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  Chapter One




  Kate sat in the middle of the almost abandoned kitchen. She sat leaning slightly forward, with her elbows on the table. There was another chair pulled in on the other side of

  the table. The two chairs and the table were the only movable furniture left. Richard came and stood in the doorway, looking at her. She did not hear him come and did not see him. She was staring

  out of the window, and he was out of her line of vision. They were both tired. Moves were an exhausting business, quite apart from the mental uncertainties. In this case the mental uncertainties

  were considerable.




  He said, ‘Tired?’ and she turned and looked at him. She knew that he had been watching her for a moment before he had spoken to her, and that now he felt guilty about it. They had

  been married thirteen years, and had great respect for each other’s privacy. She knew, too, that her good looks survived the dirty overall and the smear of dust on her forehead, and she

  wondered whether, when he looked at her like that, privately, he saw her as other men saw her. But it was one of the questions you did not ask.




  She smiled at him. ‘Exhausted,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you?’




  He came in and pulled out the other chair and sat opposite her across the empty table. ‘Pretty well,’ he said. ‘But the end’s in sight.’




  He looked, in fact, more tired than she did. He was quite a bit older, for one thing. Also, although they had shared the physical work, he carried almost the whole mental burden. The move was

  his idea. For the same reason, Kate was not going out of her way to feel sorry for him. She had demurred when he suggested it, listened to his arguments and agreed. Once she had agreed, she would

  have been ashamed to drag her feet. But she was not going to lie awake at night wondering if they were doing the right thing. He could if he liked, and she was fairly certain he had, but that was

  up to him. If it turned out to be a mistake, he would have to think again. The thing was presumably not irrevocable. She said, ‘So long as you’re not too tired to cope when you get

  there. You’ve still got the drive up.’




  He did not like that. She had not meant to gall him, but she should have known. The one suggestion he was not prepared to listen to was that he might have bitten off more than he could chew,

  simply with the job. He said, ‘I know that. But I’ll take it slow, and I’ve got a couple of days when I get there.’




  ‘Well, don’t let Dr Fagan rush you.’




  He saw now that her concern was genuine. His moments of touchiness never lasted. He smiled at her. ‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘But you’ll have to drop the Llanabba joke,

  or you’ll be making it up there. From what I saw of Haskell, I doubt if he’s got his Evelyn Waugh at his finger-tips, and I’m damned sure his wife hasn’t, but someone may.

  Anyway, it isn’t really fair. The school’s not derelict, by any means. Plenty of money, I should think. A bit cranky, but even that’s fashionable in its way.’




  ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘we’re all Gordonstoun now. So long as they don’t make you wear the kilt and climb mountains.’




  ‘Don’t worry. They won’t. They know that.’ He looked at her, a little worried. ‘The place really is lovely, you know. I’ll be interested to see your Highland

  blood stirring. You’ll probably insist on being called Catriona before you’ve been there a month.’




  She wanted to reassure him now. Even the suggestion of dragged feet appalled her. She sat back and smiled at him. ‘I doubt it, but you never know. Let’s have some coffee. We can

  still manage that, at least.’




  ‘Can we? That’s fine. You make it, and I’ll go and gather up the last few bits.’




  He heaved himself out of his chair and went out with determined sprightliness. Kate got up and took the coffee things out of the basket. Catriona, she thought. Catriona Macinnes, born in Bombay

  and never been north of Newcastle. She even looked Highland. That was where her looks came from, all aquiline nose and cheekbones, with the fair skin and dark hair and grey-blue eyes. But now she

  was Kate Wychett, English on the mother’s side, married to one of the most English men she had ever met and still, after all these years, in reaction against the expatriate extravagances of

  her dead father. Oh well, she thought, it would be interesting, anyhow. As for her blood’s stirring, she supposed it still could at thirty-two, but she doubted if a landscape could do it. She

  put the water on the stove in the small saucepan and went back to her chair.




  Never since Julia, no stirring of the blood over anything, presumably because the blood was plain scared of being stirred. She had never been able to make up her mind whether it would have been

  better or worse if they had had other children. They could have, judging by the ease with which she had started and produced Julia. But she had been full young when she married, and they had agreed

  not for a few years. Full young, that was her father’s phrasing. Just young, she had been, not yet twenty, and damn all Scots nonsense. She had left it all to Richard, who had obliged with

  his usual consideration and efficiency. Not cold-blooded, exactly, because there was nothing wrong with Richard as a husband. She had been a virgin when she married, but he, in a respectable,

  unexplained, middle-class sort of way, had not, and she had never had any reason to regret either fact. Then they had decided it was time to start, and started she had at the drop of a hat and to

  everybody’s satisfaction. And then when Julia was three, and they were starting to think about a boy to go with her, she had died of measles. Measles of all things, one of those occasional

  appalling lapses of a medical efficiency everybody took for granted.




  That had been the moment of decision, and they had fluffed it between them. She knew now that she had wanted another child straight away, as people said that if your dog was run over, you should

  go straight out and buy another puppy of the same breed. But she had never managed to say so, and Richard, all kindness and consideration, had assumed the opposite, and he was not a man to be taken

  off his guard. Then the emotional numbness had settled on her, with the sudden, second-wave unexpectedness of delayed shock, and after that she had left Richard’s assumptions undisturbed.

  What he had wanted she did not know. He had been a perfectly good father while his paternity lasted, just as he was a perfectly good husband, but she could not see him yearning for offspring in his

  own right; and she herself had wanted nothing. Nothing, anyhow, as emotionally demanding as a child. They were happy in bed, as they were out of it, in a secure, low-keyed sort of way, but they

  were giving no more hostages to fortune, and now Richard was forty-seven and she was thirty-two. The question did not arise, but if it had, she would have said they had left it too late for that

  kind of adventure.




  They were proportionately freer for this kind. Making coffee in a saucepan in a derelict kitchen, because the better stuff was already stored, and the rest, in a couple of days’ time,

  would be on its way to Scotland. Free to let Richard go and teach in a school nobody much had heard of, because the colonial administration he had been trained for had died under him, and he was

  finding the second-rate administrative jobs open to him at home increasingly depressing. Free to starve in a genteel sort of way on a part-pension if he found he could not teach, even by the

  standards of Glenaidon, and he was by then too old to get back into administration. But she was not really worried. It was Richard’s responsibility, and he was a professional worrier. If

  there was anything to worry about, he could worry for both of them. She went to the door and called, ‘Coffee!’ and he called, ‘Right!’ in a strange echoing voice from one of

  the empty rooms upstairs.




  He came down carrying his last gleanings in a cardboard carton which he put down in a corner of the kitchen. He seemed quite cheerful now that the dismantling was over. The early colonists had

  probably thrown a party when they had burned their boats on the new-found beach and there was nothing left but the green hills inland. He said, ‘That’s the lot,’ and came and sat

  down at the table to drink his coffee.




  Kate said, ‘Are you going to wear a gown?’




  ‘Good God, I shouldn’t think so, not at Glenaidon. Neither a gown nor a kilt. Certainly not both at once, though that would be quite something. Not but what I’m entitled to

  wear one. A gown, I mean, not a kilt. Which I expect is more than can be said for some of my colleagues.’




  She said, ‘Richard, it’s not all that ropey, is it?’




  ‘Not ropey at all. I’ve told you. Just not very academic. But who wants to be academic, anyway?’




  ‘What about the boys, then?’




  ‘Well, I haven’t seen them yet, of course, but they’ll be all right. No lack of discipline, after all. It’s not that sort of cranky. Less trouble than the Malembos, I

  expect. Only of course I didn’t have to teach them history. Anyway, it must be far pleasanter teaching history if you don’t have to worry too much about exam results. I think I’ll

  enjoy it.’ He looked at her, a little cautiously. He said, ‘It’s you I worry about.’




  Impatience overcame her suddenly, and she put her cup down in the saucer with a small sharp clink. ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she said. ‘Look, I agreed to the thing and

  I’ve made up my mind to it. I’m not worrying. All right, it may not work. It may not work for you. It may not work for me, though I can’t think how. If it doesn’t work,

  we’ll have to look at it again. But give it a chance. If you worry about me, it only makes me feel guilty, and that’s not fair.’




  Her impatience always managed to take him by surprise. Even when he ought to have expected it, it disarmed and mortified him. ‘No?’ he said. ‘No, I suppose not, now you put it

  like that. All right, I won’t worry about you, I promise. But if you can’t stand it, just sing out.’




  ‘Sing out be damned. I’ll scream so loud you’ll hear the purple glens replying. But not unless I’ve really got something to scream about. Until I do, take it that my

  heart’s in the Hielands, all appearances to the contrary. It may be, yet. I said so just now.’




  He let his breath go in a small sigh, and nodded and got up. ‘All right. You pack up the coffee things and I’ll put the rest of the stuff in the car.’ He went out into the

  hall, and she heard him discussing quietly with himself what he should take first. When he had made up his mind, he opened the front door and dragged a box against it to hold it open. It had never

  stayed open on its own, not all the time they had been in the house, and now the brass doorstop they had always used had gone with the rest of the stuff. He took the first of the waiting boxes and

  went down the steps to the car. She gathered up the coffee things and took them to the sink.




  With only Richard and herself in the house, she had never been what they called tied, to the sink, but she had spent a certain amount of time there, and it was her province. She was a good and

  careful washer up. So was Richard if the need arose, but she preferred to be left to herself. As with so much else, he accepted this but did not trade on it. Now she was there for the last time.

  She ought to feel something, relief or regret or even resentment, but she felt nothing at all, or only the usual mild, detached curiosity at her own lack of feeling. She stowed the things in the

  basket and went across the hall. Richard was just picking up his last load, and she followed him down the steps and put the basket with the rest in the car. The front door, deprived of its stop,

  swung gently shut behind them. It was as if the house, too, had no particular regrets.




  Richard went back up the steps, but she stayed by the car. He opened the door, put his hand inside and released the latch-lock. Then he turned and looked down at her. He looked solemn and

  slightly baffled, as if the occasion called for some comment, but he could not think what. He made, as he always made, a kindly and distinguished figure, and she wanted to help him out of his

  difficulty. She could not think of anything to say either, but she smiled at him. He smiled back at her, relieved. Then he pulled the door firmly shut behind him and came down the steps. He did not

  say anything at all.




  Only later, when they had had their hotel dinner and retired to their hotel bedroom, he said, ‘I’m sorry about the house.’ He was propped up against the pillows in one of the

  twin beds, watching her as she brushed her hair.




  She stopped brushing and looked at him, not directly, but in the glass over the dressing-table. ‘Why sorry?’ she said.




  He was at a loss again now, as he had been when they were still outside the front door, only this time he had committed himself to speech and had to go on with it. ‘I don’t know.

  Sorry to leave it, I suppose. It hasn’t done us badly.’




  She went on brushing her hair. She knew his trick of personalising inanimate things. It was a man’s trick, almost entirely. They were detached with people, but treated their possessions as

  if they were pet dogs. He did not regret leaving the house; he felt guilty because he had abandoned it. But she did not want to argue with him. She said, ‘It’s done us very well. But we

  can’t live there for fun. It was the job that was wrong. It’s the job we’re leaving. The house is only incidental.’




  He seemed comforted. He settled down slightly on the pillows. ‘You’re perfectly right,’ he said. ‘So long as you don’t regret it.’




  She held her breath for a moment, brushing her hair with a few strokes of unnecessary violence and looking herself firmly in the eye in the glass. Then she said, ‘I shan’t regret it.

  Not unless the Glenaidon house is too awful. And you say it’s not.’




  ‘It’s not awful at all. It’s very different, of course, but it’s rather nice. I think you’ll like it.’




  She stopped brushing and put the brush down on the dressing-table. She looked herself over, deliberately and unselfconsciously, in the glass. She thought, ‘I really look very nice.’

  It almost surprised her. She turned away from the dressing-table and took off her dressing-gown. She no longer felt unselfconscious. She threw the dressing-gown across the foot of her bed.

  ‘Let’s see, anyhow,’ she said. When she went up the alley-way between the beds, he put out an arm to her, and she got into his bed, not hers.




  They never talked about their love-making. They never had, and it did not seem to matter. He had taught her all he knew, and they had found out more for themselves, but they never talked about

  it. Sometimes if he thought he had hurt her, he would say ‘Sorry’ or ‘All right?’, and sometimes she would tell him if her leg had gone to sleep or he had his elbow on her

  hair, but they never talked about the thing itself. It would have seemed like an intrusion on each other’s privacy, even if it was the private experience of a shared pleasure. Her body

  responded to his love-making in what she took to be the normal way, and unless she was tired or unwell, her body was ready for it when it was offered. If it was not ready, he saw this and accepted

  it. There did not seem to be anything that needed talking about.




  He was already drowsy when she got out of bed and left him. That was a bad sign, because when he fell asleep too quickly, he was inclined to wake up an hour or two later and be awake the rest of

  the night. She stood between the beds, conscious of the colder air on her legs and arms and the inevitable small patch of dampness where she had pulled her nightdress down to save the hotel sheet.

  The light was out now, but a reflection of the street lighting came faintly between the curtains with the muffled noise of the traffic. They had opened the window a little because the hotel heating

  was too much for them, and now the room was surprisingly chilly.




  Quite deliberately, she roused him before he could fall asleep. She sat herself on the stretched unresponsive sheet and said, ‘Lor, the bed’s cold.’




  He pulled himself obediently up on one elbow and said, ‘Sorry. Will you be all right?’ There was no question of changing beds, because he always slept on the left.




  She got into the bed and pulled the clothes over her. They felt heavy and unfamiliar, but she said, ‘Oh yes, I think so. What about you? Are you going to sleep? You’ve got a long

  drive tomorrow.’




  He let himself flop back on the pillow. ‘I almost was,’ he said. He wanted her to know she had roused him. He knew that in fact it was no bad thing, but did not, after all these

  years, suppose that she knew it. She was perpetually surprised at his ignorance of her knowledge of him.




  She apologised, duly, in her turn. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You sleep now.’




  He grunted and turned over. Kate herself turned a companionable back on him and made herself comfortable. She would in fact be asleep before he was, but now they would both sleep till morning.

  Then he would be off to Glenaidon.




  







  Chapter Two




  Richard wrote, ‘The house is as ready as need be. That is, the furniture is distributed into the most probable rooms, and the small stuff unpacked and provisionally put

  away. No casualties that I can see, which seems to me good over the distance. It will be up to you to arrange things as you want them. I still like the house, and hope you will. I think I am going

  to like the H.M. He has enough tongue in his cheek (over the job, I mean) to keep him human. Mrs H. is very bad, and farther south would have lost him the job, I think. Something of a local lassie,

  raw-skinned and raw-minded, few social graces and not a spark of humour. But I have long given up being surprised at the people people have married. Having said that, let me say that I look forward

  to having you here. I will meet your train on Friday. Let us hope the sun is out. At this time of the year I admit the country needs it.’




  Kate folded the letter and put it back in its envelope. She was slightly uneasy, as she had been before, at the contrast between the acid touch of his pen and the gentleness of his speech and

  manner. She was sure Mrs Haskell thought him charming. She did not think that made him a hypocrite, and he would fiercely deny hypocrisy. There were two Richards, perhaps, the Richard you talked to

  and the Richard on paper. Probably more, but those two at least. She wondered whether Richard on paper was the real one, or whether neither was any more real than the other. She wondered whether

  the amiable, uncommunicative Richard she ate and slept with had words in the back of his mind he never spoke, words for her and what she said and did and what they did together. In any case, it was

  no good being uneasy about it. It never worried her when they were together, and he did not often have occasion to write to her. And it cut both ways. He wrote that he would be glad to see her.

  When he got off the train, he would not tell her he was. He would not say a thing like that, only write it. Whether that made it any the more likely to be true she did not know.




  She tore the letter up in the evening, before the taxi came to take her to King’s Cross. It would not be right to have Richard’s letter still in her bag when she met Richard himself,

  and she would not read it again even if she had it. She was full of apprehensions now, the sort of small vague apprehensions that made up so much of her stock in trade of unpleasant emotion. The

  trouble with a second-class sleeper was that you had to share it with somebody. It was a long time since she had shared sleeping quarters with another woman, and she did not like the idea. But when

  it came to the point, she had the sleeper to herself. She made herself attractive but unapproachable to the attendant, ordered tea for the morning and locked herself in. She was still amusing

  herself with the fittings when the train pulled out. It began to lurch and clatter over the tangled suburban track, and she realised she would be better off in her berth. The water sloshed about in

  the basin, but it was hot and clean. She washed herself and put on a nightdress, which she had to fish out of her suitcase because she had not expected to be able to get properly to bed. She could

  not brush her hair properly in the narrow, swinging cabin, but she made a pass at it. Then she looked herself over, as she did every night, in the very effective glass, holding on to one edge of

  the top berth to steady herself.




  She admired herself in the detached, independent way she did now, comfortably aware in one corner of her mind of the small pocket of male admiration down at the end of the corridor. She had

  expected obtrusive and uncongenial female company, and now she had this locked and vibrating privacy and a man, polite but with his eye cocked, to bring her tea in the morning, which was all she

  wanted of him. However it was going to finish, the journey had started well. She put out all the lights except the small one over the pillow in the bottom berth. She got into bed and sorted out the

  heavy railway blankets. Then she put the last light out and lay back, letting the train vibrate northwards under her. She felt powerless but submissive. She did not know at all what Glenaidon was

  going to do to her, but nothing, anyhow, could do very much. She remembered what Richard had said about the stirring of her Highland blood. All it could manage at the moment was a faint fifty-fifty

  mixture of amusement and apprehension. The wheels settled down to their steady long-haul rhythm, and the train ran smoothly over them. She could never sleep with this racket going on, but it did

  not worry her unduly. She slept almost at once.




  Once or twice during the night the train stopped. The lack of movement woke her, and she heard echoing voices and saw lights through the blinds over the window. She missed the hiss of escaping

  steam which had been the voice of a stopped train during her impressionable years, but somewhere away at the head of a long line of cars the diesel throbbed with the same feeling of impatience.

  Then the train jerked forward and the wheels took up their rhythm again, and she let herself slip back into sleep. She felt lost but perfectly secure. She might be anywhere, but Richard would meet

  the train in the morning, and then she could deal with things as they came. When she woke for the last time, the train was still moving, and the light outside the windows was daylight. She rolled

  out from under the blankets and found the air cold. She clutched her nightdress round her and groped in the grey light to turn on the heating which she had turned off at King’s Cross. Then

  she went to the window and pulled the blind up.




  A cold weight settled suddenly into the pit of her stomach. The whole world outside was black and utterly desolate. Enormous hills stood up all along the sky, devoid of colour except for the

  silver threads of falling water. The air between was full of moving clouds of darkness, less palpable than rain, but falling with the downward drag of moisture on to the total emptiness of the

  moor. There was nothing anywhere for the eye to rest on, not a house, not a tree, not a road, not even a path through the wilderness. The train ran steadily on, aiming to get somewhere at the end

  of it all, and she was seized with a panic that it might stop before it got there. She shivered violently, jerked the blind down and scrambled back under the blankets.




  There was no more sleep to be had. All she could do was to keep warm in her berth until the heater had taken the chill out of the air. According to her watch it was another hour and a half

  before they were due at Glenaidon. Some time before then she would presumably get her tea. The man had her ticket and knew where she was getting out. Another hour and a half, and the train was

  going a fair pace. The size of the desolation appalled her. It was not her Highland blood that was stirring, it was the old horrors she had picked up from her father and never quite forgotten.

  Nearly all his stories were horrible, even the ones he had told her. Like many Highlanders, he had taken an obscure, jocular pride in the barbarous history of his country. There was always

  treachery and violence in the stories, and the blood was given a special mention. Burns that ran red with blood and stains that would not come clean. They had been no more than fairy stories to her

  then, but something of the horror had stuck, and in a country like this anything was possible. She knew it was nonsense, but the depression was real and would not go. She snuggled down under the

  blankets, concentrating for assurance on the small dark Londoner who presently would bring tea.




  Warmth was the thing. She could cope with anything so long as she did not get cold. She fell into a half doze, knowing that the compartment was getting warmer and the light outside was growing.

  The train stopped twice, very briefly, at what must have been stations, but she did not rouse herself to look out. Then someone knocked on the door, a single violent thump, and a voice outside said

  something she did not understand. She reached out an arm and slipped the bolt, and as she got back under the blankets the roof light was clicked on and a man came in carrying a tray. He was not her

  small neat man of the night before, but a bigger man with sandy hair and a red skin. He pulled out the flap table and put the tray on it. He said something as he put the tray down. She caught the

  name Glenaidon despite the unfamiliar pronunciation, but the rest she could not follow. The old panic of being addressed in a foreign language gripped her. She said, ‘I’m sorry?’,

  peering up at him, and he looked down at her with a sort of exasperated impatience, as if she was being stupid.




  He said, ‘You’ll be getting out at Glenaidon?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘yes, that’s right.’




  He nodded, as if he had made some progress. He said, ‘We’ll be there in half an hour, maybe.’




  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Yes. Thank you very much.’




  He was still looking at her as if he was not quite sure she had understood. There was no deference in the look, only a touch of what seemed sardonic amusement. Then he nodded again and went out,

  slamming the door shut behind him. Richard’s phrase came into her head, raw-skinned and raw-minded. She slipped back the bolt of the door. She felt ruffled and once more depressed, but at

  least the compartment was getting warm and she had her tea.




  The tea was bitter and black, but it was hot, and when she threw off the blankets for the last time, she had all the warmth she wanted. She pulled off her nightdress in the cosy, brilliantly lit

  cabin, and went over and looked at herself in the glass. Nude in a sleeper. Russell Flint stuff, barely out of the pin-up class, dark hair, elegant smallish breasts, cream-coloured skin. She posed

  suggestively and caught herself smiling wryly at the result. But she could not get out like this, least of all at Glenaidon. She started to dress. Already she felt more cheerful. She had never been

  in a really hot country, and wondered if there was any point at which her spirits would stop rising with the temperature. She was almost ready when it occurred to her to switch the light off. The

  daylight outside the blinds was golden yellow. She pulled the blind up and said, ‘Oh.’ The whole landscape was full of sunlight.




  Even through the railway glass the air looked marvellously transparent. Not clear, like lowland air after rain, because here the air itself seemed visible. It was more like fantastically

  translucent water. There were mountains now, surely those must rank as mountains, gold and brown and buff, and fading back through every shade of grey to an almost perfect blue, and all awash with

  this extraordinary visible but translucent vapour. She wrestled with the stiff catch and then slid the glass itself down. It moved six inches and then stuck, but six inches was enough. She put her

  face to the gap, so that the slanting sunlight just caught her nose, and the smell of the moor flooded into the compartment. It was a brown smell, unlike any of the green and yellow smells she

  associated with open country. It had the breath of perennial decay in it, but a decay without offence. She was used to deciduous woodlands, but here the whole landscape was deciduous, so that even

  in this autumn sunlight there was next to no green anywhere. No wonder if under a grey sky it looked almost black.




  She realised that the train was slowing down and, leaning out a little, saw a couple of houses ahead. This was it. She tried to get the glass up, failed and turned back in a hurry to put the

  finishing touches to herself and get her things together. As she slid the door back, she saw the name Glenaidon, in white letters on blue, go slowly past the corridor window. Then the train

  stopped.




  She bundled her suitcases along the corridor, got the door open and stepped out on to a disconcertingly empty platform. It was a tiny station, but the train had shrunk during the night to a mere

  three coaches, and the platform was long enough. Away at the head of the train a man wearing a railway jacket and a deerstalker cap was talking to the driver. Half-way along, opposite the

  first-class coach, a gaunt figure in drab tweeds stood completely motionless, relaxed but expectant, like a cat at a mousehole. There was no sign of Richard. Then the door at the near end of the

  first-class coach swung open with dramatic violence, and an expensive man got out.




  The expensiveness was the first thing she noticed. It started with the suitcase which he swung out ahead of him and spread up through a gold wristwatch to include faultlessly casual tweeds and a

  mild contented blue eye. Nice expensive, she thought. His money had not spoilt him yet, but he took it very much for granted. He was fairish, somewhere in his forties and damnably well preserved.

  The figure along the platform came smoothly to life, and the man said, ‘Ah, morning, Alec.’ Then he turned and looked at Kate.




  It was an extremely practised look, friendly, politely deferential, missing nothing. She was immediately conscious that her final preparations had been rushed. She had been expecting Richard.

  She smiled at him. There was nothing else to do with a look like that. He smiled back, opening his eyes slightly, as if he liked what he saw and wanted to have a better look at it. ‘Good

  morning,’ he said. ‘Are you being met?’ The voice went with the rest of him. There did not seem to be anything Highland in it.
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