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Part One

SPRING 1967
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Chapter One

Rachel stood at the door of An Cala and breathed deeply the scents of sea and machair that were borne to her on the fresh breezes of the early March day. Her dark eyes gazed out to the Sound of Rhanna where lively white sea horses leapt and pranced in foaming turbulence, and she thought how good it was to be back home on Rhanna, listening to the cries of the wheeling gulls and the wild surge of the ocean.

The rest of the world seemed so far away, especially her hectic world of endless concert tours that took her from one country to the next, where she was never still for a moment and there was never any time to pause and remember the people and places that were dear and familiar to her, but which were so very far removed from the bustle, the excitement and the adoring public that demanded so much of her time, her energy, her emotions . . .

Lately it had all become too much for her; she was drained, physically and mentally, and she hadn’t made any objections when Jon, her husband, had suggested that she should take a long holiday.

‘At least six months,’ he had told her firmly. ‘You are between tours and deserve a long spell away from it all. You could spend some time on Rhanna, then, if you would like, I’ll take you some place where the sun shines all day and all we need to do is eat and sleep and find time for each other again.’

She thought about Jon. He was so good to her: always thinking about her welfare, devoting himself to her every whim, managing her affairs, travelling with her wherever she went.

‘Whither thou goest I will go also.’

The words floated into her mind and she smiled because for once Jon hadn’t come with her but had instead gone to visit his big, domineering Mamma in Hamburg who had never ceased to be surprised that her son had actually severed the apron strings to marry a girl from a remote Scottish island.

He hadn’t suggested that Rachel should accompany him to Hamburg. His monumental Mamma, with her loud, demanding voice, had never taken to Rachel – after all, wasn’t she the girl who had stolen away her only son? Never mind that she was a world-famous violinist, at heart she was still as wild and as abandoned as the gypsy-like child he had fallen in love with on a fateful visit to Rhanna many years ago. She didn’t have the breeding, she didn’t have the poise, she only had her music and she wouldn’t have made such a success of that if it hadn’t been for Jon’s sacrificing his own musical talents so that she could pursue fame and fortune.

Besides all that, she had been born with a terrible physical defect, and no man should have to live with such a thing: it wasn’t right, it wasn’t normal. Perhaps there were other abnormalities that no one knew about. Why hadn’t Rachel conceived by now? She was young, she looked strong enough. It couldn’t be Jon’s fault: he was healthy and normal. A man needed children to keep him happy. Of course, it might have something to do with all that traipsing about from one country to the next: what sort of a life was that for any married couple? But, of course, Rachel needed the fame, the adoration – never mind her husband and the sacrifices he’d had to make . . .

Jon had heard it all many times and he never exposed Rachel to his mother’s narrow reasonings if he could help it. But Rachel knew what Mamma Jodl thought of her: it was all there, in the accusing blue eyes, in the way the woman watched her and made reference to Jon’s forebears.

‘There has always been a son to carry on the name of Jodl,’ she would say with calculating nonchalance. ‘We are a family who go back a long way, and always there is the strong seed, the male line. Jon would never deliberately allow it to die out, he has always been proud of his name.’

But Mamma Jodl was very far from Rachel’s mind that crisp, bright March day with Mara Òran Bay sparkling at her feet and the great dome of the sky stretching wide and infinite overhead. She had been on the island two days now but no one knew that she was here: she had wanted time to be alone, just herself and the silence, the blessed, wondrous silence she had dreamed about for so long. It was a reprieve from people. A blissful respite from hurry, noise, bustle, and – most importantly – there was no phone. At their flat in London they were besieged with requests for her presence at many and varied functions; they were inundated with mail; the door went; the phone jangled. It was an exciting but exhausting life and when it all became too much she knew she had to escape back to the peace and serenity of Rhanna, her island home, her refuge when the bigger world became intolerable.

She had come armed with enough supplies to last several days. On the boat she had worn dark glasses and had kept her coat collar muffled round her face. No one had given her a second glance. It had been a rough crossing from Oban and most of the passengers had sat in the saloon, either ‘half asleep or half dead or a mixture o’ both’, according to Ranald who had been over on the mainland visiting one of his many cousins.

‘Ay, well, if that’s the case, I’d rather be dying wi’ a good tot o’ rum in me,’ Captain Mac had returned and so saying he had staggered off in the direction of the bar, clutching an assortment of parcels, with Ranald so close on his heels that he had tripped and half fallen out of the doorway, leaving behind him a string of oaths that could only have come from a man who had spent most of his life at sea.

The expletives were like music in Rachel’s ears. She had half thought of joining the two men in the bar but had quickly decided against it. Word of her arrival would spread round the island like wildfire and, until she was settled, that was the last thing she wanted.

No one had noticed her leaving the boat and she had been able to make her leisurely way to An Cala, observed only by the sheep cropping the machair and three large Highland cows, who had gazed at her benignly through untidy straggles of wheat-coloured hair.

It had been wonderful to be alone in An Cala – which was the Gaelic for The Haven or The Harbour – no one but herself, wandering through the quiet rooms, every window affording views of sea and shore, hills and fields.

Heating had been a problem. She hadn’t wanted to broadcast her presence by having smoke blowing from the chimneys, so she compromised by lighting the fire only at night and by day keeping herself so busy cleaning the house she had no time to feel cold. Of course, she could have started the generator that supplied An Cala with electric heat and light, but the road was nearby, as was Croft na Ard, the home of Anton and Babbie Büttger. Anybody could have heard the rather noisy generator purring away in its shed, so she had cooked her meals on the Calor-gas stove and had eaten them curled up by the fire with the curtains pulled across the windows. Candles and oil lamps allowed her to read and light her way to bed and it had altogether been two of the most relaxing days she had spent for years.

She knew, of course, that she must soon make her presence known – the Rhanna folk didn’t appreciate such secrecy and when they found out she had slipped on to the island without anyone knowing she would be the talk of the place. Behag Beag and Elspeth Morrison, in particular, would no doubt have the most to say on the subject. But for now it was enough that she went undiscovered and with an upsurge of sheer abandonment she tossed back her glossy black hair and spread wide her arms as if to embrace the ocean to her breast.

Ruth wandered slowly along the white sands of Mara Òran Bay, deep in thought, in her mind writing the final chapter of her second book. The dialogue was piling in on her and, getting out her notebook, she jotted the words down before they could slip away. Ahead of her, four-and-a-half-year-old Douglas ran and played, his lint-white head bobbing about as he searched for small sea creatures in the rock pools. He was a child who craved perpetual motion and interest in his life. That afternoon he had been particularly restless and in exasperation Ruth had set out to take him for a long walk by the shore, even if it meant leaving her typewriter for a while.

But she was glad that she had come out: Lorn was always telling her that she spent far too much time in the house. Lifting her head, she took a deep breath of salt-laden sea air. Her eyes travelled upwards to An Cala, and she wondered when Rachel would come back to Rhanna. It had been some months since she had seen her friend; she loved it when Jon and Rachel came home, their lives were so exciting and there was always so much they had to tell her – the places they’d seen, the people they’d met . . .

A movement near the house attracted her attention. Shading her eyes, she stared upwards and made out a lone figure standing on the cliffs gazing out to sea. Her heart quickened. It surely couldn’t be Rachel: she hadn’t written to say she was coming – but who else could be wandering about outside An Cala, if not Rachel?

Calling on Douglas, she hurried with him up the steep track to the house, her violet eyes shining when she saw that it was indeed the girl who, in long-ago childhood, had shared all her little secrets.

‘Rachel!’ she called breathlessly, running forward as she spoke.

Rachel spun round, her heart galloping into her throat with fright. So engrossed had she been with her thoughts, with the glorious sense of being the only person inhabiting this particular spot at that particular time, she hadn’t been aware of any other living soul encroaching on this private place that she considered to be hers.

She loved Ruth, she had always loved her, they had spent the early years of their lives together. She had travelled the world but never had she found anyone who could ever quite compare with Ruth: she could never be as confiding, or as trusting with anyone else, but Ruth could be possessive at times and the way she was feeling now, Rachel didn’t want to be possessed by anyone, not even her childhood friend.

Her reciprocal greeting was therefore somewhat restrained and Ruth’s face fell a little when her welcoming embrace was not wholeheartedly returned. With the intention of making some excuse to be on her way, she opened her mouth to call on Douglas, but he was already clinging to the hand of the lovely young woman whom he had called ‘Aunt Ray’ ever since he had learned to speak.

It didn’t matter to him that she couldn’t answer him back, he simply watched her expressive gestures, the fluent movements of her hands, and gradually he was learning the basic symbols of the sign language.

Rachel led him into the house and Ruth could do nothing but follow, though slowly, indignation growing in her at the realisation that Rachel hadn’t told her she was coming to the island – when she had always declared she wouldn’t feel right arriving on Rhanna with no Ruth to greet her at the harbour.

The fire was unlit and the house was cold. With a strange little smile, Rachel struck a match and held it to the twists of paper in the grate. She didn’t need wood, from an early age she had been taught how to light a fire without it and she had never forgotten the art. She watched the flames curling, the smoke drifting up the chimney. It didn’t matter now: she had been discovered, there was no further need to deny herself home comforts, very soon the whole of Rhanna would know that she was here. The solitude, the peace, was over.

‘I’ll make tea.’ Ruth got up and went to the tiny kitchen, her limp pronounced as it always was when she was upset or angry. She rattled cups and saucers with energy, she found the tea caddy and poured hot water into the teapot to warm it. The tea smelled funny, sort of smoky and spicy. Just like Rachel, she thought, even her very tea has to be exotic and different. No wonder Annie, her mother, sometimes said that her daughter’s head was too full of fancy ideas for her own good.

When finally she carried the tray of tea and biscuits into the living room, the fire was leaping up the lum and Douglas was ensconced in a big comfortable armchair, happily applying coloured crayons to a picture book on his lap.

Rachel kept a good supply of chalks and children’s books in the house for the benefit of young visitors. She was altogether most attentive to their needs, and though each and every one of them knew that she could be as firm as she was kind-hearted, they all respected her for it and were, with few exceptions, as eager to please her as she was them.

There had been a time in her life when she hadn’t wanted children but as the years had gone by her attitudes had changed till now she was more than anxious to have a much longed-for baby. It didn’t matter that such an event would interrupt her career and she often thought longingly of what it would be like to have the same kind of life as other young married women. But for her it could never be like that and she knew it: her passion for music would never be stilled and always she would strive for perfection till the pinnacle was reached.

Ruth drew in a chair to the fire, smiling a little to herself when she smelled the incense that pervaded the room. Rachel said she burned it to sweeten the air and take away the mustiness from rooms that had lain empty, but the islanders had different ideas. Old Sorcha insisted on calling the strange perfume ‘incest’ and claimed it made her feel funny whenever she ‘sniffed in the reek o’ it’. And whenever Kate McKinnon visited her granddaughter she danced and swayed to Rachel’s ‘provocative oriental music’ looking glazed about the eyes, ‘as if the incest had seeped into her head and made her think about her essentials’, to quote Sorcha.

Rachel had gotten over her annoyance at the intrusion, and she eagerly asked Ruth to relate all her news, her hands and fingers flying so fast they were just a blur of frantic movement. But Ruth had long ago learnt the sign language and was able to answer every question, for although her friend was dumb her hearing was perfect. Nevertheless, many assumed that speech and hearing defects went hand in hand and were quite nonplussed in Rachel’s company.

Forgetting her earlier feelings of anger, Ruth explained that she was just finishing her second novel, The Far Island, and that the paperback of her first book, Hebridean Dream, was due to be released shortly.

Rachel studied her friend – she looked so happy, fair-haired, violet-eyed Ruth, so fragile-seeming with her small-boned figure and the limp that had been her legacy since birth. But Ruth was stronger than she looked: she had triumphed over a difficult childhood when she had been under the rule of her fanatically religious mother, red-haired Morag Ruadh, who hadn’t so much played the kirk organ as attacked it and who had almost broken Ruth’s spirit with her warped and sanctimonious outlook on life. Somehow, Ruth had emerged from those years virtually unscathed, though there were times when she could be strange and unforgiving and very unyielding. That time with Lorn, for instance, she had very nearly broken his heart by taking Lorna away with her . . . Yet who could really blame her: it had been a terrible time and she, Rachel, had been the cause of it all . . . She shuddered and turned her mind away from such dark thoughts and forced herself to talk of lighter matters. It was like old times – as the young women talked and laughed, Rachel visibly relaxed and forgot herself. She was an island girl again, carefree, abandoned, vowing to herself that as soon as the weather was warm enough she would roam her old haunts, barefoot and free, just as it had been when she was a wild, unsophisticated child with few problems to complicate her life.

Excitedly she recalled those early days, when she and Ruth, Lorn and Lewis McKenzie had wandered the island together.

‘Oh, it was good, Ruth,’ her fingers formed the words, ‘so very, very good. I remember Lewis so well, he was so different from Lorn: he was as devilish and daring as I was myself, as strong as a young horse, while Lorn was quiet and delicate. Oh, how the years have passed – so quickly. Everything has changed: Lewis is dead, Lorn is as strong as his brother used to be. You and I were bound up with the two of them – right from the beginning . . .’

She stared into the fire, her great dark eyes burning as she remembered Lewis. How passionate they had been together in the all-consuming desire of their young love, how much they had hurt one another with their stormy, youthful arguings, how much they had hurt other people . . .

She would never love another as she had loved that wonderful young McKenzie – yet she had left him for Jon because she had always known that there could be no future for her with Lewis, and then he had died and there had been no future for him – with anyone.

Ruth looked at her friend. The firelight was glinting on her raven-black hair; her supple young body, though clad simply in a red jersey and blue jeans, still conveyed that air of erotic sensuality that drew men to her like a magnet. She looked still and composed by the fire, but Ruth knew that beneath the calm exterior she burned with thoughts of two young men, Lewis and Lorn, the twin sons of McKenzie o’ the Glen, both of whom had been captivated by her in their turn . . .

Ruth lay back in her seat and she too remembered Lewis McKenzie and how the course of her life had been changed by him during those sad, terrible days when he had told her he was dying. By then, Rachel had left the island with Jon, and in his fear and loneliness Lewis had turned to Ruth for comfort. Lewis had died but his seed had lived on in his daughter, Lorna McKenzie, now nearly six years old. Lorn had married Ruth to give the child his name even though he had at first been devastated to discover that the girl he loved was carrying his brother’s child.

Lorn . . . darling Lorn. Ruth had nearly lost him too but in quite a different way from Lewis. Hurtful memories came flooding back. She glanced at Rachel and resentment burned for a few moments. This black-eyed, passionate creature in whom she had always placed a rather childlike trust had had an affair with Lorn behind her back when she had been ill in hospital. It had been a dreadful time, she and Lorn had almost split up because of it . . .

Ruth gave herself a mental shake: it was all in the past, she mustn’t think about it, Rachel had made a mistake, she truly loved Jon and would never do anything to hurt him again . . .

‘Lorna is Lewis’s child!’ Rachel’s hands moved swiftly, impatiently, as she made the statement.

Ruth gasped. ‘How did you know that?’

‘I guessed.’ Rachel’s hands made a succinct reply.

‘But – why did you bring the subject up now? It was so long ago. Lorn accepts Lorna as his daughter, everyone, with the exception of family, thinks she’s his child.’

‘I was thinking of Lewis, remembering how it was with him, wondering, I suppose, what my life would be like now if I’d had his child.’

‘You want a baby very much, don’t you, Rachel?’ Ruth spoke softly, sympathetically.

‘Yes, I do. I can sense Jon’s longing to have a child, and, of course, Mamma Jodl never stops hinting that it’s all my fault we haven’t got children. But . . .’ Rachel looked straight at her friend, ‘I know for a fact it isn’t: I went to see a doctor, several in fact, and they all said the same thing. There is nothing wrong with me, I am fit and well and quite able to conceive.’

‘Then – you think – the problem lies with Jon?’ Ruth spoke slowly, unwilling to touch on such a sensitive subject, even though she sensed that Rachel needed someone to confide in. She had always been deep, had Rachel, fathomless some said. She had never spoken to her mother about things nearest her heart, Jon’s mother was as close to her as the man on the moon and she obviously didn’t feel able to discuss the matter with her husband, which left Ruth, to whom she had always disclosed her innermost thoughts

‘I’m not absolutely sure if there really is a problem,’ Rachel replied morosely. ‘Our lifestyle isn’t exactly a restful one, we have never been able to relax properly and give ourselves up fully to one another. We never have the time, always there are matters more pressing than our private life together. I haven’t told Jon that I saw those doctors, I’ll wait awhile yet.

‘We have the summer ahead of us, possibly the autumn as well, we are both going to take time off and have a long, long holiday together. He’ll come home to Rhanna after his visit to Mamma Jodl in Hamburg; we’ll have time for one another again, all the time in the world. Who knows what will happen.’

Ruth’s eyes were sparkling at the idea of having Rachel on Rhanna for a whole summer. ‘Och, Rachel, that’s wonderful!’ she cried. ‘I forgive you for not letting me know you were coming home. It’s going to be a wonderful summer, I know you’ll want to spend a lot o’ your time with Jon, but I also know you’ll spare some for me. Kate will be delighted, she aye loves it when you’re home and she can show off her famous granddaughter to her cronies. Oh, look at the time! I must fly. Lorna will be home from school soon and I’ve still to feed the hens and get some messages from Merry Mary’s, also I need some things from the Post Office.’

Rachel smiled as she followed her friend to the door. Douglas ran on ahead, eager to be off; one small adventure was over with, now he was impatient to see his sister and tell her all about the pictures he had coloured in that afternoon.

Rachel and Ruth stood for a moment at the door of An Cala. The gorse bushes were coming into flower, the sweet perfume was already invading the air, the Highland cows were browsing amongst the little sheltered hillocks, a nearby burn foamed over a tumble of stones on its way to the sea. How peaceful it was, Rachel thought happily, it was going to be lovely spending the coming months on Rhanna, everything slow-paced and tranquil, no need to hurry anywhere, no noise, no bustle.

Far below, the steamer hove into view. With mild interest both girls watched it sailing past Mara Òran Bay on its way to the harbour.

‘The tourist season will be starting soon,’ Rachel observed.

‘Ay, it has already,’ Ruth nodded.

‘We’ll have strangers on the island,’ Rachel continued, a frown on her brow.

‘Ach, don’t fret,’ laughed Ruth. ‘They won’t intrude on you or Jon. Whatever else the islanders might be, they’re loyal to their own and won’t tell anyone you’re here. They’re quite protective of their famous violinist.’

She waved and hurried down the path to catch up with her son. Rachel remained at the door, watching the steamer, and a strange sense of apprehension shivered through her, even though the sun broke warmly through a bank of cumulus that had covered it for the last hour.


Chapter Two

Doctor Megan Jenkins brought her little red Mini to a spectacular halt at the harbour, though her somewhat unreliable brakes were only partially responsible for the sudden stop. A pile of Ranald’s lobster pots absorbed the rest of the momentum she had gathered on her rush down the Glen Fallan road and she tumbled out of the car, her hair in disarray, her face red with anxiety.

‘You’ll do yourself an injury, Doctor Megan,’ observed Erchy the Post, keeping one eye on the steamer as she tied up in the harbour. ‘If it’s the boat you think you’ve missed you needny worry your head, she’s just come in this very minute.’

‘Thank heaven for that,’ Megan said a trifle breathlessly. ‘I was visiting Murdy when I looked from the window and saw the boat heading round the bay. I’m afraid I left poor Murdy half dressed with a thermometer sticking into his armpit and my stethoscope in a heap on top of his chest.’

Erchy grinned and scratched his balding head. ‘Ach, he’ll have a wee play wi’ it while he’s waiting for you to come back. Murdy was aye fascinated wi’ tubes of all sorts. The inner tubes o’ that old bike o’ his are more often out than in and I mind once, when Auld Biddy had to give him an enema, he was that taken up wi’ all the wee tubes it was all she could do to make him leave them alone so that she could do what had to be done wi’ them. Now, any normal body would be fair affronted at the goings-on of enema tubes but not Murdy – oh no – they just gave him an even keener taste for them – if you’ll forgive the expression, Doctor.’

He paused cryptically and slid her a sidelong glance but her attention was taken up by the passengers who were starting to come down the gangplank.

‘It was a terrible thing, just, what Murdy did to himself the next time he was constipated and needin’ Biddy wi’ her tubes.’

Erchy spoke heavily and was gratified to see that he had aroused Megan’s curiosity. ‘Did to himself?’ she asked with a faint smile.

‘Ay, he thought he knew all about it, having watched Biddy wi’ the tubes and the soapy water, so he made his cailleach wash out an old bicycle tube and bring it to the bed along wi’ a great bucket o’ hot water piled high wi’ soap suds. Well, both him and the cailleach between them tried for hours to get things moving wi’ the old inner tube. Soap suds were everywhere, on the bed, the floor, even in the cat’s ears, everywhere but where they were supposed to go. In the end the pair o’ them were that exhausted they fell asleep together in the wet bed. When Biddy heard tell about the affair she was over there like a shot to give them a piece o’ her mind. “Is it an elephant you think you are, Murdy McKinnon?” she roared. “I’ve never heard the likes in all my days as a nurse and it would just have served you right if you had ruptured your bowels and we would all have had some peace without them.”’ Erchy shook his head sadly. ‘Ay, Biddy was never a one to stand any nonsense from anybody. Never again did Murdy try anything so drastic wi’ his inner tubes but it didn’t put him off his liking for them – or any tubes for that matter.’

‘Quite a story, Erchy,’ said Megan drily, though her eyes were twinkling. ‘We can only hope he’ll be safe with my stethoscope till I go back and rescue it from him.’

‘Ach, poor old Murdy.’ Erchy’s tones were solicitous now. ‘I am hoping there is nothing serious wrong wi’ him, he never calls a doctor out if he can help it.’

‘Just old age, Erchy, and the pains and aches that go with it.’

‘Ay, indeed, it must be terrible to be getting old.’ Erchy’s face was perfectly straight, his words absolutely sincere, for although he was well past retiring age he vowed he would only stop working on the day he dropped dead, and since, in his own mind, such an event was ‘years and years away’ he went on happily with his work and was as wiry and fit as a man half his age.

‘You’ll be waiting for someone coming off the boat, then?’ Erchy craned his neck and followed the direction of Megan’s eyes. Erchy’s interest in other people’s affairs was legendary.

‘No, not quite.’ Megan kept her face composed. ‘I was wondering, can you see any sign of a flying saucer? I’m expecting one to land at any minute and was told to wave my hanky as a sort of guide.’

‘Ach, Doctor!’ Erchy scolded huffily. ‘There is no need to be sarcastic. I was only making polite conversation. It is the way o’ things here, we keep ourselves to ourselves and just get on wi’ our own affairs, but it would be unnatural no’ to show a wee bit interest in what’s going on round about.’

But Megan hadn’t heard him. ‘Oh, that must be him,’ she murmured, her eyes on a tall, masculine figure descending from the boat.

‘And who is “him”?’ questioned Erchy eagerly, forgetting that he was supposed to be getting on with his own affairs.

Megan didn’t answer. Leaving Erchy to observe the bustle of the harbour with avid eyes, she somewhat tentatively approached the stranger who had alighted from the boat and was standing looking around him in a questioning manner.

‘You must be Herr Otto Klebb.’ Megan extended a friendly hand. ‘I’m Mrs James, better known as Doctor Megan – or just plain Megan if you like. My car is just over here, it’s very small, I’m afraid . . .’ Doubtfully she glanced at his large frame and wondered how such a big man could possibly fit into her small car.

A great stir of interest greeted the newcomer, heads bobbed, a dozen pairs of eyes followed his progress along the harbour.

Herr Klebb was not the usual sort of visitor to alight on Rhanna’s shores. He was definitely foreign-looking, which fact alone was enough to rouse curiosity, but there was more to this stranger than just the stamp of a continental. He was a Presence, that was how Robbie Beag put it to Ranald McTavish, who was retrieving his scattered lobster pots with mutters of annoyance.

‘A Presence wi’ a capital P,’ Robbie added. ‘He’ll be a Somebody, you can aye tell by the look they have on them, as if they owned everything and everybody and expect to get things done for them wi’ just the snap o’ a finger.’

‘Do you suppose Doctor Megan will help me gather up my lobster pots if I snap my fingers at her?’ Ranald enquired sourly.

‘Ach no.’ Robbie’s genial face broke into grins. ‘She’s too busy wi’ the foreign gentleman to be bothered wi’ you and your pots. You shouldn’t leave them lying where folks can crash into them wi’ their motor cars – one o’ these days someone will break a leg tripping over them and it will serve you right if you get sued for damages.’

Ranald’s yelp of indignation was lost on Robbie who had gone to join an inquisitive group all stretching their necks to get a better look at ‘the foreign stranger’ as he had quickly been labelled.

Robbie, in his own, ingenious way, was right, Herr Otto Klebb was a Presence and a Somebody. Megan sensed these things the moment she had gazed into his piercing, deep eyes. He was at least six feet tall, well built, distinguished-looking despite a mop of dark hair that the sea breeze was blowing into disarray. His black beard was clipped to a neat point, his face was strong and ruggedly handsome but rather severe in its unsmiling repose.

It came to her that she knew very little about the man beyond his name and the fact that he had leased her old home, Tigh na Cladach, for an indefinite period. ‘I need a place where I can have complete privacy. I have been working very hard and my doctor has advised me to take a long rest,’ he had written in reply to her advert in an English newspaper, ‘your house sounds ideal and I will require to move in as soon as possible. Please let me know when it is convenient and also please forward the timetable for steamer connections to Rhanna.’

Megan had married the Reverend Mark James on Christmas Eve just over two months ago and had moved into the Manse, which was a big, old house with enough rooms to allow the two of them to conduct their respective professions comfortably. They had both thought it a good idea to let Tigh na Cladach but hadn’t expected that it would be taken quite so quickly.

For some reason Megan felt unnerved by Herr Otto Klebb and she was rather glad when Erchy strolled up to help her lift the man’s cases into the boot of the car and to batten down the rusty lid with the aid of an old webbing belt. She immersed herself in the task, not daring to look to see how Herr Klebb was managing to tuck his bulky, overcoated frame into the sagging front passenger seat. But somehow he had made it and, breathing a sigh of relief, she went round to the driver’s door.

‘He’ll be staying at the Manse, then?’ Erchy hadn’t offered his services for nothing, and he was most annoyed when Megan merely smiled sweetly at him before getting into the little red Mini.

At the first turn of the key, the engine burst into life so vigorously Megan was taken aback. Normally it coughed and died, choked and spluttered, before permitting itself to putter weakly into action, and she was so ridiculously pleased with it, it was all she could do not to laugh outright.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ hastily she covered the bubbles of laughter in small talk, ‘but I have to make a quick stop in Glen Fallan to collect my tubes – er – I mean, my stethoscope. I was out on my rounds when the boat came in and had to leave my last patient in rather a rush. My husband would have collected you but Thunder – that’s his car – wouldn’t start when we tried it this morning . . .’ She paused. She was beginning to sound like an islander and at the very thought of Thunder, with its rattles and draughts, its broken seat springs and disconcerting habit of grinding to a halt in the most awkward places, she felt the laughter rising again. For never, never, could she imagine the dignified figure of Herr Otto Klebb ensconced in Thunder’s worn interior, the cracks and crevices of the leather upholstery packed with dog hairs, dusters wedged into the windows to keep out the rain and the wind, the smell of ancient pipe smoke permeating every nook and cranny . . .

‘I don’t in the least bit mind you going to collect your tubes.’

His voice was deep, soothing, his English perfect with only a slight but pleasing hint of foreign accent. There was no change of expression when he spoke the words but Megan got the distinct impression that he had appreciated her light-hearted chatter and was actually enjoying the experience of motoring through Glen Fallan in a cramped little Mini.

But he said nothing more. His eyes were on the hills, raking the landscape, craning his neck to get a better view of the soaring peaks rising sheer on either side. Floating wraiths of mist curled into the blue corries, the hill burns meandered amongst the hillocks, glinting in the sun as they wound their way in and out, down, down, to splash over boulders and in amongst rocks till finally you could hear the purl and music of them as they fell and tumbled into the River Fallan far below.

Fergus McKenzie of the Glen was striding over the lower slopes of Ben Machrie with Lorn, his son, running along in front, throwing out whistled instructions to a black and white Border Collie who was gathering the hill ewes, bringing them down to the fields in time for lambing.

Dodie, the island eccentric, was making his purposeful way down to the village of Portcull, a tiny white lamb tucked under each arm. Grinning from ear to ear, he was obviously extremely happy, for he normally wore a perpetually mournful expression, and only a chosen few had ever actually heard him laughing aloud, which was as well, because it was a sound that resembled a rusty hacksaw grinding through wood.

Seeing the red Mini, he scrunched to a halt in the middle of the road and, holding up the lambs, he waved them around like little white flags.

‘Doctor Megan! Doctor Megan!’ he yelled joyfully. ‘Look and see what Croynachan is after giving me!’

The old eccentric was either losing his mind altogether or else he placed great trust in Megan’s abilities as a driver. For the second time that afternoon and with a muffled curse, she rammed her foot on the brake pedal, an action which caused the car to waltz round in a semi-circle before it came to rest just inches from a ditch.

Furiously she wound down her window and poked her head out.

‘Dodie!’ she yelled, forgetting Herr Klebb, forgetting everything in her fright and fury. ‘What are you thinking of, stopping me like that! I could have killed you!’

Dodie galloped up to gaze at her in some bemusement. An elongated drip adhered to the end of his nose; the large, hairy ears that stuck out from his frayed cloth cap were purple with the cold; his big, callused hands were raw and red in the bite of the wind whistling down through the glen; the threadbare coat that covered his stooped, bony frame would have shamed a tinker and he was altogether inadequately dressed for the breezily fresh March day. The islanders regularly gave him gloves and scarves and other items of warm clothing which delighted him for a time before he mislaid them or lost them or used the coats and jackets as bedcoverings and sometimes even as blankets to tie round his beloved cow, Ealasaid, to keep her warm in her winter byre.

The older he got the more pronounced were his eccentricities, but he was sublimely happy these days, as Scott Balfour, the laird, had recently re-housed him in a sturdy croft cottage on the outskirts of Portcull. There he kept his hens and his cow, tended his flower and vegetable gardens, and was extremely contented with his lot. But the wanderlust was still in him and quite often he took it into his head to roam his old haunts, shanks’s pony being the only mode of travel he had ever known and was ever likely to know, for he mistrusted anything on wheels. It was, therefore, all the more surprising that he had forced Megan to stop her car in such a dangerous fashion.

‘I could have killed you, Dodie,’ she repeated in subdued tones. More shaken than angry now, she was aware of the fact that Herr Otto Klebb was receiving some very peculiar impressions in his first minutes on a remote Hebridean island, even though he said nothing and appeared not to be the least surprised by his informal introduction to a Rhanna native in the somewhat misshapen shape of old Dodie.

‘Ach, no, you wouldny do that, Doctor Megan.’ Dodie met her words with conviction. ‘Tis your place to heal people, no’ to kill them.’

‘Really?’ Megan said faintly.

‘Ay, you know that as well as me and I only stopped you because o’ these.’ Impatiently he indicated the newborn lambs in his arms. ‘One o’ Croynachan’s yowes gave birth to them on the hill and she died even before they could suckle. All the Johnsons but one are in bed wi’ the flu, and Archie is too busy to feed these wee lambs. He said I could keep them if they lived and I’m feart they’ll die on me if they don’t get warmed and fed soon.’ Awkwardly he shuffled his large, wellington-clad feet. ‘I was wondering, seeing as how you stopped your motor car for me, if you would maybe give me a wee run home in it.’

The enormity of the request appeared to nonplus him for a moment and two spots of red burned brightly in each ruddy, wizened cheek.

Without ado, Megan righted her car and got out to push forward her seat and bundle him into the cramped and congested space at the back. Halfway inside he remembered his manners and gazing at the front-seat passenger with his guileless green eyes he murmured courteously, ‘Tha brèeah.’

In exasperation Megan gave his rickety backside a none too gentle push and without ceremony he collapsed into the back of the car, his long, ungainly legs splayed untidily against the front seats.

‘Tha brèeah!’ he repeated, breathlessly but stubbornly.

‘Yes, indeed.’ Herr Klebb felt moved to make some form of reply although he had no earthly idea what the Gaelic salutation conveyed.

‘It’s Dodie’s way of saying “a fine day”, Megan explained automatically. ‘Rain or shine, the day is fine to Dodie’s way of thinking. You’ll come across a good deal of Gaelic on Rhanna, the old folk speak it freely while the young ones pretend not to understand even though many of them can converse fluently in both Gaelic and English.’

‘And you understand what they’re saying?’

‘Yes, I knew a bit when I came to Rhanna and I’m learning more and more as time goes by . . . Oh’ – her hand flew to her mouth – ‘I just remembered . . .’

‘You have to call in at some house to collect your tubes.’

Megan glanced at Herr Klebb. His face had remained straight but his eyes were twinkling and she smiled in appreciation of his quick wit. Some of the tension she had felt in his company left her – but there was still that sense of being in a Presence. She was suddenly glad that Dodie was there in the back seat, where the motion of the wheels held him spellbound in a combination of silent fear and fascination, while the waves of unsavoury odours that emanated from his unwashed person let no one forget his presence.

‘Dodie,’ said Megan faintly, ‘only last week I gave you a big bar of carbolic soap. Haven’t you found a use for it yet?’

Dodie snuggled the lambs closer to his bony bosom, sublimely immune, as he always was, to any innuendo cast at his lack of hygiene. ‘Ay, indeed, it was a fine present and just the thing I was needin’ for my squeaky door hinges. I just rubbed it all over them and they have never given me any bother since.’

Megan gave up; she put her foot on the accelerator and the little red Mini fairly hurtled along to Murdy’s house where she hastily collected her ‘tubes’ before depositing Dodie at the gate of Croft Beag inside whose portals half a dozen cockerels crowed and strutted and generally created bedlam in the once peaceful village outskirts.

A white net curtain fluttered in the window of Wullie McKinnon’s croft which was situated close to that of Dodie’s. A cacophony of cockerel voices blasted the air. Wullie appeared at his door, shaking his fist in the direction of Croft Beag. An oblivious Dodie disappeared into his house, intent only on tending his newborn lambs.

‘The noise of these creatures drives that gentleman crazy,’ observed Herr Klebb unsmilingly.

Megan did smile, but only at the idea of rough and ready Wullie McKinnon being referred to as a gentleman. With few exceptions, that particular McKinnon family were renowned for their blunt tongues and vigorous approach to life’s situations, and Wullie had been endowed with his fair share of the family traits.

But Megan didn’t enlarge on the subject, it would never do to divulge too many of the islanders’ little foibles to a newcomer. Until she knew a little more about Herr Otto Klebb, he was very decidedly a stranger on Rhanna, and with his dour demeanour and withdrawn manner she had the feeling that he would most likely remain so throughout his stay on the island.
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