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Main Characters


Fliss and Hector Ralston-Kerr – Hector is the Laird of Prior’s Ford and lives with his wife Fliss and their son Lewis in ramshackle Linn Hall

Genevieve (Ginny) Whitelaw – Is helping to restore the old kitchen garden at Lin Hall

The Fishers – Joe and Gracie Fisher are the landlord and landlady of the local pub, the Neurotic Cuckoo. They live on the premises with their widowed daughter Alison Greenlees and her young son Jamie

Jenny and Andrew Forsyth – Live in the private housing estate, River Walk, with their young son, Calum and Jenny’s teenage, rebellious step-daughter by a previous marriage, Maggie Cameron

Helen and Duncan Campbell – Helen records the village news for a local newspaper and is also, secretly, the newspaper’s agony aunt columnist. Duncan is the gardener at the Linn Hall, the ‘big house’. They have four children: Gregor, Gemma, Lachlan and Irene

Clarissa Ramsay – Lives in Willow Cottage. A retired teacher who is rebuilding her life after discovering that her late husband betryaed her with her best friend

Sam Brennan – Lives in Rowan Cottage and runs the local Village Store with his partner, Marcy Copleton. They have a somewhat stormy relationship

The Reverend Naomi Hennessey – The local Church of Scotland minister, part Jamaican, part English. Lives in the manse with her Jamaican godson, Ethan

The McNairs of Tarbethill Farm – Bert and Jess McNair are struggling to keep the family farm going with the help of their two sons: Victor, who cares more about money than the land and Ewan, whose deep love is shared between the farm and the local publican’s daughter, Alison Greenlees

Alastair Marshall – An artist, lives in a small farm cottage on the outskirts of the village. Although Clarissa Ramsay is some twenty years his senior, Alastair has strong feelings for her

The McDonalds – Jinty and Tom McDonald live with their large family on the village’s council housing estate. Jinty is a willing helper at Linn House, and also cleans the village hall and the school, while Tom is keen on gambling and frequenting the Neurotic Cuckoo

Molly Ewing – Lewis Ralston-Kerr’s girlfriend, and mother of his baby daughter, Rowena Chloe. Molly looks forward to being Lady of the Manor one day, but in the meantime, her love of travelling worries Lewis. The prospect of Molly as Lady of the Manor worries Lewis’s mother, Fliss
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‘I’m taking you to the pub for a drink,’ Clarissa Ramsay said as she and Alastair Marshall left the village hall. ‘You deserve it for courage above and beyond the call of duty.’

‘I only saw to the slides. You were the one who had to give the talk.’

‘I didn’t mean just that, I meant you having to judge the rock-cake competition as well. I didn’t realise we would be expected to judge things,’ said Clarissa, who had had to deal with the home-made jam competition.

‘The rock-cakes were good … well, most of them. It was the dirty looks I got from the people who didn’t win that unnerved me. You were great,’ Alastair said admiringly as they turned into Adam Crescent and began to skirt the half-moon village green. ‘As cool as a cucumber, even at question time.’

‘Being a school teacher trained me for every eventuality, including dealing with parents. To be honest, I quite enjoyed myself, but I’m sure you were bored to tears, ploughing through all those letters I sent while I was away, then having to listen to it all over again while we sorted out the photographs for the talk … and, again, this afternoon.’

‘I’ve enjoyed every minute of it.’ He had, more than she realised. Clarissa had been brought to Prior’s Ford by her domineering husband when he retired; he had died suddenly a mere seven months later. Alastair, an artist, had come across her one wet day, sitting on a stile in the middle of a field, rain-soaked, wretched, and with no idea of what to do next with her life.

When he took her to his shabby farm cottage on the fringe of the village he hadn’t realised at the time that it was to be one of the most important days of his life. Although Clarissa was in her fifties and Alastair in his mid-thirties, they had become firm friends. With Alastair’s encouragement, Clarissa had regained her confidence to the extent that she had rented out her cottage for a year and gone off to travel the world, an adventure that resulted in being asked to give a talk about her experiences to the Prior’s Ford Women’s Institute.

It was mid-April. Easter was behind them but the schools were still on holiday. A group of teenagers loitered by the war memorial on the green, and as Clarissa and Alastair neared the pub a couple detached themselves from the group and came towards them.

‘Hi,’ Alastair said amiably as they passed. The dark-haired girl mumbled a ‘Hello,’ back, while the youth with her, his head covered with dyed-blonde spiky hair and with three hoops through the lobe of one ear, shot them a swift sidelong glance that seemed to Clarissa to take in an incredible amount of detail in a single second.

‘Who’s that pretty girl?’ she asked when the youngsters were out of earshot. ‘I’ve seen her around the village a few times since I got back.’

‘That’s Maggie Cameron, Jenny Forsyth’s stepdaughter. Apparently Jenny acquired her as part of a brief marriage before she and Andrew met. Her first husband died and Maggie was raised by his parents, but her grandfather’s suffering from ill health, so she’s come to stay with the Forsyths. The lad’s not local but I’ve seen them together a few times. Must be her boyfriend.’ Alastair, tall and lanky, reached out a long arm and pushed the pub door open, holding it in place while he eased back to let her pass. ‘After you, ma’am.’

Jemima Puddleduck skimmed over the bridge and in no time at all was bowling into Prior’s Ford. Ginny Whitelaw heaved an enormous sigh of contentment and slowed Jemima down so she could look her fill.

The village had not changed in the seven months or so since she had last seen it. The sunshine on this mid-April day gave the well-cared-for houses and shops a scrubbed-fresh look. The primary school, the community hall, the village store, butcher’s shop and church were all as she remembered.

Ginny drove past the green before easing the steering wheel to the right. Jemima, obliging as ever, turned into Adam Crescent. The first house at this end of the crescent was Willow Cottage, where Ginny and her mother had stayed the year before. ‘Hello, you,’ she said affectionately to the house, neat and tidy behind its little front garden, as she passed.

At the centre of the crescent a young woman swept the pavement before the village pub, a long freshly whitewashed building. ‘Hi, Alison,’ Ginny called through the open passenger window as she stopped the caravanette. ‘Remember me?’

Alison Greenlees stooped to the window. ‘Hello, Ginny – working at Linn Hall again this summer?’

‘I am indeed; back to see how the kitchen garden’s been getting on without me.’ Ginny climbed out of the caravanette and walked round the bonnet to lean against the passenger door, glancing up at the painted sign above the pub’s open door. The Neurotic Cuckoo, it proclaimed, beneath a painting of a bird that might or might not be a cuckoo, but certainly seemed to be troubled. ‘Good old Cuckoo,’ she said affectionately, ‘I’ll be in for a pint tonight.’

‘You’re welcome to have one now,’ Alison offered. ‘Mum’s gone to the Women’s Institute meeting, Dad’s taken Jamie fishing and Alastair’s having a drink in the bar with Mrs Ramsay – the lady who rented her cottage to your mother last year.’

‘Are there many fish in the river?’

‘I said fishing, not actually catching. Jamie’s got his own wee net and he just likes splashing around with it. Coming inside?’

‘Thanks, but I’d like to get settled in first.’ Ginny studied the other girl, noting the healthy colour and sparkling eyes in a face that had been thin and pale last year. ‘You look well. In fact, as a gardener, I’d say you’re positively blooming.’

Alison’s parents, Joe and Gracie Fisher, had become the landlord and landlady of the Neurotic Cuckoo almost fifteen months earlier, following the death of Alison’s husband. A barman in the Fishers’ Glasgow pub, he had been murdered by a group of drunken youths he had evicted earlier. When Ginny first arrived in the village Alison had been thin and withdrawn, but over the winter she had gained much-needed weight, her brown hair, in a page-boy that almost reached her shoulders, was glossy and the once down-turned mouth now smiled easily.

‘I’m not a pale city girl any more. The country air suits me.’

‘It certainly does. So … how’s Ewan?’ Ginny asked with a lift of the eyebrows.

‘He’s fine.’ Alison’s tone was carefully casual, but her colour heightened slightly.

‘Will I see you both in the drama club’s show this summer?’

‘I’m in it, but Ewan’s too busy now he’s got his new wormery to see to as well as working hard on the farm. The wormery’s coming along well.’

‘That’s good. I’ll have to go and see it some time. Still walking out together, are you?’

‘I wouldn’t call it that. He’s busy there and I’m busy here.’

‘So you don’t see much of each other these days?’

‘Well – Jamie likes being taken to the farm and Mrs McNair’s very kind to him,’ Alison said evasively. ‘It’s good to see you back again, Ginny.’

‘It’s good to be back,’ Ginny said warmly. ‘I’ll be in tonight for that drink.’ Then, as she settled into the driving seat and switched on the engine, she said, ‘You might have stopped blushing by then.’

‘I used to be quite intimidated by Alexandra,’ Clarissa was saying in the lounge bar. ‘She was at university when I first met her, but even then she was so cool and confident, but when I called in on her on my way back home from my travels, I felt she was much more human.’ She fixed Alastair with the sort of gaze she must once have used to wrest the truth from reluctant pupils. ‘I can’t help wondering if you had anything to do with that.’

‘Me? Good Lord, no … How could I?’ He tried hard to meet her eyes, but found it difficult. ‘I scarcely know the woman.’

‘She mentioned you quite frequently, as it happens. I don’t know how you managed to break through her protective shell, but she likes you.’

‘She scares me,’ Alastair said firmly. It wasn’t entirely a lie. The first time he encountered Clarissa’s stepdaughter and stepson at the dinner party where Clarissa announced her intention to set off to see the world, cool efficient Alexandra had terrified him. But while her stepmother was away she had paid an unexpected visit to the village and Alastair had found himself helping her, as he had helped Clarissa. It was a surprise to find that even a cold beauty like Alexandra Ramsay could fall in love with the wrong man – in this case, a married man – and get hurt. But he had given his word to keep her secret, and Alastair never broke his word as Clarissa knew.

‘It’s so good to be back again,’ she said, letting him off the hook. ‘I can’t believe that when Keith died I almost went back down south. Going off on my own to see the world made me realise where my home really is – right here, with genuine friends.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ he said lightly, knowing she had no idea how much he meant the words. During her absence he had hungered for her letters, tearing them open when they arrived, devouring the contents, looking again and again at the enclosed photographs showing the real Clarissa emerging from the dull-coloured chrysalis that had been her marriage to a man who, he suspected from comments made by Alexandra, had not been faithful to her.

She had left Prior’s Ford a quiet, middle-aged ex-teacher, dressed conventionally, with brown hair worn in a tidy knot at the nape of her neck. She had returned looking at least ten years younger, her hair cut in a soft feathery style, skin glowing and eyes sparkling; a woman not afraid to wear bright colours and modern styles.

The problem facing Alastair Marshall now was that she had left the village as a good friend, and had returned as more than that.

And given the difference in their ages, he doubted if he would ever be able to tell her of his true feelings.
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Jemima Puddleduck passed between identical gatehouses originally built for the head gardener and head groom and swept up the long driveway leading to Linn Hall.

‘Wow,’ Ginny said as she saw the unexpected activity at the front of the building. Two vans were parked on the great gravel sweep, and the honey-coloured stone walls were covered by scaffolding. Several men were busy working on the three tiers of windows.

She continued following the drive to the rear of the house, where she raised her eyebrows at the smart people-carrier parked on the flagged courtyard. She couldn’t see Lewis Ralston-Kerr wasting a penny of the money his impoverished parents had been gifted on a big car. Then, as she brought Jemima to a standstill by the stables, she spotted his shabby little car lurking behind the strange one.

Once out of the caravanette she couldn’t resist taking a quick peek at the kitchen garden before announcing her arrival. The year before, she had rescued the large walled area from obscurity and gone some way to restoring it to its former glory. It had been her special project and she longed to see how well it had come through the winter. She had almost reached the gate when she heard an odd mixture of heavy breathing and scratching behind her. Before she could turn to investigate something banged against the backs of her thighs, and then she was on the ground, slightly winded and being smothered in some sort of woolly blanket while her face was washed by a warm flannel.

‘Muffin!’ a voice yelled. ‘Get off, you daft mutt!’

The blanket and flannel suddenly retreated and Ginny was free to roll over on to her back and blink up at Lewis Ralston-Kerr.

‘Sorry, Ginny, he’s just— Muffin, stop it, I said! Too friendly. Here …’ He hauled her to her feet.

‘What is it?’ Ginny asked of the large creature gambolling round the two of them. ‘And what did you call it?’

‘Muffin. Silly, I know, but Mrs Paterson – the old lady who owned him – apparently thought he looked like a little toasted muffin when she got him as a puppy.’

‘So it’s a dog?’ Ginny brushed herself down. ‘He looks more like a Shetland pony having a bad-hair day, or perhaps a great pile of unravelled double-knitting wool that’s taken on a life of its own.’

‘Now that you mention it, Mrs Paterson was never seen without knitting in her hands, even in church. Perhaps she knitted him herself. She died, poor old soul, and nobody was willing to take Muffin in. So, as this is the perfect place for a large dog, we offered. I like the wheels,’ Lewis said.

‘Meet Jemima Puddleduck. She’s more useful than the little car I bought last year.’ Ginny patted the caravanette affectionately. ‘Third hand, so I got her for a reasonable price. She’s been well looked after, so everything’s working. And it means that I can be completely independent. Right now she’s packed with plants for the kitchen garden.’

‘Good. I’m glad you’re going to see it through another year.’

‘Things look busy at the front of the house.’

‘Stage two,’ Lewis said happily. ‘All the windows are being dealt with now. It’s costing more than we budgeted for because they’ve got to be restored rather than replaced, but once the roof and windows are sorted we’ll be in a position to apply for a loan to start on the interior. Come on in and say hello.’

Ginny eyed the people-carrier. ‘You’ve got visitors.’

‘It’s Molly and her parents and sister – and Rowena Chloe, of course. They’re all going on holiday for a couple of weeks and we’re looking after the baby while they’re away.’

‘Oh.’ As Lewis led her towards the house Ginny felt her excitement at returning to Prior’s Ford begin to evaporate at the news that his red-headed girlfriend and mother of his daughter was on the other side of the kitchen door.

‘Ginny’s arrived,’ Lewis announced, leading her into the large kitchen.

While Jinty McDonald, who lived in the village and helped out at Linn Hall, poured tea for the newcomer from a large battered metal teapot, Fliss Ralston-Kerr, Lewis’s mother, began to introduce her visitors to each other, but was interrupted by the plump red-haired woman sitting opposite Ginny.

‘No need to be so elaborate about it, Fliss pet, we’re all family here. I’m Val, dear,’ she told Ginny, ‘Molly’s mum, and this,’ she laid a possessive hand on the arm of the burly man by her side, ‘is my husband, Tony. You know Molly, don’t you?’

‘Hello, Ginny.’ Molly Ewing still wore her glowing red hair in two long plaits and looked too young to be a mother. ‘How are things?’

‘OK. You?’

‘Great!’

‘And that’s our other daughter, Stella,’ Val prattled on, indicating the bored-looking teenager reading a book at the end of the table.

‘Hi,’ Stella said briefly before returning to her book. She had none of her sister’s or her mother’s lush roundness, and her hair was more auburn than Molly’s, though they had the same green eyes.

‘And this,’ Lewis said proudly, lifting the baby from Molly’s lap, ‘is Rowena Chloe. Isn’t she gorgeous? Just like her mother.’

As he dropped a kiss on her soft red curls the baby reached out to pat his face with the hand that held a half-chewed crust. It fell to the ground and a loud gulp told that Muffin had claimed it. Rowena’s round little face puckered up and she let out a protesting wail as she reached down to the dog.

‘Never mind, pet, I’ll get you another,’ Jinty cooed, setting a mug of tea before Ginny.

‘Isn’t this a grand place?’Val Ewing rattled on. ‘I remember when our Molly worked here that summer, she said in her letters that it was the grandest place she had ever seen. Like a palace.’

‘A tumbledown palace,’ Fliss Ralston-Kerr said ruefully.

‘But that’s all behind you, isn’t it, now that you’ve got all that money given to you to do it up. It’s going to be lovely once it’s finished. We can’t believe that one day our Molly’s going to live here, mistress of Linn Hall, can we, Tony? It’s like a fairytale!’Val beamed round the table.

Someone was missing, Ginny realised. Mr Ralston-Kerr was probably hiding in the large pantry used by the family as a living room, since the usual family rooms were too chilly, even in summer. A shy man, he must feel quite intimidated by the Ewings, who seemed – Molly and her parents at least – to have taken over the place.

‘Molly said you’re Meredith Whitelaw’s daughter. Is that right?’Val asked and, when Ginny nodded, went on, ‘That must be lovely. Bridlington Close on the telly hasn’t been the same since she left. What’s she doing now?’

‘Filming a television series.’ After her character in a television soap had been killed off the year before, Meredith Whitelaw, in search of somewhere to sulk, had rented Willow Cottage in Prior’s Ford. Ginny had accompanied her, out of pity for her humiliated mother rather than affection. During her time in the village, Meredith had played havoc with the local drama group before being offered a role in a costume drama for television and departing as suddenly as she had arrived.

‘When can we see her in her new play?’Jinty held out a fresh crust to Rowena Chloe, who snatched at it. ‘We’re all looking forward to it.’

‘Quite soon, I think. They’ve almost finished filming.’

‘Is she starring?’

‘I believe so.’ Over the winter Ginny had been working as a gardener for the local council in Leeds while her mother had been filming in London. On the few occasions when they met, Meredith had been vague about her work, claiming that talking too much about the character she was playing could spoil the essential concentration needed before the cameras. Since Ginny was as interested in television dramas as her mother was in gardening, she had not asked any questions.

‘It was lovely having a celebrity living in the village,’ Jinty told Val. ‘She’s a very nice lady. She helped Mr Pearce with the drama club, and she gave acting lessons to my eldest girl, Steph. Steph wants to be an actress. Did you know,’ she turned to Ginny, ‘that your mum’s told her to get in touch if she decides to go to drama school and needs a good reference? Steph’ll be finishing with school in July.’

‘No, I didn’t. She must have been impressed.’ Ginny meant it; it wasn’t like her mother to hold out a helping hand unless she thought it would eventually be worth her while.

‘A really lovely lady.’ Jinty nodded.

‘Well, I just wish she was still here,’ Val enthused. ‘I’d love to meet a real live television actress.’

Ginny was no longer listening; she was watching Lewis, noticing how comfortable he seemed to be with the baby in his arms. She envied Molly for having found him.

Maggie Cameron took her new boyfriend’s hand as they reached the bus stop. He pulled his fingers free at once, but as the bus taking him home to Kirkcudbright came into view he turned her to face him and gave her a long, lingering kiss, sticking his tongue into her mouth and holding her close by clamping both hands on her bottom. She didn’t care for that sort of kiss, but pretended that she did. She still couldn’t believe that Ryan, seventeen years old, in the year above her at school, and handsome too with his fair hair and piercing blue eyes, had chosen her from all the girls who fancied him. She was so lucky but at the same time terrified of letting him down and being dumped.

‘See ya,’ he said, breaking away as the bus arrived. He leapt up the steps, one shoulder nudging aside a woman who had just alighted.

‘See ya,’ Maggie called after him.

‘They’ve got no manners these days, young people,’ she heard the woman complain to her friend as they walked away. Maggie shrugged and grinned. They could say what they liked – what did she care?

The past fifteen months hadn’t been kind to her. An orphan raised by her grandparents until her grandfather’s ill-health made it impossible for her to stay, she had been moved from Dundee to Prior’s Ford to live with her stepmother, Jenny Forsyth. Jenny’s apparent desperation for a sweet, loving daughter had alienated Maggie, who retaliated by being as difficult as she could. It was like living on a battlefield and, deep down, she had been wretched until Ryan had come into her life. For the first time since arriving in Prior’s Ford, Maggie Cameron was happy.

But she had a lot to learn. She quite liked Alastair Marshall, an artist who lived in an old farm cottage outside the village, and there was nothing wrong with Mrs Ramsay even though she had been a teacher. She had said hello to them earlier without thinking, and then had to endure merciless teasing from Ryan for behaving like ‘a nice little girlie’.

Ryan was so cool, and she was so nerdy! As she headed down River Lane to the smart housing estate where she now lived, she vowed to herself that she would work hard to become the sort of girl Ryan wanted her to be.

‘Is that you, Maggie?’Jenny Forsyth called when she heard the front door open.

‘Yeah.’

‘Cup of tea? I was just thinking of putting the kettle on.’

‘No.’

Jenny went to the kitchen door as Maggie began to climb the stairs. ‘I’m making a risotto for tonight. OK?’

‘Fine.’

‘Had a nice afternoon?’

‘OK. Ryan came over.’

‘That’s nice. You should have invited him for dinner. We’d like to meet him.’

Without answering, Maggie continued on up the stairs and went into her room, closing the door loudly behind her. This was her sanctuary, and nobody else was allowed in. Here, in her own space, she could be herself.

‘You should have invited him for dinner. We’d like to meet him.’ She imitated her stepmother’s anxious-to-please voice, and then shared a laugh with her reflection in the mirror.

Her Ryan coming here for dinner and meeting that lot downstairs?

As if!
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The kitchen at Linn Hall seemed unusually quiet when the Ewings had left. Jinty made a fresh pot of tea and Ginny washed and dried the mugs. Fliss, flustered by the hugs and kisses she had been subjected to from Molly and both her parents, subdued her hair, which was never really tidy, with agitated little pats. Hector, who had been dragged from the pantry like a whelk from its cosy shell to bid farewell to the guests, collapsed into his usual chair with a sigh of relief.

‘Molly and her parents are very … demonstrative, aren’t they?’ Fliss said weakly.

‘You get folk like that. Not my sort of thing. Tea, Mr Ralston-Kerr?’Jinty asked, and filled his mug when he nodded. Then, as Lewis came back from seeing the Ewings on their way, Rowena Chloe in his arms, ‘Tea, Lewis?’

‘Why not?’ He tucked the baby into the old-fashioned high chair retrieved from one of the lumber rooms and sat down beside Ginny. ‘She’s wonderful, isn’t she?’ he said proudly. ‘Not a fuss, not a tear when they all drove away and left her.’

‘She’s lovely,’ Ginny said honestly. Rowena Chloe was lovely. In fact, thought Ginny, who had never been interested in small children before, she was adorable.

‘I’ll put some milky tea into her beaker, shall I, so she can feel as if she’s one of the crowd.’

‘Thank you, Jinty. Thank you for everything,’ Fliss said warmly. ‘I feel bad about the Ewings thinking she’s going to be with us all the time when she’s not.’

Jinty lived in a council house in the village with her husband, Tom, a man with two hobbies: gambling and enjoying a drink in the local pub with his mates. He was more successful at the second than the first, and as both took up a considerable percentage of his wages as a joiner, Jinty, who adored her handsome husband and had seven children to feed and clothe, cheerfully took on any job on offer, be it working behind the counter in one of the village shops, cleaning the primary school and village hall, or helping Fliss at Linn Hall, especially between Easter and autumn, when young backpackers descended on the hall to help keep the gardens under some form of control.

Faced with the prospect of having to look after a ten-month-old baby for two weeks, Fliss and her husband had panicked, but Jinty, as always, had come to the rescue, offering to take Rowena Chloe home with her each day after work.

‘Oh, nonsense, Mrs F, it’ll be a pleasure, and what they don’t know won’t hurt them,’ she said now. ‘The boys have brought the old cot down from the loft, and the girls can’t wait to look after her. She’ll have a grand time with us, won’t you, my pet? And since she can’t talk yet, her mum and her gran won’t know a thing about it.’

‘How long are they away for?’ Ginny asked.

‘Two weeks. Val, Tony and Stella are off to Lanzarote and Molly’s meeting up with a girlfriend and backpacking in Portugal. Then they’re all coming back here together to collect Rowena Chloe.’

How on earth Molly could just go off like that and leave such a sweet little girl, not to mention the chance to spend two weeks with Lewis, was beyond Ginny.

‘You’ll be wanting a bed in the gatehouse,’ Fliss was saying. ‘The bedding’s ready and Jinty and I will take it down the drive today.’

‘No need, Mum, she’s gone all independent.’ Lewis pointed out of a window, and his mother and Jinty went to have a look.

‘A van? Oh, my dear, you’d be more comfortable in the gatehouse.’

‘It’s a caravanette, Mrs Ralston-Kerr, complete with a little kitchen and three bunk beds and even a toilet and shower.’

‘Well, I still think you should use the bathroom in the house and have your meals with us.’

‘Thanks, I will. That’ll save having to empty tanks and carry water. I see work’s started on the windows.’

‘It’s all quite exciting. We had a good winter, didn’t we, Hector?’ Fliss said happily. ‘Now the roof’s been fixed and the rain’s not coming in any more, that horrible damp feeling’s left the place. And we’ve been assured that once the windows are done we won’t have any draughts. It’s like a miracle!’

‘Are you coping with all the workmen being around?’

‘We’re fine,’ Jinty said. ‘They’re no more bother than the backpackers in the summer. The men bring packed lunches and if it rains they eat in their vans. No bother at all. Off you go now, Ginny, I know you’re dying to see that kitchen garden of yours.’

‘Where’s Duncan?’ Ginny asked as she and Lewis rinsed their empty mugs in the huge stone sink. Duncan Campbell was the Ralston-Kerrs’ gardener. A local man, he lived on the council-house estate with his wife, Helen, who wrote local items for the weekly Dumfries News, and their four children.

‘He took one look at the Ewings and headed back to the garden with his tea. You know what Duncan’s like.’

Ginny did. Though good at his job, Duncan was a morose man who didn’t care for a lot of company, especially company that consisted of noisy strangers.

‘On my way in I noticed some caravans in the field opposite the farm lane,’ she said as she and Lewis left the kitchen. ‘There weren’t any last year, as I recall.’

‘It’s a new business idea of Victor McNair’s. You know that Ewan had persuaded his dad to let him have one of their fields to set up a wormery?’

‘Oh, yes … I saw Alison on my way here, and she said it’s coming along well. I’ll have to have a look at it.’

‘He’s really started something; the school’s set up its own small wormery now. Anyway, Victor insisted on getting a field of his own since Ewan has one. He’s a good few years older than me, but I remember when we all played together as kids Victor was competitive; never satisfied until he won other boys’ marbles or conkers, or got to decide what we should play at. And now he’s engaged to a Kirkcudbright girl he’s keen to make his fortune. He’s planning to turn the field into a caravan park and in the meantime he’s allowed some small vans to use the site for Easter. Come and see what Duncan and I have done with the stables,’ Lewis urged her, and Ginny followed him obediently, though she was itching to see the kitchen garden.

The stables, which had housed the family’s horses and carriages in the days when the Ralston-Kerr family had been wealthy, had been used for storage for decades until fortune smiled on the current family. Eighteen months earlier, the villagers had been split into two camps when interest was shown in the derelict slate quarry owned by the Ralston-Kerrs. Glen Mason, then landlord of the Neurotic Cuckoo, headed the committee opposed to the re-opening. There was an even greater shock in store for the village when Glen and his wife Libby were revealed as multi-millionaire Lottery winners who had changed their names and settled on Prior’s Ford as the quiet little backwater they had sought. Local anger had forced them to leave, but in compensation for their deceit they donated £100,000 to build a children’s playground at the quarry, no longer threatened with reopening, and £200,000 towards much-needed renovation work at Linn Hall. To his delight, Lewis had been allocated £50,000 of the money to spend on tidying up the neglected gardens so he could open them to the public. He also wanted to set up a shop in the stables where he would sell homegrown fruit, vegetables and flowers.

When Duncan and Ginny began to help him clear the stables the previous summer Ginny had pointed out that a lot of the items scornfully dismissed as ‘junk’ by Duncan were worth selling or using to give the shop atmosphere.

She stopped just inside the door, staring. ‘Goodness, what a difference!’The cobwebby coach house, once packed with discarded items, had been cleared and cleaned, the cobwebs gone, the flagged floor swept, the stone walls whitewashed, shelves put up and a wooden counter installed, Some of the items retrieved from the former clutter decorated the other walls: two cart wheels, cleaned and painted, jelly pans and copper pots burnished until they glowed, horse brasses, carriage lamps and harnesses.

Lewis grinned, delighted at Ginny’s reaction. ‘It was your suggestion that we use some of the junk to give the place an authentic look, and you were right. Duncan and I worked on it over the winter. The money we spent on it came from the stuff we didn’t want. You were right again when you said it was worth something; I called in an auctioneer and we couldn’t believe the money he raised by selling it. Look,’ he led her round the large empty area, pointing out framed photographs on the walls, ‘when Mrs Ramsay’s stepdaughter did an inventory for us while she was in the village last year she found all these old pictures of the stables and the horses and carriages as they used to be. I had them enlarged and framed. And we’ve whitewashed the area where the horses used to be stabled to use as a store.’

‘When do you plan to open the shop?’

‘I reckon we could do it in June or July – in a small way at first. There are things still in store in the house we can sell here and Duncan took a lot of cuttings last autumn and brought them on in the polytunnel. We collected seeds as well so we could sell them, and I’m hoping you’ll be able to give me some veg from the kitchen garden.’

‘Well, then, let’s go and see what’s on offer,’ said Ginny, hurrying to the door.

Lewis let out a piercing whistle as he and Ginny went into the large kitchen garden. An untidy mop of fiery red hair appeared from behind some healthy-looking rhubarb plants at the far end, rising up into the air as Jimmy McDonald, one of Jinty’s sons, got to his feet, his long skinny body unfolding in sections. His over-large T-shirt in red and white horizontal stripes gave Ginny the illusion that she was watching a deckchair being opened out.

His freckled face split in a wide grin as he came loping down the path towards them, wiping his hands on the sides of faded blue jeans.

‘Ginny! You’re back!’

‘I am, and is it possible you’ve managed to grow another three inches?’ She looked up at him as he came to a halt before her.

‘Mebbe.’ He looked down at his jeans, which stopped halfway down his calves. His bare feet were clad in ancient shabby trainers. ‘What d’you think?’ He waved his hand at the raised, weed-free vegetable beds.

‘It looks great, Jimmy. You’ve been working hard since I was last here.’ Jimmy, who had inherited his love of gardening from his maternal grandfather, once head gardener at Linn Hall, had spent the previous summer helping Ginny turn the neglected wasteland within the old stone walls into a kitchen garden again. His long face, already flushed by the sun, took on even more colour and he tugged so hard at the hem of the T-shirt it was almost pulled from one bony shoulder.

‘Och, it wasnae difficult. Not after all the work you’d put in on it.’

‘I’ve brought some seedlings; come and help me fetch them, then we’ll have a look at the polytunnel. I hope you’re going to be able to help me again this year?’ Ginny asked as the three of them left the garden.

‘Aye, of course. Is this yours?’Jimmy asked as he spotted the caravanette.

‘My pride and joy. Meet Jemima Puddleduck.’

‘Cool!’Jimmy leapt into the interior as soon as the side door was opened, easing his way round stacks of carefully packed boxes. ‘It’s just like Doctor Who’s Tardis, this – little from the outside and big inside.’

‘It’s a handsome wee rig,’ Lewis agreed, poking his head in at the door. ‘Well done, our Ginny. I’ll have to crack on. Catch you later.’ He went off, Muffin at his heels.

‘You’ve even got a door that lets you go from here to the cab without having to go outside! What did it cost?’

‘More than you could afford, even with the money you earn from gardening.’

‘I’m goin’ to get one of these as soon as I’m old enough.’

‘You’ll have to wait until you get your driving licence before you can take to the road,’ Ginny pointed out, surveying the boxes.

‘I’m not bothered about that. I like Prior’s Ford and I want to stay here. I’d keep a van like this in our back garden so I could sleep in it by myself instead of having to share, and have somewhere to go when I get fed up with all the noise in our house. And if anyone wanted to come into it they’d have to knock on the door and ask. It would be all mine,’ the boy said wistfully, ‘somewhere to keep all my own things safe.’

Ginny was taken aback. An only child, she had always had her own room and Jimmy’s description of living with a large family in a small house, brief as it was, suddenly made her realise how pampered she had been.

‘I’m sure you’ll get your own caravanette one of these days,’ she said gently, then, picking a box up, ‘Hey, back to business. You get out and I’ll pass the boxes to you, then we’ll move them to the garden.

‘What’s been happening in Prior’s Ford, then?’ she asked once they were opening the boxes.

‘Did ye hear about the peregrine falcons?’

‘No.’

‘There’s a pair nestin’ in the old quarry, and it was me that discovered them,’ Jimmy bragged, holding out his thin arms so Ginny could pile shallow wooden seed boxes on to them. Despite having a prodigious appetite he was as thin as a broomstick, but stronger than he looked. ‘I saw a picture of a bird on the front of one of the magazines in the store and I said to Marcy Copleton that I’d seen birds like that at the quarry. So she told Mr Kavanagh that runs the Prior’s Ford Progress Committee and he told the Scottish Natural Heritage, and they came to have a look. They’re rare birds, d’you know that?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘Marcy and Mr Kavanagh kept it a secret at first, but now everyone knows and it’s bringing folk to the village who like birds. They’re called twitchers,’ Jimmy explained importantly. ‘And that’ll be good for Prior’s Ford. There’s a hide been built where folk can watch the birds without botherin’ them. Mr Kavanagh took me there when the parent birds arrived last month and started buildin’ their nest. He’s got ace binoculars – it was as if I could touch the birds. They’re bonny.’ And then, as Ginny picked up the last two boxes and led the way back into the garden. ‘And a new play area’s been put up at the quarry, too. My sister Heather was on the committee that helped decide what it should look like. Climbin’ frames and ropes and that sort of thing.’

‘Is it a good idea to have a play area in a quarry where there are rare birds?’

‘It’s cool,’ Jimmy assured her. ‘The birds are at the far end of the quarry and they nest really high up where nob’dy can get at them. We’ve all played there for years and we’ve often seen the birds. We didnae know they were rare, though. The playground was put up at the start of this year, before the birds moved back in.’

‘Sounds good.’ Ginny balanced her boxes on one arm and used her free hand to open the door to the polytunnel she had persuaded Lewis to buy the year before. Stepping inside, she relished the smell of moist warm earth, greenery and trapped sunshine.
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‘Toilets an’ showers an’ cables for electricity. I’ve never heard such nonsense,’ Victor McNair raved.

Although it was mid-April, the sky had darkened an hour earlier, then unleashed a torrent of rain. It was still pouring, and Victor, hatless and in his best clothes, had been soaked on the short walk from his car to the farm door.

‘It’s the way of the world now, son. Everythin’ needs planning permission. Go upstairs and change intae your workin’ clothes, then I’ll hang your good suit up tae dry.’

Victor shook his head and water droplets fell from his dark brown hair. Unlike his younger brother, Ewan, he liked to keep his hair as well-groomed as possible, and now when he smoothed it back by ramming impatient fingers through it, it fell into place neatly. ‘Accordin’ tae the snooty jobsworth I saw, I’d need tae be a millionaire tae get that field the way the council wants. Ye’d think I was buildin’ a luxury hotel! An’ there’s no way I’ll get a bank loan on the pittance I’m paid for workin’ here!’

Jess continued with her ironing while he paced the flagged floor, still dressed for the business meeting he had just had with the planning department. She knew nothing of financial affairs, other than how to make a small amount of housekeeping money stretch like elastic. It was best, she decided, to let her firstborn work through his anger. She didn’t often see Victor wearing anything other than working clothes; looking at him now, tall, lean and handsome in his dark blue striped suit, white shirt and light blue tie, she suddenly knew why Jeanette Askew, a town girl, had fallen for him.

‘Those blasted politicians and councillors sittin’ in their plush offices don’t know what real life’s like at all,’ he raged on. ‘My only hope’s a big win on the Lottery, and that’s no’ likely, seein’ that I cannae even afford tae put a pound a week on it.’ He went on bitterly, ‘Surely we should have the right tae do what we want with our own land?’

‘Ye’d think so, but the folk in power say different and that’s all there is to it. Could Jeanette’s father not help you with the cost?’Jess suggested. ‘Ye said he owns two garages, so surely he’s got a sight more money than we have. And after all, it’s for her future as well as yours.’

‘But I want tae do it on my own. I want tae show him that I’m not just a farmer.’

‘Here you, there’s nothin’ wrong with bein’ a farmer! It’s an honourable trade, good enough for your father and his before him and his before him!’Jess bristled, slamming the iron down on the board.

‘Sorry … sorry!’Victor held his hands up, palms out, in surrender. ‘I didnae mean it the way it came out. I just meant that with the farm no’ offerin’ me and Ewan much of a future I need tae show Jeanette’s dad that …’

His voice tailed off as the outer door was thrown open so hard that it crashed against the wall before starting to swing back again. For the second time, Bert McNair’s fist met it and, as it thudded against the wall once more, he stormed into the kitchen. Old Saul, startled from sleep, scrabbled on his belly to hide behind an armchair while a sickly lamb being kept in a box near the fire’s warmth gave a nervous bleat.

‘So there ye are,’ Bert snapped at his eldest son. ‘And what are ye doin’, dressed up like a dog’s dinner in the middle o’ a workin’ day?’

‘I’d a meetin’ tae go tae, about plannin’ permission for the field.’

‘A meetin’ was it? An’ what about my permission?’

‘Would ye have given it?’

‘Ye’re d—’ Even in his anger, Bert knew better than to swear in his wife’s presence. ‘Ye’re right,’ he said between his teeth. ‘Well, I hope yer blasted meetin’ was worth yer while, because it almost cost us five hundred pounds!’

‘What are ye talkin’ about?’

Bert thrust his chin forward. ‘I’m talkin’ about the money we’ll get for Ruby’s calf. You knew that Ewan and me were goin’ tae spend the afternoon in the top field with the sheep tae make sure the lambs were all right. You knew that Ruby was due tae calf any minute and she needed tae be taken intae shelter. You said ye’d keep an eye on her. But where were ye when she dropped her calf and it almost died out in the rain? At a meetin’!’

Colour flooded Victor’s face. ‘I wasnae away for long … I was just goin’ out tae have a look at the cow.’

‘Dressed like that? Standin’ here chattin’ tae yer mother like a visitor while Ewan and me were fightin’ tae save the calf? Lucky for it, and for you, that we found it in time. Ye’re a disgrace!’

Victor’s face hardened and his fists clenched. ‘I had tae go tae the council offices tae see about this plannin’ permission, and I didnae tell ye about the meetin’ because I knew ye’d not let me go and it was important tae me. I’m sorry I forgot about the calf, Da, but I’ll not have you or anyone else call me a disgrace.’

Bert’s fists bunched, and for a moment Jess thought her son and her husband were going to go for each other.

‘Stop that! Stop it this minute if ye don’t want me tae set about ye with this iron!’They hesitated, turning to face her. ‘Victor, get upstairs and intae yer work clothes,’ she ordered, and he stormed from the room. ‘He’s a grown man, Bert. Ye can’t treat him like a bairn.’

‘Then he shouldnae behave like one. Put down that iron, Jess, I’ve no wish tae get my lug burned. Ye’ve always spoiled him,’ he went on as she put the iron on the board.

‘I have not!’

‘I’ve tae get back tae the calf,’ Bert said, and once again the door was thrown back against the wall before being slammed shut.

On her own, Jess returned to her ironing. She and Bert had been married for almost ten years before Victor arrived, ten years in which she had suffered several miscarriages and buried two stillborn babies. Carrying him to full time had been as close to a miracle as she had ever come, and perhaps she had spoiled him without realising it. It was as though his birth had brought her good fortune, because there had been no more miscarriages or stillbirths.
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