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Chapter Eight

‘You see, the trouble is, I love sex.’

Abby sounded apologetic and faintly despairing.

‘That must be awful for you.’

For a second Abby took Louise’s grave tone seriously and looked more gloomy than ever, then she took a quick look at her and giggled. ‘It’s lovely, actually.’

‘So do you have a boyfriend?’

‘Oh, no one special.’ The airy, too swift reply, did not accord with the lift of a bony shoulder as she looked away again, changing the subject. ‘It’s really handy that you’ve got a car. I’m supposed to have the use of the jeep, but Lennie keeps the keys and he only lets me use it for shopping in Aberfyle.’

‘Why is that?’ Louise asked, her attention on negotiating a steep blind bend. She vaguely recalled that ‘use of car’ had been included in her information sheet from Cass, but judging by the way in which everything she touched at Fallan seemed to come apart in her hand she was happy to continue to drive the ponderous Vauxhall she had inherited from Beatrice.

‘Oh, just because I had a little bump or two. Men get so worked up about that sort of thing.’

Louise thought it might be rewarding to see Lennie worked up about anything. ‘What did you bump into? Another moving object? A sheep? A human being?’

‘Once the end of the barn. And once,’ the long dimple appearing, ‘a rock. Only the rock, which you’d have thought big enough to stay put, rolled over, and I ended up in the burn. It took them all day to get the jeep out. They borrowed a winch from Gask, and Cameron had to come down to help, and the burn was really high and it poured the whole time. It was fun though.’

Louise could imagine Abby enjoying the chance to down domestic tools for such a fine piece of entertainment. ‘This big house where Cameron works, where is that?’

‘Just above us. Fallan.’ Abby sounded surprised.

‘I thought we were at Fallan.’

‘Where we are was once the old farmhouse or something.’ Abby always sounded vague when it came to facts.

‘So why does Cameron have his eleveness in our kitchen?’

‘He likes to.’ What odd questions Louise asked.

‘Ah. And what or where is Gask?’

‘You must have seen that as you came up. You couldn’t have missed it. That huge white castle. It was bought a couple of years ago by a Danish billionaire who makes some kind of cardboard box, can’t remember what, though Geordie told me all about them and they’ve been madly successful. Worldwide,’ Abby added, as though recalling the term would substantiate her story. ‘You can build filing systems with them, archives, that was it. What are archives? They sound incredibly boring.’

‘Who is Geordie?’

‘Geordie?’ Abby’s voice went up and then became elaborately casual. ‘He’s no one in particular. Just one of the glen men. Thinks he’s God’s gift and all that. He works at the sawmill on Gask.’

And was someone in particular. But Louise asked no more.

They were on their way to stock up with elementary items at the village shop. There had been no need for Abby to come but as she evidently expected to, and was unlikely to do much that was useful if left behind, Louise hadn’t argued. And any shreds of information which could be extracted from her were better than nothing, though her starting point seemed to be that everyone would naturally know more about everything than she did, and her notions of what a new arrival might need to know had not been honed by repetition.

The village was larger than Louise had realised, swollen by a spread of darkly creosoted holiday chalets shadowed by well-grown conifers, which successfully concealed them but created a gloomy environment that made her shudder. It seemed they were regularly used, however; some, privately owned, as weekend retreats. Their presence had kept the tiny store and post office open, supported as well by the work now available on Gask, where streams of money were being poured into fencing, repairing dry-stane dykes, tree-planting, experiments with rare breeds, the sawmill, cottages and other estate buildings. Though the children still had to go thirteen miles lower down the glen to school, though the church was abandoned and many houses long past repair, the injection of new wealth was enough to keep the small community alive.

Louise received no clear picture from Abby on the subject, but gradually pieced it together during her time at Fallan.

She learned more about Abby as they mucked out the staff sitting-room.

‘It is a bit of a mess,’ Abby conceded. ‘I’ve been meaning to tidy it up for ages.’

‘Good, then you won’t mind getting stuck in now,’ said Louise, flapping open a binbag with a resolution that made Abby cover her eyes. ‘You must be used to this – new brooms of holiday cooks raising dust.’

‘Yes, well, they often begin that way. Most of them sink to my level pretty soon, I’m thankful to say, but I knew the moment I saw you that you’d stick to it,’ Abby said mournfully. ‘You’re so neat.’ She used the word as though it represented some not altogether desirable ideal. ‘And so clean-looking. You’re older than most of the others, of course. Oh, not old, not nearly as old as Maxine for one, but you know, older than me.’

How old did she seem to Abby? How old did she seem to herself? An interesting question. Her youth, being young, seemed decades ago, a time small and bright and faraway down the reversed telescope of time and pain. She was thirty-two, but her contemporaries seemed girls to her, belonging to a different generation. And to Abby there probably seemed as well an almost parental level of disapproval, which went with boring habits like putting things away, ironing clothes, wanting to work whether anyone was there to see or not, and respecting other people’s property and privacy.

Abby had offered to show Louise round the house; another handy delaying tactic. ‘We can go anywhere we like. No one minds. Well, Bella gets a bit wound up sometimes. The boys go and jump on the beds after she’s made them and – oops, sorry, forgot I shouldn’t say that. Anyway, I’m meant to be looking after the house, so I can go anywhere I like, can’t I?’

‘And I’m meant to be cooking, so there’s no reason for me to go anywhere but the kitchen.’

‘No, but everyone likes a little snoop around, don’t they?’

‘No.’

Abby sighed. ‘God, you’re so unbelievably moral. No one’s as scrupulous as that. Anyway, you ought to look around the house, then you’ll know what sort of people you’re cooking for.’

‘Good try, Abby,’ said Louise. ‘However, if you don’t mind I think I’ll just stick to this wing.’ There would be photographs, pictures, toys, the strew of possessions which would tell too much.

‘Bor-ing,’ Abby sang, tilting a lager bottle to see if it had anything in it and, finding it didn’t, dropping it into her rubbish bag with a careless crash.

‘I’d like to explore outside, though. Would that be all right?’

‘Outside?’ Abby paused to peer through the window as though she had never seen what lay beyond it before. ‘You can go wherever you like, I suppose. They go on a bit about lambing but I don’t think that’s started yet.’

‘I suppose if it had there would be lambs?’ Louise suggested, and thought as Abby giggled that it wasn’t hard to understand what men saw in her. For apart from the fragility of her skinny limbs, and the helpless look her short-sightedness lent to the big soft-lashed eyes, she had a natural sweetness of character which was very endearing.

‘So are there any tracks, or places to walk to?’

Abby sat back on her heels and put her head on one side to ponder this.

‘You can go on working while you’re thinking about it, you know,’ Louise pointed out.

‘I don’t know where you could walk to,’ Abby said, not moving. ‘There’s nothing above here, really. Just horrible heather it’s impossible to plough through, and streams you’re up to your knees in before you’ve seen them, and scary bogs that are all round you suddenly and you think you’re going to sink into them without trace and no one will ever find you.’

Louise laughed. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Over a year. I must be mad.’

‘So why do you stay?’

‘Catch a rich bloke.’

‘Here?’

‘You should see some of the shooting guests. And the way the cooks carry on with them, come to that. Dear Hughie himself would even do, old as he is, if he wasn’t so cross all the time.’

‘Come on, Abby, why do you really stay?’

‘You never know, I might get lucky,’ Abby protested, then gave in with a shrug. ‘It’s a job, I suppose.’

And there were always the charms of Geordie? But it must be a lonely existence in term-time, especially during the winter.

‘Where’s your home?’ Louise asked.

At this ordinary enquiry, however, Abby’s face became instantly closed and mutinous. ‘Nowhere,’ she said, trying to ram a fat wodge of tattered magazines into the mouth of an already bulging binbag.

‘Abby, what do you mean?’

‘I’m one of the homeless, didn’t you know?’

‘But don’t you have any family?’

Abby grunted, having turned her attention to trying to shift one of the heavy armchairs, which had lost two of its castors and had one leg caught in a hole in the carpet.

‘Lift it.’ Louise went to help her.

‘You see, that’s what I mean,’ Abby burst out, though Louise couldn’t immediately see the connection. ‘Everyone else always sees what to do, and I never do. I just crash about and fall over my feet and make a complete bollocks of everything.’

‘What’s the matter, Abby?’ Louise asked gently, abandoning the chair – and what it had concealed – and giving Abby her full attention.

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Abby dragged back her hair and twisted it into a rope. ‘People like you make it worse, somehow. Oh, God, that’s an awful thing to say, I didn’t mean it like that. Only you’re so sort of composed, so efficient without even trying. You’ve only got to raise a hand and it’s like a magic wand bringing order.’

Louise thought her assault on the kitchen had involved a little more than waving a wand, but didn’t say so. ‘Let’s leave this for a while and go and make tea,’ (was she succumbing to Fallan ways herself?) ‘and talk. It’s not like you to be upset like this.’ Even on so slight an acquaintance she was sure of that.

Abby’s father, she learned, had spent his life working for the Foreign Office and was now an Ambassador. Abby had had a childhood of being shunted from one residence and one country and one school to another, privileged in material and cultural terms, but deprived of emotional stability, the security of a permanent base, and even a sense of family.

Louise didn’t learn the whole story in this first outpouring, but in the course of other conversations discovered a sad picture of neglect and, by the sound of it, outrageous selfishness on the part of Abby’s parents. There were three older sisters. ‘All big achievers,’ Abby said hopelessly, and could not guess the response this struck from Louise, who all her life had had her two brothers held up to her as examples of what she had so dismally failed to be, intelligent, academic, and ambitious.

‘And lookers, every one,’ Abby continued with a sigh. ‘Not just attractive, either, they’re quite bright. They learned languages properly, whereas I could gab a bit when I was little but everything flew straight out of my head later. I was hopeless at school and everyone used to bang on about how I’d had all these advantages and should be doing brilliantly. And my sisters know about clothes and make-up and hair and all that stuff that my mother gets so excited about. And they can dance and ride and play golf – well, Blanche can, she’s the one next youngest to me.’

What a daunting list, Louise thought, and what memories of long-ago struggles it brought back, but she didn’t interrupt.

‘Then they all did something with their lives. The eldest is a lawyer and says she’ll be a judge in the end. I bet she will, too. The second one only got married, but she married a Danish count, so of course my mother was utterly thrilled and makes a big thing of it. And Blanche, who used to be quite good fun, looking after me when we were sent away to school and all that, she’s the worst of all, because now she’s going into the Foreign Office and Dad’s over the moon, and all the maddening business about what I’m going to do with my life has started up again. As if they cared about me. They only want to be able to say, “And our youngest daughter is doing so well. She’s a – something.” If only they’d accept that I’m useless.’

Abby related this without a vestige of bitterness, which impressed and moved Louise.

‘Is that why you’re looking for a rich bloke?’ she asked, to bring her back to happier thoughts.

‘It would kill an awful lot of birds with one stone,’ Abby admitted, cheering up as Louise had hoped she would.

‘I can sympathise about the brilliant sisters, you know,’ she offered.

‘Yeah?’ Abby sounded doubtful.

‘Only it’s brothers in my case. Two. They make appalling amounts of money, have wives and houses my mother approves of, and – oh, well, they just do everything right.’ She had come close to saying the simple words, ‘and they’ve provided her with grandchildren,’ but at the last instant they had refused to be uttered.

‘I was meant to be a boy. They lost one at birth, that’s why there’s such a big gap between Blanche and me, and that’s why they tried again. They certainly didn’t want another girl, particularly so much younger than the others. But I can’t see what your parents could mind about you, especially as they had two boys already. You could have any job you liked.’ Abby could find a bright side when it was someone else who was miserable.

‘That’s nice of you, Abby, but I’m afraid I’ve never done much beyond keeping house and looking after an elderly aunt. This job is about my mark, I’m afraid.’ Time to duck away from topics which might provoke dangerous questions. ‘Now, it’s about time we got back to work. And what about supper? Are you in tonight?’

‘Oh, Louise, is it awful of me, but would you mind very much if I wasn’t? I have to— I’ve got some stuff to sort out. Personal stuff.’ The dimple was there, her eyes sliding away. ‘I promise I’ll be early tomorrow and we’ll get masses done before my train. Only, I wondered, would you mind giving me a lift to Pitlochry? There are things you want to get anyway, aren’t there?’

‘You’re going away tomorrow?’ There were so many things Louise still hadn’t found out. ‘Oh, Abby, couldn’t it be next week? I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be cooking yet. I’ve got nowhere today.’

‘But there’s a party!’ Abby wailed. ‘I specially wanted to go to it, I haven’t been to a party for ages. I know, I’ll make lists for you.’ She seized on this as sure to please someone as methodical as Louise.

Louise could hardly bear to contemplate what lists from Abby would be like. In any case, it was clear what was going to happen; it seemed futile to waste any more breath on discussion.

‘By the way,’ Abby stuck her head in at the kitchen door on her way out an hour later, ‘I suppose you wouldn’t think of lending me your car? No, I thought not,’ as Louise opened her mouth in horror, and her laughter and the skittering of her uncoordinated feet vanished once again towards the back door.





Chapter Eleven

Abby was down before Louise in the morning, her hair, which looked like silk after being washed and like dirty string two days later, still wet, her shirt clean but unironed. She was three-quarters awake, busy and penitent.

‘Sorry about sliding off like that last night. I hope everything was OK?’

‘You’d better ask your boss,’ Louise said, looking with interest into a pan of hot water where Abby was attempting to unlock some kippers from their frozen embrace, and deciding it was nothing to do with her.

‘I meant to leave you a note to say not to worry about doing breakfast, only I forgot,’ Abby told her, evidently believing this would please. ‘After all, you’ve finished working here really, haven’t you, so you needn’t have bothered to get up at all.’

‘What a good thing I’m not keen about having a long lie,’ Louise commented. She had grown used to dragging herself out early, knowing that Beatrice woke at excruciating times and found the wait for morning to arrive the worst part of the whole twenty-four hours. Then it had become a habit. Besides, it had not occurred to Louise that Abby would think of appearing.

‘These are getting kind of blurred and pale,’ Abby said, peering anxiously at the kippers. ‘Do you think they’ll be all right?’

‘No,’ said Louise, without moving.

‘Oh, don’t be mean!’ Instant wail. ‘You know I don’t know about things like kippers. I just thought it would be sort of – well, you know, making an effort.’

‘A propitiatory gesture?’ To her, Louise wondered, or to the master of the house, whose arrival had startlingly altered its atmosphere of marking time.

‘Probably. Whatever it means. Oh, God, look, now they’re falling apart.’

‘Make pâté of them,’ suggested Louise, going to lift the pan off the heat.

‘What an appalling idea,’ Abby said, taking it from her and dumping the contents, without draining off the liquid, into the pedal bin.

‘That’s nice,’ Louise said equably, as steam curled from under its lid.

‘Oh, fu-footle, phooey and fudge! And just look at the time. I’ll never be ready. Please, please be a gem and a star and a darling and help me. Whatever else can I give him?’

‘Bacon and eggs?’

‘Brilliant idea.’ Off charged Abby, while Louise, laughing, switched on the grill and reached for the percolator.

‘Hell, I should have put the warming cupboard on in the dining-room ages ago. The best way is to bung everything into that and clear off, then you don’t have to speak to him. He’s not a happy man in the mornings; well, not at any time, to be honest, but morning are the worst. Oh, and the hotplate, I shall never be ready—’

‘The warming cupboard?’

‘The bottom bit of that trolley in the pantry. You wheel it in by his place and leave it. He doesn’t like us galloping in and out.’

Louise could imagine it. But it would have been nice to have known about the practice last night. There had been many frustrating questions as she had prepared dinner, not least what sort of food Hugh Erskine liked. Then, should she call him when everything was ready or did he just come in; should she serve him; how did she guess when he had finished one course and was ready for the next; should she have done something about wine? Exasperation with Abby had filled her, and it had produced an uncharacteristic reaction. Was it part of her new mood of liberation and independence? She had decided Hugh Erskine could appear when it suited him.

It had been agreed that dinner would be ready at eight, so no reminder should be necessary. She would put the first course on the table and vanish while he ate it. A vision of herself standing meekly against the wall, hands folded across her stomach, while her employer ate his way through three silent course, had made her laugh and scattered her worries. She would guess about the timing of the next course and that would have to do.

What had become clear as the meal progressed was that whatever she did, short of tipping something into his lap, Hugh Erskine would barely notice. He was used to paying people to put food in front of him. Apart from saying he wouldn’t bother with coffee, which she had already made, he hardly addressed a word to her, and in the end she had found that rather soothing, reducing the entire exchange to the practical and impersonal. After all, why should he make the effort to speak to her, a stranger he would never see again?

It made her all the more thankful to be leaving, though. Just by being here this man created a charged atmosphere, through which threaded a vague expectancy of uncomfortable things waiting to happen.

With Abby on hand to serve breakfast, even if Louise had taken over the cooking, there seemed no fear of seeing him again, and she felt distinctly uncooperative when Abby said she was wanted in the office.

‘Whatever for?’ she demanded indignantly, and realised she sounded just like Abby herself.

‘To be paid?’ Abby suggested, amused. ‘Or have you been slaving and sweating all this time out of the kindness of your heart?’

‘The agency posted a cheque after my last job.’

‘Yes, well, there’s not much point in old Hugh sending them a cheque and them sending you a cheque when you’re here and he can give it to you, is there?’

‘How did you become so rational all of a sudden?’ Louise grumbled, but she could see there was no escape.

The office, the second door along the red corridor, startled and repelled her. It was a high-tech modern power-base, with nothing but the view of garden and glen from its window to suggest that it belonged in this old house so full of character and, in this wing at least, of charm. A Maxine grotto, Louise decided, glad that at least she didn’t have to meet her.

Hugh Erskine also surprised her. As she entered he rose from behind a desk as big as a bed, and came round it to greet her. The cheque he handed her was in an envelope, stiff, white and square.

‘I wanted to thank you for all you’ve done here,’ he said without preamble. ‘You must have worked very hard indeed to reduce not only the kitchen but all the store rooms and larders to such order in so short a time, and I’m grateful to you.’

Perhaps I never got round to doing any cooking, Louise was tempted to say flippantly, caught off balance by this speech, but in the same moment the conviction came that he would know exactly how much food was now in the freezers and on his shelves.

He was wearing this morning a check shirt, a heavy green sweater with elbow patches, and moleskin breeches. She was illogically pleased, for someone invariably trim herself, to note that the latter had clearly seen much hard wear. He also had the look of a busy man who has already got through a good deal of business since getting out of bed, and she had a vision of him striding about house and garden, steading yard and buildings, brisk and alert, inspecting and checking with an unforgiving eye. It was not an attractive image, particularly as her own efforts had come under scrutiny. Yet he sounded genuinely grateful for what she had done, and in spite of herself Louise warmed to that.

‘I gather from your details that you only agreed to be here until the holiday cook arrived,’ Hugh was saying. ‘Is there any possibility that you could be persuaded to change your mind and stay longer?’

‘But the new cook is due this afternoon,’ Louise said, taken aback. Of all the negative reactions which flew up at his proposal, this was the simplest to voice.

‘We could probably dispense with her, if you would agree to stay.’

Dispense with her? What a heartless phrase.

‘But she’s probably already started out—’

‘Does that mean you would consider staying? The fact that she’s on her way doesn’t mean we can’t send her home again.’

We? Don’t include me in such behaviour.

‘That’s awful!’ Louise protested. ‘It’s unethical and unfair, a truly dreadful way to treat someone.’

‘This particular someone has already let us down, if you recall.’

‘Let you down? You make it sound deliberate. Didn’t she have some family crisis which meant she couldn’t come on the agreed date?’

‘She didn’t do what she was engaged to do,’ Hugh said impatiently, turning away. ‘Though I suppose I can be grateful to her in that you came in her place. However, if you don’t agree to my proposal—’

Smooth dismissal, leaving so many hot retorts on Louise’s lips that, finding herself out in the corridor without quite knowing how she got there, she was almost provoked enough to turn round and go in again.

‘Goodness, you’re looking pink,’ Abby observed as she came crossly into the kitchen and dropped into a chair. ‘Old Hughie been lashing out the charisma?’

‘He actually suggested dumping the new cook, at no notice at all, if I would stay on.’ Apart from her anger, so rare for her, the thought of what else that would have meant had shaken Louise deeply.

Abby whistled. ‘That’s quite a compliment, coming from him.’

‘You’re as unscrupulous as he is! What about this poor girl and her job?’

‘Oh, well, she’s probably ghastly,’ Abby said. ‘OK, OK, I do see what you mean. Only I wish you’d stay. I hate the thought of you leaving. Why do you have to be so conscientious and good all the time?’ She looked so dejected that Louise’s wrath evaporated.

‘Oh, darling Abby, I shall miss you too, you can’t think how much.’

‘Honestly?’

‘Of course honestly. And I want you to write and let me know how you are. Not too much unexpurgated detail, just the respectable parts.’

‘Of course I will. Well, when I can find a pen that works. You know what this place is like.’

They laughed, but up in the room she had grown so fond of, packing the last of her belongings, the words came back to Louise and she considered them with a rueful honesty. In cold truth she had achieved nothing here beyond filling a few cubic feet with offerings which in a couple of weeks’ time would have been consumed. She felt sad for a moment, needing to hold onto some kind of permanence, hating being uprooted, dogged by a sense of unfinished business. She wished she had done more while she was here, been more receptive, got to know people better, reached beneath the skin of the place.

She was still thinking of this as she went out with Abby to the car.

‘I’m glad you made me go down to the pub with you,’ she said. ‘Otherwise I really would have felt I’d lived on the surface of things while I was here. I suppose the neighbours are too used to all the comings and goings to take any notice of them, but it would have been nice if they’d been friendly.’

‘What neighbours?’ Abby looked puzzled.

‘Abby, I know you don’t walk an inch that you don’t have to, and look neither to right nor left in your pursuit of men and alcohol, but even you must remember there’s another inhabited house just up the hill.’

‘Well, they’re not exactly neighbours, are they?’

‘What would you call them then?’

‘Family. That’s the big house, our big house. It belongs to Hugh’s father.’

‘The children’s grandfather?’ It struck Louise even as she spoke that the way she phrased the question was telling, revealing where, always, the focus of her thoughts lay.

‘Yep, and his dotty old second wife, Gloria. Picked her up in a brothel, or something.’

‘Abby!’

‘ ‘Strue. Everybody knows. Hugh can’t stand her, and the children aren’t supposed to go near her, and nor is anyone else from here, come to that. So his father, who’s got an even worse temper than he has, won’t speak to him, and so it goes on.’

‘But how sad and horrible. And why didn’t you tell me it was the grandparents who lived there?’

‘Didn’t I?’ Abby couldn’t see that it mattered.

‘But I asked you, after that evening when I first went out walking. I said I’d seen an old couple in the garden.’

‘Well, I thought you knew who they were.’

‘How could I know?’ But the familiar feeling of struggling through a quicksand, which attempting to establish facts with Abby could produce, made Louise abandon the point in despair.

‘Anyway, too late to get in a tizz about it now,’ Abby pointed out cheerfully, and Louise was laughing as she gave her a last hug, wanting to say all the looking-after things which Abby drew from one. Make sure you eat properly, make sure you get enough sleep, don’t stand out here in that thin shirt …

Was this jumble of feelings – a sharper sense of uprooting than there had any right to be after so short a time, the satisfaction of having achieved what she came here to do, mingled with a sense of incompleteness – to be repeated as each future job ended? Could she stand the emotional wear and tear?

Winding down the narrow road, the far view of the loch opening before her, passing through the village with a wave at one or two faces she knew, glancing across at the sheds and logpiles of the sawmill, what engaged her attention was this surprising new information. It seemed to add yet another touch to the desolate mood of Fallan; feuds, strife, family members so near and yet cut off from each other, the children deprived of one more ‘normal’ relationship.

She found, however, turning east along the busier loch road, that hard as it was to shake off these images, she was glad she had come, and after an interval in the comfort of home she knew she would be ready to set forth again wherever Cass elected to send her.

One more thing occurred that day which rattled her. On opening the cheque from Hugh Erskine she found he had bumped up the figure due by an arresting amount. Her first reaction was to send the cheque back, but he had included a note: ‘Please accept this in thanks for all you have done. I am much indebted to you,’ and she knew the demands of good manners would make such a satisfying gesture impossible.





Chapter Fifteen

Quiet evening or not, it began in festive mood. Louise had decided, as a surprise for Aidan and to create a feeling of occasion – and since the weather for the first time had turned grey and bleak – that they would dine at a small table drawn up to the fire in the library, the cosiest of the spacious Kinnafoot rooms.

She did pause to wonder whether this would send signals she didn’t intend, but Cass’s warnings about Aidan were hard to take seriously by this stage. As far as Louise had observed, his behaviour was nothing more than the normal responses of a flamboyant, big-hearted man whose emotions ran very near the surface. There had been nothing beyond affectionate pats, a few rib-cracking hugs, and extravagant compliments which were more likely to be about her food than about her. Little to fear there, and once again Louise felt ashamed of the moment’s doubt. How hurt Aidan would be if he knew of it. Her cheeks were pink as she hurried on with her preparations.

But when she came down after her bath, wearing a favourite dress of soft hyacinth blue, she found that Aidan too had been making plans. He had already discovered the plot in the library, having gone in, as he often did, to smack his lips over the dining-room table and count the knives and forks to see if he was getting a savoury or not, or to sharpen the carving knife in sensual anticipation. He had been thunderstruck to find the table bare, and had come charging out again with a baffled roar, to be headed towards the library by Mrs Wacker, who didn’t want anything smashed while her mad employer hunted for his dinner.

For Mrs Wacker, and Wacker himself, felicitously shedding the role of gardener and transforming himself into a silent-footed, punctilious butler of his own invention, had, as Aidan’s own surprise for Louise, been pressed to serve dinner and wash up, and she was forbidden the kitchen for the evening.

More than this, beside her chair in the drawing-room, where Wacker brought her wine (from a bottle and from the cellar), lay a small velvet tray with a cellophane lid, containing an orchid. It was so much a gesture of Aidan’s generation, with its message of the trouble he had taken – for it had had to be planned and organised – and of a wish to give something exotic and precious, that tears sprang to Louise’s eyes.

‘I have never, ever been given one before,’ she said, enchanted by its elaborate and amazing beauty. She laid it against her shoulder, and Aidan, seizing the chance of laughter, protested in outrage, ‘What are you doing, my delectable innocent? Other way up. My God, the youth of today. Here, let me.’

Louise, relinquishing the delicate bloom, which seemed almost as live to the touch as a creature, stood before him like a child, and noted without surprise that the huge hands were light and deft.

‘There now.’ He bent his big shaggy head and smacked a resounding kiss on her cheek. ‘You look as delicious as a little scone, warm from the oven.’

I think I’m safe enough, Louise decided, laughing at the comparison, but suspecting he had chosen it with a design at once perceptive and reassuring.

Wacker came in, enjoying himself tremendously, his nails sore with cleaning, bearing hot cheese straws which Louise recognised, and giving no hint of the violent altercation that had just blown up in the kitchen about who was to remain behind the scenes.

As with Erica, there was never any shortage of things to talk about. Aidan had a fund of anecdotes – Louise had never heard him repeat one – some unforgivably vain-glorious, others told against himself with identical gusto and frankness, still others full of intriguing gossip about well-known figures. Laughter was the key to them all, and Aidan’s appetite for it, his massive good looks, his happy mood, darkening from time to time with extravagant despair as he remembered that tomorrow Louise must go, made a combination hard to resist.

Indeed there was no reason to resist it. Louise felt that the friendships which had been formed in this place would not vanish. Aidan, of course, had the future mapped out beyond argument.

‘Cass will send you back here on every possible occasion. Alice shall have as many holidays as she can bear. Better than that, I shall do up the farmworker’s cottage down the lane and put her into it. I’ve been meaning to tidy it up for quite some time.’

‘It doesn’t have a roof,’ Louise said, biting into the burning-hot devils on horseback she had last seen pale and wan on a plate in the fridge and thinking what a marvellous creature Mrs Wacker was.

‘A roof, a roof! How can you be so small-minded?’

‘I don’t know if I will be sent back here, you know,’ Louise warned him.

‘Of course you will. I shall see to it.’

‘It will have to fit in with everything else.’

‘What everything else? I shall pay a vast retainer for you, have you permanently poised to come the moment I lift my finger.’

But later, when they had moved to the drawing-room so that Wacker could clear away, and the house was empty and quiet around them, Aidan expressed his feelings more simply, and more poignantly.

‘I can be myself with you,’ he said, his craggy features, sad for once, limned dramatically by the glow of the fire. ‘I can rant and roar and stamp, give you a hug when the urge possesses me, and you never flinch. Darling girl, how I’ve loved having you in the house, slipping about so neat and clean and busy. I’ve loved the way you put heart and soul into what you do, and I don’t need to tell you how wonderful it’s been to be able to throw all the parties, have people here. But there’s more to it than that. Can I talk about it?’

‘Of course.’ Louise found this quiet tone from him incredibly moving, and her own voice was very gentle.

Aidan shifted his big frame restlessly, taking the poker to rearrange a couple of logs with his surprisingly delicacy of touch, stirring them into flame.

‘Loving and being loved.’ He sat forward on his chair, the poker idle in his hands, a line of firelight running up its shining steel length. He flipped it up and down for a moment, making it look as light as a knitting needle, then laid it carefully beside the tongs. ‘I’ve missed the boat in that department, it seems.’

Louise was very still. She knew this had nothing to do with her; something important was coming, something hidden deep beneath Aidan’s exuberant excesses of speech and manner, which he needed to express but which it would hurt him to express.

‘The buffoon,’ he said with a sigh, leaning back in his chair, his voice a deep rumble she could scarcely catch. ‘It’s an easy role to play when you’ve got size twelve feet, hands like sides of beef, and a laugh like a barrel rolling down a cellar chute. Then you become the part and the part becomes you, and nobody can tell the difference. Girls, women, can’t tell the difference. Oh, I expect I was clumsy, did everything wrong. For a while I even wondered if I should go after the boys. Pretty much of a last resort,’ he added, with a laugh Louise didn’t altogether like. ‘No, in the end I never went down that road. But Christ—!’

He pushed himself up out of his chair with a suddenness that made her jump. ‘Christ!’ He walked with his crashing stride to the window, the dogs following him, and stood there for a moment with his hands locked behind his back and his head up. ‘What I’ve missed out on. What – I – have – missed – out – on.’ The great voice had dropped, tolling out the words, and on an instinct of compassion Louise went to stand beside him, slipping her hand into his, leaning her head lightly against his arm. He bent his big head towards hers, and they stood like this for some moments, very still, the greyness of the May night throwing the big trees of the lower lawn into black silhouette.

‘I’m not sure that having someone like you here isn’t rather bad for me,’ Aidan said after a while, and the effortful lightness of his tone was even more painful to hear than the bitter outburst of questioning and loss had been. ‘A glimpse of something so easy, so full of moment-by-moment pleasure. There’s always an image, I suppose, in everyone’s mind. That impossible she. I feel as though I’ve gone on expecting, looking and hoping, without noticing the years piling up. Sixty years old, for God’s sake, and still with that feeling that one day, somewhere … No wonder Erica gets so impatient with me. She says I’ve never grown up and I daresay she’s right.’

‘There could be someone still.’ The sheer waste of all this affection and loving-kindness took Louise by the throat. Yet what could she say that would not be patronising and insensitive?

Aidan gave the hand he was holding a little shake, and smiled down at her. ‘What a true delight you’ve been.’

‘But Aidan, it hasn’t been one-sided. You can’t guess how much being here has meant to me – and helped me.’

‘Yes?’ He looked at her searchingly, wanting to believe it.

‘Of course it has. I’ve been shutting myself away from things, from people. Here there has been such warmth and colour and giving, and it all stems from you.’

He accepted this in silence, but Louise was aware of his pleasure. He turned to face her, and taking her shoulders held her at arm’s length away from him.

‘Little Louise, do you know what I should like more than anything in the world?’

A crucial moment. That was how Louise saw it in retrospect, but at the time, in all honesty, had there been any feeling of decision? Had there not, more accurately, been a trusting wish to fulfil if she could whatever that longing might be, without fear that he would ask the impossible? But the moment was so fleeting, so uncomplicated when it came, that she answered without hesitation, ‘Tell me.’

‘I want to gather you up in my arms and carry you to the sofa and sit there with you in my lap.’

Louise smiled at him, slipping her arms inside his to put her hands on his shoulders, massive and solid as a beam of wood.

‘Oh, Louise.’ Aidan’s face crumpled and broke, but he at once regained control, and with a return to his usual extravagance of gesture scooped her up, giving her a small toss into the air like a child, and carried her across the room with the dogs leaping round them. Flumping down with her in a swirling movement, he tucked her against him with a natural and tender ease which returned their mood to quietness, and for a while they were simply there together, close and silent.

In the warm cave of his arms, her cheek against the solidity of his chest, lulled by the strong beat of his heart, Louise felt a sense of timelessness steal over her. There were no questions to ask, no apprehensions to quell. Afterwards, she was to check on this; had she really felt no doubts? Had she gone into his arms without the slightest query in her mind? Had she, therefore, been prepared for this to be the prelude to something else? But no, sure instinct had told her this was the prelude to nothing. This was what this man needed, closeness, touch, a woman’s body content and relaxed in his arms.

‘Louise, I cannot tell you …’ he said at last, huskily, and putting up her hand she found his cheek wet with tears.

‘Oh, darling Aidan, don’t, I can’t bear it.’

‘No, don’t be upset,’ he said, holding her palm there for an instant. ‘Tears are part of good emotions as well as sad ones. Let them be.’

‘This means a lot to me too, you know,’ she whispered. ‘It’s so long since—’

‘Don’t talk about it if it hurts you,’ he interrupted hurriedly, dreading pain for her as he would have hated to see her bleeding from the merest scratch. ‘I know you’ve had terrible grief to—’

‘I wasn’t going to say “since Owen died”,’ Louise stopped him gently. ‘I’ve already managed to say that, to Cass and to Erica. No, I was going to say, “since I’ve had any loving physical contact with a man”. This is so good, you simply can’t imagine.’

‘So we keep telling each other,’ he said, with a return to lightness. Then a moment later he asked, anxious again, ‘You’re sure I’m not gross?’

‘Shall we say enormously attractive?’ Louise suggested, and laughing again, securely comfortable, bonded by a shared need to give, and a shared capacity to receive, they settled down to talk the hours away.
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Chapter Eighteen

Would the magic be there still? Louise felt almost more nervous turning up into Glen Fallan today than she had felt the first time, four months ago. There was a deep, almost aching fear, which she tried to ignore, that if this place failed to come up to her memories of it, then she would be truly adrift. It made no sense, but her hands were clammy, her heart hurrying, as she took the first curves up from the thronged road beside the loch.

This road was busier too. Although it was marked as unsuitable for coaches, and the glen led nowhere and offered no tourist ‘attractions’, people were lured into it for that very reason, and she passed a car or two in most of the places where it was possible to park.

At first she minded their presence, not prepared for it – her mind too full of larger worries at present to leave room for anything so normal – but as she wound up the glen she found that it adapted acceptably to summer mode. How could a few cars, a few people peacefully enjoying themselves, detract from the grandeur of the great ridges ranging ahead, or alter the feeling, as the road twisted deeper into the hills, of entering a secret and special world?

Going through the village she was suddenly aware that she was no longer looking at the scene from the outside; even if only for a minute span of time, she was part of it. Names came back, names she had never thought of in the harried days of packing and preparation. Was Geordie in or out of favour? Would she see quiet kindly Fraser while she was here? Was Cameron still cadging fly cuppies? And Abby would be there, scatty, maddening Abby, who was nearly as rootless as Louise was herself. Anticipation at the thought of seeing her again – if she had remembered to be in – filled Louise as she left the village and took the unfenced road through the more open landscape of the upper glen.

Only as she reached the bridge and the gates of Fallan did she remember with a jolt of apprehension that things would be different this time. It would not be Abby and herself muddling about in ill-lit store rooms and draughty corridors of stone. The house would be alive and inhabited; Hugh Erskine would be there with his business associates; Maxine would be in charge.

But even that thought could not spoil the pleasure of seeing again, as she went up the drive flanked with trees in summer foliage, the low, white house with the sun on its face, the barn wall beside it half-smothered in roses, the steep green fields climbing away to the moor. Its quality of established rightness in its setting woke the remembered response; this was a lovely place and she was glad to be back.

A sleek car, not the Daimler, was askew outside the door, and Louise did not stop there as she used to, but continued through the gap between house and barn, pulling up by the door to the kitchen corridor. Before her seat-belt was free the door burst open and Abby came leaping out.

‘You can’t think how I’ve been looking forward to having you back!’ she exclaimed, dragging Louise out eagerly. ‘I was terrified the Maxi-Monster would find some way of cancelling you. She was getting sniffy because Hugh was so determined to get hold of you again. Can’t stand him singing someone else’s praises, that’s her problem. Is this all you’ve brought with you? God, it’s for such a short time, I can’t bear it.’

‘Don’t start wailing about it when I’ve just come,’ Louise protested, hugging her. ‘How are you, Abby?’

‘Oh, I can’t tell you. Fed up, lonely, reformed – read boring – and had it up to here with this place.’

‘That good?’

But though they laughed Louise felt a stir of worry, noting that Abby, in spite of the ‘reformed’ part, which presumably meant more early nights then usual, looked exhausted, her eyes tired behind the slipping spectacles, her shoulders sagging forlornly. It wasn’t the moment to pursue it.

‘Am I in the same room?’

‘Yes, and you should just see it,’ Abby cried, perking up. ‘I’ve done it beautifully for you. Come on.’

Contrasting emotions jostled Louise as Abby, talking over her shoulder and tripping over her feet, went ahead up the narrow stairs. Memories which now seemed far away – her dread about what she had embarked upon, the wintry cold of sunless corners, the sense of being flung into a place of disorder and confusion where there was nowhere to turn for help – mingled with an eagerness to see Fallan in summer mood, to be out in the garden, away up the hill. And deeper still was a recognition that she herself had come a long way since the doubts and nervousness of her first visit. Then, going along the nursery corridor, past the doors she did not look at, the rooms she did not wish to see even in her mind, she found that that element had not changed, the threat of pain lying in wait, too real and close.

‘Look!’ boasted Abby. ‘I even remembered flowers.’

The quilt was crooked, the hem of one curtain sagged below the sill, gossamer furred with dust swayed lightly from the lampshade, but the dressing-table top and mirror were shining, the worn carpet had been hoovered, the air was scented by the roses Abby had shoved haphazard into a jug, and the window was open to the hill.

The misery that had dogged Louise since Phyllis’s bombshell, the anxious totting up of resources, the zigzagging from one unappealing plan to another, and the sense of rejection which she could not banish, unreasonable as it was, fell away.

‘Oh, Abby, it looks lovely. Thank you for taking so much trouble.’

‘It’s not bad, is it?’ Abby looked round proudly. ‘Bathroom’s not quite up to this, I have to say. Ran out of time. You don’t want to bother about unpacking, do you? Let’s go and have tea.’

‘And you can tell me about these people who are coming.’

‘Oh, the conference,’ Abby said, a wealth of scorn in her voice. ‘Sorry, can’t help you there. Maxine’s department. God, she’s a pain. They’re not coming till tomorrow though, so we can have a good goss and then go down to the pub tonight. What do you say?’

‘I say I’ll find out what I’m supposed to be doing from someone a bit more reliable than you.’

‘OK, be like that.’ Abby didn’t sound put out. ‘I don’t think there’s all that much in the freezers, by the way,’ she said as they went downstairs. It wasn’t her job to see that there was, but it did strike her dimly that it wasn’t fair for Louise to have to start from scratch all over again, when other cooks in the interval had cruised along on what she had produced.

‘There’s a surprise,’ Louise said, but she had been prepared for it. She had also braced herself to find the tide of feckless squalor had swept back and looked round the tidy kitchen with startled eyes, catching as she turned a beam of gleeful satisfaction on Abby’s face.

‘You didn’t expect that, did you?’ Abby gloated. ‘Cupboards and everything, look.’

‘You did it?’

‘Don’t sound so disbelieving. I did. Well,’ abandoning her injured tone with a giggle, ‘only because Hugh made such a big deal about it. He hauled me in the day you left and bent my ear. Said now that you’d got everything in order it was to stay that way, and as I was the person here all the time it was down to me to see that it did, and if the temps arrived and found a midden they’d leave a midden behind. Something like that, anyway. I definitely remember midden. All very heavy.’

It seemed to Louise that Abby remembered what had been said with remarkable accuracy. Hugh had evidently made an impression.

‘You’ve done brilliantly.’ Louise couldn’t help feeling pleased that her own efforts had not been wasted. Or was it that, in her relief to be away from Stirling and its problems for a few days, and back in this perfect glen, she was ready to be pleased at anything?

‘Didn’t rise to baking, though,’ Abby said, shy at the unaccustomed praise, tipping a heap of Nutri-Grain bars onto the table, dropping a couple on the floor, picking out a blueberry one, peeling off its wrapper and biting off a third of it. Louise put the kettle on.

They had barely had time to exchange basic news when Maxine arrived. Sharp rap of high heels, sharp push at the door, sharp glance raking the room, Louise and the tea on the table, disapproval in place before she could have registered anything. She had pale hair as sleeked to her head as if she had just come up from a dive, and a sinewy leanness that was nothing like Abby’s skinny immaturity. Thirty-five, perhaps older, with a strong jaw, an intolerant mouth, and pale eyes more green than blue. She wore navy; then and always, Maxine wore navy.

‘Ms Donaldson?’ How odd to hear someone say Ms, Louise thought. It didn’t sound very friendly.

‘Louise,’ she said, rising to offer her hand.

Maxine seemed not to see it, her cold eye falling on the tattered wrappers in front of Abby. ‘Maxine Trenchard,’ she said, as though they had now arrived at what mattered.

‘Would you like tea?’ Louise asked. As she turned, assuming acceptance, to reach for a mug, she caught the wide-eyed surprise in Abby’s face, exactly like that of a child confronted with some alarming breach of routine.

‘No.’ Maxine, frowning, made a dismissive gesture with her hand. Purple-red nails. ‘Thank you.’ Very much an afterthought. ‘Could you spare a few moments?’ She turned and clipped back to the door.

Now? Louise looked with raised eyebrows at the steam rising from her tea, and at Abby. Well, cooks came and went at Fallan; no one was going to waste time asking if she’d had a good journey here. She remembered Aidan, and the welcome he and the silly dogs had given her.

‘Miserable old bat,’ Abby mouthed, jerking her head towards the door. No busy feet had tapped away.

Maxine, waiting two yards along the corridor, gestured to Louise to close the kitchen door. Louise, feeling an unfamiliar resistance, did so quietly.

‘Now, as you know,’ Maxine began crisply, ‘we are holding a very important business conference here, starting the day after tomorrow.’

And we’re going to discuss it in the kitchen corridor? Louise looked at her in disbelief. What had been wrong with talking it over at the kitchen table with Abby or, if that was unthinkable, sitting comfortably in the office? She could have taken her tea, which was becoming more desirable in direct relation to Maxine’s inconsiderate rudeness, with her.

‘If we go into the matter of menus and timetable first thing in the morning,’ Maxine pursued, with the single-minded concentration on her own concerns which would become familiar, ‘that should give you ample time to shop and prepare.’

‘I don’t know about ample,’ Louise remarked, with no particular emphasis.

Maxine checked, her brows coming down, as though this threatened a lack of cooperation which must be eradicated before it took hold. ‘We’re talking about six people here, not sixty. Hugh seemed to think you would be competent to handle that.’

‘I’ve just arrived,’ Louise observed mildly. ‘I haven’t so much as looked in the freezers yet – though I presume the main food ordering has been done and all the basics are in stock?’ She didn’t presume any such thing. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.

‘Certainly. Abby was told to organise that,’ Maxine said, passing swiftly on. Louise didn’t believe her. ‘However, you’ll have time to check your stores before our meeting, and we can base our planning on that.’

Good thinking, Maxine.

‘For the moment, what I wished to say—’ hurrying a little, so that Louise knew whatever was coming didn’t suit this forceful woman, who seemed to carry anger with her from sheer habit ‘—there will be just the two of us for dinner tonight, Hugh and I, that is, so he asked me to suggest that you join us. There won’t be any opportunity to do so after this evening, naturally.’ She sounded happier about this part of the speech.

How unsure of herself Maxine must be, Louise reflected, in spite of her air of authority, to feel she had to spell out the message in this way.

‘How kind of Hugh.’ Louise thought of him as Mr Erskine, but it seemed a good moment to adopt the prevailing fashion. ‘But what about Abby?’

‘Yes, well—’ Maxine cast a glance at the closed kitchen door and lowered her voice. ‘Your status and Abby’s are rather different.’

‘Are they? How?’

Maxine looked as though she wasn’t used to being challenged, however calmly. She evaded the point, her eyes hostile. ‘Anyway, that’s what Hugh asked me to say. Dinner at eight. Whatever it suits you to give us.’

Technically, Louise recalled, giving no hint of the anger she felt on Abby’s behalf, she was not employed here until tomorrow morning. Maxine must know that.

‘Eight o’clock,’ she said, as though considering it, and turned back to the kitchen leaving Maxine frowning and uncertain. Not doubting that dinner would appear, her imagination didn’t carry her so far, but conscious that Louise had not grasped the true position here. That must be put right at the first opportunity.



Hugh sent Maxine to ask Louise to join them for a drink before dinner. Having tried to brush the idea aside, ‘I should think she’ll be too busy cooking, won’t she?’ and got nowhere, Maxine had been tempted to hang around in the corridor and go back saying Louise had refused, but she had worked for Hugh Erskine for long enough to know she couldn’t risk it.

Louise, however, solved the problem by saying she couldn’t leave her Hollandaise, and Maxine wasted no time in trying to overrule her. When at ten past eight Louise heard their voices in the dining-room she carried in the lettuce soup – she had thought wistfully, as she cut the bolted heads, of Wacker’s lovingly tended rows – and found them looking at the two places she had laid.

‘Louise, how nice to see you back,’ Hugh Erskine greeted her with what sounded like real warmth. As she had been in the bath at the time, Louise was not aware that he had come to the kitchen to welcome her when he got home, taking Abby, flicking in mixed disgust and envy through a Tatler she had filched from Maxine’s room, considerably by surprise. ‘But I think there’s some misunderstanding. You’re having dinner too, aren’t you? Don’t we need another place—?’

‘How kind,’ Louise said, as though she had never heard of the idea before. ‘But I’m afraid I’ve already had dinner, with Abby. She would have been on her own otherwise. Everything’s ready in the hot cupboard – I hope the Hollandaise survives – and the percolator is ready to be switched on.’ This she addressed to Maxine, making clear the assumption that it would be her job, then adding, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then – when I start work,’ with a courteous smile she took her departure.

‘But that wasn’t—’ Hugh began, with a sharp glance at Maxine, then, disdaining to waste words on what could not be altered, said crisply, ‘In that case, I suggest we begin.’

Louise was already through the swing door. What a pleasure Maxine’s expression had been.
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