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For John Roach


Set me as a seal upon thine heart,

as a seal upon thine arm:

for love is strong as death;

jealousy is cruel as the grave.


PART I


Chapter 1

Belonging

Serra dos Órgãos, Brazil, New Year’s Eve 1987


‘Solomon!’ hissed his Papai without taking his sharp eyes from the moving fish, now lit suddenly into view under some rocks by a spear of sunlight. ‘Vem, vem!’

Solomon stood up, and with perfect balance picked his way over the small grey blocks of stone protruding above the level of the surging water that separated father and son. He waited in taut silence. The sound of waterfalls cascading into the river above and below them filled the air with a dull roar; above the roar could be heard the shrieks of the parrots, maracanãs, maritacas and parakeets, as they flew in all directions overhead, clinging periodically onto tall trees in bright, noisy clusters.

‘Duke!’ breathed Solomon to his dog. ‘Stay put!’

The large motley-coloured mongrel dropped to the ground, obeying his master, his eyes and tail betraying excitement.

Solomon watched as his father crouched even lower, his head down between his protruding knees, his dark face almost touching the surface of the cool glistening water, his straight black hair hanging forward, his athletic body quite motionless. When it came to fishing with bare hands, no one equalled the awesome skill of Ezio Itaborahy. Their Indian ancestors would have been proud of him, Solomon was sure. Suddenly, as fast as the tongue of a snake, his Papai’s fingers whipped forward into the cool mountain water and grabbed hold of his unsuspecting prey. In one fluid movement he jumped to his feet and threw the stunned dourado high into the air towards his son. Solomon’s mouth opened in surprise as he watched the fish flying through the air. Time seemed to shut down into slow-moving frames with each swing of the head and tail as the fish sent hundreds and thousands of droplets of water like stars into the atmosphere. Solomon was balanced on a small rock, his toes clenched firmly on the warm grey stone, the knuckles showing through his olive skin as he watched the fish begin its descent. He lunged forward into the river, stretching his arms full length as the fish spun downwards and fell heavily but squarely into the net.

Ezio punched the air in triumph, laughing. ‘Happy fourteenth birthday, my son!’

Solomon closed his eyes and exhaled. Duke, unable to contain himself any longer, splashed out into the river after his master, barking joyously.

‘E grande demais! It must weigh three kilos!’

‘It’s the catch of the year!’ bellowed Pedro, Solomon’s ten-year-old brother, through cupped hands. Pedro had been watching them from a huge black rock that hung about four metres above the river.

‘Papai! Solomon!’ cried another voice. ‘Mamae’s calling you back home for lunch!’

It was Talita, Pedro’s twin. She stood at the edge of the river, her shiny black hair blowing across her face. Pedro climbed down and jumped into the river to help his brother. Getting hold of the tail, Solomon smashed the fish’s head quickly and efficiently against a rock. It fell still.

As they set off together down the familiar path which meandered over the mountainside and into the valley below, Ezio swung Talita onto his broad shoulders, her little feet neatly tucked under his armpits. Pedro followed close behind with Solomon bringing up the rear, the prized fish lying in the net over his shoulder and Duke padding faithfully beside him, watching carefully that the fish did not escape. The Paraiso river ran beside them all the way with sporadic waterfalls forming deep pools ideal for swimming. The tropical midday summer sun sent shafts of brilliant light through the tops of the tall, leafy trees. At this high altitude the temperature never rose much above twenty degrees centigrade.

‘I could walk this path blindfolded!’ declared Pedro confidently.

‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ Talita laughed, her almond-shaped eyes glinting.

‘No, really I can! I’ve counted my steps from each mark.’

‘OK, do it! Do it!’ interrupted Solomon, who was impatient to get back. ‘Here, I’ll tie my t-shirt round your eyes. Turn around.’

Solomon put the net down on the damp earth. He removed his old black t-shirt, revealing a maturing, agile body, lean but muscular.

Duke was sniffing and whining with excitement at the lifeless dourado.

‘Duke, sai! Leave the fish alone. Sai!’ demanded Solomon.

He tied the shirt as tightly as possible around Pedro’s small head.

‘Ouch!’ cried Pedro.

‘He can see! Look, he’s holding his head up so he can see underneath!’ shouted Talita, pointing with her finger.

‘No I can’t!’ replied Pedro indignantly.

‘Let’s get started, Pedro, or we’ll never get to Solomon’s party,’ said their father firmly.

‘Wait!’ exclaimed Pedro, struggling to establish his balance. ‘I’ve got to be near one of my marks, otherwise I can’t start my counting, can I?’

‘The small stone bridge is just ahead,’ replied Papai. ‘Solomon, lead him there!’

Solomon picked up the fish from under Duke’s gaze and led Pedro on down the path to the small stone bridge. Pedro started counting out loud, ‘One, two, three, four . . .’ with his thin arms stretched out in front of him like sticks, his legs marching like a wooden soldier.

They all followed, slowly. Solomon looked around at the world he loved. Nothing could be more beautiful than this, he was sure. Tall trees loomed above them, some as high as nine metres. Long and endless twisted vines poured themselves over the uppermost branches and fell all around the tropical forest like elegant drapes. Trails of giant ants followed each other across the narrow path in perfectly choreographed lines and disappeared under the shadow of elephantine leaves. The forest was ringing with birdsong.

‘. . . twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three . . .’ chanted Pedro with Talita’s help.

The surrounding flora gradually changed as their path descended. Lofty bamboo replaced the towering trees. Sunlight poured over the landscape and a breeze wafted towards them from the river, making the myriad leaves of the bamboo shiver.

The narrow path ended suddenly as they came to the lower ridge of the mountain slope. Solomon ran on ahead, overtaking the blinded Pedro, and climbed the wooden gate. His five favourite mountains sat like vast curtains in a petrified circle around their valley. Brilliant shades of changing greens spread themselves as far and as wide as he could see. Solomon was conscious once again of a deep sense of belonging, a belonging he believed he could never find elsewhere.

‘It is heaven on earth!’ his Mamae would say.

Solomon turned to look at his Papai. He knew what he would see – a lined face whose expression reflected his own innermost thoughts and feelings. Neither man nor boy could articulate these emotions to one another through the spoken word. Solomon jumped down onto the other side of the gate and Duke rushed up and rubbed himself against his master’s bare legs. The boy crouched down and drew his beloved dog into his arms. ‘You know how I feel when I stand here, don’t you, Dukey?’

Pedro removed the t-shirt from his hurting eyes, barely able to contain a grin that smiled ‘Victory!’

‘Well done, son!’ Papai placed a firm hand on his small shoulder. ‘I’m impressed.’

Talita applauded her twin and her father lowered her to the ground. They all climbed over the padlocked gate.

Solomon’s family came from a line of Indian farmers who had intermarried with Portuguese settlers. The Tupi-guarani tribe had lived on the land for endless generations; understanding the cycles of the earth, the celestial signals and the bottomless wealth of nature’s bounty around them, they had lived in harmony with their land. In the early 1900s a wealthy Portuguese banker called Oliveira acquired the entire area. He built a mansion for his family in the cool mountain air to escape Rio’s sweltering summer months, and he indulged his passion for collecting African animals. A small private zoo was constructed for the entertainment of high-ranking guests, including the president, Getulio Vargas, who used the beautifully appointed house as a retreat.

The land was too hilly for sugar cane, and too cold to cultivate coffee, so huge herds of cattle were brought in to graze the land. When the meat proved too tough from walking the hilly gorges, they were gradually replaced by milking herds. The indigenous Indian families were used as labour on this large ranch and Solomon’s great-great-grandfather ran the dairy farming with his hard-working wife.

By 1938 the Oliveira family had fallen on hard times; the bank had been sold to settle debts and the family businesses were in liquidation. The zoo had been abandoned for many years and slowly the cattle were sold. With nowhere else to go, the workers remained in the valley, dividing up the newly abandoned land between themselves. Solomon’s great-great-grandfather marked out twenty hectares for himself and his family, starting from the gate over the broad hill leading to the highest point in the valley. It continued running down past two of the looming black mountains and ending in the deep, wide gorge where the mansion now lay, decaying back into the earth from which it had risen. The estate workers soon discovered that the cool conditions and fertile soil were perfect for vegetables and flowers. They devised a simple irrigation system from the Paraiso river and soon produce was flowing to the local markets as quickly as they could harvest it. By the early 1970s Solomon’s grandfather was ready to retire, his body tired from the pain of arthritis. He gave his two sons equal shares, the lower ten hectares to Mauricio and the upper ten to Ezio, Solomon’s father.

Ezio had built their homestead. Painted white with dark green shutters, it was simple and modest. His young bride had planted bougainvillea by the veranda’s overhanging porch and it now rambled with abandon over the tin roof. Row upon row of lettuces, couve, spinach, broccoli, mandioca, mint and kiabo lined the neat fields that surrounded the house. In the evenings and early mornings hundreds of sprinklers filled the air with arcs of cool, clean river water. It was a valley of rainbows.

The children and Ezio ran past a field of golden sunflowers followed by a froth of white gypsophila. The neat path led them towards the large rectangular greenhouses where long wooden benches loaded with seed trays stood with the next season’s sprouting produce.

Gabriel and Angelo, Ezio’s gardeners, were busy potting up seedlings as the small band passed by. He called over to them, ‘Come and join us for lunch! It’s Solomon’s birthday!’

‘We’ve already had lunch, but we’ll come for the cake!’ shouted Gabriel, the shorter and stockier of the two.

‘Happy birthday, King Solomon!’ teased Angelo. His shining ebony skin set off the whites of his curved eyes and gleaming teeth.

Solomon laughed and gave a thumbs-up to the two men he had known all his life.

Duke ran on ahead, stopping every now and again to make sure that Solomon was not far behind.

As they reached the veranda, Papai strode up the wooden steps holding Talita by the hand. He stopped and glanced back at the boys before flinging open the mosquito-netted door, which creaked loudly on rusty hinges. Solomon was suddenly aware of a room full of people and a great sense of excitement. He paused at the bottom of the steps.

‘Go on!’ insisted Pedro, pushing him forward and taking the net with its fish from his hand.

As Solomon crossed the veranda, the dog ventured no further than the front door, where he sat down. Someone from inside cried out and voices burst into song: ‘Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday dear Solomon, happy birthday to you!’

Solomon looked around the small room and saw it was packed with all the people he loved most. This was his world.

His mother, Mamae Isabella, was standing near the kitchen door. He noticed that her fair hair had been carefully piled up on top of her head and fixed with her favourite tortoiseshell comb. She was wearing her only party dress, short, sleeveless and red, which showed off her slight frame. On her hip clung Solomon’s baby brother, Daniel, who took in the scene with enormous round brown eyes as he clapped his small hands together. Next to his mother was Uncle Mauricio. Solomon had learned long ago to keep a safe distance from his Tio, whose temper was as short as his haircut. Tia Ana, Mauricio’s long-suffering wife, sang loudly next to him, her rotund bosom bursting out of her tight white lacy shirt. Felipe and Joao Carlos, Solomon’s cousins, were already sitting at the lunch table. Felipe had dreamed of moving to the big city, as far away from his father as possible, for as long as Solomon could remember – unlike Joao Carlos, who craved the simplicity of routine and loved to work on the land, relating better to the archaic pulse of nature than to the upbeat tempo of the world. Solomon looked around the room once again and noticed that their youngest brother, Ze, was missing. Ze was Solomon’s best friend.

At the head of the table sat the patriarch of the family, Vovo Geraldo, his grandfather. Solomon observed that the very way in which the family were grouped around Vovo in this simple room proclaimed his status of respect among them. His upright bearing and thick head of white hair set off a strong, square jaw and a face that reflected long, arduous years of working in tune with the land of his ancestors. Solomon knew he was Vovo’s favourite grandchild. It was a truth his grandfather did not hide.

Behind Vovo’s chair Solomon watched his father, his hero, as the birthday chorus ended. He loved his father with a subtle pain. Every birthday since he could remember, Ezio had taken him fishing, just the two of them, in the pools formed by the Paraiso river in the upper regions of the mountain ranges. Man and boy, son and hero, alone in a place where their souls belonged. These were the days which Solomon cherished above all others.

The atmosphere was full of excitement as everyone took it in turns to compliment the birthday boy with the traditional embraces and kisses. Tia Ana got carried away and for a few seconds Solomon thought he would die, suffocated in her bosom. He was rescued by Ze, who appeared through the door behind him, just in time.

‘M-M-Mamae! Let g-g-go of Solomon!’ he stammered.

Ze grabbed his reeling friend.

‘Amigo! I have a special present for you. I m-m-ade it!’ he was short of breath, having run up the hill clutching his gift.

Solomon looked at the clumsily wrapped matchbox that had been thrust into his hands.

‘Open it, th-th-then!’ stammered Ze impatiently, his wild wavy hair framing large brown eyes and falling long over his shoulders. Talita and Pedro gathered round.

Isabella was calling to the family to serve themselves from the many steaming dishes she and Tia Ana were assembling on the table. There was not enough space for everyone to sit around the table, so she encouraged her guests to find seats where they could.

Solomon tore off the paper, watched by his brother and sister with eager interest, and by Ze with shy anticipation, and pushed open the little box. Inside was something encased in crumpled toilet paper.

‘You went to a lot of trouble with your wrapping, friend!’ teased Solomon.

Ze grinned awkwardly, but his eyes were shining.

‘Hope the toilet paper’s not used!’ cried Pedro.

‘Yuck!’ Talita screwed up her face.

Ze punched Pedro lightly, and he ducked.

Solomon carefully peeled off the paper to reveal a carved wooden fish.

‘It’s a f-f-fish,’ confirmed Ze, just in case.

The medallion was beautifully made. Ze had taken hours shaping the piece of eucalyptus wood with his penknife and had finally threaded it on a leather string.

Solomon tied it around his neck at once. ‘It’s great! Really great,’ he said emotionally. ‘Obrigado, amigo. Thank you, friend. I’ll never take it off.’

Everyone admired the little wooden fish around Solomon’s neck and Ze felt three metres tall. He had never bothered much about giving presents before, but a week earlier he had been seized by a strong desire to mark his best friend’s fourteenth birthday with a token of their friendship. It was as if the boy sensed that this particular birthday might presage the end of something, and it needed to be marked.

The feijoada was delicious and everyone told Isabella so, helping themselves eagerly to more. Solomon put some food out for Duke on the veranda.

‘Solomon!’ cried Vovo over the voices. ‘Play something for us!’

Solomon walked back in through the mosquito door.

‘I can’t, sir. The piano’s in your house,’ answered Solomon, surprised by the request. ‘We’re in my house, remember?’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ answered his grandfather, as everyone fell silent. ‘Of course I remember. Play for us!’

Solomon stood by the door, suddenly confused.


Tia Ana, who had drunk too much beer, let out a little squeal.

‘Shush!’ said Tio Mauricio sharply to his wife, trying to act sober himself.

Something heavy was being pushed on wheels in need of oiling from the direction of his parents’ bedroom. There was no sign of Felipe, Joao Carlos or Papai. Solomon’s mother came over and put her slim arm around his waist, Daniel still sucking his dummy on her hip. Pedro quietly took the baby from his Mamae.

The bedroom door opened, and a fine old piano was brought into view. They manoeuvred the magnificent instrument into the living room and pushed it gently against the wall in the small area behind the table. No one else moved. All eyes were on Solomon.

‘Solomon,’ croaked Vovo, clearing his throat as Tia Ana helped him rise to his feet, ‘your grandmother played the piano well and your Papai also has a great musical talent. In fact, in all my seventy-eight years I am yet to meet someone who plays the cavaquinho like he does.’ He paused to clear his throat and glanced over at Ezio. As usual everyone listened with full attention. ‘But you, Solomon, have a gift that I believe can only have been God-given. We are poor, but no riches, no great wealth could buy the gift that you were given at birth. When you play, when you sing, the angels in heaven are stirred, I am sure.’ He looked at Solomon. ‘Your Papai has invested all his savings into this extraordinary talent.’ Solomon flushed with pleasure at his grandfather’s words.


Vovo leaned forward with his hands on the table and looked intently at his grandson. ‘But Solomon, whatever the future holds, whatever it brings you, promise me that you will never neglect this gift you have been given, because a gift such as yours carries with it a responsibility. This piano will remind you of what I have said to you today.’

Murmurs of assent greeted his words.

Solomon wiped his cheeks with the back of his hand and walked over to his grandfather. They were almost the same height.

‘Obrigado,’ whispered Solomon.

‘I’m proud of you,’ said Vovo softly as they embraced.

Then the old man stood back and gestured to the stool by the piano.

It seemed to Talita that Solomon looked down at the familiar black-and-white keys for a very long time. She went over and stood in front of her Papai so as not to miss anything. Pedro passed the sleeping Daniel back to his Mamae and stood beside her. Vovo sat down in his place of honour. The older cousins found the only other unoccupied chairs in the sitting area. Ze stood by the window next to the front door and noticed that Duke was asleep outside.

Bowing his head close to the keys, Solomon put one bare foot on the right pedal. He raised his hands, spreading his long, slim fingers over the narrow ivory bars, and closed his eyes. Tiny sounds, as of rippling water, filled the room and those closest to the piano were transfixed by the music produced by this fourteen-year-old mountain boy. Once again, his audience was transported into another world. Isabella had always known that her eldest son was different. His uncommonly good looks – pale green eyes set above high cheekbones, straight nose and beautifully formed mouth – never failed to attract admiring glances. Now, as he played the beautiful instrument, those sitting behind him watched his head, with its thick dark hair loosely tied, arch towards the piano and away again to the rhythm and flow of the music. It was a moment of magic. Then all at once his sweet voice, as yet unbroken, sang out along with the music. Tia Ana rubbed her arms as goosebumps pricked her skin. For Ze, when Solomon played and sang this way, his best friend became someone else, someone he did not know. It always filled him with awe. The music ceased, and Solomon’s small audience erupted into applause.

Solomon had smelled her strong rosy perfume long before he had finished playing. During his six years of tuition with her, she had never come to the valley. As he turned a delighted face, Senhora Francisca Gonzaga appeared like a vision from the veranda and stood framed by the door.


Senhora Francisca was his piano teacher. Her exuberant style of dress was a dramatic contrast to the simplicity of her surroundings. As she entered the room with a proper sense of her own presence and glided towards the pianist, her spangled jacket glittered and her several strings of beads and gold chains jangled and sparkled. Duke stood behind her wagging his long tail and sniffing her shapely ankles. Everyone who was seated automatically stood, Tia Ana even tried a curtsy and knocked over her half-emptied glass of beer, which crashed noisily to the hard concrete floor, much to her husband’s irritation.


Senhora Francisca ignored the clatter with dignity and kissed Solomon loudly on both cheeks. ‘Happy birthday, my dear. That was perfect, perfeito! I arrived at the right time, yes?’

The Senhora loved her prize pupil. He was a child prodigy, of that she had no doubt. She had been instrumental in securing him the scholarship at the Santa Cecilia School of Music without which he could not have continued his studies.

Solomon noticed that her face was, as ever, generously covered in make-up and her nails were flawlessly scarlet. She had never told him her age nor confessed her birthday, but he had been told by pupils at Santa Cecilia that she was well into her sixties. He did not believe them. Although she was often harsh and intolerant as a music teacher, Senhora Francisca had opened up a whole new world to the young Solomon. Over the years he had discovered a soft heart hidden behind her colourful bravado. Under the make-up her lively and commanding grey eyes, which gave an impression of invincible energy, sometimes betrayed to Solomon a hidden pain. She masked well the devastation brought about by the sudden desertion of her husband fifteen years earlier for a younger woman. Senhora Francisca was a devout Roman Catholic and her religion, she had once told Solomon, had provided the strength she had needed to live through great heartache. That, and her five Angora cats.

The little house was suddenly alive with a rush of movement as everyone took it in turns to greet their regal guest. Vovo, ever the gentleman, offered the Senhora his seat at the head of the table, which she accepted elegantly. Tia Ana cleaned up the broken glass and Isabella hurried off to her small kitchen.

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ Ezio offered.

‘Nothing strong, just iced water, por favor, it is so hot outside,’ she replied, fanning herself with a napkin. She never consumed alcohol in public.

‘My Papai doesn’t drink alcohol either, do you, Papai?’ commented Talita, who was now standing as close as possible to Senhora Francisca. She wanted to imbibe the aura of this figure of culture. She and Pedro had once been allowed to visit the smart townhouse where Solomon took extra piano and singing lessons on Saturday afternoons. These were in addition to his Thursday afternoons at the Santa Cecilia School, situated in the city of Petropolis, twenty-five kilometres below the valley.

‘Nao, it doesn’t suit me,’ replied Ezio, handing the Senhora a tall glass of cool water. She took a long drink and Pedro ran to fetch her some more.

‘Did you have a problem finding us?’ asked Solomon, still recovering from the fact that the Senhora was in his humble home.

‘Your little map was perfect, querido!’ she responded, receiving the second glass from Pedro and now sipping more slowly before the staring faces. ‘What a beautiful piano, lindo, lindo.’

‘It belonged to my wife’s family, Senhora.’ Vovo spoke up, seating himself close to her in Tia Ana’s chair. ‘But as from today it belongs to Solomon!’

‘You are very loved, querido,’ said the Senhora, smiling up at Solomon.

Isabella appeared from the kitchen with more feijoada. ‘Please will you have some, Senhora? We are honoured that you have come to our modest house today.’ She smiled shyly.

‘I am charmed, my dear. It is my pleasure after all this time,’ replied Senhora Francisca, placing a spoonful of the food on her plate. Although she was not hungry, she knew only too well the disappointment it would cause if she refused.

‘Tell me, Senhor Geraldo, how was it that your family came to live in this valley?’


Senhora Francisca had suspected this was Vovo’s favourite subject, and his grandchildren hastily ran outside to play football behind the house, where they had put up makeshift goalposts. The adults sat down politely at the table to listen to the story they had heard a hundred times before.


Senhora Francisca listened intently and only after several minutes did she feel the need to interrupt. ‘So do you own this land? I mean, after all this hard work over the years, is it yours to sell?’

This was a touchy subject amongst themselves and the other farmers in the valley. Tio Mauricio could not contain his anger and he answered her sharply. ‘We don’t! In 1980 the descendants of the Oliveira family, who had deserted our great-grandparents, took us all to court to try to get us off the land! But they bloody well didn’t succeed! We’ve all just been here too long.’ He took another sip of his beer and looked at his feet, breathing heavily. Tia Ana put her hand on his leg in an effort to calm him down.

‘Is there anything a lawyer could do to help you?’ the Senhora ventured, unfazed.

‘All of us farmers in the valley are members of the Association of Agriculture,’ replied Ezio evenly, ‘but despite this and the fact that we and our ancestors have been living here for so many years working the land, we have not been able to find a legal solution.’

‘Our ancestors go back more than one hundred years!’ declared Vovo indignantly, shaking his head.

‘This is fascinating,’ exclaimed Senhora Francisca, looking with a new interest and respect at the patriarch by her side. ‘Tell me more!’

Their moment alone, though, was soon interrupted when Isabella emerged from the kitchen to call the footballers in for the ritual of the birthday cake.


Senhora Francisca looked at her watch for the first time. ‘It is four o’clock already! I must eat some cake and go, queridos. I have overstayed my welcome and my cats are waiting for their supper. But you must come and visit me one Saturday with young Solomon.’ She stood and held out her hand to the old man. Vovo got to his feet, suddenly feeling tired. ‘That would be my pleasure, Senhora.’

The table was now laid out with homemade chocolate and coconut brigadeiras, each sweet carefully placed in a pretty white doily fringed with lace. Once the young footballers had gathered back inside the house, sweating but exhilarated from their game, Talita proudly carried in the chocolate cake with fourteen white flickering candles.

Solomon blew out the tiny flames with one breath.


Chapter 2

Goodnight

Ovando, Montana, USA, New Year’s Eve 1987


‘Cut the cake and make a wish!’ shouted someone from behind her.

Keira picked up the antique silver cake knife and sliced it through the smooth white icing. She closed her eyes and made a wish, then looked up. Her face lit up as across the room she saw Cass Henderson. He stood propped against the vast fireplace, his blond hair flopping across his face. His eyes did not return Keira’s gaze, however, but rested on his pretty, curvaceous girlfriend Alana, who was enjoying his undivided attention.

‘What’ya wish for?’ hissed Keira’s younger brother, appearing by her side.

Keira turned to face him, her thick auburn hair falling forward across her slight shoulders. For a moment he thought she was going to confide in him as she bent close to his ear.

‘Callum,’ she whispered, and then stood up with an impish smile, ‘it’s a secret!’

At that moment her father’s deep drawl could be heard from the hallway as the door from the veranda banged shut.

‘Where’s my birthday girl?’

Liam Kavanagh had been out since dawn with six of his cowboys. The ranch was covered in a fresh blanket of snow and the temperature had dropped below freezing. Fifteen hundred prize Black Angus cattle had to be fed at this time of the year, a gruelling job made worse by the cruel and relentless winter elements of Montana. Her father’s robust figure erupted into the room and, regardless of the stares of her guests and her teenage status, Keira walked into his strong arms, pressing her face up against a cold unshaven cheek.

‘Let me look at you!’ Liam held her back at arms’ length and studied his daughter. She was tall for her fourteen years and her new black boots raised her almost to the height of her mother, he reflected. Her tight-fitting dress showed off the figure of a girl becoming a woman. She grimaced.

‘This is the first and the last time you’ll see me in this dress, Papa!’ she assured him.

He smiled and as her eyes looked into his, Keira caught her breath. She had never noticed that look in her father’s eyes before. It exuded a pride and tenderness for his daughter that touched her.

‘You look beautiful, K,’ he said gently. ‘Just like your mother.’ Liam looked around the room searching for his wife. Instead his gaze fell on Cass Henderson. Keira watched his expression darken and instinctively she grasped his arm.

‘Please don’t, Papa! Please don’t ruin my birthday!’

Removing her hand from his arm, Liam strode through the dining room nodding awkwardly at some of her friends and disappeared into the hall. Keira directed a desperate look across the quietened room at her best friend Mary, who at once responded to the appeal in the blue eyes.

‘OK!’ cried Mary in a loud voice. ‘Let’s get some music going!’

‘What’s he doing here?’ demanded Liam as he closed the heavy kitchen door behind him and glared at his wife. Katherine was stacking dishes. Her deep blue eyes met his steadily. She knew exactly who he was referring to. ‘Keira invited him.’

Faye, their long-standing housekeeper, quietly left the room.

‘I want him out of my home and off my land, Katherine! No Henderson comes near Goodnight, and certainly not near my daughter. Is that understood?’

Liam Kavanagh rarely raised his voice. As well as his reputation as a man of integrity and determination, he was also renowned for his calm and measured nature. He was highly respected. There was nothing that Liam Kavanagh did not know about both land and livestock. It was in his blood. There was logic and harmony in the way he went about things, born of an instinct for the land inherited from the Irish farmers who were his ancestors. Today he owned one of the biggest cattle ranches in the state, with an operating budget of over a million dollars a year.

‘Liam,’ Katherine said in her soft voice, ‘Cass is only a boy. He seems very polite.’

‘Cass is not “only a boy”, Katherine, he must be all of nineteen and he’s Jim Henderson’s son. He’s got his father’s genes, his father’s arrogance and worst of all that look in his eyes.’ Liam breathed heavily. ‘I can’t believe he had the nerve to come here today!’

‘Oh, come on, pet, he looks nothing like his father. He’s got Patty’s looks. Anyway, Cass isn’t eighteen yet. I know that for a fact, and he’s not interested in Keira anyway. He’s here with his girlfriend who happens to be Mary’s older sister.’

Although Katherine had lived for almost fifteen years in Montana, she still retained her English accent with its slight north-country lilt. She had been working as an airline stewardess when she first met Liam Kavanagh, and there had been an initial sense of loss for her mother and sister when she left her home in Sunderland to marry him and moved to America. However, they had the comfort of knowing that Katherine had become as passionate about her life in Montana as she was about her own roots in the north of England. Liam made sure that the family visited Sunderland most summers, allowing Keira and Callum to form a close relationship with Molly Cartwright, their maternal grandmother.

Liam walked over to his wife, taking her face with its beautiful clear skin in his big rough hands. He kissed her and his anger melted.

‘Katherine,’ he said more calmly, looking down at her, ‘you know perfectly well that Jim Henderson is one of the most dangerous men I know. He nearly ruined me, and he’s ruined many other people who’ve gotten in his way. You have to trust me. Cass is his father’s son and I don’t want him near my land or my family. I thought I’d made that clear?’

Katherine sighed resignedly as she watched her husband’s broad back exit the kitchen into the hall. She knew she could not stop him.

* * *

‘I’m not forgiving him, ever!’ sulked Keira as she flung the saddle over the back of her quarter horse, Jackson, who was munching hay in his stall in the barn. It was New Year’s Day and the early morning sun shone down weakly from the vast clear blue sky. She had refused to go to church with her family, preferring the company of her horse.

‘You gonna ride out alone?’ asked Ed, trying not to grin as he remembered Cass Henderson’s hasty departure from the birthday party the day before. He did not like Cass, not only because he was the attorney general’s son, but also because he knew that Keira had a crush on him. Keira grabbed Jackson’s bridle from the wall and glanced back at the young cowboy dressed in his great-grandfather’s bat-wing chaps of studded old leather, a large buckled belt and a rain slicker. Ed blew hot breath into his cold hands and tied a worn red bandanna around his neck.

‘Why, Ed?’ she snapped, slipping the bit into the horse’s mouth. ‘Do you think I need protecting from the snow?’

A year ago her provocative comments would have hurt his sensitive heart, but he was seventeen now and believed he was old enough to ignore them. ‘There’s a lot of snow out there, Keira,’ he warned.

‘You worry about me too much, Ed Whitely! Perhaps you shouldn’t love me so much!’ She tested the girth, glanced sideways at the young man, and led Jackson towards the barn door.

‘I love you like a sister, Keira,’ he lied. ‘There ain’t nothing wrong with that now, is there?’

She stopped and looked back at him, sighing. ‘I’m sorry, Ed. You’re far too nice, always have been. Why don’t you saddle up and come out with me? I’d like that. It’s just that I’m mad at Papa for telling Cass Henderson to leave the house like that yesterday. It ruined my birthday.’ Keira put her boot into the stirrup and pulled herself lightly up into the saddle. ‘I guess his feud with Jim Henderson is more important than me!’ She knew she didn’t mean this, but she was seething and had to take it out on someone.

As they left the relative warmth of the barn with its scent of hay and horse-feed and braced the shock of the freezing temperature outside, Keira looked towards the magnificent homestead that was set on rising ground further down the shores of the huge black lake. Smoke was already billowing out of every chimney from fires that blazed in all the downstairs rooms from October to April. She knew that in the kitchen Faye would be at the huge range, busy preparing the traditional New Year’s Day lunch.

The house had been built in 1936 by Keira’s grandfather, Patrick Kavanagh, on two levels. A long veranda ran the width and breadth of the ground floor. The roof overlapped it, protecting it from the heavy falls of snow in the winter, which at worst could reach a depth of three metres. Across the veranda every room had spectacular views through large glass doors towards the lake and the mountains beyond. In the summer months the lake was home to loons, mallard and wood ducks, as well as Canada geese, cinnamon teal and beavers. In the upper rooms, generous dormer windows allowed light to flood in and offered an even wider panorama. Beyond the lake the pastures and meadows stretched away towards the Bob Marshall Wilderness, an area of more than one and a half million acres stretching mile upon mile below the contour of the mountains. Everything flourished there; Douglas firs, cotton trees, ponderosa and tamarak pines were home to grizzly and black bears, coyotes, mountain lions, racoons, skunks, badgers, elk and deer. Many of these would now be in hibernation until spring. Of all the mountains which circled the Goodnight ranch, Morrell Mountain stood proudest and tallest to the north-east, snow-capped even during the height of summer when cow and calf grazed in their hundreds under the balmy expanse of Montana’s bluest skies.

Ed lived in the old cottage by the lake, near the barns, with his elderly parents Bill and Joanna Whitely. The other five bachelor cowboys bunked down above one of the barns behind the corral. Traditionally they gave each other nicknames: Pinnacle Jake, Buckskin Joe, Wyoming Pete, Rodeo Tom and Bronco Jim. Mesquite Bill, Ed’s father, had worked at the Goodnight ranch for thirty-five years and was the farm manager. He was in charge of the men and reported directly to Liam. Joanna cooked for them, cleaned for them and generally mothered them all, which suited everybody fine.

‘You planning to take the road out towards Ovando and head for the Blackfoot river, Keira?’ asked Ed, straightening out his hat. ‘I reckon the snow’s too deep to cut across the meadows, but the snow ploughs will have cleared the roads.’ He pulled the bandanna up to protect his mouth from the cold.

‘Sounds good to me,’ answered Keira, staring up at the cloudless sky. ‘We’ll probably pass my family coming back from church, but they knew I didn’t have a headache anyways.’

‘Why’d you lie?’ asked Ed.

Keira swung round and shot a look that told him not to push the subject.

‘Anyhow,’ she said nonchalantly, ‘why do I need to go to church?’ She opened wide her arms. ‘I mean, look at all this!’

‘Yup. You can’t beat this anywhere,’ agreed Ed. ‘River not coming out with us?’

‘Oh, he’ll be lying by one of the fires like any sensible dog.’

‘You gonna call him?’

‘Nope, not if we’re taking the main road to Ovando.’

‘We could cut across the Monture creek,’ pursued Ed, who loved the dog.

As they rounded the side of the homestead and headed on down the drive, leaving the lake and Morrell Mountain behind them, Keira turned in her saddle and whistled. Before long a stocky black Labrador bounded towards them, his hot breath forming small clouds around his mouth in the cold air.

The Goodnight ranch had been named by Grandfather Patrick in honour of Charles Goodnight, one of the great American cattle barons. In 1866, with his partner Oliver Loving and eighteen young cowboys, Goodnight had driven two thousand cattle across seven hundred miles from Texas to the Indian reservation at Bosque Redondo, where some eight thousand Navajo were on the verge of starvation. Continuing northward, they came to the mining camps of Colorado and Denver and eventually reached the timber and gold-mining territory of Montana. One of those eighteen cowboys had been Patrick Kavanagh’s father, Finbar.

Finbar Kavanagh had been born in 1850 on a ship sailing from Cork to New York. His parents, Frank and Kay Kavanagh, were originally from small neighbouring sheep and cattle farms in Dunganstown, County Wicklow. Driven by desperation, as neighbours and family members alike died of starvation before their very eyes, they set out to break the law and stole two sheep. Immediately they were arrested and thrown into Wicklow gaol. Nineteen months later, a random group of four hundred miserable convicts were selected for transport to America and Australia. Their perilous gamble had paid off and they were on their way to the New World.

Passionate about land, Finbar Kavanagh fell in love with the stark beauty of Montana the first time he saw it, and by 1889 he was able to buy eight thousand acres of fertile land in the Bitterroot Valley, and two hundred head of fine Angus cattle, with the $24,000 he had saved through his years of toil. This land would become the foundation of the great Goodnight ranch. By now his ageing mother Kay was a widow and Finbar persuaded her to travel the long and arduous distance from the warm, humid climate of Texas to the cooler, dryer one of Montana to share a new life in the cottage he built by the large lake. In spite of her frailty and the years of lonely widowhood, Kay found perfect happiness in this beautiful place with her beloved son, until the winter when she fell victim to the freezing temperatures of the northern plains.

Finbar buried her on the opposite side of the lake to the cottage, under a clump of aspen trees, where today the tombstones of three generations of Kavanaghs and their dogs can be found.

As the two horse-riders and the dog reached the end of the mile-long driveway, Ed was starting to feel the cold. ‘You gonna stay at a slow walk, or step up?’

In reply Keira kicked her horse into a steady trot as they crossed the highway and headed on towards the small humpback bridge which spanned the Monture creek. They turned west after the bridge and followed a trail along the bank of the creek itself, but as the path narrowed they slowed down again to a walk, hot breath from both man and beast sending steamy mist into the fresh, icy air. The dog ran confidently ahead, his pink tongue lolling. He knew this country well.

‘Did you hear they’re gonna manage the river as a wild trout fishery, which means that the trout will all be able to multiply freely at last?’ Ed asked, looking down through the clear running water to the river bottom where pink and grey sandstones laid down millions of years ago by the glaciers glistened like semi-precious gems. Ed was a fine fly fisherman.

‘Well, they had to do something. The fishing was scarcely even worth lying about the last few years, what with the mining and the logging,’ replied Keira indifferently.

They rode on, listening to the Blackfoot as it ran fast, straight and furious up ahead. Ed was not used to Keira’s silences. She was the one who usually kept the conversation going. He knew she was sad and he knew why, and it was eating him up. Finally he could hold himself back no longer.

‘Hell, Keira!’ he blurted out loudly above the sound of the river. ‘Why don’t you fall in love with me? Don’t let that Cass Henderson steal your heart! He ain’t the guy you think he is. He may be pretty and rich, but he sure don’t know how to handle a horse, or cast a long line across the surface of a river. Hell, he don’t even know what a heifer is!’

Keira rounded on him furiously. ‘You don’t even know him!’

‘Oh, I hear enough in the bars about his daddy, Jim Henderson, and they say he’s out of the same mould. Anyhows, if you don’t trust me, trust your Papa.’

‘Ha! Papa doesn’t like him because he can’t stand Jim Henderson.’

‘You can’t blame him for that.’

‘Well, I can’t go with you, Teddy Blue – you’re like a brother to me, like you said yourself. Brothers and sisters don’t go marrying each other now, do they?’ Keira was smiling.

They both ducked under a long thick branch draped in powdered snow.

‘There’s one thing you’ve got to remember, Keira. You were born here. The land, the open sky, the cattle, the horses, the water, they’re part of you. When I’m out with a foal or a little colt in the round corral behind the barn, I look at myself and I see that I’m the richest man on earth. Ain’t all the money in the world, or the glamour, or the fame that matters, it’s that peaceful feeling when you wake up in the morning and go to bed at night and know that you’re truly where you belong. It’s a true feeling inside yourself.’

She turned and looked into the face of the boy she had grown up with, attractive in a familar sort of way with two pronounced dimples on either side of his mouth which deepened when he broke into a broad smile. His eyes were kind and they were shining now as he spoke from his heart. She envied him his contentment, and sighed. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever found that true feeling inside.’

‘Sure you have, Keira, just look around you. Ain’t nothing that will take the place of this.’ He paused. ‘I don’t like to see you so sad, is all,’ he continued.

‘Well, why don’t you tell me one of those rodeo stories of yours? They always make me laugh.’ She shrugged her shoulders, ridding herself of her melancholic mood.

‘Sure, but we better turn back now. They’ll be waiting for us back at the Big House.’

It was a long-standing tradition that on New Year’s Day, Bill, Joanna, Ed and the other hands were invited to lunch with the Kavanaghs. Ed was not about to miss it.

The old oak table was laden with silver cutlery and pink and white bone china. A gigantic crystal chandelier glistened above it. Two elaborate silver and gold candlesticks stood in the centre of the table, each holding six flickering red candles. A set of antique chairs were positioned round the fine dining table. Christmas cards were arranged on the surfaces of all four sideboards, together with silver picture frames displaying family portraits and photographs of Katherine’s mother and younger sister taken on past family holidays in England. Two large pink Sunderland lustre-ware jugs also stood on the long sideboards, with other porcelain figures and awards from the Cattle Association. Paintings of western scenes set in gilt frames lined the magnolia-painted walls, and opposite the fireplace with its huge burning logs two tall French windows let in light that reflected the snow outside. In the centre of one wall hung a brass plaque with the following inscription:


All in all, my years on the trail were the happiest I ever lived. There were hardships and dangers, of course, that called on all a man had of endurance and bravery; but when all went well there was no other life so pleasant. Most of the time we were solitary adventurers in a great land as fresh and new as a spring morning, and we were free and full of the zest of darers.



These were words written to Finbar Kavanagh in 1890 by Charles Goodnight.

There was a sense of well-being as hosts and guests walked into lunch from the adjacent sitting room. The beautiful room and the warm atmosphere, coupled with the aromas from the delicious food, were almost overwhelming. Silver serving dishes were heaped with crisp roast potatoes, caramelised carrots and haricot beans stood ready on the table. Katherine came in carrying a tray of dishes containing creamy horseradish sauce, hot steaming gravy and her speciality, puffy golden Yorkshire puddings made following the recipe she had learned as a child growing up in the north of England. As she set her tray on a serving table, Faye entered the room, her wide hips swaying from side to side under a long red wool skirt, a proud smile on her face, bearing the traditional New Year’s Day crown roast of prime Goodnight beef. They all burst into a spontaneous round of applause.

Keira was invited to sit on Liam’s left. She was still ignoring her father since returning from her ride, and in spite of himself Liam was hurt. He loved his wife and his two children and hated any conflict between them. A flushed Joanna Whitely took the place of honour on his right. Sitting next to Liam Kavanagh on New Year’s Day in his grand old house was the highlight of Joanna’s year, and she always made herself a new dress for the occasion. Aware of this, Liam never failed to comment on it.

‘What a pretty dress this year, Joanna. It sure does suit you!’

As usual her full cheeks turned a deeper shade of pink and little beads of sweat broke out above her top lip.

Bill Whitely sat on Katherine’s right opposite young Callum, who today more than ever looked like a young version of his father.

‘How old are ya now, Callum?’ Bill asked the same question every year.

‘Why, I’m eleven years old now, Bill.’

‘You sure are growing up fast! Pretty soon you’ll be the height of your Daddy.’

Callum glanced down the table at his father. Being compared to his Papa was the biggest compliment anyone could give him.

Ed took the chair next to his mother so that he could look across at Keira as much as he wanted. After the ride she had changed into a pair of jeans which showed off her long legs, and a fluffy white mohair jumper which clung to the contours of her developing body. Her auburn hair framed the most beautiful face Ed had ever seen, and he noticed that her usually pale cheeks were still flushed from the ride. Joe, Pete, Jim, Tom and Jake sat gingerly down on the remaining five chairs.

‘Right, shall we say grace?’ asked Liam genially, and as they all bowed their heads he spoke the ancient blessing. ‘For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.’ Everyone said ‘Amen’.

Liam carved and soon all twelve plates were piled high with Faye’s banquet.
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