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Foreword


From the small balcony outside the upper bar Miranda watched the London shuttle coming in to land and, in spite of her need, and her relief at seeing it, found to her dismay the familiar pointless anger already beginning to burn. The anger of years. The anger which had become a habit so ingrained that by now she could hardly have defined its true origin. The anger, however, which this time she had been determined to keep under control.


For this time of all times there was no room for it. There were other, huge, frightening concerns to engage her today, concerns which it appalled her to realise were probably the direct and tragic consequence of those old quarrels. Today was not about Ian and herself.


Although a mean wind had whipped up, and most people meeting the flight had sensibly elected to wait in the warmth of the lower restaurant, she was not alone on the balcony. Nevertheless, as she watched the plane taxi in, she was sure Ian would have picked her out among the small huddle looking out over the parapet. He missed nothing. The thought brought an odd momentary comfort, then was overtaken by the resentment, generalised and baseless, that had long ago become automatic whenever she thought of him.


With an exclamation of frustration, which could easily have turned into a sob of misery and dread at the prospect of the penetrating questions she knew she was about to face, she turned to go down. There was no point in staying out here any longer. The passengers would be out of sight as they entered the airport building.


Everyone else had made the same decision, giving little exclamations of relief as they found themselves in out of the wind. To Miranda, trailing after them to the baggage hall, it suddenly seemed extraordinary that she was meeting Ian at all, let alone in this place which in a few moments would be bustling with strangers intent on their own preoccupations, meeting and greeting, claiming luggage, picking up hire cars, hurrying for taxis.


Even in the years when contact had been fairly regular, though almost invariably, it seemed in retrospect, revolving around crises and problems, there had never been any question of picking Ian up at the airport. He had come to the flat, of course, but when some specific problem had had to be discussed they had found that meetings in neutral surroundings worked better – a hotel lounge, a restaurant, any setting which imposed a level of good behaviour, and kept a check on the hostility always so ready to erupt between them.


None of that mattered today, Miranda reminded herself again, as the passengers began to appear. Don’t think about that. But at the sight of Ian among the straggling group, most with hair untidy and faces pinched and cross after their brief buffeting in the chilly wind, she found with a lurch of apprehension that none of the powerful feelings he could arouse in her were affected by the still-raw shock of what had happened.


He stood out distinctively, as for her he always did, from the crowd around him. In spite of the fact that he might have been the only one among them to have flown halfway round the world to get here, he looked, as ever, in control of events rather than at their mercy, already totally attuned to his new surroundings. Whether he dealt with jet-lag by sheer force of will, or whether it genuinely didn’t affect him, Miranda was never sure, but she recognised his familiar look of being held back by the stolid pace of others, impatient to slice through the tedious minutiae of arrival and be first out of the stalls.


Or would she always see him as separate and different? Would Ian, for her, stand out in any company? Because he was so utterly familiar, or because, as had been the case in the past, her eye was infallibly drawn by his particular looks, his physical type, by the fateful chemistry of attraction which could operate even now. Today, among the faceless, colourless throng, she thought he looked amazing. His deep tan helped, of course, but his good looks seemed only to have become more firmly delineated as he matured, and the square frame which had made him look older than his years as a teenager was now ideally proportioned for a fit, vigorous man just entering his forties.


Then there was his smile. Coming towards Miranda, for he had known where she would appear and had spotted her at once, that smile of greeting was still very like the irrepressible grin of the hard-living, hard-playing young man who had always known how to pack every second of the day with activity and pleasure. It could still rock her, and she was briefly flurried by helpless resentment to find herself responding to it now, today, when he had come in such circumstances.


But Ian’s smile had vanished by the time he reached her. His eyes searched hers with anxiety, and the grip he took of her wrist, not her hand, had nothing to do with either of them.


‘She’s going to be all right,’ Miranda told him, her voice as even as she could make it, in answer to that look.










Chapter 1


They had still been students when they married.


Ian, some months older than Miranda, went up to Edinburgh ahead of her, to read Economics, because that was already his consuming interest. Though he played the field with enthusiasm in his first year, once she arrived on the scene, to read English because anything else looked too much like hard work, there was no one else for him. It had always been like that, for both of them. They had been part of each other’s lives since earliest childhood, the original moment of meeting impossible by now to pin down.


When some new acquaintance, struck by their ease together and a quality of rock-solid permanence in their relationship unusual in the student world, asked, ‘How long have you two known each other?’ they would argue the point all over again.


‘It was at my Christmas party when you didn’t bring a present.’ Miranda would generally get in first. ‘That party when you got the other boys to pull you up in the old linen lift and the mothers went into orbit.’


‘That’s total rubbish.’ Ian would contest this as much to wind her up as anything. ‘It was at the Alltmore barbecue the summer before. Penny Gilmour was doing rides and you wouldn’t get off the pony the whole afternoon and all the other little girls howled.’


‘At that age I’d have been put on and taken off, no choice about it.’


‘One of those creepy parties at Drumveyn then.’


‘Couldn’t have been, Archie wouldn’t have been old enough to have parties by then …’


If whoever had asked the question had any sense, he or she would have left them to it by this time.


Ian, though sure it hadn’t been when they’d first met, could clearly remember that Christmas party. His mother had never had suitable presents on hand for him to take, as everyone else’s mother seemed to do, and he’d minded. Nor, on that particular occasion, had she got him there on time, and the party had started without him. Hating winter driving, she had put off leaving as long as possible in the vague hope that the weather would get worse and she could abandon the whole idea. Then, instead of staying at the party or even in town, she’d hurried home again, sending the gamekeeper down to fetch him far too early so that he’d missed the end as well.


But the truth was that he and Miranda would have been present at any number of similar gatherings. Their parents, though not close friends (did the Rosses have close friends?), had belonged to the same broad circle of affluent families in Muirend and its neighbouring glens and, since Ian and Miranda were both only children, their mothers had made sure they missed out on none of the social contacts available.


Neither the Rosses nor the Cunninghams had their roots in the hierarchy of local land-owning families. Ian’s great-grand-father had owned a small sawmill on the outskirts of the town, which his son had developed into a flourishing timber business. It was he who had built the solid handsome house of Kilgarth, with a few moorland acres at its back and an enviable position facing south and west on the hilly byroad which wound along the flank of Glen Maraich. Ian’s father, Gregory Ross, when he in turn inherited, had added considerably to the land, acquiring a small loch a couple of miles above the house and some excellent rough shooting.


For Miranda’s family, prosperity had come from a tweed mill. Her grandfather, expanding as Ian’s grandfather had done, had opened shops selling top-of-the-range country clothes in Dunkeld and Pitlochry, with his main branch in Perth, then, when Scottish skiing began to take off in the sixties, her father had launched a spin-off company for ski and après-ski wear, setting up his own ski school while he was about it.


No land for the Cunninghams; they opted instead for Cardoch House, a three-storied Edwardian mansion high above Muirend, built of red sandstone with big bay windows dressed with paler stone, and a garden descending in well-kept terraces to a dense shrubbery and high wall designed to keep the spreading town firmly at bay.


Whenever their first encounter had been, Ian and Miranda had presently found themselves at school together. Pamela Ross had originally chosen as the line of least resistance – the school Land Rover passed the house – to send Ian to the village school in Kirkton but, with his boisterous exuberance, his endless questions and capacity for inventiveness when left unoccupied, he had simply been too much for the system to contain, and she had soon been forced to accept the less convenient alternative of a small private school in Muirend.


‘Expelled at five – not bad,’ Ian used to boast, adding more wryly, ‘and if my mother could have sent me to boarding-school there and then she would have.’


With that Miranda did agree. Her memories of Ian’s mother were wholly negative – no noise had been allowed at Kilgarth, no running about the house, no hide-and-seek or exploring. She had always come away with an uncomfortable sense of having been found wanting – not something she was used to. And often there had been the mysterious warning, ‘Remember, Ian’s mother isn’t very well, so you mustn’t be a nuisance …’


Pamela Ross’s natural lassitude and tendency to hypochondria had not been helped by marriage to a man of short temper, sarcastic tongue and firm views about his own comfort. She had been so drained by the effort of giving birth to Ian that friends watching her attempt to fold her solid, muscular baby into some shape which could be held, let alone cuddled, had marvelled that she could have produced such a child.


In fact, it was fortunate for Ian that his mother’s preference for taking the easy route hadn’t left him kicking his heels at the village school until she could decently send him away. The little pre-prep in Muirend was run by an energetic old lady with a lifetime’s experience of private coaching behind her, and Ian, his energies channelled and his thirsty mind satisfied at last, had mopped up everything she could offer.


Miranda had arrived the following term, and from her first day she and Ian had been inseparable. Both high achievers, bright, confident and outgoing, they had been accepted without question by the other children as natural leaders. Even when, as soon as he was eight, Ian had been dispatched to his prep school on the east coast, their alliance had never wavered. Ian had found his feet in the new environment without loss of time, indifferent to the bitter winds off the North Sea which whined down the corridors and scourged the playing fields and made the autumn and winter terms misery for so many boys. He had done well in just about everything, especially shining at maths, had learned to play the bagpipes and had found himself in every junior team.


Miranda, after some lonely terms without him, had been sent to boarding-school in her turn, where she had not learned the bagpipes and had definitely not shone at maths, but like Ian had been in every team. But throughout the school years, other friendships notwithstanding, for both the holidays had chiefly meant being together.


‘Do you think we’re wise to let them see so much of each other?’ Georgina Cunningham would occasionally enquire of her husband as the years went by. The long legs and trim athletic body, the clear skin and shining hair of a nubile Miranda were enough to worry (if also gratify) any mother.


‘How do you propose to keep them apart?’ was Graeme’s response. ‘Anyway, think how you’d miss having Ian here.’ The son she had so much wanted and failed to produce? But also, as he well knew, Georgina liked to give Ian a little of the spoiling and indulging she was sure he never got at home.


She would admit as much. ‘Poor boy, you could hardly call Kilgarth the most cheerful of houses. I know for a fact, because he told me so, that sometimes he doesn’t see his father for days on end. Not that Gregory is exactly cheerful himself. And those silly aunts are no better, stuck away in that cottage of theirs, feuding and complaining. Half the time I’m not sure Ian’s even properly fed.’


‘Doesn’t look as though he does too badly to me,’ Graeme would comment dryly. Ian’s four-square build, filling out every year, his fitness and boundless energy, hardly suggested deprivation. But Graeme knew that, apart from buying clothes for herself and Miranda and keeping them both turned out to perfection (he’d have been a ruined man if he’d been in a different line of business, he would sometimes reflect), Georgina’s main pleasure and skill lay in entertaining – producing superb food and having her comfortable and beautifully kept house enjoyed to the full by friends and family.


‘All right, you can mock, but since Pamela died that house has become a morgue – oh dear, perhaps not the expression to use. But hardly anyone goes there now, and when they do they daren’t speak above a whisper.’


Pamela had died when Ian was thirteen. Used to feeling ill in some degree for most of the time, or to imagining that she was ill, she had taken no steps when pernicious anaemia began to take hold. Gregory, equally used to blanking out a steady drip of moans about dizzy spells, exhaustion and other persistent but imprecise symptoms, and in any case only interested in his own affairs, had paid no attention either.


He had been seriously shocked when Pamela had quietly slipped away one night, her pallid face, as blank of expression as a soap carving, upturned on the pillow beside him, her pink self-adhering rollers framing it like the spikes of a mine. Once he had taken in the fact that she had really gone the first thing he had done, with clumsy shaking fingers, had been to unravel those vulgar cylinders, surprised into a small choking sound which had been closer to anger than pain to see the greying strands which clung to them. No other expression of grief had been wrung from him, but for Gregory, as for Ian, Pamela’s silent departure would always afterwards stir uneasy feelings of failure and guilt.


It would be many years before Ian examined these feelings honestly. His father never did; in his view, wallowing in emotion was a weakness. People who did so only had themselves to blame if they were miserable. He saw no point in dwelling on anything so tedious.


Ian, eventually, was able to admit to Miranda, in the days when anger between them was unimaginable, that a large part of his guilt stemmed from discovering that he enjoyed life at Kilgarth more without his mother.


‘I kept finding it was a relief not to have to bother about all the minor niggles. Like keeping curtains half closed because the light hurt her eyes. Or having to shut doors behind you because of draughts; then being told off for not doing it quietly enough. Tiny things, that I’d be ashamed even to think of when I should have been missing her. But there were others. Meals got simpler, for one. No faddy diets and fussing – and no more tension between her and Dad. That was a big one.’


‘Remember how you got into a panic in case your father asked the aunts to come back?’ Miranda reminded him slyly, knowing this would divert his thoughts.


‘God yes, nightmare idea. Aunt Binnie bursting into tears every time Dad barked at her, and wittering on about were my socks dry or would I like some nice cocoa. And Aunt Olivia crashing about and laying down the law left, right and centre.’


‘But you can’t seriously have believed your father would have let either of them over the doorstep?’


‘Oh, I know, far too keen on his own preservation. But it did have me worried for a while.’


Miranda had never taken the idea seriously, even at the time. Gregory Ross had been only too happy, when he married, to turf out his infuriating sisters, housing them in what had been the chauffeur’s cottage, situated in a dank hollow surrounded by trees and shrubberies, and conveniently out of sight and sound of the big house. It seemed highly unlikely, widower or not, that he would let them back in at any price. So it had proved, and to Ian’s relief the aunts had stayed where they were, not without bitter strictures on Olivia’s part about her brother’s want of family feeling.


The housekeeping had been given into the rough and ready hands of Ruby Lawson, who until then had appeared daily to clean, but who now lived in, with a succession of local girls to help her. The standard of cooking (and the bills) had shot up, clean shirts had always been to hand, clothes could be left where they fell, the bathroom left awash, muddy boots kicked off and forgotten, and no complaints were ever heard. It had been hard for Ian to regret a more stringent regime.


As he grew up he’d been able to acknowledge, though this he didn’t put into words for Miranda, that what had made him most ashamed had been his relief to be free of his mother as a person. Her dissatisfaction with everything around her, including him, had been a perpetual check on his own innate optimism. He had felt that whatever he did she was disappointed in him, and it had been frustrating not to be able to grasp quite why.


There had never been much in the way of warmth or laughter at Kilgarth but, at least for a time after his mother’s death, it had seemed to Ian that he and his father might draw closer.


‘God, how I wanted that,’ he confessed once, on a Sunday evening when he and Miranda were driving back to Edinburgh after a weekend at Cardoch House, where the evening before there had been a big party to celebrate Graeme’s fiftieth birthday. They hadn’t called at Kilgarth, or let Gregory know they were up, sure he wouldn’t care either way, and the contrast between the generous hospitality of Miranda’s home and the grudging bleakness of his own, normally taken in his stride, had got to him for once.


‘But you used to fish and go out on the moor with him, didn’t you?’ Miranda tried for something positive to say but was hazy about the facts after so long.


‘Well, for a while he didn’t ask quite so many of his business chums up, that’s true,’ Ian conceded, ‘and we did have the odd day together. But it was probably more a case of pandering to the conventions than wanting to be on his own with me. Not that he was worried about the conventions, but he’d see that other people might be.’


His mind went back, the disappointment he had felt still able to bite, to those chilly dawns and dusks in the cramped hide up at the flighting pond, the silent hours on the loch. Silent not so much because of the fishing but because father and son had ultimately failed to communicate. There had been a brief flurry of shared interest when Gregory had had some repairs done on the old boathouse, making the spartan picnic room more comfortable and shoring up the verandah, but once the work was finished the need to seek companionship had fizzled out.


‘Let’s face it, we bored each other to death.’ Ian, usually pragmatic about facts that couldn’t be altered, was unable to keep a grim note out of his voice.


‘You’d never got to know each other when you were little, that was the trouble,’ Miranda said, but knew it wasn’t much of an offering.


‘Yes, well, he didn’t have to try for very long. Let’s face it, once I’d told him I wasn’t interested in his precious business, that was more or less it.’


He had been still in his teens when, with his usual straightforward approach not wanting false assumptions to take root, he had announced his complete lack of enthusiasm for the timber trade or anything connected with it. The gulf between his father and himself had widened with a speed and finality which had shaken him more deeply than he had ever admitted.


They had become adept at finding ways to avoid spending time together. Gregory had begun to stay in his flat above the office during the week and bring back friends, or more accurately business associates, at weekends to shoot or fish as before. Ian, acquiring his own wheels the moment he was old enough, had exercised his new independence to the full.


Mature for his age, outwardly he had managed to be objective about the deteriorating situation at home.


‘We’d only scrap if we saw too much of each other,’ he had said fairly, after the joking account of living under the same roof as his father but not having seen him for days which had upset Miranda’s mother. It was true. Equable and laid-back as he generally was, he had his share of the hot Ross temper, and his father was the one person who could unfailingly spark it off.


It was that same temper which had kept his aunts in a state of more or less permanent warfare with the big house. They had fiercely (well, Olivia had been fierce, Binnie had sobbed) resented being put out of their home, as they saw it, and through the years since had only set foot in it to make those depredations which they regarded as their right.


Ian had continued, probably for longer than most boys of his age would have troubled to do without coercion, to pay occasional duty visits to the cottage, but in the end had decided the exercise was pointless. Binnie had gone on wanting to stuff him with cake as if he were still ten years old, and Olivia’s raking glance and caustic comments, her need to attack his father no matter what subject they set out on, had invariably ended by making him feel uncomfortable, resentful and at fault.


‘Maybe I was only looking for some mother substitute anyway,’ he said to Miranda, but the joke failed to mask the odd little ache the memory produced.


‘In that pair?’ Miranda hadn’t failed him. ‘Mothers? Can you imagine either of them ever—?’


So, favoured as his life had been in material terms, emotionally it had been barren, and Miranda, though it was not something he’d been capable of evaluating at the time, had provided, apart from the pleasure of her company and the fun they had together, the vital missing elements of affection, communication and absolute, unquestioning acceptance of him as he was.


Throughout their teens the bond held, strengthened since both became shining lights in the schools ski racing scene. The best of tuition and equipment had always been there for Miranda, and by extension to Ian, and they had made full use of their opportunities. In fact Ian was up for selection at one point for the junior squad, but since he couldn’t bring himself to give up his rugby he missed his chance.


Their success carried them into a wider and lively social scene, one which, with their reputations already established, they could continue to enjoy at university. Was it at this stage that their relationship altered? As with their first meeting, it was hard to decide just when they had fallen in love.


They were certainly seen as a couple, from the first day of Miranda’s first term. With the Ski Club (in which, inevitably, they were office bearers, key racers and at the centre of every off-piste activity) as their social base, they were envied and resented by some perhaps, but pretty much accepted as belonging to that special breed who have everything in life handed to them on a plate.


Sometimes it would seem to Miranda, looking back on those heedless crest-of-the-wave days, that they had been victims of their own popularity and good looks. Ian had been easily the most attractive male around, and he was hers. She suspected that for him it had been the same. They were used to that being the case, and it would have been hard for either of them to give it up, and there was no doubt that the physical magnetism between them had been real and compelling.


That had hardly justified their getting married, though, or getting married when they did. She had still been in first year, everything university had to offer there for the taking. Yet, on little more than light-hearted impulse, or so it seemed looking back – not forgetting the joys of dazzling, magical sex – that was what they’d done. Had it been a colossal piece of showing off? Had they thought people would be impressed? Her parents hadn’t been, nor a furious Gregory Ross, nor their respective tutors.


Their friends had said cheerfully, ‘You must be out of your minds.’


But had the comment been entirely humorous? Or had humour evaporated later, when she had really blown it, and Alexy had arrived?










Chapter 2


Even before they were married they had moved into a flat together, not so common a practice for students then as it would later become. The flat was in the Old Town, just off Charteris Wynd, three narrow flights up in a gaunt building of dark stone, with deep-set eyes of windows and steep-pitched roof. Once reached, the flat itself was surprisingly light, since a tiny, frail-looking balcony had been cobbled, presumably without planning permission, on to a gable window taken down to floor level, and inside a previous tenant had gone mad with glowing gold and burnt umber.


Miranda loved it, loved its blaze of colour after the dark stairs, loved its odd-shaped rooms and careless shabbiness, its sense of being a high, private retreat. She even loved the cramped and freezing bathroom because through its skylight you could watch the stars from the squat green bath. She was unconcerned by the cupboard-like nook which passed for a kitchen, with its double gas burner, its electric frying pan which was supposed to do duty as an oven, its chipped clay sink and dank wooden draining-board, its rickety cupboards whose buckled doors refused to slide. Kitchens were nothing to do with her. She still thought as a student where food was concerned – quick, easy, cheap.


She and Ian both had allowances which, though generous, never seemed to go quite far enough. Neither was encouraged to exceed them, and in the circumstances sensible food wasn’t a priority. They settled joyfully into their eyrie, conveniently near the university, and even more conveniently situated for their friends, and after the wedding threw a tremendous party there, Ian and his best man playing the pipes, and the crush so great it was impossible to move. Bride and groom fell into bed at dawn amid a welter of dirty glasses, empty bottles, a litter of jokey presents and, since the bin was crammed full, a good deal of the unsightly packaging in which the wedding feast had arrived. At noon some of the guests came thumping at the door and they all went to the pub.


Marriage, Miranda was to realise later, made almost no difference to the way they lived, an indication perhaps of how little they had been ready for it, or how little they had thought about the step they were taking. Yet after the wedding, so that afterwards it was easy to believe marriage had been the cause, many changes had come, and come swiftly. The shocks, she had labelled these events. To herself, for she and Ian didn’t go in much for serious terms at that stage.


The first shock, though it was easy to forget it was the first, since for a while she refused to face her fears, was the suspicion that she was pregnant. This couldn’t be happening, was her initial reaction. She and Ian hadn’t discussed the possibility, beyond a casual agreement in passing that this was obviously a no-go area, with an exaggerated shudder at the mere idea.


Now Miranda did frantic sums, consulting her diary, in which she never wrote anything, and sitting on the edge of the bed with her packet of pills in her hand trying to make sense of the irregular pattern of tattered empty sockets and obdurately sealed ones. She knew she sometimes missed taking them. Her lifestyle of irregular hours, late nights and parties, last-minute decisions to go off for weekends with a frantic grabbing up of what they would need, led fatefully to errors. Usually she said nothing, skipped the spare pill, crossed her fingers, and when her period came round sailed on with no more than a momentary breath of relief. Repeated escapes had blunted both the anxiety and the thankfulness. Disasters of that sort happened to other people; she was always lucky.


Now she felt frighteningly at sea, unable to pin down any date with certainty. Though she never admitted it at the family planning clinic, because she thought it a bonus and didn’t want it altered, the pill she was on had more than once caused her to miss a period, and this added to the scary feeling of the whole question being out of her control.


She put down the quesiness that had driven her to these calculations to a fish chowder which she had been more than dubious about the night before and – though afterwards this seemed incredible even to her – decided to ignore the whole thing. Her period would come next time round, whenever that was, and all would be well. Was it fear, or the in-built belief that nothing disastrous could ever touch her, that made her ignore the warnings? Why didn’t she do a pregnancy test? Not so simple as it would become, but even then readily available. Had she acted out of naivety, cowardice or arrogance? A mixture of all three, Miranda would later decide grimly, for her airy confidence was to be much reduced and battered by the years.


Then the other shocks, which followed in such numbing succession in the first term of her second year, made it easy to forget the first, or at least do no more than shiver in passing apprehension when the thought obtruded at odd moments.


She and Ian went home for the weekend to Cardoch House. Miranda still thought of it as home, perhaps as clear a sign as any of her immaturity. The cheerful, messy flat seemed a mere term-time domain, and to live full-time in a city environment would not have occurred to her, or appealed to her.


Ian felt much the same. At Cardoch House there was always an affectionate welcome, good food, excellent wine and agreeable indulgence. Miranda could and did take home huge bags of washing, for Georgina was one of those women who always seemed able to find and keep an adequate supply of help. She paid well, certainly, and, in spite of Gardoch House being a steep pull up the hill, it was convenient for the town and no one had to live in.


Whatever the reason, uncomplaining and efficient service could always be relied on, or if protests were voiced they were never heard, and since Miranda saw nothing wrong in making use of her parents’ house in this way Ian wasn’t going to argue.


But on this visit, instead of indulging them in their usual freedom to come and go as they pleased, Georgina caught Miranda for a moment after lunch on Saturday, Graeme being absent on Rotary business, and asked her to let Ian go alone to a meeting at the Ski Club hut. Early snow had brought the start of the season suddenly close, and work in hand on improvements to the hut facilities needed to be pushed along.


Although Miranda was in charge of the sub-committee convened to oversee the work, the request was so unusual and her mother’s tone so firm that she agreed with no more than a token protest to let Ian take her place. She was invariably good-natured – she had never had any reason to be anything else – and a nagging pain in the small of her back, which she had been doing her best to ignore, made an afternoon by the drawing-room fire unexpectedly attractive, compared to a protracted inspection of plumbing and lighting in an unheated hut perched on a muddy slope with a bleak north wind moaning round it. The cheerful session in the bar of the nearby pub which would follow she would just have to forego for once. Perhaps, if the worst were true, should forego? She pushed the thought hastily away.


There was certainly no room in her mind for it when her mother embarked with some difficulty on what she had to say.


‘Now that you’re safely settled in your own married life,’ Georgina began, which Miranda, on reviewing the conversation, would think was putting it a bit high, ‘your father and I feel it’s time to make some changes. Well, we’ve been thinking them over for some time, but we didn’t quite see how – we felt the moment wasn’t—’


How much a child Miranda still was, blind to warning signs, oblivious of the problems and concerns of ‘the grown-ups’. How much a child they had kept her, Georgina amended guiltily, to have spoken of none of this till now.


Graeme, it seemed, had been suffering for some time from cardiac problems, brought on by the unrelenting pace at which he worked, the level of stress at which he operated, and worries about having over-extended with a new shop. This part in itself was a shock. Miranda had always believed implicitly in her father’s achievements. His absorption in the business had seemed entirely natural, part of him, part of the Cunningham tradition. To think of him as ill was impossible.


Ironically, her mother, having found it hard to bring herself to broach the subject at all, for to her Miranda was still her little girl to be protected and shielded, scarcely allowed the impact of this opening to sink in before going rapidly on. Since she and Graeme had been turning over their plans for some time, and had even begun to implement them, perhaps it was excusable to forget for a moment that Miranda was quite unprepared.


‘We wanted to stay on here as long as we could for your sake. We felt we should provide you with a stable home. Well, not just that, we wanted to, of course. But now that you’re married and have a home of your own it’s different, isn’t it?’


A vision of the Charteris Wynd flat, which Georgina had never seen, rose before Miranda’s eyes, the flat as they had left it yesterday evening, squalid, dredged with belongings, the bed bare because at the last minute she had stripped off sheet and duvet cover to add to the rest of the washing, the remains of their last meal sharing the table with a half-written essay and a heap of overdue library books.


‘It seemed the right time to make the move,’ Georgina was saying, the worried note in her voice tinged with defensiveness since Miranda had said nothing. ‘It’s ridiculous to run a house this size for two people, as I’m sure you’d agree.’


But it had been reasonable to run it for three people, Miranda thought, groping for anything to stave off alarming and unwanted revelations which seemed to be coming closer every second.


‘It’s always been a nightmare to look after, as you know,’ Georgina hurried on.


Had it? Cardoch House had seemed to Miranda to run by itself. What concern of hers had been the enormous heating bills, the work it took to keep the heavy furniture in gleaming order, the grumbling about the kitchen being on one floor and the dining-room on another, the difficulty of finding anyone still prepared to sweep the tortuous chimneys, the slow disintegration of the lead flashings in the multiple valleys of the roof?


‘And I’ve always hated living in Scotland, as you know,’ Georgina wound up, as though grasping thankfully at one aspect which at any rate was clear-cut and simple. She leaned forward to lift and delicately rearrange a half-burned log, using the long-handled and beautifully cleaned brass tongs to do so, then hung them back beside their beautifully cleaned companions.


Don’t keep saying, ‘as you know’, Miranda protested silently, dumb with shock. I don’t know. I don’t know any of this. Hate Scotland? It seemed the ultimate treachery, a fact arbitrarily tossed in and to her inconceivable. Her mother had always made a big thing of her relief to be back in Gloucestershire when they had visited her sisters, but that had been a joke, surely? It must have been, because Miranda genuinely couldn’t imagine anyone preferring England to Scotland.


‘So really, it all seemed to fit,’ Georgina was saying, her eyes still on the fire, her voice less calm and persuasive now. ‘I know your father’s reluctant to move, but if he stays here he won’t be able to resist being involved with Cunningham’s. He does see that really. He hasn’t been at all well this summer, and he can’t go on ignoring the warnings for ever.’


‘But where are you going?’ Miranda cried, instinctively rejecting the last part of this, which chimed too disturbingly with her own private fears. ‘What are you going to do?’


‘We thought of living near Aunt Nita. A perfect little house came up in just the right area. You probably remember it, that pretty cottage on the corner where the Sheepscombe road turns off. But the Cotswold winters can be very bleak, almost as bad as here, so we thought we’d opt for the sun instead and—’


‘Where? Where are you going?’ Miranda was exasperated to have cudgelled her brain to work out which cottage her mother was talking about and then find it had nothing to do with anything. But in her heart she knew that this momentary frustration was mere clutching at anything which would hold off the terrifying sensation of the foundations of life crumbling beneath her feet.


‘Darling, you won’t mind, will you?’ Miranda’s dismay had at last pierced Georgina’s preoccupation with getting this difficult moment over. For putting the plan into words as something that would soon happen had given it a new reality, and the suspicion she had been trying to ignore for weeks, of having overridden Graeme’s true wishes in the matter, had stirred uncomfortably. ‘I know as long as you’ve got Ian your world is perfect,’ she rushed on without waiting for an answer, ‘and it’s so easy to fly everywhere nowadays. We thought of Jersey, but apparently it’s a bit like Eton, you have to put your name down before you’re born or something, so in the end we decided on Provence.’


‘Decided?’ Miranda felt a dull sensation in her stomach close to sickness. It was a measure of how deeply her mother’s news had shaken her that she didn’t immediately relate it to her own possible condition.


It was indeed, all settled. Even Miranda, much as she longed to argue and plead, could see that it would be the purest selfishness to do so. She was a married woman, not the spoiled daughter of the house. It was salutory to realise that it had taken these events to make her see herself in that light.


What hurt her to remember later was that she never talked to her father, unable to put aside her own consternation and make the effort to appreciate how he must be feeling. There was no habit of communication between them, chiefly because they had seen so little of each other as she was growing up, but that was no excuse. For her father to live anywhere but Scotland, anywhere but in this supremely comfortable, absurdly ugly house, where he had been born and his father had been born; for her father to have wrested from him the whole purpose of his days, must have been a devastating double blow to face. And she had simply let him go, even priding herself on hiding her own feelings of loss and abandonment.


Home was now, literally, a couple of down-at-heel rooms in the warren of the Old Town, with icy draughts writhing in under the stair door, rumbling plumbing and chancy hot water, and a mildew map on the wall behind the bed. How could that be home? It was no more home than her cubie had been at school.


Ian, doing his best to comfort her about her father, and understanding something of how she felt over the sale of Cardoch House, guessed that she was suddenly seeing the flat with new eyes. For him, it was perfectly adequate. If he hadn’t found it so he would have moved. And with money always in short supply, it made no sense to him to spend more on rent. But next year, when he was twenty-one, funds should increase considerably, so his suggestion was that they should rethink their options then if they saw the need.


Meanwhile, if Miranda was missing her parents, though as a Ross this was something he could only imagine with an effort, he was sure that Graeme would be more than happy to finance visits. Provence at Easter couldn’t be bad. Ian, as ever, saw little to worry about.


‘And we’ve always got Kilgarth to fall back on. There’s a washing machine there too,’ he would remind Miranda, never serious for long, and laugh at her when she pretended to be indignant.










Chapter 3


The following Monday Miranda was summoned to speak to her tutor and warned that her work was falling far below the required standard and that something must be done about it. With her mind full of the changes threatening the entire structure of her life, which she had as yet barely had time to assimilate, she reacted to this information with a childish sense of outrage. She did as much work as anyone else, everyone was late with essays, no one got serious about work at the beginning of second year. She was defensive and resentful during the brief exchange, and her tutor saw there was little hope of constructive dialogue. He dismissed her to think things over, and almost as swiftly dismissed her from his mind.


In his view, she was a student who shouldn’t be here, taking up a valuable place someone else might have had. Intelligent enough, indubitably, but she had never had to stretch her brain or apply herself. Now that this was asked of her, her only answer was to take offence. She had no idea what she would do with a degree, if she ever achieved one, and, as so many others regrettably did, seemed to regard tertiary education not as the start of adult life but as an extension of school, an easier option than earning her living. And now that she was married she had even less attention to spare for work. Half the time she looked barely awake, and certainly this morning had looked nothing like her former glowing self. She’d be pregnant next, silly girl. Well, that should concentrate her mind about what she wanted.


In fact, for the first time since her original fright, so many days ago now that she had been able to convince herself it really had been caused by the dubious chowder, nausea had overtaken Miranda this morning. She had just left the flat and started down the draughty stairs and she had clung, eyes closed, trembling, to the ice-cold rail fixed to the grubby wall, resisting with all her soul acceptance of what this meant.


There hadn’t been time to think about it. She was late. She was always late these days. She had steadied herself, swallowed down with shivering repugnance the juices that filled her mouth, and hurried unsteadily on. She had to get through this interview, whatever it was about, and then she would think, she promised herself.


It was all part of her anger when she left her tutor’s room, a jumbled, indignant anger, full of unfamiliar elements. She had been criticised in uncompromising terms, told her work was unsatisfactory and that she was behaving irresponsibly. It was an unpleasant sensation. Miranda was accustomed to cruising, keeping up with no struggle, performing so brilliantly in things sporting that scrambling through elsewhere had always been condoned. She was used to success and praise, to having no quarrel with anyone. It was easy to take such effortless popularity for granted, and though she had fallen into her fair share of trouble at school it had been part of the game, embellishing her reputation among her peers and arousing, as far as she knew, no particular animosity in the staff. Had some of them disliked her? The thought had never occurred to her. But this morning her tutor’s voice had held an impatience which told her he saw her as an immature chit who shouldn’t be allowed to waste his time.


Defiance swiftly took over. There was a lecture in ten minutes but, scarcely making a decision, Miranda knew she wouldn’t attend it. Walking fast, paying no attention to where she was going, she let her anger grow into a billowing cloud of resentment. A waft of freshly roasted coffee made her realise how hungry she was – she must have been wrong about that earlier queasiness; she had just rushed straight out of bed without eating anything and that had made her giddy – and she turned down a steep flight of steps, and into a coffee bar she and Ian often frequented. A few people, by which she meant students, were already there, hunched over the ritual mugs of black coffee. One or two were smoking and the smell of the cigarettes was sharply offensive. Miranda nodded to the ones she knew, but in spite of a lifted hand of invitation didn’t join them, sliding instead behind a table in the furthest, deepest corner, not even aware of how much she needed a dark burrow to hide in.


She demolished croissants ravenously, found they weren’t substantial enough and added a couple of doughnuts. People came and went. She tried to remember what else she should be doing today but couldn’t work it out. Then suddenly, a sweet light of simplicity replacing her muddled anger, she saw that it didn’t matter.


So her work wasn’t good enough? Fine. Why bother then? As with many people used to easy rewards, the unexpected check, instead of making her want to put matters right, produced the opposite effect of instant readiness to throw in the towel. Perhaps in her heart Miranda believed that even if she worked she couldn’t do a great deal better, and didn’t want to expose herself to that humiliation. Even in undemanding first year, when most people found they were able to get by without much strain, she had been startled by the vast difference between reading set books at school and letting her memory do the rest, and what ‘English’ had become here. An in-depth examination of the various routes by which a vowel sound had entered the language, discussions on whether a final ‘e’ was orthographic or organic, and the excruciating boredom of Middle English texts had come as an unwelcome shock.


Why was she beating her brains out about this stuff anyway? Because other options had looked less appealing? There had to be something to spend her time on which had a little more meaning to it.


In that alluring glimpse of freedom, realising that she could abandon the whole issue and no one would give a damn, Miranda also found she was able to face the other truth she had been evading. She couldn’t go on shutting her eyes and hoping it would go away. She must find out for certain – though a deep-buried instinct knew the answer already – and she must tell Ian.


That moment was to return to her many times, not because it was the moment when she saw that she could abandon her university career without compunction, not even because it was the first time she allowed herself to accept the probability that she had conceived, but because she suddenly saw the relationship between herself and Ian with a new clarity.


Faced with the prospect of breaking this news to him, she realised a startling fact – they rarely talked. Really talked. It seemed hardly credible when she examined this, but it was true. They chattered and gabbled endlessly, and always had. They did everything they could together by choice, though they made no special effort to be on their own, perfectly happy as part of a crowd. They laughed at the same things and co-habited happily, never quarrelling. Love-making was wonderful; they were still hungry for each other and satisfied each other completely. This sure delight and fulfilment was for Miranda the basis on which the rest was built. But how often did they have a real conversation, except for the rare occasions when Ian spoke of his father? Perhaps part of the explanation was that they’d always known each other, and saw no more reason to discuss things than a brother and sister might. But they weren’t brother and sister. They loved each other.


Love. Trembling almost as uncontrollably as she had in that moment of sickness on the chilly stairs earlier, Miranda felt the word catch at her with a physical impact. What did it mean? What did she mean by it, murmuring the word dreamily as her satiated body relaxed into sleep in Ian’s arms after they had made love? What did Ian mean by it, when he drowsily returned, ‘Love you too’?


Suddenly she felt terribly frightened. Her mind turned, with a need for comfort which should have rung the alarm bells even more loudly, to her parents. They would be disappointed if she dropped out of her course, but no more than that. They would have been proud if she had graduated, as they were proud of all her achievements, but they wouldn’t regard an academic qualification as important, particularly now that she was married.


And that surely was the point; she was married. Finding that she was pregnant, if she was, shouldn’t terrify her in this way. There were no complications, no confessions to make, no defiant flouting of her family or Ian’s to worry about. On the contrary, everyone would presumably be delighted. So what was her panicky resistance about? Dread of telling Ian, when they had so positively agreed that starting a family was not for them? Or the even greater dread, she had to admit at last, at the prospect of giving birth, of being a mother. She shrivelled with cowardice at the mere thought, then exasperation rushed back. Why even think of giving birth? No one had to do that nowadays if they didn’t want to. She would have an abortion. She could scarcely believe she had put herself through such hoops and not reached this conclusion at once. Ian would certainly agree, and the whole problem would vanish.


And I’ll be back to Gammer Gurton’s Needle, she mocked herself almost cheerfully, running up the steps to the street with her normal buoyancy back in place. Oh, my God, can I face it …?


The first problem was to find an opportunity to talk to Ian. Miranda had never noticed till today how little time they spent on their own, nor how few of the moments when they were alone were appropriate for anything but their usual frivolous exchanges. During the week their days were fragmented by the demands of their different courses and though they generally managed to meet for lunch it was invariably in a group. Ian was taking his rugby seriously this term and spent a lot of time training. She herself was swimming a couple of evenings a week and had recently taken up fencing, which she was becoming very keen about. The Ski Club still absorbed a lot of their time. The pace had never been more strenuous.


Seeking a moment to broach a subject so adult and urgent that it often seemed to her it must concern two entirely different people, Miranda also realised for the first time how hard Ian worked. It was remarkable, in view of all the other things he managed to fit in, including some serious drinking, but it was a fact. He was fascinated by his subject, and when he worked was capable of an intense concentration in marked contrast to Miranda’s own methods, which were piecemeal, self-indulgent and half-hearted. She liked music in the background, or even the television on, regardless of the programme. She yawned and lolled, flipped over pages with impatience, and treated herself to frequent placebos of food and drink. She welcomed interruptions, abandoning any pretence of work at the first breath of persuasion, cobbled together waffling essays on half-read texts, once producing a paper on Diana of the Crossways having read no more than the chapter headings, and was late with every assignment.


Ian couldn’t see the point of leaving things till the last minute. In his view putting a job off meant more hassle than doing it four times over. Get it done and get it out of the way, was his policy, and though ironically this contributed to his hard-playing image, since it left him cheerfully laid back about deadlines, in effect it was carrying him towards an excellent degree.


The week seemed to hurtle by, and no chance to talk presented itself. Afterwards, with the unforgiving opinion of herself which events were to force upon her, Miranda would wonder just how hard she had tried to create one. Surely Ian would have sacrificed an hour from his pressing commitments if she had made him realise the importance of what she had to say.


It was during this week that he learned he was to be on the bench for the game against Scotland A, and his joy over his selection took precedence over everything else – or Miranda was prepared to let it do so. In the event Ian wasn’t called on, but he was there, part of the team, and after the match Miranda left him to the bonding and roaring and beer and, without repining, spent the evening at a twenty-first party.


On Sunday Ian, who had an extraordinary capacity for getting himself into action in spite of hangovers which would have crippled most people, was up at eight, and the flat was in chaos as they milled round getting ready for a day’s skiing in Glenshee. A good build-up of snow above the two thousand foot level during the week had been consolidated by nights of hard frost, and an early club race had been hastily organised as a season opener. It was very much fun for the inner circle, not to be missed.


Then they were back to Monday. Almost by default, Miranda had continued going to lectures. If there was to be no baby, as of course there mustn’t be, then there was no reason for not attending them. Or had she subconsciously known that to give up, to stay at home, would make a confrontation with Ian inevitable? For a confrontation she found herself increasingly certain it would turn into, with a corresponding uncertainty as to how he would view the situation.


From home, with a timing that made her feel more vulnerable than ever, came the news that the sale of Cardoch House had gone through with unlooked-for speed. To find a buyer for such a large house, at such a price, in literally a matter of days, had taken everyone by surprise. But the right person had appeared on cue, in search of a property which could be converted into what he called a ‘country house’ hotel, and the suitability of Cardoch House had been immediately obvious.


For Miranda there was an unpleasant feeling of slack suddenly being taken up. She realised that although she had known the house was on the market she had blindly assumed that Christmas would still be spent there. She was ashamed to feel so much at a loss at the prospect of being deprived of this much-loved and dependable treat. Memories swarmed, already sharp-etched with nostalgia, of the big warm rooms, beautifully decorated by her mother, of the tall tree in the curve of the stairs, the traditional round of entertaining, and the perennial problem of having the drawing-room fire blazing cheerfully before dinner on Christmas Eve, but sufficiently subdued for the temperature to be bearable for the reels which always followed.


And the presents, I suppose you want those too, Miranda told herself with contempt. These were childhood’s images; she had to accept that she was reaching out to something which had gone for ever. Tears stung her eyes.


Would it be endurable to spend Christmas in Charteris Wynd, out of term, with most of their friends gone, town taking over from gown, in a city where they were temporarily displaced? How could she make this barren little flat look festive and inviting? How on earth could she produce Christmas food?
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