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    HOME TO LOCHANDEE




    The Maxwell Successors




    by Gwen Kirkwood




    The fourth and last novel in the Lochandee series




    A new generation of the Maxwell family are farming at Wester Rullion during the 1980s. Young Paul Maxwell and his cousin Ryan are determined to work together to restore the farm’s prosperity. How will they achieve their ambitious aims – only with the support of their grandparents? Can they overcome the hurdles of new farming regulations?




    Will Ryan get his heart’s desire and marry Molly Nairne, daughter of a prosperous local farmer? What of Paul – abandoned by his mother as a young boy – who is adamant that he will never fall in love? Can a new arrival at the farm cause him to change his mind?


  




  

    Chapter One




    Paul and Ryan struggled valiantly to help the heifer bring her calf into the world.




    ‘It’s so big for a first calf,’ Ryan gasped as he held on to a slippery foreleg and shoved the rope above the first joint as he had seen his uncle do.




    ‘Aye, I expect it’ll be a bull,’ Paul muttered gloomily as he tried to ease the pressure around the calf’s head with a gentle finger.




    ‘I know we’re desperate for heifer calves to build up our herd but even a live bull would be better than a dead heifer,’ Ryan panted. ‘There! I’ve got the ropes on properly. On both legs this time, so they shouldn’t slip.’




    ‘Slot this through the other end of the ropes then and we’ll both be able to pull,’ Paul said, passing him a smooth wooden baton. ‘That’s what they used to do at Glens of Lochandee before Aunt Bridie bought one of those calving jacks.’




    ‘Aye, I think that ought to be one of our first investments if ever we’ve any money to spare,’ Ryan agreed, releasing the pressure slightly to give the heifer time to regain her strength ready for the next contraction.




    ‘The head’s nearly there, and it’s still alive,’ Paul said, pulling away the skin which had covered the calf’s nostrils.




    ‘Right, pu-ull …’ Ryan ordered. ‘If only the bloody thing wasna so big.’ They relaxed again briefly, allowing the heifer to pant. ‘Our first calf. Imagine what they’ll all say if it’s born dead.’




    ‘I know, I know. “They’re too young. They shouldn’t be farming on their own yet” …’ Paul mimicked. ‘Right! Pull again …’ After a mammoth effort the head of the calf squeezed out but the heifer roared in pain and panic, then rolled to her feet with the calf hanging half in and half out.




    ‘Oh bloody hell!’ Ryan didn’t often swear but he felt like weeping in frustration.




    ‘Maybe she’ll lie down again in a minute,’ Paul said. Slowly he moved closer to the frightened animal, talking softly, soothingly. But the heifer was afraid of the violent pain racking her body. To make matters worse they were outside in one of the small paddocks so she had too much space to avoid them easily. She moved away as far as she could get with the calf’s head swinging behind her. Then suddenly she stood still and arched her back as another spasm convulsed her. Swiftly Paul and Ryan moved forward but the calf fell to the ground with a slithering thud.




    ‘Aye, aye, just a pair o’ stupid college boys! Ye should’ve had yon heifer tied up in a shed to calve her!’ Paul and Ryan swung round at the sound of the jeering voice. It was a still November afternoon with a gossamer mist hanging over fields and hedges. Neither of them had noticed the man leaning over the fence. Paul recognised him as one of several farmers who were renting Wester Rullion’s acres for summer grazing.




    ‘Never heed him,’ Ryan gasped, rubbing frantically at the calf’s side, massaging the glistening black skin, willing the young animal to breathe. Paul knelt beside him, though he was fuming inwardly. What sort of neighbour would stand and watch their struggles without offering to help?




    ‘It’s not breathing!’ Ryan muttered.




    ‘Let’s hang it over the gate! Hind feet first. Come on. We’ve nothing to lose.’




    Panting, they struggled to lift the dead weight of the long slippery body and haul it over the gate. Paul held it while Ryan massaged frantically, round and round, again and again. The neighbour, a man named Bardrop, had now been joined by his son. They stood watching incredulously, grinning and jeering.




    ‘I’ve seen them do this when I was doing my year’s practical in Ayrshire,’ Paul muttered to Ryan. ‘It does work sometimes, even if those grinning idiots don’t believe us …’




    Suddenly the calf coughed and choked, then coughed again.




    ‘It’s beginning to breathe!’ Ryan exclaimed in excitement. He continued to massage a little longer then between them they lowered the calf carefully to the ground. The young mother came running, mooing angrily. She walked all round nosing her offspring none too gently, then she began to lick it with an urgent, rasping tongue.




    ‘That’s a better massage than I can give it!’ Ryan crowed triumphantly. Within minutes the calf lifted its black-and-white head from the ground, while the mother nosed at it, as though giving instructions to stay still a bit longer.




    ‘It’s a heifer calf too!’ Paul grinned at Ryan. His smile faded when he realised their unhelpful audience was still watching.




    ‘Thanks for offering to help!’ he muttered. He was not given to sarcasm but the leering pair irritated him intensely. He was sure they had hoped the calf would die. No doubt they would have enjoyed telling the rest of the farming neighbours of his and Ryan’s inexperience. He frowned, recognising the son now that he’d had a closer look. He had made several snide remarks about Wester Rullion and the Maxwell family one night at a Young Farmers’ Club meeting.




    ‘Oh shut up, Jeremy!’ one of the other members had said irritably, giving Paul an apologetic smile. ‘He’s just jealous because his old man will be losing the Rullion grass lets.’




    ‘Ye’re just like your auld grandfather the way ye glower,’ Mr Bardrop mocked Paul now, ‘but ye’ll never make a go of farming this place the way he did, not with a mother like yours. Breeding aye comes to the fore, whether it be in man or beast.’ Paul’s face paled. None of the family ever mentioned his mother. He barely remembered her himself but he had overheard snippets of conversation from time to time, and recently there had been some pointed remarks about her from people he hardly knew. He gathered she’d run away with another man, having cheated his father of every penny she could lay her hands on, and more besides.




    ‘Never heed him,’ Ryan hissed through his teeth. ‘That family must be all alike when it comes to nastiness.’




    ‘You know his family?’ Paul stopped and stared at Ryan.




    ‘Well he’s Nigel Kent’s uncle. Didn’t you realise?’




    ‘Nigel from college? Lord Nog?’ Paul asked incredulously. ‘But he comes from near Glasgow.’




    ‘Bardrop is a brother of Nigel’s mother. At least, I think that’s what old Nig-Nog said. Thank goodness his father got him away to a job in Australia instead of sending him down here to his relations. One lot will be enough to cope with.’




    ‘And he talks about breeding! Malice and jealousy must run in the family,’ Paul reflected. He turned to face Bardrop.




    ‘You’ll be removing your cattle from Wester Rullion now?’




    ‘Not for another three weeks. We’ve paid to the thirtieth and ye canna shift us off before then.’




    ‘Well, that’s your affair,’ Paul shrugged, ‘if you want to starve them. There’s certainly no grass left on the field now.’ He would have liked to add that the Bardrops had put so many cattle on they had churned the grass field into a sea of mud, but turned away instead to follow Ryan back to the farmyard.




    He knew that many of the temporary tenants kept their cattle on the seasonal lets until the very last day, longer if they could get away with it, preserving their own pastures at the expense of the Wester Rullion fields, not caring if the grass was ruined.




    Paul understood now why letting the grass had always worried his grandmother but there had been nothing she could do about it. It would be up to himself and Ryan now to restore the land to productive leys again.




    He frowned as he walked, reflecting on the various remarks he had heard about his mother, especially after returning from college, when news leaked out that he and Ryan were taking over Wester Rullion. He felt a shaft of bitter anger towards her. How could any normal mother desert her own child? Obviously, she’d never loved him. He’d have liked to hear the full story of his parents’ marriage but none of his family seemed to want to discuss it. He suspected they held his mother responsible for his father’s accident and subsequent death.




    He knew it was because of his mother that they’d been forced to sell the Wester Rullion herd, along with all the farm implements and equipment. His grandmother had struggled to hang on to the Wester Rullion land because it was his inheritance from her husband, Ross Maxwell. It was her dearest wish, and his own, that he should farm the land himself, then one day rebuild the herd which his grandfather had founded and which his father had carried on.




    Deprived of capital, his grandmother was given little option but to auction the fields each year for seasonal grazing to other farmers who needed supplementary grass for their own cattle and sheep. Bardrop was one of these seasonal tenants. Now, it occurred to Paul that he was one of the two farmers who had tried to stir up trouble and claim security of tenure when news spread around the glen that Wester Rullion would not be available for seasonal grazing next year. In three weeks’ time, the end of November 1986, the grazing term would end, making neighbouring farmers remove all their animals from Wester Rullion’s fields for the last time. Most of them accepted the forthcoming changes and had wished the boys well. The fields had been let for the last fifteen years or more, ever since Paul’s father was killed and his mother disappeared. It was a long time.




    Fortunately, his grandmother had taken advice from their lawyer at the beginning and Peter Forster, her one faithful employee, had made sure all the animals were relocated from Wester Rullion during the winter months, so any claims to a permanent tenancy had been foiled. When the ruse to apply for a tenant’s rights failed, Bardrop then tried to claim compensation for disturbance to his established farming policy. That too had failed, but the legal wrangles and unpleasantness had caused his grandmother considerable stress. Now Paul had a clearer understanding of the reason for Jeremy Bardrop’s hostility at club meetings.




    Paul wished the next three weeks would fly past so he and Ryan could really feel the farm was theirs. Meanwhile they had some serious decisions to make. A meeting had been arranged with Uncle Conan and Aunt Bridie, his father’s elder brother and sister. They were the trustees for Wester Rullion, along with his grandmother. He needed their support and help before he could carry out any of his plans to farm the Wester Rullion land, even though it was his inheritance from Grandfather Maxwell.




    Uncle Conan was also Ryan’s grandfather, so his support was even more crucial. They were depending on him to put up enough capital to make Ryan an equal partner in the venture. Without his money they could not even begin to farm. The few cattle they already owned had come from Aunt Bridie and Cousin Max at Glens of Lochandee, but they needed more cows to make an income from milk produced on the farm. First though, they needed to repair the buildings to house the animals and that cost money.




    Ryan had set his heart on having a pedigree dairy herd. It was his sole ambition yet they’d already run into a huge problem. Too late, they both realised it should have been one of their first considerations. Wester Rullion land had no allocation of milk quota and with the new rules brought about by the EEC this meant that they were not allowed to produce milk.




    Would Uncle Conan be willing to give them the help they were going to need with this new burden to overcome? Could he afford to do so? He had built up the Rullion Glen Coach Company from nothing. His business appeared to be successful but appearances could be deceptive. Would he trust Ryan and himself with the huge sum of money they would need to get started on their own?




    Paul would have been surprised to know his grandmother’s apprehension about his future at Wester Rullion had also resurfaced recently. After his father’s death and Gerda’s treachery, Rachel had lived in fear in case she returned demanding her rights as his mother, taking him away from all who loved him, all that was familiar. Her daughter-in-law’s deceit, and the cheating evil man who had enticed her away, were totally beyond Rachel’s understanding of decent human behaviour. She was afraid there might be no end to their treachery.




    Time had passed without any contact from Gerda, so Rachel had almost put her out of mind. She had concentrated on Paul’s happiness, and on preserving the Wester Rullion land as his inheritance. But in March Paul had celebrated his twenty-first birthday. Gerda would be sure to remember. No mother, even one as unnatural as Gerda, would forget the birth of her child. Would she remember Paul’s inheritance of the land she had expected to inherit herself on Ewan’s death? It was only the wisdom and forethought of her beloved Ross which had protected Wester Rullion from Gerda’s unscrupulous clutches then. Several times recently a cold shiver had passed over Rachel when she considered the possibility of Gerda returning to their lives and bringing renewed heartbreak.




    In the cold light of day Rachel’s sound common sense usually asserted itself. Even if Paul wished to sell Wester Rullion land he couldn’t do so without the consent of the trustees until he was twenty-five. Gerda would not know that, of course. Would any woman who had been so callous, so larcenous, and worse – would she be brazen enough to return when she believed her son had become a man of property? Rachel wished she could rid herself of the frisson of fear which haunted her in the darkest hours when sleep eluded her.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Rachel was just clearing away the supper dishes when she remembered the phone call from Ryan’s mother, Lucy. She turned to Paul and Ryan who were still discussing their ideas prior to their meeting with Conan and Bridie tomorrow. She knew they were nervous about it and she understood.




    ‘I almost forgot,’ she said, ‘Your mum would like us all to go for lunch on Sunday, Ryan. She says she’s barely seen you since you finished at college.’




    ‘Well, we’ve a lot to do before we can start building the new milking parlour,’ Ryan excused himself. If he was honest, he hadn’t been getting on too well with his younger brother lately so it had seemed easier to avoid Cameron altogether, rather than get into silly arguments and upset their mother. He knew it worried her that Granddad Conan would be providing the money to enable him to become a farmer, as his father had been, and Cameron resented his grandfather being generous to anyone except himself.




    ‘You’ll both be free on Sunday?’ Rachel made it more a statement than a question and they both nodded.




    ‘And there’s one other thing. Megan called in this afternoon. She has a friend coming to stay at Glens of Lochandee for a couple of weeks but she’s supposed to take it easy until her baby is born, as you know. She’s not taking any chances this time, so Max suggested you two might entertain the girl some of the time. Maybe take her to some of the Young Farmers’ Club meetings and social events?’




    ‘Is she interested in farming, and Young Farmers’ events?’ Paul asked doubtfully.




    ‘Her father is on the neighbouring farm to the one Megan’s family had on the Herefordshire-Wales border. Though she’s going in for teaching as a career, I think.’




    ‘Teaching!’ Paul snorted.




    ‘Hey, my mother was a teacher,’ Ryan reminded him. ‘There’s nothing wrong with that. So was your mother …’ Ryan’s voice tailed off in embarrassment. Close though they were, they had never discussed Paul’s mother.




    ‘I believe she’s very fond of children,’ Rachel said. ‘Megan says they’re lovely people. They came from Ireland. They’d only been there about a year when Megan’s father had his heart attack. She says they were wonderful neighbours when she needed help.’




    ‘What’s the girl’s name?’ Ryan asked with interest.




    ‘Augustine, but Megan says everyone calls her Tina. Tina Donnelly. You’ll do what you can to make her stay in Scotland enjoyable, won’t you?’ Rachel looked them both in the eye. ‘I know Megan would be grateful. She wants to repay Tina a bit after all the help they gave her.’




    ‘Doesn’t she have a mother then?’ Paul asked curiously.




    ‘No. Apparently, after a long fight against cancer, she died before they left Ireland. I understand Tina was only about fourteen at the time.’




    ‘Hasn’t she any brothers and sisters?’ Ryan asked.




    ‘Not as far as I know. At least, Megan didn’t mention any other family.’




    Rachel left them to their discussion but Paul gave Ryan a hefty poke in the ribs.




    ‘Entertaining girls is more up your street than mine. I’ll leave the Irish damsel to you.’




    ‘Ye canna do that!’ Ryan exclaimed in consternation. Paul glanced at him curiously. Ryan was always more than willing to entertain a girl for an evening’s dancing. He had inherited his mother’s sense of rhythm, although Auntie Lucy had never managed to teach him to play a musical instrument.




    ‘Why ever not? You’re usually keen enough …’ He broke off, observing Ryan’s rising colour. ‘A-ah, see! there’s someone special you’re chasing. Is that it?’




    ‘I’m not chasing! We-ell … not exactly. It’s just that I’ve fixed up a date with Molly Nairne and I don’t want her to think I’m two-timing.’




    ‘Molly Nairne? Is she old enough for dates?’ Paul’s surprise was genuine.




    ‘Of course she’s old enough,’ Ryan snapped irritably. ‘She’s seventeen.’




    ‘Mmm … younger than your usual selection …’ Paul teased and ducked quickly to avoid Ryan’s bunched fist. You don’t usually care if you’re seen two-timing – you even had three on the go at once when you were at college.’




    ‘That was different.’




    ‘I’ll bet! Hasn’t our Molly got two big brothers? Are you afraid they’ll deal with you if you hurt their little sister?’




    ‘I doubt if her brothers know anything about Molly and her friends. They’re at least ten years older than she is. They’re both married with farms and children of their own to see to,’ Ryan said seriously. Paul’s eyes widened.




    ‘You’re not that serious about her? Are you?’




    ‘Why not?’ Ryan demanded defiantly. ‘Anyway, it’s too soon to know, but Molly’s not like the rest. She’s not confident or a flirt like most of the girls we knew at college. They knew the score and were no more serious than we were.’




    ‘I see … so this is serious, is it?’ Paul grinned, his green eyes sparkling. Ryan had never minded being teased about his numerous girl friends before.




    ‘I don’t know, do I! I just don’t want Molly to think I’m taking out another girl, even if it is only to please Megan. She’d never believe that.’




    ‘Not with your reputation, she wouldn’t!’ Paul grinned and just managed to avoid a well-aimed punch in the ribs.




    ‘So you’ll have to entertain Megan’s friend. You’ll be safe enough there. She’s probably the same age as Megan so she’ll not be interested in snatching you from your cradle.’




    ‘Well I’m not going to risk it. If we must entertain her, we’ll make up a foursome. How about that?’




    ‘We-ell …’ Ryan frowned. All the girls liked Paul with his tall slim figure, his thick blond-streaked hair and the slow smile which always made his eyes sparkle like green emeralds. ‘I suppose we could go as a four, if you insist.’




    ‘I most certainly do. You know I never led any girls up the garden path and I’m not about to start now.’




    ‘Don’t go turning on your famous Maxwell charm with Molly then! She’s still a bit shy.’




    ‘Is she still at school?’




    ‘Yes, she is. She’s studying languages. She’s waiting for the results of her Highers. She wants to go to university.’




    ‘A-ah, same as your little sister Kirsten, then?’




    ‘Yes, they’re in the same classes for most things this year.’ Ryan blushed. ‘As a matter of fact they’re quite good friends. That’s how we met. But I’ve had a job persuading her to go on a date with me so don’t you be putting her off with your tall tales.’




    ‘By the sound of it, the truth about Ryan Greig the Lothario would be enough, without any tall tales. OK, OK,’ Paul held up his hand for peace, grinning widely. ‘I do believe you’ve been smitten. I promise to be on my best behaviour. I’ll even give you an excellent reference if she asks for one!’




    There was no banter the following day when Paul sat beside Ryan in front of Conan Maxwell’s office desk at the Rullion Glen Coach Company. He had never seen the man look so severe. He had always been a benevolent uncle, someone to be relied on if he needed encouragement at school, or a paternal pat on the back when he had achieved some small success or other. Uncle Conan and Aunt Fiona had been more than generous too, including him on family holidays with his half-cousins Ryan, Cameron and Kirsten, and their mother, his beloved Auntie Lucy. How often he had wished she had been his mother as well as Ryan’s. They’d had great fun together then, but they were adults now. Young men wanting to become farmers. Young men with enthusiasm but without money.




    He looked more closely at his uncle’s stern face. He didn’t look old enough to be Ryan’s grandfather. Paul considered this. Conan Maxwell must have been even younger than he and Ryan were now when Auntie Lucy was born. He squared his shoulders. That was one trap he was definitely not going to fall into. No woman was ever going to influence him or deflect him from his ambition to farm Wester Rullion – he’d make it as successful as Grandfather Maxwell, whatever the neighbours might think – if only he and Ryan had sufficient capital to get started.




    He glanced sideways at Ryan and wondered whether he found his granddad forbidding when they were on opposite sides. Uncle Conan probably frightened his competitors into submission when he was taking over smaller touring companies. Well, he and Ryan were not competitors.




    ‘We know it’s a big responsibility,’ he said in a clear voice, willing himself to speak slowly, not to gabble with nerves. ‘But we’re both prepared to work hard, aren’t we, Ryan?’ He glanced at his companion for support, then at Aunt Bridie, who was sitting beside her brother on the opposite side of the desk. But she remained silent, neither discouraging nor criticising, simply surveying them both, with the same level look she had when judging cattle in the show ring. She would always be fair, but not always pleasing.




    Ryan Greig looked at his grandfather, Conan Maxwell, the founder and Managing Director of the Rullion Glen Coach Company. He would never have dreamt of asking for a loan if Granddad hadn’t offered to help, but did he realise how much help they were going to need? A nervous shiver ran down his spine.




    Granddad Conan had no interest in farming but understood how much Ryan had always wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps. His only chance of achieving his ambition was as a partner with Paul at Wester Rullion. His own father had died when he and Cameron were very young and his sister Kirsten was not yet born. Grandfather Greig had forced their mother to give up their farm in Ayrshire. She had returned to her childhood home in Lochandee and taken up teaching to support them. They’d enjoyed a secure and happy upbringing, but he had spent all his free time at Glens of Lochandee or Wester Rullion. He’d had no worries until now. It was difficult having to ask for money from Granddad Conan.




    Paul and he had always been more like brothers than half-cousins. They had been five years old when Paul’s father was killed and his mother absconded with another man. Rumour had it that she had left behind a huge pile of debts as well as taking all the money she could get her hands on. It was one of the few subjects they avoided.




    So here they were, Paul with his Wester Rullion acres and no money, and he, sitting like a tongue-tied infant, hoping his grandfather would advance enough capital to get them started in farming.




    ‘Well, Ryan?’ Conan prompted, watching the earnest young face intently. ‘It’s not too late to change your mind, just because you’ve been to agricultural college. You can put that down to experience and join me in this business, if you like.’




    Paul gasped in dismay, then turned to look fully at Ryan, his friend and confidant for most of their twenty-one years, planning to be farmers since they could walk and talk. There was just six months between them. Kirsten and Cameron were intending to join their Maxwell grandparents in the Rullion Glen Coach Company. Surely Uncle Conan didn’t want Ryan as well? Ryan was so different to his brother, Cameron. Ryan met Paul’s alarmed green gaze. A slow smile spread over his craggy features.




    ‘You know fine I’m not going to change my mind, even if I have to be a farm worker for the rest of my life. And so does Granddad,’ he added, giving Conan a steady look. ‘I know you’re just testing us, Granddad.’




    ‘Am I? I want you to be absolutely certain your future lies in farming.’




    ‘But it does! You know it’s what I’ve always wanted to do.




    ‘You’ll not regret helping us, I promise. We’re not afraid of hard work.’




    ‘We know that well enough,’ Bridie said, speaking for the first time. ‘You’ve both proved it ever since you were old enough to help at the Glens of Lochandee. But you’re both so young. It’s not just hard work that’s needed. It’s making the right decisions, at the right time – when to buy, when to sell, when to plough, sow and harvest, when to turn the cows out to grass in the spring then when to bring them in. You have to get the right balance, both with nature and with the economics – with each changing season and situation. It isn’t easy. It needs experience.’




    ‘But we have to start sometime, Aunt Bridie,’ Paul insisted.




    ‘Yes, you do.’ She sighed. ‘I just can’t believe you could make so many plans about the way you want to farm Wester Rullion as a dairy and build up a pedigree herd without considering the biggest problem of all …’




    Both boys flushed.




    ‘The milk quotas,’ Paul mumbled.




    ‘I’d forgotten Wester Rullion wouldn’t have a quota allocation,’ Ryan said unhappily. ‘We can’t even begin to restore Wester Rullion to being a dairy farm again without quota.




    ‘Apparently not,’ Conan said grimly. ‘I hadn’t realised you’d missed that out of your careful calculations until Bridie pointed out the recent changes in milk marketing. It’s the first thing you two should have considered.’




    ‘If only we’d started milking three years ago,’ Ryan lamented, ‘the government would have allowed us quota …’




    ‘If the Wester Rullion herd hadn’t been sold, the farm would have had its own quota, and a big one at that,’ Paul said bitterly. Once more he felt a stab of anger against the unknown woman who was his mother. It was all her fault.




    ‘It’s no use saying “if only” in business,’ Conan said irritably. ‘As far as I can see you’ve either to farm Wester Rullion with beef and sheep or …’




    ‘Beef! Sheep!’ Ryan protested. ‘But you know I’ve always wanted to breed dairy cows like my father …’




    ‘As I was saying …’ Conan raised his dark brows at his grandson. ‘Or … your only other option is to use some of your capital to buy quota and make do with fewer cows to get started. Am I right, Bridie? That’s what the European legislation means, isn’t it?’




    ‘I’m afraid it is.’




    ‘It seems a strange sort of business to me. Buying milk quota means you’re paying for the dubious privilege of milking cows twice a day, seven days a week,’ he said drily, ‘but then I never did understand why so many people think there’s nothing in the world like being a farmer.’




    ‘It’s a way of life for some of us,’ Bridie defended. ‘However hard it is, neither Ewan nor I ever wanted to do anything else. I believe the boys feel the same way?’




    ‘We do!’ They chorused.




    ‘Well it’s not going to be easy to get started, not now, with all this over-production and intervention boards, then butter mountains and the Europeans rationing production.’ He shrugged. ‘It seems a mug’s game to me, so I’m asking one more time, Ryan. Are you certain you want to enter into a farming partnership with Paul? Have you considered doing any other kind of work?’




    Paul tensed, waiting for Ryan’s reply.




    ‘No.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘Farming’s what I want to do more than anything in the world. And I want a dairy farm and pedigree cattle …’ he added stubbornly.




    ‘It seems no time since you were both going off to college. Where has all the time gone?’ Bridie sighed. ‘You should be enjoying yourselves instead of tying yourselves down in business. What happens when there’s a cow calving and you want to go out to a dance, or escort your favourite girlfriend to a party?’




    ‘There’s no fear of that in my case,’ Paul assured her swiftly.




    Bridie and Conan both raised their eyebrows at the vehemence in their nephew’s tone. Ewan, his father, was already smitten by his attraction for Gerda Fritz-Allen even before he left college.




    ‘I’ve heard that before, laddie,’ Conan smiled wryly.




    ‘In Paul’s case it happens to be true,’ Ryan asserted. ‘The girls at college ran after him but he never took any of them out more than a couple of times. We threatened to get him on that new television programme – you know, the one with Cilla Black. Blind Date they call it …’




    Conan responded with a fleeting smile but his green gaze met Paul’s and a frown drew his dark brows together. Paul was a good-looking lad, half a head taller than Ryan, long-legged, slim-hipped; with his green eyes and blond-streaked hair, Conan could well imagine him being attractive to girls. His frown deepened.




    ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Paul said almost accusingly. ‘You think I might be like my father and jump into an unsuitable marriage before I’ve begun to farm! Or maybe you think I’m like – like her! Is that it?’ he demanded angrily. ‘Oh, I know none of you ever talk about what happened, but I’ve heard enough rumours to guess how it was. My father must have been a fool to trust a woman the way he did. I shall never make that mistake. I shall never get married!’




    ‘Calm down, Paul,’ Bridie said hurriedly, disturbed by her nephew’s smouldering anger. She turned to Conan. ‘I seem to recall you saying something similar yourself. Look what a dark horse you turned out to be. All of a sudden there you were – married to Fiona.’ Conan knew she was trying to smooth things over. It was true none of them ever mentioned Paul’s mother. She had left too much grief and bitterness behind but perhaps it was time someone put Paul straight on a few things concerning his parents. He would not care for the task himself though. He summoned a smile.




    ‘I was just as much against women and wives as you are, young Paul, but I’ll tell you this, I’ve never regretted taking your Aunt Fiona for my wife. The secret is to choose the right one. Speaking of Fiona,’ Conan said turning to Bridie, ‘she thinks they should have a partnership agreement drawn up. A proper legal document.’




    ‘I agree with that,’ Bridie nodded. ‘It’s essential in case either of you decide to dissolve the partnership.’




    ‘But we’ll never do that!’




    ‘We’re partners for life.’




    ‘That’s what your Uncle Nick and Conan thought when they were young,’ Bridie grimaced. ‘I never thought my husband and my brother would ever quarrel. They were the best of friends too, and they’d come through the war together. Hadn’t you Conan?’




    ‘We did,’ Conan agreed wryly.




    ‘It seemed an ideal arrangement, but friendship isn’t always the best basis for a business partnership. So if you’re going ahead with this venture it needs a properly drawn-up agreement. You can’t just have a heated quarrel and think you can split up at a moment’s notice, not in farming. As one of Paul’s trustees, I insist on a legal agreement before you go any further.’




    Her tone was implacable. Both boys knew her well enough to know she would never be swayed once she had made up her mind. She had once been in partnership herself, with Grandpa Maxwell. Granny Maxwell had often told them how hard she had worked to prove she could manage Glens of Lochandee on her own. She had built the Lochandee herd into one of the best in Scotland and now she had handed it over to Cousin Max, but she was still invited to judge at the agricultural shows.




    Ryan felt a shiver run down his spine again. Aunt Bridie had been right when she insisted they should both go away for a year’s experience and then go to college, but he hoped she wasn’t always right. It was unthinkable that their partnership should be a failure when they both wanted it so much.




    Paul frowned anxiously. The idea of getting the farm going, only to sell everything up again to settle a dispute was unimaginable.




    Conan, watching them carefully, read their minds.




    ‘Bridie’s right. We’ll have everything drawn up legally. I reckon Mr Niven will know what’s required. He, and his father, have been the Maxwell family’s solicitors for as long as we’ve ever needed one.’




    Paul and Ryan looked at each other, grimaced, then shrugged.




    ‘Oh yes, I know you think we’re old fuddy-duddies,’ Bridie chuckled, ‘making a fuss about nothing, but one day you’ll thank us. I hope for your sakes you do remain good friends and partners, but there’s no telling what might happen if you do get married, or if one of you gets a wife who begrudges the time spent working. After all, it’s seven days a week all year round when you keep livestock. You can’t blame some women for resenting that.




    Paul scowled. Was this another hint about his mother, or was he becoming hypersensitive?




    He had a hazy memory of himself as a small boy, with hordes of farmers coming to buy the Wester Rullion herd, and the dreadful emptiness and desolation after the cattle had all been driven away. All that had been his mother’s fault. It had … Bridie interrupted his thoughts.




    ‘How are the heifers doing that Max sent over from Lochandee?’




    Both boys brightened.




    ‘One of them calved later that day. The travelling must have brought her on a bit early,’ Ryan announced happily.




    ‘Oh!’ Bridie frowned anxiously. ‘Is she all right?’




    ‘Oh, yes,’ he assured her proudly. ‘And it’s our first heifer calf. The foundation for our new herd.’




    ‘Well, make sure you find out about buying some milk quota before you go any further,’ Conan cautioned. He looked at Bridie. ‘How much will they need?’




    ‘We-ell, we have a million litres at Lochandee. Wester Rullion has just as many acres so they’ll need to aim at building up to that eventually if they’re going to concentrate on dairying. Oh, not in the beginning!’ she amended quickly, seeing Paul’s startled gaze. ‘At fourteen pence a litre, and the prices jumping up and down, you’ll be lucky if you can afford to buy a quarter of that. You could lease some, though, to get a start, but the bad thing about that is you’d have to pay out again each year and the prices depend on supply and demand. They’re fluctuating all over the place.’




    Ryan and Paul looked dejected.




    ‘Maybe we’re mad to want a dairy,’ Paul muttered. Ryan looked at him sharply.




    ‘Since the Chernobyl fallout, a lot of farmers round here haven’t been able to sell their lambs,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t like to depend on sheep for a living.’




    ‘They’ll lift the ban on most places eventually, when the land tests clear again,’ Bridie said, ‘But I certainly feel you’ll have to compromise for a few years until you get established. You may have to see the bank manager about a loan to cover the purchase of quota. After all, it is a capital asset and you can’t expect Conan to finance everything …’




    ‘Not at this rate, they can’t!’ Conan said darkly. ‘It’s a damned shame about the quotas though. You’d have thought the Government would have made allowances for young folks starting up.’




    ‘They don’t want any more milk,’ Bridie said flatly. ‘There’s plenty in Europe just waiting to come into our supermarkets as it is, and look at the butter mountains. We’ve just been too efficient and done what the various governments thought they needed us to do. The subsidies were really aimed at the small European farmers but in Britain we’ve made good use of them, producing more than the politicians anticipated.’




    ‘It doesn’t make it easy for young farmers starting up though, does it?’ Conan reflected, wondering just how foolish he was being to encourage his eldest grandson in such a precarious business.




    ‘Do you think the bank would give us a loan?’ Ryan asked anxiously, homing in on his grandfather’s train of thought.




    ‘Probably, but they’d want Wester Rullion land as collateral,’ Bridie said. ‘Times have changed. The banks are almost too free and easy with loans these days.




    ‘You mean if we can’t make a go of it they’d sell Wester Rullion to get their money back!’ Paul exclaimed. ‘That would kill Granny …’




    ‘Mmm, I’m glad you realise that, as well as the enormity of what you’ll be taking on,’ Bridie said. ‘But you’re young and healthy. If you’re willing to make sacrifices for what you want, I see no reason why you shouldn’t make a go of it. After all, you’ve no rent to pay. Though you will have the expense of bringing the buildings up to standard for modern milk production.’




    ‘Whew!’ Conan raked his hair back. ‘I must be mad to have anything to do with such a venture. Are you certain it’s what you want, Ryan …?’




    ‘Yes, Granddad, it’s all I’ve ever wanted. Honestly.’




    There had always been a strong bond between Paul and Rachel. There was no one in the world he cared for as deeply as Granny Maxwell. He couldn’t bear the thought of letting her down when she had struggled to keep Wester Rullion for him all these years. She never blamed his mother, at least not in his hearing. Recently, he’d tried to broach the subject but she had twisted her hands together as she did when she was agitated, then talked of other things. When he was younger he had never thought about his mother much. Now he knew she must never have loved him or she could not have left him.




    Then there was Peter Forster who lived in the neat little house on the other side of Wester Rullion farmyard. Paul knew he had come to work for his grandfather as a young prisoner of war and had stayed on ever since. Granny Maxwell often said she didn’t know what she would have done without Peter’s help in the years since his father’s death. Even letting the land for seasonal grazing needed someone to look after things. Peter had carried out the rolling, harrowing and fertilising each spring so that the fields would fetch the best price at the spring auctions. Afterwards he had tended the cattle and sheep during the summer, alerting their owners if any were ill or injured. He had mended the fences, keeping them in good repair, but there had been no animals to tend in the buildings and no money to maintain them, or the little cottage where Paul had lived as a baby with his parents. It had been sold to an elderly couple but they had allowed it to deteriorate over the years.




    ‘I don’t know whether we’ll be able to afford to employ Peter,’ Paul said slowly, speaking his thoughts aloud. His voice faltered as he saw Aunt Bridie’s frown. Her lips tightened. ‘Afford his wages, I mean …’




    ‘I don’t think you can afford to lose him either,’ she said sharply. ‘Peter has probably forgotten more about stock and farming than you two know between you. Oh yes, I know what you think. He’s about the same age as I am. In your eyes that makes him an old man. He’ll be about sixty. That’s five years until he retires – if he ever does retire completely. Wester Rullion has been his home and his life. He may not be able to do heavy work any longer, but you’ll find he’s worth his weight in gold if you’re prepared to listen to his advice and his observations.’ Then, more gently, ‘I know it’s a worry at the beginning, wondering how you’ll pay for everything, but as soon as you can start selling milk you’ll have an income, not like beef where you’d have to wait a couple of years. You already have the heifers I’ve bred for you. They go all the way back to the bloodlines your father was using, Paul. They’re good. You may be able to sell some of the bull calves for breeding. You’ll probably get some ewes and lambs when this Chernobyl catastrophe has blown over. I think you’ll be glad of Peter.’




    ‘We’ll have to build a milking parlour first,’ Paul said doubtfully. ‘The old one was dismantled when Dad died, I believe?’




    ‘Yes.’ Bridie’s voice was tight, remembering the circumstances of her younger brother’s death and the trauma which had followed. She swallowed hard. ‘It would have been out of date by now, anyway.’ She said briskly. ‘This is a good opportunity for you to modernise. I expect the Environmental Health people will insist you build a new dairy too, and you’ll need to budget for a decent-sized milk tank, and make sure it’s accessible for the collection tanker coming into the farm. Those lorries seem to get bigger every year! Do you still want to farm?’




    ‘Well, you’ve done your best to put us off,’ Ryan grinned wryly, ‘but for me there’s never been anything else.’




    ‘You’re so like your father,’ Bridie said warmly. ‘Don was a born stockman.’ She turned her questioning gaze on Paul. She saw the pulse in his square jaw.




    ‘You know I want to restore Wester Rullion to the way it was when my father had it,’ he said tightly. ‘It’s what Granny wants too. She’d like that more than anything else in the world. I’ll do it if it kills me.’




    ‘Even Wester Rullion is not worth a life,’ Conan said quietly, his thoughts on Ewan. It was uncanny the way Paul resembled him in so many ways. Except for the blond streaks in his mop of brown hair he bore no resemblance at all to Gerda. Thank God for that, he uttered silently.




    ‘It may be what my mother would like to see,’ Bridie said cautiously, ‘but such improvements take a long time and she’s an old lady, remember. She’ll be happy just to know you’re both doing your best. But before you build anything, for goodness’ sake re-think your budget and sort out the milk quota problem.’




    Bridie was dismayed at the look of desolation on Paul’s face. Suddenly he seemed young and vulnerable, not at all ready to take on the responsibility of running a farm, let alone a farm without stock or machinery and only a collection of old-fashioned buildings. She thought of her own son, Max. He had a real affection for his younger cousin, and for Ryan too, and he been more than generous with his gift of six pedigree heifer calves from the Lochandee herd. Max appreciated his own good fortune. He’d had a fine start in farming at Glens of Lochandee, and Megan was proving a lovely wife and daughter-in-law. Bridie loved her own two daughters dearly, and their children, but soon she and Nick would have another grandchild. This one would be brought up at Glens of Lochandee as she herself, and Max, had been. Surely nothing will go wrong this time, she prayed silently.




    She looked again at Paul and sighed. Should she have insisted Ryan and Paul should work on other farms until they were older? She frowned. No, she couldn’t do that. Her mother had borne the responsibility of Wester Rullion with its problems far too long already. It was fortunate Rachel Maxwell had lived to see him grow to manhood, but no one could live for ever and Paul would miss her dreadfully. He had lost so much when he was young.




    ‘There’s just one more thing. You do know you’ll have to keep on employing Joanne Williams? Your grandmother was eighty last year, even if she doesn’t look it. She couldn’t manage without Joanne now.’




    ‘Oh, I know that, Aunt Bridie,’ Paul exclaimed reproachfully. ‘Anyway, Granny told me she has enough money from the summer grazing to pay Joanne and keep the house until March.’




    ‘Good, I’m pleased you’ve thought about that. It’ll mean extra work with two healthy young men with good appetites and lots of dirty clothes to wash …’




    ‘I’m quite domesticated,’ Ryan grinned. ‘Mum saw to that. She used to say if any of us grew up as inconsiderate as Grandfather Greig, she’d put us out of the house.’




    ‘Good for her!’ Conan cheered. ‘All the miserable old sod thought about was making other folks work to earn more and more money, but he hung on to it all himself. He’d have cut a currant in two to get the juice.’




    `Conan!’ Bridie remonstrated. `That’s Ryan’s family you’re …’




    `Oh, that’s all right, Aunt Bridie. Auntie Chris says the same and she was his own daughter. She says her and my Dad were like Grandma Greig, and my two uncles take after Grandfather. She never sees them unless they want something,’ he grinned, `and they always want it for nothing.’




    `No, well … we can’t be responsible for our relations,’ Bridie conceded.




    `Mum says we’ve to treat other people as we like to be treated. She was annoyed with Cameron the other day and she told him he’s growing just like Grandfather Greig.’




    `Well, I hope she’s wrong about that, if he’s coming to work for me!’ Conan exclaimed. ‘Anyway, if you treat Joanne all right she’ll look after you. She’s a good sort and she hasn’t had the easiest of lives.’




    ‘Joanne has come to Wester Rullion as long as I can remember,’ Paul smiled. He knew Joanne had a soft spot for him. She had never married but always said she liked young people around. ‘She often says she wouldn’t know what to do if she didn’t help at Wester Rullion.’




    ‘I suppose it’s become part of her routine,’ Bridie agreed, ‘especially after her mother died and with her married sister, Wendy, in Australia. She came to Wester Rullion as a farm secretary though, not a home help. She stayed on to support Mum when your dad was killed, Paul. Gradually she has taken over the running of the house, as well as any bookwork but she must be at least sixty-two, I think. So don’t be making too much extra work.’




    Conan pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. ‘Well, boys, once a legal partnership agreement has been drawn up and signed, I’ll put my money into your account. The rest is up to the two of you, but for the next five years Bridie and I need to be kept informed of any major decisions, including a bank loan, if you go for one.’




    Bridie nodded agreement and was rewarded by a smile of relief from both young men.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    A couple of weeks later Ryan and Paul were discussing what animals they would have to eat the grass in the spring, and whether they might need to continue letting some of the grazing to other farmers after all.




    Neither of them heard Rachel enter the kitchen.




    ‘A lot of the pasture is getting unproductive after all the years of tenants tramping it in wet weather, or overstocking,’ she said regretfully. ‘Your grandfather used to plough some fields each year in rotation. He grew corn for two or three seasons, then sowed them back to grass.’




    The two young men looked at each other.




    ‘We should have thought of that,’ Paul grimaced. Ryan nodded shamefacedly.




    ‘Aye, we should. Maybe we should ask Peter which fields are most in need of improvement. He should know …’




    ‘I’m sure he’d be pleased to be consulted,’ Rachel smiled at them both. ‘And while you’re at it, perhaps you could reassure him about his job?’




    ‘Oh but we’ve agreed we must keep him on.’




    ‘Maybe the two of you have agreed, but have you told Peter?’




    They looked at each other and slowly shook their heads, giving Rachel a rueful smile.




    ‘I thought not. You’ll need to consider your workers if you want to get the best out of them. Take Peter into your confidence. Tell him your plans, and listen carefully if he does make any comments or suggestions. He has a wealth of experience, even if you two do think some of his methods are a bit old-fashioned.’




    Ryan and Paul were both surprised when they met Megan’s friend, Augustine Donnelly, for the first time. They knew Megan had recently celebrated her thirtieth birthday but this girl looked considerably younger.




    ‘We thought you’d be the same age as Megan,’ Ryan blurted. ‘I mean, she said you were good friends …’ He broke off, confused for once.




    ‘Age doesn’t matter between friends,’ Tina chuckled at their surprise. ‘I liked Megan from the first time we met. She was so friendly and hospitable to Daddy and me when we first arrived in England and we didn’t know anybody in the area.’ Her expression sobered. ‘Besides, we had one big thing in common. We’d both lost our mothers.’




    ‘Megan said you were wonderful neighbours when her father had his heart attack,’ Ryan said. ‘Then later when he died and she needed help with the farm sale and everything.’




    ‘Ach, we only did what any decent neighbours would have done.’ Tina smiled, brushing the air with a wave of her hand.




    ‘Well, we know Megan appreciated your kindness,’ Paul assured her. ‘So might I ask what age you are, then?’




    ‘Well, it’s not usually a question a gentleman asks a lady,’ she teased, ‘but then I never pretended to be a lady, as my Daddy would be telling you if you knew him.’




    ‘And Paul’s no gentleman either!’ Ryan grinned, but his grin quickly turned to a wry grimace when he saw the mischievous threat in Paul’s dancing green eyes as they darted from him to his young companion and back. Paul could be an incorrigible tease at times and Ryan didn’t want Molly to hear of his past exploits at college. None of them had been serious or anything to be ashamed of, but Molly might not believe that. ‘And I’m no saint, for sure,’ he added swiftly, ‘So how old are you then, Tina?’




    ‘It’s no secret. I was twenty on the sixteenth of March this year.’




    ‘Gosh, that makes you exactly a year and a day younger than I am,’ Paul exclaimed.




    ‘A year and a day? So I’ll remember you were born on the fifteenth of March, 1966. Is that right?’




    ‘Yes, it is.’




    ‘And what about you, Molly?’ Tina asked the younger girl, gently drawing her into the conversation and earning Ryan’s undying loyalty for her kindness.




    Soon the two girls were engaged in animated conversation and Paul realised that what Tina had said about ages probably didn’t matter one jot in her case. She seemed to be a naturally warm-hearted and friendly person who probably chatted to everyone from nine to ninety. There was nothing pretty about her with her elfin face and wide mouth, but she had a neat figure. He studied her surreptitiously, deciding it was her thick auburn hair and dark brown eyes, coupled with her warm chuckle, which gave her such a vibrant personality, rather than physical beauty. She seemed to radiate happiness. She only came up to Paul’s shoulder but he guessed she must be stronger than she looked if she worked as hard as Megan had said, helping her father on the farm as well as keeping house.




    ‘How will your dad manage without you when you’re at teacher training college?’ Paul asked suddenly. He saw her reddish-brown eyebrows arch in surprise at his question. ‘Er … it’s just that Megan told us how much you help him, and how he depends on you.’




    ‘We depend on each other, Daddy and I,’ she said softly. ‘He’s the best father in the world to me but, you see, we only have a small farm, and we’re tenants, not landowners like Max and Megan. Daddy can’t afford to pay for a regular full-time worker. We have contractors in for silage and harvest. The rest we manage between us. That’s one of the reasons I’ve chosen to attend a college within travelling distance of home, so that I can still live with him and help a little. Or at least I can still do the cooking and keep the house. I’d have liked to stay at home all the time, but Daddy insists I must have a career. He says the farm would be too small for me to carry on alone and make a decent living on my own.’




    She sighed. ‘It isn’t the best of reasons for being a teacher, I know, but we both thought it would fit in so well if I have the long holiday in the summer to help him. That’s as long as I can get a job near home. But you’re right, it won’t be easy for him while I’m at college. I just hope I’m doing the right thing in going along with his suggestions.’
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