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  Chapter One




  The feeling of spring was in the air. Vaila could see signs of it all around her as she wandered through the woodlands of Crathmor House. The primroses were peeping shyly

  through the rich mossy earth; spears of wild hyacinths poked through coverings of last autumn’s leaves; drifts of snowdrops stretched back as far as the eye could see; while the shiny dark

  green foliage of bluebells prodded boldly upwards, a promise of the longer days and warmer nights yet to come.




  But none of that would be for a while yet. The mornings were still heavy with bitter frosts that turned everything white in the night, the hill peaks were sparkling against the blue of the sky,

  a recent fall of snow had buried some early lambs and the farmers had been kept busy digging them out and bringing them down to safer ground.




  For two days the blizzard had raged, draping the fields and the hedgerows in great humping mounds of pearly white, blocking the roads in and out of Kinvara, snarling everything up, forcing

  Dougie the Post to sit in the Post Office and twiddle his thumbs, making Lizzie the Postmistress snap at him out of sheer frustration, causing everybody else to moan at one another because they

  couldn’t lay their hands on newspapers of any kind and what else was there to do but retire to bed early and ‘make bairns’ if you were young and keen enough and didn’t mind

  adding another to the family.




  If you were past all that, or simply didn’t fancy it, the only other choices were books for those who liked them, hobbies for those who had them, bed for those who had neither but who had

  to rise at dawn out of necessity or if they belongd to a breed conditioned to a lifetime of early habits.




  The children of Kinvara had mixed feelings about their enforced absence from school. Many of them were the sons and daughters of crofters and farmers. It was their lot to rise from their beds at

  freezing first light to milk the cows, muck out the byres, groom and feed the horses. School or no, these tasks had to be carried out, but at least the hours spent in the classroom were a means of

  escape from enforced labour in the fields and all the discomforts that went with it.




  A land covered in snow, however, meant a reprieve from the usual chores and for a precious few days the farm children were able to join in with the others as they whizzed down slopes on

  home-made sledges or simply played about in the dazzling white landscape.




  But it didn’t last, the salt-laden winds from the sea saw to that; the snow melted, the roads became passable again, Dougie the Post was able to resume his belated rounds, the school

  reopened, the bell tolled from the church tower, the feeling of being cut off from the outside world soon passed and life returned to normal.




  The disappearance of the snow brought a renewed sense of freedom to everyone. Winter seemed to have shaken off its dark cloak at last; spring was in the air, the skies were opening up and

  expanding, each passing dawn brought fresh signs of life, new lambs were being born every day, and as Vaila made her way through the woods she experienced a great surging sense of euphoria.




  She was fourteen now; her childhood lay behind her. In the last year she had blossomed from a shapeless girl into a young being with curves in all the right places. The bumps of puppy fat had

  smoothed out, her legs had grown longer, her waist more defined, the blemishes of adolescence were disappearing from her chin, her skin had grown smooth. Each day seemed to bring fresh changes to

  her appearance, subtle but there just the same, exciting her, making her feel more confident and sure of herself. Her stepmother, Hannah, told her she spent far too much time gazing at herself in

  the mirror but she simply couldn’t help it. She found it fascinating to pose in front of the looking glass in the bedroom, to stare at herself from different angles, to arrange her hair in

  different ways and see how it affected the planes of her face.




  Her nine-year-old half-sister, Essie, loved it when Vaila pranced around the bedroom, putting on airs and graces and pretending to be Lady MacKernon of Cragdu Castle. Essie would pose too,

  mincing around the room wrapped in her mother’s best Sunday fur stole, her big blue eyes shining, her flaxen hair tumbling over her shoulders, laughter bubbling from her rosy lips when

  Hannah’s step sounded on the stairs and she had to rush to her mother’s room to put the stole back in the capacious naphthalene-scented bottom drawer of the dresser.




  But Essie hadn’t been there the day Vaila had viewed herself naked in the mirror, ridden with guilt as she did so, knowing how wrong it was to look at oneself like this, unclothed and

  unadorned, without vestments of any kind. Narcissism! She had heard Mrs Prudence Taylor-Young of Bougan Villa referring to the vain and preening young girls of Kinvara in such a fashion. But then,

  Mrs Taylor-Young with a hyphen was very old and must have forgotten what it was like to be young and growing up. She was also very upright and churchy and condemned anyone who dared to enter

  God’s house with even a hint of rouge on their cheeks or a bosom too perky to be decent.




  ‘Temptresses!’ Prudence would snort. ‘Ogling young men without a thought of the Lord on their minds, batting their eyes and using the church like a shop window for their

  displays of vanity.’




  But Vaila soon forgot Prudence Taylor-Young in her fascination with the vision that presented itself to her in the mirror. Could this really be her? This tall, slender-limbed girl with breasts

  that had grown from little pimples into smooth rounded hills and a nipped-in waist that accentuated the curving contours of her hips.




  Long legs, milky skin, a face that was flushed and disbelieving-looking as her eyes surveyed the final surprise. Hairs! Straggly bunches of them under her arms. More between her legs. Much more.

  Like a triangular piece of material cut from the black felt she had once used to make a witch’s costume for Hallowe’en. No! Worse than that! More like a hunking great chunk of Dokie

  Joe’s beard, yanked straight from his face and stuck onto the tender pale skin beneath her belly button.




  Dokie Joe, who worked to Crathmor House, was very proud of his beard. It had taken him a good many months to grow it to the desired thickness and length. Now his wife, Mattie, complained of the

  time he spent in front of the looking glass, combing and trimming his ‘great ugly mug’ and telling her how lucky she was to have a man as handsome and desirable as he was.




  Vaila had laughed along with everyone else at these exchanges between man and wife but she didn’t laugh now at the idea of having a little beard of her own on such an incongruous part of

  her body. Was it there to keep bits of her insides warm, she wondered, and if so which bits and why appear now when those selfsame parts of her had been there all along with only the protection of

  her knickers to keep out the cold?




  It surely couldn’t be some form of decoration down there where no one could see it and no one would want to if they had any sense at all in their heads. It was all very mysterious and

  frustrating and the one time in her life she couldn’t go to her father and ask for his advice.




  She had known that ‘something’ was happening to her body, of course, especially the hairs, sprouting steadily away for the past year or so and giving her much food for thought. She

  had, however, refused to acknowledge their presence. At bedtime each night she undressed quickly and slithered hastily into her nightgown without baring any significant parts of her body to

  Essie’s curious gaze. She no longer bathed with her small sister in the big zinc tub in front of the fire but did so alone and unobserved in the dimly lit kitchen, covering herself briskly

  with soapsuds from head to toe and getting the whole procedure over with as quickly as possible while the rest of the family occupied themselves in various other parts of the house.




  Essie had not taken kindly to the change in what had once been a happy, carefree occasion, with sometimes even Breck, the family dog, getting into the tub beside the sisters. The little girl had

  lamented long and loudly over the passing of familiar rituals until Hannah had taken her aside to explain that Vaila was growing up and changing and needing more privacy in her life.




  Hannah however, had not explained to Vaila just what changes she should expect and Vaila was left to find them out for herself in the fullness of time. The vision of herself naked in the mirror

  that memorable day had brought many mixed emotions to bear on her. Dismay and wonderment had set her stomach churning. She had been sad yet happy at the same time. Happy that her spots and her

  puppy fat were fast disappearing, sad that the days of her childhood lay behind her. Although she had lost her own mother while still an infant she had never felt deprived because of it. Morna Jean

  Sommero would always live on in her heart and hold some very special places in her memory. Morna Jean and her father had known a great love together and Vaila knew that she would one day have a

  great love too, somewhere, sometime. It was written for her, just as surely as it had been for Robbie and Morna, in the stars, in the heavens, in the universe. Even as a very young child she had

  known that and had been contented just to let the years carry her through to the destiny that one day awaited her.




  Hannah, her stepmother, had been good to her. She had known happiness and love in No. 6 Keeper’s Row. Hers had been a wonderful childhood. Free and unfettered she had roamed the hills and

  glens of Kinvara, learning about life and love and everlasting friendships.




  Rebecca Bowman of the Mill O’ Cladach was her greatest friend of all time, her earth sister, sharing all her trials and tribulations, her laughter and her tears. And it was to Rebecca she

  went after that day of seeing herself naked in the mirror, Rebecca she asked about the facts of life. At nearly sixteen Rebecca seemed to know it all and they had giggled together over hairy

  triangles, sprouting breasts, and all the other aspects of their changing bodies.




  The adventure of growing up lay ahead for Vaila. As the days passed she became more sure of herself, less embarrassed about her blossoming figure, more conscious of the admiring glances thrown

  at her by the young and bold lads of Kinvara.




  Life was good and sweet and exciting. She enjoyed her job at Crathmor House, she loved her employers, Captain Rory MacPherson and his good wife Emily, she adored their way of life and the many

  animals draped over the furniture in almost every room in the house, she got on well with the MacPherson children. None of them were affected or snobbish and they abhorred anyone who was.




  Vaila was content with her life. It was rich and satisfying and wholesome. She was young and all the world was at her feet. The morning seemed made for her alone as she picked her way through

  the woodlands surrounding Crathmor House. The pink of the rising sun was touching the peaks of the hills; the waters of the Kinvara coastline were a shimmer of silver through the trees; frost-rimed

  leaves crackled under her feet; a red squirrel suddenly bounded out of the undergrowth in front of her to go scampering into the canopy of bare branches above, scolding her as it went, pausing to

  nibble at the nut it was holding in its tiny front paws.




  She put her fingers to her lips and laughed. It was so good to be here in this early-morning hour that was all hers, feeling the frosty air stinging her cheeks, hearing the dry twigs snapping

  under her feet, glimpsing the beauty of the new day all around and above her.




  She was alone for a few precious moments and she liked that. This was her time and no one else’s. No need to talk, no reason to indulge in needless chatter, just herself and the woodland,

  alive with silent life and the promise of glories yet to be.




  



  




  Chapter Two




  Another movement caught Vaila’s eye as she came into a clearing above Crathmor House. Down there on the bridle path near the river. Ponies. Two of them, weaving up

  through the silver birches as they entered the woods. Her heart gave a tiny jump. George Ian MacPherson, the eldest of the laird’s sons, often came out riding at dawn. George was eighteen,

  impossibly handsome and charming, home on leave from military college, lighting up the old house with his laughter and fun.




  But it wasn’t George who came riding into the clearing in front of her. It was Mark Alexander Lockhart, a dark-haired boy of fifteen whose father was estate manager of Crathmor House.

  Sandy Lockhart had been with the MacPhersons for several years now and was an invaluable help to the laird in his management of not only the estate, but of the laird’s pedigree breeds of

  Highland ponies and prize herds of Highland cattle.




  Sandy’s love of horses had passed on to his son who was now also employed by the laird as an all-rounder, helping with the general running of the place: the stalking, the cattle sales, the

  shoots, breaking in the ponies and much much more.




  Mark’s laughing brown eyes regarded Vaila with some amusement as she stood there silently watching his approach. He was dressed in an old green jersey with holes in the elbows and corduroy

  breeches tucked into a pair of dung-spattered wellingtons. Vaila had never seen him attired in anything else but his working clothes, not even at village dances when all he did was exchange his

  wellingtons for a pair of battered-looking shoes and slick his unruly curls down with water.




  He always smelled of hay and horses and never stood on ceremony with anyone, whether they be gentry or otherwise. ‘If the king himself walked through the door Mark would just grin at him

  and go on supping his soup,’ his mother would say despairingly whereupon he would lift her up in his strong young arms and not let her down again till she said she was glad to have a son like

  him who didn’t put on airs and graces for anyone.




  Everyone liked the young pony man the way he was, blithe of spirit, carefree and honest, always defying the rules and getting away with it, the envy of the more staid of his contemporaries who

  wished they could adopt his cavalier attitude to life and to hell with what anyone thought.




  ‘I’ve brought you a pony,’ he stated baldly as he came up to Vaila. ‘I thought it was time I showed you how to handle one properly.’




  ‘Oh, did you now,’ she said with a lift of her head. ‘Well, you can just think again, Mark Lockhart. I’m not dressed for riding anything, far less a pony. And I’d

  be late for work if I went with you. I simply don’t have the time to go gadding about on horses at this time o’ the morning.’




  ‘Oh, yes, you do, you’re early and you know it. I knew you’d be here gazing at the trees. You’re always here in the woods when you leave the house for work. Come on, get

  up, you’ll enjoy it once you get going.’




  Her green eyes flashed. ‘No, I won’t. You’ll only criticise everything I do. You think you’re the only person in the world who knows anything about horses. I’ve

  only ever done it for fun and even then it wasn’t so funny when I got off and could hardly walk for a week.’




  Mark looked at her. Her tangle of black curls had escaped the little red beret that she wore and were ruffling merrily in the breeze, her nose was red, her skin whipped to roses in the bracing

  air of morning, her expression was one of defiance and determination, yet she couldn’t keep down the corners of her mouth because of the way it was made, uptilted, generous, laughing.




  He had loved this daughter of Rob Sutherland from the moment they had met. Four years ago now. He knew exactly when it was, where it was, how it was. They had been too young then to know

  anything about love, everyone had said that and had laughed when he once declared he wanted to marry her when he grew up. But he hadn’t been too young, he felt exactly the same now as he had

  then. No, it wasn’t the same; it had changed, he had changed, his feelings had grown stronger with the passing years, he was older, they were all growing up, even Vaila for all she sometimes

  spoke yearningly of her childhood days.




  ‘I promise I won’t criticise,’ he said gruffly, ‘don’t be a spoilsport. It would only be for half an hour, it’s all I can spare anyway, Dad doesn’t know

  I’m here, I’m supposed to have started work by now.’




  ‘Oh, all right then, anything to keep you happy.’ Before he could make a move to help her she had mounted and was away before him, a wild little whoop escaping from her lips.

  ‘Come on, pony man,’ she threw over her shoulder. ‘I thought you said you would show me how to do this.’




  Laughing, he caught up with her and they rode together side by side through the woodland, the light of the sun gilding the trees as it climbed higher into the sky. When they reached open ground

  they urged their mounts into a trot then to a canter over the fields, faster and faster, Vaila’s hair sculpting into black waves in the wind, her scarf streaming out behind her as she flew

  along.




  ‘Hey!’ Mark shouted. ‘Don’t go so fast! You’ll fall off! Mind the ditch – and the fence.’




  But his words were lost in the wind. She went racing on ahead of him and was back at the stables before him, dismounting, ready to face him with a triumphant shout when he finally came

  clattering over the cobbles towards her.




  ‘Bugger you, Vaila Sutherland!’ he cried as he jumped off his pony and stood looking down at her. ‘That was a mad thing to do, scooting off like that! You made out a minute ago

  that you didn’t like riding.’




  His breath fanned her cheek, swift and cold, his brown eyes were alight in a mixture of anger and concern. She stared back at him, her face only inches from his, then she saw another expression

  creeping into his eyes and she stepped hastily back from him.




  Two collie dogs came bounding into the yard to go straight to Mark and gaze adoringly up at him. Sandy Lockhart hove into view, George Ian MacPherson by his side, both men laughing and talking

  animatedly as they walked.




  ‘Hey, Mark,’ Sandy called as he espied his son. ‘Where have you been? George here wanted his horse brought up to the house. I met him coming down to get it himself.’




  ‘Sorry, Dad,’ Mark imparted hastily. ‘I was . . .’




  For once he seemed lost for words but Vaila stepped into the breach. ‘It was my fault, Sandy, I asked him if I could ride one of the ponies this morning and he thought it might be safer if

  he came along with me.’




  ‘Ay, well, don’t let it happen again.’ Sandy glanced quizzically at his son’s unusually red countenance. ‘Not during working hours anyway.’




  ‘It’s all right,’ George said as he shook his head, ‘I needed the exercise anyway. I should have been up hours ago but decided to have a lie-in instead.’




  George wasn’t dressed for riding. He never was, preferring instead to wear an old jumper and jodphurs as opposed to more formal riding gear. Nevertheless, he looked extremely handsome with

  his ruffled fair hair shining in the sun and his blue eyes sparkling as they fell on Vaila.




  ‘Glad to hear you’re keeping your hand in, Vaila, we might do it again sometime, if you can spare me the time, that is.’




  It was her turn to redden as he smiled disarmingly and took her hand to kiss it, a glint of mischief lighting his eyes.




  ‘Come on, Mark,’ Sandy’s voice broke authoritatively into the proceedings. ‘Take the ponies into their box and fetch George’s horse. I hope you’ve got it

  ready for him.’




  ‘Ay, Dad, just coming.’




  The two men turned away but Mark hung back. ‘Does he often do that?’ he hissed at Vaila. ‘Kiss you and slobber over you?’




  ‘He wasn’t slobbering. He’s a gentleman, that’s all, and he kissed my hand because I’m a lady.’




  ‘Hmph, some lady, thundering over the fields like a heathen into hell. And what did he mean when he said he hoped you’d do it again sometime? Do what?’




  ‘He took me out riding once or twice the last time he was home. He’s a good teacher, attentive and patient. I learned a lot in just a short time.’




  ‘Oh.’ Mark’s face grew dark. ‘I didn’t know about that. You didn’t say anything.’




  ‘Why should I? It was only for fun – and anyway, why should I have to tell you everything? You aren’t my keeper.’




  ‘I don’t like you like this.’ He sounded sullen.




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘All grown up and – and funny.’




  She let out a shout of laughter. ‘Funny! I’m speaking the way I always speak.’




  ‘No you’re not, you sound like a real little madam, and don’t forget, you’re only fourteen, you shouldn’t really be mixing with a man double your age, even if he is

  gentry.’




  ‘Double my age! George is only eighteen, and he isn’t gentry, not the snobbish sort anyway. He’s only a friend, I get on well with him, I get on well with all the MacPhersons.

  Besides all that, I’ll be fifteen in June, soon I’ll be able to do what I want and see who I want and there isn’t a thing anybody can do about it.’




  ‘Oh, we’ll see about that,’ he said tightly. ‘The world is full o’ charmers like George MacPherson ogling at girls like you who think the likes o’ them are

  wonderful. You need looking after, Vaila Sutherland, and I’ll always be around to see you don’t get up to any mischief.’




  He stood there in his old jersey and trousers, scowling fit to burst, and Vaila’s heart softened. ‘Don’t change too much, Mark Lockhart. You’re always so full of fun and

  laughter but now you’re too serious and I feel I don’t know you any more.’




  Her words seemed to bring him to his senses. He straightened, his brow cleared, a smile flitted over his face. ‘I’m sorry, Vaila, it’s just, I was worried when you took off

  like that on your horse. It was all so good until then. I hope you enjoyed it and will maybe do it again some time.’




  ‘Mark.’ She put her head nearer his, their breaths mingled in the frosty air. ‘Of course we’ll do it again, I loved every minute, only things have changed now,

  haven’t they? We’re still just children to look at but inside we’re different and nothing will ever be the same again.’




  Her face was only inches from his. He glanced at her mouth, took a deep breath and stepped backwards. ‘I know.’ Sadness touched his eyes.




  ‘Mark!’ Sandy’s voice rang impatiently across the yard. Mark turned and went quickly away, leaving Vaila gazing after him with just a hint of tenderness and poignancy in her

  own eyes.




  Then she too came to her senses and went rushing away to begin her day up at the big house.




  



  




  Chapter Three




  ‘Vaila! Just the young lady I wanted to see.’ Captain Rory MacPherson, the laird of Crathmor, apprehended Vaila the minute she appeared in the back hallway of the

  house. ‘I have a surprise for you.’ He tapped the side of his nose with his finger and his eyes gleamed as he went on. ‘Well, not exactly for you but for someone very near and

  dear to you. Young Andy has a birthday coming up tomorrow, I believe, and I think I have the very thing to make it a happy one for everybody.’




  Vaila looked at the laird with real affection. Although he was gentry he had never put on airs and graces and was as much at home drinking tea in a humble crofthouse as he was dining with

  members of the upper crust, many of whom were lords and ladies and country gentlemen from near and far who came to shoot on the acres of grouse moor surrounding the Crathmor estate.




  Captain Rory, as he was affectionately known, was, at fifty-four, a remarkably striking figure with his fresh complexion, well-groomed military moustache and little goatee beard. His abundance

  of silvery-blond hair was always swept dramatically to one side to hide the fact that he’d lost an ear in the war; his bearing was upright and straight and totally commanding even if he erred

  a bit on the portly side.




  People listened to Captain Rory whether they liked it or not. Some said he was an old rogue who gave out with one hand and took back with the other, but they didn’t really mean it. He came

  among them as a friend who understood their day to day problems and helped out in any way he could – even if he sometimes went off the victor by a few pennies which he took by way of

  impressing the proper values upon his fellow men.




  ‘Nothing good comes for nothing’ was one of his own mottos and it didn’t matter if beings like Shug Law of Balivoe called him a mean old sod behind his back and a hard

  taskmaster to boot. Captain Rory knew he was respected and liked and counted as a champion of the people and went boldly on his way, assured of his standing in the community.




  Normally attired in clan kilt, lovat tweed jacket, and squashy tartan tammy, he had this morning forsaken all that in favour of a deerstalker hat, Inverness cape, checked knickerbockers, and

  riding boots, the reason being that he liked to go with Sandy and the other men to check his ponies on the hill and ‘a kilt was a bit of an encumbrance on the broad back of a

  stallion’.




  Despite the lack of his kilt he looked very grand indeed to Vaila’s eyes and she smiled at him when he made his pronouncement regarding Andy’s birthday surprise. He enjoyed a bit of

  drama, did Captain Rory, and it was a habit of his to keep the suspense going till the person to whom his words were directed just had to ask what it was he had in mind.




  But Vaila was fly for his little games and she said not a word as he stood cocking an expectant eye at her while waiting for her to speak. When he saw that no questions were forthcoming his face

  fell slightly and with a giggle she unbent. ‘All right, I give in. I’m dying to know what it is you have for Andy. I can’t even make a guess because you sprung it on me so

  suddenly you haven’t given me time to think properly.’




  She was rewarded by a gleam of pure enjoyment in Captain Rory’s eyes as he rubbed his hands together and grinned at her. ‘Come round the front, Sandy should have brought her up by

  now, Sandy and Mark between them. Oh, wait till you see her, she looks good enough to eat, even though I do say so myself.’




  Completely mystified by now, Vaila followed him out to the front hall. Before the door was reached, that of the sitting room opened and the laird’s wife, Emily, came out, preceded by a

  dainty Siamese cat called Maggie who ran to the laird and proceeded to wind her purring body round his stout legs. Maggie had only been in the Crathmor household for six months, her arrival

  precipitated by the fact that the laird’s old Siamese cat, Sheba, was now almost blind and infirm and unlikely to survive for very much longer.




  The laird, heartbroken by this prospect, had bolstered himself up for the event by bringing Maggie into the fold, hoping that the younger cat’s presence would keep Sheba ticking over for a

  while yet. Sheba had not, however, taken kindly to the new arrival and had shown just who was the boss by boxing the kitten’s ears whenever she thought no one was looking and making her

  position of matriarch cat very clear indeed to the young upstart.




  Because Sheba was by no means as helpless as she made out. She spent her pampered days lying on velvet cushions in the sitting room, howling her head off for attention and getting it too, for

  nothing was quite so startling as her ear-splitting yowls and her habit of displaying her yellowing fangs to any stranger who entered her abode. The Crathmor dogs, conditioned to years of

  Sheba’s bullying, hardly gave her a second glance when she was in one of her moods but rather seemed to take great pleasure in her reduced state of mobility by teasing her and getting their

  own back in a variety of different ways.




  For most of her adult life Sheba had gone everywhere with Captain Rory, terrorising the canine population of Kinvara as she went, her pussy face showing her scorn for anything that ran on four

  legs and smelled of dog. Whenever her lithe body hove into view the hounds scuttled for cover and this put Maggie at a great disadvantage when she began taking over as chief companion to the laird

  on his wanders.




  The laird had taken a departure from the more exotic-sounding feline titles when he had bestowed on his new pet the homespun name of Maggie. And somehow it had suited her. She had soon proved to

  be the complete opposite of Sheba, both in nature and temperament. For one thing she adored dogs; she loved the Crathmor spaniels and wouldn’t eat unless her dish was placed next to theirs.

  She fed with them, slept with them, played with them and walked with them. She was truly terribly upset when, on one of her early sojourns to the village, the first dog that she encountered ran

  trembling from her sight, memories of Sheba’s sharp claws buried deep in its mind and scars of those encounters still showing on its rump.




  Crestfallen and sad, Maggie was gradually realising that life for a Siamese cat was not going to be as easy as she had first expected. But she was learning not to rush things and was beginning

  to make some gratifying progress where other four-legged creatures were concerned. Meanwhile, the two-legged sort seemed always pleased to see her and when she had finished her rapturous greeting

  of her lord and master she turned her attentions on Vaila who duly fondled and petted her.




  For once the laird was in no mood to spend time with his cats. He looked ready to burst with impatience as he stood there by the door. But before he could make a move of any sort there came a

  stampede on the stairs and his nine-year-old son, Ross Wallace, came bounding down, closely followed by his governess, Miss Dorothy Hosie, who was short and stout and sported a pince-nez perched on

  the end of her rather sharp nose.




  Miss Hosie always wore a look of sufferance on her face. She had been with the MacPherson family for several years now and had ‘somehow managed to knock some learning’ into the heads

  of the three elder MacPherson children before the wider world had swallowed them up. Now only Ross Wallace remained under her wing and in her honest opinion he was the most unruly of all, as lively

  as a ferret, as wily as a weasel, clever and quick but ‘quite unable to take anything of value into his brain since it was so filled to the brim with mischief there was no room for anything

  else’.




  Ross Wallace longed for the day when he would be sent off to school and away from her ruling. This he told her quite openly to her face and now she had reached a stage of near-martyrdom,

  counting the days to her retirement and her freedom when all she wanted was a garden full of flowers and a life void of children of any race or creed.




  ‘I want to see it too, Father! I want to see it too!’ the little boy was shouting as he took a flying leap down the last three stairs and landed in a heap at his mother’s

  feet.




  ‘Come back this minute, you naughty boy!’ cried Miss Hosie, making a mighty effort to retain her dignity in the heat of the moment. But her flight downwards had gained momentum on

  the way and she simply couldn’t stop herself from falling into Emily’s surprised arms, nor could she suppress the wail of anguish that erupted from her throat when she realised that she

  had made a fool of herself in front of everybody.




  ‘There, there.’ It was all Emily could find to say in the circumstances as she awkwardly patted Miss Hosie’s plump shoulders in an attempt to offer comfort.




  ‘That boy,’ the governess choked, ‘he’ll be the death of me, I swear I don’t know how I’m going to manage him for another day, let alone suffer him for

  another year. We were just starting on Chaucer when he took off as if all the hounds of hell were at his heels.’




  The laird yanked his young son to his feet and made him apologise to his overwrought teacher, all the while thinking he might have taken flight too if he’d had to start his day wading

  through Chaucer – though the Canterbury Tales had been good – what he remembered of them.




  ‘Well, that’s that, then.’ Captain Rory looked as if he had already forgotten the incident. ‘Do as Miss Hosie tells you, Ross, though I’m sure she wouldn’t

  mind you having a peep outside for five minutes since it’s such an exciting day for everybody.’




  The governess glowered at him through her pince-nez, Emily hid a smile, Ross Wallace positively beamed at his father and let out a little whoop of triumph. Impatiently the laird hustled Vaila to

  the door and open it with a flourish. ‘Come on, everybody,’ he shouted as if he was leading the charge of the Light Brigade. ‘Outside this minute, you too, Miss Hosie, you are

  part of the family after all and must join in with whatever is going.’




  Somewhat mollified, the governess followed everyone else through the airy glass vestibule, down the front steps and out of the impressive pillared stone portico that enclosed the main entrance.

  The sun had risen higher till now it flooded the countryside with its golden spring light; crowds of snowdrops and battalions of early daffodils danced merrily in the arrangements of big circular

  flower beds over by the older part of the house; the lawns stretched down to the streams and the woodlands; Dokie Joe and two of his under-gardeners were standing by the borders, leaning on their

  spades as they watched the master and his satellites emerging from the house.




  ‘Ay, something big is happening there today,’ Dokie Joe observed as he took off his cap and scratched his head. ‘Though for the life o’ me I can’t see what it

  is.’




  ‘I can only see a wee horse,’ one of the other men commented drily. ‘Surely nothing to get het up about in a place crawling wi’ the beasts.’




  But it wasn’t a ‘wee horse’. It was a dainty little brown and white Shetland pony complete with cart, splendid altogether in her red leather harness hung round with tiny jingle

  bells. Mark and his father stood one on either side of her as she waited patiently in her shafts blowing gently down her nose.




  George was there too, grinning over at Vaila as he watched with everyone else to see her reaction. But she was too overwhelmed to say anything about the pony. All she could do was gaze at George

  and stutter, ‘I thought you were going out riding, I thought you were all going about your business when I saw you down there at the stables.’




  ‘I am,’ George returned with a laugh, ‘going riding that is, but first I had to come along with Sandy and Mark to be in on the fun. What do you think?’ He ran his fingers

  through the pony’s mane and looked at Vaila expectantly.




  ‘She’s for Andy, for his birthday.’ The laird couldn’t contain himself any longer. ‘I know Breck is still sound of wind and limb but he’s getting a mite long

  in the tooth to be pulling the boy around in that little cart of his. We’ve been keeping the pony under wraps so to speak, ready for the big day. I talked it over with Emily some time back

  and she agreed that it was a good idea. We’ll be down at Keeper’s Row first thing in the morning, complete with the Sheltie, ready to give Andy the surprise of his life. We thought it

  best to let you know first, make sure you’re there when we come along instead of making your way here as usual.’




  Emily, who was fourteen years younger than her husband, was pink in the face with the pleasure of the moment. She was Captain Rory’s ‘bonny English rose’, his pride and his joy

  and his prop through life, perfectly suited in her role as lady of the manor, fresh and unaffected and ‘strong as a horse’ in spite of her rather waif-like appearance. She had already

  borne four of his children, now another was on the way, moving the good folk of Kinvara to comment that he was ‘a dirty bodach, just, and it was high time at his age to keep his tackle in his

  pocket out of harm’s way’.




  Emily, however, was not dismayed at the idea of having another child at forty. She liked having youngsters around; her older children were grown up and making their own way in life, Ross Wallace

  would soon be going off to school, so another baby would keep both her and the laird on their toes and help to keep them young.




  At her husband’s words, Emily looked at Vaila. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Vaila stuttered, ‘except, thank you – Andy will love it, I’m sure of

  that.’ She sounded dazed, aware of Mark’s eyes on her, of George winking at her, of everybody else smiling and nodding and Ross Wallace dancing around, clamouring to get in the cart and

  go for a ride, of Miss Hosie fussing and telling him no, it was time for books and learning and hadn’t enough time been wasted this morning as it was.




  Vaila was glad when Maida Lockart, twin sister of Mark, came running over the grass, long blonde hair flowing, cheeks pink from her exertions, eyes very blue as she came puffing up to smile at

  everyone in her disarming way. Maida was a girl with no particular interests, the complete opposite of her energetic brother who was always off on some quest or other. Maida just tagged along with

  anything that was going, helping her mother in the house after a fashion, playing with the horses, enjoying herself around the estate, agog to know what others were up to and asking endless

  questions in the process, wanting always to be somewhere with somebody without ever really being part of anything.




  ‘What would you like to do with your life?’ Vaila had asked once.




  ‘Marry Joss Morgan when I’m older,’ had come the instant reply.




  ‘You’d better not let him see that,’ Vaila had advised. ‘Boys never like to be tied down.’




  ‘Oh, I realise that, but I know I’m quite pretty and he’s bound to notice me some day. Meanwhile I’ll just wait for him and enjoy myself while I’m doing so. I

  don’t want to work, not real work anyway. Mum says I don’t have to because she likes my company in the house. Dad and Mark do enough for us all to be comfortable so it really has worked

  out quite well all round.’




  This frivolous attitude of Maida’s quite often irritated Vaila but somehow her friend’s better points made up for everything. She was sunny and good-natured; she loved children and

  they loved her; she adored animals and couldn’t understand anybody who didn’t. She could also be very funny when she liked. Along with her brother she was a perfect mimic and the pair

  of them could keep a company amused for hours with their nonsense.




  This morning she was at her best sparkly self and Vaila was really quite glad of the diversion she created. She was dressed in a blue coat and a little matching tammy that brought out the colour

  of her eyes to perfection. Her blonde tresses had escaped their loosely tied bonds and were flowing round her shoulders in glistening cascades.




  George eyed her with appreciation, Ross Wallace ran to her and clung to her hand, Miss Hosie tutted with annoyance and cast her eyes heavenwards, the pony nuzzled Maida’s hand when it

  scented the tasty titbits she had brought along with her.




  Vaila took the opportunity to make her way to Captain Rory’s side. Standing on tiptoe she whispered into one hairy lug, ‘I’ll never know how to thank you for this. Andy’s

  world will really open up now, he’ll leave us all miles behind and won’t call the king his cousin.’




  So saying she grasped the laird’s big hand in hers and pressed her lips against one warm hairy cheek. ‘The pleasure is all mine, lass,’ he beamed, gripping her hand till it

  hurt. ‘And tomorrow it will be even more when Andy sees his new pony for the first time. I can’t make up my mind whether I should tie a big ribbon on her head or hang happy birthday

  round her neck – or both – what do you think?’




  They put their heads together and made their plans. The men led the pony back to her little box in the stableyard, Maida went also, Emily returned to the house, followed closely by Miss Hosie

  and her reluctant charge, Dokie Joe and the other gardeners resumed work on the flower beds, life at Crathmor went back to normal – but for the fact that Vaila hardly got any work done that

  day thinking about tomorrow and hoping that she wouldn’t give anything of the big secret away when she at last went home to Keeper’s Row that evening.




  



  




  Chapter Four




  Andy wakened early on his birthday morning. He lay for a minute, warm and comfortable in his bed, one lazy hand reaching out to touch Breck, the big speckled cross collie who

  had been his companion from infancy. Breck had come to him as a tiny pup many Christmases ago, thirteen in fact. They had both been babies then; now Breck was in his fourteenth year, still active

  and strong, but there was a whiteness in his muzzle, a dulling of his eyes, signs of deafness that couldn’t be denied.




  For most of his life he had pulled his young master along in the little cart Rob had made, loyally and obediently, opening up vistas for Andy that would otherwise have been lost to him. He had

  been born with cerebral palsy and had found mobility difficult in those early years. If it hadn’t been for Breck he would have been confined to the house instead of becoming a well-kent sight

  in and around the local villages.




  Now ‘Breck and the boy’ weren’t such a regular part of the landscape as once they had been. Both the dog and his master had become older, and Andy had outgrown the cart.

  Nowadays he got around in a limited fashion on his own two feet with his dog at his side, a very different lad from what he had been, able to communicate as well as anybody, able to do many things

  that had once been denied to him because of his disability.




  The old days were gone, never to return. They had been good years in spite of everything and Andy didn’t regret them for one moment, but it was good, so good to be free of the fetters that

  had once bound him, thanks to his father’s encouragement, his belief that one day his son would be as good, or better, than anybody else.




  But as Andy lay there in his bed on his birthday morning his hold on Breck’s ruff tightened and a tear gleamed in his eyes. He had just turned fourteen with all his life ahead of him, his

  dog was thirteen and was counted as old . . .




  ‘It isn’t fair, Breck,’ he whispered. ‘We came through it all together and should go through the rest o’ it the same.’




  The dog made a little noise deep in his throat. Andy bit his lip and rose abruptly from his bed to go to the window. It was barely six thirty. The world before him lay peaceful and still, bathed

  in that strange soft light that came before the sunrise, shadowed and secretive, the waters of Mary’s Bay glossy and smooth, the sea beyond the breakwater rippling into darkness as it receded

  into the distance. And out there, the flashing of the Kinvara Light, that great octagon that spilled forth its comforting beams to the men who sailed the oceans of the world.




  His father was head keeper of the light and had been for quite a few years now, leaving home for months at a time, living a strange near-solitary existence that would have driven other men

  crazy, having an affinity with the wind and the waves that some found hard to understand. Andy had been out there himself, going in the relief boat with his father and the other men, struck by an

  awe when first he had sighted the great stark tower and the bleak rocks it stood on.




  He had spent three days and nights in that lonely place. It had been summer and the seas had been reasonably calm. He remembered the excitement in him as he trudged up the mural stairs to go in

  and out of the different levels, acquainting himself with the kitchen and living areas, the engine rooms and the lamp rooms where the timetables and logs were laid out.




  And last but not least the great octagon itself, all of fifteen feet high, revolving slowly, its beams piercing the darkness, plundering the furthermost reaches of space and time and

  distance.




  At least, that’s how it seemed to him as he watched entranced, never wanting to take his eyes off it, mesmerised beyond measure by this close-up view of something he had hitherto only ever

  seen from a distance.




  He had thought never to be able to sleep with all the excitement of such an adventure but he had, lulled by the waves frothing over the reefs, the muttering of the seabirds resting below. He

  would also never forget the savoury smells wafting up from the kitchen when he awoke, nor the feeling of camaraderie as he sat round the table with the men, delving into great piles of ham and eggs

  and drinking mugs of strong hot tea.




  At low tide they had gone out to the rocks to fish. The sun had beat down, the gulls had screamed overhead, his father and Big Jock Morgan between them had shown him how to bait his line

  properly. At first he caught nothing, then the fish had started rising, one after the other, ensuring there was enough for tea that night with some left over for the next day. Afterwards he had sat

  with his father in the gloaming, smelling the scent of the thrift growing in the rock crevices, watching the sun dipping down into the sea, a great fiery ball that looked like a huge squashed

  orange the nearer it got to the edge of the ocean.




  Then the afterglow, ethereal bands of light and colour that glistened and gleamed all around in echoes of brightness till the night fell in tones of velvety blue and green.




  The silence of the dark spaces had enclosed Andy and his father as they sat there, not speaking, just looking and listening and enjoying.




  ‘I understand now, Father,’ Andy had said at last. ‘Why you have to go away. Why you must have all this to yourself every now and then.’




  ‘It isn’t always like this, Andy,’ Rob had said quietly.




  ‘No, the bigness and the greatness must be even more. Wild and free and challenging. I’m glad I came. I used to look over here and wonder what it was like, now I can picture you

  going about, tending the lamps, looking from the windows to us over yonder – watching you.’




  Andy laughed now over those early simplistic views of his. He had never witnessed the storms nor the thundering waves that could lift rocks weighing as much as fifteen tons from their

  foundations. He had seen it at its quietest and couldn’t imagine it at its worst, especially during the equinoxes when the weather was at its most frightening.




  Rob had experienced it all and had described to his son what it felt like to be surrounded by lashing seas and screaming winds: the sense of being cut off, the feelings of isolation, the

  comparative warmth and safety inside the lighthouse which had stood the test of time for nearly one hundred years. When he came home on leave Rob said it was like coming into another world and for

  a few days, until he settled, he was full of excitement and expectancy and went around visiting friends and family and reacquainting himself with all the old haunts he had known since his

  boyhood.




  Andy was quietly pleased that his father was home this time for his birthday and the thought spurred him into action. Going over to the dresser he poured water from the pitcher into the basin

  and gave himself an extra good splashing. It was cold. Spluttering and gasping he dried himself briskly with a big rough towel till soon the blood was coursing through his veins and he was tingling

  all over. He gazed at himself in the mirror. The brown eyes that looked back at him were luminous and filled with life. He had always been thin but now he saw a change in himself. His arms, though

  still wiry, were becoming more muscular, his chest was growing deeper – and were those just a few hairs sprouting out from the smoothness of his skin? He grinned to himself in satisfaction

  and was so lost in his own personal assessment he jumped when a rap sounded on the door.




  ‘Andy!’ It was Vaila’s voice. ‘What are you doing in there? Hannah wants you down for breakfast. Right now. This minute. Give Breck out to me and I’ll smuggle him

  downstairs, you know you aren’t supposed to have him in your room.’




  ‘Coming, Vaila.’ He opened the door a peep and ushered the dog into his sister’s keeping, then he rushed into his clothes, glad that he no longer had to wear the callipers that

  had featured so much in his earlier life. His limbs obeyed the signals from his brain much quicker than of old; his legs, though still knobbly and thin, were much stronger than they had been and he

  could walk without his knees rubbing together. He was able to get to Calvost village without collapsing on the pavement as he had done when he had first attempted it. But it wasn’t enough! He

  cursed the fact that he still had to rely on other people to get him further afield and longed to be able to visit Willie Whiskers, the blacksmith, under his own steam.




  He finished tying his shoes and glanced at the window. It was going to be a lovely day. The sun’s rays were pouring down from behind a puffball cloud, glinting on the water, shining on the

  slates of Quarrymen’s Cottages. Sounds of activity reached him from below. Pots and pans rattling, cupboard doors banging, Rob’s deep voice, his mother’s light one, Essie’s

  giggle, Vaila’s laughter, Breck’s bark, muffled to a suitable level because he knew better than to make too much noise in the morning.




  He could also smell bacon sizzling. That meant a special breakfast – because it was his birthday. A surge of excitement went through him and opening the door he went quickly

  downstairs.




  It was a special breakfast. Two double-yoked eggs, sunny side up, rashers of crisp bacon, sausages so fat their skins had burst, black pudding and tattie scones, layers of crumbly

  golden toast, straight from the fork that Vaila was holding to the fire while Essie stood by with the butter. Andy’s mouth watered as the heaped plate was set before him and he got ready with

  his knife and fork.




  In his corner Breck’s mouth was watering also, but he knew he had to wait for the scraps. At least that was what he thought, until Hannah put him outside with a bowl containing fragments

  of black pudding and charred sausages that had stuck to the pan and though quite palatable were unfit to be served at table.




  Breck didn’t stop to wonder at this unexpected treat. He did not, however, forget his manners, pausing long enough to give Hannah a cursory wag of his tail in gratitude before burying his

  nose deep in his bowl. ‘I can’t stand the way he sits drooling in that corner watching every mouthful we eat,’ Hannah said by way of explanation. ‘Far better to get him out

  o’ the way so that the rest o’ us can enjoy our food in peace.’




  Her voice was disapproving but it was only a cover-up. She had become soft where Breck was concerned; he had been part of life at No. 6 of the Row for a long time and while she still grumbled

  about the dirt he brought in on his paws and still referred to him as ‘the brute’ it was only out of sheer habit.




  In the beginning she hadn’t wanted him, now she didn’t like to think of a house without him. He was a comfort to her in the long dark nights when Rob was away, his value as a guard

  dog was paramount, he was loyal and brave, intelligent and quickwitted. He also had a wonderful sense of humour and enjoyed the mock-seriousness of the games that she and he played, particularly

  when she chased him all round the house with her broom and he ended up peeping at her round the kitchen door to see if she had called truce or not.




  Hannah had mellowed over the years. She no longer worried nearly so much about small domestic crises but was inclined to take life as it came. Her faith in her husband’s feeling towards

  her had deepened. Once she had doubted if he had felt very much for her at all, knowing how dearly he had loved Vaila’s mother, Morna Jean Sommero. But he seemed to have buried all that in

  the past and was much more relaxed in his attitude towards his wife. Theirs would never be a passionate relationship, but for Hannah it was good and satisfying and she hoped he felt the same. He

  seemed to have settled down and was no longer tormented by that first great love of his – except occasionally she had seen him gazing down towards Oir na Cuan, that little white house on the

  edge of the ocean where he had once known such profound love with Morna Jean.




  Oir na Cuan was empty now, the Lockharts having vacated it some years ago for a bigger house on the laird’s estate. The tiny cottage had since been let to holidaymakers and other casual

  tenants just passing through.




  It had never really been a home since Morna Jean had lived in it and there were some who said it was haunted. Lights had been seen in the windows, noises heard in the rooms, Effie Maxwell, the

  district nurse, claimed to have sighted a shadowy figure flitting past an upstairs window but then she had always been full of imagination and silly fancies and no one believed any of her stories

  for a minute.




  Life went on, nothing stayed the same. Hannah’s days were full and busy and she had no time left to mope or speculate. The house, the children, the little baker’s ship in Calvost

  village that she ran with the help of Janet Morgan, her next-door neighbour, all helped to keep her on her toes.




  Her contentment and confidence showed in her appearance. She was rounder than she had been; gone were the lines of disenchantment from her face. It was sweeter, more attractive, her brown eyes

  held a sparkle in them, her mouth was inclined to smile more and she didn’t take herself nearly as seriously as she had. Oh, it was true, there were times when her spirits plummeted, usually

  when Rob went back to lighthouse duty and she was left once more on her own. But she had learned to snap out of her moods. She had the children to turn to for company and comfort – especially

  Essie, the child of her heart, the beautiful little daughter she had dreaded bringing into the world after her disappointment over Andy.
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