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Chapter One


Coming back to Drumveyn shouldn’t have been like this, Cristi thought, still shaken by the information the lawyer’s letter had contained, as she left Muirend behind and headed with relief up into the hills. Was it because of this startling news, throwing her whole future into uncertainty, that the glen seemed more beautiful today than ever?


Don’t be a fool, she told herself, trying to focus on normality to dispel the dread which had gripped her since reading that letter. The glen looking gorgeous is more likely to have something to do with the mild winter and weeks of sunshine in April, then rain exactly when we needed it. But the appalling thought that all this might be lost to her could only only heighten her awareness of the glories of early summer, the majesty of spreading copper beeches, white of bird cherry, yellow of broom and laburnum, clematis smothering porches, rhododendrons beside the road trimmed back by passing traffic into walls of massed bloom. The clarity of light and definition of shadow, the freshness of varied greens and vigour of growth seemed almost too much to absorb.


Yesterday, briefly, in the first stunned moments, it had seemed to matter that hard-earned end-of-term fun, the parties, the euphoria of exams being over, the plans for the summer, had been sliced away. Now it felt as though they already belonged to a distant, unreal world, like the exciting possibilities for the autumn which she had intended to talk over with Archie and Pauly.


Trepidation rushed back. Doubts and uncertainties which had disturbed her from time to time as she grew up, but which had been firmly banished by one or other of the strangely linked group she thought of as her family, rose up with a new and terrifying power. Her family? Not one of these people at Drumveyn was related to her at all. Perhaps even her technical adoption when she was a child, by Archie’s sister Lisa, might not be valid now that she was over twenty-one. She’d never thought of that.


Her actual family consisted of these strangers in Brazil, strangers who through the years had remained silent, hostile and inaccessible, their rejection of her total. Her mother’s family, who had now communicated to her, via their lawyers, this incredible development.


 


‘I still don’t think we should have forwarded the letter,’ Pauly said worriedly, glancing at the kitchen clock for the umpteenth time, cocking her head to listen for the sound of a car in the courtyard. ‘We should have kept it here and let her see the term out. It couldn’t have made any difference.’


Archie, running through the heap of mail Postie had left on the kitchen table, most of it expendable, dragged his mind away from the thorny subject of legislation on the right to roam, which with its complex rulings was probably going to end up giving campaigners less freedom than they’d had in the first place, and looked up frowning at Pauly’s agitation, so unusual for her.


He tossed down the densely printed pages and came to put an arm round her. ‘Pauly, come on. We couldn’t have held the letter back. It could have been anything. And Cristi’s not a child any more. We’ve no right to make decisions of that sort on her behalf, you know that.’


‘Then I should have gone down with it, so that she wasn’t alone when she opened it. It was bound to bring some ghastly news after all these years of silence.’


Archie hugged her, hiding a wry smile. Not everyone would consider such news ghastly.


‘You’d have gone down if you could,’ he said. ‘So would I, come to that. But you know you’d promised to look after Tom. Mum would never have gone for her appointment if you hadn’t been here to do that, and if she’d cancelled God knows how long she’d have had to wait for another. And I had to be here for the Water Authority meeting. If the mains supply is going to run across Drumveyn I do have to be in at the planning stage.’


‘Oh, I know,’ Pauly assented, rubbing her head against his shoulder, taking comfort from his hug. ‘We were both stuck here, as usual. When aren’t we? But at least it meant Cristi could get me on the phone the moment she heard. Only, how must she have felt last night, and how must she be feeling driving up now?’


She glanced again at the clock, and then at her watch, as though it might tell her something more acceptable.


‘She’s always had plenty of resilience,’ Archie tried to console her. ‘And with student days behind her we have to try and see her as an adult, if we can.’


‘Twenty-three’s not grown up,’ Pauly protested. ‘And sometimes she still looks exactly like that eight-year-old I fell for the day I first arrived.’


‘Yes, well, don’t let her hear you say so,’ Archie warned. ‘Remember the problems she had when she started at university. And speaking of being grown up, just how old were you, may I ask, when you became a wife and instant mother of two, shortly to become four?’


‘Thank goodness at least that Nicholas and the little girls are at school.’


Pauly, who had been twenty when she married Archie, swung onto a different tack, flashing a grin at him. He had a point.


Though brought up by Archie and Pauly, Cristi had been legally adopted by Archie’s sister Lisa, because she was the daughter of Lisa’s first husband, Howard Armitage. He, abandoning his marriage and his life in England with ruthless completeness, had vanished with Cristi’s mother with whom, it appeared, he had long ago established a second household in Brazil. They had never been heard of since. With a callousness which could still appal the family when they were reminded of it, the pair had jettisoned Cristi, whom they hadn’t wanted in the first place, despatching her to Lisa like a spare piece of luggage, with the technicalities of adoption already in place as part of Howard’s meticulous planning.


Taken into the Napier family, Cristi had been brought up along with Nicholas, nine years younger than she was and Archie’s son by a previous marriage, and the two small girls Archie and Pauly had later adopted.


Just as Cristi’s parents had never been heard of again, so her Brazilian family had been obdurate in their rejection of her. Archie had once and once only made contact with them, soon after Cristi’s arrival, when the obvious course had seemed to be to return her to them.


The meeting with her grandfather had been brief, its tone harshly uncompromising. The arrogant and embittered old man, an aristocrat of a previous era accustomed to wielding unquestioned power over his family, the employees on his ranch in the southern state of Santa Catarina, and even the nearby cattle town, had refused to acknowledge the existence of his daughter’s child. A child not only illegitimate but being brought up as a non-Catholic.


Since that terse and unsatisfactory encounter Archie had had contact only with the family lawyers, writing to them when Cristi was eighteen, and again when she was twenty-one, in an attempt to establish some link. He did it because he believed Cristi should not be arbitrarily deprived of this genetic inheritance, but on neither occasion had he received the courtesy of a reply. He had not told Cristi of these abortive attempts, seeing no point in reopening the wound only to have her hurt by rejection yet again.


But now her grandfather had died. And, out of all his considerable family, he had left to Cristi not only a startling sum of money but the cattle ranch itself, the Estancia dos Tres Pinheiros.


 


Nearly there. The driver of a dusty pick-up coming down from the village greeted Cristi as he passed with a laconic lift of a finger from the steering wheel. Cristi waved back, but for one blank moment couldn’t place vehicle or driver. It was as though the familiar things of home had already become strange, no longer part of safe, known territory. It was an absurd relief when the name clicked up.


It was an even greater relief to turn at last into the Drumveyn drive, and wind down its curves towards the river. Still shaken by the moment’s disorientation, Cristi pulled up on the hump of the bridge and switched off her engine. In the moment of adjusting from sound to silence she heard a curlew call, the sweet ripple of notes the very voice of home, and she caught the distinctive silhouette above the hayfield that lay between the drive and the loch. Beyond, swathes of gorse blazed bright on the lower swells of the moor; here by the river the scent of hawthorn drifted into the crammed car.


How she had longed to be back. And how much she had hoped for from this summer, here at Drumveyn. Would this strange and scary news take all that from her? Fear filled her, and for a second, leaning her forehead on the wheel, she almost gave in to it. This was the thought which had lurked behind all others in the shock and flurry of yesterday, behind the effort to concentrate on the tying of loose ends, the hasty sorting out of the contents of the flat with the help of the others, returning books, arbitrarily disposing of possessions, informing anyone who needed to be told – winding up the life of four years in a single day. Leaving that self behind for good.


There had been no time to think. Well, she’d hardly been able to think, and the brief hours when she’d tried to sleep had produced nothing but the confused tatters of bad dreams mixed with churning waking fears.


Now she faced the fact which she’d been doing her best to displace by this urgent activity. To go away from Drumveyn, as had been demanded of her (the word did not seem too strong for the terms of that communication from the Brazilian lawyers), for however short or long a time, no matter what was ultimately decided, meant leaving Dougal, meant missing out on this chance to be together again to which she had looked forward so eagerly. How could she face these alarming new claims on her without his support and calm good sense?


Dougal had looked after her since the first day of her arrival here, somehow seeming to grasp, though he was only three years older than she was, the magnitude of the step from her sheltered life in the tropical heat of Rio de Janeiro to the winter cold and starkness of Glen Ellig.


He had protected and patiently instructed her, and kept an eye on her in those early days when they were both still at the glen school. Though there had been rocky times with his sister Jill, nearer to Cristi in age, his friendship had never wavered through all the years as they grew up. It had survived her departure to boarding school but, to her dismay, not her subsequent departure to college.


The change had not been immediately apparent, and in fact at the beginning she had depended more than ever on the link between them which she took so much for granted. But, somewhere in her second year at Edinburgh, constraint had begun to creep in.


No, not constraint, she amended quickly. Constraint was too strong a word. It was merely that their separate worlds had drawn them apart, that they had been growing up. It was more surprising, really, that the easy, unquestioning companionship had lasted as long as it had.


She had been hoping that with university behind her their former easy closeness might be re-established, and this summer, before she embarked on any future career, had seemed the ideal opportunity. She knew Dougal had problems of his own, that he had had to forego any chance of university for himself, and that work and responsibilities took up most of his time, but at least these very problems meant that he was still living at home, in the shepherd’s cottage at the home farm where he had grown up.


But everything had been thrown into the melting pot now. Cristi’s face screwed up in dismay as reality returned. The only thing to do was get through each step in turn. Now she must start the car, follow the drive up through the trees to the big house, park in the courtyard and go calling along the kitchen corridor in the accepted manner.


Suddenly, more even than seeing Dougal, she wanted to hear Pauly’s voice calling in reply, wanted to find herself wrapped in one of Pauly’s warm, enveloping hugs.










Chapter Two


‘Darling Cristi, it’s lovely for us to have you home sooner than we expected, you know it is. But it’s hard on you to have to come back in such a scramble, missing out on all the fun at the end of your last term, just because these wretched people say jump. And after saying nothing for practically the whole of your life.’


Archie grinned at the mixture of loving pleasure and protective wrath – with a little exaggeration thrown in – which Pauly managed to achieve. The flurry of arrival was over, the top layer of things in the car brought in, the first reaction to the news behind them.


Though Archie saw no reason to comment on Cristi’s running for home in such blind haste – she was here, and he was delighted to see her – his view, almost the first thing he said to her, that there was no need to make any decision then and there had been definitely soothing. In any case no panicky questions about what lay ahead could mar Cristi’s delight to be back.


They had had tea at the kitchen table, seeing off most of a feather-light lemon sponge which Pauly had thrown together as soon as she knew Cristi was coming. She had thrown together half a dozen, in fact. Even with the family away at school Pauly found it hard to think in terms of one cake. Since cooking was one of her passions, this kitchen was where she was usually to be found, and most discussions of any moment took place here. The big bay of the window looked west, over the tips of the conifers crowding the gorge of the burn, across the moor to the peak of Ben Breac, and its cushioned seat was a comfortable and popular spot.


‘I had to come,’ Cristi said, in answer to Pauly, though back once more in this familiar setting the urgency was harder to believe in. ‘Everything around me seemed somehow to fall to pieces, once I’d read the letter, as though it wasn’t real any more. And I couldn’t bear to be on my own, with this to think about. Well, the others were there, of course, and they were great, they did everything they could think of, but it wasn’t the same as being with you, here …’


She broke off, startled to find her voice wavering, a lump in her throat. The aspect Torie and Isa had seized on, naturally enough, had been the thrill of Cristi’s exotic background suddenly re-emerging, and of her becoming overnight an heiress and the owner of a South American cattle ranch. What did a few days at the end of term matter compared to that? Any thoughts of how her life might change, of what she might have to leave behind, had been cheerfully glossed over, even by Torie. They had applied themselves to dispersing, or acquiring, any of her belongings which in their estimation she wouldn’t need again, and had helped her to pack what was left with casual goodwill. Kindly meant as this had been, and Cristi was grateful to them, it had made her long even more for the step to be taken, the break behind her, and to be safe at home with the people on whose understanding and support she could always rely. Driving home she had found herself longing for smaller, apparently trivial things which were part of the whole, hardly defined – such as the comfort of sitting in this very spot, Broy the current Dandie Dinmont warm against her thigh, the air drifting in at the window carrying the evening scents of the summer garden, the sound of the burn, birdsong, and the occasional far-off call of the cuckoo.


To be with these dear people again. How good it had been to read in Archie’s eyes, in the second before he hugged her, his message of reassurance that he would do everything in his power to help her, as he always had and always would.


Archie, now in his early forties, was unequivocally the father figure for Cristi. Nowadays his brown hair, though as thick as ever, showed signs of greying, and hard work and responsibility had carved deep lines into a face which had in any case matured early. His square figure carried heavy muscle, and he looked what he was, a man of strength and dependability, sure of his values and immovably conscientious.


In a flash of adult perception, Cristi saw how blessed she had been to have had always in the background that kindness and even-handed integrity.


The same was true of Pauly, yet Pauly had a different place in her heart, a place all her own. Since Cristi’s first sight of her, when to a child’s eyes she had so clearly been ‘not a real grown-up’, a special bond had existed between them. Pauly had fulfilled a mother’s role, her authority taken for granted, yet often had seemed more an elder sister – and a sister who could be outrageously scatty and frivolous into the bargain. There had been a tie between them which the younger children didn’t share, and Cristi, on this day of sharpened vision, recognised it as love which needed no label or specific relationship.


‘It suddenly seemed so unimportant,’ she repeated, as though still coming to terms with the discovery. ‘I mean, I’d loved it all, being in Edinburgh, the course, sharing with Torie and Isa, but it was as though it suddenly became – well, childish almost.’


She gave them a glance of deprecation, aware that to use the word could bring a smile, however kindly, to adult faces. But she wanted to convey these feelings to them, seeking the assurance of being understood to help her through whatever was coming.


Neither Archie nor Pauly felt like smiling. Though Archie, eyeing Cristi’s undeveloped figure, her narrow shoulders and the slim neck on which the shapely head with its glossy blue-black hair was so elegantly poised, found it hard to believe that her twenty-fourth birthday was coming up.


In her skimpy lime-green top and yellow dungarees she looked to him, still, very like the endearing child, brimming with enthusiasm for the new life so magically offered to her, whom Lisa had brought to Drumveyn fourteen years ago. He felt a stab of mingled protectiveness for her and anger towards the strangers who by carelessly claiming her in this way seemed so likely to bring her pain. But he couldn’t deny that, indifferent and arrogant as they might be, they had a right to the claims of kinship. Cristi’s dark strong-textured hair, the creamy skin which was an exotic gold in summer, the delicate bone structure – though it had to be said she was as tough as old boots, he amended with loving possessiveness – proclaimed her origins. A bright and alien bird indeed, to have migrated to the chilly north.


‘I know what you mean,’ he said, and found his voice gruffer than he had expected. ‘Play-time over. But still, a couple of days couldn’t have made too much difference.’


He knew he was echoing what Pauly felt, wanting to resist the bleak truth that Cristi could be summoned away in this manner, and they had no grounds for protest.


‘Well, it doesn’t matter now,’ Cristi said. ‘Loads of people left the minute exams were over. But the lease on the flat ran till the end of the month, and we’d just thought it would be fun to have a few days unwinding.’


‘Surely you didn’t manage to squeeze everything into the car,’ Pauly said. ‘Is there more to fetch?’


Cristi shrugged. ‘I gave the rest away.’ She’d known a journey back to fetch it would be unthinkable.


Pauly and Archie exchanged a glance. This told them so much. Pauly nobly bit back a question about Cristi’s work, sad to think that she would never see much of what she had produced in this final year.


‘Heavens, look at the time,’ she exclaimed instead. ‘We’re supposed to be having dinner at the barn to save Tom and Madeleine coming down. Is that all right with you, Cristi? I thought you wouldn’t mind.’


Would Cristi have preferred to go and find Dougal? Suddenly, in these new circumstances, Pauly was unsure of everything, and hated the feeling.


‘Of course I don’t mind,’ Cristi said. ‘I’m longing to see them. But won’t it be a lot for Madeleine if we go up there?’


‘No problem, I’m taking a lasagne with me. Not that I remembered to get it out of the freezer in time. You know me. I’d better bung it in the mike for a bit first, then Madeleine won’t fuss.’


‘Why any member of this family is still above ground beats me,’ Archie remarked, but the look in his eyes as he watched Pauly hurry off to the utility room, lifting the soft mass of her toffee-coloured hair away from her neck in a habitual gesture as she went, was one of love.


Cristi, seeing it, smiled to herself. It was the essence of home.


And she was to go from it. She stood up quickly, tipping Broy, who had been fast asleep and didn’t think much of this ruthlessness, onto the floor. He had been christened Rob Roy, in the tradition of Scott names for the Dinmonts, but Tom’s elder son was Rob, and the nursery contraction of Broy had been convenient.


Cristi, her mind following this track, knew she was seizing on trivia to keep dread at bay. Every facet of home seemed precious and significant. She wondered wryly how she was going to get through the days before her departure, strung up like this.


But she knew that what she was really asking, above and beyond everything else, was how she was going to deal with seeing Dougal – with saying goodbye to Dougal. How could she go away with everything between them so out of kilter?


But that must wait. First came Madeleine, Archie and Lisa’s mother, and Tom her husband. Madeleine had been the first person to look after Cristi at Drumveyn when, bewildered and frightened, sent halfway across the world with only a stranger to deliver her to other strangers, she had arrived in the winter darkness at this unknown house. How cold and gloomy it had been then, draughty, meagrely heated, tree-shrouded, ordered by the unbending rules of the past. Yet Cristi had found in it a warmth, humanity and balanced good sense to which she had responded with instinctive appreciation.


Suddenly she couldn’t wait to see Madeleine.


‘I’ll go and change,’ she said, but paused beside Archie for a moment, linking her hands on his shoulder. His arm went round her, and she leaned there, shutting her eyes, and for them both it was reclaiming a moment from the past.


‘You’re our eldest, Cristi,’ Archie said, pulling her close. ‘Nothing will ever change that.’


She nodded, unable to speak, dropped a kiss on the top of his head and fled away to her room.


It had been the dressing-room of Madeleine’s first husband, Charles, and was a dull slit of a room, but Cristi had clung to it in spite of offers of larger and more comfortable quarters as she grew up. Though the first room she had ever slept in alone, it had adjoined Madeleine’s and she had felt safe there. That had mattered. Also it satisfied a scarcely recognised need in her for functional simplicity, and through all the changes which had overtaken the house she had never wanted anything else. It was very small, but a munificent twenty-first birthday present from Archie and Pauly – the conversion of the old laundry across the courtyard into a studio – had provided space for many of her belongings, though she continued to sleep in the house.


When Archie and Pauly married neither of them had wanted to use the dark and formal room which Archie remembered first as the scary habitat of his repressive grandmother, then as the equally unwelcoming bedroom of his parents. Pauly had got around to redecorating it in time and, with its turret windows and wide views, not forgetting the Victorian splendours of its bathroom, which Cristi mostly had to herself, it had become a much-favoured guest room.


Walking into her own little abode after the weeks away was always a pleasure but now, with the sun streaming in through the window which took up most of the end wall, its light hazing the treetops with gold and gilding the ridges of Ben Breac as it began its leisurely mid-summer descent, her delight in it was almost too acute to bear.


Don’t think, get on with the next thing. It was bliss to sink into the enormous bath, where if she wanted to keep her hair dry she had to take some trouble not to float away, and let the pressures of the last thirty or so hours wash away. Thirty hours. She had picked up the letter yesterday at lunch-time and had phoned Pauly at once. Since then a whole life had ended.


Archie’s words came back: ‘You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.’ Was that true? Did she have a choice? Could the whole thing be seen as some sort of fabulous adventure?


But the memory, more a settled idea in her mind than any direct personal experience, of the way that her mother’s family had denied her existence, came disturbingly back, and with an exclamation of exasperation to find her moment of peace destroyed, she hauled herself out and wrapped herself in the bathsheet comfortably warm from the antique heated rail. Padding back to her room she pulled on briefs, top and skirt over her still damp skin. There were going to be no easy answers, she warned herself grimly.


They walked to the steading, catching up on news, enjoying the perfect evening, Archie with the lasagne in a basket, Broy trotting at their heels. He’d given up chasing rabbits, and cats, or anything at all really. Quiet life now.


In the upper room of the converted barn the French windows that ran across the gable end were open, and the impression was of light and space. Tom came bowling towards them in his wheelchair across the floor of rich red Paraná pine, his face alight with pleasure to see Cristi. Madeleine, busy at the kitchen end of the open living space, left what she was doing and hurried after him.


‘Darling, darling girl!’


She had promised herself she would be matter-of-fact and accept sensibly whatever must happen, but at the sight of Cristi, to her eyes so young and vulnerable, so dearly cherished, tears she could do nothing about rose in her eyes. Cristi, her own eyes prickling, went thankfully into her soft embrace.


 


Later, as the shadows of the infinitely slow Highland dusk filled the glen, they were able to talk in practical terms of all that had to be decided.


‘I can’t not go,’ Cristi said. ‘That’s the bottom line, isn’t it?’


‘Only if it’s your choice.’ Tom was as definite on that as Archie had been.


‘It’s something I can’t dodge, though, isn’t it?’ This was what Cristi kept coming back to. ‘Even apart from obligations or responsibility or the need to sort things out – God, owning a cattle ranch, I can’t even begin to imagine it – apart from any of that, this is something I have to do, isn’t it? Do for me, I mean.’


They waited as she searched for words, each knowing in some sense what was coming.


‘I mean, it’s about who I am.’


There was suddenly an edge almost of defiance in her voice, and it brought from Madeleine an involuntary stir of protest. Tom’s hand reached for hers and gave it a warning pressure. They mustn’t let their own feelings get in the way here.


‘You know, I never give it a thought for months on end, years on end,’ Cristi said awkwardly, dreading hurting them. ‘You must realise that. You are my family. Only, sometimes, things remind me. Somebody talking about the way I look, that kind of thing.’


Such comments had been a totally unforeseen feature of her first term at Edinburgh, and were one of the reasons why it had been a rare unhappy period for her. ‘It’s this thing of not being really related. Even Lisa, who was supposed to be my guardian, on paper I mean, isn’t strictly speaking anything to do with me, is she?’


Lisa, the member of the family to whom Cristi was least close, had been, until her divorce from Cristi’s father was finalised, her stepmother, but it had never been anything more than a formality.


Cristi drew a deep breath. ‘It’s just that – well, sometimes I feel I need to know …’


Catching something close to desperation in her voice, Archie moved quietly to sit on the arm of her chair, his arm along its back. He didn’t touch her – he wasn’t sure if he could deal with that himself, let alone making it harder for her to go on – but he wanted to tell her that he was there for her, that they all were.


Broy half thought of moving to where the action was, but he’d had too much dinner. He sank back into slumber.


Cristi twisted round to give Archie a quick smile before plunging on. ‘It’s a lot to do with the way I look, if that doesn’t sound too far-fetched.’ She had never tried to talk about this before. ‘If I’d looked like my father, English, I mean, with his colouring, it would be different. But look at me. It’s quite obvious I don’t belong.’


‘Oh, Cristi, how can you say that?’ Madeleine began in distress, but once more Tom warned her to silence.


‘You know I don’t mean—’ Cristi wasn’t sure she could go on with this, but tried again. ‘I know it must sound hideously ungrateful after everything you’ve—’


‘Hey, come on.’ It was Archie who interrupted this time. Unthinkable to go there. ‘Cristi, we know what you mean. Don’t worry about all that side of things, just say whatever you want to say. We all know how we feel, no doubts on that score.’


Cristi nodded, grateful, then pressed her fingers to her forehead, marshalling her thoughts. Archie found himself noticing her hands, as if to give point to what she had been saying. They were unlike the hands of any other female he knew, including his mother’s, and hers had been beautiful when she was younger. These were hands of someone belonging to another race, delicate and fine-boned.


‘There have always been the questions.’ Cristi was speaking almost to herself now. ‘I realised there was a part of me I knew nothing about, almost didn’t have control over. Then I’d wonder about my – my parents.’ It was hard to use the word meaning Howard and Justina. ‘About what they did, why they did it. Where they went. Where they are.’ It was invariably a fresh shock to think of them as still existing, living their lives somewhere, perhaps with other children, growing older.


‘But I’m not sure you’ll discover more about any of that,’ Pauly couldn’t help breaking in anxiously. She dreaded the thought of Cristi facing more pain on this, the hardest aspect of the whole awful business. ‘I mean, this is more about Justina’s family, isn’t it? About her father dying.’


She broke off, shooting a guilty look at Archie. Justina’s father, but Cristi’s grandfather. How could she have been so tactless? But it was hard to imagine that Cristi could feel much at such news about the hostile and implacable old man who had dealt so summarily with Archie during their single encounter.


Archie shook his head at her, then pulled a little face to tell her that he understood, and she felt better.


‘Cristi, look.’ Archie decided a more practical tone was called for. ‘You know that if you feel you should go then whatever has to be arranged will be arranged – flights, making contact with the lawyers when you get there, somewhere to stay, whatever. There’ll be no difficulty with any of that. The only thing is, I’m not sure who’ll be able to go with you.’


He hated to say it, but since Tom’s disablement, in the accident which had also brought about the first of the strokes which had killed Dougal’s father, Archie had been busier than he had ever been before. Madeleine couldn’t leave Tom, and she counted on a good deal of day-to-day help from Pauly, who in any case would soon have the younger children home.


Lisa, who in theory might also be called on, would no doubt find it impossible to take time off from the kennels. And would she be the ideal companion anyway, with her breezy lack of perception and her impatience with anything she categorised as ‘sentimental twaddle’?


‘Archie, no,’ Cristi was protesting, ‘it’s really, really kind of you to think of it, but this is something I should handle on my own. Have to handle on my own,’ she added, sending him a look which begged him to understand and accept this without further argument.


Archie did understand. She needed to discover that part of her heritage, of herself, in which Drumveyn had no share, and to do that she was probably right in insisting that she make the long journey alone.










Chapter Three


It was only a couple of hundred yards from the barn to Steading Cottage. The light was still on in the kitchen, as Cristi had expected. Jean was always a late bird, and in any case it barely felt like night, for dusk hadn’t yet turned to dark up here on the open hillside.


Tom never stayed up late now, tired after exerting himself always a little more, a little more, every day, building up the muscles with painful slowness and resolve. Taking him down for physio had been a big demand on Madeleine, particularly through the winter months when she had had to drive all the way down to Ninewells. Now that Tom could go to bi-weekly sessions at the hospital in Muirend things were easier, and the fact that he had made sufficient progress to move between chair and bed without being lifted had made an immense difference. Then those first steps he had taken; how excited they had all been, and how proud Madeleine was of his achievement. She’d handled it all incredibly bravely, but there was no doubt that the shock of the accident, the fear of losing Tom, and the long haul back to this limited mobility had had its effect on her. Her dark hair was now silver, and she was much thinner than she used to be. Thinner than Tom liked, as he didn’t fail to say, doing his best to get her to eat more, do less, indulge herself a little.


Cristi found herself smiling. She always enjoyed seeing them together, valuing their quiet contentment, their dislike of being apart, and the way they had shaped their existence in the old barn to suit their needs. Their happy relationship had been a satisfying and enriching element in the background of her life as she grew up.


At first, when Tom was still in hospital, it had looked as though it might be impractical for them to go on living in the barn, and Madeleine had steeled herself to face a move, either back to the big house or even to somewhere ‘more convenient’ lower down the glen. But Archie had seen no problem in making any modifications required to allow them to stay where they were, in the simple surroundings Tom had designed for himself when he came to Drumveyn as factor, in the year when Cristi herself had arrived.


A ramp had been built at the downstairs entrance and a lift installed, and the lower floor bedrooms, originally intended for Tom’s sons, were now used by Tom and Madeleine, and a shower designed for wheelchair use was added. The open spaces of the upper room, with its hardwood floors, had needed no modification other than some rearrangement of the furniture. A nurse had stayed down at the house when Tom first came home, and after he left Archie and Pauly had given Madeleine the necessary help with lifting. There were many other willing hands on tap on the estate, however, not least Dougal, who at Steading Cottage had been one of the closest, and he had done more than his share. Lisa was not far away at Achalder, formerly an estate cottage, and her husband Stephen, if prompted, was more than willing to be of use. By this time Tom was not only a bit more mobile, but was also equipped with an electric buggy in which he could buzz about the estate roads on his own, restoring to him a degree of freedom and independence which made a huge difference to his life – and to Madeleine’s.


Tonight Archie would put Tom to bed, and Pauly was helping Madeleine to tidy up after dinner, and no one had minded Cristi slipping away.


Delighted as she had been to find Tom looking so well, clearly in less pain than when she had last been at home, and reassuring as it was to see the matter-of-fact way in which he and Madeleine had adapted to a day-to-day existence limited by his disability, it was impossible as she approached the shepherd’s cottage to avoid a wry comparison.


Money. Money could provide care and equipment, modify houses, smooth all paths. Money, of which she herself now appeared to possess large quantities – though Tom and Archie had both been anxious to warn of the fool’s gold potential of dazzling inheritances. There would be many people ready to pounce on whatever there was, they predicted. There was no way of knowing what condition the ranch was in, or what obligations and possibly debts and encumbrances it might bring with it. No way of knowing either what claims other members of the family might make, what objections might be raised to what could only be seen as the bizarre, if not vindictive, decision her grandfather had made.


However, Cristi’s thoughts ran on, even if this unlooked-for legacy did turn out to have little or no substance, the truth was that it wouldn’t make much difference to her. Her father had amply provided for her when he had disappeared, just as he had for Lisa. Archie had not only ably managed these funds for Cristi over the years, but had also made her a generous allowance on his own behalf. Though Cristi fully intended to earn her own living, and it was accepted that she should do so, she couldn’t pretend that Napier money wouldn’t always be there in the background, hers without question if ever she needed it.


Money. She knew why that stir of reluctance, almost of guilt, had made itself felt as she covered the short distance to the steading. It was all about contrasts, contrasts endemic in society, in all societies, which were beginning to make her more and more uncomfortable, and which seemed to have no solution.


And yet, she reminded herself, focusing once more on the particular, almost as much had been done for Donnie Galloway after the accident as had been done for Tom, though in different ways. While Donnie was recovering from his first stroke Archie had continued to pay his full wages, and had seen to it that Jean received all the immediate practical help that she needed.


Donnie had recovered a degree of fitness and had returned to shepherding, but whatever he said it had been obvious that he couldn’t manage on his own; and part-time help had been provided. Not that Donnie had welcomed it, or made the life of his assistant very agreeable, Cristi recalled with a fleeting grin. As he suffered two more, though still minor, strokes the gaps had gone on being discreetly filled by one means or another, but even though in the end Donnie could barely make a pretence of doing his job, Archie had made it clear to Jean that she need feel no fears about her security of tenure in the cottage.


But of course such fears had never been out of Jean’s mind. Living in a tied house, her man sick, forever trying to do more than he was able, but at the end of the day past managing his job. And knowing it, saying nothing, burning himself up with fury at his own uselessness, looking at a future trapped in some wee box of a house, nothing to occupy him, his strength wasted, his hands idle. Washed up, underfoot, bored out of his mind.


When Donnie had died last February, almost the first thing Archie had said to Jean was that the house was still hers for as long as she needed it.


So Donnie and Jean had been looked after, in the traditional way not often found on estates today. Looked after as Tom had been. Yet with this telling difference. They had been cared for as employees. They had needed help, having barely made provision for retirement beyond relying on the customary move to a council house, never attempting to save what it would cost to own a house of their own, not even aspiring to it. Jean had never worked to boost their income. She had been a housewife, bringing up a family; but also a busy shepherd’s wife who helped with the lambing as a matter of course, cooked mounds of mince and tatties for the men at clipping time, fed calves, kept hens, grew vegetables, made jam, supported the WRI, fought against the closure of the glen school, and almost never managed a holiday.


Now she lived every day in this house knowing that she had no right to be in it. She lay awake every night in the lonely bed staring at the ceiling and wondering what to do for the best, her troubles black as the bats slicing and wheeling through the half-dark of summer.


Cristi paused with her hand on the doorknob, suddenly aware that she needed to collect her resources against what she might find. For this was not just about Jean. In her own life too, money and all it could bring had the power to drive wedges and open gulfs. And now, at this moment, in a faraway country which she could barely remember, it seemed there were startling amounts of it waiting to be claimed. A grotesque vision of coffers spilling out screes of gold arose from nowhere, and she shivered, seeing the image as evil and destructive. It was time for a dose of Jean’s prosaic good sense.


She turned the knob, calling, ‘Hi, Jean! It’s only me, don’t get up.’


But Jean was in the kitchen doorway at once, her smile of welcome twisted out of shape by the rush of other emotions, her arms held out.


‘Oh, lassie, but it does me good to see you. How are you keeping – and what’s all this I’ve been hearing about you? Oh here, take no notice of me, I’m just being daft, and at my age too.’ For Cristi’s answering hug had made her sniff and scrabble under her apron for a handkerchief. ‘Come away in, don’t stand there. You’ll have a cuppie wi’ me? Of course you will …’


Jean was alone. One of the cats surveyed Cristi from the safety of the dark vault under the dresser, the other squirmed and stretched on the beaten-down cushions of the old wooden-armed chair, digging in with its claws, inviting attention. Donnie’s chair. Cristi saw with piercing vividness his strong, broad-shouldered body filling it, the weathered skin of his neck and arms, the faded check shirt, the dark blue dungarees he always wore, the mug of tea on the chair arm where innumerable pale rings still showed. Her eyes stung, and she went quickly to where Jean was plugging in the kettle.


No old blackened kettle simmering on the edge of the hob now, ready to be drawn over the flames and brought to the boil on demand. No whistling kettle either, on the blue-enamelled gas cooker Jean used to use if the fire wasn’t lit. Steading. Cottage had long ago acquired the modern fitted kitchen Jean had dreamed about, put in by Archie to her own specification.


‘How are you?’ Cristi asked softly, coming close, and Jean gripped her arm for a second with a still strong hand, and gave a couple of vigorous nods.


‘I’m just fine,’ she said. ‘Don’t you be worrying about me.’


‘And how are Dougal and Jill?’ Easy to slip past the moment by asking about both at once.


‘Ach, they’re just the same as ever they were. I’ve nothing to complain about wi’ Dougal anyway.’ Jean’s lips folded tightly, and Cristi accepted their message: this welcoming moment was not to be spoiled by discussing the disaster Jill had made of her life. ‘Now,’ Jean went on, her tone clearly implying that they’d got that safely behind them, ‘are you for cake or biscuits or what? Not that you’ll have long finished your dinner. Me, I couldn’t sit down to a meal like you at this time of night.’ And never would approve of the idea. ‘Still, I daresay you’re used to it.’


‘Thanks, but you’re right. I couldn’t eat another thing,’ Cristi admitted. ‘But you have your supper.’


‘Well, I’ll mebbe have a bite.’ And Jean went back and forth assembling a simple meal.


A bit of meat pie, cheese and crackers, gingerbread maybe, or a slice of whatever cake was on the go. It was what Donnie had always liked, a good snack, since he’d have had his tea at the back of five. Jean often thought in his words, in his voice, and sometimes when she did he would seem so close that she couldn’t remember any more what she had set out to do, and would find herself standing at mid-floor, staring confusedly at whatever she was holding. Such moments were hard to bear.


Cristi, watching the movements of Jean’s hands, so much less sure and deft than formerly, was also struck by how shabby Jean looked, something new for her, as though she didn’t care about herself any more. It was hard to pin down where the change lay, for Jean had never been much interested in clothes. She had her things for best, scrupulously adhering to glen fashion, a floral print with a fancy neckline for parties and ceilidhs, a dark coat for funerals, a pleated skirt and nice blouse and cardigan for the rare occasions when visitors were expected. But her everyday clothes she wore to their last gasp of usefulness, and she had never forsaken the old-fashioned but convenient habit of covering everything up with a wrap-around pinafore. Trekking back and forth across the steading yard in all weathers at this windy height her hair had usually been untidy, and her hands had always shown unmistakable evidence of hard use. But now her skin looked grey, her hair needed washing, and there was a sag to her shoulders, a downturn to her mouth, which struck Cristi with dismay.


‘So you’ve had some exciting news yourself, I’m hearing,’ Jean prompted, putting down on its stained wooden stand the big brown teapot which she always filled as though still feeding a family of five. In her view tea never tasted the same if you made it in dribs and drabs. ‘Sit in about,’ she ordered.


Donnie had always preferred to sit at the table for his supper. Even if she only had a cuppie to herself at this time of the evening she always sat there too.


‘I don’t know whether it’s exciting or just plain terrifying,’ Cristi confessed, sitting down across the familiar red chenille cloth, which was always covered diamond-wise by a smaller white tablecloth for proper meals. Though she had never seen Jean’s table without this red cloth, she knew it had always been shaken out of the door and put back after every meal. Now crumbs and what looked like traces of egg yolk clung to its ribs. She looked away. The house-proud Jean of her childhood would never have countenanced such a thing.


Jean looked at her over the cup she was nursing in both hands. She didn’t drink from it, nor did she take any of the food she had laid out.


‘It’ll no’ be easy, hearing from your folks after all this time,’ she said.


The forthright words brought instantly back the Jean Cristi remembered, the sensible, capable, active housewife and mother, always welcoming, always good-natured, who had been happy with her life in the crowded little cottage. The glimpse of the past was steadying, banishing for the moment half-apprehended concerns.


It also made it possible to open up to Jean the mixed bag of doubts and fears, but also of excitement and curiosity, which the news from Brazil had produced. Talking about it with the family there had been the dread of hurting them. Now wild speculations could be aired without being given undue weight, or raising questions which would then be tactfully suppressed. There was no risk of giving pain as she tried to sort out, for her own benefit as much as anything, her immediate reactions to what had happened, and acknowledged for the first time the startlingly keen longing which had seized her to get to know this part of her heritage.


It would put Jean neither up nor down, as she herself would say, if Cristi summoned up the fragmented memories of her early years in Rio, when she had spent her days enclosed and isolated in a small but beautiful and luxurious house, rarely seeing her frivolous socialite mother, stability and company provided by servants and in particular by her own maid, Isaura.


But then a jarring note was struck. Cristi, still finding it hard to take in, went on to talk about what she saw as something of a joke – the amazing fact that her grandfather had left her his cattle ranch.


‘The Ranch of the Three Pines,’ she quoted with relish. ‘Doesn’t that sound a bit romantic? Or a bit Laurel and Hardy? Anyway, can you imagine it having anything to do with me?’


‘Aye well, you’ll be getting too grand for us now altogether,’ Jean commented sharply, getting up and rattling together the cups and saucers and the plate she hadn’t used. ‘Owning land and the lord knows what besides.’


Cristi was horrified at her own tactlessness. Fine to talk about going back to her roots, perhaps at last meeting the family who had refused all recognition of her existence till now, or to indulge in dipping into memories usually kept locked away, but she should never have referred to her actual inheritance.


Of course Jean couldn’t help being tart on the subject. Why should she hide her resentment? But Cristi had sense enough to know that the reaction had less to do with her personally than with a deep-seated disillusionment at Jean’s own situation and prospects for the future, and the general unfairness of fortune.


Flushing, Cristi knew that to attempt an apology would only cause deeper embarrassment. Jean, busy emptying the teapot at the sink, was saying over her shoulder, ‘So when is it you’re to be off?’


Not the dismissal it sounded like, as Cristi fortunately understood.


‘We’ll have to start thinking about that tomorrow,’ she replied, and felt a cold clutch at her heart. Was she really going to leave here? ‘But I can’t be off right away. I may have to have inoculations and things, and there’s the journey to organise and so on.’


Jean sniffed. Such things were outside her ken. ‘We’ll be seeing something of you before you go then.’


‘Of course you will. Only, Jean, you didn’t say very much before but – can I ask – where is Jill these days? Is she all right?’ She found it beyond her to enquire about Dougal again, but hopefully, she did so much hope, she would be seeing him soon anyway.


‘That one.’ Jean turned to face her, twisting the ragged old towel on which she had just dried her hands. ‘Don’t be asking me about that one.’ She glanced at the clock, her mouth grim. ‘She’ll be in when it suits her and not before.’


So Jill was living at home. That answered one question.


‘Dougal should be back any minute, though,’ Jean added in a different tone. ‘He’s been over at Riach, seeing Ed Cullane about some part for the Land Rover. Though I’d not put anything I got from Ed Cullane into any vehicle of mine. Not if I wanted it to go.’


So Dougal too was still at home. Relief filled Cristi. She hadn’t found herself able to ask the simple question during the evening, and his name hadn’t been mentioned. Had people avoided it, aware that the solid friendship of years was foundering?


But relief was succeeded by panic. Dougal might come in, and finding her there think she was waiting for him. Then both feelings were overtaken by disbelief that she should be going through such hoops over Dougal.


‘He’ll not be best pleased to hear you’re off abroad so soon,’ Jean remarked and Cristi looked at her quickly. But the comment clearly held no overtones, and the little flurry of eager hope died.


‘We’re all going to miss you,’ Jean added as they said goodnight at the door, and with that Cristi supposed she must be content.










Chapter Four


Starting down towards the house, Cristi saw a single downstairs light on at the barn. Madeleine reading. She admitted to not having slept well since Tom’s accident, and seeing that light Cristi felt a hungry longing for everything to be as it used to be, no one hurt, no one lonely or grieving. She knew the wish was childish, part of an instinctive resistance to the changes so suddenly looming in her own future.


Was there a chance she’d meet Dougal as he came up? From here she could see clear across to the glen road. No lights. If she went slowly … She at once went faster, ashamed of being tempted to such a strategy, then demanded aloud, ‘What are you doing?’ If she wanted to meet Dougal then make it happen. Waylaying him on the drive was exactly what she would have done in the past, before this odd, uncomfortable distance widened between them, and neither of them would have thought anything of it. But now, hanging about on the off-chance of seeing him seemed all wrong. No, better to go up to Steading Cottage tomorrow evening when he was back from work. Phoning first, to make sure it was all right.


Odd that Jean hadn’t talked of him more tonight. She was always so proud of Dougal, and particularly now, when she relied on him at every turn. But of course the chief topic had been Cristi’s own news; she shivered as the scale of it came home to her again.


Where the drive divided, one fork looping left to keep farm traffic away from the house, she firmly took the other, which led past the old game larder, greenhouses and garden sheds to the courtyard with its garages, log shed, workshop and now her own studio. Archie had left the door to the kitchen passage open as usual, but as she was closing it behind her she changed her mind again.


Why shouldn’t she wait for Dougal? He was her friend, and the friend she cared about and trusted most in the world. Nothing could change that. What could be more natural than to want to see him, especially now when everything in her life was flung into turmoil?


She went out again, across the courtyard, round the end of the north wing and down the main drive. Among the sheltering trees it was darker, but she didn’t slow down. She would never sleep if she went in without seeing Dougal. She thought of his tough, muscular build, the heavy shoulders like his father’s in his old worn jacket, his look of total concentration when some job threatened to defeat him, his half-hidden smile when he was teasing her, the big grin she could so easily provoke; the images brought a longing whose violence shook her. She wanted the safety of being with him, the reassurance that something which had been fundamental to her existence since her very first day at Drumveyn was still there for her.


A memory not thought of for years bobbed up, clear in every detail. It belonged to that first day. The terrors of the journey fading, but everything still strange and alarming, names, faces, voices, food, clothes, new things expected of her, the cold, and the great grey house among the empty white hills.


Madeleine had taken her up to Steading Cottage – to return clothes of Jill’s temporarily borrowed; she’d forgotten all about that – and Dougal and Jill had carried her off to see some new puppies. They had raced away ahead of her, crossing the mud of the yard without a thought, and for an alarmed moment she had hung back, unsure, conditioned by a very different environment and very different rules. And Dougal had turned to look for her, had come back, and had seemed to understand her doubts, stretching out a hand for hers, leading her by the best route to the byre. The air of that day seemed to be in her nostrils now, scent of snow on the wind, scent of fir trees, of wet stone and bruised straw. All things which had become so infinitely familiar, which meant home.


Waiting on the hump-backed bridge, not sure that moment of piercing nostalgia had been what she needed just now, Cristi tried to let the quiet night sounds soothe her, the call of an oystercatcher, a tawny owl somewhere across the hayfields, sheep. At this time of year, no matter how late or early, there would always be the hoarse voice of a ewe, the higher cry of a lamb.


It seemed a long time since she had paused on the bridge coming home. But she didn’t have much longer to wait. The reaching fingers of headlights appeared, and the raucous sound of the venerable canvas-topped Land Rover Dougal had more or less rebuilt overtook the peaceful night noises. Tension rushed back, and uncertainty. What would he think of her for waiting about for him like this? What if he thought they’d moved on from there? What if he saw it as cheap, the sort of thing Jill might do, which made him so angry?


Cristi then did the silliest thing so far in all this silly dithering. She hid. She ran down the slope of the bridge, vaulted over the stone parapet of the approach and tried to find cover. Dew-laden sweet cecily, tall cranesbill and heavy-leaved comfrey instantly soaked her and made it hard to move forward. Her sandals were so wet her feet couldn’t grip them. There were nettles too, and a trailing spray of dog rose caught at her shoulder.


She was too late in any case. The lights had caught her, and Dougal would never miss the slightest movement or detail out of place in the familiar scene. The Land Rover swung over the bridge and checked. Then, with both relief and disbelief, she heard it pick up speed again. But only for a moment. It had stopped, was backing up. The engine died, leaving a brief silence before the softer natural sounds made themselves heard again.


As Cristi shamefacedly picked a way back, her sandals sliding about maddeningly, she heard the door slam, and Dougal’s measured tread on the tarmac.


‘Here.’ He leaned down, reaching his hand to her just as he had done in that memory of the past.


Cristi put her cold wet hand in his, found a toehold and felt the smooth output of strength as he pulled her up beside him. She nearly lost a sandal and, curling her toes to hold on to it, gasped as cramp seized her instep.


‘You all right?’


‘Cramp.’


He held her arm as she bent and tried to pull against her icy toes. Wincing with pain, furiously impatient that this boring nuisance should take over the precious first moment of meeting, knowing it was her own fault and that she’d been a fool, Cristi wished with all her heart that she had had the sense to go home and go to bed.


This was all wrong, Dougal holding her arm in rock-like silence, waiting while she sorted herself out. With sudden passionate need she wanted things to be as they had always been. He should have dropped down on one knee, letting her steady herself with a hand on his shoulder as he took her freezing, agonisingly crimped foot in his strong warm hands and worked the pain out of it with his capable touch. That was how it should have been.


And when he came to haul her back onto the drive he should have said, ‘What in God’s name are you playing at down there?’ so that she could have said, ‘Hiding from you,’ and they’d have laughed, and conversation would have rolled on, ordinary and effortless.


‘OK now?’


‘Yes, thanks.’ A twinge in her calf as she put her foot to the cold tarmac warned Cristi it wasn’t, but she was desperate to break the deadlock of silence and awkwardness. Surely after a whole term away there should be more than this, a greeting of some kind if not a hug or a friendly kiss. But it was a long time since there had been such contact, she had to admit. How lovely it had been, she thought forlornly, when touch had been part of the pleasure of being together again, normal life resumed, knowing that without discussion they would spend every moment possible in each other’s company while she was home. Touch then had been Dougal’s broad palm ruffling her hair, a mock punch thrown, a hand to help her over some obstacle, a casual whirl round in his arms, particularly when he had been teasing her and knew she was getting cross.


Now he withdrew his arm as soon as she put her foot to the ground, and actually took a step back, away from her, looking at her with an expression she found difficult to read in the half light.


‘Want a lift up to the house?’ he asked, after a pause that seemed to stretch for ever.


Protests, explanations, appeals, flurried up in Cristi and failed to shape themselves into words.


‘Yes, please,’ she said meekly.


In the Land Rover the past engulfed her. It felt comfortably warm, its air redolent with the mingled smells of diesel, canvas, tools, dogs, dust, straw and sacking. Without needing to see she could visualise the clutter in the compartments along the dash, the oily rags, the twist of wire, the tangle of string, the dirtstiffened gloves, the odd spanner and the silt of washers, screws and rusty nuts and bolts under the rest. Back rushed the memories, of hours spent with Dougal in this vehicle on their way to do some job about the estate, to beat or ghillie, howk tatties, help at lambing or gathering, dipping or clipping, to clear ditches or mend dykes, to burn heather, plant trees or repair the ravages of storms. This battered old vehicle had also taken them to ceilidhs and parties, first-footing at Hogmanay, down to the pub in the village or over to the Cluny Arms, to the Kirkton Show and every other event in the glen calendar. And often they had simply sat here, sheltering from some bitter snow flurry or particularly heavy downpour, or because they had started to talk and everything else had been forgotten. Those hours and hours of talk … The memories, flooding back, brought an ache of helpless nostalgia to Cristi.


‘I’ve been up at your mother’s,’ she said, seizing on anything to talk about which seemed normal and obvious, though her voice didn’t sound quite normal, she found. ‘I went up after having dinner at the barn.’


‘Oh aye.’


‘Then I was coming down and and I—’


Don’t, don’t, the voice of sense warned her. Leave it. How could she say she had longed to see him then had chickened out? Had it been obvious that she was trying to hide? Could he have thought she was simply walking along the river bank? She didn’t think it very likely, and inwardly cursed that unlucky impulse to run. How she hated this second-guessing or anything less than straightforward between them.


‘I hoped I might see you,’ she said.


Dougal said nothing. Were they going to arrive at the house without another word exchanged? This silence seemed to hold more than the constraint which had developed between them in the last year. It seemed to hold actual hostility, and that was unbearable. There was only one explanation that Cristi could think of. Jean’s words came chillingly back. So you’ll be getting too grand for us now.


Matters couldn’t be left like this. They’d be at the house in another two seconds. She went for it.


‘Did your mother tell you about – the letter I’ve had from Brazil?’ She felt it was essential to choose the right words, yet hated having to do so.


Dougal turned his head briefly, then looked ahead again. ‘She did,’ he said after a pause.


‘It’s all a bit scary.’ Cristi was conscious of her voice sounding almost apologetic, and was angry with herself. She really didn’t know how to deal with this.


‘Yes, you’ll not have been expecting it,’ Dougal said politely.


This isn’t how we talk, she thought with despair. Where were the ready words, the laughter, the understanding taken so carelessly for granted for so long? Dougal, don’t you know it’s tearing me apart to think of going? I’m terrified at the thought of meeting these people who’ve always loathed the very fact of my existence. It’s so weird to imagine myself back there, in a country I barely remember. And I’m having a really hard time handling the bad vibes I get when I try to piece the memories together. Surely you can see that.


If she couldn’t find a way to say this to him, how much harder it would be to try and explain the tug of fascination and challenge which made itself felt in spite of her fears and resistance, the feeling that mysteries buried for too long should be unravelled. And how could she find words for the instinct which told her this must be faced, whatever the consequences?


Already they were through the belt of trees, crossing the open space created by Archie when he first began the work of letting light into the sombre house, with its rules and repressions, its nursery nightmares and adult absence of love.


Round into the courtyard. The Land Rover pulling up.


‘Dougal, please—’ Cristi hardly knew what she wanted to say. She only knew she didn’t want him to drive away. She made no move to get out. ‘Could we talk?’


He lifted his arm and turned his watch towards the light over the door, and she felt herself blushing.


‘I’m sorry. Of course it’s late, and you’ve got to go to work in the morning.’


‘I have.’ Nevertheless he switched off his lights and the engine and, though he didn’t turn towards her, waited for what she had to say without any sign of impatience.


‘Would you like to come in?’ Cristi suggested, though hesitantly. ‘We could have—’


‘No, I’ll not come in.’ She knew that tone of old. Any attempt at persuasion would be useless. Still, he was there. She must take her chance.


‘Dougal, I feel so mixed up about this whole thing. It’s hard to take in. College, Edinburgh, the flat, all wiped out overnight. Then being home again …’


She broke off. Being home. How could she put into words all that that meant, especially now? But in the past she wouldn’t have had to.


A small silence, then Dougal said, ‘Things have to move on, Cristi.’ In spite of the bald words there was something in his voice which comforted her, a message that he had understood much that had not been said.


‘Well, I just wish they wouldn’t,’ she muttered rebelliously. ‘I hate change.’


‘That’s talking like a child.’ No comfort there. Another pause. ‘It seems to me,’ Dougal went on, and now there was a real hint of feelings suppressed beneath his even tone, ‘that plenty people would be glad to hear the kind of news you’ve just had.’


Again Cristi felt the colour rise to her cheeks. The last thing she had looked for was this measured but unmistakable rebuke. But of course this was how he would see it, and who could blame him? A startling inheritance falling into her lap, of the kind few people would dream of, and she was complaining.


How stark by comparison his own circumstances must appear, forced as he had been to abandon his plans for university and settle instead for a course at the local college; obliged to be at home and reluctantly taking a job as manager of an agricultural supplier’s in Muirend; putting in as much time as he could helping out on Drumveyn during Donnie’s illness – and now, still – as some repayment for Archie’s generosity, and picking up any extra jobs he could to supplement the family income. He not only made himself responsible for Jean, since his elder brother Donald, always wild and uncontrollable, gave her more grief than support, but at the same time did his best to deal with the troubles Jill brought on them. Dougal, with his hunger for land, his longing to farm no matter what crisis farming was in, his fierce desire for an independence he had little hope of achieving, had every reason to be angered by her ingratitude for the good fortune which had come her way.


‘I am glad,’ she said guiltily. ‘Grateful anyway. Of course I know how lucky I’ve been. It’s just that it’s so out of the blue, and all tied up with that business when I was a child, my parents shunting me off, my mother’s family not wanting to know …’


Why was she saying this? Dougal knew the story as well as she did.


He turned his head away, though there was nothing to look at but the blank doors of the garages. He took his time to sift through the words he longed to spill out, letting himself be swept away by a rare anger he hardly understood himself. Anger at circumstances which couldn’t be altered. Anger because Cristi had hidden from him tonight. Hidden from him. He had been right; the gulf between them had yawned too wide and was impassable. They lived in different worlds. He should be thankful that she was going, out of his life, so that the pain of departures and the almost equal pain when she returned, her nearness and inaccessibility, the chance glimpses he lived for, the aching difference between past and present, could no longer torment him.


But even as he thought this a wild resolve never to let anything or anyone take her from him banished reason and good sense. Jesus, she could put him through hoops.


All this he crushed down ruthlessly.


‘I’d best be off,’ he said, then winced at the harshness he had not intended her to hear. ‘It’s getting late,’ he added more gently.


Wouldn’t he even talk to her any more? Blind with tears, Cristi fumbled for the door handle.


‘Hang on.’ He was out and round at her side to offer his hand as she slid down.


‘Thanks, Dougal.’ He could barely catch the words, and bent his head to hers as he held onto her hand for one extra fraction of a second. Dougal wasn’t tall, and had desperately minded this, and his stocky build, when he was in his teens, but Cristi was so small and finely built that with her he was never conscious of his lack of height.
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