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    Dedicated to the memory of Jean Redpath whose lovely Scottish voice haunted me for years, and to Abby Newton, who accompanied her on Cello on many recordings, including the album LOWLANDS, which contained Rose. Abby continues to express the soul of Scottish music and teach others her skills. 

      

    


About this Story

I first heard Jean Redpath sing the beautiful ballad The Rose of Allendale on the album Lowlands, recorded with cellist Abby Newton. The original Philo Records release was 1986

I was so moved by Jean’s rendition that I decided I would like to write a novel to tell the story. At the time I wrote the book I had tried to find a town in Scotland named Allendale, and I also did not know the provenance of the song. Recently, using ChatGPT we found that there is a village spelled Allandale in Scotland, which is probably the one for which the song was written. I also learned that it was written by English lyricist Charles Jefferys and composer Sidney Nelson in the 1830s. It likely referred to a battle fought by England around 1806, but not knowing this, I set it in World War II, which makes little difference so far as the story is concerned.

Sadly, Jean passed away a number of years ago, but you can find her rendition of the song on Google’s You Tube music. 
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Chapter 1: Highland Dawn
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Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, June 1940

The morning light slanted through the tall hospital windows, catching the brass buttons on Dr. James MacDonald's uniform as he strode down the corridor. Mary Fraser watched him pass, her heart quickening despite her best efforts to maintain professional composure. He'd only arrived last week—a surgeon newly assigned to the hospital before his deployment—but something about him drew her eye every time he passed through her ward.

"Nurse Fraser!" Sister Campbell's voice cut through her reverie. "Those bandages won't roll themselves."

Mary returned to her task, her fingers working automatically while her mind wandered to the news she'd heard at breakfast. The British Expeditionary Force had been evacuated from Dunkirk, and everyone knew it was only a matter of time before more of Scotland's sons would be called to fight. Including, she suspected, the handsome Dr. MacDonald.

The day passed in its usual rhythm of medications, bed changes, and rounds, until the evening shift began. Mary was recording temperatures in the ward ledger when a commotion from the civilian ward caught her attention. She hurried toward the sound of urgency in familiar voices.

"Car accident on Queen's Road," Dr. MacDonald called out as orderlies wheeled in two stretchers. "The fog's brutal tonight."

Without waiting for orders, Mary fell into step beside him. Together they worked in seamless coordination, her anticipating his needs before he voiced them, him trusting her experienced hands. Hours passed like minutes until both patients were stabilized.

"I couldn't have done it without you, Nurse Fraser." His Highland accent, softer than her own Allendale burr, warmed her more than the cup of tea cooling on the nurse's station.

"Just doing my duty, Doctor." She managed a small smile, though exhaustion pulled at her bones.

"Mary." He said her name carefully, as though testing its weight. "I'm being deployed next week. North Africa." He paused, watching her face. "But I wonder... would you let me take you to dinner tomorrow? I know it's forward of me, but—"

"Yes." The word escaped before she could catch it, but she didn't regret it.

He smiled then, transforming his serious face. "I'll meet you at the front entrance at seven?"

Mary nodded, her heart thundering against her ribs. As she watched him walk away, she thought of the notice she'd seen posted in the nurse's break room: "Queen Alexandra's Imperial Military Nursing Service seeking experienced nurses for overseas deployment."

She'd passed it every day without a second glance. Now, she found herself turning it over in her mind, like a pebble worn smooth by the sea. North Africa was a long way from the green hills of Allendale, but something told her this morning's dawn had brought more than just another summer day.

Outside the hospital windows, the Edinburgh fog was lifting, revealing a sky as clear as promised.

The next evening, Mary stood before the mirror in the nurses' quarters, smoothing her best dress—a dark green wool that brought out her eyes. She'd managed to find a pair of stockings without runs, though silk was becoming harder to come by with each passing month. Her red-gold hair, usually trapped beneath her nurse's cap, fell in waves around her shoulders.

"You look lovely," her roommate Janet said, pausing in the doorway. "Though I still can't believe Sister Campbell didn't object to you going out with a doctor."

"She doesn't know," Mary admitted, pinning a small silver thistle brooch to her collar. It had been her mother's, one of the few things she'd brought from Allendale. "And I'd thank you not to tell her."

The hospital's front entrance was quiet at this hour, most of the day staff having left. James waited by the stone pillars, his uniform exchanged for a well-cut civilian suit. He smiled when he saw her, and Mary's heart did that peculiar flutter again.

"I hope you like Italian food," he said, offering his arm. "I know a little place on Frederick Street that still manages to serve decent pasta, despite the rationing."

The restaurant was small but warm, with red-checked tablecloths and candles stuck in wine bottles. In the corner, a wireless played Glenn Miller softly. They were seated in a quiet alcove, and Mary found herself studying James's face in the flickering light—the strong line of his jaw, the slight crease between his brows that appeared when he concentrated.

"Tell me about Allendale," he said as they waited for their food. "I've driven through the borders, but I've never stopped there."

"It's beautiful in June," Mary said, thinking of home. "The hills are covered in wildflowers—especially roses. They grow wild everywhere, climbing over stone walls and up the sides of cottages. My father used to say they were too stubborn to be contained in gardens."

"Like the daughters of Allendale?" James's eyes twinkled.

Mary laughed. "Perhaps. Though I'm sure Sister Campbell would say I'm stubborn enough without any geographical excuse." She paused, then gathered her courage. "What about you? Where in the Highlands are you from?"

"Inverness," he said. "Though I haven't lived there since medical school in Edinburgh. And soon..." He trailed off, both of them aware of his imminent departure.

"North Africa," Mary said softly. "What unit will you be with?"

"The 51st Highland Division's medical corps." He studied his wine glass. "Though they're keeping the exact destination quiet. Security, you understand."

Mary nodded, thinking of the QAIMNS notice. "I understand completely."

Their food arrived—pasta with a sauce rich in tomatoes and herbs—and they talked of lighter things: favorite books, childhood adventures, funny stories from hospital wards. But underneath ran the current of time slipping away, of a world at war, of decisions waiting to be made.

Walking back to the nurses' quarters, they paused in the small garden where the staff sometimes took their tea breaks. The evening air was sweet with mock orange blossoms, and somewhere nearby a blackbird sang its evening song.

"Mary," James said, turning to face her. "I know this is fast, perhaps too fast, but with the war..." He took her hand, his fingers warm against hers. "Would you write to me? When I'm away?"

"Yes," she said, and this time the word felt like a key turning in a lock, opening a door to something both thrilling and terrifying. "Though perhaps..." She hesitated, then pressed on. "Perhaps we should have dinner again tomorrow? While there's still time?"

His smile in the gathering dusk was answer enough.

Above them, the first stars were appearing in a sky as clear as destiny.

The next few days passed in a whirlwind of stolen moments. They met for lunch in the hospital garden when their shifts aligned, shared rushed cups of tea between rounds, and spent every evening together that they could manage. On Friday, James took her dancing at the Palais, where they swayed to "In the Mood" while soldiers on leave twirled their sweethearts around them.

Sunday found them walking along the Water of Leith, the June sunshine warming the cobblestones. Mary wore her favorite summer dress, a powder blue cotton that had been new before the war. James had shed his uniform jacket in the heat, his shirtsleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms.

"Three more days," Mary said softly, voicing the thought that hung between them. Three days until his deployment.

James stopped walking, turning to face her. "I've been thinking," he said, reaching into his pocket. "I know it's madness. We've known each other barely a week. But when you know something's right..." He pulled out a small box.

Mary's heart stopped, then started again at double speed.

"I'm not asking for promises," he said quickly. "Not with everything so uncertain. But I wanted you to have this." He opened the box to reveal a silver ring set with a small garnet. "It was my grandmother's. She was a Fraser too, actually, though from up near Inverness."

"James..." Mary breathed, touching the ring gently.

"You don't have to wear it. You don't have to decide anything now. I just wanted—"

She stopped his words with a kiss, their first. When they broke apart, she was smiling through tears she hadn't realized were falling.

"Yes," she said. "To everything. To all of it."

His hands shook slightly as he slipped the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly.

That evening, after James had walked her back to the nurses' quarters, Mary sat at her small desk and wrote two letters. The first was to her parents in Allendale, telling them about James and asking for their blessing. The second was an application to Queen Alexandra's Imperial Military Nursing Service.

She sealed both envelopes with steady hands, remembering James's words about knowing when something was right. Outside her window, the roses in the hospital garden were in full bloom, their sweet scent drifting up on the evening breeze. They reminded her of home, of the wild roses of Allendale that refused to be contained by garden walls.

Tomorrow, she would post the letters. Tomorrow, she would tell James of her decision to follow him to North Africa. Tomorrow, they would begin planning whatever future they could carve out of a world at war.

But tonight, she simply sat at her window, watching the stars appear one by one in the darkening sky, her grandmother's ring catching the last light of the day, and felt more certain than she had ever been of anything in her life.
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Chapter 2: Call to Service
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Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, July 1940

Mary's QAIMNS acceptance letter arrived the same morning James left for North Africa. She found it in her pigeonhole after seeing him off at Waverley Station, the cream-colored envelope a stark contrast to the tear stains on her handkerchief. The timing felt like fate—or perhaps just the efficient workings of the British military postal service.

"Report to Queen Margaret's College, Glasgow, for immediate training," she read, her fingers tracing the official letterhead. Six weeks of intensive preparation for overseas service. She would miss James's first letters, but if all went well, she would be in North Africa before the year's end.

"So you're really going then?" Sister Campbell's voice startled her. The older woman stood in the doorway of the nurses' break room, her usually stern face softened with something that might have been understanding. 

"I saw the ring. And I'm not blind to where Dr. MacDonald's been spending his evenings this past week."

Mary straightened her spine, ready for disapproval, but Sister Campbell simply sighed and sat down across from her.

"I joined Queen Alexandra's in the last war," she said, surprising Mary. "Served in France. Met a doctor there myself." She twisted a plain gold band on her finger that Mary had never noticed before. "He didn't make it home from the Somme."

"Sister, I—"

"Don't apologize, lass. Just listen. The work will be harder than anything you've done here. The heat, the sand, the wounds—they don't teach you about those in nursing school. But if you're sure..." She met Mary's eyes. "I'll help you prepare."

The next morning, Mary's training began in earnest. Sister Campbell assigned her the most challenging cases, drilled her on tropical diseases, and kept her late reviewing emergency procedures. "They'll expect more from you because you're Scottish," she said. "We have a reputation to maintain.”

Her parents' reply arrived three days later. Her mother's elegant handwriting filled pages with concern and pride in equal measure. “Your father says to tell you the roses are blooming late this year,” she wrote. “They seem to be waiting for something. Perhaps they know their gardener is leaving them for a while.”

The letter from James came the following week, posted from a port whose name had been carefully blacked out by censors:


My dearest Mary,

The ship moves south through waters more blue than any Scottish loch. Each mile takes me further from you, and yet I feel you with me still. The lads tease me about staring at your photograph, but they're all doing the same with their own sweethearts' pictures.

The medical equipment they've given us is good—better than what we had at the Infirmary. We'll be setting up forward aid stations once we land. I can't say where, but you'll have guessed. The officers speak of something big coming, but when isn't there?*

I think of you every time I see the sky meet the sea. Both are as clear as the morning I first saw you.

All my love,

James


Mary read the letter until the words blurred, then carefully folded it into her uniform pocket. That afternoon, she practiced setting up field transfusion units under Sister Campbell's watchful eye, her hands steady despite her racing heart.

In the evening, she wrote two replies—one to her parents, promising to bring them roses from Africa if she could find any; and one to James, telling him about her acceptance to QAIMNS but not where they were sending her. Some surprises were worth keeping.

As she walked back to her quarters that night, the Edinburgh sky was painted in shades of purple and gold. A formation of RAF planes passed overhead, heading south—always south these days. Mary touched the ring on her finger and smiled. Soon enough, she too would follow that path, carrying with her the strength of the Highlands and the wild determination of Allendale's roses.

She had work to do first.

xxx

Queen Margaret's College, Glasgow, August 1940

The wireless crackled in the common room as Mary and her fellow QAIMNS trainees gathered around it after evening lectures. The news from North Africa was sparse - carefully worded bulletins about troop movements and strategic positions that told everything and nothing at once. But Mary had learned to read between the lines, matching dates and locations with the heavily censored letters from James.

"The Western Desert Force has engaged Italian units near Sidi Barrani," the BBC announcer's clipped voice reported. Mary's hands tightened around her cup of tea. James's last letter had mentioned moving toward the Egyptian border. His unit would be there, setting up forward aid stations for the casualties she knew would come.

"Right then," said Eleanor, one of her fellow trainees, switching off the wireless. "Time to practice desert medicine scenarios again. Mary, you're our expert on battlefield triage."

They'd fallen into this routine - turning their anxiety into action. While their instructors drilled them on tropical diseases, wound care, and battlefield procedures during the day, the evenings were for their own preparation. Tonight they would practice treating heat exhaustion, sand-blown wounds, and the countless other challenges that awaited them in North Africa.

Mary's latest letter from James lay in her pocket, its presence a constant reminder of why every detail mattered:


Dearest Mary,

The heat here defies description. The sand gets into everything - our equipment, our food, our wounds. We've learned to clean and dress injuries differently than we ever did in Edinburgh. I wish I could tell you more about where we are, but know that we're making a difference. The lads come in broken and leave patched enough to fight another day.

The stars here are different, but I still look for ours - the ones we watched that last night in the hospital garden. Keep safe, my love.

Forever yours,

James


[Censored] had been neatly cut from the letter, leaving holes like wounds in the paper. But the military reports she'd been studying filled in the gaps. The 51st Highland Division was supporting Operation Compass. Every day brought news of advances, victories - and casualties.

"Pay attention, ladies," commanded the QAIMNS matron during their morning lecture. "These men will be fighting in temperatures reaching 50 degrees. They'll be dealing with sandstorms, dehydration, and diseases you've never seen in Scotland. Your skills will mean the difference between life and death."

Mary took meticulous notes, her medical knowledge expanding daily. Sister Campbell's preparation had given her an edge - she already knew how to improvise with limited supplies, how to work in crisis conditions. But the desert would be different from anything she'd known in Edinburgh.

The newspapers painted a picture of success - Italian forces retreating, British troops advancing. But Mary saw the cost in the lessons they were taught: wound patterns from artillery, burn treatment protocols, amputation care. Each clinical detail was another window into what James might be facing.

"Focus on what you can control," her fellow trainee Catherine advised one evening, finding Mary poring over maps of North Africa. "We'll be there soon enough."

Mary nodded, touching the ring on her finger. Its garnet caught the lamplight like a drop of blood, reminding her of both love and war. Together they bent over their textbooks, memorizing the procedures that might someday save James or his men.

That night, she wrote two letters. One to James, full of ordinary things - the changing leaves in Glasgow, the strict QAIMNS matrons, the endless cups of tea that fueled their studies. The other she wrote to herself, recording everything she was learning about desert warfare medicine. One day soon, she knew, that knowledge would be tested in the burning sands James had described.

The autumn wind rattled the windows of Queen Margaret's College, carrying with it the sound of RAF planes heading south on training runs. Mary watched them until they disappeared into the gathering dusk, her heart following their path toward North Africa. Somewhere under those same darkening skies, James was healing broken men. Somewhere ahead, their paths would cross again.

But first, she had to become the kind of nurse who could survive the desert. Tomorrow would bring more lessons in battlefield medicine, more news from the front, more letters with holes cut by censors. She would absorb it all, turning knowledge into armor against the fears that crept in with the night.

She pulled her textbook closer, losing herself in the detailed diagrams of field surgery. Outside, the planes droned on, their sound a constant reminder of the war that had transformed her from a Highland nurse into a soldier in white.
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Chapter 3: Into the Desert Wind
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Mediterranean Sea, October 1940

The transport ship cut through dark waters, its course zigzagging to avoid German U-boats. Mary stood at the rail, watching phosphorescence trail in their wake while her new grey QAIMNS uniform whipped around her legs. The military convoy had left Liverpool five days ago, carrying supplies, troops, and medical personnel toward Alexandria.

"Tea, dear?" Sister Agnes appeared beside her, offering a tin mug. The older nurse had served in Palestine and seemed unfazed by their journey into war. "Best drink it while you can. Won't find many proper cuppas where we're going."

Mary accepted gratefully, though the taste was bitter with salt air. She'd received her posting two days before departure - 15th Scottish General Hospital, being established near Alexandria. The same letter had brought news that made her heart race: the 51st Highland Division's medical corps was operating in the same region.

Below decks, in her small berth, she kept James's latest letter:


My darling,

The news that you're coming fills me with equal parts joy and terror. Joy because my heart aches to see you, terror because I know what we face here. The sand gets in everything - wounds, equipment, souls. Last week we treated casualties from a skirmish near Mersa Matruh. The men's spirits remain high, but the desert is an unforgiving enemy.

They say Wavell is planning something big. Supply trucks move south constantly. Whatever comes, we'll be ready.

Until then, I watch the stars and think of home.

All my love,

James


The letter bore the marks of careful censorship, but Mary had studied her maps. She knew Mersa Matruh was a key British supply base. The pieces were falling into place - the increased shipping activity, the movement of troops, the stockpiling of medical supplies. Something was indeed coming.

A sudden commotion on deck drew her attention. "Aircraft!" came the cry from the crow's nest. Mary's heart jumped, but Sister Agnes laid a steady hand on her arm.

"Italian reconnaissance," she said calmly. "They'll have radioed our position. We'll change course again soon." She smiled at Mary's expression. "You'll get used to it, dear. War is mostly waiting, punctuated by moments of sheer terror."

That night, unable to sleep in her swaying berth, Mary wrote in her journal:


The sea is vast and dark, but somewhere ahead lies Egypt, and James. Sister Agnes says Alexandria is beautiful - ancient stones and modern warfare existing side by side. The other nurses whisper about the casualties we'll face: burns from tank battles, sand-infected wounds, malaria, dysentery. Everything we trained for, and things we can't imagine.

I touch my ring in the darkness and think of James treating similar wounds, somewhere in that desert we're sailing toward. The ship's doctor says we're entering the Mediterranean tomorrow. Every mile brings me closer to him, and to war.


Dawn brought the sight of Gibraltar rising from the mist. As they passed into the Mediterranean proper, Mary thought of all the armies that had crossed these waters before them - Romans, Crusaders, Napoleon. Now it was their turn, carrying supplies, hope, and healing toward the burning sands of North Africa.

A formation of RAF planes passed overhead, heading east. Mary watched them until they disappeared, remembering similar planes over Edinburgh just months ago. She was following them at last, carrying with her Sister Campbell's training, her parents' prayers, and the strength of the wild roses of Allendale.

The war lay ahead, and James, and whatever fate had in store for them both.

xxx

The limestone buildings of Alexandria rose from the haze like a mirage, their weathered facades reflecting the morning sun. Mary stood at the ship's rail as they entered the great harbor, watching small boats dart between the military vessels. The air smelled different here - salt mixed with spices, diesel fuel, and something ancient she couldn't name.

"Magnificent, isn't it?" Sister Agnes appeared at her side. "Alexandria's seen more wars than Britain has had kings. And here we are, adding our own chapter to its history."

They disembarked into organized chaos. Troops marched in formation while dock workers unloaded endless crates of supplies. Mary's QAIMNS unit assembled near their transport trucks, their grey uniforms already wilting in the Egyptian heat. The sun seemed closer here, more demanding.

"15th Scottish General Hospital personnel, this way!" called their matron, her voice cutting through the harbor din. Mary shouldered her kit bag and fell into line. Their convoy would take them to their posting - a
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