorway and stuck out her chin proudly.
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