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Chapter One


Max replaced the receiver and with a small explosive sound of defeated irritation swivelled his chair away from the laden desk. He ran his fingers through his hair and linked his hands behind his head, leaning back against the worn curve of leather to stare unseeingly across the cluttered estate room. The light of the single lamp angled onto the desk caught only the lean jaw, the slight hook of the nose, the high forehead where the light hair had fallen forward again. The rest of his face, lined and tired, looking older than his thirty-four years, was in shadow.


He had said he would let Jeremy know the answer when he had talked to the family, but he knew there was no decision to make, no choice. Jeremy would know that too. Or at least he would assume, as he had assumed for the last seven years, that Allt Farr and everyone and everything in it were at his disposal, no matter what difficulties he had been dragged into by his own fecklessness.


Max cursed with exasperation in the quiet dimly-lit room, the silence of the big house stretching beyond it, and beyond that the frost-stilled silence of the glen on a bitter January night. His mother, whatever tart opinions she might express about Jeremy, however forcefully she might protest about this invasion into their lives, would accept the obligation without question for reasons only she and Max understood. His sisters would between them range through dismay, concern, dutiful acceptance and a genuine willingness to help. Neither of them, however, would seriously condemn Jeremy, who to give him his due hadn’t ever asked them to take in one of his cast-off girlfriends before.


Oh, God, do I have to go through all this tonight, Max thought wearily, swinging back to the desk to slam shut drawers and leave in some order the returns he had been slogging through when the phone rang. Harriet would make such a meal of it and ask so many inane questions, and though Joanna would be anxious to help her vague sweetness could be as annoying as her elder sister’s fussing. His mother’s comments would probably be rewarding though. A faint grin lightened his grim expression at the prospect.


 


It was all arranged with great speed. For the household at Allt Farr, if they were going to have to do this, a few days either way would make no difference. For Jeremy, sweeping the uncomfortable business under the carpet and getting back to ordinary life without delay was the prime motive. While Kate herself, on whom the crisis and discussions and decisions centred, was impelled to flight by an urgency which had left no room for doubt or even ordinary speculation about what lay ahead.


Out of the climbing swaying darkness, scarcely pricked by lights, where rocky tree-hung cliffs swung perilously close and deep rushing gorges opened almost under its wheels, the train slid at last to a halt. It was fortunate that Kate was already at the door, bags in hand. She barely had time to step down, it seemed for ever, her foot skidding on frozen snow, an icy wind in one instant shredding the warmth of the train to shivering misery, before the long train was pulling away again.


No one else had got out. For a moment of pure panic she thought she had made a mistake, that this wasn’t a station at all. That must be why she had had to step down so surprisingly far, why there was no one else to be seen, why, as she now realised, there were no lights of a town. What had she done? Then she pulled herself together. Dim as they were, these were platform lights. By the hazy glow of the nearest she could see the top two-thirds of the word MUIREND above plastered snow. And here hurrying towards her were two figures, slipping on the icy ruts. In thankfulness and shame she forced panic down and reached for the crammed case which contained perhaps all she would ever see again of her belongings.


‘Oh, here now, lassie, leave that to me,’ reproved a kindly voice, and it was twitched from her hand as though it weighed nothing.


‘Kate? Hello, I’m Joanna, from Allt Farr.’ A tall girl bulked out by a big jacket with its hood up, escaping trails of wavy hair amber under the snow-blurred lights, ducked her head to smile at Kate. ‘Poor you, have you had an awful journey?’


Kate shook an offered hand, her feet nearly going from under her as she did so. Awful? No, it had been warm, enclosed, uninvaded by speech, eye contact or awareness. Her brain had been numb, unable to grapple with the fact of being carried mile upon mile from all she knew and cared about, to which there could be no return.


‘No, it was fine, thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry you’ve had such a wait though.’ The train was half an hour behind time; just one more factor which she could not control, must unprotestingly accept.


‘Don’t be silly, it’s not your fault.’


Kate liked her voice, warm and friendly, and did not guess the relief her own voice had been to Joanna.


Kate’s high-heeled ankle boots gave no grip on the icy surface of the apparently endless platform where the wind from the north pushed against them like a hand, and a wild swing of her arm to balance herself caught Joanna with her big satchel laden with make-up.


Joanna gasped and floundered. ‘Would it be better if I took that?’ she suggested.


‘Sorry, but really, I can manage it,’ Kate said breathlessly, steadying herself. Unexpectedly laughter seized her. It seemed bizarre that walking the length of a station platform could be such a trial of endurance, scrabbling feet with no feeling in them, cheekbones and ears burning with cold, fingers in unlined gloves numb, shoulder aching from that wild jerk of her arm.


 


The little spurt of laughter reassured Joanna even more than the surprisingly acceptable accent.


‘Off to fetch Jeremy’s tart?’ she heard her mother’s acid query. ‘Dear heaven, what have we let ourselves in for?’


As they caught up with the porter, already opening the back of the Fourtrak, Joanna felt the first gritty touch scarify her cheek. Snow. Or could it just be particles of ice whipped up by the savage wind? But she knew that was a vain hope; the smell of snow had been in the air all day. Remembering it had made the half hour’s wait stretch worryingly, in spite of being tucked up warm in the porter’s den. There were many steep and twisting empty miles between them and home, and she was glad her passenger missed the porter’s parting comment, ‘Some game you’re going to have getting up Glen Maraich the night.’


 


After a brief tussle with the door, the wind making a last mean attack on her quivering legs as she climbed in to what she supposed would be called an off-road vehicle, Kate found the sudden stillness gave a disproportionate feeling of security, a feeling instantly dispelled by a new horror. As she sagged back gratefully in her seat a large blond head appeared at her ear and a heavy chin was laid confidingly on her dark bilberry wool shoulder. A great jaw equipped with terrifying teeth opened within a couple of inches of her right eye. A gust of warm biscuity breath fanned her cheek.


‘Buff’s making you welcome, I see,’ Joanna remarked with the chronic insensitivity of the dog lover, slamming the door behind her and leaning forward to wipe an ungloved hand across the windscreen. ‘I wish he wouldn’t breathe so much though.’


Kate wished he would cease to breathe altogether. She had always agreed with her mother’s view that dogs were dirty, smelly, unnecessary nuisances. Also, though she wasn’t aware of it, she had imbibed much of Jessie’s mistrust of them which amounted to fear.


‘Buffie, lie down,’ Joanna ordered, pushing back her hood and releasing a rippling mass of hair. ‘We’re going to have to concentrate, I fear.’


The remark passed Kate by in her relief as the big head was withdrawn with a sigh.


‘Is this Muirend?’ she asked, as a spread of lights grew before them, some suspended surprisingly high against the blackness of the night.


‘It is. Nearly a mile from the station. I suppose we’re lucky anything still stops here.’


As they ran through the small town Kate had a jumbled impression of a central square dotted with frozen heaps of dirty snow, a main street of unappealing small shops, narrow empty side streets diving away, but above all of dour, forbidding, damp-streaked stone. Then the houses were thinning, gone, and the road swung up through overhanging trees which soon fell back, leaving darkness flecked here and there by the outside lights of farms, and laced by the first whip of thin snow.


‘You must be exhausted. Did you have a very early start?’ Joanna enquired kindly, partly to keep her mind off the hazards ahead but chiefly to encourage her silent passenger who, almost as small as Joanna’s daughter Laura, tense with nerves and so absurd in those smart clothes, aroused her natural protectiveness.


‘Oh, not too early really,’ Kate replied, the words automatic, all she could manage as the memory came back of the silent house, the obdurately closed bedroom door, the running taxi engine summoning her, hurrying her, the pleas and apologies which could never now be voiced tumbling agonisingly in her brain. The quiet car-lined suburban road down which she had walked to school, to secretarial college, and for two years to the office, had seemed alien, a scene already lost to her.


‘They’ll wait dinner, anyway,’ Joanna went on cheerfully. ‘However long this takes us.’


‘Oh, no! I mean, that’s very kind …’ Kate longed only for the oblivion of bed and dreaded causing disruption. At Lamorna, Wilton Avenue, tea, which Jessie had long ago given up trying to make Jack call dinner, was unalterably served at six. Also this waiting household seemed increasingly daunting as the reality came nearer. When Jeremy had first described it to her she had merely done her best to absorb facts and names; it was only later that she had thought it sounded odd. An elderly mother with a son and two daughters, Harriet the eldest in her forties, and all unmarried. At least Joanna had been married. Her husband had been drowned with Jeremy’s parents when their yacht went down off the Azores seven years ago. She had one daughter who, Jeremy had worked out with a bit of trouble, was eleven. Kate knew that much of her dread of meeting the unknown family centred on this child.


However, in spite of apprehension and weariness, the reference to food had stirred a faint hunger. She hadn’t eaten all day. She had bought sandwiches on the train, then had glimpsed the grey-green ring round the egg-yolk and had felt her stomach rebel.


‘Damn,’ said Joanna softly as a wild flurry of larger flakes blotted itself against the windscreen. She leaned forward to peer through the reduced arc the wipers made and dipped her lights to help visibility.


Kate abandoned her vague fears of what waited at the end of the journey and began to pay some attention to the present. The road was climbing all the time, its surface white now, and the dance of the snow in the lights was thickening by the minute to a blinding density.


‘Kirkton,’ Joanna announced at last. ‘Nearest shop. Singular.’ A huddle of cottages, a garage forecourt, a hotel, parked cars with white roofs and bonnets and thin new snow on their windows.


They had arrived. Allt Farr, Kirkton, had been the address to which Kate had sent her shy, stilted letter of thanks when the Munros had so amazingly agreed to give her refuge. Jeremy had told her not to bother. ‘They’d do anything for me, always have. Our families have been friends for about a hundred years.’ But Kate had needed to make contact for herself, not be bundled off like a parcel.


But Joanna was pushing on, the road narrower, the impression of empty wilderness more intense after the brief evidence of human presence.


‘Is it very far?’ Kate asked, and was aware of the nervousness in her voice as Joanna turned her head.


She’s terrified, poor little thing. ‘Only a few more miles,’ Joanna said encouragingly, and registered Kate’s dismay. If we make it, she added grimly to herself. If only that wretched train had been on time.


Broken down dykes were mounds of white above high banks. An occasional bowed-down bush of broom or gorse released its soft load as the Fourtrak brushed it and Kate thought Joanna was driving rather close to the kerb, with no idea of how much trouble she was having on the steep bends with the new fall deepening by the second on the indifferently swept frozen surface of the old.


‘Now this might be interesting,’ Joanna commented, as they hauled themselves up a final corkscrew and the road levelled briefly. Glancing at her, observing her more focused concentration, then peering fearfully ahead herself, Kate saw to her horror blurred lights coming towards them, coming, it seemed to her, appallingly fast.


She gasped, then yelped aloud. Screamed, she supposed afterwards. It all happened so quickly. They seemed to have been driving through a deserted landscape, as though the treacherous road, the storm, were all they had to worry about – and were enough, surely. The possible appearance of other traffic on the road in these conditions hadn’t entered Kate’s mind.


Because of the dense whirl of flakes there was an illusion of seeing the oncoming lights from far away; in fact they were almost upon them. Joanna made some very explicit comments, her equivalent of Kate’s yell, resisted the impulse to brake and held to the narrowing gap between wall and skidding van. It somehow crabbed and scrambled out from under their wheels, side-swiped them then skated round to burrow its nose into the deep snow which concealed a rudimentary ditch below the bank.


‘That maniac Doddie,’ said Joanna in a completely normal voice, switching off. ‘Better go and have a look.’


‘Get out?’ Kate squeaked involuntarily, and hoped ever afterwards that with scarcely enough breath left to speak her protest had been too feeble for Joanna to hear.


‘You all right, Buffie? Did you get a bump? All right, don’t give me a hard time, I did my best. You’d better stay, though. Stay! Kate, you’ll have to get out this side.’


So matter-of-fact. Kate gulped in a couple of deep breaths, got her heart beating normally again, and suppressing a base longing to stay huddled and uncaring where she was, slid towards the driver’s door, having some trouble both in avoiding Buff’s solicitous interest and disentangling the skirts of her coat.


It was very, very unpleasant holding the flailing door sufficiently wide to slide out after Joanna, sinking down into snow over the tops of her boots, and meeting the whining fury of the wind which beat snow blindingly against her face. She had barely had time to wonder what they could possibly do if they found some bleeding senseless figure slumped across the steering wheel of the van, when she heard a voice saying conversationally, ‘My, that’s some night.’


‘Doddie, are you quite mad? Where on earth are you going?’ Joanna demanded, sounding more resigned than angry.


‘Ach, I’d these mole traps of Willie’s to take down. He’s been at me long enough about them.’


Mole traps? Kate thought dizzily, tottering as the wind attacked from another direction.


Doddie put out a quick obliging hand to steady her.


‘Yes, and Judy’s home this week,’ Joanna supplemented. ‘God, Doddie, you never change. This is Kate, she’s at Allt Farr for the summer.’


Don’t waste time introducing us, Kate screamed inwardly. Just let me get out of this howling bedlam and be an ordinary human being again.


‘I’m very pleased to meet you,’ Doddie said with formal courtesy, shaking hands and bending to look into her face. Kate tried to raise snow-clogged lashes to look at him but there was only an impression of a tank-like figure and a square smiling face framed by long ear flaps.


‘Will we get it out, Doddie?’ Joanna asked, raising her voice as the wind rose in a sudden piercing whine.


‘No bother,’ averred Doddie. ‘One good shove’ll do it. Lucky I wasna’ going fast.’ No self-justification, and no recriminations, Kate noted. ‘Maybe the lassie’d best drive it out, she’s no just dressed for the weather.’ With a nod at Kate to apologise for talking about her.


‘Yes, she’d better not push. Poor Kate, what an arrival. Oh – you can drive?’


Kate fell into a brief urgent dilemma. She had passed her test, driven her father’s cherished Jaguar once, been forbidden to touch it ever again and had gratefully let the whole nerve-racking business go. But instinct told her that this was no time for hesitation. Quite apart from her silly clothes she wasn’t pushing material.


‘Yes, I can drive,’ she said in a faint voice.


Doddie opened the back of the van and getting out a shovel began clearing snow from round the wheels. Joanna fetched another from the jeep to help him.


Kate found herself, with her coat rucked under her, with soaking hair and collar, icy fingers and aching feet, crammed into the oil- and cigarette-reeking van, on a seat nearly on the floor-boards which rocked under her. The passenger seat was absent altogether. Movements and snuffling behind her warned her she was not alone. Ready to leap out again she decided she just wouldn’t look. She peeled off her wet gloves and wiped snow from her face with white fingertips, then searched for the ignition. Only after the engine had coughed awake did she remember with horror that the van could have been in gear. With a huge effort she made herself remember the rules. Mirror; she thought she could forget that. Signal; with giggles rising dangerously she thought she could forget that too. Manoeuvre; she would have to await orders. Tense, determined to do her part, she stared ahead at the snow-packed windscreen.


‘Right now.’ Doddie was at the window. The snouts of two collies instantly interposed themselves between his face and Kate’s. ‘Whist now, you lads. If I come in there to you you’ll know about it,’ he roared. The snouts withdrew and Kate got her breath back. ‘Now, just take it easy. Wee bursts as we push. We’ll rock her out among the lot of us no trouble at all. When I say, now.’


Kate nodded, quite unaware of how grim she looked, found reverse and gripped the wheel, knuckles staring. An indistinguishable shout came in with the snow flurries at the open window. She released the clutch, accelerated hard and rammed the van solidly into the drift.


The engine cut out. The collies with startled yips cannoned into the back of her seat. A great silence fell outside. Horrified, shaken, Kate leaned her forehead on the wheel. Two huge tears, warmer than anything else about her, squeezed between her lids.


‘Hey.’


She twisted her head without lifting it. Doddie’s face, Joanna’s at his shoulder, was at the window again. And amazingly, they were both grinning, the grins widening into laughter, spontaneous, entirely non-acrimonious laughter.


‘I’m sorry,’ Kate said helplessly, straightening up, tears checked by astonishment. ‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Was it heading for Silverstone you were?’ demanded Doddie. ‘I see I should have shown you the gears, though if I had I doubt you’d have the back end buried the other side of the road by now.’


‘Is that how they drive in Wimbledon?’ Joanna enquired. ‘Come on, we’d better do some more digging.’


Why weren’t they furious? Fumbling for a wet handkerchief in a wet pocket Kate wished she could wake in her own bed at home and find that nothing in the last two months had ever happened.










Chapter Two


With no fear of meeting anyone in the Allt Farr drive Joanna put her foot down and the jeep took the last sharp pull triumphantly, coming out onto a level space bright under a single light where the wind spun up delicate spirals of snow to chase each other across the unmarred expanse. Kate blinked to see a higgledy-piggledy mass of stone buttresses and towers vanish upward into the night, their bases pale gold where the light caught the snow clogging the spread arms of climbing bushes.


It’s a castle, she thought blankly. Jeremy didn’t say anything about a castle. Terror, a deep sense of her own inadequacy, and the new insecurity and loneliness which she had not yet had time to come to terms with, rushed overwhelmingly upon her.


Buff, eager for dinner, pushed his head over the seat and put a paw on its back.


‘Don’t even think of it,’ Joanna warned him. ‘I’ll bring your bag, Kate. Most of the other stuff can wait. There’s nothing freezing will hurt. You go in.’


The steps were smooth as folded sheets in a linen cupboard. Kate located a heavy iron latch and tentatively swung open a door which seemed twice as high as she was, finding herself in a stark stone porch equipped only with a huge chest, its lid propped open, piled with logs. An inner glazed door led to a dimly lit hall. She opened it and released chaos. The wind tore in, bringing a great puff of snow with it, the dog shouldered past her, the chest lid slammed down like a gun going off, a minor crash somewhere ahead followed it and an imperious voice shouted, ‘Oh, please, one door at a time. We shall all be blown away!’


Kate grappled in feverish haste with the inner door, coat skirts whipping, happy to shut herself outside it if only she could get it closed, but made no headway till Joanna behind her thumped the outer door to and everything miraculously sank to calm.


The owner of the imperious voice surveyed Kate without favour. ‘Kate? How do you do? I am Eleanor Munro.’ She held out a bony hand with a gesture of authority rather than of welcome.


Breathless, Kate took it nervously. Tall, thin, with thick white hair growing vigorously upwards and dark, deep-set, assessing eyes, wearing a haphazard collection of layered clothes in vivid colours, a scarlet bird’s-eye scarf twisted rakishly under one ear, the figure that confronted her was an imposing one.


‘You’ve made good time,’ Mrs Munro commented, removing her gaze from Kate as though she had learned enough and addressing Joanna. ‘Did you have any trouble?’


Kate waited for the account of their dramas and struggles.


‘A bit tricky on the Mennach Brae,’ Joanna said, putting Kate’s case on the bottom step of a dark oak staircase. ‘Met that idiot Doddie flying down though.’


‘Doddie? What on earth was he doing going anywhere tonight? Run out of cigarettes, I suppose.’


‘Judy Mearns is at home,’ Joanna said succinctly.


‘Ah, well, almost as compelling a motive.’


‘He clipped the back end of the jeep and went in the ditch. We had to push him out.’


‘You have had adventures.’ A mere polite rejoinder. ‘Did he take any paint with him?’


‘Haven’t looked.’


Paint? Kate, testing to see if she could still move her toes in the ice forming round them, considered it would have been fair to point out that conditions weren’t ideal for checking paint-work.


‘Yes, well, if it needs a respray he can pay. It cost quite enough to repair the suspension on the Hilux after his last little escapade.’


I suppose this house contains food, a bed, warmth of some kind, Kate thought, suspended in a sort of inert stoicism. Certainly there was no warmth in this cavernous stone-flagged hall where two tiny wall lights bracketed a fireplace as big as a larder, empty of anything but a faded embroidered firescreen. In the shadows lurked high carved cupboards, dark chests, weapons, the heads of beasts. There was no proper furniture. If there was a ceiling it was invisible in the gloom. Nacht und Nebel, Kate thought frivolously.


‘Poor Kate must be longing to get dry,’ Joanna said. ‘I’ll take her up. Where’s Harriet?’


‘In the kitchen. Fussing. Max has gone to check on Torquil, though even he might be expected to have the sense to use his shed on a night like this.’


I won’t even wonder what she’s talking about, Kate decided, light-headed with emotion, starvation and weariness.


‘No,’ Mrs Munro went on. ‘You go and fetch whatever has to come in from the jeep and I’ll take Kate up.’ She turned to the stairs, ignoring the suitcase.


Well, I am here to work my passage, Kate reminded herself. In fact, it’s probably surprising that we’re using the front stairs. It may be the last time I ever use them. I may end up polishing them though. Jessie would have had a carpet down in no time. Am I hoping it will hurt less to call her Jessie, not mother? A question it was not the moment to examine.


The slippery steps were treacherous; Kate could hardly feel her feet any more. The heavy make-up bag slipped down her arm and banged against her knee.


‘Here.’ A firm hand grasped the suitcase and twitched it away with impressive ease.


‘Oh, no, please, I can manage.’ That white hair.


‘I can perfectly well carry a suitcase.’ The words, ‘which you clearly can’t’, hung on the foggy freezing air of the corridor as Kate hurried meekly in her wake. Steps up, a half flight down, abrupt turns round pillars of stone, narrow corridors repeated, indistinguishable, thinly floored with khaki whipcord, the plaster on their walls swelling ominously with damp, crooked pictures, brown identical doors.


‘Now, you should be comfortable here.’ It was an order.


Kate stood dwarfed, dismayed, chilled to the bone. The room was huge, with two long windows shrouded in dark curtains whose last six inches buckled on the beige carpet. It was lit solely by a bedside lamp like a silver candlestick with a frilled glass shade, whose light barely reached the foot of a very long, very high brass bed, its lace frills dipping in careless tatters to the floor. Enormous pieces of furniture loomed round the walls; the cold reached out like a tongue.


Mrs Munro tossed the suitcase down on a sagging armchair and turned to the door again. ‘The reason we gave you this room—’ was that amusement in her voice? Surely it couldn’t be ‘—was this.’ With her stalking stride she led Kate, past questioning anything, to the next door.


Warmth. The first real warmth Kate had felt since she launched herself into the icy blast at Muirend station, flowed out and with magical benison lapped her round. A bathroom of antique splendour, as big as her bedroom at Lamorna, lay before her, a massive bath spreading claw feet on a pink carpet, red velvet curtains faded to cream on the folds, enormous fluffy towels on a towel rail as high as her chin, welcomed her with the first uncomplicated kindness of a long, long day.


Mrs Munro made a brief sound which was almost a laugh. ‘Don’t be long, dinner’s ready.’ She was gone.


Oh, bliss. Kate shut the door, tottered forwards, laid her forehead on the soft thick folds of towel and wrapped her hands round the gleaming pipes. Blisteringly hot; all the better. She pulled a layer of towel in between. She wanted to climb all over this marvellous monster, intertwine herself in it, hang upside down like a sloth, and never go down to dinner.


‘Later,’ she promised the bath with yearning.


 


‘So, not as bad as we feared?’ Joanna said hopefully as her mother came into the kitchen. She liked things to be amicable.


‘Humph.’


‘Joanna says she’s really quite civilised. That’s lucky, isn’t it?’ Harriet, down on one knee unnecessarily stirring a casserole which had been plopping and bubbling as peacefully as a hot mud wallow, flapped the blast from the oven away from her beaky face.


Not quite in those words, Joanna thought resignedly, watching her sister haul herself to her feet with the aid of the Aga rail like a woman of eighty.


‘She hardly uttered a word,’ their mother said.


‘Did you frighten her?’ Joanna protested. ‘Poor dear, she’s shaking in her shoes as it is. Really, she’s very sweet.’


‘Sweet. And in those ridiculous clothes I might also say dainty, neither word calculated to predispose me in her favour.’


Joanna giggled. ‘She was so appalled by everything, coming up. But she did get out and try to help with Doddie’s van. I thought for a moment she was going to cling to her seat like a limpet. She’s scared to death of Buff, though.’


‘Oh, no, really, that is a complication we do not need,’ Mrs Munro said with exasperation.


‘What’s that?’ demanded Max, coming in with the sack of wholemeal flour Joanna had left in the jeep.


‘This wretched female of Jeremy’s. She won’t be the slightest use to us, just as I feared. She’s no bigger than Laura, terrified out of her wits and dressed in you-too-can-be-a-career-woman clothes.’


‘Very promising.’ If only they could banish her to her own cottage as they did the students who helped in the summer, but thanks to Jeremy this girl had to be taken into the family circle. ‘I’ve put the jeep away, Jo. Were you planning to leave it at the front door all night?’


‘Yep,’ said his sister cheerfully.


‘I thought I’d save myself the trouble of digging it out in the morning.’


‘Good for you,’ Joanna said, unmoved.


‘Where is this girl?’ Harriet was asking. ‘The stew’s drying up. Did you tell her dinner was ready, Grannie?’ Since Joanna brought Laura to Allt Farr this was the form of address her children – and half the glen – had fallen into for Mrs Munro.


‘I told her to waste no time.’


‘Too scared to come down,’ Joanna commented.


‘Or lost,’ her mother amended. ‘Someone had better field for her. I have small hopes of her resourcefulness.’


‘I’ll go,’ Max said shortly. It was late and he was hungry. Joanna’s casual abandoning of the jeep had irritated him. A snowfall like this, coupled with a high wind, would bring all too familiar problems tomorrow, hours of shifting snow, clearing estate roads and tracks, getting feed to stock, digging out vehicles, dealing with the crises of the unwary or improvident. No one else could be trusted with the snowplough. Doddie went too fast, taking chunks out of banks and more than once gateposts with him, Jim Coupar, the grieve, was too cautious and got bogged with maddening regularity, while Willie Mearns would probably never get up from the Mennach in the first place. The dragging feeling of it all being down to him, unalterably, forever, descended on Max as he crossed the hall and took the stairs two at a time, and he pushed it away angrily. It surfaced in his mind far too often these days; it would hardly make life more rewarding if he let it take hold. And nothing was going to change.


Kate, shivering, hurrying, fumbling, dug in her case for something to wear for dinner. She had pressed down the small peardrop light switch on its brass plate at the door and a green flash had come out of it, but nothing more had followed beyond a feeble light appearing through the splits in a silk shade suspended at mid ceiling. She could still hardly see. She had equipped herself sketchily for this new environment, knowing she would soon need different things. The sum of Jeremy’s advice had been to bring lots of sweaters and now she pulled out one after another the lambswool jumpers, the cashmere polo-neck, the Shetland sweater which wouldn’t do for evening. Even it felt light and flimsy, unbelievably different from when she had tried it on in her cosy room at home. Oh God, don’t let yourself see it, she warned, tears threatening as a swift image came of its frilled, peachy, softly lit, womb-like safety, her collections of carved animals and fans and corn dollies peopling it.


This stark dim room, the outer reaches of which she hardly dared examine, repelled and rejected her. With a little sob that was as much anger as despair she shook the melted snow – amazing that it had melted – off her coat onto the tiles of a high fireplace and went to hang it in a wardrobe with a beetling overhang like a cliff. Away above her, quite out of reach, ran a brass rail with a row of big shaped wooden hangers with cross bars.


Have I come to a land of giants? Kate thought in despair. Perhaps I’ll just get in and shut the door and never be seen again.


When she pulled off her sodden boots cold air eddied round her ankles, tangible as water. All she had to put on instead were high-heeled shoes.


Outside her room she turned in the opposite direction from the bathroom. That much was clear. Then she was adrift in a maze of draught-scoured passages leading nowhere, stairs she had never seen before, finally arriving in a sort of minstrels’ gallery which appeared to have no escape route. She listened. Silence. The faintest whine of wind beyond muffling stone. A stir of gelid air, a creak of wood. As the temperature changed? Idle thought.


I do not want to be here. I do not want to exist.


‘Hi! Where’ve you got to?’


The impatient shout made Kate jump bone-shakingly. For a second she was literally incapable of answering.


‘Hello!’ The voice was moving away.


‘Here,’ she called in panic, her voice lost in the high inimical distances. ‘I’m here,’ she tried again, starting back the way she had come.


Round the curve of the passage came striding one of the giants who inhabited this awful place, tall, grim-faced, in tweed breeches and a padded waistcoat over dark sweater.


Max checked as he saw her. His mother was right; she was as small and slight as a child, neat in damson-coloured jersey with crisp blouse collar over it, darker skirt. Her hair looked dark too in this light, and was very short. Her face was small and pointed, her eyes wide with unconcealed apprehension.


‘Come on,’ Max said, his voice less abrupt than he had expected it to sound. ‘I think we’re all rather in need of dinner. I’m Max.’


‘Hello, I’m Kate.’


Her voice was soft, nervous. What earthly use Jeremy thought such a fragile little object would be to them in the coming season Max couldn’t imagine. Except that Jeremy would not have looked that far ahead. He would feel he had met his obligations and would be happy to leave it at that.


‘You were more than a little off course,’ Max observed, leading Kate rapidly down a stone spiral which brought them out above the hall.


‘I’m afraid I didn’t pay attention,’ she admitted. To her surprise, for Allt Farr was a good deal larger and grander than anything she had expected, Max led her through a swing door at the back of the hall, beyond which the panelling disappeared and the lighting improved, and into a big kitchen.


Glorious heat, light and food smells melded in dazzling welcome. Joanna was there, dropping rolls from a baking tray into a napkin-lined basket and flipping her fingers to cool them. Her mother was standing with her bottom against the Aga rail, a pair of half-moons on the end of her nose, holding a newspaper to the light. Another female who must be the elder sister was ladling soup into plates patterned with dark blue and gold. Buff, unexpectedly, bustled out of his basket to greet her, but went back to it at a word from Max, propping his head on its chewed edge to watch proceedings. The basket was by the cooker, Kate saw. That wasn’t very nice.


‘Ah, good, you’re here. Kate, tuck yourself in there.’ A high-backed settle flanked a long table. ‘This is my elder daughter Harriet.’


Harriet, carrying in both hands a soup plate she had overfilled, flashed a smile on and off and concentrated till the plate was safely down. Then she reached across and shook Kate’s hand, saying, ‘How do you do, Kate? We’re so glad you could come. What sort of journey up did you have? What a shame the weather’s so ghastly for your arrival.’


She was taught to say that as a child, Kate found herself thinking. And taught to shake hands firmly.


Harriet was definitely middle-aged, much older than Max or Joanna. She looked tired and faded, her face too thin and fleshless for the large spectacles she wore, the eyes behind them light-lashed and vulnerable. She shared Joanna’s colouring but in muted tones. Where Joanna had a great mass of light-textured red-brown hair, and in the light over the table Kate could now see its beauty, Harriet’s was a sandy frizz. It grew naturally forwards but she tried to make it go back, so that a limp inch or two jutted over her forehead in a little platform which she continually dabbed at. Joanna had a soft comfortably covered body; Harriet was an angular collection of bones. She was the sort of woman who had never learned to tuck in her blouse properly.


Kate, beginning her soup, some indeterminate vegetable mixture and very good, stole a look at Max. His thick hair was lighter than either sister’s, and he alone had the dark eyes of their mother. He’s bored with this, Kate thought unexpectedly. He was spooning in soup rapidly, breaking his roll with a decisive gesture, his face set in faintly disparaging lines which she hoped were not his usual expression.


Feeling braver, as Harriet worried aloud about what the storm would bring, dripping out thoughts one by one to be snapped up and dismissed by her mother like a dog catching peanuts, and Joanna seemed to have retired into a dream of her own, Kate dared a look around the kitchen. She had never seen anything like it. With lights on only over the Aga and the table where they sat, the rest stretched away into the remote subfusc distances she was coming to expect. Uncouth domestic objects whose purpose she could hardly guess at huddled on high shelves or shouldered each other round the floor. No one seemed to have thought of painting the tall wooden cupboards, or indeed the walls. There was nothing that could be described as a unit. Two sash windows rose to the ceiling blank and black, and Kate could see the reflection of the lighted scene moving under the attack of the wind. They could at least have had blinds, floral ones to brighten the place up a bit perhaps.


Then disaster came. Joanna took away the soup plates, Max, surprisingly, mashed a panful of potatoes with an enormous beetle, lashing in butter and cream, and Harriet bore her precious casserole to the table. The lid came off and up rose a cloud of steam and a waft of rich flavours. And what unknown objects were these in the creamy sauce on her plate? Kate could not identify them and dared not ask. She took two brave mouthfuls and the richness of the unknown meat, the heat of the room after the shivery cold, the misery and exhaustion of the day and the treacherous nausea of early pregnancy surged together in one huge curling wave of wretchedness.


‘She’s going!’ It was Max’s voice, faraway, matter-of-fact, then everything happened at once. The table was pulled away, Kate was twitched bodily to her feet, a powerful arm was half leading her, half carrying her away, cold air chilled her clammy face, there was an impression of shiny black walls spinning round her and the hysterical thought, They’re putting me in a box. Then beneath her reeling eyes appeared the bowl of a shallow, odd-shaped loo, beautifully painted with flowers, and Joanna’s arm was supporting her, Joanna’s sympathetic voice murmuring beside her, ‘You poor old thing, how absolutely miserable for you.’










Chapter Three


Kate surfaced with that luxurious feeling – rare in an ordered life where alarm clock, household noises, morning traffic generally pulled her out of sleep – of having woken naturally. It was still dark. Before anything else, for a moment of supreme peace, she was aware of the silence, then reality came leaping back.


She jerked upright, anxiety, guilt and humiliation seizing her before she had even pinpointed their source. Then memory and cold hit her together, and with a groan she flopped back and dragged the bedclothes over her face. She had been horribly sick, dragging Joanna away from dinner, causing hubbub with hot-water bottles and offers from Harriet of Disprin and hot milk which had nearly made her retreat again to that strange dark loo (had it really been painted black or had she imagined that?) then reeling dizzily through those endless corridors with Joanna supporting her. Now she knew why the pictures were crooked. She giggled, and groaned again. She hadn’t even managed to get into bed under her own steam. Then the recollection of the blissful moment of finally rolling into it returned, the divine welcome of downy pillows, faintly lavender scented, the friendly warmth of a mammoth velvet-covered hot-water bottle contrasting voluptuously with the glassy smoothness of the sheets. No duvets here, but blankets of a superlative softness and a great mound of eiderdown. That suited the room, Kate thought, reaching for the lamp. Her bare arm was frozen by the time she had discovered the button on its base. She squinted down the bed; there was no evidence that she was in it, and it seemed to stretch away for ever. Tentatively she stretched her feet and met an expanse of ice. She withdrew hastily into the warm zone. The tip of her nose ached.


She studied the room. The carpet was dingy and worn, the armchairs covered in indeterminate chintzes, the wallpaper a sort of trellis with ivy leaves. Not pretty at all. (So much for William Morris.) Was this a sort of upper-grade servant’s room? It was very big. Or a lowest-grade guest room? She couldn’t decide.


But with the question conscience stirred. She was here to work. What time would they expect her down? What would she have to do? Cook breakfast for them all? She thought of the old-fashioned kitchen with its cumbersome equipment like some torturer’s DIY kit and mewed with dismay. She hadn’t even unpacked her clock. She looked on the bedside table, an eighteenth-century commode, but couldn’t see her watch, then realised it was still on her wrist. She held it up to the light. Hadn’t they heard of 100 watt bulbs? God, God, it couldn’t be. Forgetting the temperature she sat up in horror. Her watch must have stopped; she’d hit it on something going to bed. It must have been about that time. But it hadn’t stopped. Her first morning here and she had slept till eleven.


But why was it still pitch dark? Was there another storm? Oh, this nightmare, nightmare place. Bracing herself she threw back the bedclothes and went down and down to the floor. It was like getting out of the train at Muirend all over again. What a completely ridiculous bed. No slippers. She rushed across to the curtains and seized their heavy folds. They wouldn’t budge. She tugged, sobbing tearlessly in frustration. Too cold to waste time on them; they were stuck. She rushed back to her still half-full case, found her dressing-gown and pulled it on, wincing as its silky coldness met unprotected flesh. Back to the curtains, craning backwards to see what was sticking. Some kind of cord. Oh, what a fool. Annoyed with herself she hauled the curtains apart, releasing a faint smell of age.


Outside a mountain reared up, so close that it reminded Kate of the gesture of putting a hand against your face to indicate a broken nose. Between the house and a hill-face composed of streaks of snow patterning wet rock, foggy air hung in the tips of dark conifers, their lower branches borne down with snow.


Kate shuddered, closing her eyes and leaning her forehead against the pane, then hastily unsticking it again. How could Jeremy have sent her to such a hideous place? ‘A house in a glen,’ he had said. ‘Nice spot.’ No, that wasn’t exactly what he had said. ‘Right at the top of a glen,’ his words had been. They had meant nothing, unimportant in the hurt and shock and driving need to get away, far away, somewhere unknown and unconnected.


Jeremy. Of course she had expected nothing from him. At the very first moment of meeting him at that appalling party she had made a cold, deliberate decision, completely unlike her, to break out of her cage of conscience and inhibition and endless good behaviour. Reckless, keyed up for new experience, she had lied to him, determined to be free of the meek and dutiful self who endlessly did what was required of her.


But there was no time for this now. She had made the break; that much was accomplished. Jeremy, surprisingly, had done his best for her before he ran for cover; had done more, much more, than she would ever have asked, once he had accepted her refusal to consider an abortion. He had made in theory the ideal arrangement, providing her with somewhere to live till the baby was born, where she could organise doctor and hospital bed, and at the same time be useful and earn her keep.


Earn her keep. But first she had to dress in this arctic room. She remembered the bathroom and grabbing up the warmest clothes she could see fled to its haven. It didn’t seem as blissfully warm as it had last night, her friend the towel rail was no longer too hot to touch and the reticent light of the dismal day revealed a decided shabbiness, but after a praying wait boiling water did finally gulp and spurt from the enormous tap – to pour down the plughole. What on earth was this tube-like contraption with a sort of cage on the bottom and a white enamel top saying ‘Waste’? It was held upright between the taps by a metal clamp and didn’t reach the plughole. Struggling with it with cold hands that barely went round it, Kate swore vigorously and uncharacteristically. Was there no single object here that was simple, normal, and which worked? At last she freed the thing entirely and with her flannel stuffed round its foot achieved a hot, deep bath. So deep in fact that when she lay down she floated away and her hair went under, but nothing much affected its short curls and the warmth was such a sybaritic delight that she didn’t care anyway. The only thing was the water steadily dwindled away and she could do nothing to stop it, feeling goose-pimples come up on her stealthily exposed skin.


Heading downstairs at last, finding the route after only a couple of casts, the silence of the house struck her once more. Was it quite empty? Had those towering, peremptory, competent people of last night been characters in her dreams?


Good, she’d made it. Here was the hall. The swing door was covered in leather, she found. The kitchen door lay ahead.


The kitchen was empty, tidy, bare, Aga lids down, not even a fridge to hum. In the dog’s basket were teeth-pitted log, rubber bone, grimy slipper – and a cabbage stalk, she noted with interest. Did dogs like cabbage?


What should she do? Where would she find someone? It was so awful to be late, she who was never late, who could always be relied upon.


A thud, the faint sound of a voice, then the door at the other side of the kitchen burst open and in hurried a new figure, an elderly woman in tweed coat and black wellingtons, grey hair escaping from a woollen headscarf checked in grey, maroon and mauve, her round cheeks pink and small eyes bright, a basket in one hand.


‘Here’s me talking to myself,’ she exclaimed at once with no apparent embarrassment. ‘But there’s nearly all the hens off their lay together with the cold weather and I’d a time of it finding enough eggs for the table what with all this snow, and won’t I be glad to see the back of it. All very well for they skiers, but they should think on that ordinary folk have to go about their business just the same, that’s what I say. Now, you’ll be Kate, and I was to let you have your sleep out and give you your breakfast when you came down. I’ve the porridge pot on the back of the stove and I’ll easy whip you up your bacon and eggs, just wait while I put these past and get my coat off, then is it tea or coffee you’re wanting, and it’ll be brown bread for your toast, I dare say, that’s what they’re always mad for here, though I don’t fancy it myself, or there’s baps can go in the bottom oven… .’


She had shrugged off her coat as she talked, revealing a flowery wraparound apron over a comfortable bulk of sweaters and a shapeless skirt, and still in headscarf and boots was darting about banging pots and kettle and oven doors.


‘Please, no!’ Kate begged. ‘I really only want coffee.’ She had forgotten all about morning sickness, but the sight of an encrusted porridge pot abruptly reminded her.


‘Oh, but you must have something. Harriet said most particularly you was to have your breakfast whenever you showed your face. Will I boil you a wee fresh egg?’


‘No, truly. It’s very kind, but I only ever have coffee.’


‘Well, I’d best make you some toast just the same. Willie’s pigs can get it if you don’t. Now sit yourself doon and I’ll have the coffee in to you in no time. No, no, not in here, I’ve my work to do.’


‘But I can make my own—’ Useless to protest. Kate was firmly directed to a pretty dining-room with silvery-striped wall coverings and a rosewood sideboard still cluttered with orange juice, cereals and hotplate. French windows filled the end wall, white tape sealing them together and a draught excluder, stained with damp, packed against the bottom. Outside hung fog.


I cannot stay here, Kate thought. This place has served its purpose, got me away from Jessie’s rages and Jack’s infinitely worse hurt silence. From here I can go anywhere, back to some kind of normality. But there had been two sides to the bargain. Jeremy had said the Munros needed help. That was why she had felt it possible to accept this refuge. She couldn’t let them down.


‘Now, sit in about.’ Mrs Grant came bustling in. ‘Here’s some nice hot coffee for you. That’s a dreich kind o’ day, right enough, though I doubt there’s worse to come. February’s the month for it up here. Those folk down in Muirend dinna’ ken when they’re well off. If there’s anything else you’re wanting you’ve only to say—’


‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.’


The easy flow of chatter broke off. The pink cheeks grew scarlet. ‘Well, rightly, I’m Effie, I suppose,’ was the obscure answer and she was gone in a flurry of embarrassment.


Obviously a gaffe. A pity, Kate had wanted to ask where everyone was. She helped herself to coffee from a silver pot with a dent in its flank, waited for inner objections and risked a sip. Tentatively she took a piece of toast and entered on a new experience. Wholemeal bread made by Harriet, toasted on the Aga, spread with home-made Jersey butter and dark marmalade with erratic lumps of peel cut by Mrs Munro’s careless hand, was very different from anything on offer in the Lamorna dinette, with its pine table pale under six coats of varnish and its bench seats cushioned in purple mock-leather.


‘Oh, good, Mrs Grant’s looked after you.’ Joanna came smiling in, still wearing her jacket and with her bright hair looking as though she’d forgotten to brush it. So it wasn’t Effie. ‘Sorry I wasn’t here when you came down. I’ve been digging. Did you sleep well? How are you feeling today?’


It seemed a strange time of year to be gardening. ‘I slept beautifully, thank you. I never reached the bottom of the bed though.’


Joanna laughed. ‘No, I shouldn’t think you did. It was made for one of my great-uncles who was about seven feet tall.’


‘I’m sorry to be so late. I should have set my alarm clock—’


‘Whatever for? Nothing much doing today. Any coffee left in that pot? Oh, great.’ Joanna stuck her head into the corridor. ‘Hi, Mrs Grant, could you bring another cup, please. Anyway,’ she said, scrutinising Kate with benevolent concern as she sat down, ‘you look a lot better than you did last night.’


Kate blushed. ‘That was awful. I’m so sorry about it, I ruined everyone’s dinner—’


‘Don’t be silly, of course you didn’t. Harriet flapped a bit, but you don’t think anything would put Max or Grannie off their grub, do you?’


Why did Mrs Munro’s adult children call her Grannie when Laura wasn’t there?


‘I couldn’t have sympathised more,’ Joanna went on. ‘I was hopeless with Laura for the first two months. Just mornings though. Everyone’s different. Someone I know was sick at every meal for the whole nine months.’


‘That’s a comfort,’ Kate said temperately, and Joanna shot her a quick look and laughed.


‘You are feeling better.’


Kate laughed too, relaxing. She wanted to ask if it was all right for her to be having breakfast in here, served by Mrs Grant, but knew the question would be gauche. Only she didn’t know how to frame the real question as to her role, her status. She had scarcely considered it when she had snatched at this solution which had seemed to answer all her needs.


‘Want this last bit of toast?’ Joanna enquired. ‘I’ve expended far too much energy this morning. I was at the Cedar Hut making sure Grigor had logs in and so on. The snow always blows in badly down there. He’s an old boy who worked on the estate all his life, starting at fourteen, and as he’s on his own we keep an eye on him. Mind you, he’s probably snugger than we are.’


Kate found no comment to make.


‘Grannie and Harriet are painting,’ Joanna went on, taking an oatcake from a cylindrical tartan tin.


A cosy picture of mother and daughter absorbed in shared creative activity. But Kate decided against the polite query, ‘Do they have a studio?’ Nothing here was as it seemed, she was discovering. ‘What are they painting?’ she asked instead.


‘New cottage. Well, very old cottage we’re doing up. We let them out for self-catering holidays, as Jeremy may have told you. It’s one of our steadiest sources of income, so we add another here and there as funds are available. This one’s booked for Easter and there’s a lot to do still. We might go down and help for an hour or so before lunch. There’s a floor to scrape, that’s a nice peaceful job. Do you have anything to work in? I mean, you’re rather on the tidy side.’


‘I don’t really have anything else,’ Kate confessed. All her clothes were tidy. And since till now everything she earned, backed up by some hefty capital Jack had made over to her to avoid tax, had been hers to spend, they were expensive. Her everyday make-up took twenty minutes to apply. Her nails were shapely and painted. She wore gold stud earrings. She put on scent as automatically as she cleaned her teeth.


‘We’ll have to kit you out,’ Joanna said. ‘Though you’re not really as small as Laura and anything of mine would swamp you. Grannie might have some ideas. I can find you a jacket someone left. Are those boots all right for the time being?’


They were still damp but were preferable to frozen ankles. ‘Yes, fine thanks. I’ll just go up and—’


‘Oh, don’t trek all the way up there. Do you remember where the loo is, just along the corridor? I was hopeless when I was pregnant, dashing off all the time.’


Kate thought the ache of her bladder might have something to do with the ambient temperature. There was a bad moment when she went into the black-painted downstairs cloakroom with its disagreeable reminders. She had never seen an uglier room.


Going through the kitchen as instructed she found Joanna in a stone-floored passage, its wall filled with pegs bulging with what looked like three generations’ worth of coats, waterproofs, waxed jackets, binocular cases, mummified game bags, leads, whips, scarfs and hats of every description. A selection of boots stood below, all enormous to Kate’s eyes. High in the opposite wall were set three small windows with sloping sills down which cold air poured.


‘How would this do?’ A stiff canvas coat with a fur lining. Kate took it gingerly.


Joanna laughed. ‘Don’t worry, it died before you were born. Come on, we’ll take the jeep.’


She led the way into a courtyard where the air felt as though it had never known the touch of the sun. The house rose like a cliff behind them; ahead and to the right ran dour stone buildings; to the left was a high archway. Kate shivered, huddling the fur-lined jacket round her, as she followed Joanna to the jeep.


‘Good thing Max has been down with the plough,’ Joanna remarked, negotiating a steep slope below the shelf on which the house stood. Kate grasped the fact that he had not been ploughing the fields.


The cottage stood above a dark ice-fringed river, dotted with snow-capped rocks. Beyond it boulder-strewn banks climbed into mist. A desolate place. Going into a cement-and-paint-smelling interior Kate decided it had been warmer outside. Mrs Munro and Harriet were painting upstairs, in separate rooms. They hadn’t even brought a radio with them, Kate noticed.


Downstairs the big gutted room waited for its walls to be finished, its irregular floor sanded down.


‘Won’t it make a mess plastering the walls after doing the floor?’ Kate asked, as she turned in her fingers the piece of broken glass Joanna had given her.


‘They’re not going to be plastered. They’ve been repointed, they’re ready.’


Bare stone? Kate shuddered.


‘Sanding machines are very good,’ she ventured, watching Joanna fold a piece of sandpaper round a block of wood in an intricate and business-like manner.


Joanna grinned. ‘No power yet,’ she said briefly. ‘Anyway, we’ve only got to do these bits round the edges.’


‘Not the whole floor?’ Kate asked in such blatant relief that Joanna laughed aloud.


‘All we’re doing is getting off the last of this old varnish so the wood can be waxed. It’s such a shame to cover it all.’ Was it? ‘Then we’ll put a rug down.’


Couldn’t they afford a carpet?


But as Joanna had said, it was a peaceful job. Certainly she herself took it at a gentle pace, chatting easily, enquiring after Jeremy in a casual way that wasn’t hard to deal with, explaining that Laura was at a small private boarding school all week, asking about Kate’s life with a courteous token interest.


Resigned to getting cement and sawdust on her skirt, to scuffing the toes of her boots which would never be the same again anyway, to the danger of splinters and the certainty of ruining her nails, Kate found the job not unpleasant, even becoming keen to achieve perfect results, impressed with the smoothness the glass could produce and unaware of Joanna’s amusement at the minute patch she had done.


‘By the way,’ Joanna remarked, swaying back on her knees to squint admiringly at her own work, ‘I meant to say, you absolutely mustn’t do a thing you don’t feel fit for. You’ve got to promise that.’


‘Well, I did want to ask—’ Kate seized her opportunity gratefully.


‘Goodness, I’ve done enough!’ came Mrs Munro’s voice on the stairs. ‘What an indulgence to have the jeep to go home in.’ The sarcasm was lost on Kate. ‘Come along, Harriet, lunch.’


Kate saw to her surprise that it was ten past two.


‘I’ve just got this last little bit to do,’ Harriet’s voice floated plaintively down.


‘Do it later,’ her mother commanded, pulling on a combat jacket over her emulsion-flecked guernsey.


‘It won’t be worth cleaning the brushes,’ Harriet pleaded. ‘It will only take five minutes.’


‘We’ll leave you then,’ Mrs Munro said. ‘Come along, you two.’


‘Certainly not, we’ll wait for Harrie,’ Kate was glad to hear Joanna say. ‘I’m going to look at what you’ve done. Want to see, Kate?’


‘Then I shall leave you all.’ Her mother sounded suddenly bad-tempered. She must be tired, Kate thought. She shouldn’t have to paint walls at her age. Were they too poor to afford a decorator? Nothing seemed to add up.


‘Jeep keys are in my pocket,’ Joanna said, heading up the stairs. ‘They aren’t, of course,’ she added to Kate, without lowering her voice, ‘but I don’t think she’ll check.’


Kate felt a conspirator’s satisfaction.


‘Thanks, Jo,’ said a rapidly painting Harriet over her shoulder. ‘I’m so nearly finished.’ She was wearing a blue nylon overall and had her hair tied up in a scarf like a wartime factory girl. The room was unexpectedly spacious, with wardrobes built against the gable end and cupboards into the lost spaces under the sloping ceiling.


‘Hurry up!’ Mrs Munro called impatiently from below.


‘Nice view from here,’ Joanna told Kate, crossing to the dormer window. ‘If you could see it for mist, that is. People are going to love being so near the burn.’


Harriet painted faster, fretting audibly.


But when is someone going to explain to me what I’m to do, Kate thought, as at last they jounced and clawed their way up the track with Grannie annoyed and silent and Harriet defiant and flustered.
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