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Foreword


In the last light of dusk the comfortable room, furnished with its friendly relics of the past, welcomed her, warm and quiet. Philippa liked driving home in the evenings at this time of year, when the first hint of lengthening days was discernible. Even if the hilly roads she mostly used were snowy or icy, as they had been tonight, it was much pleasanter not to have to tackle them in the dark.


Then it occurred to her, as she switched on the big reading lamp and went to rouse the fire to life, that she hadn’t given a thought to the state of the roads all day. She paused to consider this. It was true. A year ago, in similar weather, a faint anxiety would have nagged about whether she would make it, first up the main road where it climbed above Muirend, then up the even steeper, single-track and little used road on which the cottage stood. But, almost without realising it, she had learned to trust in her battered old Mini, and in her own capacity to keep its wheels turning.


Though she had grown up in these glens, she hadn’t had to worry too much about wintry conditions then, since in those days there had been no necessity to get out, no matter what the weather, to earn her living.


This afternoon, safely shut away in that bright, freshly decorated and efficiently heated room, empty except for the two sewing machines whirring busily, the yards of glowing ruby velvet they were working on adding their own warmth to the scene, she had scarcely been aware of the threatening sky or the snow that flurried from time to time against the windows. She had been content to be where she was, doing what she was doing. A friend of a friend, who had turned out to be very agreeable company, had decided to make curtains for the whole house as a wedding present for her son, then hadn’t felt quite brave enough to tackle the job on her own.


The fire, banked up several hours ago, woke to life as Philippa disturbed its black crust, rewarding her with a red glow. Another minor skill acquired; in the early days she had often come home to find it out. She propped the small logs she’d left ready round its live heart and, as she began to look through her mail, flames had already started to lick up, their friendly sound dispersing the silence of the room.


A bill from the garage. What was that for? Oh, yes, the new tyres. Wow, Andy had let her off lightly. He’d said he’d get them ‘from somewhere’ for her, but even so, she’d expected to have to pay more than that.


A card thanking her for looking after two cats and a great-grannie for a weekend. ‘We know you said you only expected to be fed and watered, but we’re so grateful …’ A book token was enclosed. How very kind. It had been a painless couple of days in a pleasant house full of books, its three occupants doing little more than snooze gently in the even warmth of sunny rooms.


And here, after much tedious chasing, since she was supposed to have been paid on the spot, was the cheque for the lunch she’d done for that Boxing Day shoot. It had been a lucrative booking, but it had pretty well taken over Christmas, and had involved a horribly early start and too much driving. It hadn’t been any fun either, since she’d found herself catering for would-be grand guests on some fancy package holiday, who had been too busy concealing the fact that they’d never shot anything in their lives to address a word to her.


The single message on the answerphone was from Penny Forsyth. ‘Hi. At long last I’ve managed to fix a date for the boys’ party. Second weekend in March. Please, please say you’re free. They seem to be inviting most of the school, which wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind. Give me a ring and we’ll get our heads together about food, mountains of it by the sound of things …’


Was that weekend all right? Checking her diary, relieved to find nothing pencilled in which couldn’t be juggled around, Philippa paused, examining the pages, with their comfortable spread of entries, with new attention.


She really was busy; the jobs did turn up. When she had decided to come back to Glen Maraich, as the one place where it had seemed possible to piece together some workable existence for herself after everything had gone so terribly wrong, there had been plenty of foreboding voices to advise against it. Pointing out the high level of unemployment in rural areas, they had warned that living in an isolated cottage, on what she could earn from casual and almost certainly low-paid jobs, would not only be lonely but impractical and uncomfortable. They had hinted too that the friends of the past would be busy with their own lives, and that Philippa, now on her own, might not find it as easy to slot in again as she imagined.


Philippa had paid no attention to the last part. The links with friends here went back a long way; she knew they would always be there for her, as she was for them. But the gloom and doom about the difficulties of earning enough to survive on had found their mark, and she had taken every job that offered, no matter how humdrum. Which was why she had found herself battling through that Boxing Day lunch for those awful people.


She played Penny’s message again, looking round the room appraisingly as she did so. It seemed to her to offer all she wanted. And outside its thick walls, in the cold and silence of the February night, lay the landscape and the environment in which she belonged and where she felt at home.


Suddenly the moment was significant, as though for the first time since she’d returned she was able to stand back and see how far she’d come.


Minor as the different elements which had produced this moment of objectivity might be, they added up to something positive and reassuring. Even the fact of heading up the glen this evening, sure that if she ran into trouble someone would find her, someone would help her, was progress in its way. More importantly, there was no reason to suppose the flow of work would dry up, and that meant, she decided with satisfaction, that never again would she take on a job she didn’t like just because it paid well.


She had found the perfect place to live, and could live in it in her chosen way. She had woven herself once more, almost without being conscious of its happening, into the network of friendships which had been the background to her life and the life of her family for generations. The need to adapt to an alien world, with its different demands and different values, was behind her. As was her failure to find happiness in it.


The empty spaces had filled, the doubts had receded, and with them the deeper fear that the pessimistic voices might have been right, and that after all she might have to capitulate, uprooting herself again in order to find some more conventional means of supporting herself.


But tonight this chance combination of the enjoyable day, the uneventful journey home, the postbag full of good news and another job safely in place – even the fire now blazing brightly in its wide stone hearth – added up to a new and comfortable certainty. She was here, where she wanted to be; she had made this work.










Chapter 1


An hour after Philippa had taken the climbing road which bored deep into the hills flanking Glen Maraich, when darkness had fully fallen, a second car came that way, a powerful Subaru, driven by a stranger.


In spite of not knowing the road, he pushed on fast, glad to be near the end of his journey, and glad to be clear of Glasgow, where he’d had nothing to do but kit himself out and find wheels while this bolthole was being organised for him.


Hardly a vehicle on the road, hardly a light of human habitation to be seen since he’d left the grey little town of Muirend behind him. Somewhere in this desolate landscape he would be sitting out empty weeks, perhaps months, while negotiations in which he had no part wound tortuously on, setting up once more the operation whose first phase had gone so disastrously wrong.


He’d actually opted for this location, swayed, he knew, by the private dream he kept on hold for the faraway day when the fighting would be over. Though now that he was actually here he could hardly believe the facile image he’d created for himself – retired major, renting a cottage in the glen while he looked for a place to buy. In the disorientated, almost dazed interval after they’d got back, struggling to deal with the abrupt transition from action and the adrenalin rush of danger to aimless inactivity, the fantasy had seemed appealing.


All the same, he must have been out of his mind to choose as his temporary persona that of Major Jon Paulett, RE. His own regiment. That broke every rule in the book. Here, however, he was, Barbour (suitably distressed) on the seat beside him, green wellies in the back, his mind still unable to rid itself of the nagging memory of the betrayal which had so nearly cost them their lives, and the scrambling terror of their escape.


Even so, he could still function at a practical level, and had no need to consult his map. The track to the cottage should appear soon. If he could get up it, he thought sourly, for though the road had obviously been ploughed and gritted at some point today, fresh snow had fallen since.


A turning came up on the right. Half a mile more and he should find the main entrance to Baldarroch estate on his left. There it was, wheel marks in the snow vanishing between stone pillars. A couple of hundred yards more … yes, a second drive. A tractor had been using it; that would help.


He put in four-wheel drive and took the unfamiliar track with heedless aggression, anger ready to boil up if anything got between him and his objective now. But the Subaru excelled itself, and he even felt a brief lift of exhilaration at the way it handled on the treacherous switchbacks, exhilaration which died abruptly as it bellied in a drift. But the lights had picked out a small stone building at the top of a bank a hundred yards ahead. He could jump from here.


As he tried to open his door packed snow resisted, and he forced it back with an impatient heave, his temper ready to flare at the slightest check. He reached for his jacket and stepped out into the snow, pausing for a moment to take in the feel of the night. The smell of the air told him that more snow was on the way.


‘This is it then,’ he said aloud, turning to reach for a carrier bag and ‘the major’s’ leather holdall from the back seat. ‘You’re here, Jon without the h. And good luck to you, you poncy bastard.’


Taking an Army issue torch from his pocket he set off up the slope, cursing as the snow went over his desert boots. Should have put your wellies on, Major.


Would the door be unlocked as promised? He found it hard these days to trust in any arrangements but his own. The door opened, however, into a narrow corridor, its temperature starker than that of the night outside. Dingy whipcord carpet, a row of hooks, brown varnished doors. The first opened into the kitchen, a striplight laying bare its sterile cleanliness.


He dumped the carrier bag on a worktop and looked round with the disillusioned eye of long experience. But he could spot no obvious deficiencies. The fridge was humming quietly, a box of matches lay on the Calor gas cooker, a dishcloth was draped across the mixer tap, washing-up liquid and dish mop were in the drainer basket. A sticker on a cupboard door said ‘Immersion’, and as he located the switch and turned it on, he found that the tank was already warm.


He crossed the passage to the room opposite. With the awful blankness of rented accommodation it awaited him, orderly and drab. Four chairs were pushed in round a bulbous-legged table, two armchairs flanked the hearth, a dim watercolour hung above a thirties oak sideboard.


He couldn’t imagine this room ever accepting him or receiving the stamp of his personality – of Jon Paulett’s personality – yet he had to admit that he had seen far worse. The fire was laid, logs heaped beside the hearth. A small television was pushed back into a corner.


A door led to an inner room, its light shrouded by a tasselled shade. Jon didn’t recognise the old-fashioned Scottish three-quarter bed for what it was, only thankful that it would give him room to stretch out. Basic furnishings, mobile gas radiator, the smell of unlived-in air. The rest of the house consisted of a dank bathroom and a second bedroom, its cold even more penetrating.


Shivering, Jon returned to the sitting-room and put a match to the fire, noting, as the first flare and crackle broke the pall of silence, that the kindling was dry and that the chimney drew well.


Back in the kitchen, he tipped out the contents of the carrier bag, intending to cook supper. But even the effort of opening a tin and finding a pan seemed too much. He made a couple of cheese sandwiches, and left the rest where it lay, a carelessness in sharp contrast to his usual neat-handed efficiency.


And that was it. There was nothing else. Without function or responsibility, the days yawned before him for an unknown stretch of time. He was left only with his anger. But releasing it was an indulgence which, alone in this shell of stone set down in its empty landscape, he knew he couldn’t allow himself.


He took the bottle of Gordons from his coat pocket, and looked at it for a long moment. Glasses? In the sideboard he found a squad of tumblers, formed up and dressed off by the tidy hand which had left this place so clean and so barren. Taking the first swallow, he closed his eyes, letting the alcohol reach him, setting himself to subdue the impatience still consuming him.


‘OK, slow down, you’ve arrived. You’re going nowhere.’ The bleakness in his voice against the weight of silence was hardly comforting. His mouth twisting, he raised his glass to the only living thing in sight, the flickering fire.


 


He slept unmoving for hours, his brain accepting that danger couldn’t reach him here. Even the biting cold failed to penetrate his abandonment to exhaustion, to the release of tension, and the effects of the first alcohol he’d been free to touch for months.


Brought to consciousness by his protesting bladder he came awake at last, alert to strange surroundings, almost startled by the silence. No sound of wind or water, bird, dog or distant traffic reached him through the stone walls. The burn a few yards from where he lay was captured and stilled, the birch branches which dipped into its falls turned into sprays of crystal, the sound of its reduced flow muted beneath a dome of ice.


He slept all that day, waking only to put together a careless meal, falling back into bed afterwards, his body compensating in this almost drugged oblivion for the strain it had been subjected to for so long.


He would have scorned any suggestion that he was close to breaking point, though he had assessed the signs in others a hundred times. It was part of the condition that no one recognised it in himself. But Kramer had known, relieved when Jon had chosen this remote spot to hole up in till they were back in business. On a personal level, Colonel K wouldn’t have minded if Jon had disappeared for good. As a second in command, he still had far too much of the regular Army about him, and some highly inconvenient ideas of right and wrong. But they needed him, for his specialist skills, his toughness and experience, and because the men he trained would follow him anywhere.


Jon woke finally to grey light and a first mild interest in his surroundings though, ravenous by now, he took time to cook breakfast before he went outside. Taking time was what this was supposed to be about.


The cottage perched on a ledge above the glaciated floor of the glen, facing south but too close under the western ridge to get any late sun. Behind it a couple of knock-kneed sheds appeared to be held up by the dry-stane dyke at their backs. In one he found logs, a box of split kindling and a gas cylinder. Tipping this he found it was full. He stared at it, arrested by the discovery.


Accustomed for most of his life to having to fight for everything, he was aware of a novel sense of being looked after. In the rented rooms he’d occupied between jobs since leaving the Army, he’d become inured to providing for himself anything that wasn’t nailed down. But he rejected the momentary flicker of gratification. He would pay somewhere along the line.


The first job was to shift the car. There was an uneasy feeling of being trapped, even here, as long as it was stuck. He knew he’d have to learn to shed such unease, but it was too soon yet. He found a shovel, and set about the job of freeing and turning the big vehicle.


He made himself go out without locking the house. There was nothing there beyond the guileless major’s gear, but the effort lay in leaving his lair unsecured, against all training and habit. No one would know or care but, in denial as he might be about his present mental state, he recognised that it was crucial to leave behind the mind-set of that other world, if he hoped to establish any kind of reality here.


He slithered fast and casually down the mile of track, where light fresh snow covered the frozen ruts, and coming out onto the glen road turned left for Kirkton.


In the village piled snow bordered the street, a lot more snow at this height, Jon observed, than there had been in Muirend. He parked outside a shop window offering a few dead flies and some faded tartan artistically rucked round a notice saying ‘Open Easter’.


Already resenting this apathetic scene, he went into the only other visible shop, encumbered by his size and bulky coat in its crammed aisles, and feeling conspicuous under the eyes of the two customers already there. He was served with formal courtesy against a background of attentive silence.


Mindful of his new role, he assumed a plummy accent, instantly lifting the hackles of all present, as he asked without much hope for gin.


‘We’ve no licence for that sort of thing,’ the grey-haired assistant told him reprovingly, though a natural instinct to be helpful made her add, ‘You’d maybe get a bottle at the Kirkton Hotel.’


‘They’re waiting on their order at the Kirkton,’ one of the customers interposed.


‘Then, unless you were to go away down to Muirend, you’d best try the Cluny Arms.’


‘That’s up the hill the other side of the river,’ the second customer added. ‘It’s no’ far.’


Jon, wishing they’d mind their own damned business, scraped up some fulsome thanks, which made them turn down their mouths as he went out.


‘That’ll be the tenant Mary said was coming to Keeper’s Cottage.’


‘Colonel somebody, Alec was saying.’


‘Pilot, was it?’


‘Some name like that.’


‘That’s a damp cottage, though …’


Jon took the road to the Cluny Arms, past the last straggling houses of the village, then zig-zagging up open hillside. The hotel, once a pleasant, well-proportioned country house, had been vandalised by the addition of a flat-roofed extension to one side and a carpark below the terrace. A porch cluttered with walking sticks and umbrellas, dog bowls and rack of curling leaflets, led into a hall which, opening to the left through an archway, formed a chintzy, slightly down-at-heel but comfortable-looking bar. A grille was run down to a counter faced in buttoned mock leather.


Emptiness, silence. On a table in the hall stood a brass handbell. Beside it a card said ‘Please ring’, in a shapely confident hand. That writing couldn’t have meant anything to Jon; the moment could have had no significance. Yet always afterwards he remembered the scent from the bowl of blue hyacinths which stood at the back of the table, as he reached out and lifted the bell.










Chapter 2


A swing door at the back of the hall opened with a whoosh, and an untidy girl appeared, a sweatshirt with the hotel logo straining over ample breasts, eyes popping with interest to see this large unknown male appearing so early in the day.


Jon, already forced to accept that options were limited here, took some trouble to be affable as he enquired when the bar would be open.


‘It’s open now,’ she told him, still goggling. ‘It always is really. It’s just that no one’s been in yet.’ Coming forward she pushed up the lowered grille, and Jon realised it hadn’t even been locked in place.


‘So how about a gin and tonic?’ His gullet ached to feel it going down. How swiftly, having broken the long abstinence, the lure of alcohol reasserted itself. As the girl raised a glass to the optic he turned his eyes away from the quiver of slack flesh. He needed a drink before he could face that.


‘Better make it a large one,’ he said, then felt his throat constrict as she put the glass down and swirled the stale water in the ice bucket with the tongs.


‘I’ll just go and fetch some ice.’


‘Don’t worry about ice.’


‘It won’t take a sec. I’ll get a lemon as well.’


Jon took some trouble to keep his voice easy. ‘How about giving me the drink, then you go and do whatever you have to do.’ He even managed a smile, though judging by the look she gave him he wasn’t sure she recognised it as one. She slapped away obediently, but Jon, his whole being concentrated on the clean astringency of the first mouthful, barely noticed that she’d gone.


‘Hey, there’s some new guy in the bar,’ Sharon reported excitedly in the kitchen. ‘I bet he’s the one who’s taken the Baldarroch cottage. A bit old, but a hunk. You take the ice in, Lorna, and have a look.’


This second emissary dropped ice into Jon’s glass so clumsily that the gin splashed out, following it with a ragged lump of lemon which did the same.


Where did they find these morons? Not locally, by the sound of them. But Jon forced down his irritation. He wanted something today, might want it again in the future, and even in his present state he could still summon self-discipline. In any case, with his glass refilled his sense of urgency lessened, and he exchanged a few pleasantries with this dim little creature before dispatching her to look for her boss.


Ian Murray was a man of few words but an experienced hotelier. As he came through the swing door and saw Jon’s big shoulders hunched protectively over his glass, caught the alert turn of his head and his look of almost hostile appraisal before geniality masked it, he summed up his new customer in one word – trouble.


He agreed to sell Jon a bottle of gin in the hope that he would take himself off to drink it somewhere else, but before Jon’s glass was empty a muddy Land Rover had parked below the terrace and three local men had come in, two gamekeepers making the most of the slack time of year, and Ross Nicholson, who regarded most times of year as slack. Each took Jon’s measure with covert glances.


They’ll not shift themselves today, Ian Murray thought resignedly, and that means this major fellow probably won’t either.


He was right. It was late afternoon before they emerged into a blue dusk, the muzzles of patient dogs lifting the canvas back of the Land Rover as the men tramped heavily across the gravel.


Uninspiring as their company had been, Jon found himself deeply reluctant, as he followed them down to the village, to face the oppressive silence of Keeper’s Cottage again.


 


He was back at the Cluny Arms by lunch-time the following day. He knew that human contact, no matter how uncongenial, was the only thing that was going to get him through this transition from highly charged activity to the absence of demands of any kind.


A handful of people were already in the bar, among them Ross Nicholson, who had correctly gauged that the major might be a useful source of free drinks. Lorna was on duty, the men ponderously teasing her.


‘Is that all you’re giving me, lass? What kind of a dram do you call that?’


‘I didna see you at the dance on Friday, Lorna. What was wrong, were you afraid Willie might be there?’


Sniggers and muttered asides.


Jon felt a weary disgust to have actually sought such company. When Lorna had scuttled away, cheeks pink, and the men turned to more interesting topics, he half listened, restless and contemptuous, wondering if Ian Murray could produce anything in the way of food.


A door behind him opened. He swung round in instant reflex, managing a reasonable smoothness but aware that it had taken more effort to achieve than it should have done. Coming in, already passing him, was a girl he hadn’t seen before.


Impossible afterwards to be certain of how much he took in in that first moment, but some details would always remain vivid – her straight back and light stride, the way she carried herself, but most of all her look of expectancy and pleasure, of confidence that life would be good, a confidence few people in Jon’s world shared.


He was struck by the way the mood of the bar changed, the men responding to this girl very differently from the way they’d treated Lorna, straightening up, turning to watch her, smiling.


‘And how’s Philippa the day?’


‘This weather to your liking then?’


‘How about a wee refill while you’re here? And you’ll have something yourself?’


There was friendliness in the voices, but also, Jon observed, a new and apparently genuine courtesy.


The girl was answering them easily, but wasting no time. When she held up a glass to the optic, as Sharon had done, Jon had no inclination to turn away. As she tipped back her head, the light brought out a rich gloss in the heavy, conker-brown hair which fell to her shoulder blades. She was wearing a soft creamy sweater, and well-worn brown cords hugged her narrow haunches. As she turned Jon studied her automatically – part of his trade was reading faces – but he knew that much more than professional interest had awoken in him.


The brown hair swept smoothly back from a high forehead; the face was thin, jaw and cheekbones cleanly defined. Her mouth had a soft droop to it when she concentrated, but widened into a warm smile as one of the men said something which amused her. The kind of face you’d expect with that toff’s accent, Jon thought disparagingly. His first comment on Philippa, negative and grudging. But what was someone like her doing behind a bar? He watched out of the tail of his eye, mouth turned down, as she whisked things into order, slid some chits from a spike by the till and turned to go on her way. Though as she went she didn’t forget a courteous nod and smile to him, the stranger, esconced with his back to the wall at the end of the bar, his face expressionless.


Going through the swing door Philippa felt a real sense of escape. Who was he? She could see why Sharon and Lorna had been in such a flutter about him. Though his face had been impassive, she had rarely been so aware of a powerful personality in a complete stranger, or felt herself subjected to such penetrating observation.


Unlike the return to more interesting topics after Lorna’s departure, this time the men indulged in a small ripple of comment.


‘Philippa’s in good fettle these days,’ one remarked. ‘It must suit her to be back.’


‘To my mind, she should never have gone away in the first place,’ another said censoriously.


‘Aye well, after all that had happened …’


‘But now that she is back, she shouldna’ be wasting her time working here.’


‘There’s no’ that many jobs to be had in the glen, nor in Muirend, come to that.’


‘She shouldna’ be needing a job at all,’ Ross Nicholson stated with finality, and muttering, ‘Right enough,’ and ‘Aye, well,’ they left it there.


Philippa didn’t reappear, though Jon was aware that he was waiting for her to do so. Ordering a couple of rolls for lunch, he took them to the table in the window. From there he could see the vehicles below the terrace. A battered blue Mini was parked askew at the far end. No one drove a Mini nowadays. This was the nineties, for God’s sake. Piece of pure affectation, he decided, though he wasn’t clear why he was so disgruntled about it.


He stayed where he was until, just after four, he heard the unmistakable roar of a Mini starting on full choke. He found himself listening as the sound faded away down the drive.


Stretched in front of the television at Keeper’s Cottage that evening, exasperated by everything on offer, the dire reception and lack of a remote control, in spite of all he could do he found his thoughts returning to Philippa. He saw again the smiling mouth, the hazel eyes which had met his with such friendly directness, and points he hadn’t been aware of registering emerged with surprising clarity – the long-fingered narrow hands, the slightness of her shoulders under the soft sweater, and again, the way she moved. She was ten years older, at a guess, than that other dismal pair, a mature and assured woman. Had he wanted then or did he want now to slide his hand up her slender neck and into the warmth of that shining hair?


Cursing, he came to his feet. Maybe he needed a woman, it had been a long time; but that kind of woman he definitely did not need.


Nothing but skin and bone, he told himself as he rolled into his chilly bed. Give me something to get my arms round. But still her smile was there against the darkness as he heaved the bedclothes round his shoulders and sought sleep.


 


Neither Philippa nor the blue Mini was visible at the hotel the next day, or the next. Jon knew it was absurd to care, or even notice, but he also knew that he desperately needed something, anything, on which to focus his mind. Though he was a man of hard self-discipline, a survivor by instinct and by trade, he knew it would be fatally easy to sink into depression in his present situation, and to be tempted to mitigate that depression by drinking.


If he let alcohol take over he might not be able to haul himself back, and if he didn’t he’d come to a sticky end. The bottom line was that he had a contract to fulfil and there was no way out of it. In any case, he wanted the pay-off, one worth having this time. It represented his only hope of getting clear of the downward spiral which gradually, almost without his registering it, had sucked him down and down since leaving the Army. It represented the dream to which his mind so often turned. The dream of one day ending up in that little place on the West Coast which Mackay had said he’d let him have. Was he there now, sitting out the waiting time as Jon was doing? Most likely not. Whenever they’d used the place, as a hideaway on a different kind of job, Mackay had been adamant that he’d never go back.


Unattainable fantasy as it would almost certainly prove to be, Jon knew that its appeal had made him choose a not dissimilar environment now. Which was driving him mad with boredom. The irony didn’t escape him.


At this stage, in fact, going to the Cluny Arms was the only thing that kept him sane. Though at this time of year there were few residents, it was a more popular local than the Kirkton Hotel, in spite of its distance from the village, and its evening scene was fairly lively.


Among the regulars three or four girls usually appeared, and they were very much aware of Jon, as they made clear. New face on the scene, cash in his pocket, and an intriguing mystery about what he was doing here. One of the girls sent him some very explicit signals. She was, on balance, the best of the bunch, with a plump but shapely little body, and a quick tongue which noticeably gingered up the lumbering conversation of the men. But Jon was careful to avoid anything which could be interpreted as a response. This pert little Moira sparked no interest in him – and certainly wouldn’t have been the type the major would have gone for.


Though to a casual observer Jon might have appeared one of the group, he invariably had the sensation, as so often in his life, of everyone around him being part of the scene, sure of who they were and of their place in the scheme of things, while he belonged nowhere.


Major Paulett, had he existed, would no doubt have had contacts in the area whom he would have looked up. Though he might have tolerated the Cluny as his local, he would have had social resources outside it. Major Paulett would have called at Baldarroch and made his number with the laird. There would have been invitations, doors opening.


But, driving home after another of these unsatisfactory evenings, a sense of futility almost overwhelming him, Jon knew precisely what was adding a keener edge to his bleak mood – one smile, for him alone, had given him a glimpse of something so promising, so intensely desired, that it had hovered somewhere in his mind ever since.










Chapter 3


Though recognising the dangers of drinking, Jon hadn’t fully taken into account the equally insidious pitfalls of inertia. He existed from day to day, finding it hard to motivate himself, his mind unable to free itself of the terrors and traumas of recent weeks – the growing suspicion of betrayal, the hurried moves leaving hard-won weapons and equipment behind, the final mad race to get out, the heart-bursting run under fire, the choking dust whirled up by the rotor blades, the racket of the engines, the panic that the doors would close …


He knew there should have been some professional debriefing, even a period of rehabilitation before being pitchforked back into civilian life. He’d seen others return from tough missions under the delusion that they didn’t need help, and he’d seen them suffer the consequences. Yet still he couldn’t believe this was the case for him, and stubbornly he buried the memories deeper, though he could do nothing about the nightmares that continued to beset him.


Deep as he was in the aftermath of stress, he would be startled each time by the kick of pleasure it gave him when, arriving at the hotel, he saw a muddy Mini parked below the terrace steps. Turning up in the mornings, by this stage he was mostly served and left to himself. Sharon had tried flirting with him but had given up, flustered by his cold stare. Lorna vanished whenever she saw him coming, while Ian Murray had never revised his original opinion of him.


The glen men still more or less tolerated him, since he spent freely, but there was a tension about him, a watchfulness in his eyes, which they could never quite ignore, and they sensed his contempt for them beneath the surface cordiality. ‘Yon’s a coarse bugger,’ Ewart Rhynie, the Dalquhat grieve, commented one day when Jon had taken himself off abruptly without a word to anyone. It was felt this summed him up pretty well.


He didn’t mind being alone. It slowed consumption for one thing. He’d switched to lager for the same reason. His surroundings were comfortable enough, food was available, and there was always the hope that Philippa might appear.


On a morning when he’d been sitting there for an hour or so, scanning yesterday’s paper in the empty room, he supposed when he heard the swing door open with its now familiar sigh that someone was coming to hint that he paid rent for his bar stool. But it was Philippa, smiling a greeting, putting down the plate she was carrying and pouring herself a glass of orange juice.


‘Here, let me get that,’ Jon said quickly.


‘No, really, thanks, Ian gives us a lunch-time drink. But can I get anything for you while I’m here?’


‘You could, thanks.’ As always, he watched her neat movements with pleasure. She had a way of whipping through what she was doing, without appearing to hurry, which the others could never match. And with equal speed going on her way – she’d almost caught him out again.


‘You’re not leaving me on my own, are you?’ Intended as easy and friendly, the words sounded crass, and Jon mentally kicked himself. But he’d had to stop her. He knew by now that her appearances here were rare. Apart from collecting residents’ bar bills, she had no reason to come in. If someone else had already picked them up she could arrive and leave again without being glimpsed.


She hesitated. ‘I usually take my lunch to the office and go on working,’ she said.


And if she’d known that the major was in here on his own, she’d have taken orange juice from the kitchen fridge and gone round the other way.


‘You must be entitled to a lunch break,’ Jon objected.


Wrong again, he realised, as the arched eyebrows went up.


‘Entitled? It’s not like that. I come in, do what work there is, and when it’s finished I go. Simple.’


‘Well, stay and have lunch here today. I’d be glad if you would,’ Jon urged, though this time, having learnt his lesson, his voice was as direct as hers.


He caught her quick look, and knew she hadn’t missed the altered tone.


‘All right.’ She was up on a bar stool before he had time to pull it out for her. ‘Like some of this?’ She pushed the plate of pâté and oatcakes towards him.


‘That’s your lunch. I’ll get something later.’ Not gracious, but with her he had a sense of being continually one step behind, and he wasn’t used to it.


‘Why don’t we share this and I can fetch more if we want it?’ Philippa suggested.


God, what am I arguing about, Jon asked himself, relaxing. ‘So this is your job, secretary here? Part-time secretary?’


‘One of my jobs. I do all kinds of things, cooking for dinner parties, filling freezers, house-minding, baby-sitting, dog-sitting.’


‘And you enjoy it.’


A statement not a question. Rarely had Jon met anyone who gave such an impression of enjoying life, or of a natural contentment with life. Close to her like this, her attention for once solely his, it seemed that he could almost feel the glow of that contentment. He found himself smiling.


Offering him the last oatcake, Philippa caught the smile. How it changed him. As a rule, she found him slightly menacing, and felt too conscious of those unreadable eyes on her whenever she appeared. There was a vigilance about him, an observant response to what was going on around him, which was far from restful. She had stayed now since it would have seemed rude to leave him on his own. Unkind even, because for a second she had seen him as oddly vulnerable, if such a word could be applied to such a man.


But the smile made her forget the latent threat she associated with him. It made him look younger; early forties perhaps? He seemed larger than ever close to like this, but she observed with interest that his hands, brown like his face with the deep tan of a person who had spent time in a hot country, were long-fingered and well-shaped, craftsman’s hands.


Jon, determined to spin out the moment as long as he could, asked more about her jobs, and Philippa, finding him easier to be with than she’d expected, talked readily about eccentric households and glen dramas.


Though his face gave nothing away, Jon’s eyes took in with pleasure the healthy skin, the smooth fall of hair, the amused light in the green-brown eyes. No beauty, he summed up, face too thin – so why did he feel this intense satisfaction just to be near her, to take in every inch of her? Even the voice which he tried to despise charmed him, soft and warm. Why did he feel that the only thing that mattered was to keep her here beside him for every second that he could? Why did he feel, for the first time for God knew how long, not alone?


Feeding her questions, tucking away any piece of hard information that could be extracted, he found himself once or twice laughing outright, and it struck him that he’d almost forgotten about laughter too.


When the door opened and Ross Nicholson appeared, murderous rage filled Jon. Philippa, with a small rueful smile, was already slipping off her stool. After serving Ross she was gone, and Jon felt as if he’d stepped off a step he hadn’t known was there.


He found it disproportionately hard to deal with. He felt as though every need and demand came before his own, not only for Philippa, but for everyone else. He knew it was a situation he’d created for himself but it seemed to be taking him over. He didn’t guess, as he sat morose and forbidding in the corner now recognised as his, that in the office across the corridor Philippa was finding it surprisingly hard to concentrate on work.


An hour or so later Jon heard the Mini leave. She wouldn’t give him a thought as she headed down the glen and home. Why should she? And where was home? He hadn’t taken his chance to ask her any of the things that mattered.


During the next few days he did his best to put in perspective the brief time they’d spent together. It had had no particular significance. In agreeing to have lunch with him Philippa had merely been polite, as she was to everyone. So why did his mind go exhaustively over everything she’d said; why did the image of her persist, however hard he tried to banish it? She wasn’t even his type, more like some up-market stick insect – but no whipping up of cynicism could alter the feeling that something good had come into his life, something good was in store for him.


A woman like that? Get real, he mocked himself. For someone like Philippa he wouldn’t even exist.


The days ran into each other indistinguishably as he stuck to the pattern he’d established with dogged obstinacy, knowing he could cope with it, not sure he could cope with anything else. Increasingly, he gave off a warning of trouble about to erupt, and the Cluny regulars tended more and more to keep to their own affairs, leaving him hunched, taciturn and apart.


Only Philippa treated him with unchanged friendliness. Her warmth could penetrate his darkest moods, and catching sight of her, no matter how briefly, seizing a moment’s talk with her, became the goal of his featureless days. He might recognise the futility of this obsession, but nothing could alter his gut reaction at the sight of her, or the delight which filled him.


Philippa’s own feelings were mixed. Jon was an enigmatic figure, whose presence in the glen and lack of occupation and purpose were puzzling. He was also a man impossible to ignore, both for his looks and his brooding personality. But her mind would go back to the glimpse she’d been given of the different man who emerged when his guard was down. What had brought him to this state and this situation? What demons rode him?


All the same, she had no intention of trying to find out, rather the opposite, and on a morning when the hotel was short-handed, and she took a crate of tonic into the bar to find that Jon had arrived while she was in the cellar, she wished she’d been less conscientious. No one else was there, since today just about every male in the glen had gathered for an assault on the Alltmore rabbits – an informal day’s sport in which Jon would have been invited to take part had he been more popular.


He came to take the crate from her. ‘Here, Murray shouldn’t let you do that. It’s not your job.’


Pity he always needed to blame someone, Philippa thought, smiling her thanks. ‘As it’s tonic water and you’ll probably drink most of it I accept.’


‘I didn’t notice your car outside.’ It had been a wonderful surprise to see her coming in.


‘I brought the bread order up with me, so I parked at the back door.’


‘Ah. Want these on the shelf?’


Watching as he brought forward old stock and filled up with new, rapid and deft, Philippa wondered again what a man like him was doing here.


‘Thanks, that was kind.’ She slid the crate under the bar and picked up one of empties.


‘Hang on,’ Jon said quickly. ‘You don’t have to rush off, do you? How about a drink?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘For you, I meant.’


‘Thanks, but it’s a bit early. Anyway, I ought to get on.’


‘I thought you worked at your own pace?’


Did he have any idea how combative he sounded?


‘There’s a lot to do today.’ And I don’t have to explain myself to you either.


‘How about lunch-time? Surely you could take ten minutes then?’


Philippa glanced at her watch. Thinking up some excuse, Jon thought with quick anger.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘Half twelve?’


He nodded, hardly able to believe his good fortune.


As the morning crawled by he was amazed by the tension building in him. Someone was sure to appear; something would foul things up. Then, even before the time agreed, Philippa was at the door, asking, ‘What are you going to have? I’m making myself a toasted sandwich.’


‘That’d be fine.’


‘Cheese, tomato, ham …?’


‘Anything.’


As Philippa vanished Jon felt a novel peace spread through him. She was his. For a brief, finite period she was his. He went behind the bar and poured two glasses of house wine, one white, one red, and took them across to the window table.


‘Nice. Thanks,’ Philippa said when he offered her her choice. No mention of staff drinks today, Jon was glad to find.


He could feel elation rising simply to be near her. He caught a faintly herbal scent from her hair as she leaned forward, and noted that her lashes, lowered as she concentrated on separating the sandwiches which were glued together with melted cheese, were long and thick.


‘Ow, hot. Here, this one’s unstuck.’ She put it on his plate and he found the gesture intimate and pleasing. You total idiot, he told himself, quite in vain.


He was unaware that Philippa’s outward ease, as she lured him onto the safe standby topic of the Army, was merely the product of the kind of manners he usually scorned, for in the sombre mood he’d fallen into lately she found him about as soothing to be with as a live grenade. Enjoying himself, his normal perceptiveness dulled by pleasure in a level of communication he’d never shared with a woman before, Jon didn’t notice how at home she was with the references and terminology.


He even found himself, as his ease with her grew, attempting to put into words not only things he’d done but how he’d felt, telling her, when he described the claustrophobic conditions of a tour in Northern Ireland, what it did to you to feel yourself perpetually surrounded by hatred, to breathe it in with the air around you. How have I got into this, he wondered, realising what he was doing. It’s history, stuff everybody knows. Lighten up, this hadn’t been the plan. But the assurance of real interest, and of being understood, was too beguiling, and Philippa led him on with no trouble to talk about free-fall parachuting, sub-aqua at Bovisand, a joint-services expedition to Borneo, winter survival in Lapland.


He broke off to go and fetch the rest of the white wine she’d preferred, but she would only let him fill her glass once more.


‘I’m sorry, I really do have to go.’


‘You’re not going anywhere, relax.’ He couldn’t bear it to end.


‘Sorry, Major.’ She was already on her feet.


‘Jon, for God’s sake.’


‘Jon.’ That smile. ‘I’d love to stay and talk but there’s a pile of mail waiting. Thanks for the wine.’


‘We’ll do this again,’ he said, surprised at how reluctant he felt to let her go. Physically reluctant.


‘That would be lovely.’


Too smooth, too cool, he thought, as the door swung behind her. Empty social response. Going over their conversation, he realised that yet again he’d learned nothing about her. Had she, in the nicest possible way, kept him exactly where she wanted him? He swore mildly to have been so sweetly manipulated, but couldn’t help grinning. Do him good for once.


It was through Sharon and Lorna that he discovered more. They were cleaning shelves one morning and, since Jon moved to the window table to get away from the rattling and chatter, they soon forgot him and began talking as if they were on their own.


‘… when he said Mrs Howard I didn’t realise at first he meant Philippa. I checked the guest list. He must have thought I was potty …’


Jon’s head came up.


‘Mrs Howard?’ Lorna repeated. ‘I’d never heard her other name either. Where’s her husband then?’


‘Somewhere abroad. In the Army. No, the Raff.’


‘Doesn’t he come home on leave?’


‘He hasn’t since I’ve been here.’


‘Perhaps they’re divorced.’


‘No one seems sure. You know what Philippa’s like, never lets on about anything.’


Jon found he was crushing the newspaper and relaxed his hands.


‘Seems funny, someone like her on her own.’


‘D’you think she’s attractive then?’


‘In a way. A bit skinny though, and she never bothers much about clothes, does she?’


‘Not about fashion, but she’s quite stylish.’


‘Um. Are these bowls meant to be here?’


‘We’re supposed to put crisps in them, only then you have to wash them up afterwards.’


‘Why don’t we hide them at the back? Come on, that’ll do. Shona said we weren’t to be long.’


In the silence Jon sat very still. Mrs Howard. A husband in the Air Force. Divorced or not divorced? He had to know. Useless to tell himself that the Philippas of this world were not for him. Some instinct, which he didn’t dare to examine too closely, told him that without Philippa somewhere within reach, without that one source of hope and promise, he wouldn’t survive.


Within the hour he learned more. Two or three locals had come in and presently one of them, glancing at the clock, exclaimed, ‘Here, that’s never the time. I said I’d be at Dalquhat by the back of twelve.’


‘You’re away to Dalquhat?’ someone else asked. ‘You can save me a journey then. I’ve some rabbit netting in the van for Philippa but it seems she’s no’ coming in the day.’


‘Och, I’ll drop that off at Achallie, no bother. It’d no’ be very handy getting it in the Mini anyway.’


‘Not that Philippa would worry.’


Laughing, they went out.


Achallie. Jon reviewed the map. Dalquhat he placed at once, a turreted house high on the road which looped down to Muirend on the other side of the river. He recalled one or two cottages lower down. A blue Mini might be parked outside one of them.


He had another drink, chatted, even made himself have lunch. But he knew what he was going to do.


The Dalquhat road crossed the river by a humpbacked bridge and climbed away. Where it levelled out the first cottage stood, dwarfed by two big larches. No house name, no car outside, but propped trustfully against a weathered shed was a roll of wire netting.


Jon didn’t stop, but in the couple of seconds as he passed he absorbed a comprehensive image. A stone cottage, usual door in the middle, window either side, dormer windows above, but with a single-storey addition to the right. He had an impression of a tiny front garden, winter drab, of white paintwork, a stretch of gravel between house and shed, and behind it a lawn sloping up to a fenced vegetable plot. The whole had an unfussy but cared-for air, and he found himself wanting passionately to know this place, be accepted by it.


Aware that it was ridiculous, as he drove on he was filled with optimism, as though something had actually been achieved, and the paralysis which had had him in its grip had already loosened its dangerous hold.










Chapter 4


Buoyed up by this new optimism, Jon decided, when he heard the Mini come to a swirling halt below the window the next day, that if Philippa didn’t appear he’d go and find her in that office of hers. He’d had enough of snatched exchanges and interruptions.


As he sat savouring his anticipation, two big off-road vehicles pulled up outside, and a cheerful group streamed in, obviously very much at home.


‘Hi, Ian about?’


‘Pippa must be. That’s her wreck outside.’


‘So this is where you hide out in winter, Ross.’


‘What are we having? I’m starving.’


‘Drink first, anyway.’


‘Shall we ask Ian if he’ll do mulled wine?’


‘Lovely fire.’


‘Let’s pull a couple of tables together.’


Jon, glowering at the invasion, and resenting that casual ‘Pippa’, was put out to find that the new arrivals, in particular a young man whose blond good looks made Jon mutter into his lager, were being welcomed by everyone. Ian Murray hurried in, unusually affable, then Philippa was there, being hugged and kissed on all sides.


Jon would have done better to have left at once, but couldn’t bear to relinquish his plan of getting Philippa to himself at some point. His face became grimmer as she was persuaded to join the newcomers for lunch, and everything he heard, as he sat on, increased his sense of isolation and exclusion.


‘… Aspen was marvellous. Incredible facilities.’


‘Didn’t Clarinda say it was too commercial?’


Clarinda, for Christ’s sake.


‘Have you heard how Nita is, Joanna?’


‘Oh, yes, when’s the baby due?’


‘Haven’t you heard? It’s to be twins. Elaine went into orbit, kept phoning Grannie and saying she’d never live down the disgrace, till Grannie pointed out that having twins doesn’t actually make Nita twice as wicked or immoral or whatever Elaine thinks she is …’


‘I can hear Grannie saying that.’


Jon scowled at the laughter.


‘Are they from round here?’ he asked Ross Nicholson, who had left the new arrivals to themselves now that he had a few drams safely stacked up.


‘The one by the fire is a Munro from Allt Farr, away at the top of the glen. Well, her married name’s Drummond, though she lost her husband a while back. The rest are up for the skiing, staying in the Allt Farr cottages mostly. The fair lad, Alastair, runs the pony-trekking here in the summer. He’s at the ski instructing now, but he’ll be back at Easter.’


Jon didn’t like the sound of that. Nor did he like seeing Philippa at the centre of this cheerful crowd.


Forget it, he told himself. You’ve always known she was out of your league. But that didn’t help when, urged by Ian to forget work for today, she left with the rest – even though she gave Jon a smile all for himself among the general goodbyes.


She had been conscious of him the whole time, tempted to draw him in, but afraid that he would find an invitation to join a noisy crowd of strangers both surprising and unwelcome. She barely knew him; they weren’t on those terms. Yet his smouldering presence on the fringe of the scene was unsettling, and she was rather relieved to go off with the rest when lunch was over.


Torpor settled in their wake.


‘Joanna’s looking better these days.’


‘Aye, getting over things a bit now.’


‘Alastair’s a good lad.’


‘He is, right enough.’


‘A great hand with the ponies.’


There they stuck.


Jon, bored as he was with them, nevertheless couldn’t face the alternative of the empty cottage. Eaten by jealousy of the confident crowd who had swept Philippa away as of right, he was still there when the evening drinkers began to drift in, Moira among them.


 


He came awake reluctantly, somewhere before dawn, cramped and frozen. Where the hell was he? In the car, yes, but where? His head throbbed in a leaden rhythm as, wincing, he tried to unlock his stiff limbs. He was in the lane outside the row of cottages where Moira lived.


Last night’s events began to come back – the bash that had developed at the hotel and later, though he had no recollection of driving anywhere, finding himself in Moira’s crammed little living-room, chilly as the output from the storage heater sank to nothing. He remembered a gaudy throw slipping down the dingy moquette of the sofa, the crackling acrylic of Moira’s sweater, the messy spikes of her hair, her unsubtle scent, and how slack and cushiony her body had after all felt.


Then, thankfully, he remembered pushing her away and escaping to a freezing bog, its black cistern and pink glossed walls streaked with condensation – and not going back. He checked there, wanting to be certain. But yes, he had come out with relief into the stark cold of the night. Thank God he hadn’t tried to drive.


He was barely fit to drive now, but this was Kirkton, the road home was the glen road; he could make it. His thoughts as he drove weren’t pleasant. He had let his anger at seeing Philippa surrounded by her friends, ignoring him, tempt him into drinking so much that he’d actually gone off with someone like Moira. A familiar disgust filled him. There could be something so sluttish about women, their bedrooms and bathrooms, their squalid dressing-tables, which offended his soldier’s sense of order. Then he thought of the state of his own cottage. It was more than time to sort out the way he was living.


Walking groggily into his kitchen, the first thing he saw was the corpse of a mouse in the trap under the sink. He disposed of it, then turned on the tap. The water was barely lukewarm. He banged the immersion switch on, the small setback almost enough to rock his good intentions. Who was there to see or care if the place was a tip? Who would come visiting here, up the snowy track? But his disgust at what he’d done had been real. Head pounding, he set about some basic tidying while the tank heated, and presently, clean and somewhat restored, fell thankfully into bed and let his hangover take over.


Outside, snow began to fall, and as the day passed a bitter wind came in from the east, strengthening during the night, whining over the small stone dwelling on the hill with its solitary unconscious occupant, shaping a new landscape as it went.


After sleeping the clock round Jon woke to find the storm had died. Standing at the window, shading his eyes against the brilliant light bouncing off the drift which came clear to the sill, in spite of everything he felt his spirits rise. Getting out of here today was going to be a nice little exercise.


Almost brisk, he shaved, made coffee and toast, changed the bed and sorted out a bag of laundry to take to Muirend – should he ever be able to get there. Opening the door to fetch kindling, he found a waist-high drift against it. The sun glowed gold through its delicate crest as it held its shape for a moment, then it curved silently over and collapsed at his feet.


He laughed, because it took him by surprise and because it was beautiful. Looking down the glen, where today the sun brought out vivid contrasts of tawny larch and green conifers, he wondered how Philippa had fared in the storm. The thought of her made him groan. How could he have let jealous anger push him into drinking like that – and ending up at Moira’s, for Christ’s sake? Why had he let it get to him so badly? But, he reminded himself, nothing had happened, so nothing had changed. He would see Philippa again; they would talk. Though it would be easier to achieve if she had some recognisable timetable.


Timetable? You don’t even know what day of the week it is.


It took him a couple of hours to clear snow, bring in logs and get down to the road on foot. Sun and exercise and the crisp air combined to produce an almost forgotten euphoria. The snowplough had been up from Muirend, and Jon walked at a swinging pace on the scraped white surface speckled with grit. Between road and river a tractor traced a circle, followed by a line of sheep. On the road nothing moved.


Cross-country would be good in this terrain. Skiing. Jon’s thoughts went again to the strangers who’d come swanning into the Cluny, and so to Philippa. As if his thoughts were ever far from her. Agreeable fantasies shaped themselves – sunlit snowfields, coming down in the dusk to that cottage of hers, a big fire, a couple of bottles of plonk … But he didn’t pursue the images to their obvious conclusion, memories of Moira returning. He must have been out of his mind.


He didn’t stop when he reached the village. He would pick up supplies on the way down. Heading for the hotel he saw that, though the council plough had turned at the last house, beyond it a smaller blade had been at work. The Subaru would have had no trouble. Then he heard a car behind him and stepped hastily onto the banked snow so that it wouldn’t be forced to slow down. But even as he turned he knew it was the Mini. He was impressed that it had got this far. Would it make the hill? Philippa being Philippa, however, she couldn’t drive past.


Shaking his head at her folly, elated at the mere sight of her, Jon went round to her window.


She was looking pretty happy herself, her face glowing, hair all over the place, as if she too had been engaged in some strenuous exercise.


‘Isn’t this glorious?’ she greeted him, beaming.


Jon definitely thought it was. ‘What are you proposing to do now?’ he enquired politely, indicating with a nod the snowy slope ahead.


‘Um.’ Philippa studied it dubiously, then looked over her shoulder. ‘I’ll back a bit.’


‘Good idea.’


She laughed. ‘Will I make it to the hotel?’


‘Probably not, but you’re clearly going to try.’


‘I’ve got front-wheel drive.’


‘Really.’


‘Oh, well, I’m going to have a bash.’ She felt carefree, reckless, startled by the effect his teasing grin had on her. He was without question the best-looking man she’d ever seen. ‘I don’t suppose you’re brave enough to risk a lift?’


Jon straightened up and went round to the passenger door. The day was improving by the second.


‘You wouldn’t like to drive by any chance?’ Philippa asked as an afterthought, as he fitted his bulk in beside her with some token muttering. Goodness, he was big. For a second she found it almost alarming to have him so close. He seemed to fill the car.


‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ he assured her. This was going to be interesting.


‘Fine.’ She rammed into reverse and rocketed backwards.


Jon took a grip of the dashboard. ‘Get your tin hat on, Paulett.’


‘Don’t make me laugh or we’ll never get anywhere.’


‘There might be something to be said for that.’ Jon let his body give an exaggerated jolt as she pulled up then surged forward again.


Philippa giggled, but he saw from the way she settled in her seat that she intended to give this her best shot. He liked that. The Mini flew the course like a willing pony, as Philippa took the hill with a confidence she might not have felt without such an impressive supply of pushing and digging muscle on hand. In spite of snow blown in on a couple of corners she kept going, swinging round the tail of the drifts regardless of anything which might be coming down, faltering only as she turned into the hotel drive and felt the back end go wide.


Jon reached a quick hand to the wheel. ‘Keep going, don’t ease up. Give it some wellie, you’ll make it.’ She kept her foot down and the Mini straightened out and clawed its way up the final rise to the empty carpark.


‘We made it!’ She turned to Jon exuberantly. ‘I never believed we would. I was sure we were going to bottom on that second corner.’


For a heady moment Jon thought she was going to hug him. ‘Well, I did think of baling out once or twice.’ He failed to sound repressive.


‘Good job nothing was coming.’


‘Oh, you took that into account?’


‘Well, not at the time. And I’d definitely have gone into that gatepost if you hadn’t grabbed the wheel.’


Intoxicated by success, the sparkling day and tonic air, but most of all by Jon’s shedding of his usual dour reserve, she felt wildly, absurdly happy.


‘What about this box? Is it going in?’


She dragged her mind back to business. ‘Oh, yes please. I’d forgotten all about it.’


Ian Murray appeared at the door. ‘And what do you think you’re doing, Philippa?’ he demanded, shaking his head. ‘Nothing in the glen’s moving today.’


‘Road’s fine,’ she said airily.


‘Oh, aye.’ Ian reached to take the box from Jon.


‘No, you’re all right.’ Jon held on to it. He’d stick with the workers and see where that led.


Ian grunted, holding back the door. He hadn’t much time for the major, but since he’d arrived with Philippa Ian supposed he’d have to make the best of it. So Jon, to his satisfaction, presently found himself at the kitchen table with the Murrays, Sharon, Lorna and Philippa, drinking coffee and eating warm baps and heather honey in an agreeable atmosphere of normality suspended.


‘You got out all right then,’ Ian was saying to Philippa.


‘Yes, Ewart came by early with the tractor and blade. Once I’d dug as far as the road I just rolled down in his tracks. Not sure how I’ll get back though.’ A year ago it would have worried her. ‘Perhaps the plough will have gone round by the time I go home.’


‘I don’t think you should stay too long,’ Shona put in anxiously. ‘The forecast was for more snow.’


‘More to come, that’s certain,’ Ian agreed.


‘I thought I could take some of the work home with me,’ Philippa said.


‘Ach, you’re daft,’ he told her kindly. ‘There’s nothing that can’t wait.’


‘And that,’ Philippa reminded him, unmoved, ‘is why you have a secretary.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t argue with that. Let’s pack up what you need, then, and you can be on your way.’


‘I’ll do anything urgent while I’m here.’


Ian gave up. ‘You’ll suit yourself, I can see.’


‘Jon, want a lift when I go down?’ Philippa asked as they stood up. ‘Or was once enough?’


Jon is it, Ian noted dourly.


‘I think I could stand it,’ Jon said. And then what? A day like this could bring anything.


The sun had vanished by the time they left, and the sky was grey and lowering, but Jon was too mellow after a couple of lagers by the bar fire, with the prospect of leaving with Philippa ahead, to notice or care.


In the shop they ran into Ewart Rhynie.


‘That you away home, Philippa?’ he asked. ‘I’d best come behind you in the tractor and make sure you get up. Yon brae’s no joke the day.’


‘Oh, Ewart, would you?’ Philippa said gratefully. ‘I’d been wondering if I’d make it.’


‘Don’t leave it too long,’ he warned. ‘That sky’s full of snow.’


‘I’ll drop you off at the end of your track,’ Philippa said to Jon, but Ewart cut in.


‘You come wi’ me. I can put you all the way up.’


It was a kind offer but, jouncing in the tractor cab, trying to keep his mind off what might have been, Jon was glad that conversation was impossible. He would have been surprised to know that Philippa wasn’t grateful either. She was fairly certain that, whatever good sense dictated, she and Jon would not have parted at the Baldarroch track. It would have been good to meet him on new ground. He’d been a different man this morning; for the first time she’d felt truly at ease with him.


For two days the returning storm clamped down on the glen. The plough from Muirend got no further than the Dalquhat turn, and apart from tractors little moved. Jon and Philippa were cut off in their separate cottages.


Jon soon exhausted possible jobs and the books he’d bought in Muirend, making do with a deteriorating television picture until it vanished for good on the second day. Then he idled the hours away thinking about Philippa. He’d sat out plenty of time in worse places, and with less pleasurable thoughts to occupy his mind.
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A QUESTION OF TRUST






