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CHAPTER 1

A taste of spring. That’s exactly how it should be described. Nature pervading the senses with the tangy texture of newly tilled soil, laced with the lightest sprinkling of salt that blew in on the cool breeze from the North Sea. Liz Dewhurst leaned against the rotting strainer-post at the head of the field and closed her eyes, pulling in a deep breath and moving her tongue across her palate to identify more. There was something else, but it seemed alien, ill at sorts with this carefully prepared recipe. She opened her eyes and watched the large John Deere tractor sweep past fifty metres below her, the masculinity of its six-cylindered roar giving way to the more genteel sound of the drill-spouts, clicking away like a thousand synchronized knitting needles as each placed its designated quantity of barley seed into the rich dark earth.

Liz smiled to herself and pushed away from the strainer. Diesel fumes. That’s what it was. Her moment of sweet communion ended by a technological breakthrough.

‘Come on, Leckie!’ she called out, shrugging the strap of the basket higher onto her shoulder and scanning the hedgerow for the Jack Russell terrier. He appeared from the undergrowth a hundred yards uphill, like a cork fired from a champagne bottle, and stood looking at her, a small power pack of energy weighing up the odds as to whether obedience should give way to further moments of pure joy.

‘Come on!’

The tone of voice was enough. Obedience would seem a better option today. Hitting full speed at only two strides into its run, the dog tore down the hill towards its mistress, then veered off and dodged away down the field in front of her.

Liz made for the centre of the field, hoping to coincide her arrival there with the next pass of the John Deere, but as it turned on the end rig, the engine was cut, emptying the air of its noise, leaving only the weaker, yet more melodious sounds of the cab radio to take its place.

Bert was well settled into his lunch by the time she reached the tractor, alternately biting into a white-loaf sandwich and supping away at a plastic cupful of tea. Acknowledging her arrival with a chuck of his head, the old tractorman slid forward in his seat and gave the door a hefty boot open, allowing the fug of sweet pipe tobacco to escape from the cab’s airless confines and waft down towards Liz.

‘Hullo, Bert.’

‘Weel?’ Bert replied with his customary question to the greeting.

Liz turned and looked down the rail-track straightness of his drilling. ‘How’s it going?’

Bert took a noisy slurp of tea before answering. ‘Tractor’s pullin’ braw, but yon machine ahent’s a real scunner. Spoots aye seem to be gettin’ fell chochit.’

Liz smiled up at the old man. Having lived all her thirty-seven years right here on the east coast of Fife, she was proud both of her Scottish roots and lilting voice, but sometimes she found it almost incomprehensible that both she and Bert should come from the same country, so broad was his accent. A native of Aberdeen, he spoke as if every word had been given a good chewing before being sputtered out in a whirring stream. And that lack of comprehension had not all been one-sided. At the ceilidh that her father had held to mark Bert’s twenty-five years’ service on the farm, the tractorman had risen unsteadily to his feet, clutching in his hand a glass of whisky that was as dark as the peat with which it was made, and remarked that ‘the reason that me and the fermer hev got on sae weel ower the years is that neither of us hev understood a bloody word we’ve said tae itch ither!’

Liz bent down and picked up a handful of earth, rubbing it gently between fingers and thumb and allowing the crumbled soil to fall back to the ground. ‘At least the conditions are perfect. I don’t think they’ve been this good in years.’

Bert sat back in his tractor seat. ‘Aye, weel, there’s somethin’ tae be said fer that at ony rate.’

Liz glanced to where the old cab-less Fordson sat idle at the bottom of the field. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know where my father’s got to?’

‘Aaay. He went off doon the gulley just afore ye arrived.’ He let out a throaty chuckle. ‘He’ll be sunbathin’ on the rocks, nae doot.’

Liz laughed at the vision of her father lying prostrate on a rock, his coveralls zipped right up to the neck to keep himself warm. ‘Aye, nae doot.’ She gave her head a quick shake of admonishment, realizing that she too was slipping into the vernacular. ‘Well, I’ll away down and see him. I’ve got his lunch.’

She patted the basket with her hand and looked back at the tractorman. But he had already closed the door of the tractor to resume his own.

Liz set off at a brisk pace towards the gulley, hoping to catch her father before he made his way back to the field. As she went, a blinding pinpoint of light from the adjacent field, sun hitting polished metal, caught her eye, and she stopped to see what had caused it. Two distant figures, their fluorescent green coats clearly outlining them against the dark backdrop of the sea, stood on open ground two hundred metres apart. One held a long white pole at the vertical and moved this way and that in response to the hand-waving of the other, who, when not giving directions, was stooped over a surveying theodolite, the source of the reflected light. The sight of this hitherto innocuous task had an immediate effect on Liz, displacing her feeling of complete contentment for the day with a griping sense of foreboding. She watched them for a moment longer, then, with her hand held hard against the basket, she turned and began to run in tottering, uneven steps across the unworked land, as if physical distance might help separate her from the undesirable infringements of the surveyors’ actions. Only when she was sure that the undulating contours of the field hid all view of the neighbouring farm from sight did she slow to a walk.

The gulley that led down to the shore was dank and gloomy, the sun’s rays being denied access to the dreariness of its inner sanctum by a canopied arch of unkempt hawthorn bushes, their roots exposed like gnarled arthritic limbs after years of undermining by an out-of-control rabbit population. Consequently, the full length of its rutted centre still brimmed with a succession of stagnant brown puddles despite the fact that it had not rained for the best part of a month. Liz kept to the driest part at the edge of the track, her upper body tilted to the side to avoid having her head caught by the tentacled branches of spiky hawthorn, and at the same time keeping an eye on the darting Jack Russell, just in case he decided to up-tail and vanish down one of the all-too-inviting rabbit holes.

With warming relief, she stepped back out into bright sunlight at the bottom of the gulley and climbed up high onto the overhang of craggy volcanic rock to afford her a better view of the shoreline. The wind, now sparkled with moisture from the crashing waves, had become more chilled, and she zipped up her quilted jacket to the neck and pushed away the strand of short blond hair that blew about her face. The dog, who had been vainly sniffing out something of interest in these new maritime surroundings, suddenly let out a short yelp, heralding the discovery of her father’s whereabouts, and headed off, his claws scrambling for purchase on the slippery rocks, in the direction of the lone figure that sat looking out to sea fifty yards upwind from where she stood. Liz turned to follow the animal at a more careful pace, her Wellingtons being too loose-fitting to be classed as ideal footwear for the purpose in hand.

Even though he would have certainly been forewarned of his daughter’s proximity by the dog’s appearance, the farmer continued to look mesmerically out to sea as she approached, the collar of his coveralls turned up as token protection against the wind, his white-browed eyes shielded by the peak of a battered tweed cap. He sat with the wriggling dog in his arms, his hand clamped tight over Leckie’s mouth to avoid his over-amorous greeting.

‘Hi, Dad,’ Liz breathed out in a sigh of exhaustion.

At the sound of her voice, the farmer broke from his train of thought and turned to flash her a crooked smile. ‘Well, lass. How’re you doing?’ He let go of the dog, allowing it to spill from his arms and run off to explore the peripheries of a nearby rock-pool.

‘I thought I’d bring your lunch out to you.’

‘Aye, well, there was no real need. I’m not that hungry.’ He gave his head a quick, appreciative nod. ‘But it’s good of you, nonetheless.’

Liz sat down beside him on the rock, tucking the bottom of her jacket under the seat of her jeans to avoid its chilling smoothness. She wedged the basket into a crevice, damp with seaweed, behind her, then delved in and took out a Thermos and a plastic container filled with sandwiches. She poured out a cupful of soup for her father and handed it to him.

‘Just as well I brought this down. You didn’t look as if you were going to bother coming in for lunch.’

He took a loud swallow of his soup, but did not follow it up with any verbal response, instead just wrapped his large, calloused hands around the steaming warmth of the cup and cast his eyes far beyond the frothing breakers on the rocks.

Liz reached across and put a hand on his knee. ‘Are you all right, Dad? You seem to be a bit away with the fairies.’

Her father let out a long sigh and turned to her, a wistful smile on his face. ‘Och, I don’t know, lass. Just having a few thoughts.’

‘What kind of thoughts?’

He took another sip from his cup, then gave a short laugh. ‘If you really want to know, I’ll show you.’ Handing her the cup, he leaned forward to pick up a pebble before pushing himself to his feet. He stood for a moment, as if readying his tall, angular frame for action, then, with a certain and, to Liz, quite alarming unsteadiness that was probably only to be expected of a man nearing his seventieth year, he jumped his way across the rocks to stand just out of the spattering reaches of the breaking waves.

‘See that out there?’ he called back to her, his voice barely audible above the noise of the sea. He pointed his finger towards a jagged needle of rock that protruded from the sea seventy metres offshore. Liz nodded in response. He moved back a couple of paces, executed a number of practice throwing actions to loosen off the muscles in his stringy arm, and then, with one ungainly skip forward, he launched the pebble, and almost himself, out into the water. The small stone hit the surface with a feeble plop, not even a quarter of the way to its appointed target. For a moment, he stared at the point of impact, then, letting out a loud exclamation of derision, he made his way back to where Liz was sitting.

She shook her head as he approached. ‘What was that all about?’

Her father sat down, letting out a heavy blow from the effort, then leaned over and took a sandwich from the box. ‘I’ll tell you.’ He took a bite and, almost simultaneously, began his explanation. ‘When I was a wee lad, about ten or eleven years old, my father brought me down here and showed me that rock. He said that the day that I could hit it three times in a row from that point where I just threw that stone would be the time when he’d let me take over the farm. Well, I thought there and then that I’d make him eat his words.’ He shot a knowing wink at Liz. ‘Aye but, lass, he was a wise old devil. No matter how much I tried, I fell short of that rock all the way through my teens. Then, once I’d the strength to get the range, it took me another two years to get the control. And when I eventually did hit it three times, he didn’t believe me! So I had to do it all over again, with him standing as witness – and that took another six months!’ He laughed. ‘I was twenty-three by that time!’

Liz smiled at her father. ‘You’d wonder how he knew that it would take that long. Do you think that his father put him through the same test?’

‘Oh, aye, he did. And as far as I know, his father before that, too!’

Liz was silent for a moment before making the decision to ask the question. ‘And did you ever do it with Andrew?’

The farmer took another bite of his sandwich and this time said nothing until he had swallowed his mouthful. ‘Aye, I did – and the lad hit it three times when he was only nineteen.’ He gave a long sigh and held out his cup to be replenished. ‘But your brother was never that interested in the farm. And why should he be? I never minded that much. He was always a clever boy. Too bright to spend his days driving tractors about the place. He’d only have got bored. No, he made the right decision, going away to Australia like that. Managing director of a company and all.’ He drained his cup, and flicking its residue out to be dispersed by the wind, he once more scrutinized the distant rock. ‘Aye, it’s like the family’s own stone of destiny, that out there. I suppose it’s sort of become like the physical pinnacle of my life, with those pebbles getting closer and closer to it as I grew up, and now, as I get older, getting further and further away. I suppose it won’t be long now before I canna even heft them further than the shoreline itself.’

Liz took the cup from him and put it back in the basket. ‘Come on, Dad, you’re being a bit pessimistic, aren’t you?’

He wiped his hands on the legs of his coveralls. ‘Aye, well, I’ve had the mind to be a bit pessimistic over these past few months, as I’m sure you’ll understand.’

‘Yes. I can,’ Liz replied softly. She screwed the top back on the Thermos and kept hold of it at its tightest position. ‘You’ll be missing Mum a good deal, Dad?’

He pushed back the peak of his tweed cap and scratched at the top of his snow-white tangle of hair before settling it once more on his head. ‘Of course.’ He got to his feet and held out a hand to his daughter. ‘You don’t easily forget the scent of a flower just because it’s died.’

Taking hold of the outstretched hand, Liz felt the power in his grip as he brought her effortlessly to her feet, then, picking up the basket, he set off across the rocks towards the gulley ahead of his daughter.

‘Dad?’

‘Aye?’ He turned back to look at her.

‘I haven’t ever asked you this before, but – well – you don’t blame me, do you? In any way – for Mum, I mean?’

Her father beamed a broad smile at her and shook his head. ‘No, Lizzie, I don’t. And never think it. It was just one of those sad coincidences, her getting ill when you and Gregor parted company. Of course, there was no doubt that we were all affected by it, with our families and the farms being linked so close, but no, lass, I’m pretty sure that it never hastened her end.’

Liz leaped the two rocks to where her father stood and put her arms around his chest, pushing her cheek against the exposed front of his woollen jersey and feeling the warmth radiate through from his lean frame.

‘I sometimes wonder what it would be like if it never had happened.’

‘What? You jumping in the back of the Land Rover with young Gregor?’

Liz pushed herself away from him, and looked up at a face that twinkled with amusement. ‘Dad!’

His grin spilled out into a laugh. ‘Och, you mean the marriage? Well, I suppose one wouldn’t have happened without the other, would it?’

Liz smiled and shook her head. ‘No, you’re right. It wouldn’t.’

Her father pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his coveralls and gave a brief nod in the direction of the rock, its tip now becoming more pronounced with the ebbing of the tide. ‘You can’t change destiny, lass. You can’t get your pebble back once you’ve thrown it. It’s all been. It’s in the past. Anyway, you wouldn’t have that fine lad of yours if it was different, would you?’

Liz took in a long deep breath and let it out. ‘I know that.’ She paused for a moment. ‘But sometimes I wonder if the future holds anything better.’ She cast a wary glance at her father. ‘They’ve been out on Gregor’s farm again – doing more surveying for the golf course.’

He nodded. ‘I know. Gregor phoned me this morning. They want to start here tomorrow.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I told him to hold off until we see what the outcome of the meeting is tonight.’

He watched the change of expression on his daughter’s face, the usual open, smiling features being drawn down into a hardened glare of determination. ‘We can’t let it happen, Dad. We mustn’t let them steamroller us into making a decision.’

Putting an arm around his daughter’s shoulders, he drew her into his side, and lifting his other hand to her face, he pushed gently at the corners of her mouth with his thumb and forefinger to reinstate the smile. ‘Listen, Lizzie, we’ll see what they have to say, and we’ll do what’s best.’ He bent down and planted a kiss on the top of her head. ‘But I don’t want you getting all huffed up and bitter about it all, lass, because that’s not you – that’s not you at all.’ He leaned his head forward to make eye contact with his daughter. ‘D’you hear me?’

Liz looked up into his kind, weather-beaten face and could not help but break into a genuine smile. ‘I’ll try – but it’s hard sometimes.’

‘I know.’ He grabbed her hand and pulled her up bodily onto the next rock, then turned and gave a shrill whistle for the dog. ‘Come on, we’d better get going, otherwise Bert will have no worked ground in front of him.’

Together they picked their way slowly across the rocks back towards the gulley. Just as they reached the plateau on which Liz had stood to search him out, both caught the distant but constant rumble of thunder crescendoing as it approached them. Instinctively putting their fingers to their ears, they watched as the menacing cross-section of the Phantom jet sleeked towards them, hugging the coastline like a hunting fox, conspiring to keep hidden until the last from its unsuspecting prey. With an ear-shattering roar, it passed overhead, no more than two hundred feet above them, then banked hard to the right and streaked out seaward for the final run-in to its destination at RAF Leuchars.

No more than a minute later, Alex Dewhurst stepped away from the ball, just as he prepared to play his approach to the tenth hole on the New Course at St Andrews. He took two more practice shots, swinging his number eight iron in slow, rhythmic arcs, desperate to keep his concentration until the Phantom jet, which had set down on the runway at the other side of the estuary, had closed down the reverse thrust on its engines. When the noise had subsided, he re-addressed the ball, flexing his knees to settle his tall frame into the shot, then played through the ball with a swing as smooth as those that he had executed in practice. The ball soared high into the air, starting its flight left of the fluttering flag before catching the stiff sea breeze that blew in across the course. It pitched fifteen metres short of its target, but with no back-spin applied, it ran fast across the hardened fairway onto the razored surface of the green. It caught the borrow and swung in towards the flag, and eventually came to rest no more than three feet from the hole.

Alex kept the final position on his swing until he had seen the ball come to a halt, then let the club rest down on his shoulder. He turned to his opponent, and grinned. ‘Of course it was meant!’

Tom Harrison’s eyes had not left the ball. The captain of the university golf team stood no more than two clubs’ distance from Alex, supporting his right elbow with his left hand and biting thoughtfully at a fingernail. He took a deep breath and glanced across at his younger opponent, shaking his head in disbelief.

‘That is bloody ridiculous! That’s about the fourth time today you’ve laid it dead from that distance!’

Alex stepped forward and scooped up the divot of turf with the blade of his club. ‘It doesn’t always work that way.’ He replaced the divot and stamped it back into the ground. ‘But I suppose it does help being brought up on links courses. You just get to know how they work.’ He speared the club back into his golf bag and swung it up onto his shoulder, then stood watching as Tom walked over to where his ball lay in the short, wispy rough at the edge of the fairway.

No, he thought to himself, it certainly didn’t always work that way. Far from it. Despite having a handicap of five, quite often by this stage in a game he would have blown a couple of holes, simply through some niggling apprehension that momentarily bled his concentration. But then it always seemed to be a different matter when he was in a match situation. This was his forte, playing head to head against an opponent, playing to win. And he knew that, in this case, his reward for winning would probably be a place on the team.

Tom played his shot, but badly miscalculated the resistance of the rough, the consequence being that the ball stopped ten yards short of the green. ‘Damn!’ He picked up his bag and walked rapidly forward to catch up with Alex. ‘So, go on. You were saying that you were at school around here.’

‘Yes. Madras College. I wouldn’t say that I exactly excelled myself there, but that was my fault, not the school’s. I spent more time on the golf course than I did in the classroom during my final year, which did play havoc with my grades. But I was the captain of the school golf team, and I took it all quite seriously.’

Tom pulled a face at Alex’s obvious self-deprecation. ‘Well, you couldn’t have done that badly if you got into the university.’

‘Only there by the skin of my teeth.’

‘Aren’t we all? So, what are you reading?’

‘Languages – German and French.’

‘Ah, a leenguist, huh? And what about digs? I suppose you’re in halls, being a fresher.’

‘No. I still live at home.’

‘Oh, right! I didn’t realize that you lived that close to Saint Andrews.’

Arriving at his ball, Tom shrugged the golf bag off his shoulder and pulled out a pitching wedge in one practised move, then, with near nonchalance, stood over the ball and stroked it to within two feet of the hole. He turned to Alex, a hopeful grin on his face. ‘A gimme?’

Alex nodded. ‘Okay. A gimme.’

Tom crossed over to the ball and pushed it into the hole with the back of his club. ‘So where exactly are you from?’

Alex took a putter from his bag and walked over to his ball. ‘Balmuir. You’ve probably never heard of it. It’s just a wee flea-bite of a place seven miles along the coast. My parents both farm out there.’

‘Oh, I know Balmuir! That’s where they’re planning to build the new course, isn’t it? I read about it in the local paper. “The best new links course in Britain,” that’s how they’re describing it already.’

From the moment that Alex put the blade of the putter to the ball, he knew that he was not ready for the shot. Thoughts unconnected with the game flashed through his mind, and he suddenly felt apart from the ball, his brain totally out of tune with the movements of his hands. He tried to play for time by taking a couple of practice shots, but was only too aware of a tenseness that grated at the fluidity that been there beforehand. His eyes began to focus on other things – the logo on his ball, lying askew with the angle at which he was preparing to play his shot, a minute blade of grass that seemed to be lying against the grain in the carpet of green. All things that, up until that moment, had remained completely unimportant and unnoticed in the momentum of his game. He took back the club and hesitated. The sin. The cardinal sin. He pushed the ball towards the hole, and knew from the moment that he had hit it that it was to the left and well past.

He watched the ball as it took its designated path, bending his knees forward in the hope that the movement would in some way alter its course to the hole. But psychology gave way to physics, and the ball glided past its target exactly at the point that he had imagined. He stood watching it for a moment, then glanced across at his opponent, cocking his head to the side in an expression of resignation to his own fallibility.

Tom scratched at the side of his face with a finger. ‘What happened there?’

Alex didn’t reply, but walked forward to his ball, hiding his disappointment by scrutinizing the line once more, as if trying to lay blame on something other than his own ineptness at getting it into the hole.

‘Is that all right?’ he asked quietly. He bent down, his hand hovering above the ball.

‘Yes, sure,’ Tom replied. He exhaled in relief. ‘Hell, you let me off the hook there, mate. Thought that was definitely me going one down.’

Alex scooped up the ball and went to pick up his golf bag, passing Tom without a remark.

Together they walked to the next tee in silence.

Even though it was still his opponent’s honour to drive off, Alex watched as Tom dumped his bag on the ground and continued on to the bench that was situated at the side of the tee, nestled under the protection of a rampant gorse-bush. He sat down and folded his arms. ‘I’m sorry, Alex. I psyched you out just then, didn’t I?’

Alex smiled at him and shook his head. ‘No, it was nothing. Just my concentration went.’

‘I know. I saw it happen. What was the cause?’ He paused for an explanation, but none was forthcoming. He asked again. ‘Was it something I said?’

Alex shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘Like hell it doesn’t! Listen, forgive me if I come over as being a bit of a know-all, but it’s perfectly true that seventy-five percent of this game is played in your head, and to put it bluntly, Alex, if you’re going to have any chance of playing for the team, I have to make sure that you don’t spook quite as easily as that.’

Alex looked back to the tenth hole and watched as a ball came to rest on the edge of the green. ‘Come on, Tom, we’d better get a move on, or we’ll hold up play.’

Tom paid no heed to the remark. ‘Oh, bugger them, let them play through. Come on, tell me. It was something about the new golf course, wasn’t it?’

Alex walked slowly over to the bench and thumped himself down beside Tom. ‘Yes, you’re right.’ He paused. ‘The plan is to build the golf course on our farms.’

Tom nodded slowly. ‘And you don’t want it.’

‘Do I not! I think it would be a great idea. Can you imagine having a championship course right on your doorstep?’

‘So … what’s the problem?’

Alex shot his opponent a faint smile. ‘It’s a long story – but, in a nutshell, “family” is the problem.’

‘Go on.’

Alex took off his baseball cap and ran his fingers through his thick brown hair. ‘Well, if you really want to know – it’s a bloody mess, really! My parents split up about six months ago, after eighteen years of marriage, the reason being that my mother found out that my father had been having an affair with this local woman for about two years.’

Tom bit at his lip. ‘Ah, right!’ he mumbled quietly.

‘And that’s only half the complication. Mum and Dad came from neighbouring farms, you see, so their parents thought, well, if the families are to be united in marriage, why not unite the farms as well? So that’s exactly what they did. Farming was going really well at that time, and there were these massive grants coming from the European Community, so they were lured into buying tractors and grain-driers and all the latest technology – all against the collateral of the farm, which, as it turned out, was pretty bloody stupid. Anyway, times changed, prices went down, and the business began to suffer. And then, to cap it all, my mother found out about the affair.’

Alex stopped talking as the two golfers who had been playing behind them came onto the tee. They exchanged pleasantries about the weather and the condition of the course, and watched as both hit shots that made light of the awesome expanse of gorse-infested rough that separated the tee from the fairway. With a final wave of thanks, the two golfers went on their way.

‘So?’ Tom asked. ‘What was the outcome?’

Alex took in a deep breath. ‘The outcome was that both my parents and the farms split. My father shacked up with his girl-friend at his place, where in fact we’d been living up until that time, and my mother and I moved back to my grandparents’ farm. And then, two months ago, just to rub salt into the wound, my grandmother turned up her toes.’

Tom blew out a noiseless whistle and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and rubbing his face with his hands. ‘Bloody hell!’ he exclaimed, almost to himself. He looked at Alex. ‘As you say, what a mess.’

Alex smiled at him. ‘Exactly. And what’s been left is this almighty financial wrangle about who owns what, or, to be more exact, who doesn’t own what. The bank really has it all. Anyway, going back to the new golf course, my father thought that he had found an answer to all our problems. He’d been approached by this financial consortium that wanted to reinstate an old nine-hole course which had existed on the farm sometime around the First World War. Their plan was to make it into an eighteen-hole championship course – as you say, “the best new links course in Britain’ – which would mean constructing it across the two farms.’

Tom nodded his head slowly, beginning to understand the implications. ‘And your mother’s dead against it.’

Alex fired his fingers pistol-fashion at his opponent. ‘Got it in one. And if you think about it, can you blame her? Her husband leaves, and then comes back, all sweetness and light, to ask her if she would mind giving up her family farm so that he can pay off his overdraft and live happily ever after with his girl-friend.’

‘Bloody hell!’ Tom exclaimed again, this time more forcefully.

Both were silent for a moment as each contemplated what had been said.

‘Why don’t you leave home?’ Tom asked eventually.

Alex let out a long breath and shook his head. ‘I can’t. I don’t think that would be fair on Mum. Her two men upping sticks and leaving in the space of six months. No, I’ve got to stay around. It’s just that the atmosphere gets so … depressingly heavy, and everything is so insular. It’s like being caught up in some appalling soap opera. Nothing new – or … well – of any consequence is ever talked about in the house. It’s all about the wretched farms, and who’s saying what behind whose back, and’ – he pulled down the corners of his mouth – ‘“Whose side are you on, anyway?” There is just absolutely no outside interest taken at all.’

Tom got to his feet and stood up on the bench to see how far the two golfers were in front. He jumped off, took a driver out of his bag and teed up his ball. ‘Well, introduce something.’ He swung his club back and forth.

Alex looked at him quizzically. ‘What do you mean?’

Tom turned and leaned on the top of his club. ‘Well … you can’t just sit and wait for something to happen, for things to get better, because, you have to admit, it’s a pretty hopeless situation. So why don’t you try to take the lead? Introduce something new to talk about – I don’t know – get a student lodger, or take a girl-friend home or something.’

‘I don’t have one at the minute.’

‘Well …’ Tom held out his hands in exasperation. ‘I really can’t tell you, Alex. It’s your business, not mine.’ He stepped forward to his ball and, without any preparation, hit it with enormous power straight down the centre of the fairway. He bent forward to pick up his tee. ‘But what is my business is the fact that I can’t risk having you blow a game when you’re on the team.’

Alex was silent for a moment as he took in what Tom had just said. ‘What d’you exactly mean by that?’

The captain of the university golf team smiled at him. ‘I’m short of a guy on Saturday. Can you play?’


CHAPTER 2

When Liz and her father arrived for the meeting that evening, the mock-Tudor-beamed lounge bar of the Doocot Arms in Balmuir was already nearing capacity, even though proceedings were not scheduled to begin for another quarter of an hour. Liz took off her coat by the door and cast a concerned eye over the assembled company as they jostled about and craned over each other to study the various plans of the golf course project that were pinned to the display boards beside the bar.

She let out a nervous breath. ‘I thought that this was to be a closed meeting tonight,’ she said quietly to her father.

He caught the eye of Andy Brown, the owner of the village store, and nodded him a greeting. ‘Aye, I was under that impression, too. Looks like they’re going all out to drum up local support.’

‘And I can guess whose idea that was,’ Liz answered, her voice edged by the thought. She scanned the room for Gregor, but there was as yet no sign of him.

‘Mr Craig! Mrs Dewhurst!’ The voice came from the direction of a disembodied hand held high in the centre of those who perused the plans. For a moment, the volume in the room died as every face turned to look at them. A path was cleared to allow the speaker to make his way forward to where they stood, and as he approached, Liz watched as the company turned to murmur with one another, the subject of their gossiping made all too apparent by smirking smiles and the almost imperceptible jerk of heads in her direction.

That’s right, Liz thought to herself. Have a good laugh. Don’t worry, I know exactly what you’re saying. Look, there goes Liz Dewhurst, the woman who couldn’t keep her man. Satisfied him once after a Young Farmers’ Dance when they sorely tested out the springs of his father’s Land Rover, and then, having paid the consequences, couldn’t keep up the momentum. He, on the other hand, with the purring care of that wee blonde-haired bombshell of a divorcée, Mary McLean, couldn’t keep it down!

Jonathan Davies approached them, his hand outstretched to her father. ‘Mr Craig, how nice to see you.’ The two men shook hands, and then, to Liz’s dismay, he planted a kiss on each of her cheeks. ‘Well, what a turn-out!’ he exclaimed, surveying the crowded room. ‘I discussed it with Gregor, and we both thought that it was time to let the local residents in on the action.’

As I suspected, Liz thought, fixing the man with a false smile of greeting.

Davies put his hands together and gave them a quick, frictioned rub. ‘So, what can I get you both to drink?’

Liz’s father held up his hand. ‘Thank you, Mr Davies, I’m not much of a drinking man. If there’s a cup of tea going?’

‘Right! I’m sure I can arrange that. And Mrs Dewhurst?’

‘Liz – please. I’m not a great one for formalities.’ Not the true reason, she thought to herself. It’s just the name Dewhurst that grates on you.

Davies’s face lit up at this welcome overture of friendship. ‘Of course. Liz. So what can I get you?’

‘Just an orange juice, please.’

‘Right. Well, let’s go over to the bar and I’ll introduce you to some of the American contingent.’

He set off across the room with a springy, purposeful bounce, and Liz and her father fell into step behind him. He was a short man, no taller than her at five feet five, but he was as honed and as well-cut as the tweed suit he was wearing. An ex-naval officer with a bearing that met well with his past occupation, he had made his money with a firm of City stockbrokers before ‘down-shifting’ to Scotland, where he had sought out a collection of other monied parties to start up what had now become an extremely successful venture-capital group. At first, he had concentrated his expertise on identifying small, ailing businesses which he had bought, built up and sold on. Now, with a string of successful transactions to the group’s name, he was going for the big one, having gone into partnership with an American-based finance company which specialized in the development of sports complexes.

After putting in his order at the bar, Davies moved over to the group of men that stood in a huddle in the centre of the room, and placed his hand on the bright-yellow-sweatered arm of a large, athletic-looking man to attract his attention. ‘Michael?’

The man turned, and before Davies had the chance to continue with his introduction, he looked straight at Liz and flashed her a smile that seemed to accentuate both the brilliance of his perfectly set teeth and the nut-brown texture of his sun-tanned face. He was almost too ridiculously good-looking, as if he had just stepped off one of those billboard advertisements for toothpaste that showed a jagged white starburst exploding from the model’s teeth and the word PING! in thick black-painted letters inscribed within.

‘Michael, can I introduce you to Liz Dewhurst?’

The man reached out and grabbed Liz’s hand before she had made any move to offer it and gave it a finger-crunching shake. ‘Hi, Liz. Michael Dooney. A great pleasure to meet you.’

‘And,’ Davies continued, taking a step back to allow clear ground between Dooney and Liz’s father, ‘this is Mr Craig.’

Dooney launched himself forward to Liz’s father and repeated his near-crippling action. ‘Hi, Mr Craig. Michael Dooney. A real pleasure, sir.’

Davies held out his hands in a gesture to signify that all three were included in his address. ‘We are particularly lucky to have Michael on board for this venture. He has been responsible for designing some of the top golf courses in the United States over the past’ – he turned to Dooney for verification – ‘twenty years, is it, Michael?’

Dooney raised his eyebrows and let out a long puff as he made his own mental calculation. ‘Nearer twenty-five now, I think, Jonathan.’

Davies smiled. ‘Well, there you are. A veritable wealth of experience.’ The beckoning of the barman caught his eye. ‘Right now, I’ll go and get your drinks, and maybe, Michael, you could introduce Liz and her father to the rest of your crew.’

Dooney flashed Liz his Colgate smile once more. ‘It’d be my pleasure.’

His compatriots were all of a similar size and build to Dooney, although all but one were dressed in more formal attire. Dooney went round the group of four men, introducing them all in turn and giving a short résumé on the involvement of each in the project. Jack Dennis, the accountant; Bill Hennessey, the banker; Shane Reader, the property developer; and Hatton Devlin, the other casual dresser, Dooney’s young assistant.

After formalities were completed, Dennis immediately engaged Liz’s father in conversation, leaving Liz to the mercy of Dooney’s flashing gaze. He moved forward from the other men, in doing so making it obvious to Liz that theirs was to be a one-to-one exchange.

‘So, this is all pretty exciting, huh?’

Liz shrugged her shoulders. ‘Well, it’s early days yet, isn’t it? I mean, there could be some objections to it.’ She paused briefly, realizing that her comment might have given away too much of her own feelings towards the project. She smiled up at the course architect and added brightly, ‘Couldn’t there be?’

Dooney chucked his head to the side in appraisal of her question. ‘Well, from what Jonathan has told me, it looks good at the moment. He’s been liaising with the planners, and they seem to be quite pro the idea. It would certainly take the heat out of the golf courses at Saint Andrews, especially seeing that it’s going to be a golf links, rather than an inland course.’

Liz smiled weakly at him. ‘And that will make the difference?’

‘Sure as hell it will! That’s why the guys come over here to Scotland – to play the natural courses.’

Liz nodded her head. Go on, say it, you stupid woman. Say that you don’t want the bloody golf course. Say that you don’t want to give up the farm that has been in your family for five generations. Say that your husband has gone off with another woman, and that the last thing you want to do is give the farm over to him, so that he can be happy and—

‘I hear your son’s quite a golfer.’

Liz started at the question, her mind away on another plane. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘Your son. I hear he’s a pretty good golfer.’

Liz let out a sigh that was entirely unrelated to Dooney’s words of praise. ‘Yes. You’re right. He’s actually having a trial today for his university team.’

Dooney gave her a wink. ‘Good for him. So I reckon that he’ll be over the moon at the thought of a golf course on his doorstep.’

Liz opened her mouth to reply, but was cut short by Jonathan Davies’s voice rising above the noise in the room.

‘I think we should maybe make a start to proceedings, even though Gregor isn’t here. He did warn me beforehand that he might be a little late, due to a prior engagement.’

To Liz’s horror, she was aware of a ripple of amusement running around the room as people took their seats, all due to Davies’s unintentional double entendre. Her facial expression must have given a concise indication of how she felt, because suddenly her father was at her side, giving her arm a reassuring squeeze.

‘Come on, lass,’ he said quietly. ‘Let’s go and sit down.’

He made to move forward, but felt the resistance to his guidance as Liz stayed where she was. He turned to look at her.

‘Dad, I don’t want to stay here. I think I’ll just go home.’

The farmer smiled at her and shook his head. ‘Listen, lassie, don’t take any notice of this lot. They’re nothing but a bunch of ignoramuses. If you go off now, you’ll just be adding fuel to their fire. So what do you say to just sitting down and seeing what these lads have to say?’

Liz bit hard on her bottom lip and nodded slowly, and her father took hold of her arm once more and pushed her quite forcefully up the narrow aisle to the front row.

As they were about to take their seats, the door of the lounge bar crashed open. Both Liz and her father, along with every other person in the room, turned to watch as Gregor blustered into the room, shrugging off his waxed jacket, while at the same time keeping his foot against the sprung door so that Mary McLean could enter unhindered. Again, the slight hum of levity ran around those that were seated.

Liz sat down quickly, keeping her head rigidly to the front. She leaned stiffly over to her father, trying to make it as unobvious as possible to those behind that she was speaking to him.

‘What is she doing here? This has nothing to do with her.’

Her father did not reply, but reached for her hand.

Gregor and Mary made their way quickly to the front. ‘Sorry we’re late, Jonathan,’ he said, leaning across the top table and shaking hands with those who sat behind it. ‘Hope we haven’t held up the proceedings too much.’

Davies held up his hands. ‘Not at all, Gregor. We’ve just taken our seats, so you’ve missed nothing so far.’

Liz watched out of the side of her eye as Gregor threw his jacket onto a seat on the opposite side of the aisle, then turned to nod her father a silent greeting.

‘Right!’ Davies called out, giving everyone the benefit of his most welcoming grin. ‘Firstly, I know that I would go to the ends of the earth for a free drink, but nevertheless may I thank you all for making time in your busy schedules to attend tonight.’ He paused while the audience gave due appreciation to his humorous entrée. ‘Now, I know that there has been much discussion in the area about the pros and cons of our project, so I thought that it would be best if everyone had the chance to air his views, and hopefully those present at the top table with me will be able to answer all your questions. It would be my aim tonight to have you all leaving here seeing this not only as an extremely exciting project, but also one which will be of great benefit to the local economy. So, without further ado, and just to whet your appetites, I think it would be best to hand over first to Michael Dooney, who will take you through the exact geographical layout of the course.’

From the moment that Dooney stood up, Liz listened only halfheartedly to the whole proceedings, her mind suddenly preoccupied with thoughts of now-distant times when she, Gregor and Alex were a complete and inseparable unit – living together, laughing together, working the farm together. She could picture so clearly those picnics at harvest-time, leaning against bales of sweet-smelling straw and watching proudly as their young son took his first precarious steps, staggering his way from mother to father and back again through the crackling stubble. She remembered watching Gregor at the controls of the giant combine harvester, his shirt-sleeves rolled high to reveal thick brown arms and bulging biceps, and her heart would skip a beat as she considered how the task seemed to accentuate his rugged good looks; and then there were the occasions when he would allow Alex up into the cab and, clamping the young boy between his knees, would let him steer the machine, openmouthed with delight, across the field. She thought about the hilarious evenings spent right here in the bar after the day’s work had been done, then returning home, their minds tingling with the effects of the drink, where their bodies would cast aside the fatigue of their labours, and they would …

No. She didn’t want to remember that. It was no use remembering that. Those days were all over, finished with, never to happen again. God, had it really been so much her fault? Why had it gone so wrong? Had she really not been a good companion to him, a good lover? She glanced across the aisle to where Mary McLean sat, her head leaned to the side, a look of concentrated interest on her face. Could no one else see how utterly unconvincing that expression was, with her dolly-bird looks and lacquered curls? Liz looked down into her lap and picked at a piece of cotton thread that had come loose at the side of her denim skirt. God, am I that dowdy, that unsatisfying that he sees something better, something more pleasing in that woman?

It was a question being asked from the back of the room that brought Liz’s attention back to the meeting. She looked up at the top table and realized that all the speakers had finished their presentations, and that she had missed everything that had been said. She turned to see who was asking the question, hoping that her action would make it look as if she were genuinely interested in the proceedings. The tweed-enveloped figure of Delia, the wife of Sir Hector Stanfield, owner of Balmuir Estate, stood six rows back, her hands clutched to the metal arch of the chair in front, onto which she leaned her whole formidable frame. This was all much to the agitation of Miss Mouncey, the occupier of the chair, a sparrow-like spinster whose attendance at the meeting heralded the fact that she had, for once, taken a break from her purgatorial pastime of polishing the brasses in the local church.

‘You state quite convincingly, Mr Davies,’ Delia bellowed out, ‘that this is going to be good for the area. I would hope very much that this is true, but, to be quite honest, I do have my doubts. In my experience of these new developments, what will take place is that a whole load of people will be shipped out here to work, and we won’t benefit at all. What we’ll be left to put up with is a huge increase in the amount of traffic on our roads and hundreds of foreign people making a nuisance of themselves in our village.’

Liz could not help but join in with the cacophony of laughter that spread about the room. She watched as Delia took her seat and noticed that, to the woman’s credit, a wide smile was spread across her lipsticked mouth. Good for you, Delia, Liz thought to herself, please keep it up. Please keep objecting.

Davies was on his feet and had started his reply before the drone of amusement had died. ‘Lady Stanfield.’ Liz studied his face as he waited for silence to be restored, his eyes sparkling with humour as a result of Delia’s statement. Goodness, he was good. He had always proved himself to know all that he should about everybody. ‘Lady Stanfield, the steering committee, to a man, is giving full support to the idea that this project should work for the good of the community, and as such we would hope to offer as many jobs as is thought practicable to those who live in the area. As far as the roads are concerned, we don’t envisage that much of an increase in traffic, and for those who do come to use the complex we would hope that, no matter how far they have travelled to reach these shores, they would be more than willing to burgeon local busiensses with their custom.’ He picked up the glass of water from the table and took a drink, giving time for the general undertone of approval to percolate across the room. ‘Nevertheless, I think that, at this stage,’ he continued, ‘we should just take stock of our present position by recapping on what has been said tonight. Outline planning consent has been granted, and as such we have continued apace with the surveying on Winterton Farm.’ He glanced down to where Liz and her father sat, raising his eyebrows in anticipation of approval. ‘And we are hoping that, if all goes well, we will be able to move on to Brunthill Farm tomorrow.’

Liz turned to her father and gave him an uncertain smile.

‘Mr Davies. Can I ask a question?’

Liz recognized the voice of Danny McKay, another of Balmuir’s local farmers, a man renowned as much for his imperiously outspoken views at National Farmers Union meetings as he was for his Bacchanalian visits to the local cattle market.

Davies gave his head a quick nod. ‘Certainly, Mr McKay.’

‘This project is going to be built across Winterton and Brunthill farms, is it not?’

Davies furrowed his brow, wondering if the slight slur in Danny McKay’s voice might be the reason for his stating the obvious. ‘That is correct.’

McKay let out a deep, scornful laugh. ‘Well, taking everything into consideration, it would be in my mind that you would have more chance of flying to the moon than getting the owners of those two farms ever coming to an agreement!’

There was a sudden intake of breath from everyone in the room, followed by total silence only broken by the whispered tones of Danny McKay’s wife telling him to sit down.

‘Wheest, woman, it has to be said. Mr Davies, trying to make ends meet in farming is pretty damned hard at the minute, and quite honestly, if I was given the chance of an offer like yours, I’d grab it with both hands. But that’s not the case, is it? So, my point is that if one particular party, or parties, has been lucky enough to be given the chance to get out, then they shouldn’t be too selfish in making up their minds, so that we can all be in the position to reap some of those benefits that you’ve spoken about. So, I think I’d be speaking for everyone here in asking for assurance that neither Gregor nor Liz Dewhurst will allow their petty differences to mar the future potential of your scheme.’

Liz sat rigid, staring straight ahead at Jonathan Davies, seeing, for once, a flustered expression come over his face. She felt her cheeks flush uncontrollably, and a sudden pounding filled her head. She heard the chair beside her creak and watched as her father rose slowly to his feet. He turned and fixed Danny McKay with a steely glare.

‘Mr McKay, I can tell you that this family has known some suffering over these past few months, yet not for a minute have we allowed this to stand in the way of Mr Davies and his colleagues in their endeavours to draw up their plans. But nothing is certain just yet, and I can tell you that if a decision is made to end the project at any stage, it will be because of financial considerations made by both Gregor’s and my family, and not because of what you term as “petty differences.”’ He looked round to Jonathan Davies. ‘With apologies to the chair’ – he turned back to scowl at the now red-faced farmer – ‘I take your question, Mr McKay, as not only being out of order, but also damned right offensive.’

An embarrassed silence descended upon the room as both men took their seats again. Liz found herself glancing unwittingly over to where Gregor and Mary McLean sat, and saw her huddling forward in her seat, trying to make herself as invisible as possible.

Davies cleared his throat and rubbed nervously at his forehead. ‘Well, I think that we have probably discussed enough for this evening. If anybody has any further questions, my colleagues and I are going to be holding back here for a bit, so please feel free to come forward and ask them. So it just leaves me to thank you all for attending.’

The meeting broke up with a general movement of chairs and a buzz of hushed conversation. Davies picked up his papers from the desk and pushed them together in his hands, then made his way around the table to the front row where Liz and her father still remained seated.

He leaned forward to Liz. ‘I’m so terribly sorry about that, Liz,’ he said quietly. ‘If I had realized at all that someone would come out with such a crass statement, I would never even have considered an open meeting at this stage.’

Liz shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. Something like that would have been said regardless of when you held it. It’s the fodder on which our little community thrives at the minute, I’m afraid.’

Davies nodded and gladly escaped back to the bonhomie of his American colleagues. Liz let out a long sigh and turned to her father. ‘Come on then, Dad,’ she said, taking his arm. ‘Let’s go home. I’ll go get the car and meet you at the front door.’

The small car-park at the rear of the pub had emptied as fast as the lounge bar after the meeting. Pulling her coat around her to protect her from the chill wind, Liz walked over to the Land Rover and put the key in the door.

‘Liz?’

A car door slammed shut behind her, and she turned to watch Gregor walk across the car-park towards her. Breathing out a heavy sigh, she leaned back against the door, casting her eyes anywhere but at her husband.

Gregor stopped a short distance from her and pushed his hands into his pockets. He looked down at the ground and began scraping his shoe at a loose stone in the Tarmac. ‘I’m sorry about that in there. Your father was right. McKay had no cause to say such a thing. He’s just got it in for us – always has.’

Liz made no reaction to his remark.

‘Have you seen Alex today?’

Liz shook her head.

‘Just wondered how he got on at the trial.’

Liz shrugged and turned to open the door of the car. ‘No doubt I’ll find out when I get home.’

‘Liz?’ Gregor stepped forward and put his hand on her arm, but immediately withdrew it as he felt her pull away from his contact. ‘Listen, Liz, we must talk sometime. We have to discuss this whole thing through properly. I had a meeting with the bank today, and they’re getting pretty edgy about the overdraft. I don’t think it’ll be that long before they try to pull the rug out from underneath me – so I would guess that they’d do the same with you. What I mean is that I don’t think that we can go on just burying our heads in the sand.’

Liz kept her hand on the car door, but turned to look at him, waiting to see if he had anything further to add.

‘Liz, come on. Just listen for a minute.’ He paused and let out a long sigh. ‘The reason we have to talk is that I’m not so confident that this golf project is going to get off the ground. Jonathan said to me today that one of their investors has pulled out, and if his group don’t find another investor in the next couple of months, then the Americans are going to cut their losses and move their money over to another project in the States. So, you see, we have to talk. We can’t jeopardize this one chance of solving all our money problems. We have to think of our futures, of Alex’s future. If we show ourselves to be right behind the scheme, then maybe they will delay making a decision for a little bit longer.’

Liz felt a sudden warmth from the realization of hope that built up inside her. Okay, so there had always been uncertainty about whether the project would get off the ground during the earliest of its stages, but over the last month she had been beginning to admit to herself that it was heading towards an inevitability. So to lose a valued investor at this stage would be crucial. This might be the way out. If they couldn’t find the money, then her father, Alex and she would be left in peace, and Gregor would be left to sort out his own dirty washing. She folded her arms and stared straight at Gregor.

‘Why did you bring her along tonight?’

Gregor bit at his lip. ‘What?’

‘You heard me. Why did you bring her along? It’s got nothing to do with her.’

‘Well, she just wanted to show interest.’

Liz let out a short laugh. ‘I’m sure she did.’ She turned and opened the car door and got in.

Gregor walked forward and grabbed the door, preventing her from shutting it. ‘Come on, Liz, you’ve got to be a wee bit more reasonable than this.’

Liz pulled the door shut with unaccountable power. She grabbed hold of the steering wheel with both hands and stared mesmerically at its centre, fighting hard to control her emotions. After a moment she rolled down the window and looked at her husband. ‘Reasonable?’ she said quietly, a laugh of incredulity in her voice. ‘Why the hell should I be reasonable? When were you ever reasonable?’

Starting up the engine, she crunched the Land Rover into reverse gear and lurched back, spinning the steering wheel so that Gregor had to jump aside to avoid coming into contact with the vehicle’s already battered wing. As she pulled away, she glanced across at Gregor’s pick-up, briefly catching the look of wild astonishment on Mary McLean’s face.

She laughed to herself and said out loud, ‘Oh, dear, oh dear, Barbie gets a fright!’


CHAPTER 3

The charcoal smell of burnt pastry wafting through the closed door of the kitchen greeted Alex as he entered the house that night, quickly followed by a painful expletive and the clattering bash of hot pie dish being discarded rapidly onto the sideboard.

‘Look at that!’ He heard edged anger in his mother’s voice. ‘What a damned waste! Where on earth is he?’

Alex stood motionless in the back lobby, physically sensing the air of tension that had become so commonplace in the house over the past six months. He caught hold of Leckie on his fourth attempt to jump up into his arms and stroked the Jack Russell’s smooth coat in an effort to keep his welcome silent, at the same time straining to hear his grandfather’s quiet but calming response.

‘That’s as may be,’ his mother cut in, ‘but he could have at least called.’

Alex took a deep breath to ready himself for the inevitable frosty reception and entered the kitchen, immediately wishing that he hadn’t coincided it with giving a visible wince at the acrid fumes that filled the room. His mother stood at the paint-flaked central worktop, its surface cluttered by the opened contents of the day’s mail, a large bag of Ewe Milk Replacer and his grandfather’s tweed cap, upon which sat a large ginger cat whose tail swished as regularly as a pendulum as it stared fixedly at the pie. His mother looked up, catching his frown of distaste, then continued to busy herself in picking out the least-burnt bits of the steak pie before giving the side of the dish a hard tap with the edge of her spoon. ‘You may well look like that. It’s because you’re so late that it’s burnt – and don’t add to the smell by bringing that dog in here. He’s out in the lobby because he’s rolled in something.’

Alex immediately thrust the small dog out to arm’s length, and with an expression on his face that would have well befitted someone who had been asked to dispose of the decomposing body of a rat, he hurriedly projected the dog back out through the door, wiping his hands, on relieved impulse, on the seat of his trousers.

‘Alex!’

Letting out a short, manic cry of frustration, he walked over to the kitchen sink and turned on the tap to rinse his hands. The water was scalding. ‘Shit!’ He pulled his hands back fast from the steaming torrent, giving them a frantic shake to cool them down. He turned to see his grandfather, who was seated at the table, throw a glance of disapproval in his direction over his half-moon reading spectacles. ‘Sorry.’ Alex smiled apologetically. ‘The water’s hot.’

‘So what happened to you?’ his mother asked. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Well, I went to have a drink with Tom in the nineteenth hole and sort of lost track of time.’

‘You could have called.’

He took a dish-towel from the rail in front of the Rayburn and dried his hands. ‘I know. I would have done. I’m sorry. But I really did lose track of time.’

His mother handed him a plate brimming with steak pie, boiled potatoes and broccoli. He stared at it for a moment, considering asking whether she would mind if he put one of the sticks of broccoli back in the bowl, it being his least-favourite vegetable, but thought better of it, thinking that it might not be too diplomatic a move under the circumstances. He walked across to the small table at the window and sat down opposite his grandfather, who was engrossed in the newspaper that was spread out on the yellow oilcloth in front of him.

‘And did you drive back?’

‘Yes.’

‘What? After drinking?’

‘Yes.’

Alex took a mouthful of food and glanced up to his grandfather, who looked at him over his spectacles and gave him a wink. Alex grinned back at him.

‘I saw that, you two.’ She walked across to her father and gave him a slap across his upper arm with her oven glove. ‘There’s no need to encourage him, Dad. He could lose his licence, and then he would be expecting us to drive him in and out of Saint Andrews.’

‘Coke, Mum. I was only drinking Coke.’

‘Ah. Right.’ She stood for a moment realizing her misjudgement of the situation, then covered for her unease by stretching across to remove her father’s empty plate, pushed to the farthest side of the table to make way for the newspaper. ‘Well, that’s all right then.’ She walked back to the kitchen sink and rinsed off the plate before putting it in the dishwasher.

‘So,’ his grandfather started slowly, taking off his spectacles and laying them down on top of his newspaper. He folded his arms on the table and looked across at his grandson. ‘How did it go then?’

Alex smiled at him. ‘I never thought anyone would ask,’ he said, a tone of amusement in his voice.

‘Well, I’m asking.’

‘I got in.’

His grandfather brought his hands together in one resonant and triumphant clap. ‘That’s my lad! Well done, you! You played well, then?’

‘Well enough. I thought I was going to blow it half-way round, but at that point, Tom Harrison, the team captain, announced that he wanted me to play on Saturday, and after that, I just seemed to pull it all together.’

Alex had just taken another mouthful of food when a blue rubber-gloved hand flashed past his eyes and a pair of arms, quite unexpectedly, encircled his shoulders and he felt himself drawn in against the busty softness of his mother’s chest. She held him so tightly that there was too much resistance for his jaw to continue chewing, and one of the buttons on her woollen cardigan bit painfully into his ear. But he made no attempt to move away. ‘I’m sorry, Alex.’ She kissed him on the forehead. ‘I had completely forgotten that this was your big day. Well done, darling, I’m really proud of you.’

She let go and moved back to the kitchen sink to continue scrubbing at the blackened innards of the pie dish. Alex looked across to where she stood, the harsh glare of the fluorescent light accentuating the paleness of her tired face. Damn this whole situation, he thought to himself. Damn Dad for doing this to her, for behaving like some young stud at his age. Because that’s all it was with Mary McLean. Just a sexual attraction. He could see that himself. They didn’t have anything in common with each other. She never went out on the farm or to the market with him, not as Mum used to do. And when they did speak, there was always an air of falseness in their conversation, as if they were simply a couple who had been thrown together on a blind date. But then he’d made his bed and he was going to have to lie in it.

He pushed the broccoli to the side of his plate and scraped what was left of the steak pie onto his fork. ‘I also got a job caddying again for the holidays,’ he said brightly, trying to inject a shot of levity into the gloomy atmosphere.

His mother looked round, pushing back a strand of hair with her forearm to avoid its coming into contact with the greasy froth on her glove. ‘Have you? Well done.’ Alex could hear her making every effort to express enthusiasm.

‘Well, I just thought that I’d take the opportunity on the way back from playing, so I looked in at the caddymaster’s office. He said there’d be no problem. Just turn up when the semester is over.’

The muffled trill of the telephone sounded over the last few words of his sentence. Liz turned from the sink and walked over to the dresser, pulling off her rubber gloves as she went. She stood for a moment looking at the empty base of the portable. ‘Dad, where’s the phone?’

‘Ah, yes. Sorry. I used it earlier. I think it’s in the hall.’

‘Well, see if you can remember to put it back in future.’ She opened the door into the hall and closed it with force behind her.

Taking the opportunity of her absence, Alex got up from the table and took his plate over to the plastic rubbish bin at the side of the Rayburn. He flipped open the lid and slid the watery stalks of broccoli off his plate.

‘What’s eating Mum?’ he asked, reaching back into the bin to cover the evidence with a discarded Farmer’s Weekly.

‘Nothing at all, Alex, is eating your mother,’ his grandfather retorted, a sternness to his voice, ‘in the same way that nothing is eating at that broccoli that was on your plate.’

Alex pulled a short, embarrassed smirk. ‘Right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. It’s just that …’

Mr Craig leaned back in his chair. ‘Aye, I know what you’re going to say. But your mother does have reason to be feeling a little upset.’ He paused and closed his newspaper, and carefully folded it up. ‘We had the golf course meeting tonight.’

Alex poured himself a glass of water and went back to sit opposite his grandfather. ‘What happened?’

‘Just some of the locals behaved a bit unthinkingly towards her. Made her feel a wee bit uneasy. And then she had a few words with your father in the car-park afterwards about the project.’

‘What was he saying?’

‘Och, just that he thought that it was still the only way we could appease the bank and suchlike. He did say that these consortium laddies were having to stall a bit, being in need of another investor.’ He let out a long sigh and leaned forward to pick up his spectacles, holding them by one leg and twisting them back and forth between thumb and forefinger. ‘But … well, we’ll just have to wait and see.’

‘Do you think it will happen, Granddad? I mean, it’s been so on-off over the past year.’

‘Aye, well, from what I gathered at the meeting tonight, it looks now as if they’ve got everything in place to get started. I suppose it just depends on whether they get this other investor.’

Alex eyed his grandfather. ‘And what about you, Granddad? Do you want it to go ahead?’

Mr Craig smiled across at his grandson. ‘I can’t help but admit that I’ve got awful mixed feelings about it, Alex. The farm’s been in the family for five generations, and you know, old habits die hard. But there’s no getting away from the fact that we’re in a bit of a pickle financial-like.’ He chuckled. ‘Maybe in hindsight, we shouldn’t have invested so much when we joined up with your father’s family after your parents got married, but it seemed the right thing to do at the time.’ He paused and Alex could hear the glass-paper friction as he rubbed his callused hand across the grey stubble on his chin. ‘But then all those “high heid yins” in Brussels changed their tune and told us to start taking land out of production, and that’s really when farming changed for me. There was no great pleasure in seeing a good field left to grow weeds, and know that we were taking taxpayers’ money for the pleasure of just letting it happen. To me, it sort of undermined the whole integrity and honesty of the business. And now we’re being told to diversify away from farming, so I suppose we’re just heeding their advice.’ He shook his head. ‘But I just never thought that it would mean we’d be giving up farming completely. I always had the notion that I’d end my days being a farmer.’

Alex stared out the window into the blackness of the night. ‘Mum really doesn’t want the project to go ahead, does she?’

‘Not at the minute, no. But I think we can all understand her point of view. She’s been hurt quite bad by what’s happened – not only with your father, but also losing her mother. And really, since then, she’s been running the business side of the farm, so I think she’d be loath to give that up, it taking her mind off everything and all.’

Getting up from the table, Alex walked over to the sink and discarded the remaining contents of his glass. He turned and folded his arms. ‘I just feel that we’ve all got to keep going, Granddad. Not especially with the farm, but with, well, everything. I mean, I know that Dad has behaved like a stupid fool, and I realize that Grandma dying has been hard on both you and Mum, but we’ve got to keep going. To be quite honest, I don’t know how much more of this eternal gloom I can put up with.’

His grandfather let out a quiet snort and shook his head. ‘That bad, is it?’

‘Yes, actually, it is. You know, Tom asked me today if I’d ever considered moving into digs in Saint Andrews, and for a moment I was really taken by the idea. But I wouldn’t do it. At any rate, I couldn’t afford it. But what we need to do is inject a bit of life into this household. We can’t moulder around in sorrow forever.’ Alex bit hard on his lip, understanding that he may have gone too far with this last remark. He walked over to his grandfather and put a hand on his shoulder, then pulled out the chair next to him and sat down. ‘Sorry, Granddad, that didn’t come out right. What I was meaning to say was that I just don’t like seeing you both so … well … down all the time.’

His grandfather smiled at him. ‘Listen, lad, I’m not “down,” as you put it. At my age, you accept the fact that you’re getting nearer the time when death plays its part some way or other. Aye, I miss your grandmother, but I’m not “down.” I’ve got a great many good memories, you know, and that’s what keeps me going.’

The door opened and they both turned and watched Liz walk back in. She replaced the portable on its base. ‘That was your father, Alex. He said well done about getting into the team, and wondered if you would give him a call about shooting pigeon on Saturday. He says they’re hitting the oil-seed rape quite badly.’
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